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I was transmigrated as the second male lead's secretary in a romance fantasy novel.

Only to die after loving the second male lead in the Original Work.

So I should escape... right?

*All covers and illustrations were drawn by Hwang!


Ch.0 - EP. ■ In The Beginning
## Prologue. In the Beginning

"Even so, Stella."

In that moment, a sensation like my breath stopping washed over me.

We were on the terrace. At a party celebrating the end of the semester.
Even though we were away from the center of the gathering, it shouldn't have been this quiet.
Why was it so silent, except for the loud beating of my heart?

-Whoosh!

As I stood there frozen, fireworks bloomed in a rainbow of colors across a patch of the deep blue night sky.

Thanks to that, I could see his silhouette backlit against the night sky.

But even in that light.
Those crimson eyes that always gazed at me still hadn't lost their brilliance.

From the moment we first met until now, consistently.

"So... what's your answer?"

Evan, the second male lead, asked with his usual smiling face.
As if the serious atmosphere from earlier had been a lie, lightly and casually.

Probably his own way of being considerate, not wanting to pressure me.

"..."

Come to think of it, he had always been that way.

Even after saving me countless times, he never once took credit.

Even though he suspected my identity, he kept it to himself until the end.

From beginning to end.
He believed in me.

"...Ah."

The truth is, I already knew.
Perhaps for quite a long time.

I exhaled once to cool the heat rising throughout my body.
I burst into self-deprecating laughter at how ridiculous I had become.

Then I approached him one step at a time.

"Evan."

"Yes?"

One step, another step.
His face drew closer.

Before I knew it, I was close enough that my breath, sweetened from the wine I'd drunk, could reach him.
His face was also flushed, probably from drinking a few glasses.

"Your tie... is crooked."

The truth is, I know.

I know very well how he ties his tie.
Despite that, he deliberately loosens it in front of me.

But even so, isn't fixing the master's appearance part of a secretary's job?
Making such a joke to myself, I firmly grasped Evan's tie.

"...You asked for an answer, didn't you?"

"Yes. I've been waiting quite a while, you know?"

Evan, this world's second male lead, still smiling so smugly.

*How did I end up with someone like him...*

I mocked myself again internally.
Yes. How did it really come to this?

In the beginning, it wasn't like this at all.

When I was first thrown into this world.
When I possessed the body of the second male lead's secretary who would die in three years, I was desperate to survive, and even tried to deliberately distance myself from him.

However.
The goal of "surviving for myself" somehow became something I pursued together with this man standing before me.

Taking the Academy entrance exam, handling the original story's episodes, catching traitors. Dealing with a half-dragon, recruiting the Saintess, and facing off against the Sword Saint.

And somewhere along the way—

"...Hah."

I wonder what expression I'm wearing now.

Being weak to alcohol, perhaps my face is embarrassingly flushed.
Though maintaining a poker face is my specialty, I don't want to hide my expression in this situation.

My hand gripped Evan's tie even tighter.

"...This is my answer."

And with a tug—

-Boom!

Fireworks were exploding in the sky, bright enough to outshine even the moon.

Perhaps bright enough to clearly illuminate the figures of a man and woman facing each other alone on the banquet terrace.

As I vaguely heard the sound of fireworks through my dazed mind, feeling the dizzying intoxication rising, I gently closed my eyes.

If I were to make an excuse for coming this far... yes.

In the beginning.
The only thing I cared about was clearly...

..."How to survive as the second male lead's secretary," nothing more.

Ch.0 - EP. 0 Academy Survival Guide
I stared at my smartphone in the dim room, unable to hold back my frustration.

"What the hell..."

I rarely talked to myself, even at home, but this absurd situation forced expletives out of me.

"This development is fucking..."

Oh... wondering what I'm doing alone in my room with the lights off?
Well, what a healthy adult man does alone at home is pretty obvious, right?

["I love you, Duke..."

"...Stella."

The light faded from her eyes that always shone so brilliantly blue.
Her mysterious lavender hair, like pale amethyst, instantly lost its color.

My hand buried in the snow felt cold.

A shooting star fell from the sky.

Stella was dead.

The girl who had always supported me since childhood died trying to save someone like me.

-Chapter 424 END]

"AAAAARGH!!"

Of course, I was just lying alone reading a romance fantasy novel.
Usually, this would be my only healing time after a hard day, but not today.

As soon as the notification came, I devoured today's update.
And my favorite character just died.

"You crazy author, how could you kill her?!"
—
Stella Bell Eckhart.

She was a supporting character in the novel I'd been obsessed with for months, "Academy Survival Guide for That Princess," or ASG for short.

Her role was the female secretary to Duke Evan von Isenberg, a boisterous secondary male lead who clung to the female protagonist.

She would scold the Duke when he obliviously pursued the female lead, occasionally showing jealousy toward the protagonist.

Some might call her just an extra—and yes, she was a minor character with minimal presence—but I had invested months in this character.

[Day 34 of requesting a Stella side story]
-Author, today's chapter was amazing!! Could you possibly increase Stella's screen time a little?

L[WizardVirgin]
-Was there even such a character?

L[Immortal_Flame]
-Must be the Duke's secretary. But why her;;

L[GrammarPolice]
*her not him

[Day 67 of requesting a Stella side story]
-Stella's story breaks my heart today too ㅠㅠ Will the Duke ever understand her feelings?

L[Temple_in_English]
-You're seriously persistent lolㅋㅋㅋ

L[Tsubasa]
Did Stella even have a storyline?

L[GrammarPolice]
*to not at

[Day 103 of requesting a Stella side story]
-Hey, that's not a death flag, right Author?ㅋㅋㅋ

L[Sizen]
-Probably is. That "I'll confess after this battle" thing...

L[Temple_in_English]
-If she really dies, this person's reaction will be worth seeingㅋㅋㅋ

L[GrammarPolice]
*becomes not become

Yes, for the past few months, I had commented about Stella on every single update without missing a day.
With this level of dedication, I thought I'd at least get a side story or some character background.

But all I got was a dead favorite character and emptiness.

"No, this is just wrong..."

I lay limply on my bed, muttering.
Today, my cheap, stiff mattress felt unusually deep.

"I really liked her..."

Yes, I truly did.

Even in my not-so-smooth real life, watching Stella handle all sorts of problems with unwavering loyalty to the Duke gave me strength.
Seeing her somehow overcome impossible situations made me feel empowered too, despite her limited screen time.

She was a character I genuinely cared about...

Maybe I was too invested.
Despite her being just a fictional character, her death drained me in a strange way.

"That idiot Duke..."

Is it because he's a romance fantasy male lead? A character as precious as Stella shouldn't die saving a charmless secondary male lead whose only trait is being cheerful.

A clueless fool who doesn't realize someone's feelings until the end—what era is this dense male lead from?

I kept replaying the final scene of this chapter while my unusually heavy eyelids blinked.
...This level of fatigue was strange.

I tried to resist the odd sensation, but there's no fighting sleep when it comes. My consciousness began to blur.

This was definitely unusual.
I normally don't sleep well, and today hadn't been particularly tiring.

My vision blurred.
My mind grew foggy.

...Could I be experiencing transmigration?
Such thoughts floated through my hazy mind from reading too many web novels.
It was an absurd fantasy, but if it were true.

"If it were me, I would..."

I would make Stella happier than that idiot ever could.
And I certainly wouldn't let her die.

-Ding!

As my consciousness drifted away, I heard a familiar notification sound.
That alert that had excited me for years.

I summoned my last bit of consciousness and forced my eyes open.
The words on my excessively bright smartphone screen were enough to make me doubt my eyes.

["Academy Survival Guide for That Princess" has uploaded a new chapter!

Ice Dragon's Revenge: Starting Stella's side story!]

"...Huh?"

And that was the final scene of my 21 years of life.

***

"...?"

I gently opened my eyes to a soft sensation on my face.
Wait. I was...

"Oh my, were you sleeping?"

Someone was speaking to me.
A voice I'd never heard before.

...But I live alone?

"...!!"

That could only mean one thing.

Someone had entered my home.
The shock of this realization instantly cleared any remaining drowsiness.

"W-what?"

A stalker? Another stalker?

I snapped my eyes open and frantically looked around.
But the scene before me was nothing like my usual musty studio apartment, not to mention it was brightly lit despite the lights being off.

The furniture was strange.
Such expensive-looking medieval furniture would never fit in my apartment.

The ceiling was high.
Not the kind of height you'd find in a building with $50 monthly rent.

"Huh...?"

Above all, this voice coming from my throat.
This soft, delicate voice so different from my manly one.
It was definitely not my voice.

The meaning of this situation was crystal clear to me, with my decade of web novel experience, even if others might not understand.

I jerked my head up to look straight ahead.

And there, at the end of my gaze, was my favorite character.

She who had been nothing but text until moments ago.

With blue eyes shining exactly as described in the novel.

Looking directly at me.

I recognized her immediately, as "ASG" frequently published illustrations.
She looked a few years younger than in the official art, but I would never fail to recognize my favorite character.

She's cute.
So incredibly cute.

Before I could dwell on that thought, I sensed I was screwed.

"Ha, ha..."

When I laughed, the Stella in front of me opened her mouth to laugh too.
Neither of us had our lips curled upward, though.

When I raised my right hand and extended it forward, she did exactly the same.

Our hands met.
I felt the cold touch of glass at my fingertips.

"Ahahahaha..."

It seems I had indeed transmigrated.

But not at all as I had wished.
Not at all.

"Young Lady Stella! Please don't touch the mirror, you'll leave handprints!"

My favorite character with purple hair and ocean-blue eyes.
That is, Stella Bell Eckhart.

"You need to look pretty for when you meet the Duke in a week!"

Well, fuck.

"NOOOOOOOOO!!!!"

Ch.1 - EP. 1 House Of Eisenberg
Chapter 2. The Isenberg Duchy

Episode 1 《Method》

-That's how it finally becomes a Method.

***

Clunk, clunk.
The road must be quite rough as the forest scenery quickly passes by through the window.

The forest of enormous trees, rarely seen in Korea, was quite fascinating, but such things weren't important to me right now.

"Why did I become Stella...?"

Well, the very foundation of my identity for 21 years was about to be shaken.

Clunk.
The carriage shakes once more as we pass through the shadows of giant trees.

As the interior darkens with emerald-green shadows, my reflection in the window...

Fair skin with blue eyes, cat-like eye shape, and long lavender hair...

No matter who looked, this was definitely not the appearance of a male.

I had been possessed into the body of Stella Bell Eckhart—my favorite character and a female supporting role in the novel I had been reading.

I don't remember much about the first week after being possessed. It was only because Stella was originally an expressionless character that I got away with it. If it had been any other character, people would have definitely noticed something was off.

But that wasn't particularly comforting.

"Couldn't I at least have been a male character as per the usual trope..."

I like transmigration. I really do, but...
Not the male lead, not a secondary male character, not even a villain or an extra in the novel, but a female supporting character?

Of course, being a 10-year veteran reader, I knew this genre existed and had even tried reading a few.

The so-called "TS" stories that deal with gender transformation.

As the name suggests, it's a niche genre and not really my taste, so I only read a few. But all the protagonists in those stories ended up denying their gender identity...

"No way."

Even if my body has changed to female... that would make me gay!
Of course, I respect sexual minorities, but I have absolutely zero desire to become one myself.

"C-calm down. This genre doesn't always end that way... but if I continue like this...?"

My crumbling mental state kept bringing up more worries like falling dominoes.
Until now, I'd been in a daze, but it was time to face reality.

I had been possessed into a novel.
And into the body of a woman who would "die in a few years" at that.

Becoming a woman was... well, not insignificant, but a less pressing issue in comparison.

"What, what should I do...?"

If I become the secretary of the secondary male lead as in the original story, and if everything flows according to the original plot, I will definitely die.

I feel dizzy.
My life wasn't exactly smooth sailing, but I never had to worry about biological death.
It felt like being thrown into the wilderness in an instant.

As I was muttering to myself, someone carefully addressed me.

"Stella? You're talking to yourself quite a bit today."

"...Ah,"

I jerked my head up and felt a concerned gaze upon me.

The owner of the voice was Gilbert Eckhart.
Brown hair swept back and blue eyes. His impression was close to that of a gentle middle-aged man, but perhaps because I knew his background, I felt an incredible pressure from him.

A monster who had subjugated the northern border with just himself and a few hundred troops.

That was the father of my favorite character.

"I-I'm sorry. I'm just a bit excited..."

"Haha, that's understandable. It's your first time meeting such a distinguished person."

Gilbert comforted me with a kind smile.
It seems the passing mention of him being a doting father in the original work was true.

And that fact brought back the sense of crisis I had forgotten in my panic.
Even in this situation, showing too much confusion would raise suspicion.

Especially if it was him, who normally doted on his daughter.

...I need to hide it.
Even my panic.

Stella's father was barely mentioned in the novel except that he had lost his wife early after the northern conquest.
If I show suspicious behavior here, who knows what might happen.

Based on the brief description in the novel, I don't think he's that kind of person, but if he judges that I'm too different from his usual daughter, he might send me to the academy for a personality check.
Then it would all be over.

I was essentially in a state of panic right now.
...I can't do anything in this state.

-Tick, tock.

I took a deep breath, counted numbers, and composed myself.
I erased my expression and regained my composure.

Since she was originally an emotionless character, this should be enough.

"I'm calm now. Thank you."

"Good. Now you're more like your usual self."

My... no.
My only skill from my previous life was acting and maintaining a poker face, so it wasn't too difficult.
In fact, it's essential if you work in the service industry in South Korea.

Anyway, now that I've regained my composure on the surface, I could perceive the situation objectively.
No matter what, I have to live as Stella.
As a supporting character in a novel who will die in a few years.

Of course, I have no intention of dying quietly.
I'm not the type to die sacrificing myself for someone like Stella.

Especially not for an unappealing secondary male lead.

I'll struggle and fight, and somehow survive.

For that, first...

"Ah, it seems we've almost arrived."

"...Yes."

Evan von Isenberg, the eldest son of the Duke.
The secondary male lead of this novel and the cause of Stella's death.
Getting away from him is the top priority.

Fortunately, I think I know how to do that.
Looking at the Duke's mansion, which exuded an antique splendor even from a distance, I made that resolution.

***

"Wow..."

What I saw as soon as I got out of the carriage were knights and servants of the Duke's family lined up from the main gate to the main building.
Each knight and each servant's actions seemed to be filled with dignity, reflecting the prestige of the Duke's family.

"It's been a while, Lord Gilbert."

"Likewise, Berdo. Your welcome is as excessive as always."

Seeing Gilbert exchange greetings with an elderly man who looked unmistakably like a butler, I finally felt the reality that I had entered the Duke's mansion.

The Duke's family of Evan von Isenberg, the secondary male lead of the original work.
Even though I didn't particularly like Evan, I couldn't help but feel my heart race a bit since I had enjoyed reading "Academy Survival Guide" so much.
...Well, I even bought the hardcover edition.

"Let's go in then."

"Ah... please wait a moment. Roart!"

When the old butler called someone, a man walked up beside him.
...What? Since when was he there?

The man called Roart, who suddenly appeared, was a knight judging by his armor.
Black hair and blue eyes, rare to see in fantasy novels.
He looked young in appearance, but judging by the reactions around him and his demeanor, he seemed to be in a high position.

"And you are?"

"Pleased to meet you. I'm Roart, the Knight Captain of the Duke's family."

Knight Captain, huh.
His uncommon black hair felt awkward, but he was a character not even mentioned in the original work.
Probably not an important figure.

...Though he does stare at me a bit too much.

"There have been some ominous incidents around the Duke's mansion recently, so I ask for your understanding in having knights accompany you."

"Ominous incidents?"

When Gilbert asked that, the Knight Captain made a slightly troubled expression and said:

"We discovered groups monitoring the Duke's mansion for an attack in the surrounding mountains. We eliminated them immediately, but there might be remnants left..."

"Well, there are many bandits in this area... I understand. Then please guide us to Lugion."

For a Marquis to call a Duke by his first name...
They must indeed be close friends.

"Thank you for your understanding. Then, shall we go?"

I swallowed a subtle sense of unease and followed the knight's guidance along with Gilbert.

As expected of a Duke's mansion. As soon as we entered the interior of the mansion, which was set in an overall dark tone, I felt a sophisticated and restrained beauty that was luxurious without any sense of frivolous extravagance.

Slightly overwhelmed by the atmosphere of the mansion, I mentally reorganized the settings again.

Gilbert Eckhart, Stella's father, originally belonged to the lower nobility.
Specifically, he was the lord of a small city who somehow managed to develop the barren land in the northern region.
Despite becoming a lord at a young age, he took good care of the barren territory and was much loved by the people of his domain.

But even for him, who had endured numerous heavy snowfalls and cultivated frozen land where even a shovel couldn't penetrate, there was something he couldn't overcome.

That was the northern indigenous tribes invading from the border line almost directly adjacent to his domain.

Every winter, their continued plundering caused Gilbert to lose many colleagues and family members.
Eventually, his patience exploded, and he voluntarily enlisted in the northern subjugation force organized by the country and jumped into the battlefield.

Well, as I explained earlier, he almost annihilated the forces on the northern border with superhuman strength—that's the setting.

The problem is that in this process, Gilbert saved Lugion von Isenberg, who was the first heir to the Duke's family at that time.
That is, the current Duke.

After that, they built a relationship, and a strange friendship began between the Marquis, who was originally a lower nobleman, and the Duke.
Yes, to the extent of having meals with each other's children.

And this current meeting, which was briefly described in the novel, is the first meeting between the secondary male lead Evan and Stella.

Today, Stella will form a lord-vassal relationship with Evan.

"Phew..."

"Are you nervous after all, Stella?"

Gilbert asked me as he saw me sigh.
He's more attentive than I expected.
I clenched my sweaty hands into fists to hide them and answered him.

"No. I'm fine, Father."

...That's a lie.
How could I not be nervous?

In this world, in this novel.

The first step to surviving as the secondary male lead's secretary.
That is, of course, to escape from being the secondary male lead's secretary.

"We have arrived."

The knight and butler stood in front of what appeared to be the large door to the banquet hall.
Probably, he would be inside.

I watched the massive door open with a heavy sound, trying to calm my trembling heart.

"...Let's do this."

It's time to create the first crack in the original work of the novel I had read so diligently.

The original work that leads to my death.

Ch.2 - EP. 1 The Second Male Lead
The sound of laughter and conversation filled the golden banquet hall of the Duke's mansion. Despite being a place where improper table manners would draw disapproving glances, the master of the house was engaged in boisterous conversation with Marquis Eckhart—the father of this body's owner.

*Can a Duke and a Marquis really act like this?*

Though they had saved each other's lives in the past, their relationship seemed closer than I expected. There must be some backstory that wasn't fully explained in the original work.

Anyway, I couldn't spare much attention for them. My focus was entirely on the man sitting across from me with a cheerful smile—the one with jet-black hair and crimson eyes.

Evan von Isenberg. The secondary male lead of this novel.

The original cause of this body's death.

I was using all my mental energy just to endure his gaze. Even the high-quality steak before me might as well have been entering through my nose rather than my mouth for all I noticed it.

"......"

Why is he staring at me? Am I doing something strange? Is my knife technique awkward?

In the original story, Evan was described as the most enigmatic character. Always cheerful, yet never revealing his true emotions. Among readers, he was known mostly for his handsome face and swordsmanship, with little character development beyond that.

And now this character was watching me intently. Why? Was this how it happened in the original story?

Though confused, I hid it and focused on cutting my meat. The knife that I'd barely known how to hold at first was now moving quite naturally as I imitated the Duke's technique.

*By the way...*

He really is handsome. I'd noticed it in the original illustrations, but he truly lived up to his role as the secondary male lead.

A high nose and sharp eyes typical of Westerners. His youthful appearance—the same age as Stella now, around middle school age—combined with his features gave him the perfect "young master from a novel" aura.

But compared to my previous life...
Hmph.

I stopped that train of thought before tears could fall into my expensive meal.

"Ah, I just realized you two haven't met before, have you?"

"That's right. Someone wouldn't show me his precious daughter despite constantly talking about her."

As dinner ended, the attention of both family heads turned toward Evan and me.
...Here it comes.

"You two don't even know each other's names, do you? Why don't you introduce yourselves?"

No. I know him very well.
I've read "Academy Survival Guide" so many times I've practically memorized it.
With these thoughts, I calmed my nerves and once again played the role of Stella.

"I am Stella Eckhart."

"I'm Evan Isenberg! Nice to meet you!"

Evan introduced himself with an unnecessarily bright smile.
I hope the original Stella didn't fall for him at this point.

While I wouldn't be swayed by another man's smile, I couldn't be sure about Stella.

"Pleased to meet you, Young Lord."

"Haha, just call me Evan."

Tick, tick.

I mentally counted seconds to find the most Stella-like pause.
Slowly, hesitantly.

"Alright... Evan."

Good. So far, perfect.
Right now, anyone would see me as Stella.

A cold-natured girl from a noble family, slightly nervous meeting the heir of a high-ranking house.

"Haha, it's always good to see young people getting along."

"Ah, yes. Stella, since you're here, would you like to take a tour of the Duke's mansion?"

Duke Lugion said this to the Marquis. Judging by his expression, he probably wanted to discuss the main topic of today's meeting. The Marquis seemed to notice this atmosphere and readily agreed.

"That sounds good."

***

The Marquis and I, along with the Duke, Evan, and the Knight Captain, passed through the kitchen, study, library, and bedrooms of the Duke's mansion until we reached the garden.

Bringing a knight escort while moving within the mansion might seem disrespectful, but they insisted because...

"We discovered a group surveilling the mansion from the nearby mountains, apparently planning an attack. We eliminated them immediately, but there might be stragglers..."

*This seems quite serious.*

Despite feeling uncomfortable, I focused on touring the Duke's garden.

Well, as expected of a Duke's residence, every blade of grass gleamed impressively. Not just the garden, but every space we'd toured was as polished and elegant as a movie set.

If I hadn't known that getting involved with the secondary male lead meant certain death, I might have been tempted to become at least a butler.
...Or a maid now, I suppose?

Anyway, after we had toured every building in the mansion, the Duke, unable to find any more excuses to delay the main topic, looked at the Marquis and began speaking gravely.

"Actually, I invited you today because I have a proposition for your daughter."

Thump, thump.

My heart pounded loudly.
This is it. This is the moment.

"...What is it?"

The Marquis, who had been casually looking around the garden, responded with matching seriousness.
In truth, he probably had some idea already.

"As you know, Evan is my only child. Naturally, he will inherit the title of Duke."

"And?"

"However... my son is still quite immature. He's a very bright child, but still just a child for his age."

Well, his swordsmanship is far better than mine.
The Duke made this joke while catching his breath, then got straight to the point.

"So I'd like your daughter to assist my son. To ensure there are no problems, even if I'm unable to look after Evan."

As I expected.
This was the moment when Stella became Evan's aide in the original story.
I watched the Marquis while hiding my nervousness. He stroked his brown beard, showing slight concern.

"This is sudden, Lugion. Is something wrong?"

"Well, I've been having bad premonitions lately."

The voices of the Duke and Marquis grew faint in my ears.
Let me think.

In the original story, Stella must have decided to become Evan's aide at this point.
I don't know why.

But from the brief descriptions in the novel, one thing is clear: it wasn't something the Stella of that time would normally do.

In other words, there must have been some variable that led to that result.

"Your daughter would be perfect, of course. In any capacity."

Well, that's true.

Quick situational judgment inherited from her father, a military genius, and tremendous magical ability presumably inherited from her mother.

In the words of the original story, "a girl beloved by mana."

I know better than anyone in this world how she uses those outstanding talents to accomplish amazing feats alongside the Empire's fastest swordsman, the secondary male lead.

After all, Stella, my favorite character, is the only High Mage in the Academy's Magic Department and the most intelligent character in the story.

But I am not her.
Even the capable Stella of the original story couldn't avoid becoming a cold corpse, so how could I?

Forget about amazing magical skills—I can't even perform simple sleight of hand without messing up.

It was almost certain I'd be cut in half during the entrance exam episode, let alone the Northern Expedition.

"...Stella? What do you think? I'll leave the choice to you."

The Marquis asked me in a seemingly kind voice.
This is my first branching point.

Fortunately, the choice at this junction was given to me.

So, let's do this.

"I appreciate the offer, but..."

Tick, tick.
I count seconds again to maintain composure.
I make the interval slightly slower to create a hesitant emotion.

Acting is about understanding the role and becoming that person.
Whatever decision I make now will undoubtedly be seen as Stella's decision.

In fact, without that unknown "variable," perhaps the original Stella would have made this choice too.

So what's certain is that this decision won't seem strange to anyone.
That's enough.

"I'm sorry. I believe the position is beyond my capabilities."

I bowed my head and declined the Duke's offer.
Humbly but firmly, without being presumptuous.
Cutting the connection with the Duke's family.

"Well, if that's how it is."

"...If she doesn't want to, there's nothing to be done. I'll have to find someone else for the secretary role."

The Duke clicked his tongue in disappointment but accepted my refusal more coolly than I expected.

...It worked.
Almost anticlimactically so.

With this, the original story has been altered.

My connection to the secondary male lead has weakened, which means my chances of dying have significantly decreased, at least for now.

In the original story, nearly all—if not nine-tenths—of the dangerous situations Stella faced occurred at the Academy, where she was involved with Evan.

So I can breathe easier now.
If I can just leave this Duke's mansion quickly...

"Pfft, HAHAHAHAHA!!"

"...?!"

Just as I was thinking that and breathing a sigh of relief, a cheerful laugh erupted from somewhere.

Naturally, everyone's gaze turned toward the source.

"Evan...?"

"Ahaha! You're interesting!"

The owner of the laughter was Evan.
The secondary male lead I was just relieved to be distancing myself from.

His sharp eyes curved into crescents as he laughed loudly, giving me an inexplicable chill.

Then suddenly, he brought his face close to mine.
Blue eyes met crimson ones.

"I've decided—you must become my aide!"

"Young Lord...?"

At Evan's unexpected and unpredictable words, I froze.

"I told you to call me Evan. Oh, 'My Lord' is fine too!"

"What...are you..."

"No, if you become my secretary, you can call me whatever you like! Become my secretary!"

Evan's unnecessarily bright words and smile confused me once again.
What's going on? Did he not hear me just refuse?

I wasn't the only one confused by his behavior—the Duke also showed bewilderment as he restrained Evan.

"Evan! Stella already declined."

"...Hahaha. So she did."

Thus restrained, he readily agreed and moved away from me.
But just before that, he whispered something only I could hear.

"You can accept anytime if you change your mind... actor."

.
..
...

Tick. Tick. Tick.

The clock in my mind made a loud noise as it spun rapidly.
What? What is this? What does he mean?

*...Did he see through me?*

No. I was perfectly Stella.
How?

My heartbeat climbed from my chest to the tip of my chin.
I wondered if others could hear it, so intense was the pounding.

In a world where magic and combat studies have developed bizarrely, a transmigrator's existence is itself a subject for research. The doting Marquis wouldn't leave me alone if he found out.

Even setting that aside, being immediately seen through was quite shocking for someone like me, whose only confidence in life was acting.

But this is supposed to be my first meeting with the secondary male lead, so how did he know it was an act...?

"Ahem..."

Noticing that I had lost my composure, Evan changed the subject.
That eye-smile he gave me felt particularly chilling.

"By the way, Knight Captain. You mentioned that unidentified mercenaries have been frequently appearing in the area recently, right?"

"Ah, yes, that's correct! Especially since about a week ago..."

Evan suddenly asked the knight this question.
The black-haired Knight Captain, slightly flustered, repeated what he had told us earlier.

What is he trying to say?
As I wondered this, Evan smiled again and spoke to the Duke.

"Father, the winter is coming and the sun sets early. Is it really alright to let the Marquis leave like this?"

"Hmm... considering recent developments, it might be better if you stayed overnight."

The Duke nodded in agreement with Evan's words.

Wait, hold on.

"Well, shall we do that?"

"Let's. I don't want to face bandits with my daughter in tow."

...Damn it.
It seemed I would have to stay at the Duke's mansion a little longer.
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"What in the world.

"Ah, now that I think about it, you two haven't met before, right?"

"That's right. Someone wouldn't show off his precious daughter to anyone."

What in the world. What in the world.

"You two don't even know each other's names? Why don't we start with introductions?"

I don't believe in things like fate.
The same goes for stories about falling in love at first sight.
They're just fiction created to satisfy someone's fantasies.

...I've lived my short life believing that.

"I'm Evan von Isenberg! Nice to meet you!"

What is this fluttering in my heart?

Pitch-black hair and blazing crimson eyes.
Such incredible beauty that even the Imperial Prince couldn't match.

"Uh, ah, I, I am..."

My tongue naturally ties itself in knots. Today, I just thought I was coming out for a casual visit to the Duchy.
I did get a hint from my father the day before.

That the Duke might offer me the position of aide to his eldest son.
I responded indifferently, fully intending to refuse, but...

This is...!

"Haha, your daughter seems quite nervous."

"Well, that's not like Stella at all."

Naturally, I ended up taking the position as Evan's aide that day...
And thus began the most precious relationship of my life."

—Excerpt from the spin-off of "Academy Survival Guide" —Redacted—

******

I was now in the Duchy's library.
I had decided to stay at the Duchy for a day, but there was still plenty of time until nightfall.
So I said I'd be here to gather some information.

What about the dads? They were thrilled, of course.

"Then we'll go drinking until night!"

"Sounds good!"

Anyway, the Duke's library had quite a few useful books.

From the collection of newspapers organized by year, I could deduce:

"Imperial Third Princess, Missing During Confinement?"

"...So this is about five years ago."

I could tell that this place was about five years before the start of the main story.

The method of deduction was simple.
"Academy Survival Guide" officially begins when the protagonist enters the academy.
Naturally, the sub-male lead Evan and his secretary Stella were the same age.
So I just needed to know the protagonist's current age, and fortunately, information about the protagonist was very easy to find.

'The confined Third Imperial Princess. The hot topic of the entire continent.'

Yes. In fact, the protagonist of "Academy Survival Guide" isn't a princess but a confined Imperial Princess.
If you ask why it's called "Academy Survival Guide" rather than "Imperial Survival Guide"... besides the later developments, the author said it was more romantic that way.
Well, "Academy Survival Guide" is better than "Imperial Survival Guide" anyway.

In any case, the confined Imperial Princess went missing exactly one year after her confinement, and everyone thought she was dead, but five years later she suddenly appeared at the academy entrance ceremony... that's how the main story begins.

Of course, the Imperial Princess who appeared at the academy was actually...
Well, that's a story that no longer concerns me, so I'll skip it.

So since the most recent newspaper reported the Third Princess's disappearance, it's obviously five years before the main story.

"That's... plenty of time."

This world has several unique settings due to the author's hipster tendencies or whatever, and the scale of events is larger compared to other romance fantasy novels, but it's not like the world would end if those events weren't prevented.

Though the ending was a bit unsatisfying, even the secretary position at the Duchy was resolved well, and five years is quite sufficient time for someone like me who knows this world's future.

Given the genre, there are no extraordinary coincidences, but it should be enough time to establish a foundation for living in this world.
Finding a way back might be good too, but well...

"Isn't that him? Cheon Yu..."

"Hey, hey. Don't say his name. You'll get beaten up too."

...Whether there or here. I have nothing either way. If that's the case, this place with at least some economic foundation might be better.

*Thud*

"Well, anyway..."

I closed the newspaper collection and looked around. A quiet library with no staff in sight.
Thick, colorful books quietly gathering dust—a space fitting for a medieval fantasy.

"No one's... here, right?"

Again, there was almost nothing I could do about the plot now.
But I couldn't just sit around doing nothing either.

With that thought, I opened the book I had brought along with the newspaper collection. Given its content, even the book itself felt mysterious.

[Basics of Incantation Magic]

"...Honestly, I can't resist."

Magic is the epitome of romance that no web novel reader—no, no man—could resist.
If I had possessed anyone but Stella, this would have been the first thing I'd try.

No. Looking on the bright side, since I've possessed Stella anyway, I might as well try to use her magical talent.

If it goes well, I might even get a job as a court magician or something?

...Though that's unlikely.

"Now... First incantation,"

So, flame...

"You're using magic here?"

"Eek!?"

G-good grief!

Someone appeared behind me without any warning as I was about to cast a spell.
Honestly, my heart nearly dropped from shock, but I somehow maintained a poker face and kept my expression neutral.
Pretending to stay calm, I slowly turned my head.

"...Hello."

"Hi, hello!"

A handsome face that looked like a middle or high school student, with bright crimson eyes.
The son of this house's owner. The sub-male lead, Evan von Isenberg.

He was looking at me with sparkling eyes, as if finding me interesting.

Well, the dads are probably drinking, so he must be as bored as I am.
...But he suddenly appeared and made me make a weird noise.

"Fire magic in the library. That's bold?"

"...Ahem. Well, I couldn't cast it anyway."

"Hmm?"

I calmed my startled heart and recalled the original work's setting before responding.

Magic in this world is divided into two stages.
[Incantation Magic], which creates miracles by appealing to the mana existing in the body.

And [Formulaic Magic], a slightly more evolved method that uses mana calculatingly for precision.

Beyond that, there's engraving-type magic, but... that belongs to a subcategory, so I'll skip it. Why does a romance fantasy novel have such complicated settings anyway?

Anyway, as the explanation suggests, Incantation Magic doesn't require any special skill.
It's just a matter of how familiar you are with mana and how much mana you possess.

"You can't use it? The daughter of Marquis Gilbert?"

"Well, should I show you that I can't?"

Indeed, Stella's father, Marquis Gilbert, was a genius at Incantation Magic. Though he never learned Formulaic Magic, he pacified the border with just swordsmanship and Incantation Magic.
Naturally, he would assume that I, his child, would have inherited that talent.

Of course, his assumption was reasonable.
Looking no further than the original Stella, she had mastered Incantation Magic even before entering the academy, being a girl beloved by mana.

But... me?

'Sigh...'

Well, having one audience member doesn't change what I was going to experiment with anyway.
I took a deep breath and strained my nerves to feel the invisible mana.

In the original work, they kept talking about mana concentration increasing when doing this or that.
Concentration my foot, all I could feel was the smell of books.

'I appeal to mana.'

I recall the characters in the novel who used magic.
And, as if appealing to mana—

"—O flame."

I recite an elegant incantation.
Simultaneously, I feel as if mana is being drawn in—

—......

"Oh, truly nothing happens."

"See?"

Nothing happened at all.

When you think about it, it's natural.
Even if my body is now Stella's, my essence is that of a genuine Korean.
I might be accustomed to fine dust and garlic scent, but mana is completely foreign to me.

Excluding that factor, am I in good condition to use magic well... not really.

Originally, Incantation Magic relies on appeal, so statistically, women are better at it than men, and the elderly better than children.

I belong to neither the elderly nor women.

'...Hmm? If mana judgment follows my mind...'

A thought suddenly occurred to me, but I didn't want to try it out, so I erased it from my mind. This is premature.

I shook my head and looked at Evan.
He should have realized why I bothered to show him this boring magic (non-existent) show.

I took a deep breath and channeled Stella once more.

"You said you'd like me to be your aide, right?"

"Yes."

The sub-male lead answered with a smile, without any change in expression.
Alright. If that's how he's going to be.

"As you can see, I'm... an incompetent person who can't even use basic magic."

Tick, tock.

I acted as a girl with low self-esteem, harboring some self-loathing.

Even the sub-male lead, who persisted in his invitation despite my refusal, wouldn't ask someone like me to be his aide again.

"So making me your aide... I'm sorry, but it doesn't seem like a good choice."

For the sake of the other, not myself.
For you, not me.

I display emotions as if it's that kind of choice.

This time, I won't be caught.
I'll act perfectly.

"Hmm..."

The sub-male lead's expression was somewhat ambiguous.
He didn't erase the smile he always wore, but there was a slightly confused feeling.

"Do you dislike being my secretary that much? I'm a bit hurt."

"N-no, that's not it...!"

Yes. I hate it. I fucking hate it.
I don't want to die, you know. Even you would understand if you were in my situation.
...Though that's not all there is to it.

I deliberately bowed my head as if reluctantly refusing.
And, adding a slight moisture to my voice:

"...I'm sorry. I can't take on such a position."

"Tsk. Well, if that's the case. I thought it would be fun if you were my secretary..."

The sub-male lead muttered that and surprisingly readily agreed before leaving the library.

"If you ever want to be my secretary, come find me. Even better if you call me 'My Lord'!"

...Adding one more comment as he left.
Is his persistence towards me his original will, or is it the novel's forced power trying to restore the original plot?

"...'My Lord,' huh."

No.
I will never call that man "My Lord" in my life.

It's not just because being with him means certain death in the future.
Like now, it's fine for a moment, but I'm tired of pretending and acting to deceive someone.

With that thought, I looked out the window. The Duke's residence was already covered in blue darkness.

"It's already night... huh."

Perhaps because of what the Knight Captain had said, the darkness-covered Duke's residence felt strangely eerie.
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## Chapter 5. Sympathy

After the second male lead left, I tried a few more spells, but unfortunately—or as expected—there were no notable results.

"Fire!!"

"Wind!!"

"Million Volts!!"

I still couldn't feel any mana or whatever they were talking about.
Well, I'm not Stella, so maybe my mana really has disappeared completely.

The mana in this world does have a basic will of its own, after all.

"It's hopeless. Magic just isn't in the cards for me."

Sadly, I would have to give up my dreams of becoming a magician that had been nurtured by watching Harry Potter and magical girl shows.

Well, these things happen.
There are spirit users, alchemists... this world has quite a variety of professions.

"Tsk. Magic would have been so manly..."

But I couldn't help feeling disappointed.
Shooting fire and lightning—what could be cooler than that?

Anyway, I'd spent too much time in the library.
I could see the sky over the duke's mansion starting to darken.

"I should..."

Get going.

It would be troublesome if I stayed holed up here and the doors closed.
And being alone for so long was giving me the creepy feeling of being watched.

With these thoughts, I left the library.

***

Whether there were fewer servants compared to the many knights, or for some other reason, not a single butler or maid was visible in the long corridor.

Thanks to that, I could fully appreciate the elegant atmosphere of the duke's residence.

Seeing this really made the fantasy world setting feel real.

In my previous life, I'd only seen such things on film sets.
Of course, none of those sets had this level of quality.

This wasn't Hollywood, after all.

As I walked down the long corridor with its overall mahogany tone...

*Huh?*

I encountered quite an unexpected person.

"Oh, it's Stella."

"...Duke?"

Lugion von Isenberg.
The master of this mansion.

...Wasn't he drinking with Gilbert?

I quickly pulled up Stella's persona and disguised myself.
I still couldn't let my guard down.

"Did you enjoy touring the mansion?"

"Ah, yes... but what about Father...?"

"Gilbert? Gilbert is currently throwing up all the alcohol and food he stuffed himself with. As you know, that man can't handle his liquor."

...Gilbert? Looking at his appearance, you'd think he could drink pure alcohol and be fine.

"Father overdid it again..."

It was quite unexpected, but I acted concerned.
A child would naturally know their parent's alcohol tolerance.

My act seemed to work as the duke laughed heartily and said:

"Haha! Both he and I have been in the North so long that we sometimes forget our stomachs haven't become Northern too. Anyway, seeing you worry about him would make Gilbert happy."

Evan doesn't have that cute charm.
The duke muttered that while stroking his chin.

"Ah, right. I apologize for Evan's behavior earlier. He gets like that sometimes. I wonder who he takes after."

"...It's fine."

Though I tried to be magnanimous like a proper Confucian boy, the memory of being so startled my heart nearly stopped made my words come out less graciously than intended.

...What was that about, really?
Until now, no one had seen through my act so quickly.

He was subtly different from the second male lead in the original work.
In the original, he was certainly cheerful, but it was more of a passionate feeling rather than this eerie sensation.

"He used to be such a quiet child... but after that day..."

"......"

The duke seemed to be reminiscing about something, then let his words trail off.
Perhaps what he was recalling was...

"Ah. I'm sorry. You wouldn't know what I'm talking about."

No. I know better than you think.
The author did flesh out the second male lead's background quite well.

...I sympathize with that part. It feels too close to home.

-That's how you truly become a Method.

"It's... fine."

I forcibly suppressed the memories trying to surface and answered.

I don't have the capacity to sympathize with others.
Being sympathized with is another matter.

"...I see. I'm sorry for bringing it up again after you refused, but I thought you might help him improve a little."

The duke said that while gazing at distant mountains.
Though not as affectionate as Gilbert the doting father, his tone revealed worry and love he couldn't fully hide.

But to him, I'm sorry.

"I..."

I can't help you.
I'm tired of pretending to be someone else.

"No. You don't need to say anything. You've already refused. That's enough."

The duke stopped me before I could finish.
I noticed the forced smile he put on to avoid burdening me.

Maybe it's an occupational hazard, but I can't help seeing through such amateur acting.

This kind of thing is uncomfortable.
I don't want to know such detailed emotions.

With that thought, I once again chose words that Stella might say.

"Evan will find someone better than me."

"...Thank you for saying that. I can't help worrying. He's weaker than that child, after all."

Well, it wasn't a complete lie.
Evan will meet good companions at the academy.

Of course, Stella's absence will be significant, but that's no longer something that can be filled.
After all, the one in Stella's body now is none other than me.

When a sparrow tries to follow a crane, its legs get torn.
I'm sorry for the duke, but I have no obligation to take such risks.

I neither have the confidence nor desire to keep pretending to be someone else.

"Ah. By the way, are those bandits... alright?"

I brought up a question I was curious about, partly to change the subject.
The duke frowned with concern for a moment, then sighed.

"Haah... I'm worried about that too. The Knight Captain said he dealt with them immediately, so I didn't increase the troops, but..."

According to the duke, the Knight Captain reported about three suspicious individuals.
He said there didn't seem to be additional companions, but...

*Something feels off.*

Something, something felt like a thorn stuck in my throat.

What is it? I've already escaped from being the second male lead's secretary, so why?

"Well, whatever the case, we'll do our best to ensure our guests' safety. Rest well."

"...Yes."

The duke concluded the conversation, saying he had work to attend to.
As I watched his retreating back for a moment...

"Ah, Stella."

"Yes?"

The duke turned around as if he'd remembered something.
He seemed to hesitate, as if contemplating whether to say something he shouldn't.

"About your mother..."

"...?"

Mother? Stella's mother?
Seeing my confusion at his words, the duke shook his head and continued.

"...No, never mind. I'm sorry for saying something strange. That fellow will handle it properly."

The duke muttered something incomprehensible, then turned away from me again and walked off.

*What was that?*

Was there something about Stella that I didn't know?
Could it be something that might affect me?

I tried to swallow the rising questions and mild anxiety as I looked at the setting sun outside the window.

The winter sky, a mix of blue and vermilion, somehow looked ominously foreboding to me.

***

"Well then, have a good night, Stella."

"Yes. You too, Father. You don't look well."

I changed into comfortable clothes and said goodnight to Gilbert.
The time had already passed well beyond bedtime.

"Yes... I overdid it after a long time, and now my head hurts."

Gilbert, who claimed to have driven away the alcohol with mana, looked extremely haggard.

As someone with a high alcohol tolerance who had never been seriously drunk, this was an incomprehensible sight to me.

-Click

After Gilbert left and I was alone in the room, I relaxed and collapsed onto the bed.

"Ahh... so comfortable."

Comfortable. Incomparably more so than my original bed.
Is this what being a real noble is like?

"Mmm..."

The long hair, much longer than what I was used to, spread across the pillow, creating a soft, unfamiliar sensation.
Since Stella's hair was so nice, it even felt ticklish.

...Yes. While becoming a woman's body is quite troublesome...

Well, it's not like I'm going to get intimate with men, so I'll just have to adapt somehow.
If I can live a literally "noble-like life" with just a bit of discomfort, that's not bad.

The possibility of dying by getting entangled with the second male lead has also disappeared.
Again, in a world that's fundamentally a romance fantasy, there aren't many situations where I, an ordinary marquis's daughter, would die.

"Starting tomorrow..."

Starting tomorrow, I'll learn more about this world and adapt.
I was thinking this as I surrendered to the approaching drowsiness.

—BOOM!!!!

Until a huge explosion sounded from outside the door.

"What, what's happening...!?"

I jumped up from the bed in shock.
Though there was no vibration as if the source was far away, the clear roar made its intensity evident.

.

..

...

No additional explosions were heard.
But that fact pushed me into deeper terror.

-Thump, thump, thump.

What is it? An explosion? An attack? On the duke's mansion? Was there such an incident in the original work? What's going on?

Questions filled my head.

I'd just started to relax, and now this...?!
The emerging hypothesis was that mysterious group trying to attack the duke's mansion.

–We killed them immediately, but there might be remnants...

But didn't they say they dealt with them...?

As I was tense and unable to get my bearings—

-Bang! Bang bang!!

-Young Lady!! We're under attack!!

—Along with sounds of someone nearly breaking down the door, the Knight Captain's urgent voice was heard.

...Huh?
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I've carefully analyzed the text and prepared a natural English translation that follows the glossary and style guidelines:

## Chapter 6. The Butterfly Effect

I had a peculiar ability, something like an occupational disease.
It was the ability to detect when someone was acting.

Not some supernatural power to read thoughts by observing expressions or speech patterns—just something simpler.

The more awkward someone's performance was, the more clearly I could see through it.

"Oh... how long have you been there? I didn't notice, haha."

...Of course, this ability to detect others' true feelings in relationships was rather troublesome.

But as an actress, it was quite a powerful weapon, becoming the crucial foundation that supported my acting career, which had relied solely on emotional appeal.

And now.
Perhaps due to the urgent situation, or perhaps due to this changed body.

"Young Lady!! We're under attack!!"

This ability of mine was fulfilling its role with senses honed sharper than ever before.

***

After the explosion and fierce knocking that seemed like a lie, silence returns to the room.
A feeling like frost settling coldly on my heart.

'...Attack?'

My thoughts accelerate rapidly.

This wasn't in the original story. I'm certain of that.
An explosion of that magnitude would indicate a major incident—even with the subplot involving the secondary male lead, it wouldn't have gone unmentioned.

That leaves two possibilities.

'First. Either I, as the transmigrated soul, or some equivalent existence has caused this situation through the butterfly effect.'

"...Young Lady?"

I hear the Knight Captain's voice.
A voice concerned about my silence in the room.

Or a voice "pretending" to be concerned.

To me, who had coached actors my own age, it sounded extremely off.

'...Second. There was never any attack to begin with.'

My heart pounds.
Perhaps to supply oxygen to my rapidly working brain, it beats louder and heavier than I've ever felt before.

My thoughts accelerate.
The situation shatters into fragments then reassembles, over and over.
Swallowing nonexistent saliva to wet my dry throat,

"An attack... you say?"

"Yes, Young Lady!! We must evacuate immediately..."

"But why,"

Tick, tock.

I stop my trembling body and act.

With appropriate suspicion.
As a frightened young girl.

"Why did you come to me first...?"

I back away slowly. Until I reach the table in the center of the spacious room.
More precisely, until I secure enough distance to flee immediately.

"Wh-what do you mean?! Everyone else has already been evacuated! If you would just come with me..."

"...You're lying."

If this were truly an emergency, he would have opened the door without taking time to knock. Comparing the timing of the explosion, it's impossible that everyone has already been evacuated.

And there would be no need to speak so quietly.

Of course, this reasoning comes from my suspicion of him.
In normal circumstances, it would be mere conjecture.

But that's another way of saying there are more than enough reasons to be suspicious.
I needed to prepare.

I slowly pushed the lightest-looking chair toward the window.

"...Knight Captain."

"Young Lady! We don't have time for this...!"

"When we first met, you said something like that, didn't you?"

"We discovered a group surveilling the Marquisate for an attack from the nearby mountains. We eliminated them immediately, but there might still be remnants..."

"Y-yes! Those remnants must have launched an attack—"

"But."

I rack my brain. I recall every page, every letter of the original story without missing anything.
A line that appeared so briefly in the original work.

'There was a spy from the North in the Duchy.'

Why didn't I think of this from the beginning?
In the main story, the secondary male lead had already become the Duke. Then, it would be natural to assume something happened to the current Duke, who was in good health.

"How did you know that the people you immediately eliminated were 'surveilling for an attack'...?"

"...! That's mere speculation!!"

Yes. It is speculation.
It was probably just a slip of the tongue. Even I wouldn't have drawn suspicion from such a statement.
If an attack that never happened in the original story wasn't happening now, it would have remained that way.

"We really don't have time for this!! We need to evacuate now!"

"Haha, Captain...."

I pick up the chair I had pushed toward the window.
The stalling has served its purpose.

"Your acting is too amateurish."

"......"

The presence outside the door vanishes.
As if there had never been anyone there to begin with.

...Here it comes.

"...I even activated explosion magic to divert attention..."

"Cover your ears, future High Priestess. Breaking through a barrier spell is quite loud."

With those quietly spoken words from the Knight Captain—

CRASH!!!

—the door, no, the entire room I was in split in half, clearing a path for him amid tremendous debris.

But just before that happened, I smashed the window with the chair I was holding and jumped out.
Fortunately, breaking it from the inside was possible.

"That's enough of this... What?"

The Knight Captain couldn't catch sight of me.
Because I had already run into the forest and hidden myself.

And I kept running.

"...Damn it."

BOOM!!

In the distance, the Captain disappeared from view with an explosion. Probably searching for me.

Ta-da-dat.

As soon as I came down through the window, I ran with all my might.
I wanted to return to the Duchy and seek help, but my opponent was superhuman.
Monsters who strengthened their bodies with mana, exceeding human limitations.

If I took even one step backward, my limbs would probably be severed.

Dirt painfully embedded itself in my bare feet, as I hadn't had time to put on shoes.
Red lines appeared on my skin where branches scraped against it.

"Hnngh...!"

The moonlit forest scenery rushed past dizzily. Pushing through undergrowth, climbing over rocks, I soon reached the edge of the forest.

My room was the southernmost one, closest to the forest.

Hidden in this undergrowth, he wouldn't find me immediately. But that's not enough.
More, more, more. I need to get as far away from him as possible.

I run. I need to flee as far as possible, to avoid arousing suspicion.

"Huff, hnngh...!"

True to this young girl's body unaccustomed to vigorous movement, my breath quickly rose to my throat.
But even so, I should have put some distance between myself and my pursuer.

Just as I made that assessment.

"I didn't want to hurt you."

"...!"

THUD!

With the Knight Captain's voice right behind me, I felt a dull pain at the back of my neck.
And with it, my vision began to spin and fade to black.

Ah. Right.

Again, my opponent was superhuman. And not just any superhuman, but one from this world.
In this world where physical enhancement through magic and mana had developed to grotesque levels, what chance did an ordinary person have against a superhuman?

In a place where each knight who knew how to strengthen their body with mana was treated like a strategic weapon, what chance did I have of escaping from him?
It was, after all, approaching zero.

'Well, I never thought I could escape anyway.'

These are the kind of people who would have caught up with me even if I'd been riding a motorcycle instead of running on bare feet.
To survive, I needed to be captured.

I muttered that to myself as I felt my consciousness fading.
All while anxiously hoping that what I had in my pocket wouldn't be discovered.

—Thud

***

"About that new child actor. Doesn't she seem a bit unstable?"

"That Cheon Yu... what was it? Anyway, that pretty-looking kid, right? For that woman's son, she's a bit..."

"She has great emotional appeal though."

When I was young—even younger than Stella is now—I worked as a child actor to fulfill my dream of becoming an actress.

Of course, having never attended an acting academy, I wasn't as skilled as my peers.

Well, thinking about it now, the fact that I landed roles in that state suggests I wasn't without talent.

Anyway, to the dejected me back then, my mother always said:

"Acting is about understanding the role and truly becoming that person."

"Me...?"

"Yes. It's about filling the spaces between stage directions and dialogue with the life that character has lived."

"That's how it becomes method acting."

My mother's words became an important guideline for my acting career.
And even after I could no longer act, they remained a guiding principle in my life.

I never dreamed I'd end up literally living someone else's life like this.

***

Dimly, and suddenly.
My consciousness surfaced with pain at the back of my neck.
...How hard did he hit me?

I assessed my surroundings by sensing presences without opening my eyes.
As expected, my hands and feet were tightly bound with rope.
The strong scent of grass and soil.

Fortunately, it seemed we were still in the forest.
And as I had anticipated, I was tied with rope.

Even with my eyes closed, I could sense the bright blue moonlight.
There was probably some setting about it being influenced by mana or something—

"If you're awake, open your eyes. Don't waste time scheming."

"......"

...Was I caught?

I slowly opened my eyes.
As expected, I saw the Knight Captain standing with his back to the blindingly bright moon.
The difference from his previous appearance was that his black hair had turned ash-gray.

I had thought his black hair looked quite unnatural compared to the secondary male lead's, and it seemed he had used some kind of hair-dyeing magic.

Then, this man.

The Northern spy who had been hiding in the Duchy.

"Allow me to formally introduce myself. I am Kinahan Elenoff."

He greeted me with cold elegance, using the excessively bright blue moonlight as backlighting—light that seemed too bright to me who had lived in the original world.

"Roart... was a fake name after all."

"Yes. I was fortunate."

"...In what way?"

"If you had formed a bond with Evan and the military god today, I would have had to use this disgusting Empire's name for several more years."

As I thought.
Only after hearing those words could I be certain again.
The series of events happening now was indeed a butterfly effect caused by my actions.

'...Damn it.'

Squeeze. My hands, bound by rope, clenched tightly enough to bruise.
Probably from self-blame.

Having been transmigrated for less than a week, the only way I had acted differently from the original story was by not becoming the secondary male lead's secretary.
And the result of that decision had now manifested in the worst possible outcome.

'If that's the reason for this situation....'

For him, a Stella who had formed ties with the Duchy would probably have been a very difficult target to touch.
If he were caught kidnapping her, he would have to face the entire Duchy.

But then why?
Touching me, a guest, would still mean confronting the Duchy. Moreover, weren't the Duke and Marquis the closest of friends?

The explanation that it was because I hadn't formed ties with the Duchy left too many unanswered questions.

'No. He explained it somewhat himself.'

"This disgusting Empire's name"... he said.
Perhaps this Northern spy, wearing the mask of a knight, found it unbearable to protect the Empire.

It was typical of the Northern people as described in the novel.

Impatient, and hating the Empire with a passion.

If he had been a cautious person, he wouldn't have been caught after killing the Duke in the original story.

So my not becoming the secondary male lead's secretary was merely an excuse for him.

But.
What was certain was that my actions had changed the original story. And in a much more threatening way.

That fact caused major ripples in my unconscious certainty that I would be safe if I just stayed away from the secondary male lead.

And those ripples became questions that confused my mind.

Let's say tonight's hasty kidnapping was due to his temperament, but what was the fundamental cause of the kidnapping?

Why would a spy who infiltrated the Duchy from the North abandon everything he had built up to kidnap me?

Is there some background setting I didn't know about? How many such things are there?

Am I going to die now?

Stray thoughts swirled chaotically in my head. If I were to die at the hands of this Northern spy now, it would, in a way, align with the original story.

"I love you, Duke..."

"...Stella."

The original Stella also died in the gray snow of the North.
Just repeating words that would never be delivered.

I, am I...

—Unable to escape the fate of the original story?

'...No.'

I shook my head to clear my thoughts.
Right now, I need to focus only on escaping this crisis.
The rest of my worries can wait until after that.

And indeed, there were too many unexplained aspects.
I needed to extract information somehow.

With that determination, I watched as the Knight Captain—no, the Northern spy—asked me with a cold smile.
...Is this the beginning?

"Do you know why I brought you here, future... no, Young Lady?"

"......"

Of course I don't know. There's practically nothing I can know right now.
Having read only a novel with fragmentary information a few times, it was obvious that too many causes and effects were intertwined for me to guess.

But I could make an educated guess.

Tick, tock.

'He definitely called me a future High Priestess before.'

So, what I can do now is:

'A spy from the North. The word priestess. And he kidnapped me, Gilbert's daughter.'

"Of course I do."

"...Haha. You don't need to put on airs—"

"No. I know everything. Including where you're from."

'It's most likely that organization mentioned in the original work.'

Tick, tock.

What I, who knew nothing, could do was:

'I'm not certain. But I need to act like I have the informational advantage to gain the upper hand. Even if it's a gamble...'

Combine the information I had, and create an appearance of composure.

"What business do you have with me? 'Children of the Snowy Mountain'."

Simply acting with all my might as if I "knew."

That was the maximum struggle possible for me, who had only read a novel.
And my survival strategy against these powerful beings who were no match for me.

"......!"

Cold intent flashed in the spy's eyes, which had been full of composure.

...Bull's eye.

Ch.6 - EP. 1 Method
The winter night was more navy than black under the excessively bright moon. A chilly breeze brushed past.

"...I seem to have underestimated you, Young Lady."

Kinahan spoke with a feigned expression of surprise.
Well, he was probably racking his brain inside. Just like me.

*Now then...*

"How did you know?"

-Rustle, rustle.

...Yes. He would ask that.
I took a slow, deep breath and spoke calmly.
And with a slightly arrogant expression.

"Why did you think I wouldn't know?"

"...!"

Of course, if I hadn't read the original novel.
If I didn't know about the North's setting, I would never have known.

The North. A race of born warriors said to have buried their hearts in snow and gained bodies of iron.

True to their reputation, no other race on the continent could match their individual combat prowess.

Even Marquis Gilbert, who achieved one of history's few major victories against the North, barely managed to claim the border regions.

Of course, it was an incredible achievement, but it was only possible because the Northerners, with their vague concept of territory, didn't focus their strength on border lines.

With that "strength" alone, the North could function as one of the continent's major powers alongside the Kingdom and the Empire.

And the "Children of the Snowy Mountain," an elite minority tribe that contributed to that strength.
The Snow Mountain... they were exceptionally powerful, to the point where rumors spread that they inherited the blood of the Ice Dragon.

*That's as far as the novel's setting went.*

In fact, they existed mostly as background in the story, not actually appearing until the Northern Subjugation episode that was still ongoing just before my transmigration.

There was much debate about balance issues when these enemies fought almost evenly with the protagonist's group.

That's why I could connect it to the overwhelming force shown at the Duke's mansion earlier.
Though a spy, to be appointed as Knight Captain meant he possessed pure strength, enough to be effective among the Duke's knights.

There weren't many factions in the North that could send someone of that caliber as a spy.

Also, the title of High Priestess.
I don't know why he called me that, but the High Priestess was an extremely important figure to the Children of the Snowy Mountain.

It was described as a key keyword when their story was covered in the original work.

*Therefore.*

North, spy, powerful warrior, High Priestess.
When all information was compiled, I reached the most reasonable conclusion.

Fortunately, it was correct.

"May I ask how?"

Kinahan asked me that. Hearing the undisguisable confusion in his voice, I—

"I wonder."

—simply smiled faintly.

There was no need to explain my reasoning process.
It's enough to give the impression that I'm not at a disadvantage in terms of information, if not superior.
That way, we could be somewhat equal.

"...Well. Fine. As the person who will inherit that position, you're more than qualified."

*So the target was me specifically.*

Judging by the title "prospective" High Priestess, they probably want to make me their High Priestess.
...But why me?

There are two possibilities I can think of:

First, they kidnapped me because I fit certain criteria among suitable candidates.

Second, "I" was the definite target from the beginning.

The former possibility seems unlikely.
Even if there were specific conditions, they wouldn't be so narrow as to require kidnapping a guest at the Duke's mansion in the middle of the night.

So it's more likely they targeted me from the start...

In that case.

"How long have you been planning this?"

"...Planning what?"

"Don't pretend you don't know."

I deliberately ask an ambiguous question.
In normal circumstances, the other person would catch my intention, but...

"...Well, I can't fool you."

-Tick, tock.
I create certainty. Perfectly, so he won't even suspect I'm fishing for information.

"The plan itself started a month ago when your visit was confirmed. Various situations became complicated, forcing us to take somewhat extreme measures."

I see. So I was indeed the target.
But he mentioned complications...
My refusal of the proposal and not becoming the secretary of the second male lead would have been favorable for him.

Then the remaining variable must be,

"Is it because of the sub... I mean, Young Lord Evan?"

"That's right. Because of the 'contract,' someone who has made a contract cannot become a High Priestess."

...Damn. So that's why.

Perhaps thinking there was no point in hiding anymore, Kinahan revealed the facts without concealment.
According to him, someone who has made a contract—meaning the original Stella who formed a lord-vassal bond—would have been excluded from consideration from the start.

...At this point, I have to acknowledge it.

"Well, killing the contractor would solve the problem, but as you know, that would be quite troublesome."

"Because you'd have to face the entire Duchy."

...Good. I've extracted enough information.
With this much, he'll think I'm completely sympathizing with him.

While I cut the rope and buy time.

*Carefully.*

This is why I broke the window and tried to escape even knowing I would be caught from the beginning.
In the original work, Northerners always tried to persuade their captives while keeping them tied up like this.

-I run. I need to get as far away as possible, so as not to arouse suspicion.

-I muttered that to myself as I felt my consciousness fading.
All the while worrying whether he would discover what was in my pocket.

My pocket was full of glass shards from when I broke the window. Large, sharp fragments, enough to cut through rope.

-Rustle, rustle.

While talking with him and diverting his attention, I was cutting the rope behind me as quietly as possible.
Now, just a little more...

"Do you know something, prospective High Priestess?"

"...Yes?"

Kinahan said that while looking at the blue-white moon. And reflecting the same moonlight, his longsword was drawn.

Oh no.

My hands, already bleeding from glass cuts, became even more slippery with sweat.
This is getting, urgent... not good.

"As you may know, in our North, that is, in our tribe, when selecting a High Priestess, we cut off one arm and bury it in the snow. Then we leave the person to endure for a week."

To see if they can be chosen by the great Ice Dragon.
Kinahan said that, then turned toward me and pointed his sword.

"So, it would be best not to make any rash moves."

...Damn it, he noticed.
I'm not mentally prepared yet to use "that method."

So, for now, as a desperate measure.

"...Ha."

"What's wrong?"

"Kinahan. Do you think I was brought here without any preparation?"

Bluffing or whatever, it doesn't matter.
I need to draw his attention.

"The knights will be here soon. Even you won't be safe."

"......"

Did it... work?
Kinahan heard my words and seemed to be contemplating something while stroking his chin.

Then, he drew his sword again.

"Then I should hurry."

Oh, damn it.

"I believe you'll understand if we proceed with the ceremony a bit early."

"Since you appear to be left-handed..."

My hands were trembling. Just a little, just a little more cutting...

-Snap!

Got it!!

With a thud and a sense of liberation, my arm's range of motion expanded dozens of times.

"I'll be taking your right arm."

-Swoosh!!

Almost simultaneously, a sharp sword energy rushed toward me, distorting the space around it...but.

I managed to barely avoid it by ducking down as soon as the rope broke.

"Kuh!"

It was a gamble.
If it had been a vertical slash instead of a horizontal one.
If it had flown just a little lower.

Even if he didn't intend to kill me, I couldn't have avoided a fatal wound.
I was just lucky my judgment was correct.
My long hair, directly hit by the sword energy, was cut clean off.

The now short purple hair gleamed white in the moonlight.
...Right. This is how Stella's hair was in the original work.

"Don't move. Unless you want something important cut off."

"...Kinahan. Did you say the High Priestess is buried in the snow mountain?"

"Yes."

Stella.

Stella Bell Eckhart.

My favorite character who could do anything, somehow.
I'm not that perfect and strong woman, but.

"...There's no way I could survive in a place like that. You savage bastard."

"...?!"

-Tap.

The best I can do right now.

-Crash!!

And I threw myself down the mountainside before the next sword strike could come.
Feeling weightless as I watched the sword energy precisely bisect where I had been standing.

Thud, crash, smack.
With dull sounds of my body hitting soil and trees, pain struck my entire body as I tumbled down the slope—

-Thwack!

"Kuhak!!"

-I finally stopped after colliding with a large tree.
And for a moment, my vision went black.

***

When I was young, I vaguely liked acting.

Instead of my mother, who was too busy with her acting career to see me often, books and movies spent my childhood with me, and being able to become a character from such creative works was an incredibly attractive thing.

I just started like that.

-You really have great appeal?

In the process, I found unexpected talent,

-Hey, want to join our club?

Built unexpected relationships, but.

-Popular actress Choi Seon-ae was found dead at her home on the 15th.

As expected, unexpectedly, I could easily give it up.

Even if thousands or tens of thousands of people watched me, among them there was only one audience that mattered to me
And when such a person disappeared, I no longer had the strength to deceive anyone.

My heart is so tattered like this.
To deceive someone, to smile, to enjoy, to get angry sometimes, to flutter, to cry.

I had no strength left for that.
That's why I quit acting.

The reason I pretended not to notice the possibility I had thought of was because I was afraid of acting as someone else anymore.

But, now.
Now that I've decided to struggle to survive no matter what.

I will deceive anyone.

Even if that person is myself.

***

My blacked-out vision gradually returned along with pain throughout my body.

Really, this hurts like hell.
I want to just pass out.

Even while cursing like that, I grabbed my arm and stood up.

...I need to do it now.
If he's a knight, he'll reach me again in a few dozen seconds.

"Huuuu...."

I catch my breath. I recall the possibility I had buried away while compartmentalizing the pain.

*Hmm? If mana judgment follows my mind...*

For a moment a thought occurred to me, but I didn't want to try it, so I erased it from my mind. This is premature.

This is something I really didn't want to do, but.

-Tick, tock.

"...tella."

The thought that came to me after learning the operating principles of magic that I only knew from the settings in the library was, "perhaps I could."

-Tick, tock.

The power of incantation magic is determined purely by familiarity with mana, the amount of mana one possesses, and persuasiveness.

"Stella."

So if I believe.
If I become someone who was evaluated as having the greatest mana in some novel.

If I erase myself, my identity as an Earthling.

"I am Stella."

Acting is understanding a role, and truly becoming that person.

And filling the blank space between stage directions and dialogue with the life the character has lived.

Only then does it become method acting.

-Tick, tock.

I am Stella.

Daughter of a Marquis family.

A girl beloved by mana.

Now I am not a common citizen of South Korea, but a daughter of this world.

Stella Bell Eckhart.

-Thud!!

"You're quite bold... trying to escape like this."

"...No."

Kinahan appeared before me, raising dust.
And once again, he draws his sword.

The large moon reflected on the blade illuminated his face.
"I" reflected on the blade, looking at him, smile once more.

Even though I'm scared, afraid, nevertheless.

"I wasn't, escaping."

"...Excuse me."

With a boom as he kicked the ground.
This time, seemingly intent on finishing it for sure, he approaches right up to my face.
Due to the high speed, the blade's form disappears and only a trail of light like afterglow flies toward my arm.

...Now.
I clench both hands.

I try to feel the mana that can't be felt.

No. I can feel it.

Because I believed so, it becomes so.

Because I am Stella.

The quasi-Archmage of the original work, beloved by magic.

"...!?"

Along with that belief, I feel my heart beating.
The heartbeat spreads hot blood throughout my body along with something alien.

That alien thing soon.

-Whoosh.

Blue flames of mana illuminate the surroundings in blue. Kinahan trying to dodge backward.
Considering he was running at full speed, it's an amazing speed, but.

It's already too late.

-Tick, tock, tick.

The power of incantation magic depends on the amount of mana and persuasiveness.

So, I appeal to mana.
If I have one talent as an actress.

-Your appeal is really good, you know.

It's persuasiveness enough to cover awkward acting.

In an instant, tremendous mana gathers around.
The small spark that bloomed at my fingertips consumes it and grows massively.

"...Wait."

And, holding it.
I shout with all my might.

"O flame!—"

-Boom!!!

As soon as I chant the spell, blue flames explode from my hand.

Shining so blue it hurts the eyes, burning the darkness and rising brilliantly.

That deep blue flame brushed past Kinahan's face and flew into the sky, exploding brightly like fireworks illuminating the beach sky.

"Kuugh...!"

And beneath the forest dyed blue by the blue light source, I saw Kinahan's face contorted with pain.
I, who couldn't even use mana, had inflicted damage with magic on a knight who served as Knight Captain.

*...It worked.*

The blank spaces in that novel that gave me courage whenever I was struggling.

By filling the gaps between the novel's narration and dialogue with Stella's life that I had analyzed.

I deceived the enemy, mana, and myself.

"I told you. I wasn't, escaping."

This is my survival method as a modern person.

As a weak person.

As a woman's body that will soon die—

—No, this is my method.

-episode 1 ≪Method≫ End.

Ch.7 - [Interlude] Lies
Chapter 8. Lies

Long ago, the night sky of the continent became extraordinarily bright due to the covenant humans made with the main deity of the Moonlight Church.

And now, a floating blue flame was making that night sky even brighter.

*I did it...*

Looking at those flames, he muttered those words to himself.

Rather than the thrill of success, he felt more dazed.
After all, from his perspective, he had been an ordinary person living on Earth until just recently.

*I thought it would work, but...*

If asked how this was possible, it was entirely due to the operating principle of incantation magic.

Incantation Magic—miracles invoked by appealing to mana.

The mana of this world possesses a primitive "will." That's why persuasiveness is such an important factor.

*Persuasiveness.*

Yes, persuasiveness.

The people of this world regard it as a sacred act of receiving miraculous power from transcendent beings, but to him, who had been a modern person—

*That's basically just emotional acting.*

It was nothing like that at all.

That's why he had thought of this possibility.

Stella's body had sufficient mana.

Incantation magic required no particular magical knowledge.

And persuasiveness was essentially his only special talent.

He had been someone who performed in front of thousands, tens of thousands of spectators.

If he could believe himself to be Stella and use her mana—

"Ugh...!!"

—He could produce effects far more powerful than most mages of this world.

That was the possibility he had envisioned as soon as he reconfirmed the principles of incantation magic.

And that possibility was now being proven by the blue flames still shining in the sky and by Kinahan, who was groaning from the burns inflicted by those flames.

*Of course...*

"This... isn't enough."

Of course, there was no way a superhuman knight would fall from just this.

—Boom!!

As expected, Kinahan shook off his burned skin and emitted a ferocious killing intent.

An aura so intense it froze my body, making it difficult even to open my mouth.

Kinahan took a stance like drawing a sword as he looked at me.

...The atmosphere was different.

"I underestimated you, High Priestess."

"...I think you're overestimating me right now."

That was truly the case.
He had fully utilized information from the original work to implant the "perception" that he was informationally equal to his opponent.

And by using magic more powerful than that of a mid-level mage at a moment his opponent never expected, he created the "illusion" that he wasn't physically weak.

In other words, all those moments of acting had accumulated.

Already, in Kinahan's mind, he was perceived as a dangerous target who was quick-witted and capable of powerful magic.

Of course, the person in question was on the verge of collapse, having exhausted all mental strength with that single use of magic.

*Magic... I can only use it once.*

He could now somewhat sense the mana trembling violently inside his body.

Hiding his trembling voice, he uttered one last thing to Kinahan.

"You don't plan to take me quietly, do you?"

"Correct. In my current state, it seems impossible to bring you back in one piece."

As expected, I'll take one of your arms.
With those words, Kinahan's form vanished from his sight.

—Tang!

This time, as if not giving him even a chance to dodge.
In the blink of an eye, his vision captured the blade just before it would cut off his arm.

*...As expected, it was impossible for me to handle a knight.*

Especially with something like magic I was using for the first time.
Thinking this, he gently closed his eyes.
At this rate, losing an arm seemed unavoidable.

*But...*

Even this was within the expected range.

—Clang!!!!

"......!"

He felt neither the pain of amputation nor the sensation of a blade on his arm.
Instead, only the intense sound of metal striking metal rang out.

*I know someone who can handle this, you bastard.*

The final piece of his plan.
The reason he could execute such a reckless plan.

"Ahaha, Commander Roart."

"Young Lord Evan...?"

The existence of the second male lead, Evan von Isenberg.

"...What exactly is going on here?"

The Empire's fastest.

A swift sword said to cut even time itself.

And the second male lead of the original work.

By his mid-twenties, he would be one of the author-acknowledged strongest in the world, with few who could match him except the Sword Saint.

And now this sub-male lead of the novel, who would later cause Stella's death, was blocking the sword swung at him.

*...According to plan.*

His legs weakened from the release of tension. He forced strength into his legs to support himself and smiled with joy.

Everything had gone according to his plan.

Somehow break the rope, use magic to signal his location, and summon Evan.

He had a strong belief that if he could just send a signal, Evan would come.
In the original work, he had been the first to rush to save the Princess with his incredible speed.

So this was the best move he could devise to survive.
And it was his move that had been perfectly executed.

His eyes captured the spy's face, filled with bewilderment.
Even the coldest spy would find it difficult to maintain composure in such a situation.

*Now that bastard will have his head cut off...*

"...I'll explain, Young Lord."

But despite his thoughts.

"Oh! Go ahead."

Kinahan exhaled. Stroking his hair, which had somehow returned to black, he looked every bit the model of a loyal knight.

Then, pointing at him with certainty.

"...This person is not Lady Stella. She must be a spy disguised as Stella!"

Faced with Kinahan's sudden change of tactics and attempt at slander, he couldn't help but be flustered.

Even to him, it was quite impressive acting.
Well, he had been spying in the Duke's household for years, so of course he'd be good.

However, regardless of that, his words lacked any persuasiveness.
It was he who had been kidnapped, and Kinahan had been caught red-handed trying to harm him.

Obviously, it was just a desperate excuse.
However.

"...Oh?"

*...Wait.*

What came to mind was their first meeting.
The second male lead had seen through his acting the moment he first saw it.

Surely his acting had been perfect.

*Wait, wait, wait.*

If someone could detect acting so quickly.
If someone had uncovered his acting that had fooled everyone else until now.

They might also realize her true identity.

*What, what's with that reaction? Could it be...*

Could it be that he believes it?

After coming this far, could it end like this?

As she was gripped by such a sense of crisis, with thoughts rapidly spinning in her head—

"...Is it true? Lady Eckhart."

Evan asked him that.
For some reason, a smile spread across his face.

*...Ah*

And at the same time, he stopped his racing thoughts.

*So that's what it was.*

Then he took a deep breath.
He could smell the grass.

.
..
…

*...I know, you jerk.*

The moonlight illuminated the forest beneath the night sky.

***

'Young Lord Evan! You're truly amazing!'

Truth. Though with a bit of flattery mixed in.

'You're so handsome, just like your father!'

Truth. Well, your mother's contribution is significant too.

'Evan. In swordsmanship, you're already above me.'

Truth. I knew it, but hearing it directly feels special.

'Take care, Evan. I'll... definitely come back."

......Lie.

.
.
.

I, Evan von Isenberg. As the only firstborn son who would inherit the duchy, I possessed one ability that could be considered special.

An ability I likely gained after that day when everything about me changed.

It's not an ability I can clearly define, but if I had to... yes.

I could roughly discern the true intentions behind what others said.

I'm not sure exactly how it works, but when I hear someone speak, I naturally sense whether it's true or false.

In terms of accuracy, it's probably over 90%?
It's not as impressive as mind reading, but it was quite useful in social circles filled with deception.
It also allowed me to know objective evaluations about myself.

Or...

When observing a strange girl whose words, including her self-introduction, were 80% filled with lies?

-I am Stella Eckhart.

Lie.

-I appreciate your offer, but...

Lie.

-I'm sorry. I think the position is too much for me.

Lie, lie, lie.

Not a single thing she said was true.
Though my ability isn't perfect, it had never produced so many errors before.

Such an ability wouldn't make so many errors with one person.

If that's the case, then what this woman says is truly mostly lies.

But all my senses except my ability insist her words are true.

In other words, the woman before me is an actress hiding herself behind a performance.

"You can accept anytime if you change your mind... actress."

When I casually mentioned this fact, cracks appeared in her expression.

Perhaps the first genuine emotion she had shown.

*How fascinating.*

Truly fascinating.
How can a person be like that?

People full of pretense are common, but to be able to act as such a different self.
For so many contradictions to exist in one human being.

I wanted to keep her close.

She would clearly be helpful for my plans.
With that level of "falsehood," she could deceive everyone I needed to deal with.
That was my judgment.

-So making me your aide... I'm sorry, but I don't think it's a good choice.

*...Lie.*

But it wasn't easy.

The "act" she put on to distance herself from me rationally was too perfect.
Almost enough to fool even me, who knew the truth.

"Well, if that's the case. I thought it would be fun if you were my secretary..."

My curiosity grew stronger, but I decided to pretend to back off for now.
There's still some time.

Let's try to persuade her in a different way.

—Boom!!!!

...That's what I was thinking.
Until a massive explosion suddenly rang out from the duchy.

"...What's that?"

Suffering from insomnia and training in the middle of the night, I immediately recognized the explosion.
And I immediately ran to the source of the sound.

As I did, one possibility came to mind.

*...Could it be.*

Until now, I had just thought of her as a very unusual person, but...

A woman who only speaks lies.
A woman made of lies.

Thinking strictly, it was very strange.

The fact that even her self-introduction was a lie meant that, at least to herself, she believed she was not the daughter of the Marquis but someone else.

Could she possibly be a spy who had infiltrated the Marquis's household?

...But the daughter of my father's close friend?

Until now, I had just thought it was some kind of mental illness.
I once read in a book that on the opposite continent, cases of soul exchange were not unheard of.

But that certainly wouldn't be a common case.

What on earth is going on?

While such confused discussions were taking place in my head, I arrived at the source of the explosion...

"...It was a diversion."

There was nothing there.

Only a single sword, blackened and smoking, was stuck in the corridor.

An engraving... formula?

It was meant to draw attention to the opposite direction. They probably engraved a formula to cause an explosion when the time came.

And the exact opposite point from this location in the duchy would be...

"Oh no."

-Boom!!!

And with that realization, another explosion was heard.
Not a fake created by some formula, but the sound of something actually being destroyed.
From her room, located exactly opposite to where I was standing.

.
.
.

"...Damn it."

I ran at full speed, but as expected, there was nothing around the devastated guest room.
I tried to track with mana, but it had been cleverly cut off.

*At least a mid-level knight in skill.*

Whether she had been kidnapped or had deliberately destroyed the room and fled, there was no way to know, but one thing was certain.

"I need to find her."

But how?
A superhuman using mana would have reached at least halfway through the forest by this time.

...The area was too vast.

Should I mobilize the duchy's knights now?

Or should I pursue alone?

As I stood there, unable to move while contemplating the direction of pursuit.

—Whoosh!!

From the middle of the forest, blue flames shot up and bloomed.
That light, shining brightly even under such bright moonlight, was clearly meaningful.

*...There.*

That's a signal. A signal saying "I'm here."
Though it was certainly not a lie that the woman couldn't use magic...

That's not important right now.

If it's a trap, I'll deal with it.

If I know the direction, I'll reach it.

Fortunately, leg strength and speed were my strongest areas.

-Bang!!

As if space folded, the forest scenery passed by too quickly for the eye to see.

Before my eyes appeared Stella and the Knight Captain about to cut her down.

In that instant, my thoughts accelerated and everything around me slowed down.

That sword. That trajectory will cut off her right arm.

Why?

Knight Captain Roart. I had thought of him as just a taciturn knight who had joined a few years ago.
Why would such a person target that woman?

Though I couldn't grasp the situation, I blocked the attack first.

—Clang!!!!

I blocked it easily, but the sparks flying like fireworks and the slight ache in my arm told me how seriously he had swung his sword.

A Marquis's daughter who believes herself to be someone else, and a Duke's knight trying to seriously cut her down.

It was truly an interesting situation.

So, I asked.

"...What exactly is going on here?"

Depending on the answer, I would decide who to hold responsible for the half-destroyed guest room.

Knight Captain Roart lowered his sword, saying he would explain.
At least he didn't seem to have any intention of attacking me.

And pointing at Stella, Roart opened his mouth.

Full of certainty, he looked exactly like the reliable Knight Captain I had known since childhood.

"...This person is not Lady Stella. She must be a spy disguised as Stella!"

.

..

…



Lie.

Ch.8 - [Interlude] My Lord
I stood in the night, surrounded by the chorus of insects filling the silence between our conversation.

When I hear those sounds—sounds I've heard countless times before—it still feels like I'm on Earth. As if I might wake up and think it was just an interesting dream. I'd feel a slight longing for that noble life, think fondly of the characters from the novel, and continue living my remaining days.

"Haaah..." I took a deep breath. The air was cleaner than anything I'd experienced in my previous life.

Yes, compared to the past life I can never return to...

My chest ached with the realization. I thought I had no lingering attachments, but somehow...

The sub-male lead smiled as he looked at me.

"I'm not a spy."

"How can I believe that?"

That bright, smiling face was irritating. I knew it too.

"......"

I had been certain. If I could just get away from the sub-male lead, I could navigate this quasi-medieval world somehow. If I could escape him, there would be no threat to my life.

...I was wrong. As if to deny my thoughts, I'd been kidnapped and was barely surviving.

Even though I was alive now, if I couldn't figure out this body's identity—my favorite character's identity—I could never be safe. Such uncertainty would render all my information useless.

In that case, rather...

"Miss Eckhart. Why should I trust you over my capable Knight Captain who has served our family for over five years?"

...for survival, I had to do it.

"That's right, Young Lord. This woman brainwashed me to—"

"Please believe me, Evan."

I cut off Kinahan's words. Then I took another deep breath.

*I will never call that man "My Lord" for the rest of my life.*

...Well, nothing can be absolutely certain. I slowly opened my mouth to say what he, the sub-male lead, had been waiting to hear.

"No. Please help me... 'My Lord.'"

As soon as I finished speaking, a fierce smile curved the sub-male lead's lips.

From this moment on, I had become the sub-male lead's secretary.

"That's more like it!"

"Young Lord? Wait—"

A flash of blue moonlight momentarily flickered in the air. Simultaneously with the sub-male lead's bright voice, Kinahan's head above the neck disappeared.

"......!"

With a thud, the headless Kinahan fell to his knees. Not a single drop of blood splattered on the ground.

Instant death. With a single strike so fast I couldn't even see the sword swing, the knight who had given me such trouble was beheaded.

"Don't be too surprised. Considering what he did, he got off easy."

"...So you knew all along."

"Haha... who knows?"

There was no way that cunning man would have believed Kinahan's words. From the moment their swords crossed, he must have understood the true meaning behind those words.

"Well, in any case!"

With a click, the sub-male lead sheathed his sword elegantly and extended his hand to me. Bathed in moonlight, his silver-white figure seemed brighter than daytime despite the late hour.

"Looking forward to working together, Stella!"

"Haah..."

I sighed deeply at his appearance.

Fine, whatever. Even if the sub-male lead hadn't done that, I was planning to become his secretary anyway.

Abandoning the idea of deviating from the original story's route? Discarded. Now that I know there's something about Stella that I don't understand, it's too dangerous.

In that case, the opposite approach:

Act as close to the original story as possible, then avoid death at the last moment.

This is my new survival strategy, my life-preserving technique.

"...I look forward to working with you, My Lord."

"Great!"

I took the sub-male lead's hand. Hoping this handshake wouldn't turn out to be a bad move.

It was unsettling, but necessary. I steeled myself with that thought.

A wave of dizziness suddenly hit me as the tension drained from my body.

All strength seemed to leave me at once. I felt a coldness around my heart.

*Is this... my limit?*

After fighting a superhuman and rolling down a mountain several times, plus depleting my Mana for the first time since becoming Stella, my mental strength couldn't hold out.

The drowsiness hitting me was too intense to be just mental or physical exhaustion. I was incredibly tired, beyond the point of rational thought.

"...My Lord."

"Yes?"

Like a drained machine, I could feel my remaining energy being sapped with just a few words. At this rate, soon...

"I apologize for asking so soon, but could you please carry me..."

"Stella?"

I couldn't even finish my sentence. With my spinning head, I collapsed forward.

For some reason, my face didn't hit the rough ground. Through my darkening vision, I felt it.

*Huh. He's got some sense after all.*

With that final thought, my consciousness was pulled into the darkness of my vision.

It had been an incredibly exhausting day.

***

"...What's this?"

I caught Stella's head with my hand as she was about to collapse forward, muttering those words.

A secretary who faints just minutes after establishing our lord-vassal relationship—that was certainly a new type.

Looking at her sleeping peacefully in the moonlight, that's what I thought. Her lavender hair, somehow shortened to a bob during the confrontation with the Knight Captain, shimmered beautifully in the moonlight.

"Mmm..."

Despite the awkward position of being hastily caught in my hands, Stella mumbled contentedly, showing no discomfort as she fell into deep sleep.

Seen like this, she was just a beautiful girl my age. Not a contradictory human filled with lies, but simply looking like a noble young lady.

Evan briefly thought about her deceptions, but soon stopped.

She was now his aide. There was plenty of time to learn about those aspects of her in the future.

It would surely be entertaining.

"Hmm?"

As I smiled slightly at that thought, I felt a strange energy from my hand touching her head.

The flow I sensed from her head, or more precisely her entire body, was alien...

*Is her Mana... being rejected?*

The Mana inside her body seemed to be colliding, as if rejecting her.

Mana fundamentally has will. That's why some people occasionally experience rejection reactions with Mana...

Most such people have little Mana and cannot use magic because their bodies are incompatible with it. If rejected by Mana, it simply won't attach to the body in the first place.

But Stella, from what I could sense, possessed considerable Mana. Hadn't she even created a huge flame to send a signal?

*...That person is not Lady Stella. She must be a spy disguised as Lady Stella!*

What immediately came to mind was the Knight Captain's words. And the suspicions I had while rushing here.

Of course, that statement was undoubtedly false, but that didn't confirm everything else was false too.

I don't think she's a spy, but what if she really is someone other than the noble lady? According to Academy research, some people from the opposite continent rarely experience soul exchanges.

If she were such a case...

*No. Regardless.*

It was dangerous to leave her like this. If she had little or no Mana, it might be different, but her body already contained a considerable amount.

If such Mana suddenly caused a rejection reaction, in severe cases, it could lead to sudden death.

With that in mind, Evan placed both hands on her shoulders.

Though unable to use magic, Evan had mastered Mana circulation for physical enhancement.

Mana naturally flows from areas of high concentration to low. And right now, Stella's body contained Mana far exceeding Evan's.

So he just needed to absorb her Mana and release it outside. It wasn't a long-term solution, but... well. As I said before, there's plenty of time.

Unaware of what was happening to her, Stella remained defenseless in sleep, frowning as if having a strange dream.

"...Seriously."

What kind of woman was she? A person with not just one or two strange aspects.

...That's what made her interesting.

"Mmm..."

Her face relaxed considerably as the Mana circulated properly.

Well, this doesn't seem too serious. I don't know why these symptoms suddenly appeared, but at this level, calling a doctor in the capital would...

"No."

Even I, a layman in magic, could make these guesses. A specialist would certainly be suspicious.

*She must be a spy disguised as Lady Stella!*

"I don't know what you're hiding, but..."

I'll keep your secret. For now, only I will know about this.

After all, you're my "secretary." A companion to help with my future plans.

Evan muttered this with a slight smile.

"Well, now that I have a secretary, a little trouble is nothing..."

But really, what is this woman?

As he circulated her Mana under the bright moonlight, in the middle of the night deepening to navy blue, Evan only grew more curious about her.

Ch.9 - [Interlude] Promise
Chapter 10. Promise

My consciousness sank.
Like being submerged underwater, even thoughts that surfaced in my mind evaporated with a dull sensation.

—Throb

I felt pain.
A pain that seemed to tighten around my heart, making it colder bit by bit.

*It's cold...*

Cold.

My heart is cold.

A familiar feeling.

*I'm... lonely.*

After quitting acting, after becoming alone.
I've been like this ever since.

A life without forming bonds with anyone created a large wound in a corner of my heart.

For someone who had tasted the warmth of others so deeply, the drop from losing that warmth was like the chill of a snow field.

But it had to be that way.
An actor whose only audience has disappeared cannot continue performing.

Loneliness was natural for someone like me.
It was natural that I couldn't be with anyone.

At first it was painful, after a while I grew tired of it, and later I became numb.

But, still.
Still, no more.

I don't want to be lonely.
That was my true feeling.

I want to curl up, hugging my legs to my chest and hide.
I want to be embraced by someone, to escape this coldness.

The cold spread further.
Just as I thought I might freeze solid like this—

—Whoosh

*...Mmm...*

Suddenly, warmth began to spread.
Warmth that spread from around my shoulders, breaking through the cold.

It was the warmth I had forgotten for so long, the warmth I hadn't wanted, the warmth I couldn't have.

Ah...

It's warm.

Comfortable...

***

"...la...!"

Who is it?

"tella...!"

Who could it be, calling someone so desperately?

"Stella!!"

Stella?
Are they calling me?

No. My name isn't that.

The name my mother gave me is Cheon Yu...

Cheon...

"Ah."

"Stella!! Are you conscious?!"

My awareness snapped back with a jolt.

The most recent memories that flowed into my mind were so absurd that I briefly considered dismissing them as a dream.

—Throb

"...Ugh."

"A-are you alright? Doctor!! Doctor!!"

But the pain throughout my body was too clear for that.

I slowly recollected my memories.

Academy Survival Guide, the Duke's residence, attack, kidnapping, magic... right, the contract.

The memories filled in without gaps.
That was also clear evidence this wasn't a dream.

I, once a healthy young man from South Korea, had transmigrated into this world of the Academy Survival Guide novel.

And almost immediately after transmigrating, I was kidnapped due to the butterfly effect and barely escaped after various complications.

Even if I wanted to deny it, the alien sensation of this body that I felt so clearly validated my memories.

Besides, if this were a dream...

"J-just wait a moment, Stella!"

"......"

Then even this hairy old man crying his eyes out while calling for a doctor would be an illusion.

Gilbert. Stella's father.
A daughter-obsessed man mentioned quite frequently in the original work.

In the original story, he loses the daughter he loves so much in the North, where he dedicated himself to subjugation.

In some ways, a more pitiful character than Stella herself.

*I'm sorry.*

No matter how desperately you call out.
No matter which famous doctor of the Empire you find.

You'll never see your daughter again.

Because what's in front of you now—

"I'm... fine, Father."

—is not your daughter.

I thought this while looking at Gilbert, who was nearly wailing.

Even if I keep telling myself this, it's nothing but deception to him.

"Stella...!!"

I'll make up for my apology by surviving.
This time, I won't die in the North where you fought so fiercely.

I'm different from Stella.
I'll survive somehow.
By any means necessary.

...Though I don't know if that's any consolation.

"What... happened?"

I asked with a voice completely gone, probably from shouting too forcefully while casting magic.
In truth, there wasn't a part of my body that didn't ache.

"Ah... Young Lord Evan carried you here. I was so shocked..."

Gilbert, having calmed down somewhat, answered my question in his usual (though trembling) voice.

Well, it seems he managed to bring me back safely.
...Honestly, I feel a bit guilty for collapsing right after becoming his aide.

"Then, where is the Young Lord now...?"

"Lugion, I mean the Duke, went with his knights to sweep the surrounding area. Young Lord Evan joined them as well."

"The remnants..."

They must be the "suspicious group" that Roart, no, Kinahan, mentioned during our first meeting—the ones he claimed were immediately executed.
As I suspected, it was information deliberately revealed to lower our guard.

Without that claim about immediate execution, things wouldn't have ended with just increased security.

"Will they... be alright? If it's the Children of the Snowy Mountain..."

"Haha, so you even know the enemy's identity. As expected of my daughter."

Gilbert said, stroking my head with his large hand.

Ah... Did I speak too thoughtlessly?
It would be difficult for Stella to know such things. My mind is foggy.

But how does Gilbert know about this?
I don't think the sub-male lead mentioned that the spies were the Children of the Snowy Mountain.

Well, he's knowledgeable about the North.
He must have... some way of knowing?

Anyway, the Duke's knights would be no match for the Children of the Snowy Mountain.
Although the sub-male lead easily beheaded Kinahan, that was more like a surprise attack.

In a different situation, the Children of the Snowy Mountain are monsters who could easily take on a hundred men...

There's a reason the novel faced balance-breaking controversies.

"I don't know how you know about the Children of the Snowy Mountain, but it'll be fine. The remnants are probably ordinary northerners."

Gilbert told me this as I was pondering.

The Children of the Snowy Mountain are the North's elite.
They wouldn't send so many of their best forces.

...This man. For someone who only fought near the border, his knowledge of the North is remarkably extensive.

"Don't worry, Stella. They'll all be beheaded soon without a single one remaining. It's been a while since I've seen Lugion so angry."

"...The Duke?"

I was curious to see that seemingly pleasant man angry.

"Yes. He apologized to me once, then deployed the entire military force of the duchy. No matter how good the northerners are at hiding, they can't hide in this mansion."

Meaning there's no escape on his turf.
But the entire military force...

Given the Duke's personality, it would be stranger if he just overlooked an incident where his friend's daughter was nearly kidnapped by his own knight.

He'd want to make amends somehow.

"Ah, they're coming."

Just as I finished that thought, I could see knights entering the mansion with torches through the window.

And shortly after, the Duke and his knights, their armor splattered with blood, entered the room.

Though his face was eerily expressionless, it soon returned to its usual gentle appearance when he saw Gilbert and me.

"Ah. You're awake, Stella."

"...The remnants?"

"All taken care of. About a dozen were waiting at the perimeter of the mansion."

What happened to them was clear enough from the blood splattered on the Duke's armor without having to ask.

"I apologize once again for this incident. I'm sorry about your daughter."

"......!!"

The Duke said this while bowing to Gilbert.
If anything, Gilbert was the one who seemed flustered.

"No, what are you..."

Of course, I was surprised too.
Even though this world was at a point where the noble class system was beginning to collapse, and they were close friends...

There was still a huge status gap between a Duke and a Marquis.
Lugion had ignored that gap and bowed to the Marquis.

"Having a spy as the Knight Captain for years without noticing will remain a lasting shame for our duchy."

I apologize again.
The Duke said this and bowed his head to me as well.

"N-no. I'm not badly hurt, so there's no need..."

Caught off guard, I responded with the Confucian spirit ingrained in me for 21 years, without even thinking about acting as Stella.

"No. If you hadn't revealed the spy's identity, that spy would have taken our family's heads. You saved us."

...That wasn't wrong.
The Duke speaking those words would have been killed by Kinahan in less than five years.

—Thank you!!

The Duke's knights also bowed their heads to express their gratitude.

The misjudgment that had put me in danger had inadvertently saved someone's life.
That fact gave me quite a bit of comfort.

"...Yes."

"Ahem. Well, my daughter is capable. Takes after someone, you know."

Gilbert, who had been flustered until just now, puffed up his chest and began boasting about his daughter in response to the Duke's sincere gratitude.

It was probably his own way of trying to lighten the heavy atmosphere.

"Indeed. And to think she even withdrew her refusal and accepted the position as Evan's aide. It's nothing short of a blessing for our duchy."

The Duke said with a face full of appreciation.
Well, Evan must have informed the Duke.
It's a bit embarrassing that I refused and then immediately withdrew that refusal.

"...What?"

As I was thinking this, a dumbfounded voice came from beside me. When I turned my head, I saw Gilbert, who had been proud just moments ago, now frozen like a stone.

"Ah."

"Is, is that true, Stella...?"

Gilbert looked at me with eyes clearly dripping with betrayal.

Oh.

This man was an incredible daughter-con.
When I first refused, he didn't show it, but he must have been quite relieved.

"......Yes."

I turned my head slightly, unable to bear his gaze, and answered.

It's not like I'm doing this because I want to.
As I said, to survive, I have no choice.

...You'll understand, right?

Ch.10 - [Interlude] Secretary
The morning after, everything proceeded smoothly.

After various discussions between the Duke and the Marquis, I was given a room at the Isenberg Duchy where I would be staying.

According to the Duke, it was a consideration to help with my secretary training and to improve my relationship with the secondary male lead.

"Welcome, Stella!"

...I can't forget the satisfied smile on the secondary male lead's face when I arrived at the Duke's mansion with my luggage.

Of course, I agreed to this to save myself...
That's definitely the case, but...

Why do I feel like I've somehow lost?

"S-Stella. If you ever find it difficult, please anytime..."

The Marquis tried to dissuade me with a pitiful expression until the moment I stepped out of the carriage and walked toward the Duke's mansion.

The Duke reassured him that he respected my choice and would send me back if I changed my mind, but his upturned lips undermined the credibility of his words.

And sure enough, as soon as I entered the Duke's mansion, he showed excessive hospitality and benefits, making it clear he had no intention of letting me go.

"Feel free to ask for anything you want. This much is nothing for such an honored guest!"

In my opinion, the Duke seemed to think of me as some kind of all-powerful being.

Well, I'm not, but the Stella he knew was a highly capable person with cheat-level genetics.

On top of that, I had accidentally caught the Duke's spy while backpedaling—like stumbling upon a cow while retreating—so I might have become something incomprehensible in his mind.

It was decided that Berdo, the head butler I had met when I first came to the Duke's mansion, would train me in my secretarial duties.

From the first day, he demanded various etiquettes and proper behaviors, but I managed without much difficulty.

"...Excellent. We can move on to the next stage."

I've been through worse, balancing academics and acting, sometimes even memorizing entire textbooks in one go when pressed for time.

Whether I did it perfectly is another matter. Strangely, my memorization ability varies greatly depending on my interest level.

...But no matter how you look at it, I wouldn't have gotten such poor scores if I had just studied a few more times.

Anyway, simple behavioral etiquette like this is nothing—I don't even need to memorize it.
I'm quite skilled at picking things up just by watching.

"Now that you've got that down, let's try once more..."

However, unlike the smooth progress of my secretary training, there was something that showed no improvement at all.

—Fire!!

-...

It was magic.

Unlike before, when I had spewed flames powerful enough to overwhelm an average mage, now I couldn't even create a spark.

'Why...is this happening?'

...Actually, I knew the reason.

After casting magic that one time, I became somewhat able to sense the flow of mana.
And what I discovered was that Stella's body contained absolutely no mana.

To be more precise, when I was "me," no mana could be felt in this body.

The mana in this world has its own will.
And that will refused to allow me—someone wearing Stella's shell—to use it.

"So that means..."

It meant that only if I became Stella could I use her mana.

But I couldn't do that.
No, I wouldn't do that.

Briefly gambling on becoming Stella had saved my life, but it was also dangerous.

'...With this body, it's too easy to get immersed.'

It's something that method actors like myself often experience, but becoming Stella was on a different level.

No matter what anyone says, my current appearance is Stella.
The experience of becoming someone else completely, inside and out, had quite an impact on my psyche.

...Or maybe I was just afraid.

"What are you doing, Stella?"

"...I was experimenting with magic."

And since we lived in the same mansion, I ran into the secondary male lead quite frequently.
I had the strange feeling that we always met whenever I tried to use magic.

"Ah, practicing magic. You're not feeling sick or anything, are you?"

"...Pardon?"

This guy was also one of the reasons why I was reluctant to become Stella.

I mean, it probably wouldn't happen, but...
If I immersed myself too deeply, I might... well, develop feelings for him.

After all, apart from battle scenes, most of Stella's screen time in the original work showed her being tsundere toward the Duke and jealous of others.

To ordinary readers who don't analyze supporting characters as thoroughly as I do, she was simply a consistent character whose entire personality revolved around pining for the secondary male lead.

If I act as such a character and somehow get influenced by it, a disaster would unfold.

A man's mind falling for another man?

And getting rejected because the other party has feelings for someone else?

Oh. I'll definitely pass.
I have a precious identity I've maintained for 21 years.
I have absolutely no desire to break that identity for this charmless secondary male lead.

"If you ever feel even slightly unwell, please tell me..."

...But regardless of my thoughts, the secondary male lead seemed somewhat different from the original work.

He was smiling brightly as usual, but there was something off.
I felt a sense of discomfort that I hadn't noticed when reading the novel.

In his expressions, tone, gestures—everywhere.

It wasn't as blatantly awkward as Kinahan, but...there was still a strong sense of discomfort.

I couldn't be certain with my abilities, but...
Yes, it was as if I was watching someone acting.

With that lingering discomfort, several months passed quickly.
The head butler declared there was nothing more to teach, and thanks to that, I mastered the education required for my position in no time.

"Haha! As expected, you're excellent, Stella!"

"Ahaha..."

...The Duke's faith in me had grown even stronger.

Anyway, time passed.
I received minor training from Berdo, researched magic, and had small conversations with the secondary male lead.

Like a wheel that moves forward but only spins in place, anxious and chaotic days passed by.

Concerns about the future remained, settling in my heart.

******

-Scratch, scratch

"What if I completely overturn the situation here..."

Late at night.
In the room the Duke had prepared for me, only the sound of writing on parchment filled the air.

"No, if I do this, the Sword Saint would..."

Having completed my training quickly, I spent my nights immersed in planning.

For someone like me, who had transmigrated into a character destined to die within two years of entering the academy, this was essential.

"Ugh. My head hurts."

Of course, as someone who was an ordinary person until recently, I couldn't do this perfectly.

A plan to follow the original plot and then change it at the critical moment.

Not bad.
However, the variable was my lack of information about the original work.

I hadn't forgotten the content of the book. There was no worry about that.

Whether it was due to my habit of memorizing entire scripts, or an innate ability,
I could almost perfectly remember any text I had read more than two or three times.

But the problem was that Evan and Stella didn't have much screen time in the work.
Especially Stella, who was merely a perfect supporting character.

In other words, there were many parts that deviated from the protagonist-centered narrative.

The entrance exam at the beginning of the academy episode was a prime example. No matter how much I tried to recall the original work, there was no mention of the black-haired young lord or the purple-haired secretary.

The actions I would take in these gaps in the original narrative would surely become significant variables, potential daggers in the future.

"Haah..."

Besides, it was impossible to follow the original work exactly because the original Stella was a high-spec magician capable of holding her own among the protagonist's formidable party.

Again, a sparrow trying to imitate a stork will only end up tearing its legs.

No matter how hard I try to follow along, no matter how much I act with all my might.
What can't be done, can't be done.

"Will it be... okay?"

Rather, would I end up making things worse?
Such thoughts began to creep in.

Clearly, it was my decision to survive as the secondary male lead's secretary.
It was my choice, and I believe it was the best decision.

But even so.
I still couldn't see what lay ahead.

What was Stella's true identity?

Why were the Children of the Snowy Mountain so intent on kidnapping me?

In the original work, there was a brief mention that many northerners strangely attacked Stella.

Could it be related to that?

I don't know.
Still, nothing had been revealed.

'...Maybe I should get some fresh air.'

As anxiety and pressure made my head throb, I had that thought.

I was somewhat accustomed to life in the Duke's mansion by now.
Surely it would be fine to step outside for a moment.

With that in mind, I opened the door of my large room and stepped out.

I must have spent quite a long time in my room, as the blue of dawn was gradually brightening in the sky.

The air was indeed fresh.
It was already incomparable to the fine dust-filled air of modern times, and the mana of dawn doubled its refreshing quality.

Thud, thud.
In the quiet Duke's mansion where everyone was asleep, only the sound of my footsteps echoed.
I had almost memorized the layout of the Duke's mansion by now, but I didn't have a specific destination.

Just following where my feet took me.
Hoping to stop somewhere.

"......."

Where I stopped was a long corridor lined with large framed paintings.
I could see the Duke smiling brightly with his son and wife beside him, presumably members of the Duke's household.

This must be a scene from the past when the Duke's wife, the secondary male lead's birth mother, was still alive.
That image struck me as quite fascinating.

But that wasn't what made me stop.

'...The secondary male lead?'

What caught my eye more than the painting was the figure of the secondary male lead standing with his eyes closed in front of that painting.

His faintly smiling face, seemingly lost in memories, somehow reminded me of not-so-pleasant memories of my own.

As I stood there, unable to take my eyes off him—

"...What brings you out in the middle of the night, Stella?"



—The secondary male lead quietly spoke with his eyes still closed.

...So he knew I was there.
Well, someone of his caliber would probably notice even from a hundred paces away.

"...I came out to clear my head."

"Do you have something troubling you?"

I hesitated for a moment before answering.
How should I respond? Like Stella would?

...To someone who had already seen through my acting.

"Yes. Quite a lot."

There's no point in lying.
With that thought, I expressed my genuine feelings.

At my words, the secondary male lead let out a small laugh, then opened his eyes and looked at me with his crimson eyes.

"Then, would you like to step outside for a bit?"

"The sunrise viewed from the garden here is beautiful."
With a tone that somehow felt calmer than usual, the secondary male lead spoke.

...This too must be one of the charms of a night walk.

"Why not."

With that thought, I nodded readily.
...I have something to say anyway.

Ch.11 - [Interlude] Acting, Actor, Director.
Chapter 12. Acting, Actor, Director.

It had been about three months since Stella came to our duchy.

At first, she was nervous and hesitant (or at least pretended to be), but by the time she moved her belongings in, she maintained an almost perfect poker face.

She seemed to adapt remarkably quickly.
Stella mastered all the basic knowledge required of a secretary within a month.
As if she had been preparing for it all along.

Separately, she appeared to be struggling with her magic training.
I kept watching her practice magic, concerned her mana might cause another rejection reaction, but upon closer inspection, I realized Stella didn't seem to have any mana at all.

'As I thought...'

It was suspicious.
Extremely suspicious.

That magic from before.
That dazzlingly bright magic couldn't possibly have been formulaic magic created without mana.
No, beyond that, she had even transferred the wild mana from her body into mine.

While mana responsiveness varies innately with one's soul, I'd never seen someone able to turn it on and off at will.

'...What are you?'

After observing her for a few months, such questions only grew stronger.
Stella showed no unusual behavior even after the kidnapping incident.

Rather, she displayed not even a fragment of trauma that would be common for a girl her age after such an event.
She was still just acting, disguising herself with falsehoods.

'Well...'

Perhaps it doesn't matter much.
That's what I thought.

I don't know what she's really like behind all those layers of deception, but someday.

Surely someday, I'll face it.
I don't know what I'll think when I see her true self, but...

"So, want to step out for a bit?"

"...I suppose."

That's why when she unexpectedly accepted my suggestion, I thought:
Perhaps today I might glimpse a fragment of her true self.
I had such expectations.

***

The dawn breeze blew pleasantly cool.
The duke's garden was beautifully arranged, impressive even upon repeated viewing.

"Pretty mild for winter, isn't it?"

The second male lead, no longer appearing calm as before, said with a bright smile while facing the breeze.

"...Indeed."

It was certainly a cool dawn for winter.
In my original world, I would have frozen to death coming out at this hour.

But the blue dawn, with neither sun nor moon visible, cast darker shadows across the world than even a night with a bright moon.

And there in the spreading darkness stood two people.
The owner of this garden and I, his secretary.

"This place hasn't changed since I was little. The gardener must be quite old by now."

His red eyes gleamed in the darkness as if the dim surroundings weren't an issue at all.
Those eyes held quite a warm affection as he looked around.

"Do you... come out at this hour every day?"

His demeanor suggested he was quite accustomed to these night walks, so I couldn't help but ask.
Evan considered my question briefly before slowly nodding in confirmation.

"Yes. I... this is embarrassing, but I don't sleep well at night. Walking around here makes me feel a bit better."

"Ah..."

Did the second male lead have insomnia in the original story?
He certainly came running to the female lead's aid day or night whenever she was in danger, but to think the reason was insomnia...

It was an amusing reason that didn't seem to fit him, but somehow, seeing his expression, I didn't feel like laughing.

"By the way, we haven't really crossed paths lately because of academy preparations. How's life at the duchy?"

Evan asked casually while gazing at the dark dawn sky.
His tone was as if he were out for a stroll with a friend.

"It's... fine, I think. Everyone treats me kindly."

If anything, the excessive praise from the servants was almost burdensome.
Hearing my response, Evan laughed lightly and said:

"Haha, that's because you helped catch the spy."

The second male lead changed the subject to Kinahan.
Certainly, the duke and the servants believed I had played a tremendous role in dealing with the spy, but...

"...I didn't catch him."

To be honest, that was the truth.
I was merely kidnapped and revealed the location.

"That may be so, but your contribution was significant. If it weren't for you, who knows what those people would have done in our territory."

"...The spy wouldn't have known you were coming."

If he had, he wouldn't have attempted something so reckless.
Thinking this, I spoke, and the second male lead smiled slightly.

"He wouldn't have known I'd be called. Nor that half his face would be burned off."

"That... he must have thought I couldn't use magic."

Only now could I be certain.
Given that he tied me up with just rope despite knowing I was Gilbert's child, Kinahan likely overheard my conversation with Evan.

The gaze I felt in the library was probably his.

"Yes. It was impressive magic. Roart... no, the spy was one of our duchy's guard knights."

"...It wouldn't have been possible if he hadn't let his guard down."

That was truly the case. Even if Kinahan had overheard my conversation with Evan, the judgment was his own.

Based on that overheard conversation, he wouldn't have sensed even a fragment of mana from me, so he probably thought his judgment was appropriate.

No, it might actually have been appropriate. Until the moment Kinahan rushed at me, not a single grain of mana existed in my body.

"Let his guard down... Yes. He had reason to."

Evan nodded in understanding.
Just as I felt relief that the subject was adequately addressed—

"Because... being unable to use magic wasn't a lie. Stella Bell Eckhart."

.

..

...Oh.

I turned my head stiffly toward the second male lead.

The second male lead was staring at me intently, his smile now gone.
It was an eerie gaze, as if he could see right through me.

This must be why he brought up this random night walk.

"Stella."

He called my name.

"Yes."

I answered.

"I'm curious about something. May I ask?"

"...Yes."

Gulp—I swallowed unconsciously.
The second male lead, his expression now blank, stared at me and asked:

"How did you do it back then? What you said about not being able to use magic wasn't a 'lie.' That wasn't a flame that could be created with formulas. Especially not from someone who still doesn't have a trace of mana."

...Ah. That's right.

He was the one who had perfectly seen through both my acting and Kinahan's deception.
Thinking other things wouldn't be discovered was too naive an assumption.

"That... was the first magic I successfully cast. At that moment."

"After a lifetime of being unable to use magic, you succeeded then? With power that could rival a decent mage?"

His expression grew increasingly puzzled.
Or rather, he seemed intrigued.

Suspicion, interest, admiration, and then suspicion again.
A rainbow of emotions bloomed and faded on the second male lead's face, reflecting his state of mind.

"As you know, there are too many suspicious things about you."

He said, bringing his face closer to mine.
In his crimson eyes, I could see my own startled reflection.

"Why would the spy try to kidnap the marquis's daughter, you, who has no connection?"

"That's..."

"How did you know I would come running as soon as you sent the signal?"

The second male lead's face drew closer.
In his eyes, which kept throwing questions I couldn't answer, I glimpsed a faint obsession.

"Name, age, family. How much of what you've said is true? No. Are you even Stella to begin with?"

His barrage of questions ended with that most fundamental question.
But I couldn't answer any of them.

Those doubts, those suspicions were entirely justified.
Because everything I showed in this world was built on lies and acting.

Of course, I could make up excuses to deceive him.
But there was no guarantee they would work on someone who had instantly seen through my acting.

I had been careless.
At the time, I was so desperate to escape the situation that I forgot I could be suspected about my identity.
Especially in a place where magic was so advanced that even soul exchanges occasionally occurred.

"I, I..."

He could send me to the academy for emotional testing, and I would have nothing to say.
As I hesitated to answer, struggling with such thoughts—

"I..."

"—But asking won't get me any meaningful answers, will it?"

—he returned to his cheerful smile and said that.

.
.
.

Huh?

"...Pardon?"

I couldn't help but ask.
Wait, after building up all that suspicion, he's just letting it go?

I stared at him with a bewildered expression.

"Stella. To be honest, I can't be certain whether you're really Stella or not."

"Then why...?"

Why aren't you trying to uncover my identity?
Those words rose to the tip of my tongue, but I barely held them back.
Saying that would be like confirming something about my identity.

Or perhaps he had already gained certainty.
I waited tensely for his answer.

"It doesn't matter, actually."

His answer was quite anticlimactic.

After a moment of surprise at this unexpected response, I noticed his eyes held a much more serious light than usual.

"Stella."

"Yes."

He called my name again.

"Stella Bell Eckhart."

"...Yes."

I answered him again.

Even if it wasn't truly my name.

Even if the person before me knew that fact.

"You know, I have so many things I want to accomplish."

He said, closing his eyes.
He looked as if he was reminiscing about something.

Loneliness, or perhaps a sense of loss.
Whichever it was, they were emotions quite familiar to me.

"I made a vow on the day someone precious to me left. That someday, I would change this entire empire."

"......"

"But it's just a plan. I don't yet have the ability to achieve it."

The atmosphere was different.
There was no trace of his usual cheerful demeanor—perhaps this was his true self.

Seeing him like this, I finally understood.

I could finally be certain about the sense of dissonance I'd felt since entering this world and meeting him.

'You too... are the same.'

That jovial, single-minded devotion to the female lead shown in the original work.

That oblivious demeanor that Stella was so jealous of.
Always smiling, easily blushing, living thoughtlessly.

All of it, all of it, all of it was a fabricated persona.

At least, the man before me was nothing like that.
Especially after his father was murdered.

In other words.

'Like me, you're acting for a purpose.'

He was an actor like me.
One who deceived his family, his surroundings, himself.

Such an actor.
Realizing this, my heart stirred turbulently, as if I had found a long-lost comrade.

"So!"

The atmosphere suddenly changed again.
The heavy mood vanished, and once more the smiling second male lead... no.

Evan.

He smiled brightly and said to me:

"I need you. You can be of great help to me."

"...Why."

"Hm?"

But his demeanor struck me as rather painful.

Yes. Stella would certainly have been a great help to you. She actually was.

"How can you be so certain?"

But I am not.

I, a coward, am not.

I am not that girl.
I'm just an ordinary person who read a novel.

"You asked how my first magic had such power? Well, that's all there was to it. I nearly fainted right after using it."

"......"

"That was the last time I used it. Now I have no mana, so I can't use magic unless I learn formulas. I'm probably weaker than most knights."

I clenched my fist and spoke self-deprecatingly.

In truth, these words were meaningless. No, they were closer to things I shouldn't say.

In my revised plan, I had decided to follow the original story to some extent, and becoming his secretary was essential for that.

So this was probably...

"Back in the library, I told you something. Let me say it again."

My last bit of conscience toward him, who had momentarily shown me his true self.

-So making me your aide... I'm sorry, but I don't think that's a good choice.

"I might not be suited for such an honorable position."

Perhaps it was a question I asked out of fear of the unseen future.
Or maybe it was my true feelings that I wanted confirmed.

"Is someone like me really what you need?"

I asked him with such feelings in my heart.
Though I had verbally committed to living as his secretary, I still hadn't fully accepted becoming his secretary.

Because I was afraid. Afraid of building connections with someone again, even if those connections were built on acting.

"Hmm..."

After listening to my words silently, Evan tilted his head, seemed to ponder, then chuckled and—

"Of course!"

—simply cut through the rope of my worries.

"You're an actor who almost fooled even me. You're my secretary whom I chose."

—Someone like you could deceive everyone I have to deal with.

Evan's words seemed almost arrogant.
But his expression held unwavering confidence.

'...Huh.'

...Right.
If you put it that way, I have no choice.
Running away now wouldn't be manly.

I took a deep breath.

And then.

"...Then once again, I look forward to working with you, my lord."

Unlike when we first made our contract.
This time with sincerity.

Casting aside my weak heart, filled with certainty.

I bowed my head and spoke.
He responded with his usual smile:

"Of course! You'll do well."

"I'll say it again, I'm weak. I don't know much."

So you'll have to guide me.
I conveyed that meaning in my words.

An actor, after all, needs a director.

You for your purpose.
Me for my survival.

Evan von Isenberg.

You must become my director.

"Yes. Leave it to me."

Meeting the rising dawn, he answered with a bright smile.
His exceptional beauty made it seem like looking at a painting.

"Ah, the sun is rising."

He said, looking at the landscape now bathed in golden light.

Though he must have seen it countless times.
Evan watched the sun rising beyond the horizon of the duke's estate with an incredibly bright expression.
Then he looked back at me and grinned.

"Beautiful, isn't it?"

And at that sight, I couldn't help but let out a small laugh.
Perhaps it was because, unlike the heavy topics of plans and acting we had just discussed, he now seemed quite appropriate for his age.

"Pfft..."

And that small laugh spread into a smile on my lips.

"...Yes, it is."

Though he was still the man who caused Stella's death, he was completely different from the charmless second male lead I had seen in the novel.

I revised my assessment of him slightly.
Perhaps I could be a bit more generous with him, as he might become my first connection in this world.
One way or another, we would have to spend at least five years together.

"...Hup."

As I made this resolution, for some reason, Evan's face showed signs of surprise.

"What's wrong?"

"...Nothing, I just didn't know you could smile."

"...?"

What is he saying?
Evan somehow looked a bit flustered. His face was slightly reddened, perhaps from the sunrise.

Somehow, seeing this unexpected side of him gave me confidence in my job as a secretary that hadn't even begun yet.

Whatever the case, I had finally become his secretary.

So... in other words.

'Let's make a plan.'

This is the beginning of how to survive as the true secretary of the second male lead.

Ch.12 - EP. 2 Three Years
## Episode 2: Poker Face

Looking back, things were quite tumultuous right after my transmigration.
Without knowing anything about Stella, I tried to escape from Evan, got kidnapped by a spy from the Duke's family, and was barely rescued.

To be honest, I was in despair.
I didn't have the courage to follow the original storyline—
That treacherous path that Stella and Evan had walked.

Besides Stella's death, that fear probably contributed to my avoidance of Evan.

But from that day, when I truly became his secretary in the dawn garden...

I accepted him.
Not as some charmless side male lead, but as my employer whom I needed to assist for years.

I would help with his plans, and in the process, achieve my ultimate goal of survival.

It was a strange partnership between me, who had lived my entire life acting, and a man who likewise lived behind a mask.

As we prepared for our respective purposes, three years passed quickly.

By now, my demeanor as a secretary had become second nature, and I'd grown somewhat accustomed to functioning in a woman's body.

At first, I struggled with the different height and build, not to mention the real-time growth, but humans are adaptable creatures.

Once I became familiar with my body and lifestyle, I devoted time to training.

For magic, I focused on formulaic magic.
Using Stella's mana was essentially sealed off.

In reality, formulaic magic was much more manageable since I only needed to memorize the formula's shape to draw external mana.

For physical training, I received Evan's help.
I'd somewhat explained my reasoning—that learning swordsmanship would be beneficial.
...Though I wasn't particularly good at it.

And we made plans.
Naturally, I had the advantage in planning since I knew the future several years ahead, but occasionally I sought his help.
After all, I was... his secretary now.

Anyway, after three hectic years of refining myself and developing plans...
The year finally arrived.

The year Evan and I would take the Academy entrance exam.

In this world, this was essentially the starting point where the protagonist officially begins her journey.

A romance fantasy with various genres mixed in, a reverse harem story, and the beginning of the main episode of "Academy Survival Guide"—the world I had transmigrated into.

The "Entrance Exam" episode was about to begin.

Despite being constantly busy and continuously making plans, I couldn't shake off my anxiety.

The day I had been contemplating and agonizing over for three years had finally arrived.

*

In front of the Duke's mansion.
Before the magnificently decorated main gate, knights and servants had gathered to see us off as we departed for the entrance exam.

And there I was, fixing Evan's tie.

"What's with this tie? It's your first time going to the Academy, after all."

"I don't know. You're going to fix it anyway."

"Seriously..."

Evan spoke with a playful expression.
I looked at him with a seemingly exasperated face, but everyone around us, including ourselves, knew.

This was just light banter to ease our tension.

Not only me, who had been envisioning this day, but Evan before me also seemed quite nervous.
For a man to be nervous about something like this...

"The Marquis couldn't come today?"

"Ah, yes. I said goodbye to him when packing."

He cried a lot, that man...
Today, he received an important call from some country and went to the capital with tears in his eyes, unable to come see us off.

Honestly, his presence might have provided some comfort to my anxious heart. It was somewhat disappointing.

"Oh, you two get along well today too."

As I was retying Evan's tie, which had somehow gotten tangled in an inexplicable way, the Duke appeared through the servants and knights.

Lugion von Isenberg.

The master of this mansion, the father of the side male lead, and...
The man who, due to the butterfly effect of my arrival in this world, had survived unlike in the original story.

"I'm just making him presentable as his secretary."

"Haha. I see."

He greeted us with a bright face that made it hard to believe he had been murdered in the original story.
Sometimes, like now, he would direct something warmer and more burdensome than an attitude toward a life-saver.
He smiled at me and said:

"Even at the Academy, please take care of Evan, Stella."

The Duke seemed worried about us, given that the Academy gathered all sorts of talented individuals.
Though I wasn't entirely confident either...
"Well, I have to."

After all, if he slips up, I die too.

"We need to get accepted first, Father."

"You will. Both of you."

The Duke strongly affirmed.
It could have been faith in me, or faith in Evan.

Whatever it was, he firmly believed we would easily overcome the entrance exam.

"Now I can't fail..."

Well, I never intended to fail anyway.
As I reaffirmed this to myself, Evan and the Duke exchanged awkward greetings.

"...Then, we'll be going, Father."

"Yes. Take care."

The brief, simple farewell between Evan and the Duke.
Yet, perhaps it was the bond between father and son. They likely conveyed everything they wanted to say to each other.

"I envy that."

"Shall we go, Stella?"

"...Yes."

Once we board this carriage, we won't return to the Duke's mansion for a while.
I felt a bit of regret leaving a place I'd grown somewhat attached to.

I boarded the carriage with Evan.
Being the Duke's carriage, the interior was quite spacious.

"We're departing!!"

With the coachman's shout, the carriage began to move.
It's fascinating that even in this world of advanced magic and engineering, carriages are still pulled by horses.
That fact always amazed me since coming to this world.

"Phew. Finally departing."

Evan said, looking out the window at the Duke's mansion.
The Duke and servants, just standing and smiling, gradually receded into the distance.
For Evan, who had lived his entire life in that mansion, it must be quite an emotional sight.

"Would you like a candy if you're nervous?"

"Oh, did you bring those for me?"

"No? They're for me."

I said, popping one of the handful of candies into my mouth.
Since becoming this body, my already existing sweet tooth had intensified.

"...Give me one. What flavor is it?"

"Lemon."

I handed a candy to Evan.

Despite our busy three years, we had enough interaction to become familiar with each other, able to converse without awkwardness even when alone like now.

Compared to my initial intention to keep him at a distance, this was quite a change.
But back then, I thought getting involved with him meant death...

"Ack, what kind of candy...!"

"He turned out to be not so bad."

I thought, watching Evan grimace at the lemon's sourness.
For someone like me who craved new connections, Evan had become a good acquaintance, even if it was all an act.

"My, can't you handle even this much?"

"You know I can't eat sour things... This is sourer than most fresh lemons."

Unfortunately, the original Stella's taste preferences mixed with my own had created a grotesque palate that sought extreme sweetness and sourness.

And... I also found Evan's grimacing face amusing. Seriously, how can someone look so handsome even while making such a face?
It was unfairly perfect to the point of nausea.

"Hey, you just smiled, didn't you?"

"No, I didn't."

I quickly erased the smile that had unconsciously appeared and acted shamelessly.

This was my poker face, honed from dealing with all sorts of difficult people in my previous life.
There's nothing better for feigning innocence.

"Hmph, playing it that way, are you?"

Well, it probably doesn't matter to the man in front of me.
What poker face could work against someone who saw through my act when we first met?

"...So, what's the plan, Stella?"

As I was smiling slightly at the memory, Evan's smile faded a bit as he asked me.
The plan I had developed for the entrance exam.

Originally, it was an exam that could be passed without any special plan, and that's how it went in the original story.
But with me as a variable now, adjustments were necessary.

"...There's not much for Evan to do during the entrance exam, but..."

Unlike the Academy arc where Evan and Stella joined forces, the entrance exam was narrated strictly from the protagonist's perspective, so information was extremely limited.
And in that narrow first-person narrative, Evan and I didn't appear.

This meant we truly couldn't predict what variables might arise.
The only certainty was that our names weren't among the publicly announced top and second-best students.

For now, we needed to maintain at least that much.
It wasn't time to twist the original story yet.

"There's nothing grand to call a plan, but I have something I need to do separately in the forest."

However, according to my plan, there would come a moment when we'd need to significantly alter things.
Now was the optimal time to lay the groundwork for that.

In other words, setting up the big picture.

"They'll probably scatter all participants at different starting points to prevent quick collaboration during the entrance exam."

"Hmm... That makes sense."

Though I was presenting it as speculation, what I was saying was, of course, actual future information from the original story.

The Academy's entrance exam is different every year.

This year—the year the protagonist takes the exam—it's an individual competition held in the vast forest on the Academy grounds.

Of course, collaboration to solve the exam is possible, but they don't make it easy.
The instructors scatter all participants' starting points.

Since the Academy has information on all students, even chance encounters are unlikely.

Therefore...

"So please find me as quickly as possible. It's a bit dangerous without you, Evan."

"So the focus is on joining up as soon as possible?"

"That's right."

Despite training in formulaic magic, learning to draw and activate large magic circles...
Despite learning swordsmanship from Evan and building my physical strength...

My individual combat ability is still minimal.
It would be disastrous to fail the exam while dawdling in the forest trying to set up the big picture.

"I do have a few contingencies, but..."

As always, I can't be certain of everything.
I needed to be as cautious as possible.

"I understand for now. Anything else I should be careful about?"

"Besides that, not really... Oh."

Actually, there is something to be careful about.

"If you encounter women with blonde hair and blue eyes, or navy hair and red eyes, be sure to avoid them."

Essentially, walking variables.

Blonde hair and blue eyes—Elysee de Iris.
The protagonist of this world.

Again, since there's no mention of us at this point in the original story, it would be very troublesome if Evan were to encounter the protagonist now.
Of course, it would be physically troublesome too.

And... navy blue hair with red eyes—

"Especially, especially avoid the navy-haired one immediately if you see her."

—Claire. The Empire's Sword Saint.

The author-confirmed strongest person in the world and the final boss of Part 1 will also participate in this entrance exam.

She's on a completely different trajectory from the other characters who gradually grow.

Born with the qualities of a Sword Saint.
If we happen to encounter her, who defeated the previous Sword Saint at the age of seventeen, we'll become repeaters, plans be damned.
That would be the end of everything.

"I'll say it twice because it's important. Don't even make eye contact with either woman. Don't exchange words. Just leave the area if you see them."

"O-okay..."

Evan seemed surprised by my strong emphasis and hesitated a bit before answering.
In truth, even with all my precautions, I can't predict what variables might arise since I've intervened in this world.

I can only hope things flow as in the original story and we don't encounter them, at least not until after my plan is complete.

"...Stella. Don't you think I'm lighter than expected?"

"Excuse me?"

"No, nothing."

Evan suddenly started talking nonsense, perhaps due to nervousness.
In truth, I was just as nervous.

"...I'm freaking terrified."

Most of the people taking the entrance exam were probably much stronger than me.
All sorts of talented individuals from the Kingdom and Empire would gather to prove themselves.

Among them would be several characters who would later join the protagonist's party. A feature of this reverse harem story was its balanced gender ratio, including the protagonist, the Sword Saint, an alchemist, a saintess, and...

"Huh? What's that?"

"What? What do you see?"

Suddenly, Evan pressed his face closer to the window, focusing on something.
Being superhuman, he seemed to be enhancing his eyes with mana to see something.

"Something's running this way? Ah... looks like they're being chased by bandits."

"A person?"

The road to the Academy was certainly dangerous, with bandits frequently appearing.
In the original story, there was even a scene where bandits attacked to showcase the protagonist's power.

"N...o. Judging by the ears, it seems to be an elf."

"Ah, an elf, I see."

"Yeah. It's my first time seeing one in person."

"An elf... in fantasy, there's always at least one... Wait a minute."

A white lightning bolt suddenly struck through my mind.
Elves exist in this world too.
However, only one appears throughout the entire original story.

I quickly asked Evan, feeling a chill:

"Is, is there a flower-shaped brooch pinned on them?"

"Hmm... yes, there is. How did you know?"

Evan squinted, seemingly focusing mana in his eyes, and answered.
...My goodness. This coincidence, just seconds after I mentioned it?

I trembled at this absurd coincidence.
Again, there's only one elf in the entire original work.

Always with flowing blonde hair, tall and cheerful like a beautiful boy befitting a male character in a reverse harem.

An archer, an archer!
The elf archer of the protagonist's party!

"Being an elf, they're incredibly fast. You should be able to see them now too."

Indeed, I could. Far beyond the window, a figure running at full speed was visible.
Even from a distance, the unique elegance of an elf was apparent.

A long-haired beautiful man who saves the protagonist from danger by shooting arrows from afar.
One of the members of the protagonist's reverse harem who had a large fanbase in the original story.

"...I... see..."

...That should have been the case.
Judging by the flower brooch, which was his symbol, it should definitely be him.

I rubbed my eyes, wiped the window with my collar, and looked again at the figure running toward us.

"...But why is it a woman?"

The body of the person desperately running toward our carriage had slight—no, significant—discrepancies with being male.

"...Fuck."

Wasn't the original a reverse harem story...?

This was the appearance of a variable I never, ever anticipated.

Ch.13 - EP. 2 Variable
Chapter 14. Variable

"Erhen... Why did you save me back then?"

After preventing the attempted assassination of the Principal, Elysee was finally able to ask Erhen this question once everything was over.
Why had she chosen to save her, of all people?

She didn't believe it was kindness without calculation.
Neither then nor now did such people exist.

But the fact remained that she had received help.
Thanks to that, she had been able to save the Academy from the magical beasts and assassins.

"Why did I save you, Lady Elysee?"

Erhen asked back with her usual indifferent expression.
Then, with a soft chuckle, she revealed her snow-white teeth in a smile.

"We're friends, aren't we? Though I admit my initial interest had different motives."

The moonlight's blue glow illuminated her smile even more.
Elysee thought that Erhen had never seemed as dependable as she did that night.

—Excerpt from "Academy Survival Guide for That Princess," Chapter 47: The Illusionary Demonic Beast Subjugation (Complete).

*

"Please save meee!!!"

A narrative trick is when an author deliberately uses biased narration to mislead readers. For instance, showing information the author wants to reveal while hiding what they don't, cleverly confusing the reader.

"...It's getting closer. What should we do, Stella?"

When I first observed him, or rather her, I was struck with the terrifying possibility that the original work I knew and the world I had transmigrated into were different.
But since that would lead to an impossibly tangled mess, I decided to set that hypothesis aside.

Next, grasping at straws, I considered that perhaps the author had never definitively established certain character settings.

"Stella?"

Fortunately, this hypothesis was something I could verify, since I had memorized every sentence of the book.

I searched through every page and every sentence in my memory.

—Losing my balance, I fell into his broad chest.

—From a distance, he accurately pierced the enemy's neck.

—He smiled brightly, showing his teeth.

"...It's not there."

It wasn't anywhere.
Not a single description stating that Erhen, the elf archer from the original work, was male.

But cleverly, subjective descriptions were inserted that could only make one think "he," taking advantage of how Korean doesn't have gendered third-person pronouns like "she."
Scenes that would reveal gender were deliberately excluded.

Rewinding through my memories, I could see it now.

It was as if the author had observed something real and described it according to their own taste, changing perceptions without changing facts.

But why on earth would they do that?

"No wonder they never released character illustrations...!"

"...What are you talking about, Stella?"

Evan looked at me with a confused expression.
Ah, I was too shocked for a moment.

"O-of course we should help. Yes."

I stammered, something I hadn't done in a very long time.
Right. We needed to help first.
After all, she was the ranged damage dealer in the protagonist's party.

"Driver!! Please stop for a moment!"

"What should we do, Stella?"

Evan asked me this question.
If you're wondering why he would ask me about combat when he's the skilled swordsman...

After seeing me formulate extensive plans based on information from the original work over the past two years, Evan had come to view me as something of a combat expert.

Fortunately, since similar bandits had appeared in the original work, I wouldn't disappoint his expectations this time.

I quickly organized the information in my head and rattled it off.

"Their horses are clearly stolen, so they won't be highly skilled riders. Break their formation and they'll collapse easily. And typical of such bandits, the one with the most flashy ornaments will be the leader. Target him first. Then they'll either scatter or charge in madly. Either way, we'll have the advantage."

"As expected of you, Stella! I'll go ahead. See you."

"Be careful!!"

—BOOM!!

While the driver hadn't yet fully reduced speed, Evan, having heard everything I said, didn't want to waste even that time and jumped from the still-moving carriage.

I, unable to enhance my body with mana, had no choice but to wait until the driver slowed down.

"What the—why is that carriage stopping—"

"Aaagh!! A k-knight...!!"

Actually, it seemed I might not need to go at all.
By the time the carriage slowed and I got out, more than half the bandits had already lost what was above their necks.

"So reliable, supporting male lead!"

I shouted as I ran forward.
Though he may have lost the title of "strongest in the world" to the Sword Saint, he was still a supporting male lead.
He was strong enough that most superhumans wouldn't even be a match for him.

"Er—I mean, excuse me! Are you alright?!"

Since Evan would surely chase away all the bandits, I ran straight to the elf.

'Wow...'

Even from a distance, fictional elves were truly elves.
Long blonde hair, elongated ears, and jewel-like eyes glowing with a mysterious blue-green light.
Indeed, she was a beautiful elf exactly as described in the novel.

'...But they forgot to describe one tiny, tiny detail.'

After mentally cursing the original author, I approached her with a friendly smile.

"Th-thank youuu!!"

"Are you alright?"

Her personality seemed different too.

'Was that dependable image in the novel just an act?'

Well, to be fair, the original work did occasionally hint that she was actually a bit of a klutz...

The mannerisms and gestures that hadn't seemed noteworthy when I thought she was male now created an enormous disconnect when manifested in reality as the opposite.

'Sigh.'

I was experiencing two contradictory emotions.

Being screwed, and relief.

The former came naturally from the gap between the original work and what I knew.
If this world differed from the original, I'd be an idiot who'd wasted nearly three years.

The latter stemmed from the fact that the facts themselves hadn't changed.
The author had merely twisted the narration to create misconceptions, not warped the truth itself.

'The problem is, I don't know how many more of these there might be.'

I needed to revisit "the book" again.
But first, I had to deal with this elf who was currently a sobbing mess.

I turned to look at Evan.
Watching him practically fly around slaughtering bandits, there didn't seem to be much to worry about.
I turned back to Erhen and said:

"You were on your way to the Academy, right? What happened?"

Erhen, the ranged damage dealer in the protagonist's party and Master Archer of the Great Forest.
Don't be fooled by the title "Master Archer"—it was a name that could only be earned after fifty years of archery training by human standards.

How had this powerhouse, who could easily snipe targets from 500 meters in the original work, ended up being chased by trash that Evan could dispose of in three minutes?

"I, I fell asleep and my bow was stolen..."

"......."

I was momentarily speechless.

So, this elf was telling me that she had simply lost while sleeping the bow given as proof of her Master Archer qualification—made from a branch of the lower World Tree?

'Well, the original did mention she had a clumsy side...'

Ignoring the voice in my head saying this level of clumsiness was a bit much, I was about to ask her another question.

"Stella!"

"Oh Evan, this elf is... Why are your clothes like that again?"

Just then, Evan came running from a distance, covered in blood.
Of course, none of it was his own blood, but honestly, the visual was a bit shocking.

"Ah, the bandits were quite spirited. They insisted on charging at me, spraying blood everywhere... Well, they all ran away in the end."

"Geez. I told you to be careful."

"...You were worried about my clothes?"

I wasn't, but I decided to go with it.

I decided to test the effectiveness of formulaic magic by placing my hand on Evan's clothes and pulling a formula from my mind.

"—Bleach, intermediate."

Mana from the air was drawn in and arranged simply, and the arranged mana twisted the laws of nature.

The formula, configured like text along Evan's clothes, slowly expelled the bloodstains as if it were a fuse.

While I had zero mana when I was "me" and couldn't even light a spark with incantation magic, I could use formulaic magic fairly well since it borrowed external mana.

Of course, the power might be a bit weak, but I compensated by utilizing my memory to pack in a tremendous amount of formulas.

"Magic is really amazing. ...You're not hurt anywhere, are you?"

"Isn't it about time you stopped asking that?"

Evan, a superhuman who only used mana to enhance his body and nothing else, always asked such questions whenever I used magic, finding it fascinating.

As I was removing bloodstains from Evan's clothes, a timid voice came from behind.

"Um... thank you so much, really..."

It was Erhen, whose image in my mind had been thoroughly shattered in less than ten minutes of meeting her.

"But, I'm sorry..."

"Yes?"

Erhen fidgeted nervously, glancing at us, and then very slowly and quietly opened her mouth.

"Could you... help me find my bow? I'm not good with corpses..."

I looked at Evan.
Evan looked at me.

—Slap.

I couldn't help but facepalm.

***

Clunk.
The carriage shook noticeably more frequently, suggesting we were approaching the Academy grounds, which were quite remote.

Until recently, Evan and I would have been chatting about why they built an academy in such a place, but now there was a strange silence.

"Um, thank you so much... for finding my bow and giving me a ride..."

That's because we weren't alone in the carriage.
There was also the long-eared kee—no, the elf Erhen, clutching the bow we had found among the bandits' corpses.

Since she had clearly lost her means of transportation, we had decided after discussion to bring her along in our carriage.

"It's nothing... We might become fellow Academy students, so this much is natural, haha."

Evan had already put on the same facade he had when we first met.
At first, even I couldn't tell the difference, but after spending considerable time with him, I could now distinguish it fairly well.
...I suppose that means we've grown quite close?

"Still... this debt, someday I'll definitely..."

After the series of events, those words seemed highly suspicious, but they were probably sincere.
Elves value repaying debts above all else.

'That's how she joined the protagonist's party in the original work too.'

She would certainly be helpful someday.
Right. She's still a supporting character, so there's no way there wouldn't be any benefit...

Honestly, I couldn't shake the feeling we'd been taken advantage of, but thinking that way wouldn't improve anything, so I let it go.

"Um... what's your relationship with each other?"

Erhen, apparently uncomfortable with the oppressive silence, asked this question.
Evan and my relationship...

"Ah, Stella is my sec—gack!"

I poked Evan in the solar plexus to stop him from answering.
Of course, to him it probably felt like being touched with a feather, but he pretended to choke and stopped talking.

He really does have good instincts.

"We're acquaintances from the same region. Evan here is from a ducal family, so I was fortunate enough to get a ride in his carriage."

I'm sorry, Erhen, but I can't tell you so easily.
According to my plan, our relationship needs to be kept secret if possible.
I couldn't reveal it to Erhen, who would (eventually) have a close relationship with the protagonist.

"T-that doesn't seem right, you looked too clo—ah, it's nothing!"

"......."

Erhen seemed to recall how I had personally cleaned the blood from Evan's clothes, but she caught herself and closed her mouth.

Damn it. It had become such a daily routine over the past two years that I did it naturally.
Fortunately, Erhen didn't seem inclined to pry further, but...

'I'll need to be more careful at the Academy.'

I reflected on my actions with that thought.
According to my plan, it would be very troublesome if people found out about the lord-vassal relationship between Evan and me.
But we couldn't stay completely apart either...

"...Oh. I can see the Academy grounds, Stella."

Evan broke my train of thought with those words.
Indeed, through the carriage window, the enormous Academy grounds, almost like a school city, came into view.

"That's..."

The place where the original protagonist had struggled so much.
The stage for the story that would unfold in this world.

Only then did I strongly feel that this was just the beginning.
The main building of the Academy, visible even from a distance, looked incredibly massive despite being quite far away.

'Can I survive in a place like that?'

Perhaps because I had just seen a major difference from the original work.
I felt twice as tense as usual.

What if there were other variables besides this long-eared archer?

...No. That's not it.
There's no point in thinking that way.
So.

'...Let's do this.'

As always.

That was all I could resolve.

'By the way.'
Evan also seemed nervous, or at least uneasy about something.

Evan, uneasy?

...What could it be?

Ch.14 - EP. 2 Anxiety, Arrogance, Self-Esteem
The dawn broke over the forest, casting long shadows across the path ahead. I stood at the edge of the clearing, my eyes fixed on the massive trees that loomed before us. The Imperial Academy—my destination for the past two years since my transmigration—was finally within reach.

Chapter 15. Anxiety, Arrogance, Self-Worth

Two years had passed since my transmigration, and the entrance exam was right around the corner.
Back then, I was focused on planning for Evan and the Academy.

"During the entrance exam, you absolutely must not rank as the top or second student. If you stand out, it'll just cause trouble."

"Yeah, I agree."

Of course, this wasn't the exciting kind of planning like—how to enjoy school life. If anything, it was closer to strategic planning to execute my and his objectives.

After about a year, we could communicate reasonably well, though not quite like now.

"To perfectly control this aspect, please train using the methods I'm about to teach you."

From that point on, I began manipulating Evan to strengthen him in a short period.

I taught him mana resonance techniques that only the male protagonist knew in the original story, and force-fed him the principles of swordsmanship that he would have realized in the latter part of the original work.

It's nearly impossible for a weak person to pretend to be strong, but it's easy for a strong person to pretend to be weak.
For the parts where Evan should have struggled in the original story, I could simply instruct him to do so, so his strength wouldn't be an issue.

Rather, for me, that strength would become a powerful means of controlling variables.
In a way, it was my secret weapon.

"I'll do that. But how do you know so much about the Academy?"

"...I've read a lot of books about it."

Evan occasionally questioned this, but whenever I deflected like this, he usually let it slide.

That day, in the garden at dawn.
We had tacitly agreed to keep silent about 'the original' me.

"And after the midterm evaluation, there will probably be a duel. You must win then to make things easier later..."

"Rather than that approach..."

That's why I could freely devise plans with him using future information, leaving only minimal safeguards. Evan, for his part, helped set the direction to achieve both his and my objectives.

To use an analogy:

Director - Evan

Screenwriter - Me

Original Work - Ice Dragon's Bullying

That's how it felt.

However...

What I failed to consider was that this whole process was only inflating Evan's strange trust in me, since he didn't know the exact truth.

***

—Swoosh

Hours after the thieves had all fled and we entered the region where the Academy was located.
The Academy was so large that despite seeing its silhouette quite some time ago, the sun had set, forcing us to make camp.

Under the moon that was still unnaturally bright.
A campfire lit with mana spread warm redness into the pale world, not much different from my previous life or now.

Erhen had collapsed into a deep sleep, snoring away, probably exhausted from being chased by thieves (which left Evan and me staring at her in disbelief for a while). Evan was now consolidating the traces of mana that had spread through his body during the recent battle.

Good, good.
He was doing well, just as I had taught him.

"Definitely stronger than in the original story, right?"

Looking at him consolidating his mana, I noticed that his mana circuits had become quite refined.
Probably more so than Evan at this point in the original story.

Well, having someone strong beside me would make things safer—all that cramming of future training methods seemed to be paying off.

Anyway, with peace finally restored, I calmed my nervous heart and turned the pages of my book again, wanting to confirm what I had seen earlier.

Though I normally wouldn't read scripts in dark places even when schedules were tight, I had no choice now.

—Flip. Flip.

As only the sound of turning pages filled the quiet night sky, Evan calmed the mana he was consolidating and spoke to me.

"Oh, right, Stella. Do you need any accessories?"

"Pardon?"

Accessories? What accessories?
I tilted my head at Evan's sudden question. I did wear a hairpin that Stella wore in the original illustrations to maintain authenticity, but I hadn't shown particular interest in such things.

Evan rummaged around for a moment, then smiled and pulled out a pouch filled with many items.

"Ta-da!"

"...What is that?"

The pouch Evan pulled out was quite gruesome, covered in blood.
At the very least, it didn't seem appropriate for someone to present during a campfire.

I forgot about my "book" and eyed the ominous pouch suspiciously.
Realizing his mistake, Evan showed me what was inside.

"Gold...coins?"

"Yep!"

The pouch Evan was holding contained quite a lot of gold coins and some accessories.
Since these things don't just appear out of nowhere...

"Did you... swipe them from the boss...?"

"That's right. I might have an unexpected talent for pickpocketing?"

It was a dangerous joke for a duke's son to make, but I couldn't deny the content.
If his legs were fast, perhaps his hands were too. Evan seemed to have cleaned out the thieves' entire fortune in that brief moment.

"The gold coins would just be heavy once we get off the carriage, so I'll leave them, but I wondered if you needed anything."

"Oh... no. Even if I did, I wouldn't want to use something from a blood-stained pouch."

When I made that joke, Evan burst into laughter and agreed.

"Haha! You're right! I'll get you a proper gift someday."

...Making such statements with that face.
If it weren't me, someone might have misunderstood his intentions. Come to think of it, the Stella from the original story probably fell for this appearance too. Playboy.

After our brief conversation ended, only the sound of burning wood filled the space between us.

As I was diligently reading my "book" by the firelight, Evan spoke to me again.

"Um, Stella."

"Yes?"

What now? I'm busy.
Though I felt impatient, as a secretary, I couldn't ignore my lord's words, so I looked at him and responded.

Bathed in the red glow of the campfire, Evan mumbled uncharacteristically before speaking again.

"Do you think we'll pass?"

I froze for a moment, trying to gauge the sincerity of his words, then let out a small chuckle.
...What's this? Was he still worried about that?

I inserted a bookmark and closed the book with a thud.

"Hmm..."

Well, my actions were also born from anxiety, so I had no grounds to criticize him.
What's the point of mocking someone in the same situation?

"...My, are you scared?"

—that's what my reason said, but something dark inside me urged me to tease this perpetually smooth-talking guy.

In my previous life's terms, it would translate to "Chicken?"
Men are sensitive to such provocations.

But contrary to my expectations, Evan surprisingly admitted it readily.

"...Yeah, I think so."

"Oh my, to be scared of something like this..."

Seeing him like that, I was about to deliver my next taunt.
But the moment I saw his eyes, my tongue froze as if someone had grabbed it.

"...If we fail, all the plans you've made over the past few years will be useless, right?"

His eyes were unusually downcast, unlike his usual self.
If I had looked like that in my previous life, I would have likely been told, "That guy's putting on airs, damn it," but Evan covered even that with his ridiculously handsome face.

"Damn, even that expression looks good... No, that's not the point."

He was worried that the years I had invested might come to nothing.
Only someone who had seen me planning meticulously for the past two years could say such a thing.

His expression was, well...

"...Kind of touching."

Honestly, I thought it would just be anxiety about the uncertain exam, but the unexpected concern for me was quite pleasant.

"Why such thoughts suddenly...?"

"No, it's just..."

Evan hesitated a bit awkwardly before continuing.

"I feel like I might be relying on you too much."

I was speechless.
Huh? Is that how it works?

Certainly, for my plans, I had interfered with Evan quite a lot over the past two years.

As a result, Evan had become slightly stronger than at this point in the original story, but from his perspective, he might think that much of himself depended on me.

"It's exactly the opposite..."

Evan would have become strong enough to have no rivals except the Sword Saint even without me.
I had only slightly accelerated his growth, but what about him?

For the past two years, he had faithfully fulfilled the role of director that I had hoped for.
He had refined plans with me and taught me about the world when I knew nothing beyond what I had read in the novel.

Could someone from a world other than Earth act like an Earthling after reading just one Earth book?
No. No matter how extensive the novel, that would be impossible.

In the real world, there are common sense, rules, and behaviors that cannot be captured in novels. In that sense, Evan was essential to me. Even I couldn't pretend to know what I didn't know.

If anything, I was the one depending on him.
So I needed to correct Evan's perception a bit.

"If anything, I'm the one relying on you."

"What nonsense... but it doesn't seem like a lie, which makes it even more strange."

Evan said with a weak smile.

"This little..."

Why has his self-esteem disappeared like this? It's annoying to see.
Where had that chilling fear I felt when we first met gone?
All I felt from the handsome man sitting in front of me was annoyance and a bit of pitifulness.

...Don't make me reveal my true feelings.
With that thought, I slowly opened my mouth.

"Evan. Do you remember what you said in the garden that day?"

"That day..."

—With someone like you, I could deceive everyone I face.

Recalling those words, I smiled at him.

"I'm an actor who almost deceived even you. I'm your secretary, chosen by you. If someone like me believes in you, what are you worried about?"

I mixed in a bit of arrogance at the end, but this was my true feeling.

Evan trusts me. Then surely, he should also have confidence in himself, whom I chose.
...Now that I've said it, it's a bit embarrassing.

I cleared my throat awkwardly and continued.

"......."

"And well... if we fail, it'll be a huge headache. But I'll figure something out."

Whether through bribery or threats.

Of course, such things wouldn't work on those people, but I made such a joke to lighten the somewhat heavy atmosphere.

Evan burst into laughter.

"Right. I should believe. In you."

Yes.
Finally, he was back to being my lord.

Relieved by that fact, I tried to focus on my book again, but Evan asked me in a much lighter voice.

"By the way, Stella, I've been curious for a while. What kind of book is that?"

"Oh, this?"

Evan was pointing at the book I was holding.

"That title written in square letters? I can't understand what it says."

It was natural that he couldn't recognize it.
These characters, no, every part of this book,
would be recognizable only to me in this world.

"Hmm... it's nothing special. Just..."

A prophecy book?

I smiled and said that.
Evan still looked puzzled.

"I didn't know you believed in such things?"

"I'm just reading it for fun."

Evan didn't ask any more questions.
...A prophecy book, huh.

Looking at the cover of the first of ten books I had personally written in characters that only I could read in this world, I thought:

《How That Princess Survives at the Academy》 Volume 1 - Elysee de Iris

Transcribed without missing a single character, my only weapon in this world.

Yes, if it's a prophecy book, then it is.
It's the signpost I must follow from now on.

With something like this, how could I possibly fail the entrance exam?
With that thought, I completely calmed my trembling heart.

The Academy grounds had finally come within reach.

***

After disembarking at the Academy, we were guided by teaching assistants to the entrance of Maira Forest, the entrance exam site.
Erhen repeatedly thanked us before parting ways.

Despite being on the outskirts of the Academy, the massive buildings visible gave a sense of the scale of this academic city.

"Looks like the exam will be held in the forest this time, Stella."

"...Seems so."

Of course, I knew that.
Thankfully, this part hadn't changed.
If this part had changed, my plans until the midterm exams would have been disrupted...

When we arrived at the guided location, Academy entrance candidates were densely positioned.

They were all looking at the forest of bizarrely enormous trees, talking among themselves.

—Is this the Maira Forest...?

—The mana concentration is so high... I feel like throwing up.

—Don't tell me this year's exam will be held here.

The students seemed deeply displeased at the possibility of taking their entrance exam in that forest, infamous even outside the Academy.

Maira Forest is, according to the original setting, an area of abnormal mana concentration.
Its mana concentration was typically 10 times higher than other regions, and this intensity increased toward the center of the forest.

That's why the protagonist could rampage so much in the original story.
...Is the protagonist somewhere here?

"Stella? You don't look well."

"No, it's nothing. Let's go quickly."

Feeling a strange mix of excitement as a fan of the original work and fear of possibly facing her, I walked with Evan to where the platform was set up.

After sitting in the arranged chairs and feeling the forest's humidity for a few minutes, people emerged from the other side of the forest.

—The, the professors...!

As someone exclaimed, it was true.
Each of them emanating enormous mana, they were the Academy's professors.

"They say the strong can subdue opponents with just the flow of their mana..."

With such powerful mana, it seemed possible.
As I was thinking this, one of them at the front of the platform opened his mouth.

"Welcome, those who have come here to test themselves."

A fierce-looking face, crossed by a long scar.
It was Alen Mikedou, the Academy's close combat instructor.

He swept his sharp gaze over the tense applicants once, then slowly opened his mouth.

"Now, I will explain this year's Academy entrance exam."

Ch.15 - EP. 2 Prologue. 2 Entrance Exams (1)
## Chapter 16. Entrance Exam (1)

At the entrance to the forest of giant trees.
Befitting a place filled with massive trees, the refreshing moisture unique to forests hung in the air, along with an even thicker tension that swirled around.

"This orb will be the evaluation standard for this year's entrance exam."

The fierce combat instructor held up a black orb as he spoke.
The surroundings buzzed with unsettled murmurs.

While no one had yet figured out the role of that orb, I alone breathed a sigh of relief.

*Thank goodness, it's exactly like the original story.*

This year's academy entrance exam scores would be determined by that orb.

"The rule is simple. Your entrance exam score will be determined by how many of these obsidian orbs you collect."

Those Obsidian Orbs, which appeared ordinary except for being quite difficult to break, would determine who would be admitted to this prestigious academy.

With this revelation, the students around me began to grow restless.

"Is the entrance exam usually like this...?"

"If it's about collecting a lot, I'm confident...!"

*Just as in the original story. And now...*

As the students shared their various impressions about this seemingly simple test.

It should be about time... right about now.
Just as I thought that, I saw someone slowly raising their hand.

A pale hand that could almost be mistaken for something other than human skin. Someone with their face hidden by a robe was raising that beautiful, snow-white hand.

"I have a question."

A mysterious voice with gravitas, worthy of its name.
The previously noisy surroundings instantly fell silent at the enchanting, beautiful voice.

*...There they are.*

This person.
The owner of this voice is none other than...

"Your name?"

"Elysee."

The robed woman with her face hidden softly spoke her name.

*Just like the original, she doesn't mention her surname.*

Of course, the moment her surname spread through this space, chaos would erupt.

She is Elysee de Iris.

The confined Third Princess of the Iris Empire.

The protagonist of this world.

It was a development I knew well.
A scene I had read multiple times during my complete read-throughs.

Yet the moment I heard that voice, dozens of thoughts flashed through my mind and disappeared.

Finally, the original story has begun.
I've actually made it this far.

Such thoughts.

Regardless of my reflections, the conversation flowed exactly as it had in the original work.

"You may ask your question, Cadet Candidate Elysee."

"Are orbs... subject to seizure between students?"

At that question delivered in a breathtakingly beautiful voice, Alen pondered briefly before smiling.
It was a terrifying smile thanks to his scars and expression.

"Good question. Can they be seized, you ask?"

Alen maintained that smile as he swept his gaze over the tense students before continuing.

"That's precisely the point."

As soon as those words ended, the surroundings erupted in commotion.

"...!!"

"Damn... I was afraid of this..."

Yes. What this academy exam truly sought to test was...
The entrance exam for this academy, established through cooperation between the Kingdom and the Empire after the First Northern War:

Although the academy itself had somewhat deviated from its original purpose, the entrance exam still fiercely demanded combat from its challengers, in line with its founding intent.

*It makes sense, since it was established to counter the North in the first place.*

Sorting applicants by combat ability was, in a way, entirely reasonable.
Even the alchemy department applicants, who weren't present here, would be tested on creating combat support potions.

"Well, some of you might have guessed already. Seizing orbs is completely unrestricted. The person who has the most at the end receives the highest score."

While the applicants despaired upon confirming their dreaded suspicions, I alone could breathe a sigh of relief amidst them.

*Good. Exactly the same as the original.*

Everything from the situation to the explanation matched the original story.
No need to change the plan.

"Of course, to prevent unfortunate accidents, weapons will be controlled by the academy. Swordsmen will use wooden swords, mages are prohibited from using wands and magical tools. Archers will use special arrows without tips."

There were also various other exam-specific weapons for applicants.
Among them, the prohibition of wands and magical tools for mages like me...

*I never used them anyway.*

Indeed.
Wands enhance the precision of formulas and are almost essential for intermediate mages, but for someone like me who memorizes entire formulas, they weren't particularly necessary.
Of course, there are wands and magical tools that increase mana sensitivity itself, but those are extremely expensive.

As I was thinking this, people dressed as maids, likely academy servants, personally distributed weapons to the students.

There was a section on the application form to specify your major and primary weapon, and this was why.

"Hmm. Not a sword that fits well in my hand."

Evan swung the wooden sword he'd been given, testing it with that assessment.
Looking around, quite a few applicants were testing their assigned weapons.

...As if there would be time for that.

"Evan, get ready."

"Huh? For what...?"

"Well, now that you've received your weapons, there's no need to drag this out."

Before Evan could finish speaking, Alen's voice echoed around us again.
The applicants looked at him in confusion, but...

I knew what was coming next.

"The exam will end after ten hours. After that, supervisors will come to collect the orbs. Now then."

"Huh...?"

"W-wait! Look at the ground!"

As soon as he finished speaking, the ground flashed with light.
The source was what appeared to be hastily scrawled sentences.

*Whoosh!*

It was a large-scale magic circle, one of the things I had trained most diligently in over the past year.
Naturally, the formula inscribed was a spatial transfer circle.

*So this is how it works.*

The blue-burning characters on the ground grew increasingly bright before finally engulfing all the applicants.
Naturally, most applicants panicked, unable to move except to stamp their feet anxiously.

From the edge of that chaotic hall.

"Good luck, challengers."

The professor left those final words with a grin on his fierce face.

"...Stella? I think this is..."

"Yes. It's starting now."

Evan looked slightly bewildered.
To him, I smiled slightly and reminded him of our plan.

"Find me, Evan. You must."

*Flash!!*

With those words, my vision was completely washed in white.
Quite a rough method, befitting a combat-focused academy.

***

"So this is how it works."

Somehow I found myself in the midst of giant trees, just past the forest entrance.
The experience of being transported somewhere else without even realizing it was quite fascinating.

*Even reading it in the novel was shocking.*

According to later descriptions in the original work, this was meant to train adaptability...
If I hadn't known about it in advance, my heart might have stopped.

I looked around.
The forest must be vast, because despite all those people being teleported here, there wasn't a single person in my vicinity.
Only fist-sized cubic glass fragments floating around.

*Those are... like observation drones, I think?*

Those floating cubic glass pieces were reconnaissance magical tools, with dozens circling around to transmit images of the surroundings to the professors.

"Well, no magical tools will be paying attention to me."

This semester, befitting the protagonist's generation, was overflowing with notable figures.
The professors wouldn't spare attention for some unknown Marquis's daughter who appeared out of nowhere.
Indeed, the glass fragments around me were already scattering in different directions.

For reference, in the original work, dozens of reconnaissance magical tools followed the protagonist from a distance.

From an in-story perspective, this was because she was the confined Third Princess and a rare human spiritist, but from an external perspective, it was probably because they needed to show the professors' reactions to what happened around the protagonist.

*Lucky for me.*

What I was about to do would be classified as something that shouldn't attract the professors' attention.
If they overlooked me, I could work much more smoothly.

With that in mind, I recalled the map of this place, Maira Forest, in my head.
Thanks to the forest map distributed by the academy, I had known my approximate route far in advance.

Naturally, this was a method only I could use, since I could memorize the entire map and knew the entrance exam would be held here.

I moved a bit further ahead.
Despite being a preserved natural environment, this forest was on academy grounds, so the various installed equipment allowed me to roughly estimate my position.

*That's probably the mana concentration measuring device from the north of the map. Which means...*

I've positioned myself quite well.
This was the middle section in the northern part of the forest.

Not far from the starting point I had initially planned for.

"I need to get there first."

Unfortunately, this body didn't have particularly good stamina.

I had a lot to do.

I needed to move to my designated area as efficiently as possible.

Watching the magical tools that had almost all left my vicinity, I took my first step.

***

"Range to the limit, target is inanimate objects with mana... good. This should do."

After quite some time had passed, I had managed to accomplish much of what I had initially planned.
It was the result of months spent studying the map to find the most efficient route.

"The formula should be sufficient now... I should head deeper inside."

I muttered this while dispersing the mana gathered at my fingertips.

It was about time to start collecting orbs.
Of course, I planned to get some from Evan (since the strengthened Evan might even become second best, we'd need to share anyway), and I had collected quite a few while circling the forest, but I was still slightly short.

I couldn't be first or second best as that would mess up the plot, but I needed to get into Class A, which included the protagonist's group.
That required quite a lot of orbs.

And to meet Evan and finish inscribing my formula, I needed to go deeper anyway.
To be precise, I might be the only one who had remained this far on the outskirts until now.
That would increase the chances of drawing attention.

With that in mind, I cast a simple concealment spell on my clothes and headed toward the center of the forest.

*Is this what high mana concentration feels like?*

The mana concentration in this forest increased exponentially toward the center.

Mana has a property of trying to move from areas of high concentration to low.
Therefore, most students whose mana levels were lower than the average concentration of this forest would expend considerable mental energy just preventing mana from rushing into their bodies.

*External mana rushing in uncontrollably causes rejection reactions... that's what they said.*

Of course, this had nothing to do with me.
For mana to rush into a body, there needed to be at least a minimal amount of mana present to begin with.

However, in my body—or more precisely, when I occupy this body—the amount of mana converges to zero.

This means mana doesn't move at all.

So I could move much more easily than others.

*Rustle.*

"...!"

As I was thinking this, I heard footsteps from across the way.
I quickly hid behind a tree to check who it was.
If by any chance, any real chance at all, it was the Sword Saint or the protagonist, I would have to flee immediately.

Though I'd probably be caught.

"Ugh... suddenly being cooped up makes me feel sick. Are you guys okay?"

"Better than you, I think. Man, these trees are ridiculously huge."

"You think any magical beasts will show up?"

Fortunately, they weren't such formidable people.
However...
A group of three people carrying wooden swords was walking toward me.

*Damn, teamers?*

Strictly speaking, I couldn't really talk since I was teaming with Evan...
Actually, there weren't any specific rules against it. Something about it being a skill in the harsh world of battle.

The training institutes that functioned like academy prep schools even taught students to do this.

Anyway, they seemed to be knight department applicants from the same region.
Judging by the amount of mana I sensed, they weren't particularly strong.

*Strong ones wouldn't move in groups like that anyway.*

...Evan and I are different, we're like, soulmates or something.

"We've collected quite a few orbs though. This should be enough to pass, right?"

They had come close enough that their voices were quite clear.
Though they were small fry, moving in a group of three and ganging up on others seemed to have allowed them to collect quite a few orbs.

*I've... no, I've decided on you all.*

They were suitable opponents for my current skill level.

I've sparred with Evan for two years.
I was confident I could handle three such novices. That certainty settled in me.

I gathered mana around my fingers and carved letters on the side of a tree.
Then.

*Tick, tock.*

Slowly and deeply, I drew up my emotions.
The emotion to act out... yes.

Let's go with fear.

"Let's head to the outskirts and wait a bit..."

"H-help me, please!!"

Having summoned all my emotions, I ran between them.
They were momentarily confused but seemed to realize I had no combat intent, looking puzzled.

*Tick, tock.*

Matching the intervals between fear and surprise.
Infusing urgency into my actions.

I put on an act convincing enough to fool anyone.

I am an actor performing.
Those before me are my audience.

I hypnotize myself with this thought.

"W-what...?"

"A magical beast, a magical beast appeared...!!"

The best way to deal with someone is to make them let their guard down so they don't even think they're being attacked, and to distract them.
My means of distracting them this time was fear.

Fear is both the greatest threat detection sensor and one of the greatest weaknesses of intelligent beings.
Forcibly injected fear would prove to be a surprisingly powerful weapon.

And in this world, I was the person most confident in this skill.

Which meant, against mediocre opponents...

"Huh?"

I could farm them one-sidedly.

"M-magical beasts here?!"

Oh, by the way, there are absolutely no magical beasts in this forest.
Anyone who had read even the first three chapters of the Academy Survival Guide would know this, yet they fell for it so easily.

*Just getting a share from Evan won't be enough for Class A...*

Let me warm up a bit.
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"...This year's top student has been decided without any dispute."

In a room where the Academy's professors had gathered, someone casually made that remark, and no one objected.

There was no room for disagreement. The performance had been that overwhelming.

"That student... she's the confined Third Princess, correct?"

The person who had so astonished the professors was Elysee de Iris. The Empire's confined Third Princess and a strategist who had turned back time.

"It's been a long time since I've seen a Spiritist perform at that level. No, considering how rare Spiritists are in general..."

"Even with Maira Forest's high mana concentration, that was..."

Overwhelming.
The unspoken conclusion was evident in everyone's minds.

That day, every professor at the Academy had no choice but to engrave her name in their memories.

And the brilliant return of the confined Princess was only just beginning.

[Excerpt from "Academy Survival Guide" Chapter 25 - Entrance Exam (4)]

***

Humans are social creatures, and as such, the reactions of those around us always influence our judgment—from trivial matters like lunch choices to life-changing decisions.

We observe others' expressions, gauge their moods, and are affected by them.

"A-a magical beast in the entrance exam area?!"

And this characteristic applies equally in situations like this one. No, it shines even brighter because of such circumstances.

"Y-yes! We need to run away quickly!"

The tension created by the special circumstance of an exam.
The dizziness stemming from the high concentration of mana in the surroundings.
The confusion amplified by the sudden situation.

All these factors override other rational emotions and make people accept the situation before them at face value.

"T-that's impossible! What magical beast would be in an entrance exam?!"

Of course, there are also cases where people become more level-headed in extremely bizarre situations.

'For those people.'

—Thud, thud, thud!

Just as one of the three Knight Department candidates shouted that, vibrations that shook the ground echoed from somewhere. Faces that had turned pale now turned blue.

Naturally, the source of those vibrations was my Engraving Formula: Vibration that I had carved into a tree.

"Aaaah!!"

"I-insane!!"

As all the circumstances overlapped, their doubts vanished. With only survival instincts remaining, the three decided to flee.

"Foo-ools."

I smiled as I watched them.

Now, a question.
What's the biggest problem when a mage faces a knight, or rather, a superhuman?

"And they call themselves Knight Department candidates, showing their backs."

It's their thinking speed.
Their cognitive abilities, enhanced by mana since early childhood, have already transcended the realm of ordinary people.

In other words, unless there's an enormous difference in skill, the probability of a mage's attack hitting in one go is almost zero.

That's why mages are at a disadvantage in close quarters. If one attack is blocked, there's no time to cast another spell before being cut down.

"Aaaah!!"

But they've voluntarily given up this advantage by turning their backs. Knights showing their backs to a mage on the battlefield?

That's instant death, without question.

"[Lightning]"

With a crackle, blue electricity briefly illuminated the surroundings before disappearing.

"Gak."

Their vocal cords must have seized up too, as they collapsed with strange noises, stiff as boards.

No, they were now just containers of orbs.

"There's no way a magical beast would be here..."

I muttered as I collected the substantial pile of orbs.

Of course, I was the one who tricked them, but even if they didn't know there were no magical beasts here, would the professors logically allow a magical beast to appear in an entrance exam?

If they could have made that rational judgment instantly, they wouldn't have been traveling in a group of three.

"At this rate... they'll wake up in about two hours."

The exam is ten hours long, and about three hours have passed, so if they wake up and farm intensively, they might still make it to D rank.

I silently wished them well and continued toward the center of the forest.

"I should take a wooden sword too, just in case."

...Not forgetting to farm weapons as well.

So I headed toward the center of the forest while faithfully fulfilling my original purpose. It seemed quite a few people had already entered the central area, as I didn't see many candidates around.

Well, anyone with a brain could easily guess that more orbs would be found in the center.

'I wonder if the protagonist is... on the opposite side.'

It was difficult to pinpoint her exact location from the original work's description, but I'm guessing she started from the south.

That's why I planned my route to the north, to avoid encountering her as much as possible.

'If I run into her, I'm truly screwed.'

Not just the Sword Saint, but the protagonist is no pushover in this forest. She's a Spiritist, and spirits grow stronger with higher mana concentration.
In the original work, she practically scorched the earth wherever she went.

The high mana concentration in this forest is probably meant to make the protagonist stand out even more.

'Spirits instinctively move toward areas with high mana concentration, right?'

By now, the protagonist has probably reached the center and beyond. At least I won't run into her immediately.

'As for the Sword Saint...'

Well, what can I do? She doesn't even appear at this point in the original work, making her first appearance as the second-best student.

All I can do is pray.

—Rustle.

"Huh? A person...?"

As I was thinking this, someone walked out from between the trees. Judging by the wooden sword, they seemed to be another Knight Department candidate.

'Their mana doesn't seem particularly abundant...'

Their gait and expression revealed their inexperience. The fact that they're still here means they're either a mediocre talent or, like those three earlier, looking for companions.

It was probably a strategy taught in what would now be called cram schools, targeting middling students aiming for Academy admission.

If that's the case.

'Time to farm again.'

—Tick, tock.

I hid my smirk and put on an expression of confusion and fatigue. Then, raising my wooden sword above my head, I called out to the tense-looking person.

"S-seeing that wooden sword, you must be aiming for the Knight Department too...?! W-would you like to team up with me...?"

Unlike individualistic mages, knights often engage in joint combat and coordination, making them more inclined toward group activities.

If I gather a few more like this and deal with them all at once...
I mentally calculated and smiled invisibly.

"...You got pushed out from the center too, huh? Yeah, knights should stick together to survive."

My clumsy appearance didn't even raise suspicion as he accepted my proposal.

...I'll make good use of this wooden sword.
I pretended to smile awkwardly while silently thanking the three from earlier.

'By the way...'

I wonder how Evan is doing?
He's probably doing fine... but I'm curious since I can't see him.

***

—CRASH!!

"Kuhak!!"

With a thunderous impact, a Knight Department candidate flew through the air and became embedded in a massive tree. He lost consciousness, stuck in the tree from the tremendous force.

"Let's see... hmm, he had more than I expected."

Rummaging through the fallen candidate's pockets for obsidian orbs was a handsome young man, Evan von Isenberg.
Having rushed straight to the center, knocking down numerous candidates with single blows, he had already penetrated quite deep into the forest.

"...It's getting hard to breathe. I need to find Stella quickly."

Though the orbs had accumulated decently, if not abundantly, it wasn't bad.
Now he needed to focus on finding Stella.

Even for Evan, who possessed considerable mana, the mana concentration at the forest's center was difficult to endure.
Most students here would probably feel the same.

—BANG!

With that thought, Evan rushed even deeper toward the center. He reasoned that Stella would eventually head to the center too, making it the most likely place to meet her.

'Stella... will she be alright?'

Evan briefly fell into contemplation as he watched the forest scenery rush by. As he had mentioned in the carriage, if they failed here, all of Stella's plans would come to nothing.

Evan couldn't bear that thought.

'...She'll be fine. I decided to trust her.'

Stella. His secretary.
To Evan, Stella was an incredibly mysterious existence.

From their first meeting built on lies, to her use of incantation magic despite having no mana, to her strangely profound ignorance of the world.

And yet, her surprisingly meticulous support of his plans aroused tremendous curiosity in Evan, despite his promise not to delve too deeply into her identity.

Separately, over the past three years, she had become quite precious to him.

'...How did it come to this?'

At first, it was just interest.
He had thought of her as merely a means to an end.

Having someone with whom he could discuss the future without any pretense or concealment was so special to Evan.

Evan found himself thinking that if Stella failed the entrance exam, he wouldn't mind postponing his plans for about a year.

Of course, partly because without Stella's outlandish plans that he could never conceive of, many aspects would be compromised.

'...But more than that, just...'

—CRASH!!

"...?!"

As he was thinking about Stella, a massive vibration that seemed to shake the earth's axis reached him.
Not only that.

—!!!

"What, this mana...?"

From the direction of the vibration, he could feel an enormous flow of mana that was enough to overshadow the forest's already high concentration.

Among the strong, even a momentary leak of mana can give an indication of the opponent's level.
To Evan's senses, this person was at least his equal or superior in skill.
At the very least, there was no reason for Evan, who needed to find Stella now, to confront such an opponent.

"...I should leave this area,"

CRASH! As Evan was thinking this, something flew past him with a thunderous noise and smashed into a tree, shattering it.

"...Ughh..."

"A person...?"

What had flown at him with a sound like a cannonball was none other than a person.
It was clear they had been directly hit by some enormous impact and hurled into the tree.

'Sending a person flying like a leather ball?'

Was that even possible at the cadet level?

"That can't be."

If it was the Magic Department, it would be serious trouble, and if it was the Knight Department, even more so.

He needed to leave this place immediately.
Even with his confident leg strength, he might be caught by such a powerful opponent.

Just as he was about to infuse mana into his legs to move elsewhere.

—CRACK!!

"...!!!"

More than ten trees around Evan were cut down with ruler-like precision, blocking his path.

And then, footsteps.

Thud, thud.
Despite having cut down over ten trees, the footsteps sounded from far away.
But even from a distance, Evan could feel the residual traces of that enormous mana.

Little by little.
As the source of that massive mana approached, the pressure increased exponentially.

Evan's instincts rang alarm bells explosively.
This was a first since he had taken up the sword.

And then, behind Evan whose retreat was blocked.

—CRASH!!!

With another explosion, the tree that had been blocking the path between Evan and the attacker was completely shattered.

And, through the gaps between the flying tree fragments.

"You."

An eerily emotionless voice pointed at Evan.
Evan assumed the sharpest stance possible and stared at the approaching owner of the voice.

'You're confident you can catch me even if I run, is that it?'

Indeed, this was an opponent who had caused such devastation in the forest from a great distance.
Showing one's back carelessly could lead to unknown consequences.

"You seem to have many orbs."

Evan maintained a state of extreme tension.
And before him appeared the owner of the emotionless voice.

A rather tall woman holding a wooden sword.
Her appearance was exceptionally beautiful, but Evan was thinking of something else.

'Dark blue hair, red eyes.'

Long, mysteriously shining dark blue hair and blood-red eyes that blazed like fire.

She was one of the two people his secretary had so earnestly warned him to avoid.

—Blonde with blue eyes, and a woman with dark blue hair and red eyes—avoid them if you encounter them.

—Especially! If you see the one with dark blue hair, leave immediately.

Damn it, Stella. You didn't tell me this was why I should avoid her.
Evan silently cursed Stella as he gripped his wooden sword, his lifeline, tightly.

He didn't know it, but the woman who had encountered him through various coincidences was currently the most dangerous being in the entrance exam.

No, in the entire Empire.

Claire, the Empire's current Sword Saint.

It was the first encounter between the final boss of the original work's first part and the secondary male lead.
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The Sword Saint—a position held by only one person in the entire Empire.
Not many people knew that this Sword Saint had been unexpectedly replaced three years ago.

Because the Empire considered it a disgrace.
Naturally, only a select few knew the current Sword Saint's face.

That's why, in this examination hall, everyone except one person remained unaware.

-Annihilate the enemies of the Empire, Sword Saint.

The fact that the Sword Saint was here, at this academy's entrance examination.
And moreover, carrying out the Emperor's command, which was as absolute as the heavens within the Empire.

*

Evan swallowed dryly, feeling the intense tension.
His instincts screamed. That woman before him was a monster.
Run away now and preserve what life you have left.

"Your name?"

"Claire. No surname."

The Sword Saint's unexpectedly straightforward answer left him momentarily confused.
Evan could find the exact same name in his memories.

Three years ago, highly classified information shared only with the Empire's vassals.
Information the Empire had concealed, judging it a disgrace.

'The Empire's Sword Saint was defeated by a seventeen-year-old girl.'

The person who held the unique title of "Sword Saint" in the Empire.
Unbelievably crushed by a seventeen-year-old commoner girl.

Evan had only heard brief details from his father, the Duke, and didn't know her appearance, but her name remained clearly etched in his memory.

Claire, the seventeen-year-old Sword Saint.
That was three years ago, so she would be twenty now.

Coincidentally, the same age as Evan.
And the same age required to take the academy examination.

"...Sword Saint?"

"..."

Evan uttered those words half in doubt, half in belief.
Unfortunately for him, his keen perception caught the subtle change in her expression that flashed and then disappeared at his words.

'Damn it.'

Realizing his guess was correct, Evan felt a small thrill of satisfaction mixed with overwhelming despair.

His opponent was the Sword Saint, and the youngest one in centuries at that.
Naturally, he stood no chance against her.

Evan tensed his body further as he glared at his opponent. She merely stared back at him with an indifferent expression.

After a moment of tense standoff, the Sword Saint slowly opened her mouth.

"Hand over half the orbs."

"...What?"

The casual demand from her mouth was so unexpected that Evan couldn't help but ask her to repeat herself.

"If you give me half, I won't harm you further."

Her attitude was surprisingly gentle.
Someone of her strength would clearly recognize the gap between herself and Evan.

For such a powerful person to compromise and ask for only half was an enormous concession.
It should have been a beneficial offer from Evan's perspective, but—

"You're lying."

—he wasn't relaxed enough to fall for such a flimsy deception.
Evan had sharpened all his senses to their limit.

Of course, his ability had already determined that her words were completely false.

"You have no intention of letting me go, do you?"

After Evan's firm rejection,
the Sword Saint narrowed her pupils for a moment.

"You're quite perceptive."

The Sword Saint said with a cold smile forming at the corner of her mouth.
Then she vanished from Evan's sight.

—BOOM!!

"......!!"

She appeared instantly behind Evan, sword in hand.
Her speed was so fast that even Evan, who prided himself on his quickness, couldn't track her with his eyes.

But Evan was still Evan.
He immediately twisted his body and parried her sword.

The sword he deflected was swung as emotionlessly as her expression, but—

—CRASH!!

"Ugh!"

A thunderous sound shook the ground around them.
Not from an earthquake, lightning, or any natural disaster, but from a mere human.

And from a girl who appeared nothing more than beautiful on the surface.

'Insane...!'

With just one sword strike, Evan could feel the overwhelming gap between himself and his opponent.

It wasn't about speed.
In terms of cutting velocity, he should have had the advantage.

She hadn't used any special techniques.
Nor had she used much mana.

Just a single, straightforward slash without any fancy technique.

Yet with that one strike, Evan felt like his arm might fall off from the weight.

A massive weight, like holding up a mountain with his sword.

"You managed to block one strike."

"Hah...!"

Her words didn't feel arrogant to him.
Any ordinary opponent would have had their arm shattered by that single blow.

Evan immediately launched his next attack.

Bang, bang, crash.
Sounds more like artillery shells than clashing swords filled the forest.

Trees that had spent hundreds of years growing were destroyed in an instant within the path of their sword strikes, with over twenty trees reduced to nothing in the blink of an eye.

'What kind of range is this....'

Evan continued his attacks at several times his normal speed, his specialty, but most of them just created sonic booms around her before dissipating.

She had been cutting down massive trees from dozens of meters away before appearing before Evan.
She was confident that within a ten-meter radius—a perfect circle around her—no one could land a hit on her.

It had always been that way, and it would continue to be.

—CRASH!!

After merely defending against his attacks, she casually swung her sword again.
But the power behind it was anything but casual.

If he tried to block that, his sword wouldn't survive.
Instantly sensing this, Evan immediately bent his body nearly in half, and confirmed his judgment was correct when the tree directly behind him split as if struck by lightning.

"... You're quite strong."

"Is this mockery or what...!"

While completely overwhelming him like this, she called him strong?
For a moment, Evan suspected she was trying to provoke him, but his ability clearly revealed the truth behind her words.

'She's being truthful.'

She seemed to genuinely acknowledge him as quite strong just for lasting this long.
Even if he was an opponent who would be crushed to death if he mishandled a single one of her strikes.

Evan might not think so, but it wasn't a wrong assessment.
No, it was closer to an accurate judgment.

Claire, the current Sword Saint of the Empire, had destroyed the previous Sword Saint at seventeen and at twenty had already become so powerful that she had no equal in the Empire.

Though overshadowed by her strength, the fact that Evan was somehow blocking her attacks proved that he too was an extraordinary fighter.

He just had the misfortune of facing the wrong opponent.

—CLANG CLANG CLANG!

In an instant—though to them it felt like an eternity—dozens of exchanges clashed between them.
The wooden swords, burdened with masters far beyond their capacity, transmitted shocks through every grain, making strange sounds as if about to twist and break.

"Ugh...!"

"You really are strong. It's been a while since I've faced someone like you."

The Sword Saint stated emotionlessly.
Though it appeared they were evenly matched, Evan knew better.

If they continued exchanging blows like this, his defeat was inevitable.
The opponent before him couldn't be overcome with mere tenacity or luck.

—BANG, CRASH!!

"Gah!!"

Just as that thought crossed his mind, a flash-like sword strike broke through Evan's defense and plunged straight into his abdomen.

Feeling his thoughts racing at white-hot speed, Evan flew several dozen meters backward and collided with a massive tree.
The great tree vibrated violently, shedding leaves like screams.

Through the rain of falling leaves, the Sword Saint, Claire, walked slowly toward him.

"Damn it..."

Evan cursed as he extracted his body, which had been nearly embedded in the tree.

He'd been hit in a very bad spot.
And at a moment when he hadn't properly reinforced himself with mana.

Evan suppressed something rising in his throat and took another deep breath.
Not yet. He could still endure.

Even his opponent must have openings, and he needed to hold out until those openings appeared.

"Is the Sword Saint allowed to go around destroying the Empire's promising talents like this?"

Evan raised his sword again, tensing his body.
The Sword Saint silently looked at him.

At a glance, she appeared to be standing still, but...

'...She's coming.'

Evan could feel it.
A release of mana far more refined and sharp than before.

Among the strong, even a momentary leak of mana could reveal an opponent's level.
The mana the Sword Saint was now releasing surpassed the forest's mana concentration by far, even with just fragments of it.

"...This is why I said you needed to be at 40 percent."

In front of Evan, who had all his nerves on edge, the Sword Saint muttered something as she raised her sword.

"...Controlling my power might be a little difficult."

What does that mean?
Before Evan could grasp the true meaning of her words—

-Claire Style, First Form. ["Drawing"]

A pure white flash bisected the Maira Forest into upper and lower halves.
Evan felt the strange sensation of being cut without even seeing the sword strike.

The bisection was so clean that not even a trace of the cut remained.
For several seconds, Evan couldn't even feel pain from this miracle performed by a human wielding a wooden sword.

As the bisected world momentarily maintained itself through inertia, a line finally appeared—

-BOOOOOM!!!!!

Trees, earth, air—the entire world released the delayed aftershock all at once.
And in the midst of it all, Evan was once again thrown into the air and rolled across the ground.

"Gah!!"

It was pain like his body being cut in half.
A dam of agony blocked and interfered with every flow of thought.

His vision, the only sense still functioning normally, captured only the Sword Saint walking leisurely toward him.

In that moment, Evan thought to himself.
He couldn't let it end like this.

He had to recover somehow.

Infuse mana, suppress the pain.

He had to grasp his sword again somehow.
Otherwise, his two years of effort would end right here.

'...Stella.'

Even in such a moment, there was only one person he thought of.

Always, somehow.
His secretary who always found solutions to problems.

'Stella, you asked me to find you...'

But now you're the one who needs to find me.
Evan muttered inwardly as he clutched his still-agonizing abdomen and stood up.

His head spun from the impact with the tree, but Evan somehow managed to stand.
A flash of surprise crossed the Sword Saint's eyes.

"...Hmm?"

He gripped his sword tightly once more.

"I can't fall here—"

He was about to shout those words with determination when his gaze suddenly fixed on a single point and froze.
Naturally, the Sword Saint's gaze followed his.
And likewise froze.

There, where both of them were looking...

"You don't need to, Evan."

"S-Stella?"

The very person Evan had been wishing for was standing there, as if by some lie.
But her demeanor was completely different from usual.

Stella was holding a wooden sword.
Though Stella had practiced swordsmanship with Evan, she was fundamentally a mage.

Yet somehow, with a sword in hand, she looked like a well-trained warrior.
This appearance confused Evan even more.

As Evan was wrapped in confusion and unable to properly assess the situation,
she looked at him with a cold expression and continued.

"That opponent was too much for you anyway."

.
..
...

"What?"

Evan couldn't help but ask with a dumbfounded expression.

In truth, there was nothing else he could do.
Stella's words had completely frozen Evan's thoughts.

Transparent cubes were busily rotating around them.
As if waiting for their next move.
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Evan found the current situation utterly bewildering.
First, he encountered the Sword Saint during the entrance exam, and then he was thoroughly beaten by the Empire's one and only Sword Saint.

As a result, Evan felt intense pain throbbing throughout most of his body.

But even more than the pain, Evan felt greater confusion and shock at Stella's words.

*Stella...? What does she mean it's too much for me?*

While Evan was still wrapped in confusion and unable to properly grasp the situation.

"Now, I'll be your opponent."

Stella's subsequent declaration nearly whitewashed Evan's mind with shock.

Is she really planning to fight that woman?
With that wooden sword? Her, a mage?

"Seems like she handled you quite roughly."

"...Who are you?"

Even as Evan was lost in confusion, Stella continued speaking.
Then, Stella turned her head slightly and looked at him with a cold expression he'd never seen before.

Their eyes met.

Stella's blue eyes quickly moved downward once, then toward Evan once, then toward the Sword Saint once.

It was clearly a meaningful glance, trying to signal something.

*...Ah.*

It might have seemed like meaningless movement, and perhaps it was, but Evan, having spent three years with her, could immediately understand her intention.

Born with quick wits and having recently started using those wits on one particular person, he was able to make the connection.

Taking a deep breath.
Though not as perfect an act as hers, he composed his expression.

"P-please help me, Master! Take care of that woman!"

He uttered the 'lie.'

*...Is this right, Stella?*

Evan could only hope.
Hope that his actions would help her.
Stella continued to stare at the Sword Saint with that cold expression.

***

The entrance exam had been progressing quite smoothly, perhaps because the past three years of training hadn't been in vain.

After swallowing up those pathetic knights I'd gathered with my own mouth.
As I continued deeper to somewhat match Evan's route, I seemed to have reached the center of the forest.

*As expected, there are fewer people in the center.*

There had been quite a few people engaged in fierce battles up until just before the center, but once I entered the center, most couldn't withstand the tremendous mana concentration, so the number of people noticeably decreased.

Mana has a property of flowing from areas of high concentration to low.

Most cadet applicants had significantly less mana than the Maira Forest, so just blocking the incoming mana would drain their mental strength.

According to the setting, if one's own mana and external mana mix chaotically, it could cause severe rejection reactions in the body, so most would be cautious.

Nevertheless, there were still some people, so I prepared for combat while keeping escape in mind, but...

*Why are they just glancing around? If they've come this far, they should be fairly strong... Ah.*

I realized.
Everyone here was thinking the same thing.

Withstanding the mana concentration here meant either having mana similar to the forest's concentration or having enough left over to move after blocking the incoming mana.

In crude terms, they were all formidable opponents.

The reason they weren't particularly coming after me was probably because I looked especially unaffected.
They couldn't possibly imagine.

That a swordsman taking the Academy entrance exam would have no mana at all.

*A mage without mana might somehow exist, but a swordsman without mana cannot exist.*

It was strange but true.

Mages could use external mana, but almost all knights who wielded weapons were superhumans who used mana.

A knight wielding weapons without mana in a world where magic exists?
That's just a cripple. The Academy would have cut them before the test.

Of course, I was just a mage holding a wooden sword.

"Evan should be appearing around now."

If it's him. He will surely notice my intention and rush to the center.
With such firm belief, I looked around—

—KWAAANG!!

"...!?"

—A sound like thunder erupted from one direction.
Not just sound, but accompanied by intense vibrations, indicating it was no ordinary impact.

I felt goosebumps all over my body from the aftershock, strong enough to make almost the entire forest vibrate.

My thoughts accelerated instantly.
I recalled the original work perfectly etched in my mind once more.

*There was no such description in the original...*

There wasn't.
It might have been omitted, but the massive sound and vibrations didn't seem to be one-time occurrences as they continued to shake the ground.

The possibility that such a unique situation was omitted from the entrance exam, which was described in detail in the original work?
...Almost none.

*There aren't even that many people here to begin with...!*

The protagonist would probably be positioned a bit away from here at this point.
Then, how many people could cause such a huge impact in this central area, and in a way never shown in the original work?

"...No way."

An ominous thought crossed my mind, but I shook my head to dismiss it.
It couldn't be. Hadn't he made that plea in the carriage?

*But... I need to check.*

That's right.
Even if it wasn't Evan over there, I needed to check.
Besides, I had already explored most of the center except for that direction.

I somehow managed to move my trembling legs and started running toward where the first roar had erupted.

Please, please.

If the situation I'm imagining is correct, there's really no solution.
No matter how strong Evan is, there are limits...!

So it shouldn't be that.
Absolutely not.




"Kuhek!!"

But, contrary to my expectations.
Completely contrary.

What I saw when I hurriedly ran there.

Was her, whom I had so desperately hoped not to encounter, and Evan, who had nearly collapsed from her attack.

*Ah.*

We're doomed.

That woman who had nearly knocked down Evan was, no matter how you looked at it, Sword Saint Claire.
The final boss of Part 1.

Evan didn't seem to have lost his orbs yet, but he didn't look capable of continuing the fight either.
If he loses his orbs here, it's over. I haven't collected enough yet, and if Evan loses his orbs too?

Forget Class A, we'd be disqualified.

*What do I do, what do I do, what do I do?*

What should I do?
How can I overcome this situation?

That's the Sword Saint.
One of the monsters in the original work that took all sorts of strong characters, including the protagonist, to deal with.

Of course, she might not be at that level now, but her essence wouldn't have changed. The Sword Saint was a complete powerhouse from the beginning.

In contrast, Evan, though I had strengthened him a bit, was still just an incomplete swordsman.

*What do I do, how can I...*

Thanks to the simple concealment magic wrapped around my clothes, the two of them hadn't noticed me yet.
If I could somehow come up with a solution now...

Could I solve this...



...Can I?

"Kheuk..."

As I was feeling the strongest sense of helplessness and despair since coming to this world.

Evan, who had been leaning against a tree, somehow tried to stand up and compose himself.

His trembling hands and injuries all over his body looked quite pitiful.
...My poor sub-male lead.

Suddenly, my racing thoughts stopped.
I felt my overheated mind cooling down.

I slowly opened my mouth.

"You don't need to do that, Evan."

Me, appearing out of nowhere in the middle of their standoff.
Both Evan and the Sword Saint looked at me.
Now I was fully recognized, with no way out.

"S-Stella?"

"It was an opponent too much for you."

Evan's expression quickly changed from surprise and gladness to confusion and shock.
A subtle question also appeared on the Sword Saint's face.

"Now, I'll be your opponent."


To hell with it.


My heart pounds like it's about to burst.
Even in the midst of this, my mind coolly assesses the situation.

*Evan is collapsed, but the surroundings are completely destroyed.*

That means they exchanged blows to some extent.
Those roars must have been Evan's resistance.

*...If that's the case.*

The opponent is the Sword Saint.

The author-certified strongest in the world and the unrivaled force that proves it.
The final boss of Part 1 in the original work, whom the protagonist's party barely defeated after weakening her and using all their power in a raid.

She was on a completely different level from Kinahan whom I met three years ago.
Back then, I could at least run away, but trying to escape from this woman might turn me into dust without even leaving a trace.

*Besides, with Evan there, I can't run away.*

Without him, all the plans I've built so far would be useless.

So think, think.

How can I safely complete the test against that woman?
How can I survive against that undefeated iron blood?

...There's only that way.

—Tick, tick, tick.

The clock in my head turns rapidly.
My face, body, expression, gestures.

They transform into someone else's.

Coldly. Even colder.
Creating confidence... No.

Creating arrogance.

"Seems like she handled you quite roughly."

I looked down coldly at Evan, who was struggling to stand up. Evan's expression showed even stronger confusion.
Now, there's no turning back.

"...Who are you?"

The Sword Saint's blood-red eyes look at me.
In the process, I felt like fainting from the mana leaking out, but I endured.

After all...

-This is the poker face I honed by facing all sorts of difficult people in my previous life.
There's nothing better than this when pretending.


It's my specialty.

*...I have to deceive her.*

There's no choice but to deceive.
Once again, I search through and dissect the original work.
I cram all the information about her into my head.

The opponent is practically invincible, having been defeated only once in the work.
If there's one characteristic of such a person.

—Perhaps because of such a childhood environment, she was always cautious against the strong.

She mercilessly slaughters the weak, but she is extremely cautious against opponents she judges to be strong.

*First, I need to be recognized as strong.*

That's the only way to increase my chances of survival, even slightly.

—Tick, tick.

My mind raced quickly.

*Evan is probably already recognized as quite strong by the Sword Saint.*

In the original work, she highly evaluated the protagonist who withstood her for just a few minutes.

Judging by the devastated surroundings, Evan would have been recognized similarly, if not more so.

Then what if.

Suddenly, someone stronger than him.

Someone much stronger than the person who exchanged dozens of blows with her appears? What would happen?

For example...

"P-please help me, Master! Take care of that woman!"

...Yes, like a master.

*Nice, Evan...!*

It seems I successfully conveyed my intention through my gaze.
As expected of Evan, who has always been quick-witted.

I continued to stare at Claire with a cold, expressionless face.
A crack of surprise appeared in her emotionless expression.

"...Master, you say. You?"

An expression that seemed disbelieving.
...Yes. I knew it.

She's not the type to be fooled by such words.

*Hoo....*

Then, I have no choice.
I took a deep breath.

*This is something I didn't want to do again, but...*

Once more, the second hand in my head turned with a loud noise.

—Tick, tick.

*...tella.*

Now.
I really hate this, but I have to do it again.

*I am Stella.*

-Saaaaa.

My view of the world distorts.
My perception twists, the world twists, and eventually I twist and change.

Now I am Stella.

Stella Bell Eckhart.
That is—


Method.


Simultaneously, an enormous amount of mana is drawn into my body.

*Just saying it won't convince that woman.*

But if I use magic, it will only reveal that I'm not a swordsman.
Besides, even if it's 'me,' I can't harm the Sword Saint with magic.

Then.

*...I'll try it. Theoretically, it's possible.*

I slowly drew up mana.

-Saaaa....

Mana has a property of trying to move from areas of high concentration to low.
And 'my' mana was far superior to the average mana concentration of this forest.

And mana tries to move from areas of high concentration to low.
In other words, if left alone, mana would flow out of my body.

-*They say the strong can subdue opponents just by the flow of mana...*

I emit it without blocking that flow.

—Saaaaa!

"......!"

Claire flinches at the quite vast amount of mana.
But.

*...It's not enough.*

Even with my mana, doing this would drain it all in an instant.
But, recall again.

Mana has a property of trying to move from areas of high concentration to low.

With the body's mana concentration suddenly lowered by releasing mana, the forest's mana flows into my body due to the reversed concentration.

And once more, one of the settings of this world came to mind.

When external mana arbitrarily infiltrates the body, it causes a tremendous rejection reaction.

Now, the first step of my plan.

If it were an ordinary person, they would have fainted from the mana that doesn't match their body, according to this setting.

But what if.

As soon as that mana enters the body, that is, if I can release it quickly enough so that the external mana doesn't affect the body.

If I can release all my body's mana and immediately recharge it with the incoming forest mana.

If I can achieve equilibrium without mana exhaustion.

As a result, if I can emit my enormous mana indefinitely—

—KWAAAAAAAA!!!

"......!!!"

—Anyone would recognize me as strong.

Even to myself, the massive flow of mana feels like it's crushing everything around us.
Dozens of observation magical tools circling around us shattered and fell to the ground.

The forest's enormous mana pours into my body as its concentration becomes lower than the forest's due to mana consumption.
The incoming forest mana is emitted as soon as it enters, preventing it from affecting my body.

The equilibrium between emitted mana and incoming mana.
Something that someone with mediocre mana couldn't even attempt.

The completion of an infinite power mana ejection system.

-KWAAAAAAAA!!!

"......What, kind of, mana...!"

Even the Sword Saint's face began to turn pale at the tremendous mana pressure that seemed to crush the entire forest.
She probably thinks she's seen a fragment of my power.

*You strong ones, you who can't even imagine weaklings like me, you can't even guess.*

Even the smallest stone looks like a mountain-sized boulder when placed right in front of you.

Claire doesn't realize.

That this is not a fragment of me but my all.
That this is not the tip of the iceberg, but my full power exposed to the bottom.

Because she was too strong.
Because she had never experienced weakness.

She doesn't realize at all the true nature of her enemy, the essence of my strength built on lies.

*So be deceived.*

Claire looks at me with clearly changed eyes.
The emotion contained in them is as vivid as their red color—hostility.

I must deceive her perfectly.
Only then can my plan move to the next stage.

-KWAAAAAAAA!!!

Now. This is a gamble thrown by a half-wit like me to survive against the strongest in this world.

The bait has already been cast.
Now, I can only pray that the opponent takes this bait.

***

"Professors! Look at this!"

In the place where professors were watching the forest through reconnaissance magical tools.
In a room that was somewhat mentally taxing with images of the forest on all four sides, a graduate student's voice echoed.

"Edgar, what is it?"

Edgar and other graduate students were monitoring applicants that the professors weren't interested in, watching for any unusual situations.

Of course, they also wanted to see impressive people like the Third Princess or the Saintess, but graduate students couldn't express such wishes.

So it was quite unusual for a graduate student to shout like that here."

"Someone is facing off against the Sword Saint!"

"What?! Who!"

The professors abandoned the videos they were watching and rushed over.
Claire, the Empire's Sword Saint who was somehow taking the Academy's entrance exam, had been knocking down all applicants with a single blow and moving so swiftly that even the professors had almost given up on observing her.

But now, there was an applicant who could withstand the Sword Saint enough to be observed?
Among people the professors weren't paying attention to?

This was a big shock to them.

"This, it's true! Who is that!?"

"It seems to be Evan von Isenberg, the eldest son of the Isenberg family, Professor."

Evan von Isenberg.

Though he held the fairly high position of being the eldest son of a ducal family, the Academy was full of such people.
Besides the rumor that he was somewhat good with a sword, there was nothing special about him, so what was going on?

In the projected image, he was exchanging blows with the Sword Saint at a fast pace, though precariously.
But soon he would collapse like all others the Sword Saint had faced so far.

"Still, he'll collapse soon..."

—You've received one hit.

"Soon..."

—You're strong.

—Is this mockery or what...!

"Soon..."

Everyone thought so.
But the man on the screen was somehow twisting his body and crossing swords with the Sword Saint.

The professors watched in silence the struggle of someone no one had paid attention to.

"......."

Contrary to their expectations, the professors were surprised by his good performance, admired his tenacious resistance, and some even sighed when a wooden sword was finally thrust into his stomach.

"To withstand the current Sword Saint like that..."

"But it's unfortunate. Of all opponents..."

With that level of skill, he would easily pass the next entrance exam.
As they offered consolation that wouldn't be heard, someone else entered their field of vision.

"Hmm? Who's that?"

"Uh, that's... Stella Bell Eckhart, who is noted to be acquainted with Evan von Isenberg!"

This time it was a person with absolutely no information.
Seeing Stella walk toward the Sword Saint and draw attention, the professors clicked their tongues in regret.

"Oh dear, is she trying to attract attention?"

"The Sword Saint won't kill her, but..."

She must have such meager abilities that she wasn't even caught by the Academy's information network.

It happened often. Beginners getting crushed by opponents completely out of their league.
Whether the woman on the screen knew the gap between herself and the Sword Saint was unknown, but she wouldn't fare well.

As the professors were sending their condolences to the seemingly reckless woman.

—CRASH!!!!

Suddenly, with a tremendous surge of power, all the screens in that area exploded.
The observation magical tools, designed to never break even under considerable impact, were destroyed.

And by a mere cadet applicant.

"...Crazy, what the hell?"

After what felt like minutes of silence, a graduate student muttered, forgetting his position.
Of course, no one in that room blamed him.
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[...Blessing bestowed, Wind Speed.]

The blessing of the wind spirit settled upon Beginner Archer Erhen's quiver.

Erhen was facing off against a Magic Department applicant about a hundred meters away.

"...One, two."

-Twang!!

With Erhen's deep breath, her arrow, accelerated by the power of wind, instantly left her hand and struck its target.

-Guhk!

"Hit! Yahoo!"

It was a peculiar sight where the impact seemed to occur simultaneously with the release.

This speed and accuracy was befitting of a spirit archer from the Great Forest.
Erhen rushed to the unconscious target with the light, wind-like movements characteristic of elves.

"Oh, they had quite a lot!"

This should be enough to pass the exam.
Erhen lovingly examined the collected orbs while muttering to herself.

"This is all thanks to them..."

Erhen silently sent her gratitude once more to the two benefactors who had helped her reach this testing ground.

Despite being an elf with little connection to the war with the North, Beginner Archer Erhen had always admired the Academy.

She had dreamed of it since her mother told her stories as a child, and now she could finally fulfill that dream.

She felt nothing but gratitude toward those who had helped her, especially since she had nearly become food for bandits.

'Someday, I must repay this debt.'

Erhen made this promise to herself.
As members of a race that lived with spirit contracts as part of their lives, elves were the type who wouldn't rest until they had repaid any help received.

Although she had shown some unsightly behavior, if an opportunity ever arose to be of assistance, she would absolutely repay their kindness.

Erhen made this deep promise as she moved on to find her next target.

"By the way... what could that sound be?"

Erhen tilted her long ears toward one part of the forest and wondered.

-Boom, crash, crash!

A thunderous sound like lightning striking.
The weather was exceptionally clear, so these thunder-like sounds seemed particularly strange to her with her developed hearing.

Could it possibly be a sound made by a person?
Just as this unbelievable hypothesis was about to unfold in Erhen's mind.

-Kwaaaaa!!!

"......!!"

From the direction of the sound, an enormous amount of mana spread out as if pressing down on everything around it.

Like black ink spreading in water, Erhen was astonished to see the surrounding mana exponentially increasing from a single point.

That the already high mana concentration in this forest could rise even further was shocking.

And within it.

"There's... will embedded in the mana?"

Erhen felt a shiver run through her entire body.
As an elf sensitive to mana, she could sense it.

This wasn't the forest's mana.
It wasn't a natural disaster or mana anomaly, but a state brought about by a single human.

"Ugh...!"

Due to spirits' characteristic attraction to high mana concentrations, Erhen felt a strong pull through the spirits contracted to her.

"What on earth is that...?"

Erhen maximized her eyesight, an elven racial advantage, to stare at the source of this bizarre phenomenon.

The forest scenery rushed past her vision for a moment.
Through the dense ancient trees, Erhen could see the source of this mana anomaly.

"......Huh?"

And she couldn't help but make a dumbfounded sound.

***

-Kwaaaaa!!

By implementing the insane theory of using the forest's mana as an auxiliary battery for unlimited mana release, I was able to emit enough mana to make my own body shiver.

This was my gamble.

The first reason for releasing such overwhelming mana in this way:

According to the original work, the Sword Saint was known to show excessive caution toward opponents above a certain level of strength.

In other words.

"A swordsman, with this much mana...."

If I could just be recognized as that level of opponent—

"Are you strong?"

—I could buy even a moment of time.
That was the plan.

And whether my plan succeeded or not, the Sword Saint now showed a completely different stance than before.

Like a spring compressed just before launching, the Sword Saint compressed her posture.

'......It worked.'

Thus began a state of quiet confrontation.
A standoff quieter than any thunderous sound, heightening all senses.

Every nerve was on edge.
Probably the same for my opponent.

But I erased all expression from my face.
Making it impossible for the opponent to predict my next move.

I acted emotionless, not revealing my inner thoughts.

'Poker face.'

More, more, more.
The maximum possible calmness.

So the opponent couldn't predict me.
Making them pay attention to my every action.

Drawing them into an extreme standoff.

A threat that could emerge at any moment has always been an object of fear for humans.
Even the Sword Saint wouldn't ignore that instinct.

'Now, then.'

I reduced my mana output and gathered mana in my body.
Then I gave a small signal to Evan behind me.

"......."

Now. In this tense situation I created with my acting skills.
A situation where the Sword Saint thinks she's facing an opponent potentially at her level.

And in such a tense situation, suddenly.

"-Thunder!!"

What if a magic spell directly hits someone she thought was a swordsman?

-Kwaaaang!!

"Kugh!!"

With a sound like thunder.
A line of pure white lightning cut through the air and struck the Sword Saint directly.
Even the Sword Saint couldn't have dealt with such a sudden attack.

The surrounding trees glowed red with a pungent smell amid the flood of white lightning.

"What is this...?!"

The Sword Saint staggered while enduring the current burning through her body.
Especially since it was an incantation magic that activated without warning.

Now, this is it!

"Evan, seal her sword!!"

Despite having insurance, I needed to handle this now to be safe.

-Kwang!!

Evan sprang forward at my signal, kicking off the ground.

The second reason for the mana release to buy time:

To give Evan time to recover from injuries sustained in the fight with the Sword Saint.

Since I couldn't do anything physically.
In the end, Evan had to do it.

"You...."

"Got her! Stella!"

Evan, with his specialty speed, crossed the few meters in an instant and sealed the staggering Sword Saint's sword as I ordered.

And I once again gathered mana to prepare for the next step.

'I appeal, I appeal. I appeal to the mana!'

"-Fracture!!"

After reminding myself of the principle once more, I cast it toward the Sword Saint and Evan.

".......!"

I wasn't aiming for the Sword Saint.
This kind of magic couldn't even scratch her.

'But that sword.'

Especially if it's one issued by the Academy.
And if it's a wooden sword restrained by Evan?

The instantly activated incantation magic precisely targeted the Sword Saint's wooden sword.
No matter how strong the Sword Saint was, her weapon couldn't be equally powerful.

And the opponent was the Sword Saint. In other words, without her sword, at least escape would be possible.

So, I could break it.
I could destroy it.

It was a perfect plan.

-Claire Style, First Form. [-Slash.]

-Cha-chang!

Until the Sword Saint cut through the magic with her sword.

"......What?"

For a moment, my thoughts were bleached by the completely unexpected situation.
...Did she just cut through magic with a wooden sword?

"...Amateur."

In the gap of my frozen thoughts.
The Sword Saint's sword rushed forward once more.

-Kwang!

"Kuhak!!"

As the Sword Saint lightly swung her sword, Evan, who had lost his grip on the sword in surprise, took the hit and coughed up blood.

Then, she looked at me and said.

"You are not strong."

The Sword Saint's fierce mana erupted like killing intent.
Unlike the false one I created, a truly massive tidal wave of mana.
A cold shiver ran down my spine.

'It's okay, I have insurance. It's still okay.'

No matter how much I tried to reassure myself, the moment I met the Sword Saint's blood-red eyes, my body froze like prey facing a predator.

As I barely maintained my poker face while looking at her, she pulled something out.

"Well, I have that man's orbs. What will you do now?"

The Sword Saint showed me a pouch full of orbs, which she must have seized during her clash with Evan.

...Now, I was truly cornered.
I had planned to destroy the wooden sword and flee, but I had underestimated the Sword Saint's true ability and failed.

The final insurance was neither certain nor well-timed.
Then, no.

Nevertheless.

"...I'll have to take them back. Again."

Without those, I'd fail anyway.
I might as well buy time.

"...Reckless."

Saying that, the Sword Saint hung the orb pouch back on her waist and raised her sword.

"You'll have to pay for deceiving me."

...Here she comes.
Could I possibly...

Block the Sword Saint's sword even once?

Before I could finish that thought, the Sword Saint's attack rushed toward me.

Claire Style, First Form-

[Sla-

"Aaaah!"

"......?"

-Thud!

Or it should have rushed toward me.
If Evan hadn't appeared from somewhere and grabbed her waist.

"Evan?!"

"Stella!"

Evan, holding onto the Sword Saint, turned his head to look at me.

Did he have some plan?
His eyes seemed to convey such meaning as he looked at me.

...Damn it.

"...Pathetic."

The Sword Saint looked coldly at Evan clinging to her waist, then raised her sword to attack him.

"Now, it's over."

If he took a hit at such close range, even a superhuman wouldn't fare well.

-Tick-tock, tick-tock, tick-tock

Perhaps because it was such a critical moment, everything seemed to move in slow motion for me, with my average dynamic visual acuity.

Maybe in this moment of crisis, all my enormous mana was being used to enhance my brain.

'...Now it's all or nothing.'

No, rather, with Evan holding her like that, this was optimal.

'You have a plan, Evan?'

...Of course.

I gathered all my strength in my abdomen and shouted.
With her enhanced hearing, she would surely hear.

"Now!!!"









The Sword Saint's sword fell in a perfect straight line.

'Please, please.'

Just before the Sword Saint's sword directly hit Evan.

'Arrive on time...!'





-Taaaang!

From somewhere, far away.
Along with a faint firing sound.

Exactly in the path of the Sword Saint's rushing sword.

As if teleported, an arrow wrapped in blue-green light suddenly appeared.

The arrow's direction opposed the wooden sword's movement.
As these opposing forces met.

-Kwaaaang!!

Naturally, the arrow collided head-on with the sword, creating a tremendous shockwave.

"......!?"

The Sword Saint's sword bent in the opposite direction.

If it had been an ordinary arrow, the arrow would have been cut in two, but—

'The opponent is a spirit archer!'

—The arrow's owner was a spirit archer who cast all kinds of blessings on her arrows.

The long-range dealer of the protagonist's party who could easily snipe targets from five hundred meters away.

'I was half-doubtful, but it worked...!'

Yes. This was the third reason why I had so desperately emitted mana.

To attract the attention of Beginner Archer Erhen from the Great Forest, who was sensitive to mana.

"What is this?"

In that brief moment when the Sword Saint was confused by her suddenly deflected wooden sword.

-Kwang!

I poured all my mana into my legs and leaped toward her and Evan.

And immediately, Evan grabbed and secured the Sword Saint's deflected sword.

"Stella!! Now!!"

My enhanced legs covered the distance between me and the Sword Saint in an instant.

Frightened, but scared.
Taking a step forward, toward the enemy.

"This time, I won't let you cut...!"

This time, to prevent her from cutting.
This time, to properly destroy it.

Reckless as it was, I grabbed the wooden sword directly.

-Tick-tock, tick-tock.

I appealed to the mana with all my might.

-Fracture!!

In that moment, like a flashback.
The Sword Saint's face, filled with confusion, flashed before me.

-Crack!

Her wooden sword, directly hit by my magic, shattered into pieces.

...It worked.
It was my—our victory.

Ch.20 - EP. 2 Poker Face
Stella Bell Eckhart sighed in relief.

Fortunately, it seemed she had played her role just in time.

"This is too much even for me..."
Shooting from this distance, through these dense trees, to block a swinging sword.
It was good that Erhen's situational judgment was quick; if the signal had been even slightly delayed, it could have been disastrous.

"How did they even know..."

Erhen leaned against a tree behind her and replayed the earlier situation.

Was it because elves' contracted spirits are drawn to mana? If so, that was chillingly effective execution.
No, how could they be so confident I'd shoot in time?

Well, it worked out in the end.

But still... is this how they understood my intention to repay the debt?
Erhen exhaled again and sat down, leaning against the tree.

"...Please don't misunderstand."

Because repaying my debt isn't over yet.
She muttered words that wouldn't be heard by anyone.

***

The biggest difference between mages and knights is in how they utilize mana.

Superhumans are, by nature, beings who cannot comprehend the concept of bending principles with mana.
Their bodies are their strongest weapons and the solution to all problems.

In fact, it's more efficient for them to simply strengthen their bodies.

Mages, of course, are the complete opposite.
They are beings who twist and combine mana, ultimately pursuing the reversal of natural laws.
To them, using mana to strengthen the body feels like a tremendous waste.

In my case, I don't belong to either group, but if I had to choose, I'd lean toward the mage path.

Plus, since mana doesn't normally exist in my body, I couldn't attempt physical enhancement even if I wanted to.

So, in other words, I'm completely unfamiliar with using mana to strengthen my body.

"Ugh...!"

After grabbing and shattering the Sword Saint's wooden sword, I felt that my right leg, which had kicked off the ground, was completely ruined.

It felt like my muscles were torn to shreds.
I had the intuition that I wouldn't be able to use it properly for a while.

"Evan, we need to run now!"

"I know that without you telling me!"

The Sword Saint was staring at her sword with a somewhat dazed expression.
She looked like she couldn't understand what had just happened.

Evan quickly picked me up in his arms.
It was what people commonly call a princess carry.

Perhaps due to Evan's well-trained muscles, the ride was surprisingly comfortable.

"Hold tight!"

"Yes!"

-BOOM!

With Evan's shout, the world changed.
Looking at the surrounding scenery rushing toward us as if about to collide.
Looking back at the Sword Saint, now appearing as a tiny dot in the distance.

Only then could I breathe a sigh of relief.

*This is seriously intense...*

Facing the Sword Saint in the entrance exam and surviving.
Even the original protagonist didn't struggle this much.

No, the original protagonist was strong from the beginning!

Somehow, it seemed like nothing was going to be easy from the first day of my transmigration.

*...By the way.*

Are all those things swarming over there viewing magical tools?
That's creepy.

Well, it's about time for the protagonist to get attention.

Probably at the end of those viewing magical tools is this novel's protagonist, wielding spirits with tremendous mana.
And they'll have a spectacular debut fitting of a protagonist.

Yes. From here on, we're back to the original story.
I need to rest now.

As I sent words of encouragement to the protagonist who would suddenly be surrounded by magical tools broadcasting their every move, I closed my eyes with the passing breeze.

***

"Quickly! Send the viewing magical tools to the Sword Saint!"

"How many?!"

"All of them except a few!!"

The professors' viewing room was in a state of chaos.

When they saw Evan fighting almost equally with the Sword Saint, they were surprised but accepted it.
After all, he would soon fall to the Sword Saint.

They merely admired that he lasted longer than expected, but still considered it within the realm of possibility.

The same applied when the woman claiming to be from his homeland suddenly appeared.
That too was something that could happen.

"Is that side still not restored?!"

"No, no! It seems completely destroyed!"

But for an ordinary academy cadet—no, not even a cadet but an applicant—to destroy ALL the viewing magical tools just by "slightly" leaking mana?

This was far beyond the category of "things that could happen."

"How could this be...?"

Among the chaotic viewing room, the most shocked was Combat Professor Alen Mikedou.

"There was no one with that level of mana..."

He had observed the applicants up close during the exam explanation.
Naturally, if there had been a student capable of devastating the surroundings just by leaking mana, he wouldn't have missed it.

To begin with, concealing such mana quantity was impossible unless one was an Archmage.
Of course, Alen hadn't considered such a possibility when looking at the students.

Because it simply couldn't happen.

"Did I miss it?"

But it had actually happened.
And from a marquis's daughter with no special notes in her file.

"P-Professor, we have a visual!"

"Where, what happened?!"

"W-well..."

As Alen stood there dumbfounded, the graduate student operating the magical tool shouted.

The professors, including Alen, rushed to the screen.
Their thoughts divided into two:

*Did the Sword Saint use excessive force and cause an accident?*

*With that much mana, wouldn't they have fought decently before being subdued?*

If it was the former, it would be a true disaster.
With such tense hearts, they looked at the screen—

"......"

"......"

—showing only the Sword Saint holding a wooden sword destroyed above the handle.

For a moment, the professors and graduate students' thoughts froze.

Then, slowly absorbing what they saw, they were shocked.
The scene shown by the magical tool was that shocking.

Such unbelievable, unwanted facts appeared in their minds.

*The Sword Saint was defeated.*

And by a mere applicant.

The current Sword Saint, with talent seen only once in several hundred years.

"......"

A suffocating silence heavily pressed down on the space.

The shock this fact gave them was incomparable to anything else.

"...Insane."

Only Alen muttered that.

*Could it be, that person...?*

Like everyone else there, he was building up misunderstandings about Stella.

It was an excessively flashy debut, completely contrary to her intentions.

***

"Phew, this should be, enough, right?"

"Ugh, yes. This should, be, sufficient."

Evan was panting heavily.
Actually, it was amazing he was only this winded—in just a few minutes, Evan had run from the center of the forest almost to its edge.

Of course, I, who was being carried in his arms, had to endure a novel type of motion sickness I'd never experienced before.

Once we determined we'd reached a relatively safe place, we collapsed onto the ground.

Our clothes would get dirty, but that was the least of our concerns.

For a while, only our rough breathing could be heard in the forest.

"We really almost got into big trouble this time, Stella..."

After a few minutes, Evan said those words.
Indeed, that was true.

"I know..."

We had barely managed to "escape" by burning through several tricks.
If anything had gone wrong, it would have been truly dangerous.

If Erhen's arrow had missed even slightly and failed to block Claire's sword.

If Erhen hadn't heard my cry in time.

If Evan hadn't physically blocked the Sword Saint.

If the Sword Saint hadn't been momentarily deceived by me.

If I hadn't thought of such a crazy idea.

If Maira Forest hadn't had the mana concentration to make such a thing possible.

If Evan hadn't been able to exchange blows with the Sword Saint.

If we hadn't met Erhen before coming.

Then I and Evan would have been slaughtered by the Sword Saint.

"We really almost got into serious trouble..."

I slowly closed my eyes.
The exam would soon be over.

Anyway, we survived the Sword Saint and I met Evan, so there probably wouldn't be any more dangerous situations.

Now we just had to wait until time ran out and submit the orbs to the instructors.............

"Ah!"

I sat up with a jolt, feeling a chill run down my spine.

"What's wrong, Stella?"

"The, the orbs...!"

"Orbs?"

Evan looked puzzled at my words.
Wait, does Evan not realize he lost the orbs when he was hit by the Sword Saint...?

"The Obsidian Orbs you collected! Without them, the exam..."

I had completely forgotten about them in my focus on escaping alive, but now I realized we were in a terrible situation.

Setting aside the lack of time, we had almost no strength left.
It would be impossible to collect orbs now...!

As I looked at Evan with a pale face, he responded with a nonchalant expression.

"Oh, the ones taken then?"

"How can you be so calm...!?"

-Jingle.

Before I could finish speaking, Evan pulled out two pouches from his chest.

"Th-those are...?"

"Of course I brought them."

Evan said with a grin.
His smile made me feel dizzy.

"But when did you...?"

"What do you mean when...?"

Where in that escape process did he have time to retrieve those orbs?
To my question, Evan, still smiling, answered:

"There was that moment when we clashed again."

"......Ah."

In a flash, I recalled the situation from earlier.

The critical moment when the Sword Saint was about to cut me down.
When Evan shouted and grabbed her waist to stop her.

I had assumed it was just to buy time against the Sword Saint, but...

"At that time..."

In that brief moment, Evan had stolen the pouches.
From the Sword Saint's waist.

"I told you, right? That I seem to have a talent for pickpocketing."

"...Huh."

"Stella, did you think I'd just throw myself into any woman's arms?"

Evan burst into laughter with his usual playful expression.
As always, he was an unpredictable man.

"I did think so..."

"Hey."

Anyway, if we could exchange jokes like this, we must have recovered somewhat.
With that assessment, I asked Evan another question.

"But why do you have two pouches?"

Evan showed me the two pouches.
If he had lost one to the Sword Saint and then retrieved it, there should only be one.

"Oh, these?"

"Yes. Why are there two...?"

"While I was at it, I took hers too."

".........What?"

I froze.
No, no, no.

I thought maybe, but really?

"Well, it's kind of annoying, right? If she doesn't have these, she won't be able to enter the academy."

Oh my.
I couldn't help but sigh.

Well, um...
If it's the Sword Saint, she could probably collect that many again in a few hours.?

Rationally thinking, this was a serious issue that might raise Evan's academy life difficulty level.

Evan and I looked at each other.
His crimson eyes showed pride in what he had done.

Of course, I don't know if that was 100% Evan's true feelings.
Maybe Evan spoke jokingly, but he might have some idea of the situation ahead.

"...Heh,"

"...Kuk."

I, we:

"Pfft, hahahahaha!!"

"Wahahahahaha!"

Burst into laughter.
Roaring laughter.

I'm not sure what we were laughing about.
It might have been ill feelings toward the Sword Saint, or pride in somehow surviving her.

Maybe it was the adrenaline released during the tense situation.

Only then could we show our true feelings.
Taking off the poker face we had worn while facing the Sword Saint, completely.

Our laughter continued to ring through the forest, uncontrollable and abundant.

Anyway, like that.
The eventful academy entrance exam came to an end.

"Ugh."

"Eh, Stella? Stella!"

...At least that's what I thought until I suddenly collapsed with a pain in my heart.

Seriously, what now?

-Episode 2 "Poker Face" End.

Ch.21 - [Interlude] Debt And Gratitude
"Five tenths."

"Two tenths."

"Five tenths."

"Two... Damn it all!"

About a week before the historic entrance exam that would include the Sword Saint, the Saintess, the imprisoned Third Princess, and the Kingdom's prince.

In the meeting hall of the Emperor's direct knight order, an unusual negotiation was taking place between two people.

"Even for me, two tenths is too restrictive."

"And you want me to let you maintain five tenths of your power at the entrance exam? Are you out of your mind?"

The two were the Knight Commander and Claire, the twenty-year-old Sword Saint who was nominally assigned to the Emperor's direct knight order.

The Knight Commander held his throbbing head and pleaded with her.

"Sword Saint, please... We're dealing with youngsters who haven't even entered the Academy yet..."

The argument centered on how much to restrict the Sword Saint's power when she would be deployed to the entrance exam in about a week.

It was an essential measure for deploying the Sword Saint, whose abilities far exceeded the realm of ordinary humans, against examinees her own age.

*If not for the Emperor's command...*

The Knight Commander sighed, recalling how he had almost committed the disrespect of questioning the Emperor when he received the direct order.

"You could physically destroy the Empire's seedlings..."

No matter how he thought about it, this was madness.
Unleashing the Empire's greatest combat force in the Academy, and against freshmen who hadn't even properly enrolled yet.
Honestly, it wouldn't be strange if a catastrophe occurred.

But the Sword Saint, unaware of his concerns, coldly refuted his words.

"Even for me, two tenths is impossible. Besides, the more I struggle with power control, the more dangerous it could become."

"Ugh..."

The Sword Saint's argument was quite reasonable.
Restricting her power slightly wouldn't make a noticeable difference, and as she said, failing to control her power properly could cause even bigger problems.

"...Fine. Then let's settle on maintaining three tenths."

"...Four tenths."

"Three tenths. I won't accept any objections."

The Knight Commander concluded the discussion.
Though the Sword Saint would soon outrank him by one or two levels, she was still nominally under his knight order, allowing him to force this decision.

Despite settling the matter by dismissing her objections, the Knight Commander couldn't shake his unease.

*Even at three tenths... if that monster goes all out, it's over for everyone.*

From what the Knight Commander had observed over time, she tended to become excessively cautious around strong opponents.
If she encountered such an opponent at the Academy entrance exam...

*...No.*

The Knight Commander shook his head at that thought. Surely there wouldn't be such talent at an entrance exam, not even among Academy upperclassmen.

"...I'll say it once more, don't kill anyone."

"...Yes."

And so that day's meeting concluded.
Neither of them could have known then.

That an unprecedented event—the Sword Saint's defeat—would occur at that entrance exam.

*

The wind whipped through the mighty branches and perpetually lush leaves of the great trees filling Maira Forest, stubbornly wandering through the woods.
Though she felt her navy blue hair violently tossed by that wind...

"......."

Claire stood rooted to the spot, motionless.
She simply stared at her broken wooden sword.

"...I lost?"

Just muttering that one fact.

She had lost.
Though her opponent had fled, that's how she felt.

She was the Sword Saint.
Since that day, she had never lost, was never supposed to lose—an unparalleled warrior.

Yet her opponent had been a mere mage with overwhelming mana but essentially no combat ability.

Even though they had been accompanied by someone strong enough to match her, Claire could tell.
Though she had almost been deceived by that enormous mana, her opponent's sword stance, footwork, and more were definitely not those of a true warrior.

No, rather.
They were closer to those of a weakling desperately twisting their body to face her.

"I was completely fooled."
It wasn't because of the mana.

Though all her reason screamed that her opponent was a weakling incomparable to herself...

*I'll handle this.*

That expression, that aura.
It was definitely not that of someone weaker than herself.

She wasn't even upset about being so perfectly deceived.
Where had the plan begun?

"...At least."

They weren't people who deserved to fail the Academy entrance exam.

Maybe she should have left them more orbs.
At this rate, they would almost certainly take the top spot anyway.

Claire felt a slight regret as she reached for her orb pouch.

"......."

...Or rather, she tried to.
Until she realized her waist was completely empty.

*Crack.*

An eerie sound echoed as even the remaining handle of her wooden sword was crushed.

***

"Ugh..."

"Stella! Stella!!"

My heart felt cold.
Like dozens of icicles spreading outward from my heart.

"Are you coming to?!"

"Uh, ugh?"

I felt someone holding my hand.
Somehow, the coldness was no longer felt around where my hand was being held.
No, it was disappearing.

Like a hot pack tightly held on a cold winter day, I felt a warm energy.
As the cold sensation melted away, I gradually regained consciousness.

"E-Evan?"

My vision suddenly widened, and my current situation hit me all at once.

Me, collapsed somewhere around Evan's thigh.

Evan, looking at me with concern and shouting something.

And me, holding his hand.

.
..
...

"Ahhh!!"

I jumped up with a body that barely moved, perhaps frozen from the cold, and distanced myself from him.

"Huh, huff-!"

My heart pounded from embarrassment and surprise.
Or was it from the pain?

*I, I was...!*

Using a man's lap as a pillow?!
This was a terrible humiliation.

Wait, why was I in that position to begin with?

"What, what's wrong?!"

Even in this bewildering situation, I slowly pieced things together.
The entrance exam, the orbs, then facing the Sword Saint, defeating her...

*I was definitely laughing with Evan and then...*

Right. Then I suddenly collapsed from heart pain.
And when I woke up, I found myself in this situation.

*Did Stella have a heart condition?*

That was the first question that came to mind.
I think something similar happened when I first met Evan too.

*No, that can't be.*

There was no such description in the original work.
Even though Stella had limited screen time, she was a regular supporting character next to the male lead. If she had collapsed like this every time, I would have known.

"S-Stella? Are you okay...?"

Evan looked at me with confusion as I jumped up like a grasshopper.

"What, what is this?"

"Your mana had another rejection reaction. I thought it hadn't happened for a while, but what's going on?"

M-mana rejection reaction?

Wait, "another"?

My head was in chaos.
What on earth was happening?

"My mana has a rejection reaction?"

"Yes... Huh? Wait, you didn't know...?"

Evan's expression shifted to match my confusion, like paint spreading.

*Mana rejection... that's it, isn't it?*

One of the chronic diseases in this world that the original work's Saintess Cloria suffered from.

[Congenital Mana Rejection.]

As the name suggests, people with this condition experience extreme pain when mana enters their body, and in severe cases, can even die suddenly.

*No, Stella couldn't have had such a setting.*

In the original work, Stella was the only High Mage-level magician in the magic department.
Of course, she perfectly used incantation magic, which doesn't work without mana in the body.

So...

*It's me who has it.*

The first thing I realized when entering this world was that mana judges something based on the mind, not the body.

That's why I could use mana when I became Stella.

Because at that time, I wasn't a modern person who couldn't use mana, but Stella, a girl beloved by mana.

*But what is this...*

This explains the current situation too.

The one who filled her body with mana was this world's "Stella Bell Eckhart."

And at some point, when the Method was released, the one who had to handle that massive mana was "me," a modern person.

And "me," or more precisely, "my soul," suffered from mana rejection, perhaps because I had lived as a modern person.

Naturally, the remaining mana would have acted as a deadly poison to me.

*This is crazy!*

It's fortunate I had sealed it away out of concern about becoming too integrated with Stella. If I had been using it freely, something terrible could have happened.

Come to think of it, the timing of the Method being released was ambiguous both last time and this time.

[-After fighting a superhuman and rolling down a mountain several times.
On top of that, becoming Stella for the first time and depleting mana from my body, my mental strength couldn't hold up.

...Though it seemed too intense to simply say my mental strength was exhausted or my physical strength hit bottom.]

So it must have been gradually releasing, and when I completely returned to myself, I suddenly collapsed.

*No wonder I didn't think much about being princess-carried!*

Though I look like this now, my original self was the epitome of masculinity. There's no way I could have endured such an embarrassing situation without feeling anything, even in a crisis.

In fact, I'm trembling with shame now just from having my head on his lap.
But this explains it.

The one carried by Evan wasn't me, but Stella!
There's no way I would let a man princess-carry me and then evaluate his body!

*No, more importantly...*

How am I still alive?
There's no way the mana would suddenly leave my body...

...right?

"Evan, did you perhaps..."

"Hm? What is it, Stella?"

Evan, who seemed flustered by my reaction, was still watching me cautiously.

...The mana couldn't have just left my body.

If I have mana rejection, I should have already died from that much mana.

And somehow, Evan knew about this, and I'm perfectly fine.

The implication was crystal clear.

"Did you... suck it out for me?"

I asked hesitantly.

"Huh? Oh, um! Yes, I sucked out the mana."

Evan seemed slightly flustered before giving an affirmative answer.
...Oh dear.

This was probably what happened the first time we met when I collapsed too.
After performing the Method act and landing a hit on Kinahan, I collapsed, and Evan must have absorbed my mana, which is why I'm alive now.

...I don't know how many times he's saved me.
With that feeling in mind, I bowed my head to Evan.

"Thank you, Evan. I don't know how many times you've saved me."

Like with Kinahan.
Looking back, I'm incredibly fortunate that Evan was the first person I could connect with after transmigrating to this world.

"Ah, no, I should be the one..."

When I sincerely thanked him, Evan awkwardly scratched his cheek and trailed off.

After a slightly awkward silence passed,
Evan slowly opened his mouth.

"Um, so. Stella."

"Yes?"

Ah, he's trying to break the awkward atmosphere by saying something.
As expected of the perceptive Evan.

"Well... I haven't fully absorbed it yet. Sorry, but we need about ten more minutes..."

"What?"

Contrary to my thoughts, what awaited us was an even more concentrated awkwardness.

I had to clench my fists tightly and offer him my shoulder (I compromised since I couldn't bear to give him my hand) and maintain eye contact with Evan for several minutes.

I felt immense shame at the realization that the feeling of warmth as the cold disappeared wasn't actually that unpleasant.

And only after spending the quietest and most unbearable time in our three years together...

"......."

"......."

Could we finally walk to submit our orbs.
As I mentioned earlier, spending a much more intensely awkward time together.

*...How did it come to this!*

Can't friends hold each other's shoulders or knees?

Given how much time we've spent together, becoming this awkward seems like something neither of us should do.

—I wanted to say this like a man, but unfortunately, my lips wouldn't part at all.

And so, I had to walk through the forest in this incredibly awkward state, my confused mind completely forgetting something very important that would cause quite a situation.

***

"I will now announce the results of this entrance exam. First place, Elysee de Iris!"

After the exam ended.
As in the original work, all applicants gathered at the forest entrance where the top two students were announced.

"And... second place."

And then, completely out of nowhere.
Truly, completely out of nowhere.

"Evan von Isenberg!"

When Evan's name was called for the second-place position that should have belonged to the Sword Saint, I felt my mind go blank.

*Ah, shit.*

We're screwed.
I couldn't help but mutter that.

This world really never lets things go smoothly.

Ch.22 - [Interlude] Parallel Lines
The sun had set on a day that had gone terribly wrong.

Several years ago, before I became Stella and before I quit acting, I met a rather impressive director.

He was known for philosophical works that deeply contemplated human mistakes and taboos. Perhaps because of his artistic inclinations, he lived suppressing virtually all desires. Something about humans being unable to perfectly control their desires.

Anyway, the advice this director gave to me, who was building a reputation as a mid-career actress at the time, was:

"Always be wary of romantic entanglements."

According to him, humans make their worst mistakes when involved with romantic partners, so one should always remain vigilant.

"That's my belief, Actor Cheon. People tend to slip up at the most ridiculous moments."

"...I see."

I was deeply impressed by his unwavering conviction.

Although after our shoot, that same director was publicly accused of sexual harassment by an actress twelve years his junior during his next project and never touched a camera again. Still, his words of wisdom remained deeply etched in my heart.

I've gone on too long, but my point is this:

I'm completely screwed.
And at the most critical moment, too.

Though it wasn't about romance, I had messed everything up due to my confused mental state.

It all began with a simple moment of carelessness.

"As if I'd actually meet the Sword Saint?"

That was the root of my troubles, and of course, I ended up facing him. I nearly died because of it.

After using every ounce of my strength against him, I almost died again from some strange chronic condition I didn't even know I had.

Naturally, going through all that, I couldn't help but forget minor details.

Then came shock and confusion.

I was grabbed by the shoulder by a man who drained my mana—a situation so unusual that I panicked more than necessary.

"Always be wary of romantic entanglements."

...No, that's not it at all. Get out of here, you pervert.

It wasn't even about romance, for crying out loud.

Anyway, my memories were wiped once, then reset a second time, and I ended up forgetting something incredibly important and obvious.

Common sense dictates that no matter how skilled the Sword Saint might be, there's no way he could collect in a few hours the same number of orbs that I had gathered plus what Evan had collected.

Fortunately, I didn't forget to share with him, so the disaster of Evan becoming the top student was avoided, but what happened was still clearly horrifying.

And that's how this situation came to be.

The Sword Saint had collected an unexpectedly enormous number of orbs. I failed to anticipate this and didn't even think to consider it, so I never thought of the simple solution of discarding some.

Naturally, Evan, who had gone through the same ordeal as me, wasn't in his right mind either, so we both completely forgot our years-old agreement to "never become first and second place."

-Clatter, clatter, clatter.

"......"

"S-so many orbs..."

"As expected..."

With all these circumstances piling up, we could only watch with pale faces as an endless stream of orbs poured out from the pouch enchanted with spatial expansion magic.

At that point, we couldn't just call "Time out!" and throw them away.
We'd be lucky not to be treated like lunatics.

Still, I had held onto a glimmer of hope at the time.
If it was the Sword Saint, wouldn't he do something about it?!

"I-I'm second place...?"

He couldn't.

Tragically, because some bastards had shattered the poor Sword Saint's wooden sword—his only skill being swordsmanship—he hadn't been able to collect as many as I'd thought.

Yes, I'll admit it.
I'm completely screwed.

This absurd convergence of causality and missteps has led to the terrible disaster of derailing the original story right from the entrance exam.

Even worse, the Sword Saint, who should have become second place by a narrow margin and taken interest in the protagonist, now barely qualified for Class A.

"I mean, I was planning to change things eventually, but..."

Obviously, not now.

Even parallel lines that appear straight will eventually diverge in completely different directions if there's the slightest difference.

Similarly, I didn't want to think about what variables this small difference might cause.

"Why does this always happen to me, seriously..."

Among the students exchanging their feelings about the pass/fail results that had just been announced, all I could do was mutter those words.

"...Sorry, Stella. I didn't expect this to happen."

Evan said with a very regretful expression.

Well, to be fair, we were both responsible.

If Evan hadn't brought those orbs, he might not have made it, but I would have barely scraped into Class A. After exhausting all our strength in the battle with the Sword Saint, neither of us had the energy to go collect more.

Our only mistake was not knowing just how many orbs were in there.

...Well, what could we do about it now?

"What can we do... I should be grateful we didn't fail."

Well, the Sword Saint would naturally gravitate toward the protagonist anyway.
Though I was a bit concerned about Evan becoming second place...
But what could possibly go wrong right now?

I suppressed my anxiety as I walked with Evan toward the entrance of the forest, leaving behind this long entrance examination site.

Now it was truly over.

***

"Second place... Isenberg?"

Not far from where Stella was thinking this, someone with blue eyes murmured in a chillingly beautiful voice as darkness fell with the sunset.

"Not the Sword Saint?"

This was none other than the Empire's confined Third Princess and the top student of this entrance exam.

And the protagonist of this "Academy Survival Guide" who had turned back time.

Elysee de Iris.

Her eyes glowed increasingly blue and vivid as the darkness deepened.

And at the end of her gaze was the second-place finisher, just below her.
Evan von Isenberg.

"Wasn't the Sword Saint supposed to enroll this year?"

She had even been prepared to give up first place because of him.
Elysee murmured.

Her memory couldn't be wrong.
In her "previous life" without her presence, the Sword Saint would have certainly claimed the top position in the entrance exam.

If she had displaced him, he should definitely be in second place now.

"Did I cause some variable?"

But even if she had caused a variable, it shouldn't change the second-place student's abilities.

In other words, with just a slight variable, this was a man who could have defeated even the Sword Saint.

"Originally, the Sword Saint was my first recruitment target, but..."

The man seemed easier to approach than the Sword Saint.
Elysee showed her characteristically subtle smile.

"Did something good happen, My Lady?"

The silver-haired man beside her asked.
Caille Seirus, currently her knight.

The male protagonist of the original "Academy Survival Guide."

"Yes. How should I put it..."

I think I've found someone interesting.
Elysee said without erasing her smile.
It was the same enchanting smile she had shown when recruiting Caille.

The parallel line with the original story that Stella had tried to maintain began to diverge much more widely than he had anticipated.

***

There was one peculiar aspect of the Academy's admission procedures: even after being accepted, students couldn't move into the dormitories for several days.

According to the original story, they needed time to compile students' information and grades or something?

Whatever the reason, newly accepted students faced an awkward period where they couldn't enter the dormitories yet, but it was also odd to return home.

So where would they spend those few days...

"Ughhh..."

"Are you okay, Stella? Just hang in there a bit longer, we're almost at the lodgings."

The answer was the lodgings scattered throughout the Academy grounds, which was comparable to a school city.

In the original story, there was a passing joke that the third principal had made deals with accommodation businesses on Academy grounds. At this point, I had to seriously reconsider whether that joke might actually be true.

"My legs, my legs..."

Unable to even take a carriage, I was dragging my torn right leg muscles while searching for lodging.

Earlier, the awkwardness had been painful enough that I hadn't really noticed, but now that the awkwardness had subsided, my legs were giving me trouble.

I suddenly wondered how Evan maintained such a fast pace without any strain on his legs.

No joke, if I had run like Evan, my legs would likely have burst like a poorly twisted balloon animal.

"Oh, we're almost there."

"Yeaah..."

The lodging came into view, but I was in a state where I couldn't feel anything except the pain in my legs.

This was the result of repeatedly refusing Evan's offers to support me or carry me on his back.

Why did I refuse? After all that trouble from just having my shoulder grabbed, would I really allow something like that?

I absolutely refuse to become awkward again.
Thankfully, that wouldn't happen anymore.

"Excuse me, we need two rooms."

If this were a ducal territory, the owner would have greeted us barefoot before we even entered, but this was the Academy, which at least nominally promoted equality, and there were too many high-born students to treat each one specially.

"Ah... You must be entrance exam passers? I'm sorry, but we only have one room left..."

"Huh, what?"

The employee or owner standing at what looked like a counter said. Judging by the noise beyond, it seemed to be a classic fantasy inn that also served as a tavern.
Wait, no rooms?

"This is that thing."

Evan looked flustered, but I'd heard about this in my previous life.
When a man and woman arrive together, innkeepers invariably tell the white lie that there's only one room left!

If Evan and I were lovers... ugh, let's not even imagine that.
Anyway, we obviously weren't, so this kindness was unnecessary.

"Excuse me. We're not that kind of relationship. We'd appreciate it if you could just give us two rooms."

I won't forget this kindness, though!

"No, we really only have one room left."

"Eh."

Ch.23 - [Interlude] A Night In One Bed
I woke up in the middle of the night to find that I had fallen asleep next to Evan. The moonlight streaming through the window illuminated his sleeping face.

Chapter 24. A Night in One Bed

First, I want to say this.
I had quite a few friends in my past life.

This was an undeniable, objective fact.
I had connections from my acting career, and relationships built during my relatively dedicated school life.

...Of course, I cut off all those ties after that incident.

Anyway, what I'm trying to say is that I often traveled with those friends and naturally shared rooms with them.

It was the same in high school, and in middle school, there was even an extreme situation where eight of us had to sleep in one room—probably due to some budget embezzlement—but I didn't think much of it besides feeling cramped.

Because we were all the same gender!

Let's think about this logically.
When guys share a room together, who says things like, "I'm too shy to be with so many people..."?

Anyone who says that is clearly abnormal and should promptly be rolled up in a blanket and beaten with sticks.

"......."

"......."

...So what's with this silence now?
Well...

"Ahem......."

".......Hmm"

Ah, right. It's like when you end up sharing a room with a somewhat awkward friend.
So there's absolutely no problem here.

Honestly, having lived as a woman for three years, I might feel some resistance, but at my core, I'm still a healthy Korean man.

I didn't expect there would only be one bed, but sharing a bed with a friend should only cause slight discomfort at most...

"Um, can I shower first?"

"Evan, please...!"

...right?
I shouted at Evan for saying such a thing in this situation.

There's even a shared bathroom in this lodging!

"This can't be happening..."

I simply couldn't believe it.
Of all things, the first inn we arrived at was fully booked.
Of all things, my legs were too damaged to move elsewhere.

So here we were, staying together in the only available room.
And we even had to share the bed.

Evan wouldn't let me sleep on the floor, and as the secretary to a duke's family, I couldn't send him to the floor either.

No, as I've been saying, it's not a problem for me.
I've had plenty of group accommodation experiences.

"......."

But what about Evan sitting awkwardly over there?
While I might define my own identity as male, it would be unreasonable to expect him to see me the same way.

I mean, my outer shell is female, right?

I had no intention of insisting I was a man and risking being seen as a crazy woman—or rather, a crazy man.

Anyway, right now I'm Stella.
And not just any Stella, but the "extremely, very, incredibly beautiful" adult Stella who just turned 20.
Sharing a bed with such a Stella?

No man could resist that. She's his favorite character, after all.

Worries and concerns swirled through my mind.
The timing couldn't be worse—after what happened just hours ago, things were already awkward between us, and now we had to sleep together.
The hurdle was impossibly high.

"Stella, if it's too uncomfortable, I can find another place to stay. I'll be fine."

"...No."

...But if it's Evan.
If it's him, whom I've decided to trust and serve.

I let out a deep sigh.
Then, slowly looking up at Evan, I opened my mouth.

"It's okay... for one night."

Because no matter what, I couldn't be cruel enough to turn away someone who had run around everywhere trying to save me.
And...

Because I had... that much trust in him.

***

Not much time had passed, and from the first floor, voices still faintly reached our room as some people were apparently still drinking.

Naturally, we were both exhausted and went straight to bed after a quick wash, but...

"...You must be tired, so close your eyes."

"...You too."

Maybe it was the unfamiliar sound of someone else's breathing. Or the occasional small warmth felt when we brushed against each other.

Perhaps it was the unusually bright moon and stars in the sky tonight, or simply the extraordinary nature of the situation itself.

We were staring at each other with wide-open eyes.

With eyes already adjusted to the darkness, we gazed at each other as if neither would ever close their eyes unless the other did first.

For quite some time, we remained like that, feeling our hearts race with something that might have been discomfort or tension.

...Indeed, it felt somewhat different from my past life.

Maybe it was because of our relationship as his secretary, or because of the friendship we'd built over the past three years.

Somehow, the emotions I was feeling now, sharing a bed with him, were unlike anything I'd felt before.

"...Today was really tough, wasn't it?"

Confirming that neither of us had any intention of falling asleep, Evan broke the subtle silence.

I was quite grateful for that.
This kind of silence, as I felt earlier, didn't suit us.

"Yes. It really was..."

"Suddenly being sent to the exam site, the competition, the Sword Saint... Is it always this difficult?"

I wonder about that too.
In the original story, things seemed to revolve conveniently around the protagonist.
Despite the fantasy world setting, the early and middle parts flowed like a light romance novel.

I felt somewhat unjustly treated, having gone through all sorts of hardships.

But wait.

"...Did you know that woman was the Sword Saint?"

"Huh? Oh, yes. I heard about it from my father before. That there was someone my age who became a Sword Saint at seventeen."

Well, I confirmed it thanks to your warning.
Evan shrugged as he said that.

No, no, no.

"You knew she was the Sword Saint and still charged at her like that?!"

I exclaimed in astonishment.
The subtle tension and serene atmosphere that had enveloped the room seemed to have vanished instantly.

Evan continued to blink with his usual shameless expression.

"What else could I do? I couldn't run away."

No, seriously, what's with him?
I thought he didn't know she was the Sword Saint because he charged at her almost as fearlessly as when he spars with me.

I mean, even if information about the new Sword Saint was kept secret, the prestige of a Sword Saint in this world was enormous, and logically, no one would charge at such a person like that.

And he didn't just charge at her.

"You knew she was the Sword Saint and still tried to steal from her?!"

"I said I was sorry..."

Evan had even attempted a bold theft against the Sword Saint!

Evan briefly wore a troubled expression, seeming to contemplate something before continuing.
His voice was unusually small.

"Something about seeing you struggle so much just made me angry..."

"...Huh."

Evan trailed off, seemingly embarrassed.

No fair, how am I supposed to respond to that?

"...It's fine. What matters is that we passed."

...And that you weren't hurt.
I swallowed those words without saying them aloud.

What am I doing, finding this guy cute?

Once again, silence briefly filled the room.
Somehow, it wasn't as unbearable as before.

"Tomorrow... let's look around this area."

"...Sure."

The topic of conversation had shifted from yesterday's events to tomorrow's plans.
I slowly nodded at his words.

We had planned to explore the area anyway.

The prospect of touring the academy grounds, which were described in detail in the original story, was certainly exciting.
...And even more so with this goofy guy in front of me.

"Stella, you know a lot about the academy, right? I'll count on you to guide me."

"Do you think I'm your tour guide?"

"But you can do it, can't you?"

"...Of course."

Who do you think I am?
Leave the guiding to your big bro.

I thought this with a slight smile.
Despite being the strongest fighter except for the Sword Saint and having a sharp mind, it was just like Evan to rely on me in a place like this.

...See, nothing's wrong after all.

Evan, as expected, didn't betray my trust.
Talking quietly with him now, I felt a certain comfort.

Like chatting with friends before falling asleep during a school trip?
...No, it was a bit different from that too.

Though I hate to remember it, it was like when he absorbed my mana—a warmth rising around my heart.

"Did you know? We need to buy uniforms from the shops here."

"Ah, right. Do we have enough money?"

"Yes. I brought quite a bit."

"That's my Stella. Then can we also get a new sword?"

"If we don't waste money, it should be possible."

And so we continued.

"Really? My sword is quite worn out. Do you want to get one too, Stella?"

Before we knew it, we had forgotten all awkwardness and silence.

"It might be difficult to purchase one at the academy..."

"Yeah, exactly."

"Yes, I should also..."

"Right. So I..."

Not even noticing that the sounds from outside were gradually fading.

"Tomorrow should be fun... right, Stella...?"

As drowsiness slowly crept in, our voices gradually lowered.

In the end, not even knowing what words we were uttering, we slowly drifted into sleep.

And thus, we concluded our exhausting day.

"Yeah... that's right, Evan."

My body, already pushed to its limits by the entrance exam, surrendered easily to the sudden wave of sleepiness.

And then, darkness.
I fell asleep with a sense of comfort I hadn't felt in a very long time.

"...Huh?"

***

For Evan, today had been an incredibly challenging day.

He had been transported at an unexpected moment and immediately thrown into the exam, then fought with all his might when facing the Sword Saint.

Honestly, while he had put on a brave face in front of Stella, the battle with the Sword Saint had been quite overwhelming for him too.

He had been a little afraid. His heart had pounded heavily.

Naturally, going all out against an opponent who was dozens of moves ahead caused tremendous mental and physical strain.

But he had endured it.
He had reasons why he needed to pass this entrance exam.

One was obviously for his plan.
For a while, that had been his only purpose in life.

And the second was Stella Bell Eckhart.
His secretary who had suddenly entered his life three years ago.

At first, she was just someone he had brought into the ducal family for amusement, or perhaps for his purpose.

But without him even noticing, she had come to occupy so much of his life.

Recognizing this fact was still beyond Evan's capabilities.
Nevertheless, he felt deeply apologetic when lying in the same bed with Stella.

Because of his encounter with the Sword Saint, Stella had fought with all her might and could now barely walk, leaving them with no other options.

Unfortunately, Evan too had used almost all his strength and was on the verge of collapse, but he had genuinely considered moving to another inn.

Fortunately, Stella didn't seem to mind much.

The night spent with Stella was quite comfortable.

Unlike his usual nights of wandering the mansion until dawn, plagued by nightmares.
Just having someone by his side provided great comfort.

Talking until falling asleep, he accepted the slowly encroaching drowsiness.

As they both became drowsy, until they fell asleep.

"Tomorrow should be fun... right, Stella...?"

Really, not a bad night at all.
Evan thought this once more as he accepted the overwhelming sleepiness with those final words.

"Yeah... that's right, Evan."

...It would have been fine, until she responded in that sleepy, husky voice.

"...Huh?"

In that moment, Evan felt as if cold water had been splashed on him, his drowsiness completely vanishing.
Yet, the temperature he felt was closer to heat.

Stella always responded with mostly emotionless formal speech.
At her slightly relaxed voice speaking informally...

"??"

Evan had to feel an unexpected heat in his cheeks and a violent heartbeat.

One that was several times stronger than when he faced the Sword Saint.

"???"

Though he was much quicker-witted than his portrayal in "Academy Survival Guide," he was still a beat slow when it came to important matters.

He was still too unaware to put a name to this emotion.

"?????"

So for now, he could only be confused by this nameless feeling.

A night where comfort, trembling, and confusion coexisted.

That's how their first night sharing a bed passed.

Ch.24 - EP. 2. 2 Date?
The warm spring sunlight gently chased away my sleep. Feeling the light penetrate my skin and tint my vision crimson, I slowly opened my eyelids.

"...Ugh."

The first thing I noticed was pain throughout my entire body. The entrance exam itself had been held in the mountains, and when fleeing from the Sword Saint, I'd been carried at top speed except when we were in planes or cars.

Simply put, I had full-body muscle pain.

My legs, which I'd pumped full of mana, were already in a strange state that couldn't be explained by simple muscle cramps.

"...Eh?"

The next thing I noticed was my current position.

I was lying like a caterpillar burrowed into Evan's embrace. I was even hugging his ribcage down to somewhere around his waist with both arms.

Evan seemed to feel some discomfort from this fact, but not enough to wake him from his fatigue-laden sleep. He remained asleep with his brows slightly furrowed.

"Uh...?"

His heartbeat transmitted to me as vibrations: thump, thump.
And the warmth of another person that I'd forgotten for quite some time.

"Ah, AHHH-!!"

I screamed at the rising heat and jumped out of bed.

The intense pain that followed reminded me that I was suffering from muscle aches, but the current situation was more horrifying than that.

"Mmm... Stella? What's wrong...?"

Evan woke up from my scream and spoke with a voice twice as deep as usual.

Until then, I was still trying to organize my confused thoughts.

Me, being held by a man? Being held?!

At least it seemed like a mistake that happened while sleeping, and Evan didn't seem to know about it. If Evan had woken up first, I might have bitten my tongue and died.

"Stella...?"

"Ah, it's nothing. Yes. Nothing at all."

Knowing Evan's personality, there was no way he wouldn't tease me about this. Or he might suddenly become awkward like yesterday.

Neither option was particularly good.

After making that judgment, I chose to just pretend nothing happened.

This would probably be beneficial for both of us.

"By the way... what time is it now?"

This world did have clock-like devices using mana stones, but they weren't common enough to be installed in guest rooms.

However, judging by the sun's position... it seemed like it was well past noon.

"Lunch... seems a bit late for that."

Evan agreed with my assessment, scratching his messy hair.

*Even like that, he's still handsome.*

I once again felt the unfairness of the world, then started to guess the cause of this situation.

"Evan... don't you usually wake up at dawn? This is unexpected."

It was truly so.
The Evan von Isenberg I knew was a somewhat scary guy who, for at least the past three years, had started his daily routine before sunrise without missing a single day.

Actually, in my case too, due to habits formed during my acting days, I usually woke up before the sun had fully risen...

Somehow, as we talked, my heart felt strangely at ease, and I seemed to have slept more deeply than usual.

"...Ah. I had trouble sleeping yesterday because I was thinking about some... things..."

Evan started to answer my question but trailed off as if remembering something.
...What?

"Ahem, anyway, we decided to look around, right? Let's go out now."

At least we hadn't slept in so much that we'd wasted the entire day. When I spoke with that intention, Evan yawned and said, as if he really had trouble sleeping:

"Yawn... I'm tired, why don't we just go back to sleep...?"

Evan started to burrow back under the blanket.

Honestly, I too was tempted by that offer since my fatigue wasn't completely gone, but if we slept any more, who knew what disaster might await when we woke up.

"No. Let's go."

"Ugh..."

So I steeled my resolve and spoke firmly. Evan looked really tired, but well.

Isn't this also part of a secretary's job?
And I was looking forward to exploring the grounds.

***

Under the bright early afternoon sun.
Eventually overcoming his drowsiness, Evan and I were able to explore the shopping district.

"I felt it yesterday too, but this place is bigger than I expected."

"It has almost as much history as the Academy itself."

This was the Academy grounds' village-sized shopping district, called the Duncan District, named after the first person who set up shop here to sell to students.

Apparently, he had a showdown with the Academy's third principal, or so the story goes. I'm not sure if it's true.

Anyway, this period—when new students couldn't go home and had to stay cooped up in their dormitories—was one of the district's peak prosperity seasons.

The bustling energy of the street, no different from my previous life, proved it.

"Wow, are all these people new students like us?"

"I believe some current students are mixed in as well."

Apparently, it was a time-honored tradition for older students to pretend to be freshmen and observe them. Honestly, it just looked like veterans checking out newbies to me.

Looking at it that way, most of the people passing by were Academy students.

Evan and I spent time looking at various shops.

The afternoon sunlight and the excitement of the new students created a positive atmosphere on their own, making me feel quite happy.

It had been a while since I'd gone out with a friend, so I was a bit worried, but Evan accompanied me with his usual bright smile.

Students occasionally glanced at us. Perhaps it was rare to see just two people walking together like this.

"By the way, there are already many people wearing uniforms."

"Hmm, indeed."

Whether they couldn't contain their excitement and visited clothing stores in the morning, some students were already wearing their uniforms before the entrance ceremony.

And then there were those looking at them with sticky gazes... Well, let's ignore that.

"We might have an easier time than expected since most people have already purchased theirs."

I was a bit worried about crowds since uniforms were essential before enrollment, but thinking about it, it was already lunchtime.

In this strange world that somehow surpassed the Industrial Revolution era in certain technological aspects, uniforms could be tailored immediately after taking measurements.

"The uniforms... should be available if we turn right over there."

"Let's get them quickly and go eat something..."

Evan hurried his steps, apparently hungry.

The clothing store we arrived at, guided by the map in my head, looked quite stylish, perhaps due to the surrounding interior.

The flower bed placed in front of the door was filled with colorful flowers, and the light cutting diagonally through, obscured by other buildings, also seemed intentionally arranged that way.

*Just like the original description.*

Other large clothing stores also sold uniforms, but the original female lead chose this place. There was no special reason; she just liked the feel of it.

"Welcome!"

When we opened the door and entered, a bright blonde girl greeted us. She looked quite young but was clearly the manager of this store.

"You're here for uniforms, right?"

"Yes. Please help this person first."

"Of course! Oh my, what a handsome customer. This will be a pleasure to tailor."

The manager smiled as brightly as her hair and said that, then pulled Evan away.

...I've never heard anyone say that about me.

Feeling a strangely rising irritation at the unfair lookism, I waited for Evan's tailoring to finish.

After some time passed, Evan appeared wearing his uniform quite stylishly. Despite the pre-made adjustable approach, I didn't expect it to be this quick.

"Hmm, what do you think, Stella? Not bad, right?"

Evan asked with a smile. I was a bit annoyed at his usual playful tone, but...

"It suits you well. Must be because you're a good clothes hanger."

I simply affirmed it because it really wasn't bad.

Tall stature, broad back, pale skin contrasting with the dark uniform.

Wow. Even the nationally beloved male actors I occasionally met on set weren't this good-looking.

I guess to claim even a supporting male lead role in a novel, you need to be at least this handsome.

The real horror is that this is just him after washing his face and combing his hair. I... couldn't look that good even with basic makeup on set...

"Uh, huh? Th-thank you."

"...Why are you so surprised?"

Evan seemed startled that I complimented him so readily and stammered in confusion. Was I usually that stingy with compliments?

"...No, just. It felt 'sincere'."

"...? Yes. It is sincere."

When have you ever seen me give empty compliments? I always speak the truth, okay?

"Hmm~."

As Evan and I were having this incomprehensible conversation, I could feel the owner watching us with a grin.

Was there something funny about our conversation?

"Now let me take the lady's measurements!"

Perhaps sensing my gaze, the manager quickly grabbed my arm and pulled me away.

Hey, wait.
What's so funny?

Hey!

***

The uniform tailoring ended faster than I expected. Getting clothes fitted for a woman's body was still something I couldn't get used to.

I, um. Stella's body overflowed with feminine charm, so most things suited her well.

The uniform-style outfit with a dark navy base and gold accents matched Secretary Stella very well, as I had felt from the original illustrations.

"Wow! The clothes look amazing on you too, miss! I've never seen pants suit a woman so well before."

The Academy allowed female students to choose between pants and skirts for their uniforms, probably due to the high proportion of combat education, and I naturally chose the familiar pants.

In my previous life, it was such a familiar outfit that I didn't feel any particular excitement, but seeing it on Stella's body...

"Oh."

I realized that with a shell like Stella's, even just wearing pants could be provocative. As expected of my favorite character.

I'm absolutely not saying this because she's my favorite character.

"Y-you look good, Stella."

As proof, even Evan froze for a few seconds when he saw me fully fitted in the uniform before stammering out a compliment.

The Academy uniforms in the novel were quite pretty, but walking around in them might attract attention from suspiciously suspicious seniors, so unfortunately, I changed back into my original clothes.

Evan seemed somewhat disappointed.

"Shall we go get something to eat now?"

"Yes. I'm hungry! Finally."

Although lunchtime had passed, we were very hungry since we'd skipped breakfast. By now, the time was approaching sunset.

The sky, mixed with pastel pink and blue tones, spread a dreamlike atmosphere unique to this time of day, gently illuminating the ground.

Receiving that lingering light. Feeling the still-warm energy of the streets.

Exchanging light conversation with Evan, I prepared to conclude today's... outing.

*By the way...*

I hadn't encountered any of the original characters. Except for Erhen, who was probably camping in the surrounding forest due to miscalculating her expenses, most should be here.

Well, there was no description in the original work of Stella and Evan meeting anyone at this point, so this is probably correct.

Just as I was feeling satisfied with the peace that had come after such a long time...

"Kyaaa!! It's a pickpocket!"

"...?!"

"...Pickpocket?"

A woman's scream was heard from somewhere.
...Pickpocket? Here?

As Evan and I looked at each other in confusion, a man wearing a black mask pushed past between us.

"Wh-what?"

"...It seems to be that person."

No, seriously. A pickpocket in the Academy grounds, where the Empire's highest-level knights and wizard cadets are everywhere?

Unless they were a drug addict or mentally ill, no one would even think of attempting it.

"Should I catch him?"

"...I suppose so."

It felt a bit like seeing a friend being pulled away while playing, but Evan was fast if nothing else. He could probably catch the thief efficiently.

*Tap!*

With the sound of kicking the ground, Evan disappeared from my sight. I ran toward where the sound had first come from.

"My bag-!"

The woman who had screamed about being pickpocketed was looking at the fleeing thief with teary eyes.

"Oh."

And seeing her, I couldn't help but feel as if my breath had stopped. A shiver close to a thrill violently scraped down my spine.

Pure white wavy long hair and mysterious ash-gray eyes that shone like the moon itself.

Delicate features that felt sacred beyond mere beauty.

"Oh no."

The most unpredictable person even among the abnormal characters in the original work, the actual predecessor of the Moonlight Church.

The "real" Saintess who appeared after hundreds of years, with that grand name.

"Ah, hello? Did you perhaps... see the person who took my bag...?"

"Uh, I, I..."

Cloria, the Saintess of the Full Moon.

The biggest mystery in the original work.

An unpredictable madwoman.

The person I wanted to avoid the most, even more than the Sword Saint.

Meeting my highest-priority person to be wary of.

"No, please."

Forget the pickpocket, come back, Evan.

...Please!

Ch.25 - EP. 2.5 Full Moon
Chapter 26. Full Moon

Q. Where do you get your ideas from, author?

A. I write what comes to me in dreams!! I'm such a lazy author!!


Q. What happened to Evan's mother?

A. She left Evan when he was 12!! Anything more would be a spoiler!!


Q. AuthorYouWillWriteAStellaSideStoryThat'sWhatI'mCountingOnSomeReadersHaveBeenSayingTheRecentChaptersAreDeathFlags...

A. ......


Q. Why is the mana concentration so high in the forest that appeared in the entrance exam and midterm? Is it just a MacGuffin?

A. Sharp question!! Unfortunately, anything more would be a spoiler!!!!!!!!!!

.
.
.

Q. Is Cloria really a Saintess? What kind of influence will the Moonlight Church have on the story going forward?

A. That's a spoiler.


Q. What are Cloria's true intentions?

A. That's a spoiler.


Q. What plans does Cloria have?

A. That's a spoiler.


Q. Is what we saw in the recent chapter Cloria's true self? The character seems too unpredictable.

A.

.

.

.

That's a spoiler.


***

From the moment I first entered this world—or more precisely, from the moment I decided to serve Evan as my lord and follow the main storyline even a little—

I established rules that I absolutely had to follow to survive in this world.

1. Don't lose my identity or fall in love with a man.

...This is too obvious to be important, but I set it because of the influence of a few gender-bender stories I read in my previous life.
Anyway, let's skip this one.

2. Don't twist the early events.

Unfortunately, this one couldn't be kept.
At the end of the entrance exam, due to an unexpected accident causing an intelligence issue, the disaster of Evan becoming the second best student happened out of nowhere.

3. Don't have significant contact with or antagonize the Sword Saint.

This one wasn't kept either.
Of course, I know we'll have to face off someday, and most of my plans are built around that, but that wasn't supposed to be now.

And the most important rule, positioned at number 0:

0. Don't oppose, or even make contact with, the Saintess.

There are a few more rules, but right now, except for number 1, they're all about to be broken.

Actually, Evan becoming second best? I can somehow cover that.
According to the original story, the Sword Saint and the protagonist have plenty of points of contact anyway.

Antagonizing the Sword Saint?
Though swiping the orb at the end is a bit concerning, the Sword Saint fundamentally respected the strong.

And above all, I've completed character analyses for all of them in my mind.

By recalling the original story and thoroughly analyzing the characters I need to act around, I can generally predict which direction things will go even if some variables change.

In other words, these are variables I can control to some extent.

But.

"Ah, I haven't introduced myself. I am from the Moonlight Church..."

The Saintess.
Yes. This Saintess is the one I couldn't analyze at all.

She remains the biggest mystery among readers even in the original story.

What are her true intentions?

What drives her actions?

How much of what she shows is genuine?

I can't see the end.
Neither her temperament, her true nature, nor her personal strength.

None of it can be grasped. In other words...

"A joker card."

Anyway, whether I intended it or not, I've encountered the Saintess.
Once Evan went to catch the pickpocket, it was unreasonable to pretend not to notice.

So then.

-Tick, tock.

"Oh, could you be the Saintess?! It's such an honor to meet you!"

I display manufactured surprise and bewilderment.

In the original story, the Moonlight Church is essentially the only religion, believed by a third of the Empire.

"Ahaha, thank you. Are you a believer?"

"Ah, I'm not, but... I've always admired your noble conduct that I've heard so much about!"

"Oh my, really?"

"I knew from the newspapers that you were enrolling in the Academy, but I never expected to meet you so soon...!"

With the birth of a "real" Saintess for the first time in hundreds of years, the Moonlight Church's authority has grown even greater.

So even for someone who doesn't believe in the Moonlight Church, this would be the appropriate reaction.
I couldn't appear strange or fall out of favor in any way.

Things had already gone awry, but given the situation, I needed to leave the faintest impression possible and disappear from her attention.

I deliberately ignored the alarm bells of survival ringing loudly in my head and began my act.

"By the way... what brings you here, Saintess?"

"Ah... embarrassingly, I was distracted and had valuable items confiscated from thieves stolen from me again..."

"...Thieves? Is it something important?"

The Saintess had items 'confiscated' from thieves?
In my opinion, this was clearly something the Saintess had personally seized.

No matter how unpredictable her character might be, even at minimum estimation, she had enough power for that.

The question was what someone as well-provided as the Saintess would want to take from mere thieves...

"Yes... I was happy thinking about using it for a good cause..."

"...Don't worry. The person accompanying me went to catch that thief!"

While pretending to be a freshman burning with righteousness, I was frantically thinking inside.

"An important item?"

It sounded even more suspicious when the Saintess said it like that.
Even thieves have common sense and survival instincts.

Despite having their belongings taken, to come back for something held by the Moonlight Church's only Saintess, in a place crawling with Academy freshmen?

Again, unless they were mentally ill or drug addicts...

Unless they were...

...

......

.........Drug addicts?

"S-Saintess. This might be impertinent, but... perhaps the confiscated item is..."

"Ah, it's a pile of powder the color of dried leaves... When inhaled, it makes you feel wonderfully high!"

"W-what were you planning to use it for..."

Cold sweat ran down my back.
No, that's clearly—!

"It's drugs!"

Drugs existed in this world too.
Not just in the basic form of extracting components from narcotic plants, but in an advanced form that used alchemy to enhance the effects.

I knew this because in the original story, there was an episode about tracking down the source when these substances circulated in the academy.
What the Saintess was describing was, by anyone's standards, clearly drugs.

And the same drugs that caused such trouble in the original story.

"Wait, why does she even know how it feels when inhaled?!"

The people of this world aren't stupid.
Of course the concept of drugs exists and is prohibited by imperial law.
A Saintess of a religious order would certainly know this.

"What would I use it for? I personally... Ah, no! I was going to donate it to the orphanage owned by our order."

Don't correct it like it was a slip of the tongue.
And that's even more problematic than using it personally.

"...The orphanage?"

"Um, yes. That's right!"

I pretended to show tremendous interest and concern about this fact.
Honestly, I wanted to run away immediately, but.

"Our order provides much support to orphans, but children who must face the world without parents still find it hard to smile. However, with that powder, they could live much happier lives. Children's smiles are valued highly even in the Moonlight Church. Yes, hehe. That's the reason."

As the Saintess spoke, she seemed to find her own words convincing and gradually adopted a noble air with a solemn expression.

The way her eyes welled up when talking about the children didn't seem like an act to me.

And that fact filled me with tremendous fear.

I wanted to curse and run away to escape on Evan's back, but with a poker face like steel, different words came out of my mouth.

"As expected of the Saintess! I, Stella, am deeply moved!"

"Hehe. It's not something to be so admired for."

Of course not, you crazy woman.
Such words rose to the tip of my tongue, but what I showed was a bright smile and eyes full of respect.

I was genuinely drawing on greater acting skills than when I deceived the Sword Saint.

The Sword Saint was just physically unbeatable; her temperament was actually somewhat dull.
I even thought it would be better to let Evan drain my mana one more time than spend this horrifying time with such an unpredictable woman.

"EvanpleaseEvanpleaseEvanplease."

I felt it when reading the original story, but facing the real-life Saintess made her already incomprehensible character seem even more scattered in all directions.

I had the ability to vaguely see through others' acts.
From what I could tell, the Saintess was currently expressing 100% pure genuine feelings.
The problem was that I couldn't predict when or how these genuine feelings might change.

To put it bluntly, I wouldn't be able to notice if the woman in front of me suddenly summoned a holy spear and stabbed me in the abdomen.
That was why the Saintess before me was my greatest object of caution.

I could only hope that Evan would quickly capture or slaughter the pickpocket and return soon.

And as if my wish was granted, I saw Evan in the distance, dragging the pickpocket along.

I'm saved! Once Evan arrives, this situation will somehow...

-And the first target for him is...

Some, how...




"I will completely change the Empire with my own hands. And the first target for that is those who worship that cursedly bright moon."




A cold shudder ran down my spine.

"Wait."

In the sudden situation and confusion, I had forgotten one fact.
No, I hadn't forgotten it, but I failed to connect it with what was happening before my eyes.

The House of Isenberg, and among them, Evan von Isenberg...

"Just a minute."

The fact that he despises the Moonlight Church to the point of hatred.

Focusing on the keyword "Saintess," I hadn't recalled that Evan would never accept a Saintess of the Moonlight Church gracefully.

"...Shit!"

I shouldn't have let them meet.

A man who despises the Moonlight Church like mad, and the embodiment of that same Moonlight Church, no matter how uncharacteristic she might be.

I had absolutely no desire to experiment and see what chemical reaction might occur when those two connected.

"Um, Saintess? I'm really sorry, but..."

I was about to say I needed to leave and drag Evan in the opposite direction, but.

"Stella! I caught him! This is the person who was pickpocketed...?"

...My opponent was superhuman.
A monster who had transcended human limitations by strengthening his body with mana.

"Oh my."

Of course, my perception couldn't keep up.
From the moment I recognized him approaching in the distance, he was already practically right in front of me.

"...You have a face I've seen somewhere before."

Evan's usually smiling expression hardened, and a cold frost settled in those crimson eyes.

"Ah."

Seeing an expression of Evan's I'd never witnessed before, I gulped.

What should I do now?

Ch.26 - EP. 2.5 Acquaintance
Three years ago.
Back when we didn't fully trust each other yet.

I asked him.
What plans did he have that were worth taking in someone like me?

And he answered.

"I'm going to completely change this entire empire with my own hands."

I couldn't feel his usual excessive passion and lightness.
Under the intensely blue night sky, only those crimson eyes burned brightly.

He raised his head to look at the moon.
The blue light, far more dazzling than the real moon, seemed colder than a winter lake.

"And the first targets for that are those who worship that damn bright moon."

And just like the moonlight, his target was clear.

Those who proclaim the eternity of this bright moon.
The culprits of this blue night sky.

The Moonlight Church.

A major religious organization on this continent that was featured prominently in the novel because of Saintess Cloria.

He had declared that he would oppose the continent's only religion with his own hands.

"...Are you serious?"

I knew.
What kind of reputation the Moonlight Church had in the original story.

How much more powerful they would become with the recent appearance of a Saintess chosen by the Main God.

And what about that Saintess?
Wasn't she the biggest mystery and plot hook in the story, satisfying curiosity whenever she appeared?

There was even a hint that her barely glimpsed power rivaled that of the Sword Saint.

"Of course."

Despite all that, the person before me answered without hesitation, as always.
And then as now, I was weak to such conviction.

"...Well, I guess there's no helping it."

"Will you be okay with that? I mean..."

I had promised, though not as strongly as now.

To follow him.
To execute whatever he supervised.

"If I said I was scared, would you let me go?"

"Of course not."

He said with a smile.
See? Then why even ask?
I stared at him with that complaint in my eyes.

He opened his mouth with a faint smile.

"So, will you help me?"

To him, who declared he would erase the moon while bathed in moonlight.
To me, who was already bound to serve him, there was only one possible answer.

"As you command."

Of course, there couldn't be any other.

I was going to use him to survive.
So I had to be prepared to be used in return.

Having already made that commitment,
I didn't try to dig into the hatred hidden behind those impassive eyes.

We weren't that close, and I had no intention of becoming so.

I simply etched it into my heart.
His enemies were now my enemies too.

***

Well, damn it.
After making such a commitment, how could I forget?

I seriously began to wonder if a side effect of mana rejection was decreased intelligence.

First I took the Sword Saint's orb and submitted it directly, then I crawled into Evan's bed at night. Now, despite feeling life-threatening danger and panic, I'd forgotten about the hostility of a comrade I'd been with for three years.

*This is probably...*

I've gotten complacent.
Being around Evan involuntarily relaxes me because of my past life memories.

And that careless attitude led to this situation.

"Oh my, hello. You're the one who caught the pickpocket, aren't you?"

The Saintess smiled cheerfully, completely oblivious.
Meanwhile, Evan just barely lifted the corners of his mouth while staring at her with cold eyes.

To make matters worse, he was holding the miserable-looking, half-broken pickpocket in his hand, which only added to the effect.

To others, this might look like a heartwarming encounter between someone who caught a thief and the victim of the theft, but...

*...What should I do?*

To me, knowing the circumstances, it looked like a powder keg about to explode.

Of course, Evan was a reasonable person in most situations, and he wouldn't suddenly start cursing at the Saintess, but...

*The problem is the Saintess.*

I don't know how she might suddenly change if Evan does anything even slightly irritating.

I started racking my brain.

*What do I do? What do I do? Should I just grab Evan and run? No, what excuse would I give? That I didn't want to see him talking to another woman?*

...Not a bad idea, actually?

While I was considering how to separate them somehow...

"You're the Saintess, aren't you? It's an honor to meet you."

Evan greeted the Saintess with his usual bright smile.
...Huh?

"My, I'm flattered that so many people recognize me."

"You're the 'real' Saintess who has appeared after hundreds of years... It's my honor to help you!"

"Hehe. You recovered my important item, so I should be the one thanking you."

I was momentarily confused by the unexpected situation, but soon realized what was happening and felt relieved.

Evan spent most of his time wearing that bright and energetic mask.

Having done similar acting for a long time myself, I could tell that Evan was just acting as usual.

Cheerful and passionate.
Just like I had seen him in the novel.

*I should have trusted him!*

I mentally apologized for assuming Evan wouldn't respond politely to the Saintess and applauded his acting.

He was also someone for whom acting had become second nature.
Of course he wouldn't do anything rash to the Saintess.

*...Though he doesn't seem to act that way when talking to me.*

Well, I suppose that means we've gotten close.

I sent Evan a relieved look.
His grin seemed to say, "What did you think I was going to do?"

"So, what should we do with this pickpocket? I can hand him over to the guards."

Evan smiled kindly as he made the suggestion to the Saintess.
However, the Saintess declined with a benevolent smile, shaking her head.

"No, I couldn't possibly. You've already helped me so much. Please hand him over to me, and I'll take care of it personally."

"But..."

Evan looked at the Saintess with a seemingly worried expression.
Wow, look at that disgusting act.

...I'm not one to talk, am I?

"Hehe... I'm also an Academy freshman, you know?"

The Saintess covered her mouth and laughed as she said that.

That was true. Someone of her status could have simply enrolled, but she insisted on taking the entrance exam.

According to the original story, she wanted to "experience the thrill"?
Of course, I can't verify that.

Anyway, Evan handed the thief over to her.

"Thank you so much for your help today. May the blessing of the White Night be upon you."

The Saintess expressed her gratitude, promised to repay our kindness someday, said her goodbyes, and left dragging the thief along.

Despite her appearance, she must have had considerable strength, as she effortlessly pulled the thief with one hand, drawing quite a bit of attention.

As the Saintess walked away, grew smaller, and finally disappeared into a tiny dot...

Once I was certain that even Erhen couldn't possibly see me anymore...

"...Haaah...! Phew...!"

Only then could I finally exhale the breath I'd been holding.
I was seriously, seriously, seriously so nervous.

Why, why is this happening, really?
Apart from meeting Erhen before the entrance exam, I've now met the Sword Saint and the Saintess... it feels like I've met all the people I should have avoided.

I just wanted to maintain something close to the original plot, at least in the beginning...!

"Are you okay, Stella?"

Evan asked me as I was sweating profusely.
His low voice suggested he wasn't in the best mood.

"...What about you?"

I asked him in return.
From what I'd observed over the past three years, Evan wasn't someone who could face a representative of the Moonlight Church and remain so calm.

Especially... the Saintess.

"Hmm, are you worried about me?"

"No. How could I be?"

I immediately made my face expressionless and retorted at his suddenly playful tone.
Seriously, is that what you say after making someone so nervous?

After a moment of silence,
Evan spoke to me quietly again.

"...I'm sorry. For making you worry."

"...Hmph."

You should be, you jerk.
I shot him a look that conveyed those words.

Honestly, I was a little—really, just a tiny bit—worried.

I don't know the details, but someone like Evan wouldn't hate a religion without reason; there must be a cause.

So even though it was acting, he seemed too normal, which is why I asked.

It's a bit troublesome if he sees that as some kind of affectionate concern.

"Let's go get something to eat. I'm really feeling lightheaded."

"Yeah, let's do that!"

One way or another, he was a lord who gave me a lot to worry about.

And so, my first encounter with the Saintess ended in a relatively mild manner.
Someday... we might have to clash.

But if possible, I don't want that. Such an unpredictable character is the worst, both as someone to act against or to face.

The absolute worst.

***

"Hmm~ Hmm~"

In an alley somewhere on the Academy grounds.
A pure white girl hummed as she walked through the darkness, ill-matched with her surroundings.

Like the moon shining in darkness, the surrounding gloom seemed to accentuate her bizarre brightness.

"Let... let me go..."

Only the thief in her grasp, who had tried to retrieve his stolen goods, resisted that brightness.

"Hmm... why are you like this? I even healed your wounds."

Though he had suffered various minor injuries when subdued by Evan, now those wounds were gone so completely that they might never have existed.

A privilege of Moonlight Church believers.
The use of divine power with healing properties.

"Well, since we've met, let me just ask one thing. Do you have more of that drug?"

The Saintess asked the kneeling thief with a smile that looked more compassionate than anyone else's in this world.
To an observer, it might have looked like a holy scene of mercy being shown to a vagrant.

"No, no!! Why are you even looking for that stuff?!"

"For the prosperity of our Moonlight Church, of course!"

The Church is benefiting greatly from it, and my happiness surely helps the organization too.

The Saintess continued smiling as she answered the thief who was shouting in frustration.

"Besides, it has fewer side effects than what you people use!"

That was why the Saintess confiscated drugs from manufacturers whenever she encountered them.

Divine power expelled all harmful influences from the body, including the toxins from various drugs.

"It's what you call pleasure without responsibility!"

Isn't that the right phrase to use?
The thief felt genuinely disturbed watching the Saintess tilt her head innocently as she questioned herself.

He remembered once reading about the first Saintess in hundreds of years in the newspaper and vaguely admiring her.
But her true nature was far removed from what he had imagined.

Really, far too different.

"Okay, okay? Please, I'm begging you, let me go...!"

The thief sensed from his long experience as a criminal.
This was not someone who could be swayed by appeals for mercy.

He should have been more assertive.

"...Why are you trembling like that? I don't want to do anything to you, you know?"

The Saintess's words were true for now.
She didn't want to use force against someone weak who was trembling before her.

Above all, the Saintess wanted to hide her power.
If everyone knew her true strength, it was obvious that fun incidents—like the thief blindly attacking her—would decrease significantly.

"If you go around talking about this, it won't end well for you. Not that you'd believe me."

With a snap, the rope binding the thief's body broke.
The thief ran away without looking back.

Like someone given a new life, there was something almost reverent in his frantic running.

And seeing this, the Saintess...

"Oh, that's annoying."

[Holy Chant: Summon]

-Slash!

She cut off the thief's head in one stroke.

"Why are you running so excitedly?!"

The Saintess shouted at the thief's body and head as he fell without even a death cry, his vocal cords severed.
While she had to maintain dignity and walk gracefully everywhere, what made this man so excited?

The Saintess was genuinely curious.
And then, as always, she immediately realized what she'd done.

"...I'm sorry. I got angry for a moment. Even summoned a holy spear."

What she held in her hand was a spear of light.
More precisely, it was a weapon manifested from divine power.
The physical manipulation of divine power was something that even high-ranking priests struggled with, yet for her, it was something she could do in a fit of anger.

"...I should really fix this temperament."

But tomorrow would probably be the same.
Lamenting this, the Saintess placed the thief's head near the neck of his body.

"I'm sorry. You must have been very surprised. I'll regenerate you quickly."

She truly had no intention of killing her opponent.
And she felt genuinely sorry about it.
Even she would find having her head cut off quite painful, so what about an ordinary person?

Thinking this, the Saintess infused divine power into the severed area.

[I beseech the Main God. Look upon us like the light of the White Night, and give us weak ones the strength to look up at the sky again...]

As massive divine power surged, the thief's cleanly severed neck was attached without a single line, as if it had never been cut.

"......Ah."

And the Saintess had to realize her mistake again.
Upon reflection, even if the neck was reattached and healed, the life that had fled wouldn't return.

All she had created was an immaculate corpse.

"...So that only works for me."

The Saintess marveled at this new discovery and propped the man who had given her this insight against an alley wall.

Then she bowed to the corpse and prayed.

"Main God, grant this lamb peace."

By that point, the thief's eyes seemed to sparkle in the Saintess's vision as he sat leaning against the alley wall.

Of course, in reality, it was just the changing angle of the sun reflecting in the corpse's eyes, but that wasn't the Saintess's concern.

I've led another one to repentance today.
Feeling somewhat satisfied, the Saintess finished her prayer and cheerfully left the alley.

The sunset was approaching.
For her, it was just another day like any other.

*

Those relatively peaceful days flew by like an arrow.

Before we knew it, the Academy's entrance ceremony was approaching.
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Chapter 28. Purpose, Plan, and

"So, what's your purpose and plan?"

After getting fitted for uniforms, having a new sword made, engraving formulas on the sword, eating meals, returning to the dormitory, and sleeping.

After several leisurely days like this, the entrance ceremony day finally arrived.

"Please... how on earth do I tie this necktie?"

The morning was like any other.
I fixed Evan's strangely tangled necktie, and as usual, he looked down at me with an awkward smile.

It had become a sort of routine.
When this moment ended, we would truly have to head to the Academy.

"The uniform suits you well. Though I've seen it once before."

"...Yes, it suits you too, Evan. Though I've seen it once before."

I don't know how it appeared to Evan, but seeing both of us in uniform heightened my tension.

After all, it was recreating the exact illustration from the original novel.

Of course, the essence was completely different from what I had seen in my previous life.
Still, I couldn't help feeling strange about it.

"Evan, my plan is..."

"Don't act like you know too much, don't reveal our relationship. Right?"

"...Yes. Please."

As we approached the moment, I grew a bit anxious and spent quite some time reviewing our plans, checking if anything was missed.
Now it was truly time to set out.

"Well, shall we go?"

A passionate and boisterous supporting male lead and a secretary devoted only to him.

No.
A man pretending to be cheerful and a transmigrator pretending to be his secretary.

The Academy journey was about to begin.


***

The entrance ceremony was held in the auditorium of the Academy's Main Building.
Even though it was on the same Academy grounds as our lodgings, it was so vast that we needed to take a carriage.

"There are... so many people."

As we reached the Academy's massive main gate, students in uniforms were packed densely.

Having taken the entrance exam in the forest, many students seemed nervous seeing the Academy for the first time, some even trembling.

*This is nothing to be surprised about yet.*

Initially closer to a military academy preparing for war with the North, this Academy had firmly established itself as the continent's finest educational institution over nearly 200 years since the war.

The main building beyond this entrance would, according to the novel's description, be so massive that it would put any noble's castle to shame.

"...So this is how big the Academy is."

Even Evan couldn't hide his admiration for the irrationally vast and large Academy buildings.

After passing through the enormous entrance, crossing the wide grassy area used for group training matches, the massive botanical garden for alchemists' harvesting, and the training ground lined with automata from the opposite continent...

We finally reached the Academy's Main Castle.
Like the massive spires I'd seen during European travels in my previous life, its top soared so high it made my neck ache.

Though I'd seen it countless times as illustrations in my previous life and as reference images in this world, seeing it in person was completely different in its imposing presence.

Upon entering the building, we were immediately guided by the staff.
Following their directions, we arrived at a hall as massive as the building itself.

Rows of chairs were densely arranged—the venue for the entrance ceremony.

Since we seemed to have arrived rather late, many chairs were already filled.

"I'll go ahead."

"Yes. Don't be nervous."

"Of course."

As the second-best student, Evan had to take an oath or something similar.
So I was left alone looking for a seat when...

"Oh, Miss Stella!!"

From among the crowd, amid all those people, came an unmistakably bright voice.

"...Erhen."

"There's an empty seat next to me! Here! Here!"

The elf, already eye-catching due to her appearance, jumped up and down waving her hands, naturally drawing many gazes.

Wait, wasn't she supposed to have a different personality?
In the original work, she was chic despite being a bit clumsy, wasn't she?

For a moment I considered putting on a poker face and pretending not to know her, but considering the help she gave me during the fight with the Sword Saint, that didn't seem right, so I obediently sat next to her.

"We meet again like this!"

"...Good to see you."

"Yes! But the gentleman you came with...?"

Erhen brightly accepted my greeting while hitting the most sensitive point.

...It would be impossible to completely hide it from her.
After all, she saw us ride the same carriage and fight together.

"...It seems you didn't hear the academic results. Evan, I mean, he went to take the oath as the second-best student."

"Wow, really?"

"I knew he seemed strong when he dealt with those thieves!"
Erhen said, her eyes sparkling.
She must be among the top students in Class A herself, yet she had such admiring eyes.

Anyway, as I chatted with Erhen while waiting for the new students to arrive, I noticed the candles around us starting to go out one by one.

"Oh? The lights are going out."

As it became almost completely dark and students began to murmur, there was a sudden "pop" sound, and only the stage area lit up, revealing someone.

Gray hair that contrasted with his relatively young appearance of about mid-40s.

It was Ovelin Brooks, the 27th Principal of the Academy.

[Welcome, new students.]

A deep, resonant voice that echoed throughout the spacious hall, presumably to reach everyone.

As countless students held their breath in concentration, I took a deep breath and watched.

Finally.
After going through so many incidents and hardships, finally.

I had reached the Academy.
With such sentiments, I looked at Elysee and Evan standing at the corner of the stage.

Perhaps he had been watching me, as Evan's eyes met mine for a moment.
Then Evan gave a slight smile.

To me, it seemed like a declaration of the beginning of our plan.

"...Yes, Evan."

My plan starts now.
As I muttered this, I recalled the time when we first had this conversation.

Back to the moment when I first revealed my purpose to him.

To the moment when I declared the plan that I would have to maintain until I could break from the original story.


***


"So, what's your purpose and plan?"

After hearing Evan's purpose to deal with the Moonlight Church, Evan asked me in return.

While I volunteered to be his secretary, which I had previously refused.
He asked what plan I wanted to achieve while helping him.

At that moment, I sensed it.
It was time to reveal my plan.

Although I didn't have a clear plan established yet, I vaguely had something in mind.

"Purpose and plan, you say..."

After being kidnapped by Kinahan, the Northern spy, one question remained indelible in my mind.

A question that seemed odd when reading the original work, but grew even stranger in this world that had become reality.

*What is Stella's true identity?*

Stella from the original work.
Appearing with Evan in the early parts, she left little impression beyond being the party's mage character.

As the story progressed, she accumulated some narrative by being attached to the supporting male lead, but it was something you'd miss unless you paid attention.

Only at the very end was it revealed that the Northerners showed excessive aggression toward Stella, and she died in the Northern snow.

The Stella I experienced in this world.
Due to the minor difference of not contracting with Evan, the Northern spy broke the identity he had maintained for years and forcibly kidnapped her.

Even going so far as to place her in the high position of High Priestess.


Now, to consolidate—

Stella has some connection with the Northerners, which in my case as Stella resulted in forced kidnapping, but in the original timeline became a threat that led to her death.

—That's what it comes down to.

I could sense something here.
But it wasn't proven yet.

The final piece that would form the foundation of my plan.

The certainty that I could act as perfect bait.

"Evan, do you know?"

"...Know what?"

Surprisingly, that final piece was easy to fit.
If we're talking about timing... after deciding to become his secretary, when I briefly returned to the Marquisate to pack my things.

*...Father, this large frame.*

*Ah, as you know, the frame was worn out. But it contains an image of our family, so we can't leave it like this.*

*Family, photo?*

"In certain Northern tribes... when selecting a High Priestess, they cut off the right arm and bury it. To see if she can be chosen."

"...What?"

*Mother in the painting, her arm...*

*Ah... Your mother asked the painter to capture her exactly as she was. What did she call it...*

The answer was close by.

*The pride of her homeland?*

The moment I saw that family photo.
The moment I laid eyes on Stella's mother without her right arm.
The moment I saw her with lavender hair just like Stella's, all the puzzle pieces fit together.

*
The voice belonged to Gilbert Eckhart.
A monster who subjugated the Northern border with just himself and a few hundred troops.
*

*
Stella's father was barely mentioned in the novel except that he lost his wife early after the Northern subjugation.
*

*
He seemed to hesitate as if chewing on words he shouldn't say.

"About your mother..."

"...?"

Mother? Stella's mother?
When I couldn't find the intention in the Marquis's words and became confused, the Marquis shook his head and continued.

"...... No, no, I'm sorry for saying strange things. That's something he should handle."
*

*
Cover your ears, Priestess-to-be. Breaking barrier magic is loud.
*

*
Even if there are specific conditions, they wouldn't be so narrow as to require kidnapping a guest of the Marquisate in the middle of the night.
Then it's likely they targeted me from the beginning.
*

*
"That's right. Because of the contract, someone who has made a contract cannot become a High Priestess."
*

*
But how did Gilbert know that?
He doesn't seem to have told even the supporting male lead that the spy was one of the Children of the Snowy Mountain.

Well, being knowledgeable about the North, he must have had some way...right?
*

Looking back, the answer was obvious.
Stella's mother was the High Priestess of the Children of the Snowy Mountain.

The reason Stella was killed in the North in the original work was because she was a High Priestess who had made a contract.

The reason I was kidnapped was because I was a Priestess-to-be.

The reason I was a Priestess-to-be was because Stella's mother had been a High Priestess.

The reason she became Stella's mother was because she met Gilbert.

The reason Gilbert met her was because he conducted a subjugation campaign in the North.

He must have somehow made contact with the Children of the Snowy Mountain there and met Stella's mother.

Then.

"You asked what my purpose and plan are."

With the information that I am the High Priestess the Northerners are so desperate to recruit.

"My purpose is survival."

What would be the way for Stella—for me—not to die?
How could I maintain the original story but change the future?

"And my plan is..."

This was the single keyword that came to my mind even before the plan was fully formed.

What I needed to do at the Academy.

What I needed to pretend to be in order to escape the original work that ended in death.

And, the core.

Someday.
If the moment comes to fully reveal my identity.

If it succeeds.

Then. There is someone who must definitely react.

Even in the latter part of the original work, until the last part I read, it wasn't revealed.
The spy who infiltrated the Academy and ultimately led me to my death.

...To deal with that.

I took a breath, met Evan's eyes, and clearly articulated it.

"Bait."

This is the answer I gave.


-episode 2.5 ≪Plan≫ End
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Chapter 29. Entrance Ceremony

The lights dimmed, leaving only the stage illuminated as Principal Ovelin Brooks, the 27th head of the academy, delivered his welcome address to the students.

Below the stage, every single professor waited for the principal's speech to end, their gazes unanimously fixed on the same spot.

"...That's her, right?"

"...Yes. I believe so."

The object of their attention was Stella Bell Eckhart.

Normally, she would have been just another marquis's daughter, her name forgotten by professors amid the more prominent figures of her generation. But she had shattered the observation magic tool with just a slight leak of mana, literally turning the faculty upside down during the entrance exam.

"Indeed... I can't sense any mana from her."

Even now, she didn't emit any magical presence whatsoever.

"Hiding mana like that... seems impossible even for an Archmage."

"See? I told you I wasn't mistaken."

Alen puffed his chest out proudly. During the entrance exam orientation, everyone had dismissed Professor Alen's claim that he couldn't sense any magical power from her, assuming he had made a mistake...

But witnessing it firsthand, it was even more remarkable. She appeared to have no mana whatsoever, not even residual traces.

"Indeed... at that level, she could have defeated the Sword Saint."

"I wonder why she's hiding her power?"

This made them naturally accept the previously dubious proposition—the Sword Saint's defeat.

Furthermore, despite winning against the Sword Saint and taking the orbs that determined entrance exam rankings, she seemed to have handed them over to Evan von Isenberg, who came from the same region, keeping just enough for herself to enter A-class.

"...We'll have to keep an eye on her."

Everyone silently nodded in agreement with the professor's words. A student with such extraordinary mana who had even defeated the Sword Saint—they were convinced she couldn't possibly be an ordinary student.

Thus, misconceptions about her grew without her knowledge, placing her at the top of the professors' watchlist, surpassing even the Sword Saint, the Saintess, and the imprisoned Third Princess.

Of course, completely unaware of this fact, she was—

*I'm so bored. No matter what world you're in, these speeches are always sleep-inducing...*

—thinking such thoughts.

***

Having experienced entrance ceremonies in elementary, middle, and high school once each, and now experiencing it again here, I've learned that principals' speeches never end quickly.

The voice amplified by magic echoed impressively, making everyone go "wow" in amazement at first, but once the novelty wore off, only the familiar tedium of the speech remained.

In the original story—

[Principal Ovelin's voice, magically amplified, resonated throughout the hall. The fact that I would have to recite the oath with the Sword Saint after his speech ended made me nervous despite my otherwise numb feelings.]

—was how it was described, but from my perspective listening from below, it was just boring and sleep-inducing.

*Evan seems... fine.*

I glanced at him, planning to tease him later if he looked nervous, but Evan maintained his usual expression with a slight smile.

[...So I'll keep my words brief and now we'll hear the entrance oath from the top student and the second-best student.]

"Oh, finally."

At last, the end of this tedious moment approached.

Excluding the Alchemy Department, which had no concept of rankings, the top and second-best students from the combined Knight and Magic Departments stepped forward.

One was Elysee as in the original story, and the other was... a face more familiar than the blue-haired Sword Saint.

It shouldn't be a problem.

...Probably.

[Oath. We, the 214th class of freshmen who have been granted admission to the Academy...]

Their voices, similarly amplified by magic, echoed loudly.

*That's the protagonist's voice.*

I felt it before the entrance exam began too—a hauntingly beautiful voice.

...Elysee de Iris.
The protagonist of this world and the imprisoned princess.

And true to being a web novel protagonist, she was a returnee who had turned back time by ten years with the help of a conceptual-level spirit.

When I briefly saw her before, she had been completely covered in a robe, so this was my first time seeing her face. And it was quite impressive.

Her brilliant platinum hair shimmered in the stage lights, and her jewel-like mysterious eyes sparkled as if declaring her status as this world's protagonist.

Well, not as beautiful as Stella, though.

"Wow, what's with the top student's voice..."

"Why does it sound so familiar?"

Judging by the murmurs around me, her true identity hadn't been revealed yet, and people only recognized her as the top student with a beautiful voice.

*But soon...*

That incident would happen, and being the protagonist, she would quickly gather power around her. That was the inviolable territory I absolutely shouldn't interfere with—the early developments that must be maintained.

*However...*

As someone who had become the secretary of the secondary male lead, getting involved with her was inevitable.

In other words, she was the person I should avoid the most while simultaneously being someone I had to approach—a contradictory figure.

Of course, I would need Evan's cooperation as well.

"The second-best student is incredibly handsome too..."

"Are they ranked by looks rather than grades?"

By the way...
I could hear quite a few comments about Evan from around me.

While in the original story, the focus was on the Sword Saint and the protagonist who defeated her to become the top student, now it was more like...

People were looking at them as if they were a match made in heaven.

Perhaps that's what it meant to be the secondary male lead. With his usual smile completely gone and a serious expression as he recited the oath, he certainly matched well with Elysee standing next to him.

*...What secondary male lead nonsense.*

But I found it quite irritating. Even in my previous life, there were supporters of Evan, called "secondary syndrome patients," but I never liked the pairing of those two.

"Wow, they look good toge— Ah!! I'm sorry for saying that in front of you, Stella!"

"...? Um, sure."

Erhen, who was beside me, apologized after realizing she had said something wrong.

Right. Elysee and Evan were a misinterpretation. With the main male lead clearly present, what was this secondary male lead nonsense?

It was obvious that she would end up with the male lead in the end, and Evan would be rejected. It would be better not to start a love that would never be fulfilled.

*If that starts to happen... I'll have to stop it.*

Of course, now that I knew Evan's backstory, I was more inclined to believe that his Elysee-obsessed behavior in the original story was an act, but...

*If Evan really does start chasing after the female lead... I might feel a bit disappointed.*

From the beginning, Evan didn't match well with Elysee. In terms of both appearance and narrative, he would fit better with Stella.

*...But I'm Stella now.*

Well, can't be helped then.

Evan will have to live as a lifelong bachelor.

Of course, I have no intention of developing feelings for any man either, so rather than pursuing a pointless romance, he'd be happier enjoying single life with me.

[...This concludes the freshman oath.]

While I was lost in my thoughts, the oath had already ended.

The top and second-best students came down from the stage and returned to the general seating area. Evan, as if it were the most natural thing, came and sat next to me.

...I told him not to do this.

It was an important issue that could disrupt our plans if our relationship was discovered, but somehow a strange satisfaction bloomed in my heart.

"Oh! We meet again!"

"Ah... yes. Hello."

As soon as Erhen and Evan tried to start a conversation between themselves, that satisfaction vanished completely.

Erhen was an elf with tremendous social skills. She kept talking to Evan and me non-stop until the end of the remaining parts of the entrance ceremony, including the explanations from each department's professors.

When I pointed out that she should be quiet because the professors might hear us, she even replied that "it's fine because I'm blocking the sound with wind spirits."

...No, that's not necessary, could you just be quiet?

[...With this, we conclude the entrance ceremony. Once again, we sincerely welcome all new students.]

After the remaining painfully long parts of the ceremony finally ended, we could finally escape from her.

"Now we will begin dormitory check-in! Please gather according to the grade you received during the entrance exam!"

As the new students, still immersed in the afterglow of the entrance ceremony, slowly rose from their seats, the staff gathered the students.

Dormitory assignment... there was such an episode in the original story too. It was an event where students from grades A to E, divided according to their entrance exam results, were guided to their respective dormitory buildings.

"Let's go, Stella. A seems to be over there."

"Ah, yes."

As I was about to head to where the A-class was gathering with Evan and Erhen, who had also received A grades—

*Kuguuuuuuu!*

"......?!"

From somewhere, I felt a gaze of tremendous weight. Whether it was killing intent or magical power, it felt strangely familiar. Enough to completely freeze my body.

As I turned my stiff neck to find the direction, the killing intent came from the middle of a group of students—specifically, from among the students who had received B grades.

Evan must have felt it too, as he started to glance in that direction while sweating uncharacteristically.

"...Stella, that's—"

"Don't acknowledge it. Just keep walking straight ahead."

Navy blue hair and deep crimson eyes, clearly visible even among the large crowd.

*Why is big brother—no, big sister—coming out from there?!*

Claire, who had her orbs stolen by some cowardly villains and couldn't gather more before the exam ended, yet still managed to rise to B-class, was now staring at those villains with eyes full of killing intent.

In other words, the Sword Saint.

The Sword Saint in B-class? That Sword Saint? The final boss of part 1 in the original story?

Haha.

...We're screwed.

*...This is going to be difficult.*

My academy life, that is. I joined the dormitory guide line with tears in my eyes. Seeing clearly what the coming days would bring, I chose to just erase her from my mind.
...Though it didn't work very well.
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Chapter 30. Aftereffects, or Regrets

There was a brief commotion, but afterward, things proceeded quite smoothly.

First, the freshmen were guided by the staff and given explanations about the academy buildings.

According to the original story, I'd heard there were many facilities students didn't even know existed, and indeed, the academy buildings and facilities were impressively large and spacious.

Well, no matter how selective the admissions process is, this academy attracts all the promising talents from the Empire and the Kingdom. It couldn't possibly be small.

Even I, who had seen countless modern buildings in my previous life, was amazed—I wondered how the natives here must feel.

"Wow!! This is the first place I've seen that's wider than the Great Forest hunting grounds!!"

It must feel like entering another world to them.
Erhen got excited upon seeing the mystical plant garden right in front of the academy's Main Building and ran off.

Wait, why is she taking her bow with her?

...Well, she must be really fascinated. The other freshmen were also looking around with their mouths agape and curious eyes, though not as enthusiastically as Erhen.

Freshmen are the same in any world.

Oh, how about me?

*This is seriously awesome.*

I guarantee I was enjoying it ten times more than the other freshmen.

Though I'd grown tired of the various life-threatening situations and strange backstories, this was still the novel world I had loved so much.

Is this how it feels to visit the set of a favorite movie?

Well, thinking about what's going to happen here makes me feel sick again.

But... until the midterm exams, I shouldn't have anything to deal with, so that's reassuring.

Honestly, fighting monsters that put the entire student body to sleep or assassins trying to kill the Principal?

That's only possible for the protagonist—it's completely out of the question for me. Even the original Stella would barely manage, so how could I?

Feeling relieved that I hadn't possessed the actual protagonist of this novel, I followed the staff to receive my personal items.

Naturally, the men's and women's dormitories were separated, so this was where I parted ways with Evan.
Since there was no need to flaunt our friendship, I simply nodded my head as a farewell.

Evan seemed somewhat disappointed, but surely that couldn't be.
After the past few days... spending so much time together.
...I'm free now!
I sighed with relief at finally escaping our cohabitation as I walked away, leaving him behind.

***

The academy dormitories are assigned according to the grades determined during the entrance exam—A, B, C, D, and E.

E and D grades are housed in the relatively outdated Dmitri Hall.

C and B grades stay in the better-equipped Felix Hall.

And Eleanor Hall, where Evan and I would be staying, offered quite luxurious accommodations for a dormitory.

While there were many students, so we couldn't have extravagant private rooms like in some academy stories, it was still very luxurious compared to the other halls (especially Dmitri Hall).

"...Not bad."

I couldn't help muttering that as I looked at the spacious room and the soft-looking bed.
Even considering how my standards had lowered after living in that cramped studio apartment, it was a nice room.

Above all, having a single room was the overwhelming advantage.

In the lower-tier halls, four people had to live together.
As someone who was mentally still a man despite this female body, I wasn't confident I could suppress inappropriate thoughts while mingling with women in such close quarters.

...Most importantly, I was greatly relieved that the nights of sharing a bed with Evan were over.

Even by my previous life's standards, it had been too long since I'd shared a bed with someone, and in this body, it was a first...

"Mmm... Stella?"

"Ugh, urk, urrgh."

I, or rather this body, had terrible sleeping habits.

During the days I shared a bed with Evan, I woke up every morning without fail in his arms in some bizarre position.

I tried sleeping back-to-back and wrapping myself in blankets to prevent it, but when I woke up, I was invariably in his arms.

Do you realize how horrifying this was?
Even though I'd lived as a woman for three years, nothing inside me had really changed.

Imagine waking up every morning embracing some unnecessarily broad-backed man.

What's worse, the bleeding from matching my sword with Evan's was more severe than expected, so I couldn't even stay in a different room.
Price gouging during peak season is the same here as it was in my previous life.

"This, this isn't my fault. It's Evan's fault for being next to me."

"What nonsense so early in the morning..."

Since I jumped away as soon as I woke up, Evan would never know what I'd done...

Anyway, unable to accept this about myself, I decided to think of Evan as something like a body pillow.

Well, after sleeping alone for several years, it's natural to feel a bit empty.

That's how I rationalized it.

"Anyway, freedom..."

Now those days are over.

Thinking that they'll never return, nostalgia kicks in... actually, no it doesn't.

"......"

However...

Tonight might feel a bit empty.

...Not because I won't be waking up hugging him tightly in the morning.

"...It wasn't that bad, I guess."

The feeling of chatting quietly before falling asleep, then drifting off comfortably... it wasn't bad.

It had been quite a while since I'd experienced such things.

...Well. This emptiness will soon be forgotten.
Forgetting warmth like this is something I'm used to.

That's all I thought.

"...Ah! ...I see!!"

"...By the way."

The sound coming from the next room was concerning.
A clear voice like the wind, breaking through what was decent soundproofing for a quasi-medieval era.

It was quite an excited voice, and listening carefully—

"So this is how human living spaces are structured...!"

—that's the kind of thing being said.

"...Oh."

I couldn't help but sigh.

Naturally, there was only one person, or rather, one elf who would speak like that in such a voice.

Dormitory life was going to be tiring.
I had that intuition as I unintentionally confirmed my neighbor's identity.

Of course, I wouldn't have to face her right away...

"Oh, this breathing sound from next door...!?"

"......??"

No, that's creepy.
Were those long ears not just for decoration?
Why would you remember someone by their breathing sound?

And right after I had that question—

*Knock knock!*

"Miss Stella! Can you hear me!! It's me!"

The answer came with a sudden noise from the wall next door.

"...Why would you..."

I couldn't understand why she was knocking on the wall and calling my name when we could just meet by opening our doors.

...Well, I guess I won't have to worry about feeling empty.

***

Evan stared at Stella's retreating figure for quite a while before rejoining the line and walking on.
Until this morning, when he woke up, entered the academy, and took the oath, he hadn't given it much thought, but as night approached, he realized something.

*Tonight... I'll be alone.*

They say humans are creatures of adaptation, but perhaps we adapt even faster to things we want to adapt to.
Evan and Stella had shared a bed for only a few days, but during that time, Evan had grown accustomed to it.
Realizing this, Evan let out a hollow laugh.

*...I'll miss it.*

It wasn't from any impure thoughts.
Of course, sharing a bed with Stella had given Evan an unnamed flutter in his heart, but unaware of this, Evan's regret was based on the comfort of the night.

He suffered from severe insomnia. It was common for him to lie awake until dawn and still not fall asleep, greeting the morning with open eyes.

This insomnia had taken deep root in his psyche, so even magical items that induced sleep couldn't provide a fundamental solution.

Therefore, since that day—since the nightmare of waking insomnia had consumed his mind—he hadn't had a single night of peaceful sleep.

For someone like him, the experience of sleeping until almost noon without tossing and turning was completely foreign.

At first, he merely suspected that the battle with the Sword Saint had exhausted his body and mind, but the same thing happened the next day, and the day after that.
Evan couldn't wake up until Stella forcibly roused him.

Even on the second day... the day he encountered that "Saintess," it was the same.

In this situation, Evan could draw only one conclusion.
Stella, for some reason, could completely erase his insomnia.

*I'll miss it.*

Evan repeated to himself.
Those few days with Stella, when he had truly slept well for the first time in ages, had been like a new world to Evan.
After waking, his body felt refreshingly unburdened, and he moved twice as nimbly as usual.

If he could continue sleeping in the same bed with Stella...

*No. That wouldn't be right.*

Even if he didn't mind, Stella wouldn't accept such an arrangement.
Evan sighed.

Of course, she had hugged him tightly enough to make his ribs ache every morning (though she seemed to think she hadn't been caught), but that was probably just a bad sleeping habit.

"...Ahem."

Somehow, recalling those moments made his face feel hot.
Probably a feeling he wouldn't experience again from today.

"Please enter the room with this number."

Even after receiving all his necessities and reaching the time to enter his room, Evan couldn't shake off these thoughts.

In fact, that was natural.
After all, Evan was a young man in his prime.

No matter how physically weak Stella might be, when she hugged him like that, Evan could feel many... things.

"...Oh my."

Evan shook his head to clear away his distracting thoughts as they threatened to expand further.
With the new semester about to begin, such distractions wouldn't help either his plans or hers.

Above these various thoughts, the first night of academy life was descending.

Tonight, spent in an unfamiliar place, might be a restless night.

Probably for both of them.
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## Chapter 31. First Class

The first class began the day after dormitory assignments were completed.

The first session was a joint class for the Knight Department, Magic Department, and Alchemy Department. It was essentially the equivalent of an orientation in my previous life.

*This is... the Academy's lecture hall.*

The surroundings resembled a university lecture hall from my previous life.

As I looked around slowly, I noticed many prominent characters from the original story. Evan was sitting next to me, currently playing the role of my neighborhood friend. A few seats behind was Cloria, the Saintess of the Waxing Moon from before.

Two rows ahead sat Caille Seirus, the male lead from the original story with silver hair and the title of Magic Swordsman, and beside him was Elysee de Iris, the protagonist of this world.

The Sword Saint wasn't here since he was in Class B, and the alchemist Dorothy was at the front, already taking notes before class even started.

And then...

"Wow! It's already our first class!!"

...For some reason, Erhen Sillevria, the Spirit Archer from the Great Forest, was chattering loudly beside me.

Except for the Sword Saint, all the original cast members were here. Later on, all these people would gather together to gang up on the Sword Saint.

In terms of becoming friends with the protagonist... starting with Erhen, they were all still strangers to each other at this point.

"Class A really has all the talented ones..."

"Look over there, even the Saintess is here."

"I heard rumors that the Sword Saint joined our year too... but seeing he's not here, maybe it was just a false rumor?"

As I was doing something like a mental roll call in the somewhat noisy lecture hall...

"Quiet, please."

Class A of the protagonist's generation—a collection of exceptional talents that only appeared once every few years.

The professor in charge of this prestigious first class was none other than Alen Mikedou, the close combat instructor.

Since he had also handled the explanation for the entrance exam, he was somewhat familiar to the new students.

"Welcome, new students. I am Alen Mikedou, in charge of this first class and future close combat lectures."

His deep voice resonated throughout the lecture hall, which had fallen silent upon his arrival.

Like a proper professor, he filled the large space with his voice without the help of amplification devices like microphones or mana.

"Well, you all probably saw my face during the entrance exam explanation..."

As Mikedou said this, he scanned the lecture hall once.
From his perspective, it must be fascinating. Such a concentration of talent in one generation would be rare even in his teaching career.

"...?"

I felt his gaze linger on me for a moment as he surveyed the room... but he was probably looking at Erhen or Evan.

Or maybe I was marked for breaking that observation magic tool?

"As anyone with two eyes can see, this year's Class A is overflowing with talent. In my ten years as a professor, this is the first time I've seen such a case."

His gaze quickly disappeared, and Mikedou turned his head forward again to continue speaking.

Of course, this scene was in the original story too. Typical for the first class in an academy setting, explaining the world background and such.

"Do you know the history of the Academy?"

Yes, that kind of thing.
Perhaps because of his intimidating appearance with a face full of scars, no one dared to answer his question.

He probably wasn't expecting an answer anyway.

In this world, it was common knowledge.

"Two hundred years ago... our ancestors fought a war in the North to claim territory."

The First Border War. The largest conflict in this world's history, a great war that lasted for over ten years.

According to the setting book, the Northerners, who had a vague concept of borders compared to now, somehow ignited the continent in flames to claim their territory, and the Empire, the Kingdom, and the Moonlight Church fought with all their might to stop them.

I wondered why such a hardcore setting was included in a romance fantasy, but Public Survival Guide was already too twisted to be classified as a typical romance fantasy anyway.

Anyway, after that war, during the long-lasting ceasefire period that continues to this day, the Empire and the Kingdom collaborated to establish this Academy. In essence, it was closer to a military academy prepared for war against the North.

"But today's Academy has lost its roots. Corrupted by peace, we've forgotten how to wield a sword."

Mikedou evaluated the current Academy with a displeased expression.

His fiery red hair matched his equally fiery temperament.

Well, his words weren't wrong.

The idea that this was a military academy prepared for war was only applicable 200 years ago. As he said, today's Academy had indeed lost its original purpose.

Even in the original story, after the midterm exams, they held a Theater Festival, and at the end of the semester, they organized a ball as a sort of closing party.

While elements like the entrance exam maintained the pretense of a combat-focused academy prepared for wartime, the actual academic schedule didn't reflect this.

Well, if they had only focused on combat training, it would have been just a fantasy military journal rather than a romance fantasy.

"The North has been showing disturbing movements recently. I've been thinking: perhaps the abundance of talent in this generation is to counter another impending war?"

At Mikedou's words, several students in the lecture hall swallowed hard. The past three years in this world had been ominous.

The Princess was confined, rumors spread that the Sword Saint had been replaced, floods and droughts occurred consecutively, and tensions between the Imperial Family and religious institutions intensified.

Add to that the frequent reports of Northern spies being caught...

Even commoners who weren't well-informed could easily infer that this series of events was a sign of something brewing.

"So unfortunately for you all, this year's classes will be much more intense than previous years. As I said, the foundation of this place is preparation for war."

The students appeared tense and worried at his determined tone.

Sadly, Mikedou's words were sincere. In the original story, several extremely intense training sessions appeared.

Well, it would be useful.

In the Northern episode I was reading before my death, a second war was about to break out.

Many key characters, including Stella, died.

So the judgment of the professors in charge of this year's students was ultimately correct.

"Since this is the first class, I'll end here. The next class will introduce the professors in charge of each department. Students who need to move to their respective departments, please take note."

With those final words, Alen truly left the lecture hall.
If these were students from my previous life or ordinary students, they would have cheered at the early dismissal, but given the content of Mikedou's speech, everyone looked troubled.

Were they worried about the future? Unfortunately for them, most of those concerns would become reality.

Here in Class A, which gathered the most excellent students among the freshmen, even those who were part of the protagonist's generation would die in large numbers as the story progressed.

Even in Part 1, which only covered the first semester, there were illusionary demonic beasts, the Sword Saint, spies from the North... and later on, things like Corpse Dragons appeared.

Perhaps being in the same generation as the protagonist was unfortunate for them. Even I, who clearly knew the future, felt this way—how much more so for them?

Whatever they imagined, something worse awaited them.

"War... war?! Are we going to become student soldiers?!"

As I was lost in thoughts about the future, an excited Erhen shouted beside me.

No, you're from the Great Forest... if war breaks out, you can just go back home...

I was now too tired to even mentally respond.

Still, she's a good kid.

*Beeeeeep*

The mana stone installed at the top of the lecture hall vibrated, signaling the end of class.

Students started to get up to check the map of the Main Building posted on the blackboard at the front of the lecture hall, looking for their department's classroom. This was unnecessary for me since I had memorized the Academy's map.

"Let's see... the Magic Department and Knight Department classrooms are both on the second floor..."

I could just walk there while chatting with Evan.

"Evan, shall we go?"

"Yeah, let's do that."

Looking around, everyone was noisily leaving the lecture hall. Just as Evan and I were about to leave with the other students...

"Excuse me... you're the Second Best Student, right?"

Someone approached us, or rather, approached Evan.
A beautiful voice that could steal your soul.

Though I'd only heard it twice, it was a voice I could never forget. I slowly turned my head toward the person who had addressed Evan.

Dazzling platinum blonde hair and sapphire blue eyes.

It was the protagonist, Elysee de Iris.
She had approached Evan first.

...What?

"Uh... Top Student?"

"Wow! You remember me! Actually, I was wondering..."

Evan, slightly flustered by the sudden situation, quickly put on a facade. And she continued speaking to him with a sweet smile.
Just as described in the original story, it was a beautiful, dazzling, and calculated smile.

Yes, the kind that could enchant anyone.

"Since we shared the stage together, would you like to walk together? I'm in the Knight Department too!"

Watching her approach Evan with that flirtatious smile, I felt more bewilderment than shock at this deviation from the original story.

*...Huh?*

What is this?
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The sun was setting on the horizon, casting long shadows across the academy grounds. I couldn't help but wonder why, among all the male-oriented novels out there, I had chosen to read "Academy Survival Guide," a female-oriented romance fantasy.

Was it because the setting was unique for a romance fantasy? Because the character designs were good references? Or because I, despite being a man, was familiar with female-oriented stories?

No. More than anything, it was because I liked the protagonist who drove the story—Elysee.

Elysee de Iris.

She possessed breathtakingly beautiful looks and voice.

She was the Empire's confined Third Princess, with a meticulous and calculating personality to match.

Yet she had an unexpectedly fragile heart and temperament.

And she was a regressor who had turned back time with the power of spirits.

What made me keep reading was how she, unlike in her previous life where she was confined without meeting a single person, used her knowledge from her past life to gather companions one by one.

...Well, that was true until Stella appeared. From the moment Stella entered the novel, I forgot all about Elysee and focused solely on analyzing Stella's character.

Anyway, I empathized with Elysee, sympathized with her, and admired her. Perhaps it was my genuine desire, self-brainwashed into believing I was comfortable being alone.

I identified with her loneliness, finding a strange vicarious satisfaction in watching her charm everyone, regardless of gender.

For the past few years, I occasionally felt excited at the thought of actually seeing it happen.

But now. Now that she had appeared before Evan and me with the same enchanting smile described in the original work.

"Since we shared the stage together, would you like to come with me? I'm also in the Knight Department!"

Rather than the thrill of encountering something I'd only seen through fiction, I felt absurdity and my heart growing cold.

*...What?*

***

Elysee de Iris.

The protagonist of this world and an author-certified beauty beyond compare. Though I was devoted solely to Stella, seeing Elysee manifested in reality made me, as someone with a male mind, feel breathless.

My heart pounded at the sudden situation. And even more than that, I felt an overwhelming sense of absurdity.

Why, why couldn't I have even one peaceful day?

Elysee, the protagonist who had turned back time. The people she approached first were only those she wanted to recruit.

Once she approached someone, she could charm anyone, regardless of gender, with her knowledge from her previous life and her beautiful appearance. The main plot of the early "Academy Survival Guide" was about recruiting powerful figures from her previous life as allies.

The problem was, why was this happening right before my eyes?

To Evan, of all people. And at this particular moment.

*First... I need to refuse.*

Evan and Elysee shouldn't become acquainted right now. If that happened, it could tangle up two or even four episodes at once.

With that thought, a strange urgency began to slowly consume my chest.

*How... to refuse?*

My current setting was that I was just someone who happened to come from the same region as Evan.

Meanwhile, though she hadn't revealed her identity, she had the advantage of approaching first, connecting through their positions as second and top students.

So what should I say...

No. What role should I play to reject her now?

"I, I..."

"Yes...?"

The second hand in my mind created a clumsy and faint interval. Being noticed by her now would do me no good.

As inconspicuously as possible. If I were to receive attention, it should be at least two episodes later. Suppressing my slight nervousness, I looked at Elysee and timidly opened my mouth.

"I-I'm sorry, but this person promised to guide me..."

Unlike Stella's usual secretary-like tone, I acted shy and quiet.

Elysee judges people by their abilities. And I knew she had the ability to see through and discover those abilities.

To her current eyes, I was just a timid girl with no mana, probably barely making it into Class A, someone she'd never seen in her previous life.

"...With the second-ranked student?"

"Y-yes... He said he knows the academy map well..."

I made Evan look like a bull who wanted to show off in front of a female cadet, which wasn't great, but I had to push her away.

If Evan and Elysee became friends now, who knows how things would get tangled later. It would be fatal for me, as I needed to maintain the original plot until around the midterm exams.

I gave Evan a quick glance. It was briefer than a blink, but the perceptive Evan should have noticed.

I looked at Evan with timid eyes full of trust.

"...This version of Stella isn't bad either."

But contrary to my expectations, Evan was just staring at me with hazy eyes and a subtle expression, muttering something. Slightly flustered, I gave him another hint.

"...Um...?"

"Ah, yes. I promised to guide this friend around. I'm sorry, but I can't join you."

Only then did Evan politely decline Elysee's offer with his usual bright smile.

Yes. As usual. It was a facade, wearing Evan's mask. Somehow, that fact calmed my anxious heart a little.

"Ah! I'm sorry! I didn't know you had prior plans."

Right. There's no need to create friction with someone as insignificant as me.

That should be enough.

Anyway, Elysee apologized for the intrusion and walked away with Caille in a different direction. As befitting the male and female leads of the original work, the crowd parted like the Red Sea just from their walking.

"...Phew."

Only after seeing that could I breathe a sigh of relief.

Yes, go play with the male lead. Even if I reject her now, the moment when Evan and Elysee will become close will come eventually.

She was probably just trying her luck this time.

"...Who was that woman?"

As soon as Elysee left, Evan dropped his facade and muttered with a bewildered expression as he watched her leave.

...What's this, is he disappointed?
I returned to my usual cold tone and asked Evan.

"Are you disappointed that the top student left, Evan?"

"What, what?"

Hmm... There's no need to be so disappointed. Eventually, whether he likes it or not, there will come a time when they have to get close.

...I find it strangely displeasing.

"Absolutely not, Stella. Really."

"...Ah, yes."

Well, that's for later.
I felt an inexplicable satisfaction at Evan's unusually assertive response as I watched Elysee walk away.

Since I had acted as inconspicuously as possible, things should be fine until the moment Elysee first takes notice of Evan.

I could finally relax as the situation normalized faster than expected.

Right. Even if Evan had become the second-ranked student, would the protagonist approach him first to that extent?

It was a different kind of relief than preventing the original work from getting tangled, but I had no time to worry about that. For now, I was just savoring the current sense of victory.

*Sense of victory?*

...Over what?

A question flashed through my mind for a moment, but I ignored it as well.

Well, as long as it's resolved, that's fine.
I celebrated the smooth resolution as I walked down the corridor with Evan.

Now I could truly relax, as there wouldn't be any variables for several weeks.

***

.
.
.

"Hello! Do you know where the next class is?"

"Do you have time after this class ends?"

"Could you tell me about the entrance exam? I'm curious how the second-ranked student felt."

"Hello! Classes are over for the first day, would you like to go to a café with us?"

...There was a time when I thought like that.
Until I saw Elysee, true to the original description, brazenly sticking to Evan after every class, just a few days later.

I felt a throbbing headache coming on.

What is this woman doing?

***

"How was the second-ranked student...?"

Right after the dormitory assignments were completed, Caille, the silver-haired magic swordsman, asked Elysee.

As someone who had pledged to protect her for life, it was natural for him to inquire about the next person she planned to recruit.

If he judged the person to be unsuitable... he would have to handle it in the way of the kingdom where he was born and raised.

Knowing this, Elysee had to carefully express her judgment.

During the entrance ceremony. More precisely, while waiting before reciting the oath, Evan's appearance, even from a glance, was certainly close to that of a powerful figure.

Even just standing there, his posture exuded stability and dignity, and his breathing was neat and quiet like a swordsman's. Above all, the flow and amount of his mana was surprisingly pure and enormous.

In other words, a considerable powerhouse by anyone's standards. In Elysee's judgment, he might be someone even Caille, with the full power of his demonic sword, couldn't match.

*But...*

When asked if he could be compared to the Sword Saint, she tilted her head slightly. Of course, it would be unreasonable to gauge his full strength just by briefly seeing him from the side.

And yet, his clearly evident strength was distinctly apparent.

*Is this person truly strong enough to defeat the Sword Saint?*

...No.

It was a certainty and a doubt that Elysee, having witnessed the Sword Saint's overwhelming martial prowess in her previous life, could have.

And from the moment that doubt began, Elysee was vaguely guessing at the existence of a massive variable outside her view as a regressor.

The existence of the transmigrator, Stella Bell Eckhart.

*There's... something.*

But in Elysee's judgment, that was also part of Evan's ability. It seemed well worth changing the priority of recruitment.

"Then... will you recruit him?"

Caille asked with a slightly displeased expression. Being jealous by nature, he was probably wondering if he alone wasn't enough.

"Yes. He will definitely be helpful to us."

"...What method do you plan to use this time?"

Caille particularly valued Elysee's recruitment abilities. If she decided to recruit someone, it would happen, regardless of the method.

That was the meaning behind his question.

"Well... I'll do it as usual."

"As usual, you say."

"Yes."

Just like I did with you, Caille Seirus. Elysee said this with her usual beautiful smile.

For her, with knowledge from her previous life, bringing someone in as an ally or subordinate was all too easy.

Just as she did with Caille Seirus, she would target the person's weakest, most deficient, and most desired aspects.

*For an Isenberg... perhaps relationships with others.*

Even in her previous life, he had fought alone without a single aide. If she targeted that aspect, she could surely make him her pawn.

Elysee was confident in her recruitment skills. After her regression, she had never failed to recruit anyone. Of course, especially not men.

With such confidence based on ample evidence, she was certain of her success.

Without even guessing who she was trying to approach now.

And who his secretary was.

Ch.32 - [Interlude] It's Not Something Like Jealousy
The jealousy I felt wasn't jealousy at all.

Once, out of curiosity, I asked a female friend I was quite close with:

"Hey, how are you so good at verbal sparring? Women's mind games are no joke."

She tilted her head at my question, then smiled and said she had a surefire strategy.

That strategy was—

***

After defeating Elysee, I was finally able to enjoy a truly peaceful academy life.

Several days had passed with no sign of Elysee or the male lead, and no one was commenting on my... no, on this brief respite with Evan.
At most, there was Erhen's sleep-talking that somehow penetrated through the soundproofing from the next room.

That much I could laugh off.

Since it was the beginning of the semester, contrary to Professor Alen's declaration, there weren't many difficult classes yet (though they would surely become more intense later), and most were theory-based.
Of course, in fields that interested me, I had nearly perfect memory, allowing me to handle classes at the continent's largest academy without any special preparation or review.
As for Evan... he seemed to be struggling a bit, perhaps due to lack of interest in these subjects.

Elysee appeared to be steadily building her reputation.
In other words, she was following the original storyline I knew.

It finally felt like things were back on the normal track I wanted.
Yes. From the entrance exam to Erhen, the Sword Saint, and the Saintess.
The unfairness had been too extreme.

Now, for a while at least, nothing like that would happen!

"Could you tell me about the entrance exam? I'm curious how the second-best student felt about it!"

That's what I thought until Elysee, in full makeup, latched onto Evan as we were walking back to the dormitory.
And she did it all day long.

After every class period.

Repeatedly.

"No."

*

The final period.
Without fail, Elysee approached us again with a bright smile, this time bringing along what appeared to be spectators, befitting her role as a romance fantasy protagonist.

"Hello! Classes are over for the day. Would you like to join me at a tea house?"

Let me briefly explain the original story.
How did Evan and Stella become close to the protagonist in the original work?

According to the original plot, Elysee would seduce Erhen at the academy, and through various machinations, turn the entire Class A into her faction before the midterm exams.

Evan and Stella, who were only mentioned in passing until then, would face a turning point during the midterms, specifically during the climactic battle in Maira Forest, where the two groups would face off.

It would be a confrontation between the secondary male lead/Stella VS the male lead/female lead.
The battle would be evenly matched, and naturally, since Elysee was the protagonist, her side would win.

Surprisingly, after these midterm exams, Evan would begin to (pretend to) cling desperately to Elysee.

Yes. In the original story, Evan was the one who first (again, pretending) clung to her with almost obsessive intensity. It was never a case of Elysee aggressively approaching like a prostitute while Evan acted bewildered.

"...Tea house?"

"Yes! I found a nice place near the academy!!"

This kind of approach.
I clutched my throbbing head and desperately tried to think.

Why is this happening?
She had been quiet for days, so I'd let my guard down, and now she suddenly launches this offensive?

I genuinely felt dizzy.

What's more, the current Elysee seemed to be in what I recognized as her "sincere mode" that occasionally appeared in the original work.

Just looking at her eyes, I could sense the kind of madness that would ignore any prior arrangements or even marriage registrations I might have with Evan.

To make matters worse, students were gathering around us, creating an atmosphere that made it even harder to refuse.
The protagonist's reputation-building hadn't even begun yet, but her appearance and voice alone were already having this effect.

"Um, Miss Top Student...?"

"Yes? What is it?"

I stepped slightly in front of Evan and addressed her.
The onlookers wouldn't understand the details of what was happening.

In the current situation, they might be confused about whether she was inviting just Evan or me as well.
Of course, it was obviously the former, but Elysee would care about her reputation and wouldn't openly antagonize me.

"We're... we're quite tired right now... I'm sorry, but perhaps another time...."

"Ahaha. That's too bad! Then, regrettably, perhaps just Evan...?"

...There she goes.
I felt heat rising at the suddenly changed form of address to "Evan," and continued speaking.

"B-but the Knight Department involves physical training too, so Evan must be tired...."

"Hmm... I appreciate your concern, but fortunately, there were no physical classes today! After all, I'm in the Knight Department too."

Somehow the conversation was proceeding without regard for his own opinion, but I couldn't help it.

If Evan were to coldly reject her here, and if the surprisingly childish Elysee developed even a slight grudge against him, that would become a headache for me too.
So I needed to fend her off at my level....

-What's with that woman?

-Why is she butting in?

-Wasn't the Top Student trying to say something to the Second Best?

Even the onlookers who didn't understand the context were treating me like an unwelcome intruder.
...This was problematic.

The spectators, intimidated by Elysee's inexplicable dignity, couldn't approach closely enough to hear our conversation clearly, but they could still whisper among themselves.
I clenched my fist.

*Damn it... drawing more attention would be troublesome.*

Elysee might have planned this situation knowing my timid nature.
Though that wasn't the case, the effect was as if she had intended it.

*...I have no choice.*

In truth, having Evan socialize with her once and maintain an appropriate relationship might be the best way to minimize variables.
Of course, I wasn't sure if Elysee would be satisfied with just that, but it seemed like the best option for now. There was no other way.

So the reason I was so adamantly blocking her approach was partly due to concern about variables, but probably....

Probably....

*I'm annoyed at being interrupted.*

I hate being interrupted.
Intensely so.

Whether I'm reading, memorizing a script, or doing anything else.

I especially hate being interrupted in human relationships.

Once, I took time to watch a friend's acting on a film set, but when another friend took that friend away, I had no choice but to spread that friend's embarrassing photos in our group chat.

That bastard was teased for months.
How could a human being take a photo with such an expression?

Anyway, I absolutely detest having my established relationships with others disrupted.
That's why I generally don't like third parties getting involved either.

That was my own way of maintaining human relationships without unnecessary gossip and complications, and it was one of the things that hadn't changed even after my body switched.

Yes. That's why I was reacting so sensitively, even though I was playing someone with little presence, even at the risk of friction with the protagonist.

"You're even worried about that? You two must be quite close."

Elysee covered her mouth and laughed elegantly.
The onlookers, though not understanding what we were saying, seemed to realize I was in a losing position and were whispering while looking at me.

Evan also appeared confused by the situation, his eyes asking me what to do.

Yes. Rather than awkwardly refusing and damaging both our reputations, it would be better to wrap this up.
The plan was what mattered most, and if this was necessary for that, then even if it was a bit frustrating....

As I was thinking about backing down, something flashed in my mind.

Perhaps because I was engaged in a battle of nerves directly with a woman.
Like a trigger, a memory from the past surfaced.

A single phrase my female friend had told me long ago.

"Win..."

I always had more female friends than male ones.

Thinking back to my acting days, I often found myself as the only male child actor among many girls.
At my arts high school, except for my department, most departments had a gender ratio heavily skewed toward women.

In such female-dominated environments, I naturally learned how to please them and understand their thinking patterns, which helped quite a bit when playing Stella.

I even had a list of "female language" that would trouble men if they heard it, which I occasionally used on Evan.

Anyway, what I found most interesting among women was their power struggles and mind games.

"Winning... strategy"

Given my profession, I preferred these subtle emotional battles to men's blunt confrontations.
These intensified especially when male issues were involved.

Once, I asked a friend who successfully fended off women flirting with her boyfriend almost monthly how she could fight so well.
At that time, it was purely out of curiosity. After all, a man with a normal gender identity doesn't typically imagine himself becoming a woman.

But her answer, though predictable, was impressive.
What did she say again?

Yes, it was definitely....

"Tears always win."

As soon as I recalled that brief conversation,
A trigger I had created since my child actor days activated without my conscious awareness.
I squinted one eye and dredged up buried memories.

A series of movements flowing smoothly like a routine.
And the result of this routine was.

"...!"

A hot something trickled down one cheek.

...My actor's secret technique: shedding tears from just one eye.

Instantly, a wave of confusion spread through the onlookers.
Even Evan, and Elysee's face couldn't hide her bewilderment.

No, wait.
I hadn't intended to go this far.

No matter how much this situation might cause variables, no matter how complicated things were getting.
We should maintain each other's reputations....

"W-why are you suddenly acting like this?"

Elysee's face filled with confusion, as if asking if this was really something to cry about.
Seeing that face, I felt something disappear within me.

I rolled my tear-moistened eyes from side to side, surveying my surroundings.
The spectators were confused, not understanding the situation.

Probably, almost no one had properly heard our conversation until now.
...If that's the case.

Another tear streamed down my other eye.
For the benefit of those who hadn't heard our conversation properly, I cried out loudly:

"I-I really have no interest in the Second Best Student...!! If you keep doing this, it's hard for me too...!"

Of course, in the most wronged and pitiful voice in the world.

Elysee's face, not immediately comprehending my words, gradually filled with shock like a gradient.
Similarly, the murmuring of the spectators grew louder.

No, really.
I hadn't intended to go this far.

...But this is all your doing.

Ch.33 - [Interlude] I'm Not Angry
I've carefully analyzed the text and will now provide a natural English translation that follows the glossary and style guidelines.

Chapter 34. I'm Not Angry

Elysee de Iris believed her ability to judge people was exceptional.
In reality, her ability to grasp someone's entire character from a brief first impression and minimal information was unrivaled.

Add to that the information she had obtained from her previous life.
This way, Elysee had gathered her companions without a single failure so far.

For some, she touched their desires; for others, their weaknesses; and for others still, their memories.

Like a meticulously orchestrated puppet show, they fell into her hands one by one.

According to inductive reasoning, it seemed certain that Evan von Isenberg would also become a piece for her purpose.

Or perhaps, that was the predetermined future.

Someone she hadn't even heard of in her previous life, and someone she hadn't paid attention to in this life due to his seemingly fragile personality.

The purple-haired woman.
If Stella Bell Eckhart hadn't existed.

At first, she thought she was just an ordinary girl hanging around the Second Best Student.

Because the future Evan von Isenberg would be alone anyway.

She was surprised when she couldn't sense any mana from her, but she let it slide.

After all, even in Class A, there were differences in skill levels.

Originally, combining her experiences before and after regression, she was truly seasoned.
She rarely got flustered about anything.

But now, she who hadn't batted an eye except when confirming the Second Best Student had changed after her regression, was now...

"I-I really have no interest in the Second Best Student...!! If you keep this up, it's hard for me too...!"

"W-what?"

She was so flustered that she could feel cold sweat running down her back.

*What? Why the sudden tears?*

Even though Elysee had mastered the art of discerning truth from lies and hiding her emotions during her long confinement...

The other's acting was so perfect it made her own skills seem insignificant.
For a moment, Elysee wondered if she had done something wrong.

-What's going on? Is she crying?

-Are they fighting over the Top Student and Second Best Student?

-Judging by how she's shouting about not being interested, she must have been feeling quite threatened?

The surrounding whispers.
What had been gossip viewing Stella as an intruder just moments ago suddenly shifted.

And in a way that was directed at Elysee herself.

*No, why...?*

Elysee felt her mind freeze with confusion, making it hard to think clearly.

It was true that she had deliberately arranged to meet Evan von Isenberg in a crowded place as part of her strategy.

She thought that since Stella seemed timid, if she played the atmosphere right, she could proceed without annoying interference.

However, the card she had prepared now became a dagger piercing Elysee herself.

*...Was this her plan?*

Elysee looked at Stella with bewildered eyes.

Stella's shoulders trembled as if she couldn't contain her anger and injustice.
From Elysee's perspective, it couldn't possibly be an act.

That's acting?
If someone could act like that, they would have already become an actor, joined a theater troupe, and be raking in money.

Before judging whether her emotions were an act, she failed to realize that her words themselves were slander, but now she had no time to worry about such things.

With that assessment, Elysee had to admit.
Due to her own inexperience, the reputation she had carefully built might be cracking.

And all because of such an insignificant woman.

First, she needed to salvage the situation.
Elysee cleared her throat and spoke loudly.

"Oh my... There seems to have been a misunderstanding. I just asked because you seemed close to the Second Best Student... I'm sorry if I made you uncomfortable!"

Elysee said this with her characteristic voice that stimulated protective instincts, acting with maximum regret.

-What... So that's what it was?

-And here I thought we had a love triangle drama from the start of the semester.

Fortunately, Stella didn't seem interested in continuing the argument and turned her head away, sniffling.

*...That took ten years off my life.*

As she felt relief at having resolved what could have become a major incident...

She caught sight of Stella's expression. She had gone quite far, her back turned, but her head slightly turned back.

The tears had disappeared somehow, her shoulders had stopped trembling as if it had all been a lie, and...

Her lips were curved into a refreshing crescent moon smile.

"...Huh?"

For the first time in her life, Elysee let out a dumbfounded sound.

The smile Stella showed.
Whether intentional or not.

To Elysee, it looked like a perfect declaration of victory.

"...What's with that woman...?"

Of course, all Elysee could do was mutter those words.

***

"Hmm. I got caught."

I was planning to just exit at this point since it would be troublesome for me too if Elysee's reputation was shattered, but in the end, I couldn't help but do something akin to teabagging out of the surge of victory.

Honestly, I didn't mean for her to see it, but judging by her reaction...
Well, it's a bit disappointing.

...It was a bit excessive, I admit.

Yes, I'll admit it.
Honestly, there was no need to go that far.

Of course, it's true that Evan shouldn't get close to Elysee right now.
Right now, the core of the early Academy Survival Guide plot is for her to gradually win over surrounding characters starting with Caille, adapting to the academy, and then using Erhen as a turning point.

In this process, almost one incident and episode is allocated per character, and the order is quite important.

For example, in an episode that will happen soon, though I'm not sure exactly when, Erhen builds a connection with Elysee by helping her when she only has Caille as an ally. If Evan takes that place first, it creates a major problem.

In severe cases, Erhen might not help Elysee, leading to the massacre of academy students.

But was it worth potentially damaging Elysee's reputation and risking her relationship with the protagonist? Not really.

...Though it did feel satisfying.

Ah, whatever. It's not like Elysee's reputation took a major hit.

Consider it punishment for a woman over 40 (including her age before regression) trying to seduce someone in their 20s!

What about me? Even adding the 3 years I've lived here, I'm only 24.
There's an incomparable gap here—that's what I'm saying.

"Um, Stella...?"

"Yes?"

As I was thinking these inexplicably satisfying thoughts, Evan approached me hesitantly.

"...Are you really okay?"

Evan isn't the type to be so submissive.
Hmm... Is it because I cried earlier? But that was just acting...

*Oh?*

An interesting thought suddenly occurred to me. I lowered my voice, recalling a few people I had seen in my previous life.

"...Yes, whatever."

The exaggeratedly prim tone I deliberately used.
However, Evan seemed to have something that pricked his conscience, as he looked uncomfortable.

"You're... not angry, right?"

"...I'm not angry."

Hearing that, Evan's expression grew even paler.
Well, while it's true I'm not angry, I can't say Evan is completely blameless for what happened earlier.

I may have added some fuel to the fire, but come on, be stronger than that, will you?

Originally, if Evan hadn't stolen the Sword Saint orb because he was annoyed, none of this would have happened.
Though my place in Class A would have been precarious.

Since it was rare to see Evan so flustered, I decided to observe for now.

Plus, there's also the fact that he just stammered when Elysee approached him flirtatiously, didn't reject her properly, and had a blank expression whenever she spoke.

*Hmm...?*

What's this? The feeling that had been somewhat satisfying until just now was turning into something unpleasant.

"Why would you say that? I really don't understand, Evan."

"I'm sorry, Stella. Oh, would you like a candy?"

Hearing my words, Evan seemed flustered and pulled out a candy from his pocket.

A brilliantly shining yellow...
It was a lemon candy.

While this world was technologically advanced compared to other fantasy worlds, candy was still expensive.
Especially items with added flavors like this one.

"Hmm. I don't know why you're acting like this... but I'll gladly accept the candy."

Hmm hmm.
Really, I'm not angry, so why is he acting like this?

With that, I unwrapped the candy that suited the collaborative taste of my mind and original body, and popped it into my mouth, chewing slowly.
The unpleasantness that had been creeping up had long since disappeared.

*Hmm, it's sweeter than usual?*

Maybe because I hadn't eaten it for a long time, or because I had just achieved victory.
Or perhaps... because it was free and not my money.

For some reason, the candy tasted much sweeter than usual.

So much so that the time it took to return to the dormitory felt short.

After walking in silence for a while, Evan spoke first.

"Um, Stella."

"Yes?"

I was in a good mood right now, so I felt like I could respond positively to just about anything.
Well, that was usually the case anyway.

"Was what you said earlier true?"

"What did I say?"

"That... that you have no interest in the Second Best Student."

Ah, I see.
He was concerned about what I had said to send Elysee away.
How absurd.

"Do you think that's true? It's not."

After all the effort I've put in to help this guy achieve his plans.
We've been together for years, and he doesn't know this?

As I spoke with that meaning, Evan burst into laughter.
Was it just an illusion caused by the sunset that his face looked red?

"...I know."

Perhaps, that's it.

Ch.34 - EP. 3: Duel (1)
Episode 35. The Duel (1)

-episode 3 ≪Trust≫

Nothing particularly eventful happened for the next week.

I thought Elysee might come back to seduce Evan again, or that the male lead might come looking for me to hold me accountable for sabotaging... no, making things a bit difficult for Elysee. Fortunately, none of that happened.

If he had charged at me saying he'd handle things the Kingdom's way, honestly, knocking him out would've been the only solution for a character like that. I was a bit worried.

Anyway, we enjoyed this rare break in our plans.
Like most early episodes, this one was the kind I couldn't—and shouldn't—get involved in.

However... even in this precious peace, there were unbearably boring moments.

"Yes... as you may have seen before... um... I'm Professor Stefan Garrigan, now teaching Magical Beast Ecology. Um... so I..."

This professor's class was primarily one of those moments.
I think he was infamous even in the original story, only appearing in scenes where the female and male leads were having discussions. Actually sitting through his lecture was truly dreadful.

"So... today we'll be learning about... dragons. Ah, not real dragons, haha... just a creature nicknamed dragon..."

The elderly professor's monotonous voice drifted tediously through the spacious lecture hall.

It was an incredibly boring lecture that made me yawn involuntarily, as if mocking my expectation that I wouldn't experience boredom in a fantasy world.

Is this a talent of sorts? I feel like I could enthusiastically memorize the names of all the historical kings of this world if asked.

"So um... the Armored Salamander mainly appears in early summer... and due to its appearance, it's also called a mini-dragon... When this magical beast dies, its mana stone has the property of exploding when it receives mana..."

Both in my past life and now.
It seemed that feeling boredom wasn't a privilege exclusive to humans—time itself refused to move quickly, stretching like taffy.

It was truly an unbearably boring class.

"My goodness... an exploding fire monster...!! If something like that had been in the Great Forest, it would have been disastrous!!"

But the person beside me didn't seem to think so, as she exclaimed with sparkling eyes.

Erhen Sillevria, the elementary archer from the Great Forest.
Perhaps her long elven ears could clearly hear even that gentle, small voice. She was taking notes on parchment with what looked like a large feather quill.

For reference, I've never seen anyone use a feather quill since coming to this world.
This place is technologically advanced in some ways, and everyone uses normal fountain pens.

"Um... Erhen?"

"Yes? What is it, Stella?"

"That... it's class time, is it okay to shout like that?"

The Erhen next to me wasn't whispering but exclaiming with all her might.
No matter how boring this class was, this seemed a bit much.

"Oh, it's fine!! I'm using spirits to block our voices from others!!"

...I'm sure you are.

Unable to find anything more worth saying, I went back to watching the boring lecture, hoping time would pass as quickly as possible.

After what felt like a very long time...

"Um... that concludes today's lesson... Please submit a report by next week on how to utilize the Armored Salamander's mana stone..."

*Beeeeeep*

The professor's words were accompanied by the vibration of a mana stone, signaling the end of the tedious class.
That's fascinating every time I see it. How did they design it to ring simultaneously in all classrooms?

This world's technology was remarkably advanced.

"A report... so this is what homework is...!!"

Ignoring Erhen, who was clenching her fist and exclaiming something with apparent excitement beside me, I packed up my writing materials.

Lunch time followed this class.
Befitting the continent's finest academy, the student cafeteria was equipped with excellent facilities.
The system was quite similar to modern buffets, but that's not a bad thing, is it?

Especially since such buffets were perfect for me with my now peculiarly mixed tastes.

As I was about to leave the classroom, wondering what food I should try today, I heard Erhen's voice from behind.

"Stella!! Would you like to have lunch together?!"

When I turned around, I saw Erhen's strangely flushed face.
Lately, she had frequently been inviting me to do things together.

Of course, from my perspective, it was only troublesome.

"Ah... I'm sorry. I have a prior engagement."

"Oh...! With that Evan person...? Well, I guess it can't be helped!!"

In about two months, the academy's first episode where Erhen and Elysee build a friendship will arrive.

Getting close to me now would benefit neither her nor me.

"Then I'll be going!!"

"...Yes. Goodbye."

As I watched Erhen scurrying away with her characteristic pitter-patter steps, I thought:

And honestly...

If we got any closer here, I might get attached.
She's going to side with Elysee eventually, as she should.

That would be... annoying.

"...By the way."

It was true that I had plans with Evan, but that was for after lunch time.
It's a bit awkward to mention now, but it would be better to minimize contact with Evan if possible.

"...Hmm."

But this means I lied to Erhen, so I guess I'll have to eat with Evan today.

I might as well give him some advice on side dishes as his secretary while I'm at it.

Having decided this, I felt my previously uneasy mood improve a little.

Well, I never liked eating alone anyway.
Meeting a bit earlier... shouldn't be a problem.

***

After finishing lunch with Evan in the student cafeteria.
We headed to the sixth floor of Eleanor Hall to fulfill our original purpose.

Eleanor Hall houses various amenities for students' convenience, but according to the original story, most students don't even know they exist.

The building is too old, and students are too busy with academic life during the semester, while most return home during breaks, leaving no time to explore such things.

That's why there was an episode where the protagonist, who had nowhere to go during break, explored Eleanor Hall.

Anyway, among those facilities was this dueling ground.

"I can't believe this place actually exists."

Evan looked around the interior of the dueling ground with a seemingly surprised expression.

The circular space in the center designed for dueling, various weapons hanging densely on the walls.
Lower-grade potions prepared for unexpected accidents during duels occupied an entire wall, and there were piles of training dummies for measuring attack power.

Moreover, this place, enchanted with intermediate spatial expansion magic, was incredibly spacious compared to the area it occupied.

...Wait, why don't they provide guidance about a facility like this?

It's located in some corner of the topmost sixth floor, and even the maids seemed unaware of its existence, giving us strange looks as we walked there.

Honestly, if I hadn't read the original story, I probably would never have found it.

"Even though we just enrolled recently... if this place weren't so hidden, at least a few people would have come."

As Evan said, if this place were easier to find or if a caretaker (though I'm not sure even caretakers know about it) had provided some explanation, it would have been a pretty decent space that might attract some curious freshmen.

"That's why we can use it."

Of course, if that were the case, we wouldn't be here now.
I planned to keep my relationship with Evan hidden until 'that moment' during the semester.

As such, this place, devoid of students and professors, was perfect for us.

With all the incidents that erupt after the entrance ceremony, I need to at least create enough space to eat popcorn in the background.

"Well, enough small talk. Are you going to use the wooden swords here?"

"No. I'd like to use the new sword I had made. I want to get used to it."

There was too little time for me to regain my skills through soft mock battles.

I said this while drawing out the real sword I had purchased in the Duncan District.

Today's training with Evan was sword practice.
It was almost essential for me, a half-baked magician.

"Alright. Then I'll use... this."

Evan pulled out a suitable wooden sword from among the various practice weapons.

A wooden sword versus a real sword.
By common sense, the wooden sword would obviously shatter, but my opponent was a superhuman who defied common sense.

Probably even if I clashed with full force, there was a high chance the wooden sword wouldn't get a single scratch.

"Let's see. Didn't you win a single match in three years?"

Evan lightly taunted me while holding the wooden sword and smiling.

Well, it's hardly a taunt when my opponent is the second-in-command of the story and a master swordsman, while I was an ordinary person until three years ago and still a magician who's terrible at physical activities.

At best, my original body had basic fitness for filming, but Stella, being a pure magician, naturally didn't even have that.
Honestly, wouldn't lasting even one round be considered doing well?

...Though he probably held back that much.

"Well then, shall we begin?"

"Please."

*Whoosh*

As soon as I finished speaking, Evan's form disappeared from my sight.
I was momentarily startled by his speed, which my eyes couldn't follow.

I felt an attack coming leisurely from behind.
Twisting my body at maximum possible speed, I brought my sword up to block.

*Clang!*

A fierce vibration traveled through my arm, threatening to dislocate my shoulder blade.

"Oh, you blocked it. You've improved."

"I... suppose."

He had a wooden sword.
I had a real sword.

He was casual.
I was at full power.

Despite the obviously advantageous conditions for me, my sword gradually being pushed back explained the gap between us.

*Clang!*

Somehow managing to deflect his attack, I immediately swung my sword toward Evan's shoulder.
Of course, knowing he wouldn't get hurt, I used full force.

*Clang!*

And Evan deflected my full-powered slash with just a finger flick.
My sword bent backward with a clear sound.

"What... the!"

"Too slow!"

Of course, his fingers must have been reinforced, but in that moment of surprise at such an unexpected counter—

*Boom!*

An upward slash came immediately.
I twisted to block it, prepared for my shoulder to dislocate, but Evan smiled as if this had been his plan all along and forcefully lifted my sword upward.

"Ugh!"

My arm was suddenly extended too far upward by the powerful force.

And before I could regain my stance—

*Thwack!*

"Ack!"

With lightning speed, a strike to my wrist sent my sword flying, bouncing off the floor of the dueling ground.

As expected, it was an overwhelming defeat.

"...I lost."

"Not bad? You seem a bit faster."

...Such words offered no consolation after such an overwhelming defeat.

I thought I should have improved a little after three years, but then again, without being able to use mana reinforcement, perhaps this was the best I could do.

When even having mana circulate in my body nearly killed me, reinforcement? Setting aside whether it was possible, it would clearly put tremendous strain on me.

So I took a moment to review the duel we just had.

One thing was certain: unless I could pretend to be a Sword Saint, there was no way I could land an effective hit on Evan with pure swordsmanship.

"Well then... shall we move to the next level?"

"...Let's."

Right. With pure swordsmanship...

But I'm not a swordsman.
Nor am I a complete magician.

I just do what I can within my limits, without pushing too hard.

[Engraving Formula: Return]

With a whoosh, the sword that had been thrown to the floor flew back to me.
It was the activation of an engraving formula I had carved into the handle in case of mishaps.

The sword wrapped itself around my hand with a thud.
Seeing this, Evan smiled.

"Let's fight again. This time..."

I took my stance again, recalling the formulas of magic.

"...using all the means at your disposal."

Evan also took an attacking stance, much more serious than before.

Not to win with the sword.
Not to win with magic.

"...Here I come."

But simply to win.

This had been our dueling method for the past three years, and the minimum effort required for me, the weaker one, to survive.

The first episode is truly not far off now.
Although this episode was our downtime where I wouldn't need to take action, I needed to use this opportunity to prepare thoroughly.

Ch.35 - EP. 3 Duel (2)
Chapter 36. The Duel (2)

"...Then, I'll begin."

"Yes."

Unlike earlier when we were casually warming up, the atmosphere now felt cold and sharp.

We tensed our bodies, waiting for each other's next move.

After a brief standoff...

-Slash!

Evan launched a sword strike at me in an instant. Even with a wooden sword, it would deliver quite an impact if it connected.
But...

-Clang!

As if parrying in a game, I swung my sword with precise timing, deflecting the wooden sword with minimal impact.

"...! Your reaction speed really is excellent!"

To be honest, I wasn't good at fighting in my past life.
What the guys who fought me feared was my reckless attitude and seemingly endless stamina.

I had decent physical strength for an ordinary person, but my motor skills and dynamic visual acuity were rock bottom.

Of course, dynamic visual acuity isn't a crucial factor in fights between ordinary people. Because in the end, you just grab whatever you can—collar or hair—and fight inelegantly.

But combat in this world was different. Here, you could lose an arm in the blink of an eye or have your head burned off by a fireball.

So if I had come to this world with my original motor skills and dynamic visual acuity, I would have been in deep despair...

Fortunately, this body had above-average dynamic visual acuity and motor skills, even if its stamina was terrible.

For example, I could see the blade coming when Kinahan tried to cut off my right arm.
And as Evan said, I felt these abilities had strengthened somewhat after my battle with the Sword Saint.

In other words, my first advantage in combat was this dynamic visual acuity.

It was what gave me any chance of holding my own in close combat against knights.

-Bang, Crack, Clash!

I charged toward Evan, desperately deflecting his sword with my unfamiliar real sword.

Sensing I was up to something, Evan made a wide motion and sent a powerful horizontal slash toward my body.

*Now.*

-Tick, tick.

A momentary expression of surprise.
Recognizing Evan's slash, I executed a slightly twisted step and collapsing motion.

In that split second, Evan read my movement and accelerated his sword even more fiercely.

["Friction Control"]

-Crack!

"...?!"

I completely deflected his overpowered sword strike with my arm, on which I had already activated the intermediate magic "Friction Control."

This was a crazy move that would be impossible with a real sword, but feasible with a wooden one—an unexpected variable.

The wooden sword flew far from its impact point, sliding away with all its momentum.
In that instant, I dove into Evan's space, like entering the eye of a hurricane.

["Ice Burst"]

Upper-intermediate magic, Ice Burst.

-Crack!

Countless ice shards shot out from around me.
Light reflected off the ice flashed in Evan's eyes, and momentary confusion appeared on his face.

This was my second weapon.
Even though I was handicapped without internal mana, I could use formulaic magic of overwhelming variety.

While ordinary mages would need time to recall formulas and calculate, I had essentially engraved them all in my mind, allowing for much more instantaneous casting.

-Whoosh!

The ice shards burst out roughly, proving my point.
On their current trajectory, they would hit Evan and cause damage, but...

-Swoosh!!

"Kuh...!"

Evan swept away the ice shards with just the air pressure from swinging his sword from the opposite direction.

In the process, his sword collided with mine and sent me flying back.

"Whew... To think you'd even act surprised... You're cold, Stella."

But he couldn't completely avoid it since I cast it right in his face—a few ice shards were embedded in the sleeve of his arm.

"As expected... this isn't enough."

"Of course not. I'm taking this quite seriously, you know."

A brief moment to catch our breath.
A fleeting battle of nerves as we assessed each other's condition and remaining strength.

*Time is running out.*

-Swoosh.

This time I attacked first, swinging my sword down.

An awkward slash due to the unfamiliar weight of the real sword.
My arm trembled, perhaps from having consumed a significant portion of this weak body's stamina when diving toward Evan.

Even if he was going easy on me, there was no way someone who had crossed swords with the Sword Saint would meet such an amateurish sword—

"Clumsy."

—of course not.

His sword flew directly along the trajectory of my sword.
Evan seemed determined to defend cautiously, having been sharpened by his earlier moment of carelessness.

*...Now*

If his sword struck mine directly, the impact would likely make me lose my grip on my sword... but.

["Engraving Formula: Spell of Reversal"]

-Crash!!

"Ugh!"

The moment the swords collided, another formula engraved on my sword activated, reflecting the impact right back at Evan.

Even so, the impact he created was too much for a wooden sword to withstand, and Evan's sword shook violently.

This was my third card.

Engraving formulas inscribed with mana that would protect my lifeline in critical moments.
While it was impossible to add complex conditions unless it was a large-scale formula, for short formulas...

If it was just to create a brief opening like this...

It was entirely possible.

"This much... isn't enough!"

Evan quickly steadied his arm's vibration and took a stance to attack again.
He would probably launch a sword strike at me immediately, but...

*...Too late.*

From the beginning, the purpose of the engraving formula was to create an opening through surprise.
In this case, to buy time to calculate a spell.

["Ignition"]

-Whoosh!

Hot flames rose from my hand. Much weaker than the blue flames created with incantation magic, but this was enough.

While Evan hesitated at the sudden flames, I slammed the fire down onto the floor.

-Fwoosh!!

"What...?!"

Evan was momentarily confused by my seemingly meaningless action, but his eyes widened as he realized my intention.

"Wait...!"

With a thud, the flame touched the ground and bloomed widely like a flower from the point of contact.
High-temperature flames surged from the floor.

And they directly hit the ice shards still scattered across the floor—the same ones Evan had simply slashed away earlier.

Then, explosion.

-BOOM!!

Things created with mana typically had properties that slightly deviated from normal rules.

The most representative of these was elemental reactions that occurred more violently than in natural states.

The intense heat instantly melted the ice, creating a massive amount of steam.

Knowing that if I deliberately cast a smoke spell, he would dispel it immediately like the Sword Saint did...

At a moment he never expected, for just an instant...

This was my fourth card.

The ability to apply and utilize anything within reasonable limits—born from my mindset.

-Whoosh...

In an instant, the training ground filled with smoke.

I immediately swung my sword with all my might toward where Evan had been standing.

The fog was now so thick that even a superhuman would have difficulty seeing.

*This should be enough to land one hit...!*

-Clang!!

With a flash of pain in my wrist, my sword flew high into the air.

Even while going easy on me, the second-best was still the second-best.
In smoke so thick you couldn't see an inch ahead, he easily deflected the sword I had swung with all my might.

The problem was that I hadn't predicted this situation, my center of gravity was greatly disturbed by his sword, and...

"Whoa?!"

There were still unmelted ice shards on the floor.
The magical property—enhanced material reaction—had made the ice extremely slippery, enough to make me slide far.

With a dizzying sensation like skipping two or three steps on a staircase, my vision tilted.
As I braced for impact to my head...

-Thud!

A sensation that felt softer than expected, but still quite hard by absolute standards.

"That's dangerous, Stella."

"...Ugh."

The steam dispersed.

Between clearing views, I saw Evan standing behind me, supporting my head.

Feeling heat rise to my face, perhaps from the steam, I quickly moved away from him and stood up straight.

"...Ahem."

Hmph. Unnecessarily quick with things like this.
Evan was looking at me with his usual grinning face.

I cleared my throat in embarrassment and looked around.
The surroundings were close to a mess with lingering smoke and scattered ice.

...I did everything I could.

I took a deep breath and slowly opened my mouth.

"...I surrender."

It was the end of the duel.

Evan feigned surprise at my declaration of surrender.

"Surprisingly obedient? I thought you might have one more trick up your sleeve."

"...What more could I possibly do from here?"

I did my best within reasonable limits.

I could have dragged it out a bit longer by using Method... but I really didn't want to use that. I didn't want to drain mana again either.

When I conveyed those feelings in my words, Evan burst into laughter and said:

"Haha, that's true. I was really surprised when you set off that smoke... and when you fell too."

"...You blocked without even seeing."

"Well... that couldn't be helped."

In truth, even this match was only possible because Evan adjusted to my level.
I thought I might be able to land a hit on such an Evan, but...

It seems it was impossible after all.
I gave Evan, who unnecessarily mentioned my fall, a sullen look.

Although Evan claimed he was being somewhat serious, I wonder if I even drew out 20% of his true ability?

"Hmm... Your speed is still lacking."

"I suppose... so."

Even if I compensated for my half-baked magic with clumsy swordsmanship and engraving formulas, I couldn't do anything about my speed—specifically, my thinking speed during combat.

While I was calculating how to attack my opponent, a knight would calculate my attack, how to avoid it, the counterattack, and what comes after.

When I somehow managed to dodge by instinct, knights would see attacks coming slowly and deflect them.

When I thought one move ahead, knights thought ten moves ahead.

No matter how many moves I planned in advance or how well I predicted the opponent's movements to launch attacks, the fundamental difference in speed was unavoidable.

This was the essential difference between ordinary people or mages and knights.

Instead of the complicated method of twisting principles with mana, knights offered a simple solution: strengthen the body beyond those principles.

That's why mages facing knights use the advanced magic ["Acceleration"], which temporarily allows them to match the knights' perception speed, but...

*If I used that... I'd pass out at minimum.*

Unfortunately, it was impossible with my body that came with numerous penalties.
Magic basically uses mana, and I couldn't accept mana.

"Well, anyway, good job. It was an almost impossible performance for your level."

"...Was it?"

Still, it feels good to be acknowledged by Evan like this.
Honestly, if I were to min-max, I'd focus on intelligence, not combat expertise, right?
Considering that, I think I did pretty well.

Especially against someone who's the second strongest in the world.

"Let's go get something to eat, Stella. I'm hungry after all that rolling around on an empty stomach."

But if I ever had to face knights or mages without any plan...

"......."

I don't know.
The common point between machines and humans is that when you try to extract performance beyond their design, something will definitely break.

"Stella?"

"Ah, yes. Let's do that."

I guess I'll know when it happens.

Well, I won't need to exert myself for the next few weeks.

All those episodes are for the protagonist to struggle through, right?

I'll only reveal myself at the most perfect moment.
Until then, I just need to quietly observe.

I reaffirmed this to myself as I left the training ground with Evan.


Little did I know that using my body more than usual would lead to muscle pain.

Ch.36 - EP. 3 Grace Period
The bell rang, signaling the start of class. Elysee sat at her desk, lost in thought.

"Who could she be... that woman."

Having been unexpectedly rebuffed by someone she never anticipated and nearly suffering damage to her reputation, Elysee sighed deeply.

Of course, this situation was entirely because of Stella. Everything had stemmed from that seemingly timid girl she hadn't even bothered to notice.

"...How should I handle this?" asked Caille, the silver-haired handsome young man, stroking his scabbard with an unpleasant expression. He clearly disliked seeing Elysee in such an awkward position.

His silver eyes gleamed intensely, making it obvious he wasn't joking.

To Elysee, however, this seemed like an overreaction.

"No, Caille. Please fix that impulsive temperament of yours."

She worried he might actually cause serious trouble. While admonishing him, Elysee fell into contemplation.

*That person... Stella, was it?*

Having lived through a second life by traveling back in time, Elysee's mental age was significantly different from her peers.

This usually allowed her to treat conversations with her peers as if they were children, but Stella was different.

*She was skilled.*

The girl had been remarkably adept at taking control of conversations, like someone who had spent years in high society.

That final act...? Even Elysee had felt chills.

*But... it would be a shame to give up now.*

She was the Second Best Student who had somehow defeated the Sword Saint. It would be difficult to abandon such an incredible talent just because of someone's interference.

*They didn't seem like lovers.*

Having spent years confined in the Imperial Palace learning to read people and situations, Elysee hadn't sensed the characteristic intimacy of a romantic relationship between them.

More accurately, she couldn't guess what kind of relationship they had.

*Could that woman be the helper I've heard about?*

No, that was impossible. The girl had so little mana that not even residual traces could be detected.

That would mean she was a Formulaic Magic user who relied solely on external mana, but could such a magician contribute meaningfully—enough to defeat the Sword Saint?

It was absurd. With that little mana, it was more puzzling how she'd even gotten into Class A.

If she actually possessed enough mana to significantly influence a battle with the Sword Saint and was hiding it...

*...No. That's impossible.*

That would mean she was at least an Archmage. For Elysee, who still remembered Stella as timid and naive, this was difficult to imagine.

Even without that bias, the idea that one of the continent's few Archmages would pretend to be a student and fight over a man was inconceivable.

*Anyway... there's still a chance.*

She had been quite startled, but no major problem had occurred.

If anything, she might need to hurry.

Though they didn't appear to be lovers, who knew what their relationship might develop into while she hesitated?

*So I should approach them again...*

The right choice would be to approach them again, swallowing her pride. Her instincts, honed over many years, told her so.

*I should...*

However.

Elysee's mind still vividly recalled Stella's face—how she had instantly stopped crying and smiled coldly.

For someone who had only ever faced physically powerful opponents, this was a fresh shock.

*...But it's fine to postpone it for now.*

That shock had transformed into a small fear she herself didn't recognize.

*I have so much to do anyway!*

And so, Elysee decided to delay her approach until she could form a perfect plan.

This was why Stella had been able to enjoy peace for the past few days.

***

"Oh my goodness."

It was morning, and as usual, I woke up early. While not quite like Evan, who barely seemed to sleep at all, I was an early riser for various reasons.

Normally, this gave me the relief of avoiding nightmares and the advantage of having a longer day than others...

"Ah, no."

Despite yesterday's intense exercise and physical exertion, my eyes opened at their regular time, allowing me to feel the onset of muscle pain from early morning.

The only time I'd slept in after overexerting myself was when I shared a room with Evan... anyway.

I hadn't moved any part of my body yet, but instinctively I knew.

If I moved even a finger right now, I'd die.

*...Was I always this weak?*

I wondered, feeling the stiffness flowing through my entire body. I didn't think it was this bad even after fighting the Sword Saint...

*Was it because mana was flowing through my body then?*

If so, this was truly an efficient body. The original owner of this beautiful vessel was a High Mage, so it made sense that it would be mana-friendly.

With these thoughts, I took a deep breath and tried to get up by tensing my abdominal muscles. The Academy was well-stocked with medical supplies, and just taking some muscle pain medicine harvested from the Mystical Garden would easily cure this level of soreness.

"...Nngh... KYAAAAK...!!"

...That is, if I could get out of bed.

I let out a strange scream and collapsed back onto the bed.

...Well, this is a disaster.

I needed to leave my room to get any herbs, but for some reason, today's unusually severe muscle pain wouldn't allow it. I desperately wanted to use a pain-relief spell, but I didn't know what side effects might occur due to my Mana Rejection.

As I was panicking over this unexpected crisis—

-THUMP THUMP!!

"...?"

A loud noise came from one side of the wall.

Then a voice flowed through:

-Stella?! What's with that unsightly scream?!

...It was my long-eared friend Erhen, whom I'd been trying to distance myself from.
Wait. Isn't the soundproofing here terrible?

Even for an elf, this seemed excessive.

"...Anyway."

Somehow, I might be able to get someone to bring me herbs. I felt both uncomfortable and apologetic about having to rely on someone I'd been trying to push away, but I shook my head.

*There's a joint class this afternoon.*

She would be sticking to Elysee after today's class anyway.
It should be fine to spend a little time together.

As I was rationalizing this to myself—

-I can't hear your answer!! Stella! I'm coming over!!

I heard the sound of her bursting out of her room next door. From the force alone, it seemed like she might break down my door too.

Wait, hold on.

***

After that, things went quite smoothly.

Erhen carried me on her back, repeatedly shouting "It's an emergency!" in the most embarrassing way possible.

Even after taking herbs that washed away my muscle pain, I could see Evan's attentive behavior, seemingly feeling some kind of guilt.

I shouldn't think this way, but as a secretary, receiving such care was... thrilling.
I felt a bit jealous that Evan had been the only one experiencing this nice treatment.

Anyway, after finishing the morning classes, I headed to the integrated class with Erhen, whom I couldn't shake off after receiving her help.

In the original story, integrated classes appeared quite frequently, and this was the first one.

Naturally, it was one of the episodes in the original work.

"Do you think we'll have duels against magicians? I hope I don't have to face you, Stella!"

"Why don't you want to face me?"

"Because you're scary!"

...This girl.
Well, if she saw me like that in the forest, she might misunderstand.

"But except for you, I'm confident against those magic users!"

For reference, spirit users are so rare across all races that the Academy doesn't have the staff or budget to create separate classes for them, so they're all placed in the Knight Department.

That's why Elysee, despite using magic as a secondary skill, is assigned to the Knight Department.

"Anyway, I'm so excited!"

I gave a slightly bitter smile watching her speak so energetically.
After today... she would be following only Elysee around.

Honestly, though she was a bit loud, she was fun to be around.
I played along with her enthusiasm.

"Indeed. I'm looking forward to it as well."

But even as I said this...
I already knew.

Because this class was... a preview of the first semester midterm exam.

As soon as we entered the training ground, an oddly shaped bronze metal object caught everyone's eye.

"...What is that?"

Evan's muttered question beside me reflected what most students were thinking.

It looked like a crude attempt to mimic a human form with steel blocks—a bizarre shape for something existing in this world.

It was a weapon from the other continent that we would see quite frequently from now on—an Automaton.

Ch.37 - EP. 3 Preview
To Evan, Stella was his capable secretary, his only friend, and a collaborator and companion in his plans.

After that day, Stella became almost the only person Evan could comfortably interact with and accept while he suffered from nightmares.

That was the kind of person Stella was, but...

"...I'm not angry, you know."

That day, for the first time, Evan felt fear toward Stella.

*This isn't good.*

He wasn't normally an insensitive person.
Rather, except for a few areas, his perception exceeded that of ordinary people by about twice as much.

Unfortunately for Evan, this issue fell into one of those "few areas," but he could still identify the cause of the problem.

*Elysee... It's because of that woman.*

From the reaction he'd glimpsed during the entrance exam and other occasions, Stella seemed particularly reactive when it came to Elysee.
Especially considering her normally expressionless demeanor.

Having identified the cause, the problem should move to the solution stage, but Evan had no idea what to do.

For the sake of his plans, and Stella's plans too, they needed to act like ordinary students on the surface.

In that position, he couldn't just rudely reject a female cadet who approached him with something resembling goodwill.

Of course...

-Could you tell me about the entrance exam?
I'm curious how the second-best student felt?

*Lies. This is pretense.*

He was well-versed in discerning people's intentions when they approached him. Likewise, he knew how to play along and handle them according to their purposes.

If the subject was the Academy's top student, it seemed advantageous to weigh the pros and cons.

That's why he had intended to observe for a while, but somehow Stella didn't seem to appreciate that at all.

*Elysee... huh.*

But as mentioned before, Evan didn't understand the essence of the problem. He developed a one-dimensional emotion toward the person who caused this issue.

That emotion was a faint but definite budding hostility.

Originally, when it came to Elysee, he should have been sweet and devoted, even if behind a mask. This was the moment when his perception began to crack.

And...

*Stella getting angry... it's kind of nice.*

...it was also the beginning of another fracture.

It was, for Evan, like a taste of something different from her usual expressionless self.

In any case, Evan didn't want to upset Stella.
Lately, she seemed to be under tremendous stress.

*Is something not going according to plan?*

While Stella knew almost all of Evan's plans as his assistant, the reverse wasn't true.

As if there was information that needed to be concealed for now, Stella strangely chose to remain firmly silent on certain matters.

Yet somehow, she seemed quite happy on the way to the training ground.
Of course, he had to attend to her that morning because of muscle pain.

Anyway, though she maintained her usual expressionless face, Evan could sense some unusual ease about her.

*Does she know what's going to happen...?*

Evan thought about it briefly before shaking his head.

*I'm sure she'll handle it well without me worrying.*

The Stella he knew always managed to solve whatever problems came her way.

That was Evan's trust in Stella.

For some reason, Evan's mood lightened considerably at the sight of her looking relaxed for the first time in a long while.

***

The training ground, about the size of a well-equipped gymnasium in my previous life, was incomparable in many ways to the place where I had sparred with Evan.

Various weapons, safety equipment, and seats arranged to watch duels using them gave off a refined yet savage atmosphere like a gladiatorial arena.

And at the center of this training ground was...

"What... is that?"

Evan's exclamation of wonder from beside me probably represented what most students were feeling.
Even I was quite impressed by its appearance despite having seen it described extensively in the original work.

"Is it... a machine?"

"It's an automaton."

Evan offered a reasonably logical guess.
Indeed, what stood at the center of the training ground had the form of a machine.

With a rough copper surface that looked rusted, and various gears and pipes connecting between those copper plates, it closely resembled what one would conventionally think of as a machine.

"...Automaton?"

Yes. If it hadn't taken human form.
This crude steel imitation of human shape was what they called a "combat automaton," the culmination of this world's finest technologies.

According to the original story's sequence, this was probably the opponent we'd have to face in today's class.

"Alright, is everyone here?"

As I sat there, absentmindedly staring at the romantically imposing armored robot, a booming voice suddenly echoed throughout the training ground.

It was Alen Mikedou, the close combat instructor.

"Second time seeing you all. Good to see you."

His hair fluttered red like his temperament. As I'd felt from the novel, he had a refreshing appearance and personality befitting his title as the close combat professor.

Surprisingly, among the original work's fans—mainly those who supported middle-aged characters—there were suggestions to include Alen in the reverse harem.

"Now, have you all had a good look at this pile of scrap? Don't underestimate it just because it looks shabby. It's much more expensive than any of us."

Alen stood at the center of the students, tapping the combat automaton as he spoke. For reference, his statement was a fact without any exaggeration.

The combat automaton originated not from this continent but from the opposite one. In the setting, the opposite continent had no magical will left but had developed technology exponentially, to the point where people here couldn't even imitate it.

"Our academy has an alliance with the academy on the Sky Island from the opposite continent, so we could get it much cheaper than other continents... but it's still an incredible piece of equipment."

By this point, students began murmuring, wondering why it was here.
In truth, they all probably had one hypothesis in mind but wanted to deny it.

"...There's something unpleasant about that thing."

Unlike the students who were already trembling with fear at the possible implications, Erhen was unusually frowning and glaring at the combat automaton.

Well, that makes sense.
For elves who communicate with spirits through the will of mana as interpreters, machines from the opposite continent that move with dead mana would be incompatible.

"According to the original curriculum, my assistant and I would face you to assess your levels, but..."

Alen looked back and forth between the students and the combat automaton with an expression of great anticipation.
Was this description in the original work?

...No, it wasn't.

"But, as I said in the first class, we're planning to push this year's students quite hard. Well... I think you all get the idea by now?"

The faces of students who had been hoping against hope gradually transformed from uncertainty to confirmed despair.

Well, it was understandable.
After all, they were about to face a pile of metal that, despite being humanoid, looked to be about 3 meters tall.

"That's right. This year's skill assessment will be replaced with fighting this combat automaton. Now I'll call the order. There's no difference in sequence between the Magic Department and the Knight Department."

While I might be somewhat familiar with this due to the thousands of movies and books I'd seen in my previous life, including plenty of sci-fi, the natives of this continent must be feeling like indigenous people seeing a steamship for the first time.

Oh, I'm not saying I'm not scared of that thing.
If told to fight without preparation, I'm confident I'd freeze up like a statue too.

But. What was my only advantage in this world?
It was the information from the original work that formed the basis of this world.

I know.
This episode was actually placed to emphasize the protagonist's strength once more, like a "wow, amazing Elysee" kind of reaction episode.

As befitting the protagonist and top student, she gets to go first and completely fries the combat automaton with her lightning spirit, rendering the expensive automaton inoperable for days.

In fact, this academy had more, many more such combat automatons, but they were reserved for future use and couldn't be deployed immediately...

Eventually, the rest of the students would return to the original curriculum and face Professor Alen instead of that pile of metal, earning her goodwill from the other students.

And Erhen's interest too.

In other words, since the automaton was going to break down from the start, I wouldn't have to fight it now!

"First in order, from the Magic Department, Stella Bell Eckhart!"

"Huh?"

In an instant, the surrounding sounds flickered out.
I froze in the same expressionless state I maintained while acting as Stella, turning into a statue.

After a moment of silence, the two people beside me slowly turned their heads toward me, conveying their surprise.

Cold sweat trickled down.
Unable to move my stiff neck, I rolled my eyes to look at the professor.

Alen was just smiling with an interested expression, as if he hadn't considered the danger of the situation he'd created.

Um...

Really?

No...


...fuck.

*

Right now, Mikedou was in an excellent mood.
Finally. Finally, the time had come to test that girl.

How long had he waited since seeing the residue of that tremendous mana during the entrance exam?

Of course, for some reason, she was currently concealing her mana.
But that fact also pleased Mikedou.

With her true abilities, she could defeat even the Sword Saint.

What would happen when such a powerful person faced the combat automaton from the opposite continent?

Would she show her true abilities, or...

"Heheh... It's been a long time since I've been this excited in this boring empire."

He secretly laughed as he watched her with a somewhat blank expression.
As expected, one might say.

She remained completely expressionless. As if... she had anticipated this.

*

*Damn it! What is this, what's going on...!*

After hearing Alen's words, I felt like I had actually fainted for about a second.
Question marks of various sizes floated around in my head, interfering with my thoughts, but among them, one clear thought remained.

*I'm screwed.*

Really screwed. How did I end up in this situation?
I thought seeing Elysee approach Evan was mild in comparison.

"Stella, will you be alright? I don't know how strong this machine... automaton? is, but..."

"Miss Stella, if you're in danger, I'll shoot the instructor from behind!"

I passed by the two who were making more of a fuss than I was, though outwardly I appeared dazed.

Of course, as you can see, it wasn't because I was calm, but because I felt dizzy enough to vomit as my sense of balance disappeared along with my composure.

...Really, why did this happen?

You want me to fight that pile of metal?
I mean, I would have to face it someday, but.
That was with the premise that my preparation and planning would be perfect.

I hadn't entered this class feeling reassured for nothing.
I was certain that Elysee would turn that thing into a real pile of scrap with one blow and take care of it.

What if that doesn't happen and I have to face it?
I might not die, but my body would be covered in bruises, and my weak abilities would be completely exposed.

And that would be fatal for me, who needed to maintain Stella's image, even if just for show.

*Really, why?*

Of course, the order of fighting it wasn't necessarily based on academic ranking.

In the original work, Elysee was chosen to go first because she caught Professor Alen's eye, not because she was the top student.

But that raised even more questions.
Why me? Did I stand out more than Elysee? Why?

Was it because I destroyed those magical reconnaissance devices during the entrance exam? But all eyes should have been on the protagonist then.

Even if that was witnessed, they would have seen me without any mana, right?

My head was spinning.
You might ask why I couldn't just forfeit or take one hit and fall down, enduring some ridicule, but that wasn't an option.

In the original work, Stella was the only High Mage-level talent in the Academy's Magic Department.

According to the original narrative, her abilities were a major reason why Elysee wanted to bring Evan into her faction.
Like a 1+1 deal.

This was especially true since she hadn't existed before Elysee's regression.
I didn't know the reason at the time, but according to the last chapter I read, she was probably already dead and thus absent in the future.

Anyway, Stella's competence was something I needed to maintain.
Of course, I'm not Stella, and I can't display the same abilities as her.

If I never had to act, that would be one thing, but now that an opportunity to demonstrate ability had arisen, I couldn't be treated as useless.

-Stella? Isn't she the one who fought with the top student?

-The one with no mana at all?

Because if that happened, I didn't know how the original work might twist, and separately, this already harsh academy life would obviously become even harder.

So, at the very least.

I had to prove that I wasn't so useless.

I never dreamed that would happen through that pile of metal I thought I'd only face much later.

Actually, knowing what my opponent is might be a blessing.

"Are you ready, Stella?"

With a "whew," a deep sigh escaped my lips.
The surrounding sounds disappeared as if muted, leaving me with only the situation and my judgment.

...Right. Just the minimum, only the minimum.

Standing out too much now would only bring about more variables.

I should only stand out after the characters around the protagonist are established.
That perfect moment.

"Cadet Stella?"

"...Yes. I'm ready."

So, moderately.
A competence within reasonable limits.

That's what I need to act out.

"...Oh?"

I pulled out a wooden sword from among the dozens of weapons stuck in the training ground.
Immediately, the surrounding students stirred.

-What's that, is she really going for close combat as a mage?

-I don't feel any mana from her at all. How is someone like that in Class A?

-Can she even drain that metal thing's strength?

Unfortunately, the treatment of sword-wielding mages in this world was like this.

Moreover, I had no mana, essentially a misfit whose presence in Class A was questionable.

Contempt, mockery, dismissal—things I was familiar with.

I easily ignored them and stood in the center of the training ground.
The combat automaton, which looked even larger up close.

*Ugh... it's freaking huge.*

My expression tried to twitch involuntarily as the pungent smell of oil wafted over me.
Couldn't I still forfeit and avoid fighting that thing?

Such weak thoughts tried to invade my mind again.

...No.

Poker face.

In an instant, the confusion and fear that were about to cross my expression disappeared, leaving only a blank face.
Matching that, my mindscape became calm.

"[Activation, target is one person in range. Intensity at seventy percent.]"

I can't avoid it anyway.

Because I am.
The me who came here is High Mage Stella Bell Eckhart.

Someone who can do anything, somehow.
That's who she is.

-Kiiiiing!

As the combat automaton slowly began to move, I slowly dragged the wooden sword with the engraving complete.
Then I looked around at the surrounding gazes once more.

Evan and Erhen watching with worried expressions, Caille and Elysee with a mix of interest and doubt, and the other cadets expecting to see how quickly I'd fall.

Among these many different gazes, I felt rather comfortable.

*So many... it's been a while.*

It was actually fortunate.

As I expected, there were so many cadets who dismissed me based on my mana quantity.
So, since it's come to this...

"-Begin!"

I might as well give the expectant audience a taste.

Of what Stella Bell Eckhart, Evan von Isenberg's secretary, and my favorite character.

Is really like, clearly.

Ch.38 - EP. 3 Combat Doll
Chapter 39. Automaton

[14-3. "Automaton."

The pinnacle of magical engineering created to assist in the efficient subjugation of the Sky Island on the opposite continent.
Academies allied with the Sky Island import them at low cost to train their students.
The automaton's body is made of an alloy of copper and mana steel, making it both sturdy and highly conductive to mana.
However, its high electrical conductivity has led to numerous cases of them shutting down after being struck by lightning on rainy days, though this was hardly a concern for those who mostly operate above the clouds.
The core at its center perceives surrounding objects based on mana and sound-

(Omitted section)

This is why they are formidable opponents for both knights and mages alike.
If you ever encounter this steel golem in this world...

I wish you luck.

] -Excerpt from the special setting collection of "Academy Survival Guide for That Princess."


***

"Keeeeeng!"

The automaton's eyes lit up with a yellow glow as its massive body gradually began to activate.

Though one might expect it to make harsh grinding noises, it moved rather smoothly thanks to good lubrication.

'Let's see...'

How could I demonstrate a reasonable level of competence?
No, before that, could I even defeat this hunk of metal?

I muttered while stroking my sword as if checking the engravings on it.

I should mention that this thing was essentially a mid-boss in the first part of the story.
Of course, its true threat came not when it was alone like this, but when they attacked in groups. That said, the characters in the story were all monsters, while an ordinary person like me would struggle to handle even one properly.

'If one isn't... prepared. Like I am now.'

"Kwang!"

As I was observing the automaton's strange, jerky movements and thinking such thoughts, its massive arm pulled back as if to say it wouldn't give me time for idle thoughts.
It was preparing to strike me with its enormous mass.

The professor would intervene if necessary, but taking a direct hit would result in at least a concussion.
Especially for me, who couldn't enhance my body with mana.

However.

'If my thinking is correct...'

"Whoooong!!"

The automaton's massive arm created tremendous air pressure just by cutting through the air.
Yes, it hit the air, not my fragile body.

I merely tilted my head slightly, and the metal arm barely grazed above my head, only messing up my hairstyle a bit.

For a moment, silence fell over the surroundings.
If I were to interpret the emotion in that silence, it would be... disbelief.

"W-what?"

"Did he... dodge it?"

The students watching me began to stir at what appeared to be a feat of skill.
To them, I must have looked like a mage who dodged the automaton's attack with just a slight movement of my head.

'...Whew! That was close. As I thought, my theory was correct!'

Of course, the reality was somewhat different.
I didn't dodge the automaton's attack after seeing it. And I certainly didn't dodge it without looking.

'As expected, the automaton... can't properly detect me.'

According to the setting, automatons distinguish between living beings and inanimate objects through mana and sound.

Humans possess a certain amount of mana regardless of quantity, and the magical device inside the automaton reads this to designate attack targets.

But every rule has exceptions and variables.
In this case, it's my mana.

'I don't have any mana...!'

The automaton, seemingly confused by the lack of impact from its swing, swung its arm in a wide semicircle once more.

'One more... time!'

I took a step forward and slightly lowered my head.

"Paang!!"

Again, the attack that failed to reach me only cut through the air with a loud sound.
Unable to accept this fact, the automaton raised its other arm high and brought it down.

"Kwaang!!"

The collision between the reinforced stone floor and the metal arm created a massive vibration and thunderous noise.

But again.
The attack didn't reach me.

I took another step forward, closing the distance between myself and the automaton.

"H-he dodged all of that...?"

"Without mana enhancement?!"

The students looked at me with quite surprised expressions.
It wasn't so much objective admiration for my ability as relative surprise at the skill displayed by a mage like me who lacked mana.

"Keeeeng!!"

...But I'm sorry to say, this is where the limit ends.
As I mentioned before, the automaton's means of identification are mana and sound.

As long as I'm human, my heart and lungs will continue to make noises that prove I'm alive, and the automaton is optimized to read those.

However, identifying by mana is much more accurate, which is why it had been experiencing errors until now.

'But at this distance... it probably won't work anymore.'

"Tang!"

As if to prove my thoughts, this time the automaton's precisely aimed arm appeared in my vision.
Fortunately, it was an attack I had predicted.

"Kkaang!!"

Exactly along the predicted trajectory.
Since trying to block it by sight would likely result in a mistake, I swung my wooden sword with all my might as if striking an invisible wall, and it collided with the automaton's arm, sending tremendous vibration and pain through my hand.

Would it feel similar to swinging a wooden sword at a rock with all your might?

Despite putting all my strength into the swing, enough to make it feel like the bones in my palm were shattering, the metal arm that had several times my mass only slightly changed direction.

But this was enough.
I was able to take another step forward in that gap.

'Was I... at this level?'

It happened in an instant.
A brief time, less than 10 seconds.
But somehow my body and thoughts were rotating faster than ever before.

For a moment, I recalled my previous match with Evan von Isenberg.
Evan's face as he praised me for my improved reaction speed.

If I think about what happened before that...

'Indeed, this body is too efficient.'

It seemed that fragments of the awakening I had forced into my brain when facing the Sword Saint still remained.

I don't know when this will disappear, but if it's been given to me, I'll use it.

"Tat!"

While the automaton was preparing its next attack, I ran at full speed and positioned myself behind it.

"For a mage to approach that close..."

"Aren't mages supposed to attack from a distance?"

Despite being in the midst of battle, my heightened senses allowed me to clearly hear the voices from the spectator seats.

'My magic wouldn't even scratch it anyway.'

Trying to damage an automaton made of high-grade mana steel with half-baked magic that couldn't use internal mana was absurd.

Of course, if I fed it the strongest magic I knew... say, "Explosive Star," it might leave a scratch, but if I leisurely cast that, I might end up as fish jerky.
Besides, even that would be half-baked and insufficient to finish it off.

So I approach.
To thrust my one move as close as possible.

"Keeeeng!!"

The automaton's waist bent at an angle impossible for humans, and using that elasticity, it swung both arms.
As if trying to eliminate everything within its range.

Because I was behind it, the attack didn't have as much momentum as before, but it was still threatening to me.

'If' it hit me, that is.

["Gale Wind"]

"Paaang!!"

A low-level magic, Gale Wind.
Being a low-level spell, I was able to calculate it in advance even in this chaotic battle.

"Gigik!"

The arm was pushed to the opposite side, failing to reach me.
And in that gap, I took my final step forward, arriving right in front of the automaton's massive body.

Even a low-level spell exploding right in front caused it to stagger slightly, and seeing me approach so close, the automaton seemed flustered and raised both arms high.

Then, it brought them down.

"Kwaaaa!!"

'Oh, its reaction speed is faster than I expected.'

Like a gorilla, two massive metal arms came crashing down to crush me.

This, I couldn't dodge.

The only formula I had calculated in advance was already used, and I didn't have the reflexes to avoid this.

"Well, it doesn't matter now."

I gathered mana from the air and channeled it into the wooden sword.
As if that was a trigger signal, something engraved on the wooden sword began to glow white-hot.

My magic can't penetrate that layered mana steel, making it meaningless.
But what if I detonate it from inside?

["Engraving Formula: -

Because it's a "doll" mimicking human movement.
Because it's a machine that necessarily has joints to do so, there exists a small gap.

The tiny gap connecting the head and body parts of the automaton.

As soon as I approached the automaton, I thrust my wooden sword into that gap.
The wooden sword on which I had engraved a formula before the match began.

-Formula of Lightning"]

"Kwajik!!"

From the tip of the wooden sword, a small thunder and lightning struck.
As that electric current spread inside the automaton, which was vulnerable to electric-attribute magic.

"Gi, gi, gigik."

The automaton froze in that exact posture, about to strike me down, while emitting black smoke.

The reason I gave up the advantage of ranged attacks and approached the automaton so closely was for this.

Elysee de Iris had rendered an automaton immobile in an instant using maximum output lightning through her lightning spirit.

I couldn't produce output that could penetrate mana steel's defense, but a strike from the inside...

I thought it would have a similar effect.
Though only for a moment.

"Keeeeng!!"

The yellow light in the automaton's eyes, which had gone out momentarily, lit up again as it tried to rise once more.

But that wasn't my aim.
I just needed the automaton to stop momentarily.

Alright. The final stage.

"Wooong."

I smiled slightly as I watched the formula arranging itself like interlocking gears in my hand.

Then, I aimed it at the automaton struggling to rise.

"Huu...."

Quietly, I recited.
The formula with the strongest power I could currently use.

["Explosive Star"]

"Kwaaaang!!"

With a thunderous roar, pitch-black smoke and blindingly bright light filled the training ground.

AI-generated image: "A sleepy Stella Bell Eckhart hugging Evan von Isenberg, who looks embarrassed"

Ch.39 - EP. 3 Limits
The power of mana. A force unlike any other in this world, yet one that borrows from all others.

For knights, it's the power to exceed their limits; for mages, a chance to defy the laws of nature.

That's why the amount of mana one possesses becomes a measure of strength in itself.

Just as muscles aren't the absolute standard of strength, but seeing a muscular person allows you to make a rough guess about their power. Just as you can estimate someone's fighting ability without actually fighting them when they're skin and bones.

In this world where people rely far more on mana than muscles, the quantity of mana itself serves as a criterion for judging strength.

"Gik, gigik."

By that standard, the students of Class A—those who would have been called prodigies in their respective regions—couldn't help but look down on Stella.

No, Stella, who not only had little mana but seemingly none at all, was beyond mere dismissal—she was an object of bewilderment.

A parachute student? At the Academy?
Again, in this world, mana was essentially the beginning and end of combat.

By their common sense, they simply couldn't understand how a mage without mana could have made it into Class A.
To be honest, with that level of mana, even basic admission would have been touch and go.

Of course, there was the possibility she was hiding her mana, but that was about as plausible as expecting a skin-and-bones person to be concealing muscles—it was nothing short of absurd nonsense.

It was easier and more likely correct to assume she had used some means to gain admission rather than believing that someone without mana was one of the few Archmages across both continents.

And in reality, that was closer to the truth.

Therefore.

"KWAAANG!!"

"...What is that...?"

To the knight and magic department students of Class A, Stella's movements appeared...

"KWAGAGAGAK!!"

"Is that... movement possible without mana?"

Like an art performed at the risk of one's life.
She advanced as if certain she wouldn't be injured, even when it seemed she might be hit.
Despite being a mage, she approached with minimal, terribly efficient movements.

Could they do the same with their mana?
Most students couldn't give an affirmative answer to the question they posed themselves.

So they changed their line of thinking.
Wasn't this a gamble she could take precisely because she had no mana? Even if she got close, wouldn't she be unable to do anything?

[Engraving Formula: Lightning Formula]

"PAJIJIK!!"

The Academy's promising students thought so—until a small formula on her wooden sword, engraved who knows when, activated.

"Gi, gi, gigik."

At this point, quite a number of students, notably cadets like Caille Seirus, were greatly impressed.

"So it can be used like that too...!"

To knights, the concept of engraving formulas was nothing more than a futile attempt to imitate mages, and this was true even for Caille, a magic swordsman with a more open perspective than ordinary swordsmen.

To him, the existence of engraving formulas that could strike unexpectedly in the middle of swordplay was quite innovative.

Moreover, seeing that mechanical monstrosity—which he thought would take dozens of strikes with a wooden sword to bring down—fall to its knees in an instant made it all the more impressive.

"Such a way of using it...!"

The magic department students, including Elysee who mainly used spirits and magic, were equally impressed.

To mages, engraving formulas were something that might help someday if prepared in advance, but for mages who were already busy memorizing regular formulas, they were merely inefficient self-defense techniques.

But to engrave it on a sword and use it directly for attack?
Elysee could hear some mages expressing interest, but having experienced countless battles in her previous life, she knew better.
That was something only someone like her could pull off.

And that prediction proved exactly right. This was a method that would be difficult to use effectively unless one was like Stella—able to memorize all accessible formula paths and apply them according to the situation.

And conversely, that meant only Stella could fight efficiently in this way.

"[Explosive Star]"

"KWAAAANG!!"

While everyone was distracted by Stella's engraving formula, a massive explosion occurred at the center of the training ground.

The magic department students who had practiced that formula countless times immediately recognized what it was.

Top-tier explosion magic, Explosive Star.

Hellishly difficult to learn and time-consuming to calculate, but if cast properly, it could literally devastate the surroundings.

In Stella's case, she couldn't reach that level of power due to her lack—or rather absence—of mana, but...
The students who thought this far felt a slight chill.

It wasn't that she could only produce this much power because she lacked mana.
It was that she produced this much power by drawing only from the ambient mana in the air, despite having none herself.

What if that woman had even a little mana?
While some trembled at this unwelcome hypothesis...

"Pushhiii."

As the pitch-black smoke cleared, Stella's figure emerged.
She raised both hands slightly, taking a stance that anyone could see was resolute.

In that moment, everyone in the training ground froze.
Evan, Elysee, Caille, even the noisy Erhen.

Everyone except the person who caused this reaction.

And Stella, with a faint smile at their reactions, uttered a single phrase.

*

Somehow managing to stall for time, I hit the automaton with "Explosive Star," and in the black smoke...

I was lost in thought.
Hmm, is this... enough?

No, it's definitely enough.

Though not comparable to Elysee, I even managed to temporarily stop the automaton and, as a bonus, showed the strongest technique I could use.

Exposing my engraving formula, one of my cards, was a bit annoying... but it was less that others couldn't use it and more that they didn't because of its garbage efficiency.

Logically, if you're using a sword, use a sword; if you're using magic, use magic—what reason is there to wrap magic around a sword and swing it?
Unless you're a pathetic fake mage like me, it's more beneficial to just use magic or invest in physical enhancement.

Anyway, despite having no mana, I dodged most attacks.
Though I've read the original work, I managed to exploit weaknesses.
And through the opening created, I landed a top-tier spell.

This should be enough to avoid being looked down upon.
If I did more, I might only reveal my limitations. There was no need for that in a mere combat assessment match.

So, my best judgment here is...
To gracefully exit before showing all my cards.

In the clearing smoke, I slowly raised both hands.
Hands up. The universal sign of combat intent cessation.

I could see the reactions around me. Seemingly surprised by my action, everyone's eyes were wide.
...I'm allowed to surrender, you know.

Anyway, since my goal was to avoid being underestimated, I wore a slightly relaxed smile on the surface.

And declared, opening my mouth:

"I forfeit."

Immediately after, noise and chatter erupted.
Unlike when I was fighting the automaton, the training ground instantly became chaos itself.

The students seemed to be gathering to discuss my recent combat.

As I stood still, listening to the familiar audience response, the professor approached and said:

"...That was excellent. But why did you forfeit?"

His eyes held both satisfaction and regret, as if asking whether I couldn't have fought more after doing so well.

"I showed as much as was possible for me."

It was unfortunate for him, but if I had continued, I might have been captured as a rare case of someone who could turn their mana on and off, becoming a research subject.
I work hard at everything, but I don't put in my best effort, or anything beyond that.

Again, people are designed to break when they go beyond their limits.
I had no desire to experience my limits firsthand.

Especially if the result of that effort might involve slicing Evan's knee in the middle of the training ground.

"I see. Good work. You may go."

Professor Alen seemed to accept my words, smiling coolly as he announced the end of the combat assessment.
And so, like a magician finishing a performance, I turned around and walked steadily toward Evan, noticing two incredibly excited people watching me.

Seriously. Why are they making more fuss than me?
Even as I thought this, a small smile formed on my lips.

*

"Whew, that was tough."

I sat down next to Evan and exhaled deeply.
Beads of sweat had formed on my forehead, showing how tense I had been. Well, how could anyone be calm fighting that pile of scrap metal?

"You fought amazingly, Stella!"

"Yes! You were so cool, Miss Stella!!"

But it seemed this tension was contagious, as the two people beside me were making an even bigger fuss.

Normally it would have been annoying, but since half of what I could hear from the training ground was people badmouthing me, I couldn't have been happier for their support.

"Wow! When Miss Stella went whoosh and swish, that monstrous thing went bang!!"

What happened to your vocabulary, 120-year-old?
Surprisingly, I understood exactly what you meant.

Hmm. Evan knows I could dive straight into the afterlife if I used mana due to my circumstances, but how do I appear to Erhen?

Of course, beneath the surface lies the tearful struggle of a weakling who can't properly use mana, but to Erhen, I probably look like a veteran player completing a no-hit run in their underwear.

Though as a powerful person herself, Erhen probably wouldn't think that way.

"Anyway, serves them right! They all looked at Miss Stella like she was a worthless bug!"

"Please watch your language... And things probably haven't improved much."

I answered while looking into Erhen's sparkling eyes, unable to guess what she was thinking.

My words seemed true, as the disparaging comments directed at me grew even louder from around us.

"W-what? So that's all she had."

"Isn't she less impressive than we thought...?"

But unlike before, these weren't words of genuine dismissal.
It would be unfair to hear such things after what I'd done.

Yes. In a manner of speaking, those were...

The desperate downplaying by students who would have to face that automaton themselves, hypnotizing themselves.

"Heh..."

Amidst those gazes, I quietly laughed where no one could see.

So, a fool born without mana, a mage who swings a wooden sword, has shown this much.

Then, what can you show me?

I should hope Elysee is next in line. If not...

"Now, I'll call the next person. Ian McKellen."

Let's see you give it your all.

Ch.40 - EP. 3 Skill Assessment
The students of the Knight and Magic departments were left in shock after witnessing the girl's performance for about five minutes. She calmly walked back to her original position.

Allen smiled again watching her.

"She's insane."

That was his honest assessment, one he couldn't voice in front of the students as a professor.

Somehow, Stella currently had no mana. In such a state, how many people could put on a performance like that?

Even limiting it to this A-class, not many could. Allen felt immense satisfaction at this fact, but also disappointment.

"As expected... she must have some reason to hide her strength."

She had forfeited right after unleashing "Explosive Star," one of the highest-tier spells. It was a sign that she'd shown enough, but couldn't reveal more.

Allen found that regrettable.

"I'd like to fight her myself... but that's not possible..."

Allen clicked his tongue, reflecting on his improper thoughts, and shuffled through the roster. Originally, he had planned to call students who caught his eye and enjoy himself, but after seeing Stella's battle, that desire vanished.

"Now, I'll call the next person."

So Allen decided to just call names in order. After what they'd just witnessed, he doubted anything as interesting would happen again.

"Ian McKellen."

This was tremendously unfortunate for the next students. They now had to fight an automaton in front of a professor whose standards had been significantly raised.

"[Activation, target is one person within range. Intensity at eighty percent.]"

It was truly unfortunate.

***

There's a saying: "It's better to take your beating early."

I think that saying might have been created just for me. I felt completely at peace as I watched the training ground.

-CRASH!!

"ARGH!!"

In the center of the training ground, there was a loud sound of leather tearing, and another student was thrown to the ground.

He appeared to be a swordsman from the Knight Department. His wooden sword had flown far away, and his bruised face made his situation obvious.

"Twenty exchanges... he held out quite well, didn't he?"

"Hmm, indeed."

But even he was doing better than the previous students.

Whether they underestimated the automaton after seeing my fight, or convinced themselves they weren't intimidated, the clueless students charged at the automatons and were all knocked down by the strange movements and strength of these mechanical beings they'd never encountered before.

I wasn't detected by the automaton and knew its characteristics well from the original story, but for those unfamiliar, it would be a nightmare.

Magic doesn't work well on it, being metal means cutting doesn't feel right, and one hit can break something.

They're holding out this well only because this is Class A. First-timers would do much worse.

-Ugh... I think my arm is broken...

-Stop exaggerating, you're just bruised.

The A-class standard was indeed quite high. Both mages and knights put up good fights against an unfamiliar strong opponent.

But the information gap couldn't be ignored, and no one had defended as well as I did.

"Ugh... I want to fight soon. I'm getting antsy."

"Feeling confident, are we?"

I asked, looking at Evan who was stretching. As always, he answered with a smile.

"Of course! These things naturally favor the Knight Department a bit more."

"Well, that's true."

The Magic Department students seemed to have learned something from watching me, as they tried to cast massive lightning spells but failed.

"High-speed incantation still seems too difficult for them."

"Magic users need to work harder!"

Erhen and Evan shared their observations. From their perspective as upper-tier students in Class A, no one impressive had appeared yet.

"Next, Erhen Elpida. Step forward."

"Oh, it's my turn!"

About halfway through the student roster, Erhen's name was finally called.

Erhen ran forward with her characteristic light steps and selected her weapon.

"Erhen used wind spirits, right?"

"Yes. I'm not sure how she'll use them against something like that."

In the original story, due to circumstances, we never saw her fight an automaton.

Since she quite disliked automatons that operated on dead mana, I was curious about the outcome of this fight.

"[Activation, target is one person within range. Intensity at eighty percent.]"

I could see the professor setting up the automaton again and activating it.

The method seemed to involve engraving a mana pattern on its back.

So that's how it works. Well, if anyone could activate an automaton, the academy would be in chaos.

"-Begin."

While I was carefully observing the activation process, the battle had already begun, and the automaton was stiffly moving.

Everyone at the training ground must have been curious.
How would this elegant elf from the Great Forest fight?

As everyone, including myself, focused on her holding a bow and arrow lightly:

"[Blessing bestowed - Wind Speed, Penetration, Hardening, Sure Hit.]"

-BOOM!!

The elegant elf from the Great Forest immediately fired an arrow with four blessings attached to it.

A blue-green beam shot like a ray of light, directly hitting the automaton's head, and a tremendous gale swept around as if compressed air had exploded.

"Ugh..."

"The wind..."

Though it was a wooden sword and not a serious attack, it had the power to deflect the Sword Saint's strike.

Naturally, taking such an attack at close range would cause this kind of aftermath.

After the strong wind that made it difficult to keep eyes open passed, the students saw the automaton staggering with its neck twisted to the limit of its range of motion.

It was completely different from how it merely tilted slightly when Knight Department students struck with all their might. Could such impact come from a thin arrow? From a wooden stick without even an arrowhead?

The students looked at her with astonishment. She had already nocked another arrow with movements too skilled to follow.

"Here comes the next one...! [Blessing bestowed - Wind Speed, Penetration, Curved Shot.]"

Tang. A firing sound almost comparable to a gunshot filled the training ground. Two arrows split into the wind and curved in different directions.

-Bang, Crash!!

With a time difference, they curved and struck the automaton's sides.
The automaton staggered with a clanging sound characteristic of metal being hit.

"Oh... she's fighting well, Erhen."

"Indeed. This opponent should be a bad match for her."

Like me, Elysee was especially specialized in fighting humans. Imagine if a human had taken that first attack.

Of course, a skilled opponent would deal with it before the blessing was bestowed, but once fired with the Sure Hit blessing attached, it would hit somewhere no matter what.

And once hit, regardless of mana reinforcement, the probability of serious injury was high.

-KEEENG!!

"Being a piece of scrap metal makes you tough...!!"

But the automaton wasn't like that. Apart from its intensity, the automaton was like a corpse and merely staggered after taking three arrows infused with her soul.

"In that case!!"

As if about to use her full power, brilliant blue winds swirled around Erhen like oil floating on water.

Wait. Is she using that here?

"[Blessing bestowed - The gale that brushes the branches....]"

As Erhen began to mutter something, the wind surrounding her instantly transformed into a gale that swept around.

Just preparing the attack created this much force. Naturally, the attack to follow would have an even greater impact.

Realizing this, the professor shouted in alarm:

"Stop, stop! Are you trying to destroy this?!"

The professor quickly ran to the automaton, stopped its movement, blocked Erhen, and declared the test over.

It was understandable. If hit by that, even the sturdy automaton wouldn't survive intact, and the professor would be responsible for destroying expensive equipment.

So with a bit of commotion, Erhen's skill assessment ended.

"AAAAH!! Let me go, Professor!! I must destroy that thing!!!"

...With a bit of commotion.

*

Afterward, it was back to tedious repetition.

Each time the automaton threw a punch with its oiled mechanical sound, groans and screams from Magic or Knight Department students were heard, and after several repetitions, another fallen body appeared.

Normally, mages disadvantaged in close combat would complain, but since both sides were equally beaten, no particular complaints arose. The power was also adjusted slightly for the mages.

In any case, the experience of being hit by a metal chunk weighing well over ten kilograms was naturally a (physical) shock to these promising youths who had just become adults and entered the academy. Most of them were now sitting, groaning while drinking low-grade potions.

"Yawn... getting boring."

"I should have smashed its head!"

Of course, the two people—or rather, one person and one elf—beside me were exceptions.

Erhen was talking like a thug showing off to his girlfriend, saying she would have just smashed it if the instructor hadn't stopped her, while Evan seemed to have moved beyond feeling antsy to just being bored.

"I wonder when my turn will come, there aren't many people left..."

Indeed, only a few students remained, along with Evan, Caille, and...

"Next, Elysee. Step forward."

Right. Elysee remained.
Elysee walked forward majestically, as if she had been waiting.

Platinum blonde hair shining brilliantly and sapphire-blue eyes. Though slightly delayed compared to the original story, it was still an impressive entrance.

Given her appearance, there was a different level of attention focused on her compared to when others stood there.

Though her identity hadn't been revealed yet, people instinctively recognized it.
The most noble bloodline in this empire, the imperial blood.

As she passed by, a look of confusion spread across Erhen's face.
...It's beginning.

"Sillev is..."

"Erhen? What's wrong?"

"My spirit is approving of that woman. Just from her passing by..."

Erhen looked at her spirit with slight cold sweat. The spirit was trying to rush toward her joyfully, like a moth to flame.

Well, that makes sense.
This was one of the protagonist's most distinctive abilities. If Stella in the original story was "a girl loved by mana," Elysee was a being worshipped by all spirits.

All spirits, depending on their rank, come to love her with varying intensity. They become desperate to help her with anything.

They would gladly give their lives if needed. While the few spiritists on the continent struggle to contract with a single spirit, she alone commands hundreds.

That is Elysee de Iris.
The ability of the protagonist who, in the end, persuaded even concept-level spirits to turn back time.

"Watch carefully, Erhen."

Until now, Erhen's whereabouts were mysterious even in the original story, so we just hung out casually, but not anymore.

Now, as Elysee displays her power for the first time.

"-Begin."

Erhen, who has lived her entire life with spirits, will become interested in her, and that interest will play a crucial role in the upcoming subjugation mission.

Elysee just stood there. But to Erhen—to the elf naturally sensitive to spirits—it would feel different.

Elysee raised her index finger slightly.
As if her finger were a lightning rod, she carefully aimed at the automaton. Then:

"This is this year's freshman top student."

"-Strike down."

In that moment, the world turned white-hot.
A pale blue lightning bolt descended from above, tracing a simple trajectory to the ground.

-BOOM!!!

For a brief moment, the spear of light penetrated the world, and its aftermath, unable to keep up with its speed, scattered in all directions.
The ground, pierced by the world's fastest spear, welcomed it with a roar and vibration.

The massive impact temporarily took away the sight and hearing of those nearby.

-What... is this?

-Did the... top student do this?!

As the light embedded in their eyes faded and their senses returned, everyone saw the devastated training ground.

Though the lightning had targeted just one spot, its tremendous aftermath spread from the center, turning the entire training ground into a wasteland.

The barrier separating the training ground from the student seats was in shambles, and the quartz floor looked as if an earthquake had passed through.

But none of that compared to the directly hit automaton. Its body had turned bright red from the instantaneous high heat, and its yellow eyes flickered, plainly showing its abnormal state.

Then, thud.
The automaton fell with a heavy sound, like a tree repeatedly chopped with an axe.

What no Knight or Magic Department student could achieve, Elysee accomplished with a single gesture.

"...As expected, she's incredible."

I muttered, looking at the disaster caused by a single human.

It was real thunder itself, incomparable to the small lightning I had summoned.

"...Oh dear."

Allen lamented, looking at the automaton that was clearly beyond recovery. He looked around with a glimmer of hope, then sighed even more deeply.

"Excellent, Cadet Elysee. Truly excellent."

But his praise was sincere.
In that short time, the surrounding students had accumulated so much resentment that they clapped with expressions full of delight.

Glancing to the side, I saw Erhen staring blankly at the automaton, as if stunned.

Well, this should be fine.
I felt reassured watching her standing indifferently amidst the applause.

Though slightly different from the original story, the development was the same: the automaton would be inoperable for a day or two, and the surrounding students sent her applause along with respectful gazes.

Unlike with me, they probably meant she was a strong person they could acknowledge. It was a good conclusion in terms of preserving the original story.

"...Wait, what about me?"

But Evan didn't seem to feel the same way.

Does this mean it can't move anymore? Evan's dejected question echoed emptily amidst the applause.

There was a brief commotion, but the skill assessment was successfully concluded.

'That means now, really...'

It wasn't far off. The first major episode that takes place at the academy in the original story.

Though I didn't need to use my power at all, the fact that I didn't know exactly when it would start left me slightly anxious.

'Maybe... about a month from now?'

Based on various circumstances from the original story, that seemed about right.
Even if I had nothing to do, it was good to be mentally prepared.

'Well... it should be fine.'

Erhen also seemed to have properly taken interest in Elysee.

I reassured myself while looking at Elysee.

'Good luck, protagonist. You're strong, aren't you?'

Offering encouragement that no one else in this world could give.

Ch.41 - EP. 3 Selfish
"Hey, Evan."

"Hmm? What is it, Stella?"

A day after the automaton incident ended.
I dragged my aching, muscle-sore body to find Evan during his dawn training.

Evan had apparently just finished training and was sitting on the training ground floor with some kind of nutrition bar in his mouth.

"Could you possibly go somewhere with me after classes end today?"

Just the two of us.
When I said that, Evan stared blankly for a moment before dropping his nutrition bar with a thud.

Then, visibly flustered, he nodded vigorously.

...What's with him? Why is he acting like this?
I just wanted to work on assignments at the library like normal students.

***

I can state with certainty that I've never shown enthusiasm for studying in my life.
While part of it was because acting took priority over academics, fundamentally it was because I felt no interest in learning.

Young me approached studies with the immature thought, "I'll make my living as an actor my whole life, so why bother studying?" and that attitude was reflected directly in my grades.

Actually, if I'm being honest, I received much higher grades than I deserved.

I had the ability to memorize almost perfectly anything I'd seen two or three times, whether it was a script or textbook, and that was the only thing saving my grades.

Conversely, one could say that's all I managed despite having such ability. Students who diligently applied themselves to their studies might have wanted to tear me apart if they knew.

But it couldn't be helped. Memorization was memorization, application was another matter entirely, and even my memory couldn't recover points lost from skipped assignments.

I probably used to have childish thoughts like "How nice would it be if acting counted as studying?"

And now, I was experiencing something not exactly the same, but similar.

-The mana stone of the Armored Salamander, due to its explosive power and instability...

It was especially so because instead of boring subjects like language, math, or history, I was learning something I was genuinely interested in.

Scratch, scratch. My pen moved rapidly across the parchment.
After moving vigorously between sheets of parchment for quite some time, the pen eventually stopped, marking a single dot to complete its usefulness.

A period. The signal that my homework was finished.
Despite completing the assignment quickly, I didn't feel tired at all.

Rather, I was experiencing an unprecedented academic enthusiasm.

Wait, why is this so fun?
I looked at my Magical Beast Ecology report—written at the fastest speed of my life—and marveled at myself.

I wasn't someone who could complete assignments this quickly, even when cramming.
And enjoying the process was even more impossible.

"Is this... a fantasy buff...?"

Come to think of it, I was the type of otaku who would thoroughly devour setting guides for creative works I enjoyed.
It made sense that someone like me would find it fascinating to see those settings come alive in a real world.

"Ughh..."

Well, that was my personal circumstance, but the opinion of this world's native seemed a bit different.

"Wake up, Evan. We need to finish our homework."

I poked Evan repeatedly while chiding him in a playful voice.
Evan seemed disgusted with paper and pen, having pushed them aside and collapsed with his face on the desk.

The sub-male lead who had no equal except for the Sword Saint in the original work. Impressive, Professor Stefan?

"Why do I have to write about utilization methods for burning lizard corpses..."

"Everything you learn will be useful someday. Even though it seems like we'll just be swinging swords our whole lives..."

As his secretary, I began lecturing Evan for his future.
In truth, despite my know-it-all tone, these were the essence of the lectures I hated most during my school days.

"Stop... please!"

Whether the dislike of nagging transcends worlds, it seemed quite effective on Evan.
Frowning like someone disturbed from a deep sleep, he slowly opened his eyes and stared at me.

"Stella. When you asked to go somewhere alone, this isn't what I had in mind."

"What were you expecting? In a library, no less?"

This was the Academy library. Except for the Imperial Library, which only imperial family members and caretakers could access, this was the largest repository on the continent.

Supposedly created by the 4th Principal who valued student education and gathered books from across the continent, it was well-regarded as a study space for students, just as in my previous life.

They even had sound-blocking magic on each seat! High school students from my previous life would have gone crazy for such facilities.

Normally Erhen would have tagged along, but she needed to get closer to Elysee, and besides her, we didn't really have other friends, so I suggested we come alone. But why was he acting strange?

"...Never mind. It's nothing."

Evan gave me a somewhat flat look before burying his head on the desk again.

Truth be told, Evan wasn't unintelligent. On the contrary, he was quite brilliant.

The flashes of insight he showed when helping me plan or handling family affairs shattered my modern-person-genius theory.

I mean, in typical fantasy transmigration stories, there's always that scene where the protagonist revolutionizes paperwork with modern methods and everyone goes "Wow, amazing!" I wanted to try that too, but...

Yeah. It didn't work.

This world was already well-systematized in its own way, and besides, someone like me who'd never even touched Excel couldn't possibly pull that off.

No, considering this was a place where enhancing one's brain with mana was standard, I think I was doing pretty well just keeping up.

"You're so fast at running, yet so slow at this."

"It's a matter of interest... What did you write anyway?"

Evan looked at me while drooping like wet seaweed.
Well, I knew the original work's settings and had developed an interest, so I wrote quickly. Some things matched what I'd been thinking about.

"Due to the unstable nature of Armored Salamander mana stones, they can't be used in complex formulas, but if you engrave mana that can be linked, you can remotely supply mana to the stone to strike vital points of high-ranking magical beasts... Wait, don't copy, Evan."

"Ah."

Caught in the act of transcribing my words while I was excitedly explaining my awesome plan, Evan gave me a dumbfounded expression before slumping again.

"Can't I at least use it as reference...! As my secretary, help me out a little."

"Evan. This is all for your own good. Right now these things might seem useless and boring, but life is unpredictable. If you haven't properly learned this knowledge when the time comes to use it..."

"Stop, stop!"

When I started reciting "The Top 10 Lectures I Hated Most in My Previous Life" to Evan who was trying to skip his assignment, he immediately surrendered.
When teachers told me such things during counseling, I wanted to run away, but it was fun being on the giving end. Really.

After exchanging banter-like conversation with Evan, he closed his eyes briefly, seemingly genuinely tired.

Just as I was wondering if my teasing had been too harsh for someone who'd been training since dawn and studying hard...

Evan slowly opened his eyes again and spoke.

"...Come to think of it, do you remember, Stella? The first time we met, we talked like this in the library too."

"Ah... That's right. You suddenly appeared and really surprised me."

When I first met Evan.
Though it happened about three years ago, the memory is still vivid.

Being transmigrated into this world not long before, trying clumsily to alter the original story's development, and experiencing kidnapping and rescue as a result—it all had a profound impact on my thinking and behavior.

And separately, it was also a time of getting to know Evan von Isenberg.
The person I wanted least to be involved with, the one I wanted to stay furthest from.

"Your reaction was quite memorable. You were trying to use fire magic in the library back then, weren't you?"

"...I knew I couldn't actually cast it anyway."

Logically, who would try to cast fire magic in a library?

Well, from Evan's perspective, I must have seemed very strange back then.
Now I've learned quite a bit about this world's common sense from Evan, but back then I had none of that.

"Yes, that's right. And then what did you say? Something about not being qualified to be my secretary because you couldn't even use such magic? I was so hurt then."

While I was lost in thought, Evan playfully brought up my dark history. I occasionally have dreams about it that make me kick my blankets off, and now he's mentioning it himself.

I felt the temperature around my face rise by several degrees instantly.

"T-That was because! I really didn't want to do it...!"

"Why? Was your first impression of me that bad?"

"That's not it, but..."

It was an extremely difficult question to answer. If I defined first impressions by our first meeting, then yes, it wasn't good, but I knew about him well before meeting him directly.
And in a negative, misguided way at that.

"...Let's say I had some misunderstandings."

It was unavoidable, really. My encounter with Evan was through text, and what I saw wasn't very appealing.

Plus, back then I thought I could survive just by staying away from Evan.
With guilt and justification overlapping, even though I wrapped myself in acting, I couldn't maintain a good attitude.

"So, have those misunderstandings been cleared up now?"

Evan asked with smiling eyes.

Have the misunderstandings been cleared up?

My initial perception of Evan matched my first impression. No, it might have been even worse.
In that sudden situation, I had become extremely sharp, and his behavior—subtly different from the original work—was enough to further stimulate my anxiety.

Back then, I really thought, what kind of person is this?
But now...

"...If they hadn't, would I be here right now?"

That day, in the garden at dawn.
I became his secretary in exchange for being able to exercise my right to remain silent about my truth.

I serve and help him while hiding my biggest secret, and he cooperates with my plans.

Based on that contract, I now feel quite deep affection for Evan.

"Hahaha, yes. That's true."

Evan seemed satisfied, letting out a small laugh as he accepted my answer.
Yes. This was our relationship. I had never told him any proper truth, yet we maintained this smoothly functioning lord-servant relationship.

A peaceful relationship that seemed like it could continue forever without any problems.

"Ugh. I should get back to it now. I wonder if I can finish by tomorrow..."

"...I'll help you a little. You still need to submit something, after all."

But precisely because of that...

While I gave a hollow laugh at Evan who was looking at me with grateful eyes, I repeated the question that hadn't left my mind for three years.

"Thanks Stella...! I really can't do without you...!"

"Goodness. Let's just get started."

Now we maintain this friendly relationship.
And we probably do have quite deep mutual affection.

But if, at some point.
If a moment comes when I have to demand his trust while keeping my secrets...

Would Evan be able to blindly trust an impious secretary who has hidden everything from him?
Such selfish questions. Continuously.

"Y-You're amazing, Stella...!!"

"I don't understand why someone as intelligent as you acts like this..."

But you know what?
If he couldn't believe me when such a moment came.

For some reason, a little...
Though it might be a selfish thought, a little...

"Thanks to you, I've got it now! Thank you so much, Stella!"

I think I'd feel hurt.

Perhaps because the Academy's first episode was approaching, I had such useless thoughts while...

I thoroughly enjoyed this leisurely time with Evan after quite a long while.

Ch.42 - EP. 3 Anxiety
My consciousness surfaced abruptly, and I saw the room bathed in a blue light as dawn had not yet broken.

Fortunately, it seemed I hadn't dreamed today either, but something felt off, different from usual.

"...Phew..."

Sometimes when I wake up like this, an inexplicable anxiety creeps over me.

Since transmigrating to this world, I rarely have nightmares anymore, which is strange.

I ignored the mysterious anxiety and forced myself to get up. There were more important things to do.

"Ughhhh..."

As I stretched while looking at the blue-green sky, a strange sound escaped my lips. Lately, I seem to be carrying this feeling around unintentionally—perhaps that's the cause.

***

Since there were no overlapping classes with the Knight Department today, Evan and I parted ways after breakfast for the first time in a while.

I lazily entered the Magic Department classroom. Strangely, I had more acquaintances in the Knight Department than in my own Magic Department, so there wasn't really anyone to greet.

Ah, Elysee will be transferring to the Magic Department soon, so maybe that will change.

...Though I'm not sure if she'll accept my greetings. We've crossed paths a few times since that day, but she oddly seems to avoid me.

Strictly speaking, the Saintess was also in the Magic Department, but she was so reclusive that I'd never encountered her in class.

'As for people I know...'

I could see Dorothy from the Alchemy Department up front.

But Dorothy was someone the protagonist befriended much later, and I didn't want to create any variables by approaching her first, so I took a seat quite far away.

'...Actually, I should have done the same with Erhen.'

I'd somehow built a friendship with her even before the entrance exam, creating an unexpected complication.

Well, things would normalize soon enough. Just this morning, Erhen, who usually timed her exit from the Dormitory to greet me, was nowhere to be seen.

She must have gone after Elysee after witnessing that strike.

'It'll probably take Erhen about a week to fully understand her.'

Whatever the case, as long as I made an appearance before the academy's first episode began, that would be fine.

Then I could just sleep soundly while those kids struggled (though that probably wouldn't happen). Yes, this would be better for both Erhen and me.

'...But still.'

As I was feeling this strange mood and looking around, I noticed odd glances coming my way.

...Glances I'd never felt before during Magic Theory class.

'What's going on?'

Though I pretended not to notice, I could clearly perceive those stares with my ability to see through pretense.

If I had to interpret those emotions...

'Dismissal? No, wariness?'

Negative stares, to be precise. The underlying dismissal was one thing, but why the wariness?

It was quite disconcerting, especially since I'd never received even a shred of attention in this class before.

'Is it because I faced off against the Automaton?'

Just as I was trying to analyze those stares more carefully, the classroom door opened, and the professor of this class entered with perfect timing.

"Good morning."

The stares immediately shifted away. I too turned my attention from them to the professor who had just entered.

A man with long ash-gray hair and pale eyes.

Professor Marcus Evron of [Magic Theory].

He seemed quite popular among the original work's readers, and seeing him in person, I could confirm he had top-tier looks among the professors.

'I hear he's popular among female students here too?'

How unfair. Perhaps because I transmigrated into a romance fantasy world, I feel a sense of defeat whenever I see such handsome and beautiful people.

Of course, I'm in Stella's body, who is far prettier and more charming than them, but it's like an inertia from my past life.

'...Other than that, I don't feel much.'

In my past life, I would have been speechless with admiration at such looks, but now I just had that simple observation.

Perhaps I've become desensitized from constantly seeing Evan's face?

Since Evan was acknowledged as an absolute tier-0 in both swordsmanship and looks in the original work, other male characters seemed somewhat lacking in comparison.

Instead of the admiration I felt when looking at Evan, I only had an objective assessment, which said it all.

'I shouldn't have such high standards...'

This might become a problem for my long-standing hobby and occupational habit of evaluating faces.

Is this why Stella was so obsessed with Evan?

"I see many of you have minor injuries. Is it because of the... Automaton?"

Professor Marcus asked casually.

Indeed, as he said, all the Magic Department students were attending class with various minor injuries.

When several students nodded vigorously, as if filled with resentment, the professor smiled slightly and said:

"Alen, that fellow is a bit extreme in his teaching methods."

...A bit?

I swallowed those words in my heart, but students who couldn't hold back filled the classroom with complaints.

"That's right...!"

"We're mages... how can we face such creatures!"

The atmosphere resembled high school students joking around with a popular teacher.

Well, they were students after all.

"Now, now, quiet down."

The professor calmed the students while maintaining a faint smile.

As the students quickly settled down, he looked around briefly before fixing his gaze on me.
...Huh?

"But you don't seem to have any visible injuries?"

The professor suddenly directed a question at me.

He might have thought I was from the Alchemy Department, but asking such a question meant he knew who I was.

At that moment, the murmuring in the room completely stopped. Everyone turned to stare at me without exception.

This was uncomfortable.

I decided to give a moderate answer.

"...I was lucky."

Well, it was true that I had been lucky. My soul's inability to accept mana without exploding was lucky in a way. Thanks to that, I could dodge easily and forfeit comfortably.

"Is that so."

Contrary to my expectation that he would inquire further, the professor simply smiled and turned his attention back to the students.

"Of course, there might be students like her who are... in her words, 'lucky'."

At the professor's words, the students' murmuring surged like a wave.

"...Can that really be explained as luck?"

"What else could it be? She doesn't even have mana, right?"

As if not hearing the murmurs, the professor continued speaking.

"But as most of you know, most of us aren't like that. Mages are naturally at a disadvantage when fighting against 'such things'."

Well, that's certainly true.

Strictly speaking, I'm a hybrid rather than a mage, and for a mage to face a knight or equivalent opponent in close combat, they need to be several steps ahead.

"So what should we do? Should we just study how to maintain distance and somehow lead them into ranged combat?"

"That's..."

"How...?"

At some point, the students had stopped murmuring and were focusing on his words.

Hmm. His ability to connect the initial topic to the lecture subject was quite impressive.

I suppose that's the level required to hold a professorship at this academy.

"Obviously not. If they're stronger than us up close, we need to think one or two steps ahead to defeat them."

...Hmm.

Is this okay?

It seemed like a hint for the midterm exam.

Even while thinking this, I focused on his words. Since this class never appeared in the original work, it was quite interesting.

"So, a question. What is the most simple and historical method to achieve this?"

The professor concluded his long speech with a question.

The students were hesitating, unable to come up with a proper answer.

"Oh, lucky student. Please tell us."

There was no reason to pretend not to know the answer and drag out the class, so I raised my hand and answered his question.

This itself might help with the midterm exam, but... well, what would those who struggled with the first Automaton know?

"...Field-type Formula."

The classroom stirred at my answer.

Most reactions were questioning why that would come up here.

Field-type Formula. Engraving a formula on the ground or wall with mana to activate it when needed.

Due to the amount of mana required and the power when the formula is completed, it's also called large-scale formula, according to the setting.

If activated properly, all sorts of bizarre effects can be manifested.

Like making lightning strike only inanimate objects within the field... or conversely, applying petrification magic only to living beings...

The possibilities are endless if mana permits.

It's like a super-upgraded version of Engraving Formula.

I gave my answer and observed the professor's reaction.

In truth, this answer wasn't applicable to all close combat situations.

Rather, one would need to lure the opponent to a place where the formula was laid, and the likelihood of such a situation occurring in actual combat was quite low.

'But...'

The professor was probably aiming to give Magic Department students a 'hint' for the midterm exam.

From his perspective, my answer was...

"It's not the answer I had in mind, but excellent, Miss Stella."

Perfect, I'd say.

'So he did know me after all?'

Looking at the professor who seemed satisfied and smiling, I had that thought.

Like Alen, these professors seemed strangely interested in me.

"...Indeed, this child..."

See? Even now he's muttering like that.

I felt an odd uneasiness as I sat back down.

According to my calculations, there shouldn't be any spies among the professors, but if my prediction was wrong, such attention would be troublesome.

If it became known that I was Evan's secretary, my plans would be ruined.

"Then today's lesson will be about engraving simple formulas in the form of Engraving Formula. Let's give a round of applause to Stella for her excellent answer."

Listening to the clearly reluctant applause, I felt that way.

'...Am I becoming too sensitive?'

Between the causeless anxiety I felt this morning and now this, I seemed to have become particularly sensitive lately.

'...Well, it would be harder not to be.'

How many plans had gone awry so far?

It was a kind of obsession. I thought I should take some time to heal during the month remaining until the highlight of this episode.

'...Maybe I'll go see Evan.'

Perhaps because he was destined to become the second most powerful figure in this world, I felt a sense of stability when I was with him, which seemed like a good prescription.

I praised myself for the good idea and refocused on the class.

The anxiety that still hadn't dissipated was forcibly suppressed.

***

"...Not yet, boss?"

"Wait. I said we might have to wait more than two months."

At the same time, in a back alley of the Empire.

In this ominous place where everything else was stained black by shadows and only the scent had a red tinge, several people were gathered in conversation.

They were an assassination group dispatched from the North, 'Falling Star'.

Though not top-tier powerhouses like the 'Children of the Snowy Mountain', they were notorious in assassination circles.

They were currently waiting for contact from a spy hidden in the academy.

In other words, they were waiting for permission to enter.

"We've already captured that monster anyway, right? What's the problem?"

"...I don't know the internal circumstances well either. I'm just following the judgment of the spy sent from the Sovereign State."

"Ah... then how long do we have to wait..."

-Beep

Just as someone was about to complain.

As if on cue, the communication magic tool emitted a red light with an ominous sound.

A clear permission signal.

"...Now?"

Entry permission came twice as fast as expected.

Without time to be surprised, the members silently gathered their weapons.

The itching sensation wasn't felt by just one person.

"Then... shall we send a reply?"

Things were moving much faster than someone had anticipated.

Ch.43 - EP. 3 The Eve
The night before, I heard a faint sound. "Seup... eu... haeng..."

***

"By the way, Erhen hasn't been around for a few days, has she?"

Evan asked with a puzzled expression as we headed to Mystical Botany class, a common course for all students.
Hmm. Erhen...

"I suppose she's made a new friend."

The elves of the Great Forest live carefree lives, unconcerned with the complex politics of humans.
Their lifespans naturally exceed 500 years, and most of their race devote themselves to archery and spirit arts training, hoping to become caretakers of middle or lower-ranked World Trees.

For them, spirits are like lifelong companions and extensions of their bodies. Even the youngest elf has at least one contracted spirit, making the entire race spirit-friendly.

It's quite natural. Forests, even those not as unusual as Maira Forest, generally have high mana concentrations, and spirits thrive on mana.

They say spirits are so abundant in the Great Forest that you could trip over high-ranking ones.

In any case, elves live their entire lives with spirits.
For such elves, the protagonist Elysee's existence is, well...
-Strike down.

It must have been shocking.
Erhen is probably wandering around Elysee, observing the tremendous number of spirits clinging to her.

"There's no point in trying to save her anyway~"

I sighed with a playful tone and smiled slightly.
Well, I wasn't being serious. Erhen was just following the original story. It would actually be troublesome if she didn't.

Soon, the highlight of the academy's first episode would be approaching.

"Please don't leave me like that, Evan."

"Haha. Why would I do such a thing?"

Evan answered my playfully delivered question with a light laugh.
Perhaps my mind had found peace again after several days without any disruptions or variables.

In my experience, whenever things get this comfortable, a nightmare inevitably follows, which is somewhat frightening.

Still, it's good to return to this everyday life where I can exchange jokes with Evan.

"...Wait."

"What's wrong?"

"No, I just... feel like I'm forgetting something."

While thinking about Erhen, something briefly surfaced in my mind but sank back before I could identify what it was.

Evan looked at me with puzzled eyes, but I truly felt like I'd forgotten something important.

Like forgetting someone's birthday—the feeling of having forgotten something you shouldn't have.
Regardless of my memory, I couldn't even recall what I needed to remember.

As I pinched the bridge of my nose trying to recall it...

"Oh, have you heard? They say the promotion match will be held soon."

Evan brought up the subject.
Promotion match... There was a similar mention in the original story.

The promotion match is exactly what it sounds like—once a month, students from E class to B class gather to fight and try to raise their rank.

However, it didn't appear much in the original story since most of the main characters were in A class.
The protagonist only helped one underachieving student, that's all.

It made sense. The Saintess was in A class, Dorothy was in A class, and so were Erhen, Evan, and...

"...Ah!"

"Goodness! What's wrong?"

A chill ran down my spine as if struck by lightning.
Evan seemed startled by my sudden exclamation, but I had no time to worry about that.
Damn it, how could I have forgotten this?

There was one person, one main character from the original story who wasn't in A class yet.

"...When the promotion match happens, the Sword Saint will join A class."

"...Ah!"

Evan finally seemed to realize the terrible future awaiting us.
It might be peaceful now at the beginning of the semester with the Sword Saint in another class, but what happens when she joins A class?

I started sweating as I recalled the Sword Saint's murderous gaze during the entrance ceremony.

"Oh my..."

I couldn't help but sigh. How did I end up becoming the Sword Saint's enemy?

Although they say power is restricted in the academy, she was still the Sword Saint. If she wanted to, she could cut me in half without even touching her scabbard.

"Hahaha... If things go badly, I'll carry you on my back and run away!"

Evan broke into a cold sweat and laughed, seemingly having his own reasons to be nervous whenever the Sword Saint was mentioned.
Seeing him like that, I sighed deeply and poked his shoulder.

By then, we had arrived at the classroom. Since the lecture was being held in the outdoor botanical garden, there weren't many students yet.

"...It's fine. When the Sword Saint comes, we'll figure something out."

In truth, if the Sword Saint had any intention of harming me, she could cut me down from hundreds of meters away as long as she had her sword.
Of course, I worried that this fragile body might die just from being near her killing intent or aura...
But surely it wouldn't be that bad.

Thinking this, I opened the door to the outdoor botanical garden. The immediate rush of various plant and soil scents made it feel like I'd stepped into another world.

Even as I passed through extraordinary plants I'd never seen before in my three years in this world and took my seat...
I couldn't get the Sword Saint out of my mind.

'I wonder what she's doing now.'

It had been quite some time since the entrance exam; perhaps her anger had subsided a bit.
She was probably busy with the spy situation anyway.

Clinging to such hopeful thoughts was the best I could do.

***

'Annihilate the enemies of the Empire, Sword Saint.'

Claire's mood had been at rock bottom recently.
The cause was, needless to say, the entrance exam from before.

That day, the two people Claire encountered during the entrance exam: the woman with lavender hair and the man with black hair.

"......."

The Sword Saint felt her fists clench just recalling their faces.

Even though she had reluctantly restrained her power since she couldn't physically crush the Empire's seedlings, to be defeated by such seedlings...

And not even by the strong, but by the weak—it was a humiliation that would mark the Sword Saint's life forever.

To make matters worse, having her orb stolen at the end and being assigned to B class despite holding the Empire's sole title of Sword Saint was the ultimate disgrace.

Of course, Claire hadn't enrolled here to build friendships and knowledge while enjoying a brilliant youth, but nevertheless, she was deeply displeased with the situation.

"Um, Miss Claire! After this class, perhaps we could..."

Yes. Being in this middling place meant receiving advances that would never be made if her identity were known.
Claire felt rising irritation at the blushing young man addressing her.

This too was all their fault.
Originally, there would have been no reason or need to hide her identity as the Sword Saint, but everything went awry when Claire was assigned to B class.

"It doesn't make sense for the Sword Saint to be in B class at the academy."

When the Emperor's direct subordinate asked her to keep her identity secret with those words, Claire unconsciously felt a slight murderous intent.

Claire sighed and, recalling that feeling, opened her mouth with a hint of killing intent.

"Get lost."

"...Guherk!!"

The male cadet collapsed foaming at the mouth as if poisoned.
The sudden collapse caused surrounding cadets to fill the hallway with screams and confusion.

While even B class students at the academy were quite skilled, they couldn't withstand even a fraction of the Sword Saint's killing intent.

Naturally, he couldn't endure it, and thus the male cadet earned the honor of being the only human to ever flirt with the Sword Saint before closing his eyes.

Well, since she had controlled her power, he would probably wake up after a few dozen minutes.

"...This one and that one."

The Sword Saint muttered as she walked alone through the now chaotic hallway.

Even in A class, students wouldn't be able to reach her level, let alone B class students who were no different from roadside insects to her.

Having such insects constantly attempting conversation and approach was enough to annoy Claire over the past few days.
For now, under the assumption that her identity was unknown, Claire was merely a beautiful female student.

'If I stay in this place any longer, it might interfere with my mission.'
Claire sincerely thought this and resolved to escape this place and declare her identity at the next promotion match.

Of course, until then, she would have to continue her mission in this state.

'A spy... is it.'

The Sword Saint recalled the old man's solemn words.

'Annihilate the enemies of the Empire, Sword Saint.'

The Emperor, with his blue eyes burning brightly as he looked down upon everything.
He personally ordered the Sword Saint, the Empire's greatest military asset, to enroll in the academy and capture the spy within.

It would have been impossible without the conviction that there was a spy inside the academy.

But the Sword Saint had doubts. Whether there was really a need for her to go personally and infiltrate as a student.

Moreover, the professors would already know, and there were no special instructions to hide her identity except for the direct subordinate's request.

In such circumstances, the decision to make her take the entrance exam and enroll as a student was difficult for the Sword Saint to understand.

'A spy, here.'

Claire looked around with these doubts in mind.
The academy, with over a hundred years of history.

The professors were all verified and had been working for at least ten years, so they were unlikely to be spies. If not the professors, then it would be a student.

In the days the Sword Saint had spent observing the school, she hadn't found any student showing such signs.
Of course, since the Emperor himself had ordered this, it wouldn't be an ordinary spy.

'If it's among the students... those two are the most likely candidates.'

Claire recalled their faces once more. That acting ability and audacity would be essential for a spy.
After seriously considering this, Claire shook her head in disbelief.

It was still hard to imagine—a spy in this peaceful academy.

The Sword Saint looked around once more.
To her, who had spent her entire life in the midst of battlefields, this academy felt excessively peaceful.

'But... it would be good to conduct some experiments.'

Any accidents that occurred in the process would be, well, unavoidable.
The Sword Saint thought this as she felt her fists clench.

Contrary to someone's expectations, the Sword Saint possessed a somewhat narrow-minded temperament, inversely proportional to her overwhelming power.

***

Beep- Beep-.

Only the signal tone echoed in the dark room.
It was a signal that a reply to the message sent through the mana-based communication device would soon arrive.

After a moment of silence...
A cold, mechanical voice flowed from the trumpet flower-shaped magical tool.
Like the cold wave from the North.

-[Dap]... [ga]...

They were fragmented syllables like a code, but the owner of the magical tool was well-versed in deciphering such things.

Nevertheless, it required considerable concentration. There were twenty-eight types of cipher texts used in the North.
Which one was being recited couldn't be determined until interpretation.

-[Ryu]... [seup]... [hyeon]...

For a moment, only these cipher texts echoed in the empty room.
The spy who confirmed the contents smiled slightly.

-[Gang] [seup]
[Myeong] [il] [jung] [eu] [ro] [gyeol] [haeng]

The answer from beyond the magical tool was, without a doubt, affirmative.
And their subsequent request:

-[Tal] [chul] [ji] [won] [ba] [ram]

Well. The spy looked at the telegram with laughter.
Whether they would succeed remained to be seen. The spy planned to get a good night's sleep anyway.
With that thought...

The story was gradually heading toward its climax.

Ch.44 - EP. 3 Signal Flare
My vision turned red, everything in sight stained crimson. Perhaps it would be similar to viewing the world through red sunglasses.

"Ugh..."

Outside the window, darkness had fallen, showing only traces of stars hidden by light.

In a world that had swallowed the scarlet sun, blue night took its place. And in that deep blue darkness, red began to spread.

"Why... you..."

A woman's voice continued, sounding as if it might break at any moment. Under different circumstances, it would have been a beautiful voice capable of enchanting anyone.

Thud. The woman's body collapsed into a red puddle. And that image was etched into my retina.

Vividly, with unwelcome clarity and detail. Ready to appear in my nightmares again and again, to torment me.

I could see the woman's ebony eyes staring at me as she lay fallen.

"Yu... Yu..."

Her gaze, which had been shaking violently, suddenly stopped moving. Swallowing words she couldn't finish, her eyes lost their light, turning as dark and lusterless as the night sky.

At that moment, something inside me snapped.

The trembling that had been consuming my entire body ceased.

Shooting stars were falling from the sky.

Still, my vision remained red.

***

"Hah...! Hic, hah...!"

Harsh breathing echoed throughout the room. It was a beautiful voice that would remain striking even after years, but the trembling within it...

Only those familiar groans, heard countless times, proved they were my own.

"Ugh..."

The sweat flowing down my back felt uncomfortably sticky.

A nightmare. It had been quite a while since I'd experienced one. I'd momentarily forgotten while busy living in this world. But as soon as a brief moment of respite returned amid recent anxious situations, it came back to torment me.

"...Ah, how unpleasant."

I raised my sweat-soaked, heavy body. The trauma I'd faced after so long seemed to cause physical hardship as well, making my entire body ache as if suffering from muscle pain.

First, I wanted to splash water on myself. Perhaps it would wash away both the drenching sweat and these sticky, clinging emotions.

"Come to think of it..."

I might soon face it again. The boss of this episode was that type, after all.

The kind that dredges up trauma and imprisons you within it.

I looked at the notebook on my desk. A planner containing this world's future, written in characters only I could understand.

The page it was open to—what I'd been looking at before sleep—showed the climax of the upcoming episode.

Since there was nothing I could do about it, it was more sparsely filled compared to other sections, though still densely packed by normal standards.

I glanced at what was written there and then continued toward the bathroom.

'Illusionary Demonic Beast'

'Simultaneous attempted assassination of the Principal'

'Cannot be dealt with except by protagonist. No possibility for utilization'

Indeed, I saw no room for my intervention.

However... knowing that ability. And having been reminded of my weakness by today's nightmare.

I merely felt a bit of unease.

***

"Ugh... it feels cold in the morning even though summer's approaching."

I shivered, pulling my collar closed while lamenting. Perhaps because I'd been troubled since morning and doused myself with cold water, the chilly morning air felt even colder.

Normally, I would have been comfortably warm in a classroom heated by warming magic, but...

"I know... outdoor class from first period."

Unfortunately, today's first class was outdoors. And it was close combat training that required physical exertion.

From my previous life's experience with overnight filming, I knew that moving your body generates heat and warms you up, but Stella's body, weak to cold, found this situation quite disagreeable.

I wasn't the only one thinking this—the faces of students trudging toward the outdoor training ground didn't look pleased either.

"What's with outdoor class first thing in the morning..."

"Isn't this almost the first time we've had class outdoors? And of all people, it had to be Professor Alen..."

Students complaining while exhaling visible breath in the frosty morning chill.

My high school friends who came to school early in winter looked exactly like this. Though I had no right to comment, having barely attended half the required days, our country in my previous life was too harsh on students.

As I was feeling somewhat bitter about this, a familiar face approached Evan and me.

"Oh my, hello Lord Evan, Miss Stella. Are you heading to Professor Alen's class?"

The owner of that beautiful voice that penetrated the ears despite the strong wind was Elysee de Iris.

"...Top Student?"

"My goodness, Top Student? Please, just call me Elysee."

Elysee smiled sweetly at Evan as always. And I stood there blankly watching the scene.

...What's this? I thought I'd properly shaken it off.

Was it because I'd already had an unpleasant exchange with this woman? I felt an unusually strong surge of irritation as I opened my mouth.

"Um..."

But I couldn't think of what to say. Elysee wasn't trying to make some kind of agreement like last time; she was just greeting acquaintances.

There was nothing to say about that, and I couldn't even explain to myself why I was reacting so sensitively.

As long as she wasn't building too much of a connection, this was the natural flow that had existed in the original story.

In fact, distancing ourselves further would cause problems later.

"Well, I'll go ahead. Caille is waiting for me."

While I was lost in confusion, Elysee had already walked over to Caille. Caille, who seemed displeased with us—or more precisely, with Evan—was staring in our direction with sharp eyes.

"...What's his problem?"

Evan made an incredulous expression as he felt Caille's intense gaze. Of course, from his perspective, Elysee had merely approached to say hello, yet he was receiving such a look.

Truly, he couldn't help being a devoted male protagonist.

However, the secretary training I'd received for three years wouldn't tolerate such rudeness toward my lord, so I glared back at Caille with wide eyes.

"..."

Only then did Caille turn away and head toward the outdoor training ground with Elysee.
What was that? Did he actually back down?

"Whew..."

I sighed in relief as the two lovebirds safely departed, while entertaining absurd theories in my mind.

...Relief? Why?
A momentary question flashed through my mind.

What exactly was I relieved about?
There was no reason for me to fear Elysee simply greeting Evan.

"Stella? What's wrong? You look dazed."

"Ah, it's nothing."

Well, I was probably just tense about the original story getting derailed again, like last time.
Thinking that, I ignored the strangely pricking pain and continued walking.

***

"Do you all know much about magical beasts?"

At the outdoor training ground near the forest.
Professor Alen asked with his usual expression, facing students who were still shivering in the lingering dawn chill.

Despite being a professor's question, silence followed.
But that was understandable. Before becoming a professor, Alen had been not only a renowned mercenary but also a hunter who had slain countless magical beasts.

Rumor had it that he had hunted every type of magical beast except dragons. So who could claim knowledge of magical beasts before him?

"There are various hypotheses about the origin of magical beasts. Some say they're animals mutated by mana, others say they're descendants of corrupted spirits."

"But one thing is certain—they harm humanity."
Professor Alen said, looking around at the surrounding students.

"Stop thinking you'll only ever fight humans. I hear sightings of magical beasts have been increasing lately. Even if that weren't the case, they're creatures you'll have to face someday."

In this world, magical beasts were perceived differently depending on their rank, ranging from nuisances to natural disasters.

While low-rank magical beasts could be handled relatively easily by five or more soldiers without mana, high-rank magical beasts possessed knight-like strength and a cruelty that led them to slaughter humans without reason.

Beyond that... it was more comfortable to not consider them living beings.

There were quite a few episodes about them in the original story. The creature that would appear in the upcoming episode was also technically a magical beast.

"Today, we'll practice basic anti-magical beast training. For that purpose, I've brought these."

The professor tapped a metal box-like object beside him. Sensing the impact, strange cries emanated from inside the box.

Professor Alen looked around at the students with a fierce grin and said:

"Low-rank magical beasts. Come forward one by one."

The students let out sighs of despair at the fulfilled but unwelcome expectation.

As I felt while reading the original story and thought again recently—truly, he was a professor with burning educational passion.

***

Meanwhile, somewhere in the forest adjacent to the training ground where practice was in full swing.

A group of people covered head to toe in black cloth and armor surrounded a large cage.

Thump. Vibrations emanated from the cage, sealed with mana-blocking metal and various magical incantations.

Just from those simple vibrations and movements, one could gauge the approximate strength of what was inside, causing the black-masked figures to step back slightly from the cage.

'Everyone has their ears properly plugged, right?'

A man wearing a black mask like the others looked around and asked in sign language.
The masked figures, all with covered faces, nodded in response to the question they couldn't hear.

They all had magical devices with complex formulas inserted in their ears. These devices, which completely blocked surrounding sounds, would preserve their sanity even against the "cry" of what was inside this cage.

'Then, I'll release it.'

As the man who signed this message deactivated the formulas engraved on the cage one by one, the door slowly opened.

"Now, it's time for execution."

Those gathered by the Academy's spy to carry out the raid.
Their secret weapon, released from the cage with bizarre screams.

[—!!]

The first episode of the "Academy Survival Guide."
It was the signal flare announcing the beginning of the Illusionary Demonic Beast subjugation.

Ch.45 - EP. 3 What I Fear
The morning air around the outdoor training ground was pierced by an unpleasant screech. Even just hearing the sound, the cadets shuddered at the inexplicable sense of wrongness emanating from its source.

"Now, now. Let me explain first. This cage contains a low-level Magical Beast called a Blood-Sucking Moth," Professor Alen said.

While the creature inside the cage continued to emit horrifying sounds, the professor who had brought this monstrosity looked quite pleased with himself as he gazed at the cage.

Judging by the size of the cage and the volume of those screeches, it clearly wasn't going to resemble an ordinary moth in appearance or size.

"Like most Magical Beasts, this one evolved from a moth's power base into something bizarrely developed. It has flight capabilities and various other abilities."

Though the cage hadn't been opened yet, I could almost visualize what was inside, and I involuntarily squirmed.

I was absolutely terrible with bugs from birth. I mean, how many people actually like them? But in my case, it was particularly severe.

To give you an idea, I once nearly fainted after seeing a giant moth stuck to filming equipment at night.

"A moth even bigger than that time..."

As I shuddered at the unpleasant memory, Evan noticed my discomfort and spoke up.

"What's wrong, Stella?"

"Ah... I'm not particularly fond of insects."

After I replied with a shiver, Evan tilted his head briefly before bursting into laughter.
What's with this guy?

"That's unexpected. I thought you wouldn't be afraid of anything."

"Even I have things I fear... Like my lord charging at the Sword Saint."

"...Ahem."

I was actually quite the coward. If I hadn't learned to artificially regulate my emotional temperature, I probably would have been called a scaredy-cat quite often.

Well, thanks to all my practice maintaining a poker face, that was unlikely.

"...Now then. I'll call out the order just like last time."

As I was quietly chatting with Evan, Professor Alen glanced in our direction before continuing.

At times like this, I missed how Erhen used to block sound with wind. Looking back, nothing was more useful in school life than that.

'Speaking of Erhen.'

When I looked around for Erhen, she was, predictably, glaring at Elysee with that peculiar look in her eyes.
And I thought we'd become somewhat friends!

I silently grumbled to myself, knowing she couldn't hear my complaints.
Then I turned my head slightly to look at Evan, who was still averting his gaze with a guilty expression, sweating nervously.

Well, actually...

"Let's focus on the class, Evan."

"Ah, yes."

As long as Evan was here, I felt confident I could survive in this place.
I thought about what I'd said earlier, words I would never actually convey to him.

-Please don't leave me like that, Evan.

Though I'd said it playfully, it might actually be my true feelings.
In fact, it might be...

'Cheon, Yu-seong...'

What I fear most.

I shook my head vigorously, trying to dispel these sticky thoughts. The professor's explanation was already nearing its end.

"However, this time Mage Department and Knight Department cadets will work in pairs of two. You're free to choose your partners. Form your pairs now."

After surveying the students as usual, the professor's words sent them into a flurry of awkward murmuring.

Probably because it was early in the semester, they didn't know many people from other departments.
Proving my theory, the students clustered with their own department members, only occasionally glancing at the other department.

It seemed the professor had a bigger plan to teach them about forming parties in this class.

Of course, that wasn't my concern.

"We're pairing up together, right?"

"Of course."

Where else would a secretary go but with her lord?

Seeing us form a pair without the slightest hesitation, other students began to approach each other hesitantly.

Elysee, who had recently transferred to the Mage Department, naturally paired with Caille, and other students overcame their awkwardness to somehow form pairs.

-Um, would you like to pair with me...?

-Hey, hey! I was going to ask them first...

'This is... something else...'

The atmosphere oddly reminded me of group blind dates from my previous life.
I felt somewhat conflicted about having to witness such things even in this world.

"Ahem. The atmosphere is rather..."

Evan seemed uncomfortable with this atmosphere too, as he was scratching his face.
As the awkward, cringeworthy time slowly passed...

"Now, I assume everyone has formed their pairs? Then I'll start calling."

Finally, the pairs were roughly sorted, and it was time for the professor to call names.
The surrounding students were visibly tense.

Even though they were all talented enough to make it to Class A, and the opponent was supposedly low-level, a Magical Beast was still a Magical Beast.

Given the upper-class nature of the Academy's top students, most likely had no experience fighting Magical Beasts beyond what they'd observed from afar.

Additionally, if they made a mistake and were defeated by the beast, they'd be branded as Class A students who lost to a low-level Magical Beast.

Whether aware of these concerns or not, the professor casually scanned the pairs and called out names—specifically, the names of those who likely wouldn't have the fears mentioned earlier.

"First pair. Caille Seirus, Elysee. Step forward."

The crowd parted with a murmur, making way for them.
It made sense—after all, they had just witnessed what Elysee was capable of recently.

[—!!]

"...Hmm?"

"What is it?"

"Oh, nothing. I thought I heard a strange sound."

...Strange. How could there be no mention in the original novel of the male and female protagonists stepping into the spotlight like this?

Of course, the original wasn't a diary recording every story, and this class might simply not have been mentioned, but...

'...This is odd.'

This was their first encounter with a Magical Beast.
It would have been worth mentioning at least once before they fought against... what was it again?
Anyway, before they fought that thing.

'...Maybe I'm being oversensitive.'

I could have dismissed this level of discrepancy, but a vague uneasiness and sense of wrongness triggered my suspicions.

"Now, I'll open it."

While I was lost in these thoughts, the professor had already opened the cage containing the Magical Beast.
Immediately, a dreamy howl echoed through the air.

Whether because it was a Magical Beast or something from this world, the creature's cry carried an otherworldly quality that felt unreal.

As for its appearance:
A body covered in black fur. And embedded in it, blood-red eyes like jewels that symbolized ominousness itself.
Against the backdrop of the greenish sky, it looked like a scene straight out of a nightmare.

"This beast is a variant of the Blood-Sucking Moth that I personally captured from a forest near the North. Though still low-level, it's much stronger than the original."

Professor Alen proudly talked about the variant moth he had captured.
To summarize his explanation, it seemed to be a large moth with paralyzing venom.

[Krrrrr....]

Having emerged from the cage, the giant moth now restrained only by a rope in the professor's hand let out a low cry.

"Kyaak!"

At the sight, a cadet who had already turned pale at the moth's appearance collapsed.
Seeing blood flow from where they fell, they must have been truly shocked—and I could sympathize.

That fluffy body and those creepy wings...
Ugh. I really hated moths.
I wonder how I managed to catch and examine bugs like pill bugs when I was young.

"The purpose of this training is simple. Cooperate with a partner who has different abilities to fight against a Magical Beast."

The professor continued his explanation while pulling tightly on the rope restraining the beast.
The Magical Beast twisted its body, desperately trying to break free as if wanting to devour humans immediately, but its struggles were futile against the Academy professor's grip.

"The method doesn't matter. Show me how you fight this beast. You can kill it if you want. I've caught plenty."

Upon hearing the professor's explanation, Caille had already placed his hand on his scabbard.
Oh, would I get to see the male protagonist's abilities?

"Um, Evan. Do you happen to know what that silver-haired man's ability is...?"

I was about to ask if he knew, but stopped when I saw Evan's hardened face.

His rigidly set expression was something I'd never seen before, and it made me uneasy.

"Um, Evan...?"

"......."

"Evan?"

"Sorry, but could you be quiet for a moment? I'm trying to concentrate."

When I raised my voice slightly because he wasn't responding, Evan answered rather coldly.

"Ah, I'm sorry."

It seemed Evan might not have fought Magical Beasts before either and was planning to watch their fight intently.

...Still, he didn't need to be so cold about it.

"Then, begin."

As I was feeling embarrassed, the professor shouted the start signal and released the chain restraining the Magical Beast.
Simultaneously, the moth beast soared upward.

[Krrrrrrrrk!!!]

As if threatening them, the beast spread its wings and screamed at the protagonists.

But who were its opponents?
Elysee, a returnee who had been through everything, and her companion Caille. They had no reason or need to be intimidated by such threats.

"Now, show me, Caille. Bring that airborne beast down to me."

'Ooh.'

I looked at Caille with anticipation after hearing Elysee's words.
She probably wanted to direct attention to the male protagonist Caille this time, since she had been in the spotlight last time.

"...As you command!"

Caille answered energetically and drew his sword.
He was likely going to demonstrate his specialty: combat using a Demonic Sword.

I stroked my scabbard while watching him. It was a sword with four Engraving Formulas that I had personally inscribed, bought together with Evan.

Caille's ability was exactly an upgraded version of my Engraving Formulas. Whatever sword he held would transform into a Demonic Sword with magical properties.

'In this situation, he'll probably use the Void Sword.'

It was Caille's ability that appeared countless times in the original novel.
Since I hadn't had much contact with the male protagonist until now, I was quite excited to see his abilities in reality.
...Though looking to the side, Evan didn't seem particularly pleased.

"...I call upon thee, Void."

As I expected, Caille raised his sword and muttered.

Void, everywhere that isn't solid ground.

The Void Sword borrowed the power of that void.

So, according to the original, his sword should glow black...

"...Huh?"

...but for some reason, nothing happened to his sword.

He made a dumbfounded sound as if he hadn't expected this situation, but his confusion couldn't match mine.

Wait, what's going on?

Caille tried calling out a few more times, not understanding the situation himself, but the moth beast, unwilling to wait, dragged him into the sky before dropping him.

With a sound like ice wrapped in cloth breaking, blood splattered in all directions, making me slightly furrow my brow.
Other cadets were also murmuring among themselves about Caille.

-I expected more since he was paired with the top student... but what a weirdo.

-Ugh... disgusting...

Oh dear... Unfortunately, Caille's first impression seemed irreparably damaged.

Even Elysee was shaking her head with a disappointed expression.

This wasn't something I'd ever seen in the original novel.

After heaving a deep sigh, Elysee raised her hand to call the professor.

"Professor. I'm truly sorry, but would it be alright to change partners now?"

Despite the immediate murmuring around her, Elysee looked at the professor without blinking, and the professor, after observing them with a cold expression, nodded.

"I permit it."

...Huh.
Something's off.

Even if her partner suddenly died, can she just change like that?

Feelings of wrongness and questions flickered in my mind before disappearing like straws swept away in a torrent.
It was a strange feeling.

While I was engulfed in this unidentifiable feeling, Elysee walked in our direction, leaving behind the seemingly shocked Caille.

...Huh? Why is she coming this way?

Elysee stopped just short of me and Evan, then spoke in her usual beautiful but strangely dreamy voice.

"To choose such a person, I made a big mistake."

Elysee glanced at where Caille had been with a voice tinged with disgust.
Then she looked back at Evan and continued with a smile in her eyes.

Wait, what?
But, what is...

"Evan. Would you give me a chance to make up for it by becoming my partner?"

She even dropped the honorific, addressing him casually.
When Elysee spoke in that sweet voice, Evan tilted his head briefly, then...

"Sure. Let's do that, Elysee."

He walked toward Elysee with a bright smile.

Wait, wait.

Maybe... no?

I grabbed Evan's arm in confusion.
The gaze he turned on me was so cold that I flinched.

...If it's true? But, until now...

Evan stared at me with that cold gaze, then slowly opened his mouth.
My heart pounded. A ringing in my ears made me dizzy, almost robbing me of my sense of balance.

Wait, wait, wait...

"What is it? Get lost."

With those words, Evan walked away with Elysee.
They moved together as naturally as long-time lovers.

.
.
.

...Ah. So that's it.

I let out a deep sigh.

I stopped stroking my scabbard and lightly gripped the sword handle.
With a slight smile, I leaped between Evan and Elysee.

"Hiyah!"

[Engraving Formula: Formula of Severance]

-Slash!

The blade touched Elysee's neck, and before she could even register it, one of the four formulas I had engraved activated.

As the formula's effect dictated, Elysee's head was cleanly separated and rolled on the ground, her platinum blonde hair fluttering.

Stella's body had slightly below-average physical strength for a woman.

That's because Stella was an intelligence and magic character.
If she excelled in both diplomacy and physical power, Stella would have been the protagonist, right?

Anyway, with such poor physical condition, I naturally needed the power of an Engraving Formula to cut off a body part.

Even in... a place like this.

"What... are you doing?"

Evan looked at Elysee's headless body with shocked eyes and spoke to me.
It was a truly detestable sight.

I swung my sword once to shake off the blood, then raised it again. Once more, my sword touched Evan's neck.

With the same expressionless face as usual, I sighed deeply and opened my mouth.

[Engraving Formula: Formula of Severance]

Again, the sword traced a horizontal arc.
Following that arc, blood splattered onto my face.

"Evan... I told you."

Evan's head fell with a thud and rolled across the floor.

It looked less like a part of a human body and more like some kind of model.

Probably the limit of my imagination.

The body, which had been standing upright, soon collapsed to the floor with a thud, following the head.

"Don't leave me."

Looking at this scene, I sighed deeply again.
It seemed the highlight of the original episode had begun much earlier than I expected.

The first Academy episode and the current episode.

[Phantom Beast Subjugation]

"Nothing's going right, seriously..."

Perhaps the anxiety I'd been feeling was pointing to this.
I couldn't help but lament at the episode that arrived a month earlier than I had anticipated.

The fortunate thing was that I realized it at this point.

I could have been trapped in the illusion, sleeping and having nightmares until the episode ended.
Though knowing I was awake didn't change anything, it was better than having nightmares without even knowing I was trapped in a dream.

The way I woke up was bizarre even to me...

"...Evan would never act like that toward me."

Though it was supposed to be a nightmare, it was too obvious to ignore.

"Wait, that means..."

Though it was supposedly a mild stage of trauma, was my trauma Evan leaving me for Elysee?

Just that?

...Nah.

No way.

...I should absolutely never tell Evan about this.

I made that resolution as I watched the distorted illusion crumble.
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The world cracks.
Not metaphorically, but literally.

"Phew..."

Something about those strange cadets, the two corpses rolling around with their heads separated from their bodies, and that dreamlike atmosphere—it all crumbles and fades like old wallpaper, eventually dissolving into nothing.

Through the cracks of this breaking world, the true reality begins to show.

First, I see Evan collapsed beside me, mumbling something. For someone who's always smirking, his contorted face looked particularly pained.

He wasn't the only one.
Everyone who had been attending Professor Alen's class at the Training Ground was sprawled out like me, wandering through illusions.

This episode—the Illusionary Demonic Beast subjugation—would likely keep them in that state until it ended.

"That was close."

Dreams are fragments of memories and information replayed by the part of the brain that remains awake while the body sleeps. They can be anything, show anything, but vanish like mirages the moment you wake up.

Humans, except in rare cases, cannot recognize they're dreaming while in a dream.

Because in dreams, no matter how unrealistic or unbelievable the scene, you don't find it strange.

Until you realize it's strange.

"I almost got swept away without noticing..."

From that perspective, I had a pretty close call.
I knew the Illusionary Demonic Beast's ability was to gradually recreate trauma, but I didn't expect it to infiltrate so naturally.

"When did the illusion begin?"

The trigger for the Illusionary Demonic Beast's ability comes from its unique scream—a 'cry' that emits special mana wavelengths. That means there must have been a point when it was heard, whether loud or soft...

[—!!]

"Hmm?"

"What's wrong? Why are you acting strange?"

"Oh, it's nothing. I just thought I heard a strange sound."

'That was it.'

I recognized the strange sound and even judged that it wasn't a normal situation, but my thoughts couldn't progress beyond that.

As if artificially blocked.

Because of that, I couldn't question the bizarre and abnormal situation unfolding before me. Instead, I adapted my mind to it, and might have continued doing so until the end.

Facing something knowingly versus unknowingly creates pain of entirely different dimensions.

My plan to just go through the Illusionary Demonic Beast episode and let myself be affected by its illusions was based on the premise that I knew about it and was mentally prepared.

But what if I had been swept away by the illusion and faced "my greatest trauma"?

Ugh. Not a situation I wanted to imagine.
Yes, it's a good thing it didn't happen.
But still...

"..."

I felt my face burning up as I recalled the recent memory—no, illusion.

Trauma is a wound left on the heart. Even the mildest kind is still trauma.
For example, in the first part of the Illusionary Demonic Beast subjugation in the original story, the protagonist first faced the trauma of being confined in a small room.

Having seen that scene, I was tense too.
But to think that one of my traumas, even if mild, was...

"Damn it."

A friend leaving me, and in such a way—being taken away!

For a moment, I wondered if I had always been so jealous in relationships, but I quickly denied it.

I've never been particularly attached to friends.
If I had been, I wouldn't have been able to cut ties so easily.

...Then is Evan different from them?

"Ugh... Stella, that man..."

I sighed deeply as I looked at Evan, who was mumbling something while sweating profusely.
I had jokingly told him not to leave, but I never thought he would actually fear that.

Well, that's a secret about myself I didn't even know.

"Lightning."

Since I didn't have a hobby of watching friends suffer up close, I placed my finger on Evan's hand and sent a mild lightning spell through it.

Immediately after, Evan's body jerked violently.

"Gasp!!"

He exhaled as if he'd had a cardiac arrest and sat up.
Oh, so that's how you wake up.

"You're oversleeping, My Lord."

"S-Stella? What about that blonde man who was next to you...?"

Judging by his nonsense, he hadn't fully awakened yet.

But being a superhuman whose thoughts moved as quickly as his body, Evan soon seemed to grasp the situation as light returned to his eyes and he wore a puzzled expression.

"...Stella, what is this? Why is everyone collapsed?"

"Well, as you can see, we're under attack. And it's quite the troublesome kind."

I tried waking him using a method inspired by how the protagonist and male lead were awakened in the original story, but this is only temporary.
When the next scream comes, the entire academy will likely fall into a vegetative state for a day.

With the added bonus of endlessly repeating trauma and PTSD.

In the original story, the only person who could stay awake managed to wake the protagonist and Caille, then blocked the next scream. Without that, the entire academy would have been in grave danger—it was quite the elaborate plan.

"And soon again..."

Phase 2. The Illusion Prison is coming.

As evidence, all kinds of birds and flying creatures were bursting out from the forest adjacent to the Training Ground.

Dreams aren't a privilege exclusive to humans, so those creatures must also fear the approaching "illusion."

'...This is scary.'

I unconsciously muttered that to myself.
I broke free from the first illusion by using the shock therapy of beheading the illusionary Evan and Elysee, but in the second Illusion Prison, even that would be impossible.

"...Stella?"

Without realizing it, I had grabbed Evan's collar.
Evan looked bewildered. After all, I hadn't shown much reaction to the unprecedented event of the academy being attacked.

"Since I think this will be forgotten anyway, I'll tell you—we're about to fall asleep again."

The essence of the illusion triggered by the Illusionary Demonic Beast's scream is a daydream. Everything experienced before and after the illusion fades away hazily, as if it were all a dream.

"What? That's..."

How do you know that? Such doubts and questions arose and disappeared in Evan's eyes.
Is he... suspicious?

"So, you know. It's coming soon."

When we wake up, though it won't be a comfortable sleep, everything will be resolved.

The protagonist is the counter to the Illusionary Demonic Beast.
Being an early episode, there shouldn't be any major crisis.

"...I don't understand what's going on, but if that's the case."

When I spoke with such confidence to Evan, he seemed to generally agree.
To be precise, he might think this is also a dream.

'Right. There's no need to interfere with this episode.'

Yes, there's no problem.
But if there's one thing that bothers me...

It's that the Illusionary Demonic Beast episode came much earlier than I expected.

In the original story, at least there was some dialogue with Erhen...

"Wait."

Suddenly, a chill ran down my spine.
As if time had stopped around me, my thoughts accelerated rapidly.

In that very moment—
Judging by the ominous flow of mana trembling from the forest, the Illusion Prison was about to arrive.

My mind was working at maximum capacity.

Erhen, an elf archer who handles spirits, deals with the Illusionary Demonic Beast alongside Elysee.
This happens based on Erhen's goodwill toward Elysee.

In other words, it was possible because of Erhen's active cooperation.

But now.
Due to the connection built with me during the entrance exam, Erhen hasn't developed much friendship with Elysee.
I thought it was just a matter of time since she had shown interest, but now...

Now that the Illusionary Demonic Beast's attack has come several times faster than I expected.

With variables upon variables piling up now.

'What if Erhen doesn't help Elysee?'

To begin with, Elysee might not even be able to wake up.

In the sluggishly flowing time, I felt a drop of cold sweat trickling down my forehead.
All my thought processes detected the anomaly and sounded the alarm.

I immediately grabbed Evan's collar and muttered:

"No, could it be..."

If there's a problem, it needs to be fixed.
At the very least, I need to check the variables that might arise.

That's what I was thinking as I muttered those words, but.

[—!!]

Was it already too late? An ominous scream along with massive mana burst forth from a part of the forest.

'Oh no...'

I sensed that the situation had dangerously twisted and waited for the impact of the approaching Illusionary Demonic Beast's scream, but.

The shock or illusion I was expecting didn't come.

[Spatial attribute bestowal, vacuum.]

Because someone with blonde hair fluttering stood in front of Evan and me, blocking that scream.

Blocking sound. Normally, that would be nonsensical.

-She had been talking to Evan and me non-stop until the end of the professors' introductions for each department during the entrance ceremony.
When I pointed out that she should be quiet because the professors might hear, she even replied that it was fine because she was blocking the sound with wind spirits.

"Are you alright, Miss Stella?!"

The only being in this space capable of doing that was now doing it right in front of me.

Erhen, an elf from the Great Forest and the ranged damage dealer in the protagonist's party.

And a Spiritist who handles wind spirits.

In the original story, Erhen rescues the protagonist and male lead, then solves the problem together.

And now.

The one who should have awakened the protagonist and dealt with the Illusionary Demonic Beast in this episode had, oddly enough, saved a certain Duke's secretary and her lord instead.

"...Oh, no."

With trembling hands, I slowly turned my head to look toward the protagonist, Elysee.

Naturally, without Erhen's protection, she remained collapsed alongside the male protagonist.
Now that they've been caught in Phase 2, the Illusion Prison, they can't be awakened.

This meant that the Illusionary Demonic Beast, which the protagonist would have easily handled, now had to be dealt with by those currently awake.

"...Please."

The ripple effect created by the variable that had been growing since the entrance exam was far more terrifying than I had thought.

"No..."

It was a beginning to the Illusionary Demonic Beast subjugation that was vastly different from what I had imagined.
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Chapter 48. Subjugation of the Illusionary Demonic Beast (2)

Most things in life can have wildly different outcomes due to small differences.

Like an equation that fails completely when a single value changes.

Good intentions can bring unexpected results, and even perfect plans can crumble from minor mistakes.

Yes. Just like now.

"Why, why me...?"

"Huh? What about you, Stella?"

Looking at Erhen's innocent face, I felt an overwhelming dizziness.

What, what went wrong?

Was it that I failed to predict the Illusionary Demonic Beast would appear earlier?

Or that I didn't separate from Erhen sooner to pair her with Elysee?

Or perhaps meeting her in the first place?

"Why, why didn't you save the Top Student...?"

"Pardon? Do you mean Elysee?"

Why am I "Stella" while Elysee gets an honorific? I couldn't even focus on such trivial questions as I shouted at Erhen again.

"For the past few days, even today, you've been following Elysee around! So why, why me...?!"

Perhaps this was just my desperate attempt to deny my mistake.

I'd managed to get by until now, but not this time.

Only Elysee could subdue the Illusionary Demonic Beast quickly. The spies hadn't sent it for nothing.

Except for unusual cases like Erhen, most people wouldn't even recognize what was happening before being devoured by the beast while floundering in their daydreams.

And what about the spies heading elsewhere?
The current Academy Principal, Ovelin Hartman, is a High Mage approaching the realm of principles, his very existence serving as a deterrent for the Academy.

But even he might not withstand a surprise attack from a top-tier magical beast like the Illusionary Demonic Beast. The North's elite assassins would likely succeed.

Even if they failed to assassinate the Principal, they wouldn't simply leave after breaching the Academy's walls. There would be countless casualties.

But Elysee could have stopped it.
Yes, Elysee. If only the original protagonist had been here...!

"But you're the one who saved me, Stella."

As I was about to shout with frustration, Erhen spoke with her usual wide-eyed expression.

Her simple, intuitive statement made me close my mouth.
Indeed, that's where things went wrong.

From the moment Erhen met us instead of Elysee as in the original story.
The distortion had been set in stone from that point.

"Besides, Stella is much stronger than Elysee! Whatever's coming, you'll handle it better!"

I felt like wailing.

Unfortunately, despite my pathetic actual combat ability, all Erhen had seen of me was unleashing massive mana at the Sword Saint, manipulating her, and destroying an automaton.

Sometimes, lack of information alone can deceive someone.
I swear, it wasn't intentional.

"No... what's coming now, only Elysee can handle it...!"

"Eh?"

At my words, Erhen tilted her head with a dumbfounded expression.
Feeling anger rising within me, I kindly explained the nature of the Illusionary Demonic Beast.

"...The beast approaching now is a corrupted spirit. Without a spiritist of Elysee's caliber, it's nearly impossible to even damage it...!"

That's right. The true identity of the Illusionary Demonic Beast was a corrupted high-level spirit, [Dull Dream].
That's why it was naturally countered by Elysee, who received the reverence of all spirits.

"Just by ourselves... ugh!"

[—!!]

Just as I tried to explain more about the threat of the Illusionary Demonic Beast,
another bizarre scream echoed from the forest.

The previous two cries required the Illusionary Demonic Beast to accumulate mana for quite some time, so we didn't immediately fall asleep, but the scream conveyed its majesty sufficiently.

"Ugh, aah! I haven't applied the blessing yet...!"

Erhen belatedly covered her ears and shouted, but when nothing happened, she looked back toward the source of the scream in confusion.

And from that direction, with the sound of trees crashing down,

A vibration that literally shook the earth filled the void in the world.

[-■■■!!!]

...At the edge of the forest, a massive monstrosity revealed itself.

"...Stella, is that."

"...Yes. It's the Illusionary Demonic Beast."

I swallowed hard as I confirmed Evan's question.

A four-legged beast the size of a house.

Pale gray scales faintly reflecting prismatic light, adding to its mysterious, eerie presence.

The branch-like horns covering half its face were strong proof of its nature as a magical beast.

Now, there was no escape.

The three of us here.
Had to face this monster without the protagonist, the world's greatest spiritist.

And we had to do it before the Principal was assassinated—a literal deadline.

[-■■!!!]

"...Dodge!!"

Before I could organize my chaotic thoughts,
the Illusionary Demonic Beast charged toward us with its massive body.

-KWAAANG!!

The Illusionary Demonic Beast leaped several dozen meters in an instant and landed where we had been.

Immediately, tremendous debris and dust hit us like a shockwave.
Its massive bulk caused extensive damage to the surroundings just by colliding with the ground.

"A-are you alright, Stella?!"

"Y-yes!"

If Evan hadn't grabbed me and pulled me back...

I probably wouldn't look much different from the debris covering the ground now.
The thought sent chills down my spine.

"Aaack, here it comes again!!"

But there was no time to tremble in fear.
The Illusionary Demonic Beast had already regained its posture and was swinging its silver-scaled arm like a whip.

-KWAAANG!!

"Kuk...!"

The beast's massive arm flew toward Evan and me. Evan, who had drawn his sword at some point, deflected it with all his might.

[-!!!]

In that moment, the beast roared again.

My vision distorted like a heat haze.
A twisted veil where I couldn't see an inch ahead. Like being on a bad drug, everything in my sight scattered into prismatic light, then twisted and shattered.

"Ugh...!"

I'd never thought of myself as someone who got motion sickness.
But when my vision distorted like this, even I couldn't help it.

Just as I was about to collapse from dizziness,

[Spatial attribute bestowal, ascension.]

-KWAAAAA!!

In an instant, a tremendous flow of air stretched upward, and the illusionary barrier shattered.

In my restored vision, I saw Erhen with her forehead cut and bleeding.
She was shouting at me.

"Y-you're bleeding from your head...!"

"Why are you just standing there?!"

She must have hit something while trying to block the Illusionary Demonic Beast's attack aimed at me while my vision was sealed.

The wound seemed quite deep, as Erhen's face was contorted with pain—an expression that didn't suit her.
And yet, she was blocking the Illusionary Demonic Beast and yelling at me.

[-■■!!!]

"You, bastard!!"

And again, she rushed at the Illusionary Demonic Beast as it attempted another attack.
Of course, the clumsy close-range attack from an archer like her had no chance of working.

Suddenly, I felt my breath catch.

It was because of me.
Here, in this place, I was nothing but a burden.

If I had calculated the original story's events more meticulously.

If I had planned just a bit more carefully.

If I had been strong enough to at least not be a hindrance.

Erhen, an elf who had only met me a few days ago, wouldn't have been injured trying to save me.

I, I...

"Stella! Snap out of it!!"

Just as that heavy sense of self-blame was about to overwhelm me,
Evan grabbed my shoulder and shouted.

"E-Evan."

"We don't have time for this. We need to deal with that thing, don't we?"

Evan said, glancing at Erhen who was engaged in combat with the Illusionary Demonic Beast while still holding my shoulder.
There were small wounds on the back of Evan's hand too, suggesting there had been quite an intense exchange while I was out of it.

"B-but I..."

But I had nothing to offer him.
As I trailed off with that thought, Evan gripped my shoulder more firmly and spoke.

"You seemed to know something about that monster. Right?"

"...Yes."

"Then give us a strategy. Like you always do."

In Evan's crimson eyes, I could see my own reflection with trembling eyes.
Unlike my wavering appearance, his gaze was steady. So very steady.

"...Evan."

I couldn't help but ask the same old question I'd repeated for three years.

"Do you trust me?"

At my seemingly abrupt question, Evan's eyes widened for a moment as he looked at me, but then he answered with his usual expression.

"Of course."

With an unnecessarily handsome face, resolutely. And as always, giving me a definite answer.
Only then did my racing heart gradually calm down to a normal rhythm.

...Ah.

I see.

I was trusted.
Trusted enough not to be doubted even when spouting such suspicious information.

...If that's the case.

"...That Illusionary Demonic Beast is both a diversion and a tool. Its main purpose is simply to breach the Academy's security. Of course... causing some casualties would be beneficial from their perspective."

I rapidly spat out information from the original story without any filtering.
Evan seemed surprised by my behavior for a moment, but soon recovered and asked me seriously.

"Then, what's the main operation?"

"...The ultimate goal of this attack is to assassinate Principal Ovelin. The assassins are probably heading toward the Main Building right now."

"The Main Building... that's here, right? I should go..."

That's right. The assassins had just breached the Academy's security, which was still formidable despite being unguarded. The Illusionary Demonic Beast, being classified as a spirit, could cross the walls and enter this forest, but they couldn't.

Since the outdoor training ground where we were located was right in front of the Main Building where the Principal was, we had to assume the assassins would arrive here soon.

So Evan was saying he would deal with them.
But.

"...No."

"...Why not? If we don't stop them..."

"No, I'm not saying we shouldn't stop them."

[-■■!!!]

Over Evan's shoulder, the Illusionary Demonic Beast's massive roar was heard again.
It seemed Erhen's mid-range containment had reached its limit.

"What...? Then..."

Evan's eyes shook violently.
He probably predicted my next words.

But this was the best option.

"It's impossible for Erhen and me to take down the Illusionary Demonic Beast alone. Evan needs to block the beast's attacks so Erhen can use her spirit powers to deal with it."

"Then, you."

"I..."

I took a deep breath before continuing.
I could feel my heart pounding fiercely.

"I will stop the assassins."

Evan's face gradually filled with shock.
Probably because he knew exactly how weak I was, his shock was all the more intense.

"But..."

"It's possible. Please trust me."

There was no time to argue with Evan about this.
With that thought, I looked at him with a steady gaze, and Evan made a face filled with a thousand thoughts.

Then he sighed and agreed to my plan.

"Alright. Erhen and I will handle the Illusionary Demonic Beast."

Evan looked at me once more with worried eyes, then kicked off the ground to join Erhen's fight with the beast.

With someone to block attacks at close range, Erhen seemed to breathe easier, moving back to shower the beast with wind-blessed arrows.

...Good. This side is secure for now.
Even though the Illusionary Demonic Beast is extremely difficult to handle without the protagonist, they're the second strongest fighter in the original story and an archer who can control spirits.

It would probably cost them a lot of time and energy, but they might somehow manage to deal with it.

The problem is my side.
In the original story, the assassins were described as weak in close combat, and the protagonist and Erhen swept them all away, but I can't do that alone.

No matter how weak the assassins are in close combat, I wouldn't stand a chance against them.

...In that case.
I should do what I'm good at.

Leaving the two fighting desperately behind, I ran toward the Main Building.
I ran with all my might, at the maximum speed I could muster.

I needed to reach the Main Building quickly.
Only then would my chances of success rise to even one in ten.

...Time to prepare to welcome the uninvited guests who disrupted the Academy's class time.

Because I was trusted.

This is what I have to do.


***

The assassination team, having breached the Academy's protective magic quite easily, headed toward the Main Building rather leisurely.

"Tch, the protective formula was weaker than I thought."

Though they numbered only about five, they were among the upper ranks of their organization.
They judged that even if someone was awake, they could handle them easily.

Of course, such concerns proved unnecessary, as there was no one to block their path to the Main Building, not even anyone properly awake.
They were probably drifting through what seemed like an eternity in their worst nightmares.

Thus, they entered the Academy literally without bloodshed.

However, just before reaching the Main Building, they encountered a variable they hadn't met until now.

"...Boss, that's..."

Short lavender hair fluttering in the wind. Cold blue eyes sharp as a blade.

Just standing still, this variable exuded some kind of dangerous aura, blocking exactly the middle of the path they were heading down, like a gatekeeper.

Their first encounter with an intruder.

The assassins quietly placed their hands on their weapons, waiting for the "variable's" action.

Whether they knew about the cry and prepared, or simply withstood it.

Either way, it was an unusual situation.

As tension built between them,

The "variable's" mouth opened.

"Nice to meet you, members of 'Falling Star'!"
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As I ran toward the castle where the assassins had arrived, I organized the information in my head once more.

'The enemy is an assassin group called Falling Star, with about 4-6 members.'

'Their means of infiltration involves an Illusionary Demonic Beast and the help of an internal spy. Their objective is to assassinate the Principal.'

'If I confront them head-on, I have no chance of winning.'

It was still a slim possibility no matter how I looked at it.

Even if Evan and Erhen miraculously destroyed the Illusionary Demonic Beast right now, there wouldn't be enough time to locate me and the assassins.

Even if they did find us, the assassins, who specialized in speed, might ignore us and head straight for the Main Castle.

And as for trying to stop them by myself with force, these assassin members possessed combat abilities comparable to knights, if not knights themselves.
A half-baked mage like me couldn't handle such opponents alone.

'...Still.'

I had to do it.
That was the only conclusion left after considering everything else.

The common point between machines and humans is that when you try to extract performance beyond their design, something inevitably breaks.

'I've prepared... as best I could.'

Time was running short.
It would take at most a few dozen minutes to reach here from the outskirts of the castle.

Considering the enemy, even that was an optimistic estimate.

All I could prepare were some light Field-type Formulas and simple traps.
In the end, what I absolutely needed was my improvisation.

'...I have to do this.'

Humans break when they collide with their limits and try to go beyond them.

So to stop at that limit.

Or to surpass it, one must clearly recognize their own limitations.

'The time limit for Method is... 20 minutes when my concentration is at its maximum.'

That was my objective limit.

The time I could become Stella through Method was at most 20 minutes.

If intense elements like combat were involved, my limit would decrease even further.

'The possibility of handling all enemies within that short time, with an imperfect Method, is slim.'

Even if I could handle them all, there was a high probability that the Method would wear off before Evan found me, putting me in danger.

In the end, it all depended on how quickly Evan could deal with the enemy.

'Using Method is the last resort.'

Before that, I needed to somehow reduce the number of enemies.

'But how?'

The enemy was an assassination group from the North.
They were experienced in taking down individual targets.

Even if I hid myself and fought using the home ground advantage, it was questionable whether I could handle even half of them.

'...Then.'

The assassins had already reached the doorstep.
Despite being assassins, they were walking without any disguise, perhaps thinking everyone was asleep.

They appeared almost casual.
But the moment they discovered a variable like me, they would instantly transform and slit my throat.

Yet hiding was also problematic.
The enemy were experts in stealth and tracking.

My amateurish hiding skills would only backfire.

So.

'Take a deep breath.'

I suppressed my heavy breathing from running.
Calmly, calmly.

I acted as if I was in a perfectly normal state, like never before.

'Now.'

I stepped out boldly in front of them.
Without making the slightest attempt to hide myself.

-Tick, tock.

The second hand in my mind turned, matching the rhythm.
I became the person most similar to them that I had seen.

-Cover your ears, Priestess-in-training.

Like the spy I had encountered in the North years ago.

"...Who are you?"

The one who appeared to be the leader of the assassination group asked me that.
A subtle suspicion that he couldn't hide was visible on his face.

Yes. Not hostility or immediate attack, but 'suspicion.'

From here on, my gamble was based solely on this fact.

I took a deep breath.

Matched the rhythm once more.

With a relaxed smile.

"Nice to meet you, members of 'Falling Star'!"

"......!"

I pretended to be their comrade.
The 'spy' of this place.

"You are...."

The one who seemed to be the leader continued to eye me with suspicion.

He was probably suspicious of me appearing at such a dubious timing.

'Don't panic. The advantage is mine.'

I know about them.
They don't know about me.

The information gap arising from the existence of the original novel.
That single fact was my only gambling chip to bridge the gap between reason and suspicion.

"...Why did you reveal yourself? We didn't receive any telegram about this."

Telegram. Probably the communication system of the spies that appeared in the Northern arc of the original novel.
A communication method consisting of twenty-eight ciphers.

"Ahaha.... I'm not yet accustomed to the 'telegram.' I apologize for appearing without notice."

"...And you call yourself a spy from the Sovereign State? Besides, what's with that appearance?"

...It worked.
Though I might be looked down upon a bit, I had dispelled their suspicion.

Honestly, it's a ridiculous story.
The spy in the original novel was a professional among professionals who had infiltrated the Academy by forging both appearance and identity.
He was the biggest villain of the work, not revealed even in the final parts of the original novel I was reading.

Such a person failing to send a proper telegram and causing a mistake in the plan?

Again, it's a ridiculous story.
And the fact that they believed my lie meant that they didn't know 'in detail' about the spy here.

"Hmm... isn't it better to be in this disguise? I have my preferences, you know."

If that's the case, I could test the waters.
As I casually responded to the leader's words, he slightly frowned and replied.

"...Disgusting. Aren't you ashamed to look like that, no matter what?"

...That reaction.
Judging from that genuinely disgusted reaction, the spy was likely male.

Of course, I couldn't be certain whether the spy actually took on a female appearance like me, but I had gained one piece of definite information.

That alone made my probing successful.

The spy in the original novel, of course, didn't appear at this point.
If I could gain information about 'him' in this state, it would be beneficial.

"So, why did you appear? Did you suddenly develop distrust towards us?"

A small-framed assassin member, who appeared to be female, standing next to the leader, spoke to me in a sarcastic tone.

...This is where it gets crucial.

"Of course not. I'm well aware of the skills of Falling Star members. However...."

"However?"

Thankfully, the information about the assassination group was briefly mentioned in the original novel.
Just by casually mentioning such information, my credibility would increase.

And such trust would serve as a lubricant to make them believe my lies.

"However... there's been a bit of a variable."

"...!"

Yes. Just like now.
At the mention of a 'variable,' a flash of confusion crossed the members' faces.

Though they were assured safety by the Illusionary Demonic Beast, this place was essentially the heart of enemy territory without that fact.

Even a minor variable could lead to their annihilation, so it was natural for them to be cautious.
Well, I, the one delivering this information, am that 'variable,' but still.

"What is it?"

"Whether there was an error in my investigation... there are cadets who are resisting the cry of the Illusionary Demonic Beast. There are two of them, and they're still bound by the Illusionary Demonic Beast, but...."

"...So we need to finish quickly. Is that why you're volunteering to guide us?"

Good.
Though they showed discontent and hostility, there wasn't even a hint of suspicion.

"...Yes. That's right. It's become more urgent than the original plan."

A confused atmosphere swirled among the assassin members.
It's understandable that they'd be flustered when a spy from the Sovereign State suddenly appears and delivers such information.

Now, I need to push.

"There's no time. One of those cadets seems to be a Spiritist."

"A Spiritist...! So that's why...."

Since they also roughly knew the identity of the Illusionary Demonic Beast, they seemed to have grasped the situation.

The essence of the Illusionary Demonic Beast is a corrupted spirit, and coincidentally, the existence of a rare Spiritist here.

This was a story that made sense from their perspective, and such realization would make them even more urgent.

"...So what exactly do you plan to do? We've already memorized the Academy's map."

"There are shortcuts I've discovered while staying here. They also serve as secret passages, so even if the Illusionary Demonic Beast is subjugated, we can still accomplish our objective."

"...Then wouldn't it be better if we split our team to deal with those cadets?"

...Oh no. He's smarter than I thought.

Even for Evan and Elysee, dealing with both the assassin members and the Illusionary Demonic Beast simultaneously at their current level would be burdensome.

In such situations, it's better to push forward urgently.

I quickly wind the second hand.
The emotions I draw out are anger and slight contempt.

Bursting those emotions all at once.

"You fool!!"

"W-what?"

I shouted at them.
In other words, turning the tables.

At my shout, the small-framed assassin member flinched and shrank back.

Even if I had shown an unreliable appearance so far, I was now a spy from the Sovereign State to them.

I was clearly a powerful individual, both in terms of hierarchy and ability.

So it's not surprising that they flinched like that.
As evidence, there was a slight tension in the appearance of the other assassin members as well.

"Even if you have means to be safe from the 'cry,' don't you know it won't work on the current Illusionary Demonic Beast?! Is this the time to casually discuss the leakage of our forces?"

I don't know what those means are.
I'm just guessing there must be something based on the fact that the members didn't faint.

I also don't know what state the current Illusionary Demonic Beast is in.
In the original novel, it was just destroyed in one go.

But the common point between fraud and acting is appeal and momentum.
If someone of this position says something like this.

"...Tch. Indeed. Then let's depart quickly."

Good. Fortunately, it seems to have aligned.

I relaxed my expression and, with a slight smile, called out to them.

"...Good. Follow me."

The assassin members, now completely dropping their objections, followed without much comment.

'A shortcut...'

If I had to say, the shortcut was indeed a shortcut.

Given that there was a training ground that new students didn't know about right in the dormitory, this Academy had many hidden spaces, and again, there were episodes exploring such things.

So the path I was guiding them on was indeed a shortcut to somewhere.

'It's just that the destination isn't your objective.'

All the pieces were in place.

Now, all that remained were the traps I had set up and 'that room' at the end of the shortcut.

"... I didn't know there was such a passage on the outskirts of the castle?"

Recalling that fact, I created a cold smile once more and said.

"Then, I'll lead the way. Please follow carefully. The passage is... dark."

Now, from here on, it's a con game where one side must die.

Let's deceive them.

To the best of my ability, to the limit.

Until I'm on the verge of breaking, of shattering.
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Boom!!

A fierce impact shook the surrounding area, accompanied by crimson flames blooming in the air.

The collision between living beings and weapons produced a shock and sound far more intense than one might expect.

"Ugh..."

Evan let out a small groan after deflecting an attack from the Illusionary Demonic Beast.

As a high-grade magical beast, its raw strength was formidable, but having heard about its true nature from Stella, he could feel that his strikes weren't landing effectively.

His opponent was a corrupted spirit, an Illusionary Demonic Beast.
It was a powerful monstrosity that couldn't even be compared to ordinary high-grade magical beasts.

"...Hah!"

But Evan, who faced this Illusionary Demonic Beast, was himself a powerful warrior destined to become the second strongest in the world before long.

Boom!!

[■■■-!!]

Despite facing a spirit-based magical beast—a poor match for his abilities—he was steadily inflicting damage with accumulated sword strikes.

The deep gashes on the beast's body, too severe to be called mere scratches, were proof of this.

"Now!!"

"Coming through!!"

[Blessing applied, Wind Speed, Guaranteed Hit, Curved Shot]

Boom!!

From behind him, Erhen Sillevria provided flawless support.

If Evan was a knight-type with the worst compatibility against spirits, Erhen was a spirit archer who could actually inflict effective damage against them.

The power of the wind spirits she commanded was gradually chipping away at the Illusionary Demonic Beast's strength.

And as the Illusionary Demonic Beast weakened...

"Got it!"

[-!]

Evan found more openings to land his sword strikes.

Evan's specialty—lightning-fast swordsmanship—pinned down the Illusionary Demonic Beast's movements, while Erhen's arrows pierced straight through it.

Their coordinated assault flowed so smoothly it was hard to believe this was their first time fighting together.

*At this rate... we won't need to drag this out.*

It wouldn't take much longer. Evan made this assessment internally.

Though the opponent was tricky enough that even a slight mistake could lead to fatal injury, it wasn't beyond their ability to handle.

This was partly because the Illusionary Demonic Beast had already used a significant portion of its powers in the first two "cries," and partly because, despite being early in the story, it was facing the two strongest members of Elysee's original party.

Taking down an Illusionary Demonic Beast—a monstrosity that normally couldn't be subdued without an army unless Elysee was involved—with just two people was only possible because of this.

*I'll end this as quickly as possible, then head to Stella.*

Evan made this decision as he once again parried the beast's long claws with his sword.

He wasn't sure exactly how much time would pass, but joining Stella as quickly as possible would align with her strategy.

*She said she'd signal... somehow.*

Though he wasn't sure how she would signal, he needed to be ready to rush to her side immediately.

Clearing the obstacle before him was his only task—no distractions, no questions.

*Will she be... alright?*

Of course, completely shaking off his concern for her was impossible for him.

***

Originally, I decided to ignore this episode despite it being nearly the only early opportunity to gather information about the spy because the risk was simply too great.

It would be nearly impossible to handle smoothly without the protagonist.

And the spy's appearance wasn't even guaranteed.

Though unintended, seeing it firsthand now makes it even clearer.

The spy probably never showed up in the original story either.

In the original, Elysee eliminated the Illusionary Demonic Beast with overwhelming power, so the spy didn't appear. The fact that no one is stepping in to handle the situation even though only people struggling against the beast remain is proof of that.

*They're either observing from somewhere hidden, or perhaps...*

Sleeping like the others.

Which means from the spy's perspective, these people were disposable cards or litmus tests, expected neither to succeed nor fail.

"...Is this the right way? It seems excessively dark."

"Yes, it is. Watch your step. Though I'm sure the assassination unit members can manage just fine."

"...Right."

This also meant these people likely knew very little about the spy.

Which meant there wasn't much information to gain, but on the other hand...

*I can gather information without risk.*

Right now, even if I provide slightly inconsistent information, they won't be overly suspicious of me.

So, since things have come to this...

I should try to extract some information.

Having made this decision, I spoke up in the dimly lit secret passage.

"By the way... you must have had quite a time with the plan being moved up like this."

First, the reason for the early attack.

"...We had everything prepared long ago as instructed. From our standpoint of just waiting, it doesn't make much difference."

"Still, moving it up this much... I would have thought you'd have questions..."

A somewhat gambled question, as I didn't know the exact relationship between the assassination unit and the spy.

I let my words trail off as I observed their reactions.
Fortunately, they didn't seem suspicious.

"Well, considering what happened. It makes sense to see it as an opportunity."

One of the assassination unit members with a relatively cheerful voice answered.

...What happened?

Something that would advance the attack by a whole month compared to the original story, and an opportunity...

*...It must be about the Sword Saint.*

Unlike A-Class whose classrooms are all in the Main Castle, most other classes have their classrooms located a bit farther away.

They probably thought there was no need to bring the Sword Saint—likely the strongest force in the entire Academy, no, the entire Empire—since he became part of B-Class and was separated from the Main Castle.

Though the Sword Saint couldn't resist the Illusionary Demonic Beast's cry due to his nature, they couldn't be certain of that since little was known about him.

In the end, the variable I cultivated from the entrance exam was correct.
Like dominoes, everything slid into place leading to this point.

I really should have maintained the early storyline as much as possible.

"Haha... where else would we find such an opportunity?"

Inwardly clicking my tongue, I answered lightly.
Meanwhile, the assassination unit members and I had reached the location of the first formula.

"Oh, by the way, what kind of weapons do you all use?"

"...Is that a necessary question?"

"I thought it would be good to know. Just in case."

First, I distract them with conversation.

Though information about their weapons was just a bonus question, they answered surprisingly readily, perhaps because I was positioned higher in the hierarchy.

*This makes things easier.*

I don't know exactly how strong these people are, but it would be disastrous if they could sense the flow of mana.

So the first formula to activate is slowness.

[Field-type Formula: Slowness]

A formula set up along our path.

The activation condition: five or more people entering the range.

The target: "humans with mana."

"...so this one uses daggers as a base..."

*It worked.*

I noticed a few of them sensing something off, but they passed through without major issues.

This narrow, dark passage naturally made certain sensations more noticeable.

Even those with developed senses wouldn't notice status effects on themselves without sudden changes.

Of course, if this state persists, they'll eventually notice something strange.

So before that happens, I need to stack as many as possible.

For my sake, as I have no chance of winning otherwise.

[Field-type Formula: Vision Reduction]

I force conditions most favorable to me upon them.

"...Feels like we've been walking for a while. How much further?"

"Haha, we're almost there. This is a shortcut, after all."

I still had several more formulas laid out ahead.

***

The Falling Star, the North's elite assassination unit.

Those dispatched to the Academy were among the upper ranks of that unit.
In other words, all of them were at least "Third Star" level fighters.

Because of their caliber, even though there was spy involvement, they didn't grow suspicious when things proceeded more smoothly than expected. However, when the Academy spy—who had only ever given orders from above—suddenly appeared in person, they couldn't help but feel tense.

The Academy spy was an overwhelmingly powerful agent sent by the North after careful selection, a master of disguise who could transform into anyone.

His appearance in person surely meant serious complications had arisen in the plan.
And indeed, the error he brought was something none of them had anticipated.

No one expected there would be cadets capable of facing the Illusionary Demonic Beast.

The homeland spy they actually met appeared lighter than they had imagined, taking the form of a beautiful girl that seemed ill-suited to the role, but...

They all could tell.

This was an act.
A performance so perfect it could deceive even allies.

That's why they followed his strategy despite not fully understanding it.

Even with such a light-hearted act, his essence was undeniably that of the homeland's spy.

Mere assassination unit members had no chance of winning against him.

So they tried to follow him without suspicion, but...

*...Something's wrong.*

Naturally, one couldn't become an assassination unit member by being so gullible.

Daria Barnet, a Second Star expert among the assassination unit members, muttered inwardly.

The passage they entered under the guidance of the homeland spy clearly seemed to lead somewhere, but it was extremely dark and narrow.

That alone wouldn't be a problem for an assassin like her, but there were too many other strange things.

*...It's too dark.*

No matter how dark a space is, as long as there's even a little light, dark adaptation should guarantee some visibility, but what entered her vision now was complete darkness.

And beyond that, the dulling of her senses.

She wasn't sure exactly when it started, but all her bodily sensations had become sluggish.

As her thoughts reached this point, Daria's breathing grew rough.

*What... is this?*

Being in such a dark, narrow space, she hadn't immediately noticed the changes.

But the current situation was too strange.

Her legs were moving, but she couldn't feel her feet touching the ground.

She couldn't hear the sounds of colleagues who should be walking in front and behind her.

Touch, smell, sight—none of her senses were functioning properly.

In this situation, she quickly drew a conclusion.

*...Status effect.*

She had let her guard down thinking there couldn't be enemies in this situation, but her current state was clearly the effect of magic or herbs that dulled and blocked senses.

The moment she realized this, she rapidly circulated mana through her body to find her blocked senses.

*...There it is!*

Normally it would have taken much longer to recognize such sensory dulling, but she was a Second Star expert.
A powerful fighter who could detect abnormal states from even the slightest sense of discomfort.

She felt relief and pride in this fact.

*I need to assess the situation quickly.*

She immediately accelerated her circulating mana to dispel the formulas blocking her senses.

She wasn't sure how long she had been under the effect of the formulas, but as her vision cleared—

"You're perceptive."

What she saw was Stella, just about to draw her sword and cut her throat.

She tried to draw her weapon to counter immediately, but the sword was already too close and—

"Ah—"

[Engraving Formula: Cutting Formula]

—Slash!

With the sudden acceleration of her sword, Daria felt her vision spin in a complete circle.

As her viewpoint lowered while spinning.

In her eyes, wide with shock and unable to close.

She seemed to see the blood-splattered girl saying something.

—Thud.

"...Now, 1 down."

Her head rolled across the narrow passage floor.

Then Daria's body, separated from her head, collapsed.
Stella gazed indifferently at the scene as she swung her sword to shake off the blood.

Even with all the status effects applied, her opponents were assassins nearly on par with knights.

*Even attacking at such close range, I almost got blocked.*

Stella raised her body's tension to the maximum.

There was no time to dawdle.

Four assassination unit members remained.

"W-what's happening?"

And they had already half-sensed what was happening from the commotion.

So much for taking one down easily.
Stella gave a hollow laugh at that thought.

"...Ta-da."

She raised her sword again and entered a combat stance.
She needed to take down as many as possible while traces of the status effects still remained in their bodies.

The real battle had begun.
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"What... is happening right now?"

The leader of the assassination squad spoke with a bewildered voice.
It was closer to talking to himself than asking me.

This must be a completely incomprehensible scene for him.

According to plan, they infiltrated the Academy, only to find a spy from the Sovereign State waiting inside, and then suddenly that person from the Sovereign State slaughtered one of their subordinates.

It's normal that they don't understand.

For me, this is the perfect opportunity.

"The Sovereign State has decided to eliminate you all."

I said with a slight smile.
Confusion spread instantly among them.

Until now, I've presented myself as an unquestionable agent of the Sovereign State.

That's why they're hesitating to make a judgment despite the situation before their eyes.

"The Sovereign State decided to eliminate us?"

"Yes, that's right!"

"You're lying."

After a moment of confusion, the leader immediately denied my answer.

Judging by his lack of doubt, he must be certain.

"...Why do you say that?"

"The Sovereign State isn't so leisurely that they'd personally order the elimination of a mere assassination squad like us. Especially not if it means using their own spy to do it."

...Ah, so that was the setting.
I scratched my head and looked at the leader with half-closed eyes.

"...And so?"

"This is a situation where I should be the one raising doubts... What's the coldest thing in the snow mountains?"

The leader suddenly threw a question at me.
Probably... some kind of code that only they would understand.

The fact that he's asking me this means his level of suspicion has already crossed a line.

"...Your mother?"

"You... you're not a spy from the Sovereign State!"

Shock instantly filled the leader's eyes as he armed himself and aimed at me.

The other assassins also scrambled before drawing their weapons and pointing them at me.

...I guess my role as a spy ends here.

"Well, it doesn't matter."

From the beginning, I was just trying to buy time.

[Darkness]

-Kuooo....

"......!!"

Darkness instantly descended upon the space, swallowing all light.

The spell, cast without any warning and hidden behind my poker face, took away their vision in the confusing situation.

"What is this...!"

"Watch out for ambushes!"

Though I couldn't see either, I had already memorized their positions and movements.

I aimed my sword precisely at the location of the closest assassin and...

[Engraving Formula: Formula of Cutting]

I activated my second Engraving Formula.

-Clang!

"Kuhak...!!"

"...You blocked it."

Red sparks momentarily illuminated the darkened space.

What I saw was the face of an assassin contorted in pain.

He barely sensed my attack and managed to block it, but...

'He uses a rapier... right.'

From the information I gathered earlier, his weapon was a thin rapier.

My sword strike, enhanced by the formula, seemed to have cut through his weapon and inflicted considerable damage.

I couldn't kill him with one blow, but his combat ability must have been greatly reduced.

'Still four left.'

I could feel the darkness gradually dissipating as the formula scattered.

I triggered another formula I had prepared.

[Water Sphere]

What activated was an intermediate-level water magic.
Large water bubbles suddenly formed above their heads.

The giant water bubbles naturally fell due to gravity.

-Splash!!

"Ugh...!!"

"Water...?"

They struck the assassins directly below, hindering their movements.

The effect was even more powerful in such a confined space. Even with knight-level strength, it would bind their feet for at least a few seconds.

While they struggled in the rapid current, I dashed toward the exit at full speed.

'There's no need to face them head-on.'

Of course, that moment would come soon.

But reducing their numbers by even one before that would be much more advantageous for me.

Ahead were numerous formulas I had set up while coming this way.

They would chase me, and with luck, I might be able to take a few more lives in the process.

In other words, hit and run.

*

Flash.

As Evan's sword and the Illusionary Demonic Beast's claws collided, bright red sparks scattered.

Until now, such collisions would have resulted in both sides being repelled without significant damage to either, but this time was different.

-Slash!

[-!!!]

Evan's sword had finally cut through the Illusionary Demonic Beast's claws.
The beast, seemingly caught off guard, twisted its entire body while emitting a scream that caused headaches just from hearing it.

'This creature is struggling.'

Evan, who had been facing this monster for dozens of minutes, could sense it.

No matter how skilled the Illusionary Demonic Beast was in physical combat as a high-level magical beast, its essence was still that of a mental interference-type beast.

With Erhen's support behind him, Evan was winning the close-quarters power struggle.

'But that... goes for us too.'

Nevertheless, the opponent was still a spirit transformed into a demonic beast.

Evan felt a sharp pain in his wrist as he muttered.
The fatigue accumulated from the prolonged battle was, naturally, more fatal to humans than to magical beasts.

'The arrows are losing power too.'

The initial advantage was gone, and now Erhen's arrows carried only weak spirit power.

Surely, she must have reached her limit as well.

Evan made that judgment and shouted.

"Erhen! Can you go stronger?! Just once!!"

"I-if you give me a little time!"

"Then conserve your strength! I'll signal you!"

Continuing this war of attrition would lead to an uncertain outcome.

Having made that judgment, Evan decided to make his decisive move.

Unlike Stella, their battle was heading toward its conclusion.

*

[Field-type Formula: Deceleration]

"Kugh..!!"

"Again...!"

The assassins let out sighs of frustration as their speed slowed once more.

Already more than a dozen times.

They had repeatedly fallen into the traps I had laid and paid the price.

This was entirely due to the space.

It was one of the reasons I had lured those assassins here.

Assassins excel at attacks from behind and ambushes.

Naturally, fighting them in a wide environment with many obstacles would result in being slaughtered within minutes.

But the current space was a narrow, long corridor that barely allowed one person to squeeze through.

It completely eliminated the possibility of ambushes and only allowed one person at a time, diminishing the disadvantage of facing multiple opponents.

"...Ugh."

But despite these advantages.

Despite making the opponent fall into numerous traps.

My body was covered with cuts from the throwing weapons they had hurled.

Blood flowed.
The bleeding wasn't severe enough to hinder movement yet, but if the blood loss continued, it would become dangerous.

My already limited lifespan had been shortened further.

"...Come if you dare."

[Flash]

-Boom!!

I activated the low-level magic Flash, creating an intense burst of light.

If it had exploded in front of an ordinary person's eyes, it might have risked blindness, but my opponents had bodies of near-knight level.

"I... expected that!"

They quickly adapted and rushed forward again.

Well, that was expected.
I had triggered disruptive formulas at the same timing several times already, so it would be a matter of intelligence if they couldn't predict this.

Of course, I had anticipated that.

[Material Transformation]

To lure them into thinking they had safely overcome the flash magic.
Simultaneously, I activated a formula I had calculated for quite some time.

Material Transformation, a magic that transforms substances with formulas, just as the name suggests.

As it's classified as a top-tier magic, I could only transform a very small amount, but...

'It's enough.'

What I transformed was water.

The water that had soaked into their clothes from the Water Sphere that had engulfed them.

It transformed into a highly flammable liquid.

And finally.

[Ignition]

Small sparks shot from my hand toward one of the assassins.

The sparks, so insignificant-looking that he didn't even attempt to block them, landed on his clothes and—

-Boom!!

"Aaaaargh!!!"

—instantly grew into a massive flame that engulfed him.

And soon, a body turned to ashes collapsed on the corridor floor.

"...Now there are three."

"How dare you..."

What remained were two seemingly skilled assassins and their leader.

After a moment of silence and standoff.

Suddenly, one assassin's form disappeared, then reappeared before me with a long sword.

It seems all the debuff formulas had worn off.

Skilled fighters like them probably had dozens of ways to remove formulas cast on their bodies.

It was an expected attack, and I immediately jumped back, but I couldn't avoid getting a long cut on one side of my face.

If I hadn't anticipated it and jumped right away, my face would have been split in half.

"You slippery...!"

Angered, she rushed at me again quickly.

This, I almost certainly couldn't dodge.

The first time, I might have escaped through a gap in her vigilance, but she wasn't the type to fall for the same trick twice.

.
.
.

...Well, I've held out long enough.

I thought this as I watched the assassin approaching with her sword raised.

At the same time, a blue flame blazed brilliantly between us.



"......!!"

-Boom!!

It struck her directly in the abdomen, sending her flying far away.

Incantation Magic.

The most basic miracle that appeals to mana.

As I begin to change, my vision and senses change rapidly.

What I feel is a massive current of overflowing mana.

'Method'

...The timeout begins.

Ch.51 - EP. 3 Phantom Beast Extermination (Complete)
Chapter 52. Extermination of the Illusionary Demonic Beast (End)

Evan's sword sliced through the air at nearly the speed of sound, cutting off three of the illusionary demonic beast's six fingers.

This speed and precision would have been impossible for his former self, but he was too exhausted to even notice his improvement.

He was solely focused on cutting down the enemy faster and stronger.

*More, more, more.*

He needed to push harder to create the perfect opportunity for Erhen.

Perhaps sensing Evan's murderous determination, the illusionary demonic beast's resistance grew much stronger than before.

Both sides were pouring out their full strength, preparing for the final clash.

That's when it happened.

The beast's scales, which hadn't shone since the beginning, started glowing again.

"Lord Evan!!"

"...Damn it!"

The bizarre five-colored light grew increasingly brighter.

This must be an illusion created by the illusionary demonic beast using its last reserves of power.

Evan immediately tried to pull back to avoid it, but the beast was faster.

-KWAAAA!!

A burst of light exploded over Evan.

"...!!"

After adjusting to the blinding brightness, Evan noticed his vision had become strangely distorted.

Everything appeared purple, rippling like a riverbank hit by strong winds, making it impossible to see clearly.

The sounds he heard transformed into horrible noise like a cacophony of instruments.

It was a malicious distortion that induced nausea just by perceiving it.

*Ugh... of all times...!*

His body was already weakened from the prolonged exchange with the spirit-type demonic beast that resisted his attacks.

In this situation, where one misstep meant death, the loss of sight and hearing was devastating.

Before he could formulate a response—

-Crack.

"Kuhak...!"

Evan felt something massive collide with his side.

Judging by the intense pain, it seemed he had collided directly with the beast's grasp.

The impact would have crushed even a knight's body, but Evan had been channeling all his mana into strengthening his body since his vision was blocked.

"This... bastard..."

The impact was still significant. He felt as though his internal organs had been thoroughly shaken.

*...This is dangerous.*

Based on his remaining stamina, he knew that one more hit like this would render him unable to fight.

Ptui, Evan spat out bloody fluid.

Until now, he had rarely even suffered scratches except when facing the Sword Saint, but now he was in clear danger.

The distortion in his vision grew worse.

The beast was likely preparing its finishing move.

*I can't... fall here.*

If he collapsed here, he would become someone who accomplished nothing.
Evan gritted his teeth at that thought.

He still had mountains of tasks to complete.

Revenge, vindication.
He hadn't finished anything yet, and he would die in a place like this?

That was absurd.

Evan—an Isenberg—doesn't live like that.

Had never lived like that.

*And... there's also...*

His secretary, who would be waiting just for him now.

Despite showing suspicious behavior throughout the day, somehow he still trusted his secretary.

His secretary, with whom he had promised to rush to immediately after defeating this monster.

*But, how?*

Evan's superhuman instinct told him the illusionary demonic beast's attack was imminent.

How could he avoid this?

How could he create time for Erhen?

As Evan was deep in thought despite facing a life-threatening situation, his instinct warned him that the attack was right in front of him.

-KEEEING!

*...!*

His red eyes flashed.

His eyes, which he had always thought only had the ability to discern falsehoods, suddenly gleamed.

And simultaneously—

-CRASH!!

The illusion shattered.

***

"...Huff, hoo..."

I continuously exhaled rough breaths.

Before me was one nearly destroyed assassin and their leader who appeared almost unscathed.

Despite gaining mana by changing "myself," they were overwhelming opponents for a magic-user like me.

"You're... quite good at running away!!"

But as I mentioned earlier, they hadn't escaped unscathed either.
Even the one shouting had barely survived after being hit by my flames at the beginning.

But that had been a decisive strike that relied on surprise and unexpectedness.

I couldn't expect such simple attacks to work again.

The corridor was coming to an end.
I had no more traps prepared.

"Die...!!"

-PAANG!!

The battered assassin swung his sword widely at my back as I ran.

It would have hit the "me" from earlier, but—

Now I could see the entire trajectory of that large swing.

-PANG!

"Kuk...!!"

I ducked to avoid it and continued running.

With my accelerated thought process, I calculated a formula for the first time as "myself."

Then I aimed at the assassin who was thoroughly irritated by his inability to harm me.

["Lightning"]

A line of blue lightning traveled through my hand, glowing white-hot—

-KWAAANG!!

It shot out like a spear with tremendous force, piercing through the assassin's abdomen.

"Kuk...!!"

The impact was so powerful that it created shockwaves throughout the entire corridor.

Even using the same formula, the power was vastly different when used with superior mana and resonance.

However, somehow they managed to block it and continued chasing me without even slowing down.

As expected, the remaining two were skilled fighters unlike the other assassins.

*I'd like to take down one more here, but...*

Both the corridor and my stamina were reaching their limits.

The blood I'd lost during the hours-long battle made my head spin, and my muscles were already twisting and screaming in protest.

Perhaps from running too much and lacking oxygen, my head felt foggy.

*Is Evan injured right now?*

That was probably a monster that a knight couldn't handle alone.

*Is Erhen still alive and well?*

When I saw her earlier, the wound on her forehead looked quite deep.

*Can those two handle the illusionary demonic beast?*

Even in the original story, it was barely defeated with the protagonist's help.

With just the two of them...

....

No.

I won't think about it.

I couldn't trust them.
My lack of trust led to this situation.

To atone for that, all I can do is just believe.

In my reliable "comrades."

-Paat.

Eventually, the assassins and I emerged from the long corridor and were met with the open air of a spacious area.

"...This is the end!!"

The place connected to the corridor was the training ground where we had conducted skill assessments days ago.
It was naturally spacious and optimal for their coordinated attacks.

Realizing this, an assassin quickly lunged forward, his sword slicing across my shoulder.

"Kugh...!"

I hadn't fully accelerated my thought process.
The cut on my shoulder burned like fire.

But now.

Now, truly.

This was the final stage of this battle.

I gathered the mana I had been saving, even at the cost of delaying my thought acceleration.

And as if appealing to the mana:

"...Darkness."

A darkness far denser than anything created by formulas descended upon the area.

*

Thump, thump.

His heart beat heavily.

Evan felt it.

What entered his vision was the illusionary demonic beast's massive grasp.

With a sudden pain in his eyes, the illusion that had been blocking his vision shattered.

What was happening?

By what principle had this occurred?

*...No time to think about that.*

Evan cleared away all distracting thoughts and focused on the beast's approaching grasp.

Evan thought.

What kind of attack could create even a moment's opening against this monster that barely took damage from his sword strikes?

...He had experienced it once before, up close.

-You've taken this once before, haven't you?

What came to mind was dark blue hair and red eyes.

One who seemed capable of cutting through anything—the peerless one.

The Empire's Sword Saint.

*...Like that woman.*

In an instant, the already slowed flow of the world slowed even further.

Then, gripping his sword—

Pouring an excessive amount of mana into his arm—

He cut through the space with a single straight line.

-Slice.

And then, the world's speed accelerated again—

[—!!!!]

The illusionary demonic beast's massive arm, which had only suffered minor wounds until now, was severed from the shoulder.

As soon as he saw this, Evan shouted with all his might:

"—NOW!!"



And the moment his cry was heard, Erhen poured all her reserved strength into her arrow.
The tremendous torrent of spirit energy felt in her grasp.

-"[Blessing Bestowed - The Wind Blade that Brushes Branches...]"

-"Stop, stop! Are you trying to destroy this place?!"

From before, the spirit archer Erhen's secret technique—which she had tried to use against the automaton out of anger but was stopped.

"......Here I gooooo!!!!"


[Blessing Bestowed - The Wind Blade that Brushes Branches]

-TAAANG!!

The arrow that would mark the end of this long battle left Erhen's bowstring, shooting through the momentary opening Evan had created.

*

"What is this?"

"...Just desperate struggling."

They were confused by the descending darkness.

However, they didn't seem to raise their guard much, apparently considering this my last desperate resistance.

They were right.

Even though Stella's body overflowed with mana, I had used too much at once.

Of course, that amount would be replenished with a short rest, but the important thing was...

*The Method... is ending.*

I was holding onto it with unprecedented concentration, but that too would soon reach its limit.

When that happened, I would collapse coughing blood, and the assassins would kill me and go after Evan and Erhen.

Game over.

*...So.*

I'll end it here.

I walked through the darkness following the path I had memorized.

This was the training ground.

The training ground where "I" had given me a taste of myself.

The training ground where we had conducted skill assessments days ago.

...The training ground where we had used an automaton for skill assessment.

The automaton that had been rendered inactive for days after facing Elysee remained here.

Of course, they probably left it here assuming students couldn't activate it even if they snuck in.


-"[Activation, target is one person within range. Intensity at eighty percent.]"


I could see the professor reconfiguring the automaton and activating it.
The method involved engraving a mana pattern on its back... it seemed.

So that's how it works. Well, if anyone could activate an automaton, the academy would be in chaos.

I had observed. Every time students came up to the training ground, I watched the professors activating the automaton.

...And I was capable of perfectly remembering anything I had seen multiple times.

"...There it is!"

The assassins, sensing I was about to do something, rushed toward me.

But I had already placed my hand on the automaton's back.

Drawing up my memories and manipulating my mana,
I infused it into the automaton's bronze body.

"[Activation, targets are all beings with mana. Intensity at one hundred percent.]"

-KEEEING!

A pair of yellow glowing eyes appeared in the darkness-filled room.

"Wh-what is this...?"

"...Dodge!"

-KWAAANG!!!

It began attacking the enemies as instructed.

The attack targets I had set were beings with mana.

Of course, I currently possessed mana, but I had intentionally not recovered it, letting it drop to almost nothing.

Naturally, the priority was set on them.

-KWANG, KWAANG!!

"KUHUK!!"

Violent sounds and vibrations echoed ominously in the darkness.

With each impact that transmitted, their screams rang out once.

It was natural.
No matter how skilled these assassins were at ambushes and coordinated attacks, they couldn't easily defeat an automaton that sensed opponents through mana in such darkness.

This was the final act of my plan.

It was the only way for weak me to handle six assassins.

"Damn it all!!!!"

-KWAANG!!

-KAANG!!

After several thunderous sounds and the clashing of metal against metal—

When the thick darkness created by incantation magic lifted—

"...Huff.... Huff...."

What remained were the fallen last assassin and the battered form of their leader.

"You, bastard..."

The automaton had been split in half.
I had hoped it might take care of the leader too, but as expected of an organization's head, he wasn't an easy opponent.

"You... I'll make sure you die painfully."

The leader growled, bleeding profusely from various wounds.

...Well. I've done everything I could.

The wound on my shoulder stung.
It would probably become dangerous if left untreated.

My head felt foggy from anemia due to excessive blood loss.
This was probably my limit too.

No, I had already exceeded my limits long ago.

"...This really isn't my style."

Humans break when they push beyond their limits.

To avoid that, I've always stepped back, observed, and avoided giving my all.

Even when facing the automaton, even when sparring with Evan.

Despite being able to go further, I deliberately looked away and turned my head.

...And it was the same with my relationships with them.

Under the pretext of maintaining the original story, I turned away, avoided, and failed to trust.

Despite wanting to be trusted more than anyone else.

"First, I'll cut off your arms."

"Haha... someone once said the same thing to me."

Yes. The situation was similar back then too.

I stretched my hand toward the ceiling of the training ground.

The training ground was a single-story building slightly separated from the main castle.

"And since then until now..."

I've been continuously indebted to him.

Despite not being able to trust him.

Despite being afraid to acknowledge that he trusted me.

Afraid that if I trusted too much, I would shatter into pieces when betrayed.

But he said it.
That he trusted me. That he trusted even someone like me unconditionally.

I smiled gently.

"Then..."

My heartbeat grew slightly stronger.
I could feel my face warming a little.

Probably because "I" am acting right now, surely.

"It's my duty as a secretary to trust you in return."

"...What are you... saying..."

I no longer doubt.

If it's him.

If it's him who has always rushed to me the fastest.

"...Fire."

Drawing out the very last of my mana, I conjure blue flames.

-PIYUUUNG!!

The flames pierce through the glass ceiling and—

Like the night sky from a memory, they soar and shine brightly in the sky.

Yes. Just like that day when I first made a promise with him.

"What are you—!"

-CRASH!!

Along with the leader's voice filled with confusion, the training ground's window shattered.


And among the scattering glass fragments—

A man was there, as if it were the most natural thing.

His clothes were covered in dust, and his body bore minor wounds, but—

Nevertheless, as soon as he saw my signal, he rushed over in one breath.

As always, he smiled brightly and greeted me.

"...I kept my promise, right?"

That is Evan von Isenberg.

He is the first connection I formed in this world.

The only person who believed in me without doubt despite my acting and lies.


The lord I trust most in this world.


-Episode 3 ≪Trust≫ End.

Ch.52 - [Interlude] Acting, Or
The curtain fell, and the stage was set. Stella Bell Eckhart found herself caught between two roles—her own and the character she was meant to play.

"Cough... I guess this is still a bit too much for me..."

Right after the Illusionary Demonic Beast collapsed, Evan disappeared at almost the same moment, leaving only Erhen behind to watch the beast's corpse turn to dust.

Though Evan had taken the vanguard position and handled most of the close combat, Erhen's injuries were far from minor.

Spirits and Spiritists exist in a contractual relationship. When a spirit's power is used excessively, the burden naturally falls on the contractor—the Spiritist.

And right now, Erhen was feeling that burden at its maximum intensity in her life.

"Ugh... this really hurts like hell."

It hurt.
She had already sustained quite a few injuries from the brief close combat at the beginning of the battle, but the burden hit her even more violently than she'd expected.

Yet her lips curved into a smile, as if none of that mattered.

Erhen, the elf from the Great Forest, had admired the Academy since childhood—by human standards, not elven ones.

Of course, much of this was due to her mother having been one of the Academy's founding instructors, but even setting that aside, Erhen had always been considered unusual.

While her siblings shuddered at their mother's stories about human cruelty and savagery, Erhen's eyes sparkled with fascination.

So when she alone among the elves, who typically aspired to become forest guardians, announced she would take the Academy entrance exam, everyone simply thought, "There goes the youngest, being herself again."

Of course, no one actually expected her to leave.

That was the extent of their understanding.

Her siblings loved their youngest sister dearly, and Erhen loved them too, but she knew they could never understand her—someone who admired the ugliness and fragility of humans from the stories.

So Erhen had been full of expectations.

Indeed, humans had tried to steal her bow while she slept and attempted to harm her.

They had even tried to rob her of her remaining ornaments as she fled, not wanting to dirty her spirit's hands.

It was frightening and difficult, but...

Looking back, she found it all rather enjoyable.

After all, her expectations of humans hadn't been of the positive variety to begin with.

That's why she felt genuinely grateful to those who had saved her.

They were a type of human she hadn't expected.

She found it interesting how they helped her despite showing slight irritation at her deliberately displayed helplessness.

She was curious about why they would go so far for her.

Having received their kindness, she found their struggle against the "strong human" she had observed from afar to be admirable.

True, they had escaped a crisis thanks to her help, but somehow she felt they would have managed even without her.

And so, her interest and affection grew uncontrollably.

She found herself forgetting her initial purpose and clinging only to them—Evan and Stella.

And now, despite her injuries and pain, despite barely being able to stand...

"Isn't this the best..."

For someone who had admired the Academy more than anyone, this whole process was unbearably exciting.

And on top of that.

"Heh... Stella was cute, wasn't she?"

It was probably the first time she'd seen her genuinely flustered.

The fact that it was because of her own injuries made her quite pleased.

Though it was rather infuriating how she just stood there blankly, not even trying to dodge the attack.

"...Infuriated?"

Me?
Me who had always tried to remain detached?

Erhen momentarily questioned herself.

If she had to find a reason... was it because she was worried about her?

Worried about a human?

"...Is this what they call friendship?"

Erhen murmured before breaking into a smile.

To think that the first human she helped would become her first friend of a different race.

Not a bad story.
Because she thought so...

"I wonder if Evan made it safely~"

She wished she could have rushed in to play the role of the rescuing prince too.

Erhen closed her eyes with a mixture of regret and envy.

It was a rest after a long battle.

***

My lord entered by breaking through the window the moment I signaled.

He flashed me a smile before turning his gaze to the blood-covered leader.

"Hello?"

"...So you're the variable."

The fundamental cause that ruined his plans by not falling victim to the Illusionary Demonic Beast's illusory prison.
The leader's words seemed to be referring to that.

Well... if we're being precise, the absent Erhen deserves most of the credit.

"Was this... within your predicted range?"

The leader muttered dejectedly while looking at me.
He must have assessed my lord's combat ability.

Of course, the answer to that question was predetermined.

"...Yes. I believed in him."

"...Huh."

The leader ran his hand over his face, seemingly sensing his impending doom.

His body was already in tatters from the battle with me and the Automaton.

Fighting now would be futile.
As the head of an assassination organization, he would know this better than anyone.

"Still... I can't just die... like this!"

The leader seemed to have decided to resist until the end, letting out a battle cry as he charged at my lord.

Of course, my lord wasn't about to give him even a single exchange.

-Slash.

"...Ah."

With a sword draw too fast for even my eyes to follow, the leader's head was separated from his body.

The leader's head rolled on the floor, followed by his collapsing body.

No matter how strong he was, he was essentially an assassin. There was no way he could win in a direct confrontation with a knight.

Especially if that knight was Evan von Isenberg.

"...Phew."

Now the life of the last intruder who had entered the Academy was taken.

The first episode that took place at the Academy in the original story—the Illusionary Demonic Beast subjugation—had been resolved without the protagonist.

An immense sense of relief spread throughout my body at that realization.

"Phew... So, is it all over now?"

Evan asked as he sheathed his sword and exhaled.

Having just fought the Illusionary Demonic Beast, even my lord couldn't be in perfect condition.

He must have asked to confirm, which was typical of his thorough nature.

"Yes, that's... right. I've... taken care of... everything else..."

"Stella?"

I barely managed to answer, feeling a chill creeping into my heart.
...Is it over now?

With a thud, I fell to my knees on the floor.

"Ugh..."

The chill spreading from my heart had now reached my fingertips, making my entire body shiver.

The end of the Method.
The mana that had rushed into my body was gradually reconfirming its owner and starting to cause a rejection reaction.

Still, this was better than collapsing suddenly like last time.

With that thought, I managed to open my mouth.

"My... lord. I'm sorry, but I would appreciate your help again."

"Ah, yes. Of course."

My lord seemed momentarily confused before realizing that my symptoms were the same as before, and hurriedly approached me.

However, after his swift approach, he showed signs of hesitation.

"Why... are you hesitating?"

"Ah... is the shoulder okay this time too?"

So that's what it was—he was asking permission to touch my body.
...It doesn't matter.

With those words, he placed his hand on my shoulder and began absorbing the mana.
As always, his warmth dispelled the chill starting from where he touched.

It wasn't an unpleasant feeling.
To be honest, it felt quite good.

So good that it felt inadequate.

"You can... touch more if you'd like. For efficiency's sake."

I said that as I removed his hand from my shoulder and held it with mine.

"S-Stella...?"

My lord seemed somewhat flustered.
Why? This was just a healing act.

I gently clasped his two hands together with mine to increase the contact area.

"Uh, huh?"

The reason Evan could treat my Mana Rejection was because he could absorb my mana.

In other words, the area of contact—the more it increased, the more efficient the process would be.

So this was simply to resolve the rejection quickly and clean up the situation, with no particular feelings involved.

"Mmm..."

Unlike me, the warmth transmitted from my lord's large hands...
The ticklish feeling that increased due to the expanded contact area was addictively pleasant.

*His hands are so big...*

Of course, the physical difference between men and women was natural, but Evan's hands were particularly large.
That's why he could envelop my hands with his calloused palms like this.

If just holding hands provided this speed and... warmth.
What would happen if I embraced him?

When I was carried by my lord to escape from the Sword Saint, his body was very firm and large, providing a good riding experience.

If I were to let go of his hands now and embrace him, the larger contact area would make the healing even faster, and additionally, I could satisfy my selfish desire to feel his body what the hell am I thinking right now?

"Ahhh!!"

"What, what's wrong, Stella!?"

The moment I realized what nonsense I was babbling about in my mind, I let out a cry and pulled away from Evan.

*Shit, shit, shit...!*

My heart was pounding so hard it hurt.
Inside, thoughts that couldn't form words repeated themselves as profanities.

*What, what have I done?*

I thought the symptoms were milder than before, but it seems some of it was still mixed in.

Evan is what? I was naturally and sincerely regarding him as my lord.

Stella had mixed into me without my noticing.

And what's more?
I grabbed his hand from my shoulder to intertwine our fingers, and not satisfied with that, I was about to suddenly embrace him?

Thinking about it again, the me just now—no, Stella—was crazy.

That's, that's just sexual harassment, isn't it...!!

Evan was already enduring discomfort to help with the treatment, and this was beyond rude.

"I-I'm sorry! I didn't mean to h-hold your hand like that, my mind was foggy...!"

"...Stella?"

Evan called out to me with confused eyes.
From his perspective, I had been clinging to him with intertwined fingers before suddenly having a fit and pulling away.

I tried to continue apologizing to him, but—

"...Kuhak!"

Perhaps due to the sudden switch from Stella to me, my heart ached more violently than ever before.

"I-I'm so—"

"Is that really the issue right now?!"

Evan approached me quickly, though flustered.
It truly had been a day of nothing but trouble for him.

"...Then is the shoulder okay this time?"

See? Despite my strange whims, Evan was still accommodating me.

My heart tightened violently.
As he said, I needed to set this aside for now and absorb the mana.

I hadn't fainted yet, and some had already been absorbed earlier, so the shoulder should be fine as he suggested...

Fine...

Fi...

......

"H-hands, please."

...With so much to clean up, faster treatment is best.

Ch.53 - [Interlude] Apprentice
To Evan, Stella was like an iceberg.

He thought he knew her well, understood clearly what was genuine and what was false.

But looking back, he realized that what he had seen of her was merely the tip.

No matter how much he tried to discern the true meaning behind her words.

No matter how much he tried to uncover her inner thoughts.

Evan always felt he hadn't even grasped half of who she truly was.

Where did the secrets she hid end?

And what existed at that end?

To Evan, this was quite an interesting subject of observation.

This incident was no exception.

She had awakened from the gap in the illusion that Evan himself hadn't even noticed, and woken him up.

She seemed to know exactly the identity and purpose of the intruders who hadn't even shown themselves yet.

And as always, she instantly created an appropriate countermeasure and gave instructions.

Evan wasn't the type of person whose head was filled with flowers, accepting everything positively and warmly.

Rather, he was someone who excelled at doubting people to the extreme and discerning truth within those doubts.

Of course, his secretary wasn't exempt from that scrutiny.

It wasn't that he didn't know how to doubt that he didn't doubt her.

No matter how suspicious she seemed, no matter how much information she possessed that no ordinary person could possibly know.

And even if she couldn't tell him the reason, he had withdrawn his doubts because he understood there was no malice in her intentions.

Of course, even so, what Stella showed this time was excessive.
Even for him who always trusted her, he felt the need to question her about this matter.

He didn't think she had hidden such information with malicious intent, but once everything was over, he needed to dig for the truth.

Evan made that resolution.

"You can... touch me a bit more. It's for efficiency's sake."

Until Stella took his hand in hers with a flushed face, that had certainly been his intention.

*What's happening?*

Though he didn't show it, Evan was extremely flustered inside.

Not just by her sudden action, but even more by his own reaction.

Evan was a knight.
A superhuman who enhanced his physical abilities and brain with mana to increase his combat capabilities.

That's why he found it strange that his mana-enhanced thinking suddenly stopped.

No, rather because of that, her soft touch was transmitted to his brain more vividly and slowly.

Like a sticky liquid, slowly.

*......??*

Then, strangely, his whole body felt hot.
Even though they were just holding hands.

Even though they had recently even slept in the same room.

Evan couldn't understand his tremendously stirred heart and his rapidly beating heart.

"I-I'm sorry! I didn't mean to h-hold your hand like this, my mind went blank...!"

While Evan was raising question marks, Stella seemed to have come to her senses and pulled away from him.

*...Ah.*

And Evan discovered himself feeling a slight disappointment at that fact.

It was unbelievable.

He, the eldest son of a Duke's family, was feeling this way about merely holding his secretary's hand.

Of course, it was very soft.

And her hand was much smaller than his, which gave him a strange feeling!

But still, to be such a bizarre person who felt odd sensations from merely holding hands?

Especially when from Stella's perspective, this was a life-saving treatment?

While Evan was feeling such self-loathing, Stella collapsed again, coughing up blood after separating from him.

And that fact intensified Evan's self-loathing even more.
His secretary was suffering like that, yet he was consumed by such emotions and feeling tormented?

Perhaps Stella sensed that and fled in disgust.
It was shameful.

Thinking this, Evan asked Stella to shake off his useless thoughts.

"...Then would the shoulder be alright this time?"

He asked with the thought that if he stayed here any longer, he might bloom with more torment.

But.

"...P-please use your hand."

...This is really driving me crazy.

Evan sighed as he looked at his secretary who was leading him down the path of torment, her face strangely red as she hesitated.

***

And so, as always, after the embarrassing and shameful.

The "treatment" time that I truly didn't want to experience many times ended.

I headed back to the outdoor training ground with Evan, whose face was strangely flushed as if it had been cooked.

There was the illusionary demonic beast, now almost completely turned to dust with barely any trace left, and Erhen who seemed to have fainted and was sleeping in front of it.

I checked her breathing to confirm she was alive, felt relieved, and then shook her to wake her up.

"Erhen! Are you okay?"

Although the minor scratches had disappeared, perhaps due to the healing power enhanced by the spirit she commanded, I needed to check if she needed different treatment in case she had suffered severe internal injuries.

With that judgment, I continued shaking her.

"Ugh... just five more minutes..."

She brushed my hand away as if annoyed and suddenly started snoring.

"...She seems fine."

"Indeed."

Evan looked quite alright except for some minor cuts, so it seemed both participants in the battle had dealt with the illusionary demonic beast without much damage.

Of course, it must have been a tough battle for Evan and Erhen, who rarely showed signs of fatigue, but honestly, ending like this was close to a miracle.

*Especially since Evan would have had the worst compatibility with it.*

I wondered if his sword strikes would even be effective against a beast based on spirits.

Thinking this, I approached the illusionary demonic beast, which was mostly turning to dust and disappearing.

Even corrupted, spirits were still spirits, with their brilliant colored dust.

And among that dust pile was a transparent stone of five colors.

If my memory was correct, this was...

"...Stella, what is this?"

"It's an Illusion Dream Stone."

Illusion Dream Stone.
To be precise, the core of the corrupted spirit [Dull Dream].

In the original work, it was an item dropped when the protagonist one-shot the illusionary demonic beast. Given its origin, it had the bizarre and powerful effect of making people within the radius of a city remember that day as a dream if it was broken.

Hearing my explanation, Evan's expression became strange.
There was no reason for him to find it odd that I had such information at this point, so he must have found the effect bizarre.

"Its effect is as bizarre as it looks."

"...Would you like to take it?"

I wasn't sure if there would be a time to use this, but since Evan had contributed the most to defeating the illusionary demonic beast, it seemed appropriate to entrust it to him first.

At my question, Evan showed signs of contemplation for a moment, then shook his head.

"No. You keep it. You'll probably be able to use it more appropriately than I would. Even if there's no use for it, it would be safer with you."

"...Yes. Understood."

He's entrusting this to me?
For a moment I felt doubtful, but quickly erased it from my mind.
If Evan says so, that's what I'll do.

After all, I'm "acting" as his secretary.

"So... what do we do now?"

"The collapsed people will wake up twenty-four hours after they collapsed. But since the illusionary demonic beast has been defeated... they'll wake up in about three to four hours."

That's how it happened in the original work when Elysee defeated the illusionary demonic beast.

"So until then..."

"...Let's take a nap here."

"...Is that okay?"

Evan asked me with a puzzled expression.

Although we had burned all the assassins' bodies on our way here, there were still several broken parts of buildings and various pieces of evidence that intruders had come, so it was reasonable for him to have such doubts.

"...We dealt with the academy's intruders. It's something no one here knows about."

"Which means..."

"Yes. We don't need to explain the invaders and the current fainting incident. We simply fainted for unknown reasons just like everyone else here, and we don't know what happened during the past two hours."

In the original work, the protagonist received praise while greeting everyone who woke up, but we shouldn't do that.

She was someone who could easily deal with an illusionary demonic beast and had the status to do so.

We are not like that.
We were already being careful about standing out, and receiving either suspicion or attention from an incident like this would only be troublesome.

So, we have nothing to do with this incident.

We are just ordinary students who collapsed during combat practice and woke up after having nightmares, and it's the academy's faculty, not us, who should uncover the truth behind this incident.

"So to reiterate, let's take a nap."

When we wake up, this long incident will come to an end.

Evan nodded as if he understood my intention, and lay down spread-eagle in a corner of the outdoor training ground.

Though he did let out a light groan as if muscle pain had hit him.

"Ugh... Well, if you say so."

"Yes. Let's take a nap."

Feeling grateful to him for following my plan without complaint, I lay down beside him.

Perhaps because we had gone through such exhausting events.
Even the stone floor of the training ground, which was certainly hard, felt quite comfortable.

"...You're lying down next to me?"

"...? Yes. Is there a problem?"

"...No, nothing."

I closed my eyes, puzzled by Evan's strange reaction.
Just before closing my eyes, I thought I saw someone with blonde hair flinch, but...

I dismissed it, thinking they must be tossing from a nightmare.
The intensity of the drowsiness that came over me was too strong to pay attention to such things.

*Ah... it's happening again.*

Just like last time when we stayed together at the dormitory, for some reason I get very sleepy when I'm with Evan.

It's almost like...

Almost like....

....

.......

*

*What on earth...?*

On the floor of the outdoor training ground where everyone had collapsed.

Contrary to Stella's expectation, there was another person awake, shivering.

That person was Elysee de Iris.

The protagonist of "Academy Survival Guide" who should have easily defeated the illusionary demonic beast with Erhen's help.

*Seriously, what is this...!?*

She was still in shock from what she had just witnessed.

...A new storm was beginning to brew.

Ch.54 - [Interlude] Extermination, Complete
Elysee knew about the attack of the illusionary demonic beast—more precisely, the assassination of the Academy Principal.

She had learned about this future event through regression. According to her future knowledge, about a month from now, unidentified attackers would infiltrate the Academy and kill the Principal along with many students.

The method was unknown, but judging by the fact that everyone at the Academy, including the Principal, had been asleep during the incident, she suspected it was the work of powerful sleep magic or spirits.

Naturally, Elysee, who had returned from the past to prevent the Empire's destruction, was in the midst of finding ways to counter this unknown threat.

However, now.

For some reason, the Academy attack had occurred a month earlier than expected.

"W-why...?"

Elysee muttered after barely breaking free from the nightmare prison.

Elysee was, by nature, a being who stood above all spirits.

Even a corrupted illusionary demonic beast with power exceeding that of a high-level spirit was no exception. Though it took some time, Elysee was able to break free from the illusion by herself.

While she couldn't move her body yet, she could at least open her eyes.
The first thing that came into her view was the illusionary demonic beast turning to dust and scattering.

Again, Elysee was a being positioned above all spirits.

The moment she witnessed the monster's body crumbling to dust, she understood everything.

"It was... an illusionary demonic beast."

The death of the Academy Principal, who had been a High Mage.

Over 80 student casualties, including those from both the Empire and the Kingdom.

The incident that would destroy the Academy's 200-year prestige and, with the death of the Principal who served as both a restraint and safety measure, become the indirect cause of a future catastrophe—it all began with an illusionary demonic beast.

Elysee felt like many of her questions were being answered.

"So that's why... even the Academy Principal couldn't respond."

Someone of the Principal's caliber would have dozens of defensive measures against mental attacks, yet they were defeated without putting up a fight.

The illusionary demonic beast provided a perfect answer to that question.

Magic and spirit powers were fundamentally different in nature.
Even a High Mage would have difficulty countering it.

"But..."

This raised another question.

Who had managed to break free from the illusionary demonic beast's power and even defeat it?

Elysee stiffly moved her neck to widen her field of vision.

What she saw was a blood-covered Erhen leaning against something with her eyes closed, in front of the illusionary demonic beast's corpse.

It was the Great Forest's spirit archer.

"Erhen... was it her? True, she can handle spirit power, but..."

With her power alone, it should have been impossible.

While she was puzzled by this, two people approached from a distance.

"Hik!"

Among those two must be the one who helped Erhen defeat the illusionary demonic beast.

Elysee hurriedly lowered her head and confirmed their identities.

And what she saw was...

"...Huh?"

Evan von Isenberg walking with minor scratches, and Stella Bell Eckhart slightly leaning on him as they walked.

"Those two...?"

They defeated the illusionary demonic beast, a high-level demonic beast, with Erhen?

Faced with such unexpected individuals, Elysee felt her thoughts momentarily freeze.

Since Stella likely didn't have the combat ability to contribute to fighting the illusionary demonic beast, it must have been Evan Isenberg and Erhen who actually engaged in the battle.

Elysee mentally raised her evaluation of Evan by several levels.

Since only Erhen could effectively damage the illusionary demonic beast, he must have taken the vanguard position against it while keeping her in the rear.

How many people in the Academy—no, in this Empire—could do that?

For someone like that, it would be worth raising his recruitment priority.

"Wait, then what about the intruders...?"

The presence of the illusionary demonic beast on Academy grounds meant there were definitely intruders who had infiltrated the Main Castle to assassinate the Principal.

Even if they had defeated the illusionary demonic beast, the problem wouldn't be solved without dealing with the intruders.

As she was panicking at this thought and lamenting her immobile body, Stella's voice reached her ears.

"...We dealt with the Academy intruders. No one else knows about this."

.

..

...

"...What?"

Elysee almost blurted that out loud.

They dealt with the spies...?

And "we" did it?

Suddenly, puzzle pieces started fitting together in Elysee's mind.

The reason Evan Isenberg could defeat the Sword Saint.

The reason Stella Eckhart could enter the Academy despite having no mana.

The reason why she, who seemed unrelated, thoroughly blocked access to Evan.

The reason why she was awake now despite the illusionary demonic beast's power.

Reason after reason after reason.

All the discrepancies she had felt during her Academy life suddenly made sense.

"...An accomplice."

This was the moment when the existence of the accomplice she had previously hypothesized was revealed.

"But... how?"

How could someone without mana deal with Evan and the spies?
How did she even know they were coming?

As questions were answered, even more arose in Elysee's mind as she focused on their conversation.

"Yes. We don't need to explain the invaders and the current fainting incident. We simply fainted here like everyone else for unknown reasons, and we don't know what happened during the past two hours."

Her voice was so cold and emotionless that it was hard to believe she was the same timid girl Elysee had spoken with earlier.

The gap between her usual self was shocking enough, but the content was even more so.

Setting aside hiding their identities, according to Eckhart's words, she had calculated the students' unconscious time and planned accordingly.

By any measure, this wasn't the reaction speed of someone suddenly faced with an attack.

"What is this...?"

An event that should have happened a month later in the original future was happening now, and it was resolved by completely unexpected individuals who were now coldly planning to hide their identities.

That image overlapped with Stella's sudden smile during their previous argument after crying, sending a tremendous chill down Elysee's spine.

She unconsciously shrank her shoulders.

"Seriously, what is this?!"

By now, Evan was lying down, and Stella was pressed against him with her eyes closed.

Although Elysee was now the only one awake in this place...

And although she had completely broken free from the illusionary demonic beast's influence...

For some reason, she couldn't move.

"Could it be that even my approach to Isenberg was... part of her plan?"

She could only tremble in fear as her misunderstanding about Stella grew enormously.

Until the illusionary prison broke and other cadets woke up.

Continuously.

***

In the end, my thoughts proved correct.

When I woke up next to Evan, everyone had awakened from the illusion and was confused, and naturally, no one suspected us.

Everyone was too shocked by the tremendous incident where they—and indeed the entire Academy—had fallen asleep helplessly.

The confusion was compounded by the fact that there was virtually no actual damage.

If someone with ill intent had planned this, and if they had been determined, there might have been dozens or hundreds of casualties.

Although nothing like that actually happened, several cadets feared this might be some kind of warning or omen.

And again, not a single person suspected us.

Rather, the person who ended up being falsely accused and most wronged was, oddly enough, Professor Alen.

With the Academy faculty and Imperial investigators unable to find a cause for the incident, they concluded that he was responsible for the fainting incident at the Training Ground that day.

"No, wait."

In what was essentially a show of administrative action, the blame fell on a variant of blood-sucking moths from the North that he had brought for training.

These variants, as he had explained before class, possessed various abilities, and quite coincidentally, they included illusion and sleep induction abilities typical of moth magical beasts.

He strongly argued that they could never produce effects of this magnitude, but his protests fell on deaf ears as the matter was too serious and there were no other clear suspects.

Incidentally, those moths that Alen had gone all the way to the North to capture reportedly flew away to freedom while everyone was asleep.

Anyway, he ended up being suspended for several weeks, and there were even sad rumors that some cadets who disliked the intensity of his classes cheered at the news.

Unfortunately, his ordeal didn't end there.

"This, this is just..."

The most expensive magical tool under his management and school property—the Automaton—had been destroyed by an unidentified assailant.

Given that it happened right after such a major incident, he claimed his Automaton was related to it, but he was still held fully responsible and faced additional disciplinary action for neglecting security at the Training Ground.

Having experienced all this in a single day, his already fierce face became even more intimidating, and he left to serve his suspension as someone no one at the Academy wanted to mess with.

"Whoever it was... if I catch them, I'll tear them to pieces."

Well, that's what happened.

Although the Academy's first episode unfolded quite differently from my expectations, it concluded without major deviations or changes.

If anything changed, it was that Elysee became less visible after that day.

For some reason, whenever our eyes met, she would turn away and leave.

As if she were running away from me.

Well, surely that couldn't be the case.

And also...

"Miss Stella!"

"Ah, Erhen."

I became closer with Erhen.

It was difficult to push her away now, and there was no reason to do so anymore.

Of course, I still felt bad about forcibly pushing her away before, but she coolly brushed it off, saying she didn't care about such things, and gave my shoulder a pat (which really hurt).

"Where is Lord Evan?"

"He went to train. We're planning to have lunch together later."

After going through the incident together, Evan and I became closer, and now the situation was truly relaxed for a while.

Of course, whenever I looked at Evan after that day, I felt my face heat up slightly as I remembered the embarrassing things I did, but it was really a trivial matter.

I was planning to enjoy this peace with Evan and my new friend for a while...

"Oh, Miss Stella, have you heard? They say the Promotion Match will be held soon!"

.

..

...

"Ah!"

Ch.55 - [Interlude] Relieving Stress And Aftermath
Chapter 56. Stress, Relief, and Aftereffects

About a week had passed since the unprecedented incident at the Academy—the "Forced Sleep of All Students."

Naturally, given the severity of the incident, the Academy was in chaos, and the Empire's intelligence department and military officials were also thrown into turmoil.

The Kingdom even issued an official statement questioning the Academy's security facilities.

And in the midst of all this, there was someone who belonged to both the Empire's Knights and the Academy, someone who was more stressed than anyone else.

"Damn it all to hell."

That person was Claire, the Sword Saint.

Since the day of the incident, she had been unable to sleep properly due to her sense of humiliation.

She was the Sword Saint.

She had sworn never to lose, and as the Empire's finest, she must not lose.

Yet someone had brazenly extended their claws into the Academy where she resided. And they had done so using mental attacks, her greatest vulnerability.

She could have easily lost her life as the Empire's Sword Saint in such a pathetic manner.

"That professor who got disciplined... there's no way he's the real culprit."

The professor who was currently under disciplinary action after a confrontation with the Academy was clearly just a scapegoat. The fact that they had gone so far as to punish an Academy professor meant there were no real suspects.

"This feels absolutely shitty."

Whoever it was, if they were standing before her, she could cut them in half with a single strike. The Sword Saint resented her situation, trapped in the Academy, watching over the training of these insignificant students.

"...Come to think of it."

As the Sword Saint lamented being stuck in Class B again, what came to mind was, as always, the woman with lavender hair.

She had been attending the class of the disciplined professor during the incident.

"...Could it be."

Until just moments ago, she had been certain the professor's punishment was a false accusation, but somehow Stella had transformed in her mind into a suspicious figure who had been attending the suspicious professor's class during the incident.

"Stella... Bell Eckhart."

She definitely needed to test her theory. And to do that...

"I need to go to Class A."

It was time to reclaim her rightful position.

*

"Achoo!"

I suddenly felt my nose tickle and sneezed repeatedly. So many sneezes in a row that my throat started to hurt.

This was probably due to stress weakening my immune system.

And I knew exactly what was causing that stress.

The Promotion Match.
Students from all classes except Class A gather in one place to fight, and those who show exceptional talent are promoted one level or more from their current class, as the name suggests.

And that Promotion Match was now right around the corner.

As I mentioned before, in the original story most characters were in Class A, and the event passed by so vaguely that even I had only hazy memories of it, but...

Due to the variables that occurred during the entrance exam, I personally sent the Sword Saint to Class B, elevating this event from something I didn't even know existed to doomsday.

Of course, I know the Sword Saint won't kill me.

...No, really.
Even the Sword Saint can't suddenly cut down an innocent person like me. She's still a soldier dispatched by the state, after all.

However, the Sword Saint herself is a dangerous element just by existing.

Even if she just occasionally directed killing intent at me in the same space, I'd probably suffocate like a rat that ate poison.

Even without that, it was certainly not good for my mental health.

Lately, I've already become unstable from synchronizing with Stella, and now to have such a being lurking right next to me?

Moderate stress might lead to good results, but too much is obviously toxic.

No, honestly, the stress I'm feeling just worrying about this already exceeds the threshold.

Even now, the stress is tightening around my solar plexus and making my head throb.

"So about that professor from before..."

Honestly, I still sometimes dream about that time in the forest when I faced the Sword Saint and pulled that scam.

I still don't understand what kind of courage possessed me to do such a thing.

"...Stella?"

Maybe I should just have Evan as my permanent bodyguard.

Then I could always be with Evan, and also have some defense against the stress caused by the Sword Saint.

...Hm? Something about what I just thought seemed strange. My head was so foggy that I couldn't even remember clearly what I had just been thinking.

Anyway, I knew it was an impossible method, which made it all the more tempting.

Right now, I needed to hide my relationship with Evan as much as possible, and it was already precarious—spending more time together would be too much to handle.

So I needed to come up with another plan...

"Stella!"

"Eek! E-Evan?"

As I was lost in thought, Evan's voice reached my ears. Though he hadn't shouted loudly, the voice coming right next to my ear was quite startling.

Back in high school, when friends played such pranks, I didn't feel much, but somehow when Evan did it, my ears burned.

"...Ahem, what is it?"

"What do you mean 'what is it'? You haven't been responding at all. Your food hasn't decreased either."

...Looking at it now, Evan was right.

We were at a secluded open space on the Academy grounds. We had been sitting on a bench eating food bought from the store when suddenly my worries and random thoughts had overwhelmed me, and I'd apparently been ignoring Evan's words.

"I'm sorry. I just... got lost in thought."

"Are you sick? Your face is red."

Evan asked with a worried expression. Well, if someone I was talking to suddenly spaced out and couldn't focus, I'd probably ask the same thing.

Besides, it's not like blushing automatically means you have a cold.

Anyway, the stress must have been severe. To think I'd miss Evan's words completely.

"No. It's... because of the Sword Saint."

"...Ah."

Evan seemed to understand the source of my concern, letting out a soft sigh.

The Promotion Match would be held in about three days. That meant in three days, the Sword Saint would be taking classes with us in the same classroom.

It wouldn't be pleasant for me, of course, and probably not for Evan either. After all, Evan was the main culprit who had stolen her token and created the unprecedented hybrid of a Class B Sword Saint.

"...Well, worrying won't change anything. So let's not stress too much about it."

"Well... that's true."

Being naturally prone to worry and anxiety, just imagining myself with the Sword Saint made my insides twist.

Noticing my dark expression, Evan spoke up.

"Your face really does look flushed... Let me check your temperature."

"Huh, what?"

Before I could process it, Evan placed his hand on my forehead.

A truly sudden contact.

"Uh, umm..."

I felt heat suddenly rush to my face. And it seemed I wasn't the only one who noticed.

"What the—you're burning up, Stella!"

"Ah, no, this is..."

Evan exclaimed to me. He must have felt the heat from my forehead.

And for some reason, I was suddenly reminded of our "treatment" session from a week ago.

Well, it wasn't really strange.

The shape, warmth, and texture of the hands we had clasped then were now being felt on my forehead.

The problem was that the week I had spent trying to forget it had just gone to waste.

I'm the type of person who hates awkwardness in any relationship.

My mind is male!! Though it wasn't intentional, I had held hands with a man like that, so it was natural to feel awkward, but I wanted to act as normal as possible.

Of course, once I regained my senses, I could have chosen another method even if it was slower, but I can't really complain since I was the one who grabbed his hand again to "finish it faster"...

A-and even now, I'm not exactly pushing his hand away...

*It's warm...*

Congenital Mana Rejection is a disease where mana rejects the soul, causing abnormalities from within the body.

Perhaps because of this, I always felt warmth when absorbing mana through contact with Evan.

And after experiencing this several times, it seemed my body had learned, because even though I wasn't absorbing mana now, I could feel warmth from his hand.

Along with that tingling sensation that comes when mana is being absorbed.

"Um... Stella?"

As I focused on feeling his touch, I discovered something unexpected.

The stress that had been tightening around my chest was gradually disappearing, replaced by a sense of comfort.

*Is this that oxytocin thing...?*

I remember seeing a news article once about how human contact releases some kind of hormone that helps relieve stress.

The fact that it suddenly came to mind in this situation probably means it's true.

"...Ahem. Anyway, you definitely have a fever, Stella. Looks like you caught a cold."

"Ah..."

Evan said as he withdrew his hand. Hmm... it feels strangely empty now that it's suddenly gone.

I felt more heat rising in my body and cleared my throat. I also felt a slight stinging sensation in my throat, perhaps from sudden tension.

Then I spoke again in a more composed tone. I didn't want to be misunderstood as being more sick than I was.

"I'm really not. I was just spacing out for a moment, a-a-achoo!!"

...

Huh?

"See? You've been sneezing constantly."

"No, really, I'm not—achoo!"

"......"

...Well, I thought it was just weakened immunity causing some coughing, and my face was red from embarrassment, but it seems I really did have a cold.

Even counting from before I entered—no, before I transmigrated into this body, it had been so long since I'd caught a cold that I hadn't noticed.

Now that I thought about it, my unusually foggy and scattered thoughts made sense.

...Sigh.

I almost made a fool of myself in front of Evan again.

To be honest, I had been committing too many improprieties in front of him lately.

If I continued like this, I wouldn't be able to face him anymore.

With such thoughts and my still foggy mind, I looked at Evan and opened my mouth.

"I, I really don't think I'm sick..."

"...Huh? Stella, right now you clearly..."

"Could you check once more...?"

I gently pulled at Evan's hand as I spoke. Though visibly flustered by my action, he placed his hand on my forehead as I guided him.

His hand felt warm even though I knew I had a fever. Proportional to that temperature, I felt a sense of stability and peace.

*Ah... I'm in trouble.*

I might have discovered a rather dangerous method of stress relief.

Such thoughts flickered through my fever-slowed mind, only to dissolve in the comfort enveloping my head.

The stress caused by a certain someone had already vanished without a trace.

"This is driving me crazy..."

I thought I heard someone say that, but I couldn't be sure.

***

Surprisingly, my memory after that was hazy. No, it would be more accurate to say it was nonexistent.

It didn't feel like a severe cold, but this frail body found even that overwhelming, and I must have collapsed in that state.

I only vaguely remember Evan supporting me and taking me back to the dormitory.

"Shit."

Unfortunately, even that was enough to trigger my suicidal thoughts.

What, what have I done again?

"Let me die by my own will."

I was so embarrassed I wanted to die.

Even if this body is vulnerable to illness, there's a limit.

Isn't this a bit too much?

No matter how I thought about it, the only cause was becoming Stella through the Method. I'm too immersed and can't escape now.

For a while, I really need to stay away from Evan and recover. If I end up breaking Rule #1 that I set for myself, there would be no hope.

I should spend some time apart to find myself and also come up with countermeasures against the Sword Saint.

"Ah, Miss Stella! You're awake!"

As I was firmly making up my mind, a familiar voice came from beside me.

"...Erhen?"

"Yes, it's me, Miss Stella! Are you feeling better?"

"...Yes, well. Did you take care of me?"

From her demeanor, it seemed she had nursed me while I was lying here. When I gave her a rather touched look, she cleared her throat awkwardly, which was unlike her.

"Ahem... well, it wasn't anything special. But I have to go to class now, you know? You know how hard it is to skip Knight Department classes."

"Ah, yes. Of course..."

"So! I prepared another caretaker for you!"

Cutting off my words as I was about to tell her she could go, Erhen suddenly pointed toward the door with an exaggerated gesture.

And standing there was...

"No."

"...Hello, Stella?"

...Perhaps predictably, it was my lord.

And at that moment, the only thought in my head was, 'But Evan is in the Knight Department too.'

What an unhelpful elf friend she was.

Ch.56 - [Interlude] Courage, Warmth
The warmth of courage flowed through me as consciousness hazily returned. I didn't remember falling asleep—perhaps I'd fainted from stress the moment I saw Evan's face.

My mind seemed clear enough, but my head throbbed too much to open my eyes. Nearby, familiar movements confirmed that what happened before I passed out wasn't a dream. Someone was rummaging through things.

"The towel... Erhen said it was somewhere around here..."

How did Erhen know about that?

Rather than dwelling on that headache-inducing question, I focused on assessing my condition. My body ached, my head hurt and felt foggy. My throat stung as involuntary coughs escaped.

*What a mess.*

I suspected this was the combined result of physical strain from the Illusionary Demonic Beast subjugation and the stress from thinking about the Sword Saint.

Of course—even just training with Evan left this body aching with muscle pain.

"Hmm..."

My breath felt hot. Strangely, the small noises filling the room had a calming effect.

*It's been so long... being sick like this... and...*

In my previous life, despite appearances, I was quite healthy. Before the transmigration, I rarely caught colds or suffered from minor ailments.

Or perhaps I just convinced myself I wasn't sick.

So it wasn't that I was naturally healthy—I worked hard to avoid getting sick. I took supplements religiously and bundled up at the slightest chill.

Looking back, I understand why my friends thought I was strange. Wearing a padded jacket in October was a bit much.

My obsession with staying healthy stemmed from not wanting to worry others before I quit acting. And after quitting, I didn't want to face the reality that there was no one to take care of me.

I knew that even I couldn't avoid getting sick forever.

The environment was becoming increasingly harsh right before my transmigration.

I would have...

Died alone...

In solitude...

With no one knowing.

That wasn't a prediction—it was a certainty.

...If not for one variable I could never have predicted.

"Oh no, your fever's higher than yesterday. I gave you medicine though..."

I asked myself: did I obsess over not getting sick in this life too, like in my previous one?

Did I keep telling myself I wasn't sick even when coughing, vomiting, and suffering from splitting headaches?

...No. Recently, I'd been acting like someone who didn't value their life at all.

Challenging the Sword Saint, fighting Automatons, dealing with assassins.

I wasn't trying to die. I just didn't care if I got hurt or felt pain.

Because...

Because, well...

"Ah, you're awake. You suddenly collapsed again and scared me, Stella."

"...Heh."

Because I had someone to take care of. And I believed that person could take care of me too.

A laugh escaped me.

The human heart is truly fickle.

I'm fundamentally the same person I was before the transmigration.

Only my body changed—I'm still me.

Yet with everything around me different, my determination to die alone has vanished, replaced by a craving for connection.

Even now, his presence dispelled my anxiety, leaving only relief.

My foggy mind kept making me laugh.

Whether it was mockery directed at my foolish self, or genuine happiness bubbling up—I didn't know.

I didn't want to know.

That way I could be more comfortable, without other thoughts or guilt.

I could turn a blind eye to reality a little longer.

These were thoughts only possible in this hazy, feverish state.

"How long... have I been lying here?"

"It's around lunchtime now. Erhen made some kind of green soup—want to try it?"

Green soup? Did she blend broccoli into it? Or add food coloring on purpose?

Either way, it was very Erhen-like.

"Pf, pfhaha, green soup... No. I don't want any..."

My expressionless act—the one I tried so hard to maintain in front of Evan—crumbled. Uncharacteristic giggles that I usually suppressed burst out.

Would I be like this if I were drunk?

I'm such a lightweight that I've never really been drunk, and probably never will be.

Come to think of it, Evan had his birthday earlier this year, and I'll be an adult in a few days.

Though this world has a medieval shell, the regulations around such things aren't particularly strict...

Evan was the type who'd rather swing his sword one more time than drink, and I'd avoided drinking until now, either because of memories from my past life or the feeling that this wasn't my body...

But thinking about it, since I'm inside this body, I probably wouldn't get very drunk anyway, so maybe we could try drinking together sometime.

We couldn't even have a coming-of-age ceremony because we were preparing for the entrance exam.

Another laugh bubbled up.

"S-Stella?"

I'd developed so many things I wanted to do.

Me, who once had no relationships to look forward to.

Me, who cut off existing relationships and pushed away approaching ones, choosing solitude.

Now I'm smiling just imagining possibilities.

How amusing, isn't it?

"You look good when you laugh, Stella. Anyway, whenever you're hungry..."

"...Hey, Evan."

I interrupted him with my voice, hoarse and unusually low.

Normally, as his secretary, I would never do such a thing.

Evan didn't seem to mind, simply responding, "What is it?"

"...Will you hold my hand?"

For a moment, silence fell.

Evan's eyes trembled violently in all directions before freezing.

"...Huh?"

"Give me... your hand."

I didn't say it with any particular intention.
I didn't have the mental capacity for such judgments right now.

If my mind were clear enough to make such calculations, wouldn't I regret this action?

No, I definitely would.

But that wasn't my concern. This is what I wanted right now.

Evan seemed to sense this, appearing genuinely flustered, unlike his usual self.

"Uh, um... Stella? I mean... I need to change the towel..."

"...Don't need it."

I wasn't asking him in the first place.
I was telling him.

I firmly grasped Evan's hand as he tried to back away.

"Uh, oh..."

Evan's hand was still large and warm.

It was warmth.

The warmth of another person that I had truly longed for.

"......??"

Seeing Evan freeze with a question mark practically visible above his head made me feel a bit sorry.

But... friends can do this much for each other, right?

I would never do this normally, so it should be fine just this once.

Yes, as friends.

"...Hehe."

The thought made me laugh again.

Friends. What a pleasant-sounding word.

Thinking about it, Evan and I were close enough to be called best friends.

If this wasn't being best friends, then what was?

Though I shouldn't be the one saying this, having only made my second friend in this world.

*Erhen... huh.*

Erhen's image suddenly appeared in my mind. She was also one of my precious new friends in this world, but if asked whether I wanted to do this with her—that wasn't it.

Of course, having been a man before, I wouldn't mind holding a woman's hand, but I wouldn't feel this kind of warmth.

There was no point thinking about this now anyway.

There was no need to assign meaning to every pleasure.

Now I truly don't know.

I'll leave embarrassment and complicated worries to tomorrow's me and enjoy the present.

"...Stella? Will you let go now?"

"...No."

While I was thinking, Evan tried to pull his hand away, but I interlaced our fingers more tightly.
Then I brought his hand to my cheek.

"...Ah."

The warmth I'd felt only in my hand now spread to my cheek.
Is this what they call killing two birds with one stone?

As I held Evan's hand, the comfort of his warmth made me drowsy again.

So, I told him something I probably wouldn't say if I were fully awake.

"Thank... you. Really."

"...Stella, please..."

Before falling back into slumber,
I felt the hand I was holding trembling.

Why was that?

Was Evan so uncomfortable holding my hand?

...

...No way.

He's my favorite character, after all.

*

When consciousness returned with a start, the room was filled with a bluish-green light.

I must have slept straight through to dawn the next day.

Somehow they'd managed to give medicine to me while I slept—several medicine packets were scattered by the bedside. Proving their effectiveness, my body and mind felt clearer than ever, though my clothes were slightly damp with sweat.

And...

"Wow, no."

I couldn't recover from the shock of being betrayed by none other than myself.

"No, seriously, what the hell."

Didn't I say Erhen wouldn't be helpful? If Erhen wasn't helpful, then I was simply harmful incarnate.

I hung my head, feeling my hands trembling. Anyone seeing me now would probably think I looked like a bright red tomato.

From anger, of course.

My greatest regret was that I couldn't kill my past self.

"...How am I supposed to face him now, seriously..."

...But strangely enough.
Very strangely.

On my face, which must have been red as I recalled my shameful behavior...

The corners of my mouth wouldn't stop turning upward.

"...This is driving me crazy."

One thing seemed certain—I would need to avoid Evan for a while because of this.

Ch.57 - [Interlude] Unbearable
I've carefully analyzed the text and will provide a natural, accurate translation following the glossary and style guidelines.

## Chapter 58. Unbearable

The fantasy world wasn't as medically advanced as the modern era, but with magic and mystical plants used for potions, my cold improved quickly.

Looking back, I regret not just accepting it sooner and taking medicine. If I had, my condition wouldn't have worsened so much, and... that incident wouldn't have happened.

After that event, I genuinely avoided Evan.

Strictly speaking, since Evan was in the Knight Department and I was in the Magic Department, we had quite a few different classes. We sometimes ate separately anyway, so avoiding him wasn't impossible.

If we happened to run into each other in the hallway, I'd deliberately go out of my way to avoid him.

"Oh, Stella. Later, would you—"

"F-forbidden!"

"Huh?"

"Access forbidden...!"

These days continued, and it would eventually become awkward... but I wasn't in a position to worry about such things. Nothing less than my number one concern—my masculinity was under threat!

Besides, just seeing Evan brought back memories of last time, and those memories triggered a cascade of other embarrassing moments, making it unbearable.

Honestly, it was hard to endure.

For such reasons, these days continued for a whole week.
Even Erhen started asking me why.

"Stella, you've only been hanging out with me lately. Did you fight with Evan?"

"Ah... no."

"Then why have you been with only me for a week... W-wait, Stella, are you...?!"

...Right. If only my concerns were in that direction, things would be a bit easier.

To be fair, this was how things should have been originally.

Honestly, though we claimed to hide our relationship, did we ever really try?

We paired up for training matches, formed teams whenever groups were needed, and usually ate together.

Truthfully, I avoided Erhen until recently and had no friends, so this is actually the normal state of affairs.

Even without the current unusual situation, this was the distance we should have maintained.

Or we could have declared a different relationship to prevent people from thinking otherwise.

This method would actually be the easiest.
We don't do it because there's a risk of being exposed at the slightest issue.

For example, imagine if Evan and I announced we were in a romantic relationship.

Of course, couples have their own ways of dating, but if we showed absolutely no signs of affection, wouldn't that raise suspicions? With Evan's and my faces, we'd attract plenty of attention anyway.

Then to avoid the worst-case scenario, Evan and I would have to be more passionate about... something.

Like, like holding hands, or something more noticeable...

"...What am I saying?"

Despite avoiding Evan for a week, these unidentified, unwholesome fantasies hadn't disappeared—they were hiding somewhere in my head, continuing to torment me.

No joke, I wasn't this prone to fantasizing even in middle school.

This was clearly an abnormal symptom.

I still think it's a side effect of the Method, but honestly, if we're talking about immersion in acting, the Duchy visit and entrance exam were more intense, so I don't understand why the side effects are particularly severe this time.

If it's cumulative, I suppose it makes some sense, but...

"...I don't know."

I decided to think about the answer to that problem later, not wanting to complicate an already complex situation.

There's no point in having these pubescent middle school-like concerns right now...

More importantly, something else was approaching.

"Wow, the promotion match is already today, Stella!"

"...Is that so."

The promotion match had arrived.

The promotion match is held in an open format so other cadets can watch.

It's one of the few events at this academy.
Looking at it positively, it was a good opportunity to see the current Sword Saint's power.

Surely she wouldn't impose the same restrictions as when fighting us with so many people watching.

I judged that the current me could at least gauge her abilities.

Every time I fought as Stella, my combat skills improved significantly.

It would also help to bring someone with a similar level of skill.

"...Hmm."

Hmm hmm.

Hmm hmm hmm.

So this wasn't because I'd reached my limit in avoiding Evan, but rather contact out of necessity.

It would be better to sit next to him to hear his opinions.

...It was the end of a week-long avoidance.

***

Sword Saint Claire had been having terrible days recently.
Though she wasn't the type to find small joys in life and take pleasure in them, her mood had plummeted even further lately.

The first reason, naturally, was being stuck in this academy, and in Class B no less.

She was already "advised" to conceal her strength, so there wasn't much she could do, and on top of that, too many strange people were drawn to her.

The cause was her unique dignity and looks that could enchant both men and women, and these worthless humans who approached her based on her appearance reminded her of unpleasant memories from back alleys, making Claire even more displeased.

The second reason for her stress was the attack incident from a few days ago.

Even though there were no casualties, the Sword Saint couldn't accept the fact that the academy where she was stationed had been attacked, especially targeting her most vulnerable point.

Additionally, the existence of a spy had been proven.

The fact that someone could infiltrate the academy's Main Castle could only be explained by the presence of an internal spy.

The Sword Saint had honestly been skeptical about spies in the academy.

No matter how cunning the Northern spies were, could they really hide in the academy?

She had been thinking that way, secretly hoping the Emperor was barking up the wrong tree, but unfortunately, she could no longer deny their existence.

This felt like a great misfortune to the Sword Saint.

It meant she had to live with doubled vigilance in an already tiring daily life, and it also meant her stay at this academy would be extended indefinitely.

"This sucks."

The Sword Saint muttered without realizing it.

It was a curse she had refrained from using since leaving the back alleys, but in the current situation, she simply couldn't hold back.

She felt it would have been better to be executing traitors to the Imperial Family or single-handedly conducting siege warfare on the northern front.

At least then she didn't have to hide her strength or have vermin clinging to her.

"Excuse me, Miss Claire."

As she was once again lamenting her situation, someone approached her.

A vaguely familiar female cadet from the same class.

She approached with a smile, but there was a subtle hostility in her demeanor.
There was no way such a thing could be hidden from the Sword Saint.

"...What is it?"

"You know about the promotion match happening soon, right?"

"...I know."

Why wouldn't she know?
It was the day she was looking forward to more than anything.

In fact, Claire had been uncharacteristically marking her calendar, eagerly awaiting that day.

She judged that Class A would at least have more worthy people than her current class, and above all, Stella and that black-haired man were in Class A.

Though she denied it to herself, she was looking forward to meeting them again more than anyone, so she could only wait impatiently for the promotion match.

Of course, she wouldn't be able to show her true abilities due to the "advice" from the Emperor's direct attendant, but getting into Class A shouldn't be a problem.

Claire felt her mood improving slightly as she asked back.

"So why are you asking about that?"

"Ahaha... as I thought. It's nothing much, but I'm also participating in the promotion match. You know what I mean, right?"

"I don't... However."

Claire felt the hostility from the other person growing stronger.

"...You're annoying. Acting so indifferent like you're something special."

Only then did Claire recall why she remembered the woman before her.

She was probably one of the cadets who had been staring intensely at a man who had been persistently hitting on her.

"...If you show up at the promotion match, I'm going to target only you. Of course, I've persuaded a few others too."

Only then did Claire, the Sword Saint, understand the intention behind the other person's words.

The other person was threatening her.

"......Huh."

Claire felt an emotion beyond anger, irritation, or disbelief.

Had she fallen so low as to receive such words from people like this?
In reality, it was dismissal stemming from her perfectly concealing her aura, but Claire was in no position to care about such things.

Now, the stress that had been accumulating since the entrance exam was about to exceed its critical point.

"...Is that so."

"That's right. So, watch yourself."

The female cadet, who had unknowingly lit the Sword Saint's fuse, turned away with a satisfied expression.

Claire remained seated in the same position for a while.

"Is... that so."

In the same posture, as if she were a statue to anyone watching.

Continuously.

...The day of the promotion match dawned.

***

The Sword Saint stood at the edge of the circular arena, the largest venue on the academy grounds capable of accommodating the most people.

Her eyes were sunken from insomnia that had persisted for quite some time, and concealing her aura had become such a routine that not even a hint of a powerful presence could be felt from her.

The Sword Saint looked around with tired eyes.

Many cadets from each class who had applied for promotion.
The fact that they were mixed without distinction reflected the academy's meritocratic management policy and its determination not to easily promote students.

And just as that female cadet had said yesterday, there were quite a few students snickering while looking at the Sword Saint.

The Sword Saint faintly heard the cheers of the numerous spectators and the signal to begin.

As soon as the match started, a group rushed toward her.

Even amidst this, the Sword Saint was muttering something with her head bowed.

Spy, academy, Emperor, vermin.

Various words flew around, shaking the Sword Saint's head in confusion.

"...This one, that one."

The Sword Saint realized her stress had reached an unbearable level.

The stress that had been accumulating since the entrance exam had explosively increased with the appearance of the spy and yesterday's incident, bringing about an even greater stress that she normally wouldn't have reached.

Only then did the Sword Saint raise her head and lift her sword.

In her cleared vision, she saw several cadets preparing to attack her in coordination.

"...I'm tired."

Tired.

The Emperor suddenly sends her to the academy out of nowhere.

She gets tricked by some strange people during the entrance exam and falls to Class B.

In that class, she receives advances from subpar individuals.

A spy she can't even sense causes a major incident.

And despite all this, she's making an effort not to reveal her original strength.

"Ah— right."

The Sword Saint gripped the handle of her raised sword firmly.
A massive flow of mana traveled from her arm to the sword.

"I'm done with this."

At this moment.
The Sword Saint's stress surpassed its critical point.

By a lot.

"Come at me, youngsters."

Let me teach you a lesson.
The Sword Saint who said this had already cast off her cumbersome restrictions.

-KWAAAA!!

In an instant, a tremendous surge of killing intent pressed down on the entire arena.

Ch.58 - [Interlude] Above All Others
Claire.

The strongest woman in this academy, no, in the empire, perhaps even on this continent.

Claire.

The current Sword Saint of the empire who, at seventeen, defeated the previous Sword Saint—the symbol of the empire's military might—with such an overwhelming difference that it became a shameful secret.

Claire.

A figure who, like her cold exterior, never reveals her emotions and shows her true self to no one who remains.

-Claire.

A street urchin from the empire's back alleys, surviving on begging, just another child from the slums.

Wandering through poverty, she was just a girl with a slightly prettier face than others.

But for that reason alone, she had to endure the risk of kidnapping several times a day.

By sheer coincidence, she joined a mercenary group.

There, she discovered her hidden talent, found comrades and eventually family, and regained the emotions she had lost after her barely-remembered parents disappeared.

These were practically her only happy memories.

And when she was separated from the mercenaries who had created those days for her, and even those memories were erased.

The innocent and naive girl disappeared, leaving only the Sword Saint of the empire and an unrivaled warrior.

Since then, she had lived suppressing her emotions.

If her chaotic heart were to explode as it was, she couldn't imagine what would become of her.

So she endured.

The vassals who feared yet disrespected her.

The deployments to battlefronts that could hardly be considered human treatment.

She endured, endured, and endured until it was all buried deep inside.

But if there was one thing the Sword Saint had overlooked, it was that she herself was not one of those emotionless steel automatons from the opposite continent.

Her stress, which could burst with the smallest trigger, had reached its limit at this moment.

Now, as dozens of students gathered to compete for promotion, it finally exploded.

*

Evan, Erhen, and I had already secured seats in the spectator area of the arena.

The arena structure unmistakably reminded me of a colosseum, the same place that appeared constantly in the original story whenever there was a combat episode.

"There are so many people!" Erhen exclaimed, looking around.

Indeed, it was natural to feel that way since this spacious arena was almost completely filled with people.

"Well, there's not much else to enjoy in this place."

It wasn't really surprising. No matter how romanticized it had become, this place was fundamentally a military academy, and for cadets who repeated nothing but classes and training on weekdays, a large-scale group competition held on weekends was irresistible.

Of course, that was for ordinary cadets. As for me, being fascinated by everything in this world, I could easily spend weekends reading books with Evan in the library, exploring the bustling districts to examine this world's unique items, or even studying with Evan for the upcoming written exams...

"I want to see it once, from an objective perspective."

What I was curious about was the Sword Saint's objective combat ability.

Honestly, objectively speaking, the mana the Sword Saint displayed when I faced her during the entrance exam was likely similar to or even less than Evan's.

The empire wouldn't be crazy enough to just let the Sword Saint loose in the entrance exam venue without restrictions—they must have taken measures.

However, her inherent power was so overwhelming that it didn't show.

There were many elements fundamentally different from mana, like the pressure you could only feel when standing before her.

But today I would be looking down at her from the stands.
Today, the Sword Saint would likely fight with similar restrictions as before, so I needed to confirm it.

If I could verify her current restricted power, I could roughly estimate her full strength.

Even if all my plans succeeded, miscalculating the Sword Saint's power would mean instant death.

At the very least, assuming my plan worked, she needed to be able to match Evan.
In the end, he was the only one who could handle her.

Evan knew this too, which is why, unlike usual, he had erased all traces of a smile and was staring down below with cold eyes.

For some reason, his eyes looked redder than usual.

"...Damn. He looks cool."

He was unfairly handsome, as always.
Recognizing this fact made my chest ache with jealousy again.

...It felt different from my usual jealousy, but anyway.

The Sword Saint seemed more subdued than usual.
Uncharacteristically, she had her head bowed and appeared to be muttering something.

"That strong human looks a bit strange today."

Erhen must have noticed it too, as she narrowed her eyes slightly while staring at her.

Well, it wasn't something to worry about much.
I would achieve my goal as long as the Sword Saint fought like last time.

I was also curious to see how many of these numerous students she could handle with her restricted power.

Just as I was thinking that—

"Then, let the first promotion match of this semester... begin!"

A voice amplified by mana announced the start of the promotion match.

The Sword Saint raised her sword to her chest and—

"...Wait."

—BOOM!

An immense wave of killing intent suddenly exploded from her.

"......!!"

"Wh-what is... this?!!"

It was merely killing intent.
Unlike me during the entrance exam, she wasn't releasing mana to pressure her surroundings—it was just the aura of a single human.

And that aura was pressing down on the entire arena with a pressure that was difficult to resist, like waves sweeping away small twigs.

Cold sweat flowed involuntarily as my head bowed.
The alarm bells of life, the danger signals engraved in my cells, were sending emergency signals demanding retreat.

Obviously, I wasn't the only one feeling this, as some of the weaker cadets had already fainted with foam at their mouths.

"What... is this?!"

I had completely misjudged.

I had unknowingly underestimated her because of my victory at the entrance exam.

If she was only at the level I had faced then—the level where I had managed to win on a technicality—

I believed that even if my plans didn't work out well, Evan would somehow manage to handle it, though it might be difficult if I gave my all.

But... now.

I was acutely realizing how naive and mistaken my judgment had been.

Moreover, the current Sword Saint was obviously not using her full power.

Perhaps 40%, at most 50%.
With just that much power, she was creating this kind of impact.

"...Why?"

I couldn't understand why the Sword Saint was suddenly doing this.
Judging by how she had quietly stayed in Class B, wasn't she trying to hide her identity?

Why, then?

As I trembled in fear, unable to comprehend the Sword Saint's actions, I noticed that about a dozen cadets had somehow grouped together and were charging at her.

"Wait, what are they doing?"

Their recklessness became the starting signal for this promotion match that was wrong from the beginning.

Other cadets who had been frozen by the Sword Saint's killing intent were also readying their weapons and formulas, rushing toward her.

Of course, this assumes they hadn't fainted at the start.

The Sword Saint continued to quietly emit killing intent, watching them approach.

"What... is she planning?"

Surely... it couldn't be what I was thinking?

*

The Sword Saint quietly observed the cadets rushing toward her.
All of them running at full speed with their weapons raised.

"Aaaah!!"

"Everyone attack together!!"

They weren't doing this because they were overflowing with courage or had a death wish.

It was because of the realistic instinct that if they didn't eliminate her together, even in large numbers, they would die anyway.

Of course, since this was a promotion match, the professors would intervene if such a situation occurred, but the Sword Saint's killing intent was so intense that they couldn't even think about that.

"...A joint attack. Not a bad judgment."

Well then, let's see how you handle this.

With that murmur, her figure disappeared from the arena.

"Wh-where did she—!"

"Here."

The vanished Sword Saint reappeared behind the largest cadet who was wielding a great sword.

"U-uwaaa!!"

Though startled, he swung his great sword at her with quite a fast reaction speed, but his blade never reached the Sword Saint.

—Clang.

"Huh?"

The great sword had been cleanly cut along the trajectory of his swing.

There wasn't even the sound of metal clashing.
The huge sword had been sliced like paper where her blade had touched it.

"Uh, wai—"

—BOOM!!

Before he could react to the bewildering situation, the flat of the Sword Saint's blade struck his side.

Even though it was the flat of the blade, it was still wielded by the Sword Saint.

Without even making a sound, he was sent flying far away, crashing into the arena wall with a tremendous boom.

Then the Sword Saint turned to face the remaining cadets.

The cadets flinched. However—

"Attack together!! Otherwise, we're all going to fail!"

If one showed exceptional performance in the promotion match, they could overturn their entrance exam results and move to a higher class.
Conversely, this meant that poor performance could result in demotion to a lower class.

Running away would accomplish nothing.
If they weren't desperate, they wouldn't have participated in such a high-risk, high-return promotion match in the first place.

Gathering their courage once more, they formed another joint attack formation and charged at the Sword Saint, but—

"...Your courage is admirable."

Claire murmured as she raised her sword and took a stance.

Claire Style, First Form. ["Slash"]

—Tuk, tuduk. Tuk.

"Uh, uhh...?"

"W-wait...!"

After glancing at them and drawing her sword in a straight line, all their weapons were cut away, leaving only the handles.

A sword technique bordering on the supernatural, ignoring physical distance and the hardness of the weapons.

While they were still in shock, the Sword Saint's foot precisely struck the solar plexus of one of them.

Thus, another cadet was embedded in the arena wall without even uttering a death cry.

Before the others could react, the Sword Saint's sword fell vertically on another cadet's head.

Though the part that made contact with his head was the flat of the blade, its wielder was still the Sword Saint.

He was driven straight into the ground, coughing blood and raising a huge cloud of dust.

"W-wait...! W-wind, come to—!"

"Your casting is too slow."

A fist flew through the dust cloud and violently struck the face of a mage who was casting a spell from behind.

—BOOM!!

The mage's face caved in as he spun twice in the air before colliding with a knight behind him, crumpling with a terrible sound.

Simultaneously, she appeared leisurely behind the cadets preparing to counterattack, grabbed two of them by their heads, and slammed them roughly into the ground.

"U-uwaaaa!!"

Claire caught a sword swung at her in that opening, crushed it with her bare hand, struck the solar plexus of a knight aiming from behind with her elbow to neutralize him, then grabbed him and threw him to collide with a mage behind.

—BOOM!!

"Kuhurk!!"

Then she approached the owner of the broken sword.
She extended her flexible leg upward and kicked his jaw as if to shatter it.

"Guhrk..."

Simultaneously, she struck the head of a fleeing mage with the flat of her blade, knocking him down, then dashed forward again.

From the moment she cut through the weapons of more than a dozen people with a single slash until now, about 11 seconds had passed.

In that time, more than 10 people had already retired with injuries far beyond the level of combat inability.

But the Sword Saint's movements didn't stop.
Moving so fast her figure couldn't be seen, every time she swung something, several people collapsed simultaneously with a thunderous sound.

For reference, these were all top-tier talents even within Class B.

It was strange that anyone would still want to fight after seeing this, but the Sword Saint's pace was much faster than the cadets losing their will to fight.

"It's been a while, so let's... do more."

As the Sword Saint slightly drew her sword from its scabbard again, fine lines appeared across every part of the arena.

—Claire Style, Third Form. ["Consecutive Slashes"]

—SLASH!!

Dozens of small lacerations appeared on the bodies of everyone in the arena.

"......?!"

"Ku-kuaaaa!!"

Though not life-threatening, they were sufficient wounds to cause anemia from excessive bleeding.
The Sword Saint had inflicted wounds of the same intensity on everyone from where she stood.

Truly, an exquisite level of control.

"Kya-kyaaaa!!"

"Bl-blood!!"

In an instant, the arena was filled with the blood and screams of cadets.
It was truly a horrific scene.

The spectacle created by one excessively strong human in less than a minute was this terrible.

"Everyone's so weak. You'll need modification."

At that point, even the professors couldn't just watch anymore, and they immediately rushed into the arena with their assistants.

"Stop! Stop!!"

"Cadet, are you alright?!"

The professors, perhaps thinking Claire might do something unpredictable if left alone, rushed toward her.
They probably intended to restrain her, but—

—BOOM!!

"......!!"

With another burst of killing intent, even the professors couldn't approach any further.

Once again, no one in the arena could move.

In the dense silence that filled the surroundings, the Sword Saint opened her mouth.

"Listen."

Though her voice wasn't amplified by mana or shouted loudly, it pierced clearly into everyone's ears.

Claire continued speaking as she sheathed her sword again.

"My name is Claire, the current Sword Saint who shattered the previous Sword Saint to take this position."

—...!!

—C-Claire? That one from Class B...?

—So it was true that the Sword Saint was replaced?

Claire casually announced what had been a sinister rumor for years.

But because of the overwhelming power she had just displayed, her words carried immense weight.

"I came here to find someone. If it's you, you'll know who you are without me having to say it."

Everyone held their breath, focusing on her next words.
She growled in an extremely low voice:

"Come out while I'm still asking nicely."


That day's promotion match was absolute chaos.

With the record-breaking statistic of all participants being severely injured, plus the Sword Saint's sudden identity reveal.

And even after she left, everyone in the arena was so overwhelmed by the atmosphere that they couldn't speak.

"...What the fuck?"

Only one cadet with purple hair truly understood the seriousness of this situation.
It was still a world where she couldn't see happiness.

Ch.59 - [Interlude] I Knew It Already Knew
I knew All Along

"Hmm..."

As the promotion match was nearing its end.

At the highest tower of the academy, someone had fearlessly climbed to the very top and was looking down at the chaotic battlefield below.

Normally, people would appear as tiny dots from such a height and distance, but this wasn't a problem for the current observer.
After all, the physical abilities she could enhance with divine power included her eyesight.

Standing at the pinnacle of the tower was the Saintess of the Full Moon, Cloria.

A woman who was the very embodiment of mystery in the Academy Survival Guide.

"So that's the Queen prepared by the church... Indeed, she's strong. Excessively so."

The Saintess made this assessment while observing the blood-soaked arena below.

Even if they were just freshmen who couldn't make it into Class A, they were still talented individuals who had survived the academy's brutal competition and entrance exams.

With such a numerical advantage, they should have been able to overcome a few times the difference in strength.

Moreover, the Sword Saint was obviously holding back her power, plus she was under the constraint of not being allowed to kill her opponents.

Yet in that state, she had crushed dozens of people like insects.

Judging by the technique she showed at the end, if she had wanted to, she could have killed all the participants in the promotion match—no, everyone gathered in the arena—in a single strike within seconds.

If such a person were to fight seriously...

"If we fought when it's not nighttime, I'd have... a one-tenth chance at best, I suppose?"

The Saintess was an individual with tremendous self-confidence, but she was also coldly objective.

The Saintess knew.

If she fought the Sword Saint at full power during the day, she would lose.
Absolutely, 99% chance of defeat.

The Sword Saint would turn her to dust before she could recover with her Blessing.

That's the kind of person the Sword Saint was.

"But..."

If she faced her under the moonlight.

"...Heh."

A twisted smile appeared on the Saintess's lips.

It was impossible given her position.
From the beginning, she had an extreme aversion to displaying her combat abilities.

There was also no reason to fight to the death against someone arranged by the church.

But because of that.
Truly, maddeningly.

"I want to fight her so badly...!"

When facing such a superhuman powerhouse.

If they fought with all positions and status cast aside, which one would shatter?

Whatever the outcome, it was an ecstatic fantasy for the Saintess.

"But, well... the old men of the church wouldn't allow it."

The Saintess returned to reality and pouted.

The Saintess knew.

Such an act would never be permitted by the church, which viewed her as both a valuable tool and a troublemaker.

Besides... 'he' wouldn't allow it either.

"...Come to think of it, he's supposed to visit the academy soon."

He'd make up some pretext, but essentially, he was coming to monitor her.

What a stifling place she belonged to.
The Saintess clicked her tongue at that thought.

"...It's getting chilly. I should head down."

But as always, such trivial emotions were soon erased from her mind, and new interesting plans emerged.

"Oh my, I climbed too high. How scary!"

Saying that, she threw herself off the tower.

After a moment of silence...

A small sound of a body being crushed echoed through the air.

*

After the promotion match ended that day, the atmosphere at the academy was in complete disarray.

Not only had all participants except one ended up in the infirmary—an unprecedented event—but the fall of the Sword Saint, which had only been a rumor for years, was officially announced right here at the academy.

And from the mouth of the new Sword Saint herself.
Moreover, that student was Claire, the female cadet from Class B who was famous for her looks.

Students who were always hungry for gossip couldn't resist such a topic, and the academy was soon filled with students engrossed in discussions rather than studying, adding to the already mountainous concerns of the faculty.

Of course, the professors understood their excitement.

The replacement of the Sword Saint was top-secret information known only to some high-ranking officials and a few individuals.

It was so confidential that even some professors were unaware of it, treating it almost like an ominous urban legend, and now it had suddenly been officially confirmed.

While it was currently just an interesting topic of conversation within the academy, if this spread to the outside... it would cause a huge uproar.

No professor failed to notice this. At the same time, they swallowed any disrespectful words about the imperial family who had sent such a person to the academy.

Anyway, as mentioned, the academic atmosphere had been shattered long ago due to another shocking incident following the attack, but the professors didn't try to restore it.

Of course, partly because they sympathized with the students' feelings...

But more importantly, they calculated that it would die down soon anyway.

Because something far more significant and threatening than the attack or the Sword Saint's replacement was approaching the students.

"...Now, I will announce the detailed information about the midterm written exams."

The beginning of the written exam week—the highlight of the semester that would torment students until midterms.

*

"Aaaaargh!!"

"It's already written exam week...!"

The classroom was unusually noisy, though in a negative way.

The academy's midterm exams, particularly the written portion, were rapidly approaching.

Let me briefly explain the academy's evaluation schedule as set in the original work. Basically, about 30% of the grade comes from regular submissions—like the salamander corpse utilization report I previously wrote with Evan, or the magical beast hunting class taught by Professor Alen, who is currently under disciplinary action.

The remaining 70% is divided equally between midterms and finals at 35% each, and these are further divided into written and practical exams.

Of these, written exams account for 10% and practical exams for 25%. Befitting an academy focused on practical skills, the practical portion carries more weight, but the written part can't be ignored either due to its awkward ratio.

Moreover, the academy's practical exams are infamously rigorous—truly a league of the strong.

To gain even a slight advantage, ordinary students must dedicate themselves to the written exams.

*I mean, that's a piece of cake for me.*

To briefly talk about my previous life, I actually enjoyed exam periods.

Not because I found joy in learning and acquiring knowledge, but simply because during exam periods, they gave us more self-study time (sleeping time), and on exam days, we finished much earlier than usual, creating plenty of free time.

It was a sad kind of leisure that only someone who had transcended grades could feel in a South Korean high school, where competition and specs were everything.

And now, having crossed over to this world, exam periods would be enjoyable in a different sense.

This is the inside of a work I once loved most, I'm an otaku, and I enjoy exploring settings.

What more needs to be said?
Plus, I possess the cheating ability to perfectly memorize anything interesting after seeing it several times, enhanced by the increased concentration I gained when entering Stella's body.

This is something I couldn't miss even if I tried desperately not to see it.

Going back to the original story, during this written exam week, the protagonist builds a friendship with Dorothy from the Alchemy Department and studies together with Caille and Erhen—something completely irrelevant to me and involving no combat.

This time, I can finally enjoy some leisure before the midterm practical exams!

"I see. Written exams, huh."

...If only, really if only the blue-haired woman sitting next to me wasn't there, it would have been that way.

I tried to ignore her words while feeling like my stomach was burning up, but.

"Are you confident in written exams, Eckhart? For example... subjects like Imperial History?"

"Ah, hahaha... S-somewhat?"

I brought out the timid and hesitant Stella I had used when dealing with Elysee and barely managed to respond to her.

After that incident, the Sword Saint had naturally been promoted to Class A, and as I mentioned earlier, she sat next to me in every overlapping class, throwing such remarks at me.

And she did so with an intimidating expression that even a five-year-old child would recognize as hostile rather than friendly.

*Why, why on earth...!!*

If the Sword Saint had simply issued a clean challenge to a duel, my stomach wouldn't be suffering this much.

But the Sword Saint was attempting something worse—an awkward interrogation.

Imperial History? Isn't that question too obvious?

I'm definitely being suspected as a spy.
Whether it's a reasonable suspicion or due to the Sword Saint's paranoia, either way, it was terrible.

With the Sword Saint sticking to my side, looking like she would attempt summary execution if she caught me on anything, I literally felt like a mouse before a cat.

Although I was currently acting as the timid and unconfident Stella, about half of the cold sweat I was shedding was genuinely from fear.

And such amplified stress was harmful to me in many ways.

I, or rather, "Stella" who had become lustful due to her illness, had found a very efficient way to relieve stress regardless of my will, and every time the Sword Saint did this, I had to resist waves of temptation by the second.

If I did such a thing here in my right mind, I would become nothing but a pervert regardless of my intentions.

So the only choice I had was to avoid the Sword Saint as much as possible.

"Um, I need to go to my Magic Department class now. Y-you're in the Knight Department, right, Miss Claire?"

"...That's right."

Claire said with a slightly furrowed brow.

Before she could say anything more, I bowed and rushed out of the classroom.

It would be dangerous to accumulate more stress here.

"...That was close. Ugh, my stomach hurts."

As I left the classroom and headed toward the Magic Department's room, I saw a familiar face.

"Ah, Miss Stella!"

"...Erhen?"

Why is Erhen here?
Erhen is in the Knight Department, and the Knight Department's classroom should be far away.

As I was pondering this question, Erhen exclaimed:

"I've been looking for you!"

"...Why?"

When I asked with increasing confusion, Erhen hesitated, twirling her fingers in her hair before slowly opening her mouth.

"Um... Miss Stella. I have a confession to make!!"

"...What is it?"

Erhen has something to confess?
What could it be?

As I was considering the possibilities, Erhen, with a reddened face, spoke in an uncharacteristically small voice.

"I... I'm actually not that smart...!"

"......"

...

Um...

So, that's...

......

"I... I know, Erhen."

"Huh."

...I got unnecessarily tense.
Why is she making such an obvious statement so dramatically?

Ch.60 - [Interlude] Excuses
Erhen was quite proud of her intelligence, if she had to be honest.

Sure, she might be a bit clumsy by nature, but that didn't mean she was unintelligent, did it?

In reality, Erhen wasn't stupid at all by elven standards. No, she was actually closer to being a once-in-several-decades talent, matching her confidence.

Among elves—a race whose ultimate life goal was to become caretakers of the World Tree by tending to trees in The Great Forest—Erhen was considered a prodigy in her village, having mastered various mathematics, history, and seedling cultivation methods before turning 100.

Of course, this was by elven standards, as they were a long-lived race whose learning pace was considerably slower than humans.

By human standards, she was rather slow.

While this only applied to her learning speed and didn't mean she was unintelligent, Erhen had been immediately overwhelmed when faced with exam material that contained more information than everything she'd accumulated in her lifetime.

There was another problem too.

"In the battle against the North 180 years ago, the elves abandoned the human forces' defenses... Hmm. None of this seems right."

History is written from the perspective of those who record it.

The subject Erhen had been most confident in was history, especially since she had the first Academy instructor as a living witness by her side. Unfortunately, due to various human interests and lost historical records, the history written in the textbooks was completely different from what Erhen knew.

At first, she had been excited, thinking, "So this is how humans distort history!" But upon further reflection, she realized it wasn't such a simple matter.

The Academy demoted failing students to a lower class. Of course, those who failed in Class D, the lowest class, were expelled.

So if Erhen failed, she would drop from her current class to Class B, meaning she wouldn't be able to see Stella anymore.

She had finally made friends with a human. She wasn't about to accept being separated.

"This calls for action!"

And that was how Erhen, who was quite confident in her intelligence, came to send an SOS to Stella.

*

"Hmm... studying..."

I somewhat understood Erhen's situation. Honestly, unless you're an unusual case like me, it's naturally difficult and burdensome to study in a completely different culture.

It essentially meant having to learn twice as much as others. Add to that the fact that elves are set up to learn more slowly than humans, and her struggle must be even greater.

"Oh, is it not possible?!"

"No, it's just..."

To be honest, I wasn't opposed to helping her. I would only need to invest a little time for my own studies, and I could spend the rest helping this elf friend.

To be frank, I had always dreamed of studying with friends. In my previous life, that dream had been crushed by my dislike of studying.

The problem was...

"I'm not sure if I can teach well..."

Being good at getting good grades and being good at teaching were completely different matters.

If I had to explain, I was the type who relied on freakishly good memorization skills to simply memorize everything rather than understanding it.

That's why I couldn't understand my fellow child actors who struggled with memorizing lines for auditions or filming.

So it was questionable whether Erhen would see any improvement by learning from me.

I couldn't just tell her to "memorize everything" like I did, could I?

I had helped other child actors with their acting when I was young, but I wasn't sure if that would translate to teaching academics.

"T-that sort of thing works itself out as we go! Miss Stella, please save me!"

While I was hesitating with such concerns, Erhen clung to me with an excessively pitiful expression.

But still...

"W-what if Mr. Evan joins us too? Wouldn't that make it easier?!"

Erhen started throwing out random suggestions, apparently thinking I was going to refuse.

Seriously, what does this friend think of me?

And more importantly, why suddenly drag Evan into this?
Even if Evan is smart, he's not at a level where he could teach someone.

"Wait, why Evan of all people..."

As I was thinking this, something crossed my mind.

Evan was someone who devoted all his time to training, except for the few hours he slept.

Would someone like that be focusing on studying for exams right now?

'No.'

There's no way. He's 100% swinging his sword somewhere in a training ground.

I didn't have the confidence to persuade someone like him. Despite his dislike for studying, his natural intelligence was so exceptional that his grades were decent enough.

With his combat abilities that could cover most shortcomings through practical exams, why would he choose to study with me?

If I were him, I wouldn't either.

'But with Erhen here...'

I'd have a convenient excuse to teach him alongside her.

"...A-alright. Let's invite Evan and try studying together."

"Yay!"

Erhen jumped up and down, expressing her joy with her whole body. She must really hate the idea of failing.

'...Hmm. I feel a bit guilty.'

While written exams were a significant portion of the Academy's grading, practical exams still carried more weight, in line with the education policy that emphasized real-world application.

With Erhen's abilities, she could probably outperform most students in the practical portion of the midterms and make up for any deficiencies in the written exam.

So she probably didn't need to form a study group with me.

...If things were normal, that is.

I'm sorry, but in this upcoming midterm practical exam...

In that exam taking place in Maira Forest, where the entrance exam was held, she'll have difficulty scoring above the basic points.

Not just her, but most of the cadets participating in that day's exam.

And all because of me.

'...Well, let's think positively.'

This is something I absolutely need to do, and as a result, I get to have the rare experience of teaching an elf.

Plus, Evan will join us too...

But don't misunderstand. The reason I'm actively bringing Evan in is because I want him to get better grades.

There's no ulterior motive.

'.......'

...But then again.
My dream was to study with friends.

Of course, I was too embarrassed to say it outright, but I had been subtly trying to persuade him, and it was Evan's fault for not picking up on it.

...But now I have a legitimate reason.

Before I knew it, a smile had formed at the corners of my mouth.

"...Ah."

Oh dear. I've been doing this a lot lately.
This isn't like Stella's character.

I'm failing as an actor. I need to be more careful.

*

"...So for these reasons. I would appreciate your help, Evan."

Just as I had predicted, Evan was swinging his sword at the Training Ground.

He was sweating quite a bit, which was unusual for someone like him who rarely even broke a sweat. This showed just how intensely he had been training.

Not only that, but his hands had small wounds, as if he had been swinging his sword too forcefully.

...This wasn't normal for him.
I wondered what was wrong. I felt a bit worried.

"...Me? Stella, wouldn't you be enough?"

While I was pondering this, he responded in his usual tone.

I might have let it slide before, but having had many opportunities to get closer to him recently (I'm talking about emotional distance), I sensed something was off.

"No. I'm not talented at teaching."

"...Be honest, Stella."

"Y-yes?"

Lost in my thoughts, I felt my heart contract momentarily at Evan's words.
Wait. Why am I acting so guilty when I haven't done anything wrong?

"You're trying to make me study, aren't you?"

"...Oh. That."

I thought it was something else.

He was always too perceptive.
I never expected him to believe this at face value anyway.

So I decided to be a bit shameless.

"That's right. Let's study together."

"No."

Evan cut me off firmly.
Ouch, you didn't have to be that blunt...!

Even I have feelings!

I widened my eyes in pretend shock at Evan's firm rejection.
Given his personality, this would definitely make him feel guilty.

'...Something's definitely off.'

To be honest, Evan usually avoided such blunt rejections.

Even now, he seemed a bit surprised at himself.

"...Well. I just don't want to use my brain right now. I'd rather clear my mind by using my body. Haha."

Evan let out an awkward laugh.
Silence fell over the Training Ground for a while.

I hadn't expected such strong resistance.

But at this point, it was all or nothing.

"...Evan. If you study with us this time..."

"...What is it?"

I moved my face closer to his.
He looked slightly flustered by my action, his expression more visible than usual.

'...He looks handsome even when flustered.'

And as usual, with such idle thoughts, I whispered near Evan's ear.

"...After the written exam, shall we drink together as a reward? We could also celebrate your delayed coming-of-age ceremony."

When I whispered that, Evan frowned for a moment, looking confused, then spoke.

He seemed not to understand what I had said.

"Stella. I'm sorry, but I don't really like drinking..."

Then gradually, his expression changed as if he realized something.

"......."

"......."

"......."

"...I'll do it. Study, together."

He finally agreed.

...Yes!

By the way, what was he thinking that made his face so red?

Despite what he said, does he secretly enjoy drinking without me knowing?

Normally, as his secretary, I should say something, but I'm in a good mood right now, so I'll let it slide.

And even if that's the case, he won't be able to outdrink me.

After all, I'm an incredible drinker!
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## Chapter 62. This Time of Year

Evan von Isenberg rarely lost the smile etched on his face.

He maintained a cheerful expression as a rule, keeping his smile consistent whether facing hardship or pain.

Even when fighting that Sword Saint, a smile remained on his lips.

Recently, his composure had been breaking more frequently in front of a certain girl, but fundamentally, he still compulsively tried to maintain his bright demeanor.

However, when this time of year came around...

As the season gradually crossed the hill of spring into bright summer and tranquility arrived...

Unlike the warming weather, Evan's face grew colder.

Of course, this wasn't a difference that ordinary people could notice at a glance.
To everyone else, he still appeared to be smiling.

Even Stella, who hadn't fully developed their friendship last year, failed to notice Evan's change during this time.

The sight of Evan observing a death anniversary.

This time of year brought him a period of remembering sadness, as it does for anyone marking such an occasion.

It was a time to hope that he had become someone his past self wouldn't be ashamed of.

And it was a time to sharpen his desire for revenge, which cut more deeply into his heart the more it was honed.

"Actually, that's right. Let's study together."

And during this period, she suddenly interjected herself into his life, as she always did.

Evan had intended to avoid focusing on anything else during this time.
If anyone other than Stella had made the suggestion, he might have unconsciously snapped at them and sent them away.

*Strangely, I don't feel particularly bothered.*

But Evan was surprised by his own unexpectedly calm emotions.

What was the difference between her and others?
He wondered about this.

"No."

But since he still didn't want to divert his attention, he tried to refuse.

His answer came out more firmly than intended, and for some unknown reason he felt guilty, but Evan had made up his mind.

Just for now, he was determined to reflect alone.

"...After we finish taking notes, shall we drink together as a reward? We can celebrate your coming-of-age ceremony too."

And that determination began to crack the moment he heard Stella's whisper in his ear.

While Evan had shown many flustered reactions to Stella recently, those were more like overreactions to sudden situations.

In fact, he usually regained his composure right after.
It was rare for him to be flustered to that degree in the first place.

The Isenbergs might appear lighthearted, but they harbored colder inner thoughts than anyone.

And now, that Isenberg was...
Truly, to an exceptional degree...

*...?*

He could feel himself violently shaken.
The only comparable situation might have been when Stella spoke informally to him as they were falling asleep.

This time there wasn't even any sudden physical contact.
She had moved her face a bit closer, but still within an acceptable range.

What she said wasn't particularly special either.
Just a suggestion to drink together after the exams.

Normally, it should have elicited little reaction, or even distaste from Evan who didn't particularly enjoy drinking.

Yet he was incredibly flustered.

"...I'll do it. Study, together."

So much so that he blurted out that answer without thinking.

Hearing his response, Stella turned away with a satisfied expression.

And Evan, left behind at the training ground...

Standing still with a subtly flushed face...

Had already forgotten all the complicated thoughts that had been occupying his mind.
Stella's whisper had that much destructive power.

*

One way or another, that's how our study group was formed.

It felt quite moving to see the three of them gathered with me at the library.

"Waaah!"

"Why am I here...?"

Erhen clapping her fingertips together in excitement and Evan muttering something while staring at the textbook in front of him.

"There are more people than last time, Evan."

"Huh...? Oh. Yes, definitely."

Unlike last time, when we came to write the report on utilizing the Salamander corpse, the library was now bustling with people.

Probably because it was exam season, everyone had flocked to the well-equipped library.

Well, who could resist a fantasy library?
These kids know what's good.

Anyway, normally with so many people it would either be noisy, or so quiet that we couldn't talk, but this was a library in the continent's finest academy.

The sound-dampening technology I had noticed before was working its magic again, creating the peculiar scene where despite the crowd, we could chat loudly while everyone else around us existed in silent background.

The conclusion was that this was the perfect place to study.

If I'd had a place like this when I was in high school, I would have studied hard... actually, no I wouldn't have. Nope.

"Well then, shall we begin?"

"Yaaay!!"

"...Sure. Might as well, since we're here."

But this wasn't 21st century South Korea—this was the fantasy world I had loved.

Something like 'I was a master of multiple-choice guessing in my previous life, but in this other world, I'm a god of studying?!' was actually possible here.

"Let's start with the common subjects."

The Knight Department had more basic memorization subjects compared to the Magic Department with its many calculation elements.

This was quite unfortunate because no matter how good my memorization was, I still had to do calculations with my own brain.

Well, it was easier since I was in Stella's body.

Anyway, the common subjects for both the Knight and Magic Departments included [Magical Beast Ecology], [Mystical Botany], [Imperial History], and so on.

The common feature was that they were all boring memorization subjects.
Especially in Magical Beast Ecology class, it was rarer to find someone who didn't fall asleep.

"Which means that if exam questions come from class material, plenty of people will get them wrong."

"Ohh..."

This was information that appeared in the original work.

Professor Stefan might seem like he would give easy questions due to his boring classes and gentle exterior, but those who have taken his tests quickly realize that his monotonous voice and classes were all a strategy to drop students into the abyss.

The typical professor who doesn't care what you do in class but grades harshly.
Of course, Stefan wasn't the only one—most professors of memorization subjects used the same strategy.

With Knight Department students already drowsy from dawn training and whatnot, the professors would blatantly hint at what questions would appear on the exam.

Of course, as mentioned earlier, very few people caught these hints because most were asleep.

"But doesn't that apply to us too? I slept through all those classes."

"I was just spacing out."

Classes that could make even elves who had lived in forests for over a hundred years doze off.
In a way, that was quite remarkable.

As for Evan... I'd rarely seen him sleeping, so he must have at least stayed awake, which was better than Erhen's situation.

With such thoughts, I confidently opened my mouth.

"It's fine. I remember everything."

I could memorize things after seeing them a few times if I was interested.

Of course, whether those memorization subjects were interesting is another question...

"I've written everything down in my notes. I've memorized it all, so you can have them."

"Oh, ohhhhhh!!"

Erhen let out a slightly exaggerated exclamation.
These notes contained all the exam-worthy parts I had extracted while attending classes, which would be much better than Erhen trying to cram that vast amount of material on her own.

Evan also seemed interested in the notes, looking at them with notably widened eyes.

"With these, you should be able to memorize everything somehow. Honestly, since almost no one listens to those classes with a clear mind, it's an easy win."

While students might find it malicious that professors set up classes this way (there were even rumors about sleep potions being sprayed in classrooms) and then made attendance mandatory for taking exams, it was quite fortunate for me now.

At least I could handle the memorization subjects.

"So memorize those on your own, and now let's look at the other subjects."

Unlike the common memorization subjects, Knight Department-specific subjects like [Formation Deployment] and [Beast-Specific Combat Methods] were different in nature.

As these were essentially the main subjects of the Knight Department, they were more difficult than the memorization subjects that could be easily solved just by attending classes. This was information from the original work, of course.

For reference, around this time in the original story, the heroine was caught between Erhen and Caille, having separate episodes with each of them.

The classic romance fantasy study episode.
Though true to the genre, there were hardly any actual study scenes—it mostly depicted the male(?) characters fawning over her and competing with each other.

Anyway, among all that useless information, I had gleaned things like the exam patterns for the Knight Department.

And based on that, I had stuffed all types of knowledge within the midterm exam scope into my head.

Unlike the magic formula books I'd been constantly reading, this was actually enjoyable.

"From now on, we'll solve the Knight Department-specific exam problems I created. If there's anything you don't understand... please ask."

Honestly, I'd prefer if they didn't ask unless they were confident in teaching, but I think just solving these problems would be sufficient preparation for the exams.

*That's how I designed them, after all.*

If you're not confident in teaching well, why not create study materials instead?

"A-amazing, Miss Stella! You must be busy with your own exam studies...!"

"Y-you made all this?"

Evan and Erhen expressed their surprise in their own styles at the book-sized collection of problems I produced.

To be honest, it was something I could do with the spare time after a main episode ended. There was also the calculation that familiarizing myself with Knight Department problems could help improve my combat abilities or reinforce my plans.

*Above all...*

The lack of pressure regarding my own exams made such endeavors possible.

Of course, it was also confidence in my memorization abilities, but...

Even if I failed the exams, it wouldn't matter much.

Those scores would be compensated by my practical skills anyway.

With such thoughts, I nodded and said to them:

"It was nothing, really. Now, let's begin."

While the two of them diligently solved the problems, I observed them.

Both being male leads in a romance fantasy world (well, one of them wasn't), they were quite pleasing to watch.
Especially Evan—I hadn't often seen him with such a troubled expression, which made it more precious.

*...No, this is just like a professional habit.*

There was no particular ulterior motive in my actions.
...I should be careful not to stare too obviously.

Anyway.
I continued having them solve problems, watching them, and answering their questions throughout the exam period.

By the time I had seen Erhen faint three times, try to escape twice, and get nosebleeds six times from five consecutive all-nighters...

"Now, let's begin the exam."

The academy's midterm exams had begun.

Ch.62 - [Interlude] Exam
Chapter 63. The Exam

The Academy's midterm exams are held over two days.

Typically, the first day covers common subjects including memorization courses, while the second day focuses on each department's specialized subjects.

Now, with the first day's memorization exam right around the corner, cadets were huddled together in anxious clusters, murmuring among themselves.

"Ugh... I stayed up all night but can't remember anything..."

"Oh, you too?"

Seeing this, students really were just students—their conversations remarkably similar to those from my past life.

Though I had no fond memories of my school days, recalling them now brought a strange sense of nostalgia.

"Alright, everyone. Please take your seats."

Professor Marcus of Magic Introduction entered the classroom and directed students to sit down in a dispassionate voice.

The cadets sat with resigned expressions, all sporting impressive dark circles under their eyes. They must have crammed hard the night before.

*...Do I look too refreshed?*

I had gotten a good night's sleep throughout the exam period, including yesterday, so my face was practically glowing.

My appearance might stand out among these zombie-like cadets.

*Dark circles wouldn't be good though.*

Skincare was a serious matter. I didn't want to see dark circles on my favorite character's face, and also...

...

It's nothing. Anyway.

"I'll now distribute the exam papers."

With Marcus's words, test papers flew through the air and landed on each cadet's desk.

Whether because this was a fantasy world or because this was supposedly the continent's finest academy, the papers weren't the low-quality ones I'd used in my past life but rather high-quality parchment.

They probably had formulas engraved on them to automatically transmit answers to the professors... such a convenient setup.

At least I didn't have to deal with OMR marking sheets in this world.

"Now... begin."

"Ding-ding-ding-ding"

The mana stone in the classroom rang with Professor Marcus's signal.

Students immediately hunched over their papers with rustling sounds.
It was truly, unnecessarily similar to my past life.

*Well then... let's solve this.*

I adjusted my posture and began scanning the problems.

The first subject was the [Magical Beast Ecology] exam, notorious for its boring lectures.

The test alone was over six pages, and even a quick glance revealed incredibly long passages.

It was exactly what you'd expect from a professor who taught such classes.

Even with good memorization skills, it would be meaningless if you couldn't understand the questions, so I began reading the tiny, barely legible text.

[...Therefore, Salamanders are also called Dragons. List at least three similarities and three differences between Salamanders and fire-attribute Dragons.]

A question about Salamanders, which appeared in early classes and even required a report.

From the professor's perspective, it was simply a topic frequently mentioned in class, but considering that a few episodes later there would be an actual mission to exterminate overpopulated Salamanders, it was an interesting coincidence.
Specifically for an exam, that is.

Well, it wasn't a major event, so probably not foreshadowing.
Besides, those Salamander corpses would be quite useful for various purposes.

*Okay. Next.*

While having these idle thoughts, I easily completed the first question and moved on.

[...As shown, magical beasts exhibit evolutionary patterns based on their environment, just like ordinary animals. Describe four differences between bear-type magical beasts that inhabit normal regions versus those in snowy regions.]

This was also covered in class.
It was clearly structured so that anyone who hadn't attended classes would be completely unable to solve it, just as in the original story.

*...I wonder if Erhen and Evan are doing okay.*

The questions were more difficult than expected, which worried me, but I soon dismissed the concern.

*After all the help I gave them...*

No matter how academically challenged they might be, they received my meticulously prepared notes. I'd be annoyed if they still performed poorly.

*But they'll probably do fine.*

Those two, especially Erhen, had shown tremendous enthusiasm for this exam.

I had helped diligently, as it would benefit me if she scored well enough to avoid failing, regardless of practical scores.

With that level of dedication, they shouldn't get poor grades.

Thinking this, I continued solving problems without hesitation.

The questions weren't particularly difficult for someone who had practically memorized the class content and textbooks.

I finished the exam using less than half the allotted time, and after a brief waiting period, the mana stone vibrated like at the beginning, signaling the end.

"Ding-ding-ding-ding"

Simultaneously, without time to do anything else, the exam papers glowed blue.
The answers were probably being transmitted to the professors.

"Ah, aah..."

"Wasn't that too difficult?"

"Does anyone know the answer to number one...?"

Just like in my past life, students let out despairing, angry sighs.
Most who had dozed off during classes were likely among them.

Since Evan and Erhen were in the Knight Department, they took their exams in a different location, and I didn't have time to go find them.

So I decided to let go of my worries about them and prepare for the next exam.

The first day's exams had only just begun with the first period.
The thought of having to do several more of these was already exhausting.

*

"Aack! Aaaack!! Ugh, aaargh!!"

"Mom, I'm sorry! Mom, I'm sorry!"

After the exhausting first day of exams ended for me as well.
I walked down the corridor filled with desperate wails while massaging my eyes, which stung from reading all those long passages.

My destination was, naturally, the Knight Department's exam hall.
I wanted to check how those two had performed.

Interestingly, the screams grew louder as I approached the Knight Department's exam hall. It might be an unfair prejudice, but it seemed that mages definitely had an advantage when it came to intellectual tasks.

*The Knight Department exam hall is... Ah. Here it is.*

After pushing through the fierce lamentations befitting physically-oriented people, I entered the Knight Department's exam hall and spotted Evan and Erhen.

They were sitting face to face, leaning in close while scribbling something on their exam papers, perhaps comparing answers.

While I was initially glad to see them, the sight of them so close together caused a strange, aching pain in my chest.

*...What is this?*

Them becoming friends should be a good thing for me... so why?

Trying to shake off this strange feeling, I approached the two.

"How did the exam go?"

"Ah, Miss Stella!"

"Stella!"

When I called out, they both turned their heads toward me and moved apart.
Seeing that made the aching feeling disappear.

...It was probably nothing. Probably.

As I was shaking off these idle thoughts, Erhen shouted at me while holding up her exam paper.

"Miss Stella!! I think I did really well thanks to you!!"

"Me too. I think I managed pretty well!"

Evan chimed in, looking quite pleased.

Looking at their exam papers, I could see their answers showed signs of genuine effort.

It was evident they had studied diligently using the notes I'd given them.

"Good... job."

Perhaps because I had put considerable effort into making those notes, I felt somewhat... no, quite proud.
So much so that I wondered why I'd felt that strange feeling earlier.

"You both worked hard."

I said with a slight smile on my lips. This gave me some reassurance about tomorrow's specialized exams.

That was the reason.

"...Oh!"

"Ahem..."

They both turned their heads away as if embarrassed.
Huh? Why are they acting like that?

It's not like they've never seen Stella smile before.
...Well, I suppose some people might be seeing it for the first time.

Anyway, their embarrassment was contagious, and I cleared my throat before speaking.

"Ahem, anyway, we need to do well on the next exam. It's the specialized exam."

All that remained was day two, when each department would take their specialized exams.
It could be considered the highlight of the written exams.

"Ugh..."

Erhen frowned as if the mere thought gave her a headache.
I placed my hand on her shoulder and said:

"...So let's work hard tonight."

Sleep before an exam is a luxury of luxuries.
One could talk about condition or brain function, but the people before me were superhuman.

They wouldn't be affected by such things.

"Ah, aah..."

...Though that didn't mean they were immune to mental fatigue.

As if to prove this, Erhen let out a despairing sigh.

And so, the first day of exams concluded with us once again shutting ourselves in the library and studying enthusiastically together.

*

The atmosphere on the second day of exams was completely different.

While the first day had featured students making a fuss in a somewhat light atmosphere similar to my past life, now there was almost complete silence.

Even though the exam hadn't started yet, a sharp tension hung in the air instead of voices.

*I guess it's because these are specialized subjects.*

The pressure seemed greater for specialized subjects compared to memorization courses, given that each department would be tested on their own specialized curriculum.
Of course, this was irrelevant to me.

"Ding-ding-ding-ding."

Once again, the vibration stone sounded and test papers flew in.

This time, I started solving the problems with even more concentration than yesterday.

The current exam was Professor Marcus's [Introduction to Magic].

The questions were as sharp as the professor's cold appearance, but...

[Describe effective methods for using formulaic magic or field-type formulas in locations where mana concentration is significantly higher than normal.]

Scattered throughout were hints for the midterm practical exam, almost blatantly obvious.

Of course, this wouldn't be Professor Marcus's independent action, but rather something agreed upon by the academic administration.

This meant that such hints would likely be scattered throughout the Knight Department's exam papers as well.

The original story mentioned that picking up on these practical exam hints was part of the evaluation.

*Well, that makes it easy for me.*

Since the practical part of the midterm exam would be a crucial episode for me, I knew all the related details and variables.

If questions came out like this, it actually worked in my favor.

The pattern of specialized subject exams remained similar afterward.

Information about the practical exam was written throughout, almost excessively, and it oddly seemed like they were revealing the answers.

Well, even with hints plastered all over the test papers, they would be difficult to notice if you didn't think to look for them in such places...

*And knowing doesn't necessarily mean you can handle it easily.*

Even I might have been shocked by that terrible examination method if I hadn't prepared for it.

Anyway, after the rather interesting second day of exams ended.

As soon as the exams finished, Erhen shouted about freedom and liberation before collapsing into sleep.

In the corridor.

Evan and I could only look at each other with the same dumbfounded expressions as when we first saw her.

Unlike then, we had smiles on our faces.

No matter when I saw her, she was truly an interesting friend.

*

About two days after the exams ended.

Thanks to the fantasy-like test papers and grading system, the quickly calculated results were posted on the bulletin board.

"Ex-exactly half!"

"Th-third from the bottom...?"

In a manner befitting this quasi-medieval era, they crudely displayed rankings on the bulletin board.

Still, I was quite interested in the results, so I pushed through the crowd gathered in front to check.

[Erhen Elpida. 43rd]

[Evan von Isenberg. 38th]

"Oh."

Considering that Class A had just under 90 students, these were encouraging rankings.

Those two must have worked quite hard. Evan seemed naturally intelligent, achieving what could be considered an upper-middle ranking.

And then...

[Elysee de Iris. 3rd]

[Dorothy Claete. 2nd]

[Stella Bell Eckhart. 1st]

I had taken first place.

"Stella... that girl with no mana?"

"Well, if she has no mana, she should at least be good at studying."

"But still, if you consider that time with the automaton..."

The cadets seemed quite interested in the fact that I, of all people, had placed first.

Well, in the original story, Dorothy was first, but this much deviation was within the margin of error. It wasn't important.

Seeing Elysee in third place, it seemed she had diligently persuaded Dorothy for help.

*...Good.*

Both of their grades were decent, and there wasn't much deviation from the original story.

While this wasn't a part where variables were likely to occur, confirming this was reassuring.

Well, now that the exams were safely concluded...

*Tonight, I should visit Evan's room.*

It was time for my coming-of-age ceremony of sorts, and my first drink in this body.

Ch.63 - [Interlude] Warm-up
The night after the exams, I decided to visit Evan's room with some alcohol. In my previous life, I had been quite a heavy drinker who never seemed to get drunk, but I'd avoided drinking since my transmigration into Stella's body.

I knocked on Evan's door in the men's dormitory, having snuck in with Erhen's help—her wind spirit was quite effective at concealing my presence. Evan was surprised to see me, especially since he'd assumed we would be drinking at a tavern in town rather than his room.

As we sat down, I noticed something off about Evan. He'd been acting strangely lately, and my actor's instinct for spotting when someone was putting on a performance told me he was hiding something. When I confronted him about it, moving closer to sit beside him, he admitted that painful memories had been troubling him.

"I'm your secretary," I reminded him. "You can be honest with me."

He laughed softly and gave me a genuine smile—not the mask he usually wore—which made my face flush unexpectedly. Feeling awkward about the sudden intimacy, I quickly suggested we start drinking.

I poured us both a glass of strong liquor and we toasted. But as soon as I downed my drink, the room began to spin. With horror, I remembered something I'd forgotten—Gilbert, Stella's father, had an extremely low alcohol tolerance. It seemed I had inherited that trait in this body.

As my vision blurred and my tongue grew heavy, I fell forward against Evan's chest. My last coherent thought was hoping I wouldn't remember whatever embarrassing behavior might follow, as I had no idea what kind of drunk I might be in this body.

Ch.64 - [Interlude] Drunken Truth
I've carefully analyzed the text and will now provide a natural, accurate translation following the glossary and style guidelines.

Chapter 65. Drunken Truth

For Evan, the approaching anniversary was a nightmare in itself.
Sometimes, the process of waiting for something terribly frightening becomes its own torture.

He would dream.

He would dream of that time.

So vividly engraved in his mind, it would surge back like vomit, along with all those emotions.

That's why Evan couldn't smile.

Putting on a smile and facing everyone was something he always did.
There shouldn't be anyone more accustomed to it than him.

Yet the expression Evan saw in the mirror looked so awkward.

"Is something wrong? You've been like this for a while."

Despite that, Evan was quite surprised when she said those words.

No matter how awkward he felt, that was only a small part of it.
It was something difficult to notice unless you knew him very well or had observed him for a long time.

Realizing this fact made him feel a strange tingling sensation.

"...Was I that obvious?"

So that was it.
He had revealed a bit more sincerity than usual.

Perhaps he had unknowingly become more vulnerable.

That's what Evan thought.

"So you were hiding something after all."

"Well... there's no point in making it obvious."

Somehow, this made him feel a bit embarrassed.
Evan felt shy, as if his vulnerabilities had been exposed.

"...Oh, Stella?"

As Evan was feeling this strangely ticklish sensation, Stella moved to sit beside him.
No matter how spacious the dormitory was, it was still a dormitory.

Due to the limited size of the furniture inside, Stella's position was closer to him than he had anticipated.

Though they'd had frequent physical proximity recently due to various circumstances, Evan had no particular resistance to such things.

No, beyond resistance, Evan knew he became unusually weak around Stella.

"Um, you're close..."

"So what happened, really?"

Before he could even dwell on his fluttering heart, Stella moved even closer.

Both psychologically and physically.

Evan looked into Stella's eyes as she approached so boldly.
Those piercing blue eyes were swirling with various emotions.

Previously, he might have dismissed her expressionless face as her usual blank look, but today, somehow, he felt something from it.

"I am your secretary."

"......"

And in Stella's expression as she said those words.
From her, who normally maintained the same unchanging expression.

'......Sincerity.'

Somehow, he felt a density of genuine emotion that was incomparable to her usual self.

Evan felt his heart beating at an unprecedented rate.

Whether it was because of how contrary her current appearance was to when he first met her, or because of the situation itself.

He wasn't sure, but this fact caused laughter to escape from Evan's mouth without him realizing it.

He thought he trusted her quite a bit.
Yet he still hadn't revealed himself to this extent.

It would be somewhat cowardly to say they were the same in this regard.
At least he could discern the true meaning behind her words.

"...Alright, I will, Stella."

"Please do, Evan."

When he answered with such apologetic sentiment, Stella responded with a subtly reproachful tone, as if scolding him.

And such an appearance seemed quite... cute.

'...Cute?'

What strange thoughts am I having now?
As Stella said, she was his secretary.

Having such thoughts about his secretary.
She might find it quite unpleasant if she heard them.

Evan chided himself for these frivolous thoughts and slowly opened his mouth.

"It's just... I remembered something difficult. That's all."

Though he couldn't tell her everything yet.
Still, he could reveal this much to someone who had shown such sincerity.

"...Really?"

"Really. Thanks for worrying about me."

She probably knew he wasn't telling her everything.
But it seemed she was willing to let it go for today.

Seeing Stella like this, Evan smiled without realizing it.

It wasn't his usual smile, the kind that looked like his mouth corners were nailed in place.
It was a smile that burst forth from an irresistible tickling sensation near his heart.

If he looked in the mirror now, this smile probably wouldn't feel awkward anymore.

Being able to smile like this before the anniversary was all thanks to Stella.

"Uh..."

As he thought this while looking at Stella, for some reason, her usually unchanging face had become a bit redder.

She couldn't have been drinking yet. Why?

"Th-that's enough thanks. Let's drink now."

Even stuttering a bit as she distanced herself from him again, Evan felt puzzled but accepted the glass of alcohol she poured and handed to him.

Her movements seemed quite skillful somehow.
Perhaps Stella already had quite a bit of drinking experience?

With others, besides himself?

...Thinking about that made Evan feel somewhat unpleasant.

Anyway, deliberately ignoring such feelings, the two made a toast.

A refreshing sound echoed between them.

As Evan, who as he said wasn't much of a drinker, looked down at his glass to gauge the alcohol content.

Stella had already emptied her glass completely.

'...Is she good with alcohol?'

It seemed quite high in alcohol content, but seeing her down it without hesitation suggested she might be.

To begin with, it was hard to imagine someone who maintained a poker face and expressionless demeanor anywhere and anytime getting drunk.

Just as Evan made this judgment and quickly emptied his own glass.

"Uh, uhhh...?"

"Stella?"

Stella suddenly started making dazed moans with a voice unlike her usual self.

As Evan was bewildered by her sudden change.

"...Hehehe."

A relaxed laugh that Evan had truly never heard since meeting her.

Actually, the very idea of her laughing out loud was difficult for Evan to imagine, but it was happening right in front of him.

"S-Stella?"

"What is it, Evan~? Pfuhehe..."

When Evan called her name in confusion at this sudden situation, Stella responded with an expression he'd never seen before, grinning loosely with slurred pronunciation.

Her current appearance was completely unbelievable compared to her usual expressionless, emotionless, poker-faced self.

And considering the situation, there was only one conclusion Evan could draw.

"You're... drunk?"

"Whaaat...? I'm not druuunk!"

She was drunk. Anyone could see she was drunk.

'She's not good with alcohol...?'

Then why did she drink it like that?
Along with this question, Evan felt a strong sense of crisis.

Right now, Stella was drunk.

Late at night, in his room, just the two of them.

No matter how disinterested Evan might be in such matters, as the eldest son of a ducal family, he had received the necessary education.

He wasn't ignorant of where this situation could lead if it deteriorated.

'...No.'

He didn't want that to happen.
Evan trusted his own will, but seeing how unusually swayed he had been by her recently, it was hard to be certain.

Stella was, though he was too embarrassed to admit it, someone he wanted to cherish above all else.

The mere fact that they were in a situation where such a thing could happen was a disaster for him.

He needed to escape this situation.

"S-Stella! First..."

"Shut uuup!"

Before Evan could say anything after making this decision.
Stella threw herself at Evan and hugged him tightly.

"W-wait a moment...!"

Of course, since they were sitting on chairs in an unstable position, Evan fell over with Stella clinging to him.

With a thud, he felt the floor against his back.

For Evan, who was superhuman, this level of impact didn't hurt at all even without reinforcement.

Rather, what was stimulating Evan's senses more than anything now was the feeling of Stella embracing him.

"Mmm... just as I thought, this is the beeeest... hehe."

Stella was saying incomprehensible things, but Evan couldn't hear any of it.
All he could hear was the loud beating of his heart.

"J-just a moment..."

Every time Evan struggled to break free, Stella hugged him tighter like a child clutching a doll.

What he couldn't help but feel was the sensation of her chest, which had been steadily growing since he first met her and was now quite substantial.

As mentioned several times, Evan had no resistance to such things, and to make matters worse, his body was at its most vigorous age for such matters. He felt like he was about to explode, silently screaming and struggling inside.

"Puha..."

"...S-Stella? Could you please get off now..."

"...Hold, my hand."

Stella finally let go, perhaps because she was out of breath, and Evan felt relieved for a moment.

But immediately, Stella reached out her hand and made that request.

Of course, Stella wasn't in her normal state, and Evan was about to refuse such a request from her.

"Uh, what? Why my hand..."

"...Hold it."

Evan froze at hearing her speak informally for the second time, failing to push away her hand.

And as the price for that failure, he felt Stella's soft touch between his fingers.

And Stella's voice, mixed with moans, suggesting she was feeling quite good.

"Mmm... it's so waaarm..."

Evan felt cold sweat streaming down his hand.
Why, why had it come to this?

He needed to pull his hand away right now.
Gritting his teeth so hard they might break, Evan resolved to withdraw his hand.

And to such an Evan.

"...Why are you trying to pull away? It doesn't feel goood."

"No, I..."

"You're not being honeeeest... though I guess I'm the same normally."

He felt Stella's hand gripping his even tighter.
At that moment, Evan felt something snap inside him.

"Stop, STOP!!"

A fierce shout burst from his mouth.

Evan flipped their positions while still holding Stella's hand, now looming over her.

His breathing became rough.
He was more excited than necessary.

Evan used mana circulation to calm the heat building throughout his body.

Then, with a slightly rough voice from his sudden shout, he spoke to Stella beneath him.

"...Don't do this. It's dangerous, Stella."

Though it came out somewhat threatening, this should be warning enough.

As Evan judged this and tried to get up, he heard Stella's voice from beneath him.

"Uh, E-Ev...!"

"...Stella?"

Her face was bright red, clearly embarrassed by anyone's standards.

From Evan's perspective, it was absurd.
After being so... aggressive in her contact just moments ago, suddenly she was like this.

"I, I didn't, th-think it would go this f-far..."

Stella seemed genuinely flustered, stuttering incoherently before squeezing her eyes shut.

"I-I'm going to sleep now!"

"......?"

With those words, she turned her bright red face away, avoiding Evan's gaze.
And soon, she began breathing evenly as if she had really fallen asleep.

"...What is this."

Evan muttered, feeling as if a storm had just swept through.

Resolving never to drink alone with Stella again.

"...She won't remember when she wakes up, right?"

Being this drunk, it wouldn't be strange if today's memories were completely gone.
No, they had to be.

Evan prayed inwardly as he picked up Stella who had fallen asleep on the floor.
After all, he couldn't let her sleep on the floor.

As soon as he laid her down on the bed, Evan felt his head spinning.

And only then did he remember one fact.

'...Ah, that's right. I'm also...'

Weak with alcohol.
Evan recalled the drink he had downed in one go.

It seemed quite high in alcohol content, and with his excessive excitement, it must have hit him faster.

"...Ugh."

Evan collapsed onto the bed beside Stella.
It might be possible to drive away the alcohol with mana, but he didn't have the energy for that now.

"This is... really... something."

Evan looked at the soundly sleeping Stella beside him, uttered those final words, and fell into a deep sleep.

It was their unintended second night together.

*

And this year too, without fail.

Evan dreamed.

Ch.65 - EP. 4 Blood Flow
The blood tears flowed down his face.

He was preserved.

What I saw was a pure white female body.

It had a human form.

Looking at its shape and features, it was even a rather familiar face.

It was preserved.

"Ah, aah..."

A sigh came from behind me.
Duke Lugion von Isenberg, who had always shown only strength in front of me until now.

From his mouth came a sigh filled with despair.

It was preserved.

Though it took human form, anyone could see it wasn't human.

Like charcoal remaining after everything had been burned away, only an empty white shell maintained its form like a statue.

And in that state, it was preserved.
Like some kind of symbol.

She had been a kind person.

She wasn't someone who judged others by different standards, but a woman who loved everyone and shared her virtue.

Yes, just like... a 'Saintess'.

My eyes ached.
They throbbed as if about to burst.

It felt like I had seen something I shouldn't have.

And those eyes, throbbing as if about to burst, finally-

*

"...Huh!"

I felt my consciousness rising with a flash.

The first thing I noticed was brightness.

I had awakened from a nightmare of pure white night to morning.
For Evan, this wasn't a fact to be relieved about.

"Huk, huuk... ugh..."

A cracked groan escaped from his throat.

His breath came in rough gasps as if he'd been submerged underwater.

A piercing chill ran through him to the bone.

Evan raised one hand to his eyes where something was flowing.

What he saw next was redness.

Blood tears.


Episode 4 ≪Trauma≫


I was feeling somewhat dazed.
I could recognize that I was thinking, but couldn't quite grasp what was happening.

Well... it felt like being in that state just before fully waking up.

Normally this state wouldn't last long and I'd wake up quickly, but today I didn't want to for some reason.

So I stayed in that state for a while, and a conversation from the not-too-distant past came to mind.

"...But is it okay for you to help like this? If we get caught, you'll get penalty points too."

"Ah, no problem! There's no chance of getting caught, and even if there were, it's worth the risk!"

Probably... the conversation I had with Erhen right before visiting Evan's room when she helped me.
I remember secretly smiling inside because she was being so dramatic.

"Is it that important...?"

"Of course! The two of you, alone, kak! Drinking together!! This is a major event!"

"...Why?"

Right. I was somewhat taken aback by Erhen seeming more enthusiastic than me.

And when we arrived at the door, she even-

"Well then, have a good night! And, if possible, maybe some feedback later...!"

She said with a blushing face.

Honestly. I don't know what she was thinking, but she completely misunderstood my intentions.

I just wanted to have a heart-to-heart conversation with Evan, not that kind of "deep conversation."

I didn't have the energy to correct her, so I just let it slide.
I was grateful for her help anyway.

Besides, I didn't really feel it was necessary.

No matter how long we talked, I'd return to my dormitory by dawn.
There wouldn't be anyone around in the middle of the night, and I wouldn't be staggering drunk, so I calculated I could easily go back alone.

Even though everything fell apart, rule number one that I set for myself was to never get intimate with men.

There's no way she, an elf and my next-door neighbor, would miss that.

And as my thoughts reached that point, cold sweat ran down my back.

Right now.

Where I'm lying.

Is this...

...my dormitory room?

'Sh... it?'

Unfortunately, looking at the circumstances, the answer was clearly "no."

Because my memory cut off after sitting across from Evan, talking, and drinking.

If I had tried to activate my homing instinct to head back to my dormitory in that state, it would be a problem; and if I had stayed here and done something with Evan while drunk, it would obviously be a much bigger problem.

Unfortunately, judging by the bed that felt very similar to the one in my room and Evan's scent permeating between us, the latter seemed much more likely.

No joke, I hadn't been this afraid to open my eyes since I was kidnapped by Kinahan.

But I had to open them.
I had to open my eyes and confirm the truth.

'...Here goes!'

I forced my eyes, which felt like they were sewn shut with needles, to slowly open.

And what I saw was, of course, Evan.

That much I had expected.

"Ugh, huuk..."

Evan was crying.
And not just tears, but blood tears.

It was a sight I had never seen before.
Not once since the moment I first saw Evan.

Evan's expression looked as if he was afraid of something, or perhaps longing for something.
Whatever it was, one thing was certain: he wasn't in a normal state.

For some reason, seeing him like this made my heart constrict strangely, so I stopped pretending to be asleep and carefully called out to him.

"E-Evan...?"

There was no response from Evan.
Thinking he might not have heard me, I was about to call him again when-

"E-va... Huh!?"

"...Ugh..."

He suddenly embraced me.
It was so sudden I had no time to react.

Evan held me tightly in his large arms, drawing me into himself.

"Uh, eh...?"

Sounds that couldn't form words spilled from my mouth in confusion.
Either Evan had no presence of mind to control his strength, or he deliberately pulled me, with my much smaller frame, closer and tighter.

"Why, Evan, why..."

Not only had I never seen Evan crying blood tears before, I had also never seen him clinging to someone like this.

Did I perhaps knock Evan out cold with my incredible drinking capacity yesterday?

Was he still drunk until morning?

Considering my alcohol tolerance, that was entirely possible.

"...sorry..."

"Ugh, E-Evan...!"

Evan shattered my attempt to maintain composure with such useless thoughts by holding me even tighter.

Of course I felt suffocated.
I wanted to break free. I hated it.

What could possibly feel good about being tightly embraced by a man?

...However.
Somehow, the memory of when Evan absorbed my mana came to mind.

That impossibly warm sensation rose up, and I couldn't bring myself to push him away.

"I'm... sorry..."

"...Evan."

Seeing this weak side of Evan that I'd never witnessed before also played a part.

He had always maintained that smiling face.

Both in the original story and in this world where I met him directly, he was mostly like that.
I knew that smile was like a mask, a false smile, but seeing him change so suddenly made me feel both confused and sympathetic.

"...Mom..."

"...Don't be sick."

If something was wrong with Evan, all future plans and methods to deal with the Sword Saint would fall apart.

Yes. That's the reason.
That's why I'm embracing Evan now and saying these things.

"...It'll be okay."

"......"

After some time passed like that.
The arms that had been holding me tight enough to make my ribs ache gradually began to loosen.

When I raised my head at this sudden change, what I saw was-

"Uh....... S-Stella?"

"Ah."

To a degree I'd never seen before.
Comparable to a tomato.

Evan's face was bright red as he avoided my gaze.

"Uh, well, um..."

"...Just a moment."

No, if you react like that, what does that make me?

It makes me look like some weird woman who randomly embraces men in bed...!

"S-sorry Stella. I, I..."

Evan seemed to have grasped the situation somewhat and stammered an apology while sweating profusely.

...Seriously. The same guy who was crying blood tears and calling for his mother just moments ago.

It's not even funny.

"...Are your eyes okay?"

"Eyes... Ah, this. It happens sometimes. Don't worry about it."

What could possibly make a superhuman like Evan cry blood tears occasionally?

It was obvious something was wrong, but I decided not to press the issue.

"...More importantly, would you mind letting go now?"

"Huh? Ah, oh yes!"

It's getting hot. And I'm conscious of the sweat smell after sleeping.

When I said that with such thoughts in mind, Evan hurriedly let go and got off the bed.
...That wasn't really necessary.

"I'd appreciate it if you refrained from suddenly embracing me like that."

"......Yeah."

I had to say what needed to be said, so I told the retreating Evan.
His expression became somewhat strange.

What's with that look?

Anyway, I had no reason to keep lying in bed either, so I slowly got up.

My head hurt and my body felt stiff.
Is this... what they call a hangover?

I must have drunk quite a lot yesterday.

How much did I drink to get myself drunk?

"...Um, Stella?"

"Yes?"

As I sat on the edge of the bed and let out a small yawn, Evan spoke with the same red face as before, turning his head away.

"That... button... please."

"Button?"

Confused by Evan's words, I looked down at my shirt.

What I saw was a shirt with buttons undone... to a degree that could hardly be described as just "a few buttons undone."

"...Oh."

Since I had originally come wearing just a comfortable shirt, I was exposing all the flesh of my chest.
I must have unbuttoned it while sleeping because it felt stuffy.

"...Please don't look."

"...I'm not looking."

I guarantee, my face was probably the same color as Evan's right now.

With the utmost patience, I suppressed the urge to scream and gave Evan my final greeting.

"...Then I'll be going now."

I said this because staying here even a moment longer could lead to who knows what.
Evan seemed to have the same thought as he nodded with a rather bright expression.

"Ah, yes! Take care."

"I'll see you in class."

Thankfully it was the weekend; if it had been a weekday, we might have both rushed out of the room together.

"Well then, goodbye."

With that, I gave a small bow and grabbed the doorknob.

"...Yeah. Bye."

For the record, I didn't just open the door and leave the room.

My original plan was to have a few drinks and return to my room in the middle of the night, not escape from the men's dormitory in broad daylight.

Obviously, I had to spend until nightfall in the same room with Evan.

"No."

*

And it was the very next day.
That's when I heard the Cardinal of the Moonlight Church was coming to visit near the Academy.

...This wasn't in the original story.

Ch.66 - EP. 4 Divinity
## Chapter 67. Divinity

1. Don't lose my identity or date men.

2. Don't twist early events.

3. Don't interact with or antagonize the Sword Saint.

4. Expose the spy's identity as quickly as possible.

5. Don't get unnecessarily close to Evan von Isenberg or the second male lead.

6. Don't let nightmares shake my mental state unnecessarily.
.
.
.

0. Don't oppose, or rather, don't even contact the Saintess.

*

"Ta-da! It was a joker."

"Wait, how did...?"

"Hehe, your lies are too obvious, Stella."

Surprisingly...? Should I say that?
The day spent sharing a room with Evan was uneventful.

We just enjoyed tea (Evan preferred tea over alcohol as a hobby) while chatting about trivial matters or playing card games. That was all.

If anything was surprising, it might be that my win rate in card games was only about fifty percent.

Poker face had been one of my strongest skills since my previous life, but for some reason, he could tell whenever I was lying.

Anyway, the conclusion was that I had quite a bit of fun.
Honestly, my memories from last night were cut off from when we started drinking, so I couldn't remember exactly what conversations we had after that.

But despite the unintended situation, it felt nice to chat comfortably after a long time, easing some of the awkwardness I'd built up with my karma.

Even though there was that unfortunate incident this morning, the awkwardness quickly disappeared once we started talking and having fun.

Right. I just need to be careful from now on.
Honestly, my recent shameful behavior was unbelievable for someone who was a man in their previous life.

Even worse, after committing such acts, I'd been avoiding him like a coward.

If my past self could see me now, they'd be dumbfounded.
There won't be any need to fight with Method for a while, so it's time to preserve my identity again.

With perfect timing, I've regained my usual demeanor today, so I just need to maintain it.

With that in mind, I left Evan's room with a light heart.

"Then, good night, Evan."

"Yeah. I think I said this before, but get back safely."

Evan saw me off with a chuckle.
Yes. This is a good scene.

This is the kind of friendly distance I often maintained with friends in my previous life.

After all, avoiding a friend just because of some physical contact was actually less manly.
With that refreshing feeling, I returned to my room and fell asleep with the same lightness.

And then, I dreamed.

-...Hehehe.

"...Ugh..."

In a different sense from the Illusionary Demonic Beast... a true nightmare.

*

-Why, Evan~? Pfft....

-Huh~? I'm not drunk!

-Mmm.... This is exactly what I thought it would be.... Hehe.

-...Hold my hand.

-...Why are you pulling away? Don't like it.

-I, I fell asleep!

*

"Ah."

That morning, the bed was thoroughly soaked with sweat.
I'd noticed before that Stella's body seemed to sweat a lot during nightmares.

...Right. Nightmares.

What's the worst thing about facing a horrifying situation in a nightmare that you don't even want to imagine?

Not waking up from that nightmare?

Having that nightmare again?

"Ah, aah."

...No, no.

In my current state, I can guarantee.
The worst situation is when you have a strong conviction that it wasn't a dream.

"Th-this...."

As I recalled the dream, unfortunately, the memories that had evaporated with the alcohol in my body gradually returned.

This wasn't just shameful behavior—it was a terrible atrocity.
Committed by drunk me.

If I were using Method and under Stella's influence, well, that could happen.

And being in pain—I could excuse that too, since it had been a long time since I'd felt such pain, and it wasn't long after using Method.

But again, again, AGAIN.

"Y-you crazy woman!!!"

-S-S-Stella?!

A fierce scream escaped my lips, loud enough to wake Erhen sleeping in the next room.

I was transmigrated into the secretary of the second male lead in a romance fantasy novel.

But now I'd sexually harassed the second male lead while drunk.

Should I... avoid him?

"...AAAAARGH!!!"

That drinking session had set our relationship back ten steps rather than repairing it.

*

"Um... Stella?"

"......"

Unfortunately, the weekend was over.
And even more unfortunately, the first class of the week was a joint class with Evan.

Evan, seemingly confused by my withdrawn state after having fun over the weekend, kept calling me without any sense of tact.
...Why? You're usually so perceptive.

Please, leave me alone...!

"Stella?"

"P-please..."

But Evan's perceptiveness didn't seem to work in this area, as he continued to approach me.

Suppressing my shame and self-loathing as much as possible, I answered him.

"Please give me time... to apologize..."

"What? What do you mean, ......oh...."

Evan didn't seem to understand my words at first and asked again, but suddenly, as if remembering something, his face turned bright red and he turned away.

"You did it, you really did."

"Pardon?"

"Huh? Ahaha. It's nothing, Miss Stella!"

And Erhen was standing beside us, watching us with a pleased expression and adding strange comments.

Normally, I would have dismissed it as Erhen being Erhen, but it was extremely irritating to me when I just wanted some time alone.

Every time I heard those comments, Evan's face grew redder.

"Hey, Erhen. Could you please stop..."

"Who made it possible?"

"It was nothing..."

Unfortunately, Erhen was both the culprit and the main contributor to this situation.
It would be strange for me to complain about her helping after I asked for it.

"Good morning, cadets."

"...Let's focus on class."

Fortunately, the professor entered the classroom with perfect timing.

The first subject of the week was [Basic Liberal Arts].
Usually, it was a boring class with the Magical Beast Ecology professor that everyone complained about, but today I was actually glad to see him.

"Today's class will be... related to religion. If you look at the table of contents here, specifically, we'll be discussing various human sacrifices that early religions performed to invoke divinity..."

...I take it back.
No matter what, this was too much.

It feels like there are no normal people among the common subject professors.

'Elysee is...'

I searched for Elysee while half-listening to the class.
Since this was a common subject, she should be somewhere here.

And indeed, Elysee was sitting on the opposite side, huddled with Caille, exchanging notes about something.

Probably planning to recruit someone else. She was quite an energetic woman for a protagonist.

"......!!"

"...?"

As I was absentmindedly watching the protagonists, I suddenly made eye contact with Elysee.
Given the previous slander incident, I didn't expect to receive a kind look, but surprisingly.

Elysee quickly turned her head away as if she'd seen something she shouldn't have.

What's with you, "protagonist"?
Could it be that you're intimidated by my gaze?

'That can't be. They must be discussing something important.'

As I continued killing time with such absurd thoughts, another figure entered my field of vision.

Snow-white hair and moon-like eyes.

'...The Saintess?'

It was Cloria, the Saintess of the Full Moon.

She rarely attended classes since enrollment, so I hadn't seen her much, but there she was, plain as day.

The Saintess, in a theology-related class...

Ah. So that time has come already.

After the first major episode following academy enrollment—the Illusionary Demonic Beast subjugation—and the breather episode of the midterm written exams, the second major academy episode.

The beginning of that episode, which marks the Saintess's first appearance, seems to be today.

'It started... after class when the Saintess approached the protagonist, right?'

It began with her asking for help with some incident, and then through various twists and turns, they resolved the issue together, fighting in the final battle while recruiting a few more people—a staple episode, as I recall.

After this episode, the protagonist's early relationships would be mostly established.

In other words, the conditions for me to reveal myself would be complete.

'Great, great~'

This episode didn't involve anything particularly large-scale, and based on the original work where the Saintess said she approached the protagonist because she was drawn to her spirit, there wasn't much room for variables.

After all, I hadn't even made contact with the Saintess.
At most, I just helped catch a pickpocket?
I wonder if that pickpocket is serving his time well now.

'Well, let's just listen to the class.'

Now that I'd confirmed the Saintess was here, there wasn't much else I could do.
She was a character surrounded by questions and confusion in the original work, so I was afraid to interfere.

So listening to the class and taking notes seemed like the most productive thing I could do right now.

"...Thus, the power of divinity is believed to originate from human faith, which is the academic consensus. That's why all religions to this day are desperate to create visible symbols."

Hmm. Listening to the content of the class, it definitely seemed like today was the day the Saintess episode would begin.
In the original work, the professor also gave a similar lecture, hinting at the Saintess's story.

"In that sense, what is the largest and most visible symbol on the current continent? Since we are honored to have the Saintess participating in our class today, it would be an honor if the Saintess could answer."

The professor looked toward the Saintess as he spoke.
Indeed, the progression was exactly the same as in the original work.

"Of course. The largest symbol on this continent. It is the moon, isn't it?"

"That's correct, Saintess."

The moon in this world shines several times brighter than in my previous life due to a contract with the main god of the Moonlight Church made in ancient times.

It's bright enough that you can easily identify things in the middle of the night by moonlight alone.

"I don't know the cause and effect. Whether the Moonlight Church had enough divinity to create such a massive miracle, or whether the current vast divinity was gathered because of that miracle."

The professor was now explaining the divine power that exists in this world.

A type of power that doesn't exist in this world, which grows stronger the more people devote their faith and believe in its existence.

For example, it wasn't just empty words when they said the church entered its golden age after the birth of the Saintess answering questions over there.

In reality, the divinity possessed by the Moonlight Church increased several times due to the faith inspired by her birth.

Although the Moonlight Church in this world denies it, it's said that the main god of the Moonlight Church... the Lord of the White Night was merely a queen of a small country several thousand years ago.

The current Moonlight Church was formed by her accumulating tremendous faith through some method.

Reviewing the setting through this class was quite interesting.
After all, there was hardly any explanation about divinity except for now.

And revisiting the setting raised a small question.

The Lord of the White Night, who was once a queen of a small country, has now become the object of faith for the entire continent, becoming a true "god" in every sense.

'...Then.'

Far from here, in the distant north.

What would the Ice Dragon, believed by every single person in the northern region that makes up about a quarter of the continent, look like now?

'Well, it's not like that setting would ever be revealed.'

Not finishing the Academy Survival Guide in my previous life was my only regret.

'If I had read the Academy Survival Guide to the end...'

"...? What's wrong, Stella?"

"Nothing. It's nothing."

I could have known the truth about a certain person.
It was truly regrettable.

And so ended the liberal arts class that I had found interesting for the first time in a long while.

*

And while students from each department were moving to find their next classroom.

"Hello. Miss Stella... right?"

I stood frozen, trembling with fear without being able to move.

And in front of me, with snow-white hair flowing—

"Thank you so much for helping with the pickpocket last time!"

...My avoidance target number 0, Saintess Cloria.

'What's the problem now, seriously...'

The second major episode at the academy in the original work.

This was the first crack in that second story.
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Chapter 68. Blindsided

My heart beats coldly.
In contrast, my head is spinning hot enough to overheat.

*Why.*

Why.

Why would the Saintess approach me?

"Haha, it's nothing. So, why did you call for me...?"

"Well... Actually, I wanted to ask for Stella's help with something... Could you possibly assist me a little?"

The Saintess confirms why she called me, shattering any hope I had.

The second academy episode that should have begun with a request for help to Elysee has now started here.

And in the worst possible way I could imagine.

*...Really, why?*

When I transmigrated to this world, decided to become Evan's secretary, and established rules to survive.

I vowed not to have any contact with the Saintess.

Of course, that wasn't entirely within my control.

Even in the original story, the Saintess was the embodiment of unpredictability, and predicting all her behavior patterns was impossible for me.

Character analysis is only possible when there's consistent character behavior.
But because of that, I had some confidence this time.

"When you say help...?"

"I've noticed a suspicious person in the academy for the past few days... I was looking for someone to investigate with me!"

In the original story, the reason the Saintess asks for help at this point is because a follower of a false god has infiltrated the academy and is trying to summon a demon... but that's just the surface reason.

More precisely, the Saintess recruited the protagonist as insurance because she feared being forcibly recalled from the academy to the church if she didn't handle the incident perfectly.

This episode was one of the few where there was a clear cause-and-effect relationship in her thinking.

The reason she chose Elysee was because she judged Elysee to be the most suitable for dealing with the false god's follower.

And she judged Elysee suitable because the spirit she possessed was likely to have an advantage against lower divinities.

This simple fact was actually difficult to circumvent.

No matter what I did, I couldn't stop the Saintess who had decided to recruit Elysee after sensing the spirit's energy, and naturally, I didn't do anything that might create such an opportunity.

To begin with, I'm much weaker than the original Stella.
If she approached based on strength, she would have gone to the original Stella already.

"Why... me?"

"Oh... is it difficult for you...?"

The Saintess makes a pitiful expression and appears deflated.

It's an act. So obviously an act.

But my usual intuition that accurately detects others' performances doesn't activate.

"N-no, that's not it! I just thought... there might be someone better than me..."

"......"

I acted as the "person who absolutely adores the Saintess" like when I first met her, showing signs of confusion.

Yes.
Let's go with the feeling that I'm reluctantly declining because I feel unworthy.

"What about Elysee? When I saw her before..."

"Were the assassins from the North strong?"

.
.
.
.

...What?

In that moment, my mind went completely blank.

*

A vast, spacious place as pale as if carved from moonlight, not tolerating even a speck of dust.

The Moonlight Church's chapel, pristinely white without a trace of dirt.
Normally filled with imperial citizens from the capital praying, now only two clergymen remained, engaged in discussion.

"The Saintess... you say, Cardinal."

"Yes. According to a letter recently delivered to our church, she wrote that she wants to face the Sword Saint... Queen."

"My goodness..."

Standing in the center of the enormous chapel, speaking in a gentle tone, was Cardinal Ureon Pascal.

Except for the Pope, he was the highest-ranking figure in the Moonlight Church.

The person having this private meeting with him was Archbishop Bern, who oversaw all churches in the capital, including this chapel.

The focus of the conversation between these two high-ranking clergymen was the church's Saintess.

Cloria, the Saintess of the Full Moon.

Appearing suddenly eight years ago and instantly elevating the church's influence by several levels, she was avoided by the clergy due to both her position and temperament.

"How did a woman with such a temperament become the Saintess..."

"Haha... That too must be the will of the Main God."

Until now, all those who showed even slight qualities of a "Saintess" had exemplary humanity, worthy of being called models of benevolence.

But as luck would have it, the first complete Saintess to appear in centuries had such a twisted and distorted temperament, which was extremely disconcerting for the clergy.

Even now, that was the case.

A few days ago, a letter arrived for the Saintess, containing an out-of-nowhere request to fight the Sword Saint.

Considering how the Sword Saint was regarded by the church's upper echelons, it was essentially a provocative statement.

However, because the speaker was that Saintess, most clergy members just accepted it, but...

"It's a warning."

"A warning...?"

The intention the Cardinal saw was somewhat different from what they thought.

"The Saintess may be twisted, but she's not stupid. Naturally, she wouldn't send such a letter without reason."

According to the church's original purpose, the Saintess should have been a figurehead, traveling to various places to elevate the church's divinity as a tool.

Of course, the church wouldn't look kindly on such a Saintess insisting on staying cooped up in the academy, but...

"She's noticed that we're trying to extract her from the academy."

The Saintess who appeared after centuries had a temperament so twisted that even the Pope found it impossible to predict her actions.

Due to her fierce threats and tantrums, the church's current situation was that they had sent the Saintess to the academy after making some kind of contract with the Pope.

But naturally, from the church's perspective, they wanted to get the Saintess out of that academy as soon as possible.

However, until now, they had left her alone due to lack of justification.

If the reason for pulling her out of the academy wasn't reasonable, she herself, more than anyone else, wouldn't accept it.

Therefore, they had been planning to create a pretext to extract the Saintess under the bishop's jurisdiction, but suddenly this letter arrived.

Surely she must have noticed these behind-the-scenes machinations.

"If she deliberately tries to tarnish the church's honor, our side will suffer considerable damage. However, we can't just leave the Saintess there."

"B-but how..."

"I will head to the academy."

The Cardinal said this in a casual voice, as if he were just going out for a stroll in the city.
Of course, it didn't sound that way to the Archbishop who was hearing it face-to-face.

"P-pardon? But how could you, Cardinal..."

Even the Archbishop had only planned to send a disguised Holy Knight, not go himself, so the Cardinal going to the academy in person was unthinkable.

Considering his position, it made no sense.

"I was planning to just send one Holy Knight..."

"Then I'll go with that child. It would look better than going alone."

"Hmm..."

He was a young Cardinal known for being quite headstrong within the church, though not as much as the Saintess.
The Archbishop knew this and didn't argue further, but he still felt uneasy.

The Cardinal, sensing this, smiled warmly to reassure him.

"It's fine. I had business there anyway, so I'll take care of both matters."

"If you say so, Cardinal..."

The Archbishop nodded in agreement.
He too had risen to the position of Archbishop just after turning thirty.

Naturally, he would have his own thoughts on the matter.

"I prefer handling things with certainty. And I have some experiments to conduct."

This was about a week before the Illusionary Demonic Beast subjugation.

The moment when Holy Knight Ian and the Cardinal's journey to the academy was decided.

*

Is this what it feels like when your spine tingles?
Hearing the Saintess's words in her usual flat tone, a chill spread throughout my body as if I'd been frozen solid.

And in contrast, cold sweat flowing all over my body.

"H-how...?"

Even my most basic instinct to act breaks down.
For almost the first time since coming to this world, my real voice comes out.

That's how shocked I was.

The Saintess knew.
Everything I did that day instead of Elysee from the original story.

The Saintess knew.
She knew that I had subjugated the Illusionary Demonic Beast with Erhen and Evan, and dealt with the assassins.

The Saintess knew.
She knew that I wanted to hide that fact.

Her single sentence implied all these meanings.

"How... Oh, you mean about those pathetic beasts."

The Saintess smiled coldly, as if she had never worn that pitiful expression, and responded to my words with contempt.

Her attitude suggested she was stating the obvious.

"I have divine power, don't I?"

"...But that alone wouldn't be enough to break through an Illusionary Demonic Beast's illusion."

Even divine power can't prevent falling into sleep.
Especially if it's the power of a demonic beast that surpasses the superior class, like an Illusionary Demonic Beast.

"Ah, did I explain too simply? To be precise, I cut off parts of my brain whenever the illusion tried to take hold."

"...What?"

She cut off her brain?
As I stood there confused by this incomprehensible fact, the Saintess tapped her head nonchalantly and said:

"Originally, abnormal abilities don't work well on beings with power exceeding their own. I did feel a bit sleepy, but as I said, I cut off a bit to nullify it."

Cut off a bit of her brain... she says.
My head started to spin as I watched the Saintess casually talking about something completely abnormal.

It was certainly possible in theory.
The Illusionary Demonic Beast's power activates at the moment you hear its cry, and if you reset that, theoretically you wouldn't be affected anymore.

*'But even so...'*

Perhaps trying to understand the Saintess was a misjudgment from the start.

She looked at my confused state and smiled deeply once more.

"So, I'll ask again."

Can you help me a little?

I couldn't help but feel deeply dismayed at her words as she smiled as pale as moonlight.

If it becomes known at this point that Evan and I dealt with the Illusionary Demonic Beast and the assassins, it would be extremely troublesome.

The Saintess I saw in the original story would spread this information just to blackmail me.

But if I proceed with the original episode's events, aside from the relationships that would disappear, Evan, who would be with me, would certainly end up with the Saintess...

...

......

*'Damn it.'*

...I was blindsided.

Ch.68 - EP. 4: Throbid
The throbbing pain in my head was unbearable as I faced the Saintess's question—one that seemed to have a predetermined answer. Backed into a corner, I had no choice but to agree.

"...I will do it."

In truth, this second episode at the Academy wasn't particularly difficult in the original story. It was a typical romance fantasy plot: a minor villain who suspiciously ignored and sexually harassed the female lead would make a contract with a false god, cause trouble at the Academy, and then be dealt with by the protagonist's group, further elevating their reputation. Along the way, the Saintess would also win over a Paladin sent by the church to keep an eye on her, and because she owed a debt, she would promise to grant a favor someday.

It was really a straightforward episode.

And now that I had become the target instead, things shouldn't change much... I already knew who the Saintess was pursuing, unlike in the original story, so the best approach would be to guide things along and end this quickly.

"Then what should I—"

"Oh, and I heard the Cardinal is coming," she interrupted.

My head went blank with a thud. The sudden shocking information made my head throb with dizziness.

Cardinal? Why would that person appear here?

In the original story, they only showed up briefly in the final arc, making cryptic statements. Why here? In the original, only a disguised Paladin came down, not a big shot like a Cardinal.

Of course, since the main focus of this episode was the false god's follower, it shouldn't have a major impact, but...

*Where did the plot change?*

I couldn't shake this unsettling feeling, especially since I had no idea what butterfly effect had caused this situation.

"I suppose it's to put more pressure on me. Such a pointless thing to do," the Saintess clicked her tongue and frowned slightly before smiling at me again.

"For now, I'll call for you again tomorrow!"

Don't forget your promise to help me!

With those words, she turned and left.

I stood there, frozen in place for a while.

"...I didn't actually promise anything," I muttered in a dazed voice.

*

"Therefore, in the absence of Professor Alen, who is currently away from the academy... I will be conducting this class."

My head was pounding. Was I the type whose body responded to extreme stress with headaches?

Thanks to this, I realized that the stress I'd experienced over the past few days—from over-immersion, illness, and drunken misconduct—was absolutely nothing in comparison.

The class was a joint session between the Magic Department and the Knight Department, with another professor substituting for the missing Professor Alen. While the students cheered for the new professor's gentler demeanor and appearance, I couldn't hear a word he was saying.

"Damn it..."

As soon as the new episode began, things went sideways, and I ended up accompanying the Saintess. Could anything be more horrifying than this?

"So today we'll be doing one-on-one duels, pairing students from different departments to learn counter-strategies..."

My head was spinning.

If only I had just gotten involved with the Saintess, that would be one thing, but with additional variables in play, it was truly maddening.

As I clutched my head, Evan and Erhen approached me with concerned voices.

"Stella, what's wrong? Are you sick?"

"Miss Stella! Why do you look so terrible?!"

Unfortunately, their loud voices, which cut through even during class, did nothing to help my headache. They only made my head throb more.

Moreover, among those speaking to me...

"Huh? Why are you looking at me like that, Stella?"

...was the very cause of my current headache.

When I stared blankly at Evan, who tilted his head with a puzzled expression, I became even more afraid of revealing the truth soon.

But it was something I'd have to face eventually. It would be better to say it myself.

...Damn it! How could this happen so soon after I decided to avoid trouble?

To make matters worse, the topic was the most sensitive one for him.

...Still, delaying would only make things worse, so I sighed deeply and grabbed Evan's collar, pulling him toward me.

Even though the sound was muffled, I didn't want to speak too loudly.

"What, what is it, Stella?"

"...Let's talk alone later. I have... something to tell you."

Evan's face turned strangely red at my words.
What's with him now?

He seemed to have misunderstood something again like last time, but my headache was so intense that I didn't even feel like explaining.

"...It's done. I'm invisible now," Erhen muttered gloomily beside us.

What's been wrong with her lately?

I pressed the bridge of my nose and tried to focus on the class I couldn't hear. Since Professor Alen's disappearance wasn't in the original story, there might be another variable.

If that happened, my head might explode, or worse, I might turn to alcohol again.

"So today I'll announce the duel pairings, and we'll spend the remaining time on theory. The pairs were randomly selected by myself and the teaching assistant."

Focusing all my remaining concentration on the professor's words, I was relieved to find that the duel class seemed to be proceeding as in the original story.

The duel episode, essential to any academy setting, was used to objectively demonstrate Elysee's combat prowess before diving into the Saintess episode.

"First, Michael Bonneville and Rose Grant."

The professor called out the paired students from each department one by one.

I remembered that Elysee, who had transferred to the Magic Department after the beginning of the semester, would face a mid-tier Knight Department student, but the problem was...

*Who will Evan and I face?*

We were barely mentioned at this point in the story, so I had no idea who we would fight.

Evan and Stella were characters who only appeared during the midterm practical exam.

"Elysee de Iris, Tom Ryan."

At least Elysee had the same matchup as in the original story.
I remembered she fought someone who was basically a power level measuring stick.

"Erhen Elpida, Chris Ashborn."

Since Erhen had joined the protagonist's reverse harem by this point, her pairing was also mentioned in the original story and matched what I was hearing now.

It seemed nothing had changed from the original story this time.

"Evan von Isenberg, Gwen Ruinus."

Then Evan's pairing was announced.
Gwen... if I remember correctly, she was a character who flirted with the sub-male lead Evan around the middle of the original story, creating conflict with Elysee. This must be their first meeting.

Evan would handle it well, right?

...I'm talking about the duel.

*It should be my turn soon...*

I tried to push away the sudden unpleasant feeling and focused on the professor's words.

Among those whose names hadn't been called yet...

"Stella Eckhart, Caille Seirus."

...Of course it would be you.

Caille Seirus, the third-ranked fighter in the Knight Department and the male protagonist of the original story.

Given that the pairings so far matched the original story, Stella probably fought him in the original as well.

*Caille... huh.*

To be honest, I didn't have any particular feelings about Caille.

If Evan was an unlikable character when I was reading the original story, Caille was a character without charm.

He was a typical romance fantasy male lead whose only personality trait was his loyalty to Elysee.

Well, that's just my personal opinion, but in terms of combat...

*It's about fifty-fifty.*

The original Stella might have struggled against someone like Caille due to compatibility issues, but not me.

In fact, if my ideas worked, I might handle him more easily than anyone else here.

Well, the actual duel would be next time, so I could think about that later.

*It's almost over.*

I felt my head throbbing again.
After this class, I would have to tell Evan about the Saintess.

I would have to tell him—the one who was now smiling brightly at me as usual.

*That damn Saintess.*

It was truly a headache-inducing situation.
While I was lost in thought, the mana stone signaling the end of class had already started vibrating.

*

After class ended, I dragged Evan to a secluded spot where no one would come.

This conversation would be extremely problematic if anyone overheard it, even by accident.

In the worst case, the Saintess might stab me in the stomach with a holy spear or something.

"So, what's this about, Stella?"

Evan, oblivious to my concerns, asked with a bright smile.
His strangely flushed face showed he had no idea what I was about to say.

Of course, it wasn't his fault.
Even I didn't know this would happen until this morning, damn it.

"...Evan, I, um. I have something to tell you."

"Is this why you're setting the mood?"

Evan burst into laughter, finding the situation amusing.
Looking at him, I took a deep breath. I was afraid of facing his reaction, whatever it might be.

*Seriously, that damn woman...!*

While cursing the Saintess inwardly, I slowly opened my mouth.

"Evan, today I, well, due to certain circumstances..."

"Yes? Due to what?"

Evan still responded with a smile.
Realizing I couldn't stall any longer, I just blurted it out.

"I've agreed to work with the Saintess!"

.
.
.

I shouted with my eyes tightly shut.
But Evan's voice, which I expected to hear in some form, didn't come.

Only an unnaturally sudden silence remained.

".....?"

Confused, I opened my eyes and slowly raised my head.

And in my view was Evan's expression, colder than I had ever seen before.

His eyes, usually curved in a smile, had turned sharp, and his red eyes seemed to glow more vividly today.

It was his "real" expression, which I hadn't seen in a very long time.

"...What did you just say?"

"...Hiccup."

Somehow, seeing Evan like this sent a thrilling shiver through my body, accompanied by a hiccup.

Along with a throbbing sensation in my lower abdomen.

Seriously, he's terrifying.

...That's why I'm reacting this way, right?

Ch.69 - EP. 4 Denial
The next morning, the main practice class began quickly, just as in the original story. The location was the same training ground where I had fought the automaton and provided the reason for sending Professor Alen away.

Also, where I had grabbed Evan's hand...

*No, what is this?*

I forcibly pushed away some strange memory trying to surface and focused on the training ground again.

"This time we're really fighting against mages! I'm so excited!!"

Beside me, Erhen was shouting with her usual excessive enthusiasm.

Apparently, she had been quite dissatisfied with fighting that automaton last time.

Erhen clutched the match schedule and began looking for the first cadets to battle.

"So, the first match is... gasp!"

"...This is the first match?"

This time, I was just as surprised as Erhen.

The first match was, surprisingly, between a Magic Department cadet and the Sword Saint.

He was one of the most arrogant cadets in the Magic Department, with both top grades and skills.

"......"

It was impressive how he maintained his usual composure even when facing the Sword Saint.

"Look at how dignified he is in front of the Sword Saint."

"As expected of the Magic Department ace?"

The surrounding students seemed quite impressed by his demeanor, sending supportive glances.

After their brief standoff...

"...Begin!"

"I forfeit!!"

As soon as the professor announced the start of the match, he threw his wand away and raised both arms, screaming his surrender at the top of his lungs.

"...Oh."

"My goodness."

Though his behavior completely contradicted his usual image, no one criticized him.

"Look at that reaction speed."

"That's why he's the Magic Department ace!"

Instead, they praised his quick reaction in surrendering before the Sword Saint could even begin her attack.

I actually thought his decision was correct.

Honestly, just seeing her performance in the promotion match should have been enough to make anyone run away immediately, not to mention the fact that she was revealed to be the Sword Saint.

Anyone who would charge recklessly at such an opponent would have to be insane.
Or my lord.

"Next, Evan von Isenberg, Gwen Ruinus."

Speak of the devil—as soon as I thought of Evan, his name and his opponent's were called.

I figured Evan wouldn't have any problems, but as his secretary, I looked at him to offer at least mental support.

And what I saw was...

"Evan, you look kind of dazed today!"

"...Indeed."

Unlike his usual self, he was walking out with a strangely blank expression and movements.

...What's going on? Why is he acting like that?

"Hehe. Hello, Evan."

His opponent, Gwen Ruinus, greeted him with a flirtatious smile.

True to her villainous character in the original story, she was trying to seduce Evan using this match as an opportunity.

"......."

However, Evan completely ignored her words, maintaining his dazed expression as if he hadn't heard anything.

"That's right."

"Pardon?"

"Ah... it's nothing."

I thought I heard something strange just now.
Anyway, Gwen's embarrassment at Evan's blatant disregard somehow felt satisfying to witness.

"...Begin!"

*CRASH!*

"AAACK!!"

...As soon as the starting bell rang, Evan struck his opponent with the flat of his blade, sending her flying.

Gwen crashed into the wall with enough force to cause vibrations.
Unfortunately for her, the flat of the blade had hit her face directly, knocking out several teeth and leaving her looking quite unsightly.

"......??"

In the original story, did Gwen fall for Evan (literally) after getting knocked away like this?

Was Gwen actually a masochist with no hope?

...That can't be right.

"...What's going on?"

The second match also ended in seconds.
This time, silence fell over the training ground.

...Why is Evan acting like this?

*

Evan actually didn't harbor any particular ill feelings toward the Saintess personally.

They hadn't had any significant interactions, and she had appeared as the Saintess in the world shortly after Evan began to hate the Church.

Of course, when he saw her up close, her ability to see through his deceptions and her somewhat eccentric behavior didn't particularly endear her to him, but that was the extent of his impression.

A woman whose true thoughts were unreadable and who seemed strangely off-kilter.

But that was just how Evan the person felt about Cloria the person.

As an Isenberg, as someone who deeply despised the Church, the Saintess of the Waxing Moon was closer to being a symbol of his hatred for the Church.

The figure worshipped by the Moonlight Church that he so despised.

And the beloved daughter of their main god.

Regardless of his personal feelings, it was natural that Evan couldn't view the Saintess, who was inextricably linked to the Church, favorably.

To be more honest, she was close to being an object of hatred.

"...What did you just say?"

But was that all?
The reason why his voice was now so cold...

The reason why he was feeling such intense anger...

"...Hiccup."

Perhaps startled by his voice, his secretary let out a small hiccup in front of him.

*Damn it...*

Evan pressed the bridge of his nose with his hand, suppressing the emotions welling up inside him.

Seeing such a pure reaction only intensified the anger rising within him, adding to his nausea.

He had to admit it.
The reason for his current agitation, for his aggressive tone, wasn't solely because of the Saintess.

He was feeling anxiety and anger bordering on trauma about the Saintess and the situation she was involved in.

He had been unconsciously recalling her.

"Take care, Evan. I'll... definitely come back."

The woman who was more compassionate than anyone, who was entangled with the Church, and who had left him with an obvious lie that he could detect even without his ability.

And once Evan recognized this fact, he couldn't help but feel bewildered.

*Were you that important to me?*

Of course, she had somehow seeped into his life, which had been dedicated solely to vengeance.

His hidden expressions would involuntarily emerge in front of her.

At some point, he had become unusually attentive to her unchanging expressions, her seemingly indifferent actions, her apparently casual approaches, contacts, changes—to Stella Bell Eckhart.

But could she really have grown so significant within him?
Evan denied this as he struggled to maintain his composure, which was unusually difficult today.

Then he spoke to Stella, who seemed somehow frightened despite her outward calm.

"...No need to be so scared. You're... my secretary. I won't take my anger out on you."

He didn't want to admit it.
Evan repeated this to himself.

Because he himself could feel how deeply she had already taken root within him.

Because he had been knowingly overlooking how she had long since crossed the line he had initially drawn—the time when he dealt with her only out of interest and necessity.

"Why, are you worried?"

"...No. You're not the type to struggle with something like this."

.
.
.

*...A complete lie.*

He really, truly didn't want to admit it.

Ch.70 - EP 4. Provocation
Stella Bell Eckhart was in a daze as she watched the female cadet named Gwen get knocked unconscious by Evan's sword, creating a commotion in the training ground.

Amidst the chaotic atmosphere, two people—a platinum-blonde woman and a silver-haired man—were quietly conversing. They were the protagonist and male lead of the "Academy Survival Guide."

"...You haven't forgotten what I asked of you, have you?"

"Of course not... But, is it really true?"

Caille affirmed her question while simultaneously harboring doubts. Though he had never questioned Elysee's words before, this time even he found it difficult to believe.

"...That's why we need to confirm it. Please, Caille."

"...As you command."

Of course, his doubts wouldn't develop any further. He was someone who always followed Elysee's words unconditionally.

*

[We beseech our Main God. Watch over us like the light of the White Night....]

Naturally, Gwen, who had taken a direct hit from the world's second-strongest character (prospectively), only regained consciousness after priests rushed over and poured Divine Power into her.

Even then, she wasn't completely healed and needed to go to the infirmary.

In this combat class, cadets from the Knight Department wore magical devices on their wrists that imposed penalties, to make things fairer for mages who were disadvantaged in close combat.

If not for that, Gwen would have lost a few more teeth.
It was incredibly fortunate.

Evan, whose condition seemed off, apparently couldn't control his strength.
As a result, he was somewhere receiving a lecture from the professor.

Honestly, though it felt mean to think this way since she looked quite hurt, I was somewhat relieved that after taking such a preventative measure (physically), Evan wouldn't have to deal with Gwen clinging to him.

...Seeing her limping even after treatment, it really must have been severe.

Or perhaps it's remarkable that priests, who probably weren't high-ranked, managed to heal her that much?

'Maybe I should learn some Divine Power...'

As evident from the case of the Saintess who suffers from the same congenital Mana Rejection as me, Mana and Divine Power are treated as completely separate entities.

If I could use Divine Power, it would mean I could strengthen or heal my body to some extent without using that dangerous Method.

'Well, assuming it's possible.'

In the original work, Divine Power—specifically the Moonlight Church's Divine Power—was closer to the Main God directly granting permission to use abilities to those with faith.

So naturally, I couldn't use it without faith.

'...Faith?'

Could that be faked through acting?

The thought briefly crossed my mind, but even I didn't have the audacity to try deceiving a god, so I stopped there.

Still unable to shake off my regret, I was staring at the priests when someone sat down beside me.

I thought it was Evan returning after being reprimanded by the professor, but the person who sat next to me was...

"Truly strong, your companion."

...the Sword Saint, Claire.
With her usual expressionless face slightly brightened, she looked toward Evan while speaking to me.

"...Ah, I suppose so...?"

...I nearly had a heart attack.
It seemed that all the powerful individuals in this world had stealth as a basic skill, which was always terrifying for someone like me who was close to being an ordinary person.

"Yes. He's really strong. Looking at him now, he's even stronger than when we fought before?"

Just like when you took my orbs.
The Sword Saint said this while subtly clenching her fist.

Of course, I could only watch such behavior while breaking out in a cold sweat.

This was heading toward another accusation of being a spy.
My instincts, having been regularly tormented by the Sword Saint over the past few days, told me so.

"Ahaha... Perhaps he's been training hard?"

"Come to think of it, it's quite suspicious. How did he become so strong in such a short time?"

"Maybe he had some kind of revelation...?"

"I'll need to fight him myself to understand properly."

As expected, the Sword Saint ignored my words and calmly uttered something terrifying.

It was true that Evan had noticeably grown stronger recently.
If I had to pinpoint when... it would be right after we exterminated the Illusionary Demonic Beast.

Even to someone like me who knew nothing about swordsmanship, his swordsmanship had clearly increased in sharpness and intensity.

But no matter how much he'd improved, he wasn't yet ready to cross swords with the Sword Saint at her full strength.
If Evan became a limbless cripple now, not only would I have to push his wheelchair for the rest of my life, but my plan to use him to stop the Sword Saint would also fall apart.

'...The rest of my life?'

There seemed to be something strange in my train of thought, but anyway, there was no reason to fall for the Sword Saint's obvious scheme.

With such thoughts, I let out an awkward laugh.

"Ha, haha..."

"Ah, the same goes for you too. Call me anytime, and I'll rush over for a duel. Of course, I won't take responsibility for any accidents that might occur."

"...A-anytime?"

What grudge did the Sword Saint hold against Evan and me to keep making these death threats?

I don't know if she's serious, but coming from the Sword Saint, my heart skips a beat every time I hear it.

"Well, I'll be going now."

The Sword Saint said that and coolly left her seat.
Looking ahead, I saw Evan walking toward us with a dazed expression.

...Was she always this considerate?

While I was pondering this, Evan naturally sat down in the seat the Sword Saint had vacated. I spoke to him with the firmest voice I could muster.

"My goodness, Evan. You turned that poor woman into a bloody pulp."

"...Hmph. I had too many distracting thoughts."

My goodness, he turned someone into that state because he had distracting thoughts?

Well... to be honest, it's not my business who he beats up.

I used to beat up a lot of people myself before being transmigrated. Though I got beaten up more often.

So Evan doesn't need to feel embarrassed in front of me.

...But still.

"Did something happen?"

If the cause was some kind of problem, I couldn't just ignore it.

And I didn't want to.

Receiving my question, Evan looked at me for a moment, then answered with his usual smile.

"No, nothing much. I just had a lot on my mind."

"I see."

Well, if that's what he says, I don't feel like pressing further.
I wasn't the type to delve deeply into relationships in my previous life either.

"Alright. The duel was briefly delayed, but we'll continue now. Next, Stella Eckhart, Caille Seirus."

"Oh. It's my turn."

Should I be grateful it's not my first time like before?
Anyway, this was good timing as I was feeling somewhat uncomfortable.

I stood up and walked to the training ground.

The silver-haired handsome man, the male protagonist of the original work, Caille Seirus, was also approaching with a neat posture.

"Now, get ready..."

And soon, the male protagonist and I faced each other.
Looking back, this was the first time we'd faced each other like this.

Neither in the original work nor since my transmigration had I had any connection with the male protagonist, Caille Seirus, standing before me.

To be honest, I hadn't paid much attention to him except when I saw him acting foolishly in the illusion created by the Illusionary Demonic Beast, but seeing him up close, he was indeed as handsome as a male lead in a romance fantasy novel.

Silver hair, thick eyebrows, tall stature.

If someone like him had walked down the street in my previous life, the industry would have definitely scouted him.

That's how incredible his physique and appearance were.
However...

'Evan looks better though?'

When I saw illustrations from the original work, the male protagonist seemed slightly better-looking, but seeing them in person, Evan seemed more handsome.
Almost to the point where I could understand why "second lead syndrome" exists.

"Well, that's not important."

"...What?"

"Nothing. It's nothing."

What's important is how to deal with the enemy in front of me, Caille Seirus.

Just like with the Automaton, I have no intention of losing half-heartedly.
I can't afford to.

"...This guy... is?"

While I was contemplating, I heard him muttering something.

What's he saying?

Was he always the type to mutter like that?
I wondered as I drew my sword from its scabbard.

Matching my action, Caille also drew his sword.

"...Begin!"

Soon, the professor announced the start of the duel.

'Well then... let's do this.'

*

'...As expected, she doesn't look strong.'

Caille Seirus made this judgment as he watched Stella grip her sword.

For a mage, her grip showed quite a solid stance, but her aura was clearly different from that of a strong fighter.

And of course, he still couldn't sense any mana from her at all.

Even with the magical device imposing penalties to help mages who were weak in close combat, he couldn't imagine losing to such a seemingly weak woman.

While thinking this, Caille recalled what she had said after their duel pairing was confirmed.

-Please assess her full strength, Caille.

-...Her full strength?

Elysee had said that the woman now standing before Caille, Stella Bell Eckhart, was definitely hiding her power.

And if she were to unleash that power... she might be much stronger than they expected.

Even to Caille, who had vowed never to doubt her, Elysee's words sounded strange.
But seeing her usually composed expression break as she sweated and pleaded with him was quite convincing.

However, now that he was seeing her directly, she was just as he first thought—a worthless mage without even a trace of mana.

It was true that he had been greatly impressed by her evasive movements during the fight with the Automaton, especially her use of Engraving Formula, but that was already a revealed card.

Besides, such tactics wouldn't work against him, a swordsman, unlike against an Automaton.

It was closer to a weak person desperately struggling than a strong person concealing their strength.

'Still, since she asked me to check her full strength...'

I'll start with a weak attack to gauge her reaction.
As Caille made this decision and put strength into his sword hand.

Suddenly, the woman who had been standing still with her sword opened her mouth.

"Hey, did you know?"

And in a calm voice—

"I heard that years ago in the Kingdom, there was a royal who was expelled from the palace for having inauspicious blood mixed in."

—the exiled royal, Caille's shame.

In that moment, Caille felt something surge within him, making his mind go blank.

*

"...What?"

As I mentioned this simple fact, Caille asked back with a trembling voice.

It seems the provocative line I chose was quite effective.

'Caille Seirus.'

The male protagonist of the original work.
And as such, the person I have the most information about after Elysee.

Caille is a Magic Swordsman.
Any sword he holds takes on magical properties—a completely superior version of my Engraving Formula, an overpowered technique.

'And to face such a Seirus...'

"My goodness, isn't it funny? Moreover, that impure blood is actually..."

"Y-you bastard...!"

I need to make him use that Magic Sword.
And I need to agitate his emotions as much as possible.

That's my first condition for victory.

To do that, I need to provoke him first.

Come at me, male protagonist.
Let me show you the essence of dirty talk honed through acting and street fights.

Ch.71 - EP 4. Dragon's Wrath
Elysee bit her nails with an anxiety she had never felt before in her life.

The cause was obviously Caille Seirus and Stella Eckhart, who now stood facing each other in the Training Ground.

It was a confrontation between her knight and the variable.

*I wonder how this will turn out...*

Would Stella hide her strength here too?

If so, she wouldn't be a match for Caille from the start.

Since she had asked him to gauge Stella's strength, he probably wouldn't go all out from the beginning, but even so, Stella wasn't an opponent she could defeat while hiding her power.

Yet it didn't seem like she would just take a beating while concealing her strength either.

As evident from her fierce battle with the Automaton, she didn't seem to want to be completely disregarded.

*Then... I can only hope Caille draws out as much as possible...*

This sparring class might look like an ordinary combat class, but in reality, it was the final power assessment before the Midterm Exam.

A certain level of combat would be permitted, so within those bounds, she had to expect Caille to extract as many clues as possible about Stella's true capabilities.

Elysee watched their standoff with a tense heart, thinking this way.

This was just before the battle began.

*

"Hah!"

The male protagonist, Caille Seirus, rushed at me with considerable speed.

Naturally, as the second-best fighter in the Knight Department after the Sword Saint, his speed wasn't bad, but somehow it seemed he was holding back, not using his top speed.

*Well, that's fine by me.*

It just makes it easier to dodge.

I smiled at that thought and rolled my feet to move outside the range of his sword strike.

*...His movements are pretty good?*

What I felt was a body and mind that moved much more smoothly than expected.

Just like after my battle with the Sword Saint, when I experienced a semi-permanent slight increase in physical ability and cognitive speed.

It seemed the same effect had occurred now after using the Method in my battle with the Illusionary Demonic Beast.

So there was some benefit to getting carried away with acting and doing that to Evan.

Indeed, this body had excessive efficiency.

If I could just use mana normally, I wouldn't have to struggle in such complicated ways.

"My, are you going easy on me? What a considerate gentleman you are."

"......"

Even while thinking this, I continued to throw words at my opponent.

Written down, it might look like praise, but with my expression and intonation subtly conveying mockery, dismissal, and contempt, it certainly wasn't.

My secret technique: "Subtly sneering to get under someone's skin."

Well, I wasn't particularly expecting this to be effective; I just wanted to try it.

The real thing starts now.

"...You, how did you know about that?"

"About what?"

As expected.

Caille asked me with a stern expression while swinging his sword at a moderate speed.

Stories about the Kingdom were his deepest shame.

Even though there were many students from the Kingdom at this academy, this information would be impossible to know unless one belonged to the upper echelons of the Kingdom or had close informants there.

So when the daughter of an Imperial Marquis suddenly blurted out such information, he couldn't help but ask.

In such a situation, when I played dumb, Caille raised his voice slightly, perhaps getting irritated.

"About the royal family!"

"Oh, that?"

I pretended to tilt my head slightly, drawing out the moment.

Then, without any warning, I cast a spell from that position.

["Ice Burst"]

"Kwaaaa!!!"

My spell struck Caille's abdomen as he was focusing only on my answer and reaction.

Since it was an unexpected blow, the pain he felt was probably about twice as intense.

It was an application of poker face—hiding all signs that would make an attack predictable and delivering it in one swift motion.

"Ugh...!"

"You're quite sturdy."

Of course, my opponent was the male protagonist and ranked third in the Knight Department—a superhuman.

No matter how unprepared he was, my weak formula wouldn't cause him significant damage.

"Quickly, tell me...!"

But my goal was to heat him up.

In that respect, my attack had served its purpose admirably.

"Hmm... Why are you so angry? What I mentioned was just Kingdom gossip that hasn't even been confirmed as fact."

"You...!"

I spoke with a faint smile.

Caille reacted quite intensely.

*Just a little more.*

Caille Seirus.

As the male protagonist and the character who received the most attention after the protagonist, I had plenty of material to analyze his character.

If I could analyze the occasional appearances of Stella and become her, how could I not do the same for a leading character with the most screen time?

To exaggerate slightly, I was the only person who could provoke Caille better than he himself knew.

"Perhaps you're interested?"

"......"

Caille is a typical hot-blooded character in romance fantasy, often charging recklessly until the protagonist Elysee stops him.

According to fans of the male lead, the charm point is how such a male lead becomes docile only in front of the female lead.

I couldn't understand that part, but anyway, it was convenient for me to exploit.

From my analysis, Caille Seirus hadn't achieved much mental growth yet, as this was still the early part of the story. Moreover, since Evan, Erhen, and I had experienced the Illusionary Demonic Beast episode instead of him, his mental growth would have been further delayed.

In such a state, he would not have completely shaken off his past trauma.

"It's not really a big deal. It's exactly as I said. About a dozen years ago, a royal... the first in line for the throne at the time, couldn't resist one night of passion and impregnated a woman."

What I'm about to recite is information that wouldn't have spread even among the Kingdom's high officials or informants.

But Caille, who had been away from the Kingdom for a long time, wouldn't know this.

"But you know what? The identity of that woman was... really as the rumors say, an unclean lizard?"

He doesn't realize that not only are there no such rumors, but the fact that I know this at all is strange.

"That..."

He probably wants to ask how I know.

Sorry, but I read it in the setting book.
Blame the author if you're upset.

*...Good.*

Right now, it was advantageous for me to draw out Caille's full power.

The first reason was because that's what would have happened in the original story. Even with a slight disadvantage in compatibility, Stella wasn't an opponent he could face while hiding her strength.

The second reason was preparation for the Midterm Exam.

Since I would inevitably need to confront the protagonist's group during the exam, I needed to see their capabilities to some extent.

And the biggest reason was...

*Establishing a perfect countermeasure against Caille.*

No matter how much I prepared, my opponents were the protagonist duo.

If they found me before I could do anything or join up with Evan, and I got caught by that Demonic Sword with a click, I'd simply retire.

Before that happened, I needed to at least solidify my strategy against Caille.

I said my victory condition was making him use his Demonic Sword, but to be precise, that victory was...

*Victory during the Midterm Exam.*

So now, in this arena of power assessment disguised as a sparring class...

I would draw out Caille's full power.

"Isn't it truly disgusting? A Magical Beast seducing a human. It gives me the creeps."

"...Stop."

What I'm touching on now is the secret related to his birth.

His deepest shame.

"Oh, of course it's just a rumor. But don't you think so too, Caille?"

"...Stop it."

Though I'm framing it as a rumor, what's coming out of my mouth is clearly fact.

Normally, bringing up someone's family history or weaknesses to disturb their mind would be considered quite cowardly in this world, but...

Caille is clearly Imperial both in his current status and in his usual introduction.

Given that this fact is known to only a few people in this world, it's actually Caille who seems strange for overreacting to such an outlandish story.

From his perspective, it's a blindside.

"My goodness, a Magical Beast that clings to humans and even bears their children..."

"......"

Caille's mother was a Dragon.
In other words, he was half-dragon, with dragon blood mixed in.

The status of Dragons in this world varies greatly.

While some dragons like the Ice Dragon of the North are deified and worshipped, most dragons are objects of fear that can transform into human form.

Though classified as Magical Beasts, their strength is unparalleled among any other Magical Beasts.

Caille's father, the current King of the Kingdom, was deceived by such a being and impregnated her with Caille.

Of course, as soon as the fact was revealed, the dragon was banished, so Caille has no memory of his mother.

Even if he did, that ferocious dragon probably didn't leave any good memories.

But for Caille, this fact was a shame that negated his very existence.

It could be due to the Kingdom's culture that doesn't tolerate non-human species, or it could be due to his personal values.

Either way, he excessively hated the secret of his birth.

And to such a person, my words were...

"If it were me, I would have vomited when I found out. Ugh."

"I told you to stop!!"

Literally like a blade touching a dragon's reverse scale.

Caille shouted fiercely and swung his sword with a speed he hadn't shown until now.

After dodging several sword strikes that were challenging even for my current self...

Finally, he began to infuse his sword with mana.

For a moment, I thought I heard a small voice among the cadets shouting "No!" but it must have been my imagination.

Sorry, Elysee, but it's too late.

"I call upon thee, Void!!"

*Crash!*

The sword in Caille's hand suddenly glows black.

This was the Void Sword, essentially his signature move in the novel.

I had hoped to see it right before the Illusionary Demonic Beast subjugation, but this was Caille's true ability that I hadn't seen then.

*...Bingo.*

And at that fact, I inwardly smiled with joy.

Now, once.

And... just a little more.

"What is... that?"

"...Blaze up!"

When I asked with a feigned surprised tone, Caille ignored me and chanted the activation word, infusing his sword with mana.

Immediately, the black flames blazed more fiercely.

*Now twice.*

Caille's ability was to imbue any sword he held with magical properties.

For that, he required those cringe-worthy activation words.

It was a technique close to verbal commands, controlling mana with the unique mana wave pattern contained in his voice.

Based on the content from the setting book, it must be related to his birth.

"How dare you...!"

Caille swings his black flaming sword wildly in excitement.

The ability of the Void Sword is literally void.

The entire blade now has the property of void, so getting hit would result in something quite terrible.

Well, the priests would heal it anyway, and I had no intention of getting hit.

["Explosive Star"]

Along with provoking him, I calculated and used the best magic I could—Explosive Star—and drove it into his abdomen area again.

In that moment, red and blue flames mixed chaotically and exploded with a roar.

*Kwaaang!!*

"Ugh...!"

Since it was a formula, it seemed to have dealt quite some damage to him.

But his fighting spirit wasn't broken, as he gripped his sword tightly again with reddened eyes and shouted once more.

"-Expand!"

As if he was completely serious, Caille doubled the size of his sword.

The black flames blazing like fire doused with oil created a cognitive dissonance by their very existence.

Now I had no more calculated formulas, and getting hit by that would really hurt.

But it's enough now.

*...Now three times. The end.*

"Uaaaah!!"

Caille Seirus kicked the ground and flew toward me at high speed.

My goodness, I know that's his character, but how can a person be this hot-blooded?

He had such a simple personality that even I, who analyzed characters daily, was a bit taken aback.

Of course, getting hit by the sword he was swinging wouldn't simply hurt.

*I'm going to try it. I can do this.*

Caille's black blade, his eyes now bloodshot, approached right in front of my nose.

I concentrated the mana in the air and wrapped it around my throat.

A minimal amount of mana, just enough to use the smallest formula.

Of course, due to my congenital Mana Rejection, it felt like my throat was burning, but it was bearable.

I could also ask Evan to hold my neck a bit, which would help.

*So this is how it's done.*

I transform the mana in my throat as if weaving a formula.

So that mana could be contained in my voice.

The activation words Caille uses to imbue his sword with mana are a kind of verbal command.

It uses the unique mana pattern in his voice as a medium to give various effects to the sword.

...And I could perfectly recall what I had seen multiple times.

Of course, this doesn't mean I can use a Demonic Sword.

The verbal command is just the medium to control it; the Demonic Sword itself is close to his unique power.

Besides, even if I know how it's activated, without knowing the specific activation words, I can't even interfere.

*...But of course I know them.*

Because I've seen them, because I know them.

I concentrate the mana gathered in my throat once more.

And then, putting all that mana into my 'voice'—

"-Shatter."

I utter the verbal command with the exact same mana pattern as Caille Seirus.

*Crack!!*

Perhaps due to my lack of skill, Caille's Demonic Sword only cracked slightly, different from my original intention.

But even that was enough to stop Caille Seirus.

"...?!"

Caille's eyes widened in shock the moment his sword cracked.

From his perspective, his Demonic Sword, which had never malfunctioned before, had just malfunctioned, so his reaction was understandable.

This is enough.

Next time, I was confident I could do it more perfectly.

This body belongs to none other than Stella Bell Eckhart.

The body of my favorite character and the High Mage of the original work.

In other words, I've seen all I needed to see.

I slowly raised both hands in front of the shocked Caille.

From the cadets' perspective, it was probably déjà vu.

I opened my mouth with a slight smile to Caille, who was staring at me blankly.

"I forfeit."

Caille's expression crumbled desolately before me.

Ch.72 - EP. 4 If You Can't Avoid It
The bell rang, signaling the end of class just as I sat down after declaring my forfeit. Though we hadn't gone through many matches, Evan had already sent someone to the infirmary, which had eaten up quite a bit of time. I'd spent a fair amount of time dodging attacks myself.

"Argh! Damn it!!" Erhen shouted, frustrated that she hadn't been able to crush any mages today. She declared she needed to go hunting to blow off steam and dashed toward the garden. Evan and I had agreed not to question Erhen's behavior anymore, so we just let it go.

Besides, Evan and I had things to discuss.

We walked to a secluded spot on campus where no one would overhear us. Once we were deep enough, Evan finally spoke.

"...Did it work?"

I answered his question with a silent thumbs-up.

From the beginning, figuring out how to counter Caille's abilities had been something Evan and I had agreed upon. It was crucial for the upcoming midterm exam—our most important episode—so we had to be careful.

Today's results were extremely encouraging.

"*cough* At this rate, it should work in the actual battle too," I said.

"So it really works...!" Evan exclaimed, his earlier blank expression replaced with amazement.

To be honest, I'd had my doubts too.

The idea that I could "hear" his mana pattern and replicate it exactly was theoretically possible, but not something I could be certain about. Even if I was once known as the god of voice impressions at drinking parties.

"It was close," I thought.

The first challenge had been getting him to use his magic sword at all. Caille, despite his hot temper, had a certain chivalrous quality typical of male protagonists in romance fantasy. He wasn't the type to wildly swing his magic sword at a girl like me who was not only shorter than him but obviously weaker.

I wouldn't have watched a male protagonist who did that kind of thing.

That's why I had to resort to bringing up his family issues. Having been on the receiving end of such tactics countless times, I knew how awful it felt—not a pleasant method, but...

Well, Caille has Elysee to comfort him. Unlike me back then.

Anyway, even after provoking him into using his command, whether I could mimic it was another question entirely. I thought it would work, but I wouldn't have been surprised if it hadn't. It was about a fifty-fifty chance.

"But it worked."

Whatever the process, the result was what mattered. I'm just an extra character who had a brief conflict with them at the beginning of the semester over Evan, but otherwise had no connection to them.

They'd never think I could copy the mana pattern of Caille's voice to interfere with his magic sword. They'd just consider it a random coincidence.

"Even if they suspect me..."

It doesn't matter. It's almost time for me to reveal myself anyway.

"So are there no more variables for the midterm exam now?" Evan asked.

"*cough* No. While I don't think she'd attack someone who appears as weak as me, we can't rule out the possibility of Elysee coming after me."

The midterm exam, like the entrance exam, scatters participants across different locations.

But the protagonist Elysee can quickly reunite with her group using those ridiculously overpowered spirits of hers.

If she and her group encounter me before I can meet up with Evan, things could get complicated.

What I plan to do in Maira Forest will take quite a bit of time, so there's a chance we'll cross paths.

No, it's almost certain we will. As a Spiritist, she's bound to notice that I'm up to something.

That's why I went to such lengths to figure out how to counter Caille. But as I told Evan, with Elysee in the picture, there's no guarantee of complete safety.

Well, if things go wrong, I could use the Method, but I'd rather not do that while clinging to Evan in front of them...

"So, as always, you'll need to find me."

I have no choice but to trust that Evan will come for me.

Of course, I don't doubt him. He's the person I trust most in this world.

Whether he knows that or not, Evan responded with his usual smile.

"I know."

"Yes. Then, *cough*...!"

"...Are you okay, Stella?"

The coughing fit came just as our conversation was ending.

Hmm. My throat is starting to hurt.

It's probably residual mana that I couldn't expel through the command, causing side effects in my throat.

Of course, I'd anticipated this and had a solution in mind.

"I'm... *cough* fine. But Evan, could you hold my throat?"

"...Your throat?"

Evan asked, looking slightly flustered. Why is he acting like that? He should be used to this by now.

"Yes. As I mentioned before, *cough* if you could absorb the mana around my throat, I'd appreciate it."

"Um... Stella, does it have to be your throat? I could absorb mana from other parts too..."

...

...Is that so?

Evan had a point, but thinking about it again, the throat still seemed most efficient.

Isn't this better than holding hands and such?

"*cough, cough*! I'm sorry, but it's getting more painful. Please, quickly..."

"Ah, alright... excuse me."

When I started coughing severely, Evan reluctantly wrapped his large hand around my throat with careful movements. Given the sensitive area, he was being quite gentle, but the size of his hand still created quite a bit of pressure.

And then, as usual, the warmth flowing into my throat.

"Hnngh..."

I hate to admit it, but the warmth that comes when the mana is absorbed feels quite pleasant.

If you can't avoid it, enjoy it, right?

"*cough* You can... squeeze harder. It's fine."

"Uh, what? O-okay."

Right now, I feel a different kind of heat. It seems like a throbbing sensation I've felt once before.

Well, whatever.

Good is good, isn't it?

*

"Now, let's really get started. With our work."

The Saintess came the next day.

Ch.73 - EP 4. Picking Up The Pace
When you offer a hundred sacrifices, a hundred rewards always return.

Equivalent Exchange.
That's the most fundamental condition for establishing divinity.

The Moonlight Church, those who created me, knew this better than anyone.

After causing the "Miracle of the Full Moon" long ago, the Moonlight Church suffered a continuous decline in followers.

Whether it stemmed from the superiority complex of the higher-ups, or from failing to consistently demonstrate miracles—the basic requirement for a religion's existence.

A decrease in faith leads to a decrease in divinity, which in turn leads to a further decrease in faith.

Of course, the Moonlight Church had a grand plan.
If that plan were realized, the church would regain the same prominence as when they raised that great full moon—no, an even greater status.

But if this decline in divinity continued, the completion of that plan would obviously be delayed.

So before their grand plan, they established a smaller first-phase plan.

That was the return of the Saintess, who had disappeared long ago and hadn't been seen since.

It was a definitive method to revive their diminishing divinity.
Of course, that wasn't an easy process either.

When you offer a hundred sacrifices, a hundred rewards always return.

To create me, they poured countless efforts into it.

Given that much investment, they wouldn't be satisfied unless they worked me more than a hundred times over.

No thanks.

I'll escape from their clutches somehow, running and running until they can't find any value or return on their investment.

Why, you ask?

Well...

Because that seems more fun.
And I can't stand feeling trapped.

For that, I'll need to take down that Cardinal first.

The shocked expression on that statue-like person's face...

I wonder what it will look like?

*

After completing the power assessment, the day passed without any particular issues.
If I had to mention something, it would be that Erhen got caught by security guards for shooting something in the forest and received disciplinary action.

And with that, today dawned.

It was an ordinary day like any other.

And that fact actually made me more terrified.

In horror movies, jump scares always happen right when the protagonist relaxes after being extremely tense, don't they?

Right now, I felt like the protagonist in such a horror movie.

The Saintess clearly accepted my offer to work together, but for some reason, she hasn't appeared.

Since things seemed to progress quite quickly in the original story, my anxiety increased.

As we can see from jump scare examples, humans are more stressed by an atmosphere where something might or might not appear, rather than something suddenly jumping out without warning.

While stress might be intentional in horror movies, having to be on edge about when the Saintess—a being who could genuinely threaten my life—might pop up was a different matter.

My stress-induced gastritis, which had calmed down somewhat after seeing the Sword Saint unexpectedly behave... well, after seeing him pierce through me, seemed to be flaring up again.

And for someone like me who knew an extremely effective but unusable stress-relief method, this situation itself caused additional stress.

"Haah."

"Oh? Why the sudden sigh? It's making people depressed."

When I let out a deep sigh due to my mood, Erhen, who was walking beside me toward the lecture hall, spoke without any filter as usual.

For someone who had received disciplinary action and had to write something like a reflection letter all day, she seemed to be in quite a good mood.

"Ah... it's nothing. I just have some things on my mind."

"Worries?"

Erhen asked with slightly widened eyes.

What, did she think I lived without any worries?

From the beginning, I belonged to the category of people with many concerns.
From that perspective, the Saintess, whose actions I couldn't predict at all, doubled those worries.

Moreover, if I were to work with the Saintess...

"Is it perhaps related to Evan?"

"Kup, no. It's not that. Why does every conversation these days head in that direction?"

With Erhen's sudden mention of Evan, I could only deflect with a very suspicious cough.

Erhen looked at me with extremely suspicious eyes, but this time I couldn't help it.

Because it was true.

"...Damn it."

Another reason the Saintess caused me stress.

It was that I couldn't imagine the Saintess and Evan, for whom I was currently acting as secretary, getting along well.

No, actually, it would be fortunate if they just didn't get along. Honestly, I thought there was a high possibility they might end up in a life-or-death struggle.

I don't know why Evan hates the Moonlight Church so much, but I know that emotion is far from shallow.

Just recently, that usually smiling Evan's face completely froze at the mere mention of the Saintess.

At that moment, except for when I first met him, it was the first time I felt scared of Evan.

Isn't there a saying that people who don't usually get angry are scarier when they do?

"...Still."

It wasn't too bad, I think.

It was definitely scary, but seeing that unexpected side of him—a side of him I didn't know—was quite interesting.

How should I put it? It felt like I was being scolded by him, which was strangely fascinating.

I rubbed my neck while thinking about this.
Perhaps because of yesterday's experience, the part my hand touched felt somewhat hot.

"What's with that expression while touching your neck? Huh!?"

While I was doing this, Erhen, who had been watching me, started to say something but then jumped like a startled cat.

What's going on? Why is she acting like this?
When I looked at Erhen with slightly surprised eyes, she pointed at my neck area with a slightly trembling finger and asked.

"W-what's that mark on your neck, Stella? It, it looks like a handprint..."

...Ah.
So that's what it was.

Indeed, there was a slightly reddish mark like a handprint on my neck from yesterday's incident.

It seems this happens when there's direct skin contact.
Even when we held hands before, my hand turned quite red.

With such thoughts, I casually tried to answer.

"Ah, this is from Evan..."

...No, I was about to say that.

I realized mid-sentence.
If I said Evan grabbed me and caused this, his image would become extremely ambiguous.

Even if I explained he was trying to absorb my mana, it would still sound strange.

In other words, I had no good explanation.

Even now, Erhen's eyes were darting around aimlessly.

"...Um, it's not what you think..."

"To make such a request to me not long ago, and then to engage in such play..."

I tried to change my words quickly, but it seemed too late as Erhen's face turned bright red and she muttered something while looking at me.

What? Play?

"S-Stella, are you a pervert?!"

"Huh? No, suddenly what..."

"D-don't answer! It's contagious!!"

Erhen started spouting incomprehensible words in that state.

Erhen was already known to be a million years removed from her original character, with impulsive behavior and eccentricity as her default, but today she seemed particularly unmedicated.

"I-I supported it, but not to this extent. M-my Stella wasn't like this!"

Then she shouted loudly and ran ahead of me.

"...??"

What was that, really?
And what's with "my Stella"?

Even for someone naturally high-strung, this was a bit much.

I had planned to stick with her all day because I was scared to be alone, but that plan was ruined.

"What if the Saintess appears while I'm like this..."

"So tada, here I am!"

And behind me, a vibrant voice rang out.

Unlike Erhen's bright voice that seemed to come from a head full of flowers, this brightness felt like moonlight reflecting and shining—a brightness that felt out of place.

Speak of the devil and he shall appear, as they say.

Or is it, "Even in a tiger's den, you'll survive if you keep your wits about you"?

The difference is that a tiger would die if you cast magic at it or cut its throat, but what was behind me probably wouldn't.

"......."

I turned my head, which felt stiff, to look behind me.

As expected. The figure of the Saintess, smiling brightly, was standing behind me somehow.

I hadn't sensed her presence at all.

"Oh, hello...?"

"Yes! Hello!"

The Saintess greeted me like that, then stepped back a pace or two before speaking with an even deeper smile.

"Now. Let's officially begin. Our work."

...As expected.
It seemed the time had finally come.

I could tell just by the fact that the Saintess had personally come to find me.

"...I'll finish this as quickly as possible."

I knew from the original story who the followers of the false god were.
Of course, I couldn't just point them out as if I'd received divine revelation, as that would arouse suspicion. I would play the deduction game with the Saintess, but I could finish it much faster than in the original story.

Given the connection with the Paladin, Ian, and the protagonist, they wouldn't deal with it immediately, but still, the progress could be significantly faster.

"Even though Evan asked to work together..."

Honestly, I didn't particularly want to do that.
Partly because it was something I could finish quickly on my own, but more than that...

"I don't want to put them together."

To be honest, that was it.

It was obvious that being with the Saintess would cause him a lot of stress, and honestly, I was worried... That's all.

That was my true feeling.

So, the best thing for my well-being would be to progress quickly and say goodbye to the Saintess.

"...Alright. So, right now...?"

"Oh, Stella?"

Just as I was about to suggest starting right away based on that judgment, I ran into someone walking into the alley.

As I said before... speak of the devil and he shall appear.

"Earlier, Erhen was saying something while looking at me and then ran away, perhaps..."

Evan, who was approaching me with a bright expression, not immediately noticing the Saintess behind me, had his expression freeze in an instant.

Well, that's just my luck.

...Anyway, this is how a peculiar three-person party, completely different from the original story, was formed.

Ch.74 - EP 4. Discomfort
Chapter 75. Displeasure

The air in the academy felt twice as murky as usual, perhaps because a false god was currently making a contract with a cadet.

It wasn't suffocating, but definitely irritating. And in that murky air, an even more stifling silence lingered in the hallway where I stood.

It was quiet. Well, neither I, the Saintess, nor Evan were saying anything.

But knowing the hidden bombs beneath this trio, the silence sounded to me like nothing but the ticking of a bomb timer.

"......."

Evan scanned me and the Saintess alternately with his red eyes. His eyes and mouth were smiling as usual, but there wasn't a trace of joy in them.

"...Oh my. Aren't you the Second Best Student?"

In that suffocating silence, the Saintess spoke first, wearing her usual bright smile.

One second. Two seconds. Three seconds.

The silence continued despite the Saintess's greeting. Cold sweat formed on my forehead, and just when the lack of response would normally seem strange—

"...Yes. You're the Saintess, right? First time seeing you since that incident."

Evan answered the Saintess's greeting with a smile.

His surface reaction was similar to when we first met the Saintess because of the pickpocket, but his expression seemed several times colder now.

Somehow, his hostility seemed even more intense than before.

"By the way, what brings Stella and the Saintess together...?"

Evan asked with an expression of genuine curiosity about why we were together, pretending not to know what he already knew.

Of course, interpreting the true meaning of his question, it was more like "What are you up to with her?"

The Saintess looked back and forth between me and Evan with an innocent expression, then clapped her hands lightly as if she'd realized something.

"Ah, you two were together back then, weren't you? If you're asking about her whereabouts, you must be quite close!"

This might have seemed like the Saintess's usual bright response, but looking at the content again, it could be interpreted as "Who are you to interfere? What are you to her?" or something like that.

Of course, since it was the Saintess speaking, I couldn't say anything even if she was just speaking in her usual manner.

"Haha, we're fairly old friends. So... why is Stella with the Saintess?"

Evan countered with what amounted to "None of your business, just answer me."

If these were ordinary people, I might have found their evasiveness amusing, but given who they were, I couldn't watch comfortably at all.

Evan was at least within the range of humans with normal thinking, not the type to suddenly attack the Saintess out of hatred or anything, but...

"Well... Stella has something to do with me. Something very important."

"Important... is it."

The Saintess was different. Though I thought she probably wouldn't do anything since we were in the middle of a main episode, she was the type of character who might suddenly decide to blow off Evan's head if she got angry—not strange at all for her character.

If that happened, Evan wouldn't just take it either. He might draw his sword as if he'd been waiting for it.

Evan was my only card against the Sword Saint within me.

If Evan got hurt squabbling with the Saintess whose true power he didn't even know, it would be my loss.

I had to prevent that, so I decided to intervene in this tedious battle of nerves.

"Um, Saintess? I'm sorry, but could Evan join us for this task?"

"With the Second Best Student?"

"Yes. I can vouch for his strength, and I think it would be an honor for him... please!"

Originally, I had planned to finish everything without Evan finding out, but now that we'd run into him, I had to bring him along.

It wouldn't be a bad thing from the Saintess's perspective either. According to the character guide, the Saintess was extremely reluctant to display her power in front of others.

That's why she hired the protagonist in the original story, and now me. From her perspective, more manpower meant a higher chance of resolving this issue.

Of course, for me who knew all the details of this incident, it was like using a dragon-slaying sword to kill a chicken, but the Saintess probably didn't know that yet.

After I finished my calculations and tried to persuade the Saintess, she seemed to be in thought.

"Hmm... it's according to plan, but an Isenberg might when we encounter... hmm..."

"Saintess?"

"Well, fine!! Let's have him join us too!"

Fortunately, the Saintess's answer was positive.

Seeing the Saintess move according to my thoughts, this matter must be quite important to her.

"Then, Saintess. Could you explain the details to me and Evan?"

"Yes! I will!"

Evan wouldn't know the details even if I did. And I needed to check if there were any differences from the original story.

The Saintess stretched her arms and began explaining with slightly exaggerated movements.

"Right now, I sense something very alien in this academy! What usually gives me such a feeling is only one thing! A false god has entered the academy!"

Hmm. Apart from her tone being slightly stronger than in the original, there were no changes. It would have been really troublesome if things had changed this much, so that was fortunate.

"Um, but Saintess... how can you sense that? I don't feel any discomfort at all."

As the Saintess was explaining enthusiastically, Evan asked her a question.

Hmm. That was certainly a curious point. But he doesn't feel anything? Even I could feel the air becoming murky.

Perhaps Evan just wanted to find fault with her. I was really starting to wonder why he hated the Moonlight Church so much.

"Oh, you don't feel it? Maybe you're not pickled enough yet..."

"...Pardon?"

"Well, you might be curious! To explain simply, souls that receive a god's blessing find the influence of other gods extremely unpleasant!"

Oh. This was information that wasn't well explained in the original or the character guide. So that's how the Saintess could detect the intrusion of a false god faster than anyone else.

"For reference, depending on the strength of that other divine rank, the 'unpleasantness' can have different effects, but since it's not that severe, I've determined it must be a false god!"

"Oh..."

"But! With such a weak divine rank, it's almost impossible for me to pinpoint it exactly! That's where your role comes in! You just need to bring me anyone who looks suspicious!"

The Saintess explained kindly, surprisingly.

...So we're just going around by ourselves?

"...Then, should I look around the academy with Evan?"

"That's right! If anyone refuses to come, show them this and drag them along! Anyone who doesn't want to be branded a heretic will follow obediently!"

The Saintess said, holding out her crescent-shaped necklace. This was an item that appeared in the original story, described as having tremendous administrative power since the Saintess wore it.

In the original, the Saintess personally used that necklace to bring in suspicious people and verify whether they were followers of the false god, but for some reason, she was entrusting it to us this time and doing something else.

This made things easier for me since I already knew the culprit. I just needed to round up a few people, include the real culprit among them, and bring them to the Saintess.

"It's fine even if they're not the one, just bring lots and lots! I have my own things to do, so I'll be going now! Well then, dismissed!"

The Saintess clapped her hands once and said that, then suddenly disappeared. Whether appearing or leaving, she was truly a mysterious figure.

"......."

Well, anyway. Now I needed to proceed as quickly as possible.

"...Shall we go then?"

"Yeah. Let's."

When I looked at Evan and spoke, he turned his head to face me and smiled.

Thankfully, I didn't feel the same chilling aura as before.

*

To cut to the conclusion, the culprit was one of the first-year knight department students. His name was... Tom? Tommy? He passed by so quickly in the original story that even with my memory, I couldn't remember well. That's how much of a minor character he was.

To summarize very briefly: he barely made it into Class A, and as the weakest in Class A, his inferiority complex grew. The stress made him fail the written exam, putting him at risk of failing out. With excessive expectations from his family and other complicated factors, he exploded and turned to following a false god.

Like a typical extra male villain in a romance fantasy novel, he showed all the ugliness a male villain could show when confronting the protagonist, then exited.

As the person who essentially started this episode, the sooner we caught him, the smoother things would go.

So we were waiting in front of the library where he was said to always hang out.

"...Do you think that person is a follower of the false god?"

"Yes, I do."

While waiting in front of the library, I answered Evan's question without hesitation.

Before, I might have made clumsy excuses with all sorts of explanations about how I knew this, but now I knew he trusted me.

So I told him straight. Because I was confident that Evan would believe me.

"...I see. If you say so, then it must be true."

As expected, Evan just nodded and accepted it without any doubt or questions. I was deeply grateful for that.

"Oh, he's coming out."

"...!"

And at that moment, the follower whose face we had checked in advance walked out of the library.

As described in the original, he had a gloomy, dark appearance. With that look, it would be more strange if he wasn't following a false god.

Considering that everyone gets some level of visual enhancement in this romance fantasy world, it was truly unfortunate for him.

Feeling a bit of pity for him inside, I approached him, leaving Evan behind.

"Excuse me, are you Tom Reinhardt?"

"...?"

In the original story, he showed all sorts of ugly behavior toward Elysee de Iris, the top student of the magic department, due to his inferiority complex before being taken away. But he probably wouldn't act that way toward me.

After all, I hadn't particularly stood out in the magic department.

"If you don't mind, would you come with me..."

"What, a woman like you... approaching me first?"

A typical line that shattered my thoughts in just one second.

I had just tried to start a normal conversation, but his immediate mention of "woman" confirmed he was indeed a villain from a romance fantasy novel.

As I felt sorry for him and reached into my pocket to take out the Saintess's necklace, he grabbed my wrist tightly.

"Huh?"

"Wait, now that I look at you, aren't you that girl from the magic department? You've been staring at me since that duel... Are you interested in me?"

Tom whatever-his-name-was looked at me with the sticky desire typical of male villains in romance fantasy novels.

What? He's saying I was looking at him during the duel? The only duel I paid close attention to was Evan's. After that, I was caught by the Sword Saint and was too scared to do anything else.

I might have felt pity for this guy who could only speak this way, but I couldn't tolerate that sticky gaze being directed at my favorite character.

No, more than that, I felt uncomfortable as his eyes seemed to scan my body.

Plus, even though he was the weakest, he was still from the knight department, and his rough hand was painfully squeezing my forearm.

It was completely different from the pleasant pressure I felt when Evan grabbed my neck. This was just an unpleasant feeling crawling like bugs.

As I was about to open my mouth to say something in that mood—

"Well, if you really want to, later I'll—AAAAARGH!!"

Evan crushed the unpleasant arm that was holding my wrist.

"...What the hell is this guy?"

And then, the same cold gaze he had when looking at the Saintess. No, an even colder gaze, like he was looking at garbage.

...Something started throbbing again. Evan was truly frightening.

Ch.75 - EP 4. Crossing The Line
## Chapter 76: Crossing the Line

Originally around this time—specifically, a few days before and after the anniversary—Evan's mood was always at its worst.

Even his usual nightmares grew more intense during this period, as if someone had thrown logs onto the fire, and he often went several days without sleep.

Already stressed during this time of year, this year was even worse for Evan.

What could be the reason?

Was it because his secretary and the Saintess had planned something without his knowledge?

While that fact itself made Evan quite anxious deep down.

But what truly stressed him was the fact that he felt anxious about it in the first place.

After what happened to the person most precious to him, Evan consciously avoided getting unnecessarily close to anyone.

A taut bowstring only increases the force of the arrow it launches.

Precious things only make you feel the fall more deeply when they disappear.

Evan knew this painfully well.

He always greeted everyone with a smile.

With his approachable demeanor and his ability to discern truth that developed after that day, he could have gotten close to anyone.

Yet none of those people could cross the arc Evan had drawn at the corners of his mouth for his own protection.

So feeling emotions for such people—erasing that arc from his lips—made no sense to Evan.

And so, now.

Evan couldn't understand the violent emotions rising within him, making him dizzy.

His voice, hanging in his throat as if it had physical form, sounded cold even to his own ears.

He needed to calm down, calm down. Getting excited in this situation wasn't like him.

"Ugh, y-you, what are you, you crazy bastard...!"

He looked down at the owner of the arm he was gripping.

Small, gloomy eyes, wide with pain and surprise.

Greasy hair that looked like it might drip oil.

Dirty fingernails and a blotchy face from poor hygiene came into view one after another.

"......."

This filth had put his hands on Stella.
Without any warning, forcefully.

With these, dirty, hands.

*Crack!*

"Ah."

He had certainly tried to calm himself.
Somehow, his anger, like oil, floated above his clean reason, and he unconsciously applied force.

...A bit too much force.

The other person appeared to be from the Knight Department... but judging by the fact that this was the first time Evan had seen his face, he must be at the bottom of Class A.

And Evan was the second strongest in Class A, excluding the Sword Saint.

There was no way this person could withstand the emotional grip of someone like Evan.

"Ugh, aaaaargh!!"

"E-Evan?"

Between the gloomy screams, Stella's unusually flustered voice reached his ears with clarity.

"...This."

"Ah, I'm grateful for your help, but this is..."

"Since it's come to this, you must be a follower!"

Evan didn't want to be the kind of madman who breaks someone's wrist with his bare hands in front of Stella.

Of course, thinking about it again, the guy deserved it, but whether she would think the same was uncertain.

"You, do you believe in some strange god?"

"W-what nonsense are you spouting, appearing out of nowhere...!"

As expected, he wouldn't answer right away.
Confirming this unsurprising fact, Evan chose to apply more pressure to his grip rather than attempt complex persuasion.

"Answer."

"Ugh, aaaaargh!! Y-yes, I do!!"

.

..

...Truth.

This unpleasant person before him was indeed a follower of that false god or whatever, just as Stella had said.

"He's right. How did you know, Stella?"

Fortunately, indeed.
Evan thought as he applied more pressure to his grip.

For a while, mournful screams echoed through the corridor in front of the library.

*

"Sob, sob sob. Sob."

"......."

I was now, quite embarrassingly, dragging a grown man tied up with something like rope.
And he was crying like a child.

-What, what is that?

-What's going on, is he a criminal?

The gazes around us were somewhat strange.

Most of those gazes were directed at this guy crying behind me, so I tried to make him stop crying, but...

"Sob, sob. It hurts so much..."

Clutching his dangling wrist, he showed no signs of stopping his tears.

Well, he did look like he was in pain, but isn't this guy from the Knight Department?

Of course, I'd probably cry too if that happened to me.

Look how red that wrist is.
If I were grabbed by the wrist by Evan like that guy...

Grabbed...

Tightly...

...Anyway.
Evan's handling of the situation today was a bit excessive.

If he had always been that kind of person, I'd understand.
It's a fact that isn't often revealed these days because I've been making too many blunders, but Evan, my lord, was originally more of a poker face than me, at least during normal times.

I hadn't seen him lose that smile even once during the three years before entering the Academy.

Of course, that wasn't limited to just his smile; Evan was basically kind to most people.

"Um, Evan?"

"Hmm? What is it?"

These days, it felt like he was drawing a line, but anyway, Evan had always shown reasonable behavior and speech.

The violent behavior of completely crushing someone's arm just because a close friend had their wrist grabbed was unfamiliar, whether by original story standards or by the standards of the past three years.

"Ah, nothing. We can't keep dragging him around like this, so let's put him somewhere."

I quickly swallowed what I was about to say and changed the subject.
Of course, it was necessary. I really didn't want to keep dragging a person around like walking a dog.

Besides, if the person in question was this gloomy-looking guy, and considering that disgusting feeling when he grabbed my hand earlier.

It seemed better for me, Evan, and even this guy if he wasn't kept nearby.

And if a professor caught us like this, we'd have no excuse.

But I couldn't think of a place to put him, and while I was trying to use my brain a little.
Evan spoke to me.

"Ah, Stella. What about that place?"

"...That place?"

"You know, the place we use for dueling. No one knows it's there, so I think it would be good."

Then I remembered the training ground embedded in the top floor of Eleanor Hall, whose identity was unknown even to the staff.

Indeed, if it's there...

"There might be more people to catch, right? If so, I think that place would be perfect since it's spacious."

"...That's right. Good idea."

"Not at all."

In truth, it was because I didn't want the Saintess to know I had identified the culprit in one go, but anyway, we did need to catch a few more people.

I wouldn't bring them in as roughly as this one, but it would be better to have a space where we could gather them.

So I headed to Eleanor Hall with the culprit in tow, inwardly admiring Evan's idea.
Though I still couldn't shake the uneasiness in my heart.

*

"What? You're taking me? Who do you think... I-I'm sorry! I'll go!!"

"Huh? Investigation? What right do you have... I-I've always been a devout believer!!"

"What are you talking about, I'm dying of sleepiness. Get out quickly... I-I'm wide awake now!!"

The Saintess's necklace was much more effective than I thought.

Since we couldn't just grab anyone, we showed the necklace primarily to people who gave off a similar vibe to the culprit, and though they glared murderously at first, they quickly became model prisoners.

I understand—being designated a heretic is a terrifying thing.

Anyway, in less than a day, the training ground that only Evan and I knew about was filled with quite a few people.

"Is this enough?"

"...Yes. It's sufficient."

Honestly, I might have been a bit overzealous in catching people to avoid the awkward atmosphere with Evan.

Well, with this many, even if I found the culprit all at once, he wouldn't look at me suspiciously.

He'd just think I had good instincts.

And once we find the culprit among them and collect all the seeds of the false god they've scattered, this episode will be roughly over.

Of course, in the original story, they failed to do that and things blew up... but well. This time we caught the culprit early.

"Then... I'll go call the Saintess."

"Ah, let's go together."

"...Alright."

One way or another, the time for Evan and me to be alone finally came.

With that thought, I turned my head slightly and glanced at Evan.

"? What's wrong?"

"...Nothing, it's nothing."

Seeing Evan return to treating me with his usual expression, I felt a stinging sensation in my chest.

Seeing him like that, I couldn't help but recall his cold demeanor from earlier.

Since he maintained a friendly impression most of the time except for Moonlight Church matters, it was quite different, but naturally, it also felt very jarring.

If he had been like that in the original story, I might have been happy that he was finally breaking out of the unattractive, unlikable supporting male lead role, but this was reality now.

The Evan beside me wasn't a character in a novel, and there must be legitimacy and cause for his actions.

"...Um, Evan."

It wasn't that I had no idea what the reason might be.
No, the problem was that I could guess too many reasons.

"Hmm? What's wrong, Stella? Do you have something to say?"

Yes. Evan was currently, to put it bluntly, helping with the affairs of someone he didn't want to be involved with—someone he had even declared revenge against—all because of me.

Even someone with no sense of awareness would know that Evan's feelings toward the Moonlight Church weren't light at all, and I had been watching him like that for over three years.

From my perspective, if I were to put myself in Evan's situation...

-Hello? So you're my son.

.

..

...

Ugh.

Suddenly, memories from my past life came flooding in, making me dizzy.

When I applied those memories I didn't want to recall to the current Evan.

I suddenly felt so disgusted that I had to suppress a wave of nausea.

...Fuck.

"...Stella? What's wrong? Your complexion..."

"No, it's, it's nothing."

...Damn it.

Evan was too kind to me.

Because he treated me so kindly, because he trusted even someone like me absolutely.

I, who thought loneliness was a luxury, was causing him such trouble.

"No, your face right now is really—"

"...Evan. Your, your tie is crooked."

"...What?"

I cut off Evan's words and moved a little ahead of him to face him.

What I saw was a face that genuinely seemed concerned about me.
And a tie that was, for some reason, neatly tied.

I grabbed that tie, deliberately loosened it a bit, and then began retying it.

Doing this made me feel a little better somehow.

"Um... Evan."

"...S-Stella?"

After retying the loosened tie.
I rested my forehead against Evan's chest where the newly straightened tie hung.

His chest felt broad and firm, befitting someone from the Knight Department.

At the same time, I could feel his trembling from surprise.

...Damn it. Why am I acting like this again?

It wasn't an action I took with any particular intention, but realizing what I was doing made my face flush a little.

...Still, I needed to say what I had to say.

"...I'm always sorry."

What I wanted to say was closer to "thank you."
But somehow, those words wouldn't come out.

Somehow, if I said those words, I felt like I would cross the line I had drawn inside me. And the line he had drawn.

That was it.
That was the only reason.

And until we found the Saintess, we walked together in silence.

Without saying a word to each other.

*

"Oh, as expected of the talent I chose. You have good instincts, don't you?"

"I-is that so?"

The Saintess took a quick look at the people I had rounded up and made that assessment.

Well, there were about 20 people here, and if I found the real follower among those 20 at once, it would make sense.

She's not suspicious of me, is she?

With that concern in mind, I looked at the Saintess.
Her lips curved into their usual arc as they opened.

"Everyone here is a follower!"

.
.
.
.

'What did she say?'

As always, the fracture came suddenly.

Like now, unexpectedly.

...The Academy's second major episode.

It was the second fracture.

Ch.76 - EP 4. Holy Knight
The ice-cold wind swept through the black and white robes of a man standing at the summit of a mountain connected to Maira Forest, which bordered the Academy. The forest itself had a mana concentration dozens of times higher than normal places.

His dark eyes gazed down at the Academy below.

"So it begins, I see."

Cardinal Ureon Pascal, who had come from the main church, could clearly sense the strange energy surging from the Academy. Aside from the Saintess, who was in a league of her own, he possessed the strongest divine power in the church.

"Are... are all those energies from false gods?" asked Ian, a Paladin with such delicate features he almost appeared androgynous, sounding somewhat frightened.

Ureon was surprised that Ian could sense the energy at all, having not expected much from him.

"Oh? You can see it? Yes, indeed. Though at this scale, it might be a bit premature to call it merely a false god."

Ureon narrowed his vision. Among the murky energy enveloping the entire Academy, he spotted a being with divine power so strong it was almost blinding.

It was an absurdly powerful divine energy. Having devoted his entire life to faith, Ureon knew just how unprecedented this amount was.

No matter how many "sacrifices" had been used, the ability to absorb all that divine power was the Saintess's own talent.

She was truly beloved by the Main God.

*What's that beside her?*

Next to her was another source of divine power—weaker, but still quite strong. Not only was it powerful, but it shone almost as brightly as the Saintess standing beside it.

*What could that be... Ah, an Isenberg.*

He had heard that the Isenberg heir, a byproduct of the Saintess Birth Plan, was at the Academy, but he hadn't expected him to be accompanying the Saintess.

It was puzzling, considering the entire Isenberg family despised the Moonlight Church and rejected it with almost obsessive fervor.

*Could the Saintess have reformed him through her character? No, that's impossible. Perhaps she's blackmailing him? Still, it's unexpected.*

And next to these two familiar divine powers was...

Was...

*What in the world is THAT?*

Cardinal Ureon flinched and tried to focus his divine sight again. Just then, a voice interrupted him.

"Can... can the Saintess and I handle all of those by ourselves?"

Though the question was disruptive as Ureon tried to look more closely, he couldn't ignore a question from the youngest Paladin.

Ureon answered, pretending he hadn't seen anything unusual.

"Well, I can't say how large this false god will grow. But with you and the Saintess, you should be able to handle any ordinary divine entity."

"I-Indeed...!"

*Though it's certainly not an ordinary entity,* Ureon thought to himself.

As a mere Bishop in title, he had no obligation to reveal more to Ian.

Even if Ian and the Saintess failed.

No. He was certain they would fail.

That way, he could pull the Saintess out of the Academy.

And then he would handle it himself.

Faith doesn't always stem from pious and holy emotions.

Nor does it need to.

That was his belief, and the current doctrine of the church.

"Now, it's your turn, Ian. You are currently a student at the Academy. You understand?"

"Yes!"

He smiled at the innocent-looking Paladin who seemed to know nothing.

And so the Paladin entered the Academy.

This happened about a day before Stella captured twenty followers.

*

"W-What did you say?"

When faced with an unbelievable truth delivered with absolute clarity, most people's first reaction is denial.

And right now, I was experiencing exactly that stage.

All these people—the twenty or so individuals filling this Training Ground—were ALL followers?

My legs wobbled for a moment.
What kind of mess was this variable creating?

In the original story, there was only one follower—that guy still sniffling and holding his wrist over there.

The seed of the false god inside him was supposed to bloom when his inferiority complex exploded, turning him into a puppet by exploiting his weak mental state—a common storyline.

As a puppet, he would unknowingly carve life-draining formations on Academy cadets until the protagonist caught him.

The false god, having received "sacrifices," would then possess his body, inevitably fight the protagonist's group, lose, and end the episode.

Because I caught him early based on my knowledge of the original story, the number of engravings he made should be minimal.

Finding and removing those engravings with the help of the soon-to-arrive male Paladin protagonist and female lead would maintain the original plot while preventing a major incident—a win-win situation that seemed to be resolving smoothly... or so I thought.

But with so many followers of the false god, estimating the number of engravings already made was meaningless.

And what about the false god that would descend with the power of those countless engravings?

Could we even call it a "false god" anymore?

I felt dizzy for a moment, but I needed to focus on resolving the situation.

"Yes! You did well! This level of accuracy would be impossible for anyone below priest rank in the church! However...."

The Saintess, who had been praising me with a bright expression, suddenly grew serious again.
Even she hadn't anticipated the scale of this incident.

Considering what this event meant to her, it must be quite shocking, though perhaps not as much as it was to me.

"...This has grown twice as large as I expected."

With an expression of dismay uncharacteristic of her, the Saintess began interrogating the twenty gathered followers.

"What have you all been doing for the past three days?"

"I-I can't remember clearly, Saintess...!"

"Then I'll help you remember."

*Slash!*

Her method was extremely simple. Every time one of the followers claimed they couldn't remember, the Saintess would cut off one of their limbs.

"AAAAARGH!!"

"Now. Again. What do you remember doing over the past three days?"

"I-I really can't remem—"

*Slash!*

According to my memory and the setting, they truly couldn't remember, but the Saintess continued her interrogation, indiscriminately cutting off their limbs.

When too much blood flowed, she would heal them with her nearly infinite divine power, then cut again and resume questioning.

Surprisingly, information actually began coming out of their mouths.

"I-I placed marks on nearby cadets."

"Marks? What kind of marks?"

"I-I don't really know—"

"..."

"I really don't know this! Please don't cut off any more limbs...!"

Amazingly, through her brutal interrogation, the Saintess discovered they had been placing marks on people for some purpose.

Unfortunately, they truly seemed to know nothing beyond that...

"Well, it's obvious. They're marks that act as transmission devices to offer life force to the false god."

*Slash!!*

The Saintess said this while cutting off the arm of the person in front of her, then reattaching it.

As expected of a Saintess, she was knowledgeable in this area.

"This is bad. At this rate..."

"W-What should we do, Saintess...?"

I cautiously asked her, seeing her show a troubled expression for the first time since I'd met her.

Now that the scale of the incident had grown far beyond what I knew, the Saintess's help was, regrettably, essential.

Fortunately or unfortunately, the Saintess seemed to share my thoughts.

"We'll have to solve this by running around. Of course, with you alongside me."

"..."

Looking at the Saintess who smiled brightly as if she had never frowned, I felt it coming.

*

"There shouldn't be... too many followers. If there were more, we'd be seeing noticeable victims by now."

"I-I see."

The Saintess said this as we walked down the corridor.

That was fortunate to hear. If there had been more, we might truly have had no way to handle the situation.

"What's urgent now are the victims currently being heavily affected by the marks. In cases like this, it would be people with weak bodies."

The Saintess's words certainly made sense.

Of course, coming from her, she probably wasn't saying this out of concern for the suffering people, but because the faster the life force of weak people was drained, the faster the false god's descent would be.

"But... how do we identify them?"

"Identification is easy. By now, people with weak bodies or strong rejection reactions should be collapsing."

"The problem is what comes after we find them," the Saintess said, bringing her face close to mine.
She was so close that I could see myself reflected in her moon-like eyes.

"...?"

"...What are you doing?"

Evan immediately pulled me toward him, interfering.
I was startled by how close she had suddenly gotten.

The Saintess, ignoring both my reaction and Evan's action, stared into my eyes and said:

"Your role is crucial here. You're the person who can process these marks most quickly."

"...Pardon?"

My mind froze at the Saintess's words.

She wants ME to do that?

"W-Why me?"

"As I said, I've seen you fight. Your adaptability and formula calculation abilities would certainly be effective in removing these marks."

...Even if you say that, I'm just good at memorization.

From what I gathered from the Saintess's explanation, one of the reasons she had chosen me was because she had considered this kind of situation.

I'd try since she asked, but...

"Wait, can't your divine power handle this?"

"It's not impossible, but..."

According to the original novel, things like demonic energy are typically cleansed by Holy Water or divine power, right?

Just as the Saintess was about to answer my question—

"S-Someone collapsed!!"

A scream came from somewhere in the corridor.
...Over there.

The Saintess, Evan, and I exchanged glances before immediately heading toward the source of the scream.

In this situation, there was pretty much only one reason someone would collapse.

And when we reached the source of the scream:

"Y-You're the Saintess, right? Please help! This person..."

"...?"

There was one cadet panicking and screaming, and beside them lay the original male protagonist with his androgynous appearance that had earned him quite a fan base.

Paladin Ian had collapsed there.


No, come on...


...You're a Paladin, for crying out loud...

Ch.77 - EP 4. Cheating When Done With Others
Ian Yudhia, a Paladin dispatched to the Academy... felt his heart racing at what was essentially his first mission.

And what a mission it was—infiltrating the Academy to eliminate a false god alongside the Saintess!

This was a momentous event.

Despite being the youngest Paladin, this mission could be a crucial turning point in his life, having only recently joined and being a Paladin in name only.

Beyond the basic salary from the Moonlight Church, there were additional rewards for resolving incidents.

It was natural, considering their dangerous profession—preventing false god fragments from gathering across the continent, collecting them for investigation, and dealing with those designated as heretics and cultists.

In any case, this was exactly the first mission he'd been hoping for, given his financial struggles.

Though he felt some anxiety, he was the youngest Paladin with few equals in the order except for those at Vice-Commander rank.

And with the Saintess—the first to appear in the Moonlight Church in centuries—by his side, what couldn't they accomplish?

Incredibly, even a Cardinal from the main church had accompanied him on his first mission.

Of course, he didn't think such a high-ranking official would come just for a novice Paladin's mission, but it was reassuring nonetheless.

The Cardinal was rumored to be as powerful as the Sword Saint within the church.

With this level of support, failure seemed nearly impossible.

Perhaps if he completed this mission brilliantly, he might catch the Cardinal's eye and aim for a higher position in the order.

That would improve his difficult situation—supporting five younger siblings from a poor family.

So, dressed in the Academy uniform he never thought he'd wear, he wandered the corridors somewhat excitedly until he bumped into someone.

And suddenly, an overwhelming heat surged through his heart.

This wasn't some romantic expression—it felt like someone had set fire to his heart, causing such pain that his vision blurred.

"What is... this?"

...And that was his last memory.

*

His name was Ian Yudhia.
A male Paladin character appearing for the first time in this episode, and naturally, one of the protagonist's reverse harem members.

In the original work, I remember him making a cool entrance by blocking minions that appeared as signs of a false god's descent when they tried to attack the protagonist.

While not extremely significant in the story, he quickly grows close to the protagonist due to aligned interests, provoking jealousy from the main male leads, Caille and Erhen.

Outside the story... he was evaluated as a slightly inferior version of Caille with some young nobleman flavor added.
The knight character role was already taken.

Nevertheless, he had his own fan base (in my judgment, shotacons) thanks to his impactful entrance and uniquely boyish appearance and illustrations.

Not like this—found sprawled in a corridor from the beginning.

Well, I suppose with the exponential increase in followers, it's possible for him to be marked.

But isn't he a Paladin?

Isn't it standard that Paladins are immune to demonic energy and other forces? He wasn't even characterized as lacking divine power.

After placing Ian in the infirmary, Evan, the Saintess, and I stood around looking down at him.

Lying on the bed and breathing heavily was Ian, one of the male leads from the original work.

He was certainly pretty-faced, but I didn't feel particularly moved since I disliked this type.

Perhaps because of who I was in my previous life.

I also harbored resentment from constantly receiving ambiguous roles.

In our industry, there were what we called "protagonist looks," "villain looks," and "supporting role looks." Without fitting the "protagonist looks," it was difficult to land leading roles no matter how skilled you were.

I was exactly that case, though I somehow managed through intensive acting practice...

How many days did I spend wishing I looked more masculine while staring in the mirror?

Perhaps as a reaction to that, I didn't particularly like pretty faces.
Unfortunately, Ian was unnecessarily handsome like a typical male lead in romance fantasy novels, making him even more unlikeable to me.

He was somewhat like an upgraded version of my previous self.

Damn it.

Now I've become not just pretty-faced but a beautiful woman.

"Well, let's try the treatment I mentioned earlier," the Saintess finally spoke, pointing to me after we'd observed him for quite some time.

Removing the mark—that was the task the Saintess had assigned to me.

"...Yes, I understand. But what you were about to explain earlier..."

I still wondered why the Saintess had entrusted this to me, so I continued my earlier question.

Honestly, shouldn't something like this shatter with just one breath of divine power from the Saintess?

This was something I'd been curious about since reading the original work.

"Ah, that. It's simple. Divine attributes naturally reject higher divine attributes and cause adverse reactions. And eventually they explode."

"...Adverse reactions?"

What kind of setting was this that I'd never heard of?
Actually, thinking about it, the Saintess might have briefly mentioned this when talking about the illusionary demonic beast incident.

-"Originally, supernatural abilities don't work well on beings with power of a higher rank. I did feel a bit drowsy, but as I said, I cut off a small part and neutralized it."

So from the weaker side's perspective, this becomes an adverse reaction?
Even assuming that's the case, the Saintess's divine attribute shouldn't be overwhelmed by a mere false god, so couldn't she just pour divine power...?

When I looked at the Saintess with that question in my eyes, she continued explaining.

"Of course, if I poured my divine power, it would eventually disappear. But the false god spreading through the Academy is stronger than expected."

"That means..."

"This level of divine attribute would make even decent priests stagger. The adverse reaction from treatment alone could be dangerous."

...Now it made sense why Ian, despite being a Paladin, had collapsed like that.

According to the Saintess, the divine power in one's body acts like white blood cells, and the struggle against the invading false god puts strain on the body.

As a Paladin, his divine power would be quite strong, causing an even more violent adverse reaction.

"Ah, of course, with that much divine power in the body, it would normally just vanish without any effect, but there are only about two people in this Academy with that level of power. Including myself."

That explained why she entrusted this to me.
According to the setting, mana is... the divinity of some powerful lost divine being, so beings with mana would naturally have adverse reactions.

Since I have no mana, I could remove the mark without such side effects.

I'm not sure if the Saintess knew this when she chose me, but I agreed I was the right person for the job.

"...Will you be alright, Stella?" Evan asked with concern.

While he might be worried about me, it was probably more due to his distrust of the Saintess.

I tried to reassure him.

"I think I'll be fine... But are you okay? You don't look well..."

"I'm fine. Worry about yourself at times like this. Stop immediately if it gets difficult."

I found Evan's poor complexion strange, but he dismissed it as unimportant.

Having recently become unusually perceptive to his changes, I knew he was deflecting, but since the cause might be related to me, I decided not to press further.

After all, I had unintentionally forced him to cooperate with someone he really disliked.

"Then... I'll try."

I placed my hand on Ian's chest area to locate the mark... but...

'......?'

The sensation under my hand was telling me something different.
Actually, I had suspected something when I first saw him, but... no, it couldn't be...?

'...Nah.'

For a moment, the face of my second elf friend in this world flashed through my mind, but I quickly shook it away.

Once could be coincidence, but twice would be absurd.
Besides, that wasn't important right now, so I used my Devouring Formula to locate his mark.

"...The mark is around his arm."

It seemed someone had marked him while bumping his shoulder.
I immediately removed my hand from his chest and rolled up his sleeve.

The false god's mark, like black paint roughly scrawled, was located just below his shoulder.

I placed my hand on the mark and extended my mana slightly beyond my fingertips to analyze it.

It definitely had a structure similar to magical formulas, as the Saintess had said.
And a fairly simple structure at that.

I searched through the books I had memorized during my magic studies, comparing them to find a way to reverse-engineer the mark.

As I concentrated with my hand on his arm, Evan carefully asked:

"...Do you think you can do it?"

"...Yes. Somehow."

Honestly, being a false god's power, there wasn't a perfect match, but I felt I was grasping the general framework.
I thought I could probably do it.

"...I'll try now."

"Ugh, mmm..."

Once I understood, there was no need to delay.

...Ian kept making strange groans as if in pain.

'Let's do this.'

I immediately gathered mana along the reverse path I had figured out and channeled it in.

-Whoosh...

Immediately, the black paint-like mark began to fade like ink diluted with water...

"Huh?"

-Slurp.

Then it melted away and flowed into my hand that was holding his shoulder.

And as it spread through my body, an immense pain...

"Ah, cold!"

"A-are you okay, Stella?!"

...didn't come, but suddenly my hand became extremely cold.
Looking at my palm, it had turned red as if buried in snow for a while, but there was no subsequent pain.

Rather, my exaggerated reaction and Evan's excessive concern were more embarrassing.

"Your hand..."

Evan grabbed my reddened hand and pulled it toward him.
He looked like he thought it was some serious side effect.

No, I don't have a hobby of holding hands with men.

When he grabbed it so forcefully...

....

"Huh!!"

As I was caught in sudden confusion, unable to react, Ian suddenly jerked up in bed.

"A-are you alright?"

I finally pulled my hand away from Evan's tight grip and approached Ian.

He was sweating quite a bit, but since his eyes were open, he must be fine now.

"W-what happened...?"

Ian asked in a confused, startled voice.
Well, from his perspective, he suddenly collapsed and woke up to find three people surrounding him, so his confusion was understandable.

Since I needed to explain the situation, I kindly told him:

"Don't worry. You're in the Academy infirmary."

"I-infirmary...?"

"Yes. You collapsed with a false god's mark on your body. We found the mark and removed it. The effect was so strong, it could have been serious."

I explained the situation to Ian, quoting a famous line from an old drama I'd always wanted to use.
According to the original work, he was sent to eliminate the false god and bring down the Saintess, so I didn't add any further explanation about the mark.

"You... y-you saved me?!"

"Well... I suppose so..."

"Th-thank you!!"

When I hesitated in my answer to his question, Ian suddenly grabbed my hand firmly with tears in his eyes.

"I-if I were gone, my siblings would starve... I'm truly grateful..."

"Please let go of my hand first. This sudden behavior is somewhat unpleasant."

True to being a Paladin, his grip on my hand was strong enough to make it tingle.
Again, I had no interest in holding hands with men.

The Ian before me... I was uncertain about that earlier thing, but without confirmation, it was equally unpleasant.

"I-I'm sorry... I was just so grateful..."

Ian quickly removed his hand from mine and began to sob.

Wait, what happened to the young nobleman setting from the original work?
And what? Siblings to support?

As I was processing this nonsensical new information, the Saintess finally spoke from behind me.

"Alright, that's enough. I have questions for you."

"S-Saintess?!"

When the Saintess addressed him, Ian jumped as if startled.

What's with that reaction? Why so surprised?
You came to see the Saintess, didn't you?

As I wondered about his strange reaction, the Saintess asked in a firm tone, showing little interest in his behavior:

"You're a Paladin, aren't you?"

...Wait, you knew?
I looked at the Saintess with slightly surprised eyes, while Ian began to sweat profusely.

"...N-no, I'm not...?"

"Do you know something? Several hundred years ago, my predecessor, the previous Saintess, had eyes that could distinguish truth from lies."

What about me?
The Saintess smiled sweetly as she looked at him, and his expression froze like stone.

"......Hiccup!"

...And for some reason, Evan's expression did too.

[Note: The text ends with what appears to be author notes about a "Pepero Day" celebration and illustrations that were in the original but not part of the narrative.]

Ch.78 - EP. 4 Little Rat
Stella Bell Eckhart's battle with Caille Seirus had been a series of shocking revelations. Throughout the fight, she had inexplicably revealed details about his past that she shouldn't have known, and had nearly broken his demonic sword at the end. This confrontation had a profound impact on those involved.

As a result, not only Elysee but even Caille found themselves strangely drawn to the daughter of the Eckhart Marquisate who possessed no mana whatsoever.

"...I've heard rumors that he's been spending time with the Saintess lately."

"First Isenberg, and now the Saintess..."

Whether they intended to hide their relationship was questionable, but Evan von Isenberg and Stella were clearly closely connected. How the daughter of a formerly low-ranking noble family from the borderlands had formed such a close relationship with the highest-ranking duke in the empire remained a mystery, though somehow it made sense.

But now the Saintess too? Perhaps she had anticipated everything...

*No, that's just speculation.*

Elysee shook her head to dismiss her excessive assumptions. Even so, Stella didn't seem like that kind of person.

The timid impression Stella had made during their first meeting remained vivid in Elysee's mind. She still found it hard to believe that had been an act.

"Anyway, we should focus on the midterm exam... Wait, what's that?"

"Huh? That's..."

Just as they were about to concentrate on preparing for their midterms, Elysee spotted Isenberg carrying someone, accompanied by the Saintess and Stella Bell Eckhart.

"That's... Lord Yudhia?"

Looking more carefully at the strange addition to the group they'd just been discussing, she recognized the Paladin who had risen to the position of Knight Captain in the Moonlight Church in her previous life.

*Why is he here again?*

Caille and Elysee looked at each other briefly, then nodded simultaneously.

This was too intriguing to ignore.

The combination of Isenberg, the Saintess, and Yudhia—all significant figures in their previous lives—plus Stella Eckhart who had recently become their focus of interest.

At this point, following them wasn't just an option but a necessity.

Elysee carefully concealed their presence and sounds with wind and sound spirits as she and Caille cautiously followed the group.

With this level of concealment, no one short of a Sword Saint would be able to detect them.

Their destination turned out to be the Infirmary. Apparently, Yudhia had collapsed due to some physical ailment.

To hear the conversation inside, Caille and Elysee pressed their ears against the door.

An incredible tension enveloped them.

*

"...Hic!"

The moment the Saintess mentioned the previous Saintess's abilities, the atmosphere in the Infirmary froze.

Ian was hiccupping and sweating profusely, while Evan's face had turned so cold it was nearly bloodless.

The Saintess wore her usual enigmatic smile, while I looked around in confusion, unable to grasp the situation.

...What's going on? Why did the mood suddenly change?

Though I didn't understand the sudden chill in the atmosphere, the Saintess's words themselves were intriguing.

The previous Saintess's eyes that could distinguish truth from lies?
This was information that had never appeared in the original novel.

Still, considering the Saintess's usual behavior, it wouldn't be strange if such an ability existed. After all, adding one more unpredictable element to an already unpredictable person wouldn't change much.

However, if such an ability truly existed in her, I would need to raise my guard.

An ability to distinguish truth from lies? That would be my perfect counter.

After all, I am a person composed entirely of lies in this world.

"...Saintess, you..."

"Just a moment, please be quiet. I'm talking with this person, aren't I?"

Evan, with his bloodless face, tried to say something to the Saintess but was cut off.

Judging from the context, he was probably going to say something about that ability, but why would Evan be interested in such a thing?

I was curious too. If someone with such an ability existed, how would they perceive my existence?

They'd probably think I was mentally ill, at best.

Thinking about it that way, it seemed like a truly terrible ability.

Human relationships without pretense, lies, or secrets?

That would be the worst possible match for someone like me who has more to hide than anyone.

If possible, I never wanted to encounter such a thing in my life.

If someone were to draw out my true feelings that even I don't know, I—who lives by deceiving even myself—might truly fall apart.

"Well? What do you think? Have I inherited that ability or not?"

"T-t-that..."

While I was lost in thought, the Saintess continued pressuring Ian.

In the original story, there wasn't much connection between them despite being from the same religion, as Ian's character was designed to be dispatched to cause the Saintess's downfall. But now I could see that, as a religious figure, he was extremely vulnerable before the Saintess.

After sweating so much in such a short time that dehydration seemed a concern, Ian finally revealed himself voluntarily.

"I-I am indeed a Paladin! Please don't designate me as a heretic...!"

Ian suddenly adopted a servile expression, bowing his head deeply to the Saintess.

Wait, why is he acting like this? This wasn't his character at all... He was supposed to be a rigid, aristocratic, devout man with an impenetrable wall around him...

Thinking about it, Evan at least maintained his concept fairly well in the early stages.

While Evan gave me an uncanny feeling when I met him in person—despite seeming normal in the novel—these characters didn't even retain traces of their original selves.

If the first person I'd encountered in this world had been the gender-swapped Erhen or Ian acting like this, I might have quickly realized how different things were from the original work and considered suicide for a quick restart.

In that sense, perhaps being reincarnated as Stella and becoming Evan's secretary was fortunate after all. A thought I couldn't have imagined a few years ago.

"You're under the direct command of the Cardinal... no, that's not it. You just accompanied him here, didn't you?"

"H-how did you know that?!"

"I have my sources."

The Saintess calmly replied to the startled Ian.

Judging by his reaction, the Cardinal's visit to the academy vicinity must have been highly confidential.

"Wait, the Cardinal is here?"

Evan's reaction confirmed this.

He seemed to have forgotten that he needed to maintain a facade in front of the Saintess, asking urgently with bloodshot eyes.

It was understandable, in a way.

Evan hated the Moonlight Church, especially those in high positions, and the Cardinal was essentially the highest-ranking cleric after the Pope.

From Evan's perspective, this was a significant target for his revenge.

As I looked back and forth between the Saintess and Evan with a tense expression, a laugh bordering on mockery escaped the Saintess's lips.

"What, are you planning to go swing a sword at him? I wouldn't recommend it."

"...What do you mean?"

I felt a chill run down my spine at the Saintess's words.
Evan's response sounded like he was asking about the meaning of "swing a sword," but to me who knew the situation, it seemed more like he was questioning why it "wouldn't be recommended."

...This is exactly why I didn't want to accompany them.

"I mean exactly what I said. In your current state, if you face that man, you'll die with... well, not absolute certainty, but about a 90% chance. And I'd find that rather unfortunate."

The Saintess seemed to have seen through Evan's intentions and answered accordingly.

But wait, 90%? While it's true that Evan hasn't reached his peak yet, he should be significantly stronger than he was at this point in the original story.

Is the Cardinal, who barely appeared in the original work, really that powerful?

"...We'll see about that when the time comes."

Evan no longer seemed interested in maintaining his facade, responding to the Saintess with a cracked voice. Glaring at her with a cold gaze and frowning, he looked like a completely different person from when he wore his mask of pretense.

...Since when did the Saintess see through his—our—lies?

"Well, that's not what's important right now. The entire academy is in danger of falling victim to the false god's mark."

The Saintess hesitated briefly at Evan's response but quickly smiled again and changed the subject. She was right. If things continued as they were, something much stronger than in the original story would descend, so we needed to find a solution.

"What exactly is your purpose for coming here?"

The Saintess turned to Ian and asked.
Surprised by her sudden question, he stammered a response.

"Uh, yes? The Cardinal instructed me to assist you, Saintess..."

"...Can you be certain that statement is true?"

"This is really true!"

...Just sent to help? In the original story, he was definitely tasked with stealing the Saintess's achievements to prove her uselessness.

Ian seemed to firmly believe in the Saintess's "truth-discerning eye," despite its highly questionable authenticity.

It would be nonsensical for someone like him to lie to the Saintess in this situation.

...Something must have changed because of the Cardinal's presence.

"In that case, follow this person and protect her. Abnormal phenomena will likely occur within the academy soon."

"M-me?"

The Saintess pointed at me while speaking to Ian.

While strange phenomena did occur around this time in the original story...
Using a valuable resource like a Paladin to guard me?

"...Is that really necessary?"

"Eek!"

Evan looked down at Ian, who was half-lying on the bed, and said this.
He probably meant that with him around, there was no need to assign the Saintess's underling to me.

"It will be necessary. Though he's lying down like this now, he's still a Paladin. With the right technique, protecting oneself with divine power is simple. It's a good match, you see."

That was true. In the original story, Ian demonstrated excellent compatibility against the powers of false gods, befitting his title as a Paladin.

...It's just that his initial impression made him seem less reliable.

"......"

"Let me reiterate—Stella's role is most important to us right now."

Evan seemed to reluctantly accept this, closing his mouth again, and the Saintess continued her explanation.

"We need to remove the marks as quickly as possible. Erasing as many marks as we can before the false god's descent begins—that's the best strategy in our current situation."

"I-I'll do my best!"

Realizing the gravity of the conversation, Ian responded with a rigid, disciplined demeanor.

The Saintess gave him an emotionless smile, paused briefly, then spoke.

"And one more thing. The one who created this situation..."

The Saintess trailed off, but I thought I understood what she was trying to say.
I shifted my gaze as if looking at distant mountains, then slowly opened my mouth.

"There's a... rat among us."

"That's right."

*THUD!*

Suddenly, I thought I heard a sound from the direction I was looking, but that wasn't important right now.

As expected, the Saintess was thinking the same thing.

For me, knowing the original story, I could be certain of this information.

*Someone has interfered.*

If the original events had proceeded with no interference or minimal interference, the current situation indicated that the interference had become more severe or stronger.

In other words, someone deliberately spreading the seeds of the false god exists here now.

Probably an unwelcome... "rat."

*...I think I might know who it is.*

I don't particularly want to provoke them by pointing fingers.
If things can be resolved smoothly, that would be best.

But if not...
I might need to consider it as a last resort.

"Well then, let's begin."

"Y-yes!"

I was lost in thought, and Evan was still pressing his bloodshot eyes with a dissatisfied expression.

In that silence, only Ian responded to the Saintess's words, sweating profusely.

...Will this combination work out?

By the way, what was that thudding sound earlier?

*

About a hundred meters from the Infirmary, in a secluded corner of the academy.

Elysee and Caille, who had run there at full speed, were breathing heavily and dripping with cold sweat.

*D-did they notice us...?*

And not just notice—they had made perfect eye contact.

Elysee felt her hands trembling with fear.

"A-and that conversation..."

It was a moment when Stella's unintended and even unrecognized misunderstanding began to grow.

Ch.79 - EP 4. Jealousy?
Elysee had become so skilled at using spirits to block her presence and sound that she could be said to have reached a certain level of mastery.

However, there was an unavoidable inherent limitation: blocking sounds from her side also meant some loss of sounds from the outside.

"First, let's... try... as before."

Inside the infirmary, the three people excluding Yudhia were gathered around her as she lay on the bed, discussing something.

From what Elysee could make out, it seemed that only Stella Eckhart could heal Ian Yudhia.

*Could she be planning this too?*

The suspicion that Stella was deliberately gathering influential people, which Elysee had tried to erase from her mind, was creeping back.

*No, it's too early to be certain.*

Elysee suppressed these suspicions and focused again on the conversation in the infirmary. Caille also listened intently with similar feelings.

"Then... I'll... try."

Stella Eckhart placed her hand on Ian's chest, seemed to search for something, then rolled up her sleeve and put her hand near his shoulder.

After a moment, when Stella quickly removed her hand...

"Huh!!"

Ian suddenly sat up and looked around, seemingly confused about the situation. Stella briefly explained what had happened.

*If it's about a false god...*

There had indeed been an incident in her previous life. Someone with the Seed of a False God had spread seeds throughout the school, causing significant casualties before being subdued.

She had been preparing for it, knowing it would happen around the time of the midterm practical exam, but never expected it to be connected like this.

As far as she knew, the mark of a false god functioned by draining life force as a sacrifice. From what she heard, it seemed Stella Eckhart had the ability to remove such marks.

*After the Illusionary Demonic Beast incident, now this one too...*

She was suspiciously involved with many prominent figures and major incidents.

The assumption that Stella was handling events alone due to variables Elysee had introduced seemed too simplistic.

It was also strange that someone like her hadn't been visible at the time Elysee left the palace in her previous life.

*Could you possibly be...*

While misunderstandings continued to grow within Elysee, the Saintess's voice was heard again.

"I'll say it again... Stella is... most important."

The Saintess saying something like that? For Elysee, who had somewhat grasped the Saintess's true nature, this statement was extremely shocking.

Had the Saintess already been won over?

Moreover, from what she'd seen earlier, Ian had grabbed Stella's hand in gratitude. This meant that even Ian was now indebted to her.

Elysee felt dizzy. The conversation became harder to hear.

*Perhaps really...*

"...Lady Elysee?"

And then it happened.

"There's a... little mouse."

Stella Eckhart said this while looking directly at where Elysee and Caille were hiding.

"...!!"

"...!!"

Though it was merely a coincidence, her cold impression and typically expressionless face created a terrifying atmosphere for them.

Even Caille felt his heart skip a beat.

"L-let's get out of here!"

"A-acknowledged!"

They ran at full speed away from the infirmary. Despite being masters of physical enhancement through mana, they were sweating profusely and breathing heavily today.

*Concealing presence with spirits should be undetectable except by a Sword Saint.*

Even a Sword Saint couldn't see through it without mana.

But their opponent just did it. A human with no mana had found them using either intuition or superhuman detection abilities.

Elysee caught her breath roughly, and after a while finally spoke.

"For the midterm practical exam strategy, let's make dealing with Stella Bell Eckhart our top priority."

"...That seems like a good decision."

Caille fully agreed with this, thinking he might need to bend his chivalry a bit to face such a monster.

Stella's perfectly planned midterm exam was beginning to go slightly awry.

*

After the Saintess left saying she had other business, a rather bizarre combination by original story standards formed: me, Ian, and Evan.

If this were truly the original story, Evan would likely approach Ian with an energetic attitude while Ian would respond coldly, but...

"Um, may I ask your name?"

"...Stella Eckhart."

"Wow! I mean, ahem. What a wonderful name...!"

"......"

The situation was completely reversed.

At this point, I wonder if I'm not in the Academy Survival Guide but in some fan fiction?

Ian, having ruined his first impression, seemed to think there was no need to hide his true self and spoke to me quite actively. Though he maintained aspects of his original speech pattern, creating a strange disconnect.

"......"

Meanwhile, Evan, who should have been in Ian's current position, was watching us with a somewhat dissatisfied expression, pressing one eye.

He probably lacked the energy to respond with his usual bright smile.

It wasn't surprising after his mental battle with the Saintess.

"As I mentioned earlier, I have no one else to support my siblings. For you to save someone like me... I can't thank you enough!"

"Ah, yes."

Ian approached unnecessarily close, flashing a radiant smile worthy of a male lead in a romance fantasy.

To be honest, it made me extremely uncomfortable.

Am I incompatible with this type?

I don't think I minded before.

"Anyway, as such a person, I'll do my best to protect you!"

When Ian said this while looking at me, Evan's expression worsened further. His smile had completely disappeared.

Well, honestly, I probably wouldn't be much different.

Why is he getting so close to my face?
Though, thanks to that, I could confirm something.

"Weren't you knocked down by the false god's mark?"

"T-that was because I let my guard down...! As the Saintess said, there's no problem now!"

"Let's say that's true. By the way, I'm curious about something."

"Y-yes! Ask me anything!"

Ignoring Ian who was blushing and denying like some poser thug, I asked what I really wanted to know.

"Why did the Cardinal come here?"

"Uh, well, that's... um..."

"Even a superficial reason is fine if you don't know the details."

Of course, I didn't expect Ian, a mere Paladin, to know the real reason.

Rather, what I wanted to know was the official reason—the justification the Cardinal would have given.

It might be closely related to the variables I had introduced.

After hesitating briefly, Ian spoke.

"There was a mass murder in a nearby village. Almost everyone in the village died."

"...I see."

...Such a large-scale massacre didn't appear in the original story.
Was this a variable I caused?

How could I possibly cause something like that...

*Could it be...*

A possibility flashed through my mind, but it wasn't something I could figure out just by thinking about it now. So I decided to change the subject.

"And... there's one more thing I'd like to ask."

"Ah, y-yes! Please ask!"

This time I moved my face closer to Ian's.
His face immediately turned red.

"......"

I saw Evan about to say something but stopping himself.
Sorry to Evan, but this was something I needed to confirm.

"Hey, you..."

"Y-yes!"

"You're a man, right?"

.
.
.

For a moment, a slow silence hung between Ian and me.

Since I was so close to his face, I could see cold sweat pouring down.

Those long eyelashes and red lips that would make even a great beauty jealous.

No, even in a novel... this is too much.
How does no one notice this?

"N-no, I'm not..."

"Should I call the Saintess?"

"...It's true! I'm so sorry!!"

Still believing the Saintess could distinguish truth from lies, Ian closed his eyes tightly and confessed as soon as I mentioned her.

Even Evan seemed surprised at her true identity, his eyes wider than usual.

"Whose name is Ian?"

"It's one of my younger brothers' names...! Please, just don't tell the Saintess..."

Good heavens. Now even a male protagonist using a false name had appeared.

Academy Survival Guide, is this really okay?
Can I trust this?

From what I heard, in typical romance fantasy fashion where the world is always unfair to women, she had no choice but to disguise herself as a man because women had difficulty becoming Paladins.

Erhen was simply a woman, Ian was a woman disguised as a man, and Evan was someone who approached with a purpose from the beginning.

At this point, Academy Survival Guide wasn't a reverse harem but just a pure love story with Caille featuring suspiciously many female characters.

As I looked at the person using Ian's name with a dejected heart, she turned her head away, sweating profusely.

It seemed to be quite a troublesome secret.
And then.

"Kyaaaa!!"

"...!!"

From down the corridor, a woman's scream was heard.
Probably the influence of the false god beginning to manifest.

"I-I'll go!! Please stay here, I'm enough on my own!"

Suddenly Ian's expression brightened and she ran quickly toward the sound.
She must have been truly embarrassed.

"I should also..."

"We should stay here. You don't look well either."

I blocked Evan who was trying to follow her.
The compatibility between a Paladin and the power of a false god was the worst possible.
We might be more of a hindrance.

Besides, it wouldn't be bad to be alone with Evan until she returned.

"...I suppose."

Evan said this and sat down on a bench placed in the corner.

He looked quite tired.

"Are you alright? Your complexion..."

"No, I'm fine. Don't worry."

It wasn't an artificial response, but somehow I felt he was putting up some kind of wall.

...Hmm, is it because of earlier?

I moved closer to him as he pressed his eyelids, seemingly tired.
Each time I approached, he seemed increasingly flustered.

"...Stella?"

"You know, Evan."

I leaned in close to him as if whispering.

This was something a bit embarrassing to let others hear.

His reaction showed he was quite flustered, just like before.
I thought he would have gotten used to it by now...

My face was burning too, so I decided to just say what I wanted to say.

If an employer doesn't look happy, isn't it a secretary's job to cheer them up?
I think that's probably right.

"...I'm still your secretary alone."

"...!"

Evan turned his head toward me with a slightly reddened face, as if I had blown air into his ear.

I might have exaggerated a bit, but someone like him would understand my sincerity.

So don't be so obviously jealous.

Who in this world gets jealous about losing their secretary?

...Well.

It wasn't a bad feeling.

Strangely enough.

Ch.80 - EP 4. Together
I scanned the text and identified all character names and terms from the glossary. Here's the translation:

Chapter 81. Together

Hmm. Surprisingly, there are things in this world that you regret even after careful consideration and execution.

For example, confessing your feelings, or purchasing something expensive.

I think there are two main reasons for this.

Either you didn't actually think it through enough, or it was something that had to be done regardless.

Unfortunately, what I just said falls into both categories.

Should I call it his misunderstanding? Or his displeasure?

I do think it was necessary to resolve those feelings.

Even now after saying it.

"...Um... well..."

But when I see Evan's surprised expression, looking at me with wildly shaking pupils, I can't help but wonder if I really needed to say it.

Yes, fine. I get it—I wanted to make him feel better.

But did I really need to use such suggestive and explicit words like "your secretary"?

Lately, my judgment, or rather my ability to put on the brakes, seems a bit off.

Especially when it comes to Evan.

Of course, given our history, I don't think he misinterpreted my intentions.

Still, when he makes such a flustered expression, I'm the one who ends up feeling embarrassed.

Plus, his face looks quite red.

Wait, why is his face red?
...This situation seems familiar.

"Oh my, Evan. Your face is red. Perhaps..."

"Uh, um...?"

"Are you feeling unwell? Excuse me."

With that announcement, I pushed Evan against the wall and placed my hand on his forehead.

Though Stella was quite tall for a woman, Evan was simply tall, so contrary to my expectations, this resulted in my chest pressing against his.

"Ugh... tsk."

Taking his temperature was the priority right now.
Was this minor physical contact really an issue?

...To be honest, I did feel a bit like I was getting revenge for what happened last time without warning.

"Um, St-Stella, you're touching—"

"Hmm... does he have a fever? It's hard to tell like this."

Evan's forehead did feel a bit warm, but Stella's body temperature was strangely lower than the average person's, so this was roughly how it felt when touching a normal person.

In other words, I couldn't tell.

"Hmm..."

Still, with my hand on his forehead, I could see other things.

Like Evan's face looking up at me, or how thick his eyebrows were when I pushed his hair back.

As I maintained that position for a while, observing these details...

"...I'm fine now, Stella."

"Oh."

Evan, his face even redder than before, grabbed my shoulders and pushed me away.

His trembling hands on my shoulders felt a bit painful, as if he'd failed to control his strength.

...Was I too much?

As I felt my throat tighten and tried to say something to Evan...

"Young Lady Stella! I've finished clearing out all the false god's byproducts! These bastards were drawing strange patterns with blood in the middle of the hallway—"

We came face to face with Ian (alias) Yudhia, who had what looked like a bloody bone-like object draped over his shoulder.

So these are the byproducts that appear when the false god's influence expands?
They're much more disgusting than I expected.

"W-what are you two doing...?"

"...Ah."

Yudhia was looking at us with trembling eyes.
If I were to read the emotion in them, it would be... betrayal, perhaps?

Well, I can understand his frustration—while he's been struggling with these strange bloody lumps, we're here seemingly slacking off.

Thinking about this, Evan seemed to become awkward and released his grip on my shoulders.
...He could have held on a bit longer.

"I-Isenberg? He's certainly a formidable opponent... but I think my face might be a bit better...?"

"Um, Ian?"

"Ah, yes!"

I called out to Yudhia, who had been mumbling in a small voice with his head bowed.
At that, Yudhia returned to his normal self, standing at attention and responding loudly.

"Now let's really look for the remaining marks as the Saintess said. Can you detect them for us?"

"Yes! This is nothing for me, the youngest Paladin ever!"

"Good."

Fortunately, with my unusually keen intuition, I had caught most of the followers, so the marks wouldn't spread much further from their current state.

Of course, the number of marks currently engraved would far exceed those in the original story, but in the original, they only discovered the existence of these marks right before the false god's divine descent and couldn't find a way to remove them.

But now we have plenty of time, I can remove the marks, and we have a living radar right beside us.

With this, we should be able to significantly reduce the false god's power before its divine descent, even if we can't get them all.

If we do this right, we might even be able to prevent its resurrection entirely.

"The Paladin is truly different."

"......!"

When I said that with a sense of relief, just to be polite, Yudhia's eyes widened.

Then he gave Evan a strangely smug smile.

...What's that about? Why smile at Evan?

"...So where is the closest mark from here?"

"Um... there are surprisingly many... about four people within a 20-meter radius."

......This was going to be quite a difficult journey.
*Sigh* That was quite cold.

.
.
.

Afterward, I went around with Yudhia and Evan, finding people with marks and removing them.

Since it involved touching people's bodies, quite a few people rejected us with disgust...

"Now, please look here."

"...Gasp! Please, anything but heresy...!!"

In those cases, I asked for their understanding and removed the marks.
Of course, while holding up the Saintess's necklace.

The process wasn't much different from when I first removed Yudhia's mark.

"This person has a mark on their knee. How did it get engraved there?"

Yudhia would find the person with the mark and its location, then I would place my hand on the mark and remove it.

"Ugh..."

"...Are you alright, Stella?"

Contrary to the Saintess's assurance that there would be no side effects, each time I performed a removal, a small amount of the false god's energy flowed into me, making me momentarily cold as if I'd touched ice.

Evan noticed this and asked with a concerned voice, but it was unavoidable and not really that painful.

"Yes. It was just cold for a moment."

"......"

Anyway, the entire first day passed as we removed marks.

I think we removed several dozen, but according to Yudhia, there were still many more to be felt.

It seemed we were in for some hard work for a while.

Still, at this rate, things were progressing more smoothly than I had expected.

I was feeling somewhat relieved, but for some reason, Evan's complexion was also gradually worsening.

*

"......I am still your secretary alone."

Thump.

Heartbeat.

Thump, thump.

Heartbeat, another heartbeat.

'......Truth.'

Evan felt his heart constrict and pound almost painfully after hearing Stella's words.

It was different from the usual times when he would be flustered and swayed by her while in a relaxed state.

Right now, he was—if he had to describe it—in his coldest and most rational state in years.

He had disciplined himself against the complacency that had set in with his renewed sense of purpose.
Right now, his goal might be right in front of him.

This was no time to be swayed by emotions.
No, he didn't want to be swayed.

Strong denial always implies affirmation beyond it.

He had made a resolution.
A moment he had resolved many times since that day.

He shouldn't have formed deep relationships with anyone.

He should have decided on that.

...He was wavering.

Evan knew it well.
He was wavering right now.

His resolution not to waver anymore, his promise not to get close to anyone again, and even the deeper desires within him.

At some point, she had leaped far beyond the line Evan had drawn for himself.

In fact, Evan knew this.

Why he wavered so much when she approached.

Why his eyes followed her every move.

Why he felt heated when someone touched her body carelessly.

Because naming all those emotions would make them real.

Evan had been forcibly denying it until now.

If he wavered any more, he might lose control of himself.

He might pour out his longing and desire for someone he had kept dammed up.

If that happened, it would mean living with the weakness of having to feel that pain again.

Evan didn't want that.

He knew all too well that the pain of loss returns like a reaction, greater than the emotions poured out.

And these feelings of his would surely have a negative impact on himself and his purpose.
On her and her purpose as well.

It would be harmful to everyone involved.

He couldn't just stand by anymore.

Before she came any closer.
Before she crossed the line again, a line that no longer had room to be redrawn.

He needed to create distance again.

"Are you feeling unwell? Excuse me."

...It didn't seem like it would be easy.

It was time for resolution.
Evan thought this as he turned his head away from the view of Stella looking up at him.

*

"Ugh... it's already midnight."

"...You're right."

I said, slightly arching my back.

We had been so busy removing people's marks that time had flown by, and it was now midnight, just barely before curfew.

Even though each instance of pain was brief, feeling it dozens of times in succession was quite exhausting, and even without that, spending all day walking around the academy asking people to show their bodies was tiring.

Both physically and mentally.

Today I should soak in the Great Bath.

"Then... I'll be heading back now..."

As I was making that resolution, I heard Yudhia's exhausted voice beside me.

Come to think of it, Yudhia's fatigue must be considerable after serving as a radar all day with me.

By the way...

"But how do you bathe, Mr. Ian? The academy doesn't have private bathrooms, does it?"

I realized that Yudhia was currently disguised as a man.
However, due to space limitations, even A-class students at the academy didn't have private bathrooms and had to use the communal Great Bath.

"Um... until now, I've just splashed water on myself at that deserted spring over there."

"Because of your male disguise?"

"...Y-yes."

So that's how it was.

Still, spring water showers? This might be medieval times, but it's a pseudo-medieval romance fantasy world with plenty of good facilities.

Feeling a bit of sympathy, I opened my mouth.

"Would you like to bathe with me tonight?"

"Yes............ What?"

"There won't be anyone in the bath at this hour anyway. Even if someone comes, they won't recognize Mr. Ian since you've only been here a short while."

Due to my past life memories, I always bathed in the Great Bath late at night.
Normally, I might have been hesitant to bathe with Yudhia, but somehow I had a feeling it wouldn't be awkward right now.

So my reasoning was that since he hadn't infiltrated long ago and no one would recognize him, it would be more convenient to just bathe together.

"Is, is that really okay...? We, we haven't known each other very long."

"What does it matter? We're the same gender."

If he refused here, I certainly wasn't going to insist.
I'm completely exhausted too.

As I was thinking this while waiting for an answer, Yudhia shuddered and turned his head toward Evan.

And then smiled with much higher self-esteem than before.
Seeing that smile, Evan's expression changed to something strangely displeased.

......So why are you smiling at Evan again?

Ch.81 - EP 4. Family
The Grand Bath of the academy was automatically managed by magic, remaining open at all times regardless of curfew.

This was quite fortunate for me, as even after enrolling in the academy, I couldn't shake off memories from my previous life and struggled to accept situations like public bathing with the opposite sex.

It was like the guilt of confidently walking into the women's bath.
Honestly, I expected it to be extremely embarrassing.

After all, at the beginning of my transmigration, I felt tremendous guilt just seeing Stella's naked body.

That's why I usually bathed late at night when no one was around.
Occasionally someone would come in, but the bath was so spacious that we could avoid direct encounters.

I had been diligently avoiding such situations, but now that I was actually facing it...
I found myself surprisingly indifferent.

"Th-this is the academy's Grand Bath...!"

Yudhia exclaimed in admiration as she looked around the bathing area from the changing room.

The academy's Grand Bath certainly deserved its reputation, with facilities and scale comparable to a major spa from my previous life. It featured over a dozen different baths, each imbued with rich mana providing various magical effects.

Of course, if I entered those special baths, I'd convulse like a mouse in poison, so regular baths were my only option.

"I-I'll undress now!"

Yudhia announced with a stiff voice.
Perhaps because of her position as a Paladin, she spoke like a soldier.

I'm not her superior, so why report to me like that?
Somehow, her manner of speaking made me focus more on her.

'.......'

I thought this while staring directly at Yudhia as she undressed.

For some reason, unlike in my previous life, I wasn't feeling any particular excitement about the female body now, but my interest lay elsewhere.

The unexpected revelation that Ian Yudhia was actually female in disguise.
Naturally, as a former otaku, my curiosity was about her "volume."

It was a cliché, wasn't it?
This was purely curiosity and anticipation, completely unrelated to sexual desire.

Stella isn't small either, but by the standards of my previous life, she would definitely be considered quite large.

Still, compared to fictional characters, she remained within human realm boundaries.

"Um, it's a bit embarrassing when you stare like that..."

"Ah, please don't mind me."

I swallowed nervously as I focused intently on the moment she removed her top.
She seemed embarrassed, but what's the issue between women...?

-Rustle.

In that tense moment.
Finally, Yudhia's top came off—

"......."

"...Um, Lady Stella?"

"Hmm."

Beneath the academy uniform shirt was a very small amount.

A barely-there compression bandage and an even smaller volume came into view.

Perhaps because this was a world inside a romance fantasy novel, the male-oriented exaggerated clichés didn't apply?
Yudhia's chest was below average even by my previous life's standards.

To exaggerate slightly, it made me wonder if the bandage was even necessary.
So this was why she was never discovered in the original work.

"......"

I lowered my head to look at mine... no, Stella's.
Then raised my head again to look at Yudhia's.

"Hmph."

"...My Lady?"

I won.

Somehow, that thought popped into my head.

"It's nothing. You look uncomfortable, shall we go in now?"

"Ah! Yes!"

I felt that inexplicable sense of victory as I removed the rest of my clothes and spoke to Yudhia.
For some reason, her face was flushed red, seemingly more embarrassed than me, who had been a man in my previous life.

*

'Ahhhh... it's so warm...'

Grace Yudhia, the Paladin using the name Ian Yudhia, felt days of accumulated fatigue dissolving in the warmth of the bath.

For the past few days, she had only managed quick rinses in cold spring water somewhere in the forest, so this was quite a luxury for her.

Actually, "luxury" might not be the right word.

In truth, Grace, who had been the female head of her fallen noble household from a young age, had never experienced a warm water bath like this before.

Grace felt complicated emotions as she looked at Stella, who was submerged up to her chest in the water, exhaling hot breaths.

'...Wow.'

As she had noticed in the changing room, Stella possessed voluptuous curves that Grace herself lacked.

Unlike Grace's handsome rather than pretty face, Stella had a beautifully crafted face and mysterious purple-colored bob cut.

All these elements combined made Stella seem like a mystical being to Grace.

'It's... all thanks to her.'

Grace stared at her for a moment before realizing it was impolite, then submerged herself up to her nose in the water, thinking amid the rising steam.

Being able to bathe here now, being able to stand and carry out the church's mission—

It was all thanks to that person dozing off in the bath.

Grace recalled what happened when she collapsed from the evil god's mark, feeling renewed gratitude.

After bumping into someone, she had collapsed from a sudden chest pain and continued to feel burning pain even after losing consciousness.
It felt like her heart was expanding, threatening to break her ribs.

Unable to breathe properly from the pain, she was suddenly enveloped by a chilling cold.

Then, stability.
As if by magic, the pain disappeared and comfort arrived.

When her consciousness returned after the pain subsided, she saw Stella explaining the situation kindly with an expressionless face.

As mentioned earlier, Grace Yudhia had supported herself as a young female head of household, enduring labor that would be difficult even for adults.

It wasn't long ago that she had developed divine power after visiting a chapel to pray, seeking relief from her difficult situation.

In truth, she had always wanted to run away.
If not for her five younger siblings, she certainly would have.

So Grace endured by imagining someone rescuing her from her situation.

Sometimes that imaginary savior was a prince on a white horse, sometimes a benevolent cleric, and occasionally took the form of a goddess.

Through this process, Grace only grew more yearning for salvation.

'...She saved me.'

She had been saved.
Stella had saved not only her collapsed self but also secured the safety of her siblings who had no one else to care for them.

Grace felt inexpressible gratitude for this fact.

'...How can I get closer to her?'

It was only natural that she wanted to become closer to such a person.

But realistically, it seemed unlikely.

She would have to return to the capital once this mission ended, and beside Stella was Isenberg, who was famously known for disliking the Moonlight Church, even to newcomers like herself.

In fact, hadn't he been giving her hostile looks until recently?
...Though she had provoked him a little.

'Still...'

I can't give up.

Grace steeled her resolve with that thought.

Looking at the positive side, her face tended to be more popular with women than men.
Once, she had found that fact somewhat sad, but now nothing could be more fortunate.

With that basic appeal as a foundation, perhaps she could become friends through some witty conversation.

Stalling wasn't her style.
Just as Grace opened her mouth with determination:

"...You mentioned having siblings. How many do you have?"

"Eh, what?"

Stella, who had been closing her eyes, beat her to it.

*

The heat of the bath was as steamy as always.
Today it felt even warmer, perhaps because I had frequently experienced that painfully cold sensation while removing the mark.

'...This is awkward.'

In the spacious bath, only the clear sound of water droplets echoed through the silence.

Perhaps it was because I hadn't experienced such quiet lately thanks to Erhen and Evan.

Somehow, this emptiness, which should be very familiar to me, felt particularly chilling even in the hot bath.

Truly, how selfish of me.

Even while thinking that, I didn't want to remain in this silence any longer.
It was like a trauma for me.

So I decided to make conversation with the small Yudhia beside me.

"...You mentioned having siblings. How many do you have?"

"Eh, what?"

Yudhia flinched, perhaps startled by my sudden question, and answered a beat late.

I had analyzed her as an extremely cool-headed character in the original work, but at this rate, she might be a completely different person.

"Um... 5 people."

"5 people?"

That was a larger family than I expected.
From how she spoke, she seemed to be the female head of household, which made it amazing that she had endured until now.

"That must have been difficult."

"Ahaha... they're all good kids, so they didn't give me trouble."

Yudhia laughed innocently as she answered.
Even with my ability, I could see no pretense—it was perfect sincerity.

How deep must the bond be to speak like that without any complaints after supporting five siblings alone?

"Of course, I do resent my parents whom I've never met. Why have so many children if you can't take responsibility for them?"

"Ah......"

Yudhia sighed with exasperation. Even in medieval times, six children was an enormous number.
From how she spoke, she didn't seem like a commoner, probably from a fallen noble family, but they certainly had been vigorous.

Well, it wasn't completely incomprehensible.

"Actually, if I were to marry, I'd want about five children too. Two sons and three daughters."

"......!"

To be precise, I thought that way until around high school in my previous life.

Back then, I arrogantly felt great loneliness and yearned for a bustling household.

So even though I had never really felt romantic feelings for anyone, having a marriage with many children was my own kind of dream.

At that time, I had the arrogant thought that if I just built my career properly, supporting that many would be no problem.

Thinking about it now, I was completely insane.
This wasn't the Joseon Dynasty—five children, really?

Well, with my body like this now, it's a dream I couldn't achieve even if I wanted to.

"R-really? H-haha...!"

While I was momentarily lost in those thoughts, Yudhia blushed and awkwardly responded.

...Huh? Why is she acting like that?
Has she been in the bath too long?

Come to think of it, I was feeling a bit dazed. Perhaps it was time to get out.

"Shall we get out now?"

"Ah, yes!"

I felt slightly dizzy as I rose from the bath. Judging by my reddened skin, I must have been in there for quite a while.

'...Loneliness, huh.'

Yet my thoughts continued to drift, anchored to that heavy memory from those days.

The time when what hurt most was coming home to find no one there.
When I spent time imagining impossible things like having five children.

'.......'

I shouldn't have done that.

Instead of feeling such a luxurious emotion as loneliness, I should have been satisfied with the fact that we were still living together.

If I had...

Mom wouldn't have died that way.

"Um... Lady Stella? Are you alright? Your complexion..."

"Ah. I might be dizzy from staying in the bath too long."

I said that to Yudhia, who was looking at me with concern, then headed to the changing room to get dressed.

'...Am I lonely now?'

I kept pondering that thought.

After that, I had resolved never to form bonds with anyone again.

After falling into this place, I acted as Stella to survive.

Then, were the bonds formed by Stella, not me?

Was that... okay?

'...I don't know.'

The worry that had persisted since someone's existence had penetrated deeper than I had anticipated resurfaced again.

But I would ignore it as I had always done.

I would keep acting.

That was the only thing possible for me as an actor.

With a cleansed body but increasingly muddled thoughts.
That's how the late-night bath ended.

*

"From now on, let's work together!"

"......."

The next day, the Saintess joined our operation.

Ch.82 - EP.4 Rush
I've carefully analyzed the text and will provide a natural English translation following the glossary and style guidelines.

## Chapter 82: Rush

After removing numerous marks on the first day, I suffered from something like muscle pain for the first time in ages.

To be precise, it wasn't exactly muscle pain but rather a feeling of deep cold settling into my bones. I panicked thinking I might have caught a cold, but that didn't seem to be the case.

So, dressed a bit more heavily than appropriate for early summer, I headed to the meeting place where I was supposed to meet Evan and Yudhia.

The academy was in complete chaos along the way.

The cause was obviously the minions of the False God. Dog-like creatures made of blood clots would suddenly leap out and attack cadets, draw strange patterns on the floor with blood, or explode in the middle of the hallway.

Though we were diligently removing the marks, it seemed the accumulated life force had put the entire academy under their influence.

As a result, the academy announced temporary class cancellations, and the corridors were sporadically filled with dark blue blood and injured people.

"We beseech the Main God. Watch over us like the light of the White Night..."

Those who had been attacked by the False God's minions or splashed with exploding blood had the False God's divinity dwelling in them, but since it was weaker than the marks, the priests could remove it.

*That healing incantation is quite tempting.*

In theory, it should be possible to trick the Main God since the setting is that the Moonlight Church's deity sends it directly.

I've seen that divine power used so many times at the academy that I have plenty of reference material.

I tried it once before based on that information, but only felt a slight chill in my heart with no other effect.

Since there was some reaction, it doesn't seem impossible, but I haven't delved deeper as the risks outweigh the benefits.

With these thoughts, I walked through the chaotic corridor for a while.

In the distance, I could see Evan and Yudhia approaching.
...Were they already together?

Just as I was about to feel something strange about that fact, I noticed another figure beside them.

...It's the Saintess!

As the Saintess came into view, I could see Evan's expressionless—no, rather cold—face.

It seemed Evan had been with the Moonlight Church duo first.
...Oh dear.

I quickened my pace and walked toward them.

"Ah, hello! I see even Stella has arrived!"

"...Ah, Stella."

The Saintess greeted me with a bright smile.
It seemed they had been discussing something serious.

That was fortunate, in a way.

"What brings you here, Saintess?"

"From now on, we'll be working together! Something terrible has happened!"

...Terrible? What could be terrible?

The Saintess's perpetually cheerful voice didn't convey any sense of urgency, but thinking about it, for her to call something "terrible" meant something serious had occurred.

"What... happened?"

"All the followers Stella captured have disappeared!"

.
.
.

...What?

For a moment, I felt my head ringing like a bell.

This really was terrible news.

I'd heard that the followers captured thanks to my unusually good intuition had been imprisoned in the academy's underground prison with the Saintess's power.

The academy itself was designed for wartime situations, with extremely powerful protective magic applied—the perfect space for containment.

Since any one of the followers could potentially become the False God's vessel, the judgment was that keeping them there would allow us to hold out for a while even if the False God possessed one of them.

But now, the followers carrying the Seed of the False God had been released? All of them?

If that's the case...

"The marks, what about the marks...!"

"Fortunately, the marks haven't increased. I've cross-verified this with Ian, so it's certain."

That was the one piece of good news.

If the escaped followers had been indiscriminately marking students throughout the school, that would have been truly hopeless.

"So, I'm sorry to say this, but Stella will need to work hard from now on."

"...What do I need to do...?"

Though the answer was obvious, I still asked the Saintess out of courtesy.

"Today, or at least before the full moon arrives the day after tomorrow, we need to remove almost all the marks."

...Right.
I figured as much.

Why can't I ever catch a break?

But there was nothing wrong with the Saintess's reasoning.

Just because the followers weren't showing any activity now didn't guarantee they wouldn't in the future, and according to the original story, the divine descent was still days away.

Even if the followers continued to do nothing, if marks remained, we would have to sit around twiddling our thumbs waiting for the False God to possess one of the dozens of followers.

If the vessel appeared somewhere completely unexpected, the damage would be enormous.

...In the end, it meant I had to get moving.

And so, the two-day countdown began.

*

Having the Saintess join our group turned out to be unexpectedly helpful.

She performed the role of biological radar several times more effectively than Yudhia had.

"Over there! That person has a mark too!!"

"Huh? What are you doing suddenly grabbing my clothes... S-Saintess?! I-I'm so sorry!!"

Of course, with Evan present, the team atmosphere wasn't great, but we couldn't leave him behind either.

[I, I, I, I, I am, I, I]

"...Byproducts!"

The False God's minions were now appearing constantly, perhaps because the False God's energy was growing stronger.

Moreover, their power was gradually increasing, creating situations where even Yudhia struggled when they swarmed in large numbers.

Even for a Paladin, it was nearly impossible to block the False God's energy coming from all directions while cutting down dozens of minions.

-Slash!!

"...Watch your back."

"...Kuk."

Evan broadly covered those areas.

For some reason, Evan's reaction speed against the False God's minions was more than twice his usual speed, and his sword, which had grown sharper since the Illusionary Demonic Beast subjugation, mercilessly cut down the minions.

I occasionally provided magical support, but Evan's overwhelming prowess made it more helpful for me to stay out of the way.

Even Yudhia clicked her tongue, her pride wounded.

Of course, even Evan couldn't cover the entire academy at once, so the school had become a complete mess.

Professors were using their specialties to beat down the minions, and cadets, despite classes being canceled, were out in the corridors fighting them off.

While this made it easier for us to remove marks, the students' discomfort level had increased about tenfold, making it difficult to approach them.

"Aaaah!! What are these things?!"

"They're so disgustingly creepy!!"

Being academy students, there weren't any serious injuries, but the campus was gradually becoming a mess with the bloody remains of the minions.

It was depressing to think this was happening even before the divine descent had properly begun, but from another perspective, it could be interpreted as the False God making its final sprint.

In fact, the minions, which had peaked around lunchtime, were gradually decreasing in number as we quickly removed the marks.

Of course, my hands were bright red as if frostbitten, but that was a small price to pay.

"...Cough."

Somehow, Evan's condition also seemed to be deteriorating.

I checked his body despite his objections to see if he had been marked, but there were no marks.

It was quite strange that Evan would be affected to this extent when I was only feeling a slight chill—it seemed too severe to be just from the False God's energy.

Unfortunately, we had no time for rest.
We were removing marks without taking a single breath.

Anyway, by around midnight, we had managed to erase almost all the marks.

According to the Saintess, even if divine descent were possible at this point, the vessel would be extremely weak.

Only then could I finally take a rest.
My hands had lost all feeling, and the cold had spread to my arms, but I felt we'd gotten off lightly.

The fact that it ended more easily than expected was a bit unsettling, but there was nothing more the False God could do.

The False God's marks, which operated on life force, had been almost completely destroyed by us.

All that remained for us was to wait for the weakened False God's divine descent.

And so, the exhausting day came to an end.

...And then the next day.

We found the missing followers.

We discovered them all mounted on walls, dead in horrific forms.

*

A village near the academy.

Originally a place with its own charm where visitors to the academy would stay briefly if they couldn't reach the Duncan District.

"How dreadful."

Cardinal Ureon muttered as he looked around the blood-soaked village.

The once peaceful atmosphere and relaxed villagers were gone, replaced by the sight of a completely devastated village.

Corpses were scattered everywhere, and some houses were still burning, emitting smoke.

When Yudhia mentioned coming to see the massacre in the surrounding village, Stella treated it as a public excuse, but it wasn't.

Of course, his primary objective was to bring the Saintess back to the capital, but visiting this place was definitely part of the plan.

"This is pure savagery. This is why northerners are..."

Each corpse bore traces of torture.

The fact that this was an Imperial intelligence branch was known only to a select few in the Moonlight Church. The fact that it had been raided could be interpreted as a need for information, but to Ureon, it looked more like the result of northerners' inability to control their rough temperament.

"This is troubling... What is it?"

"I've come to see the Cardinal."

As he frowned at the village's tragic state, a Moonlight Church informant appeared behind him.

The fact that he was seeking the Cardinal directly meant there was some urgent report.

"The Saintess and her companions have begun removing the marks."

"...Is that so?"

Indeed, the news he brought was quite surprising.
With so many seeds gathered, the False God's power should have grown considerably, yet someone in the Saintess's company could remove them?

"How fast?"

"...It seems they'll be able to remove all of them by the end of today."

"That's quick."

At this rate, all the marks might disappear before the False God's divine descent even began.

If the life force flowing to the False God disappeared, the divine descent would fail or occur in an incomplete state.

Then even the Saintess, despite trying to hide her power, would be able to handle it, making it impossible to remove her on grounds of incompetence.

...That would be the case if the marks were the only means of supply.

Ureon smiled faintly as he gave orders to the informant.

"For now, continue observing and reporting."

"Yes!"

Ureon turned his head toward the academy, feeling the gentle early summer breeze.

The full moon was approaching.

Ch.83 - EP. 4 Abnormal, Association, Emergency
I felt a sense of relief after resolving the second major Academy episode from the original story, despite its complications.

After removing all the false god's marks, I collapsed into bed and fell into a deep sleep. It was an overwhelming drowsiness I couldn't resist—the kind that comes only after releasing all doubt and tension. The bed felt unusually comfortable, and for once, I didn't feel any anxiety.

And just like always on such peaceful days, I had a nightmare.

*

"Hello? So you're my son."

*

"Hah!"

A chill ran through my body as if I'd been submerged in ice. My hands trembled uncontrollably, similar to how they did when rejecting mana after using the Method.

Was it because of the nightmare?

No, that wasn't it.

This was an existential coldness. My body shivered involuntarily.

It wasn't like having a cold either. It truly felt like I had entered a freezing space—I could see my breath forming in the air.

I forced my heavy eyelids open to look around. Nothing seemed different, yet my vision was strangely blurry.

I thought it might be morning grogginess, but rubbing my eyes didn't help.

"...What's going on?"

Two strange sensations immediately upon waking.

Despite having just concluded one incident, this felt ominously foreboding.

It was the morning of the full moon.

*

Despite my unease, a visible peace had returned to the Academy.

The false god's minions who had been causing chaos until yesterday had vanished completely, leaving only dark blue bloodstains.

The students were actually confused by this sudden tranquility.

"What's this? I came all tense because of yesterday's commotion, but everything's normal?"

"Right? What were those things anyway?"

My vision remained blurry, and despite wearing a coat over my uniform, I felt only coldness instead of early summer warmth.

I seemed to be the only one experiencing these strange symptoms, as the students were simply confused by the sudden change in situation.

Some gave questioning looks at me for wearing a coat in summer.

"...Really, what's going on?"

The first class of the day began amid my subtle anxiety and was extremely chaotic.

"...I understand everyone is confused. However, the academic staff is doing their best to resolve the cause. Students, please focus on preparing for your midterm practical exams."

Professor Marcus of Magic Theory Introduction wore an unusually perplexed expression while trying to reassure the students.

He surely felt the unsettled atmosphere in the Academy as well. The professor repeatedly emphasized that concerning themselves with this incident wasn't the students' role, and quickly concluded the first class, mentioning there would be a faculty meeting about the incident.

Normally, this might have elicited cheers, but given the situation and seeing the usually smiling professor's unprecedented demeanor, the confusion only intensified.

As students left the classroom in murmurs, I remained seated.

I gazed out the window at the sky. The gloomy gray heavens were casting everything below in monochrome.

A color that didn't match the blue summer.

"Midterm... exams."

I finally stood up, reflecting on the professor's words. He was right.

The incident had concluded for now. I'd heard from Yudhia that the Cardinal would finish his mission tomorrow or the day after, and she would leave the Academy then too.

It was disappointing that I couldn't create a connection with the protagonist until the end, but the midterm exams were approaching.

She was a character who wouldn't appear for quite some time anyway, and having built a relationship with her, I could utilize her similarly even without the protagonist.

...Yes.
Considering how much the beginning had deviated and how unpredictable the Saintess was, I'd done relatively well.

The important thing now was the midterm exams. I needed to lay the groundwork during the midterms to perfectly execute my plan. I also needed to weaken the Sword Saint who would fight Evan.

I wasn't sure if there were students of that caliber in this class, but Professor Marcus had given such obvious hints about field-type formulas that variables might occur.

There was no need to dwell on what was already over. The most difficult part of the incident was probably dealing with Evan.

After all, he had an inexplicable hatred for the Moonlight Church.

"Maybe I should... go see Evan."

Throughout this incident, Evan hadn't looked well, but yesterday it seemed particularly severe.

Evan was superhuman. Not because he enhanced his body with mana, but because that's how he'd been during the three years I'd known him.

Except in very special cases or with certain people, he never lost his smile in any situation and accepted any arduous task without complaint.

In some ways, he was more obsessive than I had been in my previous life—he never missed his dawn training even with a severe cold or body aches.

For someone like Evan to appear so haggard, something was definitely wrong.

"Checking on such things... is also a secretary's job."

...Secretary.

Perhaps because my mind was unsettled, a question that had long resided in my heart resurfaced.

Was I, who had built a friendship with him, my previous self or Stella Bell Eckhart whom I was playing?

Over the past few days, Evan had shown tremendous patience.

He maintained an amicable relationship with Paladin Yudhia, who would never normally have elicited such a response from him, and though his facade had cracked, he didn't create friction with the Saintess either.

All of this was for me. I knew that much.

Yet despite causing him so much trouble and demanding his understanding...

Did "I" deserve to call myself his secretary?

"...What pointless worrying."

Despite everything, I'm an actor who has never treated him as "myself."

So why does he dig so deeply into my heart?

Am I inevitably influenced by Stella, the body's owner, even without the Method?

...I don't know.

I'll pretend not to know.

"...It's so cold."

With this bone-deep chill I hadn't felt since the last Method, only one thought remained:

I just wanted to see Evan right now. Perhaps then this cold would subside a little.

As always.

*

The professors' meeting continued for a long time afterward.

All classes until lunchtime were canceled.

During this empty time, I went looking for Evan.

Unusually, Evan was sitting on a secluded bench in the Academy, leaning his head against the wall with his eyes closed. His face looked particularly pale today.

Though his appearance made it difficult to approach him, I knew sleeping in such a posture would surely hurt his back, so I gathered my courage and spoke.

"Um, Evan?"

"......Ah. Hello, Stella."

After a moment of silence, Evan opened his eyes and gazed at me with those eyes that seemed even more crimson today.

His voice cracked, clearly indicating he wasn't in a normal state.

Finding it awkward to stand while he sat, I moved to sit beside him.

"Stella. I'm sorry, but could you sit a little further away?"

"Huh, what?"

"I think I might be coming down with something."

Evan said this with a faint smile on his unusually pale face that somehow exuded a decadent charm.

Somehow, his tone felt a bit distant.

"...Yes, of course."

"Thank you. With midterms coming up, at least you should stay healthy."

Evan looked remarkably vulnerable despite possessing such formidable power.

Sensing something off, I hastily continued the conversation.

"Y-yes. They're really not far off now."

"Right. How are the preparations for that formula coming along?"

He was asking about the field-type formula. The fact that he asked so casually suggested everything was normal, but...

What was this sense of distance?

Despite feeling this subtle dissonance, I continued my conversation with Evan. He really did seem to have caught a cold, occasionally letting out small coughs.

I wanted to check his temperature like last time, but somehow today it felt like I shouldn't.

"So I believe the field-type formula is mostly charged by now."

"Now, the plan is really right in front of us."

"...Yes. It is."

Evan said this while looking up at the sky. It was still gloomy.

After a brief pause, Evan spoke again.

"...Let's focus a bit on our respective plans now."

Somehow those words felt to me like he was drawing a line. Surely it was just meant as encouragement, but for some reason...

The words wouldn't come.

"......."

And for perhaps the first time since developing a friendship with Evan, silence fell between us.

For some reason, I found this incredibly difficult to bear.

This silence, despite being with Evan, inevitably brought back memories of my previous life.

Just as I was about to break the silence to escape this situation—

"Um, Evan..."

-Fwooosh!

Suddenly, from somewhere...

An immensely ominous energy could be felt.

"......!!"

"...What is this?"

It was a horrifically repulsive energy. If described by color, it would be dark red.

A bizarre energy, sticky like blood, was spreading from somewhere, enveloping my body along with the cold.

Strangely, other students showed no reaction, but Evan and I could be certain.

Right now, we were feeling the same thing.

And just as we were about to discuss this fact—

"Lady Stella!"

"L-Lady Stella!"

From a distance, the Saintess and Yudhia came running.

Apparently, we weren't the only ones who felt this energy. The two seemed to have sought us out because of the ominous energy so blatantly directed at one place.

"...Saintess, what is this...?"

"The energy of a false god... No, at this level, it's demonic energy."

"D-demonic energy...?"

Demonic energy? It seemed a bit grandiose to use for what we'd been dismissing as a false god until now, but this ominousness was certainly not trivial.

"...I'll explain later. For now, let's go to where the demonic energy is gathering!"

The Saintess led us with her usual demeanor, though her smile seemed fainter today.

Evan looked displeased but followed the Saintess without comment, apparently recognizing the gravity of the situation.

Right now, the anxiety I'd felt since this morning was becoming reality.

And it was several times more massive than that anxiety.

*

The energy the Saintess called "demonic" intensified as we approached its source.

For some reason, the cold I felt in my body also grew stronger.

"Evan... von Isenberg. Are you feeling alright?"

"...What?"

The Saintess unexpectedly asked Evan such a question. Evan briefly looked puzzled, then his gaze sharpened as if realizing something.

"You..."

"Ah, it's over there!"

After passing through classrooms, the student cafeteria, and the outdoor training ground where we had fought the illusionary demonic beasts, we went through the Main Castle.

Inside the Main Castle, the demonic energy led straight to the underground prison where the followers had been imprisoned and then disappeared.

The long staircase leading to the prison.

With the Saintess's authority, we broke through the entrance and descended the stairs one by one. With each step, the demonic energy grew stronger.

Yudhia showed no reaction beyond disgust, Evan pressed his eyes shut as if fatigued, and I felt an intensified chill—now almost like midwinter.

And the Saintess...

"Ugh..."

"S-Saintess?"

"Huff. I'm... fine. It just takes some getting used to."

Quite exceptionally, she had lost her smile and was sweating, clearly in pain. She occasionally clutched her heart, suggesting severe chest pain.

But her claim of adapting seemed true, as she soon recovered her smile and returned to her usual self.

"...It's beyond this door."

After passing through the narrow stairwell lit only by torches...

We finally reached a thick, large iron door, with the source of the demonic energy—now so intense it felt tangible—just beyond.

"I'm opening it!"

The Saintess grabbed the door handle with a bright voice.

Though she had recovered enough energy to appear as lively as usual, everyone else was filled with tension.

We couldn't know what awaited beyond this door.

But at the very least...

At the very least, our biological instincts told us that the source of this malevolent atmosphere couldn't be something bright or pleasant.

-Creeeeak.

"Ugh..."

The iron door opened with a strange sound. The intense demonic energy, apparently held back by the door, suddenly poured out, obscuring our vision.

And when the energy cleared, what we saw was...

"Huh?"

...the missing followers.

All of them in a row, with their necks and bodies bent backward.

Colorless corpses with no sign of life, emitting dark red energy, hung like taxidermy specimens.

All of them—the few dozen people I had captured.

They didn't feel human anymore. They were like dolls that had been completely burned out, retaining only their shape.

"Wh-what, what, what?"

Everyone was speechless at the shocking sight. Among us, Evan seemed to be having the most severe mental reaction.

In a voice so pure and boyish—unimaginable from his usual self—he was uttering questions that couldn't form into words.

"E-Evan?"

His pupils trembled violently. His gaze seemed to be seeing something beyond this scene.

The Saintess spoke in a dazed voice.

"...So this was it."

"...Pardon? What do you mean by 'this'...?"

"I thought it was strange that there were so many minions despite the number of marks."

That means...
When Yudhia looked at her with an astonished expression, the Saintess nodded to confirm it.

"All these people were offered as sacrifices."

"Th-that's...! Sacrifices...?"

Perhaps it was a shocking word for someone who was fundamentally a cleric. Yudhia visibly panicked and covered her mouth.

"...But then why? If this was possible, why did the minions only splatter blood...?"

The Saintess muttered to herself.

Come to think of it, there were many strange aspects.

The number of people with the false god's seed had increased at least dozens of times compared to the original story, so why had I been so certain they would use the same method as in the original?

And why would someone with that much power merely engrave marks and expend only minions, which wasn't even difficult to do?

Why had they left only bloodstains...?

Bloodstains...

Bloodstains?

"...It was a diversion."

"Pardon?"

"The marks were a diversion."

I hadn't felt anything strange because the same method was used in the original story.

But there was something I had found odd from the beginning.

In the original story, the false god's minions weren't so numerous, nor so weak.

Considering that the false god's power had increased several times, this was strange.

Having reached that conclusion, I recalled what Yudhia had said recently.

-Lady Stella! I've cleaned up all the false god's byproducts! These bastards were drawing strange patterns with blood in the middle of the hallway...

Suddenly, a shiver ran through my entire body.

What the minions had splattered wasn't blood. It was material infused with demonic energy.

And it had been splattered throughout the entire Academy.

Having studied this for years, I could be certain.

"...A field-type formula."

The marks were merely bait. What someone who had planted the false god's seed was aiming for was to engrave a massive formula made of demonic energy throughout the school.

The moment I realized this and spoke—

-BOOM!

An enormous wave of demonic energy enveloped the entire space.

...The second major Academy episode from the original story.

This was its third fracture.

Ch.84 - EP. 4 Blood Flow (2)
The gloomy sky began to turn red like ink dissolving in water, starting from a specific point.

The sky turned red, the clouds black, mixing and flowing to create an ominous crimson-black hue.

This dark redness soon expanded its range, eventually covering the entire academy area like a curtain.

"It has begun."

Cardinal Ureon watched this scene from the peak of a mountain, slightly removed from the curtain.

Though he had worried about timing due to the massacre of the intelligence department delaying their coordination, everything was proceeding as he expected.

"Terrible. Truly terrible."

This was his assessment as a clergyman before being a cardinal.
Inside that ominous crimson-black curtain...

What kind of monsters would be rampaging?

He forcibly erased his desire to completely annihilate everything—the Saintess's downfall and all—and smiled faintly.

It wasn't time yet.

All execution should happen at the most perfect moment.

For now, he would just watch this disgusting spectacle.

*

Suddenly, demonic energy poured out indiscriminately from an area so vast it couldn't be pinpointed.

My companions and I had to use all our strength just to keep from burying our heads under the overwhelming surge.

It wasn't like divinity—it felt like something with physical mass was crushing our entire bodies.

A fear that we would be crushed and burst if we relaxed even slightly began to consume us.

Among us, only the Saintess, wrapped in powerful divine power, could move properly.

Even she seemed unable to fully adapt to the sudden outpouring of demonic energy, biting her lip and dripping with cold sweat.

"I... need to go!"

If the pressure was this intense in the underground, far from the surface...
I didn't know the range or intensity of what was happening, but we needed to check quickly.

"Huk, huuk... kuk..."

Evan, who seemed to have received a tremendous shock, had somewhat regained his senses as light returned to his eyes.
His bloodshot eyes were glowing redder than ever before.

"[I beseech the Main God, look upon us humble ones on earth and grant us strength to look up at the sky again...]"

-Paaaah!

As the Saintess recited the prayer, brilliant divine power pushed away the demonic energy around us.

The chill in my body intensified, but it was bearable compared to the crushing pressure.

"...Let's go!"

The Saintess, Evan, Yudhia, and I climbed back up the stairs we had descended.

The descent hadn't seemed so difficult, but now it felt like each muscle fiber was melting and trying to stick to the floor.

"Kuk...!"

When we got outside, the guards who had cleared the way for us earlier were collapsed on the floor, gasping.

They hadn't shown much reaction to the demonic energy that had gathered here earlier, but this level of pressure had brought even them to their knees.

We painfully passed them by, and when we finally got outside, what met our eyes was—

"...The sky."

"Oh my."

The sky, which had been colorless with clouds until just now, was awkwardly dyed bright red.

The crimson-black sky that had initially been only above us had flowed like a viscous liquid and now covered the entire academy.

-It's, it's hard to breathe...!

-Wh-what is that!

The cadets around us trembled in fear as they looked up at the sky, crushed by the demonic energy.

Instinctively, I knew.

Everyone here now.

All people in the vast area from the academy's Main Castle to the entrance of the Duncan District.

They were all trapped, unable to escape this crimson-blackness.

-Passs....

"......!"

"The demonic energy...?"

And the moment the sticky redness of the sky met the horizon.

Now that the only gap in the trap that could have allowed escape was closed.

The demonic energy that had been suffocatingly crushing us disappeared.

"...This is bad."

Despite the spatial pressure that had been crushing our bodies disappearing, the ominous energy hadn't diminished at all.
Rather, it caught in our lungs with greater concentration, making breathing difficult.

Sensing this, the Saintess murmured with a blank expression.

-Wh-what's going on?

-Is it... over?

The cadets around us were confused by the suddenly vanished pressure but, sensing the same foreboding, remained tense.

I looked at the Saintess and shouted.

"Saintess! This is...!"

"Hmm. This is really bad. I didn't think it would be this severe, no matter what."

"Pardon?"

The Saintess closed her eyes and muttered something that sounded like a prayer, then looked at me again and continued.

"Do you know? Actually, all those things called false gods are the same. To be precise, they're fragments of an evil god split into thousands of pieces."

This was information that had never appeared in the original work.
The only mention of the evil god was that it was an unconditional target of rejection by the Moonlight Church.

I knew something was strange.
No matter how much the Moonlight Church was believed by the absolute majority of the Empire, to downgrade a being emitting such a terrible aura to a "false god"...

And to give such a grand name as "demonic energy" to the aura of what they call a false god...

The answer was simple.
If its true identity was merely a fragment split into thousands of pieces, they would have to name it that way.

And the reason the Saintess brought this up now...

"That means..."

"That is no longer a being that can be called a false god."

This should now be called an evil god.

A silence fell over the crowd at the Saintess's firm declaration.

Among them, Yudhia, who understood the weight of the term "evil god" through her Moonlight Church education, turned not just pale but completely white.

'...Why.'

Why has it changed like this?
In the original work, it remained at the level of a false god until the end.

It also never created such a wide-ranging anomaly.

With the illusionary demonic beast, I could still understand.
There was a clear reason—my friendship with Erhen.

But now.

Why, why, why.

What could possibly be the cause for it to deteriorate this badly?

This was no longer an issue that could be resolved easily.
I still didn't know the purpose of this curtain.

But soon, the descent of that being called an evil god would...

.......

"Wait."

Suddenly, one fact pierced through the gaps in my thoughts and lodged in my head.

Just now, in the underground prison.

The Saintess said all those dozens of followers had been sacrificed as offerings.

Then, if that's the case.

The vessels for possession are essentially all gone.
Since all the followers who would become vessels for the evil god have died.

"Saintess...!"

I hurriedly turned to look at the Saintess.
She seemed to have had the same thought, as her moon-like pupils were contracted.

"...It wasn't about possession at all."

If that was all they wanted to accomplish, there would have been no need to deploy a formula of this magnitude.

Even in the original work, possession itself happened simply.

Then.

What that being called an evil god wanted to achieve by spreading such a vast domain and sacrificing dozens of offerings was...

"Heh, hehehe.... Ahahahaha!!"

"...Saintess?"

The Saintess burst into laughter.
Not her usual bright laugh, but what seemed to be genuine maniacal laughter.

And simultaneously.

-Kwaaaaa!!!

This time from a single location.
Probably somewhere in the middle of this curtain.

Strong demonic energy erupted like a massive explosion.

The Saintess, who had stopped laughing, spoke softly.

"Its goal was temporary complete manifestation."

And during that limited time, it plans to kill everyone trapped here.

The Saintess said this and burst into laughter again.

It seemed like genuine laughter coming from deep joy, not at all like someone in an extremely dangerous situation.

As Yudhia and I stared blankly at her, a roughly broken voice came from behind.

"What are you finding so amusing? Shouldn't you be the one moving most urgently right now?"

"My, how frightening. Have you decided to stop pretending to smile now?"

Evan's expression and voice were so rough it was hard to believe it was the same person.
The respect he had maintained for the Saintess until now had completely vanished, and his eyes were threateningly wide with bloodshot veins.

It seemed that seeing those sacrifices earlier had somehow deeply shocked Evan.

That's why he could now threaten her like this, throwing away all pretense.

This wasn't good.
Not for his goals, nor for my plans.

As I tried to stop Evan based on that judgment...

"Um, Evan...!"

"Shut up and answer. What are you doing right now?"

Evan seemed to have reached a point where he couldn't hear my words.
His breathing became rough.

His face, already pale for a while, changed to a perfect monochrome under the red light from the sky, and the bloodshot veins in his eyes grew thicker.

"I appreciate your concern, but even an evil god can't move right after manifestation. Of course, there's nothing we can do either, so it's a standoff, I suppose."

"If you had handled this properly from the beginning, wouldn't this never have happened?"

"I can't deny that. Did I know it would go this far? Hardly."

In contrast to the Saintess's still gentle responses, Evan's breathing grew increasingly ragged.
Like a human on the verge of collapse.

"You people have always been like this. Creating terrible situations and then pretending not to know."

Evan walked toward the Saintess.
That appearance, that rough appearance was so unfamiliar to me.

It was a completely different, miserable appearance from what I had seen of him until now.

Somehow, my heart ached painfully.

"I have something to ask. About those... sacrifices earlier."

"Yes. I've been waiting! I'll answer anything!"

The Saintess said this and drew a deep arc with her mouth.

And with that.

"...After you regain your senses."

"...Evan!!"

From Evan's eyes, something.

Like when I woke up in bed with him recently, but much thicker and redder.

...Blood tears were flowing.

"Ahaha. You pushed yourself too hard. When you can't even handle divine power."

"You, you..."

Rest well, Evan von Isenberg.

With those words from the Saintess, Evan collapsed with a thud.

In that moment. A feeling like my heart might stop came over me.

"...Evan!!"

*

My consciousness was hazy.
What was I doing right now?

I felt like someone was calling my name.

It quickly disappeared.

I felt like there was something I needed to do.

Similarly, it quickly faded away.

The flow of consciousness pushed me back like the rapids of a strong current.

Back, back, further back.

The memory of angrily lashing out at someone overtook me and disappeared.

The sight of grotesque corpses that reminded me of a terrible nightmare overtook me and disappeared.

The image of someone who had been particularly troubling me lately, whom I had tried to push away, overtook me and disappeared.

And then, memories of drinking and talking with someone.

Memories of fighting with a monster that made strange screams.

Memories of struggling against an incredibly strong blue-haired person.

Memories of lighting a campfire and being comforted by someone.

Memories of beheading a knight I had known for quite a long time.

...Memories of facing a girl who had nothing true about her.

Memories, memories, memories.

They overtook me and disappeared.
And I continued to be pushed back.

And as I was pushed back to the final curtain.

"Evan! You'll get hurt if you run around like that!"

I was facing my earliest childhood.

And what appeared was.
What I had seen many times in the nightmare that tormented me whenever I fell asleep.

"...Mom!"

It was the image of a beautiful woman with moon-white hair.
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In my childhood, they say I had eyes as blue as lapis lazuli.

The color resembled my father's so much that anyone who saw us would comment on how identical our eyes were.

My father.
Lugion von Isenberg.

The head of House Isenberg, considered the highest among dukes, was already a war hero when I was born.

In my earliest memories, everywhere I went, people recited heroic tales of him and the Eckhart Marquis, who had been a low-ranking noble.

From commoners to high-ranking nobles.

They were glorified for their victory against the North, the Empire's main enemy.

He continued to distinguish himself in numerous battles against the North, and with each success, his reputation grew.

Naturally, the Duke of Isenberg became increasingly busy.

So my memories of that time were filled with both pride and terrible loneliness.

Back then, I never even thought about the existence of a mother.
I later heard that for some reason, she had left the duchy shortly after I was born.

Therefore, in my very early years, I was raised by a nanny and the family knights.

Father was always kind to me, but circumstances prevented him from being present often.

As a very young child, I resented this deeply, though I tried not to show it.

So my real parent at that time was closer to my nanny.

"Nanny... when is Father coming home?"

"The Duke will return after resolving the conflict in the region bordering the North."

"And how long will that be...?"

"Just ten more nights, young master."

As I matured, I grew quite attached to my once-awkward nanny and became friendly with the knights who watched and helped with my training, so my loneliness gradually faded.

As I grew a bit older, I realized that the absence of a mother wasn't exactly normal for most families, and I still felt lonely on days when Father was away.

But I was surrounded by many people.

People who could fill that void, if not completely, then at least partially.

I became curious about my mother, but since I had no memory of her, I didn't dwell on it much.

And so the years passed.

My well-educated nanny also became my home tutor, and my swordsmanship, which was gradually becoming second nature, improved daily.

Then I turned ten.

That year was strangely filled with incidents and accidents.

The conflict with the North that erupted at the beginning of the year nearly escalated to war, and the discovery that Northern spies were hiding throughout the country shook the entire nation.

In the capital, a renowned mercenary group was annihilated by a Northern spy, and when that spy was revealed to be a member of the Empire's leadership, it caused another major shock.

And a massive fire broke out at the Isenberg duchy.

A fire so intense that three-quarters of the mansion was reduced to ashes.

I was quite fortunate.
For some reason, the moon was bright that night, and I had sneaked away from the mansion without my nanny knowing when it happened.

Of course, only a very few survived by such luck.

My nanny, who had raised me since childhood, was burned to death while processing documents late into the night.

Half of the knights who always praised my swordsmanship died while sleeping in the knights' quarters, and the other half died when the mansion collapsed on them as they rushed in to save the servants.

All investigators unanimously stated that this was clearly not a natural fire.

According to their investigation, the flames that burned down the mansion were several times more intense than ordinary fire.

It was magically created fire.

Multiple corrosive formulas were found in the ruins of the mansion that had buried the knights.

It was clearly intentional.
Moreover, it was directed at Isenberg, who was hailed as a hero against the North.

Though no evidence emerged, tension of war once again spread across the continent.

The fact that one of my eyes was blinded in that fire was just another log on the fire of gossip for them.

At that time, like most children who experience such trauma, I closed off my heart.

Everyone who had essentially acted as my parents had died.
Perhaps it was too much for a child of just ten years to bear.

And it was that same year.

With hair as pale as moonlight spun into thread, and red eyes slightly less pale.

That I first met Yuria Isenberg, my mother.

*

The spark of war gradually died down.

After years of drought and various natural disasters, both sides were unable to wage immediate war, leading to a truce agreement.

And so, after completing his long mission at the border, Lugion von Isenberg returned to the duchy.

That day is still vivid in my memory.

After the fire, I had become particularly quiet and expressionless, but when I heard that Father was returning, I ventured outside the rebuilt duchy mansion for the first time in a long while.

And the woman standing beside my father, who looked like he had been through a great deal, appeared.

Even to me, with one eye covered by burn scars, seeing only half the world, she looked incredibly beautiful.

"Hello! Evan... right?"

Those were the first words she spoke to me.
I will never forget that smile, which seemed brighter than anything else.

Despite never having seen her before, I instinctively knew.
This woman was my mother, the person Father had always longed for.

Snow-white hair, red eyes.
An otherworldly beauty, as if a statue had been molded into human form.

"...F-Father. This person is..."

"Ah. You're meeting her for the first time. Say hello, this is your mother."

Father briefly explained that my mother had held a high position in a religion called the Moonlight Church, but about ten years ago, she had fallen in love with my father and escaped from the church.

However, for some reason, after giving birth to me, the Moonlight Church had been obsessively searching for her, so they had to be separated for a while.

"But now I've earned recognition in the Empire that no one can ignore. Even those guys can't easily take her away now."

"Kyaa... how embarrassing!"

At Lugion's declaration, she blushed and covered her face with her hands.

It was a very awkward sight for me.
Father had always been gentle and soft-spoken.

What was this person to Father that made him speak like that?

"Still, please don't hate our order so much. After all, I'm the one who abandoned my role and ran away."

"Nng... but those bastards made me miss you for years because of that..."

"Oh my!"

"......"

They truly seemed like they had been separated for a long time, resembling newlyweds in the throes of passion.

And I felt utterly alienated by their behavior.
I was seeing a side of Father I'd never seen before, and I felt wary of this woman who was making him act this way.

"Ahem, anyway! I've really missed you, Evan! Lugion has bragged about you so much in his letters!"

"...!"

She grabbed my hands and said that with sparkling eyes.

Those red eyes were filled with absolute affection and goodwill, without any ulterior motive.

And for me, who had long avoided forming bonds with anyone, it was terrifying.

"Ah..."

So I unconsciously slapped her hand away.

When I did, she briefly looked disappointed, then smiled brightly again.

"It's okay! Let's get to know each other better from now on!"

"......"

My stomach churned.
Seeing that kind of behavior, someone showing me nothing but goodwill without any conditions or expectations.

Even if I didn't want to, it reminded me of that warm comfort and those hot flames.

"...It's fine."

Precious things increase the pain of separation in proportion to their value.

If I got close to this person, I might experience that kind of pain again.

Perhaps at that time, I was vaguely feeling such fear.

And consumed by these thoughts, I turned around and went back into the mansion.

I thought I heard Father's voice faintly from behind, but right now I just wanted to get away from that woman.

My burned eye throbbed.

...That was the first line I drew against someone, despite being so young.

*

After that day, Father no longer went out frequently.
He just apologized to me with tears and repeated over and over that he would never leave me alone again.

So Father was always at the duchy now.

Though I had wished for this so much when I was younger, strangely, it didn't bring me joy.

Perhaps it was because of the other person who had come with Father.

"Evan! I tried making a pie!!"

"......"

"Oh, I really didn't put fish in it this time! Won't you at least taste it...!"

I ignored the visibly burnt pie and avoided her, heading to the garden of the duchy.

It had been several months since I first slapped her hand away and continued to avoid her.

I thought she would have given up by now, but she kept trying to talk to me with awkward gestures.

Morning, noon, until bedtime, constantly.

And each time, I escaped somewhere.

I didn't want to get close to anyone anymore.

Father's concerned expression bothered me, but it wasn't enough to overcome the fear rooted in my mind.

It was a kind of trauma, you could say.

The sight of all my connections being wiped out along with the mansion that day had completely changed me, to the point where I couldn't even remember how I had lived before.

So I no longer wished for anything.

If I had a conscience, that's how it should be.

"......"

At that time, I spent most of my time under a tree in the duchy garden, burying my head in my knees.

I didn't want to stay in the house because I felt like that woman would come talk to me again.

Curled up in the garden like this, I could only smell the grass.

The friction of branches and leaves, which seemed to sway in all seasons, stretched even a momentary time into an endless eternity for me.

They say young children think they can hide from others just by covering their own eyes.

That's what I was like back then.

Here, there was no woman constantly trying to talk to me.

I was hiding now.

Finding peace in that fact.
How much time had passed?

I suddenly regained consciousness and lifted my head.

In my view was the darkened night sky and the moon shining brilliantly above it.

I must have fallen asleep here.
Realizing this, I tried to get up.

Then, a warm voice came from beside me.

"The moon is beautiful, isn't it? In our Moonlight Church, we say that such a large moon is a blessing from our Main God."

"...!"

And our eyes met.
With those gently glowing red eyes.

"Hello, Evan!"

"...Why, are you here..."

"I was worried and looking for you, but when I found you, I felt bad about waking you up, so I just sat here with you!"

I felt a bit dumbfounded and apologetic as I tried to get up.
But for the first time, she gently grabbed my sleeve to stop me.

"Um. Would you like to watch a little longer? It's gotten quite late, so the sun will rise soon. I haven't been here long, but the sunrise from here is beautiful!"

She spoke timidly, which didn't match her dignified appearance.
Strangely, I felt like it would be difficult to refuse.

"...Yes."

"Thank you!"

When I sat back down, she exclaimed with bright eyes.
She was such a cheerful person.

Excessively so.

And as I sat down, she spoke.

"Evan, that wound... does it hurt?"

As she said this, her gaze was fixed on one of my eyes.

My eye, scarred by burns, though wrapped in bandages.

It didn't hurt.

It was a wound that had healed quite some time ago.

I wanted to answer that way, not wanting her concern.

But the words got caught in my throat the moment I met her warm red eyes.

It didn't hurt.

The priests of the Moonlight Church had treated it right after I was injured.

By now, I had even gotten somewhat used to the void in half my vision.

Just as I had endured without a mother.

Yes, that should have been the case, but.

"......"

Strangely, the scar felt incredibly hot.
From the moment all my connections were wiped out.

Without missing a single moment, continuously, I.

"...It hurts."

"I see. I understand."

Looking at me, still smiling warmly, she carefully placed her hand near my burned eye.

I flinched again, but somehow managed not to push her away.

Her hand was so pale it looked almost white, yet it was warm.

And as she gently caressed my eye with that hand, she closed her eyes and began to chant something.

[We beseech the Main God. Look upon us like the light of the white night, and give us weak ones the strength to look up at the sky again.]

Simultaneously, a bright light burst forth before my eyes.

A light as soft as moonlight and as warm as her gaze.

At the same time, my eye felt itchy.
Feeling as if new flesh was suddenly growing, I removed the bandage that had been covering one eye for quite some time.

And what I felt was not the bumpy skin from burns, but smooth skin like the rest of my face.

My vision hadn't returned yet, but the appearance had been restored to exactly how it was before.

The duchy had tried summoning priests from the Moonlight Church before.

But burns are fundamentally very difficult to heal with divine power, and none had shown any improvement.

Yet now, as if by a lie, my eye was completely healed by her divine power, which seemed to require little effort.

"Hmm... I guess restoring your vision in one go was too much!"

"...Why...?"

I stammered in confusion.
I had only been avoiding her for the past few months, so why?

As I was confused by this question, she carefully placed her hand on my head.

And as she stroked it very gently.

"You know, Evan. It might be meaningless to say this now, but I didn't want to leave you."

"......"

"And it's a bit embarrassing to say this after that, but..."

"I will never leave you again, Evan."

She said this to me, blushing shyly as she smiled.
Then, moving her hand from my head to my mouth, she playfully pulled up the corners of my lips and continued.

"And I'll make sure you're always smiling. I'll definitely heal your eye completely."

"This is a promise."

She said this with the brightest smile yet.

And behind her, the red sun was slowly rising.
Golden light enveloped her silver hair.

"Ah! The sun is rising!"

"...Yes."

In that moment, I realized.

My connections had already vanished with the flames.

And yet I.

Selfishly, I wanted someone to fill that place again.

In that moment, the first line I had drawn was transformed by her into a curved line and disappeared.

Just like my burned eye had been restored.

In truth, something I had been yearning for was fulfilled.

"How is it? Beautiful, right?"

And I thought.
If that was her wish, I wanted to keep smiling.

"...It is. Truly."

Yes. Always.
I sincerely thought so.

...Precious things increase the pain of separation in proportion to their value.

I should have known.
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The two years that followed were incredibly happy times.

The burn scar around my eye still occasionally caused pain, but it faded with each passing year, and the frequency decreased. Though vision in that eye never returned, I had grown so accustomed to it that it no longer hindered my daily life.

Lugion von Isenberg, my father, kept his promise from two years ago and rarely left the duchy unless absolutely necessary. He even stubbornly refused his friend and fellow war hero Eckhart's repeated invitations to visit his marquisate to meet his daughter. Of course, Eckhart had no intention of bringing his young daughter all the way to the distant Isenberg territory either, so I only heard stories about the girl my age named Stella Bell Eckhart.

Father often hinted that it would be nice if we became friends, but at the time, it didn't really resonate with me.

After all, as I said, those were happy times.

"Evan! You'll hurt yourself running around like that!"

"...Mom!"

After that day, I accepted Yuria Isenberg. True to her promise to always keep me smiling, she treated me with brightness and spirit. She poured out affection as if trying to fill all the time she had missed, and my wounds gradually healed.

She was beloved by everyone. She wasn't someone who judged others by arbitrary standards, but a woman who loved all people and shared her virtue. Like... a saintess from fairy tales.

Everyone—myself, my father, and the people of the duchy—loved her. The slightly more than two years she spent at the duchy was enough time for that to happen.

"And so, the Main God raised a great moon to save the suffering people of the kingdom and ascended to godhood."

"Wow..."

Mother was a knowledgeable person, especially regarding matters of the Moonlight Church. Whenever she told stories from scripture or about the saintess who hadn't appeared for hundreds of years, I would always listen attentively with shining eyes.

Perhaps that's why Mother seemed like a saintess to me. Her overwhelming divinity, and the fact that she healed my burn when several high priests couldn't, proved it.

Of course, my vision hadn't returned yet, but I didn't feel a great need for it at the time, and I believed that she would eventually heal my eye too.

Because she had promised.

The promise to always make me smile.
The promise to never leave me.

She had fulfilled them all.

If I had any complaint at all...

"Mom, why do you speak so formally to me?"

"Ah, I'm not mentally prepared to speak casually to Evan yet...!"

Mother answered with nervous sweat. Come to think of it, I had never seen her speak casually to anyone.

She always maintained a humble and polite attitude, even toward the people of the territory.

With her overwhelming divinity, she would rush to heal anyone who got injured. When Father declared he would ban the Moonlight Church, which healed people with divine power, from our territory, the people weren't pleased at first, but she proved more capable than dozens of high priests combined.

Unlike the priests who charged expensive fees, she provided her services completely free, so it was natural for the people to adore her.

During harvest season, they would voluntarily send numerous tributes to the duchy.

The more I saw this side of her, the more curious I became about the crime she supposedly committed against the Moonlight Church and the position she had fled from.

It must have been an extremely high position, I assumed. I wouldn't have been surprised if she had actually been the saintess herself.

According to Mother, the saintess from hundreds of years ago had the ability to discern truth from lies just by looking, and Mother seemed to have a similar ability.

"Oh! There you both are! I finally finished the backlog of work..."

"...That's a lie. You've been drinking, haven't you?"

"Ugh."

Just like that.

Of course, Mother wasn't truly scolding him, and Father knew it, so both of them had smiles on their faces.

Mother seemed to be someone who made everyone smile, not just me.

"Ahahahaha!"

Yes.

In truth, it didn't matter.

Whether Mother was a saintess or not.

Whether she was from the Moonlight Church or not.

Whether she could heal my eye or not.

It truly didn't matter.

That's how happy those days were.

...That morning was clear and blue too.

*

"Evan! This time it's truly my masterpiece! You should try it too!"

"Um, Mom, I'm already full..."

"Evan. Refusing food your mother gives you is a sin. Ah, my hangover is making me feel sick..."

That morning was boisterous as usual.

Breakfast was prepared with care by skilled servants, and though a couple of dishes made by Mother were included due to her strong insistence, cooking was unfortunately her only weakness.

"You two are so mean...!"

It was a typical morning.

The first small crack in our daily life appeared around lunchtime when I was practicing swordsmanship with Father.

"Duke!"

"Hmm? What is it, Berdo?"

Just as I was about to counter-attack my father, Berdo, the elderly butler of the duchy, came running from a distance.

"...A priest from the Moonlight Church has appeared at the territory's entrance!"

"What?"

For a moment, I felt a killing intent from Father that made my body tremble.

The Moonlight Church?

Had they come to take Mother back?

While such thoughts swirled in my head, Father sheathed his sword and followed Berdo.

"Stay here."

His voice was so heavy that the usual gentle demeanor was nowhere to be found.

I remained frozen in place for a while after Father left. However, as time passed, curiosity rose again.

I concealed my presence and headed toward the territory's border where Father had gone.

What I saw was Father facing a young cleric with ash-gray hair and black eyes.

The man, smiling kindly, extended his hand to Father and introduced himself.

"Hello! I'm Ureon Pascal, a bishop of the Moonlight Church!"

"...A bishop, huh. You look young for such a position."

"Thank you! It must be thanks to the Main God's blessing."

Despite Father's seemingly sarcastic tone, the man responded with a bright smile.

After exchanging pleasantries and casual conversation, realizing that Father had no intention of engaging, he opened his previously half-closed eyes and got to the point.

"Lady Yuria is here, isn't she?"

An eerie aura emanated from him, completely unlike the cheerful man he had appeared to be.

I couldn't hear the rest of their conversation clearly from my hiding place.

What was certain was that there was a mild argument between them, which ended with Father's tremendous anger.

"Go and tell them. If any of you set foot in this territory even once more, I will execute everyone—bishop, Pope, whoever—without exception."

"Ahaha... Aren't you afraid of being designated a heretic?"

"Get out."

At Father's final command to leave, the bishop who had introduced himself as Ureon bowed politely and departed.

His departure felt strangely ominous to me.

I couldn't leave that spot for a while.

And that night.

The duchy was attacked by unidentified individuals.

...Accompanied by bright red flames, just like that day.

*

"Kyaaaaa!!"

"F-fire!!"

"Intruders!"

The acrid smell of burning wood invaded my nostrils and stabbed at my brain.
Waking up to the sudden heat, I found myself in this situation.

The mansion was burning vigorously, just like that familiar day from years ago, and black-clothed assailants were slaughtering the servants.

As soon as I stepped outside my room, I saw the head of the Knight Captain who had protected our territory since my childhood and survived the fire three years ago.

He seemed to have realized the situation quickly and was heading to my room when he met his end.

"...Ugh."

Nausea welled up, but I couldn't just sit there.

I had learned some swordsmanship and had at least the skill of a mid-level knight.

I didn't think I could defeat those who had cut down the Knight Captain with a single stroke, but I couldn't just stay put.

I grabbed the sword the Knight Captain's corpse was holding.

Then I ran at full speed toward my parents' bedroom.

"...Kugh!"

The flames were fierce.

My body trembled as memories from nearly three years ago surfaced, but I ignored them and kept running.

"Uaaah!!"

For some reason, the assailants didn't seem very interested in me.

There were some skirmishes, and my body was covered in cuts, but I was able to advance without major crises.

The assailants seemed to be searching for someone.

...No way.

Just as I was trying to deny the ominous thought that had entered my mind.

"Kugh...!"

I saw Father collapsed on the floor, bleeding profusely.

Around him lay the bodies of what must have been dozens of assailants.

Considering that each one was skilled enough to kill the Knight Captain with a single blow, it was an incredible display of strength, but even Father seemed to have reached his limit.

"Father!!"

"E...van."

"W-what is all this...!"

I supported my half-collapsed father and shouted.
Despite coughing up blood, he spoke to me.

"Yuria... your mother, is... gone..."

Father collapsed after saying those words.
The surviving servants rushed toward the head of the duchy.

"Duke!!"

They poured healing potions into him, and it seemed his life wasn't in danger, but my heart was growing cold.

'Mother is gone?'

...There were no combat-capable personnel left in the mansion.

The assailants seemed to have deliberately targeted only the knights.

I dashed out of the mansion at full speed.

And I ran.

I ran and ran until my legs were about to break.

After running until I could barely breathe.

"Evan!"

"M-mom?"

I saw Mother being dragged away by people dressed in black.

My heart sank.

Before I could even process what was happening, my body lunged forward and cut off one of their arms.

"Kugh...?!"

"Let her go!!"

It was a speed I couldn't even comprehend myself.
It felt like I was swimming through a world where only I moved at normal speed.

"You little...!"

"Evan!!"

But that was my limit in my exhausted state.
I was quickly subdued and slammed to the ground.

"What's this? Weren't all combat-capable personnel dealt with?"

"It appears to be the duke's eldest son. He's only about 12 years old..."

Even as I was pinned to the ground with blood flowing from my head.

I desperately tried to move my body.

Even if my head was crushed.
Even if all the blood drained from my body.

I didn't want to lose anyone else.

"This kid's strong!"

"Kuhak!!"

The assailants beat me.
The one whose arm I had cut off had already reattached it using divine power and was participating in the beating.

...

......

What?

"W-who are you people."

"What? Oh, you mean this."

"You idiot. I told you not to use it during missions."

My hands trembled.
Cold sweat cooled my body.

They were clearly using divine power.

The privilege of the Moonlight Church, which Mother had always talked about.

Somehow, the intruders—who used methods similar to the incident from two years ago—were using it.

"Even if this brat talks, no one will believe him. Besides, he's going to die here anyway."

"...Stop!!"

Mother stopped the intruders who were about to beat me as I lay there in shock, without the strength to resist.

"I'll stop resisting. So please, stop hurting him!"

"M-mom..."

No.

No, this can't happen.

I couldn't lose someone like this again.

Such thoughts flooded my mind to the point of dizziness.

And then, Mother opened her mouth with an uncharacteristically sad smile.

"Take care, Evan. I'll... definitely come back."

A lie.

Instinctively, I knew.
Right now, she was lying.

I knew it, but I couldn't move my body.

"Let's go, Lady Yuria. The ceremony will begin soon."

Those were the last words I heard from Mother.

It was the first lie she had ever told me and the first time she had spoken to me casually.

It was her final message to me.

Even after they left, I remained collapsed, unable to move my body for a long time.

In the sky, a piercingly bright full moon hung.

*

And by dawn, when the duchy's knights and Father found me.

I could see the sunrise at the duchy that I used to watch with Mother with both eyes.

I had regained the vision in half of my sight but lost the person who had made me whole.

From that day on, my eyes turned red.
Just like Mother's.
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"Y-young lord. We'll find your mother soon..."

Lie.

"We're tracking her diligently based on the traces from that time! Just a few more days and..."

Lie.

"...Just wait a little longer, Evan. I'll find her even if it costs me my life."

...Truth.

*

Since that day.
Since everything about me changed completely.

My eyes, now turned red, gained the ability to distinguish truth from lies.

I don't know the exact principle behind it.

When I hear someone speak, the truth or falsehood naturally appears to me.
The accuracy is about 90%, varying slightly depending on how ambiguous the statement is.

No specific information about this ability existed in any books or documents.

If I had to compare it to something, it most closely resembled the ability of the Saintess that mother always told me about.

I couldn't determine the exact cause, but I suspected that something happened to me during the process when mother paid the price for her sins against the Moonlight Church.

"...Hah."

My vision had returned perfectly.
The clarity after being impaired for so long felt almost strange.

"Haha..."

In the end, mother kept her promise.

Even that seemingly impossible promise to fix my eyesight someday.

Now I no longer had to see with half my vision.
Now I could see the other half of the world again.

Yet why.
Why do I feel so empty right now?

"Hahaha..."

Drip, drip.
Red tears fell from my eyes.

Since that day, I occasionally shed these blood tears.
Though I felt no physical pain, it hurt terribly.

And so the cold winter arrived.

The capital was abuzz with the appearance of a Saintess, the first in hundreds of years.

The Duke's mansion was filled with a murderous chill.

My testimony wasn't accepted due to the vehement denial of the Empire's investigators.

It seemed timid of them, considering they were the same people who had insisted the North was responsible when the Duke's mansion burned three years ago, but without evidence, nothing could be done.

But the people of the Duke's household had a different stance.

They were individuals who had known me for a long time and were loyal only to the Duke's family.

They completely trusted my words, and among the territory's residents who had thought highly of mother, the Moonlight Church became virtually an enemy.

The entire duchy burned with revenge against the Moonlight Church.

Whether aware of this or not, the Moonlight Church never set foot in Isenberg territory.

That somehow felt like mockery, intensifying the hatred toward the Moonlight Church.

Even in this chaotic situation, aggressive recruitment continued to find mother.

Many knights had been incapacitated in the previous night raid, and father relentlessly filled those positions with skilled fighters from across the continent.

Particularly, Commander Roart, newly appointed as the Knight Captain, possessed skills nearly equal to father's.

And these people, leaving only the minimum force needed to protect the Duke's mansion, were all assigned to the mission of finding mother.

But as the unusually cold winter passed.
And spring arrived, though the snow didn't melt for a while.

Mother couldn't be found.

Yet the Duke household's hatred and fervor didn't cool even after winter.

The Duke's knights searched the entire continent.
They didn't stop even if it caused friction with other territories or political attacks from the Moonlight Church.

If they could find her—who had been kind to everyone and practiced philanthropy toward all.

It seemed like they could recover what was lost in that fiery day.
The Duke's household had such hope then.

And that hope was shattered.

And we finally found mother.

Just before a full year had passed since that day.
In the chilly early summer as the beginning of summer approached.

*

"...Ah."

Surprisingly, the trace wasn't far away.

A white temple located about half a day's walk from Isenberg territory.

Though there was no specific evidence to identify which religion it belonged to, only one religion on the continent could build a temple of such scale.

"Ah, aah..."

And in that temple.
Almost mockingly, in that temple located not far from our territory.

What father and I, who had been searching every day since I recovered, witnessed was.

"...No."

Mother's figure, preserved in something like white stone.

A sword was pierced through her heart.

No blood was flowing.

It was a corpse that had lost life long ago.

No, could it even be called a corpse?

"Ah, aah, aaah!!"

It was like looking at firewood that had burned away everything it had.

That skin without any trace of color showed no sign of the once vibrant mother.

It was overflowing with a dry realism, as if preserved in formaldehyde.

Though clearly human.
Though it had been a living human.

...It felt like looking at a statue with all five senses.

That warm smile was nowhere to be found.
Only the corners of her mouth were pulled up emotionlessly.

The most inhuman-looking human corpse in the world.

Was grotesquely yet sacredly preserved there.

"Yu, ria."

Father let out a scream and fainted on the spot.

In the end, mother did return to me.

In the worst way I could have imagined.

"...Haha."

And I pulled up the corners of my mouth and smiled.
This time, I didn't need mother to pull them up for me.

Like the white sword pierced through mother's heart, I fixed the curve drawn on my lips as if nailing it in place.

Mother had told me.
She wanted me to always smile.

She wanted me to always be bright and cheerful.

"...I will, Mom!"

If that was mother's wish, I would live smiling for the rest of my life.

No matter what happened, I would smile brightly.

Until I pulled down that big moon from the sky to the ground.

And until I completely changed the Empire they had rooted in with my own hands.

Whatever methods I had to use, whatever I had to sacrifice.

"This is a promise."

Feeling my molars crumbling in my mouth.
Deliberately ignoring the bright red blood tears flowing enough to drip from my jaw.

Forcibly pulling up the corners of my mouth just as she did when she first made a promise with me.

I swore like that.

*

Numerous memories that had raced ahead of me now rewind and overwhelm me.

Ah, that's right.

That's what I swore.

Since then, I always wore a smile when facing anyone.

Kindly, smiling, in a way that would make anyone like me.

It wasn't difficult thanks to my ability.

I fixed a smile in place and wrapped myself in lies.

I made plans.
I made plans to bring down the Moonlight Church.

I devoted myself to training.
So I could cut down anyone.

I didn't sleep.
No, it would be more accurate to say I couldn't sleep.

Because the moment I fell asleep, nightmares of that day would begin, preventing me from getting proper sleep.

It was rarer for me to sleep more than 3 hours a week.

I endured by recovering with mana when sleep was insufficient.

At some point, I stopped getting nosebleeds.

Among the knights, no, even father was no match for me now.

It wasn't enough. A little more.

I fought all the knights.
I didn't even use a real sword.

I could defeat them all.

It wasn't enough. A little more.

The smile somehow became fixed on my face, natural without any effort.

My bright behavior and speech pattern somehow became as natural as my own way of speaking.

Now I could even talk kindly when facing a priest of the Moonlight Church.

What was my original self like?


It was like an ascetic practice of cutting into bone for several years.
About 5 years passed like that.

Perhaps I became numb.

That's why I was so shaken by you.

"I'm Stella Eckhart."

"I'm Evan Isenberg! Nice to meet you!"

Perhaps, I.

From the moment I realized your first introduction was a lie.

From the moment I realized everything about you was a lie.

Though I tried to convince myself it was just interest.

Though I rationalized that it would help my plans, the truth was.

...I might have felt some sense of kinship with you.

The crack that started with my first denial gradually widened.

After our first year together, then the second year, and by the time we entered the Academy.

Somehow I had come to feel more than kinship toward you.

I knew.
If I got closer, I would probably get hurt like before.

Even knowing that, I told myself it wouldn't be that bad and spent time with you.

I shouldn't have.
Even thinking that, I couldn't strongly refuse.

And somehow I became numb.

My initial desire for revenge, my hatred.


This isn't right.

Because...

I made a promise.
This shouldn't happen.

Absolutely not.

*

"......."

Evan felt his consciousness suddenly return.
What he felt was intense pain around his eyes and the red light filtering through.

Judging by the sensation on his back, he was probably on a bed in the infirmary.

They must have brought him here after he collapsed while shedding blood tears.

There was no time to keep lying down.
Evan thought this as he got up.

A severe dizziness hit him momentarily, but it wasn't unbearable.

His vision, which had been split into two or three, had merged back together.

"...Evan!!"

"Stella."

Evan realized his voice sounded excessively dry.

His secretary, usually expressionless, had her eyes wide open and was sweating, clearly worried about him.

Is that genuine?

No. It doesn't matter anymore.

"Are you, are you alright..."

"I'm fine, Stella. Just a moment."

Evan pushed past Stella and approached the woman behind her.

Snow-white hair and moon-like grayish-white eyes.

The Saintess of the Moonlight Church, whom he had to destroy.

"Saintess."

"My, are you already well enough to walk?"

Evan finally realized his feelings.

Though he thought he had no personal feelings, he extremely loathed the Saintess.

That eerie nature that felt neither fake nor genuine.

Those meaningful words she dropped as if giving him hints.

That snow-white hair resembling his mother's, all of it.

To him, they were all hateful elements that he disliked.

"You said you would answer anything when I regained consciousness."

"Yes! Anything I know!"

Finally.

I can learn something.

Ch.88 - EP 4. Passion
The Saintess who appeared suddenly eight years ago, Cloria, immediately boosted the Moonlight Church's influence with her overwhelming divinity and miracles.

Her timing was perfect—emerging just after tensions with the North had escalated and a non-aggression treaty had been signed. Everyone in the Empire knew this treaty was merely a temporary paper agreement while both sides rebuilt their forces.

In this anxious wartime atmosphere, the appearance of a 12-year-old Saintess naturally reminded people of the previous Saintess who had led the allied forces to victory against the North 200 years earlier. Salvation in times of crisis becomes faith, and faith becomes the church's power.

The Moonlight Church, which had been losing influence due to corruption among high priests, made a spectacular comeback. Yet no one bothered to learn about Cloria herself—the girl supposedly most beloved by the Main God. To the church, she was merely a valuable tool they had finally created.

What did the Saintess herself think about becoming one?

"What's there to say? It's absolutely shitty."

Before becoming the Saintess, Cloria had been a free spirit, barely even a vagrant. After stabbing her parents to death when they tried to sell her, she had spent about ten years enjoying her freedom, wandering from place to place.

When hungry, she stole food from inns. When sleepy, she curled up anywhere people wouldn't find her. In winter, she took clothes from other vagrants. Sometimes she lived in the mountains when necessary.

Cloria genuinely enjoyed each day. The biting cold, the gut-wrenching hunger, the life-threatening situations when chased by vagrants—all made her feel alive.

That's why she never despaired in any situation—not when locked in a basement eating only leaves her whole life, not when her parents tried to sell her, not when she killed them and ran away, not when she nearly died facing a bear in the mountains, not when she almost froze to death in winter.

Ironically, her moment of greatest despair came when her body was blessed with immense divinity and divine favor. For reasons she would later learn as Saintess, she received far more divinity than the church had anticipated—likely surpassing even the previous Saintess in raw divine power.

She became essentially the maximum divinity a human could contain without becoming a divine vessel—the closest a human could be to divinity while remaining human.

In this state, she lost everything that had made her feel alive. Pain? She couldn't feel it—minor injuries healed within seconds, and even when pain came, she felt numb to it. Hunger? Not permitted—if she starved beyond her limit, her divinity automatically replicated her tissues to generate calories.

As Saintess, Cloria became a body that could feel nothing no matter what she did. Unlike simple pain insensitivity, it was the helpless numbness of a being who instinctively knew almost nothing in this world could harm her.

In this state of feeling nothing and desperately seeking some solution, the church essentially imprisoned her while using her to increase their influence.

This was hell for the Saintess. After escaping that basement, she was trapped again—and now couldn't feel anything.

Reaching this conclusion, the Saintess began blackmailing the church. Since all previous bearers of the Saintess's mark had been excessively kind-hearted, the church hadn't anticipated this situation and had no choice but to send her to the Academy as she demanded.

After finally escaping, she experimented with various things before entering the Academy (alcohol, drugs, and activities that would normally be considered suicidal). She concluded that the only way she could feel anything now was in life-threatening situations.

Of course, almost nothing in this world could kill her. She would regenerate within seconds if burned, and if beheaded, her head would reattach or regenerate from one side.

So only someone stronger than her could threaten her life. Such people were rare, making the Sword Saint her primary target... but even she couldn't touch the Sword Saint, the church's strongest asset. Besides, the Saintess knew she would likely die fighting the Sword Saint—and she wanted to feel alive, not die.

In this desperate situation, she witnessed Evan von Isenberg fighting a strange spirit called an Illusionary Demonic Beast. Normally, humans couldn't even damage spirits, yet somehow he could inflict meaningful damage. With a Spiritist's help, he even defeated the beast.

Intrigued, she investigated him and exclaimed, "So that's what it was!"

The Saintess was surprisingly interested in church history, hoping to find a way to dismantle her divinity after centuries of research. Though unsuccessful, she had accessed all information available to her.

She knew Evan was the eldest son of the Isenberg family, who showed clear hostility toward the Moonlight Church. When they'd met before, he hadn't shown any particular reaction—was he acting?

If she could draw out his hatred to the maximum and fight him at full strength with his Saintess's eyes...

"...It's worth trying."

With this in mind, she approached Stella, judging that if she accompanied Stella, Evan would naturally follow. Her judgment proved correct.

"You said you'd answer anything when you regained consciousness."

Things had gotten slightly complicated, but she had led him this far.

"Now then..."

How much did Evan von Isenberg know about what she knew? How would he react when he heard everything?

The Saintess felt her body trembling with anticipation as she smiled genuinely without realizing it.

*

The Saintess and Evan faced each other. In such an emergency, normally Stella or Yudhia would have intervened, but...

"My first question."

"Yes!"

The aura Evan emitted was so chilling that neither could speak properly. Ironically, the only one unaffected by his killing intent was the Saintess herself—its target.

"The fire in Isenberg territory ten years ago. Was that your doing?"

This was Evan's first question—about the initial misfortune that took his eye and his connections from that time. Though uncertain, the method was so similar to what happened eight years ago that he needed to confirm it first.

"The fire in Isenberg territory? Ten years ago... let me see..."

The Saintess took some time to retrieve the memory, as she stored all memories through her divinity. To Evan, this delay looked like mere provocation.

"Ah, I remember now!"

"Speak."

"To conclude, yes. It was directed by the Moonlight Church leadership. I don't know the detailed reasons myself!"

Stella's body trembled as she realized the meaning of the Saintess's words.

Evan felt a strong wave of dizziness. As he suspected—the disaster that nearly ruined his life was also related to the Moonlight Church.

Just this fact made Evan want to harm the Saintess before him, but he forcibly suppressed the urge. There was still something he truly wanted to ask.

Evan clenched his fist until it bled with that thought. Stella flinched but still couldn't intervene in the atmosphere.

"...Second. Those things you called sacrifices to the Evil God earlier."

"Yes!"

Evan took a deep breath, recalling that day again—his mother's appearance, displayed like a statue as if all life had been burned away.

And the appearance of those sacrifices earlier. Though several times more grotesque than his mother's corpse, they felt similar—something essential to being human had been removed, making them human in form only.

"They looked similar to my mother's corpse... Yuria Isenberg."

In truth, he knew little about his mother. He only knew she possessed more divine power than any priest he'd seen, held an important position in the church, and had "sinned" against the church by fleeing to meet his father, Lugion Isenberg.

He could only vaguely guess she might have been a Saintess, based on the ability she presumably passed to him.

"Was she also sacrificed to the Evil God?"

Evan asked with a trembling voice. It was the most rational guess he could make, but...

"Pfft!"

"......"

"Pfu, hahahahaha!!"

To the Saintess who knew the truth, it was merely a creative wrong answer. Feeling genuinely amused for the first time in a long while, she opened her mouth.

"Hahaha! That's a possible guess too! It was similar but no!"

"Then what?"

The floor was already soaked with blood from Evan's nails digging into his palms. Whether aware of this or not, the Saintess began explaining kindly.

"Let me explain the basics since none of you would know."

"......."

"If you offer one hundred waters, you always receive one hundred in return. This is an unchanging law maintained by any religion with divinity."

What was she talking about? Evan felt the urge to cut down the Saintess before him right now.

To this person, even my greatest misfortune is just entertainment?

Though grinding his teeth at this thought, Evan sensed this was important information and listened carefully.

"But the high-ranking officials of the Moonlight Church thought: what if we offer one water one hundred times to get one hundred in return?"

"...What?"

Suddenly, an ominous thud echoed in Evan's heart.

No way.

Something, something told him he shouldn't hear the next words—an ominous feeling.

Sensing Evan's feelings, the Saintess smiled more broadly than ever as she spoke.

"Women with the Saintess's mark have always existed. Their common traits were white hair, kind personalities... and the ability to use divinity."

"No... way..."

"So at first, they sacrificed everyone who met those conditions. Then, at some point, the next person with the mark became stronger."

"That's... a lie."

"That's when the church officials became convinced! If that's the case, couldn't they create a perfect Saintess, which hadn't appeared for hundreds of years!?"

Evan's pupils dilated in disbelief. His hands shook violently like dry branches in a storm, and his complexion became paler than when he had collapsed earlier.

"At that time, the Moonlight Church was experiencing declining influence. Well, that's natural when the leadership is incompetent."

Yet the Saintess continued her explanation without stopping.

"The Saintess Birth Plan was perfect for them. Increase church influence! Naturally increase divinity! And get one step closer to their goal!"

The shocking content made even Stella and Yudhia, a Paladin, turn pale.

"They sacrificed women with the mark for decades. But just before the Saintess was completed, a problem arose!"

The Saintess was immersed in the story as if it were an interesting epic.

Evan knew all too well what that "problem" was. After all, it was the background that allowed him to be born.

"The woman closest to being a Saintess, the Saintess of the Waxing Moon, Yuria, escaped from the Moonlight Church. And they couldn't find her for a whole decade."

"Ugh..."

"Well, you know what happened after that. She somehow made the mistake of settling in Isenberg, was eventually captured, and sacrificed."

Evan had thought it strange too. Why did the Saintess appear right after his mother disappeared? Could there be some connection?

But, no way. No way that reason could be...

"And thus was born—ta-da! Me, the Saintess of the Full Moon!!"

-BANG!!!

Evan grabbed the Saintess's neck and slammed her against the wall. It happened so quickly that even Yudhia, a Paladin, couldn't react.

Yet the Saintess continued laughing without showing any sign of pain.

"You sacrificed my mother for such a reason?!"

"Oof, pfahaha!! That expression is really great!!"

"S-Saintess!"

Yudhia belatedly tried to stop Evan, but the Saintess stopped her. She was enjoying this situation too much.

"Mmph, but there was a small problem—unlike the church's prediction, Yuria was already a completed Saintess. Neither the church nor she knew this fact because she had escaped."

"...That means."

"To conclude, it was an unnecessary ritual. It overflowed. Not one hundred sacrifices, but more like one hundred and one."

The Saintess looked directly at Evan with her moon-like grayish-white eyes. Those eyes emanated a chilling killing intent—though to the Saintess, it was merely enjoyable.

"So I received just enough divinity to barely meet human limits... and the eye that discerns truth and falsehood, originally a Saintess ability, overflowed to you."

"...What?"

Stella was the most shocked by the Saintess's statement. But neither the Saintess nor Evan was in a position to pay attention to her now.

"I don't know if it's genetic or by her will. Anyway, you inherited some divinity too."

Suddenly, Evan recalled what the Saintess had said just before collapsing:

-Ahaha. You pushed yourself too hard. When you can't even handle divinity.

The ability in his eye was indeed the Saintess's divinity. That explained why he collapsed when exposed to demonic energy without any resistance.

So his eye was indeed fixed by his mother.

"......."

"In a way, we could be considered to have the same parent!! Since my birthday is later, should I call you Oppa? Kyahaha!!"

The Saintess burst into laughter—maniacal laughter that frightened even Yudhia, whose faith in the Saintess was firm.

However, Evan's mind grew colder as he listened to her laughter.

"...That's right."

And he reminded himself of his purpose again.

I am a person who cannot be happy until I completely erase the Moonlight Church from this continent.

How could someone like me be swayed by anyone?

"How pathetic."

"What?"

Evan muttered this and smirked. To Stella, he seemed to be moving dozens of meters away from her. She felt that if she didn't grab him now, she would never see him again.

While she was lost in these thoughts, a cracked voice emerged from Evan's mouth.

"I'll kill you now, and then the Cardinal."

-FWANG!

With that, he drew his sword. The blade shot out of Evan's scabbard like a beam of light.

"......Evan!!"

Ch.89 - EP. 4 Fracture
Chapter 90. Fracture

Was it me who built a relationship with Evan, or was it Stella Eckhart whom I was playing?

This question had been lingering in my mind since I felt him growing within me, and I within him.

Is what I feel truly my own feelings?
Or is even that just another act I'm performing?

It was an incredibly self-indulgent worry.
Still, I thought I had a little more...

Time to think about it.

*

In an instant, the infirmary filled with the unstable killing intent Evan was emitting.

Evan grabbed the Saintess's neck and slammed her against the wall.
Unlike when he held my neck for treatment.
His grip was so powerful it felt like he wouldn't care if she choked to death.

With the Saintess restrained, Yudhia couldn't make any moves either, her hand hovering near her sword but unable to draw it due to the tension that something could explode at any moment.

The Saintess's story was shocking even from what little I caught.

I knew.
I knew Evan deeply despised the Moonlight Church.

I knew.
I knew his mother left him when he was 12 years old.

Though I knew both facts, I hadn't connected them. When they combined, everything made sense.

The Saintess was a manufactured Saintess.

Until her moon became full, countless carriers of the Saintess gene were sacrificed.

And among those carriers...

No, despite completing that process, the Saintess who was sacrificed was Evan's mother.

*I...*

I had thought I understood him better than anyone else in this world.

Yet I had underestimated his hidden wounds because he always seemed bright, forcing himself to smile.

I knew the pain of losing someone precious against their will.

That's why I could understand how disgusting my actions were.

If someone asked me to work with the person who killed my mother...
Could I accept that calmly?

...No.
Absolutely not.

"Pathetic."

That's why I couldn't just stand by and watch what Evan was about to do.

Evan wasn't in his right mind, consumed by rage and hatred.

I didn't fully understand, but the Saintess was deliberately provoking Evan's anger.

If Evan harmed the Saintess now, his plans would fall apart.

As the one responsible for creating this situation, I couldn't let that happen.

Time seemed to flow sluggishly.

I saw Evan's sword being drawn from its sheath.
Without any course correction, it would strike her neck.
She wouldn't die, but it would give her justification.

Then naturally, Evan's plans to change the Moonlight Church and the entire Empire would fail.
I didn't know what the Saintess was trying to provoke, but I had to stop it.

"...Yudhia, now!!"

With my cognitive speed temporarily surpassing that of normal people by far, I finished my assessment in an instant and signaled to Yudhia.

Even if she had only recently become a Paladin, she was strong enough to be part of the protagonist's party.

As soon as I signaled, her sword, which was already poised, was drawn and collided violently with Evan's sword, creating sparks.

-CLAAANG!!

"Ugh!!"

"...You."

But Evan, who boasted the fastest swordsmanship in the original work, couldn't be completely blocked even by a Paladin. The Saintess avoided having her neck cut, but one of her arms was severed.

"Not bad speed!"

"Thanks for the compliment."

A smile returned to Evan's lips.
That was dangerous.

I felt it as the strongest red flag.

"...Lord Isenberg! If you continue this...!"

"Don't interfere, Paladin."

In an instant, at a speed too fast for even my temporarily enhanced dynamic vision to follow, the flat of his sword struck her side.

"Ugh...!"

-CRASH!!

Her body flew like a baseball hit by a bat, smashing through one wall of the infirmary.

Though she was one of the top-tier fighters in the original work, she was no match for Evan.

Especially now when his reason had clearly flown out the window.

Looking at Evan with that thought, I saw blood tears flowing from his eyes again.
He had temporarily regained his senses, but the school was still exposed to massive demonic energy.

Evan's condition hadn't improved at all—he was still on the verge of collapse.

"...Oh my."

"That's why I said you shouldn't push yourself!"

The Saintess continued to laugh loudly, taunting Evan with her words.

Why?

What's her reason?

According to her character, she should be extremely reluctant to reveal her power.
She can't stop Evan without revealing her power.

That means either she has sufficient reason to reveal her power, or she thinks she doesn't need to.

*Think.*

I hadn't even tried to understand her before because she was surrounded by so much pretense that it seemed impossible.

But I have to now.

I need to analyze her character.

*Connect the dots. What's the relationship between provoking Evan and hiding her power?*

Hundreds of pieces of information and hypotheses flash through my mind in my abnormally accelerated thought process.

Combining everything I've seen of her, what appeared in the novel, and the information from the character profiles.

Just like when I used to analyze characters in detail after reading scripts, I understand her.

*...Good.*

I'm not completely certain, but I'm confident.

There won't be any problems if I stop the Saintess now.
I might even be able to negotiate with her.

"How do you feel? Dizzy? Or perhaps..."

"...Shut up!!"

-[Silence]

First, I use an intermediate formula to silence her so she can't provoke Evan any further.

She could easily break it, but whether due to her setting of not revealing her power or because she found this situation interesting, she wasn't taking any countermeasures.

"...Get out of here. Now."

"...?"

The Saintess tilted her head as if puzzled and looked at me.
Her eyes were overflowing with interest.

...From here on, it's a gamble.

"...I'll help you with what you want. For now, please withdraw."

For a moment, something flickered in the Saintess's eyes.
If I had to interpret it, it was half-belief, half-doubt... but she seemed even more intrigued.

"Well, you don't look in good shape anyway, so let's do that."

Have a good time!

The Saintess had somehow broken my spell and said that as she skipped out through the hole Yudhia had made in the wall.

Now only Evan and I remained in the infirmary.
...The real challenge begins now.

"Huh? Stella. What are you..."

"Please... stop."

I grabbed Evan as he was about to step outside to chase after the Saintess.

I couldn't let him go.
Somehow, I needed to bring him back to his senses or stop him here.

"Move aside, Stella."

Evan uttered those words in a cold voice.
My body flinched at that, but I couldn't let him go.

With that determination, I opened my mouth.

"Evan. If you attack the Moonlight Church now, your plan will..."

"So you're saying I should just let those things exist before my eyes?"

Evan cut me off mid-sentence, speaking without emotion.

Though his voice seemed devoid of emotion at first glance, unrefined anger overflowed from his bloodshot eyes.

I had to stop him.
Somehow I needed to persuade him to stop.

But his eyes were too familiar for me to do that easily.

Vengeance, hatred, the emptiness that makes you feel like you'll fall into your own void if you don't do something.

Because it was so familiar.
Because I knew it so well.
I felt my throat tighten, unable to speak.

But I had to. Even knowing how unreasonable my request was.

It had to be done.

I gritted my teeth and said:

"...You can't go now, Evan. You're not in a state to make rational judgments."

I know.
I'm disgusting for saying this.

Ultimately, this is just selfish concern from someone who created this situation.

Perhaps knowing this, Evan answered me with a cold smile.

"Don't worry. I'll handle my own affairs. It won't interfere with your plans."

"Evan, I'm your...!"

"You're nothing."

Evan said firmly.
For a moment, I felt like I couldn't breathe.

Without even looking at me, Evan continued.

"Stella. We're business partners, not bound by fate. Even you... you're planning to leave me once your plan is complete."

Evan's words hit me like a blow to the back of my head.

He was right.

A few years ago, no, even a few months ago, I had intended to go our separate ways once our plans were complete.

It made sense.
"Secretary" was just a pretty shell, and we were strangers working together.

Neither Evan nor I initially considered each other a true lord and secretary, so naturally we were destined to part ways someday.

Of course, because we were strangers.
Just having built a bit of friendship.
That's all our relationship was.

I knew that. I knew it, but...

"N-no. That's... not true."

For some reason, I found myself denying it.
Something hot welled up from my throat.

Somehow, just having him confirm this fact made my vision blur and ripple.

I closed my eyes briefly to keep those ripples from falling as drops.

Then I looked at him again and said:

"I am your secretary."

"......"

"You said you have eyes that can see through lies. Looking at me with those eyes, were all my words lies...?"

I knew I was talking nonsense.

I had been acting since the moment I first saw him.
Of course, everything should have been a lie.

But why?
Why am I asking this question?

Why are Evan's eyes shaking more than ever before?

"...Who knows."

At least at first, they were.

Both you and I.

Evan said with a self-deprecating smile.

Seeing that, I could finally be certain.

He was trying to push me away forcefully.

No, actually I had known from the beginning.

Since earlier when Evan kept a strange distance from me.

My instinct as an actor...

Had told me he was acting, just like when I first met him.

"...!"

"...Don't go."

I hugged him tightly from the front and said that.
Whether because he was pushing me away, or because he had already pushed his body to the limit.

I couldn't feel his usual warmth.

But it was still warm.

"Just wait, just wait a little."

"......"

And then, with a voice full of moisture.

In a tone completely unlike Stella.

"...Was that all you wanted? To destroy the Moonlight Church?"

I'm a failure as an actor.

This isn't acting anymore.

It's just me wearing Stella's shell.
Just me being 100% sincere, acting spoiled with him.

Perhaps after this incident, my existence will be greatly shaken.

But even so,
This is what I sincerely wanted to ask.

"...Move."

"...?"

Evan muttered weakly and pushed me away.
For a moment I couldn't grasp the situation and stared at him with wide eyes.

-CLAAANG!!!

"...Kup."

[AAAH!! AAAAAAAH!! AAH! AAH!!!]

Evan was desperately blocking with his sword the claw of something that had struck exactly where I had been standing.

If it weren't for him, I would have been cut in half.

With that terror, I looked at the owner of those claws.

A red body with an amorphous appearance that seemed to combine features of all kinds of creatures.

Unrefined demonic energy overflowing from its body.

...The Evil God's soldiers were emerging everywhere.

"...Evan!!"

He had saved me again.

But for Evan, who couldn't control the divinity in his eyes, demonic energy was like deadly poison.
And indeed, Evan was bleeding profusely from his eyes again.

...The compatibility was terrible.

"Stella. Excuse me for a moment."

Evan roughly wiped the blood from his eyes and picked me up.

Holding me secure with one arm, he adjusted his grip on the sword in his other hand.

"W-wait! Evan...!"

Evan shouldn't push himself now.
That's what I was trying to say.

"...Hold tight."

"Huh!?"

-CRASH!!!

The scenery in my vision stretched into a straight line like taffy.

The wind against my face, too strong to keep my eyes open, gave me an idea of our speed.

In the scenery flashing by in an instant, I saw not only those soldiers from before but countless other entities.

The Evil God, having completed its manifestation, had begun to move.

"...Kuk."

Evan frowned as if in pain even while running.
At this rate, probably...

"My, did you have a good talk?"

After running at incredible speed, we reached the Saintess who was near the Main Castle of the academy.
Evan had brought me to the Saintess.

He probably judged that being next to the Saintess was the safest place.
Even as the color drained almost completely from his face.

"...I leave the rest... to you. Stel... la."

"Evan?!"

With that, Evan collapsed.
I immediately tried to check his condition but was stopped by the Saintess.

"It's the same condition as before. Touching him will make it worse. Well, it will get worse even if you don't touch him."

According to the Saintess's explanation, Evan's condition wouldn't improve as long as this situation continued.

In other words...

"...Thank you, Evan."

It meant that I had to resolve this situation.
If only to apologize to him.

After laying Evan down properly, I turned to the Saintess and said:

"Please help me, Saintess."

"Pardon?"

I took a deep breath.
This was probably the only way to overcome this situation.

"...Let's make a deal."

Even in his unstable state, Evan collapsed again trying to protect me.
Now it's my turn to prove myself.

Ch.90 - EP. 4 Breakthrough
Chapter 91. Breakthrough

The sky seemed to have grown redder than before, perhaps because it was approaching sunset.

About two hours remained until the full moon would rise.

Under this sky, grotesque red masses were emerging, disturbing to behold.

"Kyaaaa!!"

"What is this now?!"

Without any warning, the Evil God's soldiers burst forth from the ground, from building floors, and even from walls.

With no discernible pattern, these soldiers immediately bared their teeth and attacked the cadets.

Some cadets, emboldened by their experience handling the lesser god's minions from the previous day, initially tried to engage with righteous fervor, but...

"Agh, aaagh!! My arm...!!"

By the time arms and legs were being severed, they realized these creatures were entirely different from what they had faced before.

The Evil God's soldiers were acting aggressively to gather life force.

The mark had been merely a diversion.

The Evil God, having briefly manifested completely, had poured all its power into creating an enormous barrier stretching from the Academy's Main Castle to the entrance of the Duncan District. After trapping people inside, it was now randomly summoning soldiers.

If it could offer everyone here as sacrifices, the Evil God's manifestation would easily overcome its temporary limitations.

In an instant, hundreds of the Evil God's soldiers poured out, turning the Academy into complete chaos.

Cadets scattered in confusion, with some firing off magic or swords in panic.

"...We need to form a battle formation."

Of course, these were the minority.
Despite being mere cadets, they were Academy members who had survived fierce competition to enter.

As Alen had mentioned at the beginning of the semester, this year's class had undergone extensive training for wartime scenarios, which had helped them become accustomed to such situations.

[Aaaaaaah!! Ah! Aaaaaaaa!!]

"Everyone gather behind me!! Mages, prepare your spells from the rear!"

In various locations, formations were taking shape around several students who had maintained their composure.

It was remarkable that most of them weren't even first-year students, but even so, they were barely twenty years old.

"Kya, kyaaaa!! Jamie's bleeding too much!"

"Three more coming from behind!!"

These numerous cadets had no experience facing individually superior opponents.

In an instant, several cadets suffered life-threatening injuries, which severely shook the morale of those unaccustomed to such sights.

Just as their hastily formed defensive positions were about to collapse like sandcastles hit by waves...

"Is this how I taught you, gentlemen?!"

*KWAAANG!!*

With that powerful shout from somewhere, the soldiers were instantly split in half, then halved again and again until they were unrecognizable.

Almost no cadet could display such strength.

"Ah, Professor Alen?!"

"When did you arrive?!"

"This mess greeted me right after my reinstatement!!!"

The Academy professors had joined the battle.

The professors, who had been holding a meeting about the previous day's major incident, established a command center in the meeting room when the barrier appeared, and except for a few who remained behind, all rushed out to save the cadets.

Though their subjects differed, they shared one common trait—they were Academy professors.

"The, the professors are here!!"

"Look! Professor Stefan is tearing those monsters apart!!"

Naturally, they were on a completely different level from the cadets.

Even the professors of those boring memorization subjects had unleashed the aggression they had kept sealed beneath their gentle and tedious exteriors, and were now destroying the soldiers.

But the battle remained evenly matched.
No, the Academy side was at a disadvantage.

The professors couldn't use their full power while trying to protect the cadets, and once the barrier had been established, the Evil God's soldiers seemed to multiply endlessly.

Though there were no casualties yet, a major disaster seemed inevitable.

Amidst this chaos and spreading scent of blood...

"...This is my proposal."

Only one person was formulating an entirely different plan.

*

The Saintess was still a character I couldn't claim to have fully analyzed.

Though she had significant coverage in the original story, she rarely revealed her true feelings, and the author was sparing with details about her.

Of course, that remained true even now, after coming to this world and meeting her in person.

The Saintess was still an unsolved variable.

However, just now...

I caught a glimpse of her character while watching her clash with Evan.

Perhaps, perhaps the reason she's doing this is...

"...This is my proposal."

I wasn't certain, but I played my strongest card.

However, in truth, it wasn't for her sake but entirely for my own use.

I presented it to achieve two objectives simultaneously.

"......."

To my proposal, which might seem absurd at first glance...

The Saintess stared at me with wide eyes, then tilted her head.

She seemed to contemplate something with closed eyes and a long sigh, then...

"Pf, hahaha.... Kyahahahahahaha!!!"

She threw her head back and burst into maniacal laughter.

Though I usually couldn't tell whether her actions were genuine or pretense, I was certain of one thing.

That was sincere.

One hundred percent pure sincerity.

"Kyahahaha!! Ahahaha!! Y-you!!"

And I could be certain.

My gamble had paid off.

My character analysis was successful.

My proposal—

"You're much more interesting than I thought! Good!! I accept!!"

—had perfectly hit the mark of her desires.

"Excellent. Then, how long will it take?"

The first thing I would receive from the Saintess in exchange was the suppression of the Evil God's summoned soldiers.
Normally she would refuse to display her power, but now she didn't seem to give it a second thought.

"I can do it right now! However, I won't be able to suppress them completely. The full moon hasn't risen yet."

"Then...."

"Two hours... now about one hour, I suppose. If you can hold out until then, I can perfectly seal their movements."

"Though I won't be able to exorcise them completely," she added.

The Saintess shrugged as she told me this.

"That's fine."

That was enough for me.
What I primarily expected from the Saintess was minimizing casualties.

And suppressing the soldiers' movements as much as possible.

Enough for me to exit this barrier.

"If you call as planned, someone will come from that side, just as you predicted."

"...Then, please do as I explained."

When I said this, the Saintess looked at me with an expression that suggested she was seeing quite a peculiar fellow, and smiled.

Then, nodding her head, she opened her mouth.

"To think I'd return there of my own volition... I must be crazy. Well, fine!!"

Good.
All preparations and contingencies were in place.

Now... all that remained was to see if I could navigate this uncharted territory—something never shown in the original story—according to my plan.

"Then, I'll be going."

"Be careful. I can't move from here now. I can't help you."

"...I understand. Yudhia."

I responded to the Saintess's words and then addressed Yudhia who stood behind her.
Still dazed from Evan's attack, she straightened herself in surprise and answered my call.

"Y-yes!"

"You heard, right? You're the only one who can protect me now."

Of course, it wasn't just protection.
She also needed to guide the way.

Well, I thought she probably understood after hearing my conversation with the Saintess.

"...Yes!! Leave it to me!!"

There was no time to waste.

I immediately ran at full speed, following Yudhia.
Even considering that she was matching her pace to mine, it was quite fast.

About one hour until the full moon rises.

Until then, I would resolve this situation.

...For Evan's sake.

With that determination, I glanced back slightly.

The Saintess, now quite distant, was gathering an overwhelming white energy around her body, contrasting with the dark red surroundings.

As that light gradually condensed and created a momentary brightness rivaling the sun—

["Holy Arts: Fragment"]

Suddenly, with a tremendous surge of divine power, the condensed light shook the earth as it split into dozens of pieces and flew away.

Then, the dozens of fragmented light pieces embedded themselves throughout the Academy area covered by the barrier.

Immediately after, they emitted light like flares, binding the nearby soldiers.

[Aaaaaaaaaaa!!!!]

"...Amazing."

"Y-yes, as expected of the Saintess!"

I thought this even while running breathlessly.

This was the divine power of a Moonlight Church cleric who truly manifests her strength under the full moon, yet she displayed this much power when the moon wasn't even visible.

The claim from the original story that she could rival the Sword Saint didn't seem so far-fetched after all.

[Aaa!! Aaaaa!!]

"Kugh! Let's go!!"

But perhaps because she couldn't use her full power, she couldn't restrain all the soldiers.

To make matters worse, the Evil God seemed to sense something was wrong and was summoning hordes of soldiers, even at great cost.

Yudhia was slicing through them one by one with her divine-power-infused sword, but there were simply too many, and some soldiers escaped her sword's range.

["Explosive Star"]!!

*KWAAAANG!!*

I launched a prepared formula at the approaching soldiers.

Red and blue flames erupted simultaneously, causing the soldiers to explode.

[Aaa, aaaa!!]

Of course, with my current attack power, I could barely even wound the soldiers properly.

That's why I had targeted the ground beneath them from the start.

The soft earth exploded, flipping the soldiers over with their footing and disrupting them.

Of course, my best effort was just a temporary measure.

The Evil God's response was much faster than I expected.

Perhaps realizing my intention to escape the barrier, it was concentrating on summoning soldiers only in our direction.

"...Damn it!!"

*KWAGAGAGAGAK!!*

Yudhia swung her sword in a wide semicircle, cutting all the surrounding soldiers in half.

But immediately, more soldiers were summoned in front of us, blocking our path.

*...What should I do.*

If we couldn't break through here, there was no solution.

What I was aiming for was a fundamental resolution to the problem.

I needed to find the culprit who had escalated the lesser god possession incident from the original story to this magnitude and confront them.

Obviously, they would be outside the barrier, so breaking through was essential.

But the numbers were far greater than I had anticipated.

The longer we delayed, the more casualties would occur.

That couldn't happen.

But our current strength was insufficient.

Just as I reached that conclusion...

["Blessing bestowed, Wind Speed, Hardening, Precision, Explosion"]

*KWAAAANG!!!!*

In that moment, a beam of light shot precisely between Yudhia and me.

Immediately after, with a tremendous blast of air pressure and a blue-green explosion, the soldiers blocking our path were reduced to fragments without a trace.

"......Erhen!!"

"Miss Stellaaaa!!"

In the distance, my elven friend, the Spirit Archer Erhen, was shouting toward us while aiming her bow.

She must have released the spirit power she had accumulated at just the right moment during this dangerous situation.

"Aren't you being too indifferent to me lately?! And who is that handsome woman beside you!! Have you abandoned me?!"

"Thank you so much, Erhen!!"

"We'll settle this later!!"

["Blessing bestowed, Curved Shot, Precision, Hardening"]

*PAGAGAGAK!!*

The soldiers fell helplessly as they were pierced by Erhen's spirit arrows fired once again.

With Erhen taking care of about a third of the soldiers, a gap opened up for us to advance.

I couldn't miss such an opportunity.

I thanked Erhen and jumped into that gap with Yudhia.

Once again, we sprinted at full speed.

In the distance, the edge of the barrier came into view.

*I have to try.*

I couldn't be certain whether negotiation would work or not.

But I had to try.

At this rate, not only would everyone at the Academy be in danger, but Evan's life would be at risk as well.

*...I will.*

The culprit who had twisted the original story like this.

The root cause who had brought the Academy to this state.

...I will confront the Cardinal of the Moonlight Church.

Ch.91 - EP. 4 Interview
The entire area was bathed in red inside the Academy, with only one bright spot standing out.

The white energy, as if the moon had been pulled down from the sky, created a stark contrast with its surroundings.

And at its center, a woman with snow-white hair smiled with her hands clasped together as if in prayer.

"Hehe..."

The Saintess of the Full Moon, Cloria.

She was using a significant portion of her divine power to restrain the Evil God's soldiers within the barrier that stretched from the Academy to the Duncan District.

This was an immense amount of divine power that would normally require hundreds of high priests to barely manage.

It was a feat only possible for a Saintess who had received the power of hundreds of Saintess candidates and one complete Saintess.

Naturally, it demanded tremendous mental strength and concentration, but for a fundamentally unhinged Saintess, this wasn't particularly burdensome.

That's why, despite the massive strain that would have burst the brain of an ordinary person, the Saintess simply recovered with divine power and recalled what had happened earlier.

"I've been found out~!"

Her desire—to fight against someone strong enough to kill her and feel truly alive.

She thought she had hidden it well enough, but she was completely seen through by someone unexpected.

Moreover, that person had brought a proposal that perfectly aligned with her desires, while also pursuing their own interests.

"They were even crazier than I expected!"

The Saintess calmed her trembling heart, excited with anticipation, and turned her head toward where Stella had gone.

The barrier still looked red and solid.

She wondered how Stella planned to break through it.

*

The infirmary where I had been with the Saintess and Evan was located in the Main Castle.

It was slightly on the outskirts of the center of the Evil God's barrier.

Nevertheless, the barrier's range was so vast that only now could we finally see its edge meeting the horizon.

"J-just a little more running!"

"...Yes!"

With Erhen's rear support, we had been able to move quite quickly for a while.

But now that we had distanced ourselves from Erhen to protect our rear, we were facing the soldiers that kept emerging head-on with all our might.

"Haap!"

-Crash!!

Grace Yudhia's sword, glowing pale with divine power, split into dozens of forms and carved numerous slashes into the soldiers' bodies.

Perhaps judging that the cost of stopping just us was too great, the rate at which soldiers were being summoned had noticeably decreased compared to earlier, but our stamina had been equally depleted.

"Huff... [Lightning]!!"

Blue flames shot from my hand as the formula I had calculated during the time Yudhia bought me activated.

The blue flames hovered briefly, pushing away the red energy around them before flying forward, piercing through the soldiers one after another.

But since they weren't organic beings, the effect was minimal. The physical impact caused a momentary deceleration, but the soldiers were still fast.

*If only I could use Method.*

With Evan down, I couldn't use Method. Even if I could, it would only result in mutual destruction.

So if I were to use it, it would have to be at the very end—at a moment when it truly mattered.

*In that case...*

At this rate, there was a high probability I wouldn't have enough strength left to dismantle the barrier.

So, despite my doubts, I needed to call her—the one who was probably cutting down more soldiers than anyone else right now.

"...please"

I recalled something from a few days ago, though it felt like months had passed.

*"Ah, of course the same goes for you. Whenever you call me, I'll come running for a duel. Though I won't take responsibility for any accidents that happen there."*

*"A-anytime...?"*

"NOW! Please come!!"

I didn't know if she would really come. The Sword Saint might have just been saying empty words.

Besides, I didn't even know exactly where she was, and my voice wasn't enhanced with mana, so there was no guarantee she would hear me.

-BOOM!!!

"A duel?"

-It's the Sword Saint.

The strongest character in the original work and the final boss of Part 1.

She appeared without any warning, falling from the sky and landing with a thunderous sound.

The impact sent debris flying everywhere, and the soldiers beneath her feet were reduced to nothing more than splashes of blood.

After devastating an area of about 20 meters in radius, the Sword Saint appeared without even dusting off her clothes and asked me that question.

"Aaaagh...!!"

"...No, it's not."

When I said that, the Sword Saint's expression slightly furrowed.
Wait, did she really think I called her for a duel in this situation?

I let out a small laugh despite myself and looked at her as I spoke.

"Please help me."

"With what?"

"Help us get out of here. I'll come back after resolving this situation."

Despite my words, the Sword Saint just stared at me with her blood-red eyes.
After a moment of silence...

"And if you can't?"

"...I'll do anything you ask."

Like, for instance, a duel.

At my words, the Sword Saint finally nodded with a blank expression, as if satisfied with my answer.

"Very well. But even I can only break through that for a moment."

The Sword Saint said this as she drew her sword from its scabbard.

Judging by the crimson blood flowing on her sword, it seemed she had completely annihilated all the soldiers in her area.

But even the Sword Saint would find the endlessly emerging soldiers troublesome.

Even she couldn't protect the entire Academy.

Perhaps realizing this, the Sword Saint seemed to have decided to trust my words, which had neither logic nor evidence.

Maybe she was naturally suspicious and expected to find something to pick at.

As I was thinking this, the Sword Saint, who had been taking a deep breath with her sword in hand, lightly slashed vertically.

Claire-style, Second Form. ["Downward Slash"]

With that downward slash, as precise as if measured with a ruler, a white line seemed to be etched into the red void, and then...

-CRACK!!!

An incredible shockwave enveloped Yudhia and me.
The gale was so strong we couldn't open our eyes.

And when I finally managed to open my eyes, what I saw was...

Like the Red Sea parting before Moses, like pushing back a cascading waterfall...

A long gash in the red barrier, so alien it seemed out of place.

"......!!"

"Go quickly. The barrier pours down from above, so it will soon close."

The Sword Saint kindly explained this while pointing with the tip of her sword at the massive—but gradually shrinking—crack she had created.

...This person truly is beyond human.
I thought to myself while bowing my head in gratitude.

"Thank you."

"Remember what happens if you fail."

Yudhia and I ran straight for the gap.

The crack in the red barrier had a blue tint, as if a different piece of paper had been pasted there.
Outside, it seemed the sun was already setting.

We ran at full speed toward it, passing through the barrier.

-CRASH!!

Immediately, the red barrier covered the gap and poured down.

The crack in the barrier disappeared without a trace.

The two now-separated spaces were as different as if they were separate worlds.

"...Lead the way."

"Yes!"

Yudhia seemed slightly intimidated by the overwhelming display of martial prowess the Sword Saint had just shown, but she quickly regained her composure.

The only one who could find the person I was looking for was Yudhia, who used the same divine power.

Moreover, since she had come down here with him, I judged it wouldn't be difficult for her to find him.

...Let's face this "rat."

*

*Someone has interfered.*

If the original events had proceeded with no interference or just a little, the current situation showed that the interference had become more intense or stronger.

In other words, someone who deliberately spread the Seed of a False God exists here now.

Probably that "rat" who shouldn't be here.

*...I think I might know who it is.*

I don't particularly want to provoke them unnecessarily.
If this can be resolved amicably, that would be best.

But if not...

I might have to consider it as a last resort.

*

The answer was obvious from the beginning.

Before the actual cracks appeared, there was one inexplicable variable.

Probably the culprit behind this incident.

Originally, I was going to ignore it since it wasn't a character I had analyzed nor one that appeared frequently in the original work.

But due to the unexpectedly larger scale of the incident and Evan's condition, I ended up having to make contact like this.

"It's... over there, Lady Stella."

"Yes, thank y— Yudhia?"

In the distance, just as Yudhia had said, a figure wearing what looked like a priest's robe mixed with black and gray colors came into view.

Finding him in this vast forest was entirely thanks to Yudhia, and I was about to express my gratitude when...

Yudhia's form collapsed.

"I'm, I'm fine."

"You..."

Now I noticed a large wound on her side.
It must have happened while she was clearing a path for me.

For a moment, trauma flickered in my mind like a broken light bulb, but I deliberately ignored it and knelt down to meet her gaze.

"Yudhia... No. You. What's your real name?"

"...Grace. Grace Yudhia."

"Alright, Grace. Do you have any divine power left?"

Now we were cut off from all support troops by the barrier.

The only thing I could rely on was the fact that she was a Paladin.

"...Yes."

"Good. Then Grace, you stay here. I'll be the one to talk with the Cardinal."

At my words, Yudhia... Grace's eyes widened.
She probably had a rough idea of what he had done from my conversation with the Saintess earlier.

"But if what the Saintess and you said is true..."

"It's okay. Focus on recovering here."

At my words, Grace seemed to have several thoughts crossing her mind as she fidgeted with her lips, but eventually closed her eyes and answered.

"...I'm counting on you."

"Yes."

I cast a numbing spell on her to make her as comfortable as possible, then approached him, who was standing with the red barrier as his backdrop.

And with each step I took...

A terribly ominous fear stimulated the alarm bells of my survival instinct.

The only other time I had felt this was when the Sword Saint had indiscriminately emitted killing intent during the promotion match.

*The Saintess said Evan's chances of winning were one in ten.*

She probably saw through Evan's deteriorating condition at that time, but considering that his opponent was Evan...

He must be incredibly strong.

There's no way to resolve this with force.
Especially for me, who can't even use Method.

So, I need to negotiate.

With as many cards in my favor as possible.

Somehow.

"Hmm? Ah, you've finally arrived."

"...!!"

As I was walking silently, true to his status as a powerful individual, he turned around with a gentle smile and looked at me.

He probably knew I was approaching him from the moment I escaped the barrier, if not when I laid Grace down.

I calmed my pounding heart at his sudden words and stared at him.

Ash-gray hair and pitch-black eyes.

Ureon Pascal.

...The Cardinal of the Moonlight Church and—

"Pleased to meet you. I am Stella Bell Eckhart."

—the culprit behind all this.

"What brings you here?"

"...I'd like to make a proposal."

As with everything I've done, this too was a 100% gamble.

Relying on my thin luck and acting skills.

The same kind of gamble as always.

"Right now..."

But there was no other way.

So I had to do it.

I had decided to do my best now.

Because there are people who believe in me.

So, boldly. Or perhaps recklessly.

"Please eliminate all the Evil Gods in the Academy."

...And thus, my dialogue with the Cardinal began.

Ch.92 - EP. 4 Stella Bell Eckhart, No.
The light of the moon shone down on the forest as Stella faced the Cardinal, her heart racing with tension. She had come to negotiate, to save the Academy from the evil god's barrier that threatened everyone inside.

"So you want me to completely eliminate the evil god? Unfortunately, as a mere cleric, I..." the Cardinal began with a gentle smile.

"But you can do it," Stella interrupted, cutting through his pretense.

"Why do you think that, Lady Eckhart?"

"Because you're a Cardinal. Is it impossible for you?"

"Haha, so you knew? How embarrassing."

"I've always had an interest in the Moonlight Church."

Though her response was phrased as a question, her tone conveyed certainty—a clear message that they should stop dancing around the truth.

The Cardinal maintained his warm smile as he replied, but Stella knew he was assessing her carefully.

"Well, fine. Let's say I can do it. Why should I?"

"Because—"

This was the critical moment. The Cardinal wouldn't act without good reason, even though he likely had no intention of watching the entire Academy be massacred. He would eventually perform an exorcism, but Stella needed to accelerate that timeline.

"Because you created this situation, Cardinal."

The atmosphere shifted instantly. Though still smiling gently, the Cardinal exuded a pressure similar to when facing the Saintess or Sword Saint—an invisible force that might have made Stella step back if she weren't maintaining her poker face.

"Was it the Saintess who told you that?"

"Yes."

Stella affirmed with an even deeper smile than before. There was no need to play detective here.

"I am a messenger sent by the Saintess."

"Hmm?"

"I have a necklace bestowed upon me by the Saintess."

When Stella showed the necklace the Saintess had given her for interrogations, something flashed in the Cardinal's eyes. After a moment of silence, he spoke.

"If the Saintess told you, then it makes sense."

Of course, Stella knew the truth even without the Saintess. After the Cardinal's unexpected arrival, the original story had gone off track. The Moonlight Church's plan to extract the Saintess from the Academy, and the fact that the Holy Knight Order's main duties included exorcising false gods and "collecting them for research"—it all pointed to one conclusion.

The Cardinal's plan was likely the same as in the original story: scatter fragments of the false god to throw the Academy into chaos, then have Holy Knight Ian Yudhia resolve it instead of the Saintess. This would undermine the Saintess's stated purpose of "evangelism and protection at the Academy," giving them grounds to recall her.

"Cardinal, what are you waiting for?"

"Hmm?"

For the first time, an expression other than a smile appeared on the Cardinal's face—a hint of surprise.

"The Saintess told me your goal was to extract her from the Academy. But with things having escalated this far, there must be a reason you're letting it continue."

Silence.

"Stella, Lady Eckhart, was it? What's the current state of casualties within the Academy?"

"No deaths yet, but the defensive line seems about to collapse."

"I see."

"Lady Eckhart. Must faith in God always be a sacred emotion?"

"What?"

"I don't think so. Debt, resentment, fear—as long as they don't deny God's existence, they're all forms of faith in the end."

"You're waiting for the damage to increase."

"Yes. That will make it more dramatic."

Stella recalled a lecture on divinity from the beginning of the semester: divinity's power stems from human belief. By creating a dramatic situation, one could draw out more "divinity."

The Cardinal's plan was to let casualties mount before appearing to exorcise the evil god. The Moonlight Church's heroic image would leave a powerful impression, converting to divine power.

Stella trembled at the thought of allowing countless casualties for such a reason, but quickly composed herself. She was playing the role of the Saintess's subordinate.

"Then why should I grant the Saintess's request?"

Keeping her expression cold and her demeanor serious, Stella made her proposal.

"The Saintess has decided to temporarily return to the Moonlight Church and offer her full cooperation."

"...!"

This time, the Cardinal's surprise was genuine.

Honestly, Stella hadn't expected this to work either—that the Saintess would accept such a proposal, agreeing to return to the Moonlight Church even temporarily with full cooperation.

This wasn't a lie—it was the truth.

"Why would the Saintess—"

"Cardinal."

A figure suddenly appeared behind the Cardinal.

"What is it?"

"The Saintess has activated a large-scale holy formula at the Academy."

"What?"

The Cardinal's gaze wavered, and the report continued.

"And the Saintess has declared her temporary return to the order with full cooperation."

"...!"

This was the Saintess's calculation—using an uncharacteristically large holy spell to draw the Cardinal's attention.

After delivering the information, the mysterious figure vanished instantly, leaving only Stella and the Cardinal in the silent forest.

"The Saintess doesn't strike me as someone with such self-sacrifice."

"Who knows? She's unpredictable even to me."

Contrary to his calculations, the Saintess was now helping the Academy with divine power she'd never shown in public before. And she was offering temporary but complete cooperation in exchange for immediately eliminating the evil god.

Even if they forcibly extracted the Saintess from the Academy, gaining her cooperation was another matter entirely—she'd likely be uncooperative, as she had been until now.

But if she offered full cooperation to the order, even temporarily, the divine power they could gain would be—

"...Very well."

—far greater than what they could obtain by allowing more casualties now.

The Cardinal must have made this calculation in the brief moment before his face returned to a smile and he accepted Stella's proposal.

"I had one more objective... but I accept the Saintess's offer."

The Cardinal turned and walked toward the veil. Stella's legs nearly gave out with relief.

She had done it. This time, she had saved Evan.

As she felt this relief, overwhelming divine power was already gathering around the Cardinal's body. Though not yet fully revealed, his divinity appeared several times stronger than the Saintess's.

Stella looked up at the sky. The full moon, always brighter than in her previous life, was even larger tonight.

"Full moon."

According to lore, Moonlight Church followers gained several—or even dozens of—times more divine power under a full moon.

The Cardinal had likely been waiting not just to collect faith, but also for the overwhelming buff provided by the full moon.

"Main God—"

A staff-like white sword appeared in the Cardinal's hand, drawn from thin air.

"—grant me power."

With a tremendous wave of divine power, a beam of light like materialized moonlight collided with the red barrier covering the Academy.

"Ugh...!"

The light and energy were so powerful that Stella feared going blind. The forest's gloomy darkness vanished, divided into light and shadow with only shapes barely distinguishable.

The evil god's barrier visibly disintegrated, and simultaneously—

"Kuhak...!"

A chill seized Stella's heart, far worse than her mana rejection symptoms. As the freezing sensation pulsed through her, she recalled something the Saintess had once said:

"Oh, that? It's simple. Divine ranks naturally reject higher divine ranks and cause adverse reactions. And eventually they go boom."

Stella fell to her knees, unable to withstand the cold. Though the divine wave radiated heat, her skin turned pale. She remained kneeling until the aftermath of the massive divine power striking the barrier had completely faded.

The barrier's red energy had completely dissipated. The Cardinal, seemingly unfatigued by this tremendous feat, turned to look at Stella with an indifferent expression.

"Now, as you said... Lady?"

"Ugh...!"

The Cardinal's movement paused briefly, likely due to Stella's sudden physical reaction.

"Why are you—"

In that moment, the Cardinal's words—which seemed to express genuine curiosity—were cut off.

Suddenly, the forest fell silent, as if the presence before her had vanished.

Stella, who had been looking down due to the cold in her heart, slowly raised her head to look at the Cardinal.

"W-why."

His expression showed shock—unlike his gentle smile from before.

His face displayed genuine shock, fear, anger, and disgust.

The cold in Stella's heart faded as the surrounding divinity dissipated.

"This isn't what we agreed upon. Why, why is the High Priestess here...?"

Stella looked at him with confusion. He muttered something as if confused, then abruptly stopped.

Then he opened his mouth again.

"You're not the Saintess's subordinate, are you?"

"What do you mean...?"

"I've been completely fooled. You people have always been like this. I must be getting soft."

What? Had he suddenly discovered her identity?

She hadn't done anything unusual, so why was he—

Suddenly, the white sword-like staff the Cardinal had used to destroy the barrier appeared before Stella's eyes.

The blade came so close that Stella could see her reflection in it. There had been no warning before the attack, and Stella couldn't even utter a groan.

"Die, heretic of the Snowy Mountain."

As the sword came down, her vision went dark.

*

"You really look like me~!"

"Oh, do I?"

"Yes! Ah, should I show you my childhood photos?"

The father she had met by chance was similar to her in many ways. Their occasional mannerisms matched, as did their delicate facial features.

According to her father, the reason for divorcing her mother was her mother's busy schedule. He had loved her mother so much that he couldn't bear feeling like an obstacle.

Nevertheless, the photos he showed of himself with her mother truly demonstrated that they had been in love.

She felt a kinship with him. She understood the feeling of wanting someone's love and attention, yet being unable to complain or resent when it wasn't given.

That's why she quickly grew attached to her father. Because she was lonely.

If not her mother, then her father would do. She wanted someone to pay attention to her, to discuss what she was doing, to scold her when she did something wrong.

That's all she wanted.

That's why she never asked her mother about her father. That's why she believed and followed his words without question. That's why she opened the door when he suddenly came to the house in the middle of the night.

That's why her mother died.

"Why did you...?"

Surprisingly, the details of the incident were rather simple.

Her father was mentally ill. During their marriage, he had physically abused her mother, obsessed over her, and attempted to imprison her.

After the divorce, he received a restraining order but continued to lurk around her mother until he met her.

Later interrogations revealed that her father had felt jealous of her.

It was an unremarkable story.

She could have asked once—why her mother and father had separated. She could have questioned once—why, if they had been such a happy couple as he claimed, she had never properly heard about him.

There were plenty of turning points where she could have avoided regret, better choices she could have made.

The reason she hadn't was her shallow petulance and loneliness.

She had been ungrateful. With a mother anyone would envy and living in a home anyone would want to live in. She had done whatever she wanted, read whatever she wanted, seen and eaten what she wanted, and occasionally—

Had conversations about acting with her mother when her schedule was free.

She hadn't been satisfied with that life. Merely existing in the same space wasn't enough; she had been greedy.

In the end, she lost everything, and her compulsive, self-imposed loneliness resulted in terrible guilt.

She shouldn't be allowed to feel lonely. She should die alone, lonely and desolate, with no one around her.

Perhaps that's why she had become so immersed in playing Stella after transmigrating to this world.

She had vaguely been treating the transmigrated Stella and her past self as different people. That way, she might be able to form new bonds.

In truth, she knew better. She had spent half her life acting. For someone like her to become so immersed after just a few Method performances, despite having the character's appearance...

It was nonsense.

It was just her longing for warmth—what she had failed to do, what she had suppressed, what she had truly wanted to feel but rationalized away by claiming it wasn't really her.

Even after making such a mistake, she still yearned for someone's warmth.

And you, whom she had initially seen only as someone who could provide that warmth...

At the end, she wanted to help you. Just as you had helped her.

*

She sensed death approaching. The snow-white blade, like a carved piece of the moon, was coming down on her with clear killing intent.

Her life flashed before her eyes, allowing her to see truths she hadn't acknowledged.

So, at the end...

At the end, she had been happy thinking she had helped you.

"...Why."

The expected pain never came. Opening her eyes, she saw the white blade had vanished.

All she could see was, as always, your back.

"Hello, Stella."

"...Evan!!"

Evan was blocking the Cardinal's sword. Not fully recovered, he was gripping the blade with his other hand as well, bleeding as he struggled against the force.

"...Isenberg."

"Hello. It's been a while, Bishop. Or should I say Cardinal now?"

With traces of blood still visible around his eyes, he now stood facing the Cardinal.

Ch.93 - EP. 4 Reactivation
The light flashed back into my vision, capturing the brightness around me.

White. This white radiance was piercingly cold to my eyes, which had just opened and weren't yet adjusted to the light.

"...What is this."

Evan slowly rose to his feet.
His vision gradually returned as he became somewhat accustomed to the brightness of the pouring white light.

Yet amid the still-dazzling rays, he could see redness melting away.

"Ah, you're awake?"

"...Saintess? What's happening here?"

Evan slowly turned his head at the voice beside him.
It was the Saintess.

She, the symbol of the Moonlight Church that Evan despised, was sitting on the stairs looking extremely tired.

Somehow her hair, which always emitted a gentle moon-like white glow, seemed less luminous.

Around them, what appeared to be the Evil God's soldiers were melting like liquid in an instant, then reaching their ignition point and burning away into nothing.

This was happening throughout the entire Academy.

For a moment, Evan wondered if the Saintess had done this, but seeing the phenomenon continue without her taking any action, he discarded that hypothesis.

Then what was causing this situation?

What could create such a phenomenon was probably—no, definitely—divine power.

If not the Saintess, then a Moonlight Church powerhouse capable of performing exorcisms with this level of divinity would be...

"The Cardinal, is it."

"Yes! That fellow seems to be flexing his power a bit."

Ureon Pascal.

A figure who had risen to Cardinal at an unprecedentedly young age in Moonlight Church history, and the symbolic figure Evan had encountered on the day he lost his mother.

Evan remembered the name of the bishop who had caused friction with his father, Duke Lugion, that day.

And he knew through his information network that after that incident, the man's position within the Moonlight Church had rapidly risen until he reached the position of Cardinal within a few years.

That's why Evan had reacted so strongly when he heard that the Cardinal had come to the Academy.

Despite the unprecedented situation of an Evil God manifesting, he had remained still, thinking there must be some purpose behind it.

Evan voiced the question that came to mind.

"...Why eliminate them all at once now? Wasn't there some purpose behind all this?"

"Hmm, you're perceptive! To put it simply, let's just say that a negotiation involving me was successful!"

"Negotiation?"

By now, the bright white light around them had disappeared, returning to normal brightness.

His fully restored vision revealed the dim night sky.

And awkwardly hanging at its zenith was a full moon.

It was the same moon that had risen on the day Evan lost his mother.

.......

"Wait."

"Yes?"

"Stella... Where is Stella?"

Evan looked around with a sudden sense of unease.
...His secretary was not present.

Only then did Evan recall what had happened just before he collapsed.

He had asked her to take care of things, hadn't he?
And according to the Saintess, the situation had been resolved through negotiations with the Cardinal.

Thump, thump.

Evan felt his heartbeat quicken.
The Saintess, who had been staring at him, smiled and said:

"Ah, it was Stella who conducted that negotiation. Honestly, I didn't expect it to succeed so quickly, but thanks to her..."

"...What did you say?"

The Saintess rambled on about Stella's proposal, but Evan couldn't hear her.

Only one fact was stuck in his mind.

Stella had met with the Cardinal.

For Evan, that fact was close to triggering a trauma.

It had nothing to do with his rationality that denied her importance.
That's how deeply embedded trauma worked.

"Where did Stella go?"

"Huh? Obviously toward Maira Forest where the Cardinal is... Hey, you shouldn't be moving yet."

The Saintess smiled and pointed at Evan's eyes.
The demonic energy had subsided, but red tears were still welling up in his eyes.

"The demonic energy hasn't been completely neutralized, so you should rest. You might die otherwise."

"......"

"Besides, the negotiation was successful and everything's been resolved, so what reason do you have to move?"

Evan knew this too.
If the "negotiation" she went to conduct had failed, the Evil God wouldn't have been completely annihilated like this.

That meant Stella should be safe.

Yes, that must be it.

"...Tell me. The exact location."

But his instinct—or perhaps his judgment impaired by trauma—was sending him loud red alerts.

"You people are really stubborn. Fine. I'm completely drained and can't do anything anyway, so let's go meet them."

The Saintess said this and pointed in a specific direction.
High-ranking divine power users could roughly sense each other's divine energy.

And naturally, the Saintess could feel the Cardinal's divinity and...

"Oh."

The Saintess paused.
Next to the Cardinal, an alien energy was surging.

It gradually diminished and then disappeared as if it had never existed, but it had definitely been there.

A blue-white divinity that even she, a Saintess, had never seen before.

And along with it, the Cardinal's divinity was also growing...

As if they were about to engage in battle.

"...This might not be a friendly meeting after all."

The Saintess turned to look at Evan as she said this.

But Evan had already run off and disappeared.

"...Good grief."

What a fittingly crazy pair.
The Saintess thought this as she lay back down on the stairs.

The pale light of the large full moon lovingly embraced its daughter.

*

I was looking at the familiar back in front of me.

I was watching him block the Cardinal's sword, which had been aimed at me, with his own sword and hand.

"...Isenberg."

"Hello. It's been a while, Bishop. Or should I say Cardinal now?"

Evan said this as he deflected the Cardinal's sword.
The Cardinal seemed surprised by his very appearance and gave a hollow laugh.

"So this is the heretic that Isenberg sides with in rejecting the Moonlight Church?"

"Heretic?"

Evan was trying to calm his trembling hand with an indifferent expression.

The Cardinal had been calling me a heretic to him as well, though I wasn't sure what he had seen in me.

"...Someone like you, a byproduct of the Saintess Birth Plan, should know better. Does that truly look like an ordinary human to you?"

The Cardinal's black eyes turned toward me.

Those bottomless black depths held no trace of the earlier gentleness, only contempt.

"She looks like one to me."

"Then you've been deceived. That is not human. It's a false being wearing a human shell."

"False..."

For a moment, Evan's red gaze swept over me as if examining me.

Somehow, I felt my heart constrict at that sight.

I hadn't had time to think about it with everything that had happened, but Evan had the ability to distinguish truth from lies.

That meant, from the beginning...

He had known from the start that I was something other than Stella Bell Eckhart.

So he had seen through my acting that no one else had been able to penetrate at a glance.

What a farce indeed.
A scam where one person holds the answer key.

I had no defense if Evan despised me.

With such thoughts, I lowered my head to avoid his gaze, but...

"...I knew that. From the beginning."

Evan said this with a slight smile.

...There was no pretense in it.
That was a genuine smile.

And so again.
A little stronger than before, but more warmly, my heart tightened.

"Well, fine. Step aside now. Heretics are subject to immediate execution by the authority of the Moonlight Church."

"The obvious answer is, what if I refuse?"

The Cardinal's words were true.

The privilege held by the continent's largest religion.

The reason why even Academy cadets trembled at the sight of the Saintess's necklace.

'Heresy Designation.'

When a figure of Cardinal rank or higher designates someone as a heretic with legitimate grounds, the Moonlight Church gains the right to execute that person immediately.

It had rarely been used in practice, and those designated were all said to be followers of evil gods or serial killers worthy of historical infamy.

And the Cardinal was saying he would apply this Heresy Designation to me.

And if one opposed it, naturally...

"I will deal with you as well."

"Don't change the subject. Come at me."

Evan said this as he raised his sword and pointed it at the Cardinal.
The Cardinal fell silent at Evan's words.

For a moment, silence fell over the forest.

"...Your family was on the potential purge list anyway."

If that is your wish, try to stop me, Isenberg.

The Cardinal said this, and disappeared.

"......!"

The same alien sensation I had felt earlier, as if his very existence had vanished.

A sudden stillness, as if only Evan and I remained in the world.

Evan quickly turned his body and swung his sword toward a corner.

It seemed like an eccentric act of swinging his sword at empty air.

But.

-CLANG!!

"As I thought, you can see me."

"Thanks to you people."

What had appeared to be empty space erupted in bright red flames, revealing the Cardinal behind it.

Evan's eyes were glowing more vividly and red than ever before.

It seemed he was using what the Saintess called her eyes.

The Cardinal showed a momentary surprise at this sight, then resumed his attack.

-SLASH!

A sword strike I couldn't even see cut diagonally across toward Evan.

-CLASH!

Evan countered it with his specialty, a lightning-fast slash.

Their swords sparked with an eerie sound unlike anything metal against metal should make.

The exchange seemed even, but Evan's fingertips were trembling after blocking just one attack, as if he was straining.

Probably because he hadn't fully recovered yet.

"Evan!!"

The Cardinal, who couldn't have failed to notice this, smiled faintly and slashed downward once more.

-BOOM!!

That slash, which left a white trajectory in the air like a meteor shower, created another massive shockwave that shook the surrounding trees.

Evan deflected it with difficulty and used his specialty—instantaneous angular momentum—to get behind the Cardinal, but the Cardinal simply ducked to avoid the sword coming from behind and...

-THWACK!!

"Kuhak!"

He struck Evan's solar plexus with a snow-white fist enhanced with divine power.

Spitting red blood, Evan's body bent into a 'ㄷ' shape and flew away, breaking several trees in Maira Forest.

Evan immediately got up and took a stance, but the distance he had been thrown was too far to close in one breath.

Meanwhile, the Cardinal was raising his finger and concentrating divine power.

Then his finger came down.

[Holy Chant: Summon: Descent]

-CRACK-BOOM!!

"......!!"

Dazzling rays of light like thunder flashed several times, piercing through Evan's body.

The physical manifestation of divine power that only a few clergy in the Moonlight Church could use.

The Cardinal used it as if it were natural, but his expression wasn't particularly satisfied.

The Cardinal frowned and said:

"Oh my, I forgot. Someone with the Saintess's divinity like you wouldn't be affected by something like this."

"...It still hurts like hell."

Evan wiped blood from his mouth as he rose, looking relatively unharmed compared to the thunderous sound.

Then, gripping his sword again...

-BOOM!!

He leaped across that great distance in an instant and held his sword to the Cardinal's neck.

-CLANG, CRACK, BOOM!!

Momentarily, dazzling sparks flew from different places, illuminating the surroundings in crimson.

Dozens of sword strikes must have been exchanged between them in the time it took me to react.

After that flash-like exchange, Evan's body bore several deep cuts.

The Cardinal also had a few shallow wounds, but they soon healed without a trace in a bright light.

[Holy Arts: Reinforcement]

-BOOM!!

"Evan...!!"

The Cardinal, having completed his recovery, wrapped his sword in divine power, transformed it into something like a mace, and struck Evan's face.

While divine power didn't seem to affect Evan much, physical force was another matter, and a tremendous shockwave was generated.

-Grab.

As Evan was about to fly away again, the Cardinal grabbed his arm, twisted it to flip him, and then...

-CRASH!!

"Kuk...!!"

"Ah, aaaah!!"

He slammed Evan into the ground hard enough to shake the earth.

The impact would have shattered an ordinary person's body, but Evan seemed to have concentrated all his mana throughout his body to prevent major damage.

My heart pounded as if it might stop.
My hands and feet grew cold and wouldn't move.

I needed to do something, anything.

Every time Evan was wounded, it felt like my heart would stop too.

While I stood frozen, unable to move...

Clang, sparks flew in the air again.

Evan had somehow gotten up and was crossing swords with the Cardinal.

But Evan's complexion looked worse than before.

...Moonlight Church believers become several times stronger under a full moon night sky.

No matter how skilled Evan was, the possibility of him defeating the Cardinal under a full moon with his body in such condition was nonexistent.

The Cardinal, who knew this better than anyone, looked down at Evan with cold eyes and spoke:

"I don't understand. Why are you fighting like this? Isn't your goal to kill me?"

"...Who knows."

As the Cardinal said, Evan's fighting style was strange.

Evan's advantage in this fight would be his specialty—speed.

The best strategy he could employ would be to maintain distance from the Cardinal while accumulating hits.

But despite the mounting damage, he continued to engage the Cardinal in close combat.

The reason was probably...

"Could it be because of that heretic?"

Because of me.

If Evan fought that way, I would be left defenseless against the Cardinal's attacks.

The Cardinal's priority now was me, not him.
Evan knew this, which is why he was sacrificing his advantage.

And because of that, he was bleeding and getting wounded like this.

Because of me.

Again, because of me.

Without becoming someone else, because of this powerless self.

'...I have to do something.'

I need to, but...

My body was frozen and wouldn't move.

This was trauma.

The repetition of witnessing the death of someone precious.

A great fear that I couldn't resist.

To be of any help, I needed to enter the Method.

If my guess was correct, if I became Stella, I would no longer appear as a heretic in the Cardinal's eyes.

But.

'Damn...it!'

My sense of self, which had grown after facing my trauma and the flashbacks earlier, refused to become someone else.

-Tick, tock. Tick tock.

The interval wouldn't return.
My mental equilibrium fluctuated wildly along with my erratic heartbeat.

'Please, please, please.'

I summoned all my concentration and acting ability to the maximum.

'I am Stella.'

In my mind, the scenery from that day was forcibly replayed.

Red vision, the gaze looking at me, and then emptiness.

'...No, I am.'

Evan's image overlapped with that corpse.
Emotions I had tried to deny burst forth and overflowed.

'I am...'

....

I am.

Ch.94 - EP. 4 Affirmation
The moon shone brightly as Cardinal Ureon Pascal stared in bewilderment at the bloodied young man before him—Evan von Isenberg.

The Isenberg Duchy was a troublesome place, with the entire family sworn to vengeance against the Moonlight Church. Ureon knew this better than anyone, having orchestrated the kidnapping of Yuria Isenberg, the last Saintess fragment, and the attack on the duchy.

He had expected that if he ever encountered the Isenberg heir, the man would try to kill him without hesitation. Yet the man before him was doing something incomprehensible—sacrificing his own body to protect a heretic.

"I don't know how you ended up in this state, but when your intentions are so obvious, it makes things easier for me," Ureon said.

"......!!"

With a crack, Ureon struck Evan's head with a divine-power infused mace. Evan staggered backward, seemingly at his limit.

Whatever his reasons, if Isenberg wasn't willing to fight with his full strength, Ureon would simply prioritize attacking the heretic as originally planned.

"Holy Arts: Reinforcement: Layered"

The Cardinal infused his body with divine power. Normally, he would have depleted it all dealing with the evil god, but the full moon's blessing was rapidly replenishing it.

After charging his body to near its limit with divine power, Ureon kicked off the ground and vanished from Evan's sight.

'Isenberg is at his limit now.'

An ordinary human who couldn't control divine power would have an extreme rejection response after such prolonged exposure to demonic energy—especially to a Saintess's divine power.

In fact, it was miraculous that Isenberg was still moving at all. That he had withstood several of Ureon's attacks and even attempted counterattacks despite being a Moonlight Church purge target was almost worthy of respect.

But no matter what, it was impossible for him to move any further.

With a soft sound, Ureon appeared before Stella, too quickly for her to react.

The divine power emanating from her was immense—enough to make even him, a Cardinal, flinch. In this entire continent, only one being besides the Moonlight Church's main god could possess such divine power: the Ice Dragon, the indigenous deity worshipped by most northerners.

But since no High Priestess currently existed, it made no sense for a human to possess such energy.

The only possibility was that the North was secretly creating a High Priestess without the Moonlight Church's knowledge.

'...I'll have to discuss this later.'

Regardless of who this being was, nothing would prevent him from eliminating her.

Even if she truly was a High Priestess created by the North, that would be a clear violation of their agreement.

Ureon's sword pierced through—

With a squelch!

...No, that's what should have happened.

"Ugh..."

"...What?"

But the one impaled by the sword was... none other than Isenberg.

That should have been impossible.

Ureon had used his maximum reinforced speed to reach the heretic with all his might.

Meanwhile, Isenberg had been behind him, barely able to move.

It was physically impossible.

This wasn't human speed.

"...Cough."

While Ureon stood dumbfounded, Isenberg grabbed the sword impaled through his abdomen.

What was happening? How?

Blood dripped from Isenberg's mouth. Did this mean he had truly risked his life for this heretic?

This wasn't part of Ureon's plan.

While killing a heretic was fine, actually killing a duke's son could become troublesome, even for the Isenberg family.

"What is this?!"

"......Serves you right."

After delivering that downward strike, Isenberg's body collapsed, having apparently used every last bit of his strength.

While normally such a severing wound would simply require regenerating the entire arm, something was different.

'The regeneration... is slow!'

It wasn't for lack of divine power.

Somehow, the cut was so clean that even regeneration seemed impossible.

'...The Penetrating Eye!'

The byproduct given to Evan von Isenberg due to an error in the Holy Birth Plan—the Saintess's Penetrating Eye.

Records stated it only had the ability to discern truth from falsehood, but Ureon was certain: that Isenberg had somehow mastered the eye's true application, at least temporarily, enough to inflict a wound that even slowed his regeneration.

And as Ureon stood confused, he heard:

"...Will you continue?"

The emotionless, cold voice of the heretic behind the fallen Isenberg reached his ears.

Cardinal Ureon felt a shiver run through his entire body.

There was no compassion or emotion for her comrade who had sacrificed his life to protect her.

She merely stared at him with those blue eyes burning blue.

"...What is this."

"I asked if you will continue."

Her expression revealed nothing.

But judging by her attitude, she likely still had means to defeat him.

Indeed, massive amounts of magical power continued to flow around her.

...For some reason, she had been hiding her power.

"Of course! You are a heretic...!"

"Really?"

Stella Eckhart tilted her head questioningly.

A provocative question asking if he could be certain of what he just said.

"Do I really look like a heretic to you?"

But Ureon couldn't answer.

In fact, only overwhelming magical power could be felt from her body.

Despite having felt such intense divine power earlier, Cardinal Ureon momentarily wondered if he had been mistaken.

"Until just now..."

"So you're saying it's not there now. Then you can't designate me as a heretic."

...She was right.

Even as a Cardinal, he couldn't condemn someone as a heretic without evidence.

If it had been earlier, he could have proven it with the divine power residue on the corpse, but now...

Not even a trace of divine power could be felt. And there was no guarantee it would return.

Cardinal Ureon Pascal felt something he hadn't experienced since becoming a Cardinal.

...Stark bewilderment.

"And you should leave quickly. Wasn't your purpose to increase divine power through the elimination of the evil god?"

Her words were correct.

If he didn't return to the Academy after destroying the evil god, the plan utilizing the evil god seeds collected over decades would be for nothing.

Plus, the arm Isenberg had cut off was healing slowly.

In this situation, if that woman had more hidden power, he might be the one in danger.

"...Very well. I'll withdraw for today."

Finally, Ureon—who had always pushed through with any plan to reach his position as Cardinal—gave up on executing the heretic.

Anyone who knew him would find it unbelievable.

But Stella had made it happen.

Ureon headed toward the Academy, swallowing his frustration at being outmaneuvered.

And so, silence fell over the forest once more.

Stella watched the Cardinal disappear into the distance, and then—

"Ugh, hic...!"

She collapsed to the ground, her hands trembling violently.

*

Despite early summer, the moonlight-laden wind felt cold.
Or perhaps that was just my perception.

"E-Evan..."

I somehow managed to send the Cardinal away.

He didn't know my full capabilities.
He probably judged me based solely on the overwhelming magical power circulating through my body.

And he stopped attacking because the energy that had initially attacked me had disappeared from my body.

It was all possible because Evan bought me time.

"....Hss....."

Evan's breathing was shallow.
His body was growing colder.

The pulse of life on the verge of extinction was so quiet.

"S-sorry, I, I...!"

My hands trembled.

Because of me, once again, someone precious was hurt.

"I..."

...Yes.
Only now could I admit it.

The time we spent together, the trust he showed me, the warmth I felt toward him.

Because I was afraid of losing someone again due to my mistakes, I had to remain lonely.

Everyone needs someone to lean on, to varying degrees.

All I had left was the fact that nothing remained for me.
So I leaned against loneliness.

I turned away, told lies.

I dismissed others' emotions and looked away.

That way, I thought he wouldn't break the line I had drawn in the name of pretense.

"...Evan."

It was already too late.

Evan had already become my most precious person.

Regardless of our different genders, similar circumstances, or friendship.

In this world, he was the most—and in terms of my past life, as much as my mother.

Like that person who was my landmark and driving force for living.

"...I won't let you die this time."

As my existence is strongly recognized, the Method awakens.

Due to mana rejection, coldness fills my heart.

To survive, I should try the Method again, but.

Not now.

I'll attempt something I've only thought about but never tried.
Something that might only be possible at this very moment.

...Mana rejection.
A congenital condition where the body rejects mana, causing extreme pain and potentially sudden death when mana enters the body.

An incredibly rare disease in both the original work's setting and this world's records.

And such mana rejection—

—'If it's mana rejection... isn't it that?'

One of this world's chronic diseases that the original work's Saintess Cloria suffered from.

—It's not just me who has it.

I recall the setting.

—'Well, assuming it works.'

In the original work's setting, divine power—specifically the Moonlight Church's divine power—was closer to the main god directly granting believers permission to use abilities.

So naturally, I couldn't use it without faith.

Divine power was like a programmed system where the main god bestowed it upon those with qualifications and faith.

I thought it might be possible in theory using principles similar to the Method, but I had always failed until now.

The reason was obvious.
The divine power of the priests I chose to act as was too weak.

I, who didn't properly understand them, couldn't use their divine power.

...And now.
Under the full moon night sky.

As coldness fills my heart due to mana rejection.

The intensity of divine power and the presence of faith.
Those two conditions have been met.

—Tick, tock.

'I am...'

The second hand in my mind turns, matching an alien interval.

Chaotically unpredictable.
Bright and sometimes pale.

'......a Saintess.'

Normally, I would never have attempted something so crazy.
Even now, I wasn't certain it wasn't madness.

The Saintess was never a role I acted.

Whether from what I read in the novel or what I saw in person.

Her existence was close to an incomprehensible chaos, and I naturally couldn't grasp her character.

But I had glimpsed her desires.

In that process, I could somewhat guess what lay beneath the shell of "Saintess."

Once I knew the basic form, I just had to fill it in.

All of her that I had analyzed. Everything I had seen of her.

—And thus, finally, the Method.

'I am Cloria, Saintess of the Full Moon'

—Whoosh!

In an instant, the world transformed.

The coldness that had settled in my heart due to the influx of mana disappeared, replaced by a heat that felt like my heart would burn.

"Ugh!"

Simultaneously, an overwhelming amount of divine power surged in.

Unlike mana, that pale-colored energy originated from the moonlight filling the sky and gently embraced my body.

—Drip, drip.

Red blood flowed from my nose like a downpour due to the momentary brain overload.

It was different from acting as Stella.
Stella was the character I had analyzed the longest and shared my current appearance.

Becoming a complete "other" who resembled me in no way and whom I didn't fully understand was dangerous.

"...But still!"

I would be fine even if my existence disappeared here.

I was absolutely determined to save Evan, who was injured because of me.

With that resolve, I forced open my unmoving lips and made myself speak.

"[I beseech the Main God.]"

I could do it.
I had seen priests and saintesses use divine power while reciting prayers many times.

"[Look upon us as the light of the white night does, and grant us weak ones the strength to look up at the sky once more.]"

I had seen it countless times, after all.

—Whoosh!

Suddenly, immense divine power surged around my body.

Divine power that would normally be weakened by incomplete character interpretation was fiercely consuming the surroundings, empowered by the full moon's energy.

And as that divine power touched Evan's body, his wounds began to heal little by little.

[▊-]

My mind grew hazy.
Whispers echoed in my head.

The words were incomprehensible.
But just as I could speak this world's language immediately after arriving here.

With a chilling sensation, meaning flowed into my brain.

[-▊]

Who, my, daughter.

[-▊ ▌▉▊]

Clumsily, imitating, seeing for myself.

[▌▊-]

You were, that woman's, minion.

"...!!"

My heart suddenly pounded as if it would burst.

I was discovered.

Discovered, discovered.

Perhaps it wasn't so simple to deceive a god after all.
As I froze with that sense of crisis:

[-▉ ▊▌▉]

Well, let's see, you try.

Along with that meaning, I felt as if I heard an eerie laugh from far away.

...It worked.

I forcibly held onto my consciousness that was about to fade.

Instinctively, I knew.
The divine power remaining in this body was nearly gone.

—Whoosh...

I focused all of it on healing Evan's abdomen that had been pierced through.
With a momentary blinding light, all remaining divine power left my body.

"......Hm."

From Evan, who was leaning against me as if collapsed, breath returned.

The blood flowing from his abdomen was gone.
Even the minor wounds on his body were completely healed.

...I succeeded.

As soon as I realized this, the act I had been forcibly maintaining dissolved.

I returned, completely to myself.
Coldness filled my heart again.

My strength drained away.
I felt a debilitating weakness, as if I could no longer do anything.

And, simultaneously:

"......I nearly died. What are you, Stella?"

Evan's voice—with its usual hint of laughter—sounded beside me.

"Evan...!"

"Huh, Stella?"

I embraced Evan tightly.

Though I had confirmed he was healed with no danger to his life, hearing his voice brought a different level of relief.

And tears welled up in my eyes.

I was so grateful that he spoke to me as usual, despite nearly dying because of me.

"S-sorry, I'm sorry...!"

"...Stella?"

"I, I, because of me..."

Even my most basic reason to act as Stella had shattered.

My voice was choked with tears.

I realized.

The plan I had initially made was impossible.

I couldn't let Evan face the Sword Saint.

Because now I knew he was as precious to me as my mother from my past life.

With my hands still trembling from trauma, it was impossible.

And I also knew:
—Stella. We're business partners, not bound by fate. Even you... you plan to leave me when your plan is over.

It was something I had vaguely known for a while, but I couldn't leave Evan.

We had come too far to part ways saying it was a good partnership after our plans ended.

Even if our relationship was based on a false contract.
Even if that's what he wanted.

...I couldn't let Evan go.

I couldn't be certain about this emotion yet, and I didn't know how it might change.

But I knew that one thing for sure.

"Please, please don't abandon me. I, I..."

So even if it might be selfish.
I had to somehow hold onto this connection I had found for the second time.

To be more honest, I didn't want to be abandoned.
Despite hurting him, despite our relationship being false from the beginning.

Despite him knowing that.

I wanted him to always stay by my side, never leaving.
That was my true feeling.

This was probably trauma.
A compulsive loneliness and clingy emotional deprivation stemming from losing someone precious.

The tears that had welled up fell in drops.
It had been a very long time since I last shed tears.

"Evan, I, I..."

"...Stella."

As my thoughts became so chaotic that I couldn't even speak properly.

I felt a pleasant pressure on my body.

Evan was embracing me.

"Huh, uh...?"

And as I couldn't continue speaking due to the surprise of that sensation.

Evan sighed once and opened his mouth.

"You know, Stella, I..."

*

It's random, but it was when we fought the Illusionary Demonic Beast spirit.

When everyone was having nightmares from that monster's first scream, I dreamed of Stella bringing a strange-looking blond man.

Stella later told me that the monster's first ability was the progressive recreation of trauma, so my weakest trauma at that time was that.

I laughed it off as strange at the time, but now I understood.

I had already, from that moment.

No, actually, from long before.

"Please, please don't abandon me. I, I..."

I looked at Stella, who was hugging me painfully tight and sputtering confused words.

She seemed so mentally overwhelmed that she couldn't even maintain her usual emotionlessness.

How did she save me in such a state?

This different side of Stella was refreshing, and to be honest, I liked her informal speech, but.

I didn't want to see her crying like this, so I embraced her back and opened my mouth.

"Huh, uh...?"

"You know, Stella, I..."

After opening my mouth, I wondered what to say.

Any words now would likely reveal intense sincerity.

Thinking about that, a laugh escaped me.

'...Well, I guess this is enough.'

I had denied it for so long.

The fact that she had entered so deeply into my heart.

I drew a line.
She crossed it.

I felt a sense of crisis.

I erased the line she crossed and drew another one further ahead.

When she crossed that one too, I drew yet another.

And still, you kept crossing them.

Before I knew it, she was right in front of me.

So close I could reach her by just lowering my head slightly.

Yes, in truth.

In truth, long ago.

I should have cut it off.

I could have.

But I didn't.

Now, it doesn't matter.

"...I think you're misunderstanding something. I never had any intention of letting you go in the first place."

Don't leave me, what an interesting thing to say.

Who would leave whom?

I don't care anymore.

I like Stella.

I like her expressionless face.

I like how her emotions show better than expected despite her indifference.

I like how she prevents nightmares when we sleep together.

I like how she acts spoiled when she's sick.

I like how she gets emotional when drunk.

I like her blue gaze looking at me.

I like her, full of nothing but falsehoods.

I like her, still full of mysteries.

I like her, whose appearance just now was suspicious beyond measure.

I like Stella Bell Eckhart.

I never intended this.

Come to think of it, at first, it was just curiosity.

So this was all Stella's fault.
Stella was to blame for making me like this.

I smiled at her as she stared at me with wide eyes and continued speaking.
Recalling her words from earlier:

—...Was your wish just to destroy the Moonlight Church? Was that all?

"You know, you asked before? If my goal was just that."

Beyond her, I could see the large moon.

The same moon that had been there the day I lost my mother.

A moment that remained as trauma.

"My first wish is, as you said, to destroy the Moonlight Church. And the second is."

I, to my mother who was leaving then.

To her who was being dragged away without resistance to save me.

"For you to never leave, Stella."

In truth, this is what I wanted to say.

Thinking that, I looked at Stella.

And seeing her face turn bright red at my words, I burst into laughter again.

Perhaps, now.

Now this cold full moon night.

...Would no longer remain just a trauma.

—episode 4 ≪Trauma≫ End.

Ch.95 - [Interlude] Night After (1)
The pale moonlight illuminated the forest, still too bright from the full moon.

At the edge of this forest, a man was walking while clutching his severed arm.

"This is... what on earth."

The man was Ureon Pascal.

He was a Cardinal of the Moonlight Church who had come to the Academy regarding the recent village massacre and to retrieve the Saintess.

According to his original plan, the Evil God should have inflicted significant damage on the Academy, at which point he would have subdued it.

He would then question the Saintess about her responsibility for such an incident occurring despite her presence at the Academy, while simultaneously impressing the divinity of the Moonlight Church upon everyone trapped there.

Hadn't he used a considerable portion of the Evil God's fragments that the Paladins of the Moonlight Church had collected over decades for these two purposes?

He thought it would be more than enough to compensate for the loss of divinity from the Saintess's escape.

And it probably would have worked.

"Huff..."

But a variable had emerged.

Suddenly, a woman who introduced herself as the Saintess's subordinate attempted to negotiate with him.

Though it somehow succeeded due to the Saintess's impulsive actions and proposal, he suddenly sensed heretical divinity from her.

While trying to deal with that, the current situation unfolded.

The arm cut off by Isenberg was such an unusual slash that even he, a Cardinal, found it slow to heal.

"That was the Sword Saint... did he imitate Queen's slash?"

According to church intelligence, Sword Saint Claire's sword strikes could cut through both flesh and what lies beyond, making recovery difficult even with divinity.

It was probably one of his eye abilities.
The Cardinal invested all his divinity, which was surging strongly due to the full moon, into recovery, slowly but completely restoring his arm.

And as he stood right in front of the Academy.

"Oh? You've become quite ragged, haven't you?"

"...Saintess."

From a distance, she approached him with a pleasant smile, shining brighter than usual in the moonlight.

"Your arm looks painful. Would you like me to heal it for you?"

"I've already fully recovered. Thank you."

"Hmm~ it will still hurt for a few days."

Was she truly a Saintess?
She was seeing through the scars etched beyond the Cardinal's physical body.
Though lacking the true eyes of a Saintess, she possessed such abilities to some extent.

"More importantly, what brings you here...?"

"Ah, let's say I came to welcome someone."

"...Welcome?"

The Cardinal doubted his ears.
Welcome? The Saintess coming to welcome someone?

As the Cardinal wore a puzzled expression, the Saintess let out a small laugh.

"Not you, so don't get excited. I mean the woman who went to talk to you. You didn't kill her, did you?"

"...No, I didn't."

"That's a relief~! I was worried about who would keep my promise if she died!"

The proposal the Saintess mentioned seemed to be what the heretic had mentioned—about temporarily returning to the church from the Academy.

He naturally thought the Saintess wouldn't quietly return, but it seemed she had made some contract with that heretic.

The Saintess must have known the heretic's identity, and even if she didn't, what could have been wagered to make her agree to return to the church she had so adamantly refused?

Just as the Cardinal was about to question this.
An expression of unusual surprise appeared on the Saintess's face.

"Saintess?"

"...Oh. My divinity is disappearing."

"What?"

What nonsense was this?
The Saintess's divinity falling under the full moon sky?

As the Cardinal tried to verify her words.

-KWAAAA!!

From a corner of the forest, overwhelming divinity erupted.
Despite being quite far away, the brilliant light of divinity penetrated through the dense trees of Maira Forest.

Both the Cardinal and the Saintess were simultaneously astonished.

From the Cardinal's perspective, that was where he had just been, where the heretic was. From the Saintess's perspective, this divinity, though slightly weaker, was clearly her own.

"...What is she really doing?"

The Saintess spoke in a dumbfounded voice, something she hadn't done in a very long time.

At the same time, she felt divinity surging back into her body.

Whatever the principle, whatever method was used.

Something impossibly beyond her common sense had just happened.
The Saintess instinctively knew this.

The Cardinal asked her in a voice drained of spirit.

"Saintess... did you know their identities?"

"Well. I thought I did, but now I'm not so sure."

With those words, the Saintess burst into laughter under the moonlight.
It seemed like genuine laughter, something never seen from the Saintess while at the church.

To the Cardinal, that sight was more unsettling than anything else.

"What kind of contract did you make with that person?"

After laughing for a while, the Saintess, still not erasing her smile.

"...It's a secret!"

She answered with the expression of a child expecting something happier than anyone else.

*

Just because I went through a two-stage transformation like a Pokémon—me -> Stella -> Saintess—didn't mean the mana I drew in when becoming Stella disappeared.

Moreover, this was Maira Forest. If you had even a moderate amount of mana, the forest's concentrated mana would rush in to establish equilibrium.

This wouldn't matter if I had no mana, but for me now, it was like filling my body with poison.

So despite the situation, I needed Evan's help.

"...Tighter."

"Alright, Stella."

I was having my mana absorbed while being embraced by Evan.

My voice was cracked and my eyes were red from crying so much, but I couldn't just die, could I?

The reason for being embraced while having my mana absorbed was first because I didn't have the strength to change position, and second because increasing the contact area was necessary to resist the influx of mana from Maira Forest, requiring as much...

...No.
I just wanted to be like this.

Perhaps because I'd felt cold for too long since the Evil God's manifestation.

Perhaps because I hadn't felt warmth for too long since my previous life.

Today, Evan's embrace was especially warm.

It felt like my entire body was heating up where it touched him.
And due to my personal request, his arms held me so tightly it almost hurt, giving me a pleasant sense of pressure.

...I know this is strange.

No matter how precious Evan is to me, friends don't do this.

Besides, I still have my memories from my previous life, don't I?

"...More."

"Yes, Stella."

But this was recharging.

Filling a deficiency that had been empty for too long.

After Mom died like that, I tried to live normally for a while.

I tried to be diligent in college, went to drinking parties and drank hard.

Back then, I thought that would mend my broken heart.

Of course, it didn't work, and later I started picking fights with people who talked about Mom, and my life fell to its worst.

I paid a lot in damages.
I fought when provoked.
Win or lose, it didn't matter.

Back then, it just felt like atonement.

And when I returned home with my face covered in wounds, the house was too spacious.

It was empty.

Going to the living room would bring back memories of that day, turning my vision red.

And that redness gradually expanded, consuming the entire house.

I felt like I couldn't stay there for a moment.
I only thought I needed to go somewhere narrow, narrow, narrow, where that redness wouldn't fill.

So I distributed Mom's vast fortune, left after using the settlement money, to relatives, keeping only enough to rent a small studio apartment.

At first, everyone pretended to refuse, but once they received the money, no one tried to help me.

It didn't matter.
This was right for me.

Lots of money, a spacious house.
Those were luxuries for someone like me who couldn't appreciate them.

So this was my punishment.
Thinking that way, I dragged my situation further into the abyss.

The apartment with 50,000 won monthly rent was too small for someone who had always lived in spacious houses.

It wasn't in a good area, so the facilities were deteriorated, and there was a creepy man next door who leered at me.

I earned money through part-time jobs.
My poker face, trained through acting, was useful in the service industry.

I grew my hair and wore glasses, but if someone recognized me, I'd find work elsewhere.

That's how I lived.

The only thing that hadn't changed was the fictional worlds I watched through my phone screen.

I knew.
I would never meet anyone and would die lonely in the end.

...I knew.
But I was still so cold.

Because in truth, I was someone who longed for someone else's warmth more than anyone.

Because of guilt, I had suppressed it, but now that I realized my true feelings through the drastic measure of becoming someone else.

I couldn't control myself.

"Hnngh..."

In fact, the mana had long been absorbed and disappeared from my body.

Evan, who was absorbing the mana, must have known this, but I was still in his arms.

Ah, and there was one more reason I was staying in his embrace.

-You're not leaving, ever, Stella.

After hearing Evan's words earlier, my face had flushed so hot I could feel it on my skin.

I don't know why exactly.
Since hearing those words, the heat in my face refused to subside, and my heart pounded rapidly.

So I was embracing Evan like this.
Because showing my face would only make it redder.

I felt this embarrassed, but was the person who said those words not feeling the same?
I felt slightly dissatisfied about that, but since he had been holding me without complaint as I asked, I decided to let it go.

So we were like that under the pale moonlight.
So close that we could hear each other's heartbeats.

Until I remembered Grace, who would be collapsed in a corner of the forest.

"...Ah."

And only then could I realize what I was doing.


...Well, what do I care?
Embarrassment was always tomorrow's problem.

Sorry, but I need to fill myself a little more.
Thinking that, I nuzzled my cheek against Evan's face.

Even though the mana had clearly disappeared completely.
A vivid warmth spread throughout my body.

...Ah. This is the best, really.

Ch.96 - [Interlude] Night After (2)
Grace Yudhia had been lying on the ground since Stella left. Though the wounds inflicted by the soldiers stung, they weren't particularly concerning. As a cleric, she received the blessing of the full moon and could recover quickly.

Her continued presence in the forest was purely due to fatigue. After all, she had charged head-on through hordes of soldiers to cross the academy, even if they were her elemental weakness.

"Ugh, huff..."

When Grace awoke, she instinctively knew considerable time had passed—that peaceful feeling of waking up to birdsong with a refreshed body.

"...Ah!"

Yudhia quickly sat up and turned toward the academy. The ominous red curtain that had been glowing like blood was gone, replaced by the academy grounds bathed in pure moonlight. The meaning was clear.

"You succeeded..."

Grace felt the tension finally leaving her body. Stella had actually succeeded in that insane plan—one that sounded completely mad from the brief conversation she'd overheard with the Saintess.

"So the Cardinal really..."

Grace hadn't been with the Moonlight Church long enough to know much about the organization. Despite accompanying her on a simple Paladin mission, she had thought the Cardinal seemed like a good person with his approachable demeanor.

"...To think he was behind all this."

She knew the Moonlight Church wasn't a clean organization, but this... this was practically planning mass slaughter, all to increase the church's influence.

Though she wouldn't leave the church for her family's sake, she couldn't deny feeling disillusioned.

"...But if it succeeded, why am I still here...?"

Judging by the sky's brightness, the moon had risen quite some time ago. If Stella had successfully negotiated with the Cardinal and returned safely, why was she still lying here?

After questioning herself, Grace quickly arrived at an answer.

"Was I... abandoned?"

It made sense—it would be strange to feel good about the disaster her religion had just caused. She had been nothing more than a tool to break through the barrier.

Realizing this, Grace felt tears welling up.

"I should head back..."

She swallowed her tears and prepared to return to the academy, silently thinking: I respected you, even if only for a short time.

And then—

"...Grace? You're still here?"

From behind her came Stella's voice—the very person who, in her mind, had abandoned her. The slight apologetic tone in her voice immediately lifted Grace's gloomy mood.

"Stella...! Young La—?"

When Grace turned around happily, she saw Stella being carried piggyback by Isenberg.

Stella's face was strangely flushed, with bright red tear stains around her eyes as if she'd been crying until just moments ago. Her clothes were slightly disheveled, and her arms were wrapped around Evan von Isenberg's neck as if afraid to let go.

While it could be seen as an ordinary piggyback ride, to Grace it looked oddly intimate—like a couple after their first time together. It was obvious their relationship had deepened significantly.

The last time she'd seen Evan von Isenberg, he had been grabbing the Saintess's neck, threatening and attempting to kill her. His current expression—grinning like he owned the world—was completely unfamiliar to Grace.

What on earth had happened while she was unconscious in the forest?

"Oh, you're here too!"

"...Ugh."

Evan greeted Grace with a smile, clearly in a good mood. It was extremely awkward for Grace, who had never seen him happy before. Even more unbearable was Stella glaring at her jealously from behind him.

Yet whenever Evan looked back at Stella, she would turn away with a strangely relaxed expression.

That unfamiliar expression on her normally expressionless face...

"Eek!"

Weren't they awkward with each other until they entered the forest? How could they change so drastically at once?

That sly man must have done something.

*No, Lady Stella...!*

Evan von Isenberg was clearly a violent man, judging from what she'd seen during his confrontation with the Saintess!

Though she'd heard some couples enjoyed such play, there was no way Lady Stella would be into that!

Grace trembled with a profound sense of defeat despite these thoughts.

"Grace, if you're still hurting..."

"Lady Stella."

"...Yes?"

Grace looked up at the sky. Somehow, the moonlight that was always bright felt cold today.

"...Be happy."

"...??"

With those final words, Grace ran off, claiming she needed to see the Cardinal.

It was the first heartbreak for the 20-year-old woman who had just reached adulthood.

*

Perhaps using divine power at the Saintess's output level when I'd never used it before was the problem.

With my legs giving out, I ended up having to be carried piggyback by Evan all the way to the academy.

Evan seemed to want to carry me princess-style like when we fled from the Sword Saint before, but my pride and identity couldn't allow that.

...Well, since Evan is my most precious person, I could grant such a request if he really insisted, but it was still too embarrassing.

......For now.

Anyway, we slowly followed Grace, who had run off with some strange cloth covering her head after making that odd comment. It took us several dozen minutes to reach the academy.

Needless to say, the academy had become complete chaos.

"AAAAGH!! Th-that really huuurts!!"

"Priests!! Priests!! There's another one here!!"

Everywhere was covered in blood, and screams filled the academy.

Still, thankfully—if one could call it that—thanks to the Cardinal's plan coinciding with the full moon, the priests' divine powers were greatly enhanced, allowing them to tend to the injured quickly.

"Stella! Evan!"

"Erhen!"

In the distance, Erhen came running toward us, covered in blood.

For a moment, I was alarmed, remembering how she'd been injured on the forehead in my place during the battle with the illusionary demonic beast. Fortunately, looking closer, it didn't seem to be her own blood.

Judging by the color, it was probably from the Evil God's soldiers. Once again, Erhen had been running around the school helping humans.

"Erhen! Are you alright?"

"Haha, I'm not like the academy weaklings!"

Erhen blushed slightly as she spoke, thumping her chest.

It was a line and action that appeared frequently in the original novel, but somehow, seeing her do it now looked... extremely lewd.

"......"

I momentarily wanted to cover Evan's eyes, but I couldn't easily loosen my tightly wrapped arms, so I just watched and asked something else.

"How's the situation inside?"

"Somehow everything's been resolved well! When you suddenly ran outside the barrier, I wondered what was happening, but seeing how things turned out, my help was clearly—"

Erhen's face, still smiling proudly as she tried to boast about her achievements, began turning red.

Following her gaze, I realized she was looking at my disheveled clothes and tear stains. As her face reddened, her smile gradually disappeared, and her mouth opened as if to say something.

"You did it, you—"

"Don't start that."

I preemptively stopped her, knowing she was about to begin her usual teasing.

Shouldn't she be tired of it by now?

"You—"

"I said don't."

Only after blocking Erhen's dangerous comment, which she couldn't help but try to make despite my warnings, was I able to hear the rest of her explanation.

Fortunately, there were no casualties on the academy's side.

The Saintess using holy arts to seal the soldiers' movements throughout the academy had been crucial, and the professors and students had worked together to build defensive formations that protected about half the academy.

If I had been even a little later, there would likely have been casualties.

Oh, and the Sword Saint apparently covered the other half by herself.

With her combat ability, she could probably even defeat an Evil God, but it seems she focused entirely on protecting students from the academy to the shopping district without letting them get a single scratch.

I wondered how she managed to handle soldiers spread across an area the size of three or four villages, but I chalked it up to her being the Sword Saint.

After that brief explanation, Erhen said she needed to get some sleep and left us with a casual goodbye.

Her long ears were red, clearly indicating she was thinking something inappropriate, but I decided to ignore it.

Even though I'd acknowledged Evan as my most precious person, that didn't necessarily mean it had to lead in *that* direction.

Right. Regardless of gender, doing such things with someone who's like family would be strange.

Of course, I couldn't be bothered to try explaining this relationship, and I doubted it would be well-received anyway, so I had no intention of correcting her.

It seemed the prejudice had already taken root in her mind.

...Well, it's my karma, I suppose.
I shouldn't have asked Erhen to help me drink that day.

Anyway, regardless of how Erhen viewed us, we wouldn't be bound by such perceptions.
That was enough.

"...Ah, we're here. I can walk from here."

While lost in these thoughts, we arrived at the dormitory, which was mostly empty as everyone was receiving treatment.

Though I felt a bit sad about getting down—riding on Evan's back had been comfortable—I also felt guilty about continuing to burden someone who was already injured.

So I asked Evan to let me down, but strangely, he showed no sign of doing so.

"It's fine, Stella."

"What? But I'd feel too guilty making you take me all the way to my room..."

Even though the dormitory supervisors were all deployed elsewhere due to the chaos, I didn't want to impose on Evan that much.

After all, I was supposed to be his secretary. As I was about to speak again—

"It's on my way anyway, and it's not tiring at all."

"...What?"

...On his way? What business could Evan have at the women's dormitory?

While I was momentarily confused by his unexpected words, Evan burst into laughter and said:

"Let's sleep together tonight, Stella."

.

..

...

"Huh...?"

In that moment, when Evan turned to look at me with his usual warm smile and said those words—

Immediately, my mind flooded with inappropriate thoughts (probably the same ones Erhen had earlier), and my face became so hot it felt like steam might burst out at any moment.

No, no.
I knew Evan didn't mean it that way.

There was no way our relationship could be like that, right?

But, but...!

Still, I didn't want to share a bed with a man for the third time.

Because I was clearly...

"You don't want to?"

"N-no..."

...Since I owed him a lot today, I could indulge him just this once.

It absolutely, absolutely wasn't because of my selfish desire to feel his warmth in bed.

Yes, of course not.

...Did I wash the pillow yesterday?

Ch.97 - [Interlude] Night After (3)
Chapter 98. Late Night (3)

Humans are surprisingly influenced by perception.

Evan thought this as he carried Stella on his back through the moonlit campus.

Setting aside his personal dislike of moonlit nights, it wasn't objectively a romantic scene.

Injured cadets were everywhere, leaning on crutches, walls, or other cadets, and many areas were covered in blood.

What about the sounds?

With so many injured, their groans formed a background across the entire area, occasionally punctuated by the inevitable harsh curses of humans in extreme pain.

From any perspective—smell, sound, or sight—it was a terrible disaster scene. Though there were no fatalities, the path to the dormitory presented a sobering sight.

Yet to Evan, all these scenes felt dreamlike.

His mood was foolishly elated. Unlike his usual forced smile, a genuine smile kept escaping without effort.

It wasn't even an unfamiliar emotion.

Just acknowledging the feelings of love he had denied and avoided out of fear made this moment so thrilling and beautiful.

Feeling his heart beating pleasantly and the small, warm presence on his back, Evan smiled at the thought.

Having nearly died and suddenly accepting feelings he'd denied for years, Evan found it difficult to suppress his affection for Stella.

More precisely, he was in a state of euphoria.

Knowing this about himself, he was somehow restraining the desire to confess his feelings right now and observe her reaction, whatever it might be.

He thought his earlier words had conveyed his feelings to some extent, but it still seemed too early for a real confession.

Just a little, just a little longer.

Until he confirmed that Stella's feelings matched his own.

Evan comforted himself this way, deciding to wait with the memory of Stella's expression from earlier.

That's where his superhuman patience came into play, but...

"Let's sleep together tonight, Stella."

...again, Evan was currently in a state of euphoria.

So focused was he on restraining himself that he couldn't pay attention to much else.

That's why Evan didn't realize how his words might be interpreted by her.

Or more accurately, he wasn't thinking about it.

Right now, Evan's mind contained only the thought that he didn't want to be separated from Stella.

Nevertheless, he gathered his last bit of reason to ask for her consent.

"Do you mind?"

"N-no..."

Truth.

Delighted by the truth revealed so effortlessly today, Evan mentally thanked his mother for giving him this ability.

Then he walked with light steps toward Stella's room through the empty dormitory.

"W-with Evan... I've slept together before, but now..."

As they reached Stella's door, he heard her muttering something quietly behind him.

How cute, Stella.
Thinking this, Evan used the key Stella had given him to open the door and stepped into the women's dormitory room, a place normally forbidden to men.

Thud.

The door closed with that sound.

...A door that probably wouldn't open again for quite some time.

*

I was in a state of utter confusion.

Evan is in my dormitory room?

Even in my previous life, the concept of "home" was vague to me, but I'd lived in this dormitory for quite a long time, which made the current situation feel even more jarring.

...It's strange.
In my previous life, I'd shared a room with seven others during school trips, and hosted drinking parties at my place more than once.

Why, then, is my heart tightening and trembling like this now?

This wasn't even the first time, though all previous occasions were unintentional.

Once when there was no room at the inn in the commercial district, and recently when we accidentally shared a bed while drunk.

The first time we lay in the same bed, I felt tension and worry.

Of course, I trusted Evan wouldn't do anything inappropriate, but there was still that instinctive reaction.

Rule #1 I set when coming to this world: Don't date or become intimate with men.

Back then, I feared even the smallest possibility of breaking that rule. If Evan had somehow forced himself on me then—though it was unlikely—I wouldn't have forgiven him.

And recently, when I drank with Evan.

Honestly, I was so drunk I couldn't remember anything.

Until I recalled that night in a dream the next day, I had no memory of it, and honestly, it still doesn't feel real.

But the fact that I did such a thing even unconsciously, that I fearlessly sought out Evan beforehand...

It was because I already had strong trust that Evan wouldn't do anything inappropriate.

...But now.

Now that I've suddenly become aware of Evan's size within me, almost forcibly...

If Evan were to suggest doing such things... could I refuse?

Of course, the thought of doing such things with a man still disgusts me and makes me uncomfortable, but...

...If it's Evan, maybe I could endure it once...

'No, no!'

Maybe using divine power has affected my mind, because my thoughts are flowing more dangerously than usual.

I stole a glance at Evan's face, which had become strangely difficult to meet since hearing those words in the forest.

He was looking for a place to hang his coat, and seemed several times happier than usual.

His hair was completely disheveled from battle and running, but he still looked incredibly handsome.

...No, even more so than usual...

"What's wrong, Stella?"

"N-nothing."

...I'd forgotten.
No matter how tired Evan might be, he's still superhuman.
There's no way he wouldn't notice my gaze.

Realizing this, my face flushed red for what felt like the hundredth time today.

Well, it's not like I was looking at him with strange intentions, so I shouldn't feel guilty.

Thinking this while trying to clear my mind, I noticed Evan's shirt after he removed his outer coat.

"...Evan, that... shirt..."

"Hmm? Ah..."

Evan's shirt had a hole in it, probably from when the Cardinal pierced his northern region, exposing his abs, and naturally, there was blood splattered all around the hole.

It was clearly unwearable anymore. Though my healing had been perfect—his abdomen was smooth—just seeing the hole in his shirt made me realize even a fraction of the pain Evan must have endured.

For a moment, I felt my breath catch.

Evan must have noticed my expression, as he gently smiled and placed his hand on my head.

"It's okay, Stella. You healed me, remember?"

"...Still, it must have hurt..."

After being impaled in the abdomen by the Cardinal, Evan had grabbed the blade to buy time for me to attack.

The pain must have been doubly intense.

"Let's lie down now. I'm getting tired."

"...Yes."

Despite everything, Evan's touch was incredibly warm.

Holding back tears that seemed to come too easily today—more than in my entire previous life—I nodded.

Evan removed his hand from my head and lay down on the bed.

The dormitory bed, as I'd noticed when I slept with Evan while drunk before, was suspiciously comfortable for two people.

As I was about to lie down next to Evan...

"...Ah!"

"Hmm? What's wrong, Stella?"

I suddenly realized that not only Evan's clothes, but mine too were in terrible condition.

My clothes were singed in places from the magic I'd used to break through those soldiers, and there were torn spots as well. More concerning was that I was completely drenched in sweat from the process.

Stella was naturally weak physically. Obviously, vigorous activity made her sweat profusely.

Of course, being my favorite character, her sweat was either odorless or occasionally fragrant, but there was no guarantee Evan would perceive it the same way.

Evan was already tired, and he wouldn't want someone reeking of sweat next to him.

"...Evan, I'm sorry, but would it be okay if I... changed clothes?"

"Ah, yes, that's fine. I'll step outside for a—"

Cutting off what was probably going to be a question, noise erupted from outside.

"Ugh, I'm dying...!"

"Are we the only ones who've made it back to the dorm?!"

The chattering voices of female cadets.
They were probably those with relatively minor injuries returning.

From their conversation, it seemed they hadn't come to sleep but to find first aid supplies.

This was the women's dormitory, and Evan, who had been about to leave, was now cornered.

We looked at each other for a moment.

Evan, who had been smiling cheerfully until now, was gradually turning redder.

"S-Stella. You don't have to change or anything... or rather..."

Even while saying this to ease my burden.

If this had happened shortly after my transmigration, or even until recently, I would have scoffed at such prudishness between men and just lain down, but now...

......

"...No. Evan, could you... turn around for a moment?"

...Somehow, just imagining Evan smelling my body odor made me feel like my face would burst into flames.

So this was an unavoidable process.

"...You absolutely must not look... this way."

I said this with a voice that somehow felt trembling.
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The curtain parted slightly, allowing cold moonlight to filter into my dormitory room.

In a space that should normally be mine alone, Evan was sitting on my bed for the first time since I'd been sick, while I was undressing.

...A situation ripe for misunderstanding if anyone heard about it.

In this moment, only the soft sound of fabric sliding against skin echoed quietly.

Yet somehow that sound seemed to roar like a violent storm.

*What's with this atmosphere?*

As I've mentioned before, when I first transmigrated, I felt considerable guilt about seeing Stella's naked body.

First, because the sudden transmigration made me acutely aware this wasn't my body, and second, because seeing it without resistance felt somehow wrong.

Yes, this situation exists entirely because I still view Stella's body as someone else's. By that logic, while I might feel guilty showing her body to others, I shouldn't feel embarrassed.

"......"

"......"

But why, then?
Why does this suffocating silence feel like scorching heat?

I've always had slight reservations about undressing in front of others due to my slender build.

But that was merely a mild aversion, not the kind that would make exposed skin visibly flush.

I recently learned about the various functions in Evan's eyes, and honestly, I'm still not sure how to process that information. But I know for certain those functions don't include seeing through the back of my head.

So really, why?
Why is my body flushing and trembling like this?

*Evan is...*

I glanced at him.

Sitting on the bed with his back turned to me, Evan was hunched over slightly with reddened ears.

...Ah.

My inexplicable embarrassment immediately doubled.

No, I mean... right?

Having been a man before, I understand.

I completely sympathize with Evan's current state.
If a woman had entered my room and suddenly started a striptease, I'd have reacted similarly.

And who's undressing now?
None other than Stella Eckhart, my favorite character and, in my opinion, the most beautiful woman in "Academy Survival Guide."

And her body seems to be continuously developing.

So, when such a woman is making explicit undressing sounds behind him, a man can't help himself.

I'd have nothing to say even if he... reacted.

Having reached that thought again, I decided to change quickly, even if it made more noise.

There was no need to drag this out and stimulate Evan further.

We'd be sleeping in the same bed too...

I quickly searched the closet for clothes.

And then I realized.

Since I reset my clothes with bleaching and deodorizing magic each time I wear them, I only had one school uniform shirt.

And the only other option was a rather revealing, provocative nightgown.

And simultaneously, I realized:

Couldn't I have just used magic to clean my clothes instead of putting on this striptease?

*...Fuck.*

The heat in my face intensified.
It felt like I might explode at any moment.

So... does this mean I'm the kind of perverted woman who undresses in front of Evan despite having the ability to magically clean my clothes?

I was cornered.
If I put my clothes back on, I'd be the crazy woman who undressed and dressed again for no reason with Evan turned around. If I wore the nightgown, that would create its own suggestive scene.

The last time Evan came, I was at least covered with blankets up to my neck, but now I'd have to show the entire nightgown.

...I was trapped.

Of course, I knew how this happened.
I tend to overlook minor details after major incidents, and using my divine power had put such strain on my brain that I'd had a nosebleed.

In that state, with Evan proposing we sleep together and causing further confusion, it was unreasonable to expect me to think of this solution.

But that's just my circumstance; from Evan's perspective, I must seem like a pervert!

I ultimately chose to wear the nightgown.

At least I could explain this was unavoidable.

"I... I've finished changing."

"Huh? Oh, yes!"

Evan, seemingly calmer now, turned around with a bright expression, but froze upon seeing my attire.

With the speed befitting a knight known for his quickness, he rolled his eyes faster than I could perceive, then awkwardly smiled as if he'd assessed the situation.

Seeing that, my hands trembled.

I suppressed my embarrassment behind a poker face and spoke.

"Let's lie down, Evan."

"...Okay."

And so I lay down with Evan on the same bed again.

Like when we shared a room at the inn, we faced each other.

But unlike then, despite the bed being similar in size...

Instead of awkwardly keeping our distance, we were close enough to feel each other's breath.

We did this without explicitly agreeing to it.

"It's warm lying together, Stella."

"...It's summer now."

I replied to Evan's smiling comment while pressing myself closer to him.

...This was only to prevent him from seeing my revealing nightgown, not for any other reason.

I could feel him forcibly restraining his gaze from looking downward.

For a moment, I sensed his breathing stop.

As I moved closer, I could smell his scent.

Unlike me, he hadn't changed clothes and had been moving around vigorously all day, so he should normally have at least an unpleasant sweat smell, but...

"......"

"Stella?"

"Y-yes?"

Somehow, from Evan's embrace came only a warm, rich fragrance that could only be described as Evan's scent.

If all men's sweat smelled like this, I wouldn't have minded sharing rooms with them.

...But that couldn't be the case.

Even as I thought this, I felt myself relaxing in Evan's fragrance.

Silence fell.

After such an eventful day.

From the moment I woke feeling cold and demonic energy, trembling with anxiety.

To the manifestation of the evil god, Evan collapsing with blood tears.

Hearing fragments of Evan's pain from the Saintess, breaking through the academy, confronting the Cardinal, fighting, retreating thanks to Evan's sacrifice.

Then healing injured Evan, confirming our importance to each other.

It was truly a chaotic, overwhelming day, and this was the first moment of genuine calm.

...But.

"...Evan."

"Yes?"

As I pressed against his chest from slightly below, Evan lowered his head then quickly raised it again, seeming to catch himself.

"...This might not be what you want to talk about right now..."

While this atmosphere wasn't bad...

I needed to tie up loose ends today.

"Could you explain to me directly why you hate the Moonlight Church so much?"

"......"

Evan looked at me with quite surprised eyes.

In truth, I could roughly guess what happened from my conversation with the Saintess.

It mostly explained his hatred toward the Moonlight Church.

...But somehow, I felt I needed to hear it from Evan himself right now.

Evan is my most precious person.
And I'm probably... the same to him.

That's why I wanted to hear directly from him.

The reason he's so desperate to bring down the Moonlight Church.

The reason he made someone like me, built on lies, his ally for his purpose.

...More precisely, I wanted to know everything about him.
This was the first step.

Evan seemed to hesitate.
Probably because he knew we couldn't maintain this bright atmosphere.

But he must also know.
That someday, he would have to tell this story to me, who is most closely connected to his plans.

"...Alright. I understand."

Evan said with a deep sigh.
Then he moved closer and embraced me.

"Eek! E-Evan?!"

"I'm telling a difficult story, so help me out this much."

When I called his name in surprise, Evan chuckled and said that.

Well... I didn't dislike it...

Knowing this was probably his way of lightening the mood one last time, I simply remained in his embrace.

...I felt a slight trembling in his always-warm embrace.

And then, Evan began to speak.

*

Evan's story continued for quite some time.

From the fire incident in his childhood, to meeting his mother who carried the Saintess's factor, and their separation.

As he spoke, Evan's embrace sometimes trembled, sometimes tightened around me painfully, but I listened silently.

This was a story that didn't appear in the novel or setting guides.

It was different from hearing it from the Saintess.

You can only truly understand someone's feelings when you hear events from the person who experienced them.

And seeing my most precious person in pain made me hurt too.

Just bringing up this story seemed to wound Evan.

Yet I was grateful that he continued to reveal his wounds to me without stopping.

And because of that, I hurt.

Even more.

"...Well, not a fun story, is it?"

After the story ended and a long silence filled the room, Evan broke it with those words.

Unlike before, there was a slight tremor and forced brightness in his voice.

This time, I embraced him.

Somehow it ended up with his face buried against my chest, and because of my revealing nightgown, his breath was felt rather explicitly.

"...Stella?"

"...It's okay, Evan."

For some reason, I wanted to do this now.

The last time, the second time Evan and I slept in the same bed.

Evan had embraced me like this while shedding blood tears.

Probably, at that time, he was thinking of his mother.
So now I wanted to do this for him.

Evan remained buried in my embrace, seemingly confused, mumbling something, then falling silent.

After feeling some movement in my arms, he finally pulled away.

His eyes were red, a look I'd never seen before, but he was smiling as usual.

"...Thank you, Stella."

"...Hmph. It's nothing."

Now that I'd done it, I couldn't help feeling embarrassed.
I didn't regret it, but still, I'd just held a man against my chest.

An awkward silence fell between us.

This time it really felt like the atmosphere between a man and woman, and I was hoping Evan would say something.

Fortunately, the usually perceptive Evan opened his mouth.

"...By the way, Stella. About your clothes earlier, if you could clean them with magic like you do for me..."

But this time, his perceptiveness was directed elsewhere.

Feeling like my secret had been exposed, I reflexively denied it strongly.

"N-no! I-I couldn't use magic because I was too exhausted..."

And immediately after saying that, I realized.

Evan has eyes that distinguish between lies and truth.

So my words just now...

"...I see."

"Aaahhh!!"

I could see a bright red flush rising from Evan's neck.
I probably looked similar.

I pushed him away and shouted.

"D-don't look at me!! Turn around!"

To hide my burning face, I turned him around and embraced him from behind to restrain him.

After bickering back and forth a few times, we fell asleep without either of us noticing who dozed off first.

...And so.

The seemingly endless night of the full moon finally came to an end.
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# Side Story: How to Survive as a Sub-Male Lead's Employer

(This is an IF side story completely unrelated to the main series.)

The season had reached the tail end of summer. Though the beginning of autumn had long since passed according to the calendar, the heat showed no signs of relenting—instead, it grew stronger, scorching the earth.

"So hot..."

I grumbled while fanning myself, cursing the weather.

I could use an incomplete magic spell without my body's mana to feel cooler, but I was too melted to even muster that energy.

And on top of that...

"...Achoo."

A slight cold coming on.
They say even dogs don't catch colds in midsummer. Had I tried to imitate a dog only to end up worse than one?

So now I was in a terrible state of overlapping symptoms—chills and burning heat simultaneously.

I never imagined last night's escapade would lead to such misery.

It's been nearly four years since I transmigrated into this body, yet here I am in this state.

This body was weak against both heat and cold. Actually, it was weak against all physical things... but especially temperature.

That's just how Stella Bell Eckhart, the body's original owner, was.

*It's already been four years... hasn't it?*

Such thoughts brought on a sudden wave of sentimentality.

Let me indulge in the typical transmigrator's lament for a moment.

My past life was, to put it crudely, a gutter life.

Of course, about 90% of that was due to my own choices, but that's how it was.

Anyway, whether by choice or circumstance, I didn't particularly want to die, so I worked hard at part-time jobs, occasionally did manual labor, and somehow survived.

...Manual labor was a bit much for my strength. After just one day, my body was completely wrecked, and I probably spent more on hospital bills than I earned.

Regardless, after finishing my daily routine and ignoring the greeting from the strange man next door who always looked at me with lecherous eyes, I'd enter my home and end my day.

In that 50,000 won monthly rent room, I'd lie on my unnecessarily large bed, reading web novels until I fell asleep—such was my humble life.

So what went wrong?

Was it obsessing over one novel for over a year, digging into it and even buying the physical copies?

Was it whining for over 200 days asking for more backstory on my favorite character?

Was it cursing out loud when my favorite character died?

It was strange. I hadn't even reached 5,700 characters.

Anyway, while bouncing between part-time jobs, I transmigrated into the romance fantasy novel I was reading.

And as my favorite character, no less.

The minor issue was that my favorite character was female, while I had been a sturdy young man.

Even worse, my favorite character was destined to die after unrequited love for her secretary, who was the sub-male lead.

"That was a close call..."

Anyway, back to my favorite character, Stella Bell Eckhart.

This character was in the typical villainess young lady position in the romance fantasy novel I was reading right before transmigrating, "How the Maid Survives at the Academy."

As I mentioned earlier, she had the sub-male lead, Evan von Isenberg, as her secretary, so she got quite a bit of screen time.

Setting aside my personal bias for my favorite character, Stella, like a proper villainess, was intensely jealous of the female protagonist, Elysee, who received attention from the sub-male lead.

Being a Duke's daughter with considerable power, she was a character many readers wanted dead as she impassively put the protagonist through trials.

And her end? Stella clings to the sub-male lead who wants to follow the protagonist to the North, only to get stabbed and die there.

So I'd not only become a woman but entered a body with a death sentence.

I quickly formulated a plan.

That plan was...

"S-Stella, Young Lady! I heard you're unwell!"

"Oh, come on."

Why couldn't anyone leave me alone?

I frowned at the unexpected visitor who interrupted my reminiscing.

Contrary to my expectation that it would be Erhen or Evan, the owner of the voice that roused me was...

"I'll heal you with my spirits...!"

"...I'm fine, Elysee."

...the protagonist of this world, Elysee, whom I was just talking about.

Elysee approached me with her usual sparkling blue eyes.

Her hands were already glowing with colorful spirits.

"But Young Lady...! I can heal you in an instant!"

Elysee raised her voice in protest at my refusal.

Like Evan, it seemed no one saw me as the Duke's daughter.

Am I that approachable?

With such thoughts, I placed my hand on Elysee's head.

"...I said I'm fine."

"Y-Young Lady? U-uh..."

After a moment, Elysee's face turned bright red, and she became flustered.

I wonder where that cunning and cold demeanor from the original work went.

She certainly had that demeanor when I first saw her, and we even had fierce confrontations just a few months ago, as expected of the protagonist.

Of course, I had helped her afterward by dealing with the Imperial enemies and removing those who looked down on her for being a commoner.

But was that enough to cause this change?

"T-then I'll be going now...!!"

After standing frozen for a few minutes, Elysee's face turned tomato-red before she fled.

Once again left alone, I lay back in my chair and closed my eyes.

...Well, healing spirits would indeed be the most effective treatment for illness.

Elysee was loved and worshipped by all spirits.

No matter how I might try to imitate it, the real thing is different.

And then...

"Stella, I just saw a commoner girl running out of here. Did something happen?"

"...Nothing. Don't worry about it."

...Someone had gone to get medicine anyway.

I curtly answered Evan and snatched the medicine packet he brought.

It was clearly some bitter-looking fantasy-style medicine.

I roughly tossed the medicine into my mouth and swallowed it with water from a nearby cup.

Evan sighed beside me.

"Ah... I was going to feed it to you."

"Don't say such strange things."

I'll pass on kisses that taste bitter.

As I thought this, I felt the chills disappear, perhaps due to the medicine taking effect.

Fantasy medicine really works!

"Hmm?"

At the same time, my eyelids grew heavy.
When I looked at Evan with confusion, he made an "oops" expression and said:

"That might make you a bit drowsy, they said."

"This seems more than just 'a bit'..."

I frowned as I said this.

Perhaps those with weak bodies react more strongly to medicine, because the drowsiness coming over me now was no joke.

...I shouldn't sleep until nighttime.

I gestured for Evan to come closer.

Then, pressing my closing eyes, I spoke:

"If I fall asleep... stay beside me. And wake me before morning comes."

Hearing this, Evan let out a light laugh.
...This guy, is he laughing at me for being loopy from the medicine?

Even as I thought this, I didn't resist the wave of drowsiness and closed my eyes.

I'd been sleeping irregularly lately, which probably made me even more tired.

Just before falling completely asleep, a whisper-like voice echoed in my ear:

"...How lewd. You're sick, so rest today."

What, lewd?
He really had no filter when speaking to his employer.
I felt a vein pop on my forehead, but that was it.

My consciousness cut off like a power outage.

*

At first, I really tried to prevent Evan from being employed by me.

It was a given that if he became my secretary, a lot of troublesome things would happen.

No, more than just troublesome—for me, who couldn't use Stella's mana or abilities after transmigrating, it could be a genuine threat to my life.

The fortunate thing was that I was in the position to hire him.

So I thought if I just expressed my intentions clearly, it would be fine, but...

-Are you alright, Young Lady?

Unfortunately, within a week of transmigrating, I got caught up in various major incidents and couldn't avoid it.

Still, that time was better.
Back then, I only saw Evan von Isenberg, the sub-male lead, as a piece to achieve my plan.

...At least I thought I could.

*

My consciousness hazily surfaced.
Not fully awake, but somewhat conscious.

Following the habit I'd developed after transmigrating, I reviewed everything from just before falling asleep.

Woke up in the morning, ate with Erhen, felt a cold coming on, Elysee came, Evan gave me medicine.

Yes, that's what happened.

My mind was mostly back now.

Slowly opening my eyes, I saw the dim surroundings.

The cool summer night breeze was coming through the open window, and Evan was sitting in front of me, resting his chin on his hand, watching me.

Evan must have moved me to the dormitory.

Even if he had an arrangement with the principal, I wonder if people would talk about him coming and going like this.

"...What are you staring at?"

"Oh, you're awake!"

Evan smiled brightly and extended his hand.
Grumbling, I took his hand and stood up, looking at his face.

The same bright face as always.

The same appearance as my secretary, Evan.

"Are you feeling better? The fever... it's gone now."

"D-don't just touch me like that...!"

I hastily backed away from Evan in surprise.
Honestly, my resolve to maintain the character concept had already faded, but I still couldn't completely abandon it.

Though it had become increasingly difficult lately.

"Hmm... that's a bit of a shame. Last time when you were delirious with a cold, you were quite cute..."

"I'm seriously going to fire you!"

I shouted, feeling heat rise to my face.

Today, Evan's face seemed much more smug than usual.

...How did I end up with someone like him...

There's a saying that women are attracted to unexpected sides of men.

When I heard that in my past life, I thought about using it to manage my image as an actor, but...

"Hmm? Why are you looking at me like that?"

That was about a few months ago.

When I saw the vulnerable side of someone who always seemed smug and grinning like that.

Seeing him with tears of blood, his mind broken, when I'd only ever seen him smiling—it was incredibly shocking and...

...it hurt my heart.

They say women are attracted to unexpected sides of men.

Well, I don't know if "attracted" is the right word, but after seeing that side of him, I acknowledged feelings I had long denied.

My identity as a man, memories of my past life, the compulsion to act as Stella.

Breaking through all of that, I opened my heart to Evan.

And unfortunately, Evan didn't miss that opportunity.

Evan systematically initiated certain things with me, step by step, resulting in our current situation.

All I could say was that he had some nerve doing such things to a Duke's daughter.

Anyway, to put it simply, I got caught.

I was definitely a man in my past life!

Though I was told I had pretty features, I even won a Best Actor award for a rugged role!

In the end, it was all Evan's fault.

He made me like this.

"Well then, shall we go back to sleep? When you're sick, you should rest properly..."

"...The medicine seems to have made me... feel better?"

I approached Evan, who was already preparing to change, and whispered.

How insolent for an employee to think of sleeping when his lord has other ideas.

Making me say such things.

Truly, he was an insolent man beyond compare.

Hearing my words, Evan burst into laughter and said:

"After what you did yesterday and catching a cold on top of it, you want to do it again today?"

"...Do you have a problem with that?"

I felt my face heating up.
What's the big deal about catching a little cold?

After making me do all those... things, now he can't indulge what I want.

Thinking this while staring at Evan, he lowered his head and whispered in my ear:

"...You really are lewd. Aren't you?"

"Huh..."

After saying that, he took something out from the drawer beside my bed.

With a clinking sound, he fastened it around my neck, and the smile disappeared from his lips.

What I saw was the bright moonlight shining through the window and cold crimson eyes.

The moment I saw that gaze, I felt my lower abdomen tighten and throb.

"...Take it off."

"Yes, hehe...!"

...Let me say it again.

It was all Evan's fault.

Ch.100 - [Interlude] After That Night
The night had passed, and the chaos of the Moonlight Night was over. The treatment and transportation of the injured had been mostly completed.

Dawn's crimson light was already brightening the academy.

"Dawn... it is."

Facing the incoming sunlight, the Sword Saint finally took a seat.

For hours, she had been moving the injured, checking for remnants of the Evil God, and breaking down collapsed buildings to free anyone trapped inside.

Though as a Sword Saint she wasn't physically tired, mentally she was quite shaken.

Seeing so many people bleeding and suffering had been commonplace during her childhood.

And in the gaps of her hazy memories, during those precious days... it had been the same.

The scent of blood was something all too familiar to her, yet simultaneously the one thing she wished would never become familiar.

"...Still."

There were no casualties this time.
The Sword Saint muttered to herself.

It was miraculous. Even though she had defended half the academy, and the Saintess had captured all the soldiers...

The Evil God's soldiers, created from everything the Evil God had burned, were each far stronger than most students and greater in number.

Students in Class A might have somehow managed to survive, but for everyone below that rank to have survived was certainly encouraging.

Perhaps the emergency drills the academy had started implementing this year had been effective.

The powerful Spiritist called Elysee burning all the soldiers to death must have had a significant impact too.

Either way, the Sword Saint, Claire, was pleased with the outcome.

If there had been casualties at the academy where she was stationed, on top of another incident breaking out, she wouldn't have been able to forgive herself.

"......"

As she finished that thought, one person came to mind.

The face of the woman who had boldly called out to her, the Sword Saint, used her to cut through the veil, then rushed beyond it to actually resolve the situation.

To be honest, the Sword Saint had been suspicious of Stella.

The way she fought against her was absolutely not something an ordinary cadet could display.

The Sword Saint still recalled the act she put on before revealing her true colors.

An almost artistic level of acting that made even her, a Sword Saint, momentarily perceive Stella as an incredibly powerful fighter.

If such a person were a spy from the North, deliberately deceiving everyone...

How many people would be able to tell the difference?

That's why the Sword Saint had been nurturing suspicions toward her.
And now.

"...I acknowledge it."

Stella Bell Eckhart had somehow saved everyone at the academy.

That was an undeniable fact.
So naturally, her evaluation of Stella needed to change accordingly.

Her suspicions weren't completely gone.

But at least, the possibility of her being a spy had significantly dropped in the Sword Saint's mind.

"...Ah."

The sky had already turned into the light blue of full morning.

The night of the full moon had passed, and morning had arrived.

*

I had a dream.

A dream of my days as an actor.

I saw myself studying character scripts through the night.

Back then, I was trying to improve my acting skills by any means possible.

For that reason, I saw myself turning down group blind dates and heading home.

If I had gone then, maybe I would have had at least one girlfriend before transmigrating.

...Well.

To be honest, I wasn't very interested in dating in my previous life.

Naturally after quitting acting, but even during my student days when I felt desperately lonely, I never really thought about dating.

I was more focused on the idea of raising five children someday.

It's not that I wasn't interested in women.

As a man, I had actresses I liked, and I definitely had a clear ideal type.

For reference, Stella perfectly matched that ideal type.

Anyway, being who I was, I honestly wondered.

What would it be like if I dated someone?

...Hmm. Well.

It was still hard to imagine.

Especially now that I had become a woman.

Dating as a woman.

It would be difficult with another woman, and with a man... I didn't like the idea.

But, but if I absolutely had to date someone...

"Mmm..."

Lost in such thoughts while half-asleep, I felt my eyes opening involuntarily from the light coming through the slightly open window.

Judging by the cheerful birdsong, it seemed class time had long since passed, but given the situation, there wouldn't be classes anyway, so I decided not to worry about it.

"Mmm..."

The next thought that came to mind was the fear of what position I might be in right now.

The last time, after the entrance exam when I slept in the same bed with Evan, I always woke up clinging to him.

I tried wrapping myself in blankets and turning my back to solve this, but nothing changed.

I always woke up clinging to Evan.

And then.

When I got drunk and slept in the same bed with Evan, for some reason, I didn't do that.

We were still quite close, but not completely attached like before.

There was actually no difference between the few days we spent together at the shopping district and that day, so I was a bit curious...

"Mmm..."

What could have been the problem?
This time I was hugging Evan.

With my chest, no less.

What really could have been the issue? I clearly remember turning Evan around and restraining him in a back-hug position before falling asleep.

What could possibly have happened during the night to end up in this position?

"Hiss..."
Because of my unnecessarily low-cut nightgown, I could feel Evan's breath on my chest with each exhale, giving me a strange feeling.

As a man, I never imagined such a sensation, but a woman's chest was much more sensitive than I thought.

Or maybe... it's because this is Stella's body. Anyway.

"......"

Evan's rather rough and irregular breathing.
As a former actor, I could tell.

"...Evan, you're awake, aren't you?"

"...Ah."

Evan, your sleeping act was a bit clumsy.
People who are actually sleeping don't breathe like that.

When I pointed this out, Evan slowly lifted his face from my chest and avoided my gaze.

"...I didn't have any particular intention, I just didn't want to wake you by moving..."

"You can stay like that if you want."

I grabbed Evan's face as he was making excuses and buried it back in my chest.

With the sensation of my chest being pressed and Evan's startled movements, I felt a strange feeling.

"Stella...?"

"Ugh... please don't move like that."

Why was he acting like this now when we were in the same position yesterday?

Evan squirmed in confusion for a moment before eventually giving up and going limp.

"You really..."

It's not like I wasn't embarrassed by this position, but... well, since I didn't have such voluptuous breasts when I was a man, it didn't particularly excite me.

And if Evan liked it, that was fine.

Like when he hugged me before, maybe Evan thinks of his mother when he's buried in my chest?

Though his ears were too red for that, but I figured he was just hot.

"......"

"......"

After holding Evan like that for quite some time.

In the hazy state between sleep and wakefulness, I remembered something.

The Saintess would probably leave this morning.

"...Ah."

"Stella?"

When I let out that short sigh, Evan lifted his head from my chest and looked at me.

He looked like a child, which was cute... no, that's not it.

"...I'm sorry, but I think I need to go out for a moment."

"Oh, then I'll come with you."

"Would that be alright?"

I thought Evan should rest more since he overexerted himself yesterday.

That's what I thought when I asked, but Evan smiled and said:

"It would be weird if I stayed here alone without you, right?"

"...That's true."

Evan alone in my room.
That would be... a bit embarrassing.

I got up and slipped out of bed.

Maybe because I was so close to Evan, but despite it being early summer, it felt a bit cool outside the blanket.

As I was gathering myself, Evan showed no signs of getting out of bed.

"...Evan?"

"Uh, um... just a moment, Stella."

Evan was lying in bed, his face red and sweating.

"Just need to calm down a bit..."

"...? Well, okay. Then I'll change clothes... or not."

I realized that with Evan here, I couldn't just change my clothes.

In the end, I had to turn Evan around again to change, and strangely, Evan took even longer to get out of bed.

*

After somehow leaving the dormitory (Evan jumped out the window), we headed to the academy's main gate to meet the Saintess.

I figured she would be preparing to leave around now, and indeed, at the academy's main gate, the Saintess was waiting in front of a gleaming white carriage.

"Just a moment, Evan. I need to speak with the Saintess."

"Okay. Go ahead."

Though he had faced the Saintess with murderous intent not long ago, he now seemed recovered, smiling gently as he saw me off.

It was hard to believe this was the same Evan who had given me cold looks just for hearing I would work with the Saintess.

...Not that I minded that, though.

"Saintess!"

"Hm? Lady Stella? Are you already able to move around?"

When I called out to the waiting Saintess, she looked over and asked in surprise.

What does she mean by "already able to move around"?

"Pardon?"

"No, I thought the Cardinal would have taken at least one limb from you."

"......"

Though it was the Saintess saying it, she was right—it almost happened.
If Evan hadn't come, it could have been even worse.

...That's why I was looking for the Saintess now.

I slowly opened my mouth.

"Are you leaving now?"

"Yes! Thanks to someone, I now have to travel around the Empire for days, gathering divine power."

"Ah, I..."

At the Saintess's words, I was at a loss for what to say.

To be honest, I was quite looking forward to academy life without the Saintess.

"Don't make that face. I'm actually quite excited right now."

"...Is that so."

"Yes! I don't mind if it gets a bit boring. I'll be back soon anyway. More importantly."

Just keep your promise, okay?

The Saintess said with a bright smile.

...Well, I was going to do that without being told.
Besides, my proposal benefited me more than her.

"Anyway, I should go now. Farewell."

"Ah, wait a moment!"

I stopped the Saintess as she was about to board the carriage.
I hadn't asked my question yet.
The Saintess paused and blinked at me.

"What is it?"

"Saintess, you have mana rejection, right?"

"Yes. Why?"

The Saintess would be gone for at least a month once she left.
So I needed an answer now to start researching what I was thinking about.

"That mana rejection... since when have you had it...!"

As soon as I asked that question.
The Saintess's wide, surprised eyes curved into a smile.

A deep smile appeared on her lips.

She answered my question as she finished boarding the carriage.

"It's just as you think. Since the Main God chose me."

The carriage door closed with a bang.

As I watched the white carriage begin to move, kicking up dust, I clenched my fist.

...Just as I thought.

*

"Oh my, she figured it out."

In an empty, cold space.
Someone's voice echoed along with laughter.

And watching this scene were sunken blue eyes.

Ch.101 - [Interlude] Aftermath
The Aftermath

After the Saintess left, I felt my mind becoming incredibly troubled.

The Saintess had answered my question as if she'd been waiting for it.

If my thoughts were correct, I...

*No. At least for now, I shouldn't think about it.*

Making a judgment could wait until after I'd gathered more information and evidence.

So I forcibly searched for something else to occupy my thoughts.

What crossed my mind was the events from last night until this morning—roughly half a day.

And specifically, how I had acted so spoiled with Evan during that time.

"...Ah."

Until now, I'd avoided directly confronting my behavior, blaming it on my impaired judgment after using divine power and my awakened neediness from realizing Evan's importance.

But now, with my mind sharpened again after my exchange with the Saintess, there was no mercy.

"Ah, ahhh..."

My face instantly heated up.
At this rate, if the temperature rose any further, I could probably grill meat on it, like they always mention during heatwave news reports.

The fact that this wasn't even my own body but Stella's made all my actions clearly objectified in my mind.

"I-I..."

Hugging Evan, hugging him tighter, nuzzling his cheek, putting on a disrobing show in front of him, hugging him again, burying his face in my chest.

"I..."

What came to mind was what I'd thought yesterday.

*...Well, not my problem. Embarrassment was always tomorrow's burden.*

Right. Tomorrow's burden.
And knowing that, I still...!

"You crazy woman!!"

It seemed I wouldn't be able to look Evan straight in the face for several more days.

Am I not going to avoid him this time?

*.......*

...That would be my loss.

If anything, it would be more dangerous if I became Evan-deprived and went berserk again!

With that thought, I cooled my face and headed toward Evan, who would be waiting.

*

As I expected, the academy announced a few days of canceled classes.

Even just considering the time needed for injured students to recover, that much was necessary.

Moreover, since the Evil God's soldiers had emerged from various buildings, causing quite a few to collapse, students were given nearly a week off—practically a short vacation.

Of course, the midterm exams were postponed accordingly.

"It's getting pretty warm now~!"

Erhen, who had checked the class cancellation notice and found herself with free time, muttered as she sat with me in the park in front of the Main Building.

She had stuck close to me, claiming compensation for the time I'd spent with the Saintess while neglecting her.

This felt somewhat unfair to me, since it was Erhen herself who had run away after seeing the marks on my neck and jumping to strange conclusions.

After that... I had been too busy with the Saintess, Grace, and Evan to pay much attention to her, which was true.

Oh, by the way, the Paladin Grace came to see me a few hours after the Saintess left, said her tearful goodbyes, and departed for the Capital.

I felt strangely empty after she left, despite our brief acquaintance, but I kept quiet about it since Erhen would surely scold me if I mentioned it.

"...It is indeed getting warm."

As Erhen said, the weather had become somewhat muggy.

It seemed like it was still chilly just the other day, but this sudden weather change resembled my previous life.

Since Stella's body had a significantly lower temperature than normal people, if even I could feel it, the weather must have gotten quite hot.

Perhaps it was time to take off this thick jacket.

According to the original story, the practical portion of the midterm exams takes place during hot weather, so this was a sign that the midterms were approaching.

"By the way, Miss Stella, don't you ever wear skirts? I've always seen you in pants."

"...Skirts?"

I looked down at my legs in response to Erhen's question as she fanned herself.

The tight-fitting formal school uniform pants.

I always used magic to keep my uniform in pristine condition, so I'd been wearing the same set for a long time.

"Don't you get hot in summer?"

"Well, I've never really worn skirts before."

"Whaaaat?!"

I did wear something similar during my first meeting with Evan right after the possession, but that was unavoidable.

After moving to the Duke's residence, since no one knew pre-possession Stella's personality anyway, I never gave skirts a second thought.

Honestly, it felt a bit strange, you know?

Wearing a skirt would make me feel like I'd truly become a woman... it had a somewhat symbolic meaning for me.

Moreover, the skirt I briefly wore was so flimsy that it was difficult to walk properly.

"You've never worn a skirt...?"

"...? Yes. What about it?"

However, Erhen seemed quite shocked for some reason.
She always wore leather pants or something similar, ignoring school uniforms, so why was she acting this way?

"D-don't all human women primarily wear skirts?!"

"Excuse me?"

I looked at Erhen, who seemed to have received some great shock, with an incredulous expression.
If this were simply medieval times, Erhen might be right, but this was a pseudo-medieval world inside a romance fantasy novel.

Even now, among the female students celebrating the class cancellations around us, there were several wearing pants.

"Th-this isn't the humans I imagined...!"

"What exactly did you imagine?"

Erhen occasionally revealed strange fantasies about humans, probably from living in the forest for too long.

Today was particularly bad, though.
...Could it be?

"Something's wrong here! Miss Stella would definitely look super ho—I mean, very good in a skirt!!"

"Are you just saying this because you want to see it...?"

"Ah."

What's with that reaction?
I knew it.

Skirts... Although I've been in Stella's body for nearly four years now, I still haven't thought of myself as a woman.

Of course, if I had been cast in some strange role during my acting days that required wearing a skirt, I would have gladly done so, but choosing to wear one voluntarily felt different...

"...We have a lot of combat practice here, don't we?"

"Ah, I heard everyone solves that with light gravity magic. Though they do wear pants in truly intense situations."

So that's why many students wore skirts even during combat practice—it wasn't just novel convenience but an actual setting.

No wonder they looked so stiff.

Tired of sitting, Erhen and I started walking back toward the dormitory.

Even as we walked, Erhen continued talking about my attire.

"This is such a waste, Miss Stella! A complete waste!"

"Ah... yes."

"And if Miss Stella wore a skirt, Evan would..."

"Waaah!"

Oh no, here we go again!

Recently, Erhen had developed a stronger tendency to connect any conversation to Evan.

Everything was Evan, Evan, Evan.

Just thinking about my outburst that night and... the things I heard was enough to make my face bright red, but my friend was adding fuel to the fire rather than helping me.

"But it's true! With such a long class cancellation, if you wore a skirt on your date, the effect would be perfect...!"

"You've been reading those indecent novels again!"

The academy library, second only to the Imperial Library in its vast collection.

With such an extensive collection, it seemed to include some rather unnecessary books, as Erhen's knowledge was evolving in an increasingly explicit and graphic direction day by day.

"Well, you've been making me lonely these past few days...!"

"...Please, Erhen."

It was true that I had promised to go somewhere with Evan during the break, but a s-skirt...

...Would Evan think it strange if he saw me in one?

No, no.

Why is that my criterion?
I'm not wearing one.

Being around Erhen seemed to be warping my thought process.

I was already troubled by how my physical contact limits with Evan had been completely undone lately.

Of course, my hugging and... those things I did with Evan weren't to satisfy sexual desires.

If anything, they were closer to displays of affection between close friends or family.

However, that didn't change the fact that Evan and I had different physical genders, nor did it merge our family trees.

The only way I could become family with Evan was...

.....

Anyway.

So while I might not think anything of it, there was a possibility that Evan might develop strange feelings.

Honestly, even in my previous life, I would have misunderstood if a close female friend clung to me like that.

And in that situation, to wear a skirt I'd never worn before and act flirtatious.

That would be, that would be... too feminine.

My number one rule was still to avoid physical relationships with men, but even I had to admit that if things went that far, I couldn't blame Evan if he pounced on me.

Though Evan would never do that.

"Let's stop talking about this topic. This is why people who've never dated are worse."

"What?"

"Nothing. It's nothing."

We had already arrived at the dormitory building.

Normally, we would have returned to our individual rooms for personal training, but today we continued up past the floor with private rooms.

All the way to the top floor of the dormitory.

"Are you sure this is okay? A duel between Miss Stella and me."

"Yes, it's fine. There are some things I want to experiment with..."

The reason I specifically checked the class cancellation notice with Erhen today was to have this duel.

The purpose was obviously to test how much my skills had improved since the last Method.

Since the practical portion of the midterm exams was extremely important, any improvement in my abilities would be most welcome.

And another reason...

"Well then... come at me. This is our first time fighting like this."

...I wanted to clear my head a bit.

With that thought, I stood before Erhen, who held blunt arrows and a bow.

Let's see what happens.

Ch.102 - [Interlude] Prank
After the incident where the entire academy fell asleep and the "Complete Manifestation of the Evil God at the Academy" that shocked the continent, three days had passed. The academy had regained its usual liveliness, with students busy gossiping about what happened.

While professors were struggling to adjust class schedules, students with free time had plenty to talk about. Rumors circulated that the Saintess had sacrificed herself to defeat all the evil gods (though she appeared perfectly fine in the newspaper the next day), or conspiracy theories claiming it was all an experiment to replace the midterm practical exam.

Among these wild rumors, Elysee de Iris, protagonist of the "Academy Survival Guide," heard something specific: Stella Bell Eckhart had broken through the barrier using the Sword Saint's power.

Some speculated that Stella had attempted to escape alone to save herself, but Elysee thought differently.

*The timing is too perfect. The Cardinal, who took no action until the full moon, eliminated all the evil gods less than an hour after she left the barrier.*

Could this be coincidence?

As a returnee and the formerly confined Third Princess, Elysee harbored no good feelings toward the Moonlight Church. Naturally, she didn't believe the convenient story that the Cardinal had arrived just in time to destroy all the evil gods.

*The Saintess... she said she was important.*

Elysee recalled the information she had overheard—how the Saintess had specifically mentioned Eckhart's important role, and how the Cardinal had suddenly moved right after she left the barrier.

Could this really be coincidence?

Elysee felt something boiling inside her, which she recognized as something close to inferiority.

"...Ha."

She let out a hollow laugh.

She was a returnee who had seen the future, the Third Princess with the noblest blue blood in the Empire. Someone who had a banished prince as her knight and received worship and love from all spirits.

Yet her opponent was merely a marquis's daughter—a magician who supposedly had no mana.

Though Stella seemed to have Isenberg's backing, that was all.

But look at what she had accomplished.

Stella had been suspiciously deeply involved in all sorts of incidents that Elysee, despite her knowledge of the future, couldn't prevent.

Though Elysee's combined age from her past life and current one was quite long, half of her was still the little girl who had been confined to the palace, only imagining the outside world.

Knowing this better than anyone, Elysee acknowledged the uncontrollable inferiority creeping through her body.

If she couldn't shake off this feeling...

"Caille."

"Yes."

"...For this midterm exam. We will definitely crush that woman."

She would defeat Stella spectacularly and absorb her into her faction.

To Elysee's declaration, Caille bowed his head as always, reciting his allegiance.

However, even in his usually calm eyes, unmistakable hostility was overflowing.

Caille recalled his previous duel with Stella—how she had casually revealed what should have been confidential, shameful information, and how she had toyed with his abilities.

He felt burning hostility regardless of his master's orders.

He also thought of Isenberg, the other knight his admired master had her eye on.

Though he had no personal feelings toward him, in this midterm exam...

...he would definitely prove which of them was superior.

Thus, Caille and Elysee—the male and female protagonists of the "Academy Survival Guide"—each burned with their own hostility.

For Stella, these were things she couldn't even imagine.

*

Erhen tied her hair in a ponytail as she finished her combat preparations.

With her model-like elongated features (even her ears), the style suited her perfectly.

As I was admiring her appearance, Erhen raised her bow and shouted.

"Are you ready?!"

"...Yes."

Erhen grinned and, drawing her bowstring, shouted:

"Then, begin!!"

[Blessing Bestowed - Wind Speed, Hardening, Acceleration]

-Swooosh!!

Right as the duel began.

Erhen's spirit arrows flew toward me with a fierce cutting sound.

If this had happened right after my transmigration, I would have been skewered immediately, but now I could barely see their trajectories.

Just enough to dodge them by the skin of my teeth.

-Crack!

"Ugh...!"

Erhen's arrow struck the spot where my foot had been just a second ago.

The arrow tip had a slowing spell on it, so even if it hit me, it wouldn't pierce my skin, but it would still hurt a lot.

"Hmm! You've definitely gotten faster, Stella! For a magician, that is!"

"I... guess so!"

Erhen still seemed to think my performance during the fight with the Sword Saint was my full capability.

I should clear up that misunderstanding someday, but I had no idea how.

With such thoughts, I twisted my body to avoid the incoming arrows as much as possible, and in the midst of that, I cast the spell I'd been calculating.

"[Lightning]"

"Oh!"

My specialty as a magician was my poker face—concealing all prior information and casting spells at completely unpredictable moments.

This should at least restrict her movement.

Or so I thought.

"This much!!"

Erhen's waist bent backward unnaturally, dodging my spell.

-Thud!

And using the rebound from planting her palm on the ground, she flew up to position herself behind me.

"...!!"

"Here I come!!"

A feat impossible for humans, only possible for an elf.

Having perfectly positioned herself behind me, Erhen drew her bowstring with her characteristic battle cry.

[Blessing Bestowed - Wind Speed, Hardening, Sure Hit]

The blessing attached to the arrow was Sure Hit.

A blessing that ensures piercing through any part—literally guaranteeing a hit.

With that attached, dodging was impossible.
I would have to take the hit somewhere.

*...Perfect.*

I'd been waiting for this—Sure Hit from a careless state.

After my previous battle with the Cardinal, I had once again employed my most powerful Method, even at the risk of blurring my sense of self.

Since then, my reaction speed had improved dramatically.

And thinking about how to use this, I came up with something.

Gathering the immense concentration I gained when entering Stella's body to maximize my dynamic visual acuity.

-Tick, tick.

My vision flowed sluggishly.
It was an extension of the timing I usually maintained for acting.

The arrow wrapped in blue-green energy, about to reach me, appeared to move slowly.

This state required intense concentration.
Knowing the direction of the arrow was enough.

*In one go.*

Sure Hit will strike the opponent no matter what.

Yes. That means as long as it hits, the location doesn't particularly matter.

Following this logic, instead of dodging the arrow flying in a simple trajectory, I swung my sword along that same path.

Of course, there was no way I could deflect Erhen's arrow that had even parried the Sword Saint's blade, no matter how much she was holding back.

However.

[Engraving Formula: Spell of Reversal]

-Zzzwang!!

My sword had an engraving formula etched into it.

In an instant, a tremendous boom echoed as a shockwave spread out.
Like a baseball hit by a bat, the arrow changed direction and flew toward Erhen.

"What... Yah!!"

Perhaps because it was difficult to block her own arrow, Erhen dodged it with another exaggerated movement.

And not missing the opening as her stance collapsed:

"[Slow]"

"Huh...!"

I cast Slow on Erhen to restrict her movement.
Even with her movement sealed, Erhen would soon release the spirits' power and shoot arrows again.

So, I had to finish this in one strike.

I fitted the final piece of the Explosive Star formula that I had been calculating throughout the battle—the strongest damage spell I could currently use.

Though it might barely scratch her, it would be enough to secure a technical victory.

Having made that judgment in an instant, just as I was about to complete the final part of the spell:

"[Explo-]"

"Mmmmph!!"

Erhen, despite her movements being sealed, bit an arrow with her mouth—the only part she could still move—and used centrifugal force to throw it at me.

Normally, it would have been a pathetic attack that would just fall to the ground with a thud.

[Blessing Bestowed - Wind Speed, Hardening, Sure Hit, Acceleration, Curved Shot]

"No, wait...!"

Perhaps she really wanted to win more than she let on.

Erhen infused that weakly thrown arrow with five blessings.

As a result, the arrow that was about to fall limply to the ground suddenly gained momentum, sharply changing direction.

-Fwooosh!!!

With a tremendous cutting sound, it appeared in front of my head the next moment.

This is just ridiculous...

-Thwack!!

"Kyaah-!"

With a shock about ten times stronger than a normal flick to the forehead, my vision went black.

*

I wonder how long I was unconscious.
That's what I thought as I woke up, rubbing my forehead that felt like it was about to split open.

As expected, there was a rounded bump.

At least my hairstyle covered my forehead, which was fortunate.
The thought of walking around with such a forehead exposed was horrifying.
What would Evan think?

"Ugh..."

As I held my throbbing head and stood up, the blurry image of the infirmary came into view.

They must have moved me here again.

As my blurry vision gradually cleared, I could see the people around me.

"S-Stella!! You're awake!!"

"Are you okay, Stella!?"

Erhen shouted as she saw me getting up.

Her complexion had turned pale, and she was trembling.

...Who told you to attack so seriously?

Of course, it was an accident during a duel, and I was the one who suggested the bet, so I couldn't really complain. But I felt a strange mischievousness rising and decided to play along.

Slowly, hesitantly.
Something I'd done countless times during soap opera shoots.

"W-who are you...? Where is this...?"

I was pretending to have amnesia.
It was actually an area where I had some experience.

When else would I get to use this?

As soon as I said that, I could see Erhen's face turning even paler in real-time.

Then a shrill scream burst from her lips.

"Ky-kyaaaah!!"

"Why, why are you screaming...?"

Feeling even more playful at her reaction, I pretended to be a little scared, and her face turned from blue to white.

Hmm. Did I go too far?

Just as I was about to tell her it was a joke:

"S-Stella has become a blockhead...!! I-I'm so sorry!!"

Erhen buried her face in her arms and ran away.

Uh, that wasn't my intention.

As I stood there with a dumbfounded expression, staring at where Erhen had fled, I heard a sound from beside me.

"Pfft....kup....!"

"......Ah."

Turning my head, I saw Evan, his face turning bright red as he tried to hold back his laughter at something he found extremely amusing.

...Oh, Evan was here.

Come to think of it, there were two voices when I woke up.

I didn't notice because I was half-asleep.

Suddenly, I felt an overwhelming desire to hide under the blanket.

Evan finally couldn't hold it anymore and burst out laughing.

"Pfft. What are you doing, Stella? Kuhuhuh...!"

"...J-just a little joke."

Until now, I'd only shown an expressionless and cool demeanor in front of Evan to maintain my concept, but now I'd shown such a foolish side.

I felt heat rising to my face.

"Kuhehe.... Ah, my stomach hurts!"

"...Could you please stop?"

When I said that, unable to bear the embarrassment, Evan choked a few more times before returning to his usual face.

Though that grin seemed even more pronounced.

"You should be careful during duels, Stella. You've got a bump on your forehead."

Evan said, slightly lifting my bangs.

If it had been anyone else, I would have kicked them for touching my precious favorite character's body, but since it was Evan, it didn't feel that bad.

Still, unable to bear the ticklish feeling, I pulled my head back and asked sullenly:

"Did you come here to lecture me?"

"Hm? No. I originally had something to tell you, but I saw you being carried by Erhen and followed."

"Something to tell me...?"

Evan removed his hand from my hair, smiled brightly, and said:

"Let's go on a date tomorrow, Stella!"

.
.
.

"What...?"

I felt my heart sink at Evan's sudden choice of words.

What, why is he specifically using the word 'date'?

I mean, we did agree to go out, but...!

At that word, my head stiffened strangely.

Evan looked at me with his usual smiling face.

......It must be a joke, right?

Even as I thought that, I could feel my heart racing at that embarrassing word.

Ch.103 - [Interlude] Preparation
I've carefully analyzed the text and will translate it following the glossary and style guidelines.

Chapter 103. Preparations

A date.

In the commonly accepted sense, it naturally means spending time with a romantic partner.

But that's not the only way the word is used.

People often call it a "date" when two people who are just interested in each other meet up, or even jokingly refer to family outings as dates.

Right. What Evan meant must have been along those lines.

...The latter meaning, of course.

"Hmm...."

I lay on my bed, recalling my earlier conversation with Evan.

The moment when Evan a-asked me out on a d-date...

Right after Evan brought it up, my mind strangely froze and I couldn't think clearly. Afterward, I expected him to burst into laughter as usual and say it was just a joke.

But Evan just smiled at me, that's all.

And then an awkwardly long silence followed.

I couldn't possibly guess what his intention was in saying such a thing, while Evan just kept watching me with that smile.

In the end, I somehow managed to change the subject, exchanged a few normal words, and then left the Infirmary and parted ways.

Oh, Evan did say this before we parted:

"See you tomorrow, Stella!"

It was so ridiculous.
I hadn't even agreed to the d-date... or even to meeting tomorrow.

Though I am going to go, of course.

*This is actually annoying when I think about it.*

Why should I be agonizing over this?
Meanwhile, he seemed completely unbothered after saying something like that.

It's only because I'm me that I'm maintaining this calm state. If I were an ordinary girl, I would have been running through countless scenarios in my head by now.

Especially with Evan's face.
It would be stranger not to fall for him, right?

*Well...*

I am looking forward to it.
Apart from his strange choice of words, that's what I thought.

Looking at my situation objectively, I was suffering from a serious lack of affection.

Back when my mother was alive, she was the object of that yearning, and after she died, I just buried that unfulfilled need under guilt.

And now.
Now that I'm using Stella's body and building new relationships...

"...Heh."

...Well, that's how it is.

Being who I am, I couldn't help but smile at the anticipation that washed over me.

Right. Whether it's a date or just an outing, what difference does it make?

Either way, I'm going out with Evan to have fun.
And Evan was the one who suggested it first, wasn't he?

Surprisingly, Evan usually avoided approaching me personally unless it was related to the Moonlight Church or our plans.

The fact that he suggested this first was unusual from my perspective.

Soon we'll have the Midterm Exam practical, and then both Evan and I will be busy, so it's fine to enjoy this much.

"Well, time to sleep."

I normally don't need much sleep and tend to stay up late without doing anything special, but today I decided to go to bed early.

It probably won't happen, but it would be terrible if I overslept, right?
I also got injured during training.

...My skin might get puffy too.

"Hmm..."

But what is this?
This feeling like I've forgotten something.

As I gradually drifted off to sleep, I felt puzzled by this strange sensation.

And at that moment.

-Thud!

"...?"

I heard something collide with the wall on the opposite side of my bed.
Based on the location, it came from the next room.

Listening carefully to find out what was happening...

-I'm garbage...! I knew humans were fragile, but...!

...I could hear Erhen's voice, seemingly filled with guilt.

"Ah."

No way...

Because I was confused about Evan, I didn't correct her, but...

Is she still like this?


In the end, I spent time explaining to her that it was just a joke while she banged her head against the wall, stuffed her fist in her mouth, and cried.

It took more time to get away from the tearful Erhen, and despite my determination to sleep early, I ended up falling asleep around my usual time.

No, perhaps even later than usual.

...Ah.

*

Well, despite everything, I've pulled all-nighters before, so I didn't oversleep.

"Ugh...."

I stretched as the blue light of dawn filtered through the window.
Perhaps due to yesterday's training with Erhen, I had some muscle pain.

Still, since I took muscle pain medication before sleeping, it wasn't as bad as when I trained with Evan and could barely move.

"Hmm..."

After getting up, folding my blanket, and taking a quick bath at the Great Bath, I returned to face another dilemma.

...What clothes should I wear?

I did bring some clothes from the Eckhart Marquisate when I entered the academy, but most of them were too tight for Stella's grown body (mostly around the chest).

This meant my options for wearable clothes were extremely limited.

"Hmm..."

As I laid out the few wearable clothes I had, Erhen's voice echoed in my head.

"Wearing a skirt on a date would be super effective...!"

No, no, I'm not wearing a skirt!

Besides, these are all from young Stella's wardrobe, so they barely cover my thighs, let alone my knees.

In the end, should I just wear my uniform?
As I reached for my uniform with that thought, Erhen's voice rang out again.

"Hey, do you really think that's what Evan is expecting?"

"Even so... Wait, what are you doing here, Erhen?"

Erhen had somehow naturally appeared beside me, looking at my clothes and offering advice.

When did she come in?

"You were washing up so diligently today, so I followed you! You didn't say anything, so I thought you knew I was here!"

"...Do you always watch me bathe?"

"More importantly, Stella! The uniform is really not okay! Evan will be so disappointed!"

Erhen smoothly changed the subject and snatched away the uniform I was about to grab.
Wait, how is this elf giving such natural advice when I never told her I was going out with Evan?

When I asked her that, Erhen put her hand on her forehead and said in an arrogant voice:

"I have my ways, Stella. You seem to have a tendency to dismiss romance learned from books..."

"Ah, yes. Now please give me back my uniform, Erhen."

I tried to take back my uniform from Erhen's hands, but she wouldn't let go.

"I said no, Stella! A uniform for a date? Are you in your right mind?!"

"D-date—no, what am I supposed to wear when I have nothing else!"

Setting aside her certainty about calling it a date, I had no idea what she expected me to do.

"If you really have no clothes and don't want to wear a skirt, then wear mine! I'll gladly lend them to you...!!"

Erhen thrust out her chest and declared.

What? She wants me to wear her clothes to hang out with Evan?

*Hmm?*

Come to think of it, it wasn't such a bad suggestion.
Erhen and Stella were similar in height and size, and Erhen usually dressed quite well.

The only issue was that most of her clothes were leather and clung rather revealingly to the body.

But that was something I could tolerate.
It wasn't a skirt, after all.

"...Fine. I'll wear that, so let go of this!"

"Great!"

Erhen clenched her fist with enthusiasm and returned to her room.

I wonder how this friend of mine views my relationship with Evan, and what she's trying to make of it?

*We're not like that.*

I won't bother explaining since she probably wouldn't believe me anyway.

*

After trying numerous outfits on me that didn't suit me, Erhen finally gave me a shirt and leather pants similar to what she usually wears.

I thought my chest was a bit smaller than Erhen's, so it wouldn't look too provocative, but...

"...Hmm."

Surprisingly, Stella's hips were more prominent.
Even though our leg lengths weren't that different, the pants clung more tightly than when Erhen wore them.

To put it crudely, Stella's body looked sexy even just wearing pants.

*There are so many people here.*

I thought there might have been some damage to the entrance of the shopping district during the Evil God Manifestation incident, but the Duncan District seemed even more crowded than right after the entrance exam.

Most academy students, who didn't dwell much on past events, had flocked to the Duncan District to enjoy this sweet holiday, which is why the shopkeepers were smiling from ear to ear despite any damage they might have suffered.

It makes sense they'd be happy, since the district rarely stays this busy outside of entrance exam season.

Anyway, with the almost disgusting number of people around, I was having trouble finding Evan.

Maybe I should have met him in front of the Dormitory instead.
As I was thinking that and feeling a bit of regret—

"Stella!"

Through the crowd, I spotted Evan.

His second male lead physique didn't fail him—despite being surrounded by so many people, he stood out clearly.

Unlike his usual heavy uniform, he wore a black shirt with his hair styled casually as he approached me.

"...Hup."

Somehow, seeing him like that made my chest tighten and my breath catch.

Since he always wore his jacket, I hadn't noticed, but as someone who used his body regularly, he was in excellent shape.

No wonder it felt so secure when he hugged me...

*What am I thinking?*

This was merely admiration for the strong physique I never had, nothing more, nothing less.

It's a bit... perverse to have strange thoughts about a man's body.

With that in mind, I cleared my throat and greeted Evan.

"...Hello."

"Sorry! Did you wait long?"

"No. We both couldn't find each other because of the crowd."

I forced my gaze up from Evan's neck, where sweat was trickling from the blazing sunlight, to meet his eyes as I spoke.

"Well then, let's go!"

"...Yes."

And so our outing began.
Or, to use Evan's word...

...our date started.

Ch.104 - [Interlude] Date...? (1)
The largest and most historic building in the Empire.

A man walked out from the front of the Imperial Palace.

A handsome middle-aged man with black hair.
The highest-ranking Duke among all Dukes.

Lugion von Isenberg. He was leaving the palace after receiving the Emperor's command.
"Sigh."

He let out a sigh.
No matter how powerful a Duke might be, directly receiving the Emperor's command was an enormous burden for any subject of the Empire.

Especially when that command was... of that particular nature.

"Why are you sighing so much? Isn't this what you always do?"

And beside him, casually speaking those words, was a middle-aged man with brown hair and a sharp impression.
Marquis Gilbert Eckhart.

Normally, he would speak to Lugion the Duke with his rough northern dialect, but being in the capital, he was restraining himself for now.

After all, no matter what, there was still a significant gap between himself, who had suddenly risen to the rank of Marquis, and Isenberg, the highest-ranking Duke.

"Well, I suppose that's true."

Lugion vaguely agreed with his words while sinking into thought.

In the Empire, opposing an imperial command, showing signs of opposition, or even thinking about opposition could be considered treason.

Nevertheless, he couldn't understand the deployment of the Sword Saint to the Academy.

Even after hearing the specific reasons, he felt his mind becoming more complicated.

"Come to think of it, did you receive the letter... did you receive it too?"

"Letter?"

"About fighting the Sword Saint in the entrance exam. Haven't you heard from Evan?"

Gilbert was recalling the letter he had received from his daughter several months ago.

A story about how she had boldly achieved victory against the Empire's Sword Saint and passed the entrance exam.

As a warrior, it was an exciting tale, but as a father, it was certainly worrying.

"If what His Majesty just said is true... she might be facing disadvantages."

"Hmm... I think those children will manage well on their own."

By now, they had moved to the same carriage.
Accordingly, Marquis Gilbert's manner of speech had relaxed.

"Well, I suppose so... Speaking of which."

"...You felt it too?"

Their conversation topic had shifted to something more personal.
Their greatest concern.

A discussion about their children, Evan von Isenberg and Stella Bell Eckhart, whom they cherished more than anything.

Marquis Gilbert's decision to send Stella as a secretary to the Duke's family had been a simple one.

Despite being a Marquis, he had received his position too suddenly, and since his achievements weren't fully disclosed to the public, the public view wasn't entirely favorable.

He thought that sending his daughter as Isenberg's secretary would provide her with protection.

It was also a request from Duke Lugion, who had become his closest friend after they had faced death together.

Lugion had made that suggestion without any ulterior motives.

He simply wanted the child of his most trusted comrade, whose combat abilities he knew well, to assist his son.

So they hadn't considered the possibility that the two might develop a relationship beyond employer and employee.

Or more accurately, they had known it was possible but ignored it for the reasons mentioned above.

Both Evan and Stella weren't the type for such things anyway.

However. Signs of change began to appear in the letters they regularly sent.

"I don't think it's true."

Gilbert, interlacing his fingers, spoke first.
Though she had changed slightly at some point, Stella was fundamentally extremely unemotional and didn't show her feelings.

Gilbert found it hard to believe that such a person would engage in anything with someone of the opposite sex.

More precisely, he didn't want to acknowledge it.

"Why not? I think it would be fine."

From the Duke's perspective, it was something to welcome with open arms.

He was well aware of Stella's talents, and he even owed her his life.

If he had been killed by that spy Stella had caught, a fierce wave of war would have swept across the continent again.

Of course, even for the Duke who thought this way, it was hard to believe that the two had developed feelings for each other.

As someone who had watched Evan's childhood, the Duke knew what kind of emotional wounds he had suffered and how he had closed off his heart.

Though Evan appeared to be smiling cheerfully, he was actually more emotionless than anyone.

The Duke, who felt great guilt about this, wished that Evan would find stability, even if it meant truly falling in love with Stella.

...Though it was still hard to imagine.

Thus, the two men continued to deepen their concerns, sighing heavily.

*

Evan was once again feeling that his affection for Stella was in an uncontrollable state.

More precisely, he felt that the temporary state he had assumed would pass after realizing his feelings wasn't ending.

From holding her recklessly in bed to release his uncontrollable emotions, to feeling unprecedented levels of desire just from hearing her undress.

In any case, Evan had been feeling a sense of crisis about his recent behavior.

He was gradually beginning to think that at this rate, he might not only accidentally confess his feelings but also succumb to her unconscious seduction and pounce on her.

The date invitation was also an idea that came from this context.

He thought that if he spent some casual time with her in town and returned, he might be able to suppress the youthful passion that was consuming his mind.

It was dangerous as things stood.
Evan knew with his abilities that Stella didn't have a normal mental state.

This wasn't to say she had a mental illness, but rather that she had a tendency not to integrate herself with herself.

Even now, when she introduced herself as Stella Eckhart, it was still detected as a slight falsehood.

So Evan had decided to confess his feelings only after breaking all of that down.

Only after making her fully aware that she was now Stella Bell Eckhart, the secretary of Isenberg, to the point where she couldn't deny it.

At this rate, he would ruin everything by being swept away by mere passion.

"...Hello."

And Evan's resolve was already wavering from the start of the date.

Stella's outfit was quite different from usual, much more form-fitting.

The pants, which she had probably borrowed from Erhen, fit much more tightly than they would on Erhen herself, revealing her hip line.

And what about the shirt? Compared to the pants, the seemingly loose shirt had a few buttons undone, showing a very ambiguous level of exposure.

Given her personality, Evan had expected that even for a date, she wouldn't wear something like a skirt and would probably just come in her school uniform, so this was an unexpected blow.

In the past, he might have just complimented her and moved on, but the awareness of his feelings had dissolved into his thoughts like foam, making him think about everything in that direction.

Evan suddenly became afraid.
He had intended to just meet and have a light-hearted time today, but what if he faced another unexpected attack?

...Unfortunately, considering Stella's track record so far, it was a highly likely scenario.

Only then did Evan realize that his judgment might have been wrong somewhere.

*

The Duncan District was crowded with an incredible number of people.

It was surprising to see so many people in this area.

When crowds gather, movement naturally becomes greatly restricted.
And... one becomes closely pressed against the person next to them.

I glanced sideways at Evan standing beside me.

Evan, dressed differently than usual in a black shirt and casual attire.

Evan, whose appearance had changed quite a bit with his hair swept back.

Evan... who had unbuttoned a few buttons at his neck due to the heat.

The Evan beside me now was different from usual in every aspect.

It might be because Evan had always greeted me with almost the same expression and outfit.

Or perhaps it was the situation itself that was making me think this way.

*A date, huh.*

I wasn't Evan's lover and had no intention of becoming one, so this couldn't be considered a date in the true sense.

Nevertheless, the very fact of going out with someone this close was quite thrilling for me.

"There are so many people!"

"Indeed there are."

Evan said with a slightly flushed face, smiling genuinely.
And quite sincerely at that.

I've only recently realized that while the smiles he showed when we first met were completely fake, nowadays he seemed to smile almost genuinely.

Before, I couldn't see his genuine smile so I just accepted it, but now I could see it.

...Somehow, it seemed like he only showed that smile to me.

Thinking that way made me feel strange again, so I quickly changed the subject.

"So... what should we do first?"

I had never been on a date or an outing before.

I had practiced and analyzed dating for acting practice, but unfortunately, I was someone who was more often cast as a psychopath than in sweet roles, regardless of genre.

So I had no idea what to do or how to act when meeting someone like this in reality.

"Hmm, have you eaten?"

"No."

"Then let's eat first!"

Yes, food. Food is good.

Last time, the budget was a bit tight, so we mostly made do with meals at the inn, but this time we should go somewhere proper.

"Then I'll guide you to a restaurant. I know this area well."

"Yes, please do."

I am his secretary after all, so I should at least do this much.

Above all, as a Korean, exploring good restaurants before going out to play was unavoidable.

So I headed to a restaurant I knew, following the map I had memorized in my head.

I learned this while preparing for the midterm exam, and it turned out to be applicable in this way too.

"......."

...By the way.

Walking closely with Evan due to the crowd, the points of contact between us had increased significantly.

For example, our hands... and such.

Each time, Evan would flinch, expressing his surprise.

...I was also feeling strange in the same way.

In my previous life, when my hand brushed against friends while walking, I only felt disgust, but for some reason now...

Anyway, as we moved toward the center of the district, Evan and I pressed closer due to the increasing crowd, and our hands brushed more frequently.

Of course, each time, Evan would startle and blush.

...Why do I feel so frustrated?

Evan was far from being such a hesitant person.
Though Evan had been showing many new sides recently, this one strangely evoked such feelings.

If you want something, just say it straightforwardly.
Like me... be manly.

"Evan."

"...Stella?"

I wrapped my hand around Evan's pinky finger.

Evan turned to look at me with the most intense reaction so far.

As always, I felt warmth from the part that touched him.

Feeling that pleasant heat, I whispered in Evan's ear loud enough for him to hear me despite the crowd.

"...Do you want to hold hands?"

I can grant almost anything Evan wants.
With that feeling in mind, I spoke, and Evan's face turned redder than ever before.

...It's not like we haven't done this before, why is he acting this way?

Ch.105 - [Interlude] Date...? (2)
Chapter 105. Date...? (2)

Stella's body temperature was noticeably lower than the average person's.
Enough that when she made physical contact with someone, they would feel quite warm.

...So.
The warmth I felt from the hand I was holding now wasn't particularly different.

The reason my face was heating up was because I knew how our current situation might look to others.

"......."

So there was no need to feel embarrassed.

I was just responding to my employer's request 'as a secretary.'

Of course, employers don't typically ask their secretaries to hold hands, but...

Honestly, I could understand.

Why? I'm Stella, right?

By my standards, the prettiest person in this world?

Even now as a woman, I could fully understand the desire to hold hands with such a beautiful woman.

Yes, that's it.
It's not even my body, so I might as well let Evan enjoy himself!

"...Ahem."

—No matter how I tried to rationalize it, the embarrassment was unavoidable.

I mean, holding hands with a man while walking around?
Anyone who didn't know the circumstances would definitely see us as a fresh young couple, right?

If my past self from a year ago had seen this, he would have been shocked and cursed at me.

Hmm... but his hand is nicely large.

It gives me a sense of security. With its calluses, it feels like holding a hot, hard stone in my hand.

And Evan, unlike his usual self, is quite...

"You're sweatier than I expected, Stella."

"What? This is your sweat, Evan."

"Huh?"

I immediately refuted what seemed to be Evan's attempt to lighten the mood with a casual joke.

I mean, I just don't get cold hands like people with poor circulation, but to say it's my sweat?

Trying to blame this damp hand on me under the guise of a joke—what absurd logic.

I opened my mouth, conveying those feelings.

"No, Evan, my body temperature is very low, so that's impossible. This is clearly coming from your side."

"I've been using my mana to prevent sweating though?"

"Oh."

No, you madman.
This is cheating, you bastard...!

Evan seemed to be enjoying watching me blush and feel embarrassed.

Come on, handle this like a man and let it go!

"Pfft, don't look at me like that! I'm just joking, joking."

"...Really?"

Nevertheless, as we continued this conversation, the tense atmosphere had already dissipated.

Evan was laughing as usual while looking at me.

...Hmm. Why is it so hard to make eye contact?
This guy's gaze is a bit...

...Anyway.
With the mood considerably lightened, we found the restaurant I had researched.

*

Compared to the bustling crowd outside, the interior of the restaurant was quite peaceful.
This was because not many people among that population actually planned to stay in this shopping district—most were likely planning to catch carriages to go somewhere farther.

On a rare day off, with the midterm practical exams coming up that would push them hard, they probably didn't want to waste their time just in the shopping district.

That's why there weren't many people inside the buildings.

By the time we finished our meal, that abnormal crowd outside would probably have thinned out too.

"I really hate crowded places."

"I agree."

Due to my childhood experiences, I did like being around people, but not when there were this many.

Getting asked for autographs is fun once or twice, but beyond that... anyway.

I looked at Evan sitting across the table from me.

Today, for whatever reason, he seemed to be in such a good mood that apart from when he blushed and got flustered when I held his hand earlier, he had been maintaining that "genuine smile" the whole time.

To exaggerate a bit, it was as if light was radiating from his face.

It was especially noticeable in contrast to just a few days ago when he was having a battle of nerves with the Saintess, arguing, and even getting his arm cut off.

More precisely, he had been in a bad mood since before meeting the Saintess... around when I suggested studying together for the exams.

According to what he told me while I was in his arms, that period coincided with a death anniversary.

At the time, I didn't know the reason and just thought something was off.

Anyway, seeing him like this now after watching his mood steadily decline and then hit rock bottom during his unstable collaboration with the Saintess made me feel somewhat restless.

Well, good is good.

At least those weren't the fake smiles I saw when I first transmigrated or in the original story.

I hope he smiles a lot more, I really do.

I had these thoughts while having dinner with Evan.

After living in the same house for three years...
And occasionally having meals together at the academy, I thought I wouldn't feel anything special anymore.

"? What's wrong?"

"...Nothing. You just have some sauce here."

Maybe it was because of that unnecessary label of "date," but somehow today, Evan quietly eating across from me felt quite awkward.

And it wasn't just Evan who felt that way.

Whether I was eating properly, whether I was holding my fork and knife correctly, whether I was chewing my food properly.

All of these things bothered me and felt awkward.

At this point, I wondered if Evan's choice of words was actually a sophisticated psychological attack designed to make me feel this way.

'At least he's eating well, which is good to see.'

The restaurant I chose seemed to suit Evan's taste quite well, as he was devouring his food at a fairly quick pace.

I had always been dissatisfied as his secretary that he would make do with those fantasy-style energy bars, so this was nice.

'Hmm?'

Thinking about it, I might have figured out why Evan's face looked better.

Recently, Evan seemed to have a good appetite and had been eating proper meals.

'Come to think of it, his dark circles seem to have disappeared too.'

As a sub-male lead in a romance fantasy novel, Evan had perfect looks, but if I had to pick one flaw, it would be the slight dark circles under his eyes.

Actually, with his level of attractiveness, even those could be considered part of his decadent charm, but still, if I had to nitpick, that would be it.

According to Evan, when he felt sleep-deprived, he would somehow use mana on his brain to endure, which naturally would have side effects, explaining his dark circles...

"Evan, have you been sleeping well lately?"

Looking at him now, there was no trace of fatigue on his face.

I thought his face looked better, and it seemed it really had improved.

"Sleep? Yeah, I'm sleeping well. I haven't been having nightmares lately."

"Is... that so?"

This was quite unexpected.
I knew that nightmares were the biggest factor disrupting Evan's sleep, so to hear he wasn't having them?

"How should I put it... like trauma therapy? I still have them occasionally, but they're bearable now."

Evan chewed and swallowed his steak before continuing.
According to him, even when he dreamed of that time now, he didn't wake up from his sleep.

As someone who had been worried about his terrible sleep patterns, this was very welcome news.

"I see. That's great."

When I smiled and said that, Evan stared at my face blankly for a moment before smirking and saying:

"Well, I still slept best when I was in your arms..."

"Ah, ahhh!! Stop! That's enough!!"

Evan had finally touched on the most sensitive topic.

I knew it too.
That I had contributed somewhat to treating Evan's trauma.

But, but...!
Did he really need to say it in such a sexually harassing way?

"But it's true, Stella."

Evan just brazenly said such things.
This guy, why has he suddenly become so slick?

And the way he's looking at me with that strangely expectant gaze is really irritating.

"Ugh..."

...Well, I might consider it if necessary.

For nightmare elimination, just for nightmare elimination!

...Maybe better sleep would improve his combat ability?

Perhaps this could also be considered a way to strengthen our forces.

Trying to redirect my thoughts in that direction somehow,
I finished the meal without even remembering what it tasted like.

*

After that, we casually explored the streets.

Last time, we were busy buying textbooks and various school supplies, but now that we had time to look around leisurely, there was quite a lot to see.

Various magical items and fantasy-like souvenirs provided plenty of entertainment for me.

"Look at this, Stella! They say if you drink this, you can't tell lies!"

"...Put that away."

...There were also some things that were quite dangerous for me.
How did they make such dangerous things, and why are they selling them?

Since this world has abnormally advanced magical engineering, there were many strange drugs and magical items like that.

I saw something earlier that looked like a fertility measurement device.

In my previous life, such a thing would have disappeared amid huge controversy.

Honestly, if I were still my past self, I might have tried to use it on someone.

...Thinking about it again, that guy with five girlfriends really was crazy.

"Oh, isn't that the place? Where we had our clothes tailored."

"You're right."

Along the way, we discovered a rather welcome sight.

It was the clothing store where Evan and I had our clothes tailored, with that extremely slick clerk, if I remember correctly.

He kept giving us those looks, which I absolutely hated at the time.

Now...

Perhaps because my heart had grown (not physically speaking), I felt like I could be more generous about it.

"Is anyone here?"

Since we happened to find it, we decided to enter the clothing store.

The cozy atmosphere of the store remained unchanged.
The reason we had our uniforms tailored here was solely because the protagonist chose this place, but looking at it now, it was quite a nice store regardless.

"Welcome~!"

When I entered the store and called for the manager, a bright blonde girl who appeared to have been sweeping in the corner emerged like a character from a fairy tale.

She tilted her head slightly after seeing our faces, then:

"The couple customers!"

She clapped her hands and called us that.
I said I could be more generous, but that still annoyed me.

"We're not!"

"Is that so!"

I hadn't expected her to remember us until now, but since we had entered the store, I had somewhat anticipated this kind of teasing, so I decided to stop wasting unnecessary energy.

After all, our purpose for coming in was also to buy clothes.

"What kind of clothes are you looking to buy today? Our store also sells couple outfits?"

"I said we're not."

The manager still refused to give up on pairing us together.
More than that, couple outfits? How ahead of the times is this place?

I didn't come here to get that kind of thing...

"I brought plenty of clothes with me..."

"No. Since you're here, you should get at least one outfit. Oh, how about this one?"

...The truth is, I wanted to have clothes tailored for Evan.

As someone who had been interested in fashion, I wanted to dress up Evan, who had a great physique but always wore the same thing.

It was a waste for someone with such a handsome face to always dress the same.

As I was eyeing clothes for Evan, not giving him a chance to protest:

"Hmm! This combination would look good too!"

"You think so?"

The clerk next to me also excitedly ran over to personally recommend clothes.
Evan looked bewildered, but his physique was so exceptional that almost all the clothes fit him perfectly, which was admirable.

My goodness... if I had had such a physique.

After licking my lips briefly, I began to work with the surprisingly agreeable manager to determine which clothes would suit Evan best.

We went through various medieval clothes that I couldn't identify with my superficial knowledge, and with the manager's help, we selected several outfits.

"Well, I think we've chosen well."

"My goodness, how many outfits is this?"

As I nodded with satisfaction, Evan looked at the large bag containing his clothes with a surprised expression.

Although they were Evan's clothes, they were chosen based on my desires, so I decided to pay for more than half.

Evan tried to insist on paying for everything, but as the satisfied party, I felt too guilty.

Honestly, I wanted to have him try them on right away, but there were too many clothes.

Deciding to save that for later:

"Well then, goodbye."

"Mmm~! Take care on your way back!"

By now, the sky outside was turning crimson.

It was time to head back to the academy, so Evan and I were about to leave the clothing store.

"Ah! The lady should take her clothes too!"

"...Oh."

The clerk handed me a clothing bag with a bright smile.
I had bought it while Evan was frantically trying on clothes, as it seemed odd to just have him buy so many.

"Stella, when did you buy that?"

"While you were in the changing room, I had nothing else to do."

"Really? What kind of clothes are they?"

After leaving the clothing store.
Under the now deeply crimson sky, Evan asked me.

Hmm... what kind of clothes, he asks.

I briefly recalled my recent conversation with Erhen.

-Evan also wants Stella to be more...

-Waaah!

...It's not like I was convinced by those ridiculous words, but you know?

You never know what might happen, and it's not like I'm actually going to wear it.

Just...

.......

"...It's a secret."

Really, just in case.

The twilight glow spread softly, tinting everything on the ground with a dusky red.

That was quite fortunate.
It would hide my expression and the color of my face right now.

"...Let's go back, Evan."

"Okay!"

Evan smiled brightly even under the dusky sky.

Seeing that, I gripped the bag containing my newly purchased clothes a little tighter.

And so, what Evan had arbitrarily declared as our... date.

Before I knew it, it ended with a somewhat audacious promise for next time.
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My back felt cold against the snow.
In contrast, a burning pain radiated from my abdomen.

Gray ashes gently settled over me as I lay there, unable to move.

*Am I dying...?*

"Kuhk..."

The moment I had that thought, blood welled up and spilled from my mouth.
Simultaneously, I heard someone's panicked voice.
They called my name.

"Stella!!"

"Duke, kulk! Your Grace..."

A black-haired handsome man with bright crimson eyes stood against the ash-gray sky.

Ah. Such a worried expression on the Duke's face is rare.

Duke, Evan, the person I love.

And now, the lord I must leave for a while.

I appreciate your concern, but please don't make such an expression.

For a secretary who only knows jealousy... it's a bit too much.

"I'm... I'm sorry, my lord."

There was no life flashing before my eyes as I died.
Only the present moment.

Just a fleeting reflection that would disappear in seconds.

That was all before my eyes.

Soon I'll reach my end.
I won't be able to keep my vow to serve you for life.

But at the very end, I want to speak my truth.

"I love you, Your... Grace."

With those final words, I felt the life I had struggled to maintain fade away.

Snow continued to fall from the sky.

A shooting star was descending, trailing its tail across the heavens.

And then, everything stopped.

*

In the territory of the Moonlight Church, in the place that shone with the brightest light.

Sanctuary Luna.
In the Pope's office, located at the highest point of the palace, the two highest-ranking figures of the Moonlight Church were having a discussion.

"Half a success, then."

"...That's correct."

Cardinal Ureon Pascal and the Pope.

As always, the Pope spoke with his back turned, never showing his face, creating a sacred pressure with his very presence.

"The Saintess has promised full cooperation with the church for the period she proposed. That alone will allow us to secure a massive amount of divinity, according to our predictions."

To the Cardinal, the Pope was both a benefactor who had elevated him to his current position and an eccentric whose inner thoughts were impossible to guess.

Except for the Saintess, he possessed the most divinity, and among those currently alive, he was the only one who had experienced Divine Descent from the Main God.

If he so desired, he could erase the imperial capital in an instant.
Given such a figure, regardless of personal feelings, this conversation itself demanded considerable mental fortitude from the Cardinal.

"The result isn't entirely satisfactory, but considering we're dealing with that woman, this is probably the best outcome. More importantly..."

The Pope let his words trail off.
He was clearly referring to another task assigned to the Cardinal.

The Cardinal bowed his head deeper and began to speak.

"...It was indeed that man from the North who caused the incident."

An incident where an entire village near the Academy—actually a disguised imperial intelligence outpost—was massacred by a single person.

Since the Empire was also treating this matter sensitively, the Cardinal had personally gone down to the Academy along with the mission to bring back the Saintess, to inspect the scene.

"Then... the objective was information, as expected."

Being an imperial intelligence outpost, it was obvious that the base would contain numerous secrets.

If the spy from the North hadn't simply given in to his true nature and committed a senseless massacre, that must have been his purpose.

"Yes. The information was so vast that it took time to determine what had been taken... but the analysis was completed today."

"I see. What was this information?"

The information that the spy had risked an unplanned, volatile situation to attack an imperial intelligence outpost alone to obtain.

It was...

"...The information the spy took was about the High Priestess of the Children of the Snowy Mountain who left her tribe of her own accord about 22 years ago."

Events were unfolding rapidly.

*

My outing with Evan ended surprisingly well without any incidents.
Honestly, after getting entangled with the Saintess last time, I was traumatized and expected something to happen.

Of course, I welcomed the peace.
I've always preferred a peaceful daily life.

From the previous battle with the Cardinal, I realized I couldn't be separated from Evan, so I was looking forward to living peacefully with him once everything was over.

*Hmm... but where would I stay then?*

Come to think of it, that was quite a concern.

When Evan graduates from the Academy, he'll naturally inherit the title of Duke and return to his family home.

So where should I be?

*Hmm...*

It was a suddenly realized topic, but surprisingly worrisome.

Judging by my current state, if I were separated from Evan for even a few days, I'd probably suffer from love deprivation and separation anxiety as a set, so we'd need to live in the same house.

Hmm... knowing Evan, he'd probably suggest we sleep together, so maybe the room next door?

But that might cause misunderstandings...

"Hmm..."

"Stella? Have you started already?"

"Ah, I was just meditating a little."

...Dreaming of such a future would only come after crushing all the current problems.

And right now, the biggest obstacle to that future is none other than me.
Or more precisely, the owner of this body and my favorite character, Stella.

"It's actually my first time doing this kind of experiment."

"That's true. Well then, I'll begin."

I was now sitting face to face with Evan at the training ground in the dormitory.

To experiment with "divinity"—my biggest concern and something that nearly took my life recently.

*In the original story, it was clear that Stella had the abilities of a High Priestess. The people from the North mentioned it.*

It's puzzling why they tried to kill someone who was an idol figure to them just because of a contract, but regardless, Stella possessed the High Priestess's abilities.

So here's the question.

If the reason I can't use mana now is because of the divinity residing in Stella's body, why was the original Stella able to use mana?

Stella didn't just use mana—she excelled at it.
In terms of hierarchy, Stella's level was that of a High Mage.

Setting aside pure strength, her rank was comparable to the Academy's Principal.

So what's the difference between me and Stella?
And fundamentally, what is this power residing in my body?

That's what this session was meant to find out.

Experimenting with the Method alone would be tantamount to suicide.

*I am... Stella.*

As I attempted the Method with some tension, my perception twisted.
My vision, or more precisely, my very existence that perceives the world, changed.

-KWAAAA!

Instantly, an enormous wave of mana surged into my body.

"This is amazing no matter how many times I see it. How is this possible?"

Evan exclaimed with his mouth open in admiration.
From the perspective of people in this world, I must be an unfathomably mysterious existence.

A human who can turn mana on and off.

*Good. Right now I definitely don't feel anything.*

Now I was certainly "me."
With that thought, I raised my head to look at Evan.

"?"

"......"

Perhaps because I was in my "self" state, my face burned when our eyes met.

The biggest character trait of "me" that I've analyzed is still that of an expressionless girl with a one-sided crush.

Acting with that as my core, just looking at Evan made my face flush and created a sense of restlessness.

At the same time, I felt the contradictory urge to jump up and embrace Evan right in front of me.

...This is dangerous. Somehow it's worse than before.

"I-I think that's enough."

I said that while deactivating the Method.

Now comes the real test.

Once again, my vision twisted, giving me the strange sensation of returning to myself.

And simultaneously.

"...Kuhek!"

"A-are you okay, Stella?!"

"Something" violently rejected my body.

Evan looked at me with worried eyes.
...This guy worries too much, I swear.

I nodded with effort to signal that I was fine and closed my eyes to concentrate as if meditating.

A chill spread from my heart like frost, cooling my entire body.

This "something" that I had thought was a rejection reaction because my soul didn't belong in this world.

Enduring the intense pain in my heart, I recalled recent events.

*When demonic energy was about to spread throughout the Academy, the Saintess clutched her heart in pain.*

Grace, who also showed a rejection reaction, did the same.

-According to the setting, mana is also the divinity of some lost powerful divine being, so beings with mana would naturally show rejection reactions.

Divinity causes extreme rejection reactions when it clashes with other divinity.

Mana, too, is divinity.

If we assume that some being's divinity flows through my body, everything that has happened so far makes sense.

-...It didn't overwhelm me, but suddenly my hand became extremely cold.
Looking at my palm, it was red as if it had been buried in snow for a while, but there seemed to be no subsequent pain.

The reason I could absorb the mark of the Evil God was because my body contained divinity that could destroy such false god's energy with just a slight rejection reaction.

The reason mana caused a rejection reaction was also because the divinity in my body and the incoming mana fought against each other.

"Kh...ugh...."

And if there's a being with divinity strong enough to contend with the mana that exists in this world—

"Stella? Stella!"

Suddenly, my consciousness blurred from the continuous pain in my heart.
Evan immediately tried to absorb my mana, but I stopped him.

A little more, just a little more.

*So I can be certain of its identity...!*

And then, the intensifying chill and pain in my heart gradually dulled and distanced from my body.

In that moment, only the sound of dripping water filled my mindscape.

Everything around me was pitch black.

And then.

I heard unintelligible voices in my head.
Something like cheerful laughter, or perhaps a madman's cackle, echoed in my mind before transforming into language.

[-]

Just like when I used the Saintess's divinity before.
Though it was clearly an incomprehensible, unknown language, its meaning was interpreted and resonated in my head.

*'Using tricks, I see... how amusing.'*

Unlike the solemn atmosphere of the Moonlight Church's Main God, this voice had a childlike playfulness.

And then, the owner of the voice appeared before my eyes.

Flowing sky-blue ethereal hair and vertically elongated pupils.

And an immense chill that emanated from them.

I knew instinctively.

That, that being, that existence.

The indigenous god of the North, and currently the only divinity in the continent comparable to the Moonlight Church's Main God.

And—

"-Kuhek!"

"Stella! Are you alright!"

As if I had been deeply submerged in water, warmth suddenly rushed back into my body and I regained consciousness.

Though it was already summer, white breath escaped from my mouth.
Evan must have absorbed my mana to somehow remove the rejection reaction.

He probably saved me just in time.
But I had no energy to worry about such things now.

"I was right."

My guess was correct.
Actually, I had known all along.

What resided in my body was the indigenous god of the North.
And once a deified dragon that had tried to divide the continent, the Ice Dragon.

And, and probably.

"...Damn it."

I should have known.

I exhaled roughly as I recalled something.
An event from three years ago, precisely before I was transmigrated.

The novel, <Academy Survival Guide for That Princess>.

Total chapters: 424.

And...

[《Academy Survival Guide for That Princess》has a new chapter!

IceDragonFanboy: Starting Stella's side story!]

The author, IceDragonFanboy.

A hint so obvious it was malicious.

...I've finally found a clue to my transmigration.

Ch.107 - EP. 5 Propaganda
I scanned the text carefully and identified all character names and terms from the glossary. Now translating while maintaining the natural webnovel style and proper formatting.

**Chapter 107. Declaration of War**

"...All right. Let's call Evan and study together."

"Yay!"

Erhen jumped up and down, expressing her joy with her whole body. She must have really hated the idea of failing.

*...Hmm. I feel a bit sorry for her.*

In truth, while the Academy's written exams carried significant weight, practical exams were still worth more points in keeping with their combat-focused educational philosophy. Regardless of the scoring ratio.

Someone like Erhen could have easily outperformed most students in the practical portion of the midterms and made up for any deficiencies in the written exam.

So she probably didn't need to form a study group with me.

...That is, if things were normal.

I'm sorry, but in this upcoming midterm practical exam...

In that test taking place in Maira Forest, where the entrance exam was held, she'll struggle to score above the minimum.

Not just her, but most of the cadets participating in that day's exam.

And all because of me.


-Episode 5 ≪Turning Point≫


Summer had fully arrived on the Academy grounds.

The capricious early summer weather had suddenly transformed, beating down with intense sunlight, and the students' attire had grown lighter accordingly.

And matching this change, the Academy classes that had been suspended for a while resumed.

"Feels like it's been a long time, even though it hasn't been that long."

"At least the repairs were done well."

The students trudged toward the lecture hall, not yet fully recovered from the unusual holiday atmosphere.

The reaction seemed particularly strong since these Academy cadets were accustomed to the relentless pace of their rigorous classes.

*...It's refreshing.*

Unlike the other cadets, I had been looking forward to classes resuming.
What caught my interest was the cooling system, which was clearly maintained through magical formulas.

This kind of convenience is truly wonderful.
If I had transmigrated into an actual medieval period rather than this pseudo-medieval world, I would have been cooked alive by now.

However, since this body had a lower-than-average body temperature, the efficient cooling felt a bit chilly.

"What's wrong, Stella?"

"It's nothing."

I flinched at Evan's immediate response to my thoughts.
...His attentiveness seemed to have improved lately.

To exaggerate slightly, he was so sensitive to my changes that I almost suspected he spent all day watching me.

Not that it was an unpleasant feeling, but still.

*By the way...*

Evan was wearing lighter clothing than usual, with several buttons of his shirt undone, perhaps because he was sensitive to heat.

And given Evan's physique, my eyes couldn't help but wander there.

Though it's not my place to say this as someone who became a woman, I thought he should dress a bit more modestly.

It might seem like I'm overstepping, but I am his secretary after all.

Plus, his tie was a mess.
...How can someone tie a necktie like that?

"Miss Stella! It's been a while seeing you in the classroom!!"

"Indeed it has."

The elf, Erhen, who was sitting next to me, spoke loudly in the lecture hall.
Even though only we could hear her like this...

It's sometimes awkward to see how dramatically she's changed from the shy person she initially pretended to be.

Well, after becoming friends, I stopped caring either way.

Anyway, it finally feels like Academy life is back on track.

In the original story, the Fantasy Beast Subjugation - Midterm Written Exam - Saintess Episode - Midterm Practical Exam should have flowed continuously, but because the False God incident in the Saintess episode grew too large, we ended up with an unexpected break.

...Though I didn't mind it since I spent that time growing much closer to Evan.

In any case, the schedule had been pushed back a bit.
That shouldn't create any variables, but...

*It was timed perfectly, so I'm a little concerned.*

What I've prepared was designed to be completed just in time for the midterm practical exam.

The delay shouldn't cause problems, but you never know.

"Oh, the professor's here!"

While I was lost in thought, Erhen called out. And true to her word, the combat instructor who taught both the Magic Arts and Knight departments was walking in with perfect posture.

Alen Mikedou.

A pitiful figure who had received disciplinary action from the Academy due to the altered original story, only to return midway through the Evil God incident and struggle valiantly.

"Good to see you all!"

"Hello, Professor!!"

The cadets' voices responding to his greeting carried more bright admiration than before.
I heard he played a crucial role in guiding students and establishing defensive lines during the Evil God incident.

*If I fought him now... I wouldn't even leave bones behind.*

Alen seemed to be in a good mood. Perhaps the rumors were true that his salary had been restored thanks to the contributions he made during the recent crisis.

"Sorry to say this right after meeting again, but the Academy has become too lenient. In my day, we couldn't even dream of such a long break!!"

Alen began the class by cursing the Academy's educational policies as usual.
Perhaps due to his recent experiences, the intensity of his complaints seemed to have increased.

"He never changes."

Evan said with a chuckle. Judging by the surrounding students who were either quietly laughing or showing amused expressions, everyone seemed accustomed to Alen's temperament.

"But as you know, your good times are all over. The midterm practical exam is approaching soon."

"Ahhh..."

A mixture of jeers and sighs erupted from the cadets.
Some students might have hoped for a reduced midterm exam due to the recent incident, but that was wishful thinking.

No matter how much it had softened, this was still the Academy.
As Alen said, this was an especially rigorous class year in preparation for wartime.

"Therefore, we're going to work extremely hard until the midterm exam... which is about a week from now, right?"

"Ahhh!!"

This time, sighs dominated the response.

The cadets knew all too well from past experience that when Alen spoke like that, he meant it.

While the cadets were imagining what terrible training awaited them, a hand rose from among them.

"Yes! If you have a question, go ahead."

The one who raised her hand was none other than the protagonist, Elysee.

...Was there such a scene in the original work?

No, there definitely wasn't a scene where Elysee asked something about the midterm exam here.
Well, variables could have emerged since the lecture was delayed by a week, and more importantly...

*It doesn't really matter anymore.*

With that thought, I looked at Elysee. She seemed more haggard than usual as she opened her mouth and asked in her beautiful voice:

"Is there a reason for such intensive training right before the midterm exam?"

At Elysee's question, the cadets thought for a moment and then tilted their heads in confusion.

Indeed, intensive training in preparation for the midterm exam didn't align with the Academy's policies so far.

The Academy preparing students specifically for midterms contradicted their usual approach of throwing students into harsh environments and letting them survive on their own.

In response to Elysee's question, which seemed to carry such intent, Alen answered with an uncharacteristically meaningful smile:

"Because otherwise, some of you might die."

"......!!"

A chilling tension instantly filled the room.

To reiterate, Alen rarely spoke empty words.
If he said something like that, he meant it.

Knowing this, the cadets were reminded once again of the Academy's practical exams' notorious reputation.

From my perspective, knowing the original story...

*It's definitely brutal.*

It's certainly a tough exam for first-year, first-semester students who haven't experienced any significant changes yet.

Of course, it would be easy for protagonist-level powerhouses like Evan, Elysee, or Erhen.

This exam is designed to favor Elysee to an almost artificial degree.

Even from an external perspective, it's a turning point where the protagonist's identity...

That is, revealing herself as the Third Princess who disappeared after being confined...

...though not this time.

"Well, I should say you don't need to be that scared, as a formality."

There won't be any casualties if you follow the training well.

After delivering such frightening words with a smiling face, Alen grinned and shared the final announcement.

"The exact details of the midterm practical exam, such as the location and evaluation criteria, will be announced one day before the exam."

In other words, it was structured so that advance preparation was impossible.

However, the professors would surely drop plenty of hints in the upcoming classes.

In fact, the previous midterm written exam was full of relevant hints.
It might have seemed like hints to me because I already knew about the exam, but the more perceptive cadets might have noticed already.

In the original work, the protagonist Elysee spent several chapters deducing the content of the midterm exam.

"We'll continue after the break. That's all for now."

*Ding-ding-ding-ding!!*

As Alen finished speaking, the mana stone vibrated precisely on time.
The students gathered in small groups, discussing with voices mixed with worry and fear.

The main topic was what kind of exam could be so frightening.

*Elysee is now...*

Since this was an important part for the protagonist, I looked at Elysee and noticed she was walking toward us for some reason.

...What's going on?

I glanced to the side.
Evan didn't seem to have noticed yet. Or more precisely, he was too busy looking at me to notice.

*...Is she coming to flirt with Evan?*

Given Elysee's track record, such suspicion naturally arose.

Before, I wondered why I would overreact whenever Elysee approached Evan...

But now I had a legitimate reason—he had become as precious to me as family.

Now that I no longer needed to preserve the original story, if that was really her intention...!

"Stella, Lady Eckhart."

"Y-yes...?"

I put on my usual timid, unconfident demeanor that I always wore when facing her.

Elysee looked at me, took a deep breath, and then...

With a resolute expression as if she had made a major decision, she opened her mouth.

And in her usual beautiful voice, she said—

"Let's compete in this midterm exam."

.

....

.......

"?"

What is she talking about?

Ch.108 - EP. 5 Proclamation
Chapter 108. Declaration

Elysee had sought freedom since childhood.
From the time she was confined to a corner of the palace for reasons she didn't understand, she yearned for liberty.

She wanted to go outside.

To feel the wind against her face beneath the blue sky, to run to where her friends, the spirits, dwelled.

She spent her time making such wishes, repeatedly living through fairy tales where she was the protagonist.

And then came the moment she had longed for.

For unknown reasons, the seal on the palace where she resided was broken, and she suddenly found herself outside.

What Elysee saw was the Empire in ruins.

The scene was nothing like any landscape she had imagined.

The people in reality weren't as kind to her as those in her fantasies.

The sky above the ground was red with the threat of war, and spirits went mad, corrupted by the decayed mana released when masses of humans died simultaneously.

It was too stimulating a scene for Elysee, who had only grown physically while her mental age remained as it was before her confinement.

The outside world wasn't the warm place she had imagined.
Realizing this, Elysee took action.

To restore the ruined Empire.

To return it to the world she had dreamed of.

And so, Elysee rewound time and came back.

After returning, Elysee was brimming with confidence.

Though the spirits she had contracted with hadn't been preserved, her experience as a Spiritist remained intact.

All her connections had been erased, but their weaknesses and desires were all recorded within her.

With her current self.

As the third daughter of the Imperial family who had rewound time.

And that confidence and certainty was shattered.

The first thing that made her doubt herself.

Was none other than a marquis's daughter whose face she had never seen and whose name she had never heard in her previous life.

And that fact, more than anything, ignited Elysee's inferiority complex.

"Stella, Lady Eckhart."

"Y-Yes...?"

She was astonishingly artificial.

Not in a derogatory sense.
It was an expression of respect for someone who could still make her doubt herself even after she thought she had seen her true nature.

Elysee took a deep breath as she looked at the person before her.

Her opponent was someone whose capabilities she couldn't even begin to gauge.

She had defeated the Sword Saint and made Isenberg the second-best student.

She had put on an act convincing enough to fool even Elysee.

With such acting skills, she had even concealed her mana.

In that state, she had brought an Automaton to its knees—an opponent no one except Elysee could properly face.

She had effortlessly blocked an unexpected attack that even Elysee, a returnee, couldn't predict, and still concealed her identity.

And she was recognized as a most important figure even by that unpredictable Saintess.

Stella Bell Eckhart.
That was her opponent.

Elysee unconsciously clenched her trembling fist tightly and steeled her resolve once more.

She couldn't remain trapped in her inferiority complex.
She was the daughter of the Imperial family, an unparalleled Spiritist, and a returnee who had rewound time.

*I'll defeat you in this exam and...*

She would make even this person her ally.
With that determination, Elysee opened her mouth.


"Let's compete in this midterm exam."

And the response to Elysee's declaration, filled with such resolve, was.

"?"

Thanks to her chilling acting skills, she looked like someone who was genuinely perplexed.

*

I was extremely confused right now.

Even though the original story had already gone off the rails, why on earth would the protagonist challenge me at this point?

Especially during an important period like the midterm exams.

I felt my brain spinning rapidly at this sudden situation.

It's fortunate she didn't come to seduce Evan, but I'm flustered by this unexpected development.

How should I respond to handle this well?

"C-Compete...?"

I asked with a timid tone.

What kind of competition was she talking about?
Elysee wasn't the type of character who would just pick fights with people.

If anything, she was more the type to seduce and recruit.

"Exactly as I said. You and I will compete in this midterm exam."

"M-Me and you, Lady Elysee...?"

I still couldn't understand.

No matter how I thought about it, my only direct contact with the protagonist was at the beginning of the semester when I rejected her attempt to flirt with Evan.

Could she still be holding a grudge from when I teabagged her back then?
Was Elysee such a petty character?

*What is this?*

But regardless, this kind of setup did appear in the original story.

To be precise, it was like Stella vs. Elysee/Evan vs. Caille.

The midterm exam itself was an episode about recruiting Evan and Stella, who had only been rumored about until now, so the two teams would have a decisive battle during the exam.

Of course, in the original story, it was a close match because of Evan, who hadn't fully developed, and Stella, who was a High Mage level magician...

"I-I don't think I'd be a match for you..."

I made the most cowardly expression I could and said that, causing Elysee's expression to become quite peculiar.

Then, after taking a deep breath.

"...How long do you think you can keep hiding?"

"Pardon...?"

She said that and left.

It was a baffling situation for me.
The original protagonist suddenly picking a fight and leaving?

By the way, hiding? Hiding what?

"...What's with that woman?"

Evan was also looking at Elysee with a dumbfounded expression.
It seems Elysee's behavior just now was shocking to Evan as well.

Well, I can't understand it even after analyzing her character from the original story, so how would Evan feel?

...Still, I wish Evan would only think about me.

"...Are you not confident?"

"Huh? No, I'm just dumbfounded."

I deliberately ignored the strange thought that flashed through my mind and asked Evan.

Evan returned to his usual smiling expression.

Although I asked playfully, the current Evan could probably somehow manage to face those two.

Besides being stronger than at this point in the original story due to the knowledge I've been feeding him for years...

*'The Saintess's Eye, was it?'*

Unlike in the original story, Evan had discovered the identity of what resided in his eyes, and according to him, he was gradually figuring out how to use it.

I heard he had received help from it once when fighting the Illusionary Demonic Beast.

With my original story-dependent brain, I couldn't tell what function Evan's eyes had, but from what he said, it seemed they could be used in combat as well.

"It's embarrassing when you stare like that."

"Huh?"

As I was thinking about this while looking at Evan's eyes, he let out a mischievous laugh and said.

...Evan had become increasingly playful lately.

*'Come to think of it... those eyes.'*

Even though I knew about it, it was still hard to get used to the fact that Evan's red eyes had the ability to distinguish truth from lies.

Whether he could use that in combat... I wasn't sure.

"Well, shall we go? The break is almost over."

"Yeah, let's go."

I got up with Evan and headed to the Training Ground where the next class was scheduled.
Even so, thoughts about Evan's eyes wouldn't leave my mind.

Not long ago, when I didn't know Evan had such an ability, I thought it was a terribly awful power.

Human relationships without pretense and lies.
Isn't that the worst? I thought.

Because I believed that no one would want to have a relationship with me if I couldn't act.

Anyway, the conclusion was that it wasn't the case.
Evan formed a relationship with me despite knowing everything from the beginning.

I stared at Evan's face again.
His smile, much more natural than before, and his handsome face as usual.

I think I felt something like an inferiority complex when I first possessed this body, but now it's something... something.

......It was something.

"By the way, wouldn't that woman's words cause a problem with our plan? If that silver-haired guy also comes at us with determination, it could be quite troublesome."

"Well... that's true."

I suppressed the throbbing pain I was starting to feel and answered Evan's question.

As he said, if Elysee and Caille, who were among the top-tier characters in this world, came at us with determination, it could cause a major problem with our plan...

"If they come one by one... I can handle it somehow."

Of course, it would be best not to be in such a situation.

I answered with some confidence.

I had already prepared a way to deal with Caille last time, and as for Elysee...

Well, I think it will work out somehow.
It would be even better if Evan came to find me before that.

"Still, you need to be careful. If you get hurt..."

Evan looked at me with a worried expression.
Somehow, my heart fluttered at that sight.

...Indeed, handsome men seem to have a basic buff no matter what they do.

If I were a woman, I might have been seduced already. What a womanizer.

"...If I get hurt?"

When I asked Evan, who had trailed off, he simply responded with a smile.

Somehow, it seemed colder than usual.

*

The Training Ground, which I hadn't visited in quite a while.
The Cadets of Class A were gathered among themselves, discussing what kind of bizarre training awaited them this time.

And through these Cadets appeared Professor Alen.

And...

"Alright! The first session for midterm preparation will be with Professor Marcus here!!"

It was Marcus Evron, the professor in charge of the magic department.

"Students from the knight department are seeing me for the first time, right? Nice to meet you."

Marcus bowed his head to the Cadets with his characteristic indifferent expression.

The two-shot of the two professors with completely opposite personalities and appearances was quite a sight, but at this point, the Cadets felt a sense of anxiety creeping in.

"Now, the first session for midterm preparation!! It's a group battle against the professors!!"

And as if to confirm their worries, Alen shouted with hearty laughter.

In an instant, the Cadets' faces turned ashen.

Ch.109 - EP 5. Mock Battle (1)
The arena erupted into chaos the moment Alen brought up his proposal. First combat automatons, and now a group battle against professors?

The Academy had a strong focus on wartime preparation, so each professor was a strategic weapon-level powerhouse. Alen, who had hunted every magical beast except dragons, was formidable enough, but even the quiet Marcus standing there had once risen to the rank of brigadier in the Imperial Mage Corps.

Academy policy meant they wouldn't go easy on cadets either. Realizing this, the students already felt their bodies aching in anticipation.

"They're really pushing us hard for midterm prep."

"That's the Academy for you."

Considering that war might break out in this world within a few years, these classes were quite useful—though the current students wouldn't appreciate that. Well... after midterms, they'd have plenty of time until that episode, especially since everyone would goof off after exams. There was even the Theater Festival to look forward to.

By the way, I was really looking forward to the Theater Festival. It would be the episode where protagonist Elysee becomes the female lead while the male characters compete for the male lead role. Honestly, I didn't care who won—I was just excited to give acting advice.

And... after midterms, I planned to spend some time with Evan. We were both restraining ourselves since midterms were such a critical point.

According to my plans, I might need to distance myself from him by then, but... well, if anyone asks about our relationship, I'll just say we're dating. It used to make me nauseous just imagining it, but strangely, that feeling has faded lately. I could probably act convincingly enough for people to believe it.

Erhen would make a fuss, but I thought it might be okay to tell her, given how close we'd become.

"Alright! The rules are simple! We'll create random teams! Then those teams will face me and this gentleman together!"

Groans erupted from around me at his words.

It already seemed like it would be incredibly difficult. That was the feeling everyone had.

"The teaching assistants have distributed students according to skill level! Gather when your name is called!"

Since the teams were supposedly random, I probably wouldn't be with Evan or Erhen.

*Too bad I won't be able to get carried.*

To be honest, I didn't find much meaning in this training. I already had my own plans for the midterms, and besides, I served the second most powerful person in this world.

But that didn't mean I should slack off. My image would change significantly after midterms anyway, but until then, I didn't want to be seen as lazy and useless.

That would be an insult to my favorite character.

"...and Gwen Ruinus completes Team 7!"

Nearby, teaching assistants were calling names and gathering teams.

Evan and Erhen were called early, unsurprisingly separating them from me.

The only slightly annoying thing was that Evan and Elysee ended up on the same team.

Didn't they say they were distributing by skill level despite being random?

The protagonist and secondary male lead on the same team? What's going on?

...Still, unlike the beginning of the semester when she was clingy, Elysee showed no signs of approaching Evan.

*By the way...*

I felt someone watching me, but it was probably just my imagination?
With the Sword Saint absent due to personal matters, I strangely felt like someone was observing me.

...What could it be?

*

While Stella scratched her head, feeling an inexplicable gaze, one of the two people secretly watching her spoke up.

"This is your first practical lesson with that cadet, isn't it?"

"Yes. I've heard she's quite exceptional despite her mana levels."

The voices belonged to the professors in charge of the Mage Department and Close Combat—Alen and Marcus, two heavyweight figures.

Their current interest was focused solely on Stella Eckhart, who had shown shocking performances in every class.

From "Alen's" perspective, her battles with the automaton and Caille had been tremendously inspiring.

To display such combat prowess without mana was incredible. Now that he had somewhat confirmed her identity, she seemed even more special to him.

For Professor Marcus, she was equally exceptional. She was not only brilliant in class, but her reports and midterm answers sometimes gave even him new ideas.

However, her only flaw was her complete lack of mana. When he heard from a colleague that her combat abilities were also outstanding, it became one of the major reasons why Marcus, who normally had no connection to practical combat education, was helping with Alen's joint class.

"Do you think her abilities... will manifest in group combat as well?"

"Well! One thing's for certain—she won't disappoint!"

As they conversed, both professors' eyes shone with mixed emotions, naturally fixed on Stella, the subject of their discussion.

*

"Chris Ashborn... Stella Eckhart completes Team 8!"

The teams were quickly formed by the teaching assistants' announcements.

My team was positioned right after Evan and Elysee's team.

Our composition was four from the Knight Department and two mages.

Judging by my teammates' ambiguous expressions when I was called last, my image was still that of a mana-less schemer.

...Not entirely wrong, is it?

"I look forward to working with you all."

"Yeah, sure."

"...Just try to keep up with our movements."

Their reactions were understandable.

Honestly, I was genuinely weak without being able to use Method. Though lately, mana seemed to be seeping into my body, making me somewhat useful, but that was it.

I was still infinitely weaker compared to the superhuman knights and mages.

In terms of my previous life, it was like being assigned to a group project with someone who couldn't properly research, make presentations, or speak in public.

Of course, I'd contribute more than that.

Looking at my teammates, most were middle-tier cadets. If I did well... we might manage somehow.

"Alright! Are all teams assembled?"

-Yes!

Alen looked around at the students gathered by team, smiling roughly. With both the Mage Department and Knight Department combined, quite a number of students stood around the training ground.

"First, I'll be facing you. The evaluation method is simple."

Alen said this while putting on a belt with what looked like a black jewel attached at chest level.

"If you can touch this device on my belt—let's call it a meter for convenience—even once, you pass."

-...!!

-Is, is that even possible...?

The students wore uncertain expressions at the difficulty level they couldn't gauge.

It seemed possible if they just needed to touch it, but considering they were facing a professor, it also seemed absolutely impossible.

"Well, you might not have a good sense of it yet. But you'll understand after getting knocked down a few times!!"

With those final words, Alen called for Team 1.

Everyone's gaze turned to the unfortunate first challengers. Though this wouldn't directly affect their grades since it was midterm preparation, facing a professor made it a matter of survival.

Team 1 had five Knight Department students and two from the Mage Department—a composition biased toward knights.

-Wouldn't the Knight Department students have an advantage? We just need to touch it once.

-I don't know. Wouldn't it be better to just blast large-scale magic and hope to get lucky?

-Really? It might actually be doable?

The students discussed the battle dynamics before the first fight began.

But while opinions were abundant and no one dared to predict the outcome—

-Begin!

The teaching assistant shouted the starting signal, and the mock battle began.

"Hyaah!"

Three Knight Department students immediately charged forward, swinging their weapons.

Contrary to everyone's expectation that he would dodge with his characteristic speed, Alen gripped his practice sword and slashed.

-Clack, crack, clack!!

With movements that weren't particularly fast but extremely controlled and clean, Alen deflected all three attacks simultaneously, then drove his foot into one student's stomach.

"Guhk?!"

At the same time, Alen's head bent backward at an unnaturally sharp angle.

"Ugh!"

It struck the face of a Knight Department student who was trying to swing from behind. The student clutched his nose and fell backward.

From that position, Alen spun once in the air, planted his feet on the ground, and with a flexibility uncharacteristic of a man, extended both legs to send a Mage Department student who was casting a spell flying out of bounds.

After three students were taken down in an instant, the rest fell quickly.

The remaining Mage Department student, without knights to protect them, immediately fainted after taking a blow to the back of the head from Alen's weapon. The remaining Knight Department students, without magical support, were easily defeated.

"Urgh..."

"Aaagh..."

Only groaning students remained on the training ground.

Everyone fell silent at the incredible technique that had defeated them all in less than a few minutes without using any extraordinary skills or strength.

-...Who said this would be doable? Step forward.

Everyone clearly saw their future in those fallen students.

"...Next team!"

Whether he understood the students' feelings or not, Alen cracked his joints and called the next team.

From then on, it was a rapid succession of defeats.

It took less than 30 minutes for six teams to fall.

Despite Alen moving at a speed and strength perfectly calibrated to the students' level, this was the result.

-Aaah, my arm hurts so much...!

-Something's wrong with my nose!

The students groaned as they received treatment from the waiting priests. Every student had at least one injury.

The A-class students, whose confidence had swelled from their class placement, felt that confidence completely incinerated.

And as the students were realizing the enormous gap between themselves and their professor—

"Next! Team 7!"

-T-Team 7...!

-That's the team with the top student and second-best student!!

It was time for the relief pitcher, so to speak—Evan and Elysee's team, which could be called asymmetrically powerful.

*I wonder how this will turn out?*

I was curious about this too, especially since this part was glossed over in the original work.

With my somewhat improved dynamic visual acuity, I thought I could objectively see how much Evan had grown.

Ch.110 - EP 5. Mock Battle (2)
The battle between the 7th squad and Professor Allen was about to begin. Stella watched from the stands as Evan and Elysee prepared for their match.

In the original "Academy Survival Guide," Evan and Elysee should have been whispering sweet nothings as the second male lead and female protagonist. But for Evan, Elysee was becoming more of a source of stress.

He wasn't naturally oblivious. Until recently, he'd sacrificed some of his perceptiveness to deny his own feelings, but even that was gone now. Evan had become convinced that Stella worried about losing him to Elysee. Whether that concern was rational or not, he couldn't say. Even if it was, she would likely deny it.

Regardless, it was true that Stella had become quite attached to him since that day. Her attitude and emotionless tone remained identical to before, but her eyes overflowed with different emotions. Whether those emotions matched his own, he couldn't be sure. Still, the intensity of those feelings had been gradually increasing lately—a rather difficult stimulation for a twenty-year-old man who had just become aware of his own heart.

"...If you block for me, I'll strike," Elysee said to Evan before the battle.
Her eyes no longer held that artificial smile, only fierce determination.

Setting aside personal feelings, as long as that hostility was directed at Stella, he would never view this woman favorably.

Evan nodded in agreement. The reason he hadn't mentioned any of this to Stella was because he found her jealousy-like emotions cute. Of course, since it seemed related to her current state, he had no intention of provoking her further.

Either way, they were in the same squad, and he needed to see her abilities, so he planned to take the mock battle seriously.

"Begin!" the professor's voice boomed.

Evan tightened his grip on his sword.

*

Like the other cadets, I sat in the Training Ground seats, watching them prepare for battle.

Elysee said something to Evan, who responded with a casual nod. I rather liked that nonchalant attitude of his.

...He would soon be my enemy. That's all it was.

"Begin!"

Before I could continue that train of thought, Professor Allen's voice echoed throughout the Training Ground.

Despite having already faced six squads of students, he showed no signs of fatigue. The fact that he wouldn't tire until the end filled the cadets with something beyond fear.

"How many minutes do you think this one will last?"

"Hard to say. This time they have the Top Student and Second Best Student, so it might be different."

The cadets watched intently, wondering if they would fall as easily as those before them or if they might show something impressive, given that they were the squad with the most concentrated power.

With a flash, Evan shot forward at his characteristic high speed.

It was such an incredible pace that even my improved Dynamic Visual Acuity couldn't track him. A moment later, Evan appeared behind Professor Allen.

I was genuinely surprised. *Was Evan always this fast?*

During his confrontation with the Cardinal, Evan hadn't been able to use his full speed due to the divine power surging in his eyes and the situational constraint of having to protect me. So I wasn't sure how much he had grown, but seeing this, he had clearly become much stronger than in the original story.

Evan's swift sword strike came from behind. Allen twisted his body at unprecedented speed to block it, but he still took the full impact and was pushed back.

For the first time, Allen's expression showed surprise. Seizing the opportunity, the other Knight Department cadets rushed in.

Two Knight Department cadets advanced, deflecting Allen's sword. Of course, both were instantly neutralized with blows to the knee and abdomen, but their purpose had been to divert attention.

Once again, Evan's sword attacks rapidly descended from behind Allen.

The sword exchange between Evan and Allen was so fast it couldn't be followed by the eye.

Even though Allen was a professor, he seemed to struggle against Evan without using his full strength. Allen gradually retreated under Evan's fierce consecutive attacks.

"Oh, whoa!"

"Was the Second Best Student this good?"

The cadets seemed quite surprised by Evan's unexpected performance.

I felt somewhat proud. I wondered how much of his growth was due to me, but I supposed I could feel proud as his secretary.

"Good... let's finish this," Evan muttered after consistently pushing back Allen, who had been moving at student level. He raised his sword high and brought it down with force.

"Kha!" Allen grunted.

While Allen withstood the impact, Evan vanished. Suddenly, the Training Ground was engulfed in a violent current.

An enormous amount of mana was being drawn toward someone. True to the setting that higher-tier magic consumes more mana, a terrifying amount of mana disappeared from the area in an instant.

From the center of that mana, a voice beautiful enough to send chills down one's spine echoed:

"—Strike down."

Simultaneously, an immense volume of water droplets appeared above Allen and crashed down on him.

The torrent of the downpour continued for quite some time.

The output was so fierce that an ordinary person might have died from a broken neck.

However, Allen swung his sword once to disperse all the water and emerged.

"Hmm, excellent! You pass!" he exclaimed with a refreshed expression.

Seeing this, the cadets were momentarily stunned before erupting in cheers.

"Wooow!"

"The Top Student and Second Best Student combo is insane!"

"We're supposed to compete with people like that in the midterms?"

Despite the competitive nature of the Academy cadets, they all acknowledged the overwhelming performance.

In contrast to the lively atmosphere, our squad members sitting beside me had funeral-like expressions.

"Ah..."

"Why do we have to go right after them..."

Whether in my past life or here, following someone who performed well always meant extra pressure.

In this state, we were likely to retire before I could do anything, so I opened my mouth to boost the team's morale.

"Let's aim for a pass too."

However, it seemed to have the opposite effect. As soon as I spoke, the team's mood worsened.

"...Read the room. You don't even have mana."

"Ah."

It was true that my mana had disappeared to Stella's side, but such words still hurt.

To be honest, it didn't really hurt, but with morale this low, our chances of winning were even slimmer.

I needed to take action.

"Damn it. Isn't this too unfair for us? Some squad has the Top Student and Second Best Student together, while we're stuck with someone who doesn't even have mana..."

"Be quiet, ugly one."

I needed to break this gloomy atmosphere. With that judgment, I snapped at a Magic Department cadet who was grumbling and stood before them.

"W-what?"

My teammates seemed quite surprised by my reaction, probably because I had maintained a quiet and timid image.

The one I had snapped at was turning bright red.

Sorry, but I no longer needed to maintain that image, and there was only one person in this world I wanted to impress.

In other words, I didn't need to be kind to these guys.

*How much time do we have?*

I glanced toward the Training Ground.

The cleanup seemed to be taking some time because Elysee had splashed water everywhere.

"Alright, everyone. Look here," I said, clapping my hands as I moved in front of their seats.

I tried to smile to lighten the mood, but having lived with an expressionless face for so long, it didn't come easily, so I gave up.

"Why are you acting up since earlier..."

"I will help you win."

Sorry, but this is important. You need to follow my instructions.

That's the only way to increase our chances of winning with this personnel.

After drawing their attention and loosening my neck slightly, I began my explanation.

The condition was simple: touch the magical device on Professor Allen's chest at least once, given that he was adjusting to our level.

With that premise, I started explaining.

My teammates, who had initially listened halfheartedly with expressions that said "let's hear what he has to say," gradually focused on my words.

"...That's all."

"......"

"......"

By the time I finished, they were looking at me as if I were completely insane.

Oh, we're doomed if this continues.

*

Allen was in quite a good mood for the first time in a while.

Thanks to the 6th squad he had just faced—specifically Evan von Isenberg and Elysee de Iris—who had shown combat prowess beyond expectations.

While he was already aware of Elysee's combat abilities to some extent, Evan's fighting power was unexpected even to him, giving him a sense of achievement for discovering something new.

And above all...

*Next... is it?*

Stella Eckhart was in the next squad.

Would Eckhart shine in team battles as well, continuing his good mood?

With such expectations, Allen called out:

"Next!! 7th squad!"

It would be the first time they faced each other since coming to the Academy.

Allen and Stella stood facing each other, preparing for the mock battle.

Ch.111 - EP 5. Mock Battle (3)
Stella.

Stella Bell Eckhart.

If one were to summarize the cadets' reaction to this young lady—a Marquis's daughter with neither notable information nor mana—it would be close to "someone we can't quite figure out."

This was partly due to the cadets' prejudice against humans without mana, but also partly Stella's calculated move.

In other words, it was somewhat of a manufactured image.

Now, about three and a half years since Stella's transmigration.

While she based her act on the original Stella Eckhart from the novel, within the Academy specifically, she played someone more timid and less noticeable.

She had deliberately lowered her presence, firstly because she believed that the more eyes observed her, the greater the chance her true nature would be revealed.

According to her "plan," she needed to be overlooked but not truly perceived as weak.

That way, she could lure them in.

So she chose to be somewhat disregarded by the cadets rather than reveal her abilities.

When only a portion (even if it was over 99%) was revealed, her true capabilities couldn't be assessed, but showing everything would be like revealing her hand—that was her judgment.

And the second, more trivial reason was that she herself wasn't the type who enjoyed standing out.

This might seem strange considering she was an actress in her previous life, but she never really liked standing before large crowds.

If one removed the title of actress—heavily influenced by her mother—she was actually someone who preferred deep relationships with a small number of people.

Until recently, she hadn't realized it herself, but through a series of events and the passage of time, Stella was becoming increasingly attached to Evan.

That's why she didn't want to stand out and broaden her narrow relationship with him.

...Of course, she would vehemently deny this at the time.

"First, we need to keep two things in mind. First, Professor Alen isn't at full strength right now."

The reason she was stepping forward to lead them to victory was half because she couldn't bear to see her favorite character being disrespected.

And the other half was because she knew that such situations were coming to an end anyway.

If she were to reveal her strength, it would be the most extreme exaggeration.

If she were to reveal her identity, it would be at the most dramatic moment.

That was the basic framework of the plan she had set for herself as the end approached.

"What does that matter...?"

"It means we don't need to focus on 'attacks the professor can't block.' It's impossible anyway."

"But earlier, the top student and second best student..."

"They're exceptions to the rule."

Stella's point, in summary, was this:

Preparing surprise attacks based on a professor at full strength would only waste energy and lower their chances.

So what they should focus on was—

"—the professor's exact strength."

"Exact... strength?"

"Yes. The professor adjusts his strength slightly depending on the opponent, but basically he's controlling his power and speed to cadet level."

After all, the theme of this training is preparation for the midterm exam.

As Stella abandoned her usual timid and inconspicuous demeanor and switched to a cold, calculating tone, her teammates' expressions went blank.

"Then the second is..."

One of the teammates, now finally interested in hearing what Stella had to say, unconsciously asked, and a faint smile appeared on Stella's lips.

Of course, the difference was so subtle that except for Evan, no one would have noticed her lips curving.

"The second thing we need to consider is..."

By now, all the teammates were listening to her words.

Though naturally introverted, her experience as an actress—which had occupied more than half her life—wasn't for nothing.

So when her explanation ended, everyone was looking at her as if she were crazy.

But none of the cadets realized they were already assuming they would implement her plan.

*

"Next!! Team 7!"

And time returns to the present.

Stella and all of Team 7 stood in a circle around the training ground.

As if surrounding Alen.
Other cadets questioned this strange formation.


-That's... an annihilation formation...!

-Wait, how do they protect their mages like that?

-That must be so much pressure.

Their questioning gazes also contained sympathy.

Already following the brilliant performances of the top and second best students, this team had it rough.
Without the Sword Saint, anyone would be tense in this situation.

"Then... begin!!"

The teaching assistant shouted from outside the training ground.
Based on experience, all previous matches had started with attacks from cadets lacking in skill, so the spectators expected the same scene to unfold.

But.

"......."

"......."

They just stood there awkwardly, eyeing each other.

This meant only one thing:
They were conceding the first move to their superior opponent.

Seeing this, Alen chuckled and immediately pushed off the ground.

His target was Stella Eckhart.
His sword strike headed toward her, the cadet he found most interesting.

If it hit directly, Stella, whose combat abilities in her original body were minimal, would retire immediately—

-CLANG!!

—or so it should have been.

"....?!"

Somehow, two Knight Department cadets were blocking his sword with trembling hands.

Even they seemed surprised by the situation, their eyes wide open.

"...It's really happening."

They let out a hollow laugh as they recalled what had just happened.

*

"Secondly, we need to keep in mind that Professor Alen will target me first."

I continued explaining to my teammates with my still expressionless face.

I'm not usually this emotionless, but when I tried to show my real personality to people other than Erhen and Evan, this is what came out.

Strange. My expression naturally softens when I'm with Evan.
Anyway.

"On what basis?"

One teammate with a question mark floating above his head asked.

Hmm... how should I explain this?

I'm not stupid.
So I was well aware that Alen had some expectations and misunderstandings about me.

Since he was a character I had analyzed, I knew his interest wasn't so casual.

He is "primarily" aggressive and likes strong people.
Since I was receiving his attention, it was natural for me to assume he would target me first.

The problem was how to explain this...

I sighed and gave a roughly pieced-together explanation.

"As you know, I don't have mana, right? As I said, if we all stand in a circle, he'll naturally target me, the weakest."

"I see..."

The reality was the opposite, but fortunately, they seemed to accept it without question.

"So, Knight Department members, you'll block him. No, don't even think about blocking."

"Then..."

"Just think of it as swinging your swords in front of me."

Then, an opening will definitely appear.

*

'Good.'

I smiled inwardly as I saw the swords blocking in front of me.

The Knight Department cadets' desperate, mana-infused full-power swings.
Alen, caught off guard by this situation...

No, Alen, who had adjusted to the cadets' level, hesitated.

That created a momentary gap.

And at that moment.

"Now."

[Falling Water]

With my signal, two Magic Department cadets activated their spells simultaneously.

Much weaker than what Elysee had done earlier, but still a fairly strong stream of water poured down.

In theory, if even a drop of that water hit him, my team would win.

However.

-Tap!

SPLASH! The fierce stream of water came down, but even sooner, Alen dodged it with superhuman reaction speed.

'Huh....'

To be honest, I would be lying if I said I hadn't expected a little, but Alen completely avoided all the water pouring from above, even at cadet-level speed.

As a result, only the two Knight Department cadets who had blocked his attack got soaked.

"Is that all?"

Alen said with a grin, then leaped again and kicked the stomach of the Knight Department cadet who had blocked his attack.

-THWACK!

"Guhk...!!"

A brutal impact sound accompanied by a choking gasp.
But before that kicking motion could even finish, the other Knight Department cadet rushed in.

And swung his sword to attack Alen.

Of course, Alen wouldn't be hit by that, even in mid-motion.

"...?"

The Knight Department cadet who had been kicked was hugging Alen's leg with his arms, immobilizing it.

'...Oh.'

Honestly, I was a bit surprised.

I did instruct them to do this after noticing Alen's characteristic tendency to prioritize kicks, but I didn't expect them to actually do it.

Right now, Alen was showing a simpler attack pattern than I expected.

Probably to match the cadets' level.
Even so, the difference was so great it hardly mattered.

Anyway, even with mana concentrated in his stomach, it must have hurt, but being in Class A, they all seemed to have basic toughness.

'...And thanks to that.'

All conditions were now met.

Momentarily unable to move, Alen had no choice but to deflect the attack with his wooden sword.

[Engraving Formula: Formula of Fracture]

As he vaguely sensed, my engraving formula had already been carved into the sword.

-CRACK!!

In an instant came the sound of wood splitting, and Alen's wooden sword broke along the grain.

This formula, rarely used due to its complexity and inefficiency, worked properly this time as well.

"...Oh ho!"

He seemed momentarily confused when his wooden sword unexpectedly broke, but instantly transformed back into a fierce smile.

Abandoning the wooden sword without hesitation, he threw a punch toward the stomach of the cadet who had swung at him, instead of using his immobilized foot.

-THUD!!

"Gak...!"

As the fist embedded in his abdomen, the Knight Department cadet rolled his eyes and let out a death cry.

And between him and Alen.

-BZZT!

Blue electricity suddenly flared.

*

"So, I'm going to carve a field-type formula onto your body."

"...What?"

The Knight Department cadet who heard my words frowned as if he'd heard something bizarre.

Unfortunately, this was the only method that might work.

There was virtually no chance for my team, composed of ordinary cadets, to inflict damage on a professor.

At minimum, one needed to be prepared to die together to inflict damage.

"As I said. I'll carve a field-type formula onto your body. The condition is a certain impact from a mana-possessing life form. The activation formula is lightning."

"...Then I'll get electrocuted too, won't I?"

"Is that even possible?"

My teammates still looked at me with doubtful eyes.

Of course, field-type formulas are an advanced area of magic, and constructing a magic circle so spontaneously is nearly impossible.

You have to calculate the location, material, conditions, and required mana.

Of course, almost all possible scenarios were stored in my head, and moreover, this formula was one I had researched extensively, so I was recycling it.

"It's possible. If we break the wooden sword and his foot is restrained, Professor Alen will naturally use his bare hands. And when the formula on your body activates then..."

"...We can stop him. Since he's at cadet level."

"Exactly."

Our teammates now understood my words quite well.

If I were just someone without mana, it would be different, but with the automaton incident and the battle with Caille.

I had shown glimpses of my abilities from time to time.

"The success probability of this method isn't high, honestly. My calculations could be wrong."

But if we succeed, we win.

I spoke to my teammates with a confident tone.

Perhaps because they were cadets who had entered the Academy.

Their eyes looked at me as if I were mentally ill.

But somehow, they seemed willing to follow along.

*

-BZZT!

I finished my brief flashback and observed the matched result.

Alen's bare skin and the Knight Department cadet's clothes.

Moreover, clothes soaked in water with the formula carved into them.
As these two met, blue electricity sparked according to the field-type formula's conditions.

The water connected the current between the cadet and Alen, momentarily emitting a strong light.

Alen's movements completely stopped temporarily after receiving a shock roughly equivalent to a stun gun.

Of course, a real superhuman wouldn't stop from this, but again, he was matching their level.

'Got it.'

And I had been running since the moment Alen extended his fist toward the cadet.

The spoils from the previous battle.
In an instant, I exploded my concentration to make the world move slowly.

Immediately reaching Alen, whose actions were frozen, I completed the powerful formula I had been preparing all along in case he might dodge.

"[Explosive Star]"

-BOOM!!

A quite powerful explosion immediately unfolded at his chest.
Since I focused on power rather than smoke like last time, the view cleared quickly.

"...Kehe."

Alen's face appeared, grinning from ear to ear.
He looked at me once, laughed once more, and then shouted:

"...Pass!!"

For a moment, silence fell over the training ground.
And then.

-Wow, wooooow!!

-That actually worked!?

Cheers from the spectating cadets erupted as loudly as when Evan had succeeded earlier.

The successful teammates were looking at each other with dazed expressions.

Well, I guess this much was worth my effort.

'...Maybe I should ask Evan to pat my head.'

Well, anyway.
That concluded our team's mock battle.

Ch.112 - EP. 5: Throwing A Tantrum
Stella Bell Eckhart had just helped her team succeed in the training exercise against Professor Alen. Contrary to her expectations, the other cadets cheered just as enthusiastically as they had for Evan and Elysee's team.

"What was that? How did you do it?"

"I don't know what it was, but it was awesome!"

Most students didn't even understand what had happened—which was fair, since even I had considered it a gamble that might not work.

"Did you see how she dove in at the end?"

"How can she move like that without mana?"

This was enough to maintain Stella's minimum reputation. One of the opponents had suffered a mild electric shock, but that was minor compared to what usually happened when capturing a professor. Besides, they were from the Knight Department and would recover quickly.

I was satisfied with the outcome and started heading back to my seat when a hesitant voice called from behind me.

"Um..."

"Yes?"

"You... you were right after all."

It was one of the female cadets from the Magic Department who had been dismissive about my lack of mana. Her extremely awkward expression showed how uncomfortable she felt.

After scratching her cheek awkwardly, she slightly bowed her head and said, "Anyway, thank you! We won because of you!"

"Yeah, whatever."

At least she had enough conscience to thank me. She'd offered a "thank you"—putting her in the upper tier of decent people, considering how many never acknowledge either their mistakes or others' help.

Since she had been quite rude earlier, I simply nodded with an expressionless face and continued to my original seat.

Even I get annoyed when I'm disrespected.

But it wasn't really bothering me that much.

"Stella! You did it again!"

"...Hmm, yes."

I answered Evan's enthusiastic greeting while forcibly holding back the corners of my mouth that wanted to rise into a smile.

My previously dry mood was suddenly filled with happiness.

Yes, it truly didn't matter much.

Even if everyone in this world criticized me, I wouldn't mind as long as Evan stood by my side.

That was the weight I placed on Evan compared to everyone else.

"By the way..."

It felt really good to be praised by Evan.

I had guessed it would feel nice, but not this nice.
...Should I ask him to pat my head?

"Miss Stella!! What did you do this time?!"

"Oh, is Erhen's team not up yet?"

As I was enjoying the floating sensation from Evan's praise, Erhen came rushing over with excitement.

Since Erhen was also a precious connection to me, though not as much as Evan, I greeted her with a slight smile.

She was probably placed in a later group and was dying of boredom.

"This time I'll definitely shoot the professor."

"I see. Fighting."

I was now somewhat accustomed to her aggressive statements as I took my seat.

Naturally, it was next to Evan.

"You've gotten quite skilled, haven't you?"

"Ah... I suppose so."

Focusing all my concentration at once to overload my brain—something normally exclusive to superhumans using mana enhancement...

But perhaps because I'd been flooding my brain with mana whenever using Method, even I, without mana, could use it for a brief moment.

This might seem insignificant, but it was quite positive for both Evan and me since it increased my combat ability slightly in situations where I couldn't use mana.

Even in the midterm practical exam, I had to fight for quite a while without Method.

"Next! Team 8!!"

While we were talking, the next team was quickly called up.
Honestly, I wasn't very interested in teams without Evan or Erhen, and looking at the lineup, they didn't seem likely to succeed anyway.

"Hmm..."

Even while conversing with Evan, I couldn't concentrate well because of another thought.

I lowered my gaze to Evan's hand resting on his thigh.

As a swordsman, Evan had quite large hands with prominent tendons.

I'd seen something in my previous life about women going crazy over such things, but I couldn't quite relate.

What I was thinking was how nice it would be if he patted my head with that hand.

"We're just friends, right? Well, not just ordinary friends."

Lately, I'd been dismissing my strangely growing desire for physical contact with Evan that way.

If you asked whether I did such things with friends in my previous life, the answer would be absolutely not, but were Evan and I merely friends?

"Evan, you have quite large hands."

"Huh? Where did that come from?"

"...It's nothing."

The problem was that while I could think these things, actually bringing them up had become increasingly difficult.

After using Method, or on that night after the incident when my mental state had completely collapsed, I could freely act spoiled and leave the consequences to my future self.

Unfortunately, I was in my right mind now, making such approaches difficult.

"Hmm..."

So while other cadets were tense after the consecutive successes of Evan's team and mine, I was lost in such thoughts.

It might seem like a pointless concern, but it was a major issue for me.

"Next! Team 9!!"

"Next, Team 10!"

"Team 11!!"

"12..."

And while I was preoccupied with these thoughts, all the teams had completed their battles with Professor Alen.

*

It was predictable, I suppose.
There were no surprises in the results of the matches against the professor.

As I had initially thought, very few teams passed.
After my team with Evan, only three more teams succeeded, including Erhen's Team 12.

...Actually, Erhen was somewhat unfair, firing five arrows with "Guaranteed Hit" from the start.
Even for a professor, it was physically impossible to block that at the cadet level, making it an easy victory.

While other cadets seemed bewildered, Erhen left the training ground with a triumphant smile.

Anyway.

"Well, we've taken more time than expected, so Marcus here didn't even get to use his strength. I'll give you credit for that!!"

After the matches ended, Alen encouraged the cadets with those words.
According to his original plan, he had intended to use about two-thirds of the class time to deal with the cadets and then give them a taste of Marcus.

He then spent a few minutes indirectly expressing his belief that his teaching methods were correct and that cadets grow more when pushed hard, before dismissing everyone.

The cadets left the training ground in small groups, discussing their impressions of the class.

Surprisingly, Erhen quickly departed from us for the following reason:

"Firing five Guaranteed Hits was overkill! I'm going to rest!"

Since she genuinely didn't look well, we let her go.

And then there were just the two of us on the sunset path home.

Normally, we would have passed the time with idle conversation, but today a strange silence hung between us.

There wasn't any particular reason for it.

"Hmm... how should I approach Evan..."

Surprisingly, I was still thinking about the same thing from earlier.

In other words, I was just hesitating about what to say to Evan.
If I suddenly said, "Praise me," I'd obviously come across as strange...

...Why am I even worrying about this?

Me, wondering how to get patted by a man?
That wasn't like me at all, nor was it manly.

"Alright, I'll just be direct."

I decided to push aside my uncertainty and ask directly.

Just as I was about to speak—

"Hey, Evan."

"Stella, you know..."

Our words overlapped with perfect timing.
Evan looked surprised, his eyes widening slightly.

Caught off guard by the sudden situation, I stammered a bit.

"Um..."

"Y-you go first, Evan."

"Oh, it's nothing really, I just wondered if something was bothering you."

...Bothering me?
What did he mean?

I didn't understand Evan's words at first, but then realized he must have noticed my behavior just now.

Not speaking and frowning while lost in thought...

Yes, I suppose that could look like I was troubled.

"...Evan, are you always watching me this closely?"

I jokingly said this to him—he'd always been perceptive, but lately it was almost frightening—and Evan closed his mouth and blushed.

...Huh?

"A-anyway! Are you really sure nothing's bothering you?"

"...No, it's just..."

I trailed off, suddenly overcome by an inexplicable embarrassment.
Evan tilted his head at my behavior.

"Just what?"

Oh, whatever.
I was going to ask anyway.

I closed my eyes and almost shouted:

"J-just! I was wondering... if Evan might... pat my head..."

My voice changed involuntarily as I felt increasingly strange the more I spoke.
When I opened my eyes after a brief silence, sure enough—

Evan blushed, then burst into laughter.

...Even I thought it was strange.

The truth is, my oversensitivity to Evan's praise wasn't because I was perverted or had ulterior motives—it was more like a manifestation of emotional deprivation.

For someone like me who didn't receive much attention from my mother during childhood, praise served as a remedy that fulfilled that need.

It was a similar principle to how I strangely entered an elevated state when seeing Evan's frightening side or being scolded.

It was the expression of a childhood desire to be scolded by my mother.

It absolutely wasn't some female-like notion of satisfying desires through physical contact with Evan...

"Huh?!"

"How's this?"

My self-justifying thoughts couldn't continue any further.

Evan had pressed me against a wall in a secluded area, embraced me, and was patting my head.

Along with the familiar sensation of pressure against my entire body—I'd unintentionally hugged Evan quite a few times—there was the alien feeling on my head.

"Ah...!"

I could feel Evan's hand.
That rough yet gentle touch moving through Stella's soft hair.

His careful attitude, like petting a small cat.
And with it, the strong pressure against my entire body.

"Mmm..."

It was several times—no, dozens of times more pleasurable than I had imagined.

It felt like my brain might melt away.

I felt all my previous thoughts being erased, along with a tingling sensation and a damp heat in my lower abdomen.

"Hmm, not bad!"

Evan said that as he released his embracing arm and the hand that had been patting me.

Contrary to his refreshed appearance, I felt like my strength had drained and I might collapse.

...Well, I may have become someone who craves affection due to my childhood, but...

That, that wasn't the kind... I had in mind.

As I panted with strangely rough breaths, I made a strong resolution.
Getting my head patted like this is absolutely forbidden for the time being.

...Though I'm not sure how long that resolution will last.

Ch.113 - EP. 5 Fierce Denial
Evan always thought that Stella was an unpredictable person, regardless of his ability.

From their first meeting, to her sudden kidnapping, to her unexpected acceptance of becoming his secretary—after spending years together, he found himself, quite unexpectedly, in love with her.

Stella had always shaken Evan with actions he could never predict.

"J-just! I thought... maybe... Evan could... pat my head..."

And now, he felt that unpredictability again.

Her face grew redder and her voice smaller with each word. But beyond that, Evan could feel—

'A strong truth.'

—her sincerity.

Since he never quite knew how she viewed herself, Evan couldn't be certain what she meant by such a request.

But one thing was certain.

He couldn't help but feel his heart flutter at the sight of Stella wanting him so deeply that it made his ability tremble.

Surprise attacks always dealt extra damage.
And Evan, who had begun his one-sided love, felt his heart pounding wildly at Stella's unconscious attack.

At this point, he wondered if she might be seducing him without realizing it.

Evan inwardly chuckled at the thought.
Of course, using his ability to see through the words of the enchanting creature before him, he knew that wasn't the case.

'Well, it doesn't really matter.'

Whatever her intention, being able to touch Stella with her permission was extremely pleasing to Evan.

Especially since he'd been avoiding physical contact lately due to his growing desire and possessiveness.

Humming inwardly, Evan pulled Stella into his arms and gently stroked her head.

'Oh...'

It felt like embracing and petting a small animal that fit perfectly in his arms.

Admiring Stella's soft hair as she nestled against him, that's what Evan thought.

Of course, the... presence against his chest was too significant to truly compare her to a small animal, but acknowledging that would only confirm his own lewdness, so Evan deliberately redirected his thoughts.

Either way, it was warm and pleasant.
As he was thinking this, Stella's voice reached his ears.

"Hnngh...!"

'...Huh?'

It wasn't the reaction he expected, but rather a strangely panting, sensual voice.
Evan discovered that each time he embraced her and stroked her head, her voice seemed to melt.

Soon she was trembling and clutching his clothes tightly with both hands.

'Oh... Stella.'

Where in the world was there a woman who made such sounds just from having her head patted?
Evan doubted the performance of his ability in his eyes and was flustered.

"Hnng..."

"......"

Simultaneously, blood rushed to his lower body regardless of his will.
She truly troubled Evan in many ways.

'...Phew. Focus.'

Unable to leave things as they were, Evan rotated his mana throughout his body as he had practiced recently.
Mana circulates through the blood vessels in the body.

By deliberately rotating the mana, the body's blood flow would somewhat follow that momentum.

'Whew.'

Just you wait, Stella.
Evan forcibly calmed his excited body with such thoughts.

Looking down, he saw Stella's trembling had intensified.
If this continued, he couldn't guarantee his sanity would remain intact, so Evan reluctantly let her go.

"Hmm, not bad!"

"Huh...?"

Stella stared at Evan with a flushed face and momentarily dazed eyes, a fleeting disappointment crossing her face.

"...Ah!"

Then, as if coming to her senses, she returned to her characteristic expressionless face.
Though her face was incomparably redder than before.

"Ahem, well, yes. Not bad. It was a worthwhile experience to try once."

As always, her poker face was beyond remarkable.

To say such things expressionlessly after making such lewd moans just moments ago.

Slightly annoyed, Evan smiled and asked her:

"Then there's no need to experiment anymore, right?"

"...!"

Stella's eyes wavered excessively.

Even for Stella's poker face, even in front of him.
Evan carefully speculated that head patting might have meant more to her than just skinship.

Meanwhile, Stella squeezed her eyes shut and spoke.

"Th-this is a bit strange... it feels like I'm being childish."

...So she was aware that her behavior just now was unusual.

Regardless, Evan was somewhat dissatisfied with Stella forcibly restraining herself from contact with him.

Like the hug from before, why did she act so childish each time, almost as if her personality had changed, only to pull back afterward?

...To fully understand that, he would probably need to confront the biggest issue embedded in her psyche.

There was still some way to go.
Going too quickly could lead to accidents.

'Still...'

Evan chuckled and placed his hand on Stella's head again, stroking it gently.

"Really?"

"Ah, uh...!"

This much should be fine.
Thinking so, Evan smiled, and Stella's face reddened even more as she stammered and fled.

Indeed, there still seemed to be a long way to go.

*

I chose to flee from that spot, unable to bear the overwhelming embarrassment.

Evan really went too far.
We had just agreed to restrain such skinship, yet he stroked my head like that.

Evan needed to exercise some self-control.
Smiling with that face while patting my head.

Surely no woman in the world could withstand that head-on.

...Me?
My embarrassment was a bit different, but that's what I meant anyway.

'At least I didn't go overboard this time...!'

I decided to take comfort in that fact.
Wasn't it tremendous progress that I didn't beg for more like last time?

...Though I suppose making those strange sounds while being held in his arms, even if unintentional, was already beyond acceptable.

I really needed to exercise restraint.
It's true that I longed for human warmth due to my childhood, and Evan was indeed my most precious person.

B-but this made me seem like I was only after Evan's body...!

That sounded a bit strange, but I let it slide.
It was true that I was becoming addicted to skinship.

So far, it had been limited to what close friends or family might do, but if my psychological resistance crumbled like this, I, who craved warmth, might demand more from Evan.

"How did I end up..."

In some ways, it was easier when I could freely dislike Evan.
I sighed as I undressed to change into my nightwear.

My pants slid down past my pelvis, which never failed to impress me.
And then I saw...

"......"

A small amount of transparent fluid on my underwear.
...No way, right?

I shook my head and headed to the Great Bath.
Somehow, I felt like soaking in hot water today.

And that night, I dreamed of being berated all day as a "female" by a woman who looked similar to me.

...No way.

*

Following the first day's group battle with Professor Alen, the next day featured Professor Marcus's raid.

Unlike Professor Alen, who subdued students with physical techniques alone, Marcus, a mage specialized in fighting multiple opponents, showed an even more spectacular display. The cadets had to endure being overwhelmed all day by the former Major General of the Imperial Mage Corps.

This time, even I had no special methods, so I was satisfied with just copying some of Professor Marcus's magic circles to improve my magic efficiency.

Incidentally, only Evan's team and Elysee's team passed this time.

Unlike Alen, who was stingy with praise, Marcus complimented the cadets rather kindly despite his expressionless face, so the reviews weren't bad.

Anyway, the midterm exams continued in this fashion.

Professors Alen and Marcus seemed to consider it their mission to torment the cadets of the Mage Department and Knight Department respectively, bringing increasingly bizarre training exercises, and the cadets suffered through them.

Even Erhen stuck out her tongue at these intense training sessions. (During training, she hallucinated and tried to attack Professor Marcus, only to be subdued.)

Even I couldn't find a way to skip training, and Stella's body, with below-average physical abilities, was extremely exhausted.

Moreover, Elysee and Caille, as if they'd gone senile, would stare at me with burning eyes during training and interfere with me whenever mock battles came up.

I was tempted several times to ask Evan for help to relieve stress, but I held back.

It was a tough week.
When time density rises above a certain level, perceived time also seems to compress, making these the fastest days I'd experienced at the Academy so far.

And so, time quickly brought the cadets to the day before the midterm practical exam.

And the content of the exam, only revealed the day before the test.

"Now, I will explain the content of the midterm practical exam."

Just like in the original work, the cadets from each department gathered to hear Alen explain the entrance exam content and rules.
And every single one of those cadets:

"...Huh?"

"W-what? No way, what?"

They all realized what those intense training sessions had been for.

And among those cadets.
Only I wore a smile of relief.

The exam hadn't changed.

Now, one step forward.

The curtain was about to rise.

Ch.114 - EP 5. Opponent
The enormous buildings of the Academy visible even from the outskirts hinted at the scale of this school city.

"Looks like we're having the exam in the forest this time, Stella."

"...So it seems."

Of course, I already knew that. Thankfully, this part hadn't changed. If it had, my plans up until the midterm would have been thrown into disarray.

Following our guide, we arrived at a location packed with Academy applicants. They were all chatting among themselves while staring at the forest of trees that were bizarrely massive even for this world.

*

I'm not saying I'm not scared of those things either. Without preparation, I'd freeze up like a statue if told to fight.

But what's my only advantage in this world? The information from the original story that forms the basis of this world.

I know this episode was actually placed to emphasize the protagonist's strength once more—an episode designed to elicit reactions like "Wow, amazing, Elysee!"

As the protagonist and Top Student, she gets the first shot and completely fries the automaton with her lightning spirit, rendering the expensive machine inoperable for days.

In reality, the Academy had many more of these automatons, but those were reserved for future use and couldn't be deployed immediately.

Eventually, they'd revert to the original curriculum, having students face Professor Alen instead of these metal hunks, which would raise the protagonist's popularity among the other students who were spared from fighting those machines.

*

After a week of intense training that passed in a blur, the day before the detailed exam information would be revealed finally arrived.

The announcement was scheduled for the first period of the day before—right now.

All Cadets from both the Magic Department and the Knight Department were gathered together.

It was still a bit early for the professor to arrive. Normally, this would be when students would be chatting about topics completely unrelated to class, but today a strange tension filled the air.

Since the practical portion of the midterm exam had always changed throughout the Academy's history, there was absolutely no information about this exam.

Would it be one-on-one combat or a group battle? Where would it take place? How long would it last?

Students could only make educated guesses by piecing together hints the professors had dropped over the past few months.

"I'm telling you, it's definitely going to be a tournament."

"What tournament? It's going to be hunting Magical Beasts."

"You idiots weren't paying attention in Professor Stefan's class. It's Salamander hunting, I'm telling you."

The Cadets, nervous about the upcoming exam, were all offering interpretations that favored their own strengths.

Of course, even though I already knew what the exam would be, I was still nervous.

To be honest, I've unintentionally changed quite a few things from the original story. Considering that the training episodes hadn't changed much, things would probably remain the same, but if not... both Evan and I would be finished.

Just as students were blurting out every possible scenario without thinking...

"Alright, quiet!!"

Professor Alen appeared and calmed them down. The Cadets immediately tensed up at the imminent revelation.

After looking around at the students, Alen smiled and spoke in his usual booming voice.

"Now, I'll explain the content of the midterm practical exam."

The lecture hall fell into perfect silence. The students' impatience to hear the details mixed with anxiety, hoping he would never speak.

Ignoring their feelings, Alen began his explanation.

"First, the midterm exam will take place in Maira Forest, where you took your entrance exam. If you paid attention in your professors' classes, you might have predicted this."

About half the students clearly had no idea, but they had enough sense not to voice that now.

Soon, both those who knew and those who just found out started looking grim.

As everyone experienced during the entrance exam, Maira Forest had such an incredibly high mana concentration that hardly anyone could function properly there.

Mana naturally flows from areas of high concentration to low, and when external mana rushes into the body uncontrollably, it severely damages the blood vessels.

Essentially, apart from a Sword Saint, no one could function properly in the center of that forest.

"And... regarding the exam content, first look at this."

The students finally shook off thoughts about Maira Forest and focused on the explanation again. After all, the content was more important than the location.

Alen used a mana projector to display an image on the classroom blackboard. It was a familiar sight to students who had attended classes at the beginning of the semester.

"Huh...?"

"Why is that suddenly...?"

"This is the subject of the exam. The Automaton."

It was the same Automaton that had utterly demolished most of the A-class Cadets, except for a few. Some students trembled just looking at it.

"Ooooh!!"

Of course, Erhen, who particularly despised the Automaton, cheered loudly.

The other students had no idea how these machines would be used in the exam, but they instinctively knew it wouldn't be positive for them.

"This Automaton serves the same role as the orbs during the entrance exam. You get points for defeating them, which are tallied with special equipment."

Alen, continuing his explanation, looked happier than he had all semester. He almost seemed to enjoy watching the students suffer.

"Orbs...? Does that mean it's not just one machine?"

"Are we supposed to face multiple of those? Is it a group battle...?"

As the students racked their brains trying to figure out the exam format, Alen continued.

"Of course, this will also be an individual competition. And the number of Automaton units distributed throughout Maira Forest is... 100."

As soon as Professor Alen finished speaking, the lecture hall erupted as if a bomb had dropped.

100 units.

100 Automaton units.

The very same Automatons that had taken down most Cadets with just one unit—now there would be 100 of them.

Of course, the students had grown stronger since then, but the sheer number of 100 was overwhelming.

*It seems Alen's nervousness about a single unit at the beginning of the semester was partly an act. It made the students perceive one unit as extremely powerful, which is why they're panicking now.*

"Of course, we'll reduce the output... but it will still be a very difficult exam."

The Academy's midterms were notorious for their difficulty.

The Academy's educational policy had rapidly intensified due to the approaching war.

These two factors created a powerful synergy.

"To explain further, you don't necessarily need to defeat them to earn points. If you look at this chart..."

To summarize Alen's explanation:

1. Points can be earned even by causing partial damage using special equipment, so complete defeat isn't mandatory.

2. However, defeating an Automaton gives significantly more points, so Cadets who manage to do so will have an overwhelming advantage.

3. Like the entrance exam, students can steal points from each other, transferring points from one special equipment to another.

4. Only half of the total points can be stolen at once, and rankings are determined by the highest scores.

5. Apart from the final score, performance during combat serves as an additional evaluation criterion.

After explaining all this, Alen concluded with an expression that suggested he was having the time of his life.

"It will be difficult, but I believe it's a trial you can endure if you've properly attended the lectures. Use the remaining day to find your strategy. That's all."

The day before midterms at the Academy is always free of classes to allow preparation for the exam.

After Alen left the classroom, the students collectively displayed symptoms of panic.

"This is insane!!"

"We're supposed to face 100 of those things when even one is nearly impossible to defeat? And in Maira Forest?!"

Of course, despite their dramatic reactions, as A-class students, they would all somehow find a way to manage.

...At least, that's how it would have been in the original story.

Anyway, the students needed to spend the day desperately devising strategies against the Automatons.

As for me, since I had nothing to do, I thought I might spend some time with Evan...

"Did you understand the exam explanation well?"

...I'm going to kill her.
Just as I was thinking that, Elysee had somehow appeared in front of me again.

With each passing day, her dark circles and hostility seemed to grow, but being the protagonist, she was still pretty despite that.

"...What is it this time...?"

"I was worried it might be a group battle, but I'm glad it's not. Let's compete to see who can defeat more of those metal hunks."

Elysee wasn't listening to me at all. Besides, challenging a magician like me who can't even use mana to a competition about defeating Automatons?

From a common sense perspective, this was extremely inconsiderate.

From a meta perspective, the reason this type of exam was chosen was obviously to showcase Elysee, who excels against both Maira Forest and Automatons.

This meant she had the advantage against anyone, even Evan.

How shameless, Elysee!

"How many do you think you'll defeat?"

"Um... maybe 4..."

"You dream big. I'll beat you by any means necessary. See you later."

Elysee left without properly listening to anything I said, only saying what she wanted to say.

What kind of person is she?

"Miss Stella! Miss Stella! Do you really plan to defeat four units?!"

As I watched Elysee leave with an incredulous expression, Erhen, who had been glaring at her disapprovingly, asked with sparkling eyes.

"Well, about four units..."

Because Elysee hadn't listened to me completely, the misunderstanding had spread to Erhen as well.

In reality, for an average Cadet to defeat even one Automaton alone is quite difficult.

Even more so for someone like me who can't use mana.

But I'll have Evan's help, and I have a plan in place.

So what I actually wanted to say wasn't that I'd defeat four units, but rather, calculating roughly...

I'd defeat all of them except about four.

Of course, I couldn't tell Erhen that, so I just nodded vaguely.

Anyway, even though I didn't understand why she was provoking me...

I had no intention of backing down in fear.
Rather, from my perspective, having invested so much in the midterm exam, her challenge seemed trivial.

*It's really just around the corner now.*

With that thought, I exchanged glances with Evan sitting next to me.

Erhen complained again about us rubbing salt in her wounds.

...I was just looking at him because I wanted to see him.

*

As always, the break time passed quickly.

And finally, the day of the midterm exam—the day we had prepared for over years—had arrived.

Ch.115 - EP 5. Midterm Exams, Practical Skills
The day before the midterm exams, two people were conversing in the academy garden.

"Tomorrow... is the day."

"Yes."

Their faces were etched with clear tension. Normally, this midterm exam would have been favorable for them—both in location and subject matter. It should have been what people call an easy victory.

According to the original plan, she would comfortably secure the top position in the midterm exam and then reveal her identity at the declaration ceremony that followed—that she was the confined Third Princess of the imperial family.

Originally, that is.

"Our opponent... is a woman whose capabilities are impossible to gauge."

"...Yes. I'm not sure exactly how strong she is."

But Elysee had challenged Stella Eckhart for the sake of overcoming her own inferiority complex and recruiting talent.

Their opponent possessed strength that was difficult to measure, even if the power she had displayed wasn't particularly overwhelming.

Moreover, there were suspicions that she had figured out how to counter Caille's abilities during their previous match. If they didn't make the first move, they might be the ones at a disadvantage.

Having made this assessment, Elysee made her decision.

"So, we'll win by any means necessary. I'll focus on taking her down rather than the other Automatons."

Elysee was capable of using spirits to track specific individuals' locations. The opponent was presumably in a close relationship with Evan von Isenberg.

If both of them attacked together, they might handle Stella alone, but there was no guarantee they could deal with Evan as well.

Therefore, they would eliminate all other external factors and take down Stella first.

That was the plan Elysee and Caille had devised.

*

This might seem random, but let me tell you about something from about three years ago—back when Evan and I were still engaged in psychological warfare, just watching each other cautiously.

At that time, I was consumed by worry.

Having nearly died once for deviating from the original story, following the plot somewhat closely seemed like a good idea. Whether that would be possible or not was uncertain, but this was Stella's body after all.

The problem was deciding when to diverge from the original story.

After reading the Academy Survival Guide multiple times, both physically and mentally, I could be certain.

The spy.
If I couldn't find the northern spy hiding in the academy, neither I nor this continent would ever reach a good ending.

Just looking at what the spy did in the original story—opening doors for other spies, causing the Illusionary Demonic Beast incident, later raising that corpse in Maira Forest, and crucially, leaking information to the North, endangering the entire northern episode and ultimately causing Stella's death.

It would be ideal to take them out from the beginning, but there were two problems with that.

First, I hadn't read the Academy Survival Guide to its conclusion, so I didn't know the spy's identity.

Second, if the early flow of the original story got disrupted, removing the spy wouldn't be enough.

While I might be able to handle the first issue with my plans, the second one was unsolvable if things went awry. What I wanted was to eliminate the spy, completely remove any factors that could lead to my death, and then enjoy the benefits—not to wage war with the North myself.

That thought remains unchanged even now.

The only difference is that back then, the future after removing the spy was only vaguely defined, whereas now, Evan and I...

Hmm, anyway.

Both then and now, I wanted to eliminate the spy as quickly as possible and bring the original story to a swift conclusion.

So, the most appropriate timing I identified, without disrupting the original story, was the midterm exam.

The academy places great importance on the midterm exam held at the beginning of the semester, which is why there's also a declaration ceremony where the top student makes an announcement.

That's why Evan and I had been planning since then.

Come to think of it, at that time, I wasn't particularly pleased about planning things alone with Evan.

Looking back now, that seems like such a privileged complaint. Now I don't have enough time to be with him even when I want to... Of course, I mean that in a friendly way.

That was three years ago. Now it's finally time to reap what we've sown.

*

In front of Maira Forest, visited for the first time since the meeting with the Cardinal.
The cadets shuddered at the sensation of mana currents that seemed to flow even when they stood still.

"Ugh... we have to go in there again?"

"Is the forest the only problem? I dreamed about getting beaten by that metal junk all night."

The cadets—specifically the A-class students who would take the exam first—trembled with fear at the intimidating sight.

The experience of fighting while blocking the overwhelming mana that threatened to burst their bodies during the entrance exam remained an unpleasant memory for most of them.

As everyone recalled their entrance exam trauma while standing at the exact same place where the rules had been explained, the professors, led by Professor Alen, arrived just as they had before.

"Well, since I explained the rules yesterday, today I'll just briefly introduce the equipment before you enter the exam site."

Alen said this while directing the staff.
The staff who had distributed weapons during the entrance exam now efficiently handed out bracelet-shaped magical tools to the cadets.

"To explain simply, this equipment will both record and store your scores."

Alen explained that when damage was inflicted on an Automaton, it would be quantified and transmitted to this magical tool and the academy headquarters' scoreboard.

To take another person's points, one needed to attach the bottom of their bracelet to the top of the target's bracelet.

"You've all roughly memorized the scoring system from yesterday, right?"

"Yes!!"

Everyone started with 500 points, with additional points awarded for hitting different parts of the Automatons, and 2,000 points for defeating one.

Considering that only half of a cadet's points could be absorbed, it would take defeating ten cadets with base points to equal defeating a single Automaton.

It seemed impossible to reach the top ranks without defeating Automatons.

I needed to aim for the top ranks—no, for first place.

"Stella? Nervous?"

"...Huh?"

As I was feeling a bit anxious, Evan asked me.
Really, why has he become so perceptive?

Just as I was about to smile and say I was fine, I felt warmth from a slightly cold hand.

"...Eek?!"

Startled, I looked down to see Evan firmly holding my hand.
For some reason, my body had become more sensitive lately, making the sensation feel even more vivid.

Ah, even for a secretary, this is sexual harassment...!

"How is it? A bit better?"

"...Just a little longer, please."

...I suppose it's okay to overlook a little physical contact between us.
With that thought, I finished the brief contact and turned around to see Erhen glaring at me with dagger eyes.

"...You're not even trying to hide it anymore, are you...!"

"Pardon? Hide what?"

Is she misunderstanding about Evan and me holding hands again?
This is just encouragement that friends commonly offer each other.

When I explained this, Erhen's face turned bright red and she fumed.

"Would you like me to hold your hand too, Erhen?"

"W-what? R-really?"

"I'm joking."

"Argghhh!!!"

After wailing for a while, Erhen told me to do my best while huffing, then returned to where she had been standing.

Seeing her like that made all traces of my nervousness disappear.

"Alright! We'll begin teleportation in three minutes!"

Ah, it's almost time.
Like the entrance exam, the academy's midterm exam used a large-scale formula to teleport everyone into the forest at once.

Since we would be scattered randomly after teleportation, I approached Evan.
Then I grabbed the necktie hanging around his neck.

"It's still a midterm exam, but your necktie is too much."

"I think I've told you before, but you're the one who's going to fix it for me."

Evan looked down at me adjusting his necktie with a grin.
Feeling slightly annoyed at his expression, but smiling inwardly, I opened my mouth.

"...Same as before."

"Yeah. I'll find you quickly, Stella."

Those were our last words.
After I finished fixing Evan's necktie, the large-scale magic circle activated immediately, and with a blinding light, we vanished without a trace from our original location.

*Flash!*

The midterm exam had officially begun.

*

The now-familiar landscape of Maira Forest.
Of course it's familiar, since I came here for the entrance exam and also to meet the Cardinal.

Here, Evan and I embraced...
...That's embarrassing, so let's not think about it.

"Let's see the bracelet... Ah, so that's how it works."

Checking the bracelet-shaped magical tool, I found something quite interesting.

.
.
.

[-rank/ Stella Bell Eckhart: 500 points]

[-rank/ Dorothy Claete: 500 points]

[-rank/ Evan von Isenberg: 500 points]

.
.
.

The bracelet displayed the cadets' ranks and scores like this.
Since it was still the beginning, everyone had the same rank.

*Boom!!*

It seemed the Automatons were placed quite close by, as impact sounds quickly rang out around me.

I recalled the map of Maira Forest that I had memorized multiple times.

Judging by the surrounding structures and tree arrangements, this place was...

"...Not that far? How lucky!"

It wasn't far from my target location.
Since Elysee had challenged me, quickly meeting up with Evan or reaching the target location was crucial.

"Still, it'll take at least ten minutes or so to walk there...!"

In this situation, such unexpected luck was very welcome.

Feeling good about this promising start, I immediately began running, guided by the map in my head.

*Boom!!*

"Argh!! You said you'd lower the output!!"

Around me, some were engaged in combat with Automatons, while...

"Just targeting cadets is enough to secure a mid-to-low rank!"

"You son of a...!"

Others had already given up on hunting Automatons and were attacking fellow cadets instead.
Although the scores and ranks were changing too quickly to keep track of:

[1st/ Evan von Isenberg: 2,500 points]

[1st/ Erhen Silfida: 2,500 points]

"...Erhen!"

It seemed both Evan and Erhen had successfully hunted Automatons.

Given the current situation, defeating just one Automaton would secure a top rank, so I could feel somewhat relieved now.

"I'm almost there...!"

I was nearly at my target location.
Since I had no mana, the Automatons couldn't detect me, allowing me to quickly pass by cadets who were fighting them.

The cadets all looked at me with expressions that seemed to ask "What's with her?"

"Good, just a little more...!"

Just as things seemed to be going smoothly...

Suddenly, without any warning.

An incredible pain shot through my right cheek.

*Smack!!*

"Kyaak?!"

I felt the pain of my mouth tearing as I rolled across the ground.
It had been so long since I'd been hit by a human fist that the sensation was quite painful.

I steadied my shaking vision and looked at the source of this pain.

"Huh? What?"

But strangely enough,
The person who presumably had thrown the punch at me was making a dumbfounded sound.
Curious despite the pain, I raised my head to look.

"Why... why did you fall...?"

The silver-haired handsome man looked uncharacteristically confused.

I saw Caille Seirus, the male protagonist of the Academy Survival Guide, and Elysee de Iris, the female protagonist.

...Not only did they throw the first punch at someone as weak as me, but they're also planning to gang up on me?

It was, in many ways, a shocking situation.

Ch.116 - EP. 5 Opening
About 15 minutes before Stella met the male and female protagonists of the Academy Survival Guide, Caille and Elysee...

They had already found each other despite the exam having just begun. Using her specialty to the extreme, Elysee had attached twin spirits to Caille's body to track his location—a method that wasn't prohibited by the academy's rules, or more precisely, a method only Elysee could use.

Having joined forces quickly, they didn't waste time hunting automatons or attacking other cadets. Instead, they rushed straight ahead, ignoring everything else.

Their target was Stella—someone whose abilities remained a complete mystery to them. They reasoned that even if they fell behind as latecomers, it made sense to settle the score with her first.

"It's just ahead!" Elysee called.

"Understood!" Caille responded.

A transparent square-shaped magical device—the same one that had been active during the entrance exam—followed them, monitoring their movements. This time, these devices were attached to most cadets to relay information to the professors.

The magical devices observed with interest as Caille and Elysee ran in a straight line toward their destination. Of course, Elysee played the key role here. Her spirit-based tracking ability, already impressive in range, had expanded to cover virtually the entire Maira Forest thanks to the forest's abundant mana.

Unfortunately, they seemed to have been placed quite far from their target initially, but they had the speed to cover the distance quickly. Their opponent probably didn't know Elysee could use this method. It would be a surprise attack.

However...

*What is this uneasiness...!* Elysee couldn't shake an unusual feeling of dread.

This was an ambush that abandoned even Caille's knightly code of the Kingdom. They clearly had the overwhelming advantage.

And yet...

*That girl... she wasn't flustered at all.*

Elysee recalled Stella's reaction right after the exam details were announced. Having been closely observing her recently, Elysee had noticed something odd.

While most cadets were trembling at the brutal announcement, Stella alone seemed completely unconcerned, gazing at Isenberg with eyes full of affection.

That was definitely not the normal reaction of a cadet who had just learned about the exam. Even Elysee, who had an overwhelming advantage in this test, had been shocked by the academy's intensity when the exam was first announced.

From what she'd seen so far, Stella, despite her timid personality, showed considerable enthusiasm for academics. She had proven herself in battles against automatons, in duels with Caille, and even in the previous team match.

Could such a person really be daydreaming about a boy with no plan in place?

*No.*

It had to be one of two things: either a facade to lower their guard, or...

*Genuine composure stemming from some unknown reason.*

Elysee felt a chill run down her spine.

This exam—the large-scale battle against automatons—was structured in a way that prevented any special preparations. No advance preparations or special magical tools were allowed. In a test where one could only rely on their own body, the fact that someone who had consistently appeared weak was showing composure meant...

...with high probability, she was about to reveal her true abilities.

"We're almost there, get ready Caille!"

"I'm ready!"

While Elysee was lost in thought, they had nearly reached Stella. Upon hearing this from Elysee, Caille clenched his fist.

It was time to avenge his previous duel defeat.

*If Elysee is right, our opponent is an incredibly powerful fighter.*

Just this once, for the sake of his benefactor, he would set aside his chivalry.

He would attack with full force the moment they met. Even if it meant being labeled a coward.

In Caille's mind, Stella had already become a hidden master who toyed with opponents through psychological warfare.

In other words, neither Stella nor Caille thought of Stella as a girl without mana and with a weak physique.

Therefore...

"Caille! There!"

"Hah!"

After pushing through the thick undergrowth and branches of Maira Forest and coming face to face with Stella, Caille threw a punch with unrestrained force.

Despite being in mid-run, it was clearly not something Stella could dodge.

Perhaps not using his sword was Caille's last act of conscience. His fist, moving at a speed no less deadly, connected with Stella's face.

*SMACK!!*

"Kyaak?!"

Stella flew backward, rolled on the ground several times, and collapsed as if dead.

Then a moment of silence.

"Uh, huh?"

While the fallen Stella and even Elysee remained silent, along with the few cadets watching nearby, only Caille let out an uncharacteristically dumbfounded voice.

Caille stared at Stella with trembling eyes as she lay face down on the ground, her purple-tinged short hair twitching slightly.

"Why... why did she fall?"

From Caille's perspective, he had expected her to either block his surprise attack or launch an immediate counterattack even if hit.

But for her to be thrown back and collapse like this?

While Caille and Elysee stood frozen in shock, the surrounding cadets began to murmur about what they had just witnessed.

"...Did the third-ranked knight just ambush a girl with no mana?"

"To punch a girl's face so brutally like that..."

"Looks like the top student is on his team too. Were they planning to fight two against one?"

The Class A cadets didn't particularly like Stella, who had no mana and always forfeited, but they didn't personally hate her either.

In fact, because of her overwhelming beauty and calm, seemingly shy demeanor (which was fabricated), many students, regardless of gender, wanted to talk to her.

To see such a girl—already slim except for certain areas—being sent flying by a muscular knight's single punch didn't sit well with even the Class A cadets.

"Ca-Caille? What just happened...?"

"I-I'm not sure either...."

While the spectators quickly dispersed to hunt automatons or capture other cadets, the fallen Stella, Caille, and Elysee remained rooted to the spot.

*

It hurts.

To put it crudely, it hurts so fucking much I could cry.

When was the last time I was hit like this by someone?

Actually, such calculations are meaningless because back then I was hit in a man's body, not this frail one, and the fist belonged to an ordinary person, not a superhuman enhanced by mana.

Moreover, my opponent was Caille, the male protagonist who ranked among the elite of these superhumans.

In other words, this was a pain I had never experienced before.

*My lip... seems to be split?*

My head, which had hit the ground after rolling several times, was throbbing with pain. I could taste the metallic flavor of blood in my mouth, along with a tearing sensation.

Considering that a punch thrown in earnest by a superhuman could have shattered all my teeth, I was lucky.

Perhaps my recently developed reflexes had somehow allowed me to turn my head and minimize the damage.

The fact that we were both running meant the impact point wasn't precise either.

Yet even with this much damage, it was clearly different from a regulated duel.

*Damn it. Just a little further and I would have made it...*

It was my mistake not to anticipate that they would ambush me two against one, even though they said they wanted to challenge me.

Wait, aren't you two supposed to be the protagonist couple? What kind of protagonists gang up on a weak person like me and ambush them?

*...Stay calm.*

Judging by the lack of follow-up actions and Caille's voice after I fell, this situation seemed unexpected even to them.

I don't know what they expected when throwing a full-force punch at a girl without mana, but this was my chance.

I got up, pretending to be in pain while calculating a magic circle behind my back.

"Ugh, cough... W-what is this...?"

I added some acting to make them feel guilty.

It would take about three minutes to walk to my destination. If I could stall for time while fighting, it wasn't an impossible distance to reach.

Maybe they would just let me go out of guilt? I looked at Elysee and Caille with that hope, but...

"...Don't try to fool us! It's time to show your true abilities!"

"W-what are you talking about...!"

Damn it.

They didn't seem to be in a state of normal judgment.

...What should I do?

Those two looked dead serious. Despite my masterful acting, they were pointing a sword at me without blinking an eye.

Right now, only Caille was in a fighting stance, but this was Maira Forest. If Elysee used her abnormally strengthened spirits in this high-mana environment to attack me even slightly, it would be game over.

How, how should I handle this?

Evan, unfortunately, seemed to be far away and unlikely to arrive soon.

So, how...

*SLASH!!*

As I was thinking, Caille's sword grazed near my shoulder.

I managed to dodge it somehow, but it was clearly an attack with killing intent.

"...Take this!"

"Ugh...!"

I immediately ducked my head to dodge Caille's sword again.

The terrifying sound it made cutting through the air showed me what would have happened if it had hit.

"I call upon thee, Void!!"

Moreover, as if anticipating that he would miss, he was already chanting to summon his magic sword.

Caille's sword instantly burst into black flames.

"D-do you really need to go this far...?!"

"Of course!"

And it immediately transformed into a black streak as it slashed toward me.

At this rate, I would be hit.

To be honest, I had already used up a significant portion of this weak body's stamina after being hit by Caille's punch and flying through the air.

So if I were to be hit by that, there was a high probability I would be forced to retire.

...Fortunately, I had prepared a countermeasure.

"So it really works...!"

Evan had exclaimed in amazement earlier, his previous dazed expression gone.

Honestly, I had been half-skeptical myself.

The idea that I could 'hear' his mana pattern and replicate it exactly was theoretically possible but not something I could be certain of.

Even though I was called the god of impersonations at drinking parties.

*That was close.*

The countermeasure I had set up against Caille during our previous duel.
Last time, I only managed to crack his sword, but...

*By remembering the mana pattern from back then.*

"...Shatter."

In that moment, time seemed to slow down once more.

*CRASH!!*

"...?!"

Caille's black magic sword shattered completely like glass fragments. Since it was a method that infused and strengthened the blade, the sword's edge broke apart with it.

Taking advantage of his surprise...

"[Ice Burst]!"

*BOOM!!!*

I immediately activated the magic circle I had prepared, forcing him to retreat.

"...So that time, it really was...!!"

Caille looked at me with an expression of shock.
Judging by his reaction, he had been half-doubting that I had stolen his mana pattern.

A momentary standoff was created.
Of course, this was just a temporary situation created by Caille's surprise.

What I had done was merely buy time; it wasn't a fundamental solution to this situation.

Now how, how should I...

"...Heh."

I felt a smile spreading across my face.

To be precise, it was a smile born of anger.

Suddenly challenging me to a duel, landing the first blow so early in the exam, using lethal techniques against someone as weak as me from the start.

All my stress from the original story being twisted at its whim exploded at once.

"Ha, hahahahaha...!!"

"......!!"

An uncontrollable burst of laughter erupted from me.

I removed the mask of "timid Stella" that I had been carefully wearing for Elysee.

Come to think of it, this was the same setup as in the original story.

Stella and Evan versus Caille and Elysee, competing for their grades.

In the original story, Evan fell head over heels for Elysee as a result of that fight.

But this time, I—no, we—will win.

Elysee, I didn't like you from the moment you started flirting with Evan.

As if I'd let an old hag like you take him.

*Stella....*

Spirit Archer Erhen. He was the male protagonist in the original story, but things got twisted from the start and he ended up on our side. But that's how it turned out, so it can't be helped.

Alchemist Dorothy. From what I saw last time, she seems to have properly joined Elysee's side. No change from the original story.

Paladin Ian. He also joined our side, but he wasn't a significant character to begin with, and I can use him when needed, so the difference from the original isn't big.

Saintess Cloria. Just like in the original story, by erasing one debt, I've been able to use her just as well as in the original, if not better.

So, I've now secured the minimum framework of characters I needed to maintain.

And that means...

I no longer need to preserve the original story at all.

*I am Stella.*

*BOOM!!!*

In an instant, as the world transformed, an enormous amount of mana rushed into my body.

Feeling that sensation close to omnipotence, I raised my hand to wipe the blood from my split lip.

"......?!"

"N-no way, you were r-really hiding your m-mana all along...?!"

Seeing Elysee and Caille's expressions turn pale in an instant, I laughed loudly—almost for the first time since coming to this world.

"...Then let's do this!"

Now, you two.

You're about to face the High Mage Stella Eckhart from the original story.

*BOOM!!*

And immediately, an enormous wave of mana erupted from my body.

Ch.117 - EP. 5 The Last, One Step
The professors sat around the central control room, watching dozens of screens just like during the entrance exam. Above these screens, a large display showed the cadets' scores and rankings changing in real-time.

[1st Place/ Evan von Isenberg: 2,500 points]
[1st Place/ Erhen Silfida: 2,500 points]
[2nd Place/ Chris Ashborn: 1,250 points]
[3rd Place/ Rena Bonneville: 1,000 points]
...

"Only two units have been taken down so far?"

It was still early, and most cadets were struggling against the automatons. Out of 100 units, only two had been defeated. Even this was an encouraging number compared to what the professors had expected.

The purpose of this exam was to give the cadets a challenge that was just barely possible and see how they handled it. The professors would have been ready to praise the cadets with both hands if even 30 automatons were eliminated.

Apart from the Sword Saint who was absent from the midterm, the professors considered five cadets as having potential:

Elysee de Iris, the top student from the entrance exam who had managed to take down an automaton during the initial assessment.

Evan von Isenberg, who had shown power comparable to the Sword Saint during the entrance exam despite claiming to have limited his strength.

Erhen Silfida, the unprecedented elven student and spirit archer.

Caille Seirus, possessor of an ability that was neither mana nor divine power.

And...

"...What about Stella?"

Stella Bell Eckhart, who was essentially the focus of all the professors' attention. She had completely devastated the entrance exam.

"Has she shown any mana since then?" Professor Marcus from the Magic Department asked Alen.

"No. If all the magical instruments weren't malfunctioning back then, she's perfectly concealing her mana."

"Is that even possible? It seems like something only an Archmage could barely manage."

For Marcus, who was well-versed in magic and mana, what he had witnessed during the entrance exam was still unbelievable. Concealing such enormous mana without a trace was as unrealistic as a muscular person disguising themselves as someone without an ounce of fat.

"An Archmage... might be able to, but I think..."

"You think?"

"No. This isn't certain yet, so I'll refrain from saying more. Anyway."

Alen abandoned what he was about to say and looked back at the screen.

"Cadet Stella came to me yesterday and asked if her bracelet wouldn't register because she had no mana."

The bracelets issued to cadets recognized their unique mana signature to connect with the scoring system. Therefore, Stella, who supposedly had no mana, couldn't possibly be connected.

Because of this, the academy decided that if an automaton was defeated by mana that didn't belong to any cadet, it would be counted as Stella's score.

"Cadet Stella. She definitely seems to be planning something this time."

Alen nodded while staring at the screen.

With dozens of screens displaying different areas, it was impossible to know who would appear where, which is why the cadets' bracelets had tracking devices installed.

As the two professors checked the equipment...

"Hmm?!"

"These three are together...?"

Many of the people they were focusing on—specifically Elysee, Caille, and Stella—appeared on one screen.

More precisely, Elysee and Caille were approaching Stella.

"Senior Teaching Assistant! Switch the main screen to number 121!"

"Yes, sir!"

When Alen shouted, the senior teaching assistant quickly changed the screen. What they saw was...

"...Huh?"

"Oh my...!"

Caille throwing a full-force punch at Stella as she was running. Other professors who had been watching different screens also gasped and focused on the main display.

This was a moment when Caille's image—popular for his handsome appearance and pleasant personality—took a hit.

"Hap!!"

As soon as Stella staggered to her feet, Caille immediately swung his sword at her.

After barely dodging Caille's sword several times, Caille activated his demonic sword.

Alen swallowed hard as he witnessed this perfect ability whose origin even the professors couldn't determine.

"If she keeps hiding her power like this..."

She would definitely lose. But that thought was short-lived.

"Break."

Along with Stella's voice from the screen, Caille's demonic sword shattered, causing all the professors to gasp collectively.

To so easily break Seirus's demonic sword, which had virtually zero research results...

Teaching assistants and professors alike held their breath as they watched the battle.

At some point, Stella—who had always appeared quiet and timid—burst into laughter as if she had been hiding her true nature all along.

That laughter was so different from her usual self that it was almost chilling.

And immediately after...

"KWAAAA!!"

For the first time since the entrance exam, her tremendous mana erupted in all directions, enough to overshadow even the high concentration of mana in Maira Forest.

"...!!"

Professor Alen stood up, clenching his fist. Indeed, he hadn't been mistaken about what he saw.

The reactions of those in the control room varied widely.

Some were surprised, others impressed. Some hardliners shouted that it was impossible, while others claimed it was an illusion using the forest's mana.

Stella, emitting this enormous mana, was intimidating in herself.

Those watching who believed she was truly powerful predicted she would use this mighty mana to defeat everyone.

However, contrary to anyone's expectations...

"...Huh?"

"Why is that cadet...?"

Stella chose an option no one had anticipated.

*

A bit far from where Stella and Elysee were—the focus of all the professors' attention:

"AAAAGH!!"

"AACK!! I think my arm is broken!!"

While Evan and Erhen had started off strong by taking down automatons side by side, most cadets were still struggling without defeating a single unit.

"KWANG!!"

"Kuhek...!!"

This was understandable. The automatons were actual combat weapons made in the Sky Island on the opposite continent for suppression purposes.

Even with reduced output, the fact that first-year academy cadets could withstand such weapons at all was only possible because they were in Class A.

"KYAAA!! Broke its arm!! That's 300 points!!"

[25th Place/ Selena Chris: 1,050 points]

Correspondingly, cadets who managed to damage the automatons even slightly were doing much better than those who chose to attack other cadets.

The structure of the exam made it impossible to achieve high scores without targeting the automatons. Even if one could get high points by hunting other cadets, there would be major deductions in the professors' individual evaluations.

So cadets aiming for higher rankings recklessly charged at the automatons like moths to a flame.

As a result, the forest was filled with the loud sounds of various weapons and magic clashing against metal plates.

And amidst this chaotic battle, one person stood out:

"KWAJAK!!"

"Good. One more."

Evan, who had just hunted his second automaton and taken first place with 4,500 points.

During the previous mock battle with automatons, he hadn't experienced fighting them because Elysee had disabled the automaton for a whole day.

But due to his overwhelming physical superiority compared to other cadets, he was slaughtering the automatons without much difficulty despite his lack of experience.

"This is more boring than I expected."

If he ran at full speed, he could take down dozens of units before the exam ended, but he didn't because of his agreement with Stella.

It was somewhat disappointing that even those few units were no match for him.

"Stella..."

Would she be alright? In that moment of boredom, Evan felt his thoughts immediately turn to his secretary.

It would be foolish to get distracted during battle, but for someone of Evan's caliber, that wasn't necessarily true, so he didn't resist falling into thoughts of her.

"She'll do fine, but if there's a variable..."

Even as he ran to find Stella, he was concerned about the two who had declared their intentions against her before the exam.

Surely they wouldn't both attack Stella at the same time, so she shouldn't be in great danger.

"If those bastards confront her and she gets hurt..."

Evan stopped his train of thought there. He didn't want to know what would happen if his recently increased obsession with her reacted to such a situation.

After all, Stella herself had affirmed that if she fought just one of them, she could manage somehow.

...Still, he was worried, so Evan increased his speed as he ran.

Wherever he passed, a fierce gust of wind appeared and disappeared.

*

I felt the fullness of mana throughout my body and focused my nerves.

My opponents were a top-tier magic swordsman and spiritist in this world.

Originally, I was confident I could handle it if only one of them came at me, but my intuition told me that might not be the case based on their attitudes.

If that happened, all my plans would be for nothing.

Even though it was a bit risky, I quickly activated Method.

For some reason, Method's casting time kept increasing each time I used it. So I couldn't know exactly, but in this situation, the maintenance time would be at least 20 minutes.

I rolled my eyes to examine Elysee and Caille. Both wore expressions close to shock at the sudden wave of mana.

Good. Now's my chance.

"Saaah..."

I exhaled and released my mana.

The unlimited mana release I had tried before in this forest—the one that had even deceived the Sword Saint.

"KWAGAGAGAGA!!!"

The mana I released and the mana rushing into my body reached equilibrium, and an incredibly concentrated amount of mana was instantly directed at them in a massive burst.

"What... kind of... pressure!!"

"This is... impossible...!!"

Elysee and Caille's faces turned pale, almost dark.

Well, that was understandable. From their perspective, "I" was someone who not only had little mana but none at all, yet here I was emitting this tremendous amount.

Of course, this was a kind of trick, and I would lose if I really fought them both.

This release was a kind of preemptive strike.

Now, hiding my expression behind a poker face again.

Making it impossible to predict my next move with that poker face.

In this situation where everything pointed to an imminent battle...

"TAT!"

I chose to run away at full speed.

"...?!"

"What, what's going on!"

I even used body enhancement with unfamiliar mana for my running.
The forest scenery rushed past as if it were crashing into me.

After a moment of confusion, they quickly assessed the situation and chased after me.

Of course, since they were much more skilled at using mana for body enhancement than I was, they would catch up to me soon.

So, at this point...

"Thunder!"

Almost pleading to the mana. I cast an incantation magic without any warning signs.
And one of the most powerful spells I possessed struck Caille directly.

"Kuuuk...!"

Caille became a human lightning rod, enduring the enormous current summoned by the mana I had called upon.

Being a superhuman, he naturally didn't collapse, but he was in tremendous pain, emitting an acrid smell.

"Caille...!!"

This was quite a contrast to how he had charged at me unfazed by any magic I used during our previous duel.

So, in that sense...

"[Ice Explosion]"

I cast a formulaic magic spell that Caille had previously withstood without flinching, at a speed close to instantaneous.

In a split second, the surrounding air cooled to a degree comparable to the polar regions.

"KWAGWAGWAK!!!"

"....!!"

House-sized ice spikes erupted chaotically right in front of Caille and Elysee, attacking them.

I frowned as they managed to melt and cut through all those ice spikes despite their amazement at the unexpected power.

"So you too were hiding such power...!!"

"And what if I was?"

[Explosive Star]

While they were busy avoiding and breaking the ice spikes, I completed the magic circle for Explosive Star.

I clenched my fist and activated the final formula like a gear clicking into place.

And simultaneously...

"KWAAAANG!!!"

"KYAAA!!"

"KUHUK...!!"

With a tremendous storm and black smoke, the explosion created a mushroom cloud that mercilessly shook the ground.

The explosion was so powerful that the direction of the sturdy trees in Maira Forest bent backward from the blast.

In a way, it was natural. Even [Explosive Star] that only borrowed external mana had that much power, and this was activated with Stella's enormous mana.

I hadn't expected the forest to be completely devastated like this, but it made sense.

What was more surprising than the power of this explosion was...

"You, wh-what are you...!!"

Elysee and Caille were still standing despite taking the explosion head-on.
It seemed they had used the air itself as a shield, similar to how Erhen used wind spirits.

Nevertheless, they hadn't been able to defend perfectly, as parts of their bodies were blackened, steaming, and scorched.

Elysee was muttering something in panic in the acrid smoke that still hadn't completely cleared.

"This, this can't be. I am, I am the Princess...!"

After a few more words, she clenched her fist as if to crush it and stared at me with an intense gaze.
The calm and cool demeanor she had in the original work was nowhere to be found on her face.

"I don't care about being cowardly anymore. I'm going to attack you together with Caille!"

"...Haha."

So it comes to this after all.
I smiled with contempt and readjusted my stance.

Now there really wasn't much time left.
I hadn't been running aimlessly.

I had already reached my destination.

I smiled as I gently stroked the tree behind me.

Now, for the final stage.

Ch.118 - EP. 5 Recovery
The sky above Maira Forest was filled with chaos as Stella faced off against Caille and Elysee in a two-against-one battle.

Caille charged at her through the smoke and debris left by her magic, wielding a wooden sword from somewhere. Meanwhile, Elysee approached from the opposite direction, surrounded by various spirits.

*I'll deal with Caille first.*

Elysee wasn't someone who could fight while dealing with Caille simultaneously.

Stella took a deep breath, focusing her concentration. She channeled an enormous amount of mana into her brain—an enhancement that would drain any ordinary mage completely, something only someone with her vast mana reserves could accomplish.

She spread her hands wide and moved toward Caille, pouring all her remaining mana into a single attack.

"[Impact Wave]"

"Wh-what...?"

A massive indentation appeared on Caille's abdomen. For a moment, he stared down at his stomach in confusion, and then—

BOOM!

With an explosive sound, Caille's body bent into a 'ㄷ' shape and flew backward, crashing through several trees before disappearing from sight.

Turning her attention to Elysee, who had already closed the distance, Stella saw her opponent's eyes blazing red with fury.

"—Strike down!" Elysee shouted.

Stella, her brain still enhanced to maximum capacity, dodged backward, nearly falling in the process.

CRASH!

A lightning spirit attack—the same one Elysee had used to finish off the combat automaton before—struck where Stella had been standing, scorching the ground red-hot and emitting black smoke.

Elysee, showing no signs of fatigue despite casting such powerful spirit magic, wrapped more spiritual energy around herself, creating a dazzling multicolored aura.

It was her ultimate technique from the original story—channeling all her spirits' power at once. Stella couldn't dodge or block it, especially since spirits were more powerful in mana-rich environments.

*I'll buy myself a split second.*

That was the key to countering this overwhelming technique.

Stella released another massive burst of mana—the same kind she'd used to deceive the Sword Saint and gain the upper hand against Caille moments ago.

CRASH!

"Cheap tricks—huh?"

Elysee had tried to unleash her spirits' power immediately but made a confused sound instead.

*One of the fundamental principles of spirits: they're drawn to high concentrations of mana.*

By temporarily radiating mana that far exceeded the forest's concentration, Stella caused the spirits to momentarily break free of Elysee's control, like moths drawn to a flame.

In that brief opening, Stella—

"This one's for Evan."

CRACK!

—delivered a powerful enhanced punch straight to Elysee's face.

"Ugh!"

The impact crushed Elysee's nose and sent her flying, though somehow she managed to avoid being completely launched away. She struggled back to her feet, wiping blood from her nose and forcing a smile.

"Is that... is that all you've got? Your hidden power?"

"...Oh dear."

Unfortunately, that mana-infused punch had used almost all of Stella's remaining power.

Moreover, her Method was becoming unstable, as intense combat was terrible for maintaining it.

Still, she was almost done.

*The rankings...*

[1st Place/ Evan von Isenberg: 4,500 points]
[2nd Place/ Erhen Silfida: 2,500 points]
[3rd Place/ Chris Ashborn: 1,250 points]
...

Fortunately, nothing had changed except Evan taking down one more automaton.

But other high scorers would appear soon. She needed to deal with Elysee while she was alone. Just as Stella thought this—

"Ugh... you, bastard...!"

From behind the tree where Stella stood, Caille appeared, sweating profusely with his clothes around his abdomen completely shredded.

...Well, this was over.

"Now it's 2-on-1 again," Elysee said.

"So it seems," Stella sighed deeply.

She had hoped to take them both down cleanly.

...She wanted Evan to praise her.

Well, this would have to do.

---

In the Academy's central control room, where screens displayed all cadets, the professors—especially those who favored Stella—sighed at the current situation.

Elysee and Caille. She had held her own against these two powerful opponents in a 2-on-1 fight, but now seemed to be in a pinch, likely from mana depletion.

"Hmm..." Among them, Alen wore a slightly disappointed expression.

He had been certain about her, but was this all she could do?

Professor Marcus and the others felt the same disappointment.

At this rate, Stella would be retired from the exam without defeating a single automaton, leaving her at the bottom of the rankings.

*Even I would struggle fighting those two 2-on-1, but...*

Professor Marcus sighed deeply in disappointment.

He had been keeping an eye on her since she'd answered so intelligently in his previous class.

What a shame.

Just as Marcus was about to say this, he froze.

Then, with a look of disbelief, he uttered:

"...Huh?"

He wasn't alone.

Everyone in that room—professors and teaching assistants alike—stared at the screen in disbelief.

When people encounter something utterly impossible, their brains simply stop processing.

That's what was happening to everyone in that room.

"Th-that's impossible...?"

Only Alen managed to barely whisper those words, his mouth hanging open.

---

"What will you do now? Once we retire you, taking down automatons will be child's play for us."

"I suppose so."

Perhaps there really was such a thing as protagonist buff. Though her opponents had taken significant damage, once they pinned her down from both sides, there was no way she could win this fight.

...In combat, that is.

Keeping a smile on her face, Stella gathered her last bit of mana and cast an incantation magic.

"—Rigidity."

"...!"

Instantly, Elysee and Caille's bodies stiffened.

Of course, it wouldn't last long, and Stella had used her last mana on this spell, leaving her powerless.

"What a pointless move...!"

To their growls, Stella slowly spoke:

"Elysee, do you know where we are right now?"

"...What are you up to?"

Elysee looked at her suspiciously. Ignoring her, Stella moved closer to the tree behind her and continued:

"You attend Professor Marcus's classes too, right? Do you know what method he prefers?"

"...Professor Marcus..."

Stella smiled slightly, feeling her expression gradually turning into a maniacal grin as she addressed Elysee:

"As top student, you should know the basic property of magic, that is—"

—Mana always flows from areas of high concentration to low.

"I deliberately gathered only a small amount of mana when I created the formula."

So that the formula could absorb all the mana in this forest.

So that it wouldn't need external mana to operate the large-scale formula.

So—

"—It would be fully charged exactly in time for the midterm exam! It was close, but it seems I timed it perfectly!"

"You, what are you...?!"

Elysee's face turned pale as she spoke.

Field-type formula. Activities during the entrance exam.

Given these two simple but easily connected pieces of information, an impossible hypothesis was forming in her mind.

"...What... are you trying to say?"

"It was a long-planned scheme."

Since transmigrating to this world.

Since becoming Evan's secretary, maintaining the original story until deciding to change it.

To make the most impactful entrance at the perfect moment.

...The first idea that came to mind.

"Looking back, it was an incredibly risky challenge. If even one formula had gone wrong, it wouldn't have worked."

"You, don't tell me—"

The midterm and entrance exams are held in the same location.
Even knowing this, the exam site is strictly off-limits to outsiders except during the entrance exam, so anything had to be done then.

This meant knowing that the entrance exam would be held in the same place as the midterm, and that the targets would be combat automatons—information even professors didn't know at the time.

Having enough time to implement a formula precise enough to cover the entire Maira Forest.

And being able to store all of that in one person's brain.

These were the assumptions necessary for this plan.

And they were virtually impossible assumptions.

But Stella was a transmigrator who knew everything that would happen.

And to realize this absurd plan, she had spent about three years creating a large-scale formula with experts from the Isenberg family.

Implying this, Elysee broke into a cold sweat and said:

"Th-that's impossible! Even if you engraved such a large-scale formula in this forest, you couldn't possibly have enough mana to activate it!"

"Ah, yes. That was a problem too. Actually, the timing was quite tight. Until it was fully charged, that is."

"Ch...arged?"

Stella's smile gradually turned into a manic grin as she addressed Elysee:

"As top student, you should know the basic property of magic, right?"

—Mana always flows from areas of high concentration to low.

"I deliberately gathered only a small amount of mana when I created the formula."

So that the formula could absorb all the mana in this forest.

So that it wouldn't need external mana to operate the large-scale formula.

"—It would be fully charged exactly in time for the midterm exam! It was close, but it seems I timed it perfectly!"

"You, what are you...?!"

Elysee's face turned pale.

This was the final stage.

In the original story, all the characters in the protagonist's party had either joined the protagonist or were in a state where Stella could recruit them.

If she were to make her appearance, it should be at the most perfect moment, with the greatest impact.

"Let me ask you again, Elysee. Where are we?"

Saying this, Stella placed her hand on the tree behind her.
This place was, so to speak, a switch.

The activation switch for the large-scale formula engraved in Maira Forest.

Stella, having finally reached this place, released just enough mana—just enough to activate it.

By now, Elysee's paralysis had worn off, and she immediately tried to cast spirit magic at Stella, but—

"Wait—!"

"Oh dear, it's already too late."

The large-scale formula had already been activated.

The field-type/large-scale formula she had engraved during the entrance exam.

RUMBLE!

As she activated the switch, the formulas she had engraved along her planned route activated one after another, causing vibrations in the flow of mana.

The mana that had accumulated for months since the entrance exam served as fuel for the large-scale formula that would be impossible for an individual to activate.

"And Elysee, I wanted to thank you."

This idea was inspired by how you defeated the combat automaton by electrocuting it.

So, matching that, the activation word would be the same as hers—

"—Strike down."

"Wait...!!"

With a spark, electricity crackled in the air.

The range of this formula extended to the edges of Maira Forest, targeting magical inanimate objects...

In other words, the combat automatons.

For an instant, the sky lit up so brightly it was impossible to look at directly.

Then, hundreds of lightning spears—the fastest currents in this world—streaked across the sky in a brilliant white cascade.

CRASH!!!

"KYAAAAAAAH!!"

Every combat automaton within the large-scale formula's radius—that is, every automaton in Maira Forest—was struck by dozens of lightning bolts.

The automatons, vulnerable to electricity, were naturally registered as destroyed.

And since this wasn't done by someone wearing a bracelet, the points would go to Stella as previously agreed.

This was what she had planned for three years.

...A spectacularly flashy debut stage.

CRASH!!!

---

After several minutes of thunderous spectacle that threatened to steal both hearing and sight, the torrent of lightning that had devastated the surroundings finally stopped.

Stella saw Elysee standing with her mouth agape, soul seemingly departed, and Caille wearing an expression of disbelief at what had just happened.

Looking at them, Stella smiled refreshingly and spoke:

"Elysee, do you remember what I said when you challenged me to a fight?"

"...?"

"See? I was right."

You're no match for me.

With those final words, the midterm exam that she had planned for years came to an end.

[1st Place/ Stella Bell Eckhart: ...]

Ch.119 - EP. 5 Blue
The Blue Wave

Like a mage battalion had unleashed a concentrated bombardment, hundreds of lightning bolts simultaneously rained down on Maira Forest.

No one could find words to speak properly.

"Wh-what...? Is it over?"

"I-I thought war had broken out...!"

"What's going on? Another attack?"

The cadets were bewildered. They had used everything—mana, weapons—to protect themselves, yet suffered no damage. This was clearly no natural phenomenon. Magic of this scale would require at least a mage battalion, but this was a forest where exams were in progress.

It wasn't unreasonable that some cadets thought war had broken out.

Only Evan, who knew the entire plan and had cooperated with it, was smiling.

"...You made quite a spectacular display, Stella."

Realizing the plan was nearly complete, Evan smiled at the decimated automatons and ran off to find Stella. Now that the magic circle had activated, pinpointing her location was much easier.

But he was still the only one able to move.

The other cadets remained frozen, stunned by the natural disaster-like phenomenon they'd just witnessed.

"...What is this?"

Even Erhen, who had vaguely heard that Stella would do something, never imagined she could single-handedly cause such an anomalous event. She could only shiver at the powerful surge of mana that had momentarily blanketed the entire forest.

A few minutes later, once the cadets were confident the phenomenon wouldn't recur, they began to assess the situation.

At a glance, only the automatons had fallen. Rumors spread among the cadets that the Academy had forcibly terminated the exam due to some issue.

Supporting this theory, a somewhat dazed professor's voice echoed throughout the forest:

["...Exam terminated. Cadets, please follow the guides' instructions to exit the forest."]

"It ends just like that?!"

"What? What's going on?"

The forest descended into chaos—cadets who hadn't accomplished anything, those who had lost points, and those who couldn't grasp the situation all mixed together.

Meanwhile, some cadets were actually pleased.

*This works out in my favor!*

Chris, who had managed to defeat a battered automaton in the final moments thanks to the combined efforts of other cadets, becoming one of only three automaton slayers.

*When I last checked, that elf had 2,500 points, and I had 1,250 from taking down a few cadets... Now that I've defeated an automaton, I'm ahead!*

Normally, he would have retired long ago from exhaustion, and Erhen, with her absolute power in this forest, would have ranked at the top.

But with the sudden exam termination, he could achieve his dream of second place!

*So the rankings would be... Huh?*

Chris, whose greed had already shifted to lamenting not getting first place, froze when he checked his ranking.

[3rd Place/Chris Ashborn: 3,250 points]

What? Had the elf defeated another one in that time?
Momentarily confused by the sudden ranking reversal, Chris scrolled up.

*2nd Place, Evan von Isenberg, 4,500 points...?*

The monster who had defeated two automatons without help had been pushed to second place?

"Wait, then who's in first...?"

As Chris scrolled to the top, his mind seemed to stop functioning.

He wasn't alone. Many cadets who were checking their rankings after the exam ended all wore stupid expressions as they stared at their bracelets, confronted with an utterly incomprehensible result.

.
.
.

[4th Place/ Erhen Silfida: 2,500 points]

[3rd Place/ Chris Ashborn: 3,250 points]

[2nd Place/ Evan von Isenberg: 4,500 points]


[1st Place/ Stella Bell Eckhart: 192,500 points]

Stella Eckhart. The timid female cadet dismissed for having no mana in both the Knight and Mage departments.

Such a girl had caused a massive upset in the midterm exam.

*

[1st Place/ Stella Bell Eckhart: 192,500 points]

"H-how is this possible...?!"

"This is, this is absurd...!!"

The chaos wasn't limited to the cadets. The control room where the professors gathered—who knew Stella's capabilities far better than the students—was half-devastated by this impossible situation.

"Ha, haha...."

Alen rose to his feet with an expression of near-trembling awe as he stared at the scoreboard.

Ninety-six automatons.

A single cadet had, by herself, defeated ninety-six automatons.

Given that points from automatons defeated by external mana rather than cadets were credited to her, this was clearly intentional.

It was chilling to think how long she must have been planning this.

"...Miss Stella was a much bigger player than I imagined."

Even Marcus, the Mage Department's professor, had lost his typically emotionless expression and could only offer a hollow laugh.

This was no ordinary matter.

A single cadet had not only disrupted but forced the termination of an exam—a major incident.

He had thought it surprising when she suddenly revealed her hidden mana to Elysee and Caille, but this...

*This was clearly a deliberate performance.*

Considering how she had obsessively hidden her mana until recently, then casually revealed it, it seemed the concealment itself was meant to maximize the impact of this moment.

As this realization dawned on Marcus, he felt goosebumps rising all over his body.

"Professor Alen, what exactly is that cadet...?"

Forcibly composing himself, Marcus asked Alen.
What exactly was this student?

"...I'm not sure."

Of course, Alen hadn't known her for long, and couldn't fully grasp her intentions, but...

One thing was certain.

"...She will play a major role in our war."

After a moment of silence following Alen's solemn answer, Marcus spoke:

"Indeed. Without doubt."

Both professors' gazes remained fixed on the screen showing Stella.

*

She had always thought herself special.

It's a thought everyone harbors to some extent, but in Elysee's case, there were more factors that reinforced this belief.

In her previous life—a time that no longer existed in this world—Elysee had been confined in a palace for a long time.

Having been imprisoned at such a young age, she naturally couldn't understand the reasons or causes.

A child's defense mechanism, preventing her from blaming herself, subconsciously encouraged her to consider herself special.

Then, leaving the palace.

Seeing many people, experiencing many things.

Just as she was vaguely realizing the harsh truth that she wasn't special...

[I will turn back time for you.]

She was given another chance to dream that way again.

It was unprecedented in the history of the Empire—no, the entire continent.

She had a grave responsibility: to prevent the war with the North, that catastrophe, and save the humans of the continent.

Despite burning with a sense of mission for this heavy role...

Elysee vaguely...

And perhaps naturally...

Thought herself special.

"...How?"

Though the paralysis magic had worn off long ago, Elysee collapsed helplessly to the ground.

The situation was simply unbelievable.

No matter how much she had considered her opponent formidable and remained tense, she had still inwardly looked down on someone without mana.

She had been utterly crushed by an opponent she had considered beneath her.

*I was played.*

She had been completely fooled by her opponent's act, still believing her to be weak-natured despite everything that had happened.

She had confidently wagered a bet she would only make if certain of victory, only to be thoroughly defeated.

It was an opponent she could never have beaten.

After all, this person had clearly been preparing for this midterm exam for days, at minimum.

And she had stupidly challenged such an opponent to a contest based on the midterm.

No, was it really her foolishness?

Perhaps even her decision to challenge the midterm was part of her opponent's plan...?

"Hee, eek...!"

"? What's wrong?"

Having suffered an overwhelming defeat for the first time in her life, Elysee was experiencing severe psychological shock, and such suspicions genuinely entered her mind.

She was terrified.

Of the opponent before her.

If even she—who had turned back time and was the unique, strongest spiritist—was reduced to this state, who could possibly handle that woman?

Elysee trembled helplessly, unable to do anything. In reality, Stella was actually unable to do anything herself, focusing all her mental energy on maintaining her Method while depleted of mana.

"Uu, uugh..."

Seeing this, Caille felt an indescribable wretchedness.

Anyone would feel the same, watching their benefactor and the person they admired reduced to such a state.

Logically speaking, this entire situation was caused by Elysee challenging the quietly minding-her-own-business Stella and being utterly crushed, but he was beyond rational judgment now.

Caille picked up the wooden sword he had dropped in shock and turned toward Stella.

"Oh dear."

"You... you bastard...!!"

Stella was actually in quite a precarious situation.

The situation had become complicated when she unexpectedly used her Method, and with her stamina nearly depleted, Caille was now approaching her with bloodshot eyes and a raised sword.

"You know it's really bad manners to do this after the exam is over, right?"

"Shut up...!!"

Oh no.
Seeing the wooden sword flying toward her, Stella anticipated the pain she would feel a moment later.

I hope he doesn't leave a mark on my face. It would look bad in front of Evan.

As she was thinking this...

"Stop."

A familiar voice suddenly echoed through the quiet forest.

Both Caille and Stella turned toward the source of the voice almost simultaneously.

The sky had clouded over, growing dark.

In the forest, doubly shadowed by clouds and branches...

"I said, stop right there."

There stood Evan, his expression more ferocious than Stella had ever seen.

"......!!"

"E-Evan?!"

An incredible killing intent that made even Stella's skin tingle, despite her usual insensitivity to such auras.

Then, as if he had teleported...

"You bastaaaard...!!"

-KWAAANG!!!

With a tremendous boom, he appeared in front of Stella, sending Caille flying hundreds of meters away. Caille crashed through dozens of trees before finally hitting a large boulder and landing on the ground.

It wasn't even a sword—just a single punch.

But Caille understood.

If he fought this opponent now...

"I told you to stop."

He would certainly die.

One above all, one below all.

The most powerful figure in the Academy aside from the Sword Saint.

Evan von Isenberg had arrived before them in his most enraged state since his conversation with the Saintess.

Ch.120 - EP 5. Rampage
The summer season had arrived, and it was time for midterms at the Academy. By now, the first-year cadets had shed their newcomer status and gotten to know each other fairly well.

A common perception had formed among the students about each other.

In Stella's case, for example, the general consensus was something like: "That weird kid in Class A despite having no mana/Maybe got in through connections?/But still has some minimum level of skill..." Of course, this perception was partly engineered by Stella's own performance to maximize the impact of her midterm results.

Regardless, within these common perceptions, the opinion about Evan was quite peculiar.

As the Second Best Student of the Academy, he was undoubtedly a formidable fighter.

But due to various coincidences—

For instance, the combat automaton Elysee had demolished him right before his eyes during their mock battle.

During the match against magical beasts, the illusionary demonic beast incident erupted, preventing him from fighting at all.

In duels, he simply overpowered decent opponents with brute strength, not revealing his true abilities.

And in the group battle against the professors, his performance was overshadowed by Top Student Elysee's brilliant showing.

Of course, he wasn't underestimated to the extent Stella was, but due to these coincidences, surprisingly few cadets knew Evan's true capabilities.

No one wanted to test how strong he really was, though they were certain he was stronger than themselves.

Perhaps it was natural, since despite his seemingly cheerful personality, he didn't like standing out.

In other words, while everyone knew he was incredibly strong, his true level remained a mystery.

And Caille was among those who shared this common perception.

*CRASH!*

"Guhh!!!"

He knew Evan was strong.
His benefactor and respected figure, Elysee, had confirmed it from the beginning.

He'd seen it firsthand during classes.

He was clearly a powerful individual.
Just observing his footwork and sword grip made that obvious.

But still.

Still, somewhere deep down.

*CRACK!*

"Kuhurk!!"

Because of his belief that Evan wasn't quite at the Sword Saint level, and his confidence that he could fight evenly if he used his demonic sword...

*I completely misjudged him...!!*

Caille thought this as he felt the bones in his mana-reinforced arm shatter from a single punch.

His body was sent flying dozens of meters as he completely failed to absorb the impact with his guard.

And despite the distance between them—

*BOOM!*

"What speed...!!"

Before he could even blink, Evan's fist filled his vision as it reached him.

*This is...!*

He couldn't dodge even if he saw it coming.

The moment that thought crossed Caille's mind,
he felt pain as if his face was being torn off as he was driven into the ground.

*CRASH!!!*

He felt the soft forest soil scatter around him as his brain rattled.

The impact alone was enough to give a superhuman like Caille a concussion just from being driven into the ground.

"This, bastard...!"

Demonic sword. He needed to activate his demonic sword.
Caille thought at nearly instinctual speed.

Currently, Evan was in a state of blind rage.

This was partly because he had witnessed Caille trying to attack Stella, but there was another, bigger reason.

Stella's current appearance was in such a terrible state it was hard to even describe.

The torn wound and blood at the corner of her mouth from taking the first hit from Caille's trained superhuman fist.

The blood flowing from her forehead down to her eyelids after being thrown to the ground and hitting a rock.

Her Academy uniform covered in dust and ash from various spells, and finally, her pale complexion from the side effects of her Method state wearing off.

Of course, if we're talking about injuries, Caille was in worse shape after taking three direct hits from Stella's spells while she was full of mana, but that naturally didn't register in Evan's eyes.

In fact, that was to be expected.
Evan had only recently acknowledged his feelings and was in a fresh, innocent state.

At the same time, various incidents had created a great obsession with her safety—a somewhat dangerous state.

To the current Evan, Caille appeared as nothing but trash that needed to be beaten to death.

*CRUNCH!!*

"Gak...!!"

Evan's fist struck upward into Caille's solar plexus.
Despite being hit with just a fist, the sound of bones shattering was brutally clear.

Then he immediately stomped down on Caille's head with his foot.

Even a superhuman would normally pass out from such impacts, but Caille, being the male protagonist of the original story, didn't lose consciousness.

Of course, he was experiencing pain in real-time that made him wish he had passed out.

*Still... now's my chance, when he thinks he's won...!*

Caille wasn't in a normal state either.

A humiliating defeat at the hands of someone who was both the enemy of his benefactor Elysee and someone against whom he held a personal grudge.

On top of that, witnessing Elysee's mental and physical collapse right before his eyes as a result.

For Caille, who had high self-esteem as royalty despite being exiled, this was an unbearable humiliation.

That's why Caille couldn't forgive the two before him.

"I call upon thee, Void!"

With Caille's shout, black lightning struck the demonic sword in his grip, turning the blade pitch black.

The formidable power to enchant any weapon with his unique magic.

*Among them, the Void sword is the strongest. If he takes a hit without knowing...*

"Shatter."

With the sound of breaking glass, the black demonic sword crumbled pathetically before Caille's eyes.

Looking at it with a dumbfounded expression, Caille turned his head to see the cause of this phenomenon.

Stella, with an expressionless face, giving a thumbs up.

"...ECKHART!!!!"

That was the last scene Caille saw while conscious.

"Don't call her name so casually."

*THWACK!!*

With those final words, Evan's scabbard struck and slashed across Caille's jaw.

"Ugh......"

Whether from the accumulated damage suddenly exploding or from that final blow, blood streamed from his nose and mouth as Caille collapsed lifelessly.

Evan looked down at him with indescribable disgust, then turned toward Stella with a start.

He had acted with his reason completely gone, unlike himself.
It would be understandable if Stella was afraid of him now.

*I don't want to appear as a violent person.*

As Evan anxiously observed Stella's reaction...

"...Mmh."

The Stella that Evan saw was just blushing slightly with her body somewhat twisted.

Whatever it was, it didn't seem like she perceived him negatively.
Evan breathed a sigh of relief.

*

*Thump, thump.*

Hmm. The situation had resolved itself well.

Honestly, if I had taken Caille's attack directly, I probably wouldn't have died, but it would have been quite dangerous.

Still, it was my mistake for not expecting the male lead of a romance fantasy novel to pull such a stunt.

But anyway, the situation had stabilized, so I should be feeling relieved.

*Thump, thump.*

...Why is my heart beating so fast?

Evan's state, honestly, no matter how generously you looked at it, didn't appear normal.

The man who had smiled through all the Saintess's provocations (though he did try to behead her) was now dead serious and beating someone like a dog on a hot summer day?

For me, who had watched him for three years, it was an extremely unusual sight.
So it would make sense to feel strange about it, but why...

"...Mmh."

Why was my heart pounding so hard it almost hurt?

I'll admit it. Evan was incredibly cool.

If someone told me I was smitten, I wouldn't have much to say against it. After all, seeing him beat down one of the strong characters from the original story, the male protagonist no less, without giving him any chance to counterattack, was enough to stir any man's fantasy.

Honestly, what man wouldn't find that cool?

Somehow it was less about being cool and more about my heart racing, and my lower abdomen tingling in a way it never had before, but surely that must be similar.

People naturally shudder when they see something incredibly cool, right?

"Hnngh...."

The shuddering seems to be lasting a bit too long.
I felt an abnormal heat rising while simultaneously experiencing a cold pain coming from around my heart.

A strange sensation, as if my body had been split in half and dunked into cold and hot baths respectively.

"Stella? Are you okay?! Your mouth is injured...."

"......"

Evan's voice reached me in a daze.
His low voice resonated as if he were speaking in a cave.

...Evan's voice.

"Stella?"

Evan looking at me with concern.

Stella? Stella...?

...Ah, that's right.
I was Stella until just now!

I can't even distinguish when the Method state wears off anymore.

"Hnn.... Evaan...."

"Huh?"

I felt a strange sense of déjà vu at that realization and nodded inwardly.

*Well, can't be helped then.*

Then I embraced Evan and tackled him to the ground.

"Hnn, Evan..! Evaan...!"

"S-Stella!?"

I was extremely short of breath.
Oh? Did I get too immersed in the act this time?

...Then I should absorb quickly, right?

"Hah, mmh...!"

I hugged Evan tightly and buried my face in his neck.

To maximize contact between as many parts as possible.

To feel Evan as much as possible.

As I did so, I could smell Evan's scent.
His nape, which normally wouldn't even break a sweat, was covered in cold sweat, probably from rushing here in such a hurry.

Realizing this fact, my heart started pounding again, so...

I slightly lifted my buried head and licked Evan's neck.
...It tasted sweet.

"...Hah"

"Stella?!"

Evan's surprised voice rang out simultaneously.

Somehow that felt vexing, so I opened my mouth and gently bit near Evan's neck.

"I-I don't mind, but here is a bit...!"

Evan's voice no longer reached my ears.
Although my mana was mostly depleted from the battle with Elysee and Caille, and what little remained had long been absorbed by Evan, I had no desire to separate from him.

Just a little more.

Just a little more.

It was a moment I didn't want to escape from, like being in a deep sleep in the morning.

"Mmm...."

......The moment I came to my senses was exactly about 10 minutes later.

"Ah."

"......Are you feeling more lucid now?"

And what greeted me when I lifted my head from Evan's embrace was Evan's blushing face with a somewhat seductive expression, and bright red marks on his neck.

*Oh shit.*

I, no no.
The lustful Stella has caused trouble again...!!

As I thought that, I seemed to hear a fierce cry from inside my head.
Probably my conscience speaking up.

I couldn't lift my head due to the overwhelming sense of self-loathing.
Though not lifting my head meant I was still looking at Evan's reddened neck, so it didn't really make a difference.

"......*gulp*"

"Stella?"

......Well, since things have already come to this, would it be so bad if things got a little more awkward?

I am Evan's precious person after all.

Can't he understand... this much?

*

It was a little while later that Evan, awkwardly wearing his jacket, and I, with a jacket flipped over my head and back, emerged from the forest.

Ch.121 - EP 5. For You
A dark, cold space.
Gray snowflakes drifted through the vast emptiness as a sigh escaped with a white breath.

"What kind of person..."

Purple hair fluttered in the biting wind.
Sky-blue eyes held the cold chill of a winter sea.

The woman with an overall emotionless impression muttered those words.

"......."

Though she rarely expressed emotions, she noticed her fist had clenched tight.

She could tolerate most things, but false accusations against her were truly infuriating.

*Is she... regretting it?*

...No. That couldn't be.
This was a faint opportunity she had barely received.

Hadn't she sworn to herself?

Just one moment.

If she could see him again, even for the briefest instant...

Then nothing else would matter.

-Evaan...!

"......."

That should have been enough.
It certainly should have been enough.

Yet she couldn't understand why she was biting her lip like this.

*Didn't they say it would be a man?*

That was right.
She had felt strangely relieved when told that.

...Life truly never went according to plan.

"Do you regret it?"

While lost in thought, she heard a languid, playful voice from behind.

She remained still for a moment, then turned toward the source and spoke.

"No. Absolutely not."

That was an unchangeable truth.
I absolutely do not regret it.

For my sake.

For your sake.

*

Maira Forest.
Normally, midterm exams would be in full swing, but thanks to someone, the tests had ended early, making it quite peaceful now.

Even considering it was a forest, there was a strange silence surrounding me.

"......."

"......."

...I was getting tired of even reacting at this point.

Yes, I did it again.
And for some reason, I did it in an extremely excited state.

...It's wet.

I really don't know anymore.

I once heard in my previous life that quiet people can sometimes be more lustful. I didn't want to admit I had failed to properly analyze Stella, my favorite character, but even I couldn't have known such details from just a novel.

Stella must have had something I didn't know about. That's why I, who immersed myself in playing her, changed strangely too.

*Wait, something's not right.*

I analyze Stella and become someone very similar to her, but I don't literally become Stella herself.

Considering I even fooled the mana signature, I couldn't be too different from the original Stella, but still, since I'm not actually her, I couldn't possibly know her hidden tendencies.

So, earlier I just...

*No way.*

That can't be right.
Mentally, I'm still a man, aren't I?

Honestly, I couldn't claim to be extremely masculine, but excluding my appearance, I'd never been called feminine in my previous life.

If anything, I was criticized for having boring reactions and speech patterns, so what...

"Um, Stella? About earlier..."

"Y-yes?"

...I bit my tongue in surprise when he suddenly called me.
More importantly, earlier?

Is he talking about when I pulled Evan close, pinned him down, then licked, bit, and sucked his neck before trembling?

Why bring that up now?

"...I apologize for earlier."

I pressed the jacket covering my face deeper and spoke in a voice that could barely be heard.

Since I was still acting as Stella, my voice didn't fluctuate much, but he must have sensed my immense shame.

Good heavens, a secretary sexually harassing her employer.
Thinking of it that way made me even more embarrassed, unable to lift my head.

But, but I'm Stella right now.
The most beautiful girl in the (my fan-created) world.

Even if Evan doesn't see me romantically...

"H-honestly, it wasn't that bad for you, was it..."

"No, not that!"

"Pardon...?"

Looking up again, I saw Evan waving his hands in denial with a reddened face.
...Not this?

As I stared at him in confusion, he covered his flushed face with his hands and sighed.

"I meant that friend I, uh, took care of earlier."

"Ah, yes."

He was talking about Caille.
Evan seemed to be using euphemisms, but "took care of" sounded even more sinister.

"...I was wondering if there might be consequences for that. Since it happened after the exam ended."

"Oh... it should be fine. Probably."

I said with some confidence.
First, Caille wasn't the type to admit anything.
Would he confess that he tried to attack a female student and got beaten like a dog by Evan?

For someone as prideful as Caille, that would be practically suicide.

And even if Caille somehow wanted to...

"There's no evidence, right? You beat him without leaving many marks."

"What about the monitoring magic tools...?"

Ah, so that's what he was worried about.

It made sense. Even if Caille didn't say anything himself, if the magic tools had captured Evan beating him to a pulp, that would merit some disciplinary action...

"Evan. I created a large-scale formula to eliminate the automatons, right?"

"Yes. I knew about it, but it was still amazing."

"And the condition for that formula was 'inanimate objects with mana.' I had to compromise because making the formula more specific would have been too complex."

"...Oh."

Evan's expression showed he'd realized something.

The formula's condition: 'inanimate objects with mana.'
Of course, I was targeting the automatons powered by dead mana, but coincidentally, another thing that met this condition...

"...included the observation magic tools."

Those tools weren't designed to withstand destruction, and because there were so many of them, they were quite fragile.

Even during the entrance exam, they'd fallen like flies from just one burst of my mana.

There's no way they could have survived the lightning designed to destroy automatons.

"I see... You saved me ten years."

Come to think of it, Evan beat Caille like that without even knowing the magic tools were broken.
......Somehow, that made my heart race.

*

I left the forest with Evan.
I thought everyone would be focused on the midterm results that would be announced right after the practical exam, but...

"Oh, there they are!!"

"Where? Where?!"

"Whoa."

A cloud of students with bloodshot eyes swarmed toward us.

"What was that earlier? Did you do that?!"

"Wow, since there's no error announcement from the academy, she really must have taken down over 90 of them!!"

"Didn't you say you had no mana?!"

It felt like a lot of time had passed, but in reality, it took Evan and me only about 10 minutes to leave the forest.

Not enough time for the students outside the exam site to calm down—if anything, the wait had only intensified their excitement, and they were now gathering around us in droves.

"Wow, how did you do it? Did you really summon a magic battalion?!"

"I was next to an automaton and almost got electrocuted! Just being grazed made me tingle!"

"Ugh, I've been ignoring her all this time... how embarrassing...!!"

Surprisingly, the reactions weren't hostile toward me.

Rather, my overwhelming performance had generated excitement rather than complaints.

The tendency to subtly dismiss me had stemmed from my lack of mana, and this academy valued ability above all else.

In such a place, achieving what could be called transcendent results naturally led to this kind of reaction.

The Magic Department students were especially intense, and true to their obsession with magic, they were all asking what kind of magic I had used.

"You used a field-type formula, right?! How did you cover the entire forest in your field while ensuring perfect targeting in such a short time? That's practically impossible in magical theory..."

"Could you explain how you configured the neural settings for the lightning magic? How did you determine the most effective formula against automatons..."

Despite feeling dizzy from the unexpectedly intense reactions, I secretly smiled inside.

Good.
Make more of a commotion.

So that any spy who might have missed it couldn't help but take notice.

As I was thinking this, a familiar booming voice came from the distance.

"Hey, you lot!! The comprehensive results announcement is about to begin, why are you dawdling?!"

Alen's voice was so loud it felt like it would pierce my eardrums even from hundreds of meters away.

The students made disappointed faces but quickly ran toward the source.

Alen, who had been looking at the students with disapproval, left me with a parting comment as he passed by.

"...Well done. So this is your 'as much as possible.'"

I realized he was referring to what I had said after fighting the automatons.

-I showed as much as I could.

He probably knew all along that I wasn't being sincere then.

And there was only one response I could give to his words.

"There's still much more to come."

"...Is that so."

Alen grinned broadly.

"Looking forward to it."

His smile was so charming that I understood why there were suggestions in my previous life to make him a secondary male lead.

He nodded at me, advised me to hurry to the results announcement, and disappeared behind me.

...Now then.

Time to cast the final bait.

*

The Banquet Hall I had visited once during the entrance ceremony.

Where the Principal had stood during the entrance ceremony, now the professors from each department were standing.

-Now then... we will begin the comprehensive results announcement for the midterm exams.

The comprehensive results for the academy's midterms are traditionally announced right after the exams end.

-Ah~ my life!!

-...What am I going to tell the head of the family.

-I wonder if we'll have to retake the exam because of what happened earlier...

-I'm grateful to that, who was it, Stella? Scarlet? She'll be my only excuse for my failed grades.

This event was created because the academy places much more importance on midterms, when students haven't fully adjusted to the semester, than on finals.

Students were already waiting for their grade reports with gloomy faces.
In the original story, it was mentioned that students had no energy left after completing the practical exam, but perhaps because I had ended it early, they seemed energetic in various ways.

-Whatever. I just want to hear it quickly so I can go play.

-Now we'll have the theater festival, right? I wonder if she'll be cast as the female lead~

-Pfft!!

-Who was that just now?

[Now, now. Please be quiet.]

Amid the commotion, Professor Marcus's voice, amplified by sound enhancement magic, filled the hall.

[Now, for the grade announcements... do you see the papers in front of you?]

At Professor Marcus's words, everyone looked at what was in front of them.

An envelope placed on each table, one per person.

-T-this is...

-I knew it...

[Those are your grades.]

Screams and jeers erupted from various places.
We had sat randomly, so the fact that these were our grade reports suggested some magical mechanism was at work.

[Now, before you check your not-so-eagerly anticipated excellent results...]

...Here it comes.
I swallowed hard as I waited for his next words.

[...we will hear from the top student of this midterm exam.]

-Top student?

-If it's the top student...

-...Isn't that obvious?

Some students muttered dejectedly, while others still looked disbelieving.

[...The overall top student of the midterm exam, Stella Bell Eckhart. Please come forward.]

-Wooow...!

Small cheers erupted here and there, but there was no thunderous applause.
Many had gathered around me earlier, but not everyone, and half of those were just trying to understand the situation.

They must still be in shock.
That Stella, whom they had dismissed for having no magic, had taken first place in such a sudden and violent manner.

I took a deep breath and slowly walked to the front, ascending the platform.

This time, they don't announce the second-place student.
Only the top.

The pinnacle among a thousand students before my eyes.

...Only I have earned the right to stand here.

All the cards have been played.

Right after a major incident, with everyone's attention focused on me.

Having claimed first place through utterly unconventional means that no one could have predicted.

[...Hello. I am Stella Bell Eckhart.]

I control my emotions.

My voice, amplified through the speakers, pierces through to every student.

I had given speeches like this a few times in my previous life.
Like then, I infuse my words with rich emotion.

After a long time, I summon the actor I was in my previous life.

[I imagine many of you are quite surprised. That someone you barely knew, or heard had no mana, has taken first place.]

The reason I tried to hide my relationship with Evan.
The reason the academy professors, who have personal information on most students, only know us as people from the same region.

It's because, at the request of Evan and me, the Duke concealed our relationship.

That is, employer and employee. Lord and secretary.

The reason, obviously...

[I installed a large-scale magic array in the exam site. Even before the exam began.]

At my words, the students immediately began murmuring.

-B-before the exam?

-But the Maira Forest would have been completely sealed off before the exam...?

I observed these reactions and slowly smiled as I spoke.

Yes, the Maira Forest exam area was sealed off.
If there was one moment when it opened to students...

[I installed that formula during the entrance exam.]

Chaos erupted among the academy students who had been listening intently to my words.

-E-entrance exam?!

-Did she have time for that?

-Besides, the exam hadn't even been decided yet!!

The commotion was so tremendous that the professors failed to quiet it down.
Understandable. I was saying this to cause confusion.

I deepened my smile and continued.

[I've had good intuition since childhood. So... that's the story.]

I had thought long and hard.

How could I...

How could I perfectly lure the spy who was someone at the academy and the direct cause of my death?

At first, I hid my relationship with Evan.

-That's right. Because of the 'contract,' someone who has made a contract cannot become a High Priestess.

And little by little, I showed just enough ability to not be ignored, then exploded it all at once.

-...Well. As someone to inherit that position, you're more than excellent.

And now.
Perhaps a bit blatantly, I hinted at having seen the future.

A fact known to very few, but in this world, almost the only being who can see the future is...

-So, it would be best not to act rashly.

...the High Priestess of the North.

I had thought about it for a long time.
How could I convey my message to someone hiding among all the students without explicitly stating it myself?

How could I make it known that I am the most qualified High Priestess.

And that I am drawing them in right now.

Make it impossible for them to remain hidden and still.

In other words, how could I...

-And my plan is...

Lure the spy?

This is the answer I came up with.
And just in case.

Just in case it's still confusing, I'll spoon-feed it.

[I have a purpose. So I will continue to strive forward as I have been. Therefore...]

The first person from the North I encountered after coming to this world.

Who died without ever revealing his real name to anyone but me.

Whose existence was likewise completely concealed by the Duke.

And who probably belonged to the same Children of the Snowy Mountain as the spy.

[...I swear on Kinahan's honor.]

I sold out the name of the man who tried to kidnap me, a name that only one person here would understand.

I scanned all the confused students once.

*You must be listening from somewhere too, right?*

Until now, I couldn't move properly because of maintaining the original story and various uncertainties, but not anymore.

*I've thrown out all the bait for you.*

I'll just wait for you to take it.

For my survival, for a peaceful life.

I have just now passed the turning point.

-Episode 5 ≪Turning Point≫ End.

Ch.122 - [Interlude] Complacency
The evening breeze carried a hint of summer as I adjusted Evan's necktie, leaning close to whisper in his ear.

"Come to my room tonight, Evan."

Chapter 122: Complacency

["I've had good intuition since childhood. So... that's the story."]

In the spacious banquet hall where first-year cadets had gathered, the beautiful voice of a cadet with short purple hair resonated loudly.

"...Pff, haha."

While most cadets and professors murmured in confusion at her inexplicable words, someone quietly laughed to themselves.

After laughing, they seemed surprised by their own reaction and touched their lips.

How long had it been since they'd shown a genuine laugh?
The body they currently inhabited wasn't one to display such carefree laughter.

Of course, even if it had been that kind of person, it wouldn't have been this kind of laugh.
Laughing from genuine joy like this... it must have been at least a decade ago.

I've grown complacent. I need to focus.
This isn't the time to relax.

I need to perfectly act my part.

While forcing down the corners of their mouth that threatened to rise, Stella's voice echoed through the banquet hall again.

["...on Kinahan's honor."]

At those words, the "spy" had to struggle once more to contain their laughter.

What an audacious person.

Kinahan.
Kinahan Elenoff.

A low-ranking warrior of the Children of the Snowy Mountain to which I belonged, recruited as an imperial spy from the Sovereign State.

He was fairly strong for a low-ranking warrior, but I later heard he died at the Duke's estate.

I had no other information and found it somewhat strange, but it seems she met him.

The spy trembled with delight.

The fact that she mentioned him meant she knew he was a spy from the North... and might even know that they belonged to the Children of the Snowy Mountain.

'Why are you testing me?'

The spy had recently attacked and annihilated the Empire's intelligence department to obtain information.

According to what they uncovered, Stella Bell Eckhart was indeed the blood descendant of the former High Priestess.

Why and how would someone of the High Priestess's stature meet and marry Gilbert, the Marquis, who was merely a low-ranking noble of the Empire?

Why were there only vague records of her death with no detailed documentation?

Why had the Empire allowed this despite knowing?

From the spy's perspective, there was no way to know.

But one thing was certain: Stella, who inherited the former High Priestess's blood, possessed abnormally strong abilities even by the spy's standards.

'Neither the former nor any previous High Priestess ever had abilities of this magnitude.'

The divine attribute bestowed upon the High Priestess allows them to see future events. But that's just a small fraction.
Not only were priests who could use it effectively rare, but even those who could only saw brief glimpses of the future.

'But she has gone far beyond normal limits.'

Detecting the spy's presence, knowing the content and location of the exam months in advance, knowing it would take place at the same location as the entrance exam, and preparing leisurely?

This was like seeing a value of over 10,000 among samples that normally ranged from 1 to 10.

Clearly an outlier.

The spy could not reveal their identity until they achieved their goal.
That would go against the Sovereign State's orders.

But.

If they could bring this person to the North's side.

In the coming war, we could...

'This is truly troublesome.'

It was a concern they never anticipated when first disguising themselves and infiltrating this place.

["...I've heard you well, Cadet Stella. Now, cadets, please open your grade reports..."]

"AAAAARGH!!"

"They're doing it NOW?!"

The clamorous voices of other cadets could be heard.
Stella was already returning to her seat.

'...This is truly a difficult dilemma.'

Despite these thoughts, the spy felt intense elation.
Of course, this didn't show on their surface.

Not even the slightest crack.

*

"Miss Stella...! Won't you please explain to me what happened yesterday?!"

"Even if you ask me that..."

Just one day after the midterm exams ended.

Though less than 24 hours had passed, I perceived the academy's atmosphere as different in two significant ways.

"HAHAHAHAHA!!! HAHAHAHAHA!!!"

"AHAHAHA!! AHAHAHAHA!!"

"KYAHAHAHA, KYAHAHA!!"

"......"

"It's quite noisy, isn't it?"

The first was exactly that.

They say even people break down if overused?

These students, who had been mercilessly driven by professors in preparation for the academy's notorious practical midterms, and who even had to devise countermeasures against automatons just the day before, completely let loose once the exams ended.

Originally, they only appeared composed because this was a fantasy world academy—in my previous life, they would have been college freshmen.

When you restrain young people who want to play and run wild, and push them so hard, they become like this during their brief moments of freedom.

Well... I can't say I'm completely innocent in making them this way.

Although the academy emphasizes both literary and martial arts, it's naturally a military academy preparing for wartime, so practical skills carry more weight.

Accordingly, many students focused on practical skills, and there were even extreme cases of students who completely abandoned written exams to focus solely on practical ones.

But because someone thoroughly disrupted the practical exam, the brave cadets who abandoned attacking other cadets to target the automatons ended up with disappointing middle-to-low rankings.

'...It was necessary, but still...'

"HAHAHAHAHA!! Hehe!! Ha...! ......*sob*"

Seeing them like this honestly makes me feel a bit guilty.
I tried to console myself that it was for the sake of saving the Empire, then looked around again.

...Continuing from earlier, the second change in atmosphere I perceived:

"That, that person... Is that the one? The overall top student in the midterms."

"They say she single-handedly took down 96 machines."

"...Wasn't she that really timid, unremarkable girl? How is she now...?"

The academy cadets' perception had dramatically changed.

While I had anticipated this, it wasn't particularly welcome.

I don't know the spy's identity.
Since I didn't read the original work to completion, it wasn't revealed there.

More precisely, the original work almost definitively revealed "this person!" but the problem was there was no guarantee the spy would currently be taking that person's form.

After all, the opponent is the spy of a thousand faces who can change their appearance, body type, and voice completely.

Bluntly speaking, even if I identified the spy's identity right now and attacked them, by the time I attacked, the spy might no longer be the spy.

That's why I needed bait, and why I needed to make my presence known to an unspecified number of people.

So to be exact, the impression received by everyone except the spy wasn't what I was aiming for.

"I was seriously shocked. My goodness, a magician I thought had no mana planned everything like that?"

"I know, right? Isn't it amazing? Planning it even before the exam was decided... Well, that's probably an exaggeration."

"Tsk, I suspected it since the automaton incident. You discriminatory jerks."

"Who are you?"

Still, seeing them praise my favorite character like this gave me a pleasant feeling.

Yes. I've now passed the turning point.

From now on, I can't rely on the original plot, and the spy might target me if things go wrong.

In such a situation, wouldn't every favorable glance be welcome?

For example...

"Anyway, Miss Stella! Won't you really tell me how you did it?! I'm so curious!"

Like this elf friend who's been talking non-stop beside me.
I quietly gazed at her.

She unexpectedly blushed, sweated, and flustered as she said:

"Wh-what? Why are you sm-smiling...?"

"Pardon?"

"A-are you trying to seduce me?"

At Erhen's words, I unconsciously raised my hand to my lips and realized:

I was smiling. Quite broadly at that.

'Oh my.'

Why is that? I should be acting as Stella right now.

Yesterday on the podium, I deliberately smiled to convey a message to my opponent, but that was me as an actor.

...Have I become complacent after overcoming a major hurdle?

No, that might be part of it, but this is...

'Am I getting used to it?'

I've felt this before, but especially recently with consecutive incidents requiring me to act as Stella, I haven't been consciously feeling like I'm acting.

When I first transmigrated, I forced myself to match female behaviors and Stella's personality down to the spacing.

Now, somehow, both have become as natural to me as breathing.

But even so, what makes me question is:

"...Let's say it's because I'm happy. Doesn't Erhen enjoy looking at me?"

"......Ugh."

Erhen, uncharacteristically, mumbled something and turned her head away.
Meanwhile, I sank back into thought.

It's a dangerous thought, but let's assume the boundary between Stella and me has blurred slightly.

However, neither Stella nor I are people who smile easily.
To be precise, I haven't genuinely smiled much since my mother died.

'So that means...'

"Oh? Lord Evan?"

"Stella and Erhen? What are you doing here?"

Evan suddenly appeared behind the bench where we were sitting.

Under the full summer sky, the sunlight illuminating him reminded me once again of this world's genre.

And also the answer to my concern.

'It must be because of him.'

It was actually obvious.
Someone who has experienced trauma in relationships recovers their original personality when they meet someone precious again.

"Like all cadets who finished exams, wandering around with nothing to do."

Evan briefly answered Erhen's question and smiled at me.

"I was also looking for you. Lucky me."

Due to the weather, he had removed his usual thick jacket and vest, with his shirt sleeves casually rolled up.
It was a common sight both in my previous life and here, yet it felt like a scene from a youth drama.

Seeing him like this, Erhen said something glumly:

"H-how can you say such things so casually..."

"That's rich coming from you, Erhen. You speak quite boldly yourself."

"No. I'm, I'm just a coward...!"

The two discussed personalities.
...Personality, huh.

'Can I interact with Evan using my true personality?'

Because of my earlier thoughts, a strange idea entered my mind.

...Indeed, just imagining showing my true personality to Evan was somehow...

...a bit daunting.

"Evan, it's fine to dress comfortably in this heat, but please wear your tie properly."

"Ahaha, I'm counting on you again!"

I looked at Evan's tie as I spoke. He seemed quite friendly with Erhen.

His tie-tying skills had regressed rather than improved since I first met him.

Could it be because I always do it for him?
Have I caused Evan to regress?

"How on earth did you tie this."

"Is that how she leads him on...!"

Well, I had something to tell Evan anyway, so this worked out.
I sighed and fixed his tie, moving closer to whisper in his ear.

It was something I didn't want Erhen to hear, and it was also a serious, important matter.

"Come to my room tonight, Evan."

Ch.123 - [Interlude] Dark History
Hmm...

To be honest, I didn't entirely lack the desire to tease him.

"Come to my room tonight, Evan."

Even though I've lived as a woman for several years now, the period I spent as a man in my previous life was still many times longer.
So, I knew exactly how such words would sound to someone when spoken from a man's perspective.

Of course, I wasn't actually trying to seduce Evan.

Rather, it was precisely because I had strong confidence that he wouldn't take it that way that I could say such things. That's why I could comfortably observe Evan's flustered expression.

...Why does my head suddenly hurt?

"...Huh?"

"I mean, let's stay together, Evan."

"......"

I could see the corners of Evan's mouth, which had been smiling brightly until just now, beginning to tremble slightly.

Hmm, this was the reaction I expected.
Regardless of whether there are romantic feelings involved, any man would react to words like these, right?

When I was a man, I found such reactions pathetic, but from a woman's perspective, it seemed rather cute and not so bad.

...Well. I should probably explain properly before Evan starts thinking I'm the type of woman who makes lewd jokes.

After all, this was just a joke.

"Didn't I mention this when I explained the plan before? You need to guard me."

"Guard... Oh, that's what you meant."

Evan finally calmed his twitching mouth corners and returned to his normal expression.

"Because now I really don't know what might happen."

By guarding, I meant protection against spies.

Based on my character analysis and the original story's character traits, it seemed unlikely, but if a spy who's completely fixated on my abilities decided to kidnap me, there would be no way out.

One experience of being kidnapped by a Northern spy was enough.
Even then, if Evan hadn't come, I would have been dragged away.

Anyway, a spy wouldn't try to kidnap me in broad daylight, so it would happen at night. In a boarding school like this, the only protection I could think of was having Evan stay in my room as a guard.

I felt a bit sorry for Evan having to guard his secretary, but... what else could I do?

As I thought this while looking at Evan, he seemed to have something on his mind, judging by his subtle expression.

"What's wrong, Evan?"

"...But I clearly remember several years ago, you said that even if such a situation arose, you would never—!"

Oh no.
I panicked and quickly covered his mouth with my palm.

"Ugh...!"

I had been vaguely uncertain about my own memory, but I never expected Evan would remember that.

Evan sometimes seemed incredibly perceptive, but at other times, that perception completely vanished.

"...Ahem. Is this some new form of rubbing salt in wounds?"

Suddenly, I realized the elven friend Erhen, whose presence I had forgotten, was looking at us with a very displeased expression.

"Tsk tsk... what will become of this academy... I'll be going ahead."

These kids aren't even fifty yet...
Erhen muttered such incomprehensible things as she left.

Watching her leave, Evan and I burst into laughter simultaneously.

I owed her one this time.
She saved me from having Evan recite my embarrassing past.

Well, it's hard to call it embarrassing, but still.

"Anyway, a little later..."

I was about to say "see you," when Evan brought his face close to my ear and whispered in a low voice.
The approach was so sudden that I didn't even think to push him away.

"Yes. Then I'll come when the security is a bit looser."

"Huh...!?"

Hearing Evan's voice right next to me—different from his usual bright tone, almost fierce—sent a tingling heat through my body.

It was like electricity running from my ear down to my lower abdomen.
A strange sensation that made my legs instinctively close together.

Confused by this unfamiliar feeling, I grabbed my inexplicably hot ears and looked at Evan with a surprised expression. He was smiling at me with his usual chuckle.

"That's revenge!"

"......!"

Whether from indignation or something else, I felt heat rising from my neck to my face.

"See you later!"

And with that, Evan left before I could say anything. It seemed I had been bested this time.

.
.
.

After parting with Evan, I headed straight to my room.
It was summer and already extremely hot outside, and I didn't want to stay out with the added heat in my face.

As I quickly entered my dormitory room after a long time.
Perhaps because I remembered Evan would be coming later, I recalled the last time Evan slept in my room.

...When I buried Evan in Stella's... chest and embraced him.

"Ugh...!"

It was an embarrassing memory even now.

Even considering my mental breakdown from facing trauma, it was excessive.
Goodness, embracing Evan like that with a body I hadn't even properly washed.

"...Today it's just guarding."

Feeling like my thoughts were constantly straying in strange directions, I shook my head to banish them.

Right. Today, Evan is just coming to guard me.
I'm not in any unusual state, so nothing like that will happen.

...It shouldn't.

"...Maybe I'll take a bath early today."

Somehow, I felt like I needed an extra long bath today.

...Though ending up collapsing on the bed with a dizzy head from bathing too long is another matter entirely.

"Ugh."

*

About three years ago.
About five months after Stella Eckhart's kidnapping at the Duke's residence.

At a time when Stella and Evan were busy formulating their plans at the academy.

"...That's the extent of my plan."

"Hmm, so that's what you meant by bait."

Evan looked at Stella with suspicious eyes as she confidently revealed information about years in the future, but he didn't show it much.

After all, on that day when she decided to become Evan's secretary, they had tacitly agreed to keep such matters unspoken.

Of course, the bigger reason was that it was beneficial to him.

If she were to speak false information, he would notice, and then he could deal with it.

"And after that... there are too many variables to analyze perfectly from my current position."

Truth.
Confirming once again that Stella's words were true, Evan nodded with his usual fixed smile, though feeling puzzled.

It was strange that she seemed to know information about three years in the future almost perfectly, yet suddenly claimed not to know beyond that point.

Even after five months of acquaintance, Evan's suspicions about Stella only grew, far from complete trust.

"......."

Meanwhile, Stella was equally uncomfortable in this situation.
Despite the huge advantage of being able to borrow the power of Isenberg, who would become the second most powerful figure in the future world, revealing so many cards gave her considerable discomfort.

Certainly, a few months ago, Evan had evolved from that empty-headed, giggling character in the original story to a character with his own backstory.

But that was it.
Rather, Evan was her biggest variable and risk factor because her greatest weapon—character analysis based on the original story's information—didn't work on him.

She couldn't predict what kind of impulsive actions he might take.

So she could only hope that the sides of him not shown in the original story would be beneficial to her.

Stella sighed softly and opened her mouth.
There were still a few uncertainties.

"Ah, and from this point on, I might need a guard."

"A guard?"

Evan asked with a puzzled expression.

"Yes. I think it's very unlikely, but there's a possibility that a spy might abandon their mission and try to take me back to their homeland."

"Hmm...."

After briefly stroking his chin in thought, Evan spoke.
With his usual playful smile.

"Wouldn't that be not so bad? If you get caught once, I could catch them."

"......"

Stella's already expressionless face grew even colder at Evan's words, which might have been a joke or something else.
Evan found her reaction amusing and burst into laughter.

"I'm joking, just joking."

"I see. That was amusing."

Stella said to him with an expression close to contempt.
She had never gotten along well with playful, frivolous people.
Especially if it was all an act.

"But what exactly do you mean by guarding?"

"Pardon?"

"I mean, I can't watch over you until you fall asleep, right? And I can't stay in your dormitory room."

Sharing a room with the second male lead, Evan?
Stella felt immense repulsion and disgust at the thought of spending the night in the same bed as a man.
Even in an emergency, it was something she wanted to avoid at all costs.

The first rule she had set for herself in this world a few months ago was to never become intimate with a man.

"We'll think about that when the time comes. This is an academy, not somewhere else, so I think security magic tools should be sufficient."

"...Is that so?"

"Whatever happens, sharing a bed is out of the question. Absolutely."

In truth, even Stella thought there was something off about the idea of stopping a veteran Northern spy with magic tools.

But there were still about three years left, weren't there?
Stella believed she would find some method by then.

No matter what method I use, I'll avoid staying in a room with you.
At that time, Stella firmly resolved for the sake of her identity.

*

Suddenly, color returned to my vision as my consciousness awakened.

That brief dazed state right after waking up, when dreams and reality are indistinguishable.
I felt like I had seen something from the past.

A sleepy, foggy head, a parched throat, a dry mouth—I felt them in sequence.

For a moment, I had the feeling that something serious had happened.

"......Ah!"

Remembering that Evan was supposed to come for guard duty today, I hurriedly raised my head.

And then, before my eyes.
In the room now darkened with moonlight streaming in, what I saw was:

"You're awake? You could sleep a bit more if you want."

Evan sitting in a chair at the head of the bed, watching me.

"...Ah."

The pale moonlight shone on him, illuminating his black hair with a bluish contrast.

Somehow, with a much gentler smile than usual, looking at me with those red eyes, it felt strange.

The hair he was slowly stroking with his fingers tickled me.

Somehow, it was too dazzling to meet his eyes, and I unconsciously turned my head away.

"...Evan."

"Yes?"

Perhaps it was to hide my blushing face.
...After all, waking up tends to make one want to be pampered.

"...Aren't you... cold?"

It was a midsummer night.

Ch.124 - [Interlude] Reason, Reason
Chapter 124. Reason, Romance.

After the midterm exams, which could rightfully be called a fierce battle, Evan found himself with relatively more free time.

This was naturally because the plan he and Stella had staked their lives on had succeeded, and now there was essentially nothing they needed to do for the time being.

Though it might be time for them to feel somewhat exhausted after running toward the single target of midterms for so long, Evan didn't have that luxury.

Soon, the all-out war with the spy would begin in earnest.

From that point on, there would be no time to rest or relax.

So to be frank, Evan wanted to strengthen his relationship with Stella before then.

In Evan's mind, there were still quite a few steps remaining to reach the kind of relationship he hoped for with Stella, and now was the optimal time to work on that.

So the day after the midterm results were announced, Evan went looking for Stella as soon as he woke up.

Usually, she would wait in front of his dormitory and help him with his tie from somewhere unseen, but today she was nowhere to be found.

*Then... maybe she's with Erhen.*

Unfortunately, neither of them had many friends at the academy.

Of course, in Evan's case, there were many young ladies approaching him, but he rejected them all.

He still only showed a superficial smile to people other than Stella, while inside he wasn't particularly cheerful.

*I might as well take a walk around and look for her.*

As far as Evan knew, the places Erhen and Stella might go were limited to the academy's walking paths.

And he was exactly right.

*......*

Evan could feel his heart rate gradually increasing just from looking at her from a distance.

If their feelings were mutual, he must have felt this sensation even before recognizing it—how could he have ignored it for so long?

Evan still couldn't understand himself.

Evan needlessly ran his fingers through his hair before inserting himself between the two.

He worried he might be interrupting something—there had been such an incident recently—and wondered if Stella might not want to see his face.

Such concerns cluttered Evan's thoughts, but...

"Come to my room tonight, Evan."

With that single sentence from Stella, all his worries vanished as if in an accident.

"...Huh?"

"Let's be together, Evan."

She usually maintained an expressionless face for some reason.
But today, for some reason, there was a faint—

A very faint smile on her lips.

With such an expression, whispering something that anyone would consider suggestive from a distance close enough to feel her breath... well...

It was too powerful for Evan.

No, would only he react this way?
Even if it were his former self before becoming self-aware, or even a complete stranger seeing Stella for the first time—wouldn't anyone be captivated by her smile right now?

*No, I know Stella's just joking around.*

Even though Evan was a transcendent powerhouse who had experienced many trials, inside he was still a vigorous 20-year-old young man.

Honestly, if he couldn't accurately diagnose Stella's psychological state or lacked even a little self-restraint—

Stella would already be pinned down by him while hearing something like "You seduced me first."

Evan had been thinking about this lately.

...Honestly, even now he was walking a fine line.

Evan quickly circulated his mana throughout his body to prevent blood from rushing to certain areas, and continued their conversation.

After hearing Stella's explanation, it seemed she was playfully referring to guarding him against potential kidnapping by the spy.

He already knew, but Stella really seemed to think of him as completely harmless.

More than that—guarding him in the same room?
Stella, who had once declared she would never sleep in the same room with him no matter what method was used.

Evan wasn't sure whether to be happy about this development in their relationship or sad that he had become someone so harmless that she could casually suggest sleeping in the same room.

In any case, Evan resolved his complicated feelings by playing a small prank on Stella, then spent the day polishing his sword with an excited heart.

No matter how much he looked forward to sharing a room with Stella, he had no intention of being careless about guarding her, so he made thorough preparations.

In the past, he might have made distasteful jokes about capturing her if she were ever caught...

But now, knowing that nothing would pain him more than something happening to Stella, Evan armed himself thoroughly in various ways.

.
.
.

Time passed, and it was just after midnight.
Evan, befitting a future world-class powerhouse, easily leaped across the campus grounds to infiltrate the dormitory at night.

Despite the academy strengthening its security after a series of incidents, it was still insufficient to stop someone of Evan's caliber.

This conversely meant that the spy could also enter just as easily, which further fueled Evan's determination.

"...Hup!"

Jumping about 4-5 floors at once to reach Stella's dormitory window, Evan carefully entered her room.

"Hmm."

As he had noticed before, Stella's dormitory room was filled with her fresh, distinctive scent.

She seemed to have fallen asleep unintentionally, having carelessly discarded her clothes and changed into pajamas before collapsing face-down on the bed.

Evan couldn't help but laugh at how disheveled she looked—completely unlike the person who always nagged him about keeping things tidy—but soon found himself swallowing dryly.

Unlike her usual self, she lay sprawled on the bed in a completely defenseless state.

Perhaps because it was summer, her shortened pants revealed her snow-white thighs, spread at a precarious angle, and due to unbuttoned buttons she hadn't managed to fasten before falling asleep, her smooth abdomen was also plainly visible to Evan.

"This must be... coincidental. Really."

Regardless, it was too violent a stimulus for a young man in his prime to endure.

Evan tightly closed his eyes and tidied up her clothing, then wrapped her in a blanket to "seal her away."

"...Phew."

Only then could Evan put aside his impure thoughts and look at Stella with his usual gaze.

Gone was her usual rigid expressionless face, replaced by a mouth slightly agape in sleep.

The contrast with her usual self made her look so cute that Evan couldn't take his eyes off her, even while feeling like he was doing something wrong.

"......."

Evan placed a chair in front of Stella and sat down.
Then he wrapped a few strands of her lavender hair around his finger.

The sensation was more like silk than human hair, tickling his fingers with its softness.

Even this aspect of her gave him satisfaction.

*I really do like you, Stella.*

Watching her sleep peacefully, Evan felt his possessiveness rising.

The hair wrapped around his fingers, her increasingly voluptuous body, that seemingly gruff yet lovable temperament.

He wanted to monopolize everything about her, preventing anyone else from claiming her.

*...I shouldn't get impatient.*

Now that the midterms were over and there was no longer any need to avoid contact with her, about half of the limiter in Evan's heart had been released.

Anyone who had observed their relationship wouldn't believe it, but they had been restraining themselves from showing their friendship since the beginning of the semester.

This was because if, by any chance, the spy saw them together and judged that they had formed some kind of contract, they might no longer consider Stella to be the High Priestess—which would be disastrous.

That's why their outward relationship, as seen by other cadets, was limited to mere acquaintances.

Originally, they had planned not to show even that much, but this was the compromise they had reached.

But now, after going through the midterms, the spy would have formed a firm conviction regardless of whether a contract had been made or not.

This meant that they no longer needed to hide their relationship as long as they were somewhat careful.

...Of course, Stella probably still considered their relationship to be that of a secretary and lord, or just friends.

In this situation, Evan, who hadn't made much romantic progress, felt himself becoming somewhat impatient.
After all, there wasn't much time left.

But he knew he shouldn't be hasty.

Evan could fairly easily gauge Stella's state through his Penetrating Eye, which distinguished truth from falsehood.

And from what he could sense, Stella didn't see him as a romantic interest.
More precisely, she didn't even recognize him as a member of the opposite sex.

This might seem questionable given Stella's actions so far, but to be more specific, she wasn't aware of it.

From what Evan observed, Stella was deeply refusing to treat him as a member of the opposite sex at a conscious level.

Evan suspected this was happening because she hadn't fully integrated herself with Stella Eckhart, but no matter how honest Stella's reactions were, if she couldn't rationally recognize this, there was no solution.

In such a situation, if he were to confess his feelings, she would only feel rejection.

Setting aside whether that was her true emotion or not.

"......Ah!"

While he was thinking about this somewhat frustratedly, Stella seemed to sense his presence and woke up.

The surprise visible in her wide-open eyes suggested that she hadn't intended to fall asleep.

"You're awake? You could sleep a bit more."

"...Ah."

Evan put aside his complicated feelings and smiled at her.

Stella looked dazed, probably from just waking up.
Her slightly reddened face seemed to enhance her purity.

*That's right.*

If he could continue seeing her like this, perhaps it wouldn't matter if Stella recognized him as a member of the opposite sex a little later.

As Evan thought this, he heard Stella's still-dazed voice.

"...Aren't you cold?"

Stella slightly lifted the blanket covering her body, looking at Evan with a gaze more affectionate than usual.

Her intention wasn't difficult for Evan to guess.
She wanted them to share the blanket and sleep together.

*...Hah.*

From Stella's perspective, sleeping with him was something she could suggest so casually—did that mean she didn't see him as a member of the opposite sex at all?

Evan felt something loosening in his mind.

He slowly climbed onto Stella's bed.

"Hmm... uh, Evan?"

Stella, still half-asleep, voiced her confusion when Evan didn't get into bed as she had expected.

Evan mounted the bed and hovered over her, looking down at her.

"...Uh, umm...?"

Still not comprehending the situation, Stella tilted her head with a blank expression.

"Uh, uhh...?"

Then, as she began to understand the situation, her face started turning red.

*Is this just pure embarrassment rather than awareness of me?*

Evan thought this as he looked at her and smirked.

"E-Evan?! What are you suddenly...!"

Now fully awake, Stella blurted out words full of confusion.

Looking at her, Evan said:

"Stella, I don't know how you think of me, but... it's hard for me when you treat me like this."

"E-Evan...?"

To signal a man to sleep together by lifting the blanket like that.

It was fortunate it was him, no—even he found it hard to resist.
Last time, he had been too mentally and physically exhausted to even think about it, but today such thoughts were particularly strong for Evan.

*At the very least, I need to make her aware.*

That he was someone who could pin her down like this.
He wasn't even hoping to be seen as a romantic interest yet.

So at the very least, he wanted her to feel some sense of danger.

As Evan was thinking this and trying to calm his desires by circulating his mana while breathing somewhat roughly, a small voice came from below.

"A-are you having a hard time, Evan...?"

"...What?"

Somehow, Stella was now looking at him with eyes mixed with sympathy and pity.
A gaze that seemed to say she understood everything.

She slowly opened her mouth.

"Evan... you're an important person to me."

"...Yes."

Truth.
Even in this situation, his eyes discerned the truth of her words.
Whether she intended this or said it naturally, Stella slowly closed her eyes.

"And as you know, I don't see men romantically."

"......?"

Mostly... true...?

Evan was confused by the ambiguous judgment his eyes gave him and slightly pulled back.
He couldn't predict what Stella would say next at all.

Ignoring his reaction, Stella continued:

"S-so I can't help you in that way, but..."

Pinned under Evan's chest, Stella fidgeted with her fingers as she gradually formed her words.

"But, I'm your secretary... so I should... help you... to some extent, right?"

Her tone seemed to be seeking confirmation.

At that point, Evan sensed that something had gone terribly wrong.
Stella's gaze wasn't the fear he had expected.

"O-other things are absolutely, absolutely not allowed, but..."

It was a sympathetic look as if she understood everything, with an expression of firm resolution.

This isn't right.

I just wanted her to have a bit of wariness...

Whether aware of Evan's confusion or not, Stella turned her head, swallowed, and finally uttered her last words.

"...Do you want to touch me?"


Where?

Evan refrained from asking that insensitive question.

Ch.125 - [Interlude] Contact
Chapter 125. Contact

I was always sensitive to this, and becoming a woman made me even more so.

Humans can surprisingly clearly sense when someone is looking at them with certain emotions.

"...Phew...."

For example, like Evan right now, who's above me with quite a pained expression, trying to steady his breathing.

I was once a man too, and having lived in this body and received many such gazes, I could understand to some extent.

When I first realized Evan was on top of me, I was very flustered, but soon I rationally assessed the situation and could see what was happening. I must have done something in my sleep again.

It seems to have triggered something in Evan.

Well, what I saw in Evan's eyes right now was unmistakable lust. And quite intense at that.

"Are... are you having a hard time, Evan...?"

To continue what I was saying earlier, most people are sensitive to such gazes, but in my case, I was even more so.

The stalkers during my acting days... things like that were probably the reason.

Anyway, for someone like me, the blatant stares from men were quite unpleasant.

This feeling could be divided into two parts.

The first, smaller part was the displeasure from seeing my favorite character being eyed with such lewd intentions.

And the second, larger part was obviously the discomfort of me, a man inside, receiving such gazes from other men.

"...I don't see men in a romantic way."

To be frank, it was disgusting.

Such gazes fundamentally stem from the desire to have relations with this beautiful female body.

I was so repulsed by that idea that I made it my number one priority to protect against in this world, so it was only natural.

But there was one exception.

Unlike the gazes I'd received from afar before, this one was right in front of me, but somehow...

I didn't find Evan, who was desperately suppressing his desires above me, so repulsive.

...Besides, I'm partly—no, quite significantly—responsible for this outburst.

'Well, honestly, that's true.'

Of course, even if Evan and I share a healthy emotional bond and don't see each other romantically...

This body, with the minor flaw of me being inside it, is still my favorite character and, in my opinion, the most beautiful woman in this world.

Don't they say friends often share similar tastes? Since Evan and I are close, his tastes are probably similar to mine, and Stella is exactly his strike zone.

Moreover, from a man's perspective, it must be difficult not to misinterpret certain actions, whether unintentional or playful.

For instance, holding hands, embracing, burying one's face in someone's chest, leaving marks on their neck—these might be hard for a man to endure.

"I can't help Evan in that way, but..."

Of course, I'm not saying it would be okay to have relations with Evan.

There's the issue of my strong aversion, and also my old-fashioned belief that such things should be done with someone you love.

However.

"I'm your secretary... so I should... help you to some extent, right?"

A little bit.
Just a little bit.

I might... be able to help.

I have a man's mind.
So if I think of it as using a body that isn't originally mine to help a friend, it's not that strange, is it?

...Though it does bother me a bit that it's not my body.

Rather than my earlier worries about my original personality, this was better.
At least this was a simpler issue.

...And with Evan, he would never cross the line.

That's what I was thinking when I said:

"...Do you want to touch?"

The moment I said that.
The focus in Evan's pained eyes disappeared instantly.

Oh.
Did I... misunderstand something...?

"Mmh...."

In an instant, Evan's large, somewhat rough hands from wielding swords grabbed one of my large breasts.

Originally, I had planned to put on a simple coat before Evan arrived, but since I couldn't, I was now wearing the same thin nightgown with a low neckline as before.

I felt a burning heat from the exposed third of my chest, and where the fabric touched, it created a strange stimulation.

Of course, since I'm a man inside, I don't really feel anything special.

"Hnn...."

"......"

Soon, Evan's breathing became rougher than before, and he grabbed my other breast with his other hand.

Despite his large hands, they could barely contain the quite sizable breasts.

In the original work, there were only passing illustrations or ones in uniform, so I didn't know well, but Stella was quite... large.

Somehow, my face was turning bright red.
Surely I was just lending it to him.
I was merely lending my body to him for a moment.

Unfortunately, I wasn't at the level where I could completely separate body and mind, so the current situation felt somewhat embarrassing.

'So this is what breasts feel like....'

I looked down at my breasts, which were being pressed and molded by Evan's hands as he breathed heavily.

Like water balloons or flour dough, the way they stretched and compressed was quite awkward and fascinating, especially since they were parts of my body that didn't originally exist.

I raised my head to look at Evan.
It was a bit scary knowing he was a man with his sexual switch flipped, who could pounce on me at any moment...

But for someone who trusted Evan, that dazed look of his seemed somewhat cute.
...Maybe because I'm about 4 years older than him in terms of age.

"...Mmm."

While I was finding the sensations of this new body part fascinating and thinking how cute Evan looked in his uncharacteristic state of lust, I suddenly noticed a change in my body.

'...?'

In the middle of the night, in bed, having my breasts touched by a man.

It would have been better if I only felt embarrassment.

"Ahh...?!"

Had the subtle pleasures been building up?
Somehow, Evan's strangely sensual touch made my body twist as if his hands were connected to my spine, sending shivers through me.

...I had overlooked something.

While I knew I had a woman's body, I hadn't considered in my mind that I would feel sensations from what were merely muscles in my past life.

Perhaps the internet myth that women with large breasts don't feel much had been subconsciously affecting me.

"W-wait, Evan."

"......."

Alarmed by the sudden tingling sensation, I called out to him urgently.
But he was already completely focused on my female body, looking down at me with a somewhat frightening expression.

And somehow.
Receiving such a gaze.

...My breasts became even more sensitive.

"Mmh, ahh...! Evan, just, a little, gentler...."

Despite covering my mouth with my hand, moans escaped.

I twisted my body.
It was a struggle to escape.

As if trying to hold me in place, Evan buried his head in my chest.

"Ahh...!"

This is dangerous.

The shivers running down my spine from my chest were gradually building up in my lower abdomen.

By now, my face was so hot that it was beyond description.

'No, no!'

Though I hadn't been particularly interested in such things, I knew it was almost impossible for a woman, especially a first-timer, to reach... that... just from breast stimulation.

No matter how much I was "lending" my body, if this went any further, Evan might think I was a strange woman.

With arms that were gradually losing strength, I somehow managed to grab Evan's face and shouted:

"S-stop, Evan!!"

"......?"

When I lifted Evan's face and shouted loudly, light finally began to return to his eyes.

He looked like he didn't understand his current situation.

Then, his face gradually began to turn red.

"Haa, haa.... Stop, this is, enough, right...?"

I said, exhaling rough breaths and trying to calm my flushed face.
It wasn't just my imagination that the temperature had risen—sweat was trickling down my cleavage.

Evan unconsciously directed his gaze there, then his face turned even redder, and he backed away about ten steps from me.

"S-sorry, Stella...! I, I just...!"

Evan stammered more than I'd ever seen before, then jumped out the window.
...Seems like he suddenly had something urgent to do.

"......Haha."

I collapsed back onto the bed and let out a hollow laugh.

...The heat in my body still hadn't subsided.

*

A dark, gloomy, cold room.

In here, the flow of time and physiological phenomena...
They remain fixed like gray snow suspended in the air, not creating any results.

What kind of mind would a human have if they transcended time and space?
The purple-haired woman in this space had spent so much time here that she could provide an excellent answer to that question.

Living without interacting with anyone, just quietly observing something.

A space where only oneself can observe oneself.

Even if one wasn't originally as expressionless as her, they would likely lose their emotions.

"...No...."

It had been a very long time.
The time she had been here.

That's why she had become numb.

Originally, except for that arrogant dragon, she should have been unable to do anything.

However, in an entirely unexpected situation, the recent shocking event of the "medium" residing in her body pretending to be her, allowing her to peek into their vision and thoughts.

At first, despite her numbed heart, she felt it wasn't so bad.

Occasionally, she heard that her "outside" self was a strong person who somehow always solved problems.

Although she wasn't pleased with a man occupying her body, she somewhat acknowledged his actions, so she didn't mind seeing it directly.

"...No."

And above all, because she could see "his" face.
Something she thought would take at least a few years in terms of timing.

Although it was one-sided, she was happy about this miraculously realized meeting.

However.

"...This is not right...!"

Her fists were clenched so tightly that her nails dug into her palms.
Before her eyes, her thoughts and vision were projected like a rippling image.

[, So I can't help Evan in that way, but...]

She was feeling an extremely intense emotion that she had never felt when alive, and even more so since coming here.

She didn't know exactly what this feeling was.

But even for someone as numb to her own feelings as her, it was incredibly painful to see someone with her face behaving so vulgarly toward the one she loved dearly.

[But, I'm your secretary... so I should... help you to some extent, right?]

"Ugh...!"

She felt anger that made her head spin.

No.
The secretary she aspired to be, serving her lord, was not like that.

Did that person think of a secretary as some kind of sexual relief maid?

Stella felt her teeth grinding in a way that was unlike her.

Until now, she had been tolerating his actions with an open mind, but her patience was beginning to reach its limit.

"...This, this is different from what was said."

"Huh?"

At her words, the blue-eyed woman behind her, who had been crunching on what looked like jagged ice pieces with shark-like teeth, raised her head.

With those ice pieces stuck to the corners of her mouth, she looked highly questionable as the absolute deity of a country.

"...What is that?"

"This? Didn't you come along to see it last time? Pop...corn? Con? I'm imitating that."

They say it's mainly eaten during exciting situations!

She exclaimed innocently, either knowing or not knowing the other's true feelings.

"...Didn't you say he was a man?"

"Mm. You came along to see too, didn't you?"

Of course, she knew because she had accompanied them.
However, the impression she had of him then was just a somewhat delicate-looking but gruff man.

A rough appearance close to transcendence, as if he had let go of all attachments to the world.
That's why she worried that even if he dwelled in her body, he might not even be able to act like a woman, let alone resemble her.

[...Do you want to touch?]

"...Are you saying that's the same person from back then?"

Not that—a woman who, even to her own eyes, was excessively lascivious.

But being merely an observer, there was nothing she could do.

'...No. You mustn't easily fall for such a lewd woman, my lord...!'

She could only mutter words that wouldn't be heard, or if heard, would naturally be ignored.

[Ahh...♥]

"......."

The pain of the woman who had felt little emotion during the centuries of waiting.

Perhaps, it was just beginning now.

Ch.126 - [Interlude] Cleanup
The bright moonlight was the only thing illuminating the campus that night.
While everyone else was asleep at this late hour, one man was catching his breath roughly, trying to compose himself.

With hair as black as pitch and handsome features that could captivate any noble lady.

Though he usually greeted others with just a smile, today he was somehow panting with a flushed face.

The cold sweat flowing down his cheeks seemed to show just how troubled he was.

*...Insane.*

To be honest, Evan had quite a bit of confidence in his self-control.

No matter how often he said things like "even I would find this hard to resist" or "at this point, I'd have no excuse if I pounced on her."

Those were just empty words, not actual concerns about losing control and pouncing on Stella.

After all, he was someone who had ignored his own feelings for a very, very long time.

Before that, he'd lived an ascetic life, even going months without sleep for the sake of training.

For someone like him to be swept up by the mood and pounce on Stella?

Honestly, he thought it was absurd.

Even though Stella unknowingly threw out words and actions that stirred men's hearts.

Still, Stella was Stella—a woman whose default expression was wooden and emotionless.

So, he had let his guard down.

"Haaah...!"

Evan took a deep breath.
As oxygen entered his previously dazed mind, he felt his recent actions becoming clearer.

He had just genuinely almost pounced on Stella.

There were several reasons.

It could have been the desire that had built up since he'd become aware of his feelings for her.

Or perhaps he was enchanted by the moonlight, similar to the night he first realized his feelings for her.

...Or it could have been her unusual generosity today.
That kindness and alluring appearance that made it seem like she would grant any request—it might have released Evan's restraints.

"......"

Evan tasted the metallic flavor of blood in his mouth.
It was his own desperate attempt to maintain the rationality he'd found when she pushed him away at the last moment.

If he hadn't, then he would have...

"...Damn it."

Evan had prided himself on hiding his desires well until now.

Even when Stella would cling to him in that strange state whenever she used mana.

Though she surely never intended it, when she pressed close to him with her large chest clearly visible even through her uniform.

Evan had endured, showing only the minimum unavoidable reactions.
After all, Stella didn't see him as a man yet.

It would naturally be unpleasant for her to receive such looks.

*But now...!*

His self-control, which had hidden his dirty desires so well until now, had flown away like paper at her seduction.

Just moments ago, he had been like a madman, pressing against her, feeling her body heat, trying to explore her body, breaking years of abstinence.

Honestly, Evan wasn't confident he could hide such looks anymore.

Evan looked down at his slightly trembling hands.

*...With these hands.*

With these hands, he had grabbed her breasts.

With only a very thin piece of fabric between his hand and her.
And not even completely—due to the neckline of her nightgown, quite a bit of her soft bare skin was exposed.

And how she looked when he separated from her.

Stella, whose body temperature was slightly lower than average, seemed to have absorbed heat from their prolonged contact and was sweating, making her exposed cleavage appear almost glossy.

-BANG!!

Evan slammed his head against the wall.
Of course, being superhuman, he wasn't seriously injured thanks to his unconscious mana reinforcement, but the sharp impact still came through.

And even such pain couldn't suppress Evan's lust, which had begun to burn and was heating his body.

His usual trusted method of stabilizing blood flow through mana circulation was completely useless this time.

He evenly distributed blood throughout his body, but immediately after, the image of Stella kept appearing, causing his blood to rush back.

"......"

Evan looked down once more at his hands that had just been buried in Stella's embrace.

...It seemed it would take some time before Evan could return to Stella's room.

*

Evan touched my chest and then jumped out of the building.

I was left alone in the room again, but that didn't mean the situation had improved.

-Thump, thump, thump.

My heart was beating heavily.
Really heavily.

A heartbeat so intense it almost hurt.

It was a puzzling sensation for me.

*Am I... scared?*

As a former straight man in my past life, it's a bit embarrassing to admit, but I thought that could be it.

No matter how much I trusted Evan, his state just now was clearly dangerous.

Of course, seeing how he regained his senses and jumped out as soon as I pushed him away, he wouldn't have gone all the way, but it was definitely dangerous.

-Thump, thump, thump

...But that didn't explain the heat rising to my face and... chest.

My breathing was rough.
Though quite some time had passed since Evan left the room, the hot, tingling sensation flowing from my chest to my spine showed no signs of cooling.

"......"

And sure enough, the sensation down below felt... somewhat moist.

"...Haah...."

There could only be one meaning to this.
Though I'd caught glimpses of evidence before, I'd been afraid to confirm it.

...Now, I think I have to accept it.

"Stella's body is... incredibly lewd."

The body of my beloved favorite character was not just sensitive—it had reached the realm of obscenity.

Actually, I'd been suspecting this for a while.

No matter how much I'd entered a woman's body and might be slightly affected by hormones, I was clearly a man in my past life.

Plus, I had my nearly perfect memory ability.
So I...

With almost perfect memories of my 21 years living as a man...

There's no way my heart would race, my lower abdomen would throb, or I'd get soaking wet just from having my non-existent chest touched while lying under a man.

This explains why Evan suddenly lost control at the end and rushed at me.

Regardless of who was inside, he sensed the overflowing female pheromones from this body.

"...It's a bit disappointing."

The Stella I liked always maintained an emotionless facade and kept people at a distance.
To think she actually had a body like this...

Well, it wasn't incomprehensible.

Out of respect for Stella, I hadn't touched her body for non-essential purposes... like satisfying sexual desires.

Having such a body and continuing in that state, it's natural to end up feeling this way.

"Haah... I'm tired."

I massaged my throbbing head and lay back down on the bed.

It's not surprising that my head is ringing after experiencing something like that.

"......"

However, despite that, perhaps because I'd slept too much earlier, I showed no signs of falling asleep.
Rather, the lingering warmth in various parts of my body kept pricking me, making sleep seem distant.

"......"

Evan didn't seem likely to return soon.
Well, I understand—he's a man after all.

But considering that the original purpose of our meeting tonight was for him to guard me, he would probably return eventually, even if a bit late.

Evan isn't the type to abandon his duties.

But if Evan returns, there's no guarantee this body won't cause the same issue as before.

"......"

...This was also for Stella's sake.
No matter what kind of body Stella had... she wouldn't want to be pounced on.

So...

...Maybe it's a bit necessary...?

Thinking that, I pulled over Evan's coat that he'd left behind, feeling somewhat cold.

Being Evan's clothes, it was large and warm.

...

......

.........

"......Mmh♥"

*

Evan returned to the room in just under an hour, looking extremely tired.

By the time he returned, we both looked mentally and physically exhausted, so without saying much, we closed our eyes a bit and ended what had been a somewhat long night.

*...I feel like I'm forgetting something.*

Though a strange thought crossed my mind, it was quickly buried under overwhelming drowsiness.

And the next morning at dawn.
Evan greeted me with an obviously awkward gaze and returned to his dormitory through the window.

"Yaaawn...."

Last night felt somewhat dreamlike.
...In many ways.

I shook my head to chase away such thoughts, stretched, and got up.

Perhaps because I'd slept while exhausted, I felt well-rested.
Despite it being quite an early weekend morning, I didn't feel like going back to sleep.

Maybe I'll go out and practice magic.

Even though it was a time to wait for the spy's actions and build up strength, that didn't mean I could neglect training.

Rather, to prepare for upcoming events, I needed to develop my meager power as much as possible.

...Because I no longer wanted to be a burden to Evan.

*Well then, let's go.*

I put on the academy's training clothes and pulled the doorknob.

And at that moment.

"Oh, Erhen?"

"......"

I came face to face with my roommate... the elf Erhen, who somehow looked extremely haggard.

Contrary to her usually energetic appearance, she had dark circles under her eyes.
It was the first time since the exam period that I'd seen her looking so tired.

"...Ah, are you going for morning training?"

"Yes. Would you like to join me?"

Erhen was surprisingly a good training partner.
With that thought, I asked, but Erhen stared at me intently, then chuckled and shook her head.

Somehow, combined with her dark circles and disheveled hair, it made Erhen look incredibly transcendent.

"I didn't get much sleep last night... I think I need to rest a bit."

She didn't sleep?
What could have kept Erhen, who could snore even in someone else's carriage, up all night?

"What? Why didn't you slee—"

As I was about to ask with a puzzled voice, a fuse popped in my head.

...Last night, Evan, voices, Erhen, next room.

I finally realized what had been bothering me.
Erhen patted my shoulder and returned to her room.

"...I heard everything."

"......"

......I forgot the soundproofing spell.

Ch.127 - [Interlude] A Clever Plan
The week after the midterm exams had passed, and things had settled down.

The students who had been running wild immediately after the shocking exam results had mostly calmed down—they were nobility's children after all. Having burned through all their energy, they had returned to their mundane academy life.

We weren't much different from them. After running at such a frantic pace, we didn't even know how to properly rest. The only thing that might have caused some tension was the presence of a spy, but...

"Surprisingly quiet, isn't it? I expected a more tense atmosphere," Evan remarked, sitting on a bench and staring at the unnecessarily clear sky.

If this were true peace, I would have welcomed it with open arms, but this was more like the calm before a storm. We couldn't relax completely, yet there was nothing specific we needed to do. It wasn't peace so much as an uncomfortable lull.

"Well, it's somewhat expected," I replied.

The most uncomfortable thing was that my relationship with Evan had become extremely ambiguous. Since I'd successfully drawn enough attention, we were outwardly spending time together, but we couldn't appear too close yet just in case. I just hoped all this would end soon so I could freely serve Evan outside the academy.

...Though I might not be his secretary by then, but still.

"What? What did you expect?" Erhen asked.

"Nothing, Erhen," I answered vaguely, not wanting to explain the details to her.

In truth, I had expected this. I hadn't anticipated that a spy would immediately try to kidnap me after I revealed myself as the High Priestess. Given what I knew of their meticulous nature from the original story, that wouldn't have made sense.

Of course, we couldn't completely rule out the possibility, which was why Evan continued to have protection... surprisingly so.

I'd like to say that Evan and I had a friendship that transcended gender, so sharing a room wouldn't be an issue, but... unfortunately, after what happened that first night, I had to take precautions.

Not only was Stella's body sensitive, but I'd also discovered just how sensitive it was. I generally believed the mind could overcome the body, but I'd already gotten drunk once and ended up harassing Evan.

So, to stay in the same room as Evan, I wore something like a turtleneck that covered every part of my body, including my neck, despite it being summer. Of course, even with my naturally low body temperature, it was still hot, so the fabric was thin, revealing my body's contours, but I thought that would be fine.

No matter how briefly I'd succumbed to temptation that night, Evan was still Evan.

Honestly, when reading the novel, I'd seriously wondered if he might be impotent, given Stella's subtle advances and the celibate behavior I'd observed over three years.

"But that was then..."

Recently, specifically since that night, Evan had been acting strangely. He avoided meeting my eyes, or would stare somewhere above my head when talking, as if consciously controlling his gaze. And sometimes when his eyes landed on me or my body, his face would flush.

He had clearly changed into an unusual state.

"Sigh..."

To be fair, it wasn't hard to understand. If he wasn't actually impotent as I'd suspected years ago, then Evan naturally had sexual desires, and despite it being Stella's body, I'd carelessly had too much physical contact with him.

It wouldn't be strange for a young man in his prime to start seeing me differently. In fact, as a man, it would be more concerning if he didn't.

"Miss Stella? Your face is as pink as a brain," Erhen pointed out.

"Did you really need to use that comparison, Erhen?"

"What?"

"...Nothing. I'm just hot."

...My face felt hot too, probably because of the summer heat. I maintained my poker face and fanned myself.

Evan turned toward me with a surprised expression. "Stella, do you feel the heat? I thought your body temperature was extremely low."

"...I still feel heat, Evan."

This clueless guy—who did he think was responsible for this situation? Feeling annoyed, I soon had a mischievous idea and inwardly smiled like a little devil.

"Especially... it's really hot today."

"...!"

As I said this, I loosened my necktie slightly and unbuttoned a few buttons at the top.

Evan's face immediately flushed again as he tilted his head back to look at the sky.

I felt satisfied seeing his reaction.

Gone was the creepy feeling from before; lately, Evan seemed somewhat cute.

"...Am I crazy? Thinking a grown man is cute."

I felt self-loathing at such thoughts, but... he was cute, what could I do?

Perhaps this was what people called having rose-colored glasses.

"Oh, by the way, there's been quite a buzz about you two among the students lately," Erhen suddenly mentioned.

"...What? Why?"

After we'd all been silently staring at the sky for a while, Erhen brought up this topic.

...Why would Evan and I be the subject of student gossip? I couldn't even guess, and it seemed potentially dangerous.

If rumors were spreading about our close bond, like me fixing Evan's tie... the spy hiding somewhere in the academy might suspect we had a contractual relationship.

While it would normally be difficult for a marquis's daughter to become a duke's son's secretary, someone who knew both families' circumstances might think otherwise.

If the spy's information network was broader than I thought, and they suspected we had an employer-employee relationship... both Evan and I could be in danger.

With these concerns, I urgently asked for clarification, and Erhen replied with a relaxed expression.

"Well, you two haven't been trying to hide it... or rather, you've become noticeably closer than before."

"...I suppose so?"

"So people are gossiping about what kind of relationship you have. Evan has always been famous, and you, Miss Stella, have recently made quite a name for yourself."

That was certainly true. Though partly unsuccessful, I had made every effort at the beginning of the semester to keep my distance from Evan and not appear friendly. Now that those restrictions had been somewhat lifted, our relationship would seem dramatically changed.

Additionally, Evan was competing with Caille for first or second place in looks among the first-years. In my personal opinion, he was overwhelmingly first.

Combined with his (fake) smile that he showed to everyone, it was impossible for him not to be popular.

Of course, I didn't know much about this since I had been keeping my distance from Evan and wasn't in the Knight Department.

"..."

What was that? I just felt really unpleasant.

Could I be jealous of Evan's popularity...?

"Anyway, it's just that kind of time right now. Everyone's latched onto some gossip and won't let go," Erhen continued.

Indeed, the shock of the midterm exams was gradually fading into the past. Even the most stimulating events and shocking incidents become diluted with time.

Plus, this academy had few entertainments or events. Being created primarily for war preparation, it lacked sports festivals or other special occasions.

The students were already looking for other topics of interest, like the upcoming final exams or the approaching Theater Festival, and unfortunately, we had become their target.

"...This is troublesome."

"Yes. If word gets out that I'm Evan's secretary..."

Evan also looked at me with a serious expression.

Though the possibility was small, it couldn't be ignored. Stories that circulate widely tend to become distorted in one way or another.

...I had overlooked this. Honestly, I thought no one would care if we appeared friendly.

"Well... you know," Erhen began.

"Yes?"

Erhen was looking at both of us with a strangely pitying expression. She knew I was Evan's secretary and that we wanted to keep it secret, which was why she was included in this conversation.

It was odd that Erhen, knowing our circumstances, would have such an expression.

When Evan and I showed our confusion, Erhen shook her head and said with an exasperated look:

"Look, if you don't want people to find out you're in a secretary-employer relationship..."

"...If we don't?"

Erhen pointed at both of us with her fingers and said:

"...Why don't you just pretend to be dating?"

...And here I was wondering what she would say.

In the end, Erhen's suggestion wasn't much different from her usual shipping behavior.

But wait. If we pretended to be dating, the spy probably wouldn't think we had a contractual relationship, at least initially.

Unless they had particularly twisted sexual preferences, people don't usually form contracts within romantic relationships.

And as an added benefit, it would keep other women from clinging to Evan.

I looked at Erhen and let out a laugh. What? Pretend to date Evan?

.

...

......

"...You're a genius?"

"Hehe!"

Ch.128 - [Interlude] Let's Date
Chapter 128. We're Dating

"......Genius?"

"Hehe!"

I couldn't help but blurt that out at Erhen's brilliant idea.

My goodness, who would have thought of such a method?

Thinking about it, it was actually the cleanest solution.

Turning a romantic relationship into a contractual one, especially a master-servant relationship, would normally be extremely difficult, but this would solve multiple problems simultaneously.

For example, I could freely show our friendship.
Until now, I'd avoided it to prevent unnecessary misunderstandings, but I could just say—

—"We're dating, you know?"

And that would shut them up completely.

This was an unexpectedly brilliant idea from Erhen, who usually only said airheaded things...!

*...Why am I seriously considering this?*

...Of course, I wasn't actually going to do it.

I was half-serious when discussing it, but I knew that spies wouldn't find our relationship that suspicious. For them to be that suspicious, rumors would need to spread throughout the entire Academy, but from what Erhen said, it was just talk among a few students from different departments.

"Aw, is that so?"

"I see...."

After my explanation, both Erhen and Evan slumped in disappointment.
Wait, I understand Erhen, but why is Evan disappointed?

*...Still, I've changed a lot.*

In the past, just imagining having that kind of relationship with him would have made me gag. Of course, we weren't that close back then... but now I think pretending to date him wouldn't be so bad.

...As long as there's no intimate physical contact, that is.

"Rumors always die down with time. It's not like we officially announced we're dating or anything. Like always, this will pass in a few weeks."

I said this to them as they seemed disappointed that their entertainment was over.

They pouted for a moment but quickly moved on to other topics of conversation.

...Right. That's how it should be.
The Academy students wouldn't be much different.

After some time passes, everyone will forget and find something else to talk about.

I repeated this to myself, feeling a slight, inexplicable disappointment that made me uncomfortable.

......It took about three days from then for the entire Academy to be talking about us.

*

As I've mentioned before, I'm somewhat sensitive to others' gazes.

It's an occupational hazard, I suppose. I tend to react a bit excessively even when someone just glances at me in passing.

—"Hey, isn't that the one who...?"

—"Yeah, during the midterms...."

So after possessing Stella's body, I mostly ignored most stares.

I know I'm being overly sensitive, and honestly, if I saw a woman like Stella on the street, I'd probably take a quick look too.

But today was different.

Even with that understanding, the number of stares directed at Evan and me felt abnormal.

"...What's going on, Stella?"

"......I'm not sure."

Many—to be precise, more than half—of the students were giving us meaningful looks.

It was clearly an unusual situation.

I focused my hearing on the whispers floating around us.

Stella's sensitive body was helpful in these situations, as I could hear even quiet sounds quite clearly.

—"Those two, they say they have some kind of political relationship?"

—"I heard from my father. The Isenberg and Eckhart families are quite close."

—"I heard Isenberg has been gathering anti-Moonlight Church factions recently, perhaps...."

"......??"

But what I heard made me doubt my hearing.

Me and Evan, political, what?

The rumor was so radical and baseless that it was actually frightening.

What nonsense is this?

Wasn't the rumor Erhen mentioned just about us seeming closer recently?

How could it have evolved into this, even with the weekend in between?

I was so dumbfounded I couldn't even speak.
Looking to the side, I could see that Evan's smile also contained unusual bewilderment.

We listened to these whispers as we took our seats at the Training Ground where the joint class between the Knight Department and Magic Department was being held.

Unfortunately, our first class was a joint class, so the stares felt twice as intense.

...This complicates things.

Even though the Isenberg Duchy was the highest-ranking duchy with significant political influence...

And even though the Eckhart Marquisate was quite famous for a lower nobility family thanks to the war hero Gilbert...

This was clearly a strange atmosphere.
Since when did Academy students care about such things?

Even if such interest existed, this was still strange.

With this development, the assumption that it wouldn't affect the spy was no longer valid.

It was obvious this wouldn't be a topic that would die down quickly.

...What on earth is going on?

As I was feeling confused, Professor Alen, who was preparing for class, approached me and whispered:

"An alliance in preparation for war... It seems a bit premature."

"Excuse me?"

Alen nodded to himself with a serious expression and then walked away toward the Training Ground.

What is that man talking about?

It seemed the rumors had spread, but in a completely distorted way.

I couldn't focus on that day's class at all.
No matter how much I thought about it, I couldn't understand why this had happened, and I was afraid of the repercussions.

With these confused feelings, Evan and I left the Training Ground.

And then.

Someone approached us.

And I couldn't help but gasp.

Well, she had been absent from our sight for quite some time.

So I hadn't expected her to appear right now.

...And she was currently on the list of people I didn't want to see.

"I've been hearing... interesting rumors, Eckhart."

The Sword Saint, Claire.

She had returned to the Academy after completing the mission assigned by the Empire.

*

The Academy had become quite relaxed after the midterm exams.

The intensity of the exam preparation period had completely disappeared, with most students and even some professors taking it easy, but there was one person who remained busy.

*...Good. Today's supply run is complete.*

The spy from the North.

The shapeshifter who could become anyone and imitate anyone.

Since the Illusionary Demonic Beast subjugation, most things had expanded beyond expectations or become complicated, affecting the spy's plans, so they had been working tirelessly behind the scenes.

*If it weren't for that Cardinal bastard....*

The decisive blow had been the Academy Evil God Manifestation incident caused by Cardinal Ureon Pascal.

Not only was it not an agreed-upon action, but it had also failed due to the covenant with the Saintess, resulting only in strengthened security at the Academy.

Reportedly, the seeds had been collected over a long period, but they were used so suddenly—the spy, who valued meticulous planning, couldn't understand it at all.

The spy cleared these distracting thoughts and slowly regulated their breathing.

*One, two. One, two.*

The person they were currently impersonating was a one-time disguise that had nothing in common with their usual identity.
They had chosen someone completely different from their usual disguises to avoid any risk of confusion.

The spy neatly adjusted their uniform and naturally blended into the Academy walkways.

As they did so, the conversations of students naturally filtered into the spy's ears.

—"By the way, don't Lord Evan and that person from the midterms... seem rather close lately?"

—"Oh, you mean Lady Eckhart?"

This was quite an interesting topic for the spy.
After all, from their perspective, this person had recently made their work much more complicated.

The High Priestess from the North, Stella Bell Eckhart.

And her relationship with Evan von Isenberg.
It was a topic the spy couldn't help but be interested in.

*I have received intelligence that their fathers, Lugion von Isenberg and Gilbert Eckhart, are quite close privately.*

In contrast, information about contact between their children was extremely limited, so the spy had initially thought there was no connection.

However, after observing them during joint classes, the spy had recently concluded that while they didn't interact much, they did sit together and chat occasionally, indicating they weren't complete strangers.

—"Well, I don't think they're anything special, though they do seem quite close."

—"I'm so jealous~ I wish I could be friends with Lord Evan too...!"

And now, the spy learned that their relationship seemed more intimate than expected.

*The timing is strange.*

Until now, they had only appeared to be casual acquaintances, but suddenly after the midterms ended, rumors of their closeness began circulating.

Could this really be a coincidence?

*No.*

She was an exceptional individual who had foreseen events from the entrance exam to at least the midterms.

While the spy couldn't yet determine her exact purpose, one thing was certain—she was definitely not an opponent to be taken lightly.

Would such a person, who had completed plans for the midterms months before the entrance exam, accidentally expose her relationship with him?

*That's impossible.*

The spy needed to learn more details.

*Tap.*

In the moment the spy made this decision and ran a hand over their face,

Their appearance and voice had already transformed into someone else's.

"Oh my, what are you talking about?"

"Aria? Where have you been?"

"I had some urgent business. But speaking of Lord Evan, are you talking about romance...!"

The spy knew better than anyone that this wasn't the case.

The High Priestess, as the spy had assessed her, wasn't someone who would be swayed by such personal emotions.

But they deliberately brought up this topic to spark the interest of these young women.

And to guide the conversation in a different direction.

"N-no, it wasn't that kind of talk!"

"Then perhaps... that story...."

In other words—

"Huh? What story?"

"...I heard from my father that Isenberg and Eckhart are forming an alliance...."

—to greatly amplify the story.

The spy, skilled in political machinations and agitation.
Inflating a story in an Academy that was essentially just a gathering of twenty-somethings was nothing.

*Whatever her intention is, I can't just be led along.*

While it was certain she was a High Priestess, that didn't necessarily confirm she was on the North's side.

So from the spy's perspective, it was puzzling to see Stella hanging around with Isenberg, a family famous for opposing the Moonlight Church.

*If she knows about... that with the Moonlight Church. If she intentionally exposed herself with Isenberg because of that.*

It was a chilling hypothesis.

So first, the spy would inflate the story beyond what she could anticipate.
If it grew large enough, some kind of result would emerge.

*Now... show me. What exactly are you aiming for?*

*

"We're dating...!"

".........?"

The spy, who had been watching the confrontation between the Sword Saint and Stella, felt their thoughts come to a halt.

Whether aware of the spy's feelings or not, Stella was hugging Evan's waist, interlocking their fingers, and shouting with a tomato-red face.

"We're dating, you know!!"

Things had escalated.
In a direction the spy had never expected.

Ch.129 - [Interlude] Intention
Stella Bell Eckhart and Evan von Isenberg had just found themselves in an unexpected situation. Rumors about their relationship had been circulating around the Academy, and now they faced the Sword Saint Claire, who had returned after completing a dangerous mission.

Claire, the Empire's ultimate weapon, had single-handedly destroyed twenty spy bases that would have otherwise required months of military planning. Upon her return to the Academy after the midterms, she was curious about Stella and Evan's exam results. She had obtained records showing that Stella had somehow ended the exam early using a large-scale formula she had prepared during the entrance exam.

As Claire approached the pair in the training ground, surrounded by whispering students, she commented, "I've been hearing interesting rumors... Eckhart."

Stella, terrified by Claire's presence and worried about the spreading rumors, made an impulsive decision. She rushed to Evan, embraced him, and shouted, "We're dating!"

Claire froze, her expression slightly furrowed, completely bewildered by this declaration. The surrounding students erupted in shock and excitement.

"You're... that kind of relationship. I, um..." Claire stammered, her ears turning red as she avoided eye contact.

Evan, after a moment of genuine surprise, quickly composed himself and led Stella away from the crowd. When they reached a secluded bench, Stella apologized profusely for her impulsive action.

"I'm sorry. I felt I needed to handle the situation somehow."

"By hugging me like that...?" Evan teased.

"It was the only solution I could think of," Stella admitted, suggesting they only needed to be seen together occasionally to maintain the pretense.

But Evan surprised her by taking her hands in his and saying with a smile, "No. Since we've started this, let's do it properly, Stella."

Stella's heart raced unexpectedly at his touch and words, leaving her unable to refuse.

*Is this also because of Stella?* she wondered to herself.

Ch.130 - [Interlude] Misunderstanding
Evan was honestly quite tempted by Erhen's initial proposal.
Of course, he understood the gravity of the situation, but human hearts are what they are.

Unless he could somehow modify Stella's personality right now, making any further progress was practically impossible.
In that situation, even if it was just pretend, being able to act as her lover seemed like an incredible opportunity to him.

For various reasons, he and Stella couldn't reveal their relationship in public.
People might know they were acquainted, but nothing beyond that.

That's why Evan had to grit his teeth and endure whenever other men looked at Stella.

But if they could publicly announce their relationship as lovers or something similar, regardless of the actual truth...

Not only would those looks disappear, but he could also request certain affectionate behaviors in front of others.

Stella, regardless of her own feelings, seemed to really enjoy physical contact with him.
...Contrary to any romantic feelings.

*What a shame.*

Because Evan had been thinking this way, when he learned their rumors had spread strangely, the first thing he felt was a sense of crisis.

And the next thing he felt was anticipation.

Currently, Stella saw him more as a close friend or family member rather than a romantic interest.
It might be hard to understand why she engaged in such physical contact in that state, but that was due to Stella's distorted identity, so he accepted it.

As long as she only showed that side to him, it was actually beneficial.

But continuing like this, Stella would remain just a friend who happened to be physically close to him.

So perhaps through this lover act Erhen mentioned, he could make Stella realize he was a man.
Evan felt his heart flutter slightly at the thought.

Of course, even he couldn't have anticipated the sudden development that followed.

"We're dating!!"

He felt Stella tightly embracing his waist.
The sensation of her chest pressing against him had become almost familiar now.

Evan felt his mind momentarily freeze at the sudden situation, or rather, at the incredibly happy situation.

Stella was loudly declaring their relationship (albeit false) in front of others.
Whatever her intention, his heart raced—an inevitable reaction for a man in love.

*Stella, you really...*

He was clearly ahead of her in terms of romantic awareness and desire for progress, yet somehow it was Stella—who hadn't realized either her feelings or anything else—who was making the moves.

If he succeeded in making Stella recognize her feelings as romantic, what would happen?

Evan felt a slight chill as he muttered:

"So this is how it's going to be. Fine."

He didn't know what would happen then, but at least for now, while he was ahead, he wouldn't just be led around.

Evan made that resolution and smiled gently.

"Nothing. Let's get out of here first."

Evan led her away, feeling the softness of her hand that made him wonder if they were truly the same species.

Her hands, which had always felt cold when they touched, somehow didn't feel that way today.

After escaping the crowd, Evan tried to persuade Stella.

"...Since we've started this, let's do it properly, Stella."

Knowing she was weak to physical contact if nothing else, he interlaced his fingers with hers as he spoke.

It seemed effective as Stella's expressionless face turned blank while looking at him.

*As expected, Stella is weak to being pushed.*

Of course, she probably couldn't guess why he was acting this way, and even Evan himself couldn't be certain that her feelings toward him were romantic.

But romantic feelings were something to consider later.

*First, I need to make Stella conscious of me.*

Making her recognize with her reason that he was a man.

Making her see herself as a woman to the point she couldn't deny it.

This was Evan's top priority now that he had this once-in-a-lifetime opportunity.

"So let's date, Stella!"

"Y-you mean pretending, right? Yes."

Stella stammered with an expressionless face.
Though her expression revealed no emotion, her eyes were shaking violently.

And so began Evan and Stella's fake relationship.

*

I fanned my face as I returned to my dormitory.
The cause was probably those embarrassing words and actions Evan had done earlier.

*That guy really needs to watch what he says...!*

Evan needed to consider his appearance and actions more carefully.

As I've mentioned several times, Evan naturally did things that would have made anyone else fall for him if I weren't me.
If I had actually been a woman, I might have already given him my body and heart.

That's how powerful Evan's romance novel protagonist face and fox-like actions were.

That must be why the original Stella fell for him.

Of course, until just before my transmigration, I thought Stella was wasting her chance, but... if he showed such behavior to the original Stella often, it was inevitable.

*......?*

Hmm, just now, what was that?

Somehow, thinking about him doing those things to the original Stella made me feel a bit uncomfortable.

I suppose this is my fate, having a playboy-like lord.

*Pretending to be lovers...*

Again, because of my appearance, I had almost no connection to romance.
Though I had practiced monologues...

Having never dated before, especially from a woman's perspective, acting as Evan's lover was a high hurdle even for me.

I wish I had some feminine aspects, but I didn't really have those either.

Perhaps the only thing I could rely on was Stella's body.
It had caused me trouble many times before, but this time it might actually help.

"...How did it come to this?"

The midterm exams were over, and this might have been the only peaceful period, but suddenly I had to date Evan.

"...Ugh."

The thought suddenly reminded me of Evan holding both my hands and speaking like he was confessing, making my heart clench.
How embarrassing must it have been for even my heart to cringe?

"......."

They say the human brain doesn't have the concept of denial.
In other words, if I try to erase something from my mind, it might backfire and stick even more firmly.

"...Just like a romance novel's second lead, he thinks he's so fatal."

I buried my face in my pillow, grumbling about Evan while kicking the bed with my legs, making thumping sounds.

Somehow, I felt too restless to keep still.

So that's what I did.

*

The next day.
Perhaps because of what happened yesterday, from the moment I left the dormitory, I could feel numerous gazes and whispers around me.

The difference from yesterday was that yesterday's murmurs were mixed with anxiety and gossip.

Today's murmurs were, how should I put it, somewhat pink-tinged.
I was familiar with this reaction since students in my previous life showed similar responses to such rumors.

It was a reaction that made me feel people are the same everywhere.

Well, in the original story, there was a similar atmosphere for a while when Elysee participated in the theater festival with Caille, playing the female and male leads.

The theater festival would start soon, so this was a scene we'd see again before long.

Honestly, I didn't care what happened anymore.

I had no more business with Elysee and her group.
They could do whatever they wanted among themselves.

It was a judgment I could make because the premise was to be somewhat hostile to the protagonist's group.

...Though I didn't expect things to go so badly.
Honestly, they brought it upon themselves, so I don't feel sorry for them.

"Ah, Stella!"

As I was thinking this while walking down the corridor, I saw Evan.
He looked unusually happy, almost glowing.

For a moment, I suspected he might be enjoying this situation, but having done what I did yesterday, it felt too hypocritical to think that way.

"...Good morning. It's a nice morning."

"Yes!"

Somehow, somehow.
Nothing should have changed, just one false setting of being in a relationship.

...Somehow his face looked different to me.

*...Is this another occupational hazard?*

I wondered if it was the actor's occupational hazard of immersing oneself when given a situation.

But even when I practiced monologues and acted out being in love with someone, I couldn't draw out these emotions.
Perhaps it was something that changed after entering a woman's body, specifically Stella's.

People are creatures greatly influenced by relationships.
Just changing a relationship with someone—even if it's false—can change us significantly.

Just like me, living as Stella, being Evan's secretary...

"Well then, let's go, Stella."

"...Yes."

Evan smiled at me once and headed to the lecture hall with me.

What I felt around us were whispers.
Gazes wondering if we were really in that kind of relationship.

It seemed yesterday's impact was so great that people's attention was drawn to us.

This was the peak period that all rumors and gossip have.
.......If we could just get through this now.

"...Stella?"

"...We're doing this properly, right?"

This might also be called an occupational hazard.
With the determination to do it right, I gently took Evan's hand.

It wasn't the same finger-interlacing that Evan had done yesterday, but perhaps because I was the one who initiated it...
...it felt a bit more feverish and hot.

-Oh, my goodness.

-Those two really...

-D-don't they look good together?!

As I showed this boldness, the people who had been sneaking glances at us blushed and seemed to confirm our relationship.

...Do we really look that good together?

Despite the situation, perhaps because he was my favorite character and the person I cared about most now.
Somehow, it didn't feel bad at all.

As I was thinking this, I heard an urgent voice from afar.
A familiar, somewhat frivolous but beautiful woman's voice.

"S-Stella!"

"Erhen...?"

Erhen was sweating profusely and breathing heavily.
I had almost never seen Erhen this flustered.

*W-what happened...?*

Could another variable have emerged?
Suddenly feeling anxious, I asked Erhen.

"Erhen, what's wrong...."

"You two!!"

Erhen had a very loud voice.
With that loud voice, Erhen shouted at me, echoing throughout the corridor.

"Is it true that you two are dating?!"

"......."

...

.......

What is this person doing?

Ch.131 - [Interlude] Approaching Threat
When I was young, I often heard that I "seemed expressionless."

Honestly, I never understood this. I'm an actor. In front of others, I always tried to smile and live vibrantly.

Your true feelings aren't your true feelings. Once on camera—no, once in someone's gaze—I had to become whoever they wanted me to be.

That's what being a celebrity in the media meant.

But perhaps I couldn't maintain that outside the camera.

Most people who knew me for a long time commonly said that despite my acting, I didn't show many expressions.

It wasn't about lacking social skills. It was probably just my natural personality, though at the time, I didn't want to admit it.

Someone once told me I'd show more expressions if I dated, but how foolish was that?

From then on, I smiled brighter and spoke more cheerfully. At least, until that incident.

And even after that incident, some of that forced brightness remained. Like it had been forcibly ingrained in me.

After some time living that way, I fell into this world as Stella.

Naturally, to survive, I had no choice but to act as Stella, the secretary of the second male lead.

What I'm trying to say is that I've been acting for so long—whether by choice or necessity—that I've forgotten my true personality.

Is my true self the bright, kind person from my past life?

No.

Is it the expressionless, emotionally reserved, and cold-headed person I am now?

No.

Few people could say this, but I've acted for so long that even I don't know my true personality.

This abnormal situation has carried over to now.

But what I feel from this fact is closer to comfort than dissonance.

Ah, I'm not facing the present as my present self.

I'm still just acting.

With that thought, I could let various problems pass by as if they weren't mine.

Just once, when Evan almost died because of me, something burst out that even I couldn't contain.

Other than that time, I'm still acting.

...Surely, that must be it.

*

Surprisingly, it took quite a while to clear up Erhen's misunderstanding. According to her, she thought, "These bastards used my suggestion as an excuse to finally make a move!"

Since Erhen had always been trying to pair Evan and me together, it wasn't surprising. It was just absurd.

Even after clearing up the misunderstanding, Erhen concluded by saying she'd always be watching us before leaving.

...Though we had to go to the same class anyway.

She was certainly a character with a strong personality.

"She's always entertaining," Evan said, chuckling as he watched her walk away.

There was no pretense in Evan's face, which had been showing more emotion lately.

"......"

Well. Evan can smile at whoever he wants, but isn't he being a bit careless when he has a girlfriend now?

"Evan, Evan."

With that thought, I poked him with my finger to get his attention. Evan turned his head toward me, still smiling.

Then, with an even deeper smile, he asked, "Jealousy? Or is that an act?"

"...It's an act, of course."

I frowned slightly at Evan's exasperating words. Logically, why would I be jealous seeing Evan smile at Erhen?

It's not like Erhen approached him directly like Elysee did, or flirted with him. Of course, even if she had, I wouldn't have any reason to be upset...

"It's okay, Stella. I only have eyes for you."

"......"

Right. Sure.

I used my poker face to suppress my involuntarily rising lips, then nodded.

"Good. That's how it should be."

Both Evan and I are lifelong singles who've never dated. We're not quite at the level of becoming mages, but neither of us has any knowledge in that area.

From my modern perspective, it seems incredibly contrived that people with faces like Evan's and Stella's would be lifelong singles, but it's good for me, so I won't complain.

Anyway, if neither of us has dating experience, then I, with my acting background, should naturally take the lead.

I've diligently researched in preparation for such a role, after all.

Plus, I'm mentally a few years older.

In short, I should be the one leading.

"...Eep?!"

"Isn't holding hands like this more couple-like?"

Evan had somehow changed our lightly clasped hands into interlocked fingers. The strange sensation of his large, warm hand between my fingers...

Even after feeling it several times, I froze in shock at the alien sensation.

...Wait, I'm supposed to be leading...?

"Stella? Your face is red. Do you have a fever?"

Whether Evan knew my confused feelings or not, he just tilted his handsome face and looked at me quizzically.

...Are good looks just something you're born with?!

*The way his fingers fidget is ticklish...*

Despite being like me—never having held a girl's hand before—how could Evan be so calm? Perhaps it's because he's the second male lead in a romance fantasy novel.

*His hand is so warm...*

I felt my pride hurt at his superior smoothness. It felt like he was someone used to charming women, which annoyed me.

If only I were as handsome as you...! I could be out there flirting with women.

*Looking again, his hand really is huge...*

Sadly, I'm stuck in a woman's body I was never meant to have, tied to one man.

...Is that so bad, though?

Perhaps because I was holding hands with Evan, I went to class with a strangely floating feeling, my complaints lasting only a few seconds.

Evan watched me with a grinning face.

...He's handsome.

*

When we entered class, we were met with largely unchanged stares.

Some still looked suspicious and whispered, while others were excited about the new couple and also whispered.

Either way, the experience of most cadets staring at Evan and me wasn't very pleasant.

Who do they think they are, whispering while looking at us?

Especially annoying were the young ladies who blushed while looking in our direction... specifically at Evan.

Were they imagining themselves in my place?

Wake up. My relationship with Evan is... well, we're not actually dating, but still.

Anyway, to have this kind of relationship, you need to know his personality well like I do, be able to listen to the secrets he's hiding, and... be able to comfort him when he buries his face in your chest and acts spoiled.

Most of these people are just shallow humans who get excited just by looking at Evan's face.

Such women can't have the position of lover (though I'm definitely not Evan's real lover), nor even the position of secretary.

I don't know who spread such exaggerated rumors, but if there's anything to be grateful for, it's that I can now openly show my relationship with Evan.

"Evan, your necktie is crooked."

With that thought, I fixed Evan's necktie, which was bizarrely twisted and tangled again today.

I had been a bit frustrated that I couldn't normally fix his tie because we couldn't show our relationship openly, so this was quite a nice change.

"Ah, thanks."

"...Mmph."

As I was fixing his tie, Evan patted my head as if praising a good child.

It wasn't like last time when he held me close while patting me, so it wasn't as intensely pleasurable, but it still felt thrilling.

I guess I still like being praised by someone.

Anyway, seeing this, the cadets blushed and had their own conversations... The number of people blushing seemed to have increased since earlier.

Well, this way we can reduce misunderstandings and make others correctly recognize our relationship.

Surely even a spy wouldn't suspect my love life.

It was killing two birds with one stone.

...And we could have more skinship too.

Of course, this wasn't in a sexual sense, but rather stemmed from my childhood when I craved attention from those around me and my parents. It was about feeling security and comfort from contact with someone I felt close to, fundamentally different from Stella who felt pleasure from the contact itself.

"...Ah."

"Hm? What's wrong, Stella?"

"Oh, nothing. Just a slight headache."

"Because I patted your head?!"

While we were having this conversation, class had already begun.

The stares directed at us didn't really diminish during class.

Typical of romance fantasy world people.

They seemed to pay more attention to me now than when I destroyed the midterm exams.

"That's all for today's class. And soon, there will be that announcement you've all been waiting for, so look forward to it."

After the class ended, with all those stares making me fidgety—

"Let's go, Stella!"

"Ah, yes."

"...Your hand?"

"......"

As I was about to leave the classroom holding Evan's strangely assertive hand—

"Um, excuse me... Cadet."

Professor Alen approached me with a pale face, sweating nervously.

"Um, about before..."

Listening to him, it was an apology for jumping to conclusions when rumors spread about Evan and me forming a political alliance.

Indeed, I had wondered what he meant when he suddenly mentioned preparing for war and making hasty judgments.

Well, considering Alen's character in the original work, it makes sense.

Anyway, Professor Alen apologized, sweating profusely unlike his usual self.
Of course—

"We're not really in an alliance relationship..."

"...Yes. We're l-lovers. Really."

He added some unnecessary details, but that's beside the point.

Anyway, if even the professor knows about us, then everyone who needs to know probably does.

I nodded with satisfaction at that thought.

*

"...Hey."

In a meeting room somewhere in the Empire.
A very, very dark and slimy voice echoed through the space.

His voice swirled with various emotions, as if he alone had faced all the malice in the world.

He clenched his fist and spoke slowly.

"You've... heard the rumors, right?"

The man listening tilted his head for a moment, then said, "Ah, about Stella? That she's dating Evan...?"

"Impossible!!!"

With a bang, the table in the meeting room shook violently.

Gilbert, the war hero who had cleared the northern border and Stella's father, was now furious like never before.

He knew.
He knew there was a possibility of this happening.

But recognizing a possibility and seeing it actually happen were vastly different.

He spoke in a rough voice.

"...We're heading to the Academy."

Just as Stella had thought, news of their relationship spread far and wide in just one day.

Much further than she had imagined.

Ch.132 - [Interlude] Confrontation
The moment of confrontation came at last.

Let's rewind a bit.

When they first received letters from Stella and Evan, both fathers were skeptical about their relationship, leaning heavily toward disbelief.

From Gilbert's perspective, Stella had always been cold and expressionless. She had stubbornly refused to become Evan's secretary until something changed her mind. Whenever he visited her at the duke's residence, their relationship didn't seem to be progressing—sometimes they even appeared to be on bad terms.

Of course, even if all evidence pointed to the contrary, he wouldn't have accepted it. She was the only fruit of his love with his wife who was no longer at the mansion... no, who had "passed away."

He was determined not to believe anything unless the two of them publicly announced their relationship hand in hand. That was his stubborn fatherly devotion.

On the other hand, Duke Lugion actually hoped for such a relationship.

Stella Eckhart. Even setting aside the fact that she was his closest friend's daughter, she was more than qualified to be his daughter-in-law.

She was beautiful, and though somewhat emotionless, she seemed kind enough to get along with his son. Being the child of Gilbert and his wife, she was naturally intelligent and, though he hadn't witnessed it himself, surely talented in magic as well.

She had directly helped expose a spy, indirectly saving his and his family's lives. Having already experienced two catastrophes in his home, the thought of another such incident still sent chills down his spine.

Stella meant more to him than just his friend's daughter. What greater blessing could there be than having her, who was already assisting Evan as his secretary, become his wife?

But Duke Lugion knew it would be difficult. Setting aside whether the emotionless Stella could develop romantic feelings for Evan...

From what he could see as a father, Evan was still carrying too many wounds and goals. While he too hated the Moonlight Church and frequently discussed matters related to it, Evan's hatred surpassed his own. There was a murderous aura about him that suggested he would burn everything down first and ask questions later.

He found it difficult to imagine Evan loving any girl, just as he found it hard to imagine Stella in love.

So both fathers, in their own way, were internally denying the possibility of a relationship between their children.

Of course, the difference was that one would welcome it with open arms if true, while the other might charge with weapons in both hands.

But for now, they were in a state of peace, both believing it couldn't possibly be true.

Whenever they met, they happily passed the time discussing their children.

But that was only until this moment.

"......"

"......"

Both Duke Lugion von Isenberg, the highest-ranking duke, and Gilbert Eckhart, who had earned his marquis title through war, boasted intelligence networks second to none in the empire.

Well, that was the kind of opponent they were fighting in the North.

And now, their networks had caught information unrelated to the war—yet potentially more dangerous than the war itself.

"It's about Stella, right? Dating Evan..."

"Impossible!!!"

Marquis Gilbert slammed his massive fist on the table. If he hadn't withdrawn his mana beforehand, the table would have split in two.

The duke was equally confused. Not only was the news of their relationship shocking, but he was amazed that such information had reached him so quickly.

No matter how he looked at it, this didn't seem like an ordinary romance, but Gilbert, unable to see that, took a deep breath and said:

"...We're heading to the Academy."

"What?"

The duke looked at Gilbert in confusion, but Gilbert appeared completely serious.

"Well, how do you plan to get there?"

When Lugion asked this question in response to Gilbert's abrupt statement, Gilbert grinned and said:

"...That's for you to figure out... Your Grace."

Only using his title at times like this.
Lugion sighed but showed no real objection.

He too was curious. Such an exaggerated rumor must have some truth to it.

Whether that truth concealed ill intentions or genuine feelings...

As a father before a duke, he couldn't let this pass.

And so, the two powerful men decided to visit the Academy.

*

About four days had passed since Evan started pretending to be my lover.

Whether we were good actors or not, the rumors about us had completely reversed.

Before we started "dating," conspiracy theories circulated about political machinations or standing against the Moonlight Church. Now everything revolved around our romance.

Whoever was behind this apparently didn't have enough power to redirect the rumors elsewhere.

It made sense, though. Despite being a den of nobles, the Academy was still filled with students—and not just any students, but characters from a romance fantasy novel.

What would interest them more than romance?

I'd been deliberately keeping a low profile, but I was inhabiting Stella's body—the most beautiful woman in this world.

With Evan being equally handsome, news of our romance naturally spread throughout the Academy.

The only problem was that the rumor had grown too large, having replaced another major rumor.

Because of this, I had to engage in skinship with Evan at all times.

"Do we really, really have to do this...?"

"Yes. Someone might be suspicious of us."

"Uh..."

I didn't think that was likely.
I sat in the middle of a bench with Evan embracing me from behind, feeling his somewhat hot breath on my neck.

Since I was practically sitting on his lap, I could feel the firmness and contours of his body.

Did we really need to do this when no one was around?
Such thoughts began to surface, but whenever I became conscious of being in Evan's arms, my head would start floating, and I'd lose track of my thoughts.

I'd noticed before that when I had prolonged physical contact with Evan, my intelligence seemed to decrease.

'So just being held like this, just being embraced like this...'

...It feels so good to be held tightly...no, wait! Anyway, my thoughts kept jumping around like this.

Unlike Stella, I was dead without my mental faculties, so how could this be happening?

"Stella? I just noticed your hair has grown quite long."

"...Has it?"

As I struggled to gather my floating thoughts while sitting on Evan's lap, he brushed the hair at the back of my head and made that comment.

I flinched slightly at the feeling of his hand brushing against my hair, but he was right.

When was it... when I was kidnapped by Kinahan?
Since my hair was unintentionally cut then, giving me the same hairstyle as Stella in the original work, I had maintained that haircut.

Keeping this hairstyle made me feel like I could solve any problem just like Stella.

"Yes. It used to not even reach your shoulders, but now it's almost down to your back."

"...Indeed."

Recently, with so many things happening, I'd forgotten to cut my hair.

Perhaps because my hair grew quickly, the purple locks were now half a span longer than Stella's bob cut from the original work.

That meant one thing:

"I should cut it now."

It was time to shorten my hair again.
If it grew just a little longer, it could no longer be considered a bob cut.

"...Why not grow it out? The long hair I saw before was pretty too."

Evan rested his chin on my shoulder and suggested I keep growing it out to make it long.

...Growing my hair out.

"No. For now... I don't want to change this hairstyle."

...With this hairstyle, I am undoubtedly the Stella I'm portraying.

But if I deliberately grow it out, especially to a length never shown in the original work...

Then I might not be Stella anymore.

Clinging to Evan like this, craving more than friendly contact with him—if I changed my hair, I couldn't deny that I wouldn't be Stella but...

"...Let's go now."

I stood up, feeling a sudden churning in my stomach. Perhaps from too much physical contact with Evan, I suddenly felt my body temperature dropping.

"It's time to head back."

"Okay. Let's go."

Evan stood up after me.

And for the first time in a while, we walked together without conversation.

Perhaps because we'd been holding hands constantly lately, I felt a strange emptiness in my unoccupied hand.

...I wondered if he would take my hand first.

"W-wow...!"

"Look over there...!"

"Isn't that...?"

As we walked, we noticed a crowd gathering somewhere.

"Hmm? What's going on?"

"I don't know... Maybe someone famous is here?"

It reminded me of how it felt in my previous life when I went outside after becoming recognizable.

Did this world have something like idols too?

"Shall we check it out?"

"Sure, let's see what it is."

Our curiosity piqued, we made our way through the crowd to see what was at its center.

And immediately regretted it.

"...Oh."

"W-why are those people here...?"

At the center of the crowd, drawing attention like movie stars or idols from my previous life, were—completely unexpectedly—

"...Father? And Marquis Eckhart?"

My father, Marquis Gilbert, and Evan's father, Duke Lugion, were stepping out of the ducal carriage, dressed in stylish black coats like fashion models.

After looking around briefly, they spotted us.

"Oh! Stella! Son!! It's been a while!"

The duke greeted us with a bright smile. Apparently, we caught them as they were trying to slip away.

The smiling duke contrasted sharply with Gilbert's gloomy expression.

"He called Evan 'son'!"

"It must be Duke von Isenberg!!"

"And that's Marquis Eckhart next to him? That means..."

Ignoring the reactions around them, the duke and marquis approached us.

Both were extremely tall, creating an intimidating presence.

"Ah, it's been a while since I've been to the Academy."

"...Stella. We're here because we heard a strange rumor."

Unlike the duke who tried to lighten the mood, Gilbert directly addressed me.

Judging by the situation, news of Evan and me dating had reached their ears.

From his perspective, he might have thought he was just casually asking his daughter about it.

"Is it true...?"

"......!!"

"......!"

Unfortunately, for us, this was a major crisis.

If we denied it here, all our acting from the past few days would be wasted, and we might face even stronger backlash.

But if we confirmed it, who knew what Gilbert—who looked ready to tear someone apart—would do.

Of course, even he wouldn't harm the eldest son of a ducal family, but...

...Could I be sure of that?

Both in the novel and during the past three years, he had been an extreme daughter-con, beyond what could simply be called overprotective.

In that moment, Evan and I exchanged glances.

In those few seconds, we communicated dozens of thoughts through our eyes.

...Trusting in our accumulated time together, our bond, and our ability to read each other quickly...

We shouted simultaneously:

"W-we're not really that close yet..."

"Greetings, father-in-law!!"

.

...

......

A moment of silence.

Someone in the distance shouted, "It's a meeting of the in-laws!" Though I couldn't hear clearly, it was definitely Erhen.

'...Fuck.'

Ch.133 - [Interlude] The Misconception Of A Misconception
I've carefully analyzed the text and will now provide a natural English translation following the glossary and style guidelines.

## 133. The Illusion of Misunderstanding

The Academy is fundamentally a military school designed to prepare for war.

Because of this, parent meetings during the semester are generally difficult... except for certain periods.

One such time when this rule becomes slightly relaxed is right after midterms, one of the most important exams at the Academy.

Since final exams are immediately followed by vacation, this is the only time during the semester when cadets can meet outsiders without suffering from exam preparation stress.

That time is now—less than a week after midterms have ended.

Of course, even without all these prerequisites, Lugion could have used his power as a Duke to make something happen, but this timing provided the perfect justification.

In any case, that's how the two fathers set foot inside the Academy.

Being clever men, they were almost certain that if they gave prior notice of their visit, their children would prepare countermeasures.
Therefore, no one at the Academy knew about their visit except for the staff in charge.

They had planned to find Evan and Stella as quietly as possible, almost like infiltrating...

"L-look at those people..."

"It's them, right?"

Unfortunately, they were quite famous figures.

First of all, they were war heroes known to the public.
Gilbert's achievements were significant enough to elevate him from a low-ranking noble to a Marquis in one go.
There was no way the cadets at this military-based school wouldn't recognize such men.

And an even bigger, simpler reason was their appearance.

After all, they were the fathers of Evan and Stella.

These handsome middle-aged men, surrounded by what Stella would surely call a "romance novel buff," made the hearts of young female cadets flutter.

In this situation, they predicted it would be difficult to find Evan and Stella among the unexpected crowd, but...

"Oh, Duke, over there."

Since they were in a public setting, Gilbert spoke formally as he pointed to a spot among the cadets.
Thanks to their distinctive appearances that stood out even among the crowd, the Duke could recognize them immediately.

The Duke called out to them loudly with delight.

"Oh! Stella! Son!! It's been a while!"

The two froze stiffly, as if caught by someone they never wanted to see.

At that point, Lugion guessed there was something going on between them and tried to extract them from the situation, but...

"...Stella. Our visit isn't for anything serious."

Unfortunately, he couldn't stop Gilbert, who approached them with a gloomy expression.

"Is it true...?"

Gilbert asked, darkening the shadows on his face.
Lugion, who decided it wouldn't be bad to get a quick answer now that things had come to this, also waited for their response.

Then came a shocking answer that no one there had expected.

"Greetings, Father-in-law!!"

Evan shouted, bowing at almost a right angle.

And almost simultaneously:

"It's a meeting of the families!! Those lovebirds are having a family meeting at the Academy!!"

Someone in the crowd shouted like an agitator.

"A family meeting?"

"B-but they just announced they were dating not long ago?!"

"Could it be already..."

Because of the commotion, the words Stella quietly muttered went unheard and disappeared.

*This... is.*

The Duke felt his thoughts momentarily freeze at his son's unprecedented response, but he quickly recovered.

It was too excessive.

This was something they could have simply denied or evaded in front of them, but to escalate it this way...

*Anyone would find this unnatural. As I thought, there's something going on.*

The Duke felt both relief and a great disappointment.
In truth, he knew that wasn't Evan's personality.

He had spent years tormenting himself with hatred without rest.
As a father, he had somewhat hoped that Evan might lose some of that hatred and become absorbed in something else.

Unfortunately, and predictably, it didn't seem to be such a simple and convenient story.

The Duke sighed once and turned his head toward Gilbert.

Gilbert would have roughly understood these children's intentions by now—

"F-f-f-father-in-law...?"

—or so he had hastily judged.

Lugion immediately retracted his thought upon seeing Gilbert's face, which had turned bright red... no, now it was changing to an almost blackish purple.

Gilbert was someone who always maintained his composure, even if he found himself in the middle of enemy territory or surrounded by opposing forces.

Yet now he was contorting his face like a demon, clenching his fists and trembling.

*Oh damn.*

Lugion knew that the fact Gilbert wasn't drawing his sword right now, despite being in this state, meant he was exercising tremendous restraint.

He thought he should quickly move to another location and clarify their relationship in a way that even the now-simplistic Gilbert could understand.

"W-well, let's move somewhere else. There are too many cadets here. Hahaha."

"Kkeuk."

Certainly, that's right. Let's do that, Duke.

Lugion chose to believe that's what Gilbert had said.

*

Today had been a continuous series of bewildering situations.
Setting aside what happened at lunch, suddenly encountering... well, Stella and Evan's fathers.

And just as we were trying to explain things briefly, Evan suddenly called him "Father-in-law" without hesitation.

Simultaneously, Gilbert's white skin immediately turned the color of rotten meat, and until the Duke somehow managed to drag him away for an explanation...

Everything was sudden and incomprehensible.

Even now, as we explained the situation to them in a quiet place secured by the Duke's authority, it remained the same.

"Hahaha. Yes, yes. So that's why you did it, Young Lord?"

"Yes! About calling you Father-in-law earlier..."

"Hahaha. Yes, yes. So that's why you did it, Young Lord?"

"......"

Evan was trying hard to explain his embarrassing "Father-in-law" outburst, but Gilbert, though his complexion and expression had improved, didn't seem interested in hearing our story.

While Evan was sweating profusely as he talked with Gilbert...

"It's been a while, Stella."

"...Ah, yes it has."

"Indeed. Since you went to the Academy... it's been about four months, hasn't it?"

I had to endure an incredibly awkward reunion with Duke Lugion von Isenberg.

Every time I spoke with Lugion, I felt that this man showed me excessive goodwill, which made me a bit uncomfortable.

I understood why—after all, I had caught a spy in his house—but it still felt awkward, like accidentally catching a mouse while a cow was backing up.

Lugion seemed to sense this atmosphere as he scratched his cheek.

"...To be honest, Stella, when I heard that you two were... like that, I had some expectations."

"...Pardon?"

Lugion's words were quite surprising.

I knew he had goodwill toward me, but to think he would be fine with giving away his son?

...Why?
As I pondered this question, Lugion carefully asked:

"Did... my son tell you about our situation?"

He was probably referring to the story about Evan's mother.
I had listened to it while Evan's face was buried in my chest.
Since there was no reason to hide it, I nodded.

"......Yes."

"...The very fact that he told you such a story is surprising to me. That's why, as I said earlier, I had some expectations."

"Is... that so?"

"Yes. I thought you would be not just sufficient, but even too good to be our daughter-in-law."

As I listened to his story, I felt increasingly uncomfortable.

I could understand his feelings.

His child had experienced such trauma and had been immersed in hatred, tormenting himself until very recently.

As a father with such a child, he would naturally want to find a partner for him.

Though in a different direction from what he thought, it was true that I was someone important to Evan.

But his wishes inevitably clashed with mine.

I couldn't develop that kind of relationship with Evan.

I'm not the reliable, perfect Stella he believes in.

I'm just pretending to be her.

Just, just...

.......

"...I'm sorry if I made you uncomfortable. I really am overprotective when it comes to Evan."

Lugion seemed to read my downcast mood and apologized.
There was no reason for him to apologize to me.

"No, I wasn't offended. It's just..."

Just that I discovered more of my own contradictions, making me feel uneasy.

"Hahaha. Yes, yes. So that's why you did it, Young Lord?"

"...Yes. It's true."

"Sigh... I understand the circumstances. I knew about it, but it was just too shocking."

It seemed that Gilbert and Evan's conversation was also wrapping up.

Evan looked noticeably gaunt in a short period.

I smiled faintly at his appearance but felt a subtle discomfort.

"...Duke. It seems I misunderstood."

"Yes, that's what I said. You need to learn to listen to people more carefully."

"Indeed. Haha, there's no way my daughter would be in that kind of relationship with Young Lord Evan!"

"Hahaha."

"If there ever is such a man, please teach him a lesson, Young Lord. If anyone dares to touch my daughter inappropriately, I..."

"Hahaha."

By now, Evan had joined their conversation, laughing nervously with cold sweat.

...How would Gilbert react if he heard that Evan had been sleeping in the same room with me for several days, and on the first day, he had even touched... those parts?

I was curious, like wanting to stick my hand into bright red flames, but I refrained since Gilbert might actually attack Evan.

It would be troublesome for me if Evan died.

"My goodness, we've stayed too long for mere parents."

"Ah, let's go, Duke."

With that, they bid us farewell and left.
Gilbert seemed reluctant to leave until the end, looking back and forth between Evan and me before boarding the carriage.

They came like a storm and left like one.
I hadn't noticed while we were detained, but perhaps due to tension distorting my sense of time, the sky was already covered with a crimson sunset.

"...Phew. I feel like I aged ten years, Stella."

Evan finally exhaled a sigh of relief.
Seeing him like that, my mischievous side activated, and I whispered in his ear:

"Why? Are you afraid they might find out about what you did last time...?"

"......Stella!"

Evan shouted with a reddened face, seemingly embarrassed.
Well, it's understandable. I know all about a young man's sexual desires.

Nevertheless, Evan's reaction was truly that of someone whose weak spot had been hit.
I couldn't hold back my laughter.

"......Ahahahaha! Is that something to get so upset about?"

"......."

Evan stopped walking and looked at me.
His face was quite red, suggesting my comment had really hit the mark.

After watching me smile for a while, Evan smiled back and slowly opened his mouth.

And what he said was:

"You've been laughing a lot lately."

It was something I hadn't...

Hadn't considered at all.

"............Ah."

I unconsciously let out such a voice.

It felt like my body temperature dropped several degrees in an instant.

Yes, Evan was right.

I was smiling.
Just now, I had even burst out laughing.

Among those, among all of those...

...None were behaviors befitting Stella.

"Oh, I see."

"Stella?"

And then I realized.

I had forgotten that I needed to act as Stella while talking with Evan.

No, it wasn't just today.

Quite often recently, almost all the time.

When I was with him, when I craved his warmth, when I acted like a lover.

...Even when I allowed such contact.

I had forgotten to act as Stella.

So, so what that meant was...

"Stella? Are you alri—"

"J-just a moment."

I pushed away Evan who tried to support me when I momentarily staggered.

A great confusion suddenly overwhelmed me.

My breathing became rapid.

"...Stella?"

Stella.
Yes, I am Stella.

Emotionless, not showing my feelings.

...Who was merely in a secretary relationship with Evan.

I blankly raised my head and looked at Evan.

My heart pounded ominously.

*...No way.*

It seemed that I...

......had somehow gotten closer to something I had been deliberately ignoring.

"...Let's go, Evan. I'm hungry."

"Oh, you too?"

I'm hungry too after all that tension.

Evan accepted my sudden change of topic as if nothing was wrong.

I walked with him without saying much, unlike usual.

*...No way.*

Denying a single assumption that came with the ominous pounding.

*

"Now, I said there would be news you've been waiting for."

And, from the next day...

...the Theater Festival week began.

episode 5.5-

≪Spotlight≫

Ch.134 - EP 5.5. Week Of The Theater Festival
I scanned the text and identified all character names and terms from the glossary. This chapter focuses on the Theater Festival week at the Academy, with Stella reflecting on her acting background and current complicated feelings about Evan.

Chapter 134. Theater Festival Week

I started acting because of my mother.

But that doesn't mean I had no interest in acting or didn't enjoy it.

Loneliness was merely the reason; what I truly desired was to become like my mother, who captivated audiences more than anyone else on stage.

The basic premise of admiration is "I want to be like that too."

I wanted to be like my mom.
On stage, shining brightly, receiving everyone's love.

Though not on stage, I've continued acting even years after quitting as an actress.

Wearing the mask of Stella, the character I loved most.

Becoming the secretary of Evan von Isenberg, whom she served in the original story.

For a while, I wondered about this.
Whether the relationship I built with Evan through my acting was truly my own connection.

Before I could fully contemplate that question, Evan had already burrowed too deeply into my heart.

To me who was lonely, to me who craved connections. He was such a charming person, and three years was more than enough time to build a sufficient friendship with someone like him.

And until now.

That's all I thought it was.

And again.
Only very recently did I realize.

Even my minimum baseline of "acting as myself"...

...I've come to understand that might not be the case.

It's still far too early to draw conclusions, but.

If that's true, then I...

...I still don't know.


-episode 5.5 ≪Spotlight≫


Perhaps because so much happened yesterday.
I headed to the classroom without having slept properly, my eyes wide open.

Evan and Erhen Sillevria, who were walking with me, asked if I was okay, but since this was entirely my problem, I just told them I was fine.

*Evan is...*

I was worried that I might have created an awkward situation yesterday, but fortunately, Evan was acting normal.

...Though that made me feel even more troubled.

Anyway, outwardly we headed to the classroom as usual.
Somehow, the path was noisy.

"Today is... that day, right?"

"I think so?"

Right after the confusing midterm exams.

The cadets, who had been normally relaxed after the exams ended, began showing excitement for a different reason today.

Like they were waiting for a festival.

Erhen tilted her head curiously at these unusually excited faces.

"Everyone seems excited today? Did something happen?"

I thought she might be unfamiliar with this culture, not being accustomed to the Academy or Imperial customs.

Thinking it was a good opportunity to explain something to her, I tried to explain.

"Ah, that's because... Oh!"

"Stella...?"

Perhaps because I turned my body to explain to Erhen, my hand brushed against Evan's, and I flinched, turning my body sharply.

A dramatic reaction, surprising even to myself, considering we'd been holding hands all day for our couple act.

Both Evan and Erhen looked at me with surprise at my sudden reaction.

"...Ah. I was just... startled...."

After making an obviously unnatural excuse, I naturally turned my head toward Erhen.

However, Erhen narrowed her eyes and stared at me suspiciously.

"...Did you two fight?"

"What? No...?"

Erhen looked back and forth between Evan and me, then lowered her voice a bit.

"...Is it because of what we did yesterday?"

Erhen seemed to be referring to the loud announcement about meeting the parents that she had shouted among the crowd.
...It really was her after all.

"Nothing really happened."

"What? Did I fall for a couple's trick again?"

...A couple.
I flinched slightly at Erhen's well-timed jab.

From her perspective, she'd always been trying to set us up, and now we were dating, albeit fake, so it made sense for her to say that.

Human imagination can sometimes be a curse.
For example, like my mind replaying her words literally, just because of what Erhen said.

*...Sigh.*

I only want to remain friends with Evan.
Although we did have some rather... intense contact that might be a bit much for friends, that was just me helping him a little as his secretary.

Erhen, the surrounding cadets, Gilbert.

It seems that most people inevitably categorize relationships between men and women as romantic.

...But I'm a man anyway. A man, just like Evan.

For some reason, I kept repeating that to myself today as I spoke to Erhen.

"Ahem. Anyway, the reason everyone is so excited is...."

"Alright, quiet!!"

Perhaps I took too long.
At that moment, Alen Mikedou entered the classroom with perfect timing.

His eyes met mine, and he awkwardly averted his gaze.

He probably still felt sorry for treating my relationship with Evan as a political alliance.

...Looking at it now, I thought that Alen's perspective might actually be better.

While I was thinking this, Alen banged on the blackboard to get the attention of the still excited and noisy cadets.

The cadets smiled with anticipation, as if they knew what this was about.

Seeing the cadets like this, Alen also grinned and opened his mouth.

"Now, I told you there would be news you've been waiting for."

With that one sentence from Alen, all the cadets became completely focused on him.

*Is it starting now?*

The non-academic events in the Academy's first semester can be divided into two main categories.

First, the end-of-semester banquet that exists in every semester.

At this time, cadets from all classes and departments gather in the Banquet Hall to enjoy a banquet marking the end of the first semester.

It's essentially an end-of-term party, and I remember that in the original story, it featured romantic elements like fireworks and drinking.

I recall the fun of watching the inconsiderate main characters who escaped from the center of the banquet to engage in romantic activities.

Anyway, unlike the end-of-semester banquet held at the end of every semester, this event only exists right after the first semester midterm exams.

"From today, what you've all been waiting for—"

"The Theater Festival week begins."

With Alen's words, the cadets immediately stood up and cheered.

"Woooooo!!"

"Finally...!!"

*Already the Theater Festival...*

I nodded my head amid the cheers, feeling quite nostalgic.

Theater Festival week.
As the name suggests, it's a week to prepare for a theater festival where plays are performed.

It might seem a bit out of place for a school based on a military academy, but considering this is a romance fantasy world, it's understandable.

Of course, this world has its own explanation. In Imperial history class, we learned it originated from some Imperial custom of performing plays while reminiscing about wars, but it was too boring for me to remember clearly.

Anyway, the reason this Theater Festival exists in the story is clear.

Since the story setting is this wartime preparatory academy, there had been plenty of episodes building muscles rather than love since enrollment, except during exam periods.

Moreover, after becoming friends with Stella/Evan through a group fight in the midterms, they needed to develop Evan's story.

In that situation, what the author introduced was this Theater Festival.

"The Theater Festival week will continue for the next three weeks and five days. During that time, all of you... that is, everyone in Class A must work together to produce a play."

The structure of the Theater Festival is simple.

Teams are divided by class, from A to E, and each prepares a play over three weeks and five days.

Then the performances compete against each other, and the class with the best play becomes the winner of the Theater Festival.

"For the next three weeks and five days, you'll need to determine the structure, actors, story, and direction of the play. It's a festival completely entrusted to you."

"Ohhh...!!"

"I want to be the female lead! Me!"

"Pfft."

"Who's been doing that since last time?"

Everyone was excited by Alen's words, chattering about wanting to be the protagonist or a knight.

Unfortunately, there's no future where they get to be the protagonists.

Since this is an episode in a romance fantasy novel, the target is clear.

This episode is essentially a competition for the male lead role, with the female lead position firmly fixed, and the remaining male leads fighting for their spots.

To roughly explain the development, Erhen doesn't participate in the male lead role for some reason (which makes sense, since she's a woman), and Ian (who is also a woman) who returns soon, along with Caille and Evan, engage in a three-way battle.

Since this is Evan's first charm appeal episode after his initial appearance, the story develops with Caille and Evan competing closely for the male lead position.

At this time, Evan shows his side as a simple-minded, boisterous male character, making mindless advances toward Elysee....

"Hm? What's wrong?"

"...Nothing."

I didn't like Evan much back then.
I've always disliked characters who are just bright without any backstory...
He was a character with an uncomfortable feeling that was quite unpleasant even when reading about him.

Now that I know it was an act, I don't understand why he treated Elysee that way.

...But then again, what I've been doing with Evan these past few days is also acting.

"And... Ah. For the script, you can use an existing story, adapt one, or create something entirely new. There are separate points for creativity, but if the quality is low, it will backfire, so judge wisely. That's all."

Alen finished explaining about the Theater Festival and left the classroom, telling everyone to hold a meeting.

*...Well, the Theater Festival, huh.*

To continue what I was saying earlier, Evan fought well? but ultimately lost to the original male lead Caille and was dropped from the male lead position.

"Let's decide on the actors first, guys!!"

"The male lead! We need to decide on the male lead!"

"Shouldn't we decide on the story first?"

So, Evan loses anyway, but the current Evan wouldn't show interest in something like the Theater Festival, so the male lead will definitely be Caille.

So in this episode... this breather episode, I should...

Just take charge of directing these kids' acting, right?


...That's what I thought at the time.

Until Caille voluntarily withdrew from the male lead position.

Ch.135 - EP 5.5 Humiliation
The day before the Theater Festival week began, precisely when the Academy was buzzing with news about Evan von Isenberg and Stella Eckhart's romance, Elysee was lying in bed, ruminating over the news.

Though she hadn't sustained any particular injury, after that day—after suffering a humiliating defeat at Stella's hands—she had fallen terribly ill.

Every time she tried to sleep, memories of that day surfaced. How she had arrogantly dismissed Stella, only to be thoroughly defeated by a plan whose origins she couldn't even trace.

What tormented Elysee most wasn't the humiliation of losing to Stella. What kept her from sleeping was the realization that she wasn't special, and the self-loathing that followed.

Though she hadn't acknowledged it herself, she had lived a life like a protagonist. No, in some novels, she might have certainly been the main character.

The sudden feeling of being demoted to a mere villain wasn't particularly pleasant for someone with Elysee's high self-esteem.

"...The Theater Festival week is coming soon, right, Caille?"

"Yes, it is."

Caille, with bandages wrapped around his arms and face, answered.

For reference, after the beating in the forest, Caille was diagnosed with fractures all over his body, but for various reasons, he didn't report that Evan was responsible. He believed it was his chivalrous duty.

*...It's absolutely not because I'm scared.*

As Caille forcibly held his aching arm while thinking this, Elysee continued.

"...We'll win the Theater Festival."

This time, I'll be the protagonist.

She needed something to wash away this humiliation. That's what Elysee thought.

*

In a spacious classroom where Class A's Alchemy, Knight, and Magic departments had gathered, various opinions were being exchanged rapidly.

Since the Theater Festival was essentially a competition between classes, the presence of a leader to distribute roles was crucial.

After postponing the fierce competition among students for the male and female lead roles, the so-called "Integrated Class President" election for the Theater Festival week was held.

In the original story, this felt like a standalone episode featuring Evan in the early parts...

"According to the votes, the temporary class president will be Gwen Ruinus from the Magic Department!"

Right. I remembered her as a character who had ulterior motives toward Evan...

Unfortunately, during the Saintess episode, due to some unknown variable, she was sent flying into a wall with a single blow from Evan during a duel.

Despite losing several teeth at that time, Gwen surprisingly showed little reaction. I heard later that Evan had visited her and offered a casual apology.

The fact that she let it go suggests she was quite infatuated with him.

Anyway, just like in the original story, she was elected as the integrated temporary class president for the Magic, Knight, and Alchemy departments.

I heard she's from quite a prestigious family and has built up an impressive reputation.

In the original story, Elysee would have priority after revealing her background during the midterm exams, but since she declined and her background hasn't been revealed yet, Gwen was elected with an overwhelming number of votes.

"The Young Lady Ruinus is reassuring!"

"Let's go!!"

"Hoho, thank you all!"

Having gained power over the three departments, albeit limited to the Theater Festival, the first thing she did was, surprisingly, to look for someone to write the script.

*That's unexpected. I thought she immediately started fighting over who would be the male lead in the original story.*

Seeing her seriously looking for a scriptwriter first, unlike before, suggests she's become quite serious.

Was Evan's punch some kind of corrective blow?

Well, even if the order changes, the roles themselves won't change, so it doesn't really matter.

Let's see, for the script...

"A script... I was one of the top scriptwriters in the Elf village. A magician of words, you might say."

First, it wasn't Erhen. It was revealed that the script Erhen wrote in the original story was actually a children's fairy tale.

"The children loved it!!"

I continued my train of thought, letting Erhen's passionate explanation of how much children loved her storytelling go in one ear and out the other.

It wasn't Erhen, but it wasn't going to be some mysterious unknown person either. Because this is a romance fantasy.

"Come to think of it, Dorothy from the Alchemy Department mentioned she has a hobby of writing scripts."

In this genre, it's a rule that school festival roles are usually taken by those who have some connection to the protagonist.

For reference, Erhen works on the background team, coloring trees.

"M-m-me...?"

Dorothy Claete, who was a shy character... it is still Dorothy, right?

Anyway, she initially tried to decline, her face turning bright red, but somehow ended up agreeing.

Shy people usually can't refuse such things well.

In the original story, there was a scene where the protagonist gently persuaded her...

*What's wrong with her condition?*

Glancing at the opposite side, I saw Elysee with dark shadows on her face, looking depressed.

Well, I understand, considering how badly I crushed her. It's too late to worry about changes to the original story now, so I just accepted it.

Besides, she's going to be the female lead anyway.

*I wonder if they'll start selecting the male and female leads soon?*

Gwen, as the integrated temporary class president, had already selected people for several positions she deemed important.

But that would soon end. Since everyone was waiting to see who would become the male and female leads, Gwen would start soon.

*Should I ask for a role, like acting coach?*

I used to coach acting for peers in my previous life. Whether I taught well is somewhat debatable, but anyway.

One way or another, I've been acting for a lifetime, and still am.

My acting methods are on a different level from the primitive medieval techniques, that's what I'm saying.

One might argue that theater is different from filming, but I was always in the drama club at school. It's a must for actors, as it's the only place to act in school.

I've played the male lead quite often too. Maybe not in films, but at school, being pretty-faced equaled being handsome.

Of course, being a school play, there weren't any inappropriate scenes, but I have plenty of experience.

I'm confident in theatrical acting, after all.

*Then... should I teach Evan...?*

In the original story, Evan fails to become the male lead but instead takes on the role of another significant male character.

But at that time, Evan was so immersed in the concept of "being cheerful and approaching Elysee" that he acted too passionately and became a laughingstock.

In my opinion as a former actor, Evan had the potential to be a good actor. He showed a poker face that even I, who can see through most acting, couldn't distinguish until we became friends.

...And I didn't want to see Evan become a laughingstock.

It feels bad to see a friend in such a situation.

Maybe this could also break the current awkward atmosphere between us. Going back to being close friends.

*.......*

Somehow, at that thought, I felt my heart uncomfortably tighten.

What is it? Is there something I'm dissatisfied with?

...That can't be.

"Well, I think all the important roles have been decided now. We'll determine the minor roles as we go..."

Gwen trailed off and looked around at the seated students.

Everyone had an expression that said, "Here it comes."

Right. In reality, for a student theater festival, there was only one important thing.

"...Now, let's decide on the leads."

Who will claim the protagonist roles?

As soon as Gwen said those words, explosive reactions erupted from students of various departments.

"Me! Me! I want to be the male lead!"

"Hey, how can someone with low midterm scores even try!"

"I've worked briefly in a theater troupe!!"

Everyone was indiscriminately pouring out self-promotion.

Everyone didn't want to miss the opportunity to be the protagonist, which might not come often.

I understood that feeling quite well, though maybe not better than anyone else.

Unfortunately, there was only one protagonist in this world.

"Quiet down, everyone! We'll never finish at this rate!"

Gwen smiled despite sweating nervously at the unexpectedly intense reactions. It was the face of someone with an obvious ulterior motive.

"First, we'll vote for candidates for the male and female leads! Then we'll determine the final candidates based on acting ability and other factors!"

"Won't everyone just vote for themselves?" someone called out, to which Gwen responded as if she had been waiting for it.

"Exactly! Even if I say you can't vote for yourself, it's hard to trust, right?"

The students nodded in agreement. Seeing their reaction, Gwen grinned and said:

"Then let's do this! Voting will only be between opposite genders! Girls will vote for male lead candidates! Boys will vote for female lead candidates!"

"Ohhh—"
Exclamations of admiration burst from the students.

This certainly eliminates the worry of voting for oneself.

I nodded, thinking it was quite a good idea. In the original story, when Elysee fought with other candidates, she won by a landslide anyway.

Caille also competed with Evan for the lead role in the original story and won, so there wouldn't be any changes.

"Then, let's start with the girls voting!"

Gwen handled things swiftly. Being quite skilled in the Magic Department, she sent voting papers flying to all the female students in the classroom.

*Though they say it's just selecting candidates, the results will definitely have some influence.*

I thought as I pulled out my fountain pen. Evan would end up losing the male lead role anyway... but he would definitely be among the candidates.

From my previous life's perspective, he was handsome enough to be a male lead.

To express my personal taste, he's the most handsome one here.

So, it would be reassuring if Caille's votes were higher.

*...Reassuring?*

...What would be?

I felt a slight question about my own thought as I wrote Caille's name on the voting paper.

I had never particularly supported the male lead before, but this time, I was cheering for him.

"......."

Feeling someone's gaze, I glanced slightly toward Evan, but he was expressionlessly facing forward.

...What's going on?

Somehow, he didn't seem to be in a good mood.

*

Somehow, Caille felt a murderous intent directed at him.

When he slightly turned his head in that direction, he saw Evan's expressionless, or rather, cold appearance.

*.......*

Caille's knees weakened slightly, or rather, quite a bit. His broken arm throbbed with pain.

August was approaching soon.

...It was traumatic.

Ch.136 - EP 5.5 Resolution
Evan, being the superhuman that he was, could stretch a fleeting moment imperceptibly to others into something approaching eternity, preserving it in his mind.

In other words, he was especially adept at peeking at things. During the briefest glance that others wouldn't even notice, he could process information for what felt like minutes.

Evan had never used this transcendent level of dynamic visual acuity for questionable purposes with Stella, but...

"......"

There hadn't been many instances, but this time was different.

Stella had actually written down another man's name on her paper—someone other than himself.

"...But I don't have any right to say anything about it, do I?"

Besides the somewhat creepy way he'd peeked at her paper, Evan had no grounds to confront her about this betrayal that wasn't really a betrayal.

He could only agonize over it alone.

Why had Stella written down another man's name?
Weren't they supposed to be the most precious to each other?
Could this be related to that awkward atmosphere from before?

By now, Evan could read about 80% of what Stella's expressionless face meant.

And from what he could tell, she had been greatly confused at that time.
As far as Evan knew, there was only one thing that would confuse Stella that much.

"Stella herself."

She had been reacting that way ever since the moment she heard him say she smiled often.

If Stella wasn't creeped out by his unnecessary observational skills, then he was probably right.

It seemed like Stella thought she shouldn't be someone who smiled frequently.

More precisely, it was about that emotionless persona of hers.

Evan knew.

While her emotionless face might partly be her natural personality, most of it felt somewhat artificial.

Evan knew.

Hidden beneath that emotionless mask was a Stella who cried easily, acted spoiled, and desperately craved affection.

Why she had developed her current personality remained a mystery, but he understood well enough that it was her sore spot.

And that he had touched on it, causing her to feel some confusion toward him now.

"...But still, why that guy?"

Regardless, Evan couldn't find a way to suppress his burning jealousy.

If it had been some unknown man, he could have speculated about her intentions, but the fact that it was specifically Caille made it worse.

Of course, he still had no intention of asking Stella about it directly, so he could only stare at Caille with his fingers interlaced in front of his mouth.

*

Caille was quite a strong knight.
Unfortunately, this wasn't obvious since he happened to belong to the same terrible class year as both the Sword Saint and Evan.

As such, Caille could feel the intense gaze and even stronger killing intent directed at him.

Of course, he didn't show it with Elysee beside him, but the truth was—

"I'm scared."

He was absolutely terrified of Evan.

To be honest, Caille considered the memory of that day a nightmare incarnate.

Every part of how that day unfolded.

His benefactor's shocking defeat, attacking Eckhart who had abandoned her own beliefs, and then failing to land that attack and getting beaten up instead.

For Caille, it was like a nightmare he experienced while standing.
Actually, by the end, he could barely stand at all.
Even after receiving healing from a priest, Caille had to wear splints for about three days following the incident.

The physical pain was nothing to scoff at either.

With the first blow, Caille's eye socket, cheekbone, and fibula were simultaneously shattered, and the attacks that followed were even worse.

Knights rarely suffered injuries this severe.

Beings capable of reducing a strong knight to such a state were rare among both humans and magical beasts—statistically, most knights who encountered such beings ended up dead.

In Evan's case, he had attacked with strength far exceeding Caille's, carefully controlling it just enough to keep him from dying, which meant Caille had to endure dozens of attacks while conscious that would have made an ordinary person faint multiple times.

It was like a fear of unleashed violence.
Caille woke up from dreams of that day every time he slept.

"Now, let's tally the votes!"

While Caille was inwardly trembling with these thoughts, the voting for the male lead candidate was wrapping up, with Gwen collecting all the ballots.

"...I should be the one chosen."

His benefactor wanted to wash away the humiliation of the previous midterm exam through this theater festival.

Since he shared that sentiment, Caille quietly hoped that he and Elysee would stand on the same stage.

"I'll be taking off these bandages soon anyway."

Gwen called out the names written on the ballots one by one, listing the candidates on the blackboard.

There were some random single votes, probably for female students' boyfriends, but overall, the votes were overwhelmingly for—

[Evan von Isenberg: 21 votes]

[Caille Seirus: 23 votes]

—Caille and Evan claimed most of the votes.

Caille had a slight edge, but considering Evan was hardly ever present in the Knight Department because he was always looking for Stella, it was an impressive number.

Gwen erased the stragglers with only one or two votes, showing no interest in them, and called the two forward.

Caille limped slightly as he made his way to the front of the classroom.

It didn't necessarily have to be him performing with Elysee.
But he definitely didn't want it to be Evan Isenberg.

More honestly, he wanted it to be himself.

"Well, we've narrowed it down to these two candidates!"

With those feelings in mind, Caille looked directly at Evan.

And he found himself facing an Evan who seemed to be in a very bad mood.

Evan's current state of mind was this:

If they were selecting a few people by vote and then filtering them down, there was no way Stella's name wouldn't come up among the female students.

(To him, most of the other female students looked like hastily scribbled doodles compared to Stella.)

If someone like her became the female lead, and if Caille in front of him became the male lead, it would be the worst possible situation for him.

Having just seen Stella writing down Caille's name made even that small possibility irritating to Evan.

"...Acting..."

"...!"

"Will you be okay? With that body."

Without realizing it, he whispered those words to Caille.
And for someone who had been living with the pain and nightmares of being beaten up for the past few days, it was the most terrifying thing imaginable.

Instantly, all the places he'd been hit—his knees, ulna, fibula, and various other beaten areas—began to throb.

And as a result.

"Now, you two will go through another acting audition to—"

"—I withdraw."

"...What?"

A moment of silence fell over the classroom.
Gwen froze and asked again in a dumbfounded voice.

Caille declared with a confident voice to her, his thick eyebrows making his expression even more intense.

"I withdraw from this position."

*

Huh? What?

"What the hell?"

No, what is this now?

My brain couldn't keep up with this sudden development, making me stutter mentally.

It was because something completely unexpected and impossible had just happened.

...Caille had suddenly announced his withdrawal from the male lead candidacy.

Looking around, I saw that not only the regular students but even Elysee was stunned.

"Um, may I ask... why?"

In response to Gwen's bewildered question, Caille spoke boldly.

"I'm currently injured. I probably won't be able to remove these bandages for a month. I think participating as a major role in the play in this condition would be an inconvenience to everyone."

"Ah......"

Everyone around looked at him with sympathy and pity.
...But that's not right. That bastard would have everything removed in two days, according to Evan.

I've experienced all sorts of unfair situations and variables since transmigrating into this novel, but something this absurd is honestly the first since Erhen.

No, he's supposed to fight with Evan...!

Originally, Caille was supposed to defeat Evan after an intense competition and stand on stage with the female lead as the male protagonist.

Honestly, even though I no longer have any desire to maintain the original plot, isn't this change even stranger?

"Could he be scared of Evan?"

Only such ridiculous assumptions crossed my mind.

But the important thing wasn't Caille's withdrawal itself.
Since I no longer place much importance on maintaining the original plot, I don't really care whether Caille plays the male lead or not.

But, but if Caille doesn't do it, then inevitably...

"W-Well, with Caille's withdrawal! The male lead role will go to Evan...!"

Damn it all.

Of course, when there were only two candidates and one withdraws, the other naturally gets the role.

So, if the original plot doesn't diverge from here...

...Evan would be performing in that play with Elysee.

According to the original story, they would hold hands, embrace, and he would even carry her princess-style...

Aren't those things that only actual couples should do?!

"...Though I don't really have any right to complain."

It's not like Evan and I are actually dating.
I had no legitimate grounds to stop this.

No, even before that.

...Why am I so anxious about this?

Acting is just acting.

The emotions that surge and mix under the spotlight are all just pretend—I know this better than anyone.

Why am I so troubled by the mere possibility of him performing such acts with Elysee?

"...I don't know."

—Ding-ding-ding-ding-ding

As the male lead was confirmed, the mana stone vibrated, signaling the end of class.

"Then we'll dismiss for today! We'll decide on the female lead next time!"

"I don't know, but."

I looked toward Elysee.
As if anticipating what was to come, she looked back at me.

Our blue gazes met.

"I'll win."

*

At the academy's main gate.

A large, snow-white carriage had stopped in front.

"...It's been a while, but I've arrived!!"

Like moonlight carved into form, someone with snow-white hair stepped out of the carriage, letting her hair flutter.

"S-Saintess...!! You shouldn't jump out like that...!"

And a seemingly frail paladin trembled as he watched her.

...They had now arrived at the academy.

Ch.137 - EP 5.5 Heat
I've carefully analyzed the text and will translate it following the glossary and style guidelines.

## 137. Heat

After class ended, the cadets gathered in small groups to discuss the roles that had been decided during the session.

Surprisingly, many roles besides the actors had been determined, but the most commotion surrounded Evan, who had been saddled with the male lead role.

Most female cadets seemed to accept it, except for a few die-hard Caille supporters.

The male cadets were envious but accepted it with a "well, he is an Isenberg after all" attitude... but Evan himself still felt dazed.

"What is this, seriously?"

From Evan's perspective, he had just gone up for the vote, and suddenly his opponent disappeared, leaving him as the sole candidate and automatically elected. It was understandable that he'd be confused.

In the original story, Evan was portrayed as desperate to secure the male lead role, but that was when he was "acting" to gain Elysee's favor.

From what I'd seen of his "real personality" so far, he consistently disliked most things that involved standing in front of others.

That's why Evan didn't have many friends besides me.

"Is there any way I can resign from this?"

"...Would that be possible?"

Evan spoke with a hint of awkwardness, but such a thing was impossible.

First, Gwen, the ice-brained temporary class president, would never allow it. And even if she did, chaos would immediately ensue.

Perhaps because I thought his words were too absurd, my response came out sounding a bit curt without me realizing it.

"...Stella, are you angry?"

"What? What are you talking about?"

"No, nothing. Anyway, I really don't want to do this."

Couldn't Evan have just resigned right after he went up there?

There's a big difference between resigning when there are two people and resigning when there's only one.

That's exactly how Caille had escaped.

I tried to suppress the strangely irritating, irrational emotions and said to Evan:

"...This is an opportunity. Why don't you try it?"

Evan stared at me for a moment, then sighed deeply and said:

"Stella. Would you like me to act all lovey-dovey with another girl?"

"......"

In truth, romance and melodrama weren't mandatory for the theater festival.

In the original story, C Class did some kind of action circus performance to be different.

But this was the world of a romance fantasy novel.

Of course, doing that kind of story was almost like a forced rule that couldn't be broken, and it wouldn't make sense to do a circus with cards like Elysee, Caille, and Evan anyway.

So the A Class cadets naturally assumed it would be that kind of content and were enthusiastic about competing for the male and female lead roles.

And in the original story, Dorothy wrote intense romance content, which would likely remain unchanged here unless something unexpected happened.

So... it was certain that Evan would have to act romantically with someone.

"Stella?"

When I didn't answer for a while, Evan looked at my expression curiously.

-Stella. Would you like me to act all lovey-dovey with another girl?

To be honest, I wouldn't like it at all.

Jealousy doesn't only occur in romantic relationships.

It can happen to some extent between close friends or family members too.

Moreover, I had suffered from emotional deprivation for a long time, and Evan was my most precious person.

To be frank, whether from a romantic perspective or otherwise, I didn't want to share him with others at all.

I just didn't know how to explain it.

And even I... had lost some confidence.

"...Would it matter if I cared?"

That's why I could only ask such a timid question.

In response, Evan bent down slightly to meet my eyes and said:

"Then, I won't do it."

"...What?"

"If you don't like it, I won't do it. Honestly, I'm not the type to be devoted to such events anyway."

"......"

I was momentarily speechless at Evan's words.
Seeing me like this, Evan smiled and continued:

"But more honestly, I'd like you to be in the play with me. That would be cleaner, right? You know?"

I realized that Evan was being considerate of me.
He was right. If I... beat Elysee, there would be no reason for Evan to do such things with her.
It would also be cleaner for Evan as he wouldn't have to create unnecessary friction.

I recalled the resolution I had made when I locked eyes with Elysee earlier.

"What do you think? Will you do it?"

Only then did I meet Evan's eyes.

Though things were still a bit awkward because of what happened before, Evan's eyes were shining red and beautiful as always.

......Yes.
Although I hadn't found answers to this awkwardness and discomfort yet.

One thing was certain.

"...I will."

I won't let anyone take Evan away from me.
Even if that someone is the protagonist.

Seemingly satisfied with my answer, Evan nodded with a smile.

"Great! Then, now let's be like lovers again...."

Evan said that and tried to hold my hand.

It was a hand I had been holding for the past few days despite some embarrassment.

"Ah...!"

"Oh."

Somehow today it felt extremely hot, and I jerked my hand away as if I'd touched something burning.

"......"

"......"

And we maintained an awkward silence until we reached the next classroom.

...What's wrong with me, seriously.

*

Although it was theater festival week, most of the professors' regular lectures continued as usual.

The cadets, who had been immersed in the festival atmosphere until just moments ago, couldn't adapt to the sudden return to daily routine, resulting in half the class being wiped out.

Meanwhile, Evan and I just kept glancing at each other awkwardly.

"What's going on, did you two really fight?"

Erhen kept asking if we had fought as she watched us.

...Honestly, I didn't understand it well myself.

Evan and I had even done... that kind of thing lying in the same bed, so I couldn't understand why a simple touch of hands would make me feel so hot and flushed now.

Then if we did that kind of thing now....

"Ugh...."

"Miss Stella? Are you having dirty thoughts again? Your face is extremely red!"

Somehow, just thinking about it made me feel embarrassed and my body tingled like it did back then.

It felt like heat was rising in my lower abdomen too.

Feeling these strange sensations, I fled the classroom as soon as the lecture ended, hoping to get some fresh air.

Unfortunately, the midsummer breeze offered more heat than coolness, so it wasn't much help.

'......Is this really me, Stella?'

It was definitely me, Stella, who did that thing with Evan.
Because that's when I realized how lewd Stella's body was.

But somehow now I'm getting embarrassed just by holding hands with Evan.

It didn't make much sense.

And as I was groaning from the headache that came with these thoughts:

"Oh! Found you right away, Lady Stella!!"

"Ah...?"

A familiar voice came from quite nearby.

Bright, but artificially bright.

Honestly, it was a voice I had been glad not to hear for a while, and now it pierced my ears directly.

"S-Saintess?"

It was the sudden appearance of Cloria, the Saintess of the Full Moon, who had made a contract with me and was essentially acting as the mascot for the Moonlight Church.

"I-I've missed you too, Young Lady Stella!"

"...Grace?"

"R-Right now I'm Ian...!"

And beside her was someone else.

Grace Yudhia (alias Ian Yudhia), who had disguised herself as a man to enter the Academy and left around the same time as the Saintess, had also suddenly appeared.

"How did you get back so quickly...?"

She had said she would return in a month, but a month hadn't even passed yet.
Had they escaped or something?

"Ah, I was planning to stay a few more days, but I heard the Academy was having some event! I used that as an excuse to get out!"

"I-I was assigned to watch over her, Young Lady...!"

So it seemed the Saintess had made a quick escape and brought Grace along as her sidekick.

I had thought they wouldn't show up until after the theater festival ended, but I was mistaken.

The Saintess looked very happy, probably because she had gotten outside after a long time.

'...Good thing Evan didn't come out with me.'

Even though Evan and I had spent time clearing up past issues after the previous incident, that didn't mean Evan had become indifferent to the Saintess or the Moonlight Church.

"Stella! Where did you suddenly go... oh?"

"No way."

At this point, I was starting to think there might be some mysterious connection between Evan and the Saintess.

...Well, there actually was one.

That's why the Saintess had shown her creative trolling by calling Evan "Oppa."

"......"

Evan froze when he saw the Saintess, Grace, and me.

Surprisingly, Grace had the most extreme reaction to this meeting. She immediately raised her voice and pointed at Evan.

"You! Why are you here again?!"

Grace had nearly witnessed the Saintess's neck being severed by the berserk Evan, and she herself had been thrown against a wall.

So her aggression was somewhat understandable.

...But why is she looking back and forth between me and him?

I fell into the familiar agony that surfaced whenever the Saintess appeared.
How should I handle this situation?

How could I prevent Evan and the Saintess from clashing this time...

"...Let's go, Stella."

"Huh...?"

As I was frantically thinking, Evan grabbed my hand and pulled me along.

Just like before, his touch made me feel like I was burning, but unfortunately, this time I couldn't break free from his grip.

...Being forcibly held and dragged away like this, it felt like I was being scolded, making my lower abdomen tighten.

"Y-You...!!"

Behind us, Grace was gritting her teeth and shouting something... but I couldn't hear a word of it.

Ch.138 - EP 5.5 Discomfort
138. Discomfort

The past few weeks in the Saintess's life could be summarized as tedious precedent.

Visiting the Capital to smile, wave, and pray.

Riding on some glittering carriage to smile, wave, and pray.

Standing on a podium in the square to smile, wave, and pray... dozens of times a day.

It had been a continuous repetition of activities that the Saintess herself utterly despised.

While she never found Academy life particularly interesting except when seeing the Sword Saint or provoking Evan, she now missed even that Academy desperately.

Above all, Cloria needed Stella.
More precisely, she desperately needed the wish that Stella would fulfill for her.

Smiling, waving... and other repetitive actions eventually become possible without much thought.

Being able to do something without thinking also means, conversely, that one can think about many things while doing it.

During those tedious weeks of penance, the Saintess wondered how Stella would possibly fulfill such an absurd condition.

Midway through, she even suspected she might have been deceived, but no matter how she thought about it, Stella's demeanor at that time didn't seem like someone who was lying.

And even if that were the case, she could simply attack Stella Eckhart.
That would probably let her know what it feels like to be hit by another divinity.

Besides, attacking her would bring Evan von Isenberg along.

They didn't appear to be lovers or have that kind of atmosphere, but their bond was unrivaled.

'I can't wait to see them~'

The Saintess considered escaping from this insufferable place.

So the Saintess actually did escape.

She had negotiated with the church to bring along a Paladin as her guard, thus gaining a minion.

And so she arrived back at the Academy.
Clearly, she had only been away from the Academy for a few weeks.

'Hmm?'

Yet somehow, the "divinity" of Stella Eckhart, whom she met again, had grown remarkably dense.

'That's strange.'

Judging by the questions Stella had asked her before, she clearly hadn't grasped it yet.
Could she have gained enlightenment and trained in the meantime?

What was even more peculiar was that the divinity was flowing hostilely toward its owner, Stella.
How could one get such a reaction from their own divinity?

While thinking this, what the Saintess saw was.

"...Let's go, Stella."

"Eh...?"

'Hmmmm?'

Not only had the divinity intensified, but so had the atmosphere of their relationship.

'Did they do it?'

The Saintess, who was quite knowledgeable about such matters while maintaining her purity in her pursuit of pleasure, had such a thought.

Stella, who had seemed quite emotionless when she last saw her, was now being dragged away by a man with a bright red face.

Could this possibly be related to the increase in divinity?
The Saintess briefly entertained this absurd thought.

'Haha.'

Divinity that increases as one becomes more feminine.
Even though it wasn't her god, the mere thought felt blasphemous.

But one thing was certain.

"They did it~"

"Eek, eeeek...!"

The Saintess smiled as she heard her minion grinding his teeth and glaring at them for some reason.

While she felt no excitement about sweet love stories, this kind of thing was quite enjoyable.

"Ah, the Theater Festival... Should I try being the female lead too?"

From the murmurs of passing cadets, it seemed Evan von Isenberg was the male lead.

...If she were the female lead, wouldn't he be thrilled to death?
The Saintess chuckled at the scene that brought a smile to her face just thinking about it, and walked toward the Principal's office.

*

"E-Evan...?"

"......"

"Your hand... please let go... huh."

I almost pleaded with Evan, who was walking while holding my hand, but he silently continued to hold it as we walked.

'Why is he doing this?'

Evan's hand now felt like a kettle filled with boiling water.
So hot that I felt I might get burned if I held it any longer, making me want to let go immediately.

Feeling warmth from contact with Evan was now a familiar fact.

Whether it was the warmth I felt when drawing in mana after the Method, or simply because my body was cold, contact with Evan was always warm.

But now it was different.

More than usual contact.
Even more than touching him after the Method.

It felt several times hotter, making it difficult to maintain my composure.

'No... way.'

Until now, contact with Evan felt good, but it was somewhat like watching a fire from across a river.

During the Method and even normally, I was basically acting as Stella.

So I could consider our contact as between Stella and Evan, not "me" and Evan.

Because, after all, it was Stella.
A somewhat lustful Stella.

In other words, contact with Evan was like having a barrier between us.

That's why I could brush off such bold skinship as if it were happening to someone else.

But, but.

-You've been smiling a lot lately.

Because of that one sentence from Evan, those barriers had now completely crumbled.

In other words, I was now in a completely defenseless state, making physical contact with Evan.

......So as myself, not someone else, I was holding hands with Evan.

Just recognizing that fact alone made the impact different.

Evan had somehow positioned me with my back against the wall, trapping me between himself and the wall while still holding my hand.

The position commonly known as a kabedon.

With the suffocatingly close distance and my confused mind, I couldn't do anything but tightly close my eyes.

'Rule number 1, number 1, number 1.'

1. Don't lose your identity or fall in love with a man.

Yes. I'll admit it.
My acting has been quite shaky lately, unprofessionally so.

I am now myself, no one else.
I am myself, who was a robust man in my previous life.

So.
What I'm feeling right now is discomfort.

Logically, when a man is this close, there's no other emotion one could feel.

Even if Evan is my precious person, it's the same.
This is a matter of physiological rejection.

So, this heat from his hand, this heart pounding as if it might tear apart.

...It's all discomfort.

"...Stella."

"Huh...!"

Perhaps because Evan's face was so close, I felt his breath even though we weren't directly facing each other, making me shudder and flinch.

This too, definitely discomfort.

"Stella, I... you know."

Evan murmured quietly in a low voice.

I instinctively felt it.

I shouldn't hear what comes next.

Despite my whole body tingling with each syllable of that low voice, I felt that way.

Because it would be extremely.

Extremely, extremely, extremely.

The most extreme of anything I'd experienced so far.

...It would definitely be extremely uncomfortable.

"I, your Stella..."

"Wait, wait a moment...!!"

Sensing this, I forcibly pushed Evan away.

Of course, if he hadn't wanted to move, he wouldn't have budged at all, but he allowed himself to be pushed back.

"...Haa. Haa...!"

"Stella?"

I clutched my now-aching heart and exhaled rough breaths.

It felt several times more intense than usual, paradoxically making me acutely aware that I was myself.

After calming my breathing, I pushed against Evan's chest and opened my mouth.

"What you're trying to say now..."

"......"

"Is it the same as my feelings...?"

When I asked that with slightly trembling hands, Evan turned his head for a moment as if pondering.

Then, with a soft chuckle, he spoke.

"...Who knows? What might my feelings be?"

Seeing Evan smile more brightly than usual while saying that made my heart clench again as if it were shriveling.

That's enough.
I don't care about Evan's feelings anymore.

What's certain is that I shouldn't be with Evan right now.

Having made that judgment, I decided to flee.

I pushed Evan's chest with all my strength.

"Th-this is sexual harassment!"

"Oh, Stella!"

I said that along with a line that sounded like something Stella would say, for conscience's sake.

...It felt strange that he didn't budge even though I pushed with all my might.

I somehow squeezed through the gap and ran away like I was escaping.

I could feel Evan looking at me quizzically, but I ignored it.

'...Whew!'

Running brought a cool breeze across my body, quite refreshing for summer.

.....The heat in my body didn't subside at all.

*

'Hmm... did I stimulate her too much?'

Evan clicked his tongue as he watched Stella run away.

Despite her frail body, her running form was quite accurate, but even that looked sensual due to her wide hips.

'I shouldn't... chase after her.'

Evan knew that Stella's current state was unusual.
It was obviously abnormal.

Recently, she would even take his hand first, claiming it was for acting, yet now she was overreacting to just one hand.

The meaningful atmosphere he had just created was Evan's awkward attempt at breaking the tension.

'...I got too excited.'

He had only intended to stimulate Stella enough to make her conscious of him as a man.

Perhaps because he had seen her with the Saintess (+ Ian Yudhia) earlier, he had slightly failed to control his emotions.

Of course, he hadn't intended to say everything, but still.

'But there has been some progress.'

The original Stella, no matter how he had shown such intentions, would have gritted her teeth and ignored it.

She wouldn't have run away like that either.

That meant one thing.
Evan's intentions were working.

Now, when she was showing such obvious abnormalities, was paradoxically the easiest time to achieve his goal.

'...But did I go too far?'

Evan thought this as he reviewed what he had just said.
Naturally, he also recalled Stella's words.

-Is it the same as my feelings?

'Who knows.'

Then, recalling her bright red face as she said those words, he murmured.

"It's my hope, but..."

Probably... it is?

Evan thought with a smirk.
Now, there really wasn't much time left.
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The academy was buzzing with excitement for the theater festival, essentially the only real celebration at this institution.

In this medieval-based world, theater and actors held a status comparable to movies and celebrities in modern times. Being part of a theatrical production was a particularly special experience for these students, far more meaningful than any high school drama club from my past life.

Naturally, competition between classes had heated up considerably. The glory of winning the theater festival was no small matter.

The hallways frequently witnessed verbal sparring between different classes:

"Hey! Those jerks are trying to steal our script!"

"How childish...!"

"Maybe turn off your vision enhancement magic before accusing us!"

And so on.

Class A, the highest-ranked class where most of the main characters were gathered, felt even greater pressure.

"As students assigned to Class A, it would be shameful to lose to the lower classes!"

"Right!"

"Victory naturally belongs to our class!"

This was because historically, while not an absolute majority, more than half of the theater festival victories had gone to Class A.

Students from both the Knight Department and Magic Department, who normally bickered endlessly, had united under the Class A banner for this occasion. Perhaps they'd heard stories of how Class A students who failed to win the festival were always mocked by their siblings or parents.

They were getting overheated.

"Alright! Now we'll continue with voting for the female lead!"

Three weeks and five days wasn't a particularly long time. Even high school drama clubs typically got at least a month to prepare for performances.

Given the webnovel setting, the expected quality of the play was far beyond typical student productions. Considering this, the schedule was undeniably tight.

While the female lead hadn't been decided yet, I'd heard that directors and scriptwriters had already been determined. So essentially, casting the female lead was the final puzzle piece for the play.

"I-I've never seen anything like this before... it's fascinating!"

"Ah, yes."

Beside me sat Grace Yudhia, the Paladin disguised as a man. She had officially enrolled in the academy under the pretext of guarding the Saintess, using the church's influence, but unfortunately couldn't abandon her male disguise and had been assigned to the men's dormitory.

Fortunately, she didn't have a roommate.

"Stella, why is this pretty girl here again?"

"H-how did you know right away?!"

Next to her, Erhen glared at me with narrowed eyes. Though usually cheerful and innocent, Erhen apparently disliked women disguised as men.

Well, it might seem a bit perverse.

...Though I'm hardly one to talk, having completely taken over a woman's body.

"Now!! Let's begin the voting!!"

Gwen, whose enthusiasm seemed to grow daily, shouted as she distributed voting papers to the male students.

An interesting but predictable fact was that Yudhia, despite her male disguise, also received a voting slip. She stared at it with an expression of profound dilemma.

Then she looked toward me and whispered softly.

"M-Miss! I'll vote for you..."

"Paladin~?"

She seemed to want to vote for me out of loyalty, but at the same moment, a bright voice—specifically, the Saintess's bright voice—made her freeze.

"Y-yes, S-Saintess!"

"I've decided I want to be the lead!"

"...Uh...."

At the Saintess's words, Yudhia froze as if her brain had encountered a blue screen error.

In truth, voting for the Saintess would be the socially appropriate choice here.

"...Ian? You promised to write my name..."

I deliberately spoke with a blank face while making a whimpering sound.

Yudhia looked even more confused than before.

"Uh, uhh, uhhh...!"

"...Let's hurry this up."

Evan, seemingly displeased with having both the Saintess and Yudhia beside him, spoke in a more irritable tone than usual.

Now that he was confirmed as the male lead, he seemed more sensitive, perhaps because whoever won this vote might become his partner.

"Alright!! Everyone finished writing?!"

Gwen quickly collected the voting slips.

It was a tense moment.

The female students were visibly trembling with a mixture of anticipation and fear about whether they might even be considered as candidates.

Unlike the original story, the male lead had been decided first, and now they were selecting the female lead. Since Evan had been confirmed as the male lead, this seemed to heighten the tension.

It was already decided they would perform a romance, and if chosen as the female lead... one could act out certain scenes with Evan.

*How dare they.*

I was startled by this thought that came unbidden, but it was understandable. After all, Evan and I were officially a couple now.

It was natural for me to feel uncomfortable seeing these girls react this way, even though my relationship with him was just an act.

*.......*

I felt like my thoughts were becoming increasingly convoluted.

After what happened yesterday, I was having trouble distinguishing between what constituted a normal relationship and what... didn't align with my identity.

"Now I'll start counting the votes!"

As I tried to calm my confused mind, the time for vote counting had already arrived.

The female students were extremely tense as I mentioned earlier, while the male students... seemed largely indifferent, probably because they wouldn't be paired with anyone.

Well, a few male students who had crushes or girlfriends did look somewhat anxious.

That made sense—if the girl they cared about was selected, she would have to be paired with Evan.

In their position, I too would have been trembling with fear.

After all... performing romantic scenes with someone like Evan would inevitably lead to falling for him.

Unless you were highly disciplined like me, of course.

"Let's see... Stella Eckhart, one vote!"

As Gwen opened each voting slip and announced the names, someone beside her recorded them on the blackboard.

It was somewhat peculiar how the voting process was completely analog while so many other things were magically automated.

My name was marked on the blackboard, and other candidates were tallied one after another until the frontrunners became clear.

"I voted for you."

"...You're too close. Please step back."

Evan leaned unnecessarily close to whisper this to me.

In my sensitive state, I couldn't help but overreact.

"And... Cloria... the Saintess, one vote!"

"Ahaha, someone voted for me too!"

"...Phew."

Gwen, apparently not wanting to be labeled a heretic, used the title "Saintess" when announcing her name.

Yudhia exhaled in relief, seemingly reassured that the Saintess had received a vote.

...She didn't actually vote for me, did she?

"Elysee! One vote!"

Elysee's votes were accumulating quite rapidly.
Well, that was to be expected.

In the original story, she received overwhelming support due to her imperial backing, but even without that, she was genuinely charming.

It's somewhat sad to say, but her appearance and spine-tingling beautiful voice alone would have won over 90% of the class.

Regardless of acting ability, she was actually quite skilled at acting too, perhaps due to her protagonist's buff.

The vote counting continued.

"Gwen Ruinus, one vote! Ohoho!"

"Stella Eckhart! One vote!"

"Elysee!"

"Cloria... the Saintess!"

"Ely..."

After all the votes were announced, the results were somewhat different from when they had selected the male lead.

[Elysee: 11 votes]
[Stella Bell Eckhart: 9 votes]
[Erhen Silfida: 7 votes]
[Cloria, the Saintess: 7 votes]
[Gwen Ruinus: 4 votes]

The votes were more spread out compared to the male selection, which had two overwhelming frontrunners.

What surprised me most was...

*...I got more votes than expected?*

I had the second-highest number, right behind Elysee.

Of course, I—or rather Stella—was a stunning beauty who could make someone like Elysee look ordinary, but...

I had assumed that since I'd been keeping a low profile since the beginning of the semester, not many people would know me.

But thinking about it, the commotion during the midterm exams plus the public announcement of my relationship with Evan had apparently built up my recognition.

Well, once my face became known, as I mentioned earlier, being the world's most beautiful woman naturally captured plenty of attention.

"My, the votes are more divided than I expected! So just like before, we'll make the final decision after seeing each candidate perform!"

In other words, an audition.

Originally, the male selection should have followed the same process, but since Caille had run away, Evan had essentially won by default.

*'An audition...'*

I mentally repeated the word while examining the candidates.

"Well, since it's come to this, let me show you the acting skills I've honed at the church!"

"...Could you be quiet?"

The Saintess? Obviously not an option.
She was already close to being Evan's berserk button—having her perform a romance with him?
Evan might die from high blood pressure and cough up blood mid-performance.

"......"

Elysee, who was currently staring at me with smoldering eyes? Same issue.
This was somewhat personal, but after everything that happened during the midterms, I couldn't view her favorably.

Gwen?

Given that Gwen had once been seriously injured by Evan, she likely had trauma associated with him.

For her own sake, it didn't seem good for her to become the female lead.

"Stella! Some people actually voted for me!! Isn't that funny?"

Erhen?

Erhen was not suitable because... well, because...

"......."

I'll admit it.
Honestly, even though things were awkward with Evan and he was the last person I wanted to be near right now...

For now... I didn't want to give him to anyone else.

*...That's enough.*

And most importantly, hadn't he said it himself?

That he "wanted to do it with me."

...As his secretary, I had no choice but to comply.

What? Am I worried about failing the audition?

Certainly, Elysee's appearance and beautiful voice were threatening.
In the original story, she captivated people with just those qualities and overwhelmingly secured the female lead role.

...But that was when I wasn't around.

Sorry, but in this field...

When it comes to acting...

I had no intention whatsoever of being compared to these primitive pseudo-medieval people, if only for my pride.

*'Come at me, rookies.'*

...I'll crush you all.
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Elysee stared at the blackboard, or more precisely, at the voting results, clenching her fist.

Again, again, again that woman was there.

Stella Eckhart.
The one Elysee considered her rival and, above all else, the woman she wanted to defeat.

And once again, that woman stood on the same competitive stage as her.

For Elysee, who had previously challenged her first and been utterly crushed, this was infuriating.

*I'll win this time...*

In her previous life, before her regression, when she was confined to the palace, she had dreamed of becoming an actress.

Because even if she shouted, broke things, or suddenly died, the people in her palace wouldn't show much reaction.

So she wanted to become a beautiful protagonist who received cheers and applause from everyone.

Because surely that would make her the most special person in this world.

Though it was now a childhood dream, those feelings hadn't disappeared.

Her dream of performing on stage with her knight had been ruined by Caille's serious injury, but if she could just be the protagonist...

If she could defeat none other than Stella Eckhart and take the protagonist's place...

Elysee felt she could wash away her humiliation.

*To beat that woman, I need to...*

From an acting perspective, she was definitely above a certain level.

One moment she'd be crying during a conversation, then smiling as if nothing had happened.

Though her current expressionless face had become her default, her initial impression and appearance until the midterm exams had been of an extremely timid woman.

During the midterm exams, she had shown the face of a madwoman bursting into laughter.

And now, she displayed an expressionless face with no emotional fluctuations, making it hard to believe she was the same person as before.

*But that doesn't necessarily make her a good actress...*

However, such a poker face and acting in theater are different things.

What's important in theater is emotional appeal—how well you convey the emotions of your character to the audience.

At least in that aspect, Elysee believed she had the upper hand.

After all, Elysee's voice was beautiful enough to enchant spirits, and her appearance radiated nobility befitting the imperial bloodline.

It wasn't unreasonable for her to think that way.

Moreover, in her childhood, when she dreamed of becoming an actress, she practiced performing plays by herself countless times without an audience.

So there was a difference in experience.

"Then we'll decide the final candidates tomorrow due to time constraints! All cadets need to gather and vote."

Elysee took a deep breath.
Finally.
It felt like she had found something she could win at.

*

Fortunately... I suppose that's the right word.
I was selected as a candidate.

With quite a high number of votes, too.

"Thanks, Stella. For accepting my request."

"I didn't do it for Evan's sake."

"Stella, have you forgotten what my eyes see?"

"...It's not decided yet."

Evan chuckled at my response and patted my shoulder.

I flinched at the sensation like being touched by fire, but I kept my mouth shut, thinking it would be unmanly to react to such casual contact.

"By the way, the candidates are surprisingly impressive. Elysee, Erhen... and even the Saintess."

Evan frowned slightly when mentioning the Saintess, but he seemed to think she was a bit too much for a school play protagonist.

He didn't seem particularly pleased about mentioning it, so I tried to lighten his mood with a joke.

"...Why? Because they're all pretty?"

"Of course th—"

"..."

"...Naturally I meant in terms of reputation. Do you think I'd consider that Saintess woman pretty?"

Evan was about to answer without thinking, then stretched out his response before giving that answer.
He was clearly flustered.

Evan cleared his throat awkwardly, then leaned toward me and said:

"...Actually, all women's faces look like scribbles to me. Except yours."

"...Hmph."

As if I'd believe such words.
I don't even understand why he's making excuses to me, but it was a ridiculous excuse.

However, from an objective standpoint, Evan was right.

"Evan is correct. Especially Elysee, who's quite a good actress."

This episode itself is essentially about the protagonist's journey to find her past dream, so it's heavily biased in the protagonist's favor.

The whole process of the protagonist taking the stage with Caille with her overwhelming beautiful voice and emotional appeal.

If nothing else, the scene where everyone around cries and applauds after seeing the protagonist's overwhelming performance was a bit much for me as an industry professional.

Anyway, this means that in this episode, the protagonist has an entirely different advantage.

"So you're going to lose to that woman?"

"..."

Evan asked provocatively with a smirk.

Of course, it's true that Elysee has an overwhelming advantage in this episode.

...But, even so.

"I'll win."

Let me briefly talk about my career.

I've been acting for quite a long time, but I wasn't someone who showed extraordinary talent from the beginning.

"What about the new child actor? Doesn't he seem a bit unstable?"

"That Cheon Yu... what was his name? Anyway, that pretty-looking kid? For that woman's son, he's a bit..."

"His emotional appeal is really good though."

Rather, I was somewhat compared to others because of my mother's influence.

You wouldn't expect much from a child actor of that age, but I was treated as having only emotional appeal.

But who am I?
I had what you might call Korea's best acting mentor.

"That's how you truly become a method actor."

After receiving some important advice and putting in my own painful efforts...

I became an actor who wouldn't be disrespected by anyone.

I was the top student in the acting department at the arts high school I attended.

And I was fortunate enough to be involved in some well-known productions.

It's a bit embarrassing to say myself, but I was at a level where people would immediately think of me when mentioning male child actors in Korea.

Of course, this wasn't a position that could be achieved by luck alone, and until I quit acting...

What I had built up was by no means insignificant.

In that fierce industry where some people live their entire lives as unknowns, I had reached the top several times.

I couldn't lose to anyone, not even the protagonist...

...when it came to acting, even if I wanted to.

*

That's not to say I would lose to these primitive pseudo-medieval people.

*

What I called the "Female Protagonist Selection Audition" was held the very next day.
All the Class A cadets temporarily borrowed the auditorium where the theater festival would be held, solely for the audition.

"Who are you voting for?"

"Hey, I can't tell you that."

"I'm voting for Lady Elysee! Her voice is just unfair."

All 92 members of Class A were showing excited expressions with anticipation.

They seemed to be enjoying the show comfortably, thinking it wasn't their business regardless of the outcome.

"Quiet, everyone!! As you know, today's female protagonist selection will be done by vote! It's essentially an acting competition!"

Gwen shouted enthusiastically, holding what seemed to be a voice amplification magical tool.

And beside her stood Dorothy, the script supervisor, fidgeting awkwardly.

"But of course it would be difficult to just ask you to perform without guidance. So we've released a rough outline of this play, though it's still incomplete!"

Gwen had already distributed Dorothy's draft to everyone in Class A.

Dorothy's script was based on a fairy tale from this world.

To briefly explain, it's about a terrifying dragon from the past who emerges into the world, adapts to human society, sacrifices himself for humans, and dies in a place where no one knows.

For reference, true to the author who was obsessed with dropping hints, this isn't just a random fairy tale but based on a true story.

Actually, that dragon is nearby, half-decayed... well, it's complicated, so let's move on.

Anyway, Dorothy adapted this into a romantic fantasy novel, recreating it as a romantic story of a dragon who loves humans but ultimately parts ways with them.

Additionally, the role the female protagonist plays is the woman the dragon loves, so the actors need to portray that character given the situation.

"Oh my... Do you think I can perform such a role?"

Erhen spoke nervously from behind the stage curtain, unlike her usual self.

It seems she's taking the acting more seriously than I thought.

Although I have no intention of giving up the female lead's position, as a senior, it's customary to give some advice to rookies.
So I gave Erhen some serious advice.

"First, since it's a play, be careful not to look at the audience, and try to feel as if you're becoming one with the character. When projecting your voice, don't do it like you normally would, but..."

"W-why do you know so much about this?!"

Erhen interrupted me with surprise, waving her hands and saying this was making her more nervous.
...Tsk.

Looking around, I noticed the Saintess was doodling something on the distributed script, and Elysee was looking at Erhen and me with disapproval.

She probably thought we were being distracting.

And just then, Gwen's amplified voice echoed:

"Without further delay, first up! Candidate Erhen Silfida! Please come out and perform!"

"Oh, oh!"

Erhen moved to the front of the stage with stiff, robot-like movements.
It seems even the usually rowdy Erhen gets nervous on stage.

Gwen asked her in a booming voice:

"Candidate Erhen! Which scene are you planning to perform?!"

"Um, well, you see, here, um, where I first meet the dragon..."

"Ah! The momentous first scene where the male protagonist's identity is revealed! Well then, show us!!"

Erhen seemed unsure if she should start right away, rolling her eyes around in confusion.

When our eyes met, I mouthed 'don't be nervous' to her.
Only then did she take a deep breath and try to calm her trembling.

Given that the script wasn't complete and only the situations were outlined, she had to rely entirely on her own character interpretation.

This would be a challenging task even for professional actors, so I was curious to see what kind of performance Erhen would deliver.

After a bit more time passed, Erhen finally opened her mouth.

"You f***ing lizard bastard...!"

*

Erhen was dragged off before she could even utter three lines of dialogue.

According to her, in elven villages, all female protagonists had such personalities, which made my impression of elves deteriorate even further.
Not that there was much left to deteriorate.

"Next candidate, the Saintess... ma'am!"

The next candidate was the Saintess, who would have undoubtedly won first place if the voting hadn't been secret.

Personally, she was the candidate I least wanted to be selected, but surprisingly, she acted quite well.

"Being with you is more enjoyable than taking drugs! Kyahahahaha!!"

But, how should I put it...

While she deserved full marks for emotional appeal and acting skills, her approach was somewhat misguided.

It was as if she was performing like a villain from a certain bat hero movie.
Though excellent, it didn't feel like a female protagonist, so the reaction was mixed.

"Ooh... Something, something scary about it?"

"More importantly, did she just mention drugs...?"

Of course, everyone applauded enthusiastically because no one wanted to be labeled a heretic.

And then.

The next turn was for the protagonist.
Elysee.

"Which scene are you planning to perform, Candidate Elysee?"

"...I will perform the final scene."

Oh, damn.
What Elysee chose was the final scene and highlight of this play.

The farewell between the male protagonist dragon and the female protagonist human.

It was an ending created based on the script team's strong argument that making it sad would leave a lasting impression, and as expected of such a scene, acting skills were extremely important for this part.

Choosing that for an audition meant she had considerable confidence.

"Then, please begin!"

Once again, the stage lights dimmed, and Elysee took a deep breath under the white spotlight shining on her.

The original work being a romantic fantasy, there are extremely long and elaborate descriptions of capturing emotions, and from reading it, I could guess what she was thinking.

And then, Elysee opened her mouth.

"D-don't go...!"

"...!"

"...Wow."

As soon as Elysee opened her mouth, what followed was a beautiful voice that gave goosebumps.

I actually consider this a bit unfair—when Elysee performs an emotional scene with such a voice, most people can't help but be captivated.

*She interpreted the character as somewhat light-hearted, just like in the original work.*

"I-I can't live without you...!"

As I said, the current performance requires quite a high level of character interpretation since there are no set lines or established personalities.

Elysee seems to have interpreted the character as pure and untainted, fitting her own personality.

"...Sniff!"

"It's just for selection, but it's incredibly sad..."

Some people were actually shedding tears, just like in the original work!

Good heavens. Anyway, thanks to such a performance, Dorothy, who was deeply impressed, even changes the script to fit Elysee in a later scene.

Talk about protagonist favoritism.

"...That's all."

After Elysee's turn, which had deeply moved most of the cadets, passed.

Unfortunately, I was assigned the next and final turn.

*...This is a bit troublesome.*

"Next! Candidate Stella Eckhart!"

I thought this as I passed by Elysee, who gave me a victorious look.

"Candidate Stella! What scene have you prepared?"

Because...

"Um, I've... prepared the same scene as the previous candidate."

...I had prepared the same scene.

This wasn't my intention.
In the original work, Elysee performs a different scene!

However, the cadets, unaware of this fact, whispered among themselves.

"Ouch... Right after Lady Elysee..."

"That's a bit pitiful. And the scene is the same too."

"It was a difficult scene, can she even do it?"

Since I had little presence at the beginning of the semester, and after revealing myself, I always walked around expressionless, many cadets seemed to think I couldn't perform emotional acting.

Um... Surprisingly, I heard similar comments in my previous life too.
Did I really look that expressionless?

"Then... begin!"

While I was lost in thought, darkness fell on the stage once more, leaving only the spotlight.

*Phew.*

Somehow, it felt familiar.
Perhaps I truly am a born actor.

Though I was aware that Stella's acting had deteriorated recently, on this spotlight, I felt like my true self again.

Ironically, this was the place where I became someone else the most.

*Well then, let's see...*

Elysee acted as quite a spirited and bright character, and according to the original work, the script changes accordingly.

*But... is that really the character?*

Acting is about understanding the role and becoming that person.

Filling the gaps between stage directions and situations with the life that character would have lived.

That's what makes it a method.

*Tick, tock.*

The protagonist of this play is the youngest daughter of a count's family, who has lived almost confined to her room.

A person who has never had anything, nor thought of having anything.

Such a person falls in love for the first time and considers the male protagonist, the dragon, as her ally.

Then.

*Tick, tock.*

When that one and only existence is about to leave, could she react as intensely as the character Elysee portrayed?

*...Alright.*

Feeling that my emotions were completely captured, I finally pressed one trigger.

My actor's secret technique that I had developed since my child actor days.

The one I used last during the argument with Elysee.
One that can be shown in any moment, any situation.

"...Are you,"

*Shedding tears from just one eye.*

*Got it.*

And simultaneously, I delivered my line with gravity.
Still, since my opponent was the protagonist, I put in my maximum emotional appeal.

"leaving me...?"

Right after I delivered my first line.
The hall was enveloped in a silence so heavy it was palpable.

The cadets, Erhen, Evan, Elysee, and even the Saintess.

They all stared at me with their mouths agape, unable to take their eyes off me.

While I wondered if I might have overdone it a bit...
The reactions were quite satisfying.

I told you.

That I would utterly crush everyone.
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*

"Hey, want to join our club?"

"...Pardon?"

Back in high school, I was once asked that by an upperclassman.

The Drama Research Club... was it called the King of Death?
I remember it well because the third-year Noona who was the club president would ask me that question whenever she saw me.

"...I'm not particularly interested in theater."

"Such a stiff kid. Stop lying."

Of course, I always declined since I wanted to become an actor in dramas or films, but that senior didn't give up on me even while struggling with college entrance exams.

To be honest, she was a bit persistent.

"Hey, I saw your play last year and you know what? You were born for the stage."

"No, thank you."

That senior was a somewhat dangerous person who thought video media, with its editing and post-production, was fake, and that theater was the true stage for real actors.

Still, she wasn't obsessive enough to fixate on someone who was just attending school normally, so I was a bit curious.

"Why are you so... fixated on me?"

"When you say 'fixated' with that expression, it makes me look bad, doesn't it?"

For reference, that Noona had once confessed to me and been rejected.
That's why I still remember her as an eccentric.

"Anyway. Your expression is perfect for the stage, you know? How should I put it... it's like what you convey gets captured exactly as it is?"

"You're saying cameras can't fully capture me?"

"Cheeky brat. Well, but that's right."

According to that Noona, someone of my type has their expressiveness amplified when seen in person.

If I'm at 80% on camera, I'd be 120% on stage, or something like that.

Honestly, I was a bit tempted.

It's not that I disliked theater; in fact, I rather enjoyed it.

But...
My foundation was my mother's image that I saw on TV when I was young.

So in the end, it was an offer I had to decline.

Looking back now, I wonder what would have happened if I had gone in that direction.
...Though the end would have been the same anyway.

*

The moment Stella delivered her first line, all the cadets who had been chatting while watching felt a shiver run through their bodies.

In truth, all the acting until now had been at best the level of non-professional students.

Just the kind of decent amateur acting you'd expect from people this age.

That's what the cadets had expected, after all.

Even Elysee, despite showing a voice and acting skills far beyond the other cadets, was just at that level.

But Stella Eckhart's level transcended even the professional actors they knew.

It made sense, of course.

"I, I have only you...!"

Despite being more developed than typical medieval societies, acting techniques weren't yet fully established in this world.

There was no comparison between the actors of this medieval world and her acting, which would be hard to match even among peers in the modern world.

"I, I've never had anything until now!!"

Stella herself didn't realize it, taking it for granted, but this was the first moment since she fell into this world that the theory of modern genius was being realized.

"...Don't go."

"...Wow."

Someone exhaled in amazement.

Just moments ago, they had been moved to tears by Elysee's performance, but now.

They were so shocked that they couldn't even remember Elysee's acting.

The overwhelming presence, as if the person had completely transformed the moment the play began.

Not only that, but all the cadets.
Even the Saintess was entranced, watching in a daze.

The emotional line that exploded despite being much more restrained than Elysee's acting.

The wistfulness conveyed by tears flowing down only one side of her face.

The mystique from her natural appearance.

All these elements combined to create a synergy.

_...I did ask her to do this, but._

Even Evan, who had requested her to be his partner, was surprised by acting of this caliber.

Of course, he had observed her for years and knew she was skilled at maintaining a poker face and fabricating emotions.

But such exaggerated emotional expression fitting for the stage was something even he had never seen from her.

_...When did you practice something like this, Stella?_

And after her storm-like performance ended.

"...That's all."

She returned to her emotionless expression and voice in an eerily instant transition, nodded slightly, and stepped down.

_...I'll need to step up if I don't want to be compared unfavorably._

This level of performance should be enough to get selected.
Evan thought this as he glanced at Elysee beside him.

Contrary to his expectation that she would be upset, she was.

Elysee was crying.

*

Elysee had thought her performance was her best.

Sorrowfully, pitifully, beautifully.

The protagonist was a count's daughter who had lived imprisoned her whole life.
Perhaps because the script was written by her friend Dorothy.

Somehow, the protagonist had so many similarities to herself.

That's why she believed no one could perform this role better than her.
No matter how great an actor might be, they couldn't beat experience.

Elysee thought that for this role at least.
Though it hurt her pride, she believed she had the advantage for this particular role.

-...Are you, leaving me...?

That thought shattered into pieces the moment Stella uttered her first line.

Because she thought the character resembled herself so much, she could tell immediately.

The difference was on another level.

Expressiveness, reproduction, acting skill—no matter what aspect she considered.

_...Ah._

Elysee no longer felt any sense of defeat.

She finally acknowledged it.

She couldn't win against that woman in any aspect.

During the Illusionary Demonic Beast incident, Stella had saved the Academy in her place when she, despite being a regressor, failed to predict the changes in the event.

When the Evil God manifested at the Academy, Stella received an important mission from the Saintess and actively tried to resolve the situation.

She had thoroughly crushed Elysee when she was consumed by jealousy over these facts.

...And now, she was realizing that she couldn't even act as herself.

_...Aah._

And once she accepted this fact, what she saw was Stella's pure acting.

-I, I have only you...!

-I, I've never had anything until now!!

Perhaps it was because of the role.

Her acting felt like watching herself.

Like watching someone else perfectly acting as her.

As if someone had perfectly understood her emotions.

Elysee felt tears streaming down her cheeks.

_I..._

Elysee had wanted to become an actress.

She wanted to become someone special.

She wanted to become someone who shines on stage.

And now, in this moment.

She faced the ideal she had only dreamed of since childhood.

Seeing that ideal performing her emotions and receiving the spotlight on stage.

It was so, so dazzling.

And because it felt like she had finally put an end to her childhood dream.

Elysee cried.

The series of defeats became the catalyst for her to clearly recognize Stella Eckhart.

And the emotion Elysee felt at that moment.

Could definitely be named admiration.

*

_Hmm. Was that too much?_

Was it because it had been a while since I'd done serious acting?
The emotions might have come out a bit strongly.

I'm so used to performing in front of audiences as well as cameras from being pushed around so much in high school.

Well, anyway, this should be enough, right?

"U-um, th-thank you for the performance...! Now we'll p-proceed with the voting!!"

The vote that Gwen started while stuttering proceeded quickly.

The cadets all wrote names on their ballots with dazed expressions.

After all 92 cadets had written their choices on the voting slips.

"Well then! With 86 votes! The female protagonist will be!"

With an overwhelming number of votes, I ended up getting the role.

I didn't expect to win by such a landslide.

Honestly, I was scared that about twenty people would vote for the Saintess.

But looking at the results, the Saintess received only about 2 votes? And the rest went to Elysee.

_Elysee is..._

Thinking she must be feeling quite dejected, I looked at her, and sure enough, she was wiping away tears.

_...I feel kind of sorry._

How should I put it.
I really didn't want to go this far.

It just happened that we performed the same scene, and I happened to go after her, so from Elysee's perspective, it must have felt like humiliation.

Honestly, I absolutely hated the idea of being paired with Evan as the female lead, but I didn't dislike Elysee.

Well, I did dislike her when she was flirting with Evan, but.

Anyway, the fact that I, who didn't particularly like either the second male lead or the male lead, read "Academy Survival Guide" multiple times was thanks to Elysee.

Of course, later I became Stella, but until then, she was a character I could consider my favorite.

Seeing her cry like that made me feel uncomfortable.

With these thoughts, I slowly opened my mouth toward Elysee standing beside me.

"Um, Elysee?"

"Hiccup, yes...?!"

Oh dear, she cried so much she got the hiccups.
This really makes me feel bad.

I took a deep breath and spoke.

...There's no real need to do this, but still.
Hmm, how should I say this.

The performance I just gave was inspired by Elysee.
After all, the protagonist of the script was based on the main character.

"The role of the protagonist's friend hasn't been decided yet, right?"

"...What?"

So this is... a minimal gesture of appreciation to the person who inspired my acting.

"You should do it."

"...Excuse me?"

Perhaps it was related to my previous career.
Somehow, I didn't feel comfortable taking the lead role after pushing aside the original lead.

That's why I brought this up, but Elysee bowed her head and remained silent for a while.

....Oh.

Did she realize that the role I offered was actually the ugly role of getting rejected by Evan, I mean, the male lead?

While I was thinking that, Elysee slowly opened her mouth.

"...Why, to me...."

"Well, since I became the female protagonist. I should have this much choice, right?"

Well, putting everything else aside.

This was my way of showing respect to the protagonist.

Not of this play, but of a novel I had read very earnestly and enjoyably.

A form of respect for the protagonist I had admired.

"Rather, let me ask you, are you okay with not being the protagonist?"

My words, and she probably had some awareness of this fact.

In truth, what I've done since coming to this world was close to stealing the honor and connections she should have gained.

After hearing my words, Elysee bowed her head again, took a deep breath, and then.

"...Yes!"

Somehow, that expression wasn't the calculating and cold one I had seen in the novel and had come to know, but rather like the smile of that young girl, and so.

I smiled slightly, in a way she probably didn't notice.
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Chapter 142. The Beginning

86 votes out of 92 cadets.

Fortunately, not everyone had died, and I was selected as the female lead by an overwhelming majority.

"Damn... I still have goosebumps."

"With someone like that, just one person could carry the whole thing, right?"

"Wouldn't having someone that good actually ruin things by making the other actors look bad in comparison?"

Most of the cadets returning after the vote seemed quite excited.

Perhaps they felt relieved that having an actress of my caliber meant they were halfway to success.

It's a bit unfair when I think about it, but what can I do?
It's not like I came here because I wanted to. Since I'm here, I might as well make the most of it.

"Miss Stella...!! So that's why you gave me such pointed advice...!!"

Erhen in particular seemed extremely excited.
When Elysee was performing, she had been grumbling about how unfair it was that she'd been rejected, but as soon as she saw my performance, she changed her tune.

"Were you originally some kind of theater actress, Miss Stella...!?"

"...I wonder."

It was a question that was difficult to answer as either yes or no.

Well, it was adjusted to the level of a medieval theater troupe...

No, that's not right. Since it's Erhen, who's only seen acting at the level of neighborhood storytelling, her reaction is somewhat understandable.

"You were really amazing, Young Lady...!"

The Paladin Grace also added a comment.
I wonder, among the two votes for the Saintess, was hers one of them?

...Probably?

"By the way, Miss Stella."

"Yes?"

"...So you're really partners with Lord Evan now?"

Erhen said with a rather lecherous smile.

...Partners, huh.

Yes. Looking at the results, I put on that acting power show to get on stage with Evan.

More accurately, I didn't want Evan paired with anyone else, but from the outside, it amounts to the same thing.

Let me find the fortunate and unfortunate aspects of this situation.

This play is a story within a story in a romance fantasy novel... and as far as stories within stories go, it's on the tamer side.

The strongest skinship is just a hug?

The reason for this is probably because the male leads' competition for the female lead wasn't over yet, and it would have been too much to push the already overwhelming Caille any further.

Evan had only appeared a few chapters earlier and was the weakest, Erhen was actually female so couldn't appear as a male lead, and Ian was exiled after the false god episode (plus he was female too).

Looking at it now, it was basically Caille's one-man show, so I understand why they made that choice.

And the unfortunate point is that I can't handle even such light skinship right now.

I am not Stella anymore.
The protective barrier that shielded me in any situation has been shattered.

If I do something with Evan now, it's me doing something with Evan, and likewise, any skinship with Evan would be done by me, the reincarnated Korean, not Stella.

Somehow, ever since I realized this fact, just imagining doing such things with Evan makes me feverish, and if we actually touch...

...an enormous sense of... discomfort would arise.

So even though it's just acting, I'm a bit doubtful whether I can endure it.

"Oh, here he comes!"

While I was lost in my own worries, Evan, who had been sitting in the audience watching my performance, walked toward me.

'...Why does he have to be so unnecessarily tall?'

Even for a pseudo-medieval romance fantasy, they could have made him a bit shorter.
Every time unnecessarily tall Evan approached me, I felt my heart pounding in various ways.

"You did great, Stella! You were amazing."

"...I see."

Well, if we're being honest, I did this at his request.
...I should be grateful that he kept me from having to do a romance scene with the Saintess.

"Well then, let's do our best!"

Evan said, extending his hand as if asking for a handshake.
He seemed to be in a very good mood.

Was Evan interested in theater?
Or is this related to what happened before?

"...Yes."

I grabbed around his thumb instead of his hand and shook it.

It was still, so very hot.

"Pfft!"

Evan burst into laughter as he watched my behavior.
...Even that unnecessarily handsome face irritated me.

*

The next day after the auditions.
After the female and male leads were decided, everything moved quickly.

The minor roles had already been roughly assigned even before the female lead was determined.

So what remained was to decide the major roles, such as the protagonist's friend or the Dragon Slayer.

Ah, Elysee agreed to take the role of Adela, the protagonist's friend and a sort of rival in love.

It was partly at my request as the female lead, and since Elysee had shown good acting despite being overshadowed by me in the end, there were no particular complaints.

"...I'll do my best!"

Elysee said with a smile as she looked at me.

She was so dazzling it irritated me, befitting a protagonist.

Anyway, the next issue was the role of the Dragon Slayer, who would serve as the antagonist in the play.

Since the essence of this play is tragedy, they needed a villain strong enough to boil a dragon alive.

The problem was that there was no one to take on such a role.

This was the role Evan was supposed to take instead of being the male lead, but now Evan had become my partner.

And switching with Caille wasn't an option since he had withdrawn due to injury.

But assigning just anyone wouldn't work because the character had overwhelming weight in the play.
According to the original description, only Evan, the second strongest in the Academy after the Sword Saint, could barely handle it.

So while everyone was getting a headache over this, someone finally voiced the thought that everyone had considered but was too afraid to suggest.

"Why don't we just have the Sword Saint do it?"

It was a casual remark from Erhen, who had lost interest in the play after failing to get the female lead role.

But, as I said, it was something everyone had thought about at least once.

"......"

"......"

"......"

".........Me?"

The Sword Saint, who had been sitting quietly in her seat, only raised her head after quite some time, as if just realizing they were talking about her.

She seemed to have been keeping quite quiet since backing away with reddened ears after hearing about my and Evan's relationship.
...Would the Sword Saint really take this role?

".........Do I have to do it?"

When the Sword Saint tilted her head slightly and said that, the A-class cadets who had been silent suddenly burst into fervent opinions.

"If the Sword Saint takes it, it's guaranteed to be a huge success!!"

"No one else can do this but you, Sword Saint!!"

"With Eckhart Young Lady as the female lead and the Sword Saint as the antagonist, this is definitely a win!!!"

Regardless of gender or department, they turned the classroom into pandemonium while emphasizing the Sword Saint's importance.

In a play, the antagonist is as important as the protagonist.
If the Sword Saint could take on the role of such an antagonist.

We might be able to put on an overwhelming performance, as the other cadets suggested.

Even I felt that way as I looked at the Sword Saint.

The Sword Saint seemed momentarily confused by the outpouring of attention, then slowly opened her mouth.

"......The joint class president... was it? Do the children from B-class also participate in this... Theater Festival?"

"Oh, y-yes, they do!!"

Gwen, the joint class president, swallowed hard before answering the Sword Saint's question.
The Sword Saint asked again.

"...If I take that role, can we win?"

"O-Of course!"

The Sword Saint heaved a big sigh.
She looked like she was thinking about something stressful.

"...Then I'll do it."

The classroom was engulfed in massive cheers.

Everyone rejoiced regardless of whether they were from the Knight Department, Alchemy Department, or Magic Department.

That's how encouraging the Sword Saint's participation was.

'...Seems like she's been under a lot of stress from the B-class.'

In a way, I'm the one who caused her to fall to that B-class, but fortunately, the Sword Saint seemed to have directed her anger elsewhere.

Anyway, after the Sword Saint was decided, everything else fell into place without a single disagreement.

And so the cast of the play was completed.


[Male Lead: Evan von Isenberg

Female Lead: Stella Bell Eckhart

Supporting Lead: Elysee de Iris

Antagonist: Claire]

...Even to my eyes, a nearly perfect cast had been assembled.
With this, we might be able to deliver a performance that wouldn't lose to my previous life's theater troupe.

I wasn't the only one with such thoughts; Gwen exclaimed with excitement:

"Then! We'll start rehearsals for the Theater Festival tomorrow!!!"

The Theater Festival was now just 2 weeks and 4 days away.

*

On the day all the roles were decided.

"You...."

I had a dream that night.

Meeting someone...

Someone with purple hair, a dream of meeting them. Somehow very familiar features and a beautiful voice.

"You...."

Swept up in the dreamlike waves, I couldn't distinguish clearly, but there was an emotionless face.
And, piercing through that emotionless face, a subtle anger.

"Y-You are...!"

"I will kill you."
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Stella and I walked back to the dormitory after all the roles had been assigned.

Strangely, neither Erhen nor Grace, who would normally cling to us, were around today. It reminded me of that day—just the two of us walking home together.

"......."

"......"

The silence was more profound than usual, making me even more acutely aware of Evan's presence.

This wasn't good.

Setting aside my personal feelings, rehearsals would start tomorrow.

In this state, there was no way I could deliver a good performance.

I pondered my situation.

Since Stella's mask had cracked, the only thing that had become awkward was direct physical contact with Evan.

That's because I had acknowledged, under that full moon night sky, that my connection with him belonged not to Stella, but to me—the one acting as her.

Therefore, everything except physical contact should be fine.
Evan wasn't the type to force me to do things I disliked.
Though there had been times when his self-control shattered... but that was because this body was lustful.

Now that I was myself again, such incidents would be rare. And yet, why?

Just a few days ago, under the pretext of acting as lovers, we had walked hand in hand. But now...

...I couldn't close the distance between us at all.

"......."

I glanced up at Evan.

He was smiling faintly as usual, seemingly pleased about something.

...Was Evan fine with us being like this?

Not being able to tou...ch me.
Was it just another ordinary thing to him?

*This is strange.*

These thoughts made it seem like I was disappointed that Evan wasn't desiring me.

No, having such feelings wasn't strange in itself.

I was starved for affection, and if I equated Evan's touch with that of family, it wouldn't be strange.

But the drop I felt when I returned to being myself was too severe.

...Honestly, I knew.

Family members don't engage in such intimate skinship.

Skinship between family doesn't feel so... sticky.

Of course, that heart-pounding... discomfort isn't something one should feel with family either.

That's probably the source of my resistance.

If I went any further...

I felt I could no longer maintain that family-like relationship with Evan,

And I feared Evan might develop feelings that I, as myself, would have to reject.

...Just such selfish worries.

"Ah, we've arrived."

Before I knew it, Evan and I had reached the girls' dormitory, now painted with purple shadows beneath the setting sun on the horizon.

"Well, see you tomorrow, Stella. Things are about to get busy."

"...I'll see you tomorrow."

Yet our farewells remained the same as always.

A gentle smile, a soft promise for tomorrow.

I wished these promised tomorrows would continue forever.

This was a feeling I'd realized only after nearly losing Evan once.

I had no desire to repeat that experience.

"......."

So this was all I could do.

*I am...*

Because it's me.

With such thoughts, my sleep that night was somehow uncomfortable.
Even with the blanket pulled over my head, a chill crept in.

Yet sleep overtook me.

Deep, deeper, unrelated to my physical discomfort.

Almost like the sensation of collapsing after using Method...

That kind of...

*

"...Hmm?"

In a flash, my consciousness surfaced.
Or could this even be called surfacing?

My awareness was certainly functioning clearly.
My memories were intact, with no gaps in context.

Yet somehow, I still felt like I was dreaming.

As if submerged in water.
An extremely cold, deep water.

The sensation was familiar.
Of course, it was like the chill that seeped from my heart whenever I used Method.

*That means...*

A doubt flashed through my mind, but I had no evidence to confirm it.
Still, my current state was clearly abnormal.

I looked around.

The cold floor, the pitch-black void, the falling ash-colored snow—everything was clearly visible.

Is it possible to dream with such a clear mind?

As I pondered this, from far away—
Or perhaps very close by—a voice spread out.

"You."

Then, the sharp click-clack of precise footsteps.

My heart froze cold in that instant.
Someone was approaching me.

"Y-You are...!"

Lavender-colored short hair that shone like jewels.

Sharp black uniform with brilliantly glowing blue jewel-like eyes.

A cold, expressionless face devoid of any emotion.
And a hint of anger piercing through that expressionlessness.

My favorite character from my previous life.

The original source of the role I'm currently playing.

The person I transmigrated into, the original owner of my body.

"S-Stel...!"

"I'm going to kill you."

...Stella Bell Eckhart was threatening to murder me.

*

As she had predicted, Stella's suffering began from that day.

Though there was no contact as intense as that time, she could see what he saw even more clearly than before.

So, Stella, from within this cold, vast mindscape space...

Watched as something with her appearance somehow became Evan's fake lover.

Saw it engage in clearly self-indulgent contact under that pretext.

Saw it shift the blame and responsibility onto her despite its obvious selfishness.

Saw it suddenly try to distance itself from him as if it had realized something.

And yet, saw it ultimately become his partner, beating out all other candidates.

And having witnessed all this, Stella naturally...

"Pfft, are you alright? Your face has turned ashen."

"......."

She felt like she would die from stress.

Her emotionless expression wasn't due to a poker face like whoever had taken over her body.

It was simply because, except for matters related to her lord Evan, she genuinely couldn't feel emotions beyond a certain level.

So the fact that she was feeling anger strong enough to shatter even that emotionless nature was significant.

She could tolerate the entity in her body making subtle contact with Evan.

If it had been someone else, she would have died of jealousy, but at least it was her own body.

And somehow... she could understand that this entity enjoyed pleasure without responsibility, shifting all the burden of such contact onto her who could only watch.

No, actually she couldn't understand it at all, and considering that the entity in her body was originally male, it was even more absurd.

But she had thought it couldn't be helped since the other party was Evan.

*Anyway, I won't have to watch this disgraceful sight much longer.*

Once her goal was achieved, she wouldn't have to see such scenes anymore.
In fact, it might even be advantageous that this was happening with her body.

That's what Stella had been thinking as she barely endured, but...

"......Huh."

As soon as the entity realized it wasn't the original owner of the body and tried to distance itself from Evan, Stella exploded.

She thought this was the first time in her life she had felt such burning rage.

Even when her lord was ardently courting Elysee, that fox-like woman, it wasn't this bad.

Nevertheless, Stella had no regrets.

She thought she should have found someone more definitively masculine, even if it took time, but the choice had been hers.

When she first saw him, he looked like someone who could never be loved by anyone.

Perhaps what she initially felt was pity.

That had led to this situation, and she could only sit and watch it unfold.
But thinking about what would happen after her goal was achieved made it somewhat bearable.

Just, just...

She wanted to drag out that lustful, bitch-like person who still claimed to be male despite everything, and slap them once.

And perhaps her wish reached the heavens, or maybe the Ice Dragon.

"......"

"Y-You are possibly...!"

At the moment when that firmly held sense of self finally cracked...

Stella and the other person wearing her face were miraculously face to face.

What should she say?

About where this place was?

About the shameless actions the other had committed?

Or directly about her own purpose?

Many thoughts crossed her mind, but what came out of her mouth was one primal sentence.

"I'm going to kill you."

That was her emotion, condensed over about a month.
Murderous intent.

*

"W-Why, whyyy?"

I was experiencing a state of mind that had gone haywire from too many abnormal phenomena.

Why did I suddenly wake up in this space?

Why did Stella appear before my eyes?

Why was Stella threatening to kill me?

Among these, the third question was the most puzzling.

Setting aside Stella's sudden appearance, why would she suddenly say such things?

Seeing this in a dream, did I have such tastes?

Or was this some new form of love confession?

"This isn't a dream, you idiot."

Stella said with a contemptuous expression.
...Not a dream?

I had thought it strange how perfectly I could feel all five senses, but not a dream?

Looking at Stella now, her appearance was too vivid to be a dream.

Well, she looked a bit different from what I... saw in the mirror every day.

The impression of Stella I got when looking in the mirror lately was that her eyes were a bit rounder and her expression more animated.

The original... should I say?
Assuming her statement that this wasn't a dream was correct, she looked, well...

Sharper and more expressionless than I had thought.

Either I had grown my hair more than I thought, or there was about a hand span difference in hair length.

*Gasp...!*

Though I'd seen her awakened form often recently, a favorite character was still a favorite character.

Even with slight differences, it should be the same face I saw in the mirror every day, but just the recognition that she was real made me feel like I couldn't breathe.

"A-Are you really... Stella?"

"I am."

"Oh, oh...! I, I'm really a fan...!"

I was about to shout "I'm a fan!" but suddenly my vision could only capture the spinning of this void filled with nothing but black and ash-gray.

"Ugh...!!"

After spinning around for a while, the ground eventually charged at me and collided.
No, did I fall?

"Ouch...!"

It seems the ground where I was standing exploded, and I was thrown by the impact.

The most surprising thing was that I could actually feel the pain.

...I had been half-doubtful, but it seemed that indeed.
This wasn't just a simple dream.

"Y-You damned bastard."

Stella walked over to me with measured steps, grabbed my collar, and lifted me up.

"Why, why are you doing this...?"

"How dare you, how dare you toy with my lord using my body...!!"

She said as she tightened her grip on my collar.

I wanted to shout what toying she was talking about, but somehow I felt a little guilty.

No, quite guilty.

No, actually extremely guilty, so I couldn't open my mouth.

"It seems the time I can talk with you isn't long, so I'll get straight to the point."

"......!"

Stella shouted with a powerful voice.

She was much more spirited than I had thought.

"Now, who are you?"

"...Huh? Well, I'm...."

At this sudden attempt at introductions, I tried to say my name.

The name my mother gave me, my name from my previous life.
After all, it would be pointless to introduce myself as Stella in front of her.

That's what I was about to do, but...

"......Oh."

For some reason, my voice wouldn't come out.

"This place is commonly called the mindscape. Your inner self."

"......."

"And look at your appearance now. Whose form are you taking?"

Only then did I look down at my body.
If this wasn't a simple dream, my body should have substance.

If this was the mindscape world I had often seen, I should be in the form of my previous life.

...That should have been the case, but...

What I saw was the same height as usual.

The small mounds protruding from my chest.

On my shoulders, the lavender-colored hair that had just started to grow, a bit longer than the original in front of me.

There was no mirror, but I could tell.

I was in Stella's form right now.

"I hate having to give advice to someone like you, but I have no choice. If things continue like this, it's my lord who will be hurt."

"......!"

Stella's lord could only be one person in this world.
So, she had been watching...?

"Don't run away."

"...I, I...."

"...Otherwise, I'll take it back."

"......!!"

After saying that, Stella abruptly released my collar.

I landed on my backside with a thud, but somehow I didn't feel the pain this time.

"...It seems it's about time."

As Stella said this, my vision began to darken.
My consciousness was becoming blurry.

And to me in that state, Stella spoke as if she had just remembered something.

"...Ah, yes. Let me say one last thing."

Then she approached me, poked my chest with her finger, and opened her mouth.

"I am not lustful!!"

With those words, my vision went dark like a television that had been turned off.

*

When I opened my eyes, it was a bright sunny morning.

"...Huff, huff."

My back was drenched in sweat.
I was confused.

There were many words and questions that came to mind, but...

The emotion that immediately overwhelmed and consumed my thoughts was just one.

"......Ah."

Now, it's really impossible.

I might not be able to run away anymore.

...Such thoughts, accompanied by extreme fear.
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## Chapter 143: Taken Away

Surprisingly, from the moment I first transmigrated into this world, I never thought about returning to my original world or finding the cause of my transmigration.

First of all, setting aside whether it was even possible, I simply didn't need to.

This body, Stella Eckhart's body, had the minor drawback that it could die if entangled with the wrong man, but apart from him, the situation was overwhelmingly better than my previous life.

Of course, it's ironic considering I half-voluntarily created that deteriorated situation in my previous life, but whatever.

Being a noble meant wearing nice clothes and eating good food.
Except for the gender change, it was a typical transmigration story, so I could use my knowledge of the original work to some extent.

And honestly, it gave me a headache.

The ability to move a human being from another dimension into a fictional world.

What kind of incredibly, incredibly high existence would possess such power?

Honestly, I thought the attitude of Korean novel protagonists who don't bother uncovering the secrets of transmigration was correct.

If you strip away the convenience of fiction, this is close to cosmic horror.

And for the same reason, I was careful not to feel guilty about stealing Stella's body.

First, there was no benefit for me.

Second, it wasn't my intention or fault.

Third, Stella was a dead character.

At the point where I read the last chapter, Stella was definitely killed by a spy.

So I tried to think of it as me playing a second round in the body of someone already dead.
I tried not to contemplate too deeply about the transmigration.

*But she was there.*

Stella was there. Inside me, in what she called my mindscape.

The original Stella Eckhart, my favorite character, definitely existed there.

It wasn't just a dream.
I could tell that instinctively.

Dreams shatter like sand when you wake up.
But now, long after waking from the dream, I could remember every detail down to Stella's eyelashes.

"...Stella?"

"...Wah!"

Startled by the sudden tapping sensation, I turned my head to find Evan sitting beside me with a worried expression.

Apparently, I was so deep in thought that I hadn't noticed Evan coming to sit next to me.

"Today's the first day we get the complete script. Will you be able to rehearse?"

Did my complexion look that bad?
Evan asked with a genuinely concerned expression.

"...Ah, yes."

Right. All the events with Stella in that mindscape remained with me.

I don't usually forget things I've seen multiple times, but I could remember every single exchange of that conversation.

And if I had to pick the most impressive part...

-I am NOT lewd!!

No, no. That's not it.
Though that was impressive too.

-...If not, I'll take him away from you.

Stella said that to me.

That if I kept running away, she would take him away.

Setting aside the true meaning behind those words.
What was the context for that statement?

Why would the original Stella use such a threat?

*Could she be threatening to take Evan from me?*

There was only one possible scenario for that—Stella, the original owner of this body, reclaiming it.

*Is that even possible?*

Honestly, it made me dizzy to consider a possibility I'd never thought of before.

What kind of cause and effect would have to intertwine for Stella to be squatting in my mindscape?

From our previous experiment, I'd determined that the Ice Dragon was directly or indirectly the cause of my transmigration.

But why would Stella pop up from there?

If the Ice Dragon had been sitting there saying "Hello, I'm a god" or something...

*That doesn't seem right.*

Anyway, I would have accepted something like that.

Or maybe it was Stella from middle or high school, before I transmigrated into her body.

But what resided within me was definitely the Stella from the original work.

And probably her appearance right before death.

So to summarize—

1. The original Stella definitely died in the North.

2. Somehow, the indigenous god Ice Dragon of the North caused me to transmigrate into Stella's body.

3. The cause of the mana rejection and the after-effects of the Method were probably because the Ice Dragon left some energy in the body.

4. But, surprise! The Stella who died in the original work was somewhere in my mindscape.

5. Judging by her knowledge of outside events, she seems to share my vision or thoughts.

????

What on earth does this mean?

Again, I didn't think about the principles or reasons for transmigration because it was more beneficial not to.

But if the original is watching my actions in a situation where I don't even know where to start figuring things out, that changes things a bit.

No one wants to show their every move to their favorite character.

Especially if it involves using that favorite character's body to say things like "Want to touch my chest?" to a man.

Honestly, even if I put myself in her position, this was seriously messed up.

Someone enters my body, seduces Evan, and sexually harasses him?
It wouldn't be strange to tear them apart and kill them.

*Wait, something's off.*

Did I just naturally think of myself as Stella?

...Anyway.
Taking Evan away?

I'd felt jealousy as a friend a few times, but I'd never seriously considered that.

Even during the Illusionary Demonic Beast incident, I recovered quickly.

"Evan, Evan."

"Yes?"

"Do you have any thoughts about marriage?"

Evan's eyes widened at my sudden question, then he burst into laughter.

"Yes, of course."

"Ah... I see."

...And here I thought his wish was to be with me forever.
Perhaps he sees being a secretary and marriage as separate things?

Somehow, I felt my heart tighten at his words as I recalled what the original Stella had said.

-It disgusts me to give advice to someone like you, but I have no choice. If things continue like this, my lord will be the one who gets hurt.

...I hate to admit it, but the original Stella probably knows Evan better than I do.

First, she's obviously watched him longer than I have, and besides that, she's probably observed our story from an objective perspective.

*Taking him away, she says.*

I tried to imagine such a scene.

Evan laughing and chatting with someone else, or with Stella instead of me.

...It gave me an incredibly dirty, sticky feeling.

Is this inappropriate to feel between friends?

To avoid feeling this emotion—

-Don't run away.

...Sorry, but I don't know how to do that.

Because I'm a person who has only ever run away and avoided things.

At first, I was someone who denied that even my connection with him was built on acting and lies.

I was someone who lived alone for years, ignoring even the desire to build relationships.

Because I've always been someone who runs away, staying one step behind.

*...But.*

Even that has its limits.

It would be nice and comfortable if I could just keep running away forever, but there are cases like now where that's not possible.

So, again.

*...Taking him away, she says.*

No matter what premise I attach to it...
...that was the one thing I couldn't accept.

That was my clear and definite true feeling.

"H-h-here's the s-script I wrote...!!"

By now, Dorothy had brought the scripts on some kind of cart and was distributing them to the cadets who were acting.

It seems that being in the Alchemy Department, she couldn't use magic like Gwen.

I picked up the script that was passed to me.

Though my mind had been in turmoil until just now, holding the script made me feel more stable.

Perhaps it's because when I'm like this.
When I exist as an actor, I have a clear sense of self.

[Title: The Dragon's Love Story (working title)]

*That's lame.*

Even for a working title, it seemed too hastily chosen.

I just hope the content is decent, unlike the original work.

With that anxiety, I slowly skimmed through the script.

*

The male protagonist, Lucius, a Black Dragon living in a large mine deep in the mountains.

He lives peacefully in solitude in an abandoned mine for hundreds of years.

But one day, the head of a nearby Count's family, unable to leave the abandoned mine alone, uses large-scale magic for mine development, causing a landslide that buries the dragon's lair under a pile of dirt.

The dragon values his home above all else.
As such, Lucius becomes furious and vows revenge.

Afterward, Lucius transforms into a human and infiltrates the Count's family as a butler, the family that destroyed his lair.

There, Lucius is assigned to manage Luna, the female protagonist who is considered the family's troublemaker.

A meeting occurs between Luna, who has lived as a loner, practically confined to one room her entire life, and the dragon who has lived alone for hundreds of years.

Meanwhile, the era's greatest dragon slayer, acting on royal orders, discovers traces of a dragon in the collapsed mine.

He realizes that it is the infamous Black Dragon from the past...

*

"Hmm, not bad? But why am I so ill-mannered?"

"Because you're a dragon, Evan."

I said that to Evan, who was grumbling about his role being the opposite of his personality, and continued reading the script.

*Well, it doesn't seem like much has changed.*

However, it appeared that the protagonist's personality, which in the original work was modified after being impressed by Elysee's acting, remained unmodified.

Or more precisely...

*Was it tailored for me?*

Dorothy was surprisingly a meritocrat when it came to acting.

"Everyone has received their scripts now! We don't have much time left!"

Gwen shouted energetically.
It was true. Less than three weeks remained.

"So we're going straight into rehearsal! First... we can do scenes 8-9 right now!"

I flipped through the script a bit to the part Gwen mentioned.

*Let's see. Um...*

The gist of the scene was simple enough to be recreated right now, as Gwen said.

The female protagonist, Luna, fights over the male protagonist Lucius with her first friend...

"Wait."

There was no such scene in the original work?
Maybe I missed it when I skimmed through earlier, but a difference popped up in an unexpected place.

"You three, please come forward!"

The intensity had even increased.
The female protagonist I'm playing and her friend Elysee each take Evan's arm on either side...

"I-I'll do my best, Miss Stella!"

"......"

Elysee exclaimed with an expression full of enthusiasm.

...Do her best?
At what?

*The timing is just perfect.*
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It had been nearly a month since the midterm exams ended at the Academy. But the atmosphere there was charged with tension equal to—no, perhaps even greater than—during the exams.

"...Those A Class kids have an unsettling confidence about them."

"I know. That look in their eyes whenever they pass by, like they're absolutely certain they'll win...!"

The cause was the Theater Festival, now less than a week away.

People tend to display more intense emotions when they're part of a group. Their personal opinions become wrapped in the collective voice of their team. In this sense, the Theater Festival provided the perfect backdrop for releasing the frustrations that had built up between classes over the past half year, all under the guise of competition.

And in this context, the most targeted class was, naturally, the highest-ranked one—Class A.

"Just look at their cast list. The second-best student from the entrance ceremony is playing the male lead... and that Sword Saint is in it too."

"The Top Student is also participating."

The structure of the Theater Festival itself was what fueled this competitive spirit among students from other classes.

While the festival was primarily a student event, many external judges were brought in to ensure fairness. And who would catch their attention first? Obviously Class A, officially recognized as the highest-performing class.

It was only natural that Class A would be filled with students of outstanding appearance and reputation. With the addition of the Sword Saint as a wild card, Class A had undeniably become the perfect public enemy.

"The only questionable choice is their female lead. I thought the Top Student would take that role."

"Yeah, Stella... Eckhart? Wasn't she the one who gave that speech after the midterms?"

Among all the cast members, the mysterious female student playing the female lead was perhaps their only hope—the one element that might be ordinary enough to give other classes a chance.

"I don't know. She seemed too cold to fit a female lead role."

"Didn't she turn the midterms upside down? Maybe that had something to do with it."

Seeing Class A's lineup, students from other classes could only hope that at least the female lead would be somewhat lacking.

And by coincidence, Class A was indeed experiencing problems due to her acting skills.

"P-please... love me!"

"......"

"...Evan, your line."

"Oh!"

Though perhaps not in the way the other students imagined.

*

Ever since Stella had been cast as the female lead, Evan's mind had been blooming with flowers. Simply put, his head had turned into a flower garden.

While Evan typically displayed extraordinary thinking that deviated from normal patterns, he was still a man in his twenties before anything else.

Playing the male lead opposite his crush as the female lead on stage?

Even someone like Evan couldn't help but feel excited.

Additionally, there was much to look forward to:

Stella in makeup...

Stella in costume...

And above all, the chance to resolve something he'd been waiting for a long time.

Just thinking about it made Evan's heart race wildly.

But while Evan was floating on cloud nine, a problem emerged:

"Who... are you?"

"...Uh."

Stella's acting skills were overwhelmingly superior compared to anyone else cast in the play.

Someone had been right when they said that if Stella truly immersed herself in the female lead role, she would almost certainly crush the other classes.

*If* she immersed herself. Unfortunately, among the students, no one could even come close to matching her performance.

The one variable in Class A's otherwise perfect setup was Stella Eckhart's extraordinary acting ability.

Of course, being Stella, she could adjust her performance to match their level if she tried.

But the Class A students who had witnessed her genuine acting refused to accept that compromise.

This meant the only solution was to raise the acting level of the other performers.

That alone would have been difficult enough for Evan, but there was an even more challenging issue:

"Y-you inferior mortal...!"

"*Sob* How could you...!"

"Um...."

The second problem caused by Stella's excellent acting:

Evan simply couldn't immerse himself in his character.

Even though his character was supposed to reform later, he found it incredibly difficult to be cruel to the female lead (who looked like Stella) who only had eyes for him.

From Evan's perspective, it seemed ungrateful to reject Stella when she was pleading with him like this.

He wanted to wipe away the tears welling in Stella's eyes, but each time he tried, he was met with only her cold gaze.

The day before, when Stella had wondered whether her experience teaching acting would translate into proper instruction before tutoring Erhen in studies—her doubts had proven entirely accurate.

Even elite-trained individuals with perfect knowledge of modern acting theory had struggled with Stella's acting lessons.

It would be practically miraculous for people from this medieval world to properly grasp her methods.

"Evan! That's not it! Be rougher! You need to become one with this character!"

"Well, this is...."

Moreover, Stella was somewhat frightening when teaching acting. It was probably related to how her true personality emerged when it came to acting-related matters.

"Lady Stella! Am I doing this right?"

As a result, there was a strange atmosphere in Stella's temporary acting classroom.

"Hmm, you're getting quite good, Elysee."

"Ah, hahaha.... Thank you for the compliment!!"

Evan saw Elysee, who was blushing and smiling brightly at Stella's praise, shoot him a cold sneer.

"Ah......"

For once, Evan almost wished Elysee were playing the female lead instead.

He could have hurled insults at her without hesitation.

Evan gritted his teeth, sincerely thinking this.

"...Again!!"

And so, the three main actors, including the Sword Saint, were being drilled by Stella until late into the night.

*

*Sigh...*

At times like this, I somewhat missed the modern world.

At least those people understood instructions properly.

My theory about modern people being geniuses had been shattered long ago when I witnessed Evan organizing documents better than I could, but when it came to acting, my pride as a modern person still seemed intact.

Not that it was particularly good.

"You, d-damned, lizard...! Bastard!"

"......"

"...Is that not right?"

I watched the Sword Saint, Claire, who looked awkward as she checked my reaction.

To be fair, she had improved tremendously from where she started.

Perhaps it was because acting involved physical expression. The Sword Saint could now portray a fairly impressive villain's presence for a beginner.

...Though I suspected it might just be due to her high combat ability, but that wasn't important right now.

In any case, the Sword Saint was trying hard. Honestly, if I could erase my memories as a former actor, I might consider her performance quite admirable.

Since that was impossible, here I was, dealing with this situation.

"Well, Sword Saint. Everything's good, but could we try delivering the lines in one breath?"

"I have never spoken at length."

"......"

I had wondered why she always only said things like "Suspicious" or "Not bad"—apparently it was simply her speech habit.

Since I now had some connection with the Sword Saint, I decided to ask something I'd been curious about.

"...Sword Saint."

"What is it?"

"Have you been experiencing headaches recently?"

The Sword Saint twirled her blue hair thoughtfully before looking at me with a puzzled expression.

"...I do sometimes, but how did you know?"

"I just noticed you frowning occasionally."

"Ah, I see."

The Sword Saint was more trusting than I expected. Perhaps that's why... things had turned out the way they did.

Anyway, moving past the Sword Saint who was now showing some attitude, and Elysee who was displaying unusual enthusiasm, I approached Evan.

To be honest, every single person here except me—including the three main actors and all the minor role players—had issues, but Evan was by far the most problematic.

It was somewhat shocking to me.

When I first learned about Evan's true identity, my thought (after getting past the shock) was "this guy could actually make a decent actor."

I knew from experience that maintaining an act beyond brief moments—essentially living a performance—was no easy task.

Even I got tired of it after a few years.

But Evan, according to the original story, had been doing it continuously since years before meeting me.

Evan's original personality is much more cynical and darker than the bright demeanor he currently displays.

The fact that someone who could act so convincingly that even I couldn't detect any inconsistency was struggling with this play?

And not just struggling, but unable to deliver basic lines?

It was unacceptable to me.

As someone who had once considered becoming a talent scout, it was embarrassing.

"So, what's the problem, Evan?"

"...Why me? I'm, um...."

"Don't change the subject. Right now, you're the strangest person here."

I thought I heard someone snickering from somewhere, but I ignored it for now.

What was wrong with Evan? From my perspective, having spent considerable time with him and heard his past stories, Evan should have found this character easy to portray.

Yet he couldn't even deliver a single line properly. It made no sense.

When I pressed him with this in mind, Evan hesitantly answered:

"...It's hard to... say those things to you."

"......!"

Damn it. Making that face with that expression while saying those words was completely unfair.

I momentarily lost my composure and turned my head away. Then I quickly regained my cool and started thinking rationally again.

If Evan's problem was, as he said, that he didn't want to say harsh things to me... While that was endearing, it would be a major hindrance to the play.

Ultimately, what mattered was the actor's mindset. How could I help him identify with the male protagonist's character?

"...Evan, come closer for a moment."

"Hm?"

I made Evan lower his head and whispered softly into his ear. It was somewhat embarrassing, but necessary at this point.

"Evan, I..."

"Yes."

"...I actually enjoy it when someone treats me a bit roughly."

Strictly speaking, that wasn't entirely accurate, but it was true on the surface.

I don't know how Evan interpreted my words, but he froze in that position with his head bowed.

"Let's try again, Evan. Begin!"

At my signal, he slowly straightened his posture.

And what I saw was...

Evan looking at me with perfectly contemptuous eyes.

...Wow.

"Trash species. How dare you."

"......"

"...Um, Stella? What's my next line?"

This might be...

...a somewhat dangerous thing I've taught him.

I thought this while forcibly controlling my trembling body.

Surely I wouldn't start acting strangely now... right?

*

And while the acting team was overcoming various obstacles to master their performances...

The other teams were also diligently fulfilling their respective roles.

"Now, we're going to fit the female lead's clothes!"

"Hmm, what kind of outfit?"

"What? A dress, of course!"

And that's when I encountered something I hadn't anticipated at all.


"........Oh!"
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Evan frequently used his eyes—what the Saintess called his "Insight Eye"—with great fondness. It felt like the last keepsake his mother had left him, and beyond that, it was incredibly useful.

Originally, Evan used his eyes in a specific way: he would use his deliberately crafted bright personality to draw people into conversation, then ask questions that might reveal their true intentions. This allowed him to determine whether the person before him was an ally or not.

The only time this ability had proven completely useless was with Stella. For a while, he'd doubted his own ability, but now he understood. The problem wasn't with his eyes, but with her acting skills that were beyond distinction.

So with Stella specifically, Evan used his eyes differently. Rather than trying to probe her inner thoughts, he used them solely to understand the true meaning behind her words. This gave him some control in their conversations, but it also sometimes left him bewildered.

For instance, when he heard her unexpected truths.

"...I feel good when you treat me a bit roughly."

Truth. Completely true.

Evan's quick thinking and the vigorous imagination typical of his age immediately branched out in countless directions. Most of these were inappropriate thoughts he couldn't voice aloud, while the rest were questions.

"...??"

He knew Stella was sensitive to his cold or rough demeanor. But she liked it? Did Stella have such perverted tastes?

Indeed. Even his more filtered thoughts were still inappropriate.

His racing blood began rapidly creating related mental images.

"No, this isn't right...!"

About three seconds after Stella had whispered those words and pulled away from his ear, Evan's unconscious thoughts had already transformed her into a legendary seductress.

Since Stella was practically sacred to Evan, he repeatedly shouted "Stella wouldn't be like that!" in his mind, but no human can fully control their thoughts.

Blood rushed through him instantly, neutralized by the circulation of mana.

Evan chose to redirect his thoughts.

"Let's assume that's true and try to seduce her with it."

Evan found it deeply frustrating that someone who said such things could be so completely oblivious to him.

Perhaps because their time together was running short? Waiting time always seems to pass more slowly when the goal is almost within reach.

"I'll make you pay for these unconscious attacks later."

Evan thought while circulating his mana diligently.

This too could be enjoyed if he thought of it as patience for future rewards.

With that in mind, Evan began to harness his emotions as Stella had suggested.

"When did Stella... when did she seem to like it?"

Evan searched his memories.

Most instances involved the Saintess or the Moonlight Church. Though it pained him to direct such raw emotions at the object of his affection...

"...If that's what you like."

He summoned those emotions and delivered his line.

"...Trash species. How dare you."

"......"

Seeing Stella's face flush slightly confirmed it.

This was right.

And Stella was definitely a pervert.

Well, regardless. There was an Evan who found even that side of Stella overwhelmingly lovable.

*

While directing the actors in their roles, I faced another challenge.

"...So I have to wear a dress...."

"Of course!!"

Erhen nodded vigorously at my dazed comment.

Ah, I really hadn't thought about this.

I remembered every detail of the protagonist's dress and accessories from the original work, but failed to apply that to myself.

...A skirt, huh.

Actually, it was much less burdensome than everyday clothes because this was for a play.

Though I'd never done it before, if in my previous life I'd been cast as a cross-dresser who needed to wear a skirt, I would have worn it without much thought.

The only thing that bothered me was showing it to Evan.... No, why should that bother me?

"Is it possible to make clothes this quickly?" I asked the female cadet who was measuring me.

With only about a week left, was it doable?

"Oh, that... If we put the Alchemy Department cadets to work, it should be possible."

"......"

That one sentence told me exactly how the Alchemy Department was treated in this world.

Anyway, perhaps because having my measurements taken made the reality of wearing a skirt sink in, I looked at Erhen with a troubled expression. She just shrugged.

"You bought several outfits when dating Evan before, so why now...?"

"Wah! Be quiet! How do you even know about that?!"

Despite the small commotion, the Alchemy Department managed to complete the outfit.

...They actually did it?

*

Time passed quickly.

With most preparations complete...

"...That's a look I've never seen before."

"Oh, that's good."

I was continuing one-on-one acting practice with Evan.

As I've mentioned before, Evan was one of the people I'd been keeping an eye on.

Someone who had been acting a completely different personality to the point his real one wasn't visible at all—it didn't make sense that he couldn't do this.

When I told him that, Evan seemed to grasp it immediately and perfectly embodied the arrogant, cold character.

Evan, who initially had the most problems, had now become the only actor who could deliver a performance that even I found impressive.

Really, if this were modern times, Evan could have become a successful actor.

Though his face is somewhat exotic, as a male lead from a romance fantasy novel, he'd be quite popular in Korea.

"He has talent as an actor."

Objectively speaking, that was true. Even though I taught him, it didn't make sense that he could act on par with modern actors in such a short time.

His voice when delivering lines was deep, the kind of tone women really like, and his body...

"Don't look at me with those lewd eyes. It's unpleasant."

"...!"

"How's this tone?"

...That startled me. I flinched thinking he was talking to me.

I covered my surprised expression with a poker face and answered expressionlessly.

"Yes. That's not bad. Now you... definitely have the right air about you."

"Really? I think we've practiced all the scenes at least once, right?"

Evan said this while holding the script that had become tattered over the past two weeks and a bit.

Now only one day remained until the theater festival.

The other actors had been somewhat completed through my harsh acting coaching and were now focusing on memorizing their lines.

That's why only Evan, the male lead, and I, the female lead, were in the classroom being used as a practice room.

Our practice too was nearing its end.

"...Yes. Almost finished."

But there were still scenes I had deliberately avoided practicing.

Specifically, the skinship scenes between the female and male protagonists, which could be considered the core of this play.

As I mentioned before, there's no particularly intense skinship in this performance.

Just gazing at each other and embracing tightly?

I'd done that kind of skinship several times after Method was released, and occasionally to comfort Evan.

No, what I did with Evan was actually more intense. I even let him bury his face against my bare chest.

So, there was no reason for me to be reluctant about these scenes. Unlike those other instances, these were just acting.

"Then, shall we practice... the remaining scenes now, Stella?"

Evan asked me with a strangely flushed face.
Really, blushing before acting—what a disqualification for an actor.

...Though my face was also gradually heating up.

I wondered if Evan found it unpleasant to act these scenes with me. No, since I'm wearing Stella's shell, he probably doesn't find it unpleasant...

"...Let's do it. We need to practice at least once."

I took a deep breath and answered. The emotion was slowly taking hold.

Given the male protagonist's personality, the actual skinship came quite late in the play.

This meant there weren't many scenes we needed to practice.

Evan took one step forward. Clearing his throat, his acting began in earnest.

"...Luna, I..."

This scene, the first and almost last instance of skinship, comes near the end of the play—the highlight where the male protagonist confesses his love to the female protagonist.

Evan took another step closer.

Now Evan, or rather the male protagonist Lucius, should roughly pull me into an embrace and whisper his love in my ear.

The well-built Evan took one more step toward me.

"...you."

I met Evan's eyes.

Instead of the cold gaze he showed while acting, it was a gentle look closer to his usual self.

A gaze as if he had truly fallen in love.

Was this also acting?
...Could it be?

I suddenly felt my heart sink.

And somehow, the situation from before overlapped.

-Right now, what Evan is trying to say is...

-...

-Is it the same feeling as mine...?

This was acting.
This was just acting.

Yet somehow, my heart fluttered as much as it did then.

Evan had reached right in front of me.

He extended his arms to wrap around my waist and embrace me.

And then, immediately after.

"W-wait a moment...!!"

"...Ah."

When I came to my senses, I was forcibly pushing away Evan's firm chest with my hands. It was the same situation as before.

Somehow, if I heard these words now.
Especially if I heard these words now.

I had a strong intuition that something important would shatter into pieces.

As I pushed Evan away and gasped for breath, I felt a gentle sensation on my head.

"...!"

Evan was stroking my head with a gentle smile.

Though I had a strong urge to shake it off like before, I couldn't bring myself to do so and remained still.

"Shall we stop here?"

"...I'm sorry."

My personal issues were interfering with practice.
In my previous life, this would have been nonsensical under any premise.

Somehow, that fact made me feel the change in myself, constricting my heart.
Indeed, it seems I can be most myself when I'm acting.

In response to my apology, Evan removed his hand from my head with a laugh.

"It's okay. Even without practice, we'll do well."

Was it my imagination that his words sounded like Evan's determination?

With those words from Evan...

...all the days of theater festival preparation came to an end.

*

In the A-Class joint classroom.

All A-Class cadets stood with expressions of determination.

Outside, it was still early, with the blue of dawn lingering.

Yet no one showed signs of drowsiness as they all stood in place, burning with resolve.

"...Everyone, thank you for your hard work. I'll just say one thing."

The integrated class president of A-Class, who had handled the most tasks during the theater festival preparation period, spoke thus before everyone.

She too had lost all the slyness she showed when flirting with Evan, now burning only with determination.

"...Let's win!!"

The Academy's theater festival.

It was opening day.
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The theater festival participants were all busy moving about since dawn.
After three weeks and five days of preparation for the festival.

Everyone wanted to make sure their efforts weren't in vain.

"Hoho, this time of year has come again already."

"The cadets are always so energetic during this week. The same ones who fall asleep in class."

"Ohohoho!"

The theater festival was a major event not just for the cadets but for the professors as well.

In fact, it was the only festival at the Academy that maintained its original scale, especially when many other events had been reduced or eliminated under the pretext of preparing for war.

That's how prestigious the theater festival was, at least within the Academy.

Even the professors were caught up in it.

"A Class will obviously take first place."

"...That remains to be seen, doesn't it?"

When Alen, the close combat instructor for A Class, spoke confidently, the B Class magic department professor drooped his mustache in displeasure.

This kind of friction between professors was quite common right before the theater festival.

In this world where supernatural abilities and mana existed, theater wasn't determined by acting alone.

Since they were cadets, even if their acting was somewhat amateurish, they could make up for it with stage production and receive high scores.

Therefore, the rankings and winners of the theater festival were also seen as a reflection of the professors' teaching abilities.

The A Class professors, who had boasted an overwhelming win rate, couldn't help but feel anxious.

"I heard A Class cast the top student from the midterms as the female lead? How simplistic."

"...What did you say?"

Alen frowned at what seemed like an insult to Stella.
The B Class professor was thinking.

The decision to cast the top student as the female lead and the second-best student as the male lead was obviously based on midterm exam results.

In reality, since A Class had the overall advantage in ability, their stage production would probably be difficult to beat.

So what they could bet on was...

"Our class has the daughter of a merchant guild leader. A child who has shown exceptional talent in theater from the beginning."

Acting skill.
No matter how important stage production might be, overwhelming acting skill was something that couldn't be matched by anything else.

"...Haha."

Looking at the B Class professor who confidently made such a statement, Alen thought to himself.
How dare you say such things, and in front of whom?

*

The Grand Auditorium where the theater festival was being held already had chairs set up for all the cadets.

I had expected something like an opera house based on the Grand Auditorium's structure, but they even set up proper theater-style chairs.

This was a whole new world compared to the plastic chairs and terrible acoustics I had endured in middle school.

"Alright, attention everyone!!"

Gwen, the class president, called out to us as we entered the Grand Auditorium first, being A Class.

"We're fourth in the lineup! Perfect!!"

The order of performances was determined by a simple drawing of lots, and the sequence was:

[C-B-E-A-D]

In other words, there was only one class after us, which could be either an advantage or a disadvantage.

At least we had plenty of time to prepare.
Like everyone else, most of the cadets assigned to act were burying their faces in their scripts and trembling.

Ah, I remember when I used to be like that too.
I sat down with such thoughts in mind.

Evan and Elysee sat down next to me.

"I'm excited!"

"...I wonder how the other classes prepared?"

Somehow they were having a conversation while looking only at me in the middle, avoiding each other's gaze.
...Where did Erhen go?

Erhen was always by my side, so it felt a bit awkward when she suddenly disappeared.

While we were chatting, other classes and professors entered one after another.

-That's... A Class, right?

-Tch, what's so special about A Class...!

Everyone glanced at us and muttered something as they passed by.
It seems we were considered the biggest competition.

There was one class missing, probably C Class, which was scheduled to perform first.

Then, before the stage began.
Through the murmuring in the darkness.

With a bright red light that burst forth.

[Hello everyone!!]

"...Huh?"

"...Why is she there?"

Erhen's amplified voice echoed throughout the spacious Grand Auditorium.

[I'm Erhen Silfida, your MC for today! Kyahaha!!]

Apparently, Erhen, whom I'd been wondering about, was on stage.
Unlike her usual self, Erhen was wearing a black formal suit and seemed to be in high spirits, her voice booming.

It was amazing how her voice carried throughout this huge auditorium without any magical tools, probably because she was a Spiritist.

"She's still the same, isn't she?"

Erhen, as the MC, surprisingly did her job properly.
She explained the procedure, introduced the judges in the VIP section, and even brought the Principal forward to say a few words.

[So, with the hope for our Academy's eternal glory, everyone who has joined us...]

...To say a few words.

Anyway, she went through quite a complicated procedure.
This event must have many such traditions, being a long-established one.

Erhen seemed all the more impressive for being selected as the MC for such an event.

"Now, that concludes our lengthy introduction! Let's see the first performance!!"
As soon as Erhen's loud voice rang out, all the lights in the Grand Auditorium disappeared, plunging everything into darkness.

Then, with bright stage lights, C Class appeared.

-Please, just be decent, just decent...!

-What kind of play will it be...?

The cadets quietly murmured as they waited for their performance.

And the C Class performance that unfolded was...

"Aaaaargh!! Die, you monster!!"

"Ha! That's not enough to kill me!"

"Grrr, then how about this...!!"

...A sudden display of action-packed drama.
It seems C Class was the one that had broken away from romance, as I had vaguely recalled earlier.

I honestly felt relieved.

Regardless of the quality of the play, whatever play came after this would probably be forgotten.

It was actually quite exciting.
Perhaps being Academy cadets made a difference, even if they were C Class.

The choreography and effects they created were impressive enough to make me, a former professional, admire them.

At this rate, who needs action movies...?

I found myself watching their performance on the edge of my seat without even realizing it.

After their quite interesting play ended.

"""Thank you!!"""

As they bowed and left the stage, thunderous applause erupted.

-My goodness, I really didn't expect that.

-Did they go in the opposite direction because everyone else went with romance?

-We would have been in trouble if we were after them...!

Everyone seemed to be thinking along similar lines.

After that rather long play, there was a short break.

The next performance was by B Class.

I think they were the ones treated as rivals in the original story...?

I believe there was an actress character, and indeed, her acting was quite good.

"Oh-! Take me, Frey!"

It was a typical pseudo-medieval performance, but still.
She was the best actor I'd seen so far.

As I looked around disinterestedly, sure enough.

-Sniff...!

-What the heck, it's like they brought in a professional actress...!!

Everyone was deeply moved and crying just like they had been during Elysee's performance.

Even Elysee next to me was dabbing at her tears.

Though she turned her head away embarrassed when our eyes met.

Anyway, it was a play that gave an overall above-average impression.

Probably good enough to win easily if we weren't in the competition, both in the original story and now.

"""Thank you!!"""

That's why when they left the stage, even louder applause broke out than before.

I'm not sure about the rest since I haven't seen them, but perhaps it was because their style was most similar to ours.

The A Class cadets were trembling, seemingly feeling the pressure.

"...We need to go prepare now!"

During the next break period.
While E Class was scheduled to perform next, we needed to go prepare since we were right after them.

"Shall we go, Stella!"

"...Yes."

So I, Evan, and all of A Class's acting and production teams entered the waiting room.

"First, let's get the female and male leads set up!"

"Ah, yes!"

The cadets moved busily there.
Since we were the most important, we separated early to take care of our costumes and makeup.

"See you later then."

"Yes. You too, Evan."

I entered the female cadets' waiting room.
Everyone was busy preparing my clothes and giving directions.

"......Phew."

Somehow, my heart was pounding like a novice actor's.

Why?
I can't even remember the last time I felt nervous before acting, it was so long ago.

What is this?

This nervousness, as if I'm going on stage for the first time.

As I thought about it, strangely, a rather random memory came back to me.

That was...

*

Long ago.
Exactly about 2 years ago.
When I was making plans with Evan.

Our relationship was still awkward, but nevertheless, the plan was racing toward its conclusion.

"...So, this is basically the only free time we have."

Evan made that assessment while looking at the timeline we had prepared at that time.

He was right.

The long preparation from the entrance ceremony.

Even if there was nothing to do during the Illusionary Demonic Beast subjugation and the false god episode, events would unfold rapidly after the midterms.

If my predictions were correct... we would be bringing forward a year's worth of events from the original story all at once.

Evan would be under the most pressure.

If things went wrong, he might have to face the Sword Saint after the spy.

Of course, I couldn't tell him it was really the Sword Saint, but I did mention it would be someone of that caliber.

At that time, I didn't think much of it.

It would be troublesome if Evan couldn't defeat the Sword Saint, but that was all.

I wasn't the type to get emotionally attached to someone I barely knew.

Back then... I thought I could be that way.

"Will anything happen during this... theater festival?"

"...Well, I can't be certain from this point on, unlike before the midterms. But probably not."

Unlike the period before the midterms where there was little room for variables, after the midterms we could potentially be on a hostile path with the protagonist.

Given that, making definitive statements was meaningless.
Even if the spy's attack was greatly accelerated to that point, it wasn't impossible.

But it was a very low probability, so I just nodded.

I didn't want to explain this in detail and have a long conversation with Evan.

"A theater festival. I've definitely heard my father mention it."

"...Is that so."

The truth is, I might not have been that interested in Evan himself back then.

That's why I often responded indifferently to his words.

It was different from Stella's expressionlessness.
The original Stella's blank face would have contained deep affection for Evan, but I had none of that.

Nor would I ever develop it.

No matter how good an actor I was, I couldn't fake emotions that didn't exist and shouldn't exist.

Even if I had Stella's body... I wasn't Stella.

"Yes, that's right. Each class probably prepares one play."

"...Is that relevant to us?"

I asked rather coldly.
I couldn't understand why Evan was interested in such things when we were already going to be caught up in all sorts of incidents.

Ah, perhaps he was instinctively drawn to it since he used it as a platform to court Elysee in the original story.
That's all I thought.

"Well. Wouldn't it be nice to stand on stage once? All the young ladies your age talk about it."

"Not me."

Of course, I had been on stage many more times, and in more important roles, than those young ladies he mentioned.
But I answered that way for three reasons.

First, because I was a woman in this situation.

Even in this pseudo-medieval setting with somewhat progressive ideas, appearing on stage meant wearing a dress without question.

Despite it being acting, I had a strong aversion to that sort of thing.
A bit too much, perhaps.

Second, because I couldn't find a reason to antagonize the protagonist to that extent.

After the midterms, I had no connection with the protagonist.

In fact, we might already be on hostile terms by then.

In such a situation, provoking the protagonist would be foolish.

After all, the center of this world was Elysee.
She was the protagonist who had turned back time.

Third... because I wasn't confident I could maintain Stella's persona on stage.

I'm not talking about double acting or anything like that.

On stage, I am myself.

Paradoxically, that's how it was.

For me, who had been acting continuously from my past life until now without a moment's break.

Only on stage, in front of the camera, where acting proceeded with everyone's agreement.

It was the only time I could be truly myself.

At that time, I was clinging to the fact that I was Stella and denying my own desire to build relationships, so this was even more true.

"If you want to do something like that, do it yourself."

I don't know if it would work out, but if it did, he'd get a pretty partner too, which would be a win for a man.
If I were a man right now, I might have tried it once.

I said that to Evan, truly believing it at the time.

"No thanks. I'm not into that either."

"Yes. We'll just watch."

Evan seemed to dislike appearing in front of people, surprisingly.
It wasn't information I was particularly interested in at the time.

Yes, and.

And so, and so.

And so time passed until now.

"Male lead, female lead, please wait at the front!!"

The sensation of the dress and skirt felt quite foreign.
I probably couldn't have even considered this right after being transmigrated.

I said I could act, but I've really changed a lot.

"You look beautiful, Stella."

Perhaps it's largely thanks to the one person smiling so brightly in front of me.

Because of that fact, I've been avoiding him a bit.

"You look... good too, Evan."

Evan, wearing a sharp formal suit different from the Academy uniform.

Evan, with his hair swept back halfway, revealing his forehead unlike usual.
Is this what makes him the second male lead?

He looked incredibly handsome, making me not even think about Caille from the original story.

And in front of him, I'm now.
Somehow blushing because I'm embarrassed by my own appearance, I'm now.

Standing just one step away from the stage I had so avoided.

"Well then... let's go."

Behind the stage, and.

"...Yes."

Toward the opening.

-Next up! A Class's performance!

And only then did I realize the cause of my nervousness.

I am now standing.

For the first time in this world, as an actor.

And for the first time in my acting career-

-as a female lead.

Perhaps because of this feeling.
My heartbeat grew stronger.

'Well, let's go.'

The red curtain was drawn.
Now, I must stand in the spotlight.
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The curtain was about to rise for A Class's performance.

"Now it's A Class's turn, right?"

"The female lead seems unfamiliar."

"Who cares if it's A Class? They'll crush it with their production."

Such murmurs could be heard from the front of the stage.

The play would begin with Evan's solo appearance. After a blackout, I would make my entrance, so I stood right behind him.

With the curtain call approaching, I performed my usual ritual before Evan stepped onto the stage.

"Evan, your tie."

"Oh, right. Thanks for fixing it."

Even for someone like Evan, his tie was perfectly straight, having been set by the costume department cadet.

But this was my way... my own way as his secretary to show support. Evan wasn't a professional like me, and this was his first time performing alone on stage, so he must be nervous.

"It's starting now!"

A cadet beside us announced Evan's cue.

With one last smile at me, Evan turned forward and strode ahead, his long cape-like costume billowing behind him. His expression had transformed—Evan was gone, replaced by cold arrogance.

His immersion in the character approached modern method acting techniques.

*I taught him well.*

I felt pleased, like I'd gained a disciple.

A rumbling sound echoed as Evan walked out—a realistic sound effect created by Magic Department cadets combining air and sound magic.

At the side of the darkened stage, a Knight Department cadet shook a large dust bag for visual effect. An invisible barrier separated the audience, and the dust was made from expired mana stones that would disappear over time, making it perfect for theatrical effects.

Through the swirling dust...

The spotlight illuminated Evan as he swept his cape dramatically and took center stage.

Gasps could be heard from several female cadets, even from backstage. Though Evan was already famous for his looks and skills, they'd never seen him fully in character like this.

I clicked my tongue in displeasure just as Evan delivered his first line.

"What is this? Why is my lair...?"

Evan perfectly conveyed the emptiness of seeing his lair completely destroyed by a landslide—his anger and disbelief at what had happened during his absence made me shiver.

*That's it, Evan!*

What had seemed slightly awkward during rehearsals had transformed completely on stage as he fully immersed himself in the character.

The audience swallowed nervously as they watched his performance.

As Evan's acting continued, he discovered that the landslide was caused by a large-scale magic formation activated by Count Eastwood to claim the mine.

"These... damned inferior beings..."

The audience cowered at Evan's cold fury and disgust. After I'd taught him that expression, Evan had become a master at conveying contempt and anger.

"Eastwood, is it... An amusing diversion. I'll take their treasures in return."

The Black Dragon Lucius's voice grew increasingly menacing through the voice-altering magic device attached to his cape.

Another blackout.

"Magic Department! Now!" the class president shouted.

The Magic Department cadets simultaneously activated the field-type formula laid on the stage floor.

With a rumbling sound, backdrop props flew in from backstage.

The formula was [Return]—advanced magic that remembered the position and state of objects, which I had personally inscribed since I no longer needed to hide my skills.

In just about 30 seconds, the dusty mine transformed into the sunlit interior of a count's mansion.

Before the lights came back on, Evan and the actor playing the count exchanged dialogue. Evan quickly changed into the butler's uniform hidden under his cape and persuaded the count to hire him.

Dragon Lucius, who couldn't reveal his true form, chose this method. With a completely different, gentle demeanor from before, Evan's Lucius convinced the count.

"I have these skills. Even the smallest tasks would be fine. Please entrust them to me."

"Hmm, in that case..."

The count assigned Lucius to serve his troublesome third daughter, Luna.

Lucius readily accepted. After the count exited, he uttered one last line before another blackout.

"A troublemaker even in this count's household... I wonder how primitive this being will be."

Unlike the first scene with its empty stage, this one had various pieces of furniture that Knight Department cadets enhanced with mana quickly moved backstage.

[Restoration] was cast again.

In just over a minute, the count's office transformed into the messy room of the female protagonist, Luna.

Finally, I stepped in front of the curtain.

*Haah.*

I took a deep breath. This feeling was familiar—the darkened stage, the almost physical weight of the audience's gaze, emotions, and atmosphere.

Evan had led the play better than expected. His growth in such a short time was almost disheartening.

Now it was my turn to show him what a senior could do.

Luna, the female protagonist, was a character who had spent her entire life confined to a room in the count's mansion, marinated in loneliness. Though based on Elysee, that aspect somehow resembled me.

I sat down in a corner of the messy room.

Tick, tock.

I matched the languid yet subtly anxious rhythm, and then—

The light shone brightly on me. I could see the cadets' attention shifting as I appeared.

"Who is that woman?"

"I wonder how she'll do..."

Amid those familiar gazes, I slowly, lightly, yet somehow mournfully hummed a tune.

"Hmm, hmm—"

In that moment, all sound from the audience ceased.

Now, let's begin.

---

"I heard A Class cast the top student from the midterms as the female lead? How predictable."

"Our class has the daughter of a merchant guild leader. She's shown exceptional talent in theater from the beginning."

"Huh? What?"

Professor Howard of B Class's Magic Department couldn't close his mouth.

The academy's professor assignment system was strictly performance-based. Simply put, professors assigned to A Class had taught well the previous year, while those below were ranked according to their inferior teaching.

Howard was one of those who harbored an inferiority complex about this fact. That's why he had planned to emphasize acting skills—an element students would find difficult to focus on—in this theater festival. And it had worked quite well!

A well-crafted tragedy is remembered several times better than an equally well-crafted comedy.

He thought that no matter what play the next teams brought, they couldn't erase B Class's play with its precise emotional lines.

Howard's confidence began to waver when he saw the acting of Evan, who played the male lead (whom he assumed was chosen strictly by academic ranking).

But it was fine. If he performed too well, it would only backfire by comparison unless the female lead was exceptionally good.

And Howard's hopes were shattered when the female lead first appeared.

"Hmm, hmm—"

The contrast between her neat clothes and tidy hair against the trash-heap room created a sense of dissonance.

Her dull, lifeless eyes.

The strangely cheerful humming that created an unsettling feeling.

All these elements combined to create profound pathos.

"Is that... acting?"

It perfectly matched the description from the count's dialogue, creating the illusion that she was a real person.

Howard wasn't the only one gaping in surprise.

"Oh... I've never seen you before. Who are you?"

Even those with less appreciation for acting could instantly recognize her skill.

Intonation, tone, breathing, dialogue, eye movement, emotional depth—in every aspect, she was in a different league from all the other cadets... no, even from professional actors.

With her overwhelming stage presence, she changed the entire atmosphere of the play with just one line.

"Pleased to meet you. I'm Gus, the new butler assigned to serve the young lady."

"That's strange... there's no reason for someone like you to come to me."

Howard had forgotten his anger and inferiority complex, completely absorbed in the performance.

From the moment she appeared on stage, she led the play consistently.

"Ahaha! You're an interesting person."

"Well... it's been a long time since I've spoken with anyone."

"My name? Let me think, what was it?"

"That's not your real name either, is it?"

The emotionless, dead-eyed woman gradually opened her heart to the male protagonist.

And the male protagonist, though thinking of her as an inferior short-lived species, was drawn to her. Her acting completely covered up what might have been a somewhat forced storyline.

The female protagonist was portrayed so charmingly that the male protagonist's attraction to her was completely understandable.

As the quirky female protagonist Luna and the disguised male protagonist Lucius grew closer, a year passed.

"...Lucius. Will you... take me away from here?"

With Luna saying those lines, the first act ended.

---

After the first act ended, we moved busily behind the darkened stage.

The first act covered the process of the male and female protagonists being drawn to each other in the mansion and their departure.

The second act would begin with the protagonists meeting the male protagonist's childhood friend and former maid, Yuria, played by Elysee.

"I'll do my best!"

Elysee, playing Yuria, shouted the same words as before.

Yuria's role was that of a rival in love. While letting the two stay at her boarding house, Yuria becomes attracted to the male protagonist Lucius.

"You're on!"

The second act opened, and Evan, Elysee, and I performed according to rehearsal.

While walking, they coincidentally meet an old friend.

Staying at her house and receiving her kindness, Luna notices her other feelings.

"I'm in love with Lucius!"

Elysee delivered her line with excellent acting worthy of the original protagonist.

Seeing her reminded me of the beginning of the semester.

Back then, I had no awareness that Evan was precious to me or of our connection, yet I felt an inexplicable aversion to her.

Looking back, Evan must have had a hard time then. He simply didn't show any particular rejection to Elysee's seduction, stared at her blankly in front of me, and reminded me a little of the original story... that's all.

"No."

"What?"

"He is mine!!"

Ah. I failed to control my emotions a bit.

But this was within the expected range.

For a protagonist who had never shown possessiveness toward anything in her life to finally reveal her emotions—this level should be sufficient.

"Lu-Lucius doesn't belong to you!!"

"He's mine...!! He's mine!!"

Elysee smoothly played along without being flustered.

The play approached the end of the second act.

The conflict between Luna and Yuria reached its climax.

Luna, who had only been jealous until now, finally realized her feelings for her butler.

Lucius also noticed this fact and tried to reject her coldly because of lifespan issues, but...

"...Trash species. How dare you."

"Don't say such things...!!"

Luna was unstoppable in her determination.

Finally, Lucius accepted Luna's feelings.

*Is this what realization feels like?*

Even though I was acting, I couldn't help but wonder.

Can people change so much just by recognizing their feelings in an instant?

Love and self-awareness... having never experienced them myself, such questions arose in my mind.

"...Alright. Let's go together, Luna."

With Evan's line, the second act ended. Only the third act remained.

"Let's go prepare."

As the stage lights went out, Evan smiled and said this.

His face still had a flush that remained even after the acting had ended.

"...Yes."

*Are your feelings the same as mine?*

For some reason, Evan's words from before came to mind.

In the next act, the third act, there would be physical contact that wasn't present before.

...Just an embrace, but still.

Whether I—purely and completely myself—could endure it was honestly uncertain.

But I had to try.

With my heart racing and an unidentifiable anxiety, I placed my hand on my heart, pressed down firmly, and murmured:

"...One. One. One."

This might be the only chance I had to remain myself. A critical moment.

...I needed to get through this well.

Ch.149 - EP 5.5 Awakening
I stood on the stage, feeling the weight of the moment. It had been over three years since I first met Evan.

From those early days of distrust and suspicion, through a growing friendship, to becoming irreplaceable to each other after everything we'd been through.

Pretending to be Evan's loving partner in this play was quite a struggle. When he looked at me with affection, my heart fluttered. And when I tried to return those loving gazes, my face burned so hot I could barely maintain eye contact.

My acting skills probably concealed it from the audience, but Evan must have noticed.

I wondered why. After all, it was just acting.

Then I realized this awkwardness was an extension of the strange atmosphere between Evan and me lately—especially since he made me realize he wasn't just playing the role of Stella.

I... I might have been... developing feelings for Evan.
...Romantically, that is.

How embarrassing.

It hadn't even been three years since I swore to maintain my identity and never develop feelings for a man.

Just because I'm in a woman's body now...

This must be the body's fault. Once this moment passes, I'll be able to perfectly play Stella again.

Emotionless, expressionless. I could return to those days when I felt nothing romantic toward Evan, no matter what we did together.

-Don't run away.

...That voice echoed in my head, but I shook it away.

Sorry, favorite character.

This isn't something I can easily give up.

I turned around with renewed determination.

People were busily preparing for Act 3.

Next was... the emotional part.

*

Evan exhaled deeply, trying to slow his racing heart.

"...I'm nervous."

He shook his head to cool his flushed cheeks.

For him, this moment was both heaven and layered hell.

Stella's acting touched his heart deeply, even though he'd seen it countless times during rehearsals.

Especially when she showed love toward him.

Her loving gazes seemed so real that Evan forgot his lines several times, barely managing to remember them again.

Yet he resented that it was just acting.

"Just wait a little longer."

Patience is essential for those who wish to achieve.

That night, under the full moonlight.

Evan's plan, formed after recognizing his feelings, was nearing its final stage.

By his analysis, Stella was currently separating herself from her inner self.

That's why she could open her heart to him but refused to see him romantically.

"Will it... be okay?"

Of course, he couldn't be certain.

Stella might still be refusing to see him as a romantic interest.
In fact, that was almost certainly the case.

Making his feelings known in such a state might backfire.

"...Even so."

Evan believed in the time they'd spent together.

Stella sleeping in the same bed with him, holding him to her chest, suggesting they drink alone together, saying she liked being handled roughly...

And so on.

Evan hoped these actions weren't simply because she didn't see him as a romantic interest at all.

...He hoped they came, at least partly, from similar feelings to his own.

"Act 3 is starting!"

Act 3 began not with the protagonists, but with the Dragon Slayer tracking the dragon's traces from the mine.

"Yes, it's my turn."

The Sword Saint appeared, wearing a uniform with a blood-red cape.

She was the one performer Stella had guided the least.

But Claire's natural presence alone was enough to overwhelm most actors.

"...Let's go."

As the red curtain parted to reveal the darkened stage to the audience...

-Thud.

-Huh, the Sword... Saint?

-Why is she on stage?!

As the lights came on, the Sword Saint released her killing intent.

-Saaaah!

Of course, it was greatly diluted due to the audience's presence, but perhaps it was an instinctive sensation.

Every class, even the A-Class cadets preparing backstage, felt a chill from Claire's overwhelming presence.

"...So it was alive. That lizard bastard."

The Sword Saint, Claire, bent down to examine the floor and delivered her line.

Stella hadn't bothered teaching her method acting.

The roles of Dragon Slayer and Sword Saint fit her so naturally that it seemed strange she hadn't played this role in the original work.

Stella had decided.

Rather than teaching her acting techniques...

...Let her be completely herself as the Sword Saint and destroy the stage.

Claire already had a history of suspecting Evan and Stella.

With that background, her emotions naturally flowed into her hatred for Lucius, the hidden dragon who had caused a major incident in the capital.

That emotional surge infected the audience.
The audience was extremely tense due to the Sword Saint's overwhelming presence and the danger of her role.

When a villain, an antagonist, shines, the protagonist shines as well.

The Sword Saint's reputation combined with her role's overwhelming presence multiplied the audience's immersion.

With this, the A-Class cadets had fully achieved their purpose in bringing the Sword Saint.

"Judging by these scales... he went toward the Count's mansion."

-S-scary...!

-How could they bring the Sword Saint...!

-No, run away...!

Just as the audience feared, the Dragon Slayer narrowed her search, moving from the mine to the Count's mansion, then to Yuria's boarding house.

"...Found you."

The scene ended with the Sword Saint's smile-tinged line, followed by a blackout.

Though her smile was awkward due to her inexperience and limited range of expressions, that awkwardness only heightened the sense of terror.

*

The Sword Saint performed several times better than I had expected.
Perhaps because I asked her to play a character very similar to herself.

Everyone seemed terrified, as if she were the only real Sword Saint on stage.

After that, our passionate performances unfolded.

Luna, whom I played, and Lucius, played by Evan, grew closer as they fled.
The bond formed during crisis deepened their love.

"We're going to escape to the continent on the other side!"

"...That doesn't sound bad."

"Yes! There will be moving steel dolls and islands floating in the air!"

They shared hopeful visions of the future even as they fled.

Somehow, their situation resembled mine.
Like me, imagining hope at the end of my plan, I couldn't help but smile.

"...Found you, lizard."

But that hope was short-lived.
They were finally caught by the experienced Dragon Slayer.

The scene reminded me of my first encounter with the Sword Saint.

Back then, Evan and I didn't fully trust each other, but we stood back-to-back against the Sword Saint.

"To think I'd get to execute the Empire's archenemy with my own hands... I truly am fortunate."

Lucius was actually a circus dragon that had been abused in the Imperial Palace's underground.

Long ago, after building up his strength, Lucius escaped by destroying the palace. He was the nation's archenemy, a target for all Dragon Slayers.

"I wonder if this part... was based on a true story."

While this play was adapted, they say such a Black Dragon actually existed.

"...So that's why. That's why I gave you my heart."

The fateful connection between a dragon abused in the palace's underground and a girl confined to a Count's room.

The performance was heading toward its finale.

"Die, pet!!"

"Who decides that?!"

The dragon and Dragon Slayer clashed.
The Dragon Slayer was said to have power rivaling the Sword Saint at that time.

But Lucius, who had never fought properly in his life, was no match.

"Ugh...!"

Creating a momentary opening, Lucius took Luna to prepare for their final moment.

...Now, for that scene.

The scene Evan and I hadn't perfectly rehearsed.

...The final scene I still wasn't sure I was ready for.

The final blackout covered the stage.

-Thud.

*

In my previous life, I was nearly a perfectionist when it came to acting.

Well, it was hard not to be in that environment.

Since I started acting out of admiration, my goals were set extremely high.

I couldn't accept anything less from myself back then.

So the situation was completely different from now.

Now I've skipped over several scenes because it's difficult to face Evan, but back then, that would have been unimaginable.

Back then, whether for small plays or short film shoots.
Before any filming, I pursued perfection by thoroughly memorizing all stage directions and rehearsing.

It was a process of pursuing my admiration, but I enjoyed it.

Seeing myself improve more and more.

Seeing my mother's visible pride.

That's why I became even more devoted to acting.

Perhaps that was...

The secret to success for Cheon Yu-seong, a promising child actor in his previous life.
A man in his twenties who had probably won more awards than any other actor in Korea, including the Rookie Award.

And now here I am.

Someone who one day transmigrated into my favorite character.

With my personality but Stella's appearance.

With my identity but Stella's appearance.

With my memories, past, and essence, but in Stella's form.

These were separate facts for me.
Because until now, I thought I was acting as her.

Now, with the same heart as in my previous life, but in Stella's form, standing on this stage.

I, who had always felt myself most keenly when acting before an audience...

What self do I feel now?

*

In truth, I may have already failed to separate myself from the character I'm playing.

This was the story of Luna, the female protagonist of this play.

Somehow, this play's story resembled mine.
Our story, too closely.

On stage, myself.

The current me was neither Stella, nor Luna, nor anything else.

...Just purely myself.

"We never properly rehearsed this, will it be okay?"

"......Yes."

So, to be honest, I was a bit nervous.
About having intimate physical contact like embracing with Evan, a man, while sober.

"Just this moment."

I just need to endure this moment.

"Let's go, Stella. To the end!"

"...Yes."
I steeled myself again and stepped onto the stage for the final scene.

-Thud.

The final lighting illuminated the stage.
Through the desperate efforts of the Magic Department cadets, they succeeded in creating sunset light with illumination magic.

This technology would have been a hit in the modern world.

With the stage looking almost like natural light was shining on it, I exhaled and summoned my emotions one last time.

I could feel the audience's attention focusing much more intensely.

Probably because they knew this was the final scene.

"...Now, now let's escape, Lucius."

"...Luna."

Whoever I am right now.
I will complete this performance.

This will probably be my last play in this world.

*

For the finale, Evan acted his best to avoid unfavorable comparisons with Stella.

The final scene took place in a forest at sunset, where they said their farewells.

It was the scene where Lucius, sensing they couldn't shake off the Dragon Slayer, bid his final goodbye to Luna.

"...Luna."

"Lucius."

"Luna."

"Lucius, please...!!"

The female protagonist, Luna, couldn't accept the situation.
Having never possessed anything before, she didn't know what it meant to lose something.

To express this, Stella's expression gradually disappeared from her face.

Yet the deep emotion was still palpable.

"...I thought I'd improved a lot."

She's really on another level.
Evan felt a thrill at her undisputed acting skills and delivered his lines with even more force.

"Luna. At this rate, both of us...!"

"Are you leaving...?"

Stella's expression completely disappeared.

And, just as she had shown in rehearsal, tears flowed from one of her eyes.

-......!!

-......!

The audience's concentration peaked.

On what was essentially a solo stage for Stella, she displayed the acting that had shocked all of A-Class before.

And with several times more overwhelming quality than before.

"You are, you are my everything...!"

"Luna...."

"I, I've never had anything before...!"

Now it was truly the end.
Evan also delivered his lines heading toward the finale.

"...It's okay, Luna."

Now came the scene they had struggled so much to practice.
Looking at Stella, Evan could see she was also tense.

The lighting that had illuminated the entire stage gradually narrowed.

Until it became a spotlight containing only the two of them.

"You are my one and only treasure. And...."

"Please, please Lucius...!"

Evan embraced Stella.

Tightly.
So tightly she might break.

It wasn't specifically written in the stage directions.
Evan simply knew Stella liked this.

Stella, with her ears turning bright red and letting out a faint moan in his arms, proved it.

"...I love you."

The male protagonist's final confession.

It was the end of this play.

Or it should have been.

Normally, the curtain would close now, ending the play with a brief narration.

But before that happened, Evan released his embrace of Stella.

Stella looked up at him with a slightly dazed expression.

Evan smiled at her and murmured to himself.

"Well. The acting ends here, Stella."

It was both a message to himself and to Stella.

Evan had been constantly pondering.

This aspect of Evan was partly influenced by Stella, who had been planning for years.

What moment would best achieve his purpose?
What moment would be remembered the longest?

After much consideration, Evan had a thought.

The Theater Festival.
The moment when the play ends there.

The moment when the curtain closes and all acting ends.

At that moment, he might see not Stella pretending to be someone else, but Stella in her true form.

And now.
Looking at Stella, who was showing unusually rich expressions of puzzlement, Evan was convinced his thinking was correct.

And after that...

He left everything to his body.

"Huh, wha...?"

You've been wavering a lot, Stella.

Just once, just this time, I'll follow my heart.

"Mmph...."

And so.

Their lips met.

*

I was in a state of confusion.

Clearly the play, the acting, was over.
I should just stay still and wait for the curtain to close and the spotlight to turn off.

For some reason, Evan released the embrace and looked down at me.

"...Huh?"

The embrace with him wasn't as bad as I'd been nervous about.
Perhaps because a hug is the borderline of what friends can do.

Thinking that way, apart from my body's trembling, it was bearable enough.

When Evan whispered love in my ear in that state, I almost went... somewhere far away, but somehow endured.

I was relieved it was ending, but why?

Evan answered my questioning gaze with what seemed like his usual smile.

"Oh."

No.
It wasn't his usual smile.

Evan's eyes, unlike usual, were overflowing with affection for me.

I instinctively realized.
That's the heart Evan has been hiding all along.

It's a sincerity that won't let me remain myself.

"Huh, wha...?"

Therefore, I could predict Evan's next move.

I needed to avoid it.
I could have avoided it.

If I just got through this moment.

Things might be awkward with the rejection for a while, but later I could laugh and chat with Evan as usual.

Yes, that would be best.
I'm sorry for Evan, but I have an identity I've maintained for 21 years.

No matter how much I care for Evan.
I can't do such things with a man.

So I tried to push Evan away.
I placed my hands on his chest, intending to reject him one last time.

And, at the final moment.

-Don't run away.

"Mmph...."

At my favorite character's words, my body froze, and just like that.

Just like that, I kissed Evan.

-Thud

It was a soft sensation.
I had no room to feel anything else.

At the same time, an incredible pleasure that made my head spin struck my entire body.

Like I'd taken some drug, excitement, fulfillment, happiness spread throughout my body.

"This isn't right."

In that absurdly happy moment, I sensed danger.

If this sweet moment continued any longer, I would no longer be able to maintain my identity.
I wouldn't be able to keep my first promise.

Gathering my final shred of reason, I tried to make one last resistance.

"Puha.... mmph...."

But Evan, who had already started kissing me, fixed me in place with his strong arms, preventing me from escaping.

And,

And.

I missed my last chance for evolution and closed my eyes tightly at the wild, burning ecstasy.

"......Ah."

I was wrong, now.

On stage, myself.

I was now completely myself.

The Stella and method acting I always used as excuses no longer existed.

So I had to admit it.

I.

I, who was feeling the sweetest sensation from kissing Evan right now... was a woman.

"Mmph...!"

I.

I, reflected in Evan's pupils, was undeniably my favorite character.

No, I was Stella Bell Eckhart.

"Haah…."

I.

I….

…I.

I was his secretary who romantically.

Madly, sincerely, uncontrollably.

...Truly, deeply loved my Lord, Evan.

On the stage where I could be myself since my previous life.

Under the spotlight that had always proven my existence.

Finally, after such a long, long denial.

...I realized my true feelings.

-Episode 5.5 ≪Spotlight≫ End.

"......Heu."

And so that very brief moment, which I wished would last forever, ended.

When the stage curtain closed, Evan removed his lips from mine.

...A thin silver thread connecting us.

Somehow unable to take my eyes off it, this time truly like usual.

With an extremely bright smile, he said:

"...Now, I'll be the one to ask, Stella."

-Right now, what Evan is about to say... is it the same feeling as mine...?

"Is your heart the same as mine?"

Ch.150 - [Interlude] Judgment
Thump, thump, thump.

Human organs and body parts all function properly when left alone, and they don't cause health problems.

Unless you're sick, that is.

Thump, thump, thump.

...At least that's what I believed, but looking at my heartbeat right now, I wasn't so sure anymore.
No joke, my heart was pounding so violently that it wouldn't be strange if it burst and I died instantly.

I'm dying.

I'm really dying...!

"Um, um, so, I'm Evan."

Realizing my feelings at the same moment as kissing someone I liked, plus hearing his confession—it wasn't good for my newly self-aware heart.

Truthfully, these feelings weren't new. They must have existed all along, and I just brought them to the surface now.

But this wasn't quantum mechanics—how could simply observing my feelings make them manifest like this?

My face burned intensely. It was so hot that I felt like I might start crying.

The dopamine factory in my brain must have gone haywire because my head was exploding with a happiness I'd never experienced before.

My vision narrowed, my thoughts blurred. My brain crashed from the flood of sensations and emotions.

"S-so..."

"It's over! Get ready for the curtain call!"

After staring at Evan's face for a few seconds, Gwen jumped out from backstage and shouted.

"...Oh."

Right, we were still on stage.

I'd completely forgotten—something I'd never done in my previous life. I definitely wasn't in a normal state right now.

I need to breathe.

"Let's go, Stella."

"...Yesss."

...Some flirtatious voice I'd never heard before just came out of my mouth.

Evan stiffened at my tone, then smiled slightly and took my hand, leading me off the stage.

The curtain closed, but a short narration was playing for the audience.

[...No one knows what happened to him afterward. According to records, he perished alongside the greatest Dragon Slayer of the era in an unknown place....]

Then Elysee, the Sword Saint, and all the other students who played minor roles and worked on production joined us on stage.

[...But what is certain is that through his sacrifice, one girl discovered love.]

After the narration ended and a brief moment passed, the curtain opened again.

Probably my last moment on stage.

As the red curtain parted to the sides...

"Wooooooah!!"

"So saaaad!!"

"Amazing!!"

"You guys deserve to win, damn it...!!"

Thunderous applause and enthusiastic cheers poured out.

Right. This would probably be the last time.

So for this final moment, I could let myself be carried away by these cheers.

As I was thinking this, Evan took my hand. Then he gave me a gentle smile.

"Thank you all!!"

Everyone who participated in the Theater Festival bowed their heads, expressing gratitude to all who watched our performance.

Stubbornness, denial, and confusion.

A truly eventful time with various emotions and past experiences all mixed together.

But in the end, it put a period on my feelings.

The Theater Festival.
And the final stage of my life as an actress.

*Clap, clap, clap, clap, clap!*

It ended here.

*

I'd forgotten with everything that happened during that hour-long play, but our performance wasn't the last in the Theater Festival.

Class D's play was still left, but they were so intimidated by our performance that they made frequent mistakes and finished with a mediocre showing, regardless of the audience's reaction.

Anyway, the Theater Festival closed in a decent atmosphere.

Now all that remained was... the judging and deliberation.

"No, no, Miss Stella!!! What was that at the end?! Have you decided to stop hiding it?! That wasn't in the script!!"

"Uh, well, that's...."

"Aack!! Don't answer now and make me more confused! I have to go back to hosting!!"

Erhen's reaction was short but intense, like a storm. She ran off saying she needed to announce the results.

It seemed her shipping circuit had activated again, and I'd have to explain a lot after the festival ended.

Explain...

...

Actually, what is there to explain when it's the truth?

Before I could finish that thought—

"Your acting was so good...!"

"That last part was ad-libbing, right?!"

Class A students approached and started making a fuss.

They probably thought what I showed at the end was just improvisation for the play.

Well, even if they didn't, officially Evan and I are... a couple now, so it doesn't matter.

Somehow, remembering that fact made my face flush bright red again.

Now that I was aware of my feelings, I realized that before today, I'd done so much without even acknowledging my emotions.

Of course, about 90% of it was done using Stella as an excuse, so I wondered if I could even hold hands with him while sober now that I was aware of my feelings.

...Well, I am Stella now, so it doesn't matter.
With that thought, I returned to my seat.

"S-S-S-Stella, Young Lady, t-that last part...!!"

As soon as I sat down, an undignified voice came from behind me.
It was Paladin Grace, currently dressed as a man.

Her face was beyond red, almost purple from the blood rushing to it as she shouted at me.

Oh, come to think of it, did the Saintess and Grace not know that Evan and I had falsely announced we were in a relationship?

They might not know since they returned to the academy when it had already become common knowledge.

Where should I even begin explaining this?
My head was already starting to hurt, so I exercised my right to remain silent.

"......."

"T-that meaningful expression is...!!"

It's a lie! It's fake!!

Grace said something like that and then ran out of the Grand Auditorium, abandoning her duty to guard the Saintess.

Even the Saintess rarely looked stunned as she watched Grace leave.

And then, Evan sat down beside me again.

My unruly heart started pounding fiercely again, making it impossible for me to sit still.

"Is the results announcement all that's left?"

"Y-yes, it is."

Evan smiled as usual and spoke to me casually.

As a continuation from earlier, now that I was aware of my feelings, Evan looked different to me.

His pitch-black, dark hair and thick eyebrows. His high nose typical of Westerners and those crimson eyes that shone brightly.

Just reminding myself what the person I liked looked like accelerated my heartbeat even more.

From my current perspective, I'm amazed I held out against someone like Evan for so long.

...If the current me went back three years, I'm confident I'd fall for him the moment I saw him.

He's the first person I've ever liked across both lives.
So my heart fluttered like a young girl's in front of my first love.

*Is Evan not affected at all?*

I've never confessed to anyone before, but I'm this affected just from receiving a confession.

It must have taken tremendous courage.
Especially to confess in that way.

"We'll definitely win, right?"

"That's, not certain."

But Evan seemed no different than usual.
As I was starting to feel a little disappointed by that fact—

"......."

"......."

In the silence that fell between us, I noticed Evan's ears had turned bright red.

*......Oh.*

Again, my heart tightened.

My condition probably wasn't any different from Evan's, and if we looked at each other now, we'd both just see tomato-faced humans, so I lowered my head deeply.

I can't handle this yet.
I could feel my emotions trying to spill out uncontrollably.

As that long moment of silence passed—
A moment that wasn't uncomfortable because we were next to each other—

[Alright!! The judges have finally finished their deliberations!!]

Erhen, now back in formal attire, announced loudly.
Despite being so flustered earlier, she now seemed completely normal, suggesting she might have found her true calling.

"I'm so nervous...!!"

"Please, at least an honorable mention...!"

[Now, first!! The honorable mention award for this Theater Festival goes to!!!]

It seemed they would announce in order: honorable mention, excellence award, and then the festival winner.

[It's Class B, who showed us a sorrowful play!!]

"Huh?!"

"W-we got honorable mention...?!"

Surprisingly, the honorable mention went to Class B, which I had considered the second most likely to win after our class.

Some Class B students were crying in frustration, while others patted each other's shoulders in encouragement.

So, the excellence award would go to...

[And following that, second place in the festival!! The excellence award goes to!! Class C, who showed us excellent visual entertainment!!]

"Wooooooah!!!"

"I-I can't believe it!!"

Cheers erupted from Class C's section.
They seemed surprised by the unexpected excellence award.

My guess is that Class B, which should have received the excellence award, dropped to honorable mention because their theme overlapped with ours.

In other words, because we presented a similar theme with much better quality, Class B's evaluation dropped from its original position, and Class C benefited by rising to the excellence award.

[And!! Finally!!]

Now it was time for our results to be announced.
I slowly opened my mouth.

"...Evan."

"Yes, Stella."

"About your question earlier..."

*Are your feelings the same as mine?*

I recalled Evan's confession, which made my heart flutter just thinking about it.

If this were any ordinary time, I would have accepted his confession right away.

After all, I like Evan, and thankfully, Evan likes me too, so there's no reason to refuse.

But... unfortunately, this wasn't an ordinary time.
It was, so to speak, wartime.

We were facing a dangerous period, with the final battle against the Northern spy approaching.

[The winner of this historic Theater Festival is!!]

"I'm... really sorry."

"Yes?"

"...Could you wait until we completely deal with the spy...?"

I know this is a selfish answer.
But it was impossible for me to accept Evan's feelings right now.

If I accepted Evan's feelings now.

If we broke our long-standing friendship and... became a real couple.

Then my heart might become lax, and I might truly be in danger.

...And there's one more reason, but I really can't say it.

I said this while keeping my head down and watching Evan's reaction.

"Sure, if that's what you want."

"...Thank you."

[The winner is!!]

Evan surprisingly accepted my proposal readily.
Thank goodness. My request was so self-centered that I wouldn't have had anything to say if Evan had been disgusted with me.

Now all that remained was the result of the Theater Festival.
I thought this as I listened to the drumroll echoing through the hall.

Then, the lights in the Grand Auditorium went out.
At the same time, I felt a hand on the back of my head.

[The winner iiis!!!]

"...Oh, by the way."

"Uh, yes...?"

[The winner of this Theater Festival is!! Unanimously! Praised by everyone! The class that showed an absolutely overwhelming performance! Class A!!]

As the results were announced and the lights came back on, with magical fireworks of various colors exploding—

I was guided by the gentle yet firm hand on the back of my head.

And once again.

...I kissed Evan.

My heart went thump, thump again.

Before I could fully experience the sensation of Evan's lips against mine, this sweet feeling, Evan pulled away and—

"Hah...!"

"I don't plan to just wait around quietly, Stella."

Evan smiled at me, who couldn't gather my thoughts after the sudden kiss.

Around us, Class A was erupting in huge cheers, but I could only see Evan's smile.

Oh, this...

...Can I endure this?

"...Yesss♥"

Ch.151 - [Interlude] Stubbornness
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Chapter 151. Stubbornness

"Congratulations on your victory!! With this, we conclude this year's Theater Festival!!!"

Erhen shouted her final remarks as the host with all her might.

"Wooooah!!!"

"Victory! Victory! Victory!!"

"You're the best, Lady Stella...!!!"

The cadets of Class A cheered with thunderous applause.

Miraculously, it seemed no one had noticed the kiss I shared with Evan during the announcement of the results, as everyone had jumped up in celebration at the same time.

Thank goodness. I had only recently become aware of my femininity, and displaying a kiss in public was still too high a hurdle for me.

"That was bold!"

"No matter how happy you are, please refrain from such displays of affection here...!"

"Who cares!! We won!!"

...With so many people around, of course they'd notice.
I hung my head low to hide my face, which was probably burning red to the point of looking like charcoal.

Well... I guess it's okay since we're officially dating, but still...

I fanned my flushed face, trying to cool it down.

Strange. Stella's body—no, my body—should have an extremely low body temperature.

Yet somehow, I felt as hot as summer asphalt, like I could fry an egg on my skin.

And among all these feelings, what troubled me most was that I couldn't control the corners of my mouth from curling upward at the thought of showing off our relationship—fake as it might be—to others.

Experiencing the first failure of my poker face in my life, I went with everyone from Class A to receive the trophy.

Professor Alen, who was essentially Class A's supervising professor, also came up for the award ceremony, and he seemed quite surprised.

"...Your acting was excellent. Was this what you had prepared all along?"

I suppose it was natural for Alen to be surprised, having only seen my expressionless face until now.

In any case, Alen seemed quite satisfied with the result.
Well, who wouldn't be pleased when their class receives an award in a prestigious competition?

It was the kind of reaction anyone would show.
Perfectly normal.

"Lady Stella! Please, you should hold the trophy!"

"Um... is that okay?"

"Of course!! You were the star of this performance."

After finishing my conversation with Alen, Gwen—who had worked hard as the overall class president throughout the Theater Festival and was formerly in the position of rival—handed me the trophy.

In the original story, she didn't have much presence except for being rejected a few times while trying to flirt with Evan, but here she had suddenly become a passionate young lady, which was nice to see.

"Okay, one, two!"

And so, with me holding the trophy and Evan standing beside me, with all of Class A lined up behind us, the memory was...

-Click!

Captured perfectly on film from a camera said to have been imported from the opposite continent.

The long Theater Festival had truly come to an end.

*

Perhaps there was no after-party culture in this world, as Class A dispersed in high spirits without any additional gatherings.

At the beginning of the semester, the class had been full of tension, with basic mind games and confrontation between the Knight Department and Magic Department students, but now they were united in harmony.

It really made me think that there's nothing better than events for building camaraderie.

"Well then, take care, Stella."

"Y-yes...!"

...And other kinds of relationships had developed well too.
I waved goodbye to Evan, who had kissed me on the forehead, while thinking this.

With one hand, I touched my forehead where it still felt warm.

Anyway, I needed some rest now.

Was it some kind of professional consciousness carried over from my previous life?
I must have unknowingly put a lot of effort into this Theater Festival, as I felt drained.

Of course... about 90% of the weakness in my legs probably stemmed from Evan.

...I should go take a bath and change clothes first.

With that firm resolution, I quickly went to the Great Bath and plunged in as if diving.

A languid feeling as fatigue melted away.
I sat in the surprisingly empty bath after the Theater Festival, enjoying the tranquil atmosphere.

'...Come to think of it.'

I turned slightly to look at the large mirror installed on one side of the bath.

What I saw was the figure of a woman with lavender hair that had grown quite long, reaching down to her shoulders.

Before, whenever I looked at a full-length mirror like this, especially with a naked body, I used to be plagued by an inexplicable sense of guilt.

Well, I was a man after all.
No matter if I had taken over this body, I wasn't Stella.

But now.
Now that I recognized myself as a woman.

And as Stella, I truly felt nothing at all...

"...She's fucking beautiful."

No, that's not quite right. I did have thoughts.
...Well, she is my favorite character after all?

"...Ahem."

Anyway, I meant that I no longer felt the guilt of peeping at someone of the opposite sex, which was the point.
This must also be part of the change in me after breaking through my stubbornness.

I felt slightly confused by the narcissistic tendencies that seemed to have developed alongside this realization and tried to organize my thoughts.

'...Come to think of it.'

As I learned previously, the real Stella existed within me.

The fact that I became aware of my feelings was partly due to the special circumstances on stage, but Stella's sharp words that day also had a significant impact.

'...Thank you, Stella.'

Stella probably couldn't stand watching my frustrating behavior anymore.

I wonder how she would react if I told her that thanks to her, I was able to shatter my stubbornness and freely acknowledge my feelings.
...Would she be proud?

As I expressed gratitude to my favorite character who had become me, I felt my entire body melting in the hot water.

...But what is this? This disturbing and desperate feeling?

*

Stella.
To be precise, the original Stella Eckhart had reached the level of High Mage during her lifetime.

Here, High Mage doesn't mean a title comparable to Archmage.
This is because all the Archmages of the current world have either perished or disappeared, leaving their very existence as legendary, making it impossible to know their exact level.

Therefore, High Mage is merely a term prepared for the possible emergence of an Archmage whose power is unimaginable.

In other words, High Mage was the term used to describe the highest level of magic in the modern era.

Stella earned this title when she was barely eighteen.

And after her death, she had an abundance of time for magical training.
And after such a long time had passed.

-Huh? Oh, by your standards, you are indeed an Archmage. Probably.

And she became convinced that she had reached the level of Archmage based on her personal judgment and the Ice Dragon's halfhearted acknowledgment.

And as a result of several efforts and reasons overlapping, the original Stella became able to synchronize her mind to some extent with the Stella who had entered her body.

For reference, among the aforementioned reasons was the fact that Stella was gradually becoming more like the original Stella, and a recent major expansion had allowed them to connect completely.

"...Unpleasant fellow."

Thus, the original Stella could share all the visions and emotions experienced by the Stella inhabiting her body.

For the record, it was also possible to view her past, but out of courtesy, she did not.

And for the grand first demonstration.

-...I truly, truly love him.

The original Stella noticed that Stella was thinking such thoughts.
Apparently, she had finally acknowledged her feelings, which she had been blocking with cowardly and absurd excuses.

"...Ha. Nothing but trouble."

It seems her brief contact through magic in a dream had some influence after all.

The original Stella, for the first time in a very long time.
For almost the first time since becoming like this, she faintly laughed.

"How amusing. To think that the dam you built against me with your slander has been shattered by a single kiss."

The original Stella had many justified negative feelings.

Setting aside the relentless, intense, and completely unfounded slander directed at her.

Using such slander to deny her feelings and hurt her lord was something the original Stella couldn't view kindly.

"Ahahahahaha."

The original Stella finally saw Stella, who had become aware of her feelings like a bitch in heat and was completely entranced by the kiss with her lord.

Her vision was hazily blurred, and judging by the emotions flowing in, she seemed quite overwhelmed with happiness.

"Ahaha, ha."

Having realized her feelings in such a way and confirmed their mutual feelings, she and her lord would likely grow closer quickly.

There were almost no obstacles between them now.

"Ha, ha...?"

And as the original Stella's thoughts reached that point, her face began to turn pale.

"Contractor."

"......Huh."

"...Are you an idiot?"

The fact that the Ice Dragon was mocking her from the side didn't even register with Stella.

She just, she just didn't want to see her lord get hurt.
And she also disliked how that woman unnecessarily complicated things by denying her feelings.

And this was the result.

-Gasp...!

...

......

.........

"What... what have I done...?"

Unfortunately, what the original Stella had ended with her own hands wasn't just Stella's stubbornness.

Ch.152 - [Interlude] True Meaning
Evan said his goodbyes to Stella for the day.
After watching her purple hair disappear into the distance, he turned away.

Maintaining a smile on his face, he took a step toward his dormitory.

And with each second and third step, the smile gradually faded from his face.

As soon as he arrived at the dormitory in that state,
Evan collapsed and tried to calm his pounding heart.

"...Hah, whew...!"

Even if this superhuman had held his breath for hours in the deep sea, he wouldn't have reacted like this.

Ever since his confession,
Or more precisely, since she accepted his kiss.

"...I almost died."

He had endured his heart's pounding—which felt like it might explode at any moment—with literally "superhuman" patience.

Stella thought Evan had been quite composed, but the reality was completely different.
Evan's head was half-gone from experiencing the strongest heartbeat and excitement of his life.

His maintained poker face was closer to a miraculous temporary shutdown state caused by his mind completely short-circuiting.

He was even impressed with himself for somehow managing to kiss her again.

"Hah, hahaha...!"

Evan suddenly felt laughter bursting out, completely beyond his control.

Perhaps someone watching would have thought it strange, but anyone in Evan's position would have reacted the same way.

"Haha, hahaha!!"

To be honest, Evan had estimated his chances of success—
More precisely, the probability that Stella's feelings matched his own—at slightly better than fifty-fifty.

She had such an unpredictable and complex mental state, and more importantly, he couldn't have lived with himself if he'd set his expectations higher only to be rejected.

Although Evan had removed all his restraints and bared his heart at the end, it had been a huge gamble for him.

Romantic feelings are the fuse of a relationship.
Confession is the act of lighting that fuse.

Evan had agonized to the point of headache before igniting that stage.

After all, a precious relationship could become irreversibly damaged in an instant because of his feelings.

Perhaps he might someday regret it, thinking things were better before.

This was especially true from Evan's perspective.
Due to Stella's confused and unstable identity, they had, from a certain viewpoint, progressed further than most couples.

Perhaps being satisfied with that wouldn't have been so bad.

"...No way."

But Evan's feelings had already grown too large to be contained within such a narrow relationship.

He wanted to make her his.
He wanted to possess her.

He wanted to do much more incredible things with her and observe each of her reactions.

Furthermore, he wanted to see the fruits of their relationship.

So Evan's confession was inevitable, sooner or later.
If there was anything fortunate about this predetermined outcome, it was that his timing had been impeccable.

If he had moved even slightly earlier, he would have had to take a much longer path, but by stepping forward at the perfect moment.

Evan had been able to shatter her stubborn identity fixation with just one kiss.

"...She asked me to wait."

Of course, Stella had said that.
That it wasn't time yet, and she would give her answer after finishing the spy business.

A response that seemed like postponement.
There was no reason for Evan to be this happy.

But emotions aren't conveyed through language alone.

The tone, speed, pitch of speech, and expressions.

If anyone had seen Stella's face up close as she spoke those words.

If they had seen her face up close, speaking with a moist voice, blushing and dazed.

Evan was certain they would have interpreted it as affirmation even if the words had been rejection or curses.

"Wait, she says."

Of course, Evan had little intention of doing so.

Even by his own estimation, Evan had been very patient.

If someone who had trained for months without sleep thought so, then it must certainly be true.

Of course, he wasn't going to completely ignore her request.
Forcing his feelings on someone who asked to wait would be a poor strategy.

"So."

So, he planned to make her unable to endure it first.
By showering her with all the affection he could muster.
And if that wasn't enough, he'd find even more.

Evan wanted to break down Stella's final wall.

Just thinking about Stella for a moment made Evan feel happiness overflowing in his mind.

"Kuhah. Ah, damn... Ahaha!"

A feeling where he simply couldn't control the bursting laughter.

Evan continued to laugh, feeling his emotions truly beyond his control for the first time in a very long while.

'Ah, but.'

While today had been incredibly happy, there was one puzzling thing.

Her statement that they couldn't be together until catching the spy because her mind would become too relaxed.

To Evan, that sounded like—

'Truth, but a subtle lie.'

The part about waiting until catching the spy couldn't be a lie, so it must be the reason.

Well, if Stella said so, there must certainly be a rational reason.

For Evan, the overwhelming happiness he felt now was more important than such minor questions.

*

Meanwhile, Stella was in a similar state of mind, lying in bed with excited breaths in the middle of the night, wide awake.

Though it was nighttime, there was no sign of sleep coming to Stella's room when someone knocked on her door.

"...Huh?"

Who could it be?
Stella forcibly adjusted her upturned lips to their usual position and approached the door.

She put her ear to the door.

-Ste!! Lla!! Miss!!

"Whoa, Erhen?"

It was her next-door roommate, Erhen.

'W-why is Erhen here in the middle of the night... Ah!'

-Aaack!! Don't answer now and make things awkward! I still need to watch the rest of the show!!!

So that's what she meant by listening now!
While feeling inwardly flustered, Stella couldn't leave her standing outside, so she opened the door.

-Ta-dah!!

"Eek!"

Erhen shot in like a bullet, stuck to the ceiling like a spider, then landed on the bed.

A bizarre and amazing movement like watching a circus act.

"...Erhen?"

"Miss Stella. Come sit here."

Erhen sat cross-legged on the bed as if it were her own room, patting the blanket to urge Stella to sit across from her.

Thankfully, this wasn't a culture where people wore shoes on beds.
Stella thought this while obediently sitting down in front of Erhen, somewhat intimidated by her imposing presence.

"I, I'm sitting."

The reason Erhen had come at this hour was clear.

Erhen had immediately realized that the kiss on stage was definitely not acting.

And accordingly, she had figured there must have been some development in their relationship.

She was sitting there with a stern expression to hear the details of this undeniable fact.

Erhen's current feelings could be broadly described as two things:

A bit of disappointment and tremendous interest.
A human story that looked incredibly entertaining.

For Erhen, who had left the Great Forest to hear human stories, this was absolutely irresistible.

"What happened?!!!!"

"P-please speak a little quieter!"

Stella couldn't help but be startled by Erhen's extreme high tension, which she hadn't seen in a long time.

Of course, she roughly understood that she needed to tell her.

After all, Erhen was practically her only friend besides Evan.

And she had given quite a lot of help and advice regarding her relationship with Evan.

'...Though I forcibly ignored most of it.'

That guilt was also one of the factors making Stella speak now.

"Hur!! Ry!!!"

"I said I will...!"

Could she really talk about this with a clear mind?
Stella wondered this as her heart pounded just imagining what had happened today, but she slowly began to speak.

"W-well, first of all, I really had no thoughts about this, okay?"

*

What followed was closer to Stella's boasting disguised as confession.

Having received a confession less than five hours ago, Stella was in an extremely girlish emotional state.

To be honest, even if Erhen hadn't come to talk like this, Stella would have ended up telling this story anyway.

She was in a state where she wanted to share even one millionth of her excitement with others.

Surprisingly, Erhen wasn't focusing well on Stella's story despite listening.

Having acknowledged her feelings while accepting herself as Stella and removing her obsession with acting, she was now incredibly similar to her past life's personality.

In this state, with her affection deficiency resolved by Evan's confession, Stella's emotional expression was tremendously rich.

The girl who normally showed not a hint of emotion was now blushing profusely, displaying abundant feelings, and smiling broadly without realizing it as she explained.

In such a situation, no matter how long Erhen's ears were, she couldn't properly hear the content.

'Just try cheating. Just try cheating. Just try cheating.'

Thinking she would immediately...

Erhen only understood the very basic framework of Stella's incredibly expressive explanation.

And so, after Stella's excited explanation ended somewhere in the middle.

Erhen had to ask.

"...But why did you ask him to wait?"

This question came from Erhen's genuine curiosity.
Looking at Stella's current state, it wouldn't be strange if they were about to get married.

She said there was something important and she needed to compose herself until then, but from Erhen's perspective, Stella's heart couldn't possibly be more relaxed than it already was.

And that question born from pure curiosity...

"Uh, that's... um..."

Hit Stella's weak spot.

Of course, the reason she gave to Evan and Erhen wasn't a lie.

Contrary to Erhen's expectation, Stella knew that if she actually started dating him, she could become even more relaxed than she was now.

If that happened, it would indeed cause problems before catching the spy.
But there was another reason that made Stella hesitate just as much...

"I think... now... would..."

"What?"

Her voice, shrinking with embarrassment, was so quiet that even Erhen's ears couldn't hear it.

When Erhen asked again for this reason,
Stella spoke in a slightly louder voice than before.

With a bright red face, she whispered:

"I-if we get together now, I think I might... get pregnant..."

Erhen felt her thoughts come to a halt.
What kind of reason was this?

"...Pardon?"

Erhen unconsciously made such a sound, but Stella was serious.

Stella wasn't ready to do... that kind of thing with Evan yet.

She had only recently recognized herself as a woman, having lived as a man until then.

In other words, she wasn't confident she could satisfy Evan.

But that was her own circumstance, and she didn't think either of them could hold back for long.

'...I thought there would definitely be contraceptive magic!'

Surprisingly, in this quasi-medieval era, no such convenient thing existed.
Nor were there any other special devices.

That's why Stella chose postponement as her final line of defense.

She couldn't even determine exactly when the spy would appear, and she couldn't fight while pregnant.

"C-come on! Even so!"

Of course, from Erhen's perspective, this made no sense.

Evan and Stella weren't people with such poor self-control.
How could they not wait?

With such doubts, Erhen watched as Stella, with her bright red hands, took out an orb from her drawer and placed it in Erhen's hand.

Its identity was...

[I saw earlier that there was something like a fertility measurement device.

In my past life, it would have disappeared amid huge controversy.

Honestly, if I were still my past self, I probably would have tried to use it on someone.]

Surprisingly, Stella had purchased it.
At the time, she bought it out of pure curiosity, but unexpectedly, it wasn't just a simple fertility measurement device.

It was an astrological tool that could predict, with decent accuracy, how many children one would have in the future.

Stella found it strange that such a thing existed in a place without contraceptive magic, but she had tried using it right after receiving Evan's confession, just in case.

And...

"...Ehhh?!"

Erhen dropped the orb from her hand upon hearing the explanation.

"Maximum of f-f-f, ueeeek?!!"

Erhen finally understood Stella.

Ch.153 - [Interlude] Change
Chapter 153. Change

After Erhen left my room with a face that had turned from blue to white, staring at my magical tool, silence returned to my room once more.

Only then did I feel my mind growing drowsy, so I turned off the lights and slowly slipped under the blanket.

It was hot enough to be considered midsummer now.

But my body temperature was low, so the warmth inside the blanket, the summer heat, and the coolness of my body created a perfect balance.

Well, it was a sensation I always felt.
But somehow today, that fact gave me an incomparable feeling of happiness.

Until now, I hadn't been able to fully integrate myself with Stella.

A borrowed body, a stolen life.

And a love that wasn't mine.

Even though I tried to convince myself that since the original Stella was already dead, I was simply continuing in her place, there remained an undeniable uneasiness.

In the latter case, that wasn't the only reason, but I had poured all my mental energy into refusing to acknowledge it.

But now things were different.
Hadn't Stella herself, the original owner of this body, pushed me forward?

"Don't run away."

That scene, which had replayed in my mind more than dozens of times, became more idealized with each repetition, further promoting my idolization of Stella.

"My goodness... my taste was indeed correct!"

Assuming I was going to transmigrate anyway, choosing Stella as my favorite character was the best decision of my life.

Everything was still vivid to me.

The force, the determination of the original Stella grabbing my collar and saying those words, and even the warm encouragement she gave me for doing something she couldn't do herself.

...Was that last part not there?
My memory is a bit hazy, but it must have been something similar.

Because Stella and I are connected...!

Really, what favorite character would not only lend their body but also help achieve love?

Perhaps Stella wanted to experience vicarious satisfaction by seeing me and Evan, whom she had loved, together?

If not, it would mean she deliberately helped me connect with someone she loved, which could only be explained by unusual preferences or a benevolence beyond human constraints.

"Hmm..."

I felt a stabbing pain in my head, but even that couldn't take away my happiness.

"...Hehe."

Now that my thanksgiving prayers to Stella were roughly finished.

The memory from just now came rushing back.

From my perspective as someone who was transmigrated while diligently reading romance fantasy novels, there were several scenes I couldn't understand.

Specifically, female protagonists who would roll around in bed, overcome with happiness after progressing with the male leads.

It's not like staying still would diminish their happiness, so why engage in such bothersome actions?

For me, whose posture had been corrected during my acting days to the point where I even read novels with perfect posture, it was incomprehensible.

And now, I understood that feeling ten—no, ten thousand times over.

"Heh, heheh."

To be honest, my abnormal memory was similar to video playback.

The ability to remember almost perfectly anything that interested me.

Of course, Evan's... passionate love confession from earlier couldn't be forgotten.

This memory, which had instantly become what would probably be a lifelong imprint, was being infinitely replayed in my head.

"~!!"

My arms and legs moved on their own, tormenting the innocent duvet.

If I didn't do this, the happiness building up throughout my body felt like it would explode.

Perhaps if someone saw me like this, they might not understand why I was acting this way, just like I wouldn't have in the past.

...But I dare say, anyone who had the same experience would react exactly the same way.

I buried my face in the pillow and unconsciously let out a girlish scream, then collapsed, breathing heavily as if I had exhausted all my remaining energy.

And as I took deep breaths, I slowly thought again.

'...What do I do now?'

Although it wasn't the only reason, one clear reason I had put Evan's confession on hold was to avoid becoming complacent.

But look at my state now.

This wasn't just falling as a woman; it was regressing to the level of a middle school girl.

It meant that if I progressed any further, real problems could arise.

'...Let's endure!'

I firmly gripped the duvet and made a firm resolution while picturing Evan's handsome face.

'...Ah.'

...

...I miss him.

*

"Be honest. You have someone else you like, don't you?"

"...?"

An old memory.
Probably from high school.

I remember being asked that by the drama club president, a senior I was close with.

That senior would take every opportunity to slander me as either gay or asexual, which was obviously nonsense.

I liked women and had an ideal type.
Again, Stella perfectly matched that ideal type.

Anyway, after making her accept these facts multiple times, her conclusion was that absurdity.

"Yeah, yeah. Just looking at you. You know? You have the face of someone who gets really shy when dating."

"...Isn't this sexual harassment?"

"Kyahaha!"

According to this senior's theory, people who appear indifferent like me actually get shy when dating.

Not only had I never heard or seen such a thing, but the fact that it came from the club president made it highly unreliable, so I ignored it.

She was a self-proclaimed dating expert who had never dated, and not to mention, she had once attempted a public confession to me with a bouquet of flowers and was rejected.

I really admire her thick skin.
Truly.

"You have that delicate look that makes you seem timid? So when your girlfriend hugs you from behind, you'd go crazy."

"I'm sorry, but please don't project your own desires onto me."

"Kyahaha!"

Later, we became so close that we could freely exchange such banter.
Regardless of her credibility, what she said was quite intriguing.

It was true that, as she said, I wasn't asexual and didn't have anyone else I liked, but I had no luck with romance.

It felt like a completely different world, which made it interesting.

"...But are there really people who do such things?"

"Of course! Men like assertiveness more than you think! They absolutely love it!"

"Where did you learn that?"

"Novels!"

Ah, of course, I wasn't really paying close attention.
It was just curiosity.

"Anyway, look at this. I found this interesting romance fantasy novel recently..."

Well, those were the memories.

-Tweet tweet.

"...Huh?"

And the fact that I was dreaming about such memories now.

...No.

"...I'm not doing it!"

It was interesting advice, though in a different sense from my previous life.

*

For that reason, having unintentionally welcomed the morning quickly, I went straight to the Great Bath to splash water on myself.

Even with this body, it was unusually hot today, and I was sweating profusely.

Returning to change clothes, I organized my thoughts.

"Hmm."

As I changed in front of the mirror, I suddenly noticed the length of my hair.

Since I hadn't cut it for several months, what used to be a blunt bob that reached halfway down my neck had now grown past my shoulders.

With looks like Stella's, it seemed that whether it was a blunt bob or this current state, she remained beautiful without fail.
...Is it self-praise to say this now?

But it's the truth.
If I had to choose, I preferred the bob cut.

While the original hairstyle was pretty, I still found short hair more comfortable.
In my previous life, the longest I'd grown my hair was similar to or slightly shorter than Stella's blunt bob.

Consequently, I was more familiar with managing shorter hair.
Long hair tended to get in the way, and even with magic, it took a long time to dry.

"...Should I... grow it out?"

But despite that, I had such thoughts.
Well, it's not like I wanted to change my style just because I accepted being Stella.

It's just...

"Why not grow it out? The long hair I saw before was pretty too."

...because Evan said it would look pretty.
That was all.

If I had to find another reason, I thought it might add a little to my still-lacking femininity.

"...Is there... magic or medicine that makes hair grow faster?"

I should ask Dorothy about it later when I see Elysee.
She's probably still the real Dorothy for now.

After taking twice as long as usual to fix my hair and dress, I modestly left the room.

Somehow it felt much hotter than usual, but I didn't feel any particular discomfort now.

Waking from drowsiness. At this moment of stepping out the door.

Just by reminding myself once more that I deeply loved someone.

...I became happy.

So now, I can endure.
Thinking this, I cleared my throat a few times and left the dormitory.

Immediately, I saw Evan, who had probably been waiting in front.

Perhaps thinking the same thing, Evan seemed more radiant than usual.

Evan squinted slightly at the sun, then spotted me and approached with a bright smile.

...Ahem.
Control your expression.

Don't show how happy you are.
This kind of thing requires playing hard to get.

Okay, one, two.

"E-Evan!"

Well. Failed.

...It's really hot today.

Ch.154 - [Interlude] What's Changed
Though this world doesn't have cicadas and I can't hear those familiar summer sounds from my past life, the clear blue sky without a single cloud and the unobstructed sunlight beating down is definitely the same as before.

This is my twenty-first summer counting my past life, and my third one in this world.

In my past life, I was the type who hated the heat, and that hasn't changed since my transmigration. No, actually, my heat tolerance has decreased even further, making me hate it even more.

Personally, it was an irritating season with no fond memories or redeeming qualities.

Summer used to be a time when just having someone next to me would make me annoyed.

"......"

"......"

...But now, even though someone is right beside me.

Even though we're walking so close that our shoulders occasionally brush against each other, making me flinch.

Despite the heat and irritation I've felt for the past twenty-one plus two years, my heart is filled with excitement.

"E-Evan...?"

"Hmm?"

"Did I change somehow...? Ah, it's nothing."

We weren't holding hands.
Not because of the aforementioned heat, irritation, and lack of heat tolerance, but purely because I felt like I might explode if I did.

I used to grab his hand so easily when I was in denial about my feelings, but for some reason, now I hesitate at even the slightest contact.

*I wasn't like this before.*

Before entering this body—before I had to force myself to act expressionless—I was often told I seemed quite indifferent.

When people saw me acting, they would often say they were surprised because I normally seemed so expressionless.

Of course, that assessment came from my actual indifference. I didn't get excited about much of anything.

Maybe when reading the "Academy Survival Guide"?

It wasn't because I was an emotionless psychopath, just that the intensity of my emotions was lower than others.

...At least that's what I'd always thought.

"Stella?"

"Hyah...!"

When Evan softly called my name, my heart thumped loudly, and I couldn't help but give an exaggerated reaction.

Even when acting, I usually restrained excessive emotional expressions, yet here I was reacting like some schoolgirl.

Being with Evan made me feel like I became a completely different person.

"Pfft, why are you so startled?"

"I-It's because you called me so suddenly..."

My voice unconsciously became coquettish, and I kept glancing at him, wanting to check if he thought I was acting strange.

Evan burst into laughter at my behavior and gently patted my head.

"I was just curious about today's schedule. You're my secretary, after all."

"......"

I'm sorry, but I couldn't hear a word Evan was saying.

Before, I had asked Evan to pat my head under the pretext of wanting praise, just to have physical contact with him.

Back then, I instinctively sensed danger from the intense pleasure and sealed it away, but now that it was happening again...

"......! ...!!"

My body involuntarily trembled from pleasure several times stronger than before.

For a moment, I almost started badmouthing Stella out of habit, but I held back.

In my current state, insulting Stella would be no different from insulting myself.

...So I'm a pervert who gets excited just from having my head patted?

That can't be right...!

"Stella? We've reached the classroom. Um... could you move away a little?"

"Huh...?"

I suddenly realized I was pressed right against Evan, rubbing my cheek against his shoulder, following his touch.

Heat instantly rushed to my face.

"Well, I don't mind if you want to stay like that..."

"Ah, I-I'm sorry!!"

I immediately straightened my posture and walked like a soldier with rigid movements.
Stella's—my—pelvis wasn't really built for such stiff posture, but I maintained it as best I could.

"Ooh!! Lady Stella!"

"The theater festival's star is here!!"

"You were amazing yesterday!"

When I entered the classroom, people still caught up in the theater festival's excitement sent me friendly glances and offered compliments.

*This isn't good...!*

But I couldn't hear any of it anymore.

It hadn't even been a full day since I told Evan I was postponing my answer because of the spy, yet here I was, completely disheveled.

It was the original sin of my past self, who had rushed through what should have been gradual progress under the pretext of friendship.

It was even harder for me now, having only realized my love a day ago, and having received a confession from my first love just over a day ago.

Honestly, in my current state, I should probably start by trying to make eye contact slowly, but somehow we'd already kissed, though I wasn't the one who initiated it.

...It was really good, incredibly so.

If just a simple kiss on the lips felt like that, what if we went further...? No, if we went a little further than that...

"Miss Stella!!"

"Y-Yes!!"

This time, it was Erhen who interrupted my wandering thoughts.
Last night, she had been so shocked that all color had drained from her face.

She still looked a bit gaunt, but she had regained her usual liveliness.

"Hmm... you're so startled, you must have been thinking something naughty!!"

"W-What?"

The fact that she could ask such questions so casually suggested that yesterday she was just extremely surprised. Well, even I was surprised despite having somewhat expected it, so it must have been quite a shock for Erhen who learned the truth out of nowhere.

Anyway, Erhen was quite perceptive.

"...Is it... that obvious?"

"Don't admit it!!!"

Erhen grabbed the back of her neck and frowned, then tried to sit in her usual spot next to me.

But a platinum-blonde woman blocked her chest with her arm.

"What now?"

"Excuse me... I'm sorry, but could I sit next to Lady Stella today?"

"...?"

The interloper was Elysee de Iris, the original protagonist. She was "politely" requesting Erhen with her jewel-like blue eyes shining.

"...Why should I?"

"Well... today is when we're tallying the results of the theater festival, right?"

"So?"

But Erhen didn't take it that way.
No, she responded sharply as if she thought it was a provocation.

In response, Elysee's gaze also changed to something imposing, looking down on her.

"I was an 'actor' like Lady Stella, wasn't I? I have a few things I'd like to discuss about that."

The two who should have become incredibly close friends in the original story were somehow having a battle of nerves in front of me.

At the same time, a timid voice came from behind.

"I-I'd also like to sit next to Lady Stella...!"

"Ian, you need to stay by my side and protect me."

"Heeeng...."

The cross-dressing Paladin, Grace, immediately subdued by the Saintess.

Anyway, the two blonde beauties were exchanging words in front of me, engaged in some kind of battle of nerves.

"...Don't you always sit next to her? Why can't you give up your seat just once?"

"Do I have an obligation to? To someone who tried to drown Miss Stella until just before midterms."

"T-That was...!"

The argument between the romance fantasy novel's female lead and male...? lead was quite entertaining to watch.

As I was still watching their inexplicable fight with interest.

*Slide.*

"......!?"

Evan, who had been watching me, naturally took my hand.

Surprise instantly welled up, along with Evan's warmth at the same speed.

As he had said, Evan seemed to be actively trying to make physical contact with me whenever he got the chance, showing he had no intention of just waiting around.

"T-This is inside the classroom..."

When I fidgeted with my hand and said that, Evan smiled and turned his hand to interlock our fingers.

"Ugh...!"

Instantly, I felt Evan's warmth through more surface area.

I once read somewhere that the hollow ice used in fast food places is designed to contact the drink with as much surface area as possible to cool it quickly.

At the time, I thought whoever came up with that idea was very clever, and that's exactly how I felt now.

Interlocking fingers like this allows Evan's warmth to be transmitted across more surface area!

I can be in contact with Evan in more places...!

Evan is so smart.....!!

"Haah.... This isn't right..."

"......."

"......"

For some reason, Erhen and Elysee were staring at me and Evan with unfocused eyes.

"...Would you like to sit down?"

"Ah, no. You go ahead..."

Somehow, they seemed to have reached an agreement and reconciliation in that short time.

Perhaps because they were the original protagonist and supporting character, even if the main story had gone awry.
Seeing how well they got along made me feel a bit pleased.

And so, as usual, but with a somewhat dejected expression, Erhen sat next to me, muttering something.

We waited for the professor in that state, holding hands.

"...By the way, Stella."

"Hehe... Y-Yes?"

I was trying hard to suppress the silly smile that kept coming out so Evan wouldn't notice, and I was startled by his question.

Evan was looking at me with an unusually furrowed expression.

*Why is he looking at me like that?*

"...You know, haven't you changed somehow?"

"......!!"

I was so surprised that my heart seemed to stop for a moment.

D-Did Evan notice...?
That I... that I did something unmanly from my past life on my face today to look good for him...!

I looked at Evan with a thumping heart and somewhat expectant feelings.
Evan paused for a moment, then suddenly looked startled.

"S-Stella!"

"Yes...!"

Then he shouted loudly.
As expected, Evan is so perceptive...!

"You've developed mana!!"

"Oh, that's what you meant."

Evan... while he's usually perceptive, sometimes he's like this.
I sighed deeply, lowering my head.

I opened my mouth, thinking that.

"Whaaaaat!?"

Ch.155 - [Interlude] Chaos
The body is a vessel for the mind.
The mind is something fluid that pours into it.

Inevitably, the spirit affects the flesh.
The flesh and spirit must influence each other.

If one has an iron will, a strong mind, then even the body can be bent and changed.

Yet even so,
What ultimately changes with the tides is surely the form of the soul.

*

I let out a scream despite being in a classroom full of cadets after hearing Evan's shocking words.

I could feel curious glances from around me wondering what was happening, but I had no time to care about that.

"Oh, and are you wearing makeup? It suits you."

"Ah, thank y— No, that's not important right now...!!"

Somehow, today felt unusually hot!

Now that I was aware of it, I could definitely tell that my body's characteristically low temperature was gone.

Considering that my body's low temperature originated from the Ice Dragon somewhere in my mindscape, this was clearly abnormal.

I instinctively clutched at my chest.
Whenever mana entered my body, it was always when I deployed my Method.

And after the Method wore off, I would invariably suffer a violent rejection reaction (according to the Saintess, a clash of divine powers).

That alien pain, like icicles growing from inside my heart.

It was essentially the cause of my suffering, sealed inside me by a mage who would rank among the top in my previous life.

'It doesn't... hurt.'

But now.
My heart felt no excruciating pain like icicles growing from it, not even a slight twinge.

If anything, I felt a flutter because Evan was standing in front of me...?

Though Evan had casually asked that question to lighten the mood, his expression remained serious.
Of course, he firmly believed I had mana rejection.

The cause of mana rejection, as verified by the Saintess—the clash of two different divine powers—meant I actually did have it.

Since it was treated as an incurable disease in this world, Evan looked even more confused.

'W-what should I do?'

The professors, Elysee, and Erhen might know, but the other cadets still believed I had no mana.
What if suddenly, in the middle of the classroom, I manifested mana?

It would be quite disastrous, to say the least.

"...What can we do about it?"

Evan said with a serious expression.
If I had to guess, he seemed worried that I might suddenly cough up blood and collapse.

'The cause is... clear.'

The Method was an act of borrowing Stella's mana by temporarily becoming her.

It was a technique I first used after coming to this world, possible thanks to the basic principle of mana identifying humans by their spirit rather than their physical body.

So the reason why mana, which was only possible in that state before, now dwelled within me without any warning was obvious.

'...I've been acknowledged.'

As I accepted myself as Stella.
Not just in words, but by falling in love with Evan, some essential condition had been met.

Even without forcibly drawing out Stella through the Method, I was now half-identified as Stella by mana, which was slowly settling into my body.

'...So...'

To put it crudely, this situation arose because I had "fallen" as a woman.

I could feel my face growing hot.

No one, including Evan, would ever guess this reason.
But thinking that the cause was my initial violent rejection of the possession made me feel incredibly embarrassed.



[I like possession stories. I like them, but...
Not the male lead, not the second male lead, not even the villain or an extra in the novel, but a female supporting character?

Of course, as a 10-year veteran reader, I knew this genre existed and had tried a few.

The so-called "ts" stories dealing with gender transformation of characters.

As you can tell from the description, it's a niche genre and not really my preference, so I only read a few, but all those protagonists denied their gender identity...

"No way."]



...

Ahem.
Anyway.

Given the circumstances, it didn't seem too difficult to resolve.
If the cause of a problem is clear, then removing that cause should inevitably solve the problem.

"Just a moment... please wait."

In this case, the cause was my synchronization with Stella.
The solution? Obviously, I needed to create some distance.

There might be several methods, but the most effective would be... what I'm good at.

'I am... not Stella.'

In other words, a Reverse Method.

I don't mean turning my mind back to male.
At this point, that would be impossible anyway.

And my mental gender probably didn't matter.

I believed that my body's mana rejection and inability to harbor mana were separate conditions.

In other words, I originally had a constitution that couldn't harbor mana due to my modern human spirit, plus the additional mana rejection on top of that.

If that hadn't been the case, I would have died from a burst heart immediately upon possession—a chilling thought, but fortunate now.

If I could just stop being Stella, the mana-beloved girl, then the mana would disappear again regardless of who I was.

'I am not Stella.'

But it wasn't easy, having just deeply identified myself as Stella.

...In that case.

'S-Stella is a pervert. Stella is lewd.'

I had no choice but to forcibly separate myself.
I desperately repeated such thoughts.

'Stella, you crazy perverted woman...! A historic masochistic lewd woman who gets off just from having her head patted...!'

There's no way I could be such a female...!

I put my heart and soul into defaming myself—Stella—even breaking into a sweat.
It might seem ridiculous, but the effect was surprisingly excellent.

-Fssss...

'It's disappearing!'

I could clearly feel the mana gradually fading as I separated myself from Stella.

Though it was accompanied by a terrible headache, at this rate, there would be no problem until class ended.
Just as I was feeling relieved, I felt Evan's gentle touch.

"...Are you okay? Did it work?"

Evan brushed aside the bangs on my sweaty forehead with a worried expression.
He seemed especially concerned given what he had witnessed before.

And the moment I saw him like that.

-Whoosh!!

...The fading mana around my heart reignited like someone had poured oil on it, burning fiercely again.

It wasn't enough to fully become Stella, but easily half of half the amount.

I hung my head low and said in a shrinking voice:

"I-I failed..."

No.
This is cheating.

Seriously.

*

"Well, A-Class students. I watched your play yesterday. It was amazing, even without any special help from me. This professor was deeply moved."

Alen, who had just entered, said with an expression that genuinely looked impressed.

A remarkable change from the beginning of the semester when he criticized the Academy's laxity, using the Theater Festival as an example.

It seemed so out of character for him that most of the cadets burst into laughter.

Only the two of us, especially me, couldn't laugh along as I was too focused on controlling my mana exposure.

Anyway, the atmosphere was cheerful.
Even Alen, seemingly pleased with the play's victory that had elevated his standing, smiled slightly and said:

"And now, the final exams are coming soon. You all know that, right?"

Everyone fell silent.
The cheerful atmosphere that had filled the classroom vanished, replaced by heavy silence and gloom.

-Ah, aah...

-E-exams...

"I trust none of you will tell me you forgot about them because of the Theater Festival."

The festival was just a breather!

Alen exclaimed, looking around.

He was right, of course.

Given the Academy's structure with separate practical and written tests, the interval between midterms and finals wasn't very long. Students needed to study even during the Theater Festival week to avoid problems with the practical exams.

"The good news is that these finals won't be as difficult as the midterms."

That was also true.
The Academy places more emphasis on evaluations during midterms when students haven't fully adapted.
That's why I deliberately targeted the midterms.

"Of course, that's for the practical exams. The written tests won't necessarily be easier."

-Ugh, aagh...!

-M-more studying...!

Known tastes are scarier, and experienced pains are more frightening.
The first-year students who had studied until their hair fell out during midterms groaned.

The contrast must be especially stark for those who had been immersed in youth and passion during the Theater Festival week.

Looking at it this way, the Academy seemed quite cruel for placing the Theater Festival between midterms and finals.

"Well, as I said before, good job everyone. Thanks to you, I saved face."

So I'll end class early today.

At Alen's words, the gloomy-faced cadets brightened up and rushed out.

Indeed, though they were called cadets, they were no different from students in my previous life.
Especially in how simple they were.

Anyway, this was an opportunity.
I told Erhen to let the next professor know I wasn't feeling well and couldn't attend class, then left the classroom with Evan.

The mana was still fluctuating unstably.

The Saintess gave us a meaningful look, while other cadets sent different kinds of meaningful glances our way.

...It's not like that!



...Not yet.

Ch.156 - [Intermission] Experiment
"So it's come to this in the end."

In Stella's mindscape.
The original Stella muttered as she felt mana flowing into her physical body for the first time in a long while.

This wasn't unprecedented.
She had, though she hated to admit it, temporarily drawn mana in ways the original Stella herself would never have imagined.

If those methods hadn't invariably involved intense physical contact with her lord, she might have genuinely been impressed.

Anyway, the current situation seemed quite different from before.

Unlike the previous unstable surges of mana and consciousness, now a small but steady flow of mana was being supplied.

Of course, the amount couldn't even compare to a fraction of her lifetime mana capacity, but for someone who couldn't resonate with mana at all due to being a soul brought from another world, it was quite substantial.

"This will make negotiation a bit easier."

No matter how accomplished a mage Stella had been, she couldn't create mana from nothing inside her mindscape.

That's why all the work she'd done in her mindscape until now used only tiny amounts of mana—
For instance, intercepting small amounts when Stella's Method briefly activated.

But if mana was being steadily supplied to this body, it meant she could now use magic quite freely.

In other words, it meant she could confront the woman inhabiting her body more frequently.

"...I find this unusually agreeable."

Though she found the method somewhat distasteful—involving her lord spilling his seed—the conclusion that it enabled "negotiation" (more like coercion) with her wasn't bad.

After denying it for about three years, once she finally broke down, everything collapsed like dominoes.

This time, Stella didn't mind the transparency.

Like how someone who usually appears disagreeable suddenly seems different when they do something nice, the original Stella particularly liked her due to her past actions.

If pressed, one might call it a sense of kinship between two people who loved the same man.

-S-Stella is a pervert. Stella is, lewd.

-Stella, you crazy perverted woman...! A legendary masochistic slut who climaxes just from having her head patted...!

"......"

Of course, any budding feelings of goodwill were instantly obliterated and buried underground.

For the upcoming encounter.
First, let's start by unleashing a major spell.

Stella made her decision.

*

Evan and I escaped to the training ground we used to frequent.

Was it the first time since I'd sparred with Erhen and discovered the nature of my divinity?
That's when I pretended to have amnesia and Evan... asked me on a date.

Anyway, we came here now to hide my suddenly manifested mana from others.

And to experiment with it as well.

"I knew you had a peculiar constitution where your mana comes and goes, but..."

Evan was now firmly among the world's strongest, essentially an expert on mana and physical bodies.
Even he seemed to have a headache trying to understand my mana.

I later learned that Evan had given up trying to understand after seeing me collapse from mana rejection after using mana against the Sword Saint.

Revisiting it now was giving him a headache.

"Still, if I can use it properly, it will definitely help."

"That's... right, Stella."

I said this with my chest puffed out.

The sudden emergence of mana was unexpected and confusing, but not unwelcome.

No, it was actually good.
We were currently facing an imminent confrontation with a spy.

If things went wrong... I might need to use that too.

In such a situation, having mana I could use without activating the Method was extremely welcome.

When I was first kidnapped by Kinahan.

When I faced elimination by the Sword Saint.

When the Illusionary Demonic Beast attacked unexpectedly.

When I attempted to bluff during my conversation with the Cardinal.

And when I faced Caille and Elysee during the midterm exam.

Looking back at my survival story, the Method was present during almost every critical moment.

If I hadn't been able to use the Method, my arm would have been cut off by Kinahan and I'd have been transported to the North.

"...But that means..."

The Method inevitably involves contact with Evan.

To be honest, the only times I could be true to my feelings were right after using the Method.

And after the Method, there was inevitably intense skinship with Evan.

As my feelings deepened, the intensity grew stronger.

Now that I had mana, such contact wouldn't be necessary, but...

"?"

...now, I didn't particularly need to hold back anymore.
Of course, I'd restrain myself until we caught the spy, but being able to touch him more freely than before was definitely an advantage.

"Let's start with the basics. Try enhancing your body."

Evan brought something like a hand sandbag, put it on his hand, and said that.

Mana enhancement.
Knights make this their specialty and are treated as asymmetric forces because of it, and even mages who seem unrelated learn it as a basic skill.

It's the most fundamental application of mana.

Of course, I didn't have much experience with it since any attempt to infuse mana into any part of my body would have resulted in a violent rejection followed by an explosion.

Maybe when I rushed toward the Sword Saint, or when I threw a punch at Elysee?

Back then, I put in too much mana and suffered from muscle pain for days, so I wasn't sure if I could do it well now.

"Hmm!"

With a feeling of focusing the burning mana near my heart into my arm.

Not too much, controlling the power.

-Bang!!

"Hmm."

"Whew...!"

My punch landed squarely on the sandbag Evan was holding.

It wasn't as destructive as the punch I threw at Elysee, but it was definitely more powerful than what this body could normally produce.

My arm felt a bit tingly, but there was almost no pain.

Actually, this level of success was already worth it.

Evan also looked quite satisfied as he praised me.

"Well done, Stella. It's hard to believe you lack experience."

"Ah, y-yes..."

Of course, I couldn't hear his praise clearly because it included head patting.

Due to my childhood emotional neglect, I was very susceptible to praise and admonishment.

In the case of admonishment, it seems to have developed in a slightly strange direction, but anyway.

Being praised while having my head patted by someone I liked was extremely stimulating for me.

...Somehow, I felt my mana rising.

Anyway, I composed myself, fixing my reddened face and disheveled hair, and proceeded to the next step.

"Next is... incantation magic. You're familiar with this, right?"

The first ability I used when I came to this world.

The most basic mystery of appealing to mana to create phenomena.

Since appeal and mana quantity were the only metrics determining power, it was perfectly suited for me in the Method state, overflowing with both mana and appeal.

I felt like I'd built up quite a bit of skill with it too.

"Well then..."

It felt somewhat awkward not being in the Method state.
But still exerting my appeal to the maximum.

"Thunder...!"

-Crash!!

A white line striking the ground.

The lightning, accompanied by blue light and red flames, hit the training dummy, releasing acrid smoke.

Of course, it couldn't compare to the power of incantation magic used in my Method state, but it was about as powerful as a mid-to-upper tier cadet's magic.

"As expected. You're much more proficient with this."

Evan nodded with a much more satisfied expression than during the body enhancement.

...He's not going to pat me this time?

"This gives me a pretty good idea, but... could you try a few more times?"

Evan asked me to use mana a few more times, looking like he'd figured out a rough estimate.

I was also thinking that trying a few more times would help me understand my objective limits and capabilities, so I tried to draw up mana again when—

"Ack...!"

I felt my vision sway dramatically and staggered.

...Simply put, I was experiencing mana depletion, and it seemed this was my limit in my newborn-like state with freshly manifested mana.

I tried to regain my balance while thinking this, but the momentary dizziness was too strong and pulled me forward.

"Oops."

"Ah..."

Then I felt the familiar sensation of being caught.

With superhuman speed, Evan grabbed my hand and received me against his chest.

Perhaps because he was a knight, his firm body acted as a cushion, giving me the comfort of lying on a bed.

"Ah... Evan's scent."

As I buried my face in Evan's embrace, feeling cozy, I heard what sounded like suppressed laughter from above.

"Stella?"

"...Yes?"

I raised my head while still in Evan's arms and looked up at him.
The upward gaze that men supposedly love most!

Though unintentional, it seemed quite effective as Evan's earlobes were visibly reddened.

"Stella. Your, chest..."

"Oh."

...So that was it.
Well, with a body like mine, when pressed this close... the squishing would be quite obvious and stimulating from Evan's perspective.

"Evan? Does this... bother you?"

Somehow pleased by this fact, I smiled softly as I asked, making Evan's earlobes redden even more.

And simultaneously, his face filled with mischief.

"...You should be grateful for my patience, Stella. More importantly, can you no longer use mana?"

"It seems not?"

Unfortunately, the mana residing in this body was a feeble spark that couldn't even compare to a fraction of the original Stella's.

Honestly, even producing that level of power earlier was only possible because it was me; if it had been an ordinary person, they might have only managed to create static electricity.

Well, if I become more integrated with Stella in the future...

...Oh?
Suddenly, I realized something.

"I think I might be able to... recharge?"

"You can recharge? How?"

My mana quantity and level of integration with Stella would likely be proportional, even if not perfectly.

So when would my integration with Stella increase?

The answer could be found by considering Stella's character.

As I've mentioned before, unless you're someone like me who dedicates themselves to exploring supporting characters, Stella's character is...

...a one-dimensional side male lead who's hopelessly in love with the duke.

I was torn about whether to mention this fact.

The "on hold" status wasn't being well maintained as it was.
There was no need to provoke Evan here...

...Or was there? We used to do this all the time during the Method.

"Probably... the same as when Evan used to absorb my mana?"

I said with a somewhat playful expression.
Hearing my words, Evan tilted his head and then.

"Really?"

"Yes, but right now do we really need to—mmph."

He held my cheek and kissed me.

In that moment, my thoughts stopped.

This was already the third time.
But I hadn't gotten used to it at all; rather, the pleasure had increased with my more mature emotions.

As if my thoughts had softened with that sweet, gentle touch.

...I couldn't think of anything except how much I liked Evan.

"Mmph... E-Evan...! Suddenly doing this—mmph...!"

And again, once more.

"Wait a—mmph...."

Again, twice.

"Chu, mmm...!"

...A long one.
The third time.

Only after kissing Evan four times was I finally able to breathe again.

"Huff..."

My legs were trembling much more than when I'd used up all my mana.
My whole body shuddered with a tingling sensation.
If Evan hadn't been holding me, I surely would have collapsed.

...I felt a wet, sticky sensation below.

No, how could this be...?

The kisses with Evan just now were long, but they weren't what you'd call... passionate kisses.

Yet, I was in such a state?

"How is it? Recharged?"

Evan asked so casually, which was frustrating.
Perhaps because I'd provoked him too much, he looked somewhat mischievous.

"Yes..."

...My mana was recharged beyond what it had been before I used it all.
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This was the third kiss with Stella.
Yet it was incredibly stimulating.

Evan thought this as he kissed Stella once more.

The moist sound of damp skin touching. Lips that merely touched, and the faint breaths exchanged whenever their mouths parted slightly.

Those small sensations were more stimulating to Evan than anything else right now.

*You're the bad one, Stella.*

In Evan's opinion, Stella was completely misunderstanding his breaking point.

Before, when he hadn't confessed his feelings and wasn't certain that her feelings matched his, Evan had shown patience despite all her unconscious seductions.

But now that those two reasons had disappeared, the only boundary left for Evan was the final line that Stella had barely drawn.

Of course, strictly speaking, Stella's answer was only to put things on hold, but...

All her other actions were clearly those of a girl in love, even to Evan who was rather dense when it came to romance.

Her sensitivity to physical contact seemed to have doubled, and her gaze when looking at him had become dreamy.

Sometimes it even looked like there were hearts floating in her eyes.

Again, in this situation, Evan couldn't find any reason to hold back his desires and affection.

Looking at her as she squeezed her eyes shut, legs tightly pressed together for some reason, accepting his kiss without any resistance, Evan became even more convinced.

"Phew..."

When that moment, which felt like a flash, ended.
Evan smiled slightly as he watched Stella catch her breath after separating from him.

Even with her mouth covered, she could have breathed through her nose or even through the gaps of her parted lips.

Evan looked down at Stella, who was about a head and a half shorter than him.

"Haah..."

Her expression had completely crumbled, in stark contrast to how she had been provocatively making contact with him earlier.

Usually, the Stella that Evan respected was someone who never lost her cool in any situation, always making plans and somehow making things work.

But when it came to romance, she was worse than just awkward—she was completely hopeless.

To Evan, that gap in her character was unbearably cute and lovable.

*Should I do more?*

Being a superhuman, Evan could hold his breath for several hours even if he ended up like Stella.

With such thoughts, Evan was seized by the desire to continue like this for at least a few dozen more minutes, but he barely suppressed it, thinking that Stella might actually suffocate.

"Hmm...?"

Ah, while he had just said Stella was hopeless when it came to romance, there was one area where she was anything but hopeless.

When Evan finally changed his mind, Stella looked up at him with a dazed expression in his arms, as if wondering why he wasn't continuing.

*Oh...*

Namely, her unconscious seduction was intense enough to shake even Evan's patience, which was probably higher than anyone else's at the Academy.

Except she had no idea she was doing it.

Fearing he might actually cause Stella to suffocate, Evan spoke.

"How is it? Are you recharged?"

"Yesh..."

Hearing this, Evan checked Stella's mana through the arm he was holding.

Her mana was truly full—no, it had increased beyond what it was before she used magic.
Evan looked at Stella with renewed wonder.

While he wasn't particularly enthusiastic about accumulating knowledge, even he knew that Stella was abnormal.

She could turn her mana on and off, yet her body had mana rejection. After living in that state for years, suddenly mana appeared, and that mana increased whenever she did something with him.

Though he was being indirect with "something," judging by the tone and context of Stella's provocative words...

Perhaps the condition was being intimate with him, or maybe her romantic feelings themselves were proportional to her mana.

In other words, her mana grew stronger the further they progressed.
Even if he didn't understand the previous cases, this was truly nonsensical, making Evan suspect that Stella was indirectly saying she wanted to do more with him.

Despite his eyes telling him her words were completely true.

*What kind of woman is this?*

Evan felt tremendous confusion that the person he had fallen in love with was such an individual.

Wasn't it as if the world was urging him to push her down?

Evan slowly looked Stella up and down again.

Her mysterious purple hair that had recently grown to her shoulders, giving her a different look (Evan actually preferred long hair).

Her sky-blue eyes and long eyelashes.

Her full chest that somehow kept growing until recently, making one wonder when her growth period would end.

Her voluptuous hips that were actually emphasized by her insistence on always wearing pants, contrasted with her slender legs.

No, there was no need for such descriptions—from head to toe, everything about her made the embers in Evan's heart blaze fiercely.

He wanted to possess every single part of her.
He wanted to make this lovely being before him his own.
He wanted to leave his mark on her.

In truth, Evan knew.
If he were to push Stella down right now, he could get away with it without any decrease in affection.

No, considering her personality, she might even pretend to dislike it while actually enjoying it.

Yet the reason Evan was exercising his patience and waiting for her to cross the final line herself...

"But you know, Stella."

"Yes...?"

Of course, part of it was because he agreed with Stella that becoming lax could be dangerous.

But more than that, he wanted to completely captivate Stella without such forced relations.

Because Stella crossing the line she had drawn herself and confessing her love to him after everything was over would surely be incredibly lovely.

"If we do a little more... wouldn't your mana increase further?"

So, for now, I'll at least ask your opinion.
Evan thought this as he brought his face close enough to Stella that he could feel her breath.

She briefly averted her gaze in embarrassment, then whispered softly into Evan's ear.

"...Maybe it will♥"

And so, they skipped all of their classes that day.

*

-Plop.

After finishing a particularly thorough bath in the Great Bath today.

I collapsed face-down on the bed without even drying my wet hair.
The soft mattress cushioned my fall.

But rather than comfort, a slightly different emotion surged through me intensely.

"Ah..."

Am I... crazy?

Even though this was the only time I could rest after the all-out battle with the spy.

Still, at the very least, I.
I who had proudly told Evan I wouldn't become lax should have shown restraint.

*What was that "Maybe it will"...*

No matter how plausible it sounded, how could I say such a thing at that moment?
And in such a coquettish and... seductive voice?

Evan must have seen me as a crazy harlot.

What was a bit unfair was that the words had popped out of my mouth completely against my will, but that was no excuse.

And so in the end...

*Did my lips get chapped?*

I unconsciously touched my lips with my finger as I thought.

Despite the long time, we didn't go any further.

Um... just, long.
And quite a lot of... kissing, that's all.

And to be honest.
...It was a few blissful hours.

Normally, humans become most accustomed to and desensitized to the same kind of pleasure at the same intensity.

That should be the case, but with Evan, just.
Even though we were just kissing, nothing special, it was an electrifying pleasure that made my head spark with light.

If anything had become familiar...

Maybe, breathing?

Now I could do it for longer... without our breaths getting tangled.

"...Ahem!"

My thoughts kept drifting back to what happened earlier.

Anyway, to state the result of the experiment, it was a failure.

No matter how much I matched lips with Evan, my total mana didn't increase any further.

Perhaps this is the limit at the current stage?

Since the perfect relationship between romantic feelings and mana hadn't been fully clarified, I was a bit reluctant to make reckless assumptions.

Maybe to increase mana further, we need to go beyond this point...

"No, nononono."

I shook my head vigorously to drive away such improper thoughts.

I was barely holding on with my already thin patience, and if I gave myself justification on top of that, I'd end up with triplets before graduation.

I collected myself and lay back down in a much stiffer posture than usual.

The first time I kissed Evan... I felt like I couldn't control my body from happiness.

Now... I couldn't control my body in a slightly different way.

The heat that had accumulated bit by bit whenever I touched Evan was now boiling up inside me as an unprecedented, unresolved yearning.

"......"

I unconsciously checked the clock on the wall.

About 7 hours left before I needed to get up for lectures.

Somehow, it didn't feel very generous to me.

*This is... my body now, right?*

Accordingly, I quickly reduced my guilt by repeatedly rationalizing.

This was...

...Evan's fault.

*

And that night.
The original Stella summoned Stella, who had fallen asleep unusually late after experimenting with her newly created mana circuit, into her mindscape.

"I-I forgot...!"

"...?"

And as soon as she realized this fact, Stella's face turned not just bright red but a dark crimson.

"Your face is red. Why?"

When even the original Stella asked about that strange complexion, Stella fixed her gaze on a strange spot and said in a shrinking voice while kicking the ground.

"Did... you see?"

It was the shame of someone who couldn't endure bodily desires even with the original owner of the body in her mindscape.
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To be honest, neither in my past life nor after transmigrating did sexual desire occupy a large portion of my needs.

Perhaps it diminished even more after transmigrating. The changed body and hormones didn't stimulate me with new sensations different from what I'd felt my entire life.

Well... that was the case for about three years, but things changed a bit afterward.

Around the time my feelings for Evan grew stronger. As the woman in me gradually expanded, those desires began to rise as well.

A clear example would be my behavior right after the Method.

But that was closer to an explosion of unfulfilled desire when I had finally become completely a woman.

Naturally, in normal circumstances, I never even dreamed of satisfying such urges.

To be precise, this was a collaboration between my stubborn refusal to accept myself as a woman and the guilt that I shouldn't freely use a body that wasn't mine.

["But when Evan returns, there's no guarantee this body won't cause the same trouble as before, is there?

"......."

...This was for Stella's sake too.
Even with this body, Stella wouldn't want to be pounced on.

So...

...Perhaps, it's somewhat necessary...?

Thinking this way, I pulled over Evan's coat that he had left behind, feeling a strange chill.

Being Evan's clothes, it was large and warm.

...

"......mmh♥"]

...That wasn't me back then.
In fact, even then I didn't go all the way because of guilt.

Anyway, now I had thrown off all those shackles.

I'm a woman? This body? It's my body?

What reason was there to hold back?

Unable to contain the sexual desire that had built up and remained unsatisfied from my passionate encounters with Evan, I spent a wholesome night exploring various sensations of my body.

Um, that is... completely forgetting that the original Stella was inside me.

So when I was suddenly summoned to Stella's mindscape right after falling asleep, along with the rising sun and my body feeling hot, I honestly felt terrified.

Broadcasting such... acts to your favorite character?
And using your favorite character's body at that?

This was such a great shame that running straight to the rooftop wouldn't have been strange.

But fortunately, Stella didn't seem to always directly observe me.

"Your face is red. Why?"

She was calmly saying something she couldn't possibly say if she had observed it.

Somehow her voice had contempt mixed in, and her face was slightly red...

...She didn't see it, right?

*

The original Stella—the one who had ended her life in the snowy mountains—had only one regret in life and death.

And now, after a very long journey to resolve that one regret.

She was beginning to feel a slight second regret forming.

"Ahem. Hmm! If you didn't see it, then it doesn't matter. Yes."

Especially when looking at the woman in front of her who was blushing and fidgeting in embarrassment.

For reference, the original Stella obviously knew why Stella was acting this way.

Because all she could do in this void was either listen to the Ice Dragon's boring past stories or watch what her body was currently doing.

In a state where even simple emotions and thoughts were connected, it was difficult not to know what was happening.

Of course, she had no choice but to watch all of Stella's nighttime self-pleasure.

In the process, she even roughly learned what name was moaned and what scenes were imagined.

Yet the reason the original Stella showed no particular reaction was simple.

There were so many issues that she didn't know where to begin criticizing.

Just listing what the woman in her body had done today—

She fiercely slandered herself out of nowhere, claiming she would kill her mana.

She displayed affectionate acts all day long under the pretext of controlling that mana, acts that made even herself blush.

And then, returning to her quarters, she did... that all night while recalling the day's events.

And the premise of all these actions was that she knew Stella was watching everything.

If she had done just one thing, Stella would have picked on it and hurled curses or magic, but the Stella in her body had committed too many acts.

It was at a level where she couldn't even figure out where to begin.

In other words, Stella was at a loss for words because there were too many things to point out.

*This shameless creature.*

Moreover, perhaps from watching such scenes for too long, her face felt hot despite it being her own body.

Especially as the fantasies she had imagined were transferred along with it.

"...Fine. I don't know what it is, but let's say that's the case."

The original Stella, experiencing stimulation for the first time in a very long while, decided to just let it go.

It was also trivial compared to what they needed to discuss, and it didn't seem like healthy conversation would follow anyway.

"Um... Is time short today too?"

As she was trying to compose herself, the perceptive Stella in her body asked nervously.

She probably had strong memories of the last time when she was urgently summoned and grabbed by the collar.

Well, perhaps those memories were too strong, as she had even developed feelings for her lord.

"No. It's complicated to explain, but... this time I've built a more stable connection using your mana. I'll just leave it at that."

The current connection, constructed with various formulas of Stella who had reached the level of Archmage, could easily last 10 hours by this mindscape's time standard.

However, it would be useless if she woke up, so the actual usable time would be shorter.

"Until now, I've just been watching for opportunities... but I've decided it's time to have a proper discussion."

In the original Stella's plan, not much was expected from the Stella residing in her body.

She just needed to act somewhat similarly based on that book and not die.

Then someday, she would... be able to harvest.

But the actions of the one in her body that she had heard about were too different from what she had anticipated.

From the beginning, she was kidnapped by a northern spy that she had never encountered in her lifetime, and then escaped without any mana.

She didn't know the exact circumstances since she had only heard about it, but it was clear that she wasn't an ordinary human.

Stella felt momentary dismay at that point.

Perhaps there was a problem because she had brought in a soul of a different gender that didn't match the body.

But afterward, it was still different from what Stella had expected.

Somehow she had survived well as a secretary alongside her lord.

In the process, she had even claimed her lord's... love, which she herself had never obtained.

As the relationship between her lord and the Stella in her body deepened, Stella felt a different kind of crisis than before.

The irony that putting in a male soul had made them closer than she originally was.

Her lord loving her, even if it wasn't really her. While this wasn't a bad situation considering her plan, it was different from what she had hoped for.

Accordingly, Stella had moved to resolve the situation.

"Therefore, I decided to negotiate with you."

"Y-yes, I see...!"

After giving such a very simplified explanation, Stella nodded.

Then, hesitating a bit but with shining eyes, she looked at the original Stella and opened her mouth.

"Um, b-but..."

"What is it?"

In their previous meeting, due to the short time and chaotic situation, she hadn't shown much reaction, but.

She was originally—

"I-I'm really your fan! Ah, does saying 'fan' sound strange? A-anyway, I really wanted to meet you...!"

"Huh, what?"

—a hardcore fan who spent all her non-working hours analyzing Stella's character, who was merely a supporting role in the novel.

In fact, the thoughts she had right before transmigrating were 'if it had been her instead of the second male lead, she could have made her happier.'

Her dislike for Evan von Isenberg before knowing his true nature, and the fact that her feelings didn't develop much for several years even after knowing it, was 80% because of Stella.

The very reason she could use Stella's mana despite being a complete stranger, and the current connection of their mindscapes, all originated from that fanatical admiration.

Although she slandered her regularly when forcibly denying herself as a woman, Stella didn't really think that way sincerely.

...Half-sincerely.

And now she was in this situation.

Face to face with her favorite character from her past life, her self-proclaimed perfect ideal type when she was a man.

Naturally, such a fan who even owned hardcover editions because of her couldn't hold back.

"A-anyway, I couldn't say it last time, but I really wanted to meet you...!"

"I... see?"

In fact, Stella was somewhat aware of her admiration for herself.
However, even she hadn't expected it to be to this extent...

But she felt she could use it to her advantage.

If she liked her this much, despite her usual habitual slander making it unexpected.

Surely, she could steer her negotiation favorably.

"Ahem, anyway. I have a proposal for you."

"Oh! Yes!"

A proposal from her favorite character.
To Stella, who looked incredibly excited, the original Stella said.

For her long-standing purpose.

"Give me your body. ...Even if just for a moment."

She added "just for a moment" first, thinking there might be suspicion.

This way, she should be able to accept the proposal without burden.

After such judgment, Stella responded to the original Stella's words with a bright smile.

"I refuse!"

"Huh."

...No matter how fervent her admiration, no matter how perfect her ideal type.

It was no match for Stella's love for Evan, which had completely transformed her into a girl.
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Evan von Isenberg.

The most wonderful lord in this world.

A lord stronger than anyone.

My lord who took me in.

My lord who is more excellent than anyone.

The lord I love.

And...

My only regret.

*

When the possessed Stella rejected her, the original Stella appeared visibly flustered.

Honestly, she hadn't expected this.

Not just because of the obsessive fan-like behavior shown moments ago.

Because from the fragments of her mind that Stella had read, she knew the other felt considerable guilt about taking over Stella's body.

Even if it hadn't been her intention.
She might deny it, but that was the truth Stella had read.

It was a feeling she'd sensed even when accessing just fragments of her mind.
In reality, she must surely feel twice as much guilt.

The original Stella had once felt sorry about this fact (though she completely vanished after hearing her slander). Still, she had judged that it would create a sense of obligation.

So she thought that for a short time, she would even welcome and offer it willingly.

"You... refuse?"

"Yes...!"

To Stella's bewildered question, she answered with a bright smile.
A cheerful expression that seemed awkward on her own body.

But underlying that cheerfulness was a firmness that she could clearly feel.

She had rejected the proposal from her favorite character, her perfect ideal who also carried guilt for stealing her body.

And she did so without even considering any additional explanation or circumstances.

"Um, please reconsider..."

"Ahaha, no way!"

She cut it off without even a moment's hesitation.

That fact came as quite a shock to Stella.

*I shouldn't be like this...*

She had planned to borrow the body briefly, then gradually increase her activity time through additional formulas to realize her plan.

But she was blocked right from the start.

"Um, but... are you really Stella?! I've read so much about you...!!"

"No, that's not..."

She brushed aside Stella's proposal as if it wasn't even worth considering anymore and took a big step forward, her eyes shining.

"That! When you were arguing with Elysee about Evan!"

"Wait, right now..."

"That's my favorite part! That's when I thought, 'This character is really sincere about Evan!'"

Stella felt her face burning with embarrassment.

It was one thing that her proposal had been rejected, but it was truly unbearable to have someone with her exact face talking about her affairs.

Somehow, she needed to change the subject.
The original Stella thought this, but the possessed Stella was unstoppable.

"I like that! Such a devoted character! There aren't many characters like that these days!"

"Wait! That's enough of that...!"

"But Stella remained faithful to the end! And you're so capable too...!"

The original Stella now just wanted to cover her mouth.
Just as Stella decided to silence her with magic if necessary...

"So, I can't allow it, Stella."

And her demeanor changed.
Gone was the girlish excitement from moments ago, replaced by a gentle smile as she gazed at her.

At this sudden shift in atmosphere,
Stella found herself involuntarily hesitating.

"Stella wanting to borrow the body again... it's related to Evan, right?"

"......"

Stella felt speechless.
To her, who had only seen this girl slandering her or melting helplessly before Evan due to her desires.

"Haha! That answers it!"

"...You."

The original "Stella" belonged to quite an unfamiliar type of person.

"That's why I'm saying no, Stella. I recently discovered that I'm extremely jealous."

And that applies even if it's you. Even if it's myself.

Stella smiled while pressing down on Stella's shoulders.
Somehow, she seemed like a completely different person from the incompetent girl she had been, showing such determination.

*...What have I awakened?*

At that moment.
If she hadn't meddled with advice when she was still undecided, would the negotiation have been easier?

If she had been the girl who kept her love suppressed, would she have been an easier opponent?

*...No.*

The original Stella realized.
This emotion wasn't something that could be completed by one person's pushing.

Whether slowly or quickly, she would have fallen in love with Evan.
She had merely accelerated the timing.

*...Fine.*

Somehow familiar with that obsessive stubbornness,

The original Stella felt that this wasn't an issue that could be casually persuaded away with words.

"...Really, not even for a moment?"

"I'm sorry, but no. Who knows what Stella might do to Evan during that 'moment'?"

Stella bristled slightly at her genuinely suspicious gaze.

"Do I look like someone who would do such things to my lord?!"

"I would."

So you could too.
Stella was left speechless by those words with such clear intent.

Well, she wouldn't do anything to her lord, but it was true that she had some scheme in mind.

"In the first place, last time Stella-"

-Don't run away. Otherwise, I'll take him from you.

"-said it so openly."

"......Ah."

It was pointless to claim now that it was just provocation; she wouldn't believe it.
Probably even she herself wouldn't believe it.

Seemingly oblivious to Stella's deep sense of defeat, the possessed Stella twisted her hair as she spoke.

"I, um, think you can say such things because you're not yet in that kind of relationship? But, but he'll soon be my boy, boyfriend...?"

"......"

The determined appearance from moments ago vanished instantly, leaving only a girlish demeanor.

Who would believe this person blushing at the word "boyfriend," covering her face with her hair and twisting her body, was a man in her previous life?

Seeing such a feminine expression that she could never imagine on her own body, Stella unconsciously felt defeated.

The mindscape began to fade to white and diminish.

"Well, I don't know about Stella, but I don't have any taste for having things taken from me."

"I, I don't have that either!! Probably!!"

Stella found herself bristling at the possessed Stella who spoke as if she had such tastes.

A remarkable talent for getting under people's skin as naturally as breathing.
Stella thought this while grinding her teeth.

But soon, feeling that time was running out, she exhaled deeply and said:

"...I hope you'll reconsider."

"I said no. I won't give up my boy, boyfriend...!"

It seemed like words wouldn't get through at all in this state.
Strongly feeling this, Stella sighed deeply inside.

In the mindscape that had now turned almost blindingly white,
Looking at the fading form of the possessed Stella, Stella uttered her final words.

"...Go. I'll call you again."

"Oh, really?!"

Please be sure to call me-!
Stella couldn't help but hold her forehead at the girl's persistence until the very end.

Immediately after, Stella completely vanished from the mindscape.

"You really do complicate matters."

"......"

The Ice Dragon flew in from somewhere and gave her a somewhat contemptuous look.

From the Ice Dragon's perspective, it must be frustrating.

After enduring for so long for this moment, only to see her wavering.

"...Still, I will definitely accomplish my plan."

Stella said this, steeling her resolve.

From the beginning, this was a journey for her own victory.

She had not the slightest intention of being hypocritical now.

*

"Gasp...!"

I emerged from that mindscape after what felt like an extremely long night conversation.
...Calling it a "night conversation" sounds a bit suggestive, doesn't it?

Anyway, though it felt like quite a lengthy conversation, it seemed not much time had actually passed.

Well, including today, I always wake up at dawn, and I had fallen asleep just as the sun was rising.

Above all, the bed was still thoroughly soaked.

"......"

After spending a particularly busy dawn cleaning up,

And completing the ventilation perfectly, I headed to the Academy a bit early.
The reason was that somehow I felt my mood would get strange if I stayed in the room any longer.

"......Phew."

Early morning commute after a long time.
The morning air refreshed my lungs, but somehow my mood wasn't particularly comfortable.

"Stella..."

Of course, it was because of the Stella I had encountered in my dream.

Even so, she was my favorite character.

My favorite character whom I had longed to meet for years...

Of course, with Evan around, I didn't have any romantic fluttering, but my fan enthusiasm was still intact.

I sighed deeply and slowly opened my mouth to lament.

"...I should have asked for her autograph."

No matter how confused I was, to miss that opportunity.

Next time I go in, I must remember to ask for an autograph that can be brought out of the mindscape.

*

And upon arriving at the Academy,
Professor Alen appeared the happiest he'd been since the Theater Festival victory.

And the cadets realized why.
Because there was usually only one case when Alen was in a good mood.

"...The final written exam is approaching."

Again.
Here, the second exam period was beginning.
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The final exams were approaching.

In the last class period at the Academy, Alen entered the classroom with a bright smile and announced this fact.

Exam period. In my previous life, I never really studied hard, and in this life too, though the results might differ, I hadn't been particularly devoted to academics.

Yet it was a strange phrase that made even me feel some pressure.

"Now, let me explain the exam schedule in detail."

As Alen had explained earlier, while the practical exam would be relatively easier compared to the midterms, the written portion of the finals would cover a much broader range than the midterm written test.

The cadets seemed most disheartened by this fact. Well, whether mages or knights, they were all fundamentally field practitioners.

Some cadets even shouted that they'd rather fight the Automaton one more time.

Ignoring the jeers and complaints, Alen continued his explanation.

"You'd be wise to put considerable effort into this exam. As the practical becomes easier, the professors will naturally have to increase the weight of the written evaluation."

Regardless of the grade reflection ratio, the Academy, with its emphasis on practical application, tended to focus more on field performance in evaluations.

Saying that this emphasis would be reduced this time was essentially a death sentence.

At those words, not only the academically challenged Erhen but even Elysee, who had ranked third in the previous exam, showed tense expressions.

...But why are they both looking at me?

Anyway, that final class passed with just explanations about the exam.

It was due to the cadets' frequent questions and protests.

"......"

"......"

Throughout the lecture, Erhen and Elysee kept glancing at me, then jumped in surprise when the bell signaled the end of class, looking at each other.

They seemed to want to catch me, but I had other important matters, so I quickly returned to the dormitory.

*

In the dim night—though not so dim due to the exceptionally bright moon—I was laying out materials and contemplating.

"What would be good...?"

With the exam period approaching, I was pondering related matters.

Of course, they weren't related to studying.

"...I don't know how I just let it go last time."

I squeezed my eyes shut for a moment, recalling my shameful behavior then.

Let's look back at the previous exam period—specifically before the midterm written test.

Actually, for the midterm written exam, I felt no pressure since I was certain to rank first as long as my plan succeeded.

However, because of that plan, I ended up helping Erhen, who would have received a low score if things had gone awry.

And using her request for help as an excuse, I lured Evan to study together.

As I later found out, Evan was depressed due to the anniversary of his mother's death and was going to refuse, but I, desperate to study with him...

"...After the written exam, shall we drink together as a reward? We can also celebrate your coming-of-age ceremony that we postponed."

Well... I took a bit of a risk back then. In the end, I caused a major incident at that post-exam drinking session.

Thinking about it now, considering my state back then, it was insane.

To tempt Evan like that when I had no intention of giving myself to him!

*Evan really has good patience.*

Oh, so is it possible now, you ask?

Obviously, it's even more impossible.

If I were to take even a sip of alcohol in my current state, regardless of my tolerance, I'd end up doing something irreversible.

Besides, my body is too weak to alcohol, and I might lose my memories if I'm not careful, so I planned to abstain from drinking in the future.

Well... but shouldn't I remember the first time...?

Anyway.

Back then, Evan and I weren't in any relationship, I hadn't recognized my feelings, and Evan probably wasn't completely in love with me yet, so I resorted to such methods.

But now, I had confidence.

*Hehe.*

I was certain that Evan wouldn't refuse to study with me.

A study session with the girl you like?

Speaking as someone who was a man in a previous life, this was something no man could resist.

Oh? Now sitting at the same desk, heart pounding.

And if our shoulders touch, thump-thump.

And then just like that—

"Kyaaaa..."

*Ahem.*
Of course, even without that, his grades would definitely improve.

Since I planned to take the practical exam according to my actual abilities this time, an overwhelming first place like last time would be impossible.

Since I didn't plan to drop out yet, it would be good to maintain good grades.

"Hmm...!"

So, it was a win-win situation.

Fulfilling my desires was just an added bonus, that's all.

With that determination, I focused on selecting the items I was considering.

"Would this perfume suit me well...?"

*

Meanwhile, as Stella failed to recognize her feminine appeal and continued to inflate it along with her chest.

The anguish of those who harbored different feelings for her deepened.

"...I'll have to rely on her again this time, won't I?"

The first of these was, of course, Erhen. Having barely been saved by Stella in the previous exam, Erhen planned to shamelessly receive her help again.

But that wasn't her only thought.

From what Erhen had heard, Stella had rejected Evan Isenberg's confession... but.

No matter how you looked at it, her expression wasn't that of someone who had done so.

Just in the visible class time, gone was that expressionless face from the beginning of the semester; instead, she often sat with a dazed expression, fidgeting with her hands, and constantly looking in Evan's direction.

It almost seemed like there were hearts in her eyes.

While Erhen was glad to see Stella's emotional expressions become richer, she thought that this pending status wouldn't last long.

If so, the thought crossed Erhen's mind that this might be the last time Stella wasn't involved with anyone—in other words, her last free period.

Because if they were like this now, there was no way the two would just stay still once they confirmed their love.

"...Yes. Let's go!"

Elsewhere, someone with less justification and friendship than Erhen, but with similar desires:

"Lady Stella!"

It was none other than Elysee, the female protagonist of the Academy Survival Guide, who had recently found someone to admire.

After the play audition, Elysee fell for Stella once more when she saw her even more impressive performance on the main stage of the Theater Festival.

Of course, the ad-lib at the end—that is, the kiss with Evan Isenberg—was somewhat unpleasant for some reason.

Anyway, Elysee also roughly knew Stella's current state.

...In fact, among those who knew her, it was rarer to find someone who didn't know.

Regardless, Elysee also sensed that this might be the last chance to spend time with her.

"I'm going to try...!"

And so, a night of mixed intentions—dark desires, friendship, and fan admiration—passed.

Perhaps they were all dark desires.

And finally, the next morning dawned.

*

That night, I ran through various simulations.

How to naturally suggest studying together with Evan.

As I said, once I made the suggestion, Evan would definitely accept.

So, as naturally as possible. Yes, yes. As if I had no ulterior motives.

*I wonder what would be good... My room is quiet and good for the two of us...?*

Due to Erhen's snoring coming through the wall and, conversely, my privacy concerns about her long ears, my dormitory room had undergone a major soundproofing renovation using magic a few days ago. So... it was the optimal environment for studying.

...

.......

What?

*Anyway.*

Of course, the library facilities might be a bit better, but during exam periods, there were too few seats in the library...

Above all, there were too many people.

With this, I had more than enough justification to study in my room.

*Good. I'll go with this.*

After running perfect simulations with my high-intelligence brain, which could now even employ mana enhancement, I arrived at the classroom to find people there earlier than me, unusually.

Erhen, who usually oversleeps, and Elysee, the original female protagonist.

The Saintess, whose attendance was hit-or-miss, and her knight guard, Grace.

Puzzled by this unexpected combination, I still greeted them.

"Hello? You all came early today."

"...Ah, hello...!"

Except for Erhen, they just looked at me without making any distinct movements. Normally I would have been suspicious, but my mind was fully occupied in various ways.

Thinking I should run a few more simulations, I rested my chin on my hand and turned my head toward the window.

And then.

"S-Stella!"

"Yes? What is it, Erhen...? And Elysee...?"

Erhen and Elysee, an extremely awkward combination, approached me simultaneously with very tense expressions.

Surprised by their intensity, I asked that, and immediately after:

"T-the exam! Can I rely on you again this time?!"

"Can I join too, Lady Stella...?"

A dagger I hadn't considered, being preoccupied with studying with Evan, flew at me.

A request from people I'd developed some friendship with—Erhen and Elysee.

And to add to that:

"M-me too, my lady...!"

"Oh, this looks fun! Me too!"

The cross-dressing Paladin Grace and the Saintess, who had been looking at me with increasing interest lately, also joined in.

*...Huh?*

I froze for a moment at this unexpected situation.

Why... did it turn out like this?

"Um, well..."

Actually, I could have refused.

Erhen was one thing, but Elysee, Grace, and the Saintess? This was clearly the worst combination and would definitely be noisy.

However, I already had friendships with all of them, and three of them, excluding the Saintess, were looking at me with sparkling eyes.

Above all, it was awkward to refuse just because of the Saintess.

How did it come to this?

Even excluding Erhen, who had sent me an SOS before, and Ian, whom I didn't know well.

Until the last exam period, I had a bad relationship with Elysee, and the Saintess wasn't interested in studying at all?

I couldn't directly meet their expectant gazes, which were almost burdensome, and turned my head away.

"...Oh my."

...And so, my innocent study session alone with Evan was thwarted.

...I really was going to be completely proper—no hand-holding, no kissing, just studying!

Ch.161 - [Interlude] Forbidden
The spy from the North who had infiltrated the Academy had a busy schedule starting early in the morning. With exam season approaching, professors would be distracted by test preparations, making surveillance easier.

The spy hadn't missed this opportunity. Orders from the homeland would soon arrive, and all preparations needed to be completed beforehand.

"Not bad."

In Maira Forest—a restricted area for cadets before midterms and monitored even for professors—the spy moved freely through the central area where most could barely breathe, injecting mana stones.

Mana stones, concentrated magical energy from magical beast corpses, had been scattered throughout Maira Forest by the spy for quite some time.

"It's become a bit troublesome."

According to the spy's original plan, the mana stones' energy should have mixed with the forest's magic by now, ready for orders to be executed. However, an unexpected variable had emerged.

"That large-scale formula consumed too much mana."

The variable was the massive magic formula Stella Bell Eckhart had installed throughout Maira Forest. This enormous, cleverly hidden formula had been absorbing the forest's magic for months until the midterm exams, slightly delaying the spy's plans.

It was ironic that Eckhart was the cause of this delay.

"...Did she anticipate even this?"

The spy recalled Stella's image—the virtual star of the recent theater festival who led A Class to victory. Even to the spy, who had essentially lived a life of deception, Stella's acting was remarkably impressive.

"Come to think of it, that was the theme of the play too. I don't believe there was any intervention from that person..."

The spy looked down at the ground beneath, which had begun to stir. It resembled something terrifyingly massive—larger than any building—breathing beneath the earth's crust.

"...Soon, we'll reveal ourselves to each other."

The existence of the High Priestess, who had ordered the annihilation and was declared missing, held great attachment for the spy.

The spy scattered the remaining mana stones on the ground as something ominous began to stir.

A magical device attached to the spy's wristwatch chimed.

"...Class time."

Unfortunately, that was all for today. The work was too noisy and bright to do during daylight or late night.

Using the dawn's fading blue as a guide, the spy transformed back into someone else.

*

"Is that so?"

"That's how it happened..."

During the break after the first lecture, I explained to Evan in a small voice how I ended up creating a five-person study group.

I felt genuinely guilty. No matter how much I had encouraged Evan, he must have had expectations.

As I mentioned before, studying with a girl you like is something no man can resist. Moreover, after I had vaguely avoided answering his confession, this first post-confession event had completely fallen apart.

Even though the situation was unavoidable with the Saintess and Elysee involved, that didn't excuse my actions toward Evan.

Indeed, Evan's expression showed displeasure, though mixed with playfulness.

"You know, Stella, I was honestly expecting something."

"...Urgh."

"Hmm? Even when we didn't have particular feelings, you... seduced me like that. I thought you wouldn't pass up this opportunity."

Though his criticism was playful, the subtle disappointment it contained wasn't entirely a joke, making my conscience sting even more.

"And what? You're studying with the Saintess?"

"...Ugh..."

"You know I'll have to join even if the Saintess is there, right Stella?"

I lowered my head further at his words. This was especially shameful.

I knew how much Evan was hurt by the Moonlight Church's existence during the previous Evil God descent incident with the Saintess.

I even heard his story afterward and... um... let him bury his face in my bare chest.

I felt terrible about the situation.

Moreover, because of his trauma, Evan was extremely wary of having someone he cared about near the Moonlight Church.

This meant that since I had formed a study group with the Saintess, Evan would have to face her and study together, whether he liked it or not.

I didn't particularly want to be close to the Saintess either.

Well, primarily because she was someone who hurt Evan just by existing, so my impression of her was beyond zero—it had plummeted through the floor.

Evan's enemies were my enemies. However, this case was somewhat ambiguous.

First, the Saintess possessed the unique authority of Heresy Designation. Knowing that I harbored a heretical divine nature, she could invoke that power at any time.

Additionally, my contract with the Saintess remained valid. I thought I had accurately assessed the Saintess's tendencies, but if I was wrong, it could be disastrous.

The very reason I negotiated with her initially was for Evan's safety.

For now, it was important not to upset her.

Even regardless of all these considerations, she was the type of person who might impale me with a holy spear if she suddenly felt displeased.

"I'm really sorry..."

I conveyed all my regret and guilt to Evan with those words.

...Is Evan angry?
He must be, right?

As I tried to calm my inappropriately fluttering heart while keeping my head bowed, Evan's usual playful voice reached my ears.

"Sorry? Really?"

"Yes... yes!"

I quickly nodded and responded. It was a slightly mischievous expression I seemed to have seen often lately from Evan.

...Mainly the expression he made before initiating physical contact.

As I expected, Evan slowly approached me.

Step by step.

When Evan's breath was close enough to reach me, I habitually closed my eyes tightly and turned my head slightly.

"Ah, it's still break time..."

And with that, I uttered weak words of refusal. That was the minimum conscience I had left.

Because I knew from learned experience that Evan would ignore such words from me and push forward.

"......."

.........?

I gently closed my eyes and unconsciously swallowed, but...

The expected—or rather, anticipated—contact didn't come.

With a sense of loss and confusion, I slowly opened my eyes.

Evan had stepped half a pace away and was smiling mischievously.

"Eh..."

"Were you expecting something, Stella?"

Evan was smiling more mischievously than usual. I finally realized he had been teasing me.

This, this guy...!

"N-No...!"

"No skinship for the next three days, Stella."

As I felt heat rising to my face and tried to protest, Evan preemptively declared.

-Thud!

I had the illusion of hearing such a sound effect in my head.

Um... what? No skinship for me...?

As I tilted my head in confusion, not understanding his words, Evan burst into laughter and continued.

"Haha, I mean exactly what I said, Stella. Why, didn't we agree not to get complacent?"

"T-That! That was...!"

Aren't those two different things?
I did postpone my answer to his confession and told Evan that, but!

It's not like I was the one initiating it; Evan always made the first move...!

B-But suddenly stopping like this isn't right... is it?

I found myself making a tearful expression as I thought of illogical and inconsistent arguments, feeling a rising sense of injustice.

Evan found something amusing about my expression and burst into giggles.

"I-I was wrong about the study group, but...!"

As I was about to protest that this was going too far, Evan said with a voice mixed with laughter:

"I know. It's childish, right?"

I wanted to honestly agree but held back, and Evan shrugged.

"But I can't help it. If I get angry, you'd like that."

"......!!"

I jumped back several steps as if struck at a vital point.

My face was probably as red as a radish right now.

No, how did Evan...!

I clutched my suddenly sinking heart.

I needed to explain.

I couldn't let Evan label me as a pervert with strange sexual desires...!

"N-No, I don't...!?"

"Of course you do. I'm going now! See you later."

Since the next class was a separate session for the Knight Department and Magic Department, Evan turned around, waved, and left.

Left alone, I said:

"...I don't...!"

I was making excuses that no one would hear.

No, really.

...How did he know?

*

After today's particularly long, boring, and slow-feeling lectures finally ended.

The crudely named "Stella Study Group"—consisting of me, Evan, Erhen, Grace, Elysee, and the Saintess, a bizarrely mismatched group—arrived at the library.

"It's been a while, library!!"

"...Indeed. I rarely come except during exam periods."

I looked around at the members once and responded to Erhen's comment.

I hadn't noticed when it was just Erhen, Evan, and me, but...

'...Is this gender ratio for real?'

Even with Grace in male disguise, the male-to-female ratio was 5:1.

Even at my previous arts high school, such an extreme ratio was rare.

'I know Evan isn't the type to be distracted, but...'

I glanced at Evan one last time before entering the library.

When our eyes met, Evan smiled but made no other gesture.

He really seems intent on abstaining from skinship for three days.

'...Hmph. It's only his loss.'

Sometimes there are cases where people accept greater personal loss to inflict harm on others.

...What? This doesn't seem to be the case?

What nonsense. Of course Evan would be more desperate for physical contact!

'...I can't let that stand.'

Even though I'm a bit upset now, Evan is my lord.

I can't let him endure such unnecessary restraint. How vigorous must a man his age be?

If he keeps suppressing it, he'll eventually explode and pounce on me!

'...Before today ends.'

I'll make Evan unable to resist touching me. With that determination, I looked at Evan with a triumphant expression.

"...? What?"

Completely unaware of the situation, Evan just tilted his head in confusion.

Hmph, pretending to be innocent. I've seen things over the past few days.

'I'll expose that beast-like nature of yours...!'

And so, Stella's study group entered the library.

Ch.162 - [Interlude] Temptation
"That, that's! That is...!"

Evan looked at Stella, who was flustered with her eyes spinning at his comment about not having any skinship.

She fidgeted with her hands but couldn't say anything else, looking like she at least had some conscience.

Evan wanted to embrace this adorable sight of Stella right away, but somehow managed to hold himself back.

*...Phew.*

In truth, Evan didn't particularly mind that she had arranged a study group with other women.

...No, that wasn't entirely true.

As Stella had guessed, Evan had been really looking forward to studying for the exam with her.

If she had any sense, she wouldn't spend this exam period in the library, and naturally that meant...

...even if they didn't go all the way, he had thought they could make quite a bit of progress.

But now the situation had changed.

Moreover, considering that there were quite a few people Stella would find difficult to refuse, Evan surprisingly wasn't that upset.

The reason he was acting this way was partly due to his frustration at not being able to make progress, but it was also part of his own strategy.

Recently, Evan felt he had been pouring out his emotions to her too freely.

Setting aside how she responded to that, they had essentially reached their limit since they couldn't progress much further.

Having confessed to her not long ago and now being in this situation meant they could only maintain this level of skinship until they caught the spy.

If that was the case, Evan judged that the excitement would inevitably diminish compared to the beginning.

Of course, Stella still trembled and pressed her legs together whenever they kissed, but there was no guarantee that would continue.

Oh, what about Evan himself?
Evan was happy just holding her hand.
It's just that his desire to go further was too strong.

Anyway, in this situation, Evan felt that some push and pull was necessary.
And the current situation had given him the perfect excuse.

With Stella's large study group, making progress was impossible anyway.

So Evan's strategy was to use this opportunity to make Stella desperate.

*Of course, it'll be tough for me too...*

Evan defined himself as someone whose patience was his only strength, having spent his childhood devoted to training without even sleeping.

So he was confident he could endure better than Stella, at least.

*Perfect.*

Evan admired his flawless plan.
If this plan succeeded, he might even see Stella making advances on him.

"But it can't be helped. You'd like it if I got angry, wouldn't you?"

"......!!"

With that final strike to Stella's weak point, she flinched and curled up.

...How could she think he wouldn't know?

She would make a face that screamed "I'm excited" whenever he showed even the slightest hint of anger.

Hadn't she even asked him to choke her before, without any real need?

Evan hadn't forgotten these facts, though he had kept them to himself since they were only useful in bed.

*Well then...*

How would she react?
Evan glanced at Stella while trying to calm his heart pounding with anticipation.

While it was true that he had been weak to her lately, with strong patience he could endure it.

"...That's not true...!"

*Lie.*

Evan was certain that after about three days, she would be the one who couldn't stand it anymore.

*

Time passed, and they were now in the library.

Six people, including Stella and Evan, occupied a corner of the library, concentrating on their studies.

"Stella! How does this formula work?"

"S-Stella, Young Lady! How do I..."

Most questions came from academically struggling students like Erhen or Grace, directed at Stella—

"Oh, that's a basic mana square formula. That's a sum formula. ...Don't you even know this?"

"...I wasn't asking you."

—but before Stella could answer, Elysee would jump in with explanations, making the atmosphere awkward.

Since they couldn't complain to someone who was helping, Erhen and Grace could only grumble quietly.

Especially Elysee, who didn't know Grace was a woman, was doubly vigilant, making Grace feel incredibly wronged.

And the Saintess watched her pathetic knight with languid eyes.

The overall atmosphere was chaotic.

But even this chaos was mild compared to what was going on in Stella's head.

*...I'll uncover Evan's vile desires!*

Contrary to Evan's expectations, Stella's patience hadn't even lasted a day.

She had decided she would receive skinship from Evan today.
Once she decided, that's how it would be.

She was already making such resolutions and commitments.

This wasn't something the normal Stella would do, but when it came to Evan, especially romance-related matters, her brain became stupid and perverted—a thought process typical of her.

*Evan is...*

Stella glanced at Evan with a determined expression.

Evan was sitting right next to Stella, but perhaps because there were too many people, he appeared to be frowning and focusing on the problems without making any gestures.

Of course, in reality, he was using all his senses except his vision to monitor Stella's movements.

The exam was already far from his mind.
Though he would study separately to earn Stella's praise.

*...Really, he's not doing anything?*

But Stella, unaware of Evan's struggles, kept glancing at him with a sulky expression.

That was the catalyst.
Stella's self-proclaimed high-intelligence brain quickly began devising ways to seduce him.

As mentioned earlier, Stella was a complete novice when it came to romance...but.

There was one area where she wasn't: seduction.

Her knowledge from her male past life plus her instinctive, unconscious female appeal occasionally pierced through Evan's solid patience.

Nevertheless, this was her first conscious attempt at seduction, so Stella hesitated slightly.

It was hesitation born from ignorance rather than embarrassment.

"Um, Stella, Young Lady? I don't understand this part..."

"Hm? Oh, Salamander mana stones have high instability during activation, so you need to apply Rubens' formula for calculation."

While answering Elysee's question with her still-excellent brain, Stella continued to ponder.

*Seduction... How do I do that?*

Stella had a vast database from her previous life—tens of thousands of movies, plays, novels, comics, and animations—but even there, scenes of women seducing men were rare.

Even when they existed, most were difficult for the current Stella to attempt.

Most involved getting close and trying, or using physical exposure...

*...Exposure?*

Suddenly, a light flashed in Stella's mind.
Currently, Evan was deliberately not looking at her.

But would he still be able to if she exposed some skin?

*Good.*

Stella decided and loosened her tie all the way down to just below her chest.

Then, maintaining a natural poker face, she undid two or three buttons.

Since she usually wore a rather tight blouse, as soon as she undid the buttons, her bare chest seemed to swell with an almost audible "pop" effect.

"Phew... It's a bit hot in here."

She didn't forget to add such a comment for conscience's sake.
It wasn't a strange excuse since her body temperature had actually risen with the mana flowing through her body.

Plus, she was genuinely feeling cooler with her bare skin exposed.

In fact, the edge of the library where they were sitting was a bit warm due to the many cadets and the cooling magic not reaching there.

Stella praised herself for being quite natural and glanced at Evan sitting beside her.

*...Tch.*

But Evan didn't seem to be showing any reaction, and Stella became dejected again.

Of course, it wasn't that Evan hadn't seen it or was ignoring it; he was desperately circulating his mana to suppress his physical reaction.

It was a physical change somewhat inappropriate to display in a public place.

*Then, should I tie up my hair...? Men like the nape of the neck.*

But Stella had no way of knowing his struggles, and instead, a vicious cycle unfolded where she tried even more provocative things because she thought there was no reaction.

Stella put a hair tie in her mouth and naturally tied her hair back.

Since she had already mentioned it was hot, it was a normal action that didn't seem strange.

But because she had undone several buttons, it only emphasized her chest, which was now squished horizontally.

Of course, Evan couldn't move even 1mm in that state.
He was sincerely focusing all his mental energy on circulating his mana.

Stella realized this method wasn't working and pouted her lips before focusing back on studying.

However, what she failed to consider was that Evan wasn't the only one affected by her seduction.

*

*S-S-Stella?!*

Erhen, an elf known for being a leisurely race that cultivates mind and body by looking at trees all their lives, was experiencing unprecedented extreme confusion.

The cause was obviously Stella, who had unbuttoned her chest that looked ready to burst and was leaning forward to teach her problems.

It was due to Stella's sexy atmosphere, so different from her usual self who always wore her uniform jacket neatly without a single wrinkle.

To make matters worse, she was leaning forward to explain problems, emphasizing her exposure.

Erhen felt dizzy, like she might get a nosebleed, and tried desperately to focus on the problems.

Meanwhile, she wasn't the only one suffering from such torment.

*S-Stella, Young Lady?! W-why such attire...?!*

*T-too sexy...!*

The situation was the same for the returnee Elysee, who always smiled coolly, and Grace, the church's devout Paladin.

Everyone was looking at her with wandering gazes as she tied her hair and unbuttoned her blouse.

Since they all had a certain level of affection for her, the impact was tremendous.

Meanwhile, the person causing this impact was pouting because she wasn't getting the reaction she wanted.

*...Tch. It's his loss if he doesn't look.*

Stella thought this as she tried to wipe her sweaty chest with a handkerchief, too focused on Evan's gaze to notice that everyone except the Saintess was staring at her actions.

And then.

"Hah...!"

"...Stella? Let's go outside for some fresh air."

Evan gently wrapped his hand around Stella's wrist and smiled as he spoke.

He was smiling, but the corners of his mouth were trembling.
He instinctively felt that something bad would happen if he left her alone any longer, though he hadn't completely regained his composure.

Evan maintained his composure with concentration greater than when facing an Illusionary Demonic Beast as he took Stella's wrist and led her away.

Stella grumbled about being suddenly pulled away and losing concentration, but she couldn't hide her joy as she pretended to reluctantly follow him.

"......Phew."

And in the place Stella left, only a sigh of relief remained, though no one knew who had exhaled it.

Truly, she was an incredibly dangerous person.

All the women left in the library, except for the Saintess, thought so with one heart and mind.

Ch.163 - [Interlude] Request
Chapter 163. The Invitation

Evan pulled Stella out of the library where she had been studying and led her to a lounge-like area behind the library.

The cool evening breeze helped calm Evan's excitement. Behind him, Stella was rubbing her wrist that had been somewhat forcefully grabbed while muttering something.

"...Stella."

"Ah, yes...!"

Stella immediately turned and responded when Evan called her.

Could it be that he really couldn't hold back anymore?

Was Evan also helpless against visual stimulation after all?

Are all men truly beasts...!

—Such were Stella's thoughts, causing her face to flush slightly.

Of course, Evan could now read such thoughts of hers with his eyes closed.

Evan, with truly superhuman patience, said:

"...Don't you feel stuffy sitting inside all this time? Let's get some fresh air before going back."

"Huh...?"

What's this? Is he really going to let this pass?
After dragging me out here so roughly, there won't be any physical contact?

Stella felt like lightning had struck inside her head.

*Oh no, this isn't working...?*

I need to reveal Evan's true nature?
I, I promised myself I'd get some skinship within a day...?

*Was my seduction... ineffective?*

Stella, who had excessive self-esteem due to being possessed by her favorite character from her past life, suffered one of her first blows to her self-confidence since being possessed.

She had subtly unbuttoned her top and slowly tied up her hair.

In Stella's mind, it was impossible for any man to resist when a girl he liked showed her chest and nape in front of him.

Of course, she couldn't see how Evan was forcibly suppressing his intense reactions, so she had no way of knowing.

*...Can Evan really resist?*

Stella felt her mood plummet.

She knew it was a selfish thought.
After all, she was the one postponing his confession and not allowing things to progress beyond a certain point.

Thinking about it made her feel even more depressed.

*...Well, I have no right to complain about Evan being like this.*

They might be much closer now, but before that, she had been incredibly rude and unnecessarily built walls between them.

Stella recalled events from a few years ago as she thought about this.

*

"They're more difficult than I expected, those Mage Tower folks."

"...This was unexpected."

"They're like this sometimes. Still, I wouldn't think those people would be incapable of doing this much..."

About two years ago.

In their plan that would progress from the entrance exam to midterms and then to the spy hunt.

The most difficult element that they couldn't handle with their own power was the large-scale formula that needed to be laid across the entire Maira Forest.

It was nearly impossible for Evan, let alone Stella, to design such a formula through self-study alone.

They desperately needed help from mages outside the Isenberg domain.

"Those guys, maybe it's because I'm from Isenberg. I heard they've been receiving plenty of support from the Church lately."

"Ah, I see."

"You're not very enthusiastic. Next is the Capital's Mage Tower?"

That's why the two of them, who weren't particularly close or fond of each other yet, had no choice but to personally run around making requests.

For security reasons, only Stella could accurately explain the request details, and Evan was needed for the Isenberg name value.

Of course, it would have been possible to prove Isenberg's backing in writing, but the mages at the Tower weren't gentle enough to accept such things easily.

"By the way, lighten up your expression a bit. I don't particularly enjoy smelling the musty odor of mages either, even though I'm out for the first time in a while."

"This is my default expression. Just ignore it."

"Ah, right. ...That's not a lie."

The two really didn't get along well at that time.

Perhaps it was a personality difference, or the lingering suspicion they still had toward each other despite agreeing to cooperate and keep silent about each other.

That's why they were somewhat on edge with each other.

The stress from frequent rejections by the Mage Towers during this period probably contributed as well.

Neither of them had the consideration to hide the stress they received from outside.

"......"

"......"

As such, their relationship showed no signs of improving throughout the long journey from Isenberg territory to the capital.

This was unpleasant for both Stella and Evan.

For Stella, though she would deny it, Evan was her first connection (albeit not very appealing) when she wanted to build relationships.

For Evan, he simply found it difficult to endure such an awkward atmosphere.

So it was a transitional period.
It was the worst time in their relationship before it developed to some extent.

Nevertheless, both felt the need for improvement, so they did make attempts to approach each other.

"Come to think of it. Do you believe I can fight and win against someone named Claire?"

"No."

"...So you're basically telling me to die?"

Claire was literally the Sword Saint whose identity Evan hadn't explained to Stella.
Until this point, Stella had been planning to pass off any potential battle with the Sword Saint to Evan.

Of course, she would help with defense as best she could, but it would be dangerous.
Stella knew this but felt there was no choice.

From the beginning, Evan was the only one who could possibly match the Sword Saint, so there weren't many options.
Even if he got seriously injured, it couldn't be helped.

After all, if they couldn't deal with the Sword Saint, Evan wouldn't be able to achieve his goal either.

...This thinking would completely change exactly two years later, but that's how it was at the time.

"You're the one who decided to trust me, aren't you? If you have complaints..."

"Ah, enough, enough."

Their conversations often broke off like this.
For Evan, Stella's existence was quite interesting but equally mysterious.

"...We've arrived."

After that, the two had to hear polite rejections from many Mage Towers.

Despite using the Duke's status and transportation, this continued until the sunset was hanging on the horizon.

"In the end, I spent the whole day with you. And probably... we'll have to do this for a few more days."

"Haah..."

Evan said this while facing the blazing red sunset.
They were trying to visit the Mage Towers whenever they had time, changing conditions, but negotiations weren't easy.

They might have to spend time like this together several times over the coming months.

Both knew this fact, so while it wasn't a physically demanding day, fatigue showed on their faces.

Evan tried to lighten the gloomy atmosphere by shrugging his shoulders and saying:

"Well, if you really hate it, how about thinking of it as a date?"

"...What?"

Evan meant it as a joke, but for Stella, it was a statement that made her skin crawl.

A date with a man? And not just anyone, but with him?

For Stella, who had been possessed not long ago and still had a strong identity from her past life, it was an utterly repulsive idea.

"Do you see me that way, Evan?"

"No, when you get so serious, it makes me feel awkward."

"...Ah. I apologize for that."

Stella apologized, realizing she had overreacted.

She noticed she had frowned more than necessary, in a way that wasn't like Stella at all.

"......"

A moment of silence followed.
The red sunset that had been blazing had now sunk to the horizon, losing its light to a purple hue.

"...Evan."

"Yes?"

And under that darkening sky, Stella spoke her true feelings.

"...I would like to be somewhat friendly with Evan."

"...Really?"

Evan was genuinely surprised, as she had never smiled at him except at dawn that one time.

"...But that doesn't mean I want it to develop into a romantic relationship. Such jokes are... a bit difficult for me."

Even now, when her name was called or when she looked in the mirror, it still felt awkward.

For her, the present still remained as the past of her previous life.

So she had absolutely no intention of having that kind of relationship with Evan.

Therefore.
Because she actually wanted to build a friendship with him.

Even if it might be an overreaction, Stella wanted to draw this line clearly.

That was already two years ago.

*

*...That's right.*

Thinking about it, I've changed quite a lot.
It's been only about two years since I used to be so picky and snippy with Evan.

From Evan's perspective, I must seem like such a strange woman.

And with that thought, I realized.

...How to seduce Evan right now.

"...Um, Evaaan?"

"S-Stella?"

I slowly approached Evan, who was turning around and taking a deep breath for some reason, and pressed my chest against his back.

Evan flinched in surprise.

I took his hand, turned him around, and pushed him against the wall.

Evan was now pressed against the wall, facing me.

Only then could I see the flush that had risen to Evan's cheeks.
...As expected, it must have been hard to hold back?

With that thought, I slowly opened my mouth.
Recalling the proposal from the previous exam.

"...Evan."

"Y-yes..."

"After this exam is over... would you like to go somewhere with me?"

It was quite embarrassing to say this with my own mouth.
I've done something similar before, but I didn't think of it that way then.

Above all... Evan had always brought it up first.

Evan seemed to realize what I was trying to say and asked in a flustered voice:

"T-that, could it be a d-"

"...It's a date invitation."

I answered, cutting off Evan's words with a face that had turned bright red.

Last time, Evan spoke first.

No, not just that—awareness of feelings, confessing them—Evan had always been ahead in everything.

...This time, I'll take the lead.

"Evan... except for the theater festival, you've never seen me wear a skirt, right...?"

...No point in hiding it now.
During our semi-date, I bought several skirts at the clothing store.

Not like that long dress that reached my ankles during the theater festival...

"......!!"

"It comes up to... here."

I whispered, placing Evan's hand on the inside of my thigh.
It fits my wide hips and though thin, has quite a bit of volume.

I could feel Evan's hand slightly digging into the soft part of my inner thigh through my pants.
Evan's breathing became rougher, and his face grew redder.

Evan seemed to reach some limit and tried to push me away.

"S-tella. Wait..."

"...Don't you want to see?"

As I whispered with a smiling gaze.

Evan's patience seemed to break there, and I could feel the sensation I had been eagerly waiting for.

"Kyaa... mmph..."

Without removing his hand from my thigh.

Evan switched our positions, pressing me against the wall and kissing me fiercely.

My chest was firmly pressed between the wall and Evan.
Feeling Evan's sweet touch, I thought:

*...I won!*

I succeeded in seducing Evan, making him unable to resist skinship...!

With that satisfying sense of victory rising.

I felt my heart pounding more intensely than ever and my body trembled.

For me, who had suffered from a lack of affection, the sensation of drawing out affection from Evan was the most thrilling pleasure.

Somehow, I felt like I'd been on the receiving end lately, so I felt proud...!

*...But, what's this?*

Even in that happiness, I felt something strange and questioned it slightly.

What is this hard feeling I'm sensing against my lower abdomen where I'm pressed against Evan...

*.......*

...

"Ahh?!"

I suddenly realized what it was and made a strange sound while kissing Evan.

N-no.... I did resolve to show my desire while seducing him.

Honestly, I expected this kind of reaction, but...

*This is, this is...*

There must be several layers of fabric between us.
Yet somehow it feels hot like it's touching bare skin... and there's a throbbing pulse.

*H-haaaa...*

Setting aside that I was originally a man, this sensation defies common sense.

When I twisted my body in surprise, I felt... that thing pressing firmly against my lower abdomen due to our position.

Pressing firmly...

Pressing even more firmly...

.

.

.

"Higuuh...♥!"


...I might die from this.

*

Stella returned to her study group about 30 minutes later.

And she did so while keeping her legs tightly together, her body occasionally twitching... and giving off quite an indecent scent.

Ch.164 - [Interlude] Appreciation
Chapter 163. Reflection

The original Stella had fallen into deep despair after refusing her transmigrated self's proposal to borrow her body temporarily.

She couldn't even think about trying to persuade her again.

Of course, it was something she would eventually have to do for her plans, but right now, she didn't want to.

*I can't let this happen.*

Because during her last conversation with the Stella who had transmigrated into her body...

The original Stella realized she felt a sense of defeat toward her.

Goodness. How could this be possible?

She knew she lacked femininity to some extent. She'd often been told her expressions were stiff and her emotions shallow, making her seem wooden.

She was well aware that she wasn't the type of woman suited for her lord.

*But still...!*

No matter what, she honestly didn't think she should feel defeated by a former man.

Especially by a former man who had lived as a woman for far fewer days than herself.

So Stella had fallen into a state similar to delirium, sprawled lifelessly in her mindscape, just watching the actions of the transmigrated Stella.

Even the Ice Dragon, who usually teased her whenever she was displeased, remained quiet this time, as if showing consideration.

That fact irritated Stella the most. Didn't it feel like public acknowledgment that she had lost as a woman?

"That can't be... I can do it too..."

But all the current information pointed to that fact. As much as it hurt her pride, she was less womanly than the former man who had transmigrated into her body.

Somehow, she even felt like certain parts of the other Stella were bigger than hers.

-No skinship for the next three days, Stella.

"Haha. Serves you right, brat."

On top of having her proposal rejected when she thought it would obviously be accepted, Stella had been spending her time cursing at the transmigrated Stella.

Though she wouldn't admit it, to be honest, with their senses and emotions slightly connected now...

The daily life of the transmigrated Stella was somewhat interesting to watch.

What outrageous methods would that bitch use to seduce him? How could someone with such a mindset try to charm a man?

Guessing these things was quite intriguing.

...It really would have been, if the subject wasn't herself and the target wasn't her lord.

-...Don't you feel stuffy sitting here all this time? Let's go get some fresh air.

-Uh...?

Now Stella was watching her lord putting up walls against the woman in her body.

"That's right, my lord...!"

Seeing her lord, who was usually helpless against seductions that even impressed her, acting like this gave her a kind of pleasure.

But just as Stella was thinking how satisfying it was...

-...I'm asking you on a date.

-Coming all the way... here...

...Don't you want to see it?

Unable to resist the temptation of the crazy seductress's tongue, Evan was now deeply exploring her.

*......*

Wouldn't that be considered talent at this point? How did she hide that nature before being transmigrated?

As Stella watched their intense display of affection with sunken eyes devoid of light, she felt the transmigrated Stella's great shock through their emotional connection.

*What's going on?*

There was no reason for her to feel this emotion while being so close to Evan...

....

.......

"Eek...!"

Only then did the original Stella, whose senses were also connected, understand the cause.

Her face instantly turned bright red.

The original Stella, who unintentionally learned about her lord's... that thing, couldn't hide her shock along with her guilt.

"Is, is that even possible...?"

Covering her face with both hands but still peeking through the gaps between her fingers, the original Stella muttered.

Ah, no matter how ignorant she was about men, that was...

From the perspective of a virgin who had only imagined that her lord would naturally be extraordinary, she couldn't help but be shocked.

"W-wow..."

Stella exclaimed, estimating the size by placing it against her lower abdomen.

-Gulp.

The original Stella felt her usual jealousy toward the Stella who had transmigrated into her body...

...and for the first time, sympathy.

*

Erhen felt the greatest trembling of her (by human standards) long life.

*W-what is this smell?*

Elves are often thought to have developed only their hearing because of their long ears, but their sense of smell was almost equally developed.

When Erhen asked her mother, the Great Elder, why their noses weren't as long, she replied it was because that wouldn't be beautiful.

Anyway, Erhen's sense of smell, comparable to elven hearing, detected Stella's thick scent.

To be precise, the thick scent of a female in heat.

*W-what were these people doing for thirty minutes before coming back?*

Erhen felt her thighs crossing in a strange sensation as she muttered to herself.

With her sense of smell, she could tell to some extent. The two people who hadn't returned for quite some time hadn't gone all the way.

Because this thick, wafting lewdness didn't contain much of Evan's scent.

Then what on earth did they do to make someone look like that?

Erhen trembled with genuine fear.

Though she was an elf who had lived abundantly long by human standards and despite her usual behavior, she had no tolerance for such matters.

Just seeing Stella's lewd atmosphere as she twisted her body and unconsciously tried to press against Evan was enough to make her face burn.

Erhen was sure that until just before, the two had seemed somewhat awkward.

The mere thought of what these crazy lewd couple might have done made her body tremble.

She wasn't the only one feeling this way.

Grace and Elysee, though they didn't have Erhen's level of smell, each had their own developed senses.

While they felt jealous that Evan had made Stella like that...

They also felt an inexplicable heat in their bodies at the sight of the disheveled and sexy Stella, something they had never seen before.

"...Ahem."

"...Hmm."

"Hmm..."

"Evan, isn't this problem difficult...?"

Though none of them were really there to study, they all thought the same thing.

It's really hard to concentrate on exam preparation.

*

Though I shouldn't be the one to say this after doing such things with Evan just now, it seemed like no one sitting at the same table as me could concentrate on studying.

Well, the Saintess never seemed to have any intention of studying in the first place.

Erhen was blushing and muttering something, and the other two weren't much different.

If they had something in common, it was that they were all glancing at me with dreamy eyes.

Could it be...?

Are they annoyed that I, the study leader, did such things?

If that was the case, I couldn't argue. Even though this study group was forcibly formed, I did feel a bit guilty for going out for 30 minutes to... smooch with Evan.

With that guilt, I helped them prepare for the exams more diligently, hammering knowledge into them.

"At that time, the Moonlight Church, which had only spread in local areas, greatly flourished during the Great War..."

"Here, you need to apply five different methods of mana circulation in different ways..."

"This herb is a plant that only grows in the snowy mountain regions of the North, and its efficacy is..."

I was thankful that I had managed to preview the final exams bit by bit around the time of the Theater Festival.

If I had started studying after that, my memory would have been filled with thoughts of Evan, and I would have forgotten everything while floating on cloud nine.

If that had happened, no joke, I wouldn't be teaching them but would be busy studying myself.

Honestly, there's a high probability that wouldn't have worked out either.

Because even now, my mind is stuck on those... intimate acts from earlier and can't escape.

No, today rather than the intimate acts, it was that...

That.......

"Miss Stella?"

"Ah, I'm sorry. Anyway, to explain again..."

Feeling my thoughts drifting in that direction again, I pulled myself together.

...No, is that even possible for a human?

I didn't think I was particularly lacking, but considering what I saw earlier through clothes...

And that... Evan... to me...

Thump thump...

*......*

Kyaaaa...

*

"Thank you for today...!"

"S-see you tomorrow, Young Lady!"

Unfortunately, I never managed to focus on my own studies for the rest of the time.

I just spat out memorized information like a vending machine, helping others with their studies.

Actually, this level of preparation should be enough to reach the top ranks, maybe even the very top. So I wasn't particularly worried, but what concerned me more was...

*...If I become even more distracted, what will happen?*

I'm already completely unable to concentrate on studying like this.

If I had accepted Evan's confession then...

...Well. I don't know for sure, but it would have been worse than this. The thought gave me goosebumps.

As I was thinking about this and about to go find Evan, who had gone to the library saying he'd left something there...

"Excuse me, do you have a moment?"

"...Yes?"

The Saintess approached me, with the bright moon in the night sky as her backdrop.

...What's this about?

Ch.165 - [Interlude] Questions
In the Saintess's perception, Stella Bell Eckhart was quite a peculiar human.

She didn't seem to have the same unpredictable thought process as herself, yet her actions were impossible to predict.

Seeing her now, swooning over a man, she appeared rather lovesick.

But considering how she had approached the Saintess with her proposal, her intellect seemed even more extraordinary than her own.

Yet she wasn't completely rational either—she had the audacity to guess at the Saintess's true nature, which even the Saintess herself didn't fully understand, and attempt negotiations.

She seemed to have had no presence before, but upon returning to the Academy, she had become a celebrity.

Her acting skills on stage were so perfect that even the Saintess herself was amazed.

There were many other peculiarities, but overall she was a human with many strange aspects.

And yet, all these peculiarities combined couldn't compare to the bizarreness of her Divinity.

Divinity—power bestowed by beings with divine status.

Any being with divine status could bestow it upon their followers, but in modern times, the only remaining Divinities were the nameless power commonly called "Mana" and that of the Moonlight Church.

That had been the established theory until now.

This was because the Lord of the Snow Mountain, who was presumed to have divine status equal to or higher than the Lord of the White Night, did not share her divine status with her followers.

So Stella's appearance with such divine status meant she was the first in the Empire.

No wonder the Cardinal had tried to designate her as a heretic and kill her.
This alone made her an unusual individual outside the norm, but she even controlled her Divinity freely.

"Excuse me, do you have a moment?"

"...Yes?"

Even now, as she responded to the Saintess's call, what the Saintess sensed from her wasn't that bone-chilling Divinity but ordinary Mana.

The Saintess wondered how the Pope, who suffered from similar symptoms as herself (vomiting blood with even the slightest entry of Mana into the body, though it would heal immediately), would react if he found out.

Even apart from being someone who could fulfill her wish, Stella was truly an intriguing human.

A being using the Divinity of the Snow Mountain's Lord.
To the Saintess, who had searched through all available materials with her authority to remove her own Divinity, Stella's identity was obvious.

*

The Saintess stopped me.
What could she want?

To be honest, I had almost no—no, absolutely no good memories related to the Saintess.

Whether it was discovering her drug-addict-like tendencies, getting caught up in unexpected battles with evil gods... above all, her frequent clashes with Evan often caused trouble for me.

"It's nothing major. I just wanted to talk about that Mana."

"...Mana?"

Well, the Saintess was particularly sensitive to detecting Divinity and Mana.
If the Ice Dragon's Divinity had disappeared from my body and been replaced with Mana, she would certainly have noticed.

I still didn't understand why she had approached me, though.

"Yes. You probably already know what's happening, so I'll be direct. How should I put this..."

"......"

The Saintess looked up at the moon for a moment, choosing her words.
Then, smiling like the crescent moon, she spoke.

"Have you ever experienced not being loved by parents... or such figures?"

"......"

I could only remain silent at her sudden question.
It wasn't as if she knew something about my past life, but coincidentally, she had hit the mark.

Because it was the source of much of who I am.

But the Saintess continued, making me wonder if she had truly intended this.

"I have, but it didn't bother me much. But that's not normal, right? Most people would feel terribly hurt! They might even resent their parents?"

These were feelings I knew well.
But why bring this up now...

'...Ah.'

High Priestess, unique Divinity, purge, Saintess...

...Moonlight Church.

Suddenly, the puzzle pieces in my mind quickly fell into place.
And I understood why the Saintess had called me now.

"The Children of the Snowy Mountain, along with many people in the North, were disappointed in their god who ignored them!"

"Their disappointment and sense of betrayal must have been even more intense because they were deeply religious," the Saintess explained.

Thinking about it, that made sense.

While the main deity of the Moonlight Church, with equal divine status, broadly bestowed Divine Power on believers across the continent, the Ice Dragon had only given weak foresight to her High Priestesses.

"Exploiting discontent, unrest, and anxiety. That's what we do best."

"So that means..."

"We promised them adoptive parents."

Though fragmentary, I could grasp the situation.

The North is now either allied with the Moonlight Church or about to be.
And the result would be...

My death, as the Saintess had indicated.

"...Why are you telling me this?"

"No special reason! Just..."

Because if you die, my wish cannot be fulfilled.
The Saintess turned and left, her smile glowing brighter in the moonlight.

Somehow, her retreating figure looked happier than ever before.

'.......'

An alliance between the North and the Moonlight Church.

An alliance between those who want to kill me and those Evan wants to kill.

I felt something like fate as I quietly stood in the mild breeze of late summer.

After some time had passed...

"Sorry, Stella. Did you wait long?"

"...Evan."

Evan approached with a smile, carrying the textbook he said he'd left behind.
His timing was certainly impeccable...

"...You could have come out earlier."

"Haha. Was it that obvious?"

Of course I'd notice when he appeared so opportunely.

I felt somewhat guilty.
Not for making him wait, but because his wait had been created by my conversation with the Saintess.

Evan tended to become sharp when the Moonlight Church was connected to someone he cared about.

Yet he had quietly waited while the Saintess and I talked for a long time.

"...Thank you."

"It's nothing."

Evan smiled, interlacing his fingers with mine.
Though the Ice Dragon's cold Mana had disappeared, his hand still felt so warm to me.

-Have you ever experienced not being loved by parents... or such figures?

Just like my love for him, which remained unchanged even though the void had been filled.

"Evan."

"Yes?"

"I really... this part of you..."

I really, really hate it.

At those words, as I turned my head away from the heat rising to my face,
Evan froze momentarily, then burst into laughter.

A smile brighter than the moon that had risen in the sky,
Chasing away the darkness of night.

"...I see!"

*

After the exam period, which was much busier than before.

"Everyone, take your seats!"

The written portion of the final exam began.

Ch.166 - [Interlude] Contrast
The contrast between my past and present life was striking. In high school, I had lived completely detached from grades, focusing solely on acting auditions despite the academic demands of arts programs.

"Hey, aren't you going to study during exam period?"

"No, I'm busy preparing for auditions."

Back then, I arrogantly believed that only those with inferior acting skills needed to worry about grades. My conceit was reinforced when I got accepted into a good university.

"Wow, this cocky brat. You're only a sophomore and already giving up on studying?"

"Still get better grades than you, Noona."

"Arrrgh!"

Truth was, my memory allowed me to absorb enough just from attending classes. My friends and seniors found it infuriating.

I wasn't completely slacking off—while others studied, I immersed myself in acting, spending entire days at home with scripts. Looking back, I was lonely then. Perhaps I knew it even at the time, but foolishly believed acting was the only way to fill that void.

But enough about my past life. What was I doing during exam period now?

"Hehe... I wonder if Evan will like this...?"

I was developing magic to fight spies. Though I had a prototype, anything used in actual combat needed thorough cross-verification. If a formula suddenly melted from excessive heat, the entire operation would fail and the Academy might explode.

I had to be extremely careful. One chance was all I'd get. Even a 0.1% chance of failure would be catastrophic.

"I'll give it to him when our date ends...!"

The formula we used during the entrance exam had been cross-verified dozens of times with the Magic Tower's help, even designed to function with up to 10% loss in non-critical areas. But this magic had to be developed entirely on my own.

"...Come to think of it, I don't know his ring size."

I was also preparing a gift for Evan. That's how my exam period passed.

*

The night before exams, Stella's study group was finishing final preparations in the library. The Saintess had disappeared somewhere, but everyone else was present.

"As you experienced last time, exams run for about two days. Common subjects on the first day, and major subjects on the second."

I addressed Evan, Erhen, Elysee, and Grace. Honestly, teaching wasn't difficult except for Erhen and Grace.

Elysee had been tutored by Dorothy and would easily rank second or third, while Evan was naturally brilliant despite his lack of studying. After all, he was practically the only person who could pack so much mana into his brain—it made no sense that he couldn't study well.

The problems came with Grace the Paladin and Erhen the elementary archer from the Great Forest.

I already knew from the previous exam that Erhen was painfully slow at learning. But Grace was the surprise. Her noble appearance had led me to assume she'd be good at studying, but that wasn't the case.

As a fallen aristocrat and essentially the head of her household, Grace was well-versed in Moonlight Church's Holy Arts and physical training, but academics were not her strength. It wasn't about intelligence—she lacked common knowledge.

Moreover, as the Saintess's bodyguard, she had been placed in the Magic Department, making her struggle even more. No wonder she and Erhen had bonded over their shared difficulties.

"Let's do our best...!"

"Y-yes!"

Conveniently, excluding me, we had two from the Knight Department (Evan, Erhen) and two from the Magic Department (Elysee, Grace), with two good students and two struggling ones.

I could have paired them up to teach each other, but...

*That wouldn't work.*

Pairing Evan with Erhen, who already needed so much help? I hadn't been able to spend much time with him during exam period as it was!

So I had Elysee focus on Grace while I concentrated on teaching Erhen. This was one time when our publicly established relationship status came in handy.

"This will definitely be on the exam. Professor Stefan mentioned..."

"Argh! My head feels like it's going to explode!"

"You won't die, Erhen."

"Stella, do I just solve this with calculation?"

"Oh, Evan! Here..."

That's how the last night before exams passed.

Studying late with friends to prepare for exams—it was actually something I had wished for in my previous life. Even now, with my emotional needs fulfilled by Evan, it felt like it would become a good memory.

*

On the first day of exams, most cadets wandered the classroom like zombies with dark circles under their eyes, mumbling memorized content.

I had gone straight to bed after our study session ended, falling asleep thinking about Evan, so I had no such problems. I wanted to look pretty for Evan, and dark circles wouldn't help with that.

I had always taken care of my skin, but since accepting my female identity, there were so many more things to consider.

"Everyone, take your seats!"

The exam proceeded quickly. The first day featured various memorization subjects, which was where my brain worked most efficiently, so I breezed through them.

The previous midterm exam had contained hints about the practical portion—about the Automatons and Maira Forest—but this final exam seemed to have fewer such clues, perhaps because the practical portion would be easier.

Well, someone would probably find them useful anyway, especially since the Academy rarely supplied so many Mana Stones.

-Ding ding ding ding.

As I finished quickly and pondered these things, the end bell rang. Before students could even sigh, the exam papers glowed blue and were transmitted to the professors.

Having done this once before, I felt more at ease with the process. The problems had been more manageable than last time, allowing me to relax and think about other things.

Like Evan, taking his exam in the Knight Department. Evan, possibly struggling with problems that would be difficult for ordinary cadets. Evan, who might be thinking about me too...

Just like in my previous life and the last exam, I wished today would end quickly.

*

The two days of exams passed excruciatingly slowly. I knew the reason was that I'd restrained myself from physical contact with Evan during exam period, but I tried to ignore that fact.

"Phew... I think I did pretty well...!"

After the exams ended, we gathered in the student lounge for a celebration. Grace made this comment with relief.

Indeed, while Grace lacked common knowledge, she wasn't unintelligent. She had managed to achieve middle-to-lower rankings in the Magic Department exams despite her unfamiliarity with the subject. It was like putting an elementary school graduate directly into college, but with my teaching and her effort, she had performed admirably.

According to her, if she failed and dropped a class, the Saintess would be furious.

"Me too...!"

Erhen, who related to Grace's struggles, was jumping with joy, apparently having done better than last time.

"I think I did quite well too. I might even aim for first place this time? Hehe."

Elysee looked at me with smiling eyes. Well, I didn't really care who ranked first.

Though it had started as an interruption to my grand plans (ulterior motives), Stella's study group had been enjoyable in its own way.

*

After the exams ended and everyone else had left...

"...Hmm. Everyone's gone?"

"...Yes."

Evan and I were left alone. It felt strangely awkward being just the two of us after spending so much time with the study group members lately.

"Evan...? Um..."

"Yes, Stella."

But I had to do what I needed to do. It was a promise.

And beyond that...

"P-please meet me at the fountain in the shopping district this weekend!"

...I wanted to do this.

This time, it really was...

...a date.

Ch.167 - [Interlude] Date (1)
In my previous life in the acting world, there was a saying:

"A truly beautiful actor is one who looks beautiful on camera."

Camera appeal was just something ordinary people mentioned when taking selfies, but for actors, it could make or break their careers.

An actor who didn't photograph well could genuinely look ten pounds heavier on screen than in real life.

There was even a saying that it was lucky if your face appeared on camera exactly as it was in person.

With harsh lighting, unflattering angles, and dark circles from long shoots—makeup was essential for all performers, regardless of gender.

Fortunately, I was one of those who photographed well. Camera directors and fellow actors often commented on how unusual this was.

Because of that, I never needed the thick makeup that idols wore. At most, I'd use basic foundation and concealer for dark circles.

But even that minimal makeup remained an uncomfortable memory for me.

While male actors' makeup wasn't about lipstick and eyeshadow as people might think, it still involved putting something on your face, which I found unpleasant.

So in my daily life, apart from skincare lotion, I avoided even the basic makeup that other male actors typically used.

And...

To be honest...

"Should I... add a bit more?"

Right now, I was somewhat regretting that past attitude.

Even though men's and women's makeup differs, if I'd kept practicing, I would have built up some experience by now!

I regretted my past habit of just throwing on a loose hoodie and cap whenever I went out.

"Hmm... is this... good enough?"

Fortunately, my experience as an actor hadn't completely disappeared.

I wasn't making the exaggerated makeup mistakes you see in comics when characters try makeup for the first time.

I still had some skills, after all.

"It looks pretty...!"

Objectively speaking, it was true. Stella—my current body—was so unfairly blessed that she could pull off any makeup like a perfect canvas.

Of course, suddenly applying heavy makeup might look suspicious, so I kept it subtle.

In terms from my previous life, I'd created a transparent, fresh-faced look.

The result was a huge success.

Back when I was still denying my identity and refused to wear makeup, going around bare-faced, even that looked good.

When you apply modern Korean makeup techniques to the face of this world's greatest beauty, how could the results be anything but amazing?

Somehow, I felt a patriotic pride I'd never experienced in my previous life.

My reflection in the mirror truly was beautiful.

The light makeup, slightly more than usual, gave me a fresh look.

My hair, which had grown during exam period (I'd learned a hair growth spell from Elysee), now reached the middle of my back—definitely long enough to be called long hair.

The knit top with a... well, opening at the chest clung more than expected, emphasizing my bust, and the skirt—something I'd never worn in my previous life—was provocative enough to make even me swallow hard.

"Well then. Shall we go?"

There was still some time before our agreed meeting time of 10 o'clock. If I left now, I'd arrive at least 30 minutes early.

But I wanted to be the one waiting for Evan.

I wanted him to see me in this outfit for the first time while I was waiting for him.

"But maybe this is too daring after all...?"

I tugged slightly at the mini skirt that barely covered half my thighs.

I thought I needed a dramatic image change since he'd already seen me in a dress during the theater festival, but...

If the wind blew with a skirt this short, Evan would immediately see my...

"Mmh..."

Feeling like I might get wet before the date even started, I squeezed my thighs together and hurriedly finished my preparations.

After completing the final touches, I picked up what I'd prepared on my desk last night.

It was a prototype formula I'd been focused on developing from the theater festival week through the exam period.

A "gift" for Evan.

I was also developing a great magic completely unrelated to being a spy, but that was still quite challenging.

With all preparations complete, I left my dormitory room.

"Yaaawn... huh?"

"Oh, Erhen?"

As soon as I opened the door, by some coincidence, I ran into Erhen, who was coming out of her room wearing green pajamas and scratching her stomach.

Judging by her yawn and the slight tears in her eyes, this wasn't planned.

*Will she tease me?*

Well, of course she would.

Just recently I'd made a huge fuss about not wearing skirts and even borrowed Erhen's clothes, but now I was clearly dressed for a date.

Yep. If it were me, I'd tease for months.

"U-um, S-Stella, that outfit..."

"...?"

I humbly waited for the mockery to come, but Erhen just stammered strangely while quickly scanning me up and down.

...I could feel her gaze lingering uncomfortably around my skirt area.

After stuttering like that for a while as if something was broken, Erhen suddenly shouted:

"Y-you look too sexy...! But it suits you really well!!"

Can those two statements coexist?

I wondered about that, but Erhen had already slammed her dormitory door shut.

When I put my ear to the door, I heard what sounded like groaning, so I just ignored it and continued on my way.

This was essentially my first date in my heart.

"...I'm excited."

*

Around the same time, Evan was wrestling with rising anxieties and tremendous concerns.

"A date."

Yes, a date. A date that Stella herself had officially acknowledged.

In truth, they'd had several outings that could be considered dates.

A few years ago when they were running around because of the magic tower, there was hardly any mutual attraction, so that didn't count.

After the entrance exam, when they'd built up quite a bit of affection, they'd created a nice atmosphere.

If not for the event of meeting the Saintess in the middle, it would have been remembered as a truly good memory.

And then there was the date invitation he'd made playfully after realizing his feelings.

Most likely, Stella at that time would have denied it was a date, saying something about how dates weren't just for people who liked each other, but Evan had enjoyed it tremendously.

After realizing his feelings, Evan was happy just being within 10 meters of Stella.

They ate meals and bought clothes. Looking back, it was quite a standard date.

If there was one small issue, it was that it happened before her awakening, so he couldn't precisely gauge Stella's feelings at the time, meaning it wasn't an official date.

"Haah..."

But now things were different.

Now Stella and he clearly had feelings for each other. In this situation, Stella had initiated the date invitation first, even using clear wording.

On top of that, she'd let him touch her thighs while essentially declaring war by saying she'd wear a skirt.

"I can get my hopes up, right Stella? Right?"

From Evan's perspective, it was impossible not to have expectations.

Of course, it might be too early to go all the way, but at least, more than now. Couldn't they progress further than where they were now?

And a skirt, no less. Even when he saw Stella in an ankle-length dress, his heart had nearly stopped from excitement.

And now Stella in a skirt that came up to that part she'd let him touch.

Evan felt waves of torment crashing in his mind.

Like last time, when circulating mana didn't resolve his physical reaction, while recalling Stella's tempting seduction...

*Hmm...*

Even after regaining his composure that way, Evan still couldn't sit still.

"...I can't stay put."

Evan glanced at the watch on his wrist and muttered. If he left now, he'd arrive about 20 minutes early.

Deciding he'd only conjure more lewd fantasies if he stayed in his room, Evan got up, put on a light coat suitable for summer, and headed to their meeting place.

Despite having relieved himself, with the vigor of youth, Evan's mind was already floating with fabricated erotic images of Stella as he walked toward the fountain, their meeting place.

Though Evan prided himself on having quite a rich imagination, Stella had always shown him things that surpassed his fantasies.

It was impossible for Evan not to have expectations.

"The fountain should be... here."

Having arrived at their meeting place while forcibly pushing away such torments, Evan saw a woman with lavender hair standing in front of the fountain.

Initially recognizing Stella's presence, Evan wondered why she'd arrived so early but approached with a friendly greeting.

That is, until he saw her full figure.

In that moment, in Evan's mana-enhanced, heavily slowed thought process:

His eyes took in a Stella more provocative than any he'd seen before.

*...Oh.*

In truth, Stella usually dressed quite modestly. It was just that her body's curves were so far from modest that it didn't seem that way.

Her outfit was always based on the academy uniform—dress pants, shirt, and tie.

Originally, she'd worn a vest and jacket over that, thoroughly covered up, but after Evan's confession-by-kiss attack, her style had gradually loosened.

Even Erhen's clothes she'd borrowed for their previous impromptu date followed this pattern.

Though the fabric might have changed slightly, it was still pants, shirt, and vest.

In fact, setting aside her figure and face, the clothes wouldn't have looked out of place on Evan or any other man.

That's why he'd been so shocked by that dress during the theater festival.

*...My goodness.*

But what Evan's eyes captured now was even more striking.

Her mysterious lavender hair, which had grown to a length perfectly matching Evan's taste, though he hadn't noticed it growing day by day.

Her beauty, enhanced by some magical makeup Evan couldn't even imagine.

The light-colored knit top with a plunging neckline that dangerously revealed her cleavage clung to her body, emphasizing her voluptuous chest.

In contrast, the black mini skirt, much shorter than what she'd indicated to him, fixed Evan's gaze as if nailed in place.

It felt like the entire world had frozen in place, dominating all his senses.

He hadn't realized he could feel such desire just for legs.
With a sense of awakening to something new—a feeling he often experienced with Stella—Evan forcibly calmed his violently beating heart and approached her.

"Stella! You're early. Did you wait long?"

"Ah, E-Evan! No, I just got here...!"

Stella, who had been fixing her hair with a tense expression, immediately broke into a relaxed smile upon seeing Evan's face and clung to his arm.

Naturally, Evan felt her breasts squishing against his arm. He clenched his fist once tightly, then smiled and spoke.

"So, where are we going now, Stella? The shopping district again...?"

"N-no! I heard there's a festival in the neighboring town. So... I want to go there with Evan...!"

"Oh, I've heard about that too. Looking forward to it."

Evan felt an unbearable fondness for her as she explained her plans with sparkling eyes.
How could this woman attack him in every possible way?

Evan made that happy lament as he lowered his gaze slightly and said:

"By the way, it suits you. The skirt... though it seems shorter than what you 'explained' before."

"...Ah!"

Stella, who had been excitedly talking about their date plans, seemed to suddenly remember her outfit and bowed her head deeply, her face turning apple-red.

"...Thank you," she said in a very small voice, not forgetting to add that.

To see the festival in the neighboring town that Stella had mentioned, they needed to take a carriage.

So for a while, silence hung between the two blushing people as they walked to catch the carriage.

Evan, looking her over for perhaps the dozenth time today, felt a strong impulse.

At this point, he truly wondered if she was inviting him to make a move on her.

He didn't think this was just his lust-filled mind—it seemed like a genuinely plausible assumption.

With that thought, Evan naturally placed his hand on her side... or rather, slightly below it.

He felt the texture of the skirt, seemingly new to her, and Stella's pelvis flinching, perhaps in surprise.

But only for a moment.

"..........♥"

As if guiding his hand lower, Stella swayed her provocative hips gently, and Evan had to desperately cling to his last thread of reason.

This was the beginning of their officially first date.

Ch.168 - [Interlude] Date (2)
The carriage interior.
Evan and Stella sat close together, creating a slightly awkward atmosphere.

"It's our first time sitting like this, again."

"Y-yes, it is."

Though they had ridden in carriages together many times over the past three years, sitting this close was a first.

Just being there normally.
Just breathing in caused the other to flinch, and their heartbeats mixed together so thoroughly that it was impossible to tell whose was whose.

Despite all they had been through together, somehow this situation felt unbearably ticklish.

Both tried hard to keep the conversation flowing without pause.

"S-so, did you say we're going to Semar?"

"Yes, yes! There's a wine festival there."

The only place near the Academy that could be called a village was the Duncan District.

That's why Academy freshmen stayed there after exams, despite knowing they were being overcharged.

But surprisingly, there were quite a few villages within a short carriage ride.

Among them were two relatively large settlements that could be considered small towns, and Stella and Evan were headed to one of these.

Semar was famous for wine and other alcoholic beverages.
The festival Stella mentioned was based on this—around this time of year, Semar held a fairly large wine festival.

Though called a wine festival, the merchants who gathered for it had turned it into a substantial celebration that attracted many visitors.

"...That's all fine, but Stella. You're not planning to drink, are you?"

Though he omitted the subject, Evan's meaning was clear.

From his perspective, his first and last drinking experience with Stella had left quite an impression.

It was the point when Stella's cold and rational image, which had persisted until then, really began to crumble, and what he saw was simply shocking.

At that time, Evan hadn't even realized his feelings for Stella, but despite her being drunk, even he had been overcome with lust and nearly pounced on her.

Though nothing happened then thanks to Stella's patience and what was essentially her escape...

That was then, but what if Stella drank now?

No, forget about Stella—what if his own reason flew out the window after even a drop of alcohol?

There would be no more "on hold" with Stella.

It was obvious what would happen—after holding back for so long, he would explode.

Evan's question contained both anxiety and anticipation.

"Hmm... maybe something with low alcohol content...?"

"...Stella!"

"Hahaha! I'm joking, Evan!"

Stella laughed brightly and playfully hit Evan's shoulder.
It was a remarkable change from the days when she couldn't even express emotions, let alone show facial expressions.

"Though it's called a wine festival, it's basically just a big festival. Let's just eat lots of delicious food."

"...Right."

Evan nodded, suppressing a slight feeling of disappointment.

*That's right. I shouldn't expect that much yet anyway.*

He had already seen Stella in an excessively short skirt, when he'd thought she would wear pants forever (though that had been quite sexy too).

This achievement for today was already sufficient.
In other words, with just this memory, he could... endure for several more days.

"By the way, isn't that skirt a bit too short, Stella?"

"I... guess so."

Evan spoke while glancing at Stella's snow-white thighs, which were even more exposed as she sank into the carriage seat.

Of course, a knight of his caliber could have stolen glances without her noticing, extending those moments imperceptibly, but Evan just looked openly.

For some reason, Stella seemed to get slightly excited whenever she felt his gaze like that.

"Mmh..."

"......"

Just like now.
With reddened ears, Stella moved a little closer to Evan.

Then, she whispered softly:

"...Would you like to... check how short it is?"

*

Hmm.
Perhaps I should admit it now.

I know this is quite a wicked thing to do, but...

...I might actually enjoy teasing Evan.

"...Would you like to... check how short it is?"

I thought this as the words unexpectedly tumbled from my mouth, surprising even myself.

My love deprivation originated from "not receiving attention."

Though that deprivation has now been filled, it had taken root deep in my heart.

Because of that, I've developed this strange quirk of getting excited when Evan gets excited about me.

Even though I have no intention of giving in...!

*......*

No, honestly, I'm starting to wonder if that's really true.
Would I truly be disappointed or regretful if Evan forcibly took me?

......Looking at my lower region, which had become wet from that momentary thought, the answer was clear.

Though I knew Evan's personality meant he wouldn't do such a thing.

Well... it was like being on a thrill ride.

Enjoying the thrill even though you know you won't die.

"Stella, you really..."

"Ah, mmh..."

Evan said this while breathing hot breath into my ear and ravaging my thigh with his thick hand.

Since realizing my feelings for him, my barriers against skinship had lowered significantly, making even small contacts with him electrifying.

Evan's hand was right at the upper part of my thigh where the skirt rested.

It was moving from the firm outer part to the soft inner part.

*...Doing such things in a moving carriage.*

In a luxury carriage that occasionally jolted.

With Evan's hand, slightly rough from sword-training calluses, touching my thigh that had become moist with sweat.

Feeling his touch gradually moving upward.

What kind of woman gets excited by this?

Am I perhaps a bit... lewd?

*...No way.*

I inwardly smiled at such thoughts and placed my hand on top of Evan's, which was ravaging my leg.

"You can... go higher if you want...?"

"......!"

Then I gently pulled his hand upward.
Under the skirt covering my thigh, just below it, into the skirt.

Closer to my pelvis, to a more intimate place.

A little further and Evan would discover something I "didn't want him to find out"—that's how precarious it was.

I breathed into Evan's nape as I gradually pulled his hand up.

Stopping at a point where going any higher would be truly dangerous.
Just as I was about to lift my head slightly to see what expression Evan was making—

-Thud!

"Kyah!"

"Oh."

The carriage body shook greatly, perhaps hitting a large stone.

Since it was a top-class carriage, it only jolted slightly, but the problem was that this happened when Evan's hand was on my precarious spot.

And since I was holding his hand at that moment... I pulled it up a bit more than I had intended.

Normally, Evan's touch would have reached the most intimate cloth.

Well, um...

...Normally, that is.

"...S-Stella, could it be...?"

Evan looked at me with eyes mixed with shock and excitement, as if he couldn't believe what his hand had touched.

-We've arrived!

And at the same time, the carriage reached its destination.
Watching Evan's red ears as he hurriedly got up at the coachman's announcement, I thought:

*...Ah, he found out.*

I looked at my snow-white thighs, now flushed red where Evan's hand had touched, and the transparent liquid flowing slightly from the inside of those thighs.

It wasn't usually this bad, but when the strong vibration came earlier, Evan's large, manly hand... ahem.

*...I might get addicted to this.*

I wasn't planning to always dress like this—I'm not that kind of woman—but a senior from the Theater Research Club who was close to me once told me:

If you g-go like this on dates... your boyfriend will go crazy.

At the time, I just thought it was typical sexual humor from a perpetually single person, but...

"...Ahem."

Looking at Evan, who couldn't take his eyes off my legs even while clearing his throat, the effect seemed quite real.

Finding his reaction somewhat amusing, I grabbed one side of my skirt and lifted it slightly.

"Kup, cough!"

Evan coughed as if choking on something and blushed.


...This is definitely fun.

*

Despite the minor incident, we safely arrived at the village where the festival was being held.

Even at the entrance where we had just arrived by carriage, the surroundings were bustling with people in festive spirits.

"It feels nice to get out after being cooped up in the Academy for so long."

"I know, right?"

Not only the Academy itself, but even the Duncan District was mostly filled with Academy cadets, so there wasn't much excitement there.

What kind of liveliness could you expect from a space filled with Academy cadets worn down by training and classes?

But coming to a different village after a long time and seeing various kinds of excited people gave us a refreshing feeling.

Definitely more of a date feeling than last time.

"Here, Stella. Your hand."

"Ah, yes..."

I bit my tongue as I responded to Evan, who was demanding my hand as if handling a puppy.

As an extension of the sensitivity I mentioned earlier after my realization, just holding hands with Evan in front of all these people made happiness explode in my head.

As I turned my head away in embarrassment to look somewhere else, Evan, with an equally reddened face, said:

"...Don't be shy about things like this."

I wasn't sure what he meant.

Anyway, we went out into streets decorated with colorful papers of all kinds.

This seemed to be around the center of the festival, and there were indeed quite a few people.

But because the village was originally of a decent size, it wasn't overcrowded.

So we were able to walk around the moderately lively streets and see various sights.

"Evan, look over there... there's a circus here too."

"...That looks like an active knight."

A circus troupe performing with suspiciously skillful body enhancement using mana.

"Oh... there seems to be a drinking contest over there."

"...Let's quickly pass by here."

"Aw, but I want to watch..."

"No, not even with aegyo."

"...That wasn't aegyo."

A drinking capacity contest where high-proof alcohols were served in beer mugs.

Besides these, there were various other attractions and street foods.

I had enjoyed such festivals in my previous life too, so it was quite exciting.

What was unexpected was that Evan ate street food quite well.
Come to think of it, Evan is the eldest son of a ducal family, so he's quite the rich young master.

He had never shown such class consciousness before, so it wasn't noticeable, but I didn't expect him to enjoy this kind of food.

Watching him munch on something similar to chicken skewers from my previous life, he looked just like a slightly tall...

No, a very, very tall commoner.

After filling our stomachs, we started to properly look around.

Among the sights, what caught my eye was...

"Oh, there's a fortune-telling booth over there."

"I heard they almost disappeared after the Moonlight Church took power. Want to try it?"

...Yes. I can't resist love fortunes.

Ch.169 - [Interlude] Date (3)
Stella Bell Eckhart was, in her previous life, a rationalist who distrusted anything not scientifically proven.

This might sound like she was just a pretentious "cool kid" obsessed with her own rationality, but that was actually accurate.

MBTI tests? "That's just something girls make a fuss about."

...That was her basic mindset.

Not that she'd ruin the mood by suddenly declaring "that's all pseudoscience!" when others were talking about such things.

Her close friends knew about this tendency and used it as material for jokes.

For instance, if a friend mentioned spending thousands of won on a love fortune with his girlfriend and she criticized it as a waste of money:

"Dude. That's why you don't have a girlfriend despite that face of yours."

"......"

They'd banter like that.
Though it was all jokes, she didn't think they were entirely wrong.

She was the type who detested things that were unscientific, seemingly inaccurate, and honestly a waste of money.

Truthfully, she felt it was more beneficial to invest time and money in self-improvement like acting practice rather than such things.

.......

Yes. That was her default mindset.

"I heard fortune-telling almost disappeared after the Moonlight Church took power. Want to try it?"

"Y-yes! I like checking my wealth fortune...!"

"...Really? Seems unlike you."

The fact that I was now voluntarily leading Evan by his warm hand into such a place...

...wasn't just because this was a fantasy world.

What would my friends or seniors from my previous life say if they saw me now?

...Well.
At least I'm certain they wouldn't recognize me.

*

The interior of the fortune-telling shop was quite impressively decorated with a mystical atmosphere.

Exactly the image that comes to mind when thinking of a fortune-teller's place.

Evan seemed fascinated by the atmosphere, looking around curiously.

Looking for the fortune-teller, I spotted someone wearing what looked like an atmospheric cloak right in the center.

It's usually the norm for old women to take on this role.
As I was thinking this, Evan and I sat down in front of them.

"Hello. We'd like our fortunes told."

"Oh, oh my, welcome!"

'......?'

A girl who looked no more than 15 years old threw off the thick cloth and jumped out.

"......?"

Looking to the side, I saw Evan also wearing a confused expression.
Even without my prejudices about fortune-telling, he seemed to realize this wasn't normal.

"Wow! You're actually my first customers! Grandma said it's good to start at festivals, but I was nervous no one would come, and then you arrived!!"

Why do I always end up meeting unnecessarily energetic and yang-filled people like Erhen or my senior from my previous life?

"Oh, am I too excited...! What kind of fortune would you like me to read?"

After rambling alone, the fortune-teller cleared her throat and asked this.

What kind of fortune...

As I mentioned, in my previous life, I firmly believed fortune-telling was all fake, just emotional scams.

And honestly, I wasn't convinced it would be any different in this world, fantasy or not.

Even in a world with mana and divine power, there were still plenty of charlatans.

So what mattered was what memories Evan and I would create together.
...I never thought I'd say such things.

About a year ago, I would have thought anyone with such sentimental thoughts was ridiculous.

As I felt somewhat embarrassed by these thoughts, the fortune-teller nodded with a mischievous smile as if she understood.

"I was insensitive since this is my first time...! Of course, there's only one fortune couples want to know!"

"Cou...!"

Somehow, despite having acknowledged my feelings for quite some time, that word still put strain on my heart.

Ah, we're not really a couple yet.

But soon, we'll be a couple...

Evan will be my boyfrie...

No, my boy, boy...!

"Stella?"

"Huh?!"

I must have been lost in thought because I didn't notice Evan approaching until he whispered in my ear, making me jump in surprise.

...This guy, he knows my ears are sensitive.

Anyway, while I missed my chance to respond and was flustered, the fortune-teller was stroking what looked like a glowing orb made of luminous stone, concentrating deeply.

I thought she might need names or birthdates, but apparently she just needed to stroke the orb.

But rather than looking mysterious, it looked quite strange.

With her appearance so far removed from anything mystical, I felt my "cold and rational" self trying to emerge through the cracks of the girlish part that had taken over my entire being.

"Hmm, hmmmm, hmmmmmm!!"

Is this really worth spending money on?
No matter how I look at it, she seems like a fraud...

"Y-you two have such great compatibility! S-such abundant fortune for children...!"

"......."

I believe you. You must be a true prophet.

My trust in her suddenly skyrocketed, and I began focusing 100% on her actions.

"And, let's see. Hmm...."

After stroking the strange orb a few more times in that bizarre pose, she began sweating profusely and blushing.

"...Would you like to see your wealth fortune?"

"No, what about our love fortune?"

"Ah, I don't think that's possible...?"

Don't build up my trust only to change direction!
I felt the same emotion as when the Academy Survival Guide I was reading suddenly cut off at a crucial moment.

Evan had also dropped his default smile and was focusing intently, curious about what she would say next.

"Why isn't it possible?"

"I-I'm a minor...! I can hardly say with my own mouth that whenever you two get a chance, you use extremely lewd positions where you choke—"

"We're very curious about our wealth fortune."

A catastrophe where my secret preferences would be exposed before we even got to the main event was narrowly avoided.
The fortune-teller, perhaps excited and speaking without thinking, covered her mouth and darted her eyes around before eagerly starting to read a different fortune.

"Ahem. Ohhh...! You must come from wealthy families? Your wealth fortune is very abundant!"

After that, normal fortune-telling continued.
She certainly seemed to be a fantasy fortune-teller, accurately matching our personal information with high precision.

She predicted our final exam results that hadn't been announced yet, told us the number of people who had feelings for us (though she avoided answering whether these were romantic or friendly, sweating profusely), and more.

"So looking at this aspect, fire will have a significant connection to your future.... If I interpret this a bit, it might be related to a fire-type magical beast...."

"......."

Sometimes she made predictions that gave even me chills.

'.......'

At that point, I realized the girl before me wasn't an ordinary fortune-teller.

According to the setting, only the High Priestess who received the Ice Dragon's power could know fragments of future events.

Even if limited by the format of fortune-telling, this level was definitely in the realm of precognition.

Evan didn't know such detailed settings, so he was just amazed, while I asked a question without showing my surprise.

"...Could you perhaps help find a person for me?"

"Pardon?"

At my question, the fortune-teller tilted her head briefly before smiling and saying:

"That's a bit difficult! Grandma didn't teach me that!"

Well, I guess not.
I felt slightly disappointed as Evan and I began to rise from our seats.

It had been an experience worth more than the few coins we paid.
Thinking this, I paid and was about to leave when:

"Ah! Grandma told me to say something meaningful when customers leave...!"

"Yes?"

"Um, be careful of the moon when you leave. One misstep and you'll die."

I heard her truly meaningful words as she had promised.
Dying? This was quite different from the girl who had been trying to speak pleasantly with silver coins in her eyes.

As I was momentarily confused, the girl approached me and whispered in my ear:

"And it's going to rain soon."

"......."

"That's a service! You need a good atmosphere, right?"

With that, Evan and I left the fortune-teller's shop.
Time had flown by while we were having fun getting our fortunes told, and the sun was already quite low.

...And there were some dark clouds gathering.

"...She really is amazing."

"Right? I got goosebumps when she predicted our grades."

There was still much of the festival left to enjoy.

*

Afterward, we continued to enjoy the festival enthusiastically.
For a small village festival, there were surprisingly many activities. Evan participated in an arm-wrestling competition at one booth (he easily won without using mana) and we took pictures in front of a magical device similar to a camera.

Somehow, despite having a completely different operating mechanism, the magical device had a flash, which caused Evan to close his eyes in the photo.

Evan insisted on taking another picture, but I had no intention of giving up this rare photo of Evan with his eyes tightly shut.

Of course, I claimed ownership of it.

Now I could look at it before bed, or maybe...

Hmm.

Is, is this too creepy?

I had that thought, but I still treasured the photo.

We lost track of time as we went around enjoying various activities.

And as time flew by...

"Whew. The sun will set soon."

"......."

As the sunset was about to color the sky...

I swallowed hard and fingered what I had put in my bag.

My "gift" to him.
I wanted to give it when the mood was better, but...

According to the fortune-teller, it would rain soon.

'...Let's do this.'

I had received many things from Evan.
He had saved my life multiple times, and he was the first to confess his feelings, breaking through my stubbornness.

But in comparison, what I had given him was insignificant.

From the beginning, our plan to deal with the spy and the Moonlight Church was established as a business arrangement with mutual consent.

What I had given him was at most my lips, my smooth and soft legs, or my chest which seemed to be growing larger lately...

While these were wonderful things, they were far from enough compared to what Evan had given me.

And apart from that, there hadn't been many material exchanges between us.

A few years ago, our relationship wasn't very good, so that was understandable.

Except for light gifts on birthdays, we hadn't really exchanged anything significant.

...And now.

For both Evan and me, after recognizing our feelings...
...Evan's birthday had come.

"...Um, Evan."

"Yes? What is it, Stella?"

I swallowed hard.

To think I would be so nervous about giving something to someone.
With my heart pounding like this, I wanted to squeeze my eyes shut.

I suppressed the girlish reaction trying to emerge, took a deep breath, and exhaled.

"Could you... maybe close your eyes for a moment?"

"Hmm...?"

I wasn't sure if this gift could express even a millionth of my feelings.

But I hoped it would provide some comfort to his heart, which I had kept on hold under the name of "pending."

With these thoughts, I slowly took out the gift I had brought.

Ch.170 - [Interlude] Date (4)
Evan found this day in the village quite enjoyable.

About 50%... no, 90% of that enjoyment came from his secretary and secret crush, Stella Eckhart.

Even setting aside the fact that he wasn't with her, today would still count as enjoyable for Evan.

Riding in a carriage to a village he'd never seen before, soaking in the cheerful atmosphere of people intoxicated by alcohol.

Tasting street food for the first time in his life, getting his fortune told at a fortune-teller's booth.

Watching the circus, participating in arm-wrestling competitions with commoners.

All of these were interesting and fun experiences for Evan, whose happiness threshold had become extremely low in life.

After losing his mother to the Moonlight Church, Evan had little reason to feel joy or happiness in his life.

What more could be said about someone whose daily routine was mostly spent training and investigating the Moonlight Church?

That's why Evan's heart raced at these trivial experiences—things that might be considered ordinary, everyday occurrences for others.

The ripples on the lake reflected the reddish sky with scattered clouds. People still excited by the ongoing festival could be seen everywhere. The cool summer night breeze gently tickled his hair.

For Evan, who had been confined to training grounds, all these things were new and beautiful.

And then.

"Um... could you close your eyes for a moment?"

"Huh...?"

The purple-haired secretary standing before him, still maintaining her emotionless face though with blushing cheeks.

Cold, intelligent, and capable of accomplishing anything.

Lately, she'd been showing a somewhat clumsy, naive side more frequently.

She was the one Evan loved more than anyone else in this world.

More than anything else in this world, incomparably so.

She made him feel immense happiness.

*I wonder why you're doing this, Stella.*

He was already happy just being with Stella, whose presence alone was enough for someone with such a low happiness threshold. This was perfect as it was.

Yet somehow, Stella kept trying to give him something new.

*If you keep doing this... I'll start expecting more.*

In a way, Stella's continued surprise attacks were almost frightening to Evan.

Because he didn't know how much longer his self-restraint would last.

"...Alright, Stella."

Despite these thoughts, Evan closed his eyes.

After all, the warmth and happiness Stella brought to him—someone who hadn't found light in his life for so long—was too addictive.

Evan gently closed his eyes, briefly wondering if she might kiss him, but Stella had never initiated a kiss before.

That was probably her own final restraint.

So that meant she was giving him something...

What could Stella possibly give him here?

A weapon for upcoming battles?
Or perhaps some symbolic item?

*...Whatever it is.*

Evan stopped trying to guess, smiling inwardly with his eyes closed.

Yes, whatever it was, it didn't matter. Since it was coming from Stella, it would undoubtedly be something unexpected.

And he would once again be greatly affected by her surprise attack.

Based on recent events, this was so predictable that Evan simply kept his eyes closed, savoring the anticipation.

Even with his eyes closed, his knight's special sense detected Stella fidgeting in front of him, then clenching her fist with determination before approaching him.

Then, she placed something in his hand. Even Evan's special sense couldn't identify what it was.

He could only feel that it was something small and circular.

Feeling the breeze more clearly with his eyes closed, Evan asked:

"Can I open them now?"

"Oh... um... yes."

Evan opened his eyes with a smile and looked down at his palm to see what Stella had given him.

As he had sensed, it was something circular.

A silver ring that reflected light, about the size to fit one finger.

"Oh."

Evan felt his thoughts momentarily freeze.

*

What I was focusing on most in preparation for the spy battle was a kind of defensive strategy.

If things didn't go well, I'd be assassinated by the spy anyway. I had to be extremely cautious.

The key component in this plan, which I've been developing recently, involves formula memory and synchronization.

[It's magic that remembers the location or state of objects, a fairly advanced technique that remotely applies formulas to objects.

Since I no longer need to hide my abilities, I personally engraved these.

I needed the practice, after all.]

I had used something similar during the Theater Festival. It wasn't an entirely new magic, but I had difficulty customizing it to my needs.

Anyway, the "gift" I was about to give Evan used these formulas.

It was, in a way, a prototype.

I looked at the sky. It was still reddish but mixed with many dark clouds that suggested rain could fall at any moment.

Well... there was some... no, a lot of personal desire involved in this.
Yes. But it's still just an experimental prototype, right?

With these thoughts running through my burning face, I took the gift out of its case and placed it in Evan's hand.

When he opened his eyes and looked down at my gift.

"Oh."

After uttering that single word and freezing, he slowly raised his head to look at my face.

His violently trembling pupils and bright red ears seemed to reveal his emotions.

"This... is, you know, a prototype for the formula I'll be using soon...?"

"......"

Evan remained frozen, silently listening to my words.
As I mentioned, what I'm currently researching is a maintenance and synchronization formula that activates automatically after a certain time.

This ring—I mean gift—uses the synchronization formula.

Though complex in design, it simply transmits each other's status through their respective rings.

"So... if you stroke the ring three times, it sends a signal to the other person."

"......"

And if the user's heartbeat stops or the ring breaks, the connected ring also splits in two.

I added various other functions possible at the prototype stage, like the ring warming slightly when the other person is nearby.

It's like a couple... app from my previous life.
If someone from past-life Korea saw it, they'd immediately recognize it... but Evan? He wouldn't know, right?

With these thoughts, I looked at Evan, who was still speechless, staring at the gift I'd given him.

*Am I teasing him too much?*

I did think it was too obvious. Though it needed to be in accessory form, it didn't necessarily have to be a ring.

From Evan's perspective, receiving such a gift from someone who had put his confession on hold might seem annoying.

I knew Evan's personality well enough to know he wouldn't think that way, but in my current girlish state...

I couldn't help but worry about everything.

"Evaan? Do you not like—kyaah!"

I couldn't finish my sentence.
Evan grabbed my waist and silenced me with a kiss.

Despite having done this just days ago, it felt like quenching a long-held thirst.

My whole body trembled at the tingling sensation of nerves feeling pleasure.

Well... um.
He seems to like the gift...?

Evan kissed me fiercely as if possessed, again and again, until I—who had learned how to breathe during kisses last time—was out of breath.

"Hahh...!"

"Haa...."

Evan, rarely out of breath, looked at me with a flushed face from just inches away.

"You, you really, Stella...."

He seemed quite excited.
His patience had been wearing thinner lately.

Was this a good sign?

"Evan, do you remember what you said to me on the way to the entrance exam?"

Back then, Evan had handed me a blood-stained treasure pouch from thieves, and when I declined, he smiled and said:

-Haha! That's right! Someday I'll give you a proper gift.

...At that time, it was probably just a joke with no real emotion behind it.

But not anymore.

With some hesitation, I put my arms around Evan's neck and, ignoring my bright red face, said:

"This is just... a small, insignificant gift with my feelings in it."

"......Stella."

"...So, as you said... I'll be expecting something better."

When I said this with a gentle smile, Evan let out a long sigh.
The heat from his neck against my hand gave away the meaning of that sigh.

"...I can't handle this, Stella."

Then, unlike before, he approached slowly.
Slowly came to me and kissed me gently.

Though I still couldn't initiate a kiss myself...
I could at least pull on his neck that I happened to be holding.

"Mmm..."

And so, we kissed deeply... and intensely.

...Normally it would have ended there.
But today's Evan didn't seem to want to stop there.

He introduced his soft tongue into our kiss, which until now had been just lips touching.

"......?!"

For a moment, my body trembled at the unfamiliar sensation.

"Mmm... ahh..."

As his tongue intertwined with mine, my thoughts turned to mush, and I closed my eyes tightly, surrendering everything to Evan.

This was completely different from simply pressing lips together.
It was a feeling that made me acutely aware of being female down to my bones.

A feeling like Evan truly possessed me.

I trembled continuously at that sense of conquest.
And with each tremor, well...

-Plop, plop.

Just as the fortune-teller had predicted.
And as I had thought when seeing the dark clouds, raindrops began to fall one by one, then poured down like a waterfall.

A sudden shower with thick raindrops falling heavily.

But despite this, Evan showed no intention of releasing my waist.
His tongue only entangled with mine more deeply... and sensually.

Evan... why are you so skilled at such passionate kissing...

I thought with my melted, mushy brain.

So when Evan finally broke the kiss, I could only feel disappointment.

"I love you, Stella."

"Ahh..."

Evan whispered in my ear after breaking the kiss.

Come to think of it, I don't think I'd ever heard him say he loved me directly, except in play dialogue.
I had only felt his feelings through his kisses.

"I love you. I love you, Stella."

"Haah..."

So Evan's love whispered into my ear gave me a trembling pleasure unlike anything else.

...It was fortunate that it was raining.
If it hadn't been raining, the... fluid that came out when I climaxed would have been running down my bare legs.

That's how devastating Evan's whispered love confession attack was to me.
It felt like my heart would burst from being squeezed so tightly.

"...And you, Stella?"

*Even so.*

My answer to his confession is still on hold.
So, I can't express my true feelings.

Therefore...

"...I hate you the most in this world...♥"

That's all I could say.

Of course, Evan knew exactly what I meant... and could no longer hold back.

On that evening with rain pouring from the sky,

By the lakeside, the two of us kissed for a long... long time.

So long that our minds turned stupid.

...Perfect.

Ch.171 - [Interlude] Date (5)
The summer was ripening, and the rainy season seemed to be approaching. Dark clouds covered the vast grounds of the Academy all the way to Semar where Stella and Evan were, pouring down rain like spears.

The sky, which should have been dyed red with sunset, was filled with a sunken saturation of gray and green.

"Hmm. I thought I smelled rain, and it really is raining."

Erhen murmured, feeling the sensation of raindrops with her fingers after a long time.

It wasn't like being in the middle of the forest, among trees happily releasing their verdant scent as they got soaked in the rain.

But the rain here isn't so bad either, in this place I've grown quite fond of thanks to someone.
Erhen thought this as she squeezed the puddle of rainwater in her hand.

Trees rejoice even in heavy rain, taking it as nourishment.
The elves who loved trees were the same way.

"It looks like this isn't just a passing shower..."

I wonder if Stella is alright.
Erhen recalled Stella, who had set off on her date with a face that anyone could see was that of a girl in love.

And that short miniskirt she was wearing, too.

'When I first met her, she didn't give that impression at all.'

Erhen recalled their first meeting, which now seemed like quite a long time ago.

"Um... by the way, what's your relationship with each other...?"

"Ah, Stella is my b—ack!"

"We're acquaintances from the same region. Evan here is from the Duke's family, so I was fortunate enough to get a ride in his carriage."

Yes, that's what she said at first.
Even then, I had the impression they were hiding something, but I let it go.

He was someone I was indebted to, and above all, it seemed like there was a reason for it.

So it seemed like they had some kind of relationship from the beginning.
That's why I tried to push them as a couple a few times at first.

But it was just teasing.

Because while deep trust could be glimpsed between them, romantic feelings weren't apparent.
I thought they were just friends. That's why I teased them that way.

"...Haha."

Stella, you really had no expression back then.
Now anyone can see you have the face of a girl hopelessly in love.

Anyway, that's how it was.
Stella, who seemed like she would be emotionless toward Evan and everyone else, was a gentler person than expected.

Perhaps that's why.
From an observer's perspective, the progress in their relationship was clearly visible.

Beyond what anyone would call friendship.

To two people who trusted each other more than anyone.

Taking one step further through innocent feelings of mutual awareness.

And after, after so many things.

The two who had become aware of their feelings had fallen into a love so deep that even watching from the side made one's heart flutter.

For Erhen, who had come down here wanting to understand human hearts, it was the most enjoyable spectacle.

The way they solved any problem somehow and grew their feelings for each other.

It wasn't much different from the growth of trees that her people loved so much.

'They must be on their date now, but the rain... well, I guess it doesn't matter.'

Trees rejoice even in heavy rain, taking it as nourishment.

So those two will be fine too.
They're probably making memories even in this situation.

Smiling, happily.

That was the love she had observed between them so far.

Erhen looked up at the sky with a small smile.

The rain still showed no signs of stopping.

*

The heavy rainfall that I thought was a passing shower was, in fact, not a passing shower at all.

What I mean is, thinking it would stop soon, we were deeply kissing in the rain when a deluge of water poured down on us.

"Ahhh!"

"What's with this sudden downpour!"

The heavy rain that seemed like it would stop soon had weakened a bit in intensity but was still pouring fiercely from the sky.

Naturally, for those of us enjoying the festival, it was nothing short of a bolt from the blue.

It was already evening and the festival was winding down, but many people were still wandering the streets, immersed in the festive atmosphere.

So we walked slowly through the chaotic, noisy streets.

"......"

"......"

We couldn't say anything, our faces flushed bright red.

Our hair was already soaked by the rain, sticking to our cheeks and foreheads like seaweed.

If this were my previous life, I would have worried about hair loss, but here in this clean fantasy world—except for the continent on the opposite side—it was fine.

Actually, even acid rain doesn't directly cause hair loss, it's just bad for scalp health, but still.

"......"

"......"

Even though I tried to distract myself with these thoughts, that intense... kiss from earlier wouldn't leave my mind, or probably Evan's either.

In both my previous life and this one, I had never even held hands with anyone.

If I had filmed a romance in my previous life, I wouldn't have been so breathless and flustered during that kiss.

But unfortunately, I never had such roles, and fortunately, that's why Evan's kiss then was my first kiss regardless of gender, past life or present.

So, having had my first kiss only about a week ago, a passionate kiss with tongues was still too much for me!

For the sake of my self-control, I had been restraining myself from going beyond simple kisses, but this time the mood didn't allow for such restraint.

And so... I melted at Evan's tongue movements.

...Seriously, why are you so good at it?

"I-is this the right lodging, Stella?"

"...Ah, yes!"

Lost in thought, cupping my cheeks with both hands, reminiscing about that... ecstatic kiss, I suddenly realized Evan and I had arrived at our lodging.

If this were the Duke's territory, the owner would have greeted us barefoot before we even entered, but this place was too far from Isenberg territory for anyone to recognize us.

And Evan wasn't the type to flaunt such things anyway.

We walked to the counter.
Judging by the noise beyond, it seemed to be a classic fantasy inn that also served as a tavern.

...Wait. This feels like déjà vu.

"Excuse me, do you have two rooms available?"

When I asked with slight anxiety, the innkeeper looked us both up and down, then smiled and said:

"Oh my, what a shame! We only have one room left right now..."

...This time it was really that cliché.
You know, when a man and woman arrive together, innkeepers invariably tell the white lie that there's only one room left.

A fleeting memory from a few months ago.

"Excuse me. We're not like that. We'd appreciate two rooms, please."

"No, we really don't have any rooms available."

"Eh."

Last time they genuinely didn't have rooms, but this time it was clearly that kind of situation.

As you know, I have the ability to detect acting?

So unlike last time, if I pressed the issue, there was a high chance they would give us two rooms.

"R-really...?"

"Yes. Would you like to take the one room?"

"W-well, I guess we have no choice...! It's raining too h-hard to go somewhere else... Is that okay, Evan?"

I asked, pressing my chest slightly against Evan's arm.
Though my clothes weren't see-through when wet, the material itself was thin for summer, revealing my figure quite explicitly.

In other words, it was perfect for killing what might have been Evan's quick judgment.

"Y-yeah. Of course. Haha."

Evan answered, noticeably embarrassed.
Though he shouldn't be this embarrassed at his age, the memory from earlier must have left a strong impression.

"T-then please give us one room...!"

...I realized anew.
How much I had changed in just a few months.

*

Evan, to be honest, had been in a half-conscious state since that long kiss earlier.

Walking to the inn with Stella was almost done by his subconscious, so he barely remembered it.
He just figured they must have walked in the rain for quite a while, judging by how soaked they were.

The point at which he regained his senses was when Stella pretended not to notice as she pressed her ample bosom against Evan's arm. Until then, Evan had been endlessly replaying what had happened earlier.

'...Insane.'

Thinking about it again, his hand unconsciously moved to his lips.

"...Phew."

"...Ahem."

And so the two entered the same room in the most awkward way imaginable.

Still unable to escape from their respective afterglows.

To reiterate, Evan's affection for Stella was so great that he was happy just holding her hand.

So the experience just now was a bit too much happiness for Evan's already low stimulus threshold.

The sounds around him quietly subsided and eventually disappeared.

Before his eyes was the lovely face of Stella with her eyes tightly closed.

Stella, who had wrapped her arms around his neck as if clinging to him, sucking on his tongue...

Evan felt like a lifetime's worth of stimulation and happiness had been crammed into his head at once.

Could there be any greater stimulation in the world?
Evan wondered, feeling like fireworks were exploding in his head.

And as he thought this, he looked at Stella.

"Phew... I'm... soaked..."

She was lifting her mini skirt up, wringing out the water.

Her skirt lifted to a precarious height.
For Evan, who knew there was nothing between that skirt and her bare skin, it was a sight he couldn't help but focus on.

Would moths feel less desire when seeing a flame?

While Evan was frozen stiff with such serious thoughts,
Stella, having apparently wrung all the water from her skirt, was now lifting her top to wring it out.

'Oh... please...'

At that point, Evan forgot to blink.
No, he consciously and desperately prevented it.

What his retinas captured was the occasional glimpse of her wet, glistening underbosom as she lifted her clothes—a more than generous reward for the dryness of his eyes.

While Evan was unable to regain his senses, Stella had already approached him, almost pressing against him.

"Ah... I'm sorry. To use the drying magic, the clothes need to be somewhat wrung out first..."

"Uh, y-yeah..."

Evan felt slightly dizzy from her fragrant scent that suddenly enveloped him.
It was especially potent since it was the same scent he had been reliving dozens of times until just now.

"But it seems like..."

Stella, almost nestling into Evan, briefly directed her gaze toward Evan's waistband.

Then, looking back up at Evan with a coquettish smile, she said:

"...you're satisfied with what you saw. Pervert♥"

Evan laid Stella down on the bed as if knocking her over.

"Kyaa...!"

"Ha, my goodness."

Evan sighed as he looked at Stella, who was gazing at him with eyes as wet as her rain-soaked body.

Was this really the same woman who had been expressionless in all her actions until just a few months ago?

If she had been hiding such a true nature, she was indeed a born actress.

"Evan...? Forcing me would be r-rape...?"

What right does this woman have to say that when she's pressing her hand firmly on her skirt and rubbing her thighs together?

Evan clenched his fist so hard it might crumble, squeezing out every ounce of patience he could muster.

Then he embraced Stella beneath him, pressing down on her with his weight.

"Hnngh...?!"

"You know, Stella... what I'm holding back now, someday..."

Someday, you'll pay the price.
Evan whispered into Stella's ear with a low, growling voice.

Stella quieted down after that.
Thinking she might have finally realized what she had done, he looked down at her.

"Hah... hnngh...♥"

She was trembling with a completely melted gaze.

"......"

Maybe I should just get her pregnant right now?

Evan thought that with complete sincerity.

Ch.172 - [Interlude] Date (Complete)
Chapter 173. Date (End)

Stella, the original Stella, had been quietly staying in her mindscape since the unexpected rejection during her last conversation with the possessed Stella.

It wasn't for any particular reason other than the disappointment she felt then still hadn't faded.

So the original Stella decided to temporarily stop her complicated thoughts and just observe what the possessed Stella was up to.

Then, she... unexpectedly ended up seeing her lord's private parts, but she was innocent.

Watching herself being possessed by a male transmigrator wasn't for fun or to see her lord in such a state.

-...You seem satisfied. Pervert♥

"M-my lord...! So, so big..."

It was merely to analyze her for increasing the probability of successful persuasion next time.

Though Stella was covering her eyes halfway with her fingers while telling herself this, the possessed Stella's actions were interesting in many ways.

As she had thought many times before, if only this wasn't her body and if these ridiculous seductions weren't directed at her lord, she might have enjoyed watching.

Well, if that were the case, she wouldn't have been watching in the first place.

Stella unconsciously clenched her sweaty hands as she watched the scene unfold.

Even originally, Stella's seductions were so feminine that it was highly questionable whether a transmigrated male soul was really behind them.

Though she couldn't know exactly what happened before the connection, from the fragments she had seen, the possessed Stella had flirted by suggesting they drink alone together, laid on a bed with her lord and buried his face in her breasts, and even offered her chest to him.

The surprising fact was that throughout all this, the possessed Stella kept brainwashing herself that she was a man.

This fact was nothing short of terrifying to Stella.

How could someone who hadn't even realized their own identity, let alone their heart's awareness, be capable of such seduction?

It wasn't that she herself didn't know how to seduce her lord.

It was just that whenever she tried, being naturally rigid, her face would flush and she couldn't go through with it.

The possessed Stella showed such coquettish behavior that it was seriously questionable whether the male soul had been replaced with that of a young girl in her prime during the possession process.

And the problem arose when she gave up forcibly defining herself as male while simultaneously becoming aware of her feelings.

-Evan...? Forcing it would be, r-rape...?

"H-how can she say such vulgar..."

With that last seal broken, Stella's previous forced insistence on being male disappeared completely, leaving nothing but the appearance of a female.

Right now, talking about rape, she was clearly dripping female juices down below.

Her eyes were practically showing hearts.

-You know, Stella... This restraint now... someday... in the future, I'll collect the price.

As the original Stella was cursing her with such thoughts, she flinched at the sudden low growl of her lord.

And she felt her heart throb.

"...Ugh."

He had always shown an exaggeratedly bright and cheerful demeanor in front of her.

The only other time she had seen him differently was when she was on the verge of death.

So this emotion must surely be jealousy.

Jealousy toward the one who so easily drew out his true feelings, which she herself had rarely seen.

Stella clenched her fist and checked the possessed Stella's state.

-Hah... hnggh...♥

"......"

She was already trembling and coming undone from Evan's unusually low voice.

The female scent was so strong it seemed to waft through the screen to her.

"...How could I ever act like that."

The original Stella felt something like an insurmountable wall and hung her head low.

Waiting for the day when she would be in that place.

*

...Why?
I was weak to Evan whispering in a low voice.

Of course, I was sensitive around my ears, but was this just one of Stella's physical traits?

"...This is driving me crazy."

Evan's normal voice was quite high-pitched.

You've probably heard of the concept of a "broadcast voice" that entertainers or actors use.

In that sense, Evan's usual voice had a very high-tension tone.

Of course, since his base voice was deep, it wasn't completely high-pitched, but it was twice as high as his original voice.

And I, um...
I didn't realize it before, but I apparently had a thing for extremely low voices.

Both when Evan whispered words of love and just now when he growled at me threateningly.

That, my lower abdomen tightened from within... and got hot...

Um. Ahem.

...That's what happened.

Ah, of course, since I always maintain a poker face, Evan probably didn't notice.
He might have just thought I spaced out for a moment.

But what mattered was my heart.

No, getting like that just because someone whispered in my ear with a low voice?
This is so embarrassing I can't even mention I was a man in my past life.

...Well, that was always the case anyway.

In any case, I was a bit shocked by this fact, and Evan seemed embarrassed about impulsively pinning me down, so we maintained an awkward atmosphere even after washing up separately.

Of course, now we're in bed with the lights off...

Snugly held in Evan's arms, listening to his heartbeat...

Still, there was a different atmosphere than usual.

"...Was I a bit too much?"

Honestly, lifting my skirt was manageable, but showing my under-breast might have been a bit overboard.

But... Evan was so focused on looking... and he got h-hard, so he must have been satisfied, right?

I burrowed deeper into Evan's embrace, trying to erase the image reappearing in my mind.

Come to think of it, this reminded me of my first time sleeping with Evan.

Back then, we tried to avoid awkwardness by occupying opposite ends of the bed,

But now, even in this awkward state, being snugly held like this had become natural.

-Thump, thump, thump, thump.

Evan's rhythmic heartbeat, slightly faster than normal, reached my ears.

Simultaneously, I felt his hand on my waist tighten.

He tried to look down at me, but seeing my breasts pressed and swollen from his tight embrace, he quickly averted his gaze.

"...How cute of you, Evan."

Despite all we'd been through, we were still inexperienced with each other.
Both physically and mentally.

"...Come to think of it."

The situation was similar when I slept with Evan in the dormitory right before the entrance ceremony.

In the sense that we had plans but were about to jump into an unknown battlefield.

"...Evan?"

"...Yes, Stella."

My voice echoed in the room where only our heated breaths and heartbeats could be heard.

Somehow, my voice sounded compressed, just like how I was tightly held by Evan.
That fact gave me a strange satisfaction.

Unlike my past life where I lived however I wanted without caring about others' opinions.

Adjusting to someone else's shape, or being adjusted to, was quite satisfying.

"Once we return to the Academy and the practical part of the final exam comes, we won't have much time like this."

"...That's right. And that's when it begins."

The starting signal for the spy hunt I had calculated was the practical exam of the final exams.

What was the reason I rejected Evan's proposal in the first place?
Wasn't it to avoid becoming lax in the battle against the spy?

Right now we're barely safe... but once it officially begins, this will be difficult.

Whether due to our mindset or physical time constraints.

...Not being able to be held tightly by Evan like this would be regrettable.

"...Still, after the upcoming battle."

"I know. Geez..."

I nuzzled my cheek against Evan's neck, speaking as if throwing a tantrum.

I hadn't given everything to Evan yet.

Neither my body, nor my heart, nor my past.

Our relationship was a business relationship based on that implicit agreement at dawn.

As with all human relationships, it eventually failed to remain that way.

As time passed, I realized that Evan trusted me completely without such agreements.
I was happy. Very happy, but...

In the end, it was still no different from demanding understanding from Evan.

"...Still, we have a few days left."

"Yes."

"Until then... let's stay like this."

I whispered, burrowing deeper into Evan's embrace.
Evan laughed and held me tighter.

"...So, Evan. When I give you all of my heart."

I don't intend to leave any emotional debt.
In a l-lover's relationship, there should be no secrets.

That had been my motto since my past life.
Evan told me everything.

His purpose, his grudges, his love.

So.
...I hope I can also become able to throw myself at him without reservation.

"Being like this reminds me of before the entrance ceremony, doesn't it?"

"Right? I was just..."

"I was also..."

Like that, our awkward atmosphere disappeared, and we shared light conversation with laughter.

This was similar to back then too.

What changed was... my heart, and Evan's heart.
And perhaps my slightly softer way of speaking.

It was an enjoyable time.
Of course, I don't dislike doing those... lewd things with Evan...

...No, I like them.

But still, this everyday life of sharing light conversations and getting to know each other was most precious to me.

"Ah, speaking of that time. Do you remember when you spoke informally to me, Stella?"

"...Me?"

"Yes. You said, 'Good night, Evan.'"

Back then, I must have still been obsessed with acting as Stella.
I probably blurted it out while half-asleep.

Actually, there's no particular reason why I still maintain formal speech.

It's just that I've gotten used to it.

And...
Somehow speaking informally reminds me of my past life and makes me embarrassed.

"It's nothing special, but I didn't mind it back then. Could you possibly do it once more?"

"I-informally...?"

"Yes. Don't worry if it's difficult."

I hesitated for a moment.
Informal speech with Evan?

B-but this guy is my employer and lord...

I was confused by such thoughts for a moment, then collected myself.
If Evan didn't mind it.

...I could do it once if I just closed my eyes.

I took a deep breath and slowly opened my mouth.


"I-is this what you like? Evan, you p-pervert...!"

"No, Stella. That's too much."

"......"

"......"

"......"

"...No, it's good. One more time."

...Well, like that.

Considering how much effort I put into it, it was a modest ending.

But still, most enjoyable.

...This time, truly, it was the end of our date.

Ch.173 - EP. 6 Build Up
"My goal is survival."

*

Even just Part 1 covering the first semester had fantasy beasts, the Sword Saint, and spies from the North. Later on—

*

"...Disgusting. How are you not ashamed to appear like that?"

...That reaction.
Judging by that genuinely repulsed response, the spy is likely male.

Of course, I couldn't be certain since the spy might be disguised as a woman like me, but I had gained one piece of definite information.

*

I thought about it for a long time.
How could I deliver my message to someone hiding among all the cadets without revealing it directly?

How could I let them know that I was a highly qualified High Priestess.

And that I knew they were being drawn to me right now.

How could I make them unable to stay hidden and quiet?

In other words, how could I...

-And my plan is...

Lure the spy out?

*

"She escaped. After seeing a future of purging."

*

In my great spy hunt, what I'm preparing most meticulously is a kind of "counter-ambush."

If things don't go well, I'll be assassinated by the spy anyway.

I had no choice but to be extremely cautious.

And the core element of this plan, what I've been developing recently, is connecting formulas with memory.

*

Long ago.
Very long ago.

When I was kidnapped by Kinahan and realized my identity.

After clearly understanding what deviating from the original story would bring, I thought.

If the North wants to kill me because I'm a High Priestess, for whatever reason...

The cause of Stella's—my—death must be something more fundamental than following Evan to the North.

In the original story, Stella was eliminated by one of the protagonist's companions sent to the North.

More precisely, she was attacked simultaneously with Evan, but it's reasonable to assume she was the actual target.

They must have judged that moment in the Snow Mountain to be the most appropriate time to eliminate Stella, who was a High Mage in the original story.

When I was kidnapped by Kinahan, my initial assessment was that the original Stella was killed because she had made a contract with Evan.

But thinking about it, that's strange.
If that were the case, they could have just eliminated Evan or left him alone without any loss on their part.

Even Kinahan tried to kidnap me, not kill me.
This means that sometime between my kidnapping by Kinahan and several years later...

The North's attitude toward me, a prospective High Priestess, had changed.

I hadn't realized this fact until now and thought it was because of the contract with Evan, but...

-She escaped. After seeing a future of purging.

I could understand this through my dialogue with the Saintess.
That solved the questions I'd had so far.

For example, what the Cardinal said during our conversation...

-...This is different from our agreement. Why, why is the High Priestess here...?

I don't know the details of the deal between the North and the Moonlight Church.
I don't know the exact purpose of the Moonlight Church either.

I don't know why or to what extent the Moonlight Church is currently dealing with the North.

But what's certain is that whether I follow the original story or not...
I'll have to live my entire life worrying about being assassinated by an unknown spy.

To summarize, once the mysterious deal between the Moonlight Church and the North was made, there could be no peaceful life for me as a High Priestess and purge target.

And to avoid such a future...

For a recently added reason... to reclaim a happy future with Evan as soon as possible...

I decided to skip about an entire semester of the original story and immediately implement a plan to draw out the spy.

My opponent is a spy from the Sovereign State.

A shapeshifter who can transform into anything or anyone.

The hidden villain of Academy Survival Guide Part 1, and the culprit who killed the original Stella.

To hunt such an opponent, I needed an extremely thorough plan.

The first step was to lure them out.

And the next step was...

-episode 6. ≪Counter-Ambush≫

*

At the center of Maira Forest, now abandoned and untouched by people.

The spy placed a hand on the familiar ground and measured the mana.

"Good."

The spy muttered.

After months of injecting Mana Stones, the soil had absorbed mana so dense it exceeded the concentration of Maira Forest itself.

In terms of ratio, it was practically 1:1 between soil and mana.

Even accounting for errors in the work caused by Stella Eckhart—currently the spy's greatest concern—the progress was excellent.

Especially considering this was happening right next to the Academy, in Maira Forest, which had been used as the midterm exam site.

'Coming here every day in different disguises with perfect stealth—the Empire has no chance of finding me.'

The spy was uniquely chosen by the Sovereign State, exceptional even among the North's experts in espionage and assassination.

The spy was confident in escaping from the Imperial Palace itself, unless caught in the act of assassinating a member of the imperial family.

Expecting Academy security to stop such a being was too cruel a task.

'Especially for those who treat what dwells in this land as mere legend.'

The spy stood up, brushing dirt from their hands.
The preliminary preparations were now complete.
It was a bit late considering when it should have been finished, but...

Now what was needed was...

'...A massive amount of mana to activate it.'

Even with the spy's powerful mana, it was impossible to provide it all at once.

This meant they needed to borrow external mana again, such as from Mana Stones.

'It's not urgent, but it would be good to secure them in advance.'

High-grade Mana Stones enough to fill about one pyeong of space.
With just that much material...

The spy could erase this Academy from the map at any time.

*

The season that had weathered the rainy period now seemed to be preparing to shed its summer coat.

You could feel it in the cool air occasionally mixing with the hot summer breeze, and in the increasingly high blue sky.

Well, the final exam's practical test was coming soon.
Once the practical test was over and the final grades calculated, the Academy's first semester would end.

Then there would be a party marking the end of the semester.

Everyone dancing, drinking, and having fun in the Banquet Hall... basically an end-of-term celebration.

Though in the original story, it wasn't held this semester due to circumstances.

And the approach of this end meant only one thing to me.

'Soon, the all-out war with the spy will begin.'

In the original story, from this point on, all kinds of spies from the North start coming down, creating another intense atmosphere of war.

As Alen mentioned at the beginning of the semester, anyone who isn't a fool would realize something unusual was happening.

And at that point...

The "spy" hiding in the Academy causes a massive incident to mark the finale of the first semester.
An incident causing far more casualties than anything before the Sword Saint's rampage at the end of Part 1.

That would happen in about a few weeks.
Within a week after the final exam's practical test—truly not much time left.

"S-so then...?"

"...And, using the excuse of wringing water from my clothes... I pulled my skirt up this high."

"Oh my, oh my!!!"

"Then, um... showing even down there, Evan got excited and pushed me onto the bed..."

"You're crazy, crazy!!"

Yet despite the situation ahead, I was sharing this story with Erhen, making her blush bright red.

Erhen seemed to have no resistance to such stories, hitting my shoulder repeatedly and getting immersed in the tale with exaggerated reactions.

"Th-then what?! Did you, did you have s... sex?! Kyaah!!"

"No. We just hugged tightly and fell asleep."

"?"

But at the conclusion, she showed a completely uncomprehending response.
More precisely, she seemed not to understand the meaning of the words I'd just uttered.

"Slept... you don't mean that euphemistically...?"

"No. Just sleep. Snore snore."

"What the f...!!"

Erhen grabbed my shoulders and shook me violently, as furious as someone who just watched their favorite show end with a dream sequence.

Ugh. I'm getting dizzy.

"H-how could you stop there! Are you even a female?!"

"...Could you please say 'woman'? I'm a human."

Well, actually, I wasn't even a woman until a few years ago...
...But nobody would believe me if I said that now.

Honestly, I've been doubting myself lately too.

With all these abundant ideas for seducing and fl-flirting with Evan... was I really a man before...?

Of course, with my memories remaining clear, it's a meaningless doubt.

Above all, it's not just my gender that changed—my entire personality is completely different from my past life.

...It's all because of hormones! Hormones!

H-how could anyone resist in a woman's body when an alpha male as handsome as Evan is seducing you like that?
Anyone would become like me...?!

"No, I mean, why didn't you do it?! The development was clearly heading toward, you know, pregnancy flag!"

"Wait, Erhen, we're in a classroom...!"

Though it was still morning and there weren't many people around, Erhen's vulgar word choices were embarrassing anywhere.

Ironically, she's the type who gets bright red and can't even listen when actual such talk comes up.

But she did have a point.

"Well, you know... as you know, I haven't officially accepted Evan's feelings yet..."

"Come on, even strangers would go for it if they got that far!"

"H-honestly, it still feels a bit early...!"

Honestly, even setting aside pregnancy probability and such, I was a bit scared.

I'd only recently become aware of myself as a woman... I worried whether I could do well.

Above all, once I got... um, pounded by that size... I felt like I might never be able to go back.

If what shows outside his clothes is that big, putting it inside me...

'...Mmh.'

...Thinking about it made me wet again.

A relationship with Evan in this situation?
Anyone in their right mind could see this wasn't a good choice.

While I was thinking this, someone tapped my shoulder.

"What are you talking about?"

"Eek, E-Evan?"

It was Evan, dressed neatly as usual.
Somehow he seems to get more handsome every day... is that just my rose-colored glasses?

"...It's nothing. Class is about to start, let's sit down."

But as soon as I saw Evan, I suppressed my urge to snuggle against him and spoke in a tone as close as possible to the original Stella's.

"...Oh, right. Got it."

Evan returned to his seat with an embarrassed expression, as if suddenly remembering something.

...Somehow, watching him walk away made my heart ache.

At times like this, if I could hold him to my chest, he might feel better... No, this is seriously becoming a condition.

"...?"

Erhen gave me a suspicious look as I shook my head and watched Evan leave.

Feeling her gaze, I smiled awkwardly and said:

"Ah... we decided to keep some distance publicly for a while."

It was partly a determination not to let my heart waver as the all-out war with the spy approached, and partly a move to trick the spy.

"Well, you two know what you're doing."

"Hmm..."

Erhen had witnessed many of our antics.
Especially, she had spent the most time with us after Evan, watching my show of denying my feelings for him.

She no longer seemed interested in objecting to this level of behavior.

"By the way, Miss Stella. Is today when they announce the practical test content?"

"Yes. Alen will probably tell us as soon as he comes in."

It seemed they were announcing the content quickly this time, as the difficulty level was easy.

'Final exam, practical test...'

The content of this final exam wasn't really anything special.
Just something that had been mentioned since the beginning of the semester finally making an appearance?

However, that wasn't what I needed to think about.

The important thing was...

'...In this exam, a large quantity of Mana Stones will be brought in by the academy.'

Our battle was beginning now, even before the final exam started.

Ch.174 - EP. 6 Dragon
The bell rang, signaling the end of class. I gathered my things and headed out, my mind already racing with plans for the upcoming final exam.

Chapter 174. Dragon

A few years ago, at the Duke's mansion.

"So, let's summarize."

"Yes."

"According to you, we ultimately need to deal with someone who can change their appearance to look like anyone, is incredibly strong though we don't know exactly how strong, and under certain conditions, can wipe the entire Academy off the map?"

"......That's correct."

Evan and I, having already thought through the formula for the midterm exam and methods of provocation, were now facing the final problem.

"I hate to say this, but are you joking, Stella?"

"But...!"

Even Evan, who had been careful with his words since we weren't that close yet, said this without a hint of humor.

"Let's say we find what we're looking for as we expected. And let's say somehow you and I work together to catch them."

Of course, even that would be extremely difficult. Evan didn't bother saying that aloud as he continued.

"But what about the spy's 'weapon'? You said you don't even know exactly how they prepare it?"

"...That's right. All I know is that it requires a large amount of Mana Stones...."

All I could gather from the original story was that the spy's weapon would be activated somewhere in Maira Forest and that it required a large quantity of Mana Stones.

There was the option of informing the Academy to search the forest, but that presented two problems.

First, if the Academy turned Maira Forest upside down before the midterm exam, there was a high chance my formula would be exposed.

Second, the spy would surely have considered this possibility.

Obviously, they wouldn't leave evidence behind, and as for catching them in the act—a spy who survived on instinct wouldn't be caught so easily.

No matter how serious the tip about a spy might be, the Academy's guards couldn't search the vast Maira Forest year-round.

They'd probably just label me and Evan as false informants.

"...Stella. This really does seem too difficult."

Evan spoke coldly.
Though he usually seemed to smile easily, he was more calculating than anyone.

After all, he was only helping with my plan to further his own goals, so he had no reason to assist with a reckless operation.

Moreover, we were practically strangers despite getting to know each other, which made it even less likely.

A moment of silence passed between us.
Evan stared at me for a while, then sighed.

"...Still, I'm sure you have some bizarre plan this time too?"

But.
If there was one thing that had formed between Evan and me over the past few months—if not affection or trust—it was:

A belief in each other's abilities.

Evan believed in my planning abilities, which were almost like future predictions based on the original story.

I believed in Evan's combat prowess and growth rate, which were unbelievable for someone my age.

What we had for each other wasn't emotion or affection, but this rational assessment.

"...Of course."

And that's why we could be better partners than anyone else.

Emotions taking root in that relationship and eventually changing it...

...was still a story for a little later.

*

"Miss Stella has gone cold again...!"

"D-did they break up?"

"Come on, you could see how much they liked each other just from their eyes!"

I could hear the cadets whispering when Evan and I sat far apart with unusually stiff attitudes.

Really, the final exam topic announcement is right around the corner, and they have nothing better to do?

And what? "You could see how much they liked each other"? Maybe for Evan, but I always maintained a poker face, so that was just nonsense.

Still, the fact that such rumors were circulating meant they had noticed some change.

If we kept this up, it would eventually reach the spy's ears.

Though not absolutely necessary, it was part of creating a more perfect plan.

*But treating Evan so coldly...*

What? Didn't I treat him that way for years?
...That was the old me, not the current me.
Haven't you heard that love makes you reborn?

*...Ahem.*

I mentally cleared my throat, feeling the angular triangle turning in my heart.
No, I didn't want to be like this after putting our confession on hold.
I know I'm not being fair...!

Anyway, feeling somewhat guilty, I glanced at Evan and found him looking back at me.

I panicked for a moment, thinking he might be upset, but looking closer, I saw he was pretending to rest his chin on his right hand.

And on that long finger...

"......Heheh."

"Good grief. What is it, Miss Stella? That uncharacteristically lewd smile?"

"L-lewd? I just suddenly had an amusing thought...."

"That's not like your character...."

Damn it.
I fanned my face to cool down.

Goodness. Just seeing the ring I gave him on Evan's large, slender hand was enough to make me like this.

Evan wore the ring on his right pinky finger.
A ring on the right pinky is said to symbolize achieving one's goal.

Quite meaningful, but of course Evan wearing it on his pinky now meant he hoped our plan would succeed.

*...And at the same time...*

When I think about what happens after the plan succeeds...

"...Whew! It's a bit hot in here!"

"It's almost autumn, Miss Stella."

Somehow, the ring felt particularly warm when I was within a certain distance of Evan.
The heat rising to my face was probably because of that too.

...Maybe I should have designed it to be a bit cooler?

I regretted it, but thinking that Evan must be feeling the same temperature made me feel somehow...

With a tingling sensation, this temperature felt just right.

*What am I, a middle school girl...?*

I cleared my throat in surprise at my own pink-tinted emotions and forcibly tore my gaze away from Evan's ring.

If I'm like this now, when I later receive... you know... the real thing... from Evan...

"I-it's really hot!"

"What's wrong with you today?!"

I shook my head at Erhen's genuinely concerned cry.

When I touched my forehead with the back of my hand, it was burning hot like I had a fever.

*...I'll catch and kill that spy somehow.*

Perhaps as a positive effect of this, I felt my fighting spirit and violent tendencies rising, and just then, Professor Alen opened the door and entered.

"Skipping roll call. I'll explain the content of the final exam."

"Aaaaaahhh....!!"

Everyone sighed in unison.

Professor Alen, who always seemed to research efficient ways to torment students, smiled with his scarred lips and tapped the blackboard.

"Come on, quiet down. Think positively. Once this final exam is over, you'll finally have the freedom you've all been clamoring for, right?"

"That's why we're more nervous...!"

"Professor doesn't understand a cadet's heart...!"

"No failing, no failing, no failing, no..."

In reality, despite these reactions, these students were at the top of the Academy's competitive pyramid.

Even if they messed up this exam, they would only be demoted to a slightly lower class, not expelled.

Of course, if they continued to perform poorly there, that would be a different story...

Anyway, they were in a much better situation than the lower-class cadets who faced expulsion if they failed the current exam.

Plus, it was publicly known that this exam would be less difficult than the previous one.

While the cadets still jeered and sighed, they didn't show the same intense tension as during the previous exam.

"Now, let's skip the small talk and explain the exam."

Still, a cadet's anxiety couldn't be completely ignored.
When Alen began his introduction, everyone looked at him with tense expressions and gulped.

Of course, I already knew what was coming, so I wasn't particularly excited.

The creature that had been mentioned constantly in exams and classes since the beginning of the semester.

[I started reading the tiny, barely legible text, knowing that good memorization is meaningless without understanding the problem.

-So... today we'll learn about... dragons. Ah, not real dragons, haha... a friend whose nickname is Dragon...]

"The topic of this final exam is hunting Salamanders."

*That's right.*

I was relieved that the exam hadn't changed. In truth, it would have been difficult to change the exam topic, but I had a sort of trauma from the series of events.

"Huh...?"

"Salamanders? Aren't those just mid-to-high level Magical Beasts...?"

"More importantly, with so many cadets, is that enough for an exam?"

Meanwhile, the cadets were murmuring about the unexpected exam content.
It made sense. Salamanders were just mid-to-high level Magical Beasts that occasionally appeared in mountains and caused fires.

Oh, don't misunderstand. Even mid-to-high level is quite threatening.
They're strong enough to be called mini-dragons.

I wrote a thesis about them before, I wonder if anyone remembers.

["It's a matter of interest... What did you write about?"

Evan looked at me, drooping like wet seaweed.
Well, I wrote quickly since I knew the setting from the original story and was interested. Some of it matched what I'd been thinking about.

"Due to their unstable nature, the Mana Stones from armored Salamanders cannot be used for complex formulas, but...]

However, from the perspective of cadets who had received 100 Automatons for the previous exam, the difficulty level seemed questionable.

Could it be that finding Salamanders in the mountains was part of the exam?

Just as the cadets were beginning to imagine such ominous scenarios, Alen corrected their delusions.

"I know you have many questions, so I'll explain one by one. First, we're not going somewhere to hunt Salamanders. Unfortunately."

Alen, who had a background as a monster hunter, licked his lips and looked around at the cadets.
The cadets sighed in relief, though their pores widened at the thought that this might have been the original plan.

"And how to test with creatures that aren't numerous enough... That would be a valid question under normal circumstances."

Under normal circumstances, that is.
I recalled when Salamanders had appeared in a previous exam.

[["...Therefore, Salamanders are also known as dragons. List at least three similarities and three differences between Salamanders and fire-attribute dragons."]

A question about Salamanders, which had appeared in early classes and even required a report.

From the professor's perspective, it was just a question about something frequently mentioned in class, but considering that a few episodes later there would be an arc about eliminating overpopulated Salamanders, it was an interesting detail.

Specifically, it was an exam, but still.]

"Recently, for unknown reasons, Salamanders have been overpopulating and overflowing. And quite coincidentally, they're advancing toward the Academy... or more precisely, the northernmost part of Maira Forest."

"...Ah, could it be..."

"...It's still easy... right?"

"You're right! Normally, such magical beast overpopulation would be handled by the Imperial Army, but our Academy identified the situation months ago and has already negotiated with the Empire."

Of course, such negotiation was possible because there were no civilian areas in the path.
Alen added this and looked around at the cadets.

"Anyone with a brain can imagine what would happen if Salamanders charged into Maira Forest, right?"

Obviously, there would be a massive fire.
Moreover, the mana concentration in Maira Forest is so dense that fires don't extinguish easily.

"That's the basic overview. Grading will be based on the Mana Stones from the Salamanders you bring back—a very simple exam."

Alen clicked his tongue as if dissatisfied, but the cadets didn't share his sentiment.

No matter the risk of being roasted by Salamanders, it was better than facing the killing machines (literally) they had encountered before.

"For the detailed schedule, look here..."

And so, as usual, Alen's joint class for the Magic Department and Knight Department continued with an explanation of the exam content.

*...Good.*

Now that the exam schedule was confirmed.

It was time to find collaborators and confirmation.

And the first one was...

*......Sword Saint, Claire.*

The greatest threat to our plan, and also our most reliable ally.

Ch.175 - EP. 6 Recruitment, Suspicion, Doubt, Certainment (1)
Chapter 175. Recruitment, Doubt, Conviction (1)

Looking at the Academy's semester schedule, this period was almost the last one before vacation.

Since vacation began almost immediately after the final exams, the cadets seemed quite anxious about their final presentations.

"Hmm... should I be relieved that we still have about two weeks left?"

"What does it matter if the test difficulty decreases? It's relative grading anyway...!"

"I just hope I don't fail..."

These were the typical reactions you'd see before exams.

Summarizing the opinions: the difficulty is easier so that's comforting/only the top students will excel so what's there to be comfortable about/whatever, I'll just focus on training.

Me? I honestly planned to just do moderately well, so it didn't matter much. I had no intention of failing, but I also had no reason to excel.

For one, I'd already demonstrated my abilities during the practical portion of the midterm exam. The spy would have already recognized me as a full-fledged High Priestess.

And secondly...

"...Ahem."

How should I put this?

To be honest, if it weren't for that kidnapping incident at the beginning of my transmigration, I would have cleanly given up on the Academy just to avoid getting entangled with Evan, you know?

Though my reasons were different now, the Academy still didn't hold much significance for me.

Of course, I had been focusing on developing that... magic whenever I had free time.

But regardless, I couldn't help thinking that for various reasons, my chances of making it past the first year seemed...

"...No. What am I thinking about on my way to meet the Sword Saint?"

I noticed I was unconsciously rubbing my lower abdomen and quickly removed my hand, clearing my throat.

Really, with each passing day, it seemed like those kinds of thoughts were all that filled my head.

I suppose it was even more pronounced lately since I'd been reducing contact with Evan due to circumstances.

Just a moment ago, I was randomly thinking about withdrawing from the Academy early.

Of course, I was Evan's secretary and willing to support his Academy life, but still?

A woman should properly stay at home, supporting her husband and serving...

"Ahem, AHEM!"

See? I had to cough loudly to stop my thoughts from going in that direction again, causing people around me to turn and look.

For reference, those thoughts I just had were values I'd held since my previous life.

They were controversial for an actress, and I never revealed them since there was no appropriate situation to do so.

As I mentioned before, I had this twisted view that since I could earn money, whoever became my wife could just stay home and have children to start our family.

Ironically, when I became a woman, that same twisted female perspective applied to me.

Well, I had no complaints. A life supporting Evan while receiving his abundant love?

"...Hehe."

Just thinking about it made me smile—there was no reason to refuse or dislike it.

"So, for that future..."

I sighed as I found myself in front of the Sword Saint's dormitory room. I suppressed my nervousness with the determination I had just mustered and carefully knocked on the door as if it were the trigger button of a bomb.

*Knock, knock!*

*

"Exterminate the enemies of the Empire, Sword Saint."

The Empire was currently a battlefield that only appeared intact on the surface. No, even that facade was crumbling now, visible even to commoners.

The tension with the North was stronger than ever before.

A few years ago, the strong wartime atmosphere caused by various situations, including the fire at the war hero Isenberg's mansion, had barely calmed down due to each side's famine. But now, the situation was at a tense standoff.

From the Empire's perspective, they were troubled because they couldn't understand the cause. The North had always been hostile since the Great War, with occasional friction.

For instance, there were incidents like the border suppression campaign where the current Marquis Eckhart had played a major role, but nothing this blatant.

In recent years, the number of provocations and detected spies was countless.

Although forces led by the Moonlight Church were voicing mild opposition to war, from the Emperor's perspective, they couldn't be trusted either.

And then, one reliable piece of intelligence reached the Emperor's ears:

The most skilled and dangerous spy from the Sovereign State had infiltrated the Academy.

While the Academy's original purpose had been diluted over time, it was fundamentally a military school preparing for wartime.

If such an Academy suffered catastrophic damage due to a spy, the Empire's morale would certainly plummet.

However, when trying to send someone to the Academy, many factions opposed it, citing various justifications that seemed suspicious.

How much enemy influence was involved was unknown, but what was certain was that the Empire was thoroughly corrupted. The weakened imperial authority faced too many powerful factions to resist.

Even from the Emperor's perspective, he couldn't deploy troops to the Academy based solely on intelligence that couldn't be publicly announced.

To make matters worse, even if that weren't the case, there was a shortage of skilled individuals who could stop such a spy.

In this situation, the Emperor decided to take a drastic measure.

He would deploy the Sword Saint, who had just reached the age to enter the Academy this year.

The Sword Saint couldn't enter by imperial order. She had to take the entrance exam properly and enter as a "cadet."

This would prevent gossip, and the Sword Saint's presence alone would serve as a deterrent to the spy.

Except for the fact that it was an idea proposed by a promising Cardinal of the Moonlight Church, it wasn't a bad strategy.

Thus, the Emperor sent the Empire's strongest warrior to the Academy.

With the imperial command: "Exterminate the enemies of the Empire, Sword Saint."

*

My last meeting with the Sword Saint was during the theater festival play. For a personal meeting, it was during the private lessons for that play.

At that time, I was essentially in my previous life's lone wolf actress mode, so I didn't feel that intimidated.

Like a keyboard warrior, everyone stands taller in their own field. The Sword Saint was a novice in acting, which allowed me to take some control.

But now it was different. This was clearly her domain.

I was asking to collaborate on what should have been her duty.

And... I had to hide intentions that she shouldn't discover.

Tracking down the spy was the Sword Saint's mission. I was now daring to interfere with that.

"...Who is it?" A cool, emotionless voice came from beyond the dormitory door, as always.

Unlike Stella's monotone, emotionless way of speaking.

"...It's Stella Eckhart."

Her voice was calm and chilling, as if someone had deliberately carved out emotions and filled the space with killing intent.

Well, she did show surprisingly emotional aspects, suggesting she originally had rich emotions.

Like freezing in surprise upon hearing about Evan and me dating, or participating in the theater festival that didn't suit her, driven by her desire to beat Class B, which still harbored resentment.

It was a realism of character that couldn't be seen in the original work's mechanical portrayal—something that could only be felt in reality.

And that aspect I noticed...

*Creeak.*

"This is the first time someone has come looking for me at this hour."

"Have others visited you separately?"

"...You're the first person to ever visit my room."

This would be the key to my persuasion.

I took a deep breath as I looked at the Sword Saint peeking out from the doorway, then opened my mouth.

"...I have something I'd like to discuss with you."

"......"

A moment of silence.

Being in the dormitory, she wasn't in her usual uniform but in comfortable casual clothes.

However, her deep navy-blue long hair, contrasting with her gleaming blood-red eyes, maintained her unique intimidating presence.

"...Come in."

...Good. I'd passed the first hurdle.

If the Sword Saint had said "How unpleasant, get lost" and chased me away, I wouldn't have had any comeback.

I slowly entered her room.

Due to her role as Sword Saint, like the Saintess, she spent little time at the Academy and used a large room in the most remote location.

Perhaps because of this, the room felt excessively empty.

It had impressively minimal furniture that wouldn't even fill my 5-pyeong studio from my previous life.

Moreover, the fairly large bed that should have been there was gone, and in its place were roughly folded blankets that only elderly loners would use.

Noticing my gaze, the Sword Saint explained as if making an excuse.

"...Sufficient sleep improves efficiency, but an overly comfortable bed invites laziness."

In other words, she was saying she slept a lot, so she deliberately made her bed like that.

So I sat awkwardly in a room with no chairs or anything, feeling like I was getting lectured by relatives during New Year's, making uncomfortable eye contact with the Sword Saint.

"...I'm extremely tired right now. I'd appreciate it if you'd get to the point."

"Ah, yes."

Even with that tone, she was like a heavenly maiden compared to before.

Being a bit tired was certainly better than when she tried to kill me by accusing me of being a spy. For sure.

But her request to get straight to the point made me nervous. No matter what, this wasn't something I could bring up without any buffer...

...Right. They say you should take the first hit. And I had thought about how to persuade her...

"...Lady Claire,"

"Yes."

I spoke each word softly, as if trying to prove my harmlessness through my tone.

"...I can reveal the spy's identity. Please cooperate with me."

Right after I finally managed to say those words in the tense atmosphere.

*FLASH!!*

"...!"

A flash of light, and in the blink of an eye, the Sword Saint was holding a sword pointed at my neck.

"What did you just say?"

Truly feeling the killing intent of an overwhelming master after a long time. Despite my body trembling at that knee-weakening sensation, I forced a smile.

The essential core of my and Evan's plan.

It was to recruit the biggest variable in the great spy war,

The final boss of Part 1 who would cause tremendous casualties at the end of the first year.

The starting point of the original work's depressing part, whom the protagonist's entire group barely managed to confront together.

The Sword Saint, Claire, who afterward fell into a coma and became a traitor to the Empire.

Ch.176 - EP. 6 Recruitment, Suspicion, Doubt, Certainment (2)
Chapter 176. Recruitment, Doubt, Conviction (2)

The Sword Saint, Claire.
Dispatched to the academy to monitor and root out spies, she had a duty to uncover their identities.

That's why her initial suspicion of Stella had been justified by a greater purpose.

After all, Stella seemed the most spy-like person she had ever encountered.

A woman who could even deceive her own mana.
Hiding her true identity would be child's play if she put her mind to it.

But Sword Saint Claire had almost completely withdrawn her suspicions of Stella after a series of events.
Specifically, preventing the Evil God's massacre and her performance at the Theater Festival.

She realized that the expressionless face that matched her pretty features was simply a slight emotional detachment, different from her own.

In truth, Claire hadn't seriously considered her a spy from the beginning.
The evidence mentioned earlier was just factual when viewed in isolation.

Being the daughter of Gilbert Eckhart who subjugated the northern border, and having a close relationship with the eldest son of the Isenberg family—another war hero—rendered those facts meaningless.

So the Sword Saint could somewhat understand.

The suspicions she felt toward Stella might have stemmed from emotions she thought had been erased long ago.

To put it bluntly, she had been a bit annoyed.
The composure that shattered when facing Stella later became the root cause of her stress when dealing with the vermin of Class B.

Anyway, the Sword Saint had resolved her misunderstandings, suspicions, and their sources.
She no longer harbored any other feelings toward Stella.
To be more honest, a small part of the Sword Saint—of Claire—even wanted to become friends with her.

After all, Stella's behavior during the Evil God incident and her impressive... no, confident performance at the Theater Festival had been somewhat inspiring to her.

However, separate from that.

"...I can identify the spy's identity. Please cooperate with me."

*Clang!*

Since she had mentioned the spy with her own lips,
The Sword Saint had a duty to point her sword at her.

Pointing a blade at the enemy as the sword of her homeland.

That was the purpose of the Sword Saint's—of Claire's—existence.

"What did you just say?"

*

Wow, that's terrifying.
I almost broke my poker face and screamed.

I looked down at the blade pointed right at my throat and thought.

Seriously, where did that sword come from?

It's so empty around here with nowhere to hide anything.
I guess becoming a Sword Saint requires mastering this kind of magic trick.

I'm an actual mage, but even I can't do that.

"...You startled me."

"You don't look startled at all."

"My face is always like this."

Even as I casually tossed out those words, the Sword Saint's expression didn't soften at all.

The tone of her voice, which had been slow and quiet, had completely changed, clearly conveying her killing intent.

The sensation that if I moved even slightly wrong, I'd be sliced immediately.
This wasn't a warning.
If anything, it was more like a final reprieve.

*I need to choose my words carefully from now on.*

I don't think this is an overreaction from the Sword Saint.
Monitoring, identifying, and executing spies is her imperial duty.

This was absolutely not a topic for an outsider—especially one who had once been suspected of being a spy—to bring up.

If the Sword Saint had been even slightly less patient, I could have been cut at least once, and I wouldn't have had any right to complain.

Of course, if I had judged her to have that kind of personality, I wouldn't have used this approach.

If my body gets scarred... well, wouldn't that look ugly to Evan?

Of course, I hadn't perfectly analyzed the Sword Saint's character, so this was definitely risky.

*But she said it herself. Get to the point.*

This was too sensitive a topic to dance around.
I couldn't know what verbal mistakes might occur in the process.

I thought it would better suit the Sword Saint's personality to just go for it all at once.
It's like taking medicine for a mouth sore.

Better to take one big hit than multiple small ones.

And with suspicions raised so suddenly, as each one was resolved, I could actually appear more innocent.

"First... you must be wondering how I know about the spy."

"......"

The Sword Saint didn't answer, just flashed a chilling glint in her eyes.
My goodness. Look how red they are.

I suddenly felt new respect for Evan, who had recklessly rushed to stop her and even took her orb.

I thought he was crazy at the time.

*

"Achoo!"

At the same moment.
Evan sneezed involuntarily from an irresistible tickle.

"...I must have been caught in too much rain."

It seemed that getting soaked in the rain while focusing only on kissing Stella was the culprit.

*I wonder if Stella is doing well?*

Evan was already thinking about Stella, but the sneeze made him think of her even more.

*

I wonder what Evan is doing right now.

To be fair, the reason Evan and I are here at the academy is because his crazy actions back then worked.

I still can't understand it no matter how much I think about it.

"Sword Saint."

And...
They say people who love each other grow similar, and now I found myself in the same position Evan was in back then.

I slowly opened my mouth, feeling tension comparable to that moment.

"I—we—have known about the spy's existence since our first day at this academy."

"...What?"

For a moment, confusion flashed in the Sword Saint's eyes.
She must be taken aback that I'm charging ahead when I should be making excuses.

As I've said many times, momentum is important in these situations.
I continued speaking without pause.

"I said we've known from the beginning. And one of 'our' objectives was to deal with that spy."

"Wait..."

"And we've thwarted several plans. The forced sleep incident affecting all students, and as you know, the Evil God manifestation incident."

Well... to be precise, the Evil God manifestation wasn't the spy's doing.
It was closer to a variable created by the fracture in the original story caused by me and in collaboration with the Moonlight Church.

But that was information the Sword Saint couldn't know.

And about the Illusionary Demonic Beast...

"The forced sleep incident... you solved that?"

"Yes. As you know, it was the work of assassins summoned by the spy. They used an Illusionary Demonic Beast."

The Sword Saint herself had fallen asleep and been unable to respond to the incident, so she couldn't possibly forget it.

The Sword Saint, while physically the strongest in this world, seemed extremely vulnerable to mental interference or attacks, perhaps as a counterbalance.

Thanks to that setting, the protagonist—or in this case, me since I've transmigrated—resolved the situation. If not, the Principal and many cadets could have been killed in that dangerous incident.

Everyone knew about the assassins since I had burned their bodies, which were scattered alongside the automaton that Alen had to deal with.

But no one clearly knew how the Illusionary Demonic Beast had put the Sword Saint and professors—all powerful individuals—to sleep at once.

Alen took all the blame because he brought the moth demonic beast that cast illusion curses.

Well, it was indeed caused by such a beast, so it wasn't completely baseless blame.

It's just that the corpse disappeared, so no one found any evidence.

...Except for one thing.

"...That is!"

The Sword Saint's red gaze focused on what I pulled out from my chest, and those red eyes widened.

Well... I can understand why.

"...You recognize it. This is a byproduct from the Illusionary Demonic Beast's corpse."

The Illusion Dream Stone.
A special mana stone that erases a day's worth of memories from everyone within city range except the user, making them hazy like dreams.

It could only be obtained from the corpse of an Illusionary Demonic Beast in this world.

At the time, I had no time to dispose of it, and if it was discovered, Erhen or Elysee might have been implicated, creating variables in the original story. Above all, I thought it might be useful somewhere, so I kept it.

Now, I was presenting it as evidence of my extermination, different from its original purpose.

"...Why didn't you report this?"

"Because it wasn't time for us to reveal our identities yet."

"...Not time?"

Of course, the reason I didn't reveal my identity then was to wait for a more perfect timing.

But leaving that out, it wasn't a lie.

"Yes. The assassins who infiltrated then were just one of the spy's many, many cards."

"We couldn't rashly reveal our identities just because we dealt with that one."

I spoke with strong emphasis.

It wasn't actually wrong.
If I had been targeted by the spy before I could reveal that I was a High Priestess, I would have simply died.

What? The original protagonist?
Our protagonist Elysee had enough strength to hold out until reinforcements arrived when attacked in her sleep.

Me? Without Evan, I'd just be sliced up.
Even now that's true, but it was even more so when I had no mana.

That's why Evan slept in my room for a while to protect me.
As a result, I gave up my nighttime privacy and my soft, squishy chest, but otherwise, I never knew when the spy might come to kidnap me.

The Sword Saint seemed to accept my words that implied all this.
At least, I thought so since the sword didn't move any closer to my neck.

"...Then, fundamentally, how did you know the spy's identity? And why do you want to deal with them?"

And here came the fundamental question.
Good. If I can just evade this question well, I'll succeed.

"My lord... no. My boy-boyfriend, do you forget who he is?"

"...Isenberg."

A war hero and duke of high status.
On top of that, he was trusted by the Emperor due to being an anti-Moonlight Church figure, which was rare to the point of near non-existence.

"Yes. He knew the spy's identity and the reason for your dispatch from the beginning. Feel free to confirm with him if you'd like."

I don't know if he really knows about the Sword Saint.
But at least I've already coordinated what to say when the Sword Saint actually goes to confirm it.

"No, that's fine. ...It doesn't seem to be a lie at all."

"Yes. I—Evan and I—want to help you, Sword Saint."

Again, momentum is important in persuasion.

There might be some logical gaps.
There might be strange points if you dig deeper.

But if I, who had already been cleared of suspicion, explained this much.

And if the Sword Saint felt a slight guilt for immediately pointing her sword at me.

"...I apologize for pointing my sword at you right away."

"No. I think it was necessary. I even expected that reaction to some extent."

Such minor details will be buried beneath the loyal impression and track record I'm showing now.

No matter what anyone says, I stopped the Illusionary Demonic Beast's invasion and, though unrelated to the spy, I stopped the Evil God.

In the latter case, the Sword Saint even helped directly.

Since it's still the first semester, she probably hasn't gathered any information about the spy yet.

My offer of cooperation would be irresistibly appealing if she could just set aside her suspicions about me.

"So, your answer is..."

Even while thinking this, I swallowed nervously and asked.
The Sword Saint seemed to be considering something for a moment.

"...Very well. I accept your proposal."

Then she gave me the most welcome affirmative answer.

*

Done.

Our first victory condition out of three.

We've achieved the recruitment of the Sword Saint.

Now for the next step... recruiting other helpers.

I thought this as I left the Sword Saint's room.

Originally, no entity can withstand a group attack.

Well, this process will have to continue again from tomorrow.

It was already late.
The sky had turned black, and everyone was returning to their rooms or heading to the baths.

*Then... I...*

Now that I've fulfilled the first condition...

...Should I go get some praise from Evan?

He might avoid my gaze, but "night" is... different.

"...Hehe."

I covered my heated cheeks and laughed quietly as I moved away from the Sword Saint's room.

Ch.177 - EP. 6 Same Dream, Same Vision
The Sword Saint, Claire, stood still, staring at the door through which Stella had left.

"......."

The sky had already darkened completely, signaling the end of the day.
But the Sword Saint didn't feel sleepy at all.

She had always had shorter nights than others.
Only when the rising sun began to turn the sky blue could the Sword Saint finally go to bed.

There was no particular reason.
It had simply continued for so long that it had hardened into a habit.

For several years after Claire ascended to the position of Sword Saint, she couldn't sleep even ten hours in a week, let alone a day.

She simply served as the Empire's sword.
Mechanically slaughtering enemies.

The Sword Saint was treated as an irreplaceable strategic weapon in any era.

And the Empire would never leave alone the current Claire, who was several times more exceptional than previous Sword Saints, even if she was a girl who hadn't reached adulthood.

Especially when the present situation was so close to wartime, a national crisis.

"......Cooperation, huh."

The Sword Saint, the peerless one who could only exist as a single person.
For someone like her, a request for cooperation was truly...

Truly something that hadn't happened in a very long time.

"...Perhaps everything until now was meant to recruit me."

Confronting her in the entrance exam, demonstrating proof by exterminating the Illusionary Demonic Beast, eliminating the Evil God with her help.

As a result, she had developed a strong interest in them, which led to the current situation.

"If that was their aim."

It was a chilling design.
Feeling her evaluation of the girl rising in various ways, the Sword Saint looked up at the night sky.

The moon, bright enough to turn the black night sky blue, gave her the usual inexplicable headache.

That woman would probably be immersed in planning even on a night like this.

With that thought,
The Sword Saint's sleepless night grew deeper.

*

It was now late at night, not long after everyone had gone to bed.
I was currently sneaking in front of Evan's dormitory.

Why at this hour specifically...?
As I mentioned before, I needed to keep some distance from Evan for the sake of something.

To be precise, I needed to refrain from showing affection in public, but since I couldn't trust myself not to be lovey-dovey when near Evan, it amounted to the same thing.

But that was one thing,
And now it was night.

A time when I could contact Evan without worrying about others' gazes...!

And soon...
...Ahem!

Anyway, until now, it had always been Evan who visited my dormitory room at night.

I had visited Evan's room before, but that time I had borrowed Erhen's power.

Because I was a weakling who could only use Formulaic Magic without using Method.

So it was difficult unless you were Erhen, who could block surrounding sounds, or Evan, who could just jump and land in my room.

"But now I have mana."

Though I hadn't mentioned it, my mana had been steadily increasing, if not by much.

I had formed a hypothesis after noticing that my mana wouldn't increase beyond a certain level despite continuing to kiss during... mana training with Evan.

[Perhaps this is the limit at this stage?

Since the perfect relationship between love and mana hasn't been fully revealed, I'm a bit reluctant to make assumptions.

Maybe to increase mana further, we need to go further from here...]

The hypothesis was that mana might increase as we progressed further.

At the time, I had erased this hypothesis from my mind due to patience and various other issues, but unfortunately, it might not have been such an implausible hypothesis.

During that... date with Evan.

After letting him touch my bare thigh and kissing very deeply... it seemed we had broken through another barrier, as my mana had noticeably increased.

And thanks to that, I could now sneak into the dormitory using only my mana.

The original owner of this body and name was my favorite character and a High Mage, so perhaps I was rediscovering her original abilities.

So coming here now was, well.
It couldn't be anything but a strategic decision... for increasing my power.

I was earnestly making excuses to someone as I quietly knocked on the door.
A small sound, but loud enough for someone like Evan to hear.

"......?"

However, there was no movement from inside.
Could he be sleeping?

Strange, even though Evan's insomnia had been cured, he didn't usually go to bed this early.

With such thoughts, I quietly opened the door and entered Evan's room.
This was possible because Evan had given me his room key.

...I knew better than anyone, having been a man in my previous life, that this wasn't sneaking into a man's room.

But, but still, you never know what might happen...?

Of course, I wondered how many people in this world could harm Evan, excluding outliers like the Sword Saint.

-Creeak...

But I was genuinely worried.
His face was flushed this morning; he might have caught something.

I tiptoed into the darkened room and walked toward Evan's bed.

As I got closer, my warming ring informed me that Evan was indeed in the room.

"...'Light.'"

Creating a very, very dim light in my hand as a precaution, I could see Evan lying in bed.

"...Is he really sleeping?"

For someone who knew Evan's living patterns like me, this was quite strange.
Of course, it wasn't impossible that Evan had suddenly decided to go to bed early today.

But the obsessive days Evan had lived through were too long for such a sudden change.

So, without resolving my doubts, I slowly approached Evan's bed.

"......*cough*."

Indeed, Evan was lying in bed like the dead, with a face so red it was clearly visible even in the dim light, letting out small coughs.

Judging by the intensity of the cough, he didn't seem terribly sick, but...

"...Evan...?"

Somehow, seeing Evan sick for the first time felt very awkward to me.

Of course, being superhuman didn't mean he couldn't get sick, so it wasn't impossible.
While his immunity might be a bit higher, he didn't constantly strengthen his entire body with mana, and viruses affect everyone equally.

In Evan's case, he must have had higher immunity than most, as I had never seen him suffer from minor illnesses until now.

Even when I caught a cold before, he didn't catch it.

At that time, despite my being weak with illness and rubbing against his hand, nothing happened to him.

"I guess... that must be the cause?"

No matter how I thought about it, the cause must have been that day, our date, when we spent several minutes kissing in the middle of a downpour.

Afterward, thinking we were already soaked so it didn't matter if we got wetter, we even walked slowly back to the lodging.

"...Thinking about it now, it's amazing I didn't catch it."

Stella's body originally had what everyone acknowledged as the weakest physique.
Didn't she fall ill before due to stress from the Sword Saint?

Yet I was fine after being soaked in the rain for what must have been at least several dozen minutes, while Evan caught a cold.

"I-I should nurse him, right...?"

I am Evan's secretary after all.
Yes. And Evan took such good care of me when I was sick, didn't he?

They say the person who takes care of you when you're sick is the most unfair person.

Especially since I'm someone who had almost never been nursed through illness in my previous life.
How could anyone not fall for someone who treats them so well?

"With a face like this, h-how irresponsible..."

...Just kidding.
Right now, as his secretary, I had a duty to nurse Evan so he wouldn't be sick.

Just as Evan had done for me.

I calmed my pounding heart and approached Evan, whispering:

"Evan... are you asleep...?"

"......Haa......"

Evan must have been in a deep sleep, as he showed no reaction to my words, only breathing roughly.

Beads of sweat on his forehead indicated he was quite uncomfortable.

"A-are you hot, Evan...?"

I asked as I gently sat on top of Evan.
What I felt was Evan's shirt, damp with sweat.

Knowing how uncomfortable that feels from being sick many times in my previous life, I grabbed Evan's shirt and took a deep breath.

"......Y-you're really asleep, right?"

"......."

Evan was still just breathing unevenly.

Somehow, seeing Evan like this.
Seeing the defenseless appearance of Evan, who rarely showed any weakness except on very rare occasions.

It made me feel something... something.

I tried to remove Evan's shirt with slightly trembling hands.

"Eek, eek..."

...Well, I tried to.
By the time I had lifted Evan's t-shirt up to about his solar plexus.
The sight of Evan's... incredibly toned body suddenly caught my eye, making my body hot and preventing me from continuing.

In my previous life, I had also exercised quite diligently for weight management.
Somehow I never managed to bulk up, but it wasn't a bad body.

That's why I knew how much effort was required to achieve the body I could see through the gaps between my fingers that were reflexively covering my eyes.

Even as a man in my previous life, I would have admired this body, but seeing it as a woman...!

"Hng, haah..."

I twisted my body slightly at the tightening in my lower abdomen.

And at that point, I could objectively assess my situation.
At night.

Straddling a man.

Removing his clothes... me.

Finally coming to my senses somewhat, I tried to get off Evan, but.

"......Mmm... Stella...?"

"Eek! E-Evan?!"

Suddenly hearing Evan's voice, I lost my balance and collapsed beside him.

Fortunately, he didn't seem fully conscious, as he closed his eyes again in a half-asleep state... and tightly embraced me.

"Cold... don't go..."

"Haah, w-wait a moment, Evan...! Now, now is a bit...!"

I tried to struggle free, but Evan's uncontrolled strong arms caught me and pulled me deeper into his embrace.

"N-not now...!"

I was, embarrassingly... in a somewhat aroused state after seeing Evan's vulnerable side.

And, if I'm embraced by Evan in this state...

"W-wait..."

As I said, Evan's body was damp with sweat from his fever.
And, and, tightly held in his arms, I was...

"R-really, this won't do..."

My body was already hot and flushed.
In that state, smelling Evan's intense masculine scent...

"Haaah...♡"

...Th-this was Evan's fault.
Being embraced by the man you love, and a man exuding such a masculine scent at that—what woman could maintain her composure?

Such a woman didn't exist in this world.

"Evan, you're so mean..."

As I inhaled deeply, taking in Evan's essence.
Completely intoxicated by it.
Burying my head deeper in his embrace.

...

......

.........

"Hyuk♡"

*

After class.
Feeling his physical condition rapidly deteriorating, Evan went to bed unusually early.

Though he was worried about Stella and the Sword Saint, she would manage somehow.
Because that was Stella, whom Evan respected immensely.

"......Mmm."

And perhaps because he fell asleep thinking about Stella while in poor physical condition.

Evan recognized, in his half-asleep state, that Stella had appeared in his dream.
It was nighttime, and for some reason, he was drenched in sweat.

For some reason, Stella was in his arms, letting out erotic moans.

"...Somehow, dreaming about Stella like this makes me feel incredibly guilty."

Though she was sensual in reality too, the version of her in Evan's dream was even more so.

With one of the most erotic voices Evan had ever heard, and... well, wet sounds that were hard to describe.

Evan sighed, wondering if he had accumulated this much sexual desire.

Honestly, her clutching his collar while tightly held in his arms... trembling as if convulsing... perfectly reflected his tastes and aroused his lust.

"No, I guess it's natural since this is a dream."

If this were reality, he would have roughly taken her regardless of any promises, but since he didn't want to do that in a dream born from his own desires.

Evan simply held her tighter while rubbing his half-asleep head.

...Somehow her reactions became even more intense, making this a remarkably realistic dream.
With that thought, Evan smiled slightly and drifted back to sleep.
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I woke up feeling ill for the first time in a long while.

*It's been a while since I felt this sick.*

Evan thought hazily, feeling slightly feverish as his consciousness slowly returned. It had been so long since he'd experienced this sensation that he quickly recognized something was wrong with his body.

*I used to get sick so often when I was younger.*

Something Stella didn't know about Evan was that during his childhood—when his eyes were still blue—he had been quite frail.

His personality and image had always given off a sickly impression. He was shy and reluctant to spend time with strangers.

But like everyone, Evan changed as he grew up. His physical strength and natural appearance transformed.

At the Academy, aside from the Saintess and the Sword Saint, it was hard to find anyone who could match Evan the knight, who had developed an exceptionally strong body.

Being a knight didn't mean he couldn't get sick. It just meant his immunity was twice as high as an ordinary person's, making it seem like he never fell ill.

That's why Evan was now lying motionless in bed, experiencing this unfamiliar sensation.

*Ah, I remember now.*

As Evan took this rare moment for reflection, he suddenly recalled the last time he had been sick. It wasn't actually that long ago, because Stella had been present in that memory.

*Back then, surely...*

Evan felt his mind drifting hazily into the past.

*

About two years ago, when they were finalizing their last plan.

"So, our conditions are threefold. The first is what I mentioned earlier, and the second is..."

"......"

"Hello?"

"Hmm? Oh, sorry. I'm not feeling well today. Where were we?"

That day, Evan had been suffering from a bout of fatigue after learning to awaken his body using mana. Though they had figured each other out to some extent, they weren't close enough yet to show weakness to one another. So Evan tried to continue the conversation as if nothing was wrong.

"Do knights get sick too?"

But it seemed to have the opposite effect. Stella only gave him a suspicious look.

From her perspective, it was hard to understand how someone who could take a bullet without flinching could catch a minor illness.

"Our immunity is higher, but we still get sick."

"Oh, I see. I didn't know that."

Of course, from Stella's perspective back then, it didn't matter whether he was faking or not. As long as a person wasn't dying, they could still work even when slightly ill.

That was her twisted value system carried over from her previous life, along with her indifference toward Evan.

Similarly, Evan wasn't emotionally invested enough in her to be hurt by such indifference.

No one there—not even Evan himself—was particularly concerned or worried about his condition.

"We were discussing the conditions we need to meet."

"Ah, right. Continue."

"And the second is... securing allies. Strong allies, at that."

"Hmm, why?"

"Obviously to deal with spies. According to our plan, you won't be able to protect me, and I certainly can't handle them alone."

Looking back now, it was quite a bleak scene, Evan thought.

Back then, Evan, who hadn't properly taken care of himself, ended up bedridden with a fever for a day, groaning in discomfort.

Of course, Stella, who had little interest in his daily life, simply acknowledged it and moved on.

Evan hadn't expected her concern either.

Though she was nominally his secretary, there was no reason she should have to take care of him.

Just...
During that time when he missed training for the first time in ages and lay alone in that large bed.

While he was alone in that room, except for the Duke and servants who came to check on him.

Evan realized, unintentionally.
That this was the first time he had fallen ill since losing his mother.

As mentioned, Evan had been very sickly as a child.

And the one who had most devotedly nursed him through those frequent illnesses was...

Naturally, Yuria von Isenberg, Evan's mother, who was skilled in healing using divine power.

*.......*

Evan had changed a lot.
His physical strength and natural appearance had transformed.

But in some ways, he remained the same.
In aspects he couldn't—or didn't want to—change.

He realized then that he was still a fragile boy in some ways.

"...soup here..."

As the dream mixing past events with even more distant memories faded away...

"...cough..."

"Oh, are you awake, Evan?"

When Evan opened his eyes, he saw Stella preparing something in the gap of bright white morning sunlight that had already filled the room.

"...Ah. Yes..."

Evan barely answered with a cracking voice.
Somehow, he found it difficult to look her directly in the face.

He felt heat rising to his face.

...Separate from his feverish symptoms.

Evan turned his head slightly and felt his heart pounding.

*...This is a bit unfair...*

They say people who love each other grow similar. Evan and Stella, true to their first loves, were falling deeper for each other in exactly the same ways.

*

After I indulged in Evan's scent and, um...
thoroughly enjoyed that happy moment.

My reason finally returned, and I fell into an intense state of post-clarity regret.

"W-what have I done...?"

To do such a thing next to someone sleeping—someone sick, no less?

This was absolutely unacceptable to someone like me with proper ethical standards carried over from my previous life.

There's no way I could be such a perverted creep...right?

So I concluded that I must have caught a cold too.
Yes. We were both caught in that rain for so long—it wouldn't make sense for only Evan to get sick.

The heat I felt when seeing Evan's vulnerable state wasn't lust or anything like that—it was my white blood cells fighting valiantly.

The actions that followed were obviously the same.
...Though at that level, it might be leukemia rather than a cold, but anyway.

Whatever the reason, I was fortunate.
I only did those things while Evan was bedridden.

If Evan had caught me, being roughly devoured would be the best outcome—he might have despised me.

If I were Evan, I'd despise someone playing with themselves next to me while I was sick.

Yes. Despise.

Evan... despising me...

....

*That... might not be so bad?*

But I didn't want to completely shatter my cold, emotionless image for that.

Besides, the sun was already rising outside.
Obviously, if I left now, I'd be the crazy woman boldly walking out from the middle of the men's dormitory.

I should have left during the night, but that ship had sailed.

Evan's bed, soaked from my passion.
Evan, who would surely wake up soon despite being sick.
And me, blatantly trespassing in his room with no escape.

In this hopeless situation, I decided to brazen it out.

Why had I tried to undress Evan in the first place?

It was for nursing him, wasn't it?

Then I'd stick to the essence of the matter.
I was worried when Evan didn't show up for class, so I came to check on him and found him groaning, and now I was nursing him.

Well, that's half true, so it should be... fine?

Besides, I genuinely couldn't leave Evan like this.

Having made my decision, I acted quickly.

First, the blanket thoroughly soaked with my... um, scent was cleaned with magic.
This is better than hand washing, I tell you!

*...Oh. I could have used cleaning and evaporation magic on Evan's clothes earlier too...*

As strange thoughts suddenly occurred to me, I shook my head and continued with the rest of my tasks.

Placing my hand on his forehead, I found it warm though not burning hot.

I moistened a cloth and placed it on his forehead just as he had done for me, then began preparing food like he would have.

For the record, I'm quite good at cooking.
Those independent living skills don't just disappear, you know?

"I'll make soup here."

Nothing's better than porridge for sick people, but rice would be hard to find here.

By now, it was early morning.
Most cadets would be in their classrooms.

Perhaps instinctively sensing the time...

"...cough..."

"Oh, are you awake, Evan?"

Evan woke up with a coughing sound.

"...Ah. Yes..."

His response was somehow more dazed and hazy than usual.
Well, no one is immune to illness.

Even Evan, who could jump to a building's rooftop in one leap, would end up like this when sick.

"I was worried when you didn't come to class, so I came to check on you. Please wait a moment. I'm making soup."

"Mmm..."

His tone lacked his usual energy and sounded timid.

Evan once mentioned he had a timid personality as a child—perhaps this was similar?

...Not bad at all.

A brief silence fell over the room again.
While I cooked with ingredients from the refrigerator in Evan's room, he lay back down, watching me with hazy eyes.

A pleasant, quiet morning atmosphere.
With Evan lying in bed and me cooking, this was completely...

*...Ahem.*

I pushed away the improper thoughts that surfaced and focused on cooking.
From behind, Evan spoke in a small voice.

"...Stella, were you lying here?"

"W-what? Why... do you ask?"

I turned my stiff neck with a start, feeling suddenly nervous.
Evan had half-buried his face in the pillow as he mumbled.

"...You smell nice, Stella..."

As Evan said this in a languid voice and buried his face in the blanket,
I couldn't contain the heat rising to my face.

No, I even washed it, h-how...?

"W-wait a minute! D-don't smell it...!!"

Regardless of my protests, Evan seemed pleased despite being sick.

Enjoying someone else's scent!

That's completely perverted!
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Stella was making corn soup for Evan, who had caught a cold. As she stirred the pot, she reflected on her time three years ago when she first entered the Isenberg household and received secretary training, which included learning about cooking in this world.

Thanks to her perfect memory, she remembered countless recipes and cooking tips. Combined with her cooking skills from her previous life—where she had cooked for herself since childhood—plus the special motivation of cooking for someone she cared about, she was determined to make something perfect.

"Evan must have fallen asleep again," she thought.

Though his fever wasn't particularly high, the fact that Evan—normally superhuman in constitution—was this incapacitated suggested his cold was quite severe. He had even mumbled strange things about "smelling her scent" without his usual filter.

In her previous life, Stella's ideal partner had been someone who would take care of her when she was sick or struggling. This was partly why she had liked Stella in the original story—despite their bickering, Stella had always taken excellent care of Evan. Without her, the reckless original Evan would have died several times over.

Now, with their roles reversed, Stella felt an immense satisfaction in nursing Evan. She placed the finished soup on the bedside table and gently shook him awake.

"Evan? Are you feeling very ill?"

"Cough... mmm..." Evan frowned before slowly opening his eyes, looking more lucid than before.

"Stella...? Cough."

"Yes, it's me. I made soup—would you like some?"

"What about class...?"

"I told you earlier. I skipped because I was worried. Come on, try to sit up a little."

Evan, now more aware, seemed concerned. "If we both skip... people might suspect..."

"Don't worry about that. Your health is more important. Open wide."

Despite his usual self-sufficiency, Evan accepted being spoon-fed without protest.

"There, good. How does it taste?"

"...Ah."

Only then did Evan seem to realize what was happening, his face reddening slightly. Normally smooth and confident, this vulnerable side of him was completely different—perhaps closer to his true personality.

"Open wide again. Is it too bland?"

As Stella smiled at Evan obediently eating like a baby bird, something unexpected happened. After she set down the empty bowl, Evan grabbed her wrist and pulled her onto the bed beneath him.

"Wh-what?"

Looking up at Evan's shadowed face, Stella saw raw desire in his feverish eyes—nothing like the childlike patient from moments ago.

"E-Evan?"

"I won't... go all the way," he murmured.

"What? Mmph..."

Before she could resist, Evan captured her lips. The now somewhat familiar yet still overwhelming sensation sent shivers through her body.

"Mmm... wait... you'll catch my cold..."

"I'll make sure... that doesn't happen."

His tongue invaded her mouth, entwining with hers aggressively. The taste of the soup she had made lingered, and though she had thought it needed more sweetness...

It was incredibly sweet now.

"Mmph... mmm..."

Stella gave up resisting and clutched at Evan's collar, silently expressing her desire not to separate. Though they shared breath, oxygen was naturally scarce, yet Evan wouldn't break the kiss—almost to the point where Stella wondered if he was trying to suffocate her.

As her consciousness began to float from lack of air, she felt a tingling sensation below her lips—at her ample chest—sending waves of pleasure up her spine.

"Mmm?!♡"

Her back arched involuntarily as she moaned into the kiss.

Looking down, she saw Evan's hands freely kneading her curves, which even her stiff blazer couldn't conceal. Normally such rough handling wouldn't feel good, but...

"Kyahh!♡"

...but it did.

Under his relentless assault, Stella reached her peak several times, with Evan's tongue still entangled with hers.

True to his word, Evan didn't go all the way.

"He's going to kill me when he comes to his senses!"

*

Though Evan's insomnia had been cured by his time with Stella, his training-obsessed tendencies hadn't completely disappeared. He still devoted his nights to training, though he slept more than before.

As his consciousness slowly surfaced, Evan noticed his body felt unusually refreshed, unlike the typical stiffness he experienced upon waking.

"Why am I... oh right, I was sick."

He remembered being ill, having some strange dream, and Stella coming to nurse him, which had made him fall for her all over again.

"Did Stella leave?"

The sky was already growing dark, suggesting he'd slept the entire day. As he turned slightly, he was startled to feel someone beside him.

"Whoa! Stella?"

"..."

Stella lay next to him, her blouse unbuttoned—or rather, torn open—at least four buttons down, with the blanket hastily covering her upper body. Her face was flushed as she pouted at Evan.

"...Pervert."

"Wh-what happened, Stella?"

Evan had no memory of what had occurred after Stella arrived, though her state made it fairly obvious. She had likely tried to care for him while he was delirious, and he had pounced on her.

From what he could see, they hadn't crossed the final line, but there was one thing that bothered him greatly.

"Um... Stella?"

"What? ...Pervert."

The fact that he couldn't remember what happened felt like a tremendous loss to Evan. Their skinship was already limited to nighttime due to her plan, and now he couldn't even remember this encounter.

Feeling cheated, Evan hesitantly asked the sulking Stella:

"Did I... lose control again?"

"Do I really need to tell you that?"

"But, you know..."

Evan hesitated, looking at Stella who had buried her face in the blanket. Having already restrained himself so much, he didn't hold back his next words.

"I don't... really remember what happened, so..."

"..."

"Could we... maybe... do it one more time?"

Evan squeezed his eyes shut and waited for her reaction. Stella's gaze sharpened for a moment, then after a brief silence...

She turned her head slightly away from Evan and timidly opened her arms, as if inviting him closer.

"...Mmm♡"
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Chapter 180. Recruitment, Doubt, Conviction (3)

A dark room, enclosed by curtains and walls.
Only stray light seeped through like cracks in glass.

This indiscernible, unknowable place was where the spy resided within the Academy.

Even a superhuman couldn't see their own appearance here without enhanced vision.

So the spy, who could transform into anyone, could exist with their true face in this space.

Though what that face actually looked like, even the spy in this mirrorless room couldn't tell.

*Soon, this semester will end too.*

Academy life was always tedious, but this time there might be a little entertainment.
The spy would make sure of it.

And perhaps...

"Soon, I'll be able to meet you."

The spy had seen it.
They had witnessed divine power clearly left by their god, who had shown no divinity for decades.

They had seen the messenger of god who foretold the future more clearly than any High Priestess before.

And at the end of that messenger's blue gaze was the spy.

Stella Bell Eckhart.
She was looking for them.

Perhaps she had arranged everything up to the entrance exam for that purpose.

Just to catch their attention.

Of course, the spy had been watching her even before that.

Someone who could conceal their mana so thoroughly couldn't possibly be ordinary.
But her actions weren't meaningless.

They made her purpose clear.
She wanted to contact the spy from the Sovereign State.

The exact reason remained unknown, but it was certain.

*Does she want to... return to the Sovereign State?*

Previously.
The Imperial Intelligence raid, carried out despite friction with the Moonlight Church.

According to information obtained after slaughtering all combat personnel in the nearby rural village disguise, she was a descendant of the High Priestess.

By bloodline, she was indeed the legitimate High Priestess candidate.

*The problem is the current political situation...*

Even the spy hadn't returned to the Sovereign State for a long time.

Due to complex security procedures involving twenty-eight encryption codes, they only received brief information.

Yet even as a spy, they could tell the situation in the Sovereign State was concerning.

*It seems internal dissatisfaction has grown since allying with the Moonlight Church.*

Perhaps moved by seeing messengers of the only being spreading divinity across the continent.

In the Sovereign State, anger toward the master of Snow Mountain, who gave them nothing, continued to grow.

Even the report of finding the High Priestess received a lukewarm response, likely due to this sentiment.

*Well, lukewarm would be fortunate.*

The spy didn't believe she had failed to consider these facts, given her ability to foresee events years in advance.

She surely had some purpose for approaching them.

*If only that person were here.*

They could defeat the Empire in war without the Moonlight's help.
The ability to see the future held that much potential.

*But I can't initiate contact recklessly.*

The spy was merely a dog following the Sovereign State's orders.
They couldn't risk their mission by doing something unauthorized.

*Even if I make contact... it would be after the final exam. After executing my mission.*

The timing was appropriate.
If successful, if even half the Academy survived, it would be a miracle.

In such a situation, no attention would be on the spy and the High Priestess.

And that event wasn't far off.

*Could this too... be part of her plan?*

All schedules seemed conveniently arranged for their meeting.

*How much time must have been invested to make this possible?*

Looking at various factors, she was an impressive person.

Whether this would benefit the Sovereign State remained unknown.
There was even a small possibility this was a trap to draw them out.

*Try to catch me if you can.*

The spy specialized in assassination and espionage, but that didn't mean they lacked combat ability.

Frankly, only the Sword Saint among students and professors could match them.

But since the Sword Saint had no reason to be hostile, there was effectively no threat.

*Well, she probably knows that too.*

Someone who had so meticulously prepared to contact them.
She must be planning something even now.

There was no reason for her to suddenly miss an entire day before exams without purpose.

*A messenger of god with such a clear presence wouldn't do that without reason.*

The spy rose to prepare for the upcoming lecture, repenting their impious thoughts.

Morning would soon arrive.

...Of course, the woman the spy had just been thinking about.
Or rather, they were spending hours cuddling and nuzzling in the bedroom, fueling mutual hatred for the spy.

But the spy had no way of knowing that.

*

Hmm. I think I'm screwed.
After being conquered as a woman by Evan, my hormones seemed more abundant, making me restrain my cursing, but now I couldn't help it.

"E-Evan... chu..."

"......"

"Hah... wait, just a moment... ugh..."

"......"

What made me spread my arms toward Evan with his red-rimmed eyes.

Was it unrestrained provocation, some masculine competitive spirit, or my inner female wanting punishment?

Whatever it was, it was clearly a mistake.
I couldn't pinpoint exactly when I did such a thing, as Evan and I were still... chu... softly... together...

And the problem was the blue light beginning to shine through the window beyond Evan.
My goodness, we'd been doing this until dawn?

My sense of time was distorted—it felt like only minutes had passed.
The blue light arriving after the sweetness signaled a major crisis.

And the bigger problem was that Evan's hands unbuttoning my clothes to touch my breasts and his sweet kisses were temptations harder to resist than the sense of crisis.

In truth, what my whimpering body wanted was very clear.
Only, this act alone couldn't fulfill all my desires.

Evan and I were pouring unfillable desires toward each other like a bottomless dam.

But I really couldn't indulge until today.
If I missed a second day, wouldn't people become suspicious?

"Hah... j-just a moment...!"

"......"

"Wait a moment! Stop trying to k-kiss me again! The sun is rising!"

Only then did clarity return to Evan's eyes, which had been hazy with infinite affection and possessiveness toward me.

"Huh? What? Um... what?"

Evan seemed equally confused about the situation.
He looked around, then turned pale seeing the rising sun.

"S-Stella?!"

"I've been trying to tell you!"

"Sorry! I didn't hear you! What should we do?"

It seemed he hadn't been ignoring me deliberately, but was truly focused on kissing me.

The good news was that we'd regained our senses quickly, and it wasn't yet morning when everyone would be awake.

The bad news was that I lacked the mana to cast invisibility magic to escape from the middle of the men's dormitory...

"...Ah."

"What's wrong?"

"I think... it'll be fine..."

...It seems my theory about mana strengthening with physical intimacy was correct.

Right now, more than half of the original Stella's mana was flowing through my body.

Evan seemed to realize this too, his eyes widening in surprise.

"How is this possible..."

"I've aged ten years... With this much mana, it shouldn't be a problem even if people start waking up. Though it's still dawn..."

Evan also breathed a sigh of relief.
Then, laughing, he said:

"Then a little more..."

"...Are you crazy?"

As I mentioned earlier, I was trying to restrain my cursing, but this was unbearable.
I already fell for his temptation yesterday, causing this mess, and he's trying again?

No matter how far I've fallen, I haven't fallen that far.
I haven't even given him my whole heart yet, so it's a mistake to think I'd fall for such a simple temptation.

It was about an hour before students would start heading to class.
If I left now, I could finish bathing and get to class with time to spare.

Besides, today I needed to run around fulfilling the second condition.

Starting late wouldn't look good.

"......"

"......"

"...This time it's really not happening. Give up, Evan."

"......"

"I mean it. Really really!"

I ended up being about 10 minutes late.

*

Fortunately, the first class was Professor Stefan's Magical Beast Ecology, which was usually very lenient.

Of course, when I went to find Erhen afterward...

"Erhen."

"Miss Stella..."

...She looked at me with incredible disbelief.
The atmosphere suggested I was about to get scolded, but I held back since I had a favor to ask her today.

"Miss Stella, Miss Stella. Didn't you say you were going to keep things with Evan hidden?"

"I did..."

"So what will people think when both of you miss class at the same time, and then one of you is late the next day?"

"......"

I was truly embarrassed.
Just hearing Erhen's words made it clear how ridiculous my actions were.

The only fortunate thing was that Evan and I weren't late at the same time.

This difference came purely from hair length—Evan jumped straight into the bath below the men's dormitory and finished grooming in about ten minutes.

Meanwhile, I was growing my hair recently, and the bath was on the opposite side.

Naturally, it took me a few minutes longer than Evan.

...I tried to just splash some water on myself and leave, but...
I spilled too much... water.

But even though we avoided being late together, it was still suspicious, as Erhen pointed out.

"Do you know how embarrassed I was having to say one of you just had something come up?"

"Th-thank you...!"

Erhen, she's a god!
For the first time, I saw Erhen as a noble elf.

Considering she was still shy around others (which didn't suit her at all), this was truly remarkable.

"Hmph... Anyway, it's too cliché to ask now, but you didn't do it, right?"

Erhen pretended to be slightly upset, but her interest was clearly in that direction.
...Well, if I heard about a new couple suddenly missing class at the same time, I'd think the same thing.

Plus, since Erhen was next door, she knew I hadn't returned to my room at night.

"Ah... I was just taking care of sick Evan..."

"Well, I wasn't expecting much anyway."

She sighed at my words, seeming disappointed.
...Is that all?

"...I don't want to hear this from someone who hasn't even held hands with their lover..."

"Wah! Why bring that up here?!"

Anyway, I chatted with Erhen about trivial things as we moved to the dining hall to eat.

I recalled that during the original plot preservation phase, I deliberately kept my distance and rarely ate with her.

...Thinking about it made me feel guilty.
Especially considering what I needed to ask her soon.

"Erhen, you don't particularly follow a vegetarian diet, do you?"

"Huh? Oh, not really. I actually like beef."

Well, vegetarian elves are now targets of cliché subversion.
Thinking this, I asked:

"Ah, elves are actually all vegetarians."

...she said.
Then what are you...

My friend was truly a mysterious person.

*

After finishing a meal with Erhen instead of Evan for the first time in a while, we walked through the park.

It felt like a routine after eating with Erhen.
I didn't mind since I enjoyed walking.

She was essentially my first friend in this world besides Evan, so I was very comfortable with her now.

That initial shy personality had disappeared, replaced by a cheerful and pleasant demeanor.

If I'd met her in my previous life, I might have fallen for her.
Even if she was a bit different from my ideal type.

.......

That's why it was difficult to bring up what I needed to say.

Our first victory condition: Recruit the Sword Saint.
And the second victory condition: Gather as many strong allies as possible.

That was the only variable in my plan.
The only way to prepare for the unknown power of the spy.

And at the top of the list for strong allies was...

"...Miss Stella? Do you have something to say?"

...Naturally, our Spirit Archer who had helped me since the entrance exam.
Erhen.

"Ah... well..."

Erhen tilted her head slightly as she spoke, and I stammered in surprise.

In truth, I had already more than repaid her for saving me from those thieves.

She helped me defeat the Sword Saint during the entrance exam, faced the monster with Evan when I made a mistake during the Illusionary Demonic Beast incident.

And during the Evil God manifestation, she heroically saved us in a crisis.

So I felt somewhat shameless asking for anything more.

I hesitated slightly as I continued speaking.

"Um... how should I put this."

"Yes, Miss Stella."

"Erhen, if you have time..."

"Yes."

"...It might be a bit dangerous..."

"Yep."

I spoke slowly, one word at a time, watching her reaction.

She was now one of my precious people.
Suddenly asking such a person to fight a spy from the North seemed unconscionable.

It was the height of shamelessness, but.

"...Will you help me?"

I carefully asked what seemed like a first-time request for her.
Erhen smiled gently and.
With a smile so bright it made even me pause.

"...Yes!"

As if no other words were necessary with that smile.
I gave up trying to add anything else.

I just smiled back.

Though I did turn my head away from that smile.
...Is it still a bit awkward?
*Well, anyway...*

Victory condition, the second one.

...One person achieved.

*

After receiving Erhen's refreshing answer, I went to find the Saintess.
Erhen had a pouty expression, but seemed to guess what I was doing, sending me off with a disapproving look.

Something about being 'terribly wicked' for 'going to meet another woman after this.'

Naturally, the Saintess was with her guard, the cross-dressing Paladin Grace.

She looked like she wanted to greet me with delight when she saw me, but couldn't decide what to do with the Saintess beside her.

Like a confused puppy.

Anyway, after nodding a greeting to her, I looked at the Saintess and said:

"Saintess. Could you spare some time?"

"Hmm... I suppose so."

The Saintess accepted readily.
With her perceptiveness, she might have already figured it out.

"Um, should I... step out?"

Grace, sensing this was an important conversation, tried to slip away, but I stopped her.

"No, you can listen too. No, please listen."

Because...

She was also included in the 'forces' I had in mind.

I looked at the Saintess again and opened my mouth.
In my mind, recalling several months ago.
When the sky over this Academy was dyed completely red.

"...I will fulfill our contract."
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The silhouette of Stella walking away to find the Saintess after finishing their conversation caught Erhen's eye. Despite her slender build—except for certain areas—there was something remarkably dignified about her retreating figure.

*After asking for such grand help, she goes off to see another woman. What a sinful person indeed.*

Erhen recalled their recent conversation. At this point, she could have just brazenly asked for help.

"What are you planning now..."

Even when a massive creature called an Illusionary Demonic Beast attacked, or when the Evil God manifested throughout the Academy, she had never directly asked for help.

If there was one exception... it was during the battle with the Sword Saint.

And judging by the aura Stella was giving off now, whatever was coming seemed several times more dangerous. She had said it herself—it could be dangerous.

She was surrounded by powerful individuals even without Erhen's help. Her boyfriend... well, not officially yet. Regardless, Evan alone was among the Academy's strongest.

For her to reach out to Erhen as well meant something major was about to happen.

*.......*

Nevertheless, having received a request from her after so long, Erhen felt...

"...Ahaha."

Pure joy that overshadowed any sense of crisis. Truly pure happiness.

What a serious case she had, she thought to herself.

*

"...I will fulfill our contract," I declared, looking directly at the Saintess.

The contract. The agreement between the Saintess and myself.

It was "something" I promised to do in exchange for the Saintess binding the Evil God's soldiers during its manifestation.

While the Saintess might think I'm doing something crazy for her sake, it was strictly for my own benefit—"something" I needed.

At the time, I had half-heartedly suggested it, unsure if it truly aligned with the Saintess's desires, but fortunately it did, allowing us to form our current contractual relationship.

"Let's go somewhere to talk!" the Saintess beckoned to Grace and me with her usual bright smile—though pale as the moon.

*Just because I've bound her with a contract doesn't mean I can let my guard down.*

The Saintess herself was an incomprehensible entity of chaos. Nothing would be more foolish than assuming a mere paper contract could render such a being harmless.

I swallowed nervously as I followed her.

*

The space the Saintess led me to was an empty classroom-like area with just a single table. It appeared to be a space the Academy had provided for her.

The Saintess and I sat facing each other across the table, staring at one another.

A moment of silence followed as Grace stood by the door, watching us cautiously.

The Saintess broke the silence first.

"You say you'll fulfill our contract?"

"...Yes, that's right."

"Hmm..."

The Saintess tilted her head slightly and studied me with a nasal hum. Her moon-like, matte grayish-white eyes still gave me chills.

"You're planning something, aren't you? That's why you came to find me?"

"...That's correct."

I answered without hiding anything. If this were just about our contract, there would be no need for such a formal meeting.

The plan was simple, and I only needed to convey that simple plan.

The purpose of this meeting was to gain some information through her, while also mentioning that it was a necessary condition for fulfilling the contract.

"Well, fine. What do you want to know?"

"...You mentioned that the Moonlight Church and the North recently joined forces, right?"

"That's right."

I sensed Grace flinch beside me. Understandable, given the circumstances.

The Moonlight Church had designated the North—specifically those who worshipped the Ice Dragon—as heretics and had shown extreme opposition to them.

What I was saying amounted to an admission that the religion she belonged to had committed an act of national treason.

I didn't know exactly what kind of contract they had or when it began, even though I'd read the original story.

But that fact alone was shocking enough to Grace, whose face had turned pale and who was slightly staggering.

It was a pitiful sight, but it was something she needed to know. I continued with my questions.

"Then what's the current situation between the North and the Empire?"

The Moonlight Church had formed some kind of contract with the North. And the Saintess was the highest-ranking figure in the church after the Pope.

This was information only someone like her could provide.

"Hmm... I'm not sure what angle you're asking from, but if you mean their relationship, it's very poor. The Empire's citizens are somewhat sheltered from the information, but honestly, it wouldn't be surprising if war broke out at any moment."

Indeed. Just as in the original story, the current situation was an unstable time bomb.

According to the protagonist's past life, a major war actually broke out, killing many people.

But that wasn't what I wanted to ask about.

"Then... have there been any notable incidents in recent months that could be attributed to the North?"

What I wanted from her was a kind of verification—confirmation to solidify my certainty about the spy's existence.

While these operations were meant to flush out the spy, knowing their identity would give me an advantage.

"Let's see... You've probably researched some of this already, so I'll focus on things that aren't widely known... There was the recent assassination of Count Russ, the attack on the Mana Stone factory..."

"......"

They've been busy. But the incidents the Saintess mentioned were all somewhat ambiguous for giving me absolute certainty.

Then suddenly:

"Oh, remember the Cardinal's reason for coming here recently?"

"Yes. The village massacre, wasn't it?"

"That's right. To be precise, it was an Imperial intelligence unit disguised as a village... completely wiped out by a single person. I don't know the details, but they say it was someone from the North."

"......!"

That's the one. There couldn't be many people dispatched from the North capable of such military prowess.

And it matches the circumstances I suspected.

"Seems you've found a clue?"

"Yes. Thank you."

"It's fine. This benefits me too. Anyway, I'll be looking forward to it."

The Saintess smiled languidly as she said this.

After that, I explained my plan to the Saintess—or more precisely, just a simple outline of movements—and concluded our meeting.

But before leaving the room:

"Ah, and... could I borrow Gray—I mean, Lord Yudhia for a while?"

"Huh? What?"

"Do whatever you want!"

How cheerful she is about someone taking away her guard. Well, in truth, even if dozens of Graces stabbed the Saintess simultaneously, she probably wouldn't die.

*

I led Grace out of the Saintess's room. Whew. I thought my heart would stop from nervousness.

The Saintess's presence was bad for my heart, though in a different way than Evan's.

Well, I suppose they're similar in that they could both suddenly stab me.

"Um... Lady Stella?"

"Oh, sorry, Grace. I was just lost in thought for a moment."

I turned my head toward Grace and stretched my neck, having been making crude jokes to myself. As I mentioned, she was included in the forces I had in mind.

Ian Yudhia in the original story. Real name: Grace Yudhia.

Her combat ability in the original story, where she was male, was nothing to scoff at.

Of course, she had shown some questionable moments so far—getting knocked down by a false god despite being a Paladin, or being sent flying through a wall by Evan's single strike.

But she couldn't be ignored. She was clearly part of the protagonist's party in the original story, one of the male leads, and played a significant role in the Sword Saint raid.

*Mainly as a meat shield.*

Aren't Paladins supposed to use Divine Power? As long as her Divine Power didn't run out, she could continuously heal her injuries and charge at enemies.

During the recent Evil God manifestation, she had difficulty because Divine Power had an adverse reaction to Demonic Energy, but normally she was quite a formidable fighter.

Though their fields differed, making comparison difficult, she was at least on par with Erhen, if not stronger.

That made her someone I needed to recruit.

But isn't she the Saintess's guard knight, so shouldn't she stay with the Saintess?

This might contradict what I just said, but considering what I planned to have the Saintess do, if Yudhia stayed with her, she might die in the worst case.

Not just die—she would be torn to pieces beyond recognition.

I couldn't allow that, so I had already laid the groundwork with the Saintess (who probably wouldn't care either way) to not bring Yudhia along.

So Yudhia would be free that day. That's why I needed to recruit her specifically.

I could have ordered her through the Saintess, but like with Erhen, I wanted to do this personally.

I took a step toward Grace and slowly caught my breath.

"Uh, uh, L-Lady S-Stella...?"

"Grace."

With the most serious expression, I took both her hands in mine and looked into her eyes.

Though I had seen her quite often, we weren't particularly close.

At most, I had saved her life once, and she had risked her life to take me to the Cardinal.

...That actually sounds pretty intense when I put it that way.

Anyway, because of our limited relationship, I needed to put more effort into persuading her than I did with my close friend Erhen.

"Grace, I've always thought knights like you were amazing."

"W-what? Um... r-really?"

For some reason, Grace's face turned bright red as she flustered. Her hands were sweating profusely, but I didn't mind much.

"I have a small favor to ask of such a knight..."

"I-I'll do it! Absolutely!"

Before I could even finish explaining, Grace had already agreed.

Well, my sincerity must have reached her.

"Wow, really?"

I smiled gratefully at Grace, my eyes crinkling.

Except for the smiles I gave Evan, they were all still awkward, but this should have conveyed my feelings well enough.

"Oh no... L-Lady Stella has a lover... M-my conscience as a Paladin..."

See? She's so happy right now!

After the Saintess, I had now successfully recruited the Paladin as well.

*Next would be...*

It was time to find Elysee, the protagonist of the original story and the greatest force besides Evan.

Ch.182 - EP. 6 Recruitment, Suspicion, Conviction (5)
I walked toward Elysee, thinking about the original protagonist who would soon become my ally.

Elysee de Iris. The protagonist of the original story and supposedly the most beautiful woman in this world, with both looks and voice.

Of course, I thought my face was prettier, but she definitely had the devastating beauty fitting for a protagonist.

And what about her power? In the original novel, she often appeared to be pushed around by male protagonists, but her actual strength ranked among the top fighters. Depending on the situation, she could even defeat Evan in environments favorable to Spiritists like Maira Forest.

Oh, of course, our Evan is stronger now. I've trained him so well from early on.

Anyway, while Spiritists like Erhen from tribes known for their familiarity with spirits only contracted with one spirit, Elysee's spirits were essentially all spirits in the world.

Though they might be slightly weaker than contracted spirits, their overwhelming numbers made up for it.

Add to that her rich experience as a returnee and combat skills.
Truly cheat-level specs worthy of a romance fantasy protagonist.

She was definitely my number one recruitment target.

But now the problem is...

*This is a bit awkward!*

That was the truth. Even though we seemed to have gotten closer recently, Elysee and I had maintained an adversarial stance as rivals.

Not long ago, she even declared war against me during the midterm exams.
Though she got crushed.

Even during the Theater Festival, we were essentially competitors vying for the same role.

Oh, don't misunderstand. I have no reason to be hated by the protagonist, nor do I have any ill feelings toward her.

She just misunderstood things on her own, okay?

Of course, when she tried to seduce Evan, she seemed like a vicious villainess, and honestly, I thought it was a bit ridiculous for a 40-year-old returnee to act that way.

But I didn't even l-like Evan back then! So it was a completely fair assessment without any bias. I've moved past that now.

What puzzled me was why Elysee was currently showing goodwill toward me.

I was quite perceptive.

...

...The things with Evan happened because I hadn't accepted myself as a woman yet.

As evidence, didn't I immediately recognize what feelings Evan had for me just by looking into his eyes once I became aware of my own feelings?

By that same principle, I knew that Elysee's goodwill toward me wasn't false or deceptive.

After all, she was the character I analyzed most after Stella while reading the Academy Survival Guide.
I should know this much.

Rather, hmm.
It was a level of goodwill that felt burdensome in several ways.

*That's why it's even harder to ask for a favor.*

Unlike with Erhen, I didn't have a deep friendship with her, nor did I have a life-debt experience like with Grace.

So if I wasn't careful, it might seem like I was taking advantage of her goodwill.

I just hoped it wouldn't turn out that way.

Anyway, while thinking about this, I reached the small room where Elysee usually stayed.

In the original story, it was used as a meeting place for Elysee and the male protagonists, but I wasn't sure about now.
Not wanting to walk in on something awkward, I put my ear to the door and heard Caille and Elysee's voices.

"And so! When Miss Stella was teaching me mana calculation formulas, you know how she flips her hair slightly?!"

"Hmm. Oh ho."

"That was so cool, and then she got really close to me and with such a powerful voice..."

"Hmm, is that so? Hooo."

I immediately pulled my ear away from the wall.

...It felt like I had forcibly eavesdropped on someone's private life that I shouldn't have heard.

No, Elysee. What's happened to you now?

Feeling afraid of this incomprehensible situation, I knocked on the door.

The conversation stopped abruptly, and the door opened to reveal Caille.

The guy looked quite familiar after not seeing him for a while, and I was rather glad to see him.

"...Eckhart?"

"Yes. I came because I have something to discuss."

"Caille? Who's here... S-Stella?!"

Following Caille's slightly surprised reaction came Elysee's startled, disheveled appearance.

Looking at her, I smiled slightly and said, "May I talk with you for a moment?"

"Ah, y-yes!"

"C-could you excuse us for a bit, Caille?"

"Ah, sure."

Caille, sensing the situation, opened the door and disappeared.
Unlike Grace, whom I recruited separately from the Saintess, I let him go because he was essentially considered Elysee's subordinate force.

What? Unfair, you say?
Considering what he did to me during the midterms, this is actually generous treatment.

I mean, he threw a full-powered punch at a normal person who couldn't use mana, and tried to hit me again when I was exhausted.

As I was thinking this, Caille whispered quietly in my ear.

"Thank you."

...It seems that terrible conversation topic I overheard earlier was painful for Caille too.

Stay outside, Caille hyung, unless you want to get beaten (by Evan).

"Ah, please sit down. Would you like some... tea?"

"Ah, I'm fine, thank you."

And so I was left alone in the room with Elysee.
As I just mentioned, Elysee was a special case whose likability had risen sharply in a short time, so it was a bit awkward when we were alone.

"Um, did your exams go well?"

"Ah... yes. Not as good as last time, but I still ranked quite high."

"Oh... was my lesson somewhat helpful?"

"Yes! Very... much!"

I hadn't checked the announced grades separately.
I wasn't interested, and... well, I was too busy.
In many ways.

Anyway, according to what I saw from the fortune teller, it shouldn't be bad.
Though it was a bit surprising that Elysee's grades had fallen compared to before.

"......."

"......."

...And silence again.
See, this is what happens.

As I was hesitating, not knowing how to start the conversation.

"Um... what brings you here...?"

Elysee asked first with a slightly flushed face.

...Ah, really.
In this atmosphere, no matter what I say, I'll look like the bad guy.

I sat down in the chair next to Elysee and looked at her.

"Elysee."

"Y-yes!"

"How do you think of me?"

I looked into Elysee's blue eyes.
Unlike Stella's sky-blue eyes, hers were deep sea-blue.

With my question, Elysee's large eyes trembled greatly.

"Um, well..."

Elysee lowered her head and fidgeted with her hands.

Why is someone who's gone through reincarnation and all sorts of experiences acting like this?

Elysee's current appearance was too much like a girl of her age.

"I think you're... amazing."

After hesitating for a moment, Elysee opened her mouth.

"Unlike me, who received special treatment from birth and continuously afterward, you're several times more excellent... than me."

"...Is that so?"

"Ah, t-that's not to say I'm special! Just..."

Elysee was flustered, but I could understand the context.

Even if Elysee was confined, she was born as the Princess of the most noble bloodline in the Empire.
On top of that, she's also the only returnee in this world.

So, perhaps.
She might be the most suitable protagonist for this world.

In the original story, she would face many hardships ahead, though I never saw the ending.

But I believe that someone like her would have found a way through somehow.

So in a way, what I'm doing now might be stealing her journey.

I had thought about this during the Theater Festival too.

Thinking about this, I took a deep breath and opened my mouth.

"I feel the same way about you, Elysee."

"......Pardon?"

Elysee's eyes widened, not understanding my words.

My favorite character was always Stella.
But fundamentally, the driving force that made me read the Academy Survival Guide novel until Stella appeared was undoubtedly the charming protagonist, Elysee Iris.

"I admired you too."

Back then, when I had no connections with anyone, I might have been vicariously living through Elysee, who could charm both men and women.

And deeper within those feelings, there was naturally a desire to be like her.

So even after Stella became my favorite character, I still felt sorry for the protagonist in the later parts when the Academy Survival Guide turned into a depressing story.

"Elysee, the path you'll walk will surely be honorable but difficult."

"That's..."

Of course, I said this with Elysee's return in mind, but she wouldn't know that.
She would just think it was a coincidence.

I moved closer to her and looked into her eyes.

"I'll take it all away."

"......!"

"I'll lighten Elysee's burden. So."

Please help me.

That's how I got to the point.
This was persuasion, perhaps to convince myself as much as her.

If my plan succeeds, at least Elysee won't have to suffer like in the original story.

So, I hoped my request wouldn't feel like a demand.
With that thought, I faced Elysee.

She couldn't meet my gaze and turned her head, muttering in an uncharacteristic voice.

"...Do you think I can be of help to you?"

"...Why would you think that?"

If Elysee couldn't help, who could?
I tilted my head at her incomprehensible question or possible deception, but her next words made me realize my mistake.

"But I couldn't stop the forced sleep incident... when the Evil God manifested, I just cleared out some minions... and in the midterms, I d-disgracefully attacked Stella and lost miserably..."

Hmm.
So she knew it was disgraceful.

*Just kidding.*

I suppose from Elysee's perspective, it must be hard to accept that her achievements as a returnee were overshadowed by me, just a regular marquis's daughter.

Is that the source of her admiration for me now?

In reality, it was only possible because I was a transmigrator, even more than a returnee, but still.

Anyway, she challenged me with her best shot, and it happened to be the midterms where I had put in the most effort, so she failed.

In the Theater Festival too, she tried to compete in acting, but unfortunately for her, I had been focusing solely on acting since my previous life.

...It would be strange if her self-esteem wasn't affected.
No, rather, it's my fault.

Seeing the original protagonist so dejected, despite our many conflicts, didn't make me feel good.

*Something to boost her self-esteem a bit...*

Hmm...
When I first started acting.

More precisely, before I learned the Method, I got beaten down quite a bit in acting.

At that time, my mom would...

*Pat pat.*

"Can you help, you ask?"

"......?! Ah, M-Miss Stella...?"

...Yes. This is what she did.
I gently placed my hand on Elysee's platinum hair and stroked it softly.

If she finds it unpleasant, I can't help it, but this is really effective.

I wish someone would praise me like this too.

"You'll be a great help. Very much so."

"Ah, t-that...!"

Elysee stuttered like a machine doused with water, not sure if she liked it or not, and after a moment, she answered in a very small voice.

"If... if I'm good enough for you..."

Yes!
Now the fourth after Erhen, the Saintess, and Grace.

Elysee has been successfully recruited!

I removed my hand from Elysee's head and smiled gently.
Well, now you're one of us too!

"Ah, ahhh..."

Now there's really not much left.

*

Stella left the space after thoroughly ravaging a young woman's heart, without any awareness of what she'd done.

*Good. This is somewhat reassuring!*

For Stella, recruiting Elysee was quite important.

First, as explained at length, her individual strength was significant, and as a bonus, Caille who came with her was also a formidable fighter.

*Her face looks red, is she sick?*

And that was all she was thinking about.
As Stella self-assessed, she wasn't particularly oblivious.
Rather, she was exceptionally perceptive.

However, just as she failed to notice Evan's affection when she still maintained some male identity, the woman forcibly transformed from a man was insensitive to the emotions of others, including Elysee.

More precisely, it would be correct to say she didn't feel the need to care.

That's why, devastatingly for the women around her, Stella made dangerous statements without any awareness.

"Oh, Evan? You're here?"

"Yes. I couldn't come last time because I was sick, but I came to meet you."

Stella met Evan while walking under the somewhat darkened sky.
Their meeting occurred in the evening or night when there were few people around.

Stella approached Evan while inwardly trying to suppress a smile that was leaking out.

"How did it go? Did you succeed?"

"Well, yes. All thanks to my connections."

"Ahaha. That's right."

Stella maintained a slightly grumbling tone as she moved toward Evan.

What was going through her mind now was the head-patting she had given Elysee earlier.

It wasn't remorse for being too harsh on a tender heart, but rather...

"Was it tough? Are you going to wash up?"

"Mmm... yes. I'm so tired..."

Stella took one more step forward and slipped into Evan's arms.
Then, with eyes that seemed to be floating hearts, she gave him a coquettish look.

"...If s-someone were to praise me for working hard, I might feel a little better..."

"...Pfft."

Even such transparent behavior from her only looked cute to Evan.
He put his arm around Stella's shoulder as she came close, and slowly stroked her silky soft hair as she wanted.

While whispering affectionately in her ear.

"You did well, Stella. Really well done."

"Ahh...♡"

For someone who once craved affection and rejoiced at even the slightest touch from her parents, it was a pleasure more intense than anything else.

No matter how oblivious Stella was to women's feelings...
...In front of the one who made her a woman, she was nothing but a female.

Ch.183 - EP. 6 The Last Time
I've carefully analyzed the text and matched all character names, places, and terms to the glossary. Here's the translation:

Chapter 183. The Last Time

In the original story, the final episode of the first semester after the final exams had quite a different character.

Or more precisely, it should be said that the Academy Survival Guide itself was in the process of changing to a different atmosphere.

The Academy Survival Guide up until then—for instance, the entrance exam, mock battles with Automatons, hunting Illusionary Demonic Beasts, the False God manifestation, and the midterm exam episodes—all maintained the basic formula of romance fantasy novels, even if they weren't exactly light-hearted.

Something would happen, and the protagonist would use her powerful abilities to handle it, or if she couldn't, other male protagonists would take care of it easily.

These were all one-off incidents that breezed by in the original work, though I experienced them firsthand in hard mode.

For example, in the entrance exam, Elysee and the Sword Saint obviously never met.

For the Illusionary Demonic Beasts, Elysee's very existence was a counter.

The False God incident, where I wasn't a variable, was resolved relatively smoothly.

The midterm exam? That was essentially an episode for farming Evan and Stella.

Yes, that was the feeling. Compared to other romance fantasy novels, it had a slightly higher proportion of combat and was a bit heavier.

But it was still faithful to the basic romance fantasy formula, with episodes like the Theater Festival frequently refreshing the mood in between.

And as I mentioned, the episode that drastically changed the novel's atmosphere occurred at the end of the first semester.

In this episode, the protagonist's gloomy past life was revealed, and simultaneously, a tremendous enemy attacked the academy.

The damage would have been enough to annihilate the academy if the protagonist hadn't been there.

The enemy, which couldn't be handled even with all the cadets and professors rushing in, caused numerous casualties and signaled all-out war with the North right before the protagonist finally dealt with it.

It also became the origin of the gloomy atmosphere that pervaded the latter half of the Academy Survival Guide.

The aftermath that followed was tremendous even to summarize briefly.

For the first time, something that had previously ended as a mere incident, like the fire beast the protagonist had dealt with, directly struck the academy with full force.

Naturally, trust in the academy and in military training hit rock bottom. The North, gaining momentum, engaged in increasingly fierce battles and espionage, gradually crossing the line.

The second semester of the Academy Survival Guide mostly dealt with events occurring in such wartime situations.

As the emotions between Elysee and the male protagonists deepened (except for Evan), the Empire's signs of decline also intensified.

And then, the one event that Elysee, the regressor who had prevented all major incidents until now, critically failed to prevent.

At the end of the first year.

The Empire's only hope, who single-handedly maintained the axis of the war despite continued provocations and the North's rampant espionage activities.

The indiscriminate attack on the Sword Saint, Claire.

There weren't that many casualties. Well, there were quite a few, but relatively few compared to the incident at the end of the first semester.

That's because Elysee's companions gathered over a year—Evan, Stella, Ian, Erhen and Caille, Dorothy, and Professor Alen, along with several other professors—all rushed in at once to try to stop the Sword Saint.

Even with all these people rushing in, they could only subdue her.

But with this one move, the Empire's last chance for victory was thoroughly rejected.

The situation was bleak, even excluding the confusion among citizens and the resulting aftermath... when the continent's greatest swordsman, who had been maintaining the front line alone, became a traitor to the nation.

In the end, the protagonist's group headed north without any support... and as you well know, that's where Stella died at the hands of a spy who revealed herself.

What I was trying to do was to shorten or eliminate the final incident of the first semester and the events of the second semester that it caused.

Furthermore, I wanted to cut short everything that would happen during the northern expedition.

If successful, it would be a dramatic reversal in the war against the North.

If I failed... it would simply be a replay of the bleak future I've talked about at length.

So I was betting everything on this plan.

*For myself.*

And for us.

To spend happy, peaceful days with Evan...

I intended to deploy everything I had gathered until now with full force.

The search for allies wasn't over. I needed even more allies than I had now.

To win decisively.

*

After receiving a bit of "praise" from Evan.

Evan and I briefed each other on the current progress in our dormitory room.

"Let's see, let's summarize. The people we've successfully recruited so far are the Sword Saint, Erhen, the Saintess and Grace, Elysee, plus Caille, that guy, right?"

Evan confirmed with me as he wrote down the names one by one on the paper on the table with his fountain pen. Looking at it this way, it was truly an impressive lineup.

"Yes. Caille should actually be considered as a set with Elysee."

"Then excluding the Sword Saint, these are the people who can directly assist you, Stella, correct?"

Evan said, grouping together Erhen, Elysee, Caille, and Grace from among those names.

"That's right, Evan."

"...Is there anyone who could face this group alone? I think even I would have trouble."

"......"

Evan said, sweating slightly.

In the past, he might not have cared, but now he prioritized my safety above all else.

If someone like him was making such an assessment, it was definitely an asymmetric force.

Another point to consider was that I had recently been training my mana, and if things went sideways, Evan could join in as well.

With this much power, we honestly seemed capable of conquering the academy.

Even considering that the spy's combat ability was the only variable in our plan, it was still an incredible force.

"Amazing, Stella. To gather this many people at once."

Evan let out an exclamation, seemingly genuinely impressed. Evan, being outwardly extroverted, didn't lack friends. In terms of acquaintances, he probably had more than me.

However, my network was strangely skewed toward the original story's main characters and powerful figures.

"...I was just lucky, I guess."

But I couldn't be complacent. This was literally close to luck.

To be blunt, in the plan I made several years ago, I had no idea this would happen and had planned to recruit professors instead.

*It's strange. At first, I just wanted to stay quiet, but now I'm entangled with so many characters.*

Moreover, except for the Saintess, most of them seemed to have a favorable impression of me. ...Why?

"Well, even if it's luck, at this point I'd say it's ability."

"...The ability to attract women? I don't need that."

"Haha! Maybe so!"

That's nonsense, if I had that ability, it would have been in my previous life. Then I wouldn't have fallen into another world as a single person.

...But, Evan became my first love, so... maybe it's not such a bad thing after all.

"You said it yourself earlier, didn't you? That it was thanks to your connections."

"T-that was just a joke..."

It was less a joke and more like leading questions to receive praise, but... since they're essentially the same thing, I answered that way. Considering Evan's abilities... it probably wouldn't matter anyway.

"Hmm... really?"

"Y-yes, really."

Evan asked in an insinuating tone, bringing his face close to mine. I answered while forcibly resisting the reflex to close my eyes whenever Evan came near.

Evan chuckled as if finding my reaction amusing.

"Hmm... is that so? That's a shame. I was going to give you better 'praise' than usual."

"B-better praise than usual...?"

What could be better than patting my head...? While I was confused by such thoughts, Evan's sturdy hand was already slowly stroking the lower part of my waist.

"Yes. Something we can't do outside."

"S-something we can't do outside...!"

Honestly, I was extremely curious, but judging from Evan's words and gaze, it was obviously not something wholesome.

It's not like Evan wouldn't know what I consider as "praise."

C-could it be spanking...?

*Evan, you pervert...!!*

Whatever it was, just thinking about it gave me a strange feeling that made my pelvis twitch.

So I turned my head away from Evan, exercising tremendous self-control. I had been trying to ignore that strange preference lately, and I couldn't let it develop further.

"I-I'll receive that after we complete everything else."

"Well, if you say so. Who's left now?"

Evan picked up the paper again without lingering on it. As I mentioned, our original plan was to recruit professors. This was an operation we considered difficult due to the possibility of it being misinterpreted, especially right before the final exams.

At least now, having recruited some of the world's top-ranked powerhouses, that burden had been reduced...

"First, after completing the final exams... Professor Alen and Professor Marcus. I think we need to meet with both of them."

Looking at various premises, Marcus, the professor in charge of the magic department, and Alen, the close combat instructor who played a supporting role in the original work, seemed quite helpful. On the surface, at least.

Alen was still calling for the spy's defeat after taking all the blame for the Illusionary Demonic Beast incident, being placed on probation, and having to personally compensate for the damaged Automatons he was managing.

Professor Marcus had abundant magical knowledge in the original work, giving off a Dor*emon-like vibe, so there must be things to reference from him. Uh... especially regarding that magic I've been developing recently.

"Ah, come to think of it, the exam is right around the corner, isn't it?"

To be precise, there was still some time left, but considering it was an exam, it wouldn't be much time.

"Salamander... brings back memories. You helped me write that thesis."

"I'm something of an expert, after all."

"Have you thought about how you'll take the exam? Everyone's been stocking up on flame resistance potions."

"Ah... yes, I have my own way."

Something I realized while cooking and experimented with—perhaps because the Ice Dragon dwells within this body, I seem to be resistant to heat.

I don't know exactly to what extent, so I'll need to keep experimenting, but a Salamander that can snipe from a distance? Please.

Exam scores are nice if I do well, and just a bit disappointing if I don't. After roughly skimming through the exam talk, I looked at Evan.

It was to say one thing.

"And... you know."

"Yes?"

"Let's really... keep our distance now. Us."

I said with a trembling heart. As I mentioned, as the exam approached, so did the final battle.

It was really time to be cold-headed now.

Why did I reject Evan's confession with boiling blood in the first place? Wasn't it to avoid becoming complacent?

And the past few weeks proved that my judgment was very wise.

I experienced firsthand what happens when you give love to a love-deprived girl who's never even had a crush before.

That's also why I deliberately rejected Evan's praise earlier. I needed to gather my thoughts now.

"...Is this how I felt when I banned skinship?"

"T-that's..."

...Honestly, I think that was too much. Cutting it off suddenly without any warning.

But honestly, what I was doing wasn't any different. The only difference was that this was absolutely necessary.

"Well, if I think of it as the final endurance, it's not unbearable."

"...Thank you."

Evan said with a shrug. Knowing the desires of a man in his prime, I felt very sorry. ...No, I guess it's not just about men in their prime. Even I... ahem.

That regret and apology transformed into hatred and anger toward the spy. Evan seemed to share similar thoughts as he muttered something while staring into space.

His faint smile was quite frightening.

"T-then, Evan. I'll refrain from coming to find you like this from now on, so if you have something to say... please tell me."

I said timidly, fidgeting with guilt. Evan looked at me and chuckled.

Then, grabbing both my shoulders, he whispered in my ear.

"When this is over, I'll get you thoroughly pregnant."

A low, rough voice that somehow felt like a threat. After whispering that, Evan returned to a refreshingly smiling face as if nothing had happened and asked me.

"You like this kind of thing, right?"

"......"

I covered my face, which must have turned bright red, with both hands and slowly nodded.

...Really.

He knows me too well...

*

And the next day.

I went to find the Sword Saint.

Ch.184 - EP. 6 Training (1)
The sound of a blade cutting through the air echoed in the training ground as I approached. I had some free time on my hands—a rare occurrence lately—and decided to visit the Sword Saint.

Chapter 184. Training (1)

After recruiting numerous key figures including the protagonist Elysee, and placing my final moral restriction on my relationship with Evan, I found myself with some unexpected spare time. (Evan had gone off to train, saying physical activity would clear his mind.)

Until now, time had always passed quickly when I was with Evan (especially in proportion to the intensity of our physical contact), so having free time felt strange.

What did I used to do before? Right.
Unlike my previous life, there were no smartphones or anything worth reading here.

Of course, I could find plenty of ways to kill time if I looked, but with everything happening, it didn't feel right to just lounge around.

So I was spending this awkward time neither working on my plans nor properly relaxing.

*Maybe I should visit the Sword Saint.*

I hadn't contacted her since recruiting her. It seemed wrong to recruit someone and then never show my face, and perhaps she might have information about the spy.

With that in mind, I decided to visit the training ground where the Sword Saint spent most of her time at the Academy.

What could possibly go wrong?

*

The Sword Saint's routine typically consisted of two activities.

Either slaughtering the northern tribes on the Empire's orders,

Or spending entire days training in the Academy's private training ground when not on missions.

She had no particular complaints about this lifestyle.
She was the Empire's sword.
Not an individual, but a weapon belonging to the Empire.

There was no joy, but no suffering either.
The Sword Saint was reasonably content with her current life.

Except for one thing.

*...My head hurts.*

The headaches that came roughly once a month were a major concern. She couldn't remember exactly when they had started, but they significantly reduced her combat ability when they coincided with battles.

When these headaches came, strange dreams followed.

As the Sword Saint was swinging her sword, grimacing and clutching her head from the pain, she sensed the training ground door opening.

"Excuse me...?"

"...Eckhart. What brings you here?"

It was the eldest daughter of House Eckhart, Stella Bell Eckhart.
The woman whose inner thoughts were completely unreadable had come to see her.

Just that fact made the Sword Saint realize she was feeling somewhat tense.

Though she was undoubtedly far stronger in terms of combat ability,
there was something about this woman that made her feel that way.

"Well... information, I suppose. I thought I'd come see your face at least once since we've formed an alliance."

"...Information?"

The Sword Saint didn't get along well with these types of people.
Those whose intentions were unreadable, yet who seemed to see right through her.

Perhaps it was because she had encountered countless such people in the imperial court against her will.

"Yes... Were you training? If you're busy, I can come back later."

"...No. It's fine. I was about to finish anyway."

Claire roughly put on the shirt she had taken off and sat across from her at the table set up for breaks.

"So, is there something you want to know?"

"Nothing important, and you probably know better than I do. You've been tracking the spy for a long time, right?"

"...That's right."

From the moment the Sword Saint was assigned to this Academy by imperial order, she had worked with the Empire's intelligence department to search for all information about the spy hiding in the Academy.

The intelligence unit closest to the Academy, which had provided the most information, was annihilated in an attack several months ago.

Even combining all the information gathered until then, the results were meager.

Gender, unknown.

Age, unknown.

Abilities, unknown.

For an intelligence department that could normally discover even distant family relations and chronic illnesses, these results were embarrassingly poor.

The only thing they knew for certain was...

"It seems this spy has been active for quite some time before infiltrating the Academy. At least ten years or more."

"That long... They must be quite skilled, then?"

"Yes. Honestly, I can't even gauge their level of skill. If their abilities were limited to stealth and concealment, that would be one thing, but..."

A spy who had managed to avoid capture for at least ten years.
No matter how excellent their disguise abilities, it would be impossible for a spy without significant combat capabilities to remain uncaught for so long.

"...That's what makes me question you. How exactly do you plan to catch this person?"

"...By luring them out."

Stella responded to the Sword Saint's piercing gaze without showing any particular reaction. A normal person would have been intimidated by pure biological instinct.

*...This quality of hers is truly remarkable.*

The Sword Saint highly appreciated how she remained completely unfazed in her presence.
In reality, Stella was barely suppressing her trembling thanks to her deeply ingrained poker face.

"Whatever your method of luring them out, how do you plan to capture them? According to your plan, I'm supposed to be fighting far away from the spy."

For some reason, that was the case.
In Stella's plan, there was no scenario where the Sword Saint directly confronted the spy.

Although it was supposedly to deal with another entity, that fact somewhat scratched at the Sword Saint's pride.

"Let's just say I've secured an enormous number of allies..."

"......"

The Sword Saint leaned back in her chair at Stella's resolute tone.

No matter how she looked at it, this was an unreliable ally.
But she had no choice but to cooperate.

She hadn't been able to get any leads on the spy's identity until Stella had approached her first.

Assuming Stella was telling the truth, her cooperation was absolutely essential.

"......"

If this mission ended successfully and they managed to deal with the spy,
she would be able to leave this Academy.

And then she could go back to living as a sword for the Empire.

This was an important matter.

The Sword Saint fell into thought.
The most uncertain element in Stella's plan was the spy's combat ability.

No matter how many allies she claimed to have, if they weren't reliable...

"Eckhart."

"Yes, Sword Saint?"

"Are you strong?"

In other words,
if Eckhart's own combat ability was in question...

"...No. In front of you, Sword Saint, not at all."

"...Then, would you care to spar with me?"

If that was the case, wouldn't it make sense to strengthen Stella herself?
The Sword Saint nodded, satisfied with her perfect plan.

She didn't notice Stella's face turning pale as her poker face crumbled for the first time in their conversation.

Of course, nothing would have changed even if she had noticed.

*...Come to think of it.*

The headache was gone.
The Sword Saint felt slightly surprised and somewhat uplifted by this fact as she took off her shirt again.

Her body was marked with countless scars from battlefields, like badges of honor.

*

Sometimes there are moments when you realize within seconds that your judgment was completely wrong.

Like when you claim to have a partner to avoid an awkward situation, only to be immediately asked to call them.

Or more recently, when I asked a desire-filled Evan if he wanted to join me under the blanket.

And now, I was experiencing that feeling more strongly than ever before in my life.

The Sword Saint, the strongest being in this world and the final boss of part one.

One wrong word, and now I had to watch her take off her shirt and prepare for battle.

*This is why Koreans...!*

There's a limit to considering humility a virtue.
If I had just answered, "Oh, I'm decent enough, hehe," none of this would have happened!

The Sword Saint's figure, now clad only in something like a tank top, was quite impressive.

She had some scars, but Evan had those too.

If I were a man, I might have considered this situation a reward.

...Wait, I was a man before.

So would my past self have considered this a reward?
The answer was definitely NO.

I might, well...
I might slightly enjoy receiving somewhat "intense" affection.

But that didn't translate into wanting to get hit by this human weapon.

Besides, that kind of thing isn't pleasant unless it's with someone you like!

Whether aware of my thoughts or not, the Sword Saint picked up a wooden sword from the floor and said:

"Yes. I've always thought you had quite a talent."

"Um, Sword Saint? Something urgent just came up..."

"But just as an unrefined gem is merely a stone, untrained talent is nothing more than potential."

"No, wait a moment...!"

I was wrong.
The Sword Saint had no intention of listening to me.

"Now, I will swing my sword without using mana. You try to block it however you can. You may use mana, of course."

I did think that training would be more helpful for my plans than doing nothing.

My mana had increased significantly due to, um... smooching with Evan, so I needed to adapt to it.

*But... will this work?*

Having come this far, I couldn't run away.
I sighed with resignation and summoned my mana.

Right. Looking at the bright side, my opponent wasn't using mana, so she was basically just an ordinary person.

Just a well-trained ordinary woman, nothing more.

Block quickly and escape.
With that resolution, I surrounded my entire body with mana.

"Hmm, good mana. It seems to have increased since before."

And then, the Sword Saint's sword moved.

*

Around me was nothing but gray snowflakes and black emptiness.
It felt like being inside a snow globe thrown into space.

I slowly got up and realized something.
This place was quite familiar.

And this place had its own master.

"...Are you in your right mind?"

Just as I finished that thought, a cold, cold,
and above all, beautiful voice came from behind me.

"...Oh dear."

When I turned around, I saw a girl with platinum blonde hair and ice-cold blue eyes.

The original Stella, the original owner of my body.

...Did I really get sent to my mindscape with just one hit?
Seriously?
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Chapter 185. Training (2)

Stella, or more precisely, the original Stella, doesn't know much about the journey of the person who transmigrated into her body.

It was quite recent that the original Stella gained the ability to share her body, vision, and some sensations with the person who had transmigrated into her.

She had heard bits and pieces from the Ice Dragon, but that information was too sparse to grasp the whole picture.

That's why she tried to put aside her worries about the transmigrator as much as possible.

Of course, it wasn't easy for an ordinary person to endure. The things she experienced before her death were so horrific that she still remembered them vividly even after all this time.

Even if she had conveyed "future events," knowing them and actually surviving in this world as Evan's secretary were two different matters.

That was one of the reasons she had chosen that man (as he had been). If she was going to drop someone into a completely different world—one that would be filled with blood and slaughter—a man would fare better than a woman.

That was her reasoning.

At first, she did somewhat regret having a man enter her body, despite her logic. But she was relieved to hear that he was doing quite well.

For reasons unknown, when she heard that he had preemptively dealt with the spy who would have assassinated her lord's father—that is, Duke Lugion—she even felt deep gratitude.

At that time, the original Stella imagined that the person who had transmigrated into her body must have had a cynical personality similar to her own. Someone without such a personality couldn't have handled these problems so dramatically.

Stella was, despite appearances, one of the few High Mages. For someone who couldn't even properly use mana to replace her in such a body—even knowing the future, maintaining the status quo from the original history would have been fortunate enough.

But the transmigrated Stella had exceeded that, achieving results she hadn't even dared to hope for.

'......'

When Stella realized this fact, something began to bloom in her heart. She had considered herself indifferent to anything not related to her lord.

After that, she watched the transmigrator's journey with her own eyes.

She saw the insane things done during the midterm exams.

She saw how, despite her advice, the transmigrator confidently took the female lead role in the theater festival and kissed Evan.

The nameless, inexplicable emotion grew within Stella. It was something more fundamental than jealousy over Evan and the transmigrator's growing closeness.

Whether it was jealousy, inferiority, or something else entirely.

She didn't know, but now that the transmigrated Stella had fainted from the Sword Saint's attack and been driven into the mindscape.

Stella had to say something.

Regardless of what she was feeling right now.
...She couldn't let her die.

"...Are you in your right mind?"

*

The first thing I hear from my favorite character after meeting her again is whether I'm in my right mind...

Is this better than our first meeting when she used magic on me and grabbed me by the collar?
Either way, I was glad to see her.

Despite everything, Stella was still my favorite character.

No, since she's no longer just a character, my favorite person...?

No, if I'm being precise, Evan would be my favorite, so Stella would be my second favorite...?

"Did you lose intelligence from a blow to the head? What on earth are you doing?"

While I was lost in these random thoughts, Stella, unable to contain herself, lashed out at me again.
Stella's sharp tongue—this is a reward!

I greeted her with the most gentle expression I could manage.
There was no point in putting on a poor act in front of the original.

"It's been a while, Stella. Have you been well?"

"...If you had any conscience, think about it. Do you think I've been well?"

"Huh?"

Maybe it's because she's a mage, but Stella's words were sometimes a bit difficult to understand.

It had been quite some time since I last met Stella.
This was the first time since that awkward meeting after spending all day with Evan... and enjoying the afterglow in bed.

Since then, all I've done is...

Touching his thigh to seduce him, asking Evan on a date while promising to wear a skirt, wearing tight clothes with visible cleavage on the date and letting him touch my bare legs until we got caught, having fun on our date including visiting the fortune teller, giving couple-like rings as small gifts, sharing passionate kisses in the rain until we were soaked, using wet clothes as an excuse to seduce him until he pounced on me, falling asleep while chatting cozily with Evan in the same bed, cooking for and nursing Evan when he caught a cold after getting wet, briefly cuddling with the sick Evan, then missing school for a day and being late the next, getting rewarded with head pats and making naughty promises—

—And then having a wholesome conversation about exercising some restraint?

From Stella's perspective, shouldn't that be welcome news?
I really don't understand.

"......."

"Seeing your face burning like a fireball, I see you do have some shame."

No, looking back, I realize I've done quite a lot.

This is what "postponing a confession" looks like...?

This is what a "former man" does...?

I don't usually say this, but Stella would be justified in being a little angry.

"B-but...."

"?"

But I did have something to say in my defense.

"W-we didn't... h-have sex...."

"......."

Yeah, yeah. We're just burning with youthful passion, right?
I-isn't this showing a lot of restraint?

Of course, it's partly because of the slight resistance... or fear that remains within me, but still, I've been patient!

With that mental fortification, I looked straight at Stella, whose expressionless face was somehow conveying disgust.
Wow, how can someone express such varied emotions while remaining expressionless?

If I had seen this in my previous life, it would have been truly educational.

Stella's face gradually turned purple like her hair color, and as if she couldn't breathe, she thumped her chest once or twice, then returned to her original complexion with a sigh.

"Enough. I didn't bring this up today to hear your deceptions."

"Oh... really?"

Really? Then why did you call me?!

...Such a question, which would make Stella choke again if she heard it, was unnecessary.

I had some idea already.

"Until now, I've only heard about most of your actions secondhand."

"R-really...?"

My favorite character has been watching my story—that's a little exciting.
I quietly listened to what she had to say.

"I acknowledge that you've achieved some results. I even saw it myself last time."

"I see."

"I can't read your thoughts. But I know that while you may lack conscience and be lustful, you're not stupid."

"...What?"

Setting aside the conscience part, l-lustful?
I looked at her with a slightly wronged expression, but her face didn't change at all.

...This might be a bit hard to brush off.

"Besides, you must know the future at least as far as what I know."

"...Y-yes, that's right."

It feels strange hearing it directly from her.
I guess there really is some kind of connection.

Stella's expression was gradually changing from blank to distrustful and suspicious.

"That's why I don't understand. Why are you trying so hard to prevent the current incident?"

"......."

Yes. I knew she would bring this up.
I wiped all playfulness from my face and looked at her with a serious expression.

"If you've seen the future, the events that will happen, you should know? 'That' is not something that can be prevented."

"...Is that so?"

"No. You clearly want to eliminate the spy and deal with future events at the same time. Am I right?"

Stella had now approached my feet and was glaring at me.

"That's right."

"That's insane."

Stella stated firmly.
Well, from her perspective, it might seem that way.

She's someone who experienced the original story firsthand.
She must have directly experienced the horrors that unfold after the final exam.

And to try to lure and capture the spy at the same time as such an event?

From her perspective, knowing the future, it could only look like madness.

"I know. Everything you're worried about."

"...And someone like you is associating with the Sword Saint?"

Stella asked with a rare frown.
Ah, right. I came here after being knocked out by the Sword Saint.

From her perspective, having experienced the original story, it must seem like madness.

"Associate... well, she's pretty, isn't she?"

"I'm not in the mood for jokes right now."

"Would you believe me if I said I have my own thoughts on this?"

She said herself that she couldn't completely read my thoughts.
So from her perspective, everything I'm doing must look like nonsense and madness.

"No matter how you've interpreted the future, let me tell you as someone who has seen it firsthand. The Sword Saint is a human disaster. According to your plan, thousands will die."

"That might be true."

"Even if you prevent that level of damage, you can't stop the Sword Saint from becoming a traitor to the Empire. Then it's all over. You know that, don't you?"

Of course, Stella's reaction is reasonable.
Absolutely reasonable.

If someone entered my body and tried to do something like this, I would try to talk them out of it too.
Though I'm not exactly sure why Stella allowed me to inhabit her body in the first place.

'Hmm... what should I do.'

I could explain my plan to her.
Even if I couldn't convince her completely, I could make her understand to some extent.

But... then I wouldn't gain anything.
I slowly smiled and opened my mouth.

"Then, Stella... want to make a bet with me?"

"A bet...?"

"Yes. Whether I'm right or you're right."

"Do you see this as some game to bet on...?"

Stella was about to snap at me, her expressionless face wavering with anger.
And before she could finish speaking.

"If I fail, and you win—"

I'll give my body back to you.

I offered the condition that she seemed to want so badly during our last meeting.

Stella froze.

That condition seemed to have a great impact on her.

"...And if you win?"

"You'll tell me one fact that I want to know. How about it? Quite fair, isn't it?"

Exchanging information for a body.
For something she could have just told me, the stakes were high.
Of course, it's an important element for me.

And just then, the mindscape began to grow blurry.
I must be about to wake up.

I smiled and said one last thing to Stella.

"The choice is yours. Well, goodbye for now."

And with my vision gradually turning white, I was ejected from the mindscape.

*

"......."

"Oh, you've opened your eyes. I was a bit surprised, thought you were dead."

And the first thing I see upon opening my eyes is the Sword Saint.
She was looking down at me as I lay collapsed on the ground.

As I slowly got up, clutching my throbbing head.

"Still, seeing you get up right away shows you have good endurance. Let's continue."

"Yes.... .......What?"

My head was foggy, and it took me a moment to process the Sword Saint's words.
In that time, taking my response as affirmation, the Sword Saint's attacks descended upon me.

"W-wait a moment!"

But there was no way the Sword Saint would listen to such pleas.

...And so, less than a minute after making my cool declaration, I had to have an awkward reunion with Stella.

...I really have nothing to say now.

"......."

"...Um, want to hear about my date?"
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Chapter 186. Training (3)

After the first day of training with the Sword Saint ended.
As I staggered out of the Sword Saint's room, I vowed never to visit her room carelessly again.

But the next day, while training alone, I realized my body felt lighter, so I ended up visiting her room again the next day, and the day after that.

*I can't be satisfied with just gentle Evan anymore...*

Not in a strange way—Evan had been reluctant to spar with me after a certain point.

Even when he did, he seemed to lose strength without realizing it.

In the end, our sessions usually ended without much progress, so I stopped training with Evan except for experimenting with mana.

But look at the Sword Saint.
Whether I had a weak body or couldn't properly use mana, she impartially knocked me unconscious with a blow to the head.

It happened so quickly that it didn't even hurt, and somehow she had a technique that left no wounds.

Amazingly, this brutal method actually improved my skills!

While she was terrifying as a human being, she was perfect as a training partner.

It's a bit unfair to Evan, but when training with him, I worried about things like my sweat smell bothering him.

Oh, because it might stink?

No... rather than that...
...ahem.

Anyway, I trained with the Sword Saint for about a week.
Later, she seemed to welcome me a bit, as if she'd developed a taste for it.

Well... I'm not entirely sure.
She's not one to express emotions.

And naturally, as a result...

The loop of fainting and transferring to the mindscape continued.

*

In the mindscape, having run out of things to talk about, I brazenly started sharing stories about Evan with Stella, just as I'd mentioned before.

The original Stella, whom I thought would have a fit, surprisingly listened to my stories.

She explained that she couldn't see everything 24 hours a day (she would have fainted if she could), but had to wait for mana to accumulate, so there was a cooldown.

Perhaps because of that, she seemed interested in certain parts.

Um... mainly stories about when Evan was sick.
Yeah, those were rare.

Come to think of it, Stella and I have the same body, same face, and even like the same person.

I thought we might be able to have pleasant conversations, but...

"...Don't crawl up to me, you slut."

"S-slut?!"

Me? What?
After all my experimenting, I found out just how sensitive your body is!

I wanted to snap back but kept it to myself.

Even I wouldn't want to see my favorite character's genuinely contemptuous expression.
...Though I'd welcome it from Evan.

-Whoosh.

"Ah, looks like I have to go again. Really, this body is too weak."

"...Sorry about that."

Neither I nor the original Stella knew this, but apparently when I faint, I'm forcibly transported here, besides when the original Stella summons me.

I once heard that when you sleep, your brain is active, but when you're unconscious, it's not.

So right now, I exist only in the mindscape, not belonging anywhere else.

Then is my body—Stella's body—just an empty shell right now?

Or...

"I'm still highly suspicious. You say you're learning to use mana, but you haven't reached my level. And even I, at my level, couldn't prevent what happened."

"Come on, setting the bar that high makes the bet no fun."

By now, the mindscape had become even more blank, with nothing visible except Stella.
I must have been hit pretty hard this time.

I winked at Stella as I said my final goodbye.

"Well, see you next time. Call me anytime if you need someone to talk to."

"...You said the exact same thing a few minutes ago."

"......"

Geez.
For some reason, my favorite character couldn't let me try to look cool in front of her.

*Was she aware I was practicing what I wanted to say to Evan...?*

Well, with that thought...
I returned to reality.

*

At the same time, in reality.
The Sword Saint was quietly looking down at Stella, who was twitching and trying to wake up.

*...Her reaction speed isn't bad. It's taking longer for her to lose consciousness each time.*

What a strange person.
The Sword Saint found herself thinking that without realizing it.

In truth, she had started this training partly to torment Stella.

She might have been a bit annoyed that someone with such a pathetically weak body claimed she would catch a spy that even the Sword Saint couldn't catch.

But Stella had silently continued training, and now she could even dodge a few attacks.
The Sword Saint was secretly impressed but didn't show it.

Of course, she wasn't really hitting her for the sake of training—it was the same "training" that Claire had received before.

*...Before?*

Before, huh. Like everyone else.
And unlike everyone else, the Sword Saint, who didn't remember past events well, paused for a moment.

*Did I... train like this before?*

Sometimes the unconscious mind seems to have a far better memory than the conscious mind that controls it.

Feeling like she almost remembered something, the Sword Saint put her hand to her head.

It was the precursor to a headache, which had greatly decreased in frequency since she began training with Stella.

"Ugh, uuugh..."

"...Get up. Next set."

To change her train of thought, the Sword Saint shook the groaning Stella who was sprawled on the floor.

...Somehow, her headache subsided a little.

"I-I'm up...!"

"Good. Let's continue."

"Yes... Achoo! By the way, isn't it a bit cold in here?"

Stella muttered, grabbing her shoulders as soon as she got up.
True to her weak physique, she seemed sensitive to cold.

*Well, summer is ending.*

Due to the Academy's slow-paced summer vacation, summer was almost over, and the trees were preparing to turn red.

*Have I already been here that long...*

Though there was no time for sentimentality, she felt that this year had passed quickly by her standards.

If Stella's plan succeeded this time, this would all be over.

"...Why, why are you looking at me like that...?"

"Nothing. It's nothing."

Thinking about it gave her a strange feeling.
Though she had disliked this place so much at first, had she grown attached to it?

Perhaps it was because she rarely did anything besides fighting.
Would her past self have believed that she would one day act on stage?

Since coming here, she had encountered a continuous stream of unfamiliar people and routines.

*In that sense, Eckhart could be considered my disciple.*

Though it was just short-term tutoring that would end once they caught the spy.
For some reason, the Sword Saint felt her mindscape brightening a little at the thought.

"Good. Now that you've got the basics, I'll teach you properly about engaging with knights."

"Ohhh...!"

Even Stella, who had shown such obvious dislike at first, was now showing enthusiasm.
She should reward that.

"And now I'll use a real sword."

"Ohhh...?"

*

The Sword Saint suddenly became enthusiastic about this monotonous training for some reason.
Could it be that I actually had talent for physical movement?
Enough to inspire her teaching passion?

"No. Your movements are terribly awful. Honestly, it's alarming."

"........"

Right. I know. I know.

In my past life, I'd get bruises from falling incorrectly at action schools.
With hardware even more nerfed than before, there was no way my software would suddenly improve.

It was fortunate that Stella was a mage.
Magic could at least be memorized through formulas, but I shuddered to think what would have happened if I'd transmigrated into a sword-only fighter like the Sword Saint.

*If my body had been a bit stronger, I might have tried to copy her...*

Like how I quickly picked up secretarial work, maybe I could have remembered the movements... possibly.
I could at least mimic the postures.

It would just be terribly inefficient.

The Sword Saint understood this well, so she mainly taught me practical ways for a mage to face knights.

Though we didn't know exactly what type of opponent the spy would be, judging from the slaughtered intelligence department bodies, they definitely used a sword.

"The important thing is creating distance. That's absolutely necessary for a mage."

No matter how many helpers I had, I couldn't let my guard down.
It would take some time for helpers to arrive.

There was no guarantee that a battle wouldn't break out in the meantime.

"What are some good methods?"

"There are several, but the first priority is strengthening your body to create distance. The second is making your opponent retreat. Of course, the zero priority is not approaching in the first place."

The Sword Saint gave surprisingly good lectures.
Though she seemed a bit dull normally, she was a strategic weapon of a nation.

It was only natural that she would have abundant information in this area.

"If you need to make your opponent retreat, you need one powerful strike. One powerful strike that will make any opponent back off."

That's how I received theoretical lessons.

"Now you'll fight me with a real sword."

...And practical training too.

In this way, I slowly built up my skills in preparation for the confrontation with the spy.

It wasn't a bad sedative for my mind, which was frustrated by not being able to do anything with Evan.

And after several days of training like this, occasionally exchanging casual conversation with the Sword Saint (though she hated it)...

"Well, the final exam is now just one day away."

The signal flare announcing our all-out battle.
The practical portion of the final exam was right around the corner.
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The sky was filled with a deep crimson hue.
Perhaps it was the auburn glow of sunset filtering through the dusty window frame.

"Phew..."

And in that room.
Someone left alone exhaled a deep sigh.

Thanks to the Northern fighting technique that controlled breathing, they were still catching their breath long after the battle had ended.

The effect had been remarkable.

Most of the mages who had crowded this room were killed in a single strike, now sprawled across the red floor.

The Magic Tower.
Though said to be a gathering of mages unconnected to combat, considering their hierarchy, they were certainly not weaklings.

Especially since some had come from the Mage Corps.

*My body seems... a bit stiff.*

The one who caused this carnage was a Northern spy who had infiltrated the Academy.

Originally, this spy rarely ventured outside the Academy except in special circumstances.

But this time, there were orders from the Sovereign State, and the spy personally needed many Mana Stones, so it was a convenient visit.

For someone who came with such a casual mindset, far too many people had lost their lives.

*I've collected enough Mana Stones... time to head back.*

I can't miss the midterm exam, after all.

The spy muttered this while turning to leave.

Then someone called out to the spy.

"Gerald! Is there anything over there?"

"Ugh... what would there be, damn it. Still just pieces of meat everywhere. I'm going to get some fresh air."

"Right. It's nauseating even looking at it again. I wonder if a real war is breaking out..."

Gerald was the name of an imperial guard the spy had killed moments ago.
Placed among the mages' corpses, it would take a while before anyone found him.

The spy casually left the scene and headed toward the street.

The ability to transform into anyone—Mimicry.
A method available only to the elite spies of the Sovereign State.

*The final exam... Salamanders, is it?*

In the North, due to the weather, they weren't commonly seen. Being the opposite of the Ice Dragon, they were even considered symbols of misfortune.

Though the spy had researched them extensively due to their position.

*They'll produce many Mana Stones. Unstable ones, but the more the better.*

The formula, the Mana Stones, and a place to store the heart—almost everything was prepared.
Even if it only worked in its current state, the Academy would suffer near-annihilation, but thorough preparation was always best.

*Stealing might be a bit problematic... but well, it's not an important item.*

Salamander Mana Stones are considered mostly disposable due to their instability.
Though they'd have security for such dangerous items, they'd be kept in isolated areas where explosions wouldn't matter, and such security would be easy to breach.

With advanced spatial magic, storage wasn't difficult either.
It worked on the same principle as how the spy always concealed weapons.

*Soon... I'll be able to face that person.*

The spy thought of the High Priestess with violet hair.
The greatest proof that their god existed.

Though given the Sovereign State's current position, she might not be a welcome presence, but from the spy's perspective, she seemed crucial to determining the outcome of the war.

*Come to think of it...*

As the spy thought of her, thoughts naturally shifted to Isenberg, who seemed to have a relationship with her.

According to the spy's expectations, they had publicly announced their relationship for political reasons, but recently they were said to not even make eye contact.

*Of course. Someone like that wouldn't be swayed by love games during such a critical time.*

...There were some suspicious circumstances, but the spy didn't see them.

This was the day before the final exam's practical test.

*

One day before the final exam.
Unlike the previous midterm exam with group matches against professors, this time they finished the final preparations with mostly theoretical lessons.

However, the problem was...

"Ah, so Salamanders are also called dragons, and they have a unique characteristic—they can live for quite a while even with their hearts removed from their bodies. According to research, this is possible because dragon-type creatures have what's called a Dragon Heart that emits particularly long mana wavelengths. Recently, a Magic Tower used this property to make a Salamander move while separated from its heart by more than 100 meters..."

-Ugh, aaaargh...

-P-please stop...

That it was twice as difficult as facing Alen and Marcus simultaneously.

This was mostly due to Professor Stefan's lecturing style, where anything he said became ten times longer than necessary.
Even now, he was elaborating at length that targeting the head rather than the heart was better for dealing with Salamanders.

It was even more painful for me since I already knew all this information.

"Faaaaahhh..."

Erhen, sitting next to me, had already collapsed on her desk, creating a small puddle as she dozed off.

*At times like this, if only Evan were here, time might pass a little faster!*

The relativity of time, they say.
I'm not trying to explain something difficult—I'm serious when I say that when I'm close to Evan... doing things, time feels like it passes six times faster.

If only I could at least hold his hand!

"......"

But Evan was far away now, and even if he were close, I couldn't do anything.
Even now, wasn't he avoiding my gaze?

*Sob....*

It's painful!
...But also a little thrilling...!

Anyway, these (self-inflicted) miserable and cruel days would soon be over.

Whatever the outcome might be.

"Ah, additionally, Salamanders have a habit of breathing fire. This fire, being created from mana, has an amplified effect..."

-Ding ding ding ding!

"Oh my. Class is over... Well, everyone, good luck on your final exams..."

Professor Stefan even had long farewells.

The cadets rushed out of the classroom, seeking freedom.
Their determination to not hear another word was evident.

"Erhen. Wake up. Class is over."

"Mmm... huh... already?"

I shook Erhen awake and headed to the next classroom.
The atmosphere on campus was somehow unsettled.
It felt different from the usual pre-exam tension.

-Did you hear? At the Capital's Magic Tower...

-Everyone was killed without exception...?

-Is a real war breaking out...?

From what I gathered, one of the Magic Towers in the Capital had been attacked, and everyone inside was massacred.

Word was that it was presumed to be the work of a single attacker.

This wasn't mentioned in the original story, so it was news to me, but I wasn't surprised.

This incident was probably being discussed here only because it was too big to control information-wise, but dozens of similar incidents were happening even now.

It was truly the eve of war.
And this incident was what finally lit the fuse on this tense situation.

The Academy cadets had lost the vibrant, youthful atmosphere they had during the Theater Festival and had become quite gloomy.

Well, this was primarily a military academy, and no matter how noble their birth, if a major war broke out, they might eventually have to face combat.

It was a harsh reality for freshmen who had just entered their first year with excitement.

For them, war with the North was essentially something they'd only read about in history books.
Even then, it was almost legendary—how the Kingdom and Empire, along with the Moonlight Church (which had minimal influence at the time) and even the elves from the Great Forest, had barely managed to bring about an end to the war.

The fear of that becoming reality was indescribable.

Perhaps to distract from such gloomy thoughts, as I passed by, the cadets shifted their topic to me.

-H-have you noticed that we haven't seen Stella and Evan together lately?

-Of course they broke up...

-They were such a good match, what a shame.

At least it was a typical student topic.
Better than talk of imminent war with the North.

"Hmm, is this the kind of rumor you wanted, Stella?"

"Yes. For now."

Erhen spoke as she heard the murmurs about our breakup.
For now, that was the case.

The rumors had spread enough to reach the ears of unknown spies, so preparations could be considered complete.

"Erhen. It's almost the full moon."

"...? Oh, yes, it is?"

Erhen answered, puzzled by my sudden change of topic.
Well, she'd understand soon enough.

"Hmm... Erhen, if you were to get married, where would you want to hold the ceremony?"

"Huh? Our kind just... do it simply in the forest."

"That sounds nice."

I smiled gently at Erhen.
I believe my meaning was conveyed to someone as smart as her.

Though for some reason she muttered something like, "What's this, is she trying to seduce me again...?"

"By the way, Erhen, are you prepared for the final exam?"

"Ah, well, yes. Actually, I think I can just gather everything with wind spirits and blast it all at once."

"Do you have anything specifically prepared, Stella?"

"Yes. In my own way."

And so I spent the last day before the final exam reviewing with Erhen.
Perhaps it was also to relieve tension from the approaching events.

*

-So... what we're learning about today is... dragons. Ah, not real dragons, haha... friends nicknamed dragons...

-So, um... armored Salamanders mainly appear in early summer... and due to their appearance, they're also called mini-dragons... the Mana Stones that emerge when these magical beasts die have the property of exploding when they receive mana...

*

And then, the day of the exam.

"Now, gentlemen. Do you see... those heat hazes and red dots over there?"

Alen, the magical beast hunter guiding this exam, asked the cadets while looking far into the forest.

A horizon filled with heat haze, like during a Korean heatwave.
And the glowing red heat visible from the same distance.

The scene was spectacular, as if the entire horizon was on fire.

"Those are all Salamanders."

This exam, which in many ways... might be my last at the Academy.

The dragon hunt had begun.
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The horde of Salamanders approached, tinting the horizon with heat haze and crimson heat.
They were the targets of this Final Exam's practical test and creatures I knew quite well.

...Though I suppose most cadets would know them well thanks to Professor Stefan's lectures.

Either way, this was my first time seeing these creatures—technically classified as dragons—in person.
They're rare beings, and it's unusual to see them swarming in such large numbers.

"What a spectacular sight. Even I've never seen anything like this before."

"Not even you, Professor Alen?"

"That's right. Even for a magical beast hunter, experiencing something like this is rare."

According to established lore, Salamanders die when the fire on their bodies extinguishes, leaving behind only a Mana Stone before turning to ash.

Of course, since their flames burn with intense mana, ordinary water can't extinguish them.

For reference, the original protagonist summoned about three high-level water spirits to sweep them away.
Rather than extinguishing them with water, he killed them with water pressure.

"Ugh, it's already so hot..."

"I really can't stand heat..."

Looking around, I saw cadets wrapping themselves with flame-resistant magical items and fanning themselves.

I felt rather pathetic standing there with nothing but my bare body.

Still, everyone looked happier than during the Automaton test.
Back then, no matter what protective gear you wore, a direct hit meant something would definitely break.

"Lady Stella... will you be alright without any protection?"

Elysee de Iris, who happened to be positioned next to me, asked with a concerned tone.
Somehow, after I comforted her a bit last time, she seemed burdened and avoided me for a while, but now she appeared to be doing better.

"Yes, well. I have a constitution that doesn't feel heat much."

Besides... I had my own preparations.

I looked at what I had secured at my waist, recalling when I first prepared it.

*

About two years ago.
When I had just started speaking with Evan.

Let's say, when we were more than business partners but less than friends.

After completing the rest of our plans, Evan and I significantly reduced our meetings.
We weren't close enough to meet without reason, we'd had some friction recently, and we both needed to focus on our own priorities.

At the time, I only thought it was nice not to see that smirking face.

Yet somehow, perhaps due to the absence of someone I'd been talking to for so long,
I felt a slight emptiness.

At that time, it was truly just emptiness, but even that was unfamiliar and embarrassing to my immature self.

*Was I overreacting?*

Looking back now, it was nothing significant.
I could have laughed it off easily.

For some reason, I was particularly sensitive and anxious then, leading to frequent conflicts with Evan.

I would always snap at him without realizing it, then regret it afterward.
Then we'd go days without speaking to each other.

"Hey, Stella?"

"Eek!"

"...Why are you so startled?"

"Evan...?"

And then, Evan would always be the first to approach me again.
Well, even if I had wanted to approach first, I had no justification at the time, and it was obvious he'd say, "You crazy fool, you were wrong first," so it was only natural.

"Why so suddenly...?"

"Oh, I wanted to ask you something. About the Final Exam in our plan. Have you thought about how to handle it? It looks quite dangerous."

"W-well. I don't particularly plan to do well, but... unless something happens and I drop out, I'll keep attending..."

Whenever Evan approached me first, I felt a strange relief, then my pride would be hurt by the very fact that I felt relieved.

Even now, I was rambling.

"I-I do have something in mind. A method that should work quite well."

"What is it?"

Evan asked with interest.
Probably because all the solutions I had presented until then were incredibly bizarre.

"Salamanders die when the flames burning all over their bodies are extinguished. Of course, ordinary water or magic won't put them out... but if we had... that... which is relatively easy to obtain, we could catch them quite easily."

This wasn't based on the established lore.
It was just my inference based on several contextual clues.

"By 'that'... you mean?"

"Ah, well..."

I trailed off slightly on what might be a sensitive topic.
Normally, I would have just blurted it out without caring about someone like Evan, but I had too many things to feel guilty about.

"Holy Water... is what I mean."

*

By now, the horde of about 80 Salamanders had approached close to where the cadets were taking their exam.

Though Stella had initially thought of lizards small enough to hold in her hand, their actual size was closer to small crocodiles.

*My goodness, flaming crocodiles.*

Stella suddenly thought they were quite magnificent.
Almost a shame they would soon become piles of Mana Stones.

Meanwhile, the gazes directed at her were multilayered.

Some feared she would show something spectacular again due to the impact of the previous Midterm Exam.

Others believed she would be ordinary this time, since her previous performance was the result of thorough calculation and patience (ordinary cadets didn't know Stella had fought against Caille and Elysee).

Someone she had been searching for watched with gleaming eyes of anticipation.

Evan, due to his long abstinence, was so affected by merely looking at her slender figure that he had to dig his fingers into his eyes.

Stella herself was absentmindedly fiddling with the weapon—Holy Water—at her waist.

*I was half-skeptical back then... but now I know. This will definitely work.*

Divinity clashes with other divinity, causing rejection.
This was what Stella had learned while accompanying the Saintess during the previous Evil God manifestation incident.

The only exception to this premise was the interaction between mana and divine power.

If divinity and mana had adverse effects, using divine power on someone with mana would cause the wounded area to explode rather than heal.

Of course, they couldn't coexist simultaneously.
To be precise, the Moonlight Church's divine power worked on the principle of temporarily halting mana for healing purposes.

The Moonlight Church's divine power was strong enough to annihilate other weaker divinities.

It couldn't destroy mana—the strongest divinity in this world—but it could temporarily halt it.

"Paaaaaah!"

"Pyuuuuuu!!!"

"They're right in front of us! Prepare for battle!!"

So, what if Holy Water was poured on not humans but magical beasts?
Especially Salamanders, whose entire life force resided in flames burning with mana?

To execute this idea, Stella had purchased a large quantity of Holy Water through her father, the Marquis Eckhart.
She even ordered shrinking magic along with it.

"Ow, hot!"

"Die!!!"

By now, the Salamander horde had advanced fiercely and engaged with the formation created by the cadets.

Following Professor Stefan's (extremely, terribly boring) lessons, the cadets targeted the neck area instead of the heart.

Erhen created a massive updraft that extinguished the Salamanders' flames as easily as blowing out a candle.

Elysee was sweeping them away with high-level spirits, just as Stella knew she would.

Evan was advancing unstoppably, severing one neck after another with each strike.

The Saintess was absent.

"Waaaah!"

"Aack! My hand got burned!"

Amidst the chaos of heat and battle cries,

Only one woman with purple hair was warming up a little behind everyone else.

*I haven't practiced this much... can I do it?*

Stella took out the magically shrunk Holy Water bottle, turned her back, and pressed the bottle against her chin.

Then, using the momentum and her mana-enhanced strength, she rotated her body forward.

Trusting in that force, she released her grip.

"Here, yah!"

*Bang!*

The Holy Water bottle left Stella's hand with a sonic boom and soared high into the sky.

*...It worked!*

In her previous life, like many others, she had watched shot put videos due to algorithm recommendations.

Those interesting movements were stored in her excellent memory repository.

With her acting-honed ability to reproduce movements and her mana-enhanced strength, she had just broken what would have been a shot put world record in her previous life.

The shot put soared high above the battlefield.

Stella watched it, opened her hand, and...

[What I had been preparing most meticulously for the great spy battle was a kind of counter-attack.

If things didn't go well, I'd be assassinated by the spy anyway.
I had to be extremely cautious.

The key element in such a plan, what I was developing recently, was the connection between formula memory and...]

She clenched her fist, activating the formula engraved on the bottle containing Holy Water.

The remotely engraved formula exploded along with the bottle at her gesture.

As another formula—the shrinking formula—also burst, the Holy Water, enlarged at the moment of explosion, fell onto the battlefield like a waterfall.

*Kwaaaaaaaa!!!*

"Oh."

If there was an error in her calculation, it was that the amount of Holy Water was much more than she had initially estimated.

Marquis Eckhart, worried about his daughter who had requested Holy Water, had purchased a large amount using his personal funds and sent it after shrinking it.

The Marquis's concern and his hard-earned money exploded along with the bottle and rained down like Holy Water from the sky.
On a scale several times larger than Stella had anticipated.

"Pa-euh..."

"Pa, pakk! Paaaakk!!"

"Pa-euuuu...!!"

The result was, naturally, the annihilation of all Salamanders.
Stella's theory had proven correct.

"Ah, I only meant to catch about ten of them..."

Stella sensed something was wrong as she felt the gazes of Professor Alen and the surrounding cadets.

Gazes that were half shocked, half impressed—as if they had expected this.

*T-this means...!

It'll be harder to drop out...!*

It was a moment when her childcare—no, future plans—became slightly complicated.

In any case, that's how the practical portion of the Final Exam ended, more anticlimactically than expected.

*

And that night.
All the Salamanders' Mana Stones were stolen by someone.
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"Did you hear? All the Salamander mana stones were stolen."

"All of them?!"

"Yeah. I heard they explode if you stimulate them. I wonder if there's going to be a terrorist attack."

"Things are really unsettling these days."

"By the way, did you see during the exam? Lady Stella, with holy water in one go..."

"She killed half of them, right?"

"She's usually so quiet, but when she does something, like the Theater Festival, she really gives it her all. How did she think to use holy water there?"

"Oh, and I heard the Salamanders hit with holy water had their mana stones crumble too. Something about what happens when they come in contact with divine power."

"Wait, do you think she predicted this situation...?"

"...Nah. That's going too far."

"...Right?"

*

The Academy was in turmoil.
Accordingly, my plan was now in its final stages.

Just a couple more steps and my recruitment and confirmation would be complete.
In other words, preparations for an all-out war with the spy would be finished.

I was still continuing my training with the Sword Saint.
While I couldn't do everything with this different body, memorizing and mastering movements to apply them directly was something I'd been doing my whole life.

Sometimes I improved enough that even the Sword Saint would occasionally praise me.

At times, I'd get overconfident from such reactions.

*I see. At this rate, I must be at least intermediate level...!*

"...Claire-style, First Form. [Slash.]"

After seeing someone split clouds with a single sword strike, I quickly regained my humility.
If the original story hadn't been twisted, I would have been one of the raid party members alongside such a Sword Saint.

If nothing else, this was truly fortunate.

However, for some reason, the Sword Saint's condition worsened as we approached the plan's execution.
It was cold enough to feel a chill when we were together.

Sometimes that expressionless face would break to reveal headaches, which surprised me as I'd never seen her in such pain before.

She seemed to feel a bit better when she was with me, though I didn't know why.
Regardless, as the day of the plan approached, the increasingly haggard-looking Sword Saint refused to rest.

"Kugh.... I am the sword of the Empire. I will certainly participate in the operation to deal with the spy, so do not worry."

The Sword Saint seemed to dislike the very fact that I was concerned about her.
Some kind of... compulsion, perhaps?

Her appearance was too pitiful to leave alone, but there was nothing I could do.
I could only pray that she would hold on a little longer.

I also occasionally coordinated with the Saintess.
She seemed unable to contain her excitement about the "wish" I would fulfill for her.

I wondered how she managed to hide such things, but fundamentally, she was someone who extremely disliked showing her true nature or abilities in front of others.

Considering that, it was natural that even I, who had read the original story, didn't know.

Not just her, but other helpers as well.
I coordinated our operation with Erhen, Elysee (+Caille), and Grace.

*Now all that's left is... the professors.*

Honestly, I think we have enough power already, but... additional reinforcements are always beneficial.

As I had told Evan before the final exam, there were two professors.

Marcus, the professor of Introduction to Magic and head of the Magic Department, and Alen, the close combat instructor.

*First, let's visit Professor Marcus.*

The plan was truly in its final stages now.

*

Professor Marcus surprisingly welcomed my visit.
Though I felt a bit sorry seeing him apparently struggling with grading final exams (probably because someone had wiped out half the targets at once).

"Oh, Cadet Stella. This is the first time we're meeting privately."

"Ah, yes, Professor Marcus. I always enjoy your classes. Though you might not notice me much since I tend to blend in."

Marcus was the typical handsome professor character straight out of a female-oriented fantasy novel.

In male-oriented terms, he'd be like an unattainable heroine.
With his gentle demeanor and handsome appearance, plus the rare long-hair attribute following Erhen, he had his own fan base.

Sometimes there were crazy readers who would pair him with Stella as a side couple because they were both magic users, and I wanted to crack their skulls... No, anyway, he was quite a well-known supporting character.
One thing for sure is that he had more screen time than Stella.

I'd been pretty lax about Academy life, but he was the professor in charge of the protagonist's department after all.

"Oh, not at all. I always find Cadet Stella's assignments interesting. Your use of holy water in the recent exam was particularly impressive."

"Thank you. The paper you recommended during your lecture about the reaction between mana stones and divine elements was very helpful..."

After we finished exchanging these superficial pleasantries...
...they were superficial, right? Why is he looking at me like that...

For a moment, I got goosebumps as I remembered a cousin from my previous life who had made a "wrong choice" at university, which I'd only heard about.

I didn't particularly like my relatives, but all the stories I heard about that person were about their condition, which made me feel sorry for them.

"Cadet Stella, you have so much talent... Our field really lacks such gifted individuals... If you're interested in deeper academic pursuits..."

"Um, I! The reason I came today is actually..."

I quickly changed the subject to get to the point.
I tried to express it as diplomatically as possible, but essentially I was asking if he would help with a major incident that would soon occur.

While all the people around me were abnormally powerful individuals ranking among the strongest in this world, Professor Marcus was also quite high in the hierarchy of powerful figures.
His help would certainly be valuable, but...

Unfortunately, his answer was a refusal.

"I'm sorry, Cadet Stella. As a professor, I cannot commit to such an uncertain battle. Especially if I would be alone without other helpers."

"Ah... I understand."

I actually knew this would happen.
In the original story, Professor Marcus was portrayed as a very by-the-book character.
No matter how promising a student I might be, he wouldn't readily accept such a request.

"Ahem, but... if Cadet Stella happens to be interested in exploring the deeper world of magic..."

"Ah, no thank you."

...This is too much.
Professor Marcus seems to view me as an exceptionally studious and promising student, but from my perspective—uncertain if I'll even attend the Academy through fourth year—it weighs heavily on my conscience.

"May I... ask why?"

"Well... You'll find out today or tomorrow. More importantly, may I ask you a question?"

"Oh, of course. Always welcome."

Marcus still seemed disappointed but appeared pleased by my academic curiosity.

"About the Salamanders. You mentioned there were cases where they could survive even with their hearts removed, right?"

"Yes, that's correct. Though the origin of the technique itself is uncertain."

"Then, what happens to a Salamander if the removed heart is destroyed?"

This was something that had come up in Professor Stefan's class recently, though I'd known about it for quite some time.
At my question, Professor Marcus thought for a moment before answering.

"It dies. The technique allows separation from the heart, not survival without one."

"I see. Thank you for your time."

"Please visit anytime."

With that answer, I grabbed the doorknob to Professor Marcus's office.
And at that moment, something occurred to me.

"...Ah, Professor?"

"Yes? Do you have another question?"

"This is just out of curiosity, but perhaps..."

As I hesitantly opened my mouth,
Professor Marcus's expression became peculiar for the first time today.

...This is important!

*

Next was Alen.

Let's think about this.
So far, no one in the Academy has died or been physically injured because of the spy.

That's because I prevented it, though in the original story, Elysee would have handled everything anyway, so let's put that aside.

Then, who appears to have suffered the most damage on the surface?

The Sword Saint, who was forcibly transferred to the Academy because of the spy and even had to spend months in Class B because of some coward?

Or the Principal, who from the beginning of the year had to deal with the Sword Saint's enrollment, the attack of the illusionary demonic beasts, and the manifestation of the Evil God?

Or perhaps Evan and... me, who were forced into abstinence and "separate time"?

None of these are wrong, but they don't match the initial premise.

Since the spy entered the Academy, the person who has visibly suffered the most damage is, by anyone's standards, Professor Alen.

Just this year, Professor Alen happened to be teaching with moth beasts during the illusionary demonic beast attack and was solely blamed for the incident that forced all students to fall asleep.

On top of that, some malicious person destroyed the automaton he was managing and held him responsible, resulting in disciplinary action for the entire month during which the Evil God manifestation incident occurred.

What Professor Alen said at that time was quite memorable: "I don't know who it is, but when I catch them, I'll tear them to pieces."

And now another incident has been added to the list.
While the Salamander mana stones weren't strictly under his jurisdiction, he was a former demonic beast hunter.

He had been jointly managing the mana stones, and while he was briefly called to see the Principal, all the mana stones were stolen.

Of course, he wasn't suspected this time because he had a rock-solid alibi of meeting with the Principal, but he was extremely outraged.

"This is a provocation!! That damn bastard is clearly targeting me!!"

...Well, for these reasons, I had more than enough justification to ask Professor Alen for help.

If approaching Marcus was just testing the waters, with Alen it was closer to a certainty.

When I conveyed my purpose to Alen with these thoughts in mind, he spoke in a low voice.

"Cadet Stella. I consider you quite a capable student."

"Yes, Professor."

"Your achievements have been very impressive to me. So I'll ask you again."

"...Yes."

A legendary demonic beast hunter, they say.
A legend who has hunted every type of demonic beast except dragons.

The pressure from Professor Alen was quite heavy.

"There's no lie in what you're saying, is there?"

"No. I've discovered the spy's identity."

"...You swear?"

"Yes."

Alen straightened his hunched back.
After pausing briefly, seemingly deep in thought...

"Ha, hahahahaha!! I'll gladly help! No, should I be thanking you?"

...As I expected, Professor Alen accepted my proposal.
I wonder if this is appropriate for a professor, but well, that's just the kind of person he is.

Alen smiled fiercely, seemingly excited at the thought of tearing the spy to pieces.

Then he asked me again.

"Oh, by the way, you said you don't have any other helpers besides me yet?"

"Yes. Professor Marcus refused."

"Tsk, that coward. Still, it would be good to find other helpers."

There are no other helpers.
It was the same bluff I presented to Professor Marcus.

Somehow, this approach seemed more effective with the professors.

"Come to think of it, what about Evan? Did you break up with that lover of yours?"

"Ah, that..."

"Ahem, I apologize if it was an uncomfortable topic."

Alen scratched the back of his neck, noticing my ambiguous reaction.
I smiled at him and said:

"No, it's fine. And... you'll find out soon."

"...I see. I'll be waiting for your call."

With that, I finished recruiting Professor Alen and left.

"...Good."

Then, deeply.
Very deeply, I let out a sigh of relief.

Now the preparations were truly complete.

All that remained was... some minor groundwork.

I looked at the moon that had grown dark.
A bright blue moon, not yet full.

The full moon was not far off.

"Hmm... Maybe I should go see Evan after so long."

It should be fine to meet him now.

*

And the next day.

The engagement of Evan and Stella was announced.

...Along with the news that they would be leaving the Academy within a week.
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"Erhen. The full moon is coming soon."

"...? Oh, yes?"

Erhen answered with confusion at my sudden change of topic.
Well, she'll understand soon enough.

"Hmm... Erhen, if you were to get married, where would you want to hold the ceremony?"

"Pardon? Our people just... have simple ceremonies in the forest."

"That sounds nice."

I smiled gently as I spoke to Erhen.
I believe someone as clever as her would understand my meaning.

*

"Uh......"

"...Well, that's basically the plan."

After explaining my strategy for dealing with the spy, Evan's expression was truly strange.

It was like he was looking at a madman with fresh eyes.
Or perhaps an expression of admiration, confirming his judgment had been correct.

Either way, it must have been somewhat disorienting from Evan's perspective.

"Hmm, how should I... put this. Certainly with this plan... there are no obvious flaws."

That was one of the few times Evan had shown any sign of being flustered.

Now, of course... he's become easier to fluster—he gets quite disconcerted just from letting me touch his chest.

"Ah... so that's..."

Evan seemed to be muttering to himself, taking time to process my strategy.
Since this was the culmination of all our preparations coming together, it would naturally take some time.

After a moment, Evan nodded as if he'd more or less understood.

"Right. Well, it's a very good... strategy, but I have two questions. Let's set aside the one about my life being on the line for now."

"Yes."

"First question. Assuming we do this, are you certain we can defeat this spy?"

"......."

Evan had struck at the weakest point from the start.
It was indeed the most unstable part of the plan.

Because even now, but especially then, the spy's strength was a complete unknown.
Based solely on what appeared in the original story, all we knew was that they had hidden among the protagonist's party and killed Stella in a surprise attack.

In contrast, the forces I could potentially employ at that time were, at best, a few professors and perhaps the protagonist if things went well.

It might have been enough, but it could also have been woefully inadequate.
That's why I had emphasized that the more help we had, the better.

"...I have... something in mind."

"Wouldn't it be better if I joined in?"

"That won't work. If you're not fully focused on your part, we lose any chance of buying time."

"...That's true."

Looking back, it was the first plan I'd ever devised, so it had many holes when viewed now.

Well, if the situation had remained the same, I would have managed somehow even in that state.

"Alright then. Second question. This is a minor one."

"Yes."

"According to your plan, this must be executed on one specific day. Especially considering the time between the end of finals and the start of vacation."

"...That's right."

"So, how exactly do you plan to force this spy to appear on that specific date? You don't even know who they are for certain."

Evan's second question wasn't major, but it hit right at the core issue.
As I mentioned, the plan at that time had various gaps both large and small, and what Evan pointed out was one of them.

"Well, I've thought of a few possibilities..."

"So you don't have a plan yet."

"No, that's not exactly—!"

I wanted to retort at Evan's comment, feeling slightly offended, but unfortunately, he was right.
I ultimately had to admit the truth.

"...Well, I suppose so. But I can figure that part out now."

Evan snickered at my response, which felt genuinely irritating at the time.
There wasn't any particular reason—they say when you dislike someone, everything they do seems annoying.

"Hmm... Ah, how about this?"

"...Pardon?"

Evan briefly covered his mouth in thought, then snapped his fingers.
And then boldly suggested:

"According to you, the spy is someone coming from your mother's homeland to capture you, right?"

"That's... right."

"Then let's announce our engagement and say we're leaving the academy at the end of the first semester. The timing is perfect!"

Evan's face had a smile, but he didn't seem to be entirely joking.
And, as I said before.

"...Are you insane?"

When someone you dislike does something, everything feels annoying.
At that time, I was in an extremely sensitive state and had made it my number one rule not to lose my male identity, as I was terrified of that possibility.

In such a situation, Evan's suggestion wasn't something I could laugh off.
Of course, looking back now, it's just incredibly embarrassing.

"I believe I told you that I'm uncomfortable with jokes of that nature."

"Ah, you did."

And Evan, at that time, wasn't in a state of mind where he could be considerate toward someone like me.

After all, we were both just seeing each other as tools for our respective plans.

"...I'll pretend I didn't hear that last part. Well then."

Greatly displeased, I left the meeting abruptly.

...And, as I mentioned before.
After I'd storm off like this, Evan would approach me first to talk.

That awkward, unstable state continued for years.

It's definitely embarrassing to think about again.
...But in its own way, it falls into the category of memories.

What's certain is that we'll... never go back to those days.

*

Evan's dormitory.
After recruiting the professors and securing their commitment, it was time for the final review with Evan.

Though we didn't have much time left.
Evan and I sat close together on the sofa as if to make up for the days we couldn't be together. ...Naturally, we were holding hands too.

"I already fully explained everything to Elysee, Erhen, and Grace a few days ago. I'll handle the Sword Saint and the Saintess separately."

"Then only... one thing remains."

While our conversation was extremely serious... I felt a bit embarrassed that I might be the only one whose heart was racing at this simple physical contact after so long.

"...Um, so..."

"......."

...But Evan's ears were just as bright red, which somehow made me feel even more embarrassed.
We both seemed to be twice as shy as usual.

Normally, we would spend time k-kissing and touching each other's ch-chest.
But now, somehow, we'd flinch and clear our throats awkwardly just from our shoulders barely touching.

Perhaps it was because the confrontation with the spy would soon be over, one way or another.
And when it ended... well.

I had decided to give everything to Evan.
So... that included... that kind of thing too.

Of course, I was still a bit scared and reluctant.
But I had no intention of backing out... I'd received some help too, after all.

Evan knew this as well, which is why we were in this situation.
I could vividly feel the contours of the person sitting right next to me.

The knowledge that he would soon take me.
That I would be taken.

It was transforming the air between us into something twice as thick and sticky.

As evidence, Evan was using his ultra-fast mana rotation that he normally only used in dire situations.
And that was just from our hands and shoulders barely touching.

Surely through that slight contact, he was imagining the whole sensation.
...What would I... look like there.

"A-Anyway, Stella. Are you really okay with this? Using an engagement announcement?"

"Y-Yes. We've spent the past month deliberately keeping our distance. In this situation, an engagement announcement will be a sufficient message to the spy."

The reason I painfully maintained abstinence with Evan all this time.
It was essentially a message to the spy.

I will leave the academy at this time.
So come at me on this day if you dare.

From the perspective of the spy who needed to capture me, whether to kill or recruit me, they couldn't ignore this.
They probably wouldn't have enough time to act before then.

The timing I had chosen was about a week earlier than in the original story.

I answered with that reasoning, but Evan's expression was slightly ambiguous.

"...That's not what I was asking."

"Pardon?"

"You said you hated it before. I was wondering if you're really okay with it."

...He remembered that?
I wasn't sure whether to be touched that he remembered or terrified that he was bringing up my embarrassing past at this timing.

Evan could be quite devious sometimes.

...Well, if that's what he wanted, I might as well give it to him.
With that thought, I wrapped my arms around Evan's neck and pressed my face close to his.

...Oh, now that I'm actually doing it, it's a bit embarrassing...

"I-Is there a problem...? And why does it matter?"

"......."

I moved my face even closer to Evan, bringing my lips almost to his bright red ear, and whispered with all the affection I could muster:

"It's going to happen soon anyway♡"

I said that and quickly retreated.
I could anticipate what would happen next.
As I leaned back on the sofa and looked at Evan with a slightly expectant expression.

Evan grabbed the ear I had practically licked with my words and remained dazed for a moment.
Then he turned his head toward me and...

"......kup..."

With a smile that anyone could tell was forced, he clenched his fist and took no action.

He's... holding back?

"...Just a little... I'll hold back just a little longer..."

Then he muttered something to himself, speaking so quickly with his superhuman abilities that I couldn't hear it clearly.

...But why do I have this feeling that something terrible is about to happen?

Is it because we're facing the spy soon?

A sensation that something momentous was about to occur dominated my entire body.

"E-Evan?"

"Yes, Stella."

Evan suddenly became frighteningly calm.
And for some reason, the sense of crisis resonating through my body grew stronger.

"Ahem... Anyway. Let's go with that plan."

"Yes. I'll handle making the announcement."

After finishing the final preparations with Evan, who had suddenly become so kind and gentle, I secretly returned to my room and went to sleep.

*

...Perhaps it was because she heard about the marriage announcement.

Not long after, the original Stella appeared in my dream.

"I'll say it again."

"......."

"Abandon this ridiculous plan while you still can."

The original Stella wore a cold expression, as if scolding a child.
Her expression itself conveyed her determination not to let me proceed as planned.

"Um... Stella?"

"......."

"Have you been... crying?"

Her eyes were reddened as if she had applied makeup around them.
As soon as I said that, Stella burst out in anger:

"What are you, kup! Talking about...!"

...Did she just sniffle?
Having realized this, I had to do my utmost to keep what was welling up in my chest from spilling out.

*Oh no. Control yourself.*

I can't tell her she's a loser who couldn't even win her lord's heart but is trying to give advice!

"......*sniff*"

"Um, well..."

...This seemed like it would be my final conversation with Stella before the battle with the spy.
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The sky was turning a deep crimson as I stood at the window, watching the sunset. Today was the day—the day of our engagement announcement and the final battle. The culmination of three years of planning.

In my mindscape—or rather, what was originally Stella's mindscape—the dark, empty space always made her violet hair and blue eyes stand out vividly. I didn't know if everyone had such a mindscape or if this was unique to Stella, but if it was the latter, the space suited her perfectly.

Stella never had high self-esteem. I can vouch for this, having analyzed her more thoroughly than anyone. Her expressionless face was partly innate, but also a mask to hide her vulnerability... at least that's my interpretation.

Whatever her story, she filled her fragile self-esteem with loyalty to Evan, making it central to her identity. Wearing an emotionless mask while finding fulfillment in serving her lord—that was essentially her character in the original work. As I've always said, she was known as a one-dimensional character with an unrequited love for Evan.

Knowing this, I could roughly guess how she felt as she slightly broke her expressionless facade and shed tears.

"Sniff... I just caught a cold, that's all..."

"......"

Stella, with reddened eyes, making excuses no one would believe...

*She's seriously so adorable.*

...was incredibly cute. I mean, she's my favorite character after all.

As a dedicated fan, this was an unbearable scene. I'm not someone who enjoys inflicting pain on others—quite the opposite—but even I felt strange emotions watching Stella's tearful state. It was devastating.

I wanted to say something, but that would only make things worse, and honestly, I had no intention of holding back, so I just kept quiet.

"Sob, I knew it... it's okay. Soon... sniff."

As I remained silent, Stella mumbled something to herself, then returned to her expressionless face (though still teary-eyed) and pointed at me.

"Sniff, I'll ask again. Do you really not intend to give up?"

"No. We made a bet, remember?"

I bet the control of this body. Stella bet the information I wanted.

The matter should have been settled, and yet...

"...I've changed my mind. If you die, it means nothing. You need to live."

"I have no intention of dying."

"What you're trying to do is suicide."

Hmm... this again. Convincing Stella is difficult.

Even if I transferred all my memories and explained the plan from A to Z, she might still not be convinced.

That's because the being that appears with the spy is overwhelmingly powerful.

If left alone, it could blow away the Academy like paper. I might seem insane for being so calm about facing such opponents.

Of course, I have no intention of trying to convince her anyway.

"This is absolutely not something an individual can handle. The best option is to flee, as you've seen. You know that, right?"

"I never said I'd capture it myself..."

Well, that makes sense. From her perspective, I'm a complete stranger who's taken over her body.

No matter how much I consider myself Stella, there's no reason she should see me the same way.

So I smiled slightly and said:

"Then watch carefully. And from now on, try to trust me."

With that, I forcibly cut the connection to the mindscape. After getting beaten up by the Sword Saint so many times, going in and out of the mindscape, I seemed to have figured out the trick.

"...What? Wait, how can you leave the mindscape voluntarily...!"

And that was the last thing I heard. With Stella's surprised voice, I woke up from my sleep.

"...Phew."

I slowly raised my body from the bed, feeling dazed as if I'd been in deep sleep and suddenly awakened.

Today's morning sunlight had more of a blue tint than the usual lemony yellow.

Probably because today was a full moon. The moon still burned coolly in the dawn sky, not yet set.

Today was the day we would announce our engagement. And the day of the final battle.

The opportunity to see the fruits of three years of planning.

Once this is over... though it won't end the war, I'll give Evan all of my heart that I haven't yet given.

"......"

Even thinking about such a pleasant future couldn't stop my body from trembling in the morning chill.

One thing I learned as an actor is that the more preparation a stage and performance requires, the worse the nerves get.

And this was a plan I'd been preparing for about three years, so of course I was nervous.

"Hah... ha..."

I gripped my trembling hands. I had spoken so confidently to the original Stella, but of course I was scared too.

If my judgment was wrong.

If my plan was flawed.

If something went wrong somewhere.

At least a third of this Academy would die today.

Because this is absolutely not an opponent we can face with force alone.

"Pfft, haha...!"

So I laughed.

I won't let anyone interfere. I'm going to win.

I slowly got up, washed briefly, and changed my clothes.

The same neat, almost stifling blouse as always, with a vest and jacket. And the slightly tight uniform pants that completely revealed my hip line.

Finally, I tightened my tie and left the room.

Evan was waiting in front of the dormitory. Though I had seen him yesterday, today's Evan emanated a more honed aura.

His tie was truly a mess, almost unbearable to look at. It seemed even worse than the tie he wore when he first came to the Academy.

...If he wants.

"What is this tie? This is supposed to be an engagement announcement."

"I don't know. You'll fix it for me anyway."

At the familiar dialogue, I smiled slightly. Then slowly, with leisurely hands, I undid Evan's tie and retied it.

Evan, who was smiling down at me, slowly opened his mouth.

"Hey."

"Yes?"

"I love you, Stella."

"......"

...Ugh. Why would he say something like that while I'm tying his tie? My hands... got tangled.

I barely calmed my flushed face and quietly replied.

"...Yes."

Finding my reaction amusing, Evan was grinning.

...You don't have to be so obvious, I get it.

"By the way, are you really okay with this? Announcing our engagement will make quite a few people suspicious."

"...Well, that's why we've been acting the way we have."

To be honest, I was almost certain of the spy's identity. The problem was that it wasn't 100% certain.

So to perfectly deliver the message, some awkwardness was necessary.

"Um... and... Evan, could you lean down?"

"Hm? Why?"

...Well, it's not a strange request...

I whispered something I had been thinking about to Evan as he leaned his ear toward me.

After hearing my words, Evan thought for a moment.

Then he let out a laugh and looked at me with surprised eyes.

"Huh... you calculated even that?"

"...Well, an engagement announcement only happens once in a lifetime... so..."

No matter how much it's part of the plan, it would be a waste to just throw it away.

I said that as I pulled Evan's tie straight to finish it.

Hmm. Even though I tied it myself, I did a good job.

"Shall we go, then?"

"Yes, let's go."

Now it's time to send a message to the spy. In a slightly different way—through our engagement.

*

And while they were making their declaration of war against the spy...

In a dormitory room, a woman unusually slept until sunrise before finally opening her eyes.

"...Ugh."

Unlike her usual appearance, her blue hair was disheveled, and her eyes were more bloodshot than normal.

The Sword Saint, Claire, who was the strongest in this world in terms of pure combat ability, woke up in the worst condition of her life.

Though she had never drunk alcohol before, she wondered if this was what her knight order members called a hangover.

But the intensity of the pain was too severe for that. While she had experienced cycles of intensifying and subsiding pain about once a month, none of those peaks had ever been this bad.

-My, name is...

-...from, first...

-...sword of the kingdom...

"Ugh..."

Strange memories and voices overflowed in her head.

This wasn't good. Today was supposed to be the day to catch and deal with the spy.

Her being in this state, as the strongest fighter, was certainly not a good sign. Honestly, she felt like she could collapse and faint at any moment from the pain.

"...But I can't, do that."

She was a weapon belonging to the Empire. A sword doesn't rest because it's cracked or rusted.

It's either reforged or discarded.

The Sword Saint suppressed the rising nausea and opened the door.

The sky was a pale light blue.

-Wahaha! This is great news!

-From today, you're the Vice-Commander!

The headache grew worse.

*

Now at the end of the semester, with only grade announcements, the end-of-term party, and the closing ceremony remaining at the Academy.

This would normally be a time when students would be running wild after final exams, but such an atmosphere was nowhere to be found.

Well, that was to be expected.

Relations with the North were at their worst. More precisely, they were heading in a more aggressive and hostile direction than in the original work.

I can only guess that variables had emerged from the spy or the Moonlight Church that I had interfered with.

As a result, the Academy's atmosphere was practically in the gutter. Almost every day, newspapers reported on provocations from the North, captured spies, and the numerous casualties caused by those spies.

War was now a foregone conclusion. The peace that had stood like a transparent barrier between the North and the Empire had long been shattered.

Perhaps that's why the impact of our engagement announcement was surprisingly significant.

The students seemed tired of the chaotic political situation, and within hours, the news spread quickly, with more than half of the students buzzing about us.

-Evan and Lady Stella are engaged?!

-They're leaving the Academy tomorrow!

-That quickly?!

-Haven't they been a bit awkward lately?

-Yeah... something seems unnatural.

The reactions were broadly divided into two categories: "Well, it's a celebration, so that's good" and "Something seems a bit strange."

It wasn't important. What mattered was how the spy would receive this.

An engagement announcement between two people who had barely contacted each other for over a month. From the spy's perspective, this couldn't help but be suspicious.

And with just a little thought, they would clearly realize: this was a kind of threat forcing them to act.

The "incident" couldn't be prevented anyway. No matter how much I tried to draw the spy's attention, their highest priority would only be their homeland's orders.

They might not even be sure whether I knew their identity or not.

So they would make their move today.

"S-Stella getting married..."

"Lady Stella... you must be happy..."

Beside me, Erhen and Elysee were lamenting. Wait, why are they acting like this when they know it's an operation?

"...So it's completely fake?"

"......"

I have nothing to say to that. Come on, even if it's fake, at least congratulate your friend when they say they're getting married!

Due to their reactions, which seemed like they were attending a funeral, the students' attention seemed to be shifting toward the idea that this engagement had some unpleasant reason behind it.

Well, I don't really care, but... isn't this a bit much?

"Lord Evan...! I won't forgive you if you make Stella cry!"

"Uh... does that only apply to tears of sadness...?"

"No, seriously..."

Evan and Erhen were having their own strange conversation. Come to think of it, those two are quite close in their own way.

*

In this manner, we tried to ease the tension by casually conversing with those who had agreed to help me.

Later, even the Saintess and Grace joined in, exaggerating the strange rumors about our engagement.

The Sword Saint wasn't seen for quite a while, only appearing around lunchtime looking terribly haggard.

Nevertheless, time flew by, and the sun was gradually hiding its waist behind the horizon.

"...It's about to begin."

The confrontation with the spy was now imminent.

A tension like tiny needles pricking my entire body. I took a deep breath as I looked at the sky mixing between crimson and vermilion.

Then I recalled when I explained the operation to everyone.

'...And Evan, Sword Saint, and Saintess will go separately. If we're going to block any movement, we need at least these people.'

When I was explaining the personnel arrangement, Erhen, Elysee, and a few other normal people turned pale.

Of course, because the enemy wasn't just one spy. The targets were Evan, the Saintess, and the Sword Saint—this terribly mismatched combination could barely hold their ground even if they worked together.

'...Lady Stella. What exactly is this thing the spy is summoning?'

The monster the spy would summon was that terrible. Even in the original work, the Sword Saint and protagonist barely managed to defeat it by working together.

'It's... something you might know quite well.'

The primary target of our operation. The strongest force currently available to the spy.

A long time ago. A very long time ago, there was a story—I wonder if you remember it.

*

Q: Why is the forest that appeared in the entrance exam and midterm exam so high in mana concentration? Is it just a MacGuffin?

A: Sharp question!! Unfortunately, anything beyond that is a spoiler!!!!!!!!!!

*

Gwen had already distributed Dorothy's draft to all members of Class A.

Dorothy's script was based on a fairy tale from this world.

To briefly explain, it's about a terrifying dragon from the past that emerges into the world, adapts to human society, sacrifices itself for humans, and dies in a place where no one knows.

Incidentally, true to the author who's obsessed with dropping hints, this isn't just a random fairy tale but based on a true story.

Actually, that dragon is nearby, half-decayed... well, it's complicated, so let's move on.

*

"Then, since this is the first class, I'll end here. The next class will feature introductions from professors in charge of each department. Cadets who need to move to their respective departments should take note."

With those final words, Alen truly left the classroom. If these were ordinary students from my previous life, they would have cheered at the early dismissal, but given the content of what Mikedou had just said, everyone looked troubled.

Were they worried about the future? Unfortunately for them, most of those concerns would become reality.

Here in Class A, gathering the most excellent students among the freshmen, even those who are part of the protagonist's generation will die in large numbers as the story progresses.

Even in Part 1, which covers just the first semester, there are fantasy beasts, the Sword Saint, spies from the North... and later on, things like Corpse Dragons appear.

*

Yes.

The reason Stella tried so hard to dissuade me, and why I gathered so many helpers.

What we would face alongside the spy was:

The Black Dragon that appeared in the theater festival script, the one that had been hunted.

Raised from that dragon's corpse.

...a Corpse Dragon.
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Unlike the monochrome nights of my past life, nights in this world had a distinctly blue hue thanks to the unusually large and bright moon.

As summer ended, a cool breeze blew in. The red sunset disappeared below the horizon, and with the slightly chilly night wind, a blue night—starkly contrasting with the day—rose alongside the moon.

A full moon.
Always an excessively large blue luminous body, but today the moon seemed especially large.

It wasn't a night of good memories because of what happened with the Cardinal, so I couldn't view the moon as purely beautiful.

"Mmm~ It's nice not being hot anymore!"

"...You seem to be in good condition."

"Yes, well. The full moon is out, isn't it?"

Unlike my ambivalent feelings, the Saintess appeared to be in quite a good mood.
I recalled that followers of the Moonlight Church were said to be filled with divinity during full moons.

The Saintess didn't seem particularly devout, so she probably wasn't experiencing some kind of spiritual fulfillment.

She genuinely seemed to be in better condition.
Well, whatever works.

As night approached, Elysee, Caille, Erhen, and Grace moved to their designated positions.

"Come to think of it, there was a full moon like this back then too, wasn't there?"

"Yes, Saintess."

The Saintess was talking about the day of the full moon when she made a contract with me amidst the manifestation of evil gods.

-Please help me, Saintess.

-Pardon?

-...Let's make a deal.

Even though it was based on character analysis and contextual inference, my proposal had been a gamble since there was only a fifty-fifty chance it was truly the Saintess's wish.

But it was an offer that seemed more beneficial to me than to the Saintess.
She had readily accepted it, which is why she brought it up now.

"I'm looking forward to it. So much that I can barely sleep."

"...Yes."

"Well, I don't want to sound like I'm threatening you, but if you fail to fulfill even one condition of this proposal."

You'll have to pay the price for keeping me stuck at the main school for a month.

The Saintess said this with her usual bright, cold smile. I maintained my poker face, suppressing my fear and the cold sweat threatening to break out, and nodded expressionlessly as usual.

"Of course."

"Then, I'll go ahead and wait~!"

Having received my firm confirmation, the Saintess seemed even more pleased, smiling brightly as she departed for the agreed location with light footsteps.

She seemed enthusiastic about the contract I was to fulfill.

...I hope the Saintess won't have to work, though.

I sighed deeply and went to find the Sword Saint who would be stationed with her.
The Sword Saint whose condition had suddenly deteriorated for some reason.

I hope she hasn't gotten... weaker.
No, she couldn't have weakened that much.

The Sword Saint was dozing off under a tree like a student sleeping in class. Her furrowed brow suggested she wasn't sleeping comfortably.

"Sword Saint?"

"......"

"Sword Saint...?"

Despite being in deep sleep, the Sword Saint didn't wake up to my calls, though her face remained creased with tension.

Concerned that she might remain planted here, I carefully approached and gently tapped her shoulder.

"......!!"

"Eek!"

...Or at least, that's what I tried to do.
The Sword Saint, startled by my approaching hand, grabbed my wrist with tremendous strength.

Ugh, if she'd squeezed any harder, it would have shattered.
Relieved that she was at least awake now, I watched as the Sword Saint stared at my wrist with a blank expression, somewhere between sleep and wakefulness.

"......."

"Um, Sword Saint?"

With that blank expression, she brought my hand to her cheek.
Seeing her gradually relaxing expression, I realized she was using my hand like some kind of cold compress.

Well, my body temperature is low, so I suppose it feels cool.

As I pondered this, life gradually returned to the Sword Saint's blood-red pupils.

"......Ah."

She then released my hand with embarrassment.
Hmm. Is she finally coming to her senses?

"Are you alright?"

"No, I, well..."

The Sword Saint stammered, unusually flustered.
Well, people can put other people's hands on their faces sometimes.

We've trained in combat and martial arts together, so what's the big deal?

"...I apologize. I showed an unseemly side."

"It's nothing."

I replied lightly, then after observing her for a moment, I spoke up. I thought it would be good to know now.

"Um, Sword Saint? Is something wrong? You look quite unwell."

"......."

The Sword Saint was silent for a moment.
By now, the sun had almost completely sunk below the horizon, leaving only a purple edge visible.

And then, after a while.
The Sword Saint slowly opened her mouth.

"...Eckhart. What's your earliest memory?"

It was quite an unexpected question.
Still, if I had to recall an answer...

Perhaps watching my mother's acting in front of a large television.

"My mother's... image."

"I see."

"Why do you ask...?"

The Sword Saint was known for never engaging in personal conversations.

She wouldn't even return a weather greeting during training, you know?

For such a person to voluntarily ask questions was surprising.
I wondered if I had succeeded in socializing the Sword Saint, but judging by her poor complexion and expressionless face, that didn't seem to be the case.

"My first memory is of brutally beating down the previous Sword Saint and becoming the Sword Saint myself."

"......."

Ah, right.
That was part of her backstory.

According to the setting, that's also why the current Sword Saint's name isn't well known.

The Empire's shame: at seventeen, she turned the Empire's sword and greatest knight into a bloody pulp in a simple duel without using mana.

While it's somewhat known through rumors, it's not exactly classified information...

...Wait a minute.
Does that mean the Sword Saint's first memory is from when she was seventeen?

Even excluding people with exceptional memories like me, most people retain vague memories from when they were 3-4 years old.

Even those with severe childhood amnesia would have memories from around age 7.

How many twenty-year-olds exist in the world who can't remember their elementary school days?

Yet the Sword Saint had lost a whole seventeen years.
That seemed beyond simple amnesia.

As I fell silent at the Sword Saint's shocking revelation, she continued.

"And for the three years I clearly remember, all I've done is continue to behead people."

Northern spies, or traitors to the Empire.

As she spoke, the light in the Sword Saint's eyes gradually faded.

"Can such a being be called a person with personhood?"

"...That."

"I don't think so, Eckhart. So my only reason for existence is the defense and preservation of the Empire."

Only then did I vaguely understand.
Why the Sword Saint, who had committed mass murder in the original work, hadn't appeared in the latest chapter I'd seen.

Of course, damage from the protagonist's party would have contributed, but more fundamentally.
She probably couldn't bear it after having the very reason for her existence denied.

"So there's no need to worry. I will certainly carry out the mission you've entrusted to me."

With those words, the Sword Saint turned and walked to her assigned position, just as the Saintess had done.

Though the location wasn't far, somehow.
The Sword Saint seemed to be going to a very distant place.

"Um, Sword Saint?"

"...?"

That's why I had to call out to stop her.
I spoke with the most irritated smile I could manage.

"You know, during the entrance exam, you were a bit scared, weren't you?"

"...What?"

The Sword Saint's face immediately contorted.
Seeing such an instantaneous reaction, it must have been quite a trauma.

"Nothing, never mind."

"......."

The Sword Saint glared at me like I was some weirdo before leaving.

...See?
And she has the nerve to say she's not a person with personhood.
Even chuunibyou has its limits.

...No, wait. If we go by mental age, she's only 3 years old, so maybe it came too early...?

*Just wait a little longer.*

I can't be certain that the ending I've prepared will be better for everyone.
...But at least for you, Sword Saint, it will be much better.

I thought this as I watched her small retreating figure.

"......Phew."

And now the time had fully turned to night.
The sun had completely disappeared below the horizon, transferring its duty of illuminating the ground to the moon.

Everyone who agreed to help me was waiting in position.

Evan had simply said there was no point in talking now and wished me luck before following the Sword Saint and Saintess.

So, now I was alone.
Somehow, today's unusually quiet atmosphere made my heart race.

The phrase "calm before the storm" came to mind.

Certainly, there was no sound to suggest anything was wrong, and at first glance, it even felt peaceful.

-Rustle...

The sound of swaying branches and leaves was gentle, and the dormitory lights in the distance, turning off one by one, seemed ordinary.

But the air trembled so threateningly that it felt like it would crush and flatten me with its pressure.

Is this what it feels like to enter water with a low current running through it?
The sense of danger, tingling like an electric shock, adequately conveyed my tension and the gravity of the situation.

And then.

"......It begins."

-BOOM!!!

A massive pillar of fire rose with a thunderous roar that could be heard even from a distance.
Judging by the direction, it was probably near the Academy's main gate.

-BOOM!!

-BANG!!

And then, explosions followed one after another from distant directions all around.

Simultaneously, the Academy's alarm system, based on the military academy, activated loudly, dyeing the surroundings in red light that contrasted with the blue light of the sky.

The lights in the surrounding buildings, which had been flickering, lit up again amidst the alarm sound that rang like tinnitus.

-What's going on?!

-A-alarm?

-Explosion, there's an explosion over there!!

The night that had settled quietly was now filled with confusion and dismay.

This episode in the original work was essentially the starting point of the war.
It was a declaration of war against the Empire, delivered by striking first at the Academy—a symbol of the ancient Lion Alliance formed against the North, now also serving as a military academy.

In the original work, the war was precariously postponed due to the machinations of various forces and groups, like a water glass barely holding together with surface tension...

Perhaps due to my influence, with the political situation worse than in the original work, such an incident could no longer be undone.

As long as this incident remained, war was inevitable.
And the North had just crossed that line.

Those who were now blowing up the Academy's main gate and entering were spies hidden throughout the Empire who had risen up on orders from their homeland.

To be more precise, they were diversions to draw attention away from what the spy hiding in the Academy was doing.

Defeating a Corpse Dragon by force is virtually impossible.

In the original work, the Sword Saint barely contained it, and the protagonist dealt with it, but that method is unavailable now.

Therefore, our highest priority is to prevent the Corpse Dragon from manifesting.

And the second is to suppress the Northern spies currently invading with minimal casualties.

And my role.
The role of me, a direct descendant of the Northern High Priestess.

-And my plan is to be the bait.

The only being who can manifest the Corpse Dragon.
To lure the spy and deal with them before they can manifest the Dragon.

The end of the first semester.
The final hurdle for my survival and an intermediate goal for our purpose.

A full-scale battle with the spy who took my life in the original work and became the source of all manner of incidents—

BOOM!!-

—the war had begun.
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## Chapter 193. The Accomplice

One of the many hidden secret spaces in the Academy.
Currently, only the spy knew of this space, where they quietly completed their preparations.

*Good. The stabilization is mostly complete now... I just need a little more time.*

They didn't know how much time remained.
If the professors discovered them in the meantime, things would become troublesome.

*My comrades will arrive soon.*

The spy finished adjusting all the formulas with an expressionless face, placing something like an activation formula on their heart.

*Well then, I'll have some time to enjoy myself.*

The spy gathered their equipment and slowly...

Slowly made their way outside.

By now, a full moon hung in the sky.

The night of the full moon had unfolded.

*

Just a few minutes before the real battle began.
Separated from Stella's group, ostensibly to confront the dragon, the three—

The Sword Saint, the Saintess, and Evan were currently experiencing the most awkward time in the world.

Ah, except for the Saintess, of course.
She was giggling while alternately looking at Evan and the Sword Saint in roughly a 1:2 ratio.

The Sword Saint was someone who could be described as completely devoid of social skills from the beginning.

She had been distant with Evan since the entrance exam, and the Saintess...
Well, due to the Sword Saint's excessively developed sense of energy, or for some other reason, she was an uncomfortable presence.

If Stella was like a human painkiller who alleviated the Sword Saint's headaches when nearby, the Saintess was more like a headache trigger for the Sword Saint.

What was certain was that she wasn't someone the Sword Saint wanted to be close to.

From Evan's perspective, the Sword Saint had been uncomfortable since their match in the entrance exam, with no points of contact since, making things naturally awkward. As for the Saintess, she was, needless to say, the worst possible connection.

In fact, Evan still thought it would feel quite good to land a punch on that upturned nose.

After all, the Saintess's nose would heal even if broken, so wouldn't that be a win-win?

Anyway, since they were all just having such thoughts about each other, not a single word of conversation passed between them for quite some time.

And what broke that silence was, surprisingly,
the Sword Saint, who was clutching her throbbing head.

"Why... why are you two helping that woman, Eckhart?"

"...?"

"...Pfft!"

At that question, Evan raised a question mark while the Saintess trembled as if trying to suppress laughter or joy.

"...What's wrong?"

"...Didn't you hear the marriage announcement...?"

Of course, when they first made this plan, Evan had wanted many things from her.

To bring down the Moonlight Church and surgically remove its remnants from the Empire.

That was still his unchanged goal, and Stella would naturally help with that, but somehow that was no longer his reason for being with Stella.

Well, if he had to say what he wanted from her now...

"Hahaha!!"

"...?"

The Sword Saint looked at Evan, who burst into hearty laughter mid-sentence, as if she were looking at a mental patient.

Well, even if he explained, she probably wouldn't understand in her current state.

"I... have something I'm supposed to receive. For that, this operation needs to succeed."

Following Evan, the Saintess answered the Sword Saint's question.
During the Evil God's manifestation, her wish that she hadn't told anyone about but was somehow discovered as if Stella had seen through her.

Stella had bared her teeth at her, saying that for that wish to come true, the current plan absolutely had to succeed.

Of course, that wasn't wrong, but.

"...As expected of a Moonlight Church Saintess, you couldn't be more materialistic."

"What? What did you say...?"

"I didn't say anything special."

Evan shrugged and feigned innocence.
Of course, the Saintess's excellent hearing caught everything, and Evan had meant for her to hear it, but she let it slide.

Not because she felt sexual excitement from being condemned like someone else, but because there was a much more important issue in front of the Saintess right now.

"...So, how are you feeling? Are you a little better?"

The Saintess narrowed her eyes unusually as she looked the Sword Saint up and down.
Even to the Saintess, who generally had zero interest in others' conditions, the Sword Saint looked unwell.

Her skin, already pale to begin with, had now taken on an almost colorless hue, and in contrast, her eyes glowed with an unstable blood-red light like candles about to go out.

She looked like she could be mistaken for a critical patient in a hospital.
Moreover, as the night deepened, her symptoms seemed to be worsening.

"...I'm fine. I'm not that weak."

The Sword Saint frowned slightly as she spoke.
While she found Stella's concern somewhat mismatched with herself, it hadn't felt unpleasant.

Somehow, the concern shown by the Saintess felt extremely artificial.

The Saintess, whether aware of the Sword Saint's thoughts or not, smiled and said:

"That's good. Because that way—"

KWAAANG!!

But the Saintess's words weren't completed.
Immediately after, a massive explosion sounded and a pillar of fire rose in the distance.

"...So today really was the day."

Though the Sword Saint hadn't particularly disbelieved her, seeing it confirmed was still surprising.

"Eckhart's instructions..."

"Guard this position and intercept any spies approaching the area."

Evan and Stella drew their swords. The Saintess pulled out something like a mace made of divine power.

"Normally I'd absolutely refuse... but hey! Given the day, let's show off our skills a bit!"

The Saintess extremely despised revealing her combat abilities to anyone.
In fact, they had never been revealed.
The Saintess had avoided all situations where her combat abilities might be exposed, and even if someone had seen them, they were all killed without exception.

Even binding the Evil God's minions all at once during the previous Evil God manifestation incident was barely within her acceptable limits.

And now, this was clearly exceeding those limits.

"Let's go!"

"...Alright."

"Who's giving orders here?"

Despite everything, everyone gathered here was standing in this place according to Stella's will.

Though they weren't on friendly terms, they shared the same enemy, so for now, they focused on intercepting that enemy.

*

The Academy turned into a chaotic mess—no, a battlefield—in an instant.
This wasn't a metaphor; it was literally true.

The Academy was a school centered on training combat talent, based on a military academy.
In wartime situations, these students would all be drafted as military forces, regardless of noble status.

And now, with the Academy under attack, naturally, the cadets found themselves in a situation where they had to deal with the attackers themselves.

"Hey! Hey, everyone get up! We're screwed!!"

"What is this now?!"

"Damn it, why does all this shit always happen to our class?!"

The cadets hurriedly threw on just their uniform jackets or even wore defensive magical items over their pajamas.

"This is insane! Alex! Form ranks around the student council president!"

They formed battle formations with professors who had also jumped out of bed.
It had been about 10 minutes since the Academy gates were breached.
For skilled knights or assassins, that would be more than enough time to reach the main castle.

"Mages quickly to the rear! Knights form a perimeter around the mages!"

Having learned the importance of formations from the Evil God manifestation incident, they quickly assembled into battle formations—cadets who until 10 minutes ago had been deep in sleep were now forming combat formations with surprising efficiency.

And almost simultaneously.

BWOOOOO-

With the bizarre sound of what must have been a magical horn, the spies' night attack began.

"Wipe them all out!! Orders from the Sovereign State!"

"Kill them all!!"

The cadets and professors clashed with the northern spies who had been hiding throughout the Empire.

The night of the full moon thus announced its beginning with explosions and battle cries.

*

And I was at a location away from there.
It would have been dangerous for me to be with them.

I needed to prepare for interception with my accomplices from a separate location.

"There's one here too!!"

But given the nature of spies, they ignored formations and burrowed into isolated areas, occasionally running into me.
Of course, they weren't enough to be my match.

"[Lightning]"

PATZTZTZTZ!

"GAAAK-!"

I didn't even need to use the close combat techniques I learned from the Sword Saint.
My formulaic magic had always been somewhat effective.

Combined with my mana that had grown significantly since accepting that I was Stella, I could send most knights to their graves with a single blow.

"Phew... I'd still like to conserve some stamina."

One fortunate point was that these weren't all as strong as the Sovereign State's spies.

The North was said to have sent spies quite haphazardly.
While many remained uncaught, conversely, that could mean their combat abilities weren't that high.

In fact, the cadets were handling the enemies much more easily than when they fought the Evil God's minions.

There didn't seem to be any casualties yet, and the formation was still perfectly maintained.

This was partly due to the cadets' growth, but also because the overall quality of the enemy was lower.

*They're just bait anyway.*

Bait to divert the professors' attention until the Corpse Dragon could be summoned.

I didn't know how skilled the spy was, but if they faced the professors, it would be difficult to summon the dragon normally.

If reinforcements arrived during that time, they would be almost completely blocked.
But right now, all the professors' attention was focused on the spies.

They were putting all their energy into protecting the cadets and eliminating the enemies without letting anyone get hurt.

No professor expected that another spy—
one who had infiltrated the Academy—was preparing a move that would make the damage inflicted by the spies seem trivial.

...But, to counter that...

"There's a woman here! Looks like she separated from the formation—"

A bright light flashed on the side of the spy's face as they rushed toward me.
And immediately after, that light source struck the spy directly.

KWAAANG!!!

The spy flew off somewhere, burning without even uttering a death cry.

"Eckhart!!"

"Cadet Stella!!"

Running toward me were Alen and Professor Marcus.
The strongest professors in the Academy whom I had recruited in advance.

Professor Marcus had initially rejected my proposal, but seeing the actual attack, he seemed to have decided to believe me.

"Cadet Stella! Are you alright?!"

"Eckhart!! Where's the spy, the spy?!"

Professor Marcus checking my condition, and Alen swinging his sword like a greatsword while emitting killing intent.

Professor Marcus glanced at Alen with a look of exasperation, then turned his head back toward me.
According to the setting, they'd been friends for about ten years.

"Cadet Stella! Let's return to the formation! It's dangerous here!"

"...No. I have something I must do. I told you before."

"Cadet Stella...!"

Marcus broke out in a cold sweat with a truly troubled expression.
From his perspective, a promising cadet was suddenly insisting on catching spies alone, so his reaction was understandable.

I took advantage of his confusion to continue speaking rapidly.

"Professor Marcus. Please protect the cadets in their formation. Given the characteristics of the enemies pouring in en masse, you would be much more effective there."

"Then what about Cadet Stella...?"

"From the beginning, I only secured Professor Alen's assistance."

"...Urgh, I understand for now! Time is of the essence."

Marcus let out a frustrated groan, then rose and spoke.

He seemed to exchange glances with Alen before running off with my final request.

"Please be careful!"

There was no time to waste for Alen and me.
Before explaining, I started running toward where my accomplices were waiting.

"Eckhart! The spy, is he coming now?!"

Perhaps due to his deep connection with spies, Alen asked me with bloodshot eyes, sword drawn.

I shouted back to him in a breathless voice as I ran.
By now, Alen was running ahead of me, listening to my explanation and changing direction.

"Yes!! I've figured out their identity too, so we just need to catch them!"

"Hahaha! That's right, excellent!! If you wait for your prey in advance, you'll never miss it!"

Perhaps it was because Alen had been a beast hunter.
His words cut to the core of my plan.

Yes, luring.
I went through all that trouble to lure the spy and draw them to me.

The entrance exam, the midterms, followed by the speech.

Every step I'd taken since the moment I entered the Academy was for this purpose.

The spy must be anxious now.
Wondering if I really knew their identity, if that's why I gave such a speech, and so on.

Doubt and certainty must be tangled in their mind.

Now, truly, only one step remained.

Looking up at the sky, I could see the full moon rising high.
The round moon, which had been large since I first came to this world, shone brightly like a spotlight illuminating the highlight.

"Now then, tell me, Eckhart! Who is the spy?!"

The night grew deeper, bright and tumultuous.

"It's... you, Professor Alen."

I uttered those words as if reciting them.

My footsteps had long since stopped.
Alen, who had been ahead of me, seemed to sense this and had stopped as well.

"...What?"

Killing intent washed over me in an instant.
As expected of an Academy professor.

Alen was emitting fierce killing intent, as if he would kill me immediately if I accused him of being a spy with even one more word.

Everything was quiet.
The ash blown from the distant explosion looked almost like falling snow.

I took a deep breath and...
Spoke in a slightly stronger tone, as if making a declaration.

"The spy is you, Alen."

Then a moment of silence.

Silence.

Silence.

Alen, who had been glaring at me menacingly, slowly turned his head toward me.

"......."

And on his face that was now fully visible to me...

On the face of the professor who was somewhat scary due to his facial scar, but rather dependable,
who had a decent fan base even in the original work and had been reliable...

...was a smile stretched to the point of tearing.

"Correct."
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"......."

A suffocating silence weighed heavily on the space.

The shock this fact gave them was incomparable to anything else.

"...Insane."

Only Alen muttered that much.

'Could it be, that person...?'

Like everyone else there, he only continued to build misunderstandings about Stella.

*

Finally. Finally, the time had come to test that girl.

How long had he waited since seeing the residue of that tremendous mana during the entrance exam?

Of course, for some reason, she was currently hiding her mana.

But even that fact pleased Mikedou.

She's strong enough to defeat even the Sword Saint if she uses her full power.

If such a powerful person were to face an Automaton from the other continent.

Would she show her true abilities, or...

"Heh... It's been a long time since I've felt such anticipation in this boring Empire."

*

"This magical beast is a variant of the blood moth that I personally caught from the forest near the North. Though it's still low-grade, it's much stronger than the original."

Professor Alen proudly talked about the variant moth he had caught.

*

It was a case of administrative showmanship, and what became problematic were the variant blood moths native to the Northern region that he had brought for training.

As he explained before class, these variants possessed various abilities, and quite remarkably, among them were illusion and sleep induction, fitting for moth-type magical beasts.

He strongly argued that they couldn't possibly have such powerful effects, but his objections weren't accepted because the matter was too serious and there was no clear suspect.

Incidentally, it's said that all the moths Alen had gone all the way to the North to catch flew away to freedom while everyone was asleep.

In any case, he ended up receiving disciplinary action for several weeks, and there was even a sad rumor that some cadets who didn't appreciate the intense rigor of his classes cheered at the news.

*

The owners of those voices were the professors in charge of the Magic Department and Close Combat.

Alen and Marcus, two heavyweight figures.

Their interest was entirely focused on Stella Eckhart.

Their attention was fixed on her, who had shown shocking performances in every class.

From 'Alen's' perspective, her battles with the Automaton and with Caille had provided tremendous inspiration.

To have such combat ability without mana was incredible.
Now that he had become somewhat certain of her identity, she seemed even more special to him.

*

Elysee and Caille.
She had held up well against the two powerful opponents in a 2:1 match, but eventually seemed to be in a pinch, perhaps due to insufficient mana.

"Hmm..."

Among them, Alen wore a slightly disappointed expression.

He had been certain, but was this all she could do?

*

Suppressing such emotions forcibly, Marcus asked Alen.
What on earth was that cadet?

"...Who knows."

Of course, Alen hadn't known her for long, and hadn't perfectly grasped that person's intentions either.

But one thing was certain.

"...She will play a major role in our war."

*

"...Your acting is excellent. Were you always preparing for something like this?"

From Alen's perspective, who had only seen my expressionless face until now, it was understandable that he would be surprised.

In any case, Alen seemed quite satisfied with this result.

Well, who wouldn't be pleased when their class received an award at a historic competition?

It was the kind of reaction anyone would show.
Ordinarily.

*

"Oh, by the way, there was a reason the Cardinal came here last time, right?"

"Yes. It was about the village massacre case."

"That's right. To be precise, it was the Empire's intelligence department disguised as a village... and it was annihilated by one person. I don't know the details, but they say it was someone from the North."

"......!"

It's that person.
There couldn't be many people dispatched from the North capable of such military power.

And... it matches the circumstances I've been suspecting.

*

My heart pounded heavily.
What was this feeling?

Was it anger from confronting the culprit behind the incident?
Was it joy that my suspicions were correct?

Perhaps it was even a sense of welcome toward an opponent I had finally met.

That was it.
The identity of the spy that Evan and I had spent three years planning to lure was.

A professor who was quite popular in the original work and the first Academy professor I ever saw.

...Alen Mikedou.

'......Phew.'

Where did my suspicions begin?

Initially, the spy's identity was essentially fixed as a student in my mind.
Not for any particular reason, but because in the original work, the spy was Dorothy, Elysee's study mate.

[By the way, Erhen works on the background team coloring trees.

"M-me, me...?"

Dorothy Claete, who was a timid character.
...She must still be Dorothy now?]

As I said, the spy's identity was almost certain in the original work.
It was quite shocking when I read it in the original.

Dorothy didn't have any connection with me, but she was a supporting character who was given considerable weight in the original work.
Since the original was a reverse harem story, she was one of the few female supporting characters.

I actually liked her character because of her timid personality, so I was stunned when she suddenly stabbed Stella and ran away.

Anyway, for various reasons, I assumed she would be replaced at the time of the Northern expedition.

So naturally, I thought it would be someone close to Dorothy among the nearby cadets.

If such perfect acting was possible, it would surely be someone who knew Dorothy well.

"Excellent! Excellent! I knew you would know!"

...But how did I become certain that the spy was the professor who is now laughing in front of me, showing the complete opposite of his usual demeanor?

"......."

"Seeing the future alone isn't enough. Even if I were the future, I wouldn't reveal my identity. So the High Priestess guessed, right?"

Alen had shown a boisterous laugh before, but he had almost never shown such an excited appearance.

"Please explain. How did you find me?"

The red hair had already changed to ash-gray.
His eyes had changed to blue like Kinahan's, already far from Alen's appearance.

That was the spy's ability.
Manyskin—the ability to transform into anyone.

I took a deep breath and slowly opened my mouth at this bizarre sight.

"...I first began to suspect during your magical beast class. No matter what kind of beast it was, it was too similar to an illusion beast."

Besides, it was a scene that didn't exist in the original work.
A professor who brought a beast suspiciously similar to the one that would appear that day, which had never appeared in the original work.

As if he wanted to be framed.

"And later, it was when I met the spy... sent by you. That's when I became certain it was a man."

["...That reaction.
Seeing that genuinely disgusted reaction, the spy is likely a man."]

And at that point, Alen became a suspect to me.
It was also a time to reconsider my blind spot.

If it were a professor.
If the spy were a professor who could get close to all cadets without awkwardness and even use a higher position.

And as soon as that line of thinking opened up, Alen's past and subsequent actions approached me with confirmation bias, seeming suspicious.

Alen in the original work was also interested in strong cadets, but not like now.
In the original, he just laughed heartily once and that was it; he never showed such meaningful reactions to me.

Why did Alen make me face the Automaton in combat first?

Why did Alen focus only on me and take interest in my every move?

Why did Alen receive disciplinary action from the Academy at precisely that timing?

Why did Alen advise me that I was reckless when Evan and I announced our relationship?

Up to this point it was just suspicion, but through conversations with the Saintess, that suspicion turned into certainty.

"And I heard through an informant. That a spy from the Sovereign State had annihilated the Empire's intelligence department and stolen information."

"Ohhh......!"

"...Coincidentally, right at the time when you received disciplinary action."

"That's right. It was my doing...!"

Of course, even without the previous circumstances, at this point—when I had completed all my lures and was waiting—anyone approaching me so directly was almost certainly the spy.

And, more than anything.

"But, with just that for certainty...?"

"......."

More than any circumstantial evidence or physical evidence.
What made me certain that Alen was the spy was.

"...Your acting was excellent. Even I, who had decided to suspect you, had to doubt that thought several times."

"Ahaha.... You flatter me."

I had the ability to detect when someone was acting.
But that ability of mine never activated.

Perhaps the spy was a Method actor like me.
Maybe even more skilled than I was.

The words that Alen spoke to us.

When he introduced himself, when he introduced the magical beasts.
When he gave sincere feedback to the cadets, when he exchanged light jokes with fellow professors.

At all those moments, not once.

Not even once did it register as a lie to Evan's eyes.

Could I do something like that?
...No. It would probably be impossible.

Setting everything else aside, I respected him as a fellow actor.
But if there was one flaw in him.

After I gave a speech to reveal my identity to the spy.
More precisely, right after I left a message specifically to lure him.

Just as Kinahan had done long ago.

Like the composure of a hunter that falters just before catching prey.

-Your acting is too clumsy.

"Your acting... became too clumsy."

"......Huh."

I had the ability to see through others' acting.
And the acting of Alen... no, the spy, whose composure had faltered, was detected by me.
That was the decisive reason I was certain he was the spy.

"Kup...!"

The spy in Alen's form clutched his stomach and chuckled, then burst into loud laughter.

"Pfft, ahahahaha!! That's right! That's correct!"

The surroundings were noisy with the clashing sounds of swords and the loud booms of magic striking something directly.

Of course, this place was quite far from the center of the battlefield, but even so.

"Almost everything is correct! Indeed, indeed, you are the person I thought you were!"

So his bright voice, which was almost innocent, created a sense of dissonance in itself.

"The High Priestess's invitation was excellent! Using the fact that the entrance exam and midterm exam locations were the same to send a message! Something that could never be done without seeing the future!"

"......."

"Isenberg, maintaining an ambiguous relationship with that man and then suddenly announcing your engagement was also an invitation for this moment, wasn't it?"

The spy looked at me with a voice that bordered on mania, reciting my intentions.
Regardless of the actual facts, he at least felt what I had intended.

And after finishing his words, the spy bowed politely according to etiquette, probably Northern etiquette.

"One who has forgotten his name greets you, Spokesperson of the Snowy Mountain."

Those gleaming blue eyes resembled Stella's cool sky blue more than Elysee's sea blue.

He continued.

"I firmly believed even when everyone doubted you. That our god had not abandoned us."

And now you've appeared before me like this.

The spy said, spreading both arms.

It seems the spy was among those Northerners who hadn't abandoned their faith in their god.

If so, it explains why he quickly called for the spy and even attacked the intelligence department.

To the spy, my existence was a symbol that his god existed and a strategic weapon that would lead his homeland to victory.

I hope he would continue to believe in me with that faith....

"So, I ask you."

The spy's voice had become calm again.
And he was pointing his drawn sword at me.

"High Priestess. Are you on the side of the Sovereign State?"

"......."

...Right. A person who is a spy wouldn't hand over trust so easily.

From the beginning, this situation seems quite trap-like.

"...May I ask one question?"

"Of course, certainly!"

"How much time is left until you resurrect the Dragon?"

When I said that, the spy momentarily looked blank.
Then he smiled again, bursting into laughter.

"...So you knew about that too."

"I am the High Priestess... after all."

"I tried my best to accommodate your invitation request. Due to slight deviations from the plan, it will take about 20 minutes for the Dragon to fully resurrect."

...Good.
There's still time.

"Since the god we serve is a dragon, we are incredibly knowledgeable about dragons. That's why it seemed too wasteful to just give up such an excellent specimen in that forest."

The flaw was that this "specimen" could erase the Academy from the map.
Well, it's a being whose mere existence made the mana concentration in Maira Forest so high, despite being buried for at least hundreds of years.

If even half of it comes back to life, such power would be natural.

...But wait, by the way.

"...I'm just genuinely curious about this, but isn't using a dragon like that blasphemous to you?"

"Ah, that's a common misunderstanding. How should I put this...."

This was a question I had even when reading the original work—isn't it blasphemous for people who worship the Ice Dragon as a god to resurrect another dragon's corpse and use it like a bomb?

The spy thought for a moment and kindly explained.

"We worship the deified Snow Mountain, that is, the Ice Dragon, not all dragons as a whole. Just as the Moonlight Church doesn't worship all humans even though their main god was once human."

"...Ah."

It was an explanation that made perfect sense.
...He seems to explain things better than when he was Alen.

"Since it's come to this, I'll tell you, if you kill me, the formula is linked to me, so the dragon resurrection formula will stop."

"...I see."

The spy said that and gently smiled, meeting my gaze.

"So I ask again. Are you on our side?"

...On your side?
I smiled slightly at the spy's question, mulling it over.

It was laughably ironic to hear this from the person and group who had killed Stella—me—once.

No, not just that.

Why was I transmigrated?
=Because that spy killed the original Stella and I was whining about it.

Why did I almost die at the beginning of my transmigration when I tried to escape from being Evan's secretary?
=Because that spy killed me in the original work.

Why did I rack my brains for 3 years making plans with Evan?
=To catch that spy.

Why can't I and Evan do baby-making...?
=Because we haven't caught that spy yet.

...Looking at it this way, he's practically the root of all evil.
Feeling a surge of anger, I charged a formula in my hand with a smile on my face, igniting a small lightning bolt.

"I will defeat you here and prevent the Dragon's descent."

And thus eliminate the numerous casualties from the original work and be loved by Evan.

In response to my declaration of war, the spy sighed.

"...Well, having lived in the Empire your whole life... it seems you haven't seen the future beyond the war."

His tone suggested absolute certainty that the North would win the war.
Of course, I don't know if that's true or not.

As he said, I hadn't seen beyond that future.

"Well, just because you drop something on someone else's land doesn't mean it becomes theirs. Do you know the essential process of becoming a High Priestess?"

...Ah.
I know all too well. How much I suffered because of that once.

With such thoughts, I said:

"......Cut off your right arm and bury it in your eye."

"Correct. Just because one knows the future doesn't mean everyone will make the right choice. Even the previous High Priestess, your mother, fled from the North."

The spy slowly raised his sword and continued.

"This is my final lesson as a professor."

And immediately, the spy rushed at me.

Kwang!-

"......!"

I had become incomparably stronger than when I faced Kinahan.

However, reminiscent of that time.
No. The spy, who seemed even faster than the speed I felt then, had already reached right in front of me.

And as our blue eyes met and collided.

"......Now!!"

["Blessing granted, Certain Hit, Swift, Swift, Swift."]

An arrow appeared at his temple at almost the same speed as him.

An arrow moving at a speed barely visible even with Dynamic Visual Acuity enhanced by vast mana.
And the spy spotted it by rolling his eyes.

-Kwaaaang!!

He quickly changed the direction of his sword and deflected the arrow.

"......As expected, I should say. It was a trap. That proposal."

"Don't touch Stella! You trash!!"

"Th-that's right!!"

From the direction the arrow came, my gathered allies walked out one by one.

Erhen, the spirit archer of the Great Forest.

Elysee, the spiritist revered by all spirits.

Grace, the top Paladin of the Moonlight Church.

And as a bonus, Caille.

...As I've said many times, the name of this operation is "Lure."

No hunter lures prey without any traps.

This was the force I had gathered until now, my cards.

My real allies.

"...You brought this many people to catch me? I must be highly valued."

The spy said with a light laugh.
...But the killing intent was not light at all.

A pressure that felt like my neck could fly off at any moment.
How many people could face this many opponents alone?

Yet somehow, the spy before me seemed to have not a trace of tension.

Just, seriously.

Looking at our formation, only thinking about winning.

After examining us for a moment, the spy ran a hand over his face.

"...Then, I'll show my true form as well."

Round pieces of flesh began to protrude from the spy's face, covering Alen's face.

"...Huh."

-Crack, crackle

And then, as they receded, the facial structure gradually moved away from Alen's.

The brow bones and wrinkles characteristic of a middle-aged man gradually disappeared.
The angular face that represented his sturdy appearance gradually became slender.

The face wasn't the only thing changing.

The spy's ash-gray hair gradually lengthened, eventually reaching the waist.

The muscular body close to a large build was compressed.
The huge lats and thick waist thinned as if someone had cut them away.

The large pectorals also shrank and disappeared, replaced by two large masses.

"High Priestess. Your guesses were almost all correct, but if there was one thing wrong."

The spy removed the now fair and white hand that had swept across the face.

Long ash-gray hair like ashen eyes, and blue eyes shining like a winter sky.

"Huh...?"

"S-Stella, that person...."

Stella, or rather, a thin waist and long legs that wouldn't lose even compared to me, and a large chest that seemed mismatched with them.

"......I am not a man."

What stood before me now was not Professor Alen, but an exotic-looking beauty.

"I-is this possible...?"

I could only be shocked at this bizarre sight.

A m-man...!
A man turning into a woman...!!

Impossible!

Ch.195 - EP. 6 One Vs. Five
The flames cascaded down like lightning or a waterfall, staining the blue moonlit night crimson. Fire spirits from high-ranking to low-ranking—all the fire spirits in the vicinity lent their power to create a blaze that surpassed even the firepower of a decent magical artillery battalion.

It was dangerous enough that even a spy would be in trouble if hit directly.

The spy smiled slightly at the descending flames.

*I see you've prepared quite thoroughly, Saintess.*

This is really going to hurt.
The spy opened her mouth slowly, remembering how she had fought before.

*I'll take this more seriously now.*

The spy from the Sovereign State steeled her resolve once more.

Ch.196 - EP. 6 Conspiracy
The day before.
When Stella was explaining her plan, excluding her Sword Saint and Saintess.

"Simply put, if I stay alone, the spy will definitely approach me. We only have this time, and I've left a message to that effect."

"Won't it be... dangerous? From what I've heard, it doesn't seem like someone Lady Stella can handle alone."

Elysee asked with a worried expression.
Wow, hearing this from the protagonist who was planning to gang up on me 2-to-1 with Caille in the forest feels quite ironic.

Jokes aside, her concern was valid.
However.

"No. If the spy aims for a killing blow immediately, I'd die, but they won't do that. At worst... I might lose my right arm."

Just like Kinahan did.
I thought losing an arm was better than dying, but for some reason, everyone turned pale.

"I-I'll do my best...!"

"M-me too!"

"? Yeah, sure."

Of course, I appreciate their enthusiasm.

The best-case scenario I can imagine is if the spy's combat ability is at the minimum I've estimated—around Alen's level—and the five of us can handle them before they can even struggle.

If this works, we could skip everything from the end of the first semester all the way to the final boss of Part 1 without any losses or damage.

And the worst-case scenario...

"By the way, Stella?"

"Yes, Erhen. Do you have a question?"

"About this combat personnel arrangement..."

Erhen looked at the chart I had drawn on paper showing [Stella/Erhen/Grace/Elysee/Caille] and [Saintess/Sword Saint/Evan♥].

"According to what you said, even if these three gather, they can only stall the dragon. Wouldn't it be better to include at least Evan on our side to ensure we can deal with the spy?"

"......"

That was quite a sharp observation for Erhen.
No, she had almost pierced through to the core of the matter.

This was something I had deliberately hidden from everyone except Evan and the Saintess.
To explain this... I needed to be certain that none of them was the spy.

'.......'

...Well, I already had that certainty.
I had almost definitely figured out who it was.

I lowered my voice and spoke seriously.

"Erhen is right. But Evan is a kind of safety measure."

"Safety... measure?"

"The truth is, if we don't handle the spy in time, it's not just the dragon that will be unleashed."

The reason I initially judged this spy hunt to be insane.

The greatest risk factor in this operation that I had only relied on Evan for before making an agreement with someone.

...I mentioned that this could handle everything from the end of the first semester to right before the final boss of Part 1 at once.

In other words, we might have to face all those bosses at once.

Including the final boss of Part 1.
The strongest being in this world.

...Even the Sword Saint, Claire.

"The Sword Saint is currently brainwashed by the spy from the North."

".........?!"

"......!!"

"S-sorry, what?!"

The shock spread visibly among my helpers.

Grace turned pale, Erhen's mouth fell open, Elysee covered her mouth with her hand, and even the usually stoic Caille's gaze wavered intensely.

The Sword Saint's physical stats far exceed human limits, but perhaps as a balance patch, she has absolutely no resistance to mental attacks.

For example, when the Illusionary Demonic Beast attacked, she fell asleep without any resistance.

That's why the Sword Saint has a berserk button implanted in her mind—one so sophisticated that even her Penetrating Eye can't detect it during normal times.

This is why Stella judged my plan to be insane and suicidal.

Let's say we lure out the spy.
Even if we manage not to die immediately, after a certain time, the dragon will manifest at the Academy.

For reference, in the original story, the Sword Saint somehow managed to handle it. She seemed to be fighting below her usual capacity, and there were many casualties, but she did manage to defeat it.

I attributed this to the spy being cautious after already causing a major incident.

But according to our plan, we're calling out the spy who was only supposed to be revealed at the end of the original story and trying to beat them from the start?

Logically, they wouldn't let the Sword Saint handle the dragon.
And without the Sword Saint, there's no one who can defeat the dragon in combat.

This alone seems hopeless, but even if we somehow manage to handle it, if we're still alive by then, the exposed spy would activate the berserk button implanted in the Sword Saint.

While the original story never explicitly stated the spy did this, it was almost certain based on the descriptions and circumstances.

So to summarize, even if we catch the spy, if the timing is off, the dragon appears. Even if we defeat the dragon, if we haven't completely dealt with the spy, the Sword Saint—the final boss of Part 1—will emerge.

And the spy's minimum combat ability is at Professor Alen's level?

My goodness, looking at it again, this boss pattern is truly awful.

Well, in gaming terms, we're trying to take down everything from mid-game bosses to the pre-final boss line at once, so how could the difficulty be normal?

Now I understand why Stella tried so hard to dissuade me.

"...So, our goal is to incapacitate the spy as quickly as possible. Do you understand?"

"......."

"......."

"......."

They finally seemed to realize how absurd and dangerous the operation they had joined was.
Even if I told them this was what they would have had to do in the original story without me... it wouldn't resonate with them.

So I had no choice but to say once more:

"...I'm counting on you all."

Whether we choose the best pattern or the worst pattern depends on how long it takes us to deal with the spy.

*

Back to the present.
Just before unleashing Elysee's concentrated spirit magic on the spy, as planned in our strategy.

A direct hit would be powerful enough that even Evan couldn't survive unscathed.
Yet the range was too wide to dodge.
Just when everyone thought we had the upper hand.

The spy's mouth opened, slowly.
Very slowly, and uttered a single word.

"[Stop]"

-Crack!!

In that moment, a familiar soft voice echoed around.
The fire spirits that were about to pour down on her looked confused, unable to understand the situation.

Stella and the others were equally bewildered.

"J-just now...!"

"Th-that was my voice...?!"

The voice that had just echoed was definitely the delicate voice of Elysee, the spirit user revered by all spirits.

'This is bad...!'

Having used a similar method during the midterm exam, Stella immediately realized what the spy had done.

Just as Stella had memorized and reproduced Caille's mana pattern when breaking his sword.
The shapeshifter, capable of transforming into anything, had completely copied and reproduced Elysee's voice and authority for that brief moment.

Her voice commanded overwhelming control over spirits.
Though the control was gradually weakening—perhaps not a perfect replication of her ability—

That gap was more than enough for the spy.

"Elysee! In front!"

"Ah......!"

"I got this idea from watching the High Priestess fight during the midterms."

The spy had already leaped explosively, reaching Elysee and slashing at her form.

"[Block!]"

-Fwooosh!!

-She immediately gathered all nearby spirits for defense, as she could command all spirits as her servants, but.

"[Disperse]"

-Pang!

With another eerie voice identical to Elysee's, her barrier was partially dispelled.

Again, that fleeting moment was...

-Thwack!!

"Guhk...!!"

More than enough time for the spy to land a solid hit.

The spy's fist, delivered with the hand not holding the sword blocked by spirits, struck precisely into Elysee's abdomen.
Originally, even excluding her spirits, Elysee was closer to a mage and showed great weakness in close combat.

Until now, the absolute defense of her spirits had prevented any issues, but with that defense breached.
Elysee lost consciousness from the pain she had never experienced before.

'...Good. The most troublesome spirit user is down.'

With the annoying long-range spirit user dealt with, the spy immediately changed targets.

'First, secure the High Priestess.'

As the spy prepared to leap toward Stella.

"How dare you do that to Lady Elysee!!!"

An enraged Caille raised his sword in the air and charged at the spy.

"No, Caille!!"

Caille hadn't lost his reason to anger.
He had confirmed that Elysee hadn't lost her life.

But Stella understood exactly what the spy had just done.
Which meant, naturally, for Caille too...

"-Shatter."

-Crash!!

"......!?"

Suddenly, Caille's voice flowed from the spy's throat, and his sword shattered like black glass fragments.

And while he was stunned at losing his weapon.

-Slash, slash!!

"Guh, ARGH!!"

In less than a second.
The spy inflicted quite deep wounds on Caille's neck and abdomen before kicking him in the stomach, sending him flying.

The spy deliberately didn't kill him, to occupy the Paladin's attention.

"Are you alright?!"

Indeed. The Paladin inevitably rushed to heal him.
Taking advantage of that opening, the spy channeled vast mana and charged straight at Stella.

'How did the situation reverse so quickly?'

Clearly, according to her calculations, the spy's strength should have been at minimum like Alen's, at maximum like Evan's.

Even if it was Evan, it would have been difficult to survive the life-threatening restraint from the five people present.

In the blink of an eye.
The spy reached Stella.

"Stella!"

Erhen barely remembered that the spy wouldn't kill her and tried to aim her bow.

With the Paladin present, their forces would be replenished.
She wasn't sure how much longer the trick used on Elysee would work, but now that they knew about it, they wouldn't fall for it twice.

Her wind spirits were also charged to maximum.
If they could regroup once more, they could win.

Making this judgment as she aimed her bow, an unbelievable scene unfolded before Erhen's eyes.

"......You."

"Let's move locations for a moment, High Priestess."

The spy bound both of Stella's arms with one hand.
Before she could cast a spell.

"[Teleport]"

A top-tier magic.
Short-distance instantaneous movement was activated.

In that moment, a bright light pierced down, illuminating the surroundings.

-Fwoosh!!

"......Huh."

Stella disappeared from that place along with the spy.
It took quite a long time for this fact to register in Erhen's brain.

She felt a trembling terror throughout her body.

"Wait... a second."

Stella's calculations weren't wrong.
In fact, the spy's overall abilities were similar to or slightly better than Evan's.

But what she failed to calculate was that the spy's experience was incomparably higher than Evan's.

And the second thing she overlooked was...

"That skill... wasn't a knight's...?"

The spy, whom she had naturally assumed to be a knight-type fighter due to their physical prowess, was actually...
A being closer to a Magic Swordsman, a class that no one seriously considered due to efficiency reasons.

*

"......Huh."

A faint wind blew, stirring Evan's hair as a spark rose in the distance.

"Why did you suddenly stop?"

The extremely tired-looking Sword Saint asked curiously as Evan suddenly halted while dealing with the spies.

Evan briefly fiddled with his ring, then shook his head.

"...No, it's nothing."

It just felt like the ring had gotten a little colder.

Ch.197 - EP. 6 True Feelings
"Stella, my lady...!!"

"Miss Stella...!!"

Right after Stella disappeared with the spy.
Almost all the helpers who remained panicked simultaneously.

And for good reason.
Even setting aside the fact that Stella had vanished, the spy had just been displaying swordsmanship skilled enough to face five opponents at once, then suddenly used magic to kidnap Stella.

That meant only one thing.

The opponent they had been facing.

Their enemy, who had been formidable with just a sword.

...was a Magic Swordsman.

"Th-this wasn't part of the plan, Miss Stella...!!"

This was truly something even Stella hadn't anticipated.
And naturally so.

Magic Swordsman was a term treated as either legendary or foolish among both mages and swordsmen.

The Magic Swordsman being discussed here wasn't someone who could imbue their sword with elemental properties through their innate powers, but literally someone who could simultaneously enhance their body and use magic.

Anyone who's played games knows that trying to create an all-rounder by evenly distributing stats usually results in a useless character.

Though that was just an analogy, the Magic Swordsman path was even more inefficient.

Both magic and martial arts that use body enhancement reach a point where significant investment is needed to break through to the next level.

With countless people failing to break through those barriers and remaining ordinary, who would attempt to do it twice?

It was equivalent to saying you'd be content with mediocre skills for life.

That's why Stella hadn't considered it.

That someone might exist with both the time and talent to do both simultaneously.

That such a person would happen to be her enemy.

That the meaning of "perfect imitation" applied to more than just appearances.

She hadn't anticipated it at all.

*

The spy from the Sovereign State, who had forgotten her name, was born as an illegitimate child of the Children of the Snowy Mountain.

The strongest tribe of the North valued their blood.
They treasured their bloodline, said to be mixed with that of the Ice Dragon.

The drawbacks of a closed community with limited numbers were obvious.

Whether the claim about dragon blood was true or not, contaminating their pure bloodline—which had somehow survived generations of inbreeding—was their greatest shame.

They presented their disgrace to the Sovereign State.
No matter how impure, half of that blood still belonged to the North's strongest.

The Sovereign State gladly accepted and raised the child with utmost care into an excellent soldier and spy.

There was no particular violence to indoctrinate her.
The loyalty instilled since infancy was already unshakably firm.

She devoted her entire heart to her country.
Yet she couldn't abandon her obsession with the tribe she later learned about.

Pride in being a descendant of the Ice Dragon and shame at being an illegitimate child cast out by those descendants fueled her ambition.

That's why she did her best to gain recognition from her country, her tribe, and the god they served.

They were the only things the abandoned child could rely on.

After many years, the spy took the stage at the Academy in the role of Alen.

And there, she encountered the clearest evidence of her god's existence.

The High Priestess, Stella Eckhart.

She was the embodiment of the ideal priestess the spy had envisioned.

Cold, foreseeing the distant future and utilizing it.
Elegant and beautiful enough to rival the Pope of the Moonlight Church.

That's why when negative opinions about the priestess and the Ice Dragon spread among the upper echelons of the Sovereign State, she felt some conflict.

If her country ordered her to kill the priestess, she would of course comply.
But it would be regrettable. Enough to stir her numbed heart.

And if she brought her priestess to the Sovereign State to demonstrate her competence, there would be no reason to kill her.

She had never disappointed the spy.

During the entrance exam, the mock battle with the Automaton.
During the attack of the Illusionary Demonic Beast and spies, the Moonlight Church's plot, the midterm exams, and the Theater Festival.

She was always excellent.
And simultaneously puzzling.

Why would someone with such cold judgment and power to move key figures...
...side with the Empire of all places?

There must be a reason, of course.
Perhaps as the High Priestess Eckhart, it would be a reason the spy would have to accept once she heard it.

Whatever it might be.
Before taking her to the North, the spy really wanted to hear it.

*

The tail end of summer.
A cold moonlit breeze on this full moon night felt slightly chilly.

In the sky hung a full moon so bright and large that it obscured the stars and their light.

Sometimes people can recognize where they are just by the air.
Especially when they've been instantly transported from one space to another.

*I didn't lose consciousness. We're not far from the Academy.*

Teleportation—especially accompanied teleportation—is among the highest-level formulas.
It's completely different from the coordinate-based movement used during the entrance exam.

It's a difficult magic that only accomplished mages can perform, and it's not commonly used due to drawbacks like fainting, headaches, or nausea upon arrival.

*...Damn.*

In other words, the opponent—the spy—was skilled enough in magic to utilize such spells at the right moment.

I swallowed hard at that thought and slowly looked up at the spy.

"It's nice to be somewhere quiet after all that commotion, isn't it?"

"Where is this place?"

"Not far. About... a 30-minute walk? A bit away from the Academy's back gate."

Looking carefully, I could see the Academy's Main Castle framed within the full moon in the sky.
Judging by the sense of distance, the spy's words seemed somewhat true.

The Academy's Main Castle was probably the site of an intense confrontation with the spies right now.

"The fireworks I prepared will go off soon. It would be a shame to miss them."

"...How much time is left?"

Is she calling the dragon a firework?
No, more importantly, I spent too much time fighting the spy.

So, the time remaining now is...

"Hmm... about 8 minutes, no, 7 minutes I'd say."

"......!!"

It's tight.
Even if those left at the Academy recovered immediately and rushed straight here without getting lost, it would be close.

Not knowing where I'd gone, they would naturally wander, and unlike before, there was no guarantee they could kill the spy in one strike.

Plan A had failed.
I completely failed to predict that the spy—who had only used a sword in the original work and after my transmigration—could also use magic.

*...I have to.*

I have to do it.
Now, I have no choice but to try to stop the spy somehow.

I wiped the sweat trickling down my jawline as I thought.

And watching me, the spy slowly opened her mouth.

"I wanted to talk with you, High Priestess. From the moment you revealed your identity."

"Talk, is it?"

"Yes. I'm curious. Why would a symbol of the North's god's existence side with the Empire?"

The spy tilted her head as if genuinely curious.
After briefly considering, I answered to buy time while figuring out how to deal with her.

"...I'm not on the Empire's side. Like everyone else, I'm on my own side."

"That's the same thing. The point is, why aren't you on the North's side?"

"...Why is that strange? As you said, I was born and raised in the Empire. Wouldn't it be stranger for me to side with the North, a place I've never even set foot in?"

The night breeze blew once more.
Though the only illumination was the distant reddish glow of explosions, the moon was so bright that the spy's expression was quite visible.

"Well, priestesses have always prioritized the future in their actions."

".....What do you mean?"

"Priestesses possess the power to see the future, whether long or short. And they treated that power—the only divine power we can feel—as if it were a revelation, prioritizing it over present emotions and relationships."

...That wasn't wrong.
Hadn't I also blindly trusted the future—the information from the original work—and tried to distance myself from Evan, only to suffer for it?

"You've seen further into the future than any priestess I've ever met. If, as you say, you're on your own side, you couldn't oppose me from the Empire's side."

"......Why are you so certain? Maybe I didn't see that far, or perhaps I saw a future where the Empire wins."

"...Haha. You're joking, right?"

The spy laughed with an expression and tone suggesting she already knew everything.
Then, with a somewhat expressionless face and slightly manic eyes, she said:

"There's no way we would lose to the Empire."

I wanted to refute that fanatical statement.
But what came to mind was the Saintess's words.

That the Moonlight Church and the North had joined hands.

Even in the original work, the North had the upper hand against the Empire on the battlefield.
That's why the protagonist's group was dispatched to the North.

But if the Moonlight Church joined forces with the North's army...

...I could somewhat understand the spy's reaction.

"So tell me. Why did you go to such lengths to try to capture me?"

The spy asked again.
Her blue gaze, demanding the answer she wanted, somehow reminded me of my conversation with Kinahan three years ago.

Well. If I answered that you would try to kill me in the future... it would backfire.
She might decide there's no need to wait and cut me down right here.

.......

...Actually, that wasn't the whole reason anymore.

At first, I ran from Evan to survive, and started planning with him.

At first, that was it.

At first.

...Initially.

I felt an involuntary smile forming as I looked the spy straight in the eyes.
Taking a deep breath, I opened my mouth.

Why don't I join you?

Why didn't I side with the North, which would obviously win?

Why am I trying to capture and kill you right now?

"......I haven't confessed to Evan yet."

"............What?"

That North is where I'll be killed in the future.
And more importantly.

...Evan wouldn't be there.
My lord, whom I must assist, wouldn't be there.

"......What? Um, huh?"

"...Do you have a problem with that?"

The spy seemed to have a mental breakdown.

"No, um..."

"......."

"......Really?"

Honestly, it sounded ridiculous even to me, but it seemed more shocking to the spy, who stammered—genuinely, not as an act.

"S-so that love announcement or engagement announcement wasn't bait to lure me in...?"

"......I r-really love him. Why? Did you contribute something?"

At that point, the spy's gaping mouth snapped shut.
She looked like her soul had left her body.

"Th-then your attempt to deal with me at this point..."

"......Do you really need to hear it?"

Obviously, to deal with you quickly!
So we can do this and that! Yes! That's why!

-Shing.

The spy's sword was drawn from its scabbard.
Her face, in stark contrast to her previous smiling expression.

"Ha, haha. Haha."

"Huh."

It was distorted like that of a cleric whose god's existence had been denied.

......Why is she acting like that?

"...Well, fine. Once you formally ascend to the position of High Priestess and awaken, you'll forget such trivial emotions anyway."

"...So it comes to this after all."

Well, this would probably mark the end of my first semester.
And the beginning of the fight that would conclude my plan.

...Let's do this.

Ch.198 - EP. 6 One Move
The moon shone brightly over the Sanctuary Luna, the holy place where the Pope resided. Cardinal Ureon had arrived at an unusual time—during the night of the full moon when all facilities in the Moonlight Church territory would normally be paused for worship.

"Your Holiness. The agent from the North... has fired the signal flare today."

"...Now, is it?"

The spy from the North, with whom the Moonlight Church was currently in agreement, had moved up the operation that had been planned for months.

"Why? According to the schedule... we should have had at least a week."

"She hasn't explained her reasons. She only said something unavoidable came up... but assured us it wouldn't disrupt the plan."

Moving up the attack on the Academy by falling for Stella's obvious provocation was entirely the spy's independent decision.

"...Considering what she intends to awaken, I suppose that's natural."

What the spy planned to resurrect using ancient techniques passed down in the North was one of the most powerful dragons in history—one that had been slain by a legendary Dragon Slayer and had fallen in the center of Maira Forest, on the Academy grounds.

"Well, whatever happens is fine. Even if it fails, we have... 'Queen.'"

"About that... the North has requested we use Queen."

"...What?"

"If their spy fails... they specifically asked us to use it."

From the Moonlight Church's perspective, Queen was like a massive bomb they could detonate at any time. The Pope had just mentioned using it in case of failure.

But for the North to specifically request it? And before an unprecedented large-scale attack involving the manifestation of a Corpse Dragon? It seemed too excessive as insurance.

Almost as if...

"Is there someone at the Academy... they absolutely must eliminate?"

From the Moonlight Church's perspective, this operation had one purpose:

'As many cadets and professors as possible should die.'

'This will trigger the war sentiment that has been building up.'

They didn't particularly care about individuals at the Academy. Since it gathered the next generation of war talents, the mere fact that a Northern attack caused numerous casualties would force the Empire to act.

'Come to think of it, the information that the previous spy stole from the Intelligence Department was... about the Priestess.'

The Pope stopped his train of thought and told the Cardinal:

"For now, tell them we understand. Though... there likely won't be any need to use it."

It was a dragon after all. Even if it was a corpse, dragons were the strongest of all living beings, including magical beasts.

With their small numbers, they were practically considered mythical. If one were to descend upon the Academy, it would be a miracle if even one person survived.

And the chances that this survivor would be the person the North wanted eliminated were even slimmer.

Unless there was someone skilled enough to deal with the spy before the dragon manifested, the Academy seemed doomed to annihilation today.

The Pope gazed at the moon, which appeared to fill half the sky with its enormous size.

After tonight...

After the Academy was massacred through their alliance with the barbaric Northerners...

We will take one step closer...

To the perfect full moon.

*

Inside Stella's mindscape.

Watching Stella who seemed about to confront the spy, the original Stella felt despair seeping deep into her bones.

When was the last time she felt such despair?

When she saw her lord's father murdered and his smile disappear for the first time?

When she saw her lord first notice Elysee and the look in his eyes?

Or when she saw the blade piercing her heart, making her final confession of love to her lord?

Until now, whatever Stella did had merely been stressful.

There were many reasons, but she wouldn't deny feeling jealousy about choosing a man to enter her body. After all, watching someone you love look at someone else from afar was sickening.

Even if having a man enter her body was somewhat unpleasant, she thought sacrificing herself would be enough... That's why she was shocked when the two actually developed feelings for each other.

Moreover, her lord's reaction was different from when he pretended to love Elysee to use her. It was genuine, wholehearted, devoted.

Just like how she herself had looked at her lord for so long, and still did.

It overflowed with affection and love—directed at someone with the same appearance and face as herself.

It was too painful and stirred up incomprehensible emotions, but it was still acceptable.

In the end, she would be the one to face him. After settling her final regrets, whatever happened to Stella who possessed her body wouldn't matter.

If anything, if Stella maintained a deep relationship with her lord using her body, it might make things easier when she reclaimed it.

That's how she had been deceiving her own emotions until now.

But that was only possible if her physical body remained alive.

What if Stella died? That would be irreversible. There would be no second chance.

Stella might be able to return to her original world by exploiting loopholes in their contract. Though her soul had been transformed and she would have to live as a woman, she wouldn't die.

But what about herself? She who had endured all this time through sheer mental strength?

It would be the end. Completely. She would return to darkness without resolving her regrets.

'I should have stopped her more firmly...!'

Getting caught up in bets and such had been a mistake.

The current situation was extremely unfavorable for Stella.

First, comparing their combat abilities was impossible. It was only because the spy intended to spare her that she hadn't been eliminated first.

Even her training with the Sword Saint wouldn't help in this situation.

And even if she somehow managed to defeat the spy, if she couldn't do it in time, the dragon would manifest and completely destroy the Academy.

Stella had seen it in her previous life—the overwhelming majesty of that half-dragon.

Its breath had turned entire buildings to ash in an instant. It wasn't something humans could face.

In the original story, the Sword Saint had barely managed to stop it because the spy hadn't fully revealed her identity.

But now that the spy had revealed herself, that no longer mattered.

Even if by some miracle they defeated the dragon, the Sword Saint would repeat that calamity again.

There was no chance of winning. And once things had gone this far, there was no turning back.

All she could do as a mere ghost was watch. So Stella clasped her sweaty hands together.

"Please..."

This was all she could do. She had no choice but to trust the plans of the one who had taken her body.

The original Stella had never tried to learn the details of Stella's actions.

But if she could resolve this situation...

If she could solve this seemingly impossible situation that offered no solution or opening from her perspective...

If such a miracle could happen...

"Please, just once."

And if she could deal with that spy who had killed her once before...

Stella pressed her hands tightly together, squeezed her eyes shut, and prayed.

Please, let her...

Let the one who had entered her body...

Be someone she could believe in.

Desperately.

*

As I faced the spy with ash-gray hair fluttering in the pale moonlight, I suddenly realized it had been a very long time since I'd met another actor in this world.

Evan was skilled at hiding his emotions and naturally displaying others, but he wasn't an actor.

My classmates who performed in the theater festival were, with a few exceptions, not even amateur level.

Now I am Stella—the secretary who deeply loves her lord and wants to devote herself to him.

But that doesn't mean my past has been rewritten as if I've been Stella my whole life.

Before I stepped onto the theater festival stage—or more precisely, until Evan kissed me and I ended my acting career with the festival's closing—I was, whether out of inertia or stubbornness, barely maintaining my past life as the actor Cheon Yu-seong.

That's why the presence of another actor before me—even if they were a murderer who had killed hundreds and the source of all evil I'd been chasing—felt somewhat welcome.

Meanwhile, the spy had hardened her expression after hearing my confession of love for Evan and was poised to spring at any moment.

Then, slowly, the spy's lips opened.

"...Now that we've both revealed our true intentions. And as one actor to another... how was my performance?"

This would likely be our final conversation before battle. Sensing this, I took a deep breath and clenched and unclenched my fists several times before responding.

"...It was excellent. Better than anyone I've ever seen."

-BOOM!!

With those final words, I charged toward the spy, channeling mana into my legs.

Then, immediately placing my hand on my scabbard, I drew and swung the sword I had bought with Evan after the entrance exam.

-CLANG!!

"...You startled me."

...But as expected, my strike only created red sparks against the blue moonlit sky.

My attack was blocked by the spy's sword as if it were nothing.

-Clang, clack, clack!

I poured quite a bit of mana into several exchanges, but the spy blocked them effortlessly.

Strangely, I seemed to be losing more strength than the spy, despite attacking with all my might.

But as both the spy and I knew, I was closer to a mage than a fighter.

-Clang!

Taking advantage of another moment when our swords clashed forcefully.

"[Lightning]"

I drove it straight into the spy.

-CRACK!!

"......!"

Before charging in—from the moment I was taking deep breaths, I had already completed the formula calculations that had become almost second nature to me.

Blue flames erupted in the air, piercing through the spy's abdomen.

With my significantly increased mana adding to its power, it was clearly more effective than before, causing the spy's muscles to contract.

"This level... is too weak."

"Ugh!"

-CLANG!!

I barely managed to parry the spy's sword, which had immediately eliminated the delay caused by the electric current. Of course, if Caille's lightning hadn't affected her, my current wouldn't either.

I acknowledged this internally while activating another formula that had been completed during the brief delay.

["Ice Burst"]

-CRACK!!

Another magic I'd used quite frequently. Unlike when I had no mana, now the ice extended like massive icicles, striking the spy forcefully.

The spy was wounded in several places but showed no concern, simply shattering the ice with a swing.

Toward those fragments, I cast my next spell.

"[Ignition]!"

-WHOOSH!!

An application of the technique I'd used in my duel with Evan. Instantly, massive steam exploded outward, enveloping our surroundings.

I swung my sword through the mysterious fog that embraced the moonlight, aiming for where the spy had been.

'......Gone?'

These movements were executed rapidly with mana-enhanced thinking. Even without mana enhancement, my thought processing and dynamic vision had always been quick.

Yet despite attacking without delay through the obscured vision, I didn't even graze the spy?

As expected, this was an impossibly strong opponent. If they had intended to kill me, I would have died a hundred times over by now.

"-Wind."

-WHOOSH!!

Since the remaining fog only obscured my vision, I cast an incantation magic. The fog dispersed from my center, clearing my vision in an instant.

Immediately, a silver blade appeared before my eyes.

"Ugh...!"

-CLANG!!

"Good reaction!!"

I managed to block it, but my shoulder felt dislocated and numb. If I hadn't flooded my brain with an enormous amount of magic the moment the spy disappeared, I would have been hit immediately.

As I tried to strengthen my arm to deflect the sword—

"But Priestess. You're not the only one who can use magic."

"......!"

[Heavy Strike]

-THUD!!

"Kuhugh!!"

Suddenly, tremendous pain and spinning vision. Ah, that's right—this person was a magic swordsman.

I was aware of this, but the timing of the magic was incredibly precise. Though the pain was somewhat bearable since she didn't intend to kill me, the spy immediately charged at me, not missing the opportunity presented by my collapsed posture.

"Ugh...!"

-Clang, clack, clack!!

Like playing an extremely difficult rhythm game, the relentless sword strikes were barely blockable even with my enhanced body and thinking.

The spy's smile, the blue moonlight, and the crimson flames rising...

Of course, my response after taking a direct hit of mana to the abdomen couldn't be normal.

When I failed to block several strikes, resulting in cuts and pain to my shoulders and legs, the spy took the opportunity to spin-kick my side.

-CRACK!!

"Hup...!"

The pain in my side felt like being hit with a baseball bat, sending me flying several meters before collapsing.

My left arm, which had blocked the kick, felt at least fractured.

As I groaned in pain, clutching my arm while sitting there, the spy approached with steady steps.

"You're strong, Priestess. If you had trained your mana a bit more, you would have been unmatched among those your age."

Was this about my talent? Well, Evan had also lamented that I could have become quite a strong knight if only I could use mana.

Looking at myself sitting here now, that seems like an accurate assessment.

I fingered something I had prepared in my pocket. I would only get one chance. My body couldn't take any more damage.

"Now, excuse me."

The spy's sword, which had somehow reached right in front of me, fell vertically.

...From the beginning, no matter how much the spy didn't intend to kill me, could I really defeat them? All I could do was create a very brief opening.

That should be enough to stop the terrible thing the spy was trying to summon.

One chance, that's all.

[Thought Acceleration]

I poured about 80% of my remaining mana into accelerating my thoughts to the maximum.

Time seems to flow sluggishly, as if stretched out. Even the spy doesn't seem to detect my change, unable to live in this time-accelerated world created by almost all of my mana.

The sword heading toward me appears to move slowly. I can even see the blood on it (probably Caille's), the worn edge, and every tiny nick.

One chance.
One chance for reversal.

I immediately threw my secret weapon into the air and used almost all of my remaining mana to swing my sword and block the spy's blade.

"Blocking once won't—?!"

And at that moment, the "insurance" I always engraved on my sword activated.

[Engraving Formula: Spell of Reversal]

-CLANG!!

The spy received the exact same force they had put into their sword strike.

The reason I had been vaguely using both magic and swordsmanship to buy time—to erase the existence of engraving formulas from her mind.

The unexpected situation and the unanticipated power of her own sword combined to bend the spy's arm backward, naturally restricting her movement for a moment.

At that moment, I activated the linked formula engraved on what I had thrown above us, breaking the bottle.

-Splash!

"......This is."

"...You've seen this before, haven't you?"

When I was with my helpers, I couldn't use it for fear it would affect them, and there was no time to aim amid such rapid movements.

Just now, I wasn't confident I could hit the spy with it.

The main component in hunting the Salamander—Holy Water that I had asked Gilbert to obtain in large quantities—exploded, drenching both of us.

"......Ah."

The reason I deliberately used up all my mana:

Holy Water temporarily neutralizes divinity through its rejection reaction with other divine powers. This applies to people as well.

The spy had said she was activating the dragon manifestation formula through her own body.

This meant the spy would be unable to use mana for a while, which naturally meant the destruction of the manifestation formula.

"......My goodness, I thought I knew the Priestess was the type to keep an ace up her sleeve."

"...Huh?"

...That should have worked, but for some reason, the spy's face still wore a smile.

"I appreciate seeing your good plan, Priestess. However...."

"......No way."

Suddenly, a massive purple pillar of flame erupted violently from the center of Maira Forest.

[━━━━━!!!!!]

A huge, despairing roar that human hearing and brains couldn't—and wouldn't want to—comprehend literally shook the heavens.

The trembling, like an earthquake, sent birds hurriedly fleeing Maira Forest in the opposite direction, and wild animals around us also ran the other way, sensing the anomaly.

"......You were just a moment too late."

"...Ah, ah...."

[━━━━━!!!!!]

Then, from within the purple flames burning like hellfire, it rose and revealed its form.

A massive body that could easily tower over two apartment buildings by my previous life's standards. The spy had said she had taken us to the opposite side of Maira Forest.

Yet the overwhelming size and majesty that could still be felt proved why it was considered the strongest creature on earth.

[━━!!!!!]

It spread its huge wings and roared. Wings riddled with holes and exposed bones. Its vocal cords seemed half-rotten, making its cry sound hollow.

Dragon Fear, was it? The paralyzing terror that gripped my entire body was unavoidable.

"...Well? Do you feel a little more inclined to defect now, Priestess?"

"This is, ah, ah...."

Of course, that's not why I was feeling despair.

"......No."

If the dragon has awakened, the cleanup becomes a bit more complicated!

'Nothing ever ends quietly.'

In my plan...

In our plan, the best-case scenario was preventing the dragon from manifesting.

But that was just the best case—an extremely unlikely, dreamlike assumption.

"Kup...."

Then logically...

...There should naturally be a contingency plan for when the dragon manifests.

"Kuhup, ahahaha!"

"...Pri-Priestess?"

I burst into laughter. Consequently, the spy's expression turned questioning, as she had expected me to despair.

Did she really think I had staked everything on preventing the dragon's manifestation?

...Now that we've come this far, I'll show it.

What I've prepared.

...The real "Dragon Hunt."

Ch.199 - EP. 6 Dragon Hunt (3)
Chapter 199. Dragon Hunt (3)

Turning back time by a few minutes.

The Sword Saint's team—consisting of the Sword Saint, Evan, and the Saintess—had already dealt with all the spies in the area.

Of course, the spies were no match for them. It would have been stranger if the combined might of the academy's top three fighters couldn't handle threats that even regular cadets and professors were holding off without casualties.

If they wanted, they could have immediately supported the academy cadets and swept away all the spies.

The reason they didn't was solely because of Stella's instructions.

'All of you must absolutely, absolutely not leave the designated location. That is, the front of Maira Forest.'

'In the best case, we might prevent the dragon from manifesting at all, but unfortunately, that possibility is extremely low.'

'In that case, I'll take measures of my own. But until then, you need to buy time.'

'Not long. Five minutes at most. But only you can do this.'

Stella hadn't placed much hope on preventing the dragon's manifestation from the start.

Because in her experience, things never worked out that way.

"...I wonder how it's going," Evan muttered, fiddling with his ring while looking toward where Stella and her companions would be.

One way or another, they would soon have a result.

Whether success or failure.
Because time was up.

Evan shook his perfectly sharpened sword to remove the spies' blood and took his stance. Then he turned to his (temporary) teammates and said:

"Get ready... Hey. Are you alright?"

"Cough... I'm... fine."

...Or at least he tried to.
Until he saw the Sword Saint coughing up blood, her complexion so pale it resembled a colorless corpse.

The Sword Saint was 'currently' the strongest fighter on this team.
Seeing such a powerful ally in this state made even Evan, who trusted Stella completely, feel uneasy.

Evan was about to say something more when he was interrupted again.

-KWAAAAAANG!!!

"...Oh my."

From the center of Maira Forest right in front of them—the massive forest known for its unusually high mana concentration, used for both entrance exams and midterms—

-PAAAAAAAH!

A massive purple pillar of flame shot up, with enough power to instantly vaporize anyone nearby.

[━━!!!!!]

"Ugh...!"

It felt as if all the mana that had made Maira Forest so dense was pouring out at once.

Evan grabbed his eyes as he felt himself being pushed back by what seemed like actual liquid pressure.

...A rejection reaction from his divinity.
His red eyes, which normally didn't react to ordinary mana, had stopped functioning in rejection.

Even with just the residual mana of an original that had died long ago.

-Fssssss....

But the torrent of mana didn't last forever, and soon subsided.
When Evan's vision recovered, though still throbbing, he saw:

"Kuh, kuhup......"

"...Huh."

The supposedly invincible Sword Saint was sitting on the ground, red blood trickling from her mouth.

Why?
Although the plan involved the Sword Saint significantly, there had been no mention that she would react this way.

Was this a good sign? Or a bad one?

Confused by her condition—which even Stella hadn't mentioned beforehand—Evan looked toward the Saintess, his sworn enemy.

"...Can't you do something about this?"

"Hmm, probably not. I don't know much about it, but using my divinity would make it worse. Well, 'worse' might not be the right word."

Despite her words, the Saintess crouched down to meet the Sword Saint's eyes and checked her condition.
Then, with a deep smile, she said:

"......Don't be in pain. It's almost time, and it would be a shame to collapse here."

"...No need... to worry."

The Sword Saint wiped the blood from her mouth and stood up shakily.
Then, pointing her sword toward the dragon, she spoke in a cracked voice.

Her eyes were glowing blood-red, several times more intensely than usual.

"I'll... handle that."

"Wow, how cool. But we can't just stand around doing nothing. This is perfect for a warm-up."

The Saintess said this while grasping a large greatsword manifested from her divinity with one hand.

For someone who knew her extreme reluctance to reveal her full power in front of others, this was a shocking act.
It was proof of how much the Saintess trusted Stella's "contract."

[━━!!!!!]

-KWAAAAAT!!

As if knowing they were all ready, the Corpse Dragon rose from the center of the forest and landed before them with a single motion of its hole-riddled wings, creating a windstorm.

Up close, its size was even more absurd.
Whether because it was a reanimated corpse or not, much of its flesh had rotted away, exposing bone.

Its enormous body rivaled the academy's Main Castle in size, with black scales that armored it like a carapace, and glowing red eyes the size of adult men that seemed impossible for a dead creature.

The majesty of this legendary dragon—which had crashed and died in this forest after battling the legendary Dragon Slayer—was several times more overwhelming than they had imagined.

"Um, this might be a bad time to mention it, but Stella told me I played this dragon in the theater festival?"

"...That's right."

"So it feels kind of strange. Like I'm being attacked by myself."

Evan made a light joke to ease the tension.
He could now fully understand why Stella had said that even the three of them together would barely be able to hold it off.

With a breath from something that size, it would probably annihilate a third of the academy behind them.

"Well, by that logic, Sword Saint was playing the Dragon Slayer! Though looking at her condition now, killing it might be a bit difficult."

The Saintess picked up on Evan's comment.
Though Evan found it unpleasant, given the situation, he didn't show it and replied:

"It's fine. That's our role from the start anyway."

Buying time.
Stalling until Stella could deal with the dragon.

[━━!!!!!]

The Corpse Dragon let out a massive roar and swung its house-sized foreleg.

The dragon's foreleg, with four long sharp claws, was as large as the illusionary demonic beast they had faced before.

Thinking this, Evan fiddled with his ring, remembering his secretary who had confidently declared she would handle this.

'...How did you even plan to catch something like this, Stella?'

Though he'd heard the plan, it was an incomprehensibly bizarre method.
Of course, he didn't doubt her plan at this point.

He simply believed.

And would complete the mission entrusted to him.

-KIIIING!

Evan's eyes glowed red.
The air split into reality and illusion through his eyes.

-KWAAAANG!!!

Evan managed to block a single strike of crushing weight that felt like it might tear his arm off.

As mentioned, this was the beginning of a life-or-death time-buying operation for the academy's top three fighters.

*

"...Boss?"

When I suddenly burst into laughter, the spy's face was filled with questions.
Understandable, since I'd been wearing a look of despair until just moments ago.

While thinking this, I felt a slight tremor in the air behind me.

Sometimes you can feel how violent a collision was just from subtle vibrations, not sound.

This was one of those times.
I didn't bother turning around to enhance my vision, but Evan, the Sword Saint, and the Saintess must be holding off the dragon together.

I'm not too worried.
There are very few beings in this entire world that could take on those three simultaneously.

It's a bit concerning that the dragon happens to be one of those few, but at least none of the three would die.

But looking again, it truly had a desperate appearance.

That enormous body and those glowing red eyes.
If it's this intimidating from a distance, how terrifying must it be for those facing it up close?

'...No. Don't think about that.'

Instead, I just maintained eye contact with the spy, who had also lost his mana.

"......Why, High Priestess?"

"What?"

"Why is there not even a hint of trembling in your gaze right now?"

When I realized the dragon had manifested and was clashing with the Sword Saint's team, I dropped the poker face I'd been maintaining.

Not the expressionless face the spy was used to seeing, nor the fear-filled face I showed right after the manifestation.

"...Is that so?"

A gently smiling, visibly relaxed expression.
Of course, I wasn't actually relaxed. This required a lot of concentration.

"...Yes. Why? Once the dragon has manifested, it can't be stopped. Surely you don't believe the Sword Saint can defeat it in one blow...."

"No, no. The Sword Saint is still human after all. Even if she could, they wouldn't let her."

"...Knowing all that, why? How can you smile so calmly?"

Have you perhaps decided to defect to the North?
The spy showed visible confusion for the first time since revealing his true identity, a drop of sweat rolling down his face.

Yes, it must be incomprehensible to him.

Without the move I had prepared, we would have been finished the moment the dragon manifested.

To reiterate, that thing 'cannot be defeated by force.'
Only the Sword Saint could do it, but she was under mental interference from the spy, so that wasn't possible.

To be honest, I never thought things would go smoothly enough to take down the spy in one go and prevent the dragon from manifesting.

I just didn't say or think about it because it would depress both me and my helpers.

Of course, even if I was confident in winning, I still needed to prepare a method.

If I was certain I could crush the spy but the dragon manifested through some trick? Would I just say "Oops, miscalculation!" and commit suicide?

Obviously, I had to establish a way to deal with the dragon, regardless of how likely or unlikely it was.

I might as well explain it to the spy.

Though my real purpose is clearly to buy time.

"Let me go back to the beginning. I originally thought the only way was to reverse-engineer your formula and either dismantle it or take control."

"...That's impossible."

"Right. I saw it directly—it has absolutely nothing in common with Imperial formulas. The dragon corpse resurrection must be a unique formula you developed."

"...Correct. Since it uses my mana as its root, even I can't stop it once activated."

"Right. So I abandoned that plan. Both physical handling and formula-based approaches were blocked."

At that point, I went back to basics and reconsidered.

In the original story, no matter how many times the Sword Saint killed the Corpse Dragon, it kept reviving.
The Sword Saint later speculated this was because the Corpse Dragon lacked a Dragon Heart, which was essential for a dragon's movement.

From there, Elysee used her knowledge of the original story to hypothesize that the spy must be keeping the heart stored somewhere.

It was one of the unresolved plot points in the original story.
Recalling this, I read every paper on the subject.

And... I found something very interesting.

"Salamanders. You mentioned there was a case where they could live with their hearts removed?"

"Yes. Though the source of the technology is uncertain."

In this world's setting, salamanders are genetically very similar to dragons. That's why they're also nicknamed "dragons."

Research showed that with the right formula, a salamander could survive even with its heart extracted, as long as it remained within 100 meters.

At that point, I realized.
The basic principle of the dragon resurrection magic was the same.

That's why the spy collected so many mana stones in the original story.

"You collected mana stones to activate the Dragon Heart, right?"

In the original story, he even stole the salamander's mana stone for this purpose. Looking back, it was foreshadowing for the dragon manifestation incident.

"...You knew that much? Then you also knew about the theft of the salamander's mana stone...."

"Yes, that's right. Let's say it was killing two birds with one stone."

Because I was the one who stole it.

I continued my explanation to the spy with an even deeper smile.
The spy raised his voice in confusion:

"And what was the point of that? I already had sufficient mana from the mana stones. As you can see, taking one wouldn't have prevented the manifestation...!"

"I told you, it was killing two birds with one stone."

......I made this plan long ago.

Very long ago, even before becoming friends with Erhen.

...I wonder if you remember.
Right before the illusionary demonic beast incident.

When Evan and I were doing homework together in the library.
The content of my paper from the early semester class on salamanders.

["You're so fast at running, yet so slow at this."

"It's a matter of interest.... What did you write?"

Evan looked at me while drooping like wet seaweed.
Well, I wrote quickly because I knew the original story's setting and was interested. It also aligned with what I'd been thinking.

"The mana stone of the carapace salamander, due to its unstable nature, cannot be used for complex formulas, but if you engrave mana that can be linked, you can remotely supply mana to the mana stone to strike at vital parts of high-level magical beasts.... Wait, don't copy, Evan."

"Ah."

As I was excitedly explaining my awesome plan, Evan, who was transcribing my words verbatim, was caught and made a blank expression before drooping again.

"A little reference should be fine...! As my secretary, you should help me!"]

The spy's face turned stupid for a moment upon hearing my words.
Then, gradually, as he grasped the true meaning of what I was saying, his expression began to harden.

"......Wait."

"You know, I thought about it. How do you catch an opponent that can't be defeated by force or formula?"

The formula I'd been developing since around the theater festival.
My formula, with a prototype applied to Evan's ring.

[What I was preparing most carefully for the great spy battle was a kind of "counter-attack."

If things didn't go well, I'd be assassinated by the spy anyway.

I had to be extremely cautious.

And the key element in such a plan was the memory and linkage of formulas I was developing recently.]

The memory and linkage of formulas.
Like when Ovelin exploded the holy water bottle in midair when we caught the salamander.

It was the ability to make a formula engraved somewhere work according to my will from a distance.
For example... on something like a salamander's mana stone.

And while I was buying time by explaining things to the spy, the simple formula had long been completed in my hand.

"......You're going to blow up the Dragon Heart with a mana stone? That's absurd...!!"

"What?"

"Do you think I would place the heart so carelessly?!"

"Well, probably not somewhere obvious, but...."

"According to research, this is possible for dragon-type creatures because the Dragon Heart, as it's called, emits particularly long mana wavelengths. Recently, a magic tower used this principle to keep a salamander alive and moving even when separated from its heart by more than 100 meters...."

I smiled at the spy and said:

"...There must be distance limitations."

There's no suitable hiding place in Maira Forest, and it would risk destruction by the dragon.
But placing it too far away would exceed the distance limitation.

Considering all this, the likely location would be somewhere underground in a building adjacent to Maira Forest.

As we experienced during the illusionary demonic beast incident, this school has plenty of hidden secret spaces.

"Even so, you can't possibly pinpoint it...!"

The spy was right.
Even after narrowing it down, it was still too broad and uncertain a treasure hunt.

...So, we...

"So, we planted them everywhere."

"...What?"

"In every building that could possibly be within range, we placed miniaturized mana stones, all linked by a single formula."

The spy's face suddenly turned blank.
He must have realized what I was planning to do.

"Such a thing is impossible to manage...!"

Ignoring the spy's outcry, I extended one hand forward.
This was the activation condition for the formula.

And, like this...

If I activate the formula created in this hand, causing the connected salamander mana stones to explode...

If all the salamander mana stones in every building where the heart might be explode simultaneously...

If that heart gets caught in the explosion and disappears...

"Wait...!!"

"What do you think... will happen?"

I clenched my outstretched hand into a fist.
Something felt like it was meshing together like gears.
And I had the intuition that something connected to this was activating.

"It dies. The technique separates the heart from the body; it doesn't enable living without a heart."

-KWAAAAAAANG!!!!

The academy buildings surrounding Maira Forest exploded spectacularly, sending up successive pillars of flame.

Light too bright to see with the naked eye, followed by explosion clouds rising like mushrooms.

A spectacular scene, as if bombs had been dropped.

Despite the considerable distance, the pillars of flame momentarily dyed the full moon night sky crimson, blooming like flowers.

And simultaneously with that.

[━━!!!!!]

The historically strongest dragon.

Belying such a title.

-KUUUUUNG...!!

That enormous dragon collapsed, hitting the ground with a thud that could be felt even from a distance.

The spy could only watch the surreal scene in dismay.

Dragon hunt, completed cleanly with zero casualties.

"You said earlier:"

I turned from the pillars of flame to look at the dumbfounded spy and smiled, recalling what he had said to me when he was still pretending to be Alen.

-Kahahaha! Yes, excellent!! If you wait for your prey in advance, you'll never miss it!

"If you wait for your prey in advance, you'll never miss it."

Receiving his own words back, the spy looked at me with an expression of utter disbelief.
But I had to do at least this much.

"Who exactly... are you?"

This is my waiting and my plan.

Whatever moves the opponent prepares, that's fine.
Since I know the future, I should be able to frustrate their plans effortlessly.

This is my method for hunting dragons.
The moment of counter-attack I've been waiting for for years.

-Episode 6 "Counter-Attack" End.

and-

As the pillars of flame I caused began to subside.
The dragon's purple mana that had dominated the sky also slowly began to dissipate.

My strategy had worked perfectly.
The dragon collapsed to the ground without anyone or anything inflicting damage on it.

From the spy's perspective, it must feel like losing a precious card he had prepared for years.
Perhaps due to that sense of futility, the spy laughed as if deranged.

"Ha, haha.... My goodness. How far into the future have you seen?"

"...Who knows?"

Probably much further than you think.
I didn't bother saying that out loud.
His eyes were already gleaming with greed.

"Well, fine. This confirms it. I will absolutely take you to the North. Even if I have to cut off all your limbs."

"Now that the dragon has fallen, my companions will find me soon."

When I said this, the spy laughed chillingly as if he had been waiting for those words.

"No. They won't be able to come."

The spy chuckled and pointed his slender finger toward the fallen dragon.

And toward where Evan, the Sword Saint, and the Saintess would be.

"Because from now on, the Sword Saint will go berserk."

And as he finished speaking.
An enormous wave of mana spread out from where the spy had pointed.

-KWAAAAAAAA!!

The instinctive threat I felt despite the distance made my skin crawl.
This mana of the world's strongest, which didn't lose to—no, slightly exceeded—the dragon's.

There was no need to doubt the spy's words.
The Sword Saint emitting such indiscriminate and massive killing intent and mana couldn't possibly be in a normal state.

The Sword Saint's rampage itself happened in the original story too.
And the result back then, achieved only after the entire protagonist party threw themselves at her—several times stronger than now—was thousands of casualties and the Sword Saint becoming a traitor to the nation.

As if knowing this, the spy looked at me with a confident tone and said:

"No matter how well you can read the future, you can't possibly stop that too."

.
.
.

"Can't I?"

"Huh?"

...Now, a question.

Why did I place the Sword Saint in the dragon team when I knew she couldn't handle the dragon?

Why, when I anticipated—no, was certain—that the Sword Saint might go berserk after the dragon was dealt with...

Why did I put her with Evan?

Why did the Saintess, who was reluctant to reveal her power, go with the Sword Saint?

Why did I fix the execution date to today, even going so far as to use the extreme measure of an engagement...

......to the night of the full moon?

"I'm sorry, but we have cards left to play too."

I smiled back at him and answered.

*

"Ah, haha! Ahahahahahaha!!"

At the same time, Stella's remaining card, the Saintess, was bursting into maniacal laughter with an expression full of ecstasy.

Standing before her was the Sword Saint, emitting blood-red light from her eyes, clearly not in a normal state.

"You've fulfilled the contract perfectly, Stella!!!"

Months ago.
When Stella borrowed the Saintess's power, the contract I proposed to the Saintess was simple.

"Help me, Saintess."

"What?"

"...Let's make a deal."

To allow her to fight the Sword Saint without any restrictions while keeping her power hidden from the public.

Now, on the night of the full moon.
The moonlight night that grants overflowing divine power even to devotees with low divinity.

If that happens to mere cadets, then for the Saintess, born with divine power at the human limit...

...What would happen on a full moon?

"As expected, the full moon always brings peak condition!"

The Saintess released an enormous amount of pure white divinity to match the Sword Saint, who was emitting ominous mana throughout her body.
Two massive forces clashing.

The final part of Stella's seemingly impossible plan to resolve everything from the end of the first semester to the final boss of Part 1 was...
...naturally, stopping the berserk Sword Saint.

And doing so without causing any casualties or letting her become a traitor.

Stella, realizing she absolutely couldn't entrust Evan with facing the Sword Saint, found an even more perfect alternative.

Now the Empire's Sword and the Moonlight Church's Saintess...

"Magnificent! Magnificent!! Let's see how we match up, Sword Saint!!!"

Through one person's scheme, they were brought into full-scale conflict.

-Episode 7 "Highlight"

Ch.200 - EP. 7 VS Sword Saint (3)
Just before the major clash between the Saintess and the Sword Saint, the situation was still somewhat normal—though the Sword Saint was already coughing blood and staggering.

The Sword Saint, Evan, and the Saintess were all at a loss for words. Stella had only explained the most basic outline of her plan to them. Evan knew slightly more since he was tasked with stealing the Salamander's mana stone alongside Erhen, but not much beyond that.

And now, the current situation...

"...So when you said you'd use mana stones to blow things up, you meant to this extent?"

Evan couldn't help but be shocked—nearly all the buildings adjacent to Maira Forest, including warehouses, training grounds, and guard posts, had been reduced to rubble by explosions.

Of course, following Stella's instructions, they had evacuated people and important items beforehand, but still...

*Stella, don't you think you went a bit overboard?*

While he understood her desire to be thorough in an operation where failure wasn't an option, the impact of the explosions was overwhelming.

*However...*

Evan swallowed hard as he looked at the Dragon that had suddenly collapsed. Where was the massive, overwhelming presence it had shown just moments ago? Now it lay sprawled like a corpse, emitting the stench of decay.

*She really did take it down in one go.*

Three years ago, before they were close, Evan had thought Stella was insane when she boasted she could handle a Dragon in one strike. Even now, when they were much closer, he still found it hard to comprehend.

But seeing the fallen Dragon with his own eyes made him fear her abilities—abilities she had conceived three years ago.

"Well, I'll head over to Stella's position now."

His job was done. The reason Evan had been included in this team was because both the Saintess and the Sword Saint had factors that made them unreliable for handling the Dragon perfectly. The Sword Saint had some form of brainwashing that might cause her to stop suddenly, and the Saintess had never openly demonstrated her power, making her reliability questionable.

Now that they had successfully dealt with the Dragon, there was no reason for Evan to remain. He needed to rejoin Stella and the other helpers as quickly as possible.

Before rushing off, Evan glanced at the Sword Saint standing motionless. Her navy-blue hair fluttered in the night breeze, obscuring her face.

*Is this Sword Saint really going to go berserk soon?*

Based on what Stella had said, she didn't look like someone who would massacre thousands if left alone.

But that was all. Evan hurried to the designated location with urgency.

Because of this, he failed to see the Sword Saint's expressionless face gradually changing, her eyes beginning to glow blood-red.

*

For some reason, I don't remember much from my childhood.

My first memory is of defeating the middle-aged man known as the previous Sword Saint and taking his position.

By that point, my body was already over seventeen years old, and my skills with the sword and mana were ingrained as if I'd been training for decades.

Would a newborn infant handed a sword and a title and sent to the battlefield feel as I did?

I was often consumed by anxiety.

I am nothing more than someone who can wield a sword and eliminate enemies—essentially no different from the Empire's weapon.

What if I suddenly lost this power one day?
This power that, from my perspective, required no effort or time to obtain.

If the Empire abandoned me then...

I, who am nothing, would not be able to survive in this world.
To never forget this, I swore to myself:

I would never lose to anyone.

The Empire's sword, the supreme "Sword Saint."

That is my only reason for existence and identity.

*...*

But.

Very occasionally.
About once a month.

Specifically, around the time of the full moon.
When the headaches become severe.

For some reason, I could find small fragments of memories.

Each time, I felt warm emotions that I couldn't find in my current self.
It was the only evidence that I existed before seventeen and the lighthouse illuminating my life.

And now.

Somehow, with the moon shining brighter than ever before.

In this state where I'm in such poor condition that an ordinary person wouldn't even be able to stand.

With the Dragon I thought was a formidable opponent suddenly collapsing—perhaps part of her plan.

Somehow, I feel like I might be able to recall the past now.

And then, as if someone had turned off a light...

My vision went dark.

Chapter 200. VS Sword Saint (3)

Back to the present.

The Saintess took a deep breath, feeling the surge of vast divine power flowing through her body.

This power that she had never once stopped hating since obtaining it—the ability to essentially be immortal, unable to die even if cut in half, beheaded, soaked in poison, drowned, infected with disease, or burned.

Because of this, she had completely lost the sensation of life, but...

Standing before perhaps the only being who could truly kill her, her heart began to pound again.

*Is that... really human?*

Of course, the Sword Saint had always been an overwhelming force whose limits couldn't be gauged.

But that had always been at a human level—strength controlled by the consciousness that any rational being should possess.

But the Sword Saint before the Saintess now...
The Sword Saint who began to go berserk almost immediately after Evan left, her eyes turning blood-red...

*Gulp.*

Even as the Saintess, she felt nothing but death.

*I knew about this, but... if it hadn't been a full moon night...*

The Saintess had initially estimated her chances of winning against the Sword Saint during daytime at about one in ten. Now, she realized how arrogant that assessment had been.

*One in ten? I'd be lucky just to escape.*

Despite appearances, the Saintess wasn't suicidal. What she wanted was the sensation of life, not to confirm the existence of an afterlife.

But paradoxically...

The Sword Saint before her, who could truly kill her...
...was the only being who could make that possible.

*Since she was suddenly forced into this berserk state, she probably can't fully control her body's mana yet.*

The Sword Saint was emitting mana that would have caused an immediate explosion if not for the divine protection, but this was evidence that the berserk Sword Saint couldn't properly control her body.

Someone of the Sword Saint's caliber wouldn't waste mana, the most important resource in battle, so needlessly.

*I'll... attack first.*

A drop of sweat trickled down the Saintess's chin, uncharacteristically. Her hands trembled slightly.

How long had it been since she felt such trembling?

How long had it been since such—

*CLANG!!!*

—exhilaration!

With a smile splitting her face, the Saintess leaped forward and instantly reached the Sword Saint. Just as she was about to swing her divine spear created from holy power...

*Crack.*

*...Huh?*

With a single slash too fast to see...

The Saintess's body was split into millions of pieces.

And before her blood-turned body could even hit the ground...

*Slash.*

The Sword Saint's blade cut through the air toward something...

And the sky, stars, buildings, and ground were all cleanly cut in half as if measured with a ruler.

*BOOOOOM!!!!*

With a tremendous impact, everything within a radius of about 1km was sliced into pieces as small as the Saintess, beyond recognition.

And watching this scene with emotionless eyes was the blood-red gaze of the Sword Saint.

Though the Sword Saint herself might not know it, she had always been reluctant to use her full power due to her nature, even against clear enemies of the Empire.

In the first place, most humans couldn't withstand it anyway, but as a result, no one had ever seen her at full power.

The current Sword Saint was in a berserk state.
The trigger device deeply rooted in the Sword Saint's mind by the Moonlight Church had been pressed, causing her to attack everything indiscriminately.

The Saintess's prediction was wrong.
The Sword Saint wasn't leaking mana because she couldn't control her body.

It was simply overflowing naturally because the Sword Saint at full power was that overwhelming.

"......"

The Sword Saint was about to swing her sword again with unfocused blood-red eyes.
However, right then...

"Pfft, hahaha...!!"

"...?"

Before her stood the Saintess, completely intact with even her clothes restored, despite having been cut into pieces beyond recognition.

No, more than intact—she was smiling more brightly than before being sliced apart.

This should have been impossible even for the Saintess of the Night who receives the moon's blessing.
Normally, she would have lost her life at the moment she was cut into pieces, losing the subject of recovery.

Even for the Saintess, even for one beloved by the main god of the Moonlight Church, there were limits.

*SLASH!!!*

The Sword Saint swung her sword again.
The blade, which had long since exceeded the speed of sound, once again cut the Saintess into thousands of pieces, but...

*Flash!!*

"Pff, ahaha!! This is great! I'm getting fired up!!"

...Tonight's moon was full.
It was their holy night when the Lord of the White Night released all his power, bestowing blessings several times stronger upon all Moonlight Church believers.

The Saintess was no exception.
In fact, she received blessings several times stronger than other believers.

*BOOM, CRASH!! BOOM!*

Sensing something was wrong, the Sword Saint continued to unleash sword strikes.
Each time, surrounding buildings and trees were sliced like tofu, and craters large enough to fit a grown man formed on the ground every second, but...

"That last one, that last one was really good! Let's continue!!"

...No matter how finely the Saintess was cut, she would regenerate her entire body from even the smallest piece in less than 20 seconds.

The current Saintess, Cloria, gained divine power reaching human limits due to the incorrect execution of the previous Saintess, Yuria Isenberg.

And now, with her divine power enhanced dozens of times by the full moon's blessing, killing her in one strike was impossible even for the berserk Sword Saint.

Despite being in a state without reason, the Sword Saint instinctively sensed that her opponent was not in a normal state and sharpened her stance once more.

The Saintess also summoned her divine spear again, gripping it in one hand and pointing it forward.

Tonight was a full moon.

The Saintess's only path to victory was to attack the Sword Saint until her berserk state ended.

The Sword Saint's only path to victory was to cut the Saintess into pieces until her divine power was completely depleted.

Neither outcome could continue until the night was over.

*CLANG!!*

And so, the real battle between the Sword Saint and the Saintess began.

*

Meanwhile, Evan, who had quickly arrived at the location where Elysee, Erhen, Caille, and Grace were...

"...Stella was affected by magic and disappeared somewhere?"

"Yes...!"

He had to hear this shocking news from them, who were already half-destroyed.

The chaos of the full moon night continued to deepen.

Ch.201 - EP. 7 VS Sword Saint (4)
The pain in my head feels like it's splitting open.

How long has it been since I felt pain this intense?

When I was hit by those Northern spies' outlandish lethal weapons? No, even then the pain wasn't this severe.

Come to think of it, since becoming the Sword Saint—since my memories began—have I ever felt pain?

Was I someone who never felt pain...?

...No.
My childhood, trapped in the gaps of my memory, was filled with pain.

My teenage years without a name, status, or guardian. My only world was a gray slum whose existence was questionable even to the Empire.

I didn't have much will to live a life that was never joyful. But I didn't want to die pathetically like the other beggars in the slums either.

Perhaps as compensation for being born with nothing, even before I learned to handle mana, my physical abilities and combat instincts were unnaturally superior.

By eight, no teenager could match me in combat. Shortly after turning ten, I could easily defeat even retired mercenaries who lorded over others.

Perhaps because it was too exceptional a talent for a seemingly frail slum girl?

When I was ten, during the summer season, a group of people approached me.

...That was my first encounter with the Perg Mercenaries.

*

The Saintess recalled the contract proposed to her months ago by a beautiful woman with lavender hair.

"A deal... What do I get out of it?"

"...What you... desire most."

She had scoffed when she first heard it. How could this woman before her know what she wanted with such confidence to propose a deal?

She thought the woman was just desperate to do something in an emergency situation because her lover was in danger. But the proposal from this woman she barely knew was truly shocking.

"I'll let you... fight the Sword Saint. In a state where no one knows your true abilities."

"...What?"

She had been so surprised she'd unconsciously dropped formalities.
How had she deduced such a thing?

Had her emotional display been too obvious? Or had she scattered other evidence that led to this conclusion?

...No. Beyond all that, Stella Eckhart's guess was eerily accurate.

As if she had analyzed "Cloria as a person" itself.

But regardless of the method, there was no reason to refuse someone who could fulfill her deepest desire.

The details of her proposal were as follows:

1. Upon establishing the contract, Saintess Cloria would bind the Evil God's soldiers, rendering them immobile. She would also persuade the Cardinal to return to the church.

2. Stella Eckhart would arrange an opportunity for the Saintess to fight the Sword Saint within a minimum of 6 months.

3. There would be no casualties in this process, including the Sword Saint, and Stella Eckhart would take measures to ensure the Saintess's true abilities remained hidden.

Even by the standards at that time, it was clearly a contract benefiting Stella.

Strictly speaking, if anyone other than herself were to fulfill this contract, it would be utterly unreasonable—fighting the Empire's human weapon with no compensation and having to pay a heavy price.

But conversely, the Saintess found the prospect of fighting the Sword Saint so appealing that she was willing to accept all these unreasonable terms.

-CRASH!!

The Saintess, hit directly by the Sword Saint's blade, was sent flying at nearly 150 km/h and crashed into an Academy building, shattering it to pieces.

Would swatting a mosquito with bare hands result in something like the Saintess's current state? Though she was practically a bloodstain stuck to the wall, within seconds her body returned to human form and she staggered to her feet.

As she wobbled, focusing on recovery, Academy cadets who hadn't yet evacuated appeared nearby.

"W-why is the Saintess fighting the Sword Saint?!"

"Is the Sword Saint trying to kill us all?!"

Honestly, from the Saintess's perspective, they were like insects interrupting an entertaining fight, but due to contractual issues, she couldn't let them die, so she shouted with her barely recovered vocal cords:

"Run away!! Now!!!"

"Y-yes, ma'am!!"

The cadets scurried away. Meanwhile, the Sword Saint had already closed the distance enough to be visible to the Saintess.

-BOOM!!

"...Haha!"

As soon as the Sword Saint reached the Saintess, she flashed her sword and delivered a strike.

-CRASH!!

The sword strike hit the Saintess's abdomen directly. The attack, seemingly ignoring distance, not only bisected the Saintess but completely devastated the surrounding forest, sending her flying far away.

This was relatively mild because they were near the forest on the outskirts. Had this been in the center of the Academy, the casualties and property damage would have been so severe that the Academy would have faced immediate closure.

"If I don't stop this person now, will that really happen?"

According to Stella, the berserk Sword Saint's goal was to massacre all students, so without the Saintess, the Sword Saint would have already reached the Academy and slaughtered everyone there.

The fight had already been going on for about an hour. According to the contract, she had been trying to lead the fight away from people, but even the Saintess was finding it difficult to continue this way.

-SLASH! SLASH!!

The Saintess, instantly recovered, charged at the Sword Saint again, but with two sword strikes, the Sword Saint shattered her arms and legs, sending her flying once more.

The strikes were so fast that even to the Saintess, who had reached a level where ordinary knights couldn't match her, they appeared as mere flickers of reflected moonlight.

It was newly impressive that Stella had made fighting such a being a condition of their contract.
...Was the Saintess dissatisfied with this?

"...Not at all!"

The Sword Saint walked steadily toward the Saintess, who had been thrown far and crashed into the middle of an Academy lecture hall.

With the pale full moon at her back, holding a sword dripping with the Saintess's blood, the Sword Saint's appearance was terrifying.

It seemed the berserk Sword Saint's priority had shifted from destroying the Academy to dealing with the formidable opponent before her—the Saintess herself. As evidence, the Sword Saint, now right in front of the Saintess, once again sliced off and disintegrated her arm.

"What an honor this is!!"

In response, the Saintess's smile deepened. She extended her arm, quickly regenerated it, and once again summoned a spear of divine light with her power.

In the past hour, the Saintess had experienced more deaths than in her entire life.

Her body had been cut to pieces, torn apart, smashed against things, and sliced...
But during that time, she hadn't just been getting carved up by the Sword Saint.

The Saintess wasn't that weak to begin with.

She had been observing the Sword Saint's attack patterns. While she might not understand the normal Sword Saint, this was the "berserk Sword Saint."

Perhaps due to diminished intelligence, the Sword Saint's attack patterns were extremely monotonous and simple.

Just slashing, multiple slashes, powerful slashes, and occasionally sending her flying? Though it might seem odd for the Saintess to say this after dying more than ten times to each type, this was quite useful information.

"My recovery is advantageous. If I can inflict even a small wound in a single exchange, I'll have the upper hand."

Her arms and legs were already completely recovered.

Was there a difference in recovery ability based on experience? The Saintess's recovery speed had noticeably increased compared to earlier, after experiencing more deaths and physical injuries in the past hour than anyone else in the Moonlight Church.

-CLANG!

As all her body parts recovered, the Saintess immediately leaped at the Sword Saint.

"...!"

The recovery speed, which surprised even the Saintess herself, seemed to momentarily confuse the judgment-impaired Sword Saint.

And for those who fight by dividing moments into thousands of fragments, that momentary gap was enormously significant.

-CLANG!!

For the first time, the Saintess's spear met the Sword Saint's sword and deflected it. The silver-glowing holy spear shattered and disappeared after taking the direct hit from the Sword Saint's strike, but with her infinite divinity, this wasn't a problem for the current Saintess.

It took only a moment to summon another holy spear.

-SLASH!!

But that moment was also a big opening for the Sword Saint.
The Saintess had no choice but to sacrifice one arm to the Sword Saint's strike.

Drops of bright red blood gleamed crimson in the full moon's light. Like tiny ruby fragments floating in the air, they created a beautiful scene against the deep blue night sky.

Before those sparkling drops of blood even hit the ground, they had already exchanged dozens of fierce blows.

-CRACK, CRACK, CRACK.

From appearances alone, the Saintess was clearly at a disadvantage. It was remarkable that she could even exchange blows equally with the Sword Saint, given her inferior strength, speed, and technique.

But the Saintess thrust her divine spear even faster.

Faster. Even faster.

As if she didn't care if her muscles and body exploded.

And despite this actually happening, she was brute-forcing through with her recovery rate, withstanding the Sword Saint's strikes that pulverized her entire body with each step.

And in that heavy, sharp flow of time, split and split again into fragments, for just one moment, the Sword Saint failed to read the next move of the Saintess who was acting without reason.

That single moment returned as a fatal dagger, and for the first time today—

No, probably for the first time in years, the Sword Saint suffered a meaningful wound.

"...Ha!"

In that moment, the Saintess felt an incredible thrill and pleasure. Though she immediately lost her head and was dismembered for missing the Sword Saint's next movement, that couldn't diminish her joy.

The wound the Saintess inflicted on the Sword Saint was, at most, a palm-sized laceration near the trapezius muscle.

By normal standards it would be a serious injury, but by the Sword Saint's standards, it would only cause slight discomfort in movement.

But this was enough. If she could accumulate small damages like this, she would win.

The current Sword Saint had no means to heal herself.

Thinking this, the fully recovered Saintess saw the Sword Saint before her, holding her sword in stance and muttering something.

"...Wait a moment."

"...Ki."

It seemed her judgment had been wrong. The Sword Saint hadn't been using monotonous combat techniques due to diminished intelligence.

"It was just that I wasn't even at a level worth—"

The Saintess's thought couldn't even complete.

-Claire-style, First Form. ["Slash."]

With a flash of pure white sword light reflecting the moonlight.

The world was cut in half.

And even then, the Saintess was smiling. Even more deeply than before.

"This is how it should be! This is worthy of the 'Queen' prepared by the church!!"

*

A little while before that, right after Stella explained her plan for handling the Sword Saint to the spy.

The spy, sweating profusely, shouted at her:

"A-are you in your right mind, High Priestess...?!"

"What?"

It was a surprising reaction for Stella. The spy didn't seem like the type to panic like this if her plan was exposed.

In fact, when the dragon was spawn-killed, she had only been slightly afraid of my abilities, even though the Sword Saint remained as a contingency.

"The Sword Saint is, as you know, the church's—the Moonlight Church's contingency!! And you're pitting such a being against the church's Saintess?!"

.

.

.

...What?
No, I didn't know that at all.

More importantly, the one who brainwashed the Sword Saint...
...wasn't the spy?

Ch.202 - EP. 7 One Strike (1)
The day was truly peculiar in every way.

To list the unusual events: Jack, a former mercenary and something of a sword instructor, was opening his prized rum bottle as if celebrating something good.

It was also the day when a white-haired girl, known for stealing food throughout the slums, made off with all of Jack's food.

It was quite amusing at the time, watching him chase after her with a rusty longsword while she fled, cackling wildly, from a former mercenary who was still quite capable.

Much later... I learned from seeing her in person that this girl would become the Saintess of the Moonlight Church and rise to the top of the order just a few years later.

Perhaps encountering such an unusual person was some kind of omen.

That day, a mercenary group with quite a large presence in the Capital came to find me.

To be precise, it was a pair—a red-haired woman and a man with beige hair.

"Child? Too young, isn't he?"

"Age isn't the issue... we need to see his skill."

The mercenary group's gleaming sword blades and what appeared to be new uniforms were almost alien to me, having lived my entire life in the slums.

I couldn't understand the situation.
Could they be like the church people who occasionally came to take me away?

With that thought, I gripped the wooden club I used as my main weapon and remained wary, but they smiled and introduced themselves as the "Ferg Mercenary Group."

"Let's just say we're here to offer you membership."

"Wait a minute, nothing's certain yet. We need to test him first."

The man and woman bickered like that before handing me a sword.

As I said, it was something I'd never held before.
Long, shiny, and sharp—I was captivated by the sword.

...I don't need to explain what happened after that.
Only after about ten years did I finally...

Leave that slum. As a member of the mercenary group.

*

The reason I thought the Sword Saint had been brainwashed by a spy was simple.

Almost every incident in Part 1 had been the work of spies.

The Illusionary Demonic Beast, the subsequent spy infiltration, the large-scale spy invasion happening now, and the dragon I just defeated. In addition to these, countless other incidents that would never happen again because of my current attempt to catch the spy were later revealed to be the spy's doing.

So inductively thinking, the Sword Saint—the final boss of Part 1 who destroyed the Academy on the largest scale—should naturally have been a spy or someone brainwashed by the North.

That's why I hadn't tried to find and break any brainwashing formula that might have been engraved on her body.

Of course, it was questionable whether it would even be possible, and the Sword Saint wouldn't allow it anyway. Even if I managed to break the brainwashing, I judged that any spy watching closely wouldn't leave things be.

But judging by the spy's reaction, I was completely off the mark.

"Was the Sword Saint's brainwashing... done by the Moonlight Church?"

"...You didn't know. Well, if you had known, you wouldn't have done such a thing."

...No? I would have done it anyway.
What do you mean? I would have done it even more enthusiastically.

Except for Evan, many people don't know that our ultimate goal is the collapse and restructuring of the Moonlight Church.

If we go back to my original contract with Evan, what I'm doing now is my plan for my own survival.

Although our relationship has come too far to be reduced to mere business, I don't intend to abandon him after he's helped me this much and I've survived.

After all, my ultimate wish now is... to end everything and live a peaceful life with Evan... nothing more.

Whether it's the North's spy or the Moonlight Church's arrangement, it's not my concern.
If they interfere, I'll put everything on the line to destroy them so they can't become obstacles in our journey.

With that resolve, I asked the spy.

"I thought your side had brainwashed her."

"No matter how widely we've spread our spies throughout the North, it would be impossible to approach and brainwash someone of the Sword Saint's caliber. In fact, the Moonlight Church planted the signal in her mind several years before she became the Sword Saint."

...That makes sense.
The things I've done so far have been such non-standard, crazy acts that I didn't consider such a common-sense matter.

Then, why did the Moonlight Church brainwash the Sword Saint?
According to the spy, the Moonlight Church identified someone who would become the Sword Saint, brainwashed her, then deliberately let her operate normally until now, only to send her to the Academy at this point to go berserk.

Given the circumstances, the advisor who suggested sending the Sword Saint to the Academy as a safeguard against spies was probably also from the Moonlight Church.

There was no need to go through such trouble...

"...And it's not an important matter anyway. Though the possibility is slim, if the Saintess wins, the High Priestess will likely go to the North."

"...Ah."

The spy, seemingly out of patience, rushed at me.
Though not as fast as before due to the holy water still suppressing her mana, she was still quite quick.

Perhaps because I possessed the Ice Dragon's mana, I seemed less affected by the holy water, but I had also used up almost all my mana.

From now on, it would be pure hand-to-hand combat with neither of us having mana.

*Clang, Clang!!*

"Ugh...!"

"You've weakened, High Priestess!"

But whether this would benefit me remained uncertain.
While mana could make an opponent an untouchable powerhouse, it also gave me the strength to fight such opponents as an equal.

If the gap between the spy and me with mana was about 30:100, now it felt like 1:30.

I am, fundamentally, a mage. So naturally, I would be at a disadvantage if mana disappeared.

In this situation, a thought came to me.

*...Indeed, I trained well.*

What had I been doing constantly until the day of executing the plan?
Training for hand-to-hand combat against the Sword Saint.

I had thought that after defeating the dragon, my helpers would handle things in the gap, so I was uncertain, but it was worth learning diligently just in case.

*But certainty is forbidden.*

But obviously, a few days of learning from the Sword Saint with Stella's body, which was close to being physically uncoordinated, wouldn't create dramatic changes.

I had learned a lot theoretically, but that was more useful for somewhat skilled people like Evan rather than me.

In practical terms, it was too short a time to expect any significant improvement in skill.

...Generally speaking, that would be the case.

*Clang, Clang!*

"...Still, you've learned swordsmanship, I see?"

"Yes. I have many good teachers."

I didn't specifically learn from someone who would be destroying the Academy while fighting the Saintess right now.

I had already established the basics during three years of training with Evan.
Only, my body couldn't keep up.

But even then, I could perfectly mimic the movements.

Learning to embody and imitate a certain form.
Isn't that the essence of acting?

So, I could do it.
Thinking this, I took a deep breath.

Lowered my stance.

Changed my grip on the sword, raised my head to face the spy.

"...?!"

Black hair, rare in this fantasy world.
Crimson eyes, slightly different from the Sword Saint's bloody hue.
Thick eyebrows and a high nose typical of Westerners.

What appeared before me was Evan's handsome face and sturdy figure.
I momentarily panicked, feeling my act break, and stepped back.

It took about 3 seconds for my mind, without mana enhancement, to understand what the spy had done.

"...!!"

The spy had briefly transformed into Evan.
Changing into someone else wasn't using mana but her innate ability, so it was possible.

Somehow her large breasts had disappeared, replaced by a firm chest, and her long ash-gray hair had transformed into pitch-black.

Visually, I could vouch it was almost identical to Evan, but it was clearly fake, missing important details like the small mole beside his eyebrow, how his right corner of the mouth rises slightly more when he smiles, or how his ears lift slightly.

I noticed such things immediately.
After all, Evan wasn't a magician who had learned teleportation, so he couldn't appear without any warning.

I knew it.
I knew it, but...

I froze for a moment.
Because...

"Y-y-you."

"Hmm, as expected, you can't attack. Typically, people react this way when faced with a loved one or family member."

...Because...

"You damn bitch!?"

"Huh...?"

From the moment the spy suddenly changed her face to Evan's, I was overwhelmed with uncontrollable rage.

Anger is like steam.
The sudden surge of steam gets trapped in your head and clouds your thinking to the point of dizziness.

That was my current state.
Seeing the main culprit who had tormented me for the past three years dare to...

Dare to take Evan's appearance made my blood boil to the top of my head.

"No, this isn't the reaction I expected...!"

"I'm really going to kill you!!"

Ah, come to think of it, there was another time like this.
In the illusion of the Illusionary Demonic Beast, I had to face a fake Evan created by illusion.
That fake Evan had linked arms with a fake Elysee, laughing and chatting, grating on my nerves.

Do you remember what I did to those fakes?

...I beheaded them both.

*Clang!!*

"Wait, calm down!"

The spy showed an opening, seemingly flustered by my furious, indiscriminate swings.

*An opening.*

Yes, an opening.

I hadn't forgotten my training with the Sword Saint.
The Sword Saint always emphasized during lessons:

*'Abandon the prejudice that you must fight only with a sword when in a sword fight.'*

I immediately swung my sword recklessly once more.
The spy, judging that I had lost my reason, didn't hide her flustered appearance as she parried it.

["Engraving Formula: Spell of Reversal"]

*Clang!!*

"Ah...!"

"...I can still use a little mana on this side, you know."

At least enough to activate an engraving formula.

And taking advantage of that small opening, I drove a full-force punch into the spy's—who had taken Evan's form—abdomen, specifically targeting the liver.

*Thud!!*

"Gah...!"

This is the price for impersonating Evan in front of me!

*

Meanwhile, upon hearing that Stella had been kidnapped, Evan had rushed off aimlessly to search for her.

*...What's this? Why do I suddenly feel a chill?*

Evan wondered about the chill running through his body but continued running.

Just hoping that Stella was safe.
That was all he wished for.

Ch.203 - EP. 7 One Strike (2)
Chapter 203. One Strike (2)

The academy was in complete chaos.

"Kyaaaaa!!"

"Keep your head down! Don't look up!!"

A few hours ago, the academy had suddenly become a battlefield of flames in the middle of the night due to a preemptive strike by spies.

The spies who had risen from hiding places throughout the Empire weren't aiming to kill or injure the academy cadets. There was already a more certain and efficient entity designated for that task.

Their purpose was simply to buy time. That's why they set fires everywhere and detonated explosive magic, creating complete pandemonium.

Were they the cause of the academy's current state of chaos? That might have been true about fifteen minutes ago, but not anymore.

By that point, the spies had all been dealt with or suppressed without major casualties by the academy's professors and cadets. They weren't particularly strong forces to begin with, so they were no match for the cadets—the gathered combat talents from across the Empire and Kingdom—and the professors who taught them.

The current chaos was caused by just two people: the Sword Saint and the Saintess fighting each other.

They hadn't suddenly appeared in the plaza and started destroying all the academy buildings. Due to her contract with Stella, the Saintess had strictly limited her fight with the Sword Saint to the outskirts of the academy near the forest.

So the impact on the main castle area where most cadets were concentrated was extremely controlled.

-KWAGWAGWAGWAGWAK!!

-KWAAAANG!!

"Kyaaaak!!"

"The Sword Saint, why is the Sword Saint suddenly...!"

Nevertheless, the cadets and professors felt as if heaven and earth were being shaken.

One strike—if the Saintess missed just one of the Sword Saint's rapid attacks, it would slice through everything in its path for hundreds of meters from the center of the battle.

No matter how capable the cadets and professors were, when faced with a sword strike that flew 30 meters above their heads and cut every building in its path in half, all they could do was duck and scream.

This was only manageable because the Saintess was blocking with her near-infinite regenerative ability. If not for her, the damage would have increased exponentially.

It was a miracle that there had been no casualties so far, as their battle was utterly devastating the surroundings.

Screams and the destructive sounds of something being sliced by tremendous force echoed everywhere.

And through this chaos, one man was making his way forward with just a single sword.

"I heard about it, but...!!"

Evan clicked his tongue as he watched the sword energies that crisscrossed the sky—energies that only someone of his level could barely see—illuminated by the full moon, looking as if they could slash the sky itself.

No matter how much Stella might have disliked him before taking him into her heart, was she really planning to pit him against such a monster back then?

-KWAGAGAGAK!!

Even as he thought this, another translucent sword energy flew over Evan's head like a galaxy, leaving a trail before directly hitting something like a spire.

The spire was compressed with such force that it crumbled into dozens of cube-like pieces, raising a cloud of dust as it collapsed.

-KWARURURURU....

Some of these sword energies occasionally changed course and flew toward Evan as he ran toward the outskirts of the academy searching for Stella. This threat was probably why everyone else was huddled under the main castle, just screaming.

But Evan at least had the strength to deflect one of these sword energies flying from a distance.

-KAAAANG!!

A burst of flames bloomed with a long tail like a meteor shower. Evan grabbed his tingling wrist and continued running.

The damage was too great for simply blocking an invisible sword strike. Anyone else who tried to block it would certainly die.

"So this is the Sword Saint. The world's gone mad!"

Evan shouted while catching his breath. In the face of such overwhelming power, he could intuitively grasp the enemy's intentions.

The one causing this disaster was none other than the Empire's sword, the Sword Saint. Right now, the Saintess was struggling to prevent casualties, but...

'...As much as I hate to admit it, we'd all be dead by now without that bastard.'

Evan continued running without rest, deflecting invisible sword energies as he searched for Stella. He'd heard that Stella had teleported somewhere with the spy.

At the point when the opponent was revealed to be a Magic Swordsman, it was already unreasonable to apply common sense, but he didn't think she would have teleported all the way to the North or somewhere equally distant in a single jump.

If asked how he made this judgment...

'Intuition. And the signal from the ring.'

Evan's skill in handling mana flow was comparable to the Sword Saint's. And he was certain that the signal between his ring and Stella's hadn't been severed by distance.

And if that subtle connection remained, he could track it. That's why Evan was running tirelessly in one direction, despite not knowing the exact location.

He didn't know the margin of error. Even a slight misreading of the mana flow could lead to a vastly different final destination. So he had no choice but to trust his intuition.

Until the moment warmth returned to the hand wearing this ring.

Evan ran and ran for that moment.

*

Is a name that doesn't exist forgotten, or was it never given?

"I," who had lived with more names and faces than anyone else, asked myself.

Whether living in the North or dispatched to the Empire, I spent more time as someone else than as myself.

In the North, my original form with its cumbersome flesh wasn't suitable for training.

As a combatant, I preferred being male rather than female, so I remained that way.

I considered it patriotism for my homeland.

After infiltrating the Empire, I changed faces dozens of times each year. Given my nature, I truly became someone else in those moments.

Knowing the entire life of the person I was impersonating and filling in the gaps with my own interpretation—that was my acting.

I've spent my life accumulating merits for my country, spending more time as others than as myself.

Someday, my homeland would recognize my contributions.

Sometimes I performed missions as a loving husband, a beloved daughter, a loyal soldier, a healing doctor, a clerk, a police officer, or a council member.

My training was for moments like these.

For the dragon's revival, I changed my appearance weekly, attacked magic towers, studied formulas, and completed preparations for the grand plan.

What did my original self look like again?

'.......'

Once, just once.
I went out on the Empire's streets almost in my original form, except for my hair color.

Of course, no one recognized me. It was only natural since hardly anyone in my homeland knew my true appearance.

When I realized this, was what I felt liberation or emptiness?

Could I be loved in this form?

I was greatly interested in the High Priestess not only because I knew she could play a major role in our war.

I knew she could lead our North to victory.

Perhaps behind that rational judgment was also a gladness at meeting someone whose life, like mine, was built on acting.

So now.

That's probably why I feel such an indescribable emotion seeing the High Priestess charging at me in fury after I copied her lover's appearance.

*

"......."

"......."

Between me and the spy.
Between the spy and me, silence flowed.

The damage from the punch I'd driven into the spy wasn't great enough to make them fly backward or fall down, but since it was to the liver, it must have caused some pain.

The evidence, you could say...

The spy stopped that strange imitation of Evan and returned to their original form—or what could be called that—a woman with a good figure. Their expression showed a bit of bewilderment.

I wonder why. Was my sudden charge after seeing them transform into Evan such a shocking thing?

"...You're serious, High Priestess. You truly love that man."

"Suddenly saying such embarrassing things..."

The spy's eyes were trembling more than ever before.

They say the eyes are the window to the soul.

For the first time, I felt like I was seeing a genuine gaze from those eyes that had seemed cloudy until now, as if covered by a thin membrane.

"High Priestess, I..."

"......."

"I... thought you were an actor like me."

The spy looked directly into my eyes. Those eyes contained confusion and... a slight sense of betrayal.

An actor... huh.

"Aren't you? What I felt when I first saw you was something similar to myself. A perfect actor who could deceive everything."

That's right. That might be my essence. In my life before the transmigration. And perhaps for quite a while after it too.

With that affirmative meaning, I nodded and answered.

"...You're right."

"But then, how can you do it?"

How... she asks.

What was the intention behind those words? How could I love Evan despite that? Or why am I no longer acting?

Probably both.

"Wasn't Stella Eckhart just a role to you? How, how can you do it?"

"...Ha."

Her words hit the mark. She was right.

My essence was ultimately Cheon Yu-seong, a male actor from a previous life who diligently acted as Stella Bell Eckhart at the level of method acting.

"Ha, haha..."

Yes.

...

.......

At first, that was true.

I answered with a slight smile.

"I wonder about that too. How did I end up like this?"

"...What?"

"Smooth-talking, always grinning, occasionally making strange jokes, and yet so gloomy and dark inside... Plus he can't even tie his necktie properly... Oh, maybe that's not relevant."

In the original story, he was the character who almost led the person I transmigrated into—Stella, who is now me—to her death.

So I hated him at first. Yes, at first.

And now, more than anything else in this world...

"And the next words aren't for you to hear."

"......."

"So come at me. Let's get this over with quickly so I can say them to the person who needs to hear them."

I said this while readjusting my sword and pointing it at her.

The spy stood still for quite a long time with their back to the bright moon, their expression invisible in the backlighting, before taking a stance like mine.

A single line of wind passed between me and the spy.

This would probably be the final round. And my final strike.

Neither of us had recovered our mana. Under equal conditions, at the same distance, the spy and I leaped simultaneously.

-TANG!!

And I closed my eyes. I was about to attempt what I couldn't try earlier because the spy suddenly transformed into Evan.

-Tick, tick.

In my mind, the second hand of interval ticked.

Right now, I am Stella. Even though I'm not acting.

Stella's presence in the novel, if counted by total appearances, was not small due to always being by Evan's side, but it wasn't particularly large either.

After all, what mattered was the story of the protagonist Elysee and the male protagonists, not the secretary of one of those male protagonists.

But I succeeded in almost perfectly embodying Stella within those narrative gaps.

This was possible to some degree—no, almost 99%—because of my affection, but what matters is that it was possible.

Then, if I had time and a few conditions met, it might be possible to imitate another character.

The first person I thought of when using magic in Stella's body was the Sword Saint, who could be called the culprit behind the academy's current chaos.

If I could wield a sword with the same technique and massive mana as the Sword Saint, I would be virtually invincible.

But I gave up. The Sword Saint had too little information in the original work.

She occasionally appeared to display her status as the world's strongest, then suddenly turned evil, killed many people at the academy, fell into a coma, and became the Empire's top execution target.

That's why I couldn't act as her.

'...I see.'

At that point, I could understand the Moonlight Church's aim. The Sword Saint was a card prepared for the moment of rampage.

The more achievements she showed as the Sword Saint, the greater the impact would be when she went berserk.

And the Sword Saint, who had lived her whole life believing she was the Empire's sword, would become the Empire's archenemy, never to wake again from the shock.

I gained one more understanding about the Sword Saint.

Understanding.

Yes. To build this understanding, I deliberately trained with the Sword Saint and built a connection.

For me, acting is filling the gaps between script directions with the character's life.

It's fine if I can't reach the level of method acting.

-Tick, tick.

I only need to imitate one movement.

I'm confident in my ability to perfectly reproduce a posture I've mastered.
And—

"......!"

The grip on the sword changes in an instant, and the most impressive sword strike I've ever seen flashes through my mind.

Once.

Just once.

So, one strike.
The strongest single strike I've ever seen.

The spy, sensing something strange, tries to step back.

...It's okay.

They're already within range.

"This is my personal view on womanhood."

"Wait...!"

I probably won't be able to move my arm muscles for a while. The aftereffects might last for months. But.

"...A woman who only receives help from men can't be a good wife and wise mother, can she?"

I wanted to try doing it without Evan's help, just once.

I smiled and delivered my strike.

-Claire Style, First Form. [-Slash.]

KWAAAAA!!-

The Sword Saint's strike reproduced with only my physical strength, without the aid of mana. The power was naturally incomparable to hers.

Would it even be one-hundredth as powerful?

But that was enough.

"Kuheouk...!!"

That was enough to deliver a critical hit to an opponent without mana.

Both my sword that delivered the strike and the spy's sword that tried to block it shattered.

My sword strike, which couldn't be fully blocked, cut through the spy's shoulder and left a long wound from the heart to the abdomen.

"...Got it."

The spy coughed up bright red blood and fell to their knees. I too felt my strength drain as I collapsed forward, having consumed too many muscles instantaneously.

This probably wasn't enough to defeat them completely.

But that was okay.

Because he would definitely come.

With that thought, I smiled as I felt the ring warming up.

"Good job, Stella."

I felt something supporting my body from the solar plexus to prevent me from falling forward, and a gentle touch on my head.

"...Hehe."

"What are you smiling about? Making me flutter."

My lord, whom no spy could ever imitate—Evan had arrived before me.

Evan helped me up like an escort and looked toward the spy.

"Y-you, kuhuk. You are...!"

"Hello, are you the spy?"

Evan asked in his characteristically light tone, as if making small talk. But his red eyes glowed with a murderous intent that made even me flinch.

"You might not think much of me, but I have a lot of thoughts about you. You're the person who was making me most miserable right now."

Evan spoke in a vicious tone, grinding his teeth.

...Ah, it seemed that Evan had his own pile of grievances.

"Ah, you're second, Stella. We'll talk after this is over."

"Y-yes, sir..."

I swallowed involuntarily and took my position beside Evan.

The spy looked at us as if we were mentally ill, then stood up again with renewed mana, grabbing a sword and taking a stance. The blood seeping from their abdomen suggested they weren't in good condition.

"Fighting together like this is almost a first for us, isn't it, Stella?"

Evan said this with a bright smile, seemingly oblivious to the spy's condition. He was right. Until now, it had been more like Evan handling strong enemies I couldn't deal with.

...Again, that's not very becoming of a good wife and wise mother. This situation was quite welcome to me as well.

"You're right... fighting together is, yes."

"Then, let's do this."

Now, with Evan's arrival.

The spy would pay dearly for interfering with our work without even knowing it.

Ch.204 - EP. 7 Divine Possession
The moment Evan's wrist cracked audibly, he fixed his gaze on his opponent.

The spy turned out to be a woman with grayish-white hair—according to Stella, she was Professor Alen. This revelation sent chills down his spine, but what overwhelmed him more was the rage that consumed his mind.

"You know, I've really, really wanted to see you," Evan said.

"...?"

Evan closed his eyes, recalling past humiliations.

He had endured so much: when Stella provoked him to touch her chest (which he did), when she kissed him and rubbed her thigh against him, when she wore nothing but a skirt to their date, when she undressed in front of him, when she pretended to nurse him while lying beside him and flirting—he had endured it all.

What was the root cause of all this? According to Stella, wasn't it mostly because of this spy bastard?

That alone gave Evan sufficient reason to capture and kill this spy.

*The accumulated damage is... greater than I thought.*

The fierce battle with the Dragon and deflecting the Sword Saint's strikes had taken their toll. Even for someone like Evan, the damage wasn't negligible.

As he realigned the bones in his wrist that had twisted slightly while deflecting the Sword Saint's attack, Evan asked Stella:

"Has your mana recovered, Stella?"

"Yes. And... probably our opponent's too."

"Good. I'll strike first, so follow my lead."

Their opponent had sustained significant injuries from Stella's attack, but as a Magic Swordsman, she still possessed more variables than Evan.

Perhaps aware of this, the spy simply waited.

Evan kept this in mind as he gripped his sword properly, took his stance, and—

BOOM!!

He launched forward like a cannonball, reaching the spy in the blink of an eye. His speed was so incredible that even Stella, with her magically enhanced vision, could barely follow.

Truly, he was worthy of being the second strongest character in the original work's later stages.

CLANG, CLANG!!

"You're fast, Isenberg...!"

"I would have preferred such praise during class."

In the time it took for a second hand to move one tick, Evan unleashed a fierce barrage of attacks. The spy barely managed to block his onslaught—Evan, who was confident he could outspeed anyone.

CLANG-CLANG-CLANG!!

With each clash, the ground trembled from the shockwaves. The heavy vibrations from their swords allowed both to roughly gauge each other's abilities.

*In swordsmanship, I'm almost equal to Isenberg... no, my technique is superior.*

*But his speed exceeds mine.*

The spy had the advantage in technique born from experience, while Evan had the upper hand in physical capabilities.

Realizing this in their momentary contact, both pressed their advantage against the other.

Where speed lacked, technique compensated.
Where technique lacked, speed made up for it.

BANG!! BOOM!

Each collision was so violent that sword fragments shattered and flew off, with dozens of fierce strikes exchanged in mere seconds, creating tremendous noise.

Evan moved faster than ever before, overwhelming the spy with his swift swordsmanship.

The spy countered by displaying the pinnacle of swordsmanship accumulated over years.

From upper right to lower left, then from lower left to upper left—their swords moved so quickly they appeared as silver lines, two exchanges passing in an instant.

With a crack, Evan blocked an attack, pushed it away with sheer force, then delivered a straight punch to the spy's face with his free hand.

THWACK!!

Evan felt the greatest happiness he'd experienced in days.

Blood splattered as the spy was pushed back momentarily, but she quickly regained her stance like a roly-poly toy. Then, she charged.

Moving at a speed that seemed to erase space itself, the spy thrust her sword toward Evan's abdomen with lightning quickness.

With a clang, Evan barely blocked it, but the momentary surprise disrupted his stance.

The clear difference in experience.
The spy didn't miss this opening and delivered a clean diagonal slash.

The tide of battle now depended on who could better compensate for their weaknesses.

Or so they thought.

"Thunder!"

CRACK-BOOM!!

Making such thoughts meaningless, Stella's blue lightning crashed down from above, crushing the air. Her mana, which had somehow grown stronger since Evan's arrival, transformed into an even more powerful spell that scorched the spy.

No matter how accustomed to electric shocks the spy might be, the strong current and its raw impact were impossible to ignore.

Evan didn't miss this opportunity.

SLASH!!

Moonlight reflected like lightning—and while the spy barely defended against a strike aimed at her neck, her left arm was severed and sent flying.

The inevitable limitation of fighting two against one.
Even for a Magic Swordsman, facing both a mage and a swordsman simultaneously was overwhelming.

"Kuh, ugh...!"

No matter how skilled the spy was at transformation, regrowing a missing arm was impossible.

So, at the very least, with her remaining arm...

The spy compressed and expanded all her muscles, reshaping her body into the most combat-appropriate form.

Neither Stella, the spy, nor Evan was in optimal condition.

This battle was drawing to its conclusion.

*

The Saintess discovered the relationship between the Moonlight Church and the Sword Saint while searching through church documents for ways to remove her divine power. The moment she learned this, she intuited that the Sword Saint had been created as a bomb to be detonated when necessary.

Knowing this, the Saintess never provoked the Sword Saint into a fight. Even as a Saintess, she wasn't "yet" prepared to directly oppose the Moonlight Church.

But according to Stella's plan—if her plan worked—she could enjoy the fight, prevent casualties, AND minimize the chance of the Moonlight Church discovering her involvement!

It was a perfect negotiation, beneficial for everyone involved. However, there was one small issue she hadn't considered...

"Ugh...! This is frustratingly difficult to handle!"

The Sword Saint was far stronger than she had anticipated. How could a person possibly be like this?

Unlike herself, who had been created by sacrificing hundreds of people, or someone promised infinite divine power under the full moon...

The Sword Saint had dominated every moment of contact with the Saintess, consistently cutting her to pieces.

Even after she started using techniques, her recovery wasn't working well.

*It was the same when that Cardinal's arm was cut off by Isenberg.*

Due to the Sword Saint's ability to perceive and cut through the soul itself, the Saintess's wrist still hadn't healed and dangled as she gripped her spear.

The surrounding situation was even worse than the Saintess's condition.

Thanks to her efforts to drive the battle toward Maira Forest, more than a third of the forest's trees had been sliced to pieces down to their roots, and the surrounding area looked as if it had been struck by a meteor, completely devastated.

The scale of destruction was too vast to have been caused by a mere human.

"No wonder—kuhup...—you're called a strategic weapon."

What a fascinating group her religion was. Despite their purpose, to think they would place something like this in a school.

Of course, she should be grateful since it allowed her to fight against this opponent.

This was probably the first time the Saintess had ever felt grateful toward the Moonlight Church.

SWISH.

"......"

Being human after all, the Sword Saint's breathing was slightly irregular, perhaps from exertion. For an ordinary person, it would be equivalent to running for about three minutes.

The Sword Saint's face bore one or two minor scratches. These were the only wounds the Saintess had managed to inflict after going all-out for dozens of minutes.

The Saintess's strategy of inflicting small wounds even if she had to die multiple times wasn't wrong.

In fact, it was so rational that finding another approach would be difficult.

The one thing she hadn't considered was...

*Now I can barely even approach...*

The Sword Saint's prowess had reached a level where she could completely deflect and dismantle all of the Saintess's attacks.

The situation was clear.
Even with the Saintess at full power, this was all she could accomplish.

Continuing to stall wouldn't result in any meaningful damage. According to her contract with Stella, she needed to neutralize or at least weaken the opponent within two hours of engagement.

"I'm having a lot of fun right now... but this won't do."

Relying solely on regenerative abilities wasn't enough against such an overwhelmingly powerful opponent. No matter how many times she tried, her spear would probably never reach the Sword Saint's core.

The Saintess took a deep breath.

They were in the heart of Maira Forest. The forest, which had become ordinary after the Dragon escaped and drained all its mana, felt refreshingly pleasant to the Saintess.

Moonlight shone brightly through the trees felled by the Sword Saint's sword energy.

The pure white moonlight was bright.

*Lord of the White Night. Your humble daughter still doesn't understand your true intentions.*

The Saintess had spent her entire life deeply resenting the main deity of the Moonlight Church—the Lord of the White Night.

The usurper who had taken away the meaning and fulfillment of her life.
The culprit who had imprisoned her life within the white iron bars of the Moonlight Church.

She had lived her whole life harboring such resentment.
Every moment of prayer, she had begged for this blessing to be taken away.

*Please, just for this moment, this one moment.*

Now, facing a reality that felt hundreds or thousands of times more vivid than anything she had experienced in her life.

Even if just to continue this fight.

*Let's do this your way for once, my god.*

The Sword Saint immediately sensed the change in the Saintess's aura. The moonlight, which should shine equally upon the world...

Just for this moment, was pouring down upon a single woman.

As she bathed in that brilliant light, brighter than any sunlight, the Saintess heard an unidentifiable voice echoing in her mind.

-[unintelligible].

Though she couldn't understand the words, their meaning was conveyed clearly.

*As my daughter wishes.*

In a world turning white-hot.

The Saintess softly uttered a single phrase.

"Divine Descent."

In that moment.
The White Night descended upon the mortal world.
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The vast knowledge of the Saintess about the Moonlight Church and various divine powers included the concept of "Divine Descent," which remained particularly ambiguous and questionable.

The only historical record mentioned that a previous Saintess had used it just once, noting only that it had dramatically changed the tide of battle without further elaboration.

Modern divine scholars generally believed it involved using a high priestess or sacrifice to summon the "god" that was the source of divine power into the mortal world.

Naturally, when the Saintess first learned this information, she had no intention of investigating further, let alone attempting it herself. But...

Standing before her arch-nemesis, the Saintess momentarily surrendered her body to the divine.

In that instant, she understood.
"Divine Descent" literally meant driving down a god to summon it at a desired location.

—KWAAAAAAA!!!

Scientifically speaking, moonlight is simply sunlight reflected off Earth's satellite.
Naturally, it would be impossible for such moonlight to be concentrated into a single point like this.

"Kuh, huh...!"

The Saintess smiled through the searing pain of her burning body.
Right now, the moon in the sky was likely not the large false moon created by the Moonlight Church, but only the original smaller moon.

Because now, that moon's power was fully contained within her.

From the beginning, the Saintess had been designed incorrectly, coming impossibly close to having a divine body despite being human.

"So this... is how it feels."

The Saintess was now, quite literally, the human closest to godhood.
That's what she had become.

—FLASH!!

The Saintess's fist drove toward the Sword Saint at a speed that sound couldn't keep up with.
The Sword Saint managed to block it with his remarkable reflexes, but...

—KWAGWAGWAGWAK!!

The strike contained more divine power than the Saintess had used in her entire life.
Even the Sword Saint was sent flying, smashing through hundreds of trees.

—KWANG!

When the Sword Saint finally regained his balance and landed after flying at supersonic speed...

"Kup...!"

A small trickle of blood flowed from his mouth.

In the battle that had raged for over an hour and a half, turning a third of Maira Forest into a wasteland...

This was the first effective hit the Saintess had landed.

*

Despite having lost an arm, the spy showed remarkable combat ability.
Perhaps her training had included wielding a sword with just one arm.

—PPAK!

"So persistent...!"

Evan thought as he blocked the spy's spinning kick with both arms.

When fighting with mana-enhanced bodies, weapons are merely extensions of the body, nothing more.
So if you can land a hit, a punch or headbutt can deliver the same power as a swinging sword.

The spy was demonstrating this principle perfectly.

With a harsh sound, Evan blocked the spy's side kick and created distance between them.

In many ways, his opponent was nearly at his level of strength.
That was his assessment of the spy when she had both arms intact.

So with one arm gone, she should clearly be inferior to him now.

Yet she was fighting as if burning her life away, fiercely counterattacking without giving him an opening for a finishing blow.

—TANG!!

And it was difficult to feel reassured by Stella's assistance because...

[Flash]

—PAAAAAT!!

"Kugh!"

As a Magic Swordsman who mixed magic into combat, she was truly troublesome for Evan to deal with.

Frowning at the sudden burst of light, Evan clicked his tongue and created more distance.

He could win if he dragged this out.
But he couldn't be too optimistic—his opponent was a veteran spy from the North.

Moreover, according to Stella's plan, they needed to extract significant information from the spy.

Considering the situation with the Sword Saint and the Saintess, he couldn't afford to fight leisurely.

Additionally, the accumulated fatigue in his body couldn't be ignored.

So Evan made his decision.
Even at the cost of burning his remaining vitality...

He would end this as quickly as possible.

*

For the first time in her life, the Saintess felt what it meant to be "omnipotent."

Divine power overflowed in her body to the point where she felt her entire being was made of divinity.

With each step, she released more divine power than a high priest would use in a lifetime. Each breath spread enough divine power to heal the ailments of everyone in the Empire.

—PPAK!!

Attacks using this power were unbelievably strong.
A single gesture concentrated moonlight that could shine on the entire world into a single point to destroy enemies. One punch could flip heaven and earth until they became indistinguishable.

And having grasped this fragment of omnipotence, the Saintess finally...

Only after gaining the power to crush any opponent did she truly understand the power of the enemy before her.

"You, what exactly are you?"

"...Ptui."

"Huh......"

In response to the Saintess's question filled with maximum admiration, the Sword Saint merely spat blood onto the ground and resumed his battle stance.

"I thought something was strange from the beginning. Why would they use you as a bomb in a place like this?"

If they had just released the brainwashed Sword Saint into the Empire, the church wouldn't have needed to go through all this trouble.

No matter how she thought about it, using the Sword Saint at the Academy seemed excessively inefficient.

"They just couldn't do more than this. They just... couldn't do more than this."

Even after compiling all the Moonlight Church's impressive techniques to brainwash the Sword Saint, this short-term rampage was their limit.

According to Stella, if they didn't deal with the Sword Saint in time, he would fall into a coma.

The Saintess understood that too.
From the Moonlight Church's perspective, they had manipulated the Sword Saint to act this way, but they lacked confidence in handling him once he awoke.

That's why they could only use such a powerful weapon in this manner before disposing of it.

"You're truly amazing. I mean it."

Could there be another person who could create so many variables and cause so much damage through sheer individual strength?

The Saintess gathered divine power above her head and shook her head.

"No."

The opponent before her was too strong.
Strong enough to fight equally with her, who was practically a demigod.

So she too had to give her all.

She believed this was the proper respect for an opponent who had given her such joy.

And she needed to save the Sword Saint here.

"Would you fight me at full strength, just once?"

The Saintess said with a bright smile, then materialized the divine power she had gathered above her head.

—KWAAAAA!!!

[Summon: Divine Spear]

A divine construct summoned with demigod-level divine power.

The summoned divine spear was massive enough to wipe out a small city.

It felt like holding a small moon in her hand.
The spear's magnificence was extraordinary, shining so brightly it was impossible to look at directly.

—KWAAAA!!

In response, the Sword Saint also used his remaining mana to strengthen his entire body.
The mana pressure was so strong that crimson waves could be felt.

Under that enormous pressure, everything around them bent and pressed to the ground as if bowing.

The Sword Saint's sword burned crimson with that powerful mana.
A realm no one in this world had yet reached.

A heavenly spear shining white in the sky and a human sword burning with crimson flames.

Just before they collided, this was the scene captured in the Saintess's eyes.

*

Beyond the Academy's massive castle, something burning whiter than the castle itself came into view.

Probably the Saintess's doing.

Evan briefly registered this but had no time to dwell on it.

Right now, he was fully occupied with pouring everything into the opponent before him.

—KANG!!

With a sharp sound, the swords collided, scattering blue sparks that blurred his vision.

In terms of strength, he had the overwhelming advantage, wielding his sword with both hands.

His opponent could only barely deflect his sword.

Evan didn't miss the gaps in those movements.

Quickly.

He was gradually adapting to the spy's unpredictable swordsmanship.

Faster.

The violently colliding blades had long since lost their edges, becoming ragged.
The same was probably true for his opponent's sword.

The composure disappeared from both their expressions.

More, more, more.

His vision fractured dully.

Like a series of pictures, the opponent's movements appeared slow and disconnected.

The opponent's blade coming slowly.

The sparks flying as his sword collided with it.

The spy's expression grimacing in pain.

The fatal wound Stella inflicted on the spy.

Everything entered his vision with striking clarity, as if nailed in place.
Perhaps it was the power of his eyes.

Clearly, more clearly than anything else in this world.

The path of his sword was drawn.
Nothing stood between him and his enemy.

Sensing danger, his opponent tried to create distance to check him, but...

"[Paralysis]!"

For this single moment, someone who had refrained from using magic until now caused the spy to freeze momentarily.

A fleeting instant.

A time too short to even blink once.

Stretching that instant, I glide slowly through a world where only I move.

I cut down my one and only target with my sword.

*

The collision between the Saintess's divine power, gathered to its limit, and the Sword Saint's full strength.
The result of such a collision was simple.

—!!!

Simply the maximum impact that opposing forces could create.
A shockwave with the power of a massive magic corps spell hit the Saintess's entire body silently.

Had the sound evaporated due to the immense impact?

She couldn't tell. The parts that would be her ears had disappeared and were regenerating.

An incredible strike that mangled even her near-divine body.
It couldn't even be called contact. This was merely the aftermath created by the collision with her divine power.

If she had taken this before Divine Descent, the Saintess would have died a hundred times over.

The world turned blindingly white.
It seemed all the divine power contained in the spear had burst out.

And as that divine power spread, becoming fluttering white fragments falling like snow from the sky...

"...Puhaaaa..."

The Saintess, feeling all divine power dissipate from her body, collapsed to the ground.

Her breath caught in her throat.
A metallic taste like blood filled her mouth and throat.

"Ha, haha, ahahahahaha...!"

Right now, even a single dagger could probably kill her.

Though no one in their right mind would do such a thing in this lingering state.

"...You are truly, truly amazing."

With those final words, the Saintess fell backward.

And as she fell into sleep like unconsciousness, though her breathing was rough, she wore the smile of the happiest person in the world.

In contrast, the Sword Saint remained standing.

Holding his sword, bleeding from his throat.
Standing there quietly.

As he received the fine fragments of divine power falling like snow.

Recalling things from the past that could no longer be undone.

Just standing there.

And so, the operation to contain the Sword Saint—the dagger and arrangement of the Moonlight Church that Stella had plotted using all her wisdom and information—

As a result of the Saintess's bloody battle where she gave her absolute all...

Ended in Stella's ultimate victory.

Ch.206 - EP. 7 Casting
The throbbing pain from the large wound across the "Spy's" upper body was still present.
Should he be relieved that he could still feel pain, or afraid that he would live with this agony until death?

He knew the truth. That strike from Priestess Stella.
On the battlefield where life hangs by a thread, once he allowed that blow...

And with his next opponent confirmed as Isenberg, someone difficult to defeat even at full strength...

There was really no way for him to survive. He knew this.

That's not to say his final struggle wasn't his best effort, but it didn't matter anymore.

His inverted vision showed the dark blue sky.
Tonight should have been a full moon filling the sky, but somehow tonight's moon wasn't quite so bright.

Honestly, since he never particularly liked the moon, it wasn't a bad final view of the sky.

He had no regrets at this point.
Only... he was simply curious.

The name of the first role he was assigned.
His real name.

What on earth had it been?

*

Evan finally cut down the Spy's body.
While the latter part was essentially Evan's solo performance, this time I didn't feel the same sense of obligation as before.

For a strategist, I'd done my part with that long slash!
More than anything, I felt good about meeting my own standards of supporting my partner.

I approached Evan, who had collapsed in exhaustion after cutting down the Spy.

It seemed the Spy's final equal exchange was likely the desperate last effort of someone cornered.

Despite such a fierce battle, Evan's face and body showed only minor scratches with no major wounds.

Of course, it was hard to tell from the outside, but fortunately, Evan didn't appear to be in bad condition.

"Good job, Evan. We finally..."

As I tried to exchange a few celebratory words with Evan, he raised his hand to interrupt me.
Evan spoke in an exhausted voice, having clearly spent all his energy as well.

"Let's not say things we'll forget anyway. Go find the Sword Saint quickly."

"Will you be alright...?"

Evan certainly looked like he didn't have the strength to move a finger right now...
But after fighting so hard and winning, wouldn't a few words of praise be okay?

I felt disappointed, but Evan seemed to think it would be pointless.

"Doing that would only make you regret it later. Go now."

"Then... okay. Let me just say one last thing."

I bowed my head briefly to Evan in farewell and walked away.

One step, one step.
With each step I took, I could feel the fading life of a human—opposite to Evan who, though exhausted, was not defeated.

The white-haired northerner.
Now missing an arm, my... beginning and reason.

The one who made me pour out such long complaints to the author.

The one who made me avoid Evan so desperately after transmigrating to this world.

The one who, after kidnapping me, kept me temporarily by Evan's side.

The one who made me agonize and plan for nearly three years.

My beginning and reason.
Such a being now lay before me, exhaling only faint breaths on the verge of breaking.

I knelt beside the Spy.
I could feel his flickering blue pupils turning toward me.

For someone who had tormented me for years and who had the skill to kill Stella, who was equivalent to a High Mage in the original story, this was a pitiful end.
Of course, I didn't feel any sympathy.

"P-*cough*! Priest...ess..."

"Yes... what should I call you?"

It seemed too harsh to call him "nameless person" or "Spy" until the very end.

At my question, the Spy let out a light laugh and slowly opened his mouth.

"Elenoff... Yes. Elenoff would be good."

Elenoff... Feeling like I'd heard that name somewhere before, I searched my memory and found the answer surprisingly simple.

-Allow me to formally introduce myself. I am Kinahan Elenoff.

"That's the surname of the Children of the Snowy Mountain, isn't it?"

"You knew... I wanted that name. For the end... it's acceptable, right?"

His wistful tone suggested there was some story behind it, but I wasn't curious about the backstory of Elenoff, a murderer who had blocked the "progress" of Evan and me.

He seemed to have no intention of explaining his circumstances either, as he asked something else in his increasingly cracking voice.

"Priestess, was my choice... wrong?"

"......"

"Even if you were an imperial person... I thought if you had seen the future, you would have changed your mind."

Elenoff's argument was simple.
If I had seen the future, I should have known the Empire's prospects weren't bright, so why had I chosen this path?

I hesitated to answer Elenoff's question, which was based on beliefs he had built throughout his life.
I wondered if it was right to answer this question.

But since he asked, if I were to answer as "human Stella Eckhart"...

"Elenoff. Do you think I have a future I desire?"

"A future you... *cough*... desire?"

"In the future I want, there's me, there's Evan, and there are children who resemble us."

"......"

"Originally, I wanted to have lots and lots of children to make a bustling family—that was my wish—but lately I think one or two would be enough."

Of course, whether that's possible depends on our self-control and Professor Marcus's competence...
But isn't the man's opinion important in these matters? Even if I want fewer children, if Evan prefers a lively household, then inevitably...

...No, no.
Why is my train of thought going this way?
There's not much time left, I should control myself.

I refocused my wandering mind and continued speaking.

"And in that future, there's no great war between the Empire and the North. Even if there were to be one, I would prevent it."

"But the future...!"

"Oh, and about that future. I never saw the war you're talking about that's supposed to happen in a few years."

Strictly speaking, my knowledge of the future comes from the Ice Dragon's manipulation, and since the Priestess's power equals the Ice Dragon's power, it's true that I see the future through the Priestess's power.

That's why I know more detailed and certain information than other priestesses, but I don't know about any future wars beyond that. Because...

"Why...!"

"Because I die before then. By your hand, incidentally."

For a moment, despair flashed across the Spy's fading eyes.
I couldn't know what thoughts the Spy had back then, but at least now, he seemed to have hoped for my survival.

However, he didn't seem to think my words were nonsense.
After that momentary despair, what bloomed on his lips was an empty smile.

"Ha, haha... So, so that's... how it ends."

"You seem to have some idea?"

At my words, the Spy was silent for a moment, then answered with a voice that had truly reached its limit.

"...I always believed the Ice Dragon would not abandon me. That's why I wanted to save you, the clearest evidence of her existence... but I think I wouldn't have violated my homeland's orders."

So in the end, he didn't want to kill me but did anyway.
From that perspective, it was somewhat sad. If Elenoff had been just a bit more stubborn, he might have become an ally to the original Stella.

No, wait. The original Stella couldn't have shown miracles like I did, so he probably would have killed her without remorse?
The sympathy that was about to bloom in my heart suddenly vanished.

Whether aware of my feelings or not, the Spy continued.

"Looking back now... it was the wrong decision. By following only my homeland's orders, I ended up covering the most certain evidence of the deity myself."

Only regret and guilt for failure remained in Elenoff's eyes.
As I said, I didn't feel sympathy for this sight...

The one who should have received his final question wasn't me anyway.
I just answered as human Stella Eckhart.

I slowly closed my eyes and recalled my mindscape.
Perhaps because I had visited it so often during training with the Sword Saint, it now felt almost like home.

.
.
.

Leaving my physical senses behind, I successfully captured the mindscape scenery within my closed eyes.

It felt like wearing VR gear in reality—a sensation devoid of reality.
Since I wouldn't stay long, I slowly moved my steps forward within the mindscape.

Soon, a familiar ultra-petite girl with lavender hair came into view.

Stella, who probably looked identical to my current self.

Her usual expressionless face was completely gone, replaced with utter shock.

Ah, she must have been watching the execution of my plans from inside.
I wonder if she's complaining that I was too reckless.

Well, this isn't the time to discuss that, and even if she argues, I won the bet.

"Y-y-you, how...!"

"Shh, I understand your desperate desire to talk with me, but I'm here to see someone else right now."

I passed by Stella and walked deeper, to where the motionless snowflakes grew more intense.

Like voluntarily undressing on a winter day and stepping into ice water, the cold penetrated to my bones.

Before this overwhelmingly superior being, I naturally bowed at the waist.

[Such an impudent one. Do you dare seek an audience with me?]

Despite bowing, I felt her presence deeply and intensely.
The dragon sitting on the ice throne that extended upward.
The Ice Dragon, who had attained divine status, spoke down to me with an arrogant and beautiful voice.

Honestly, I was a little...
No, extremely nervous and scared...
But there was someone waiting outside for this chopping bo—I mean deity, and I needed to make this deal now for my own comfort.

"With all due respect, I believe the great Ice Dragon owes me a debt."

[...What?]

Good. She's flustered.
Honestly, I've been thinking about this for a while.

Judging by what happened to my body, I may not be to Stella's liking, but I was brought here by her will.

But what about my will?

"You dragged a perfectly normal person from another world into this strange world—how is that not a debt?"

[...!]

"...!"

I felt both the Ice Dragon and Stella behind me flinch simultaneously.

Well, that's fine.
My original life wasn't anything special anyway, and I found a wonderful husband here.

But that's my situation.
It doesn't erase the debt they need to repay, right?

"I won't say much 'for now.' Consider this a preview and help me just this once."

Judging by Elenoff's condition outside, I don't think he'll be able to provide information properly.
How can I open up someone drowning in guilt for betraying their deity?

But what if the Ice Dragon intervenes?

[...Fine. I suppose I can entrust you with conveying my will.]

.
.
.

With those words, the Ice Dragon conveyed a few sentences to me.

Afterward, I felt my eyes, which I had kept closed to maintain the mindscape, opening on their own.

"...*cough* Priestess...?"

"...And this is me relaying the Ice Dragon's words, not my own..."

I wonder.
Why am I doing this?

To extract a bit more information from the dying person before me?

Or because of some small compassion I wasn't aware of?

"She told me to tell you this."

...Well, rather than anything so grand.
I wanted Elenoff—the only fellow actor I'd met in this world—to meet a proper ending.

"'You were not wrong, Prauda'... that's what she said."

"......"

In that moment, the Spy's pupils dilated noticeably.
Well, having never been religious myself, I'm not sure how it feels.

But it can't be a bad feeling.
To be given a name by the deity you've believed in all your life.

The Spy laughed again.
Unlike before, this laugh contained no emptiness.

It was like a lantern flame flickering just before going out.
Wavering precariously yet passionately, illuminating the anticipation for the curtain about to fall.

"...If the Priestess wishes to achieve her desired future."

"Yes."

"Make sure to... deal with the Pope. The eternal full moon he desires will be brewed with the blood of many lives."

That was the end.

The Spy...

No.

Her first and last role, finally named at the very end, faded away with the closing curtain.

Now, only the finishing touches remained.
I slowly stood up and began running toward the place where a massive explosion had clearly occurred.

Ch.207 - EP. 7 Victory Conditions
Chapter 207. Victory Conditions

At the exact moment the northern spy closed his eyes, the Moonlight Church was descending into real-time chaos.

"Q-Queen's signal has been cut off!!"

"What?! What on earth was she doing?!"

Their trump card—the church's contingency plan and "Queen"—had been eliminated without accomplishing anything.

"How many, how many humans were sacrificed?"

"The scene is chaotic and even our informants can't tell clearly... but it seems almost none."

"Impossible!"

Bang. The Archbishop slammed the desk as he shouted.
He couldn't understand it.
What could have possibly stopped the Queen?

Though her brainwashing might have slightly impaired her bodily functions and intelligence, she should have swatted those pathetic academy brats like flies.

While there were some capable of fighting back, even if all of them had attacked at once, it should have been impossible to prevent any casualties.

There was another anomaly.
The total amount of divine power granted to all Moonlight Church believers had drastically decreased.

Of all times, on the night of the full moon.
The Main God, who should have promised twice the usual divinity, had suddenly withdrawn divine power from the believers.

"What in the world is happening?"

The Cardinal gazed at the full moon shining through the window.
The moon's brightness, several times dimmer than usual, felt extremely ominous to him.

*

Meanwhile, in a plain some distance from the academy.

Evan watched Stella's retreating figure—still moving well despite their battle, though somehow her running appeared sensual, perhaps due to her physical characteristics.

"Surprisingly good stamina..."

Though they had moved the same amount, he couldn't even lift a finger now.

While Evan was thinking this, Stella had already run toward the academy and disappeared from view.

Seeing this, Evan fell backward and sprawled out.

"Exhausted...!"

Evan muttered, exhaling a rough breath that tasted like metal.
Not collapsing in front of Stella was a matter of pride.

In truth, matching a dragon's strength was incredibly draining, and he thought he'd done well to endure this much.

The full moon night sky, which had been nearly traumatic until last year, filled his vision.
Somehow, the moonlight seemed dimmer than usual.

The cool ground against his back felt pleasant.
Autumn would be coming soon.

Evan gently closed his eyes.
Though it was somewhat unsettling that a corpse he had delivered the finishing blow to lay a short distance away, his mental and physical fatigue was greater.

"Phew..."

A crisis... if that's what you'd call it.
All the potential variables and dangerous parts of Stella's plan had been overcome.

The Sword Saint was somewhat concerning, but judging by the disappearance of her aura, she had almost certainly been neutralized.

He had witnessed the Corpse Dragon fall, and the spy had been defeated through their joint effort with Stella.

"Thinking about it again, that was ridiculously difficult."

Even when he first heard Stella's plan, he felt the enemy was unreasonably formidable.

If Stella hadn't noticed the spy's identity, or if there had been no one to stop the dragon, or if they hadn't found a way to defeat the dragon, or if they hadn't found someone to face the Sword Saint, or if they hadn't found someone skilled enough to handle the spy...

If even one of these elements hadn't been met, the insane difficulty level would have been insurmountable.

The victory conditions were also absurd.
Well, he had no complaints now that everything had gone according to Stella's plan.

"Enough, enough..."

Evan's brain refused to think any further, recognizing it as an expenditure of energy.

The wind of late summer blew.
Evan felt his hair flutter as he recalled his final conversation with Stella.

"Praise, huh..."

Honestly, after all his hard work, he would have liked some immediate reward.

But looking at it long-term, that wouldn't be the best choice.
Tomorrow's self wouldn't even remember it.

He'd receive his reward when he got up...

"...Ah, right."

Before finishing the plan, he had forgotten one thing.
Evan thought this as he took out a fountain pen from his pocket and drew a circle on his wrist.

Looking at his current state, he'd probably figure it out, but just in case.

"Now it's really over."

The spot wasn't great, but he'd take a good nap for now.
Then everything would be over.

His secretary would have finished everything by then.

*

The spy—no.
Prauda had taken me quite far.
Still, I was fortunate she didn't send me all the way to somewhere in the North with a single move.
If she had, I might have been forced to ride Evan like a horse at full speed.

I couldn't teleport since I didn't know the coordinates and had no mana left.

Anyway, it took a full 20 minutes of running just to reach the academy's outer buildings.

While running, I realized that although Stella's body was incredibly weak, her lung capacity was quite good.
I might die from muscle pain tomorrow, but still.

"Owww... my legs are torn apart..."

"You're lucky something isn't cut off. Let me help you."

As soon as I entered the academy, I saw flames rising from several buildings and injured people.

This was expected, of course.
First they fought the northern spies, and then the battle between the Sword Saint and the Saintess took place, albeit at some distance—it would have been impossible to avoid injuries.

Still, the situation was better than I had anticipated, with no fatalities or severe injuries like amputations visible.

Even cadets with serious wounds were receiving treatment from professors or priests.

It seemed the situation had been somewhat contained while I was running back.

Though groans of pain filled the air and several buildings were half-destroyed, this was certainly a better outcome than the entire student body being massacred.

"What a disaster at the end of the semester..."

"The Sword Saint, why did she do such a thing...?"

As I walked through the streets, hearing scattered painful cries and resentment or questions about the Sword Saint, I eventually saw some welcome faces.

"S-Stella!!"

"Lady Stella! You're safe!!"

The group of helpers, sitting half-defeated like a band of routed soldiers.

Among them, Erhen, Elysee, and Grace jumped up and expressed their intense joy at my safe return.

Caille was... collapsed and sleeping.
I didn't feel much about it since he probably wouldn't have wanted to exchange pleasant greetings anyway.

Seeing him injured like that, I thought I could probably forget about the midterm incident.

"A-are you hurt anywhere?!"

"When you suddenly disappeared, we were so...!!"

From what they told me, shortly after I vanished, Evan had rushed over asking about my whereabouts, instructed them to wait here, and then disappeared.

They had been anxiously waiting for about an hour without being able to do anything.
It must have been quite a draining time.

In the meantime, Erhen and Elysee seemed to have become friendly, as they were sticking together while scolding me.
Come on, did I know my opponent would be a Magic Swordsman?

Knowing that saying such things would backfire, I listened to their nagging for a few minutes.

"I'm just glad you're safe..."

Anyway, the atmosphere was quite cheerful since I had dealt with the enemy and informed them that Evan was also safe.

They were truly kind people.
Strictly speaking, even though the Sword Saint's rampage could have killed everyone, it wasn't directly their concern, yet they helped me so diligently.

Especially considering that without the Magic Swordsman variable, this group could have easily stalled for time until Evan came to finish things.

"But in the end, the Sword Saint's identity was completely exposed..."

"Well, it was too much to hide from the beginning. I knew that."

Though Elysee spoke with regret, I had been almost certain this would happen.
Flying around near the academy with her face exposed aside, who else could cause such a disaster besides the Sword Saint?

Of course, if no one had known it was the Sword Saint's doing, things might have been resolved more easily... but that would have been close to a miracle.

"So, are we... doing that now?"

"Yes. Everyone, don't forget the mark."

I said this with a light smile, as if joking.
In response, everyone burst into laughter and answered by drawing circles on their wrists with pens.

This had been discussed beforehand.

Unfortunately, there was no time for further reunion, so I excused myself and walked toward the forest.

Perhaps because I was heading toward the center of the battlefield, the scenery became increasingly devastated as I approached the center of the forest.

It was hard to believe two humans fighting could cause such aftermath.
The forest was completely ruined, reminiscent of meteor impact images I'd seen online in my previous life.

Going a bit further, the trees had practically been vaporized, leaving something close to a plain.
And some white powder-like substance was piled up like snow.

Walking on this substance that felt similar to snow, I finally saw the Saintess and the Sword Saint.

Though the outcome was clear from the moment the Sword Saint stopped moving, their appearances suggested otherwise.

The Sword Saint, though covered in blood, was standing in an almost proper stance holding her sword, while the Saintess lay flat on her back, breathing painfully with blood mixed in.

I approached the two cautiously and spoke.

"Um... Saintess? You're not dead, are you?"

"......"

The Saintess didn't answer when called.
She was breathing, so she wasn't dead, but seeing small wounds that would normally have healed themselves still remaining, she must have taken tremendous damage.

She had been an unpredictable character when I read the original work, and after transmigrating, she had been almost an object of fear, but...

"...Thank you for your hard work. It's all thanks to you."

Just for today, it seemed right to thank her.

Seeing the Saintess lying there with a happy expression, I recalled the thought I had when I first saw her.

"Impossible to understand."
Her temperament, her true nature, her individual strength.

Unable to grasp any of it, in other words... yes.

"A joker card."

It was something I had thought without much consideration then, but looking back now, she truly played the role of a joker card.

Without her, a significant portion of the operation would have gone awry.
I bowed my head once more to express my gratitude to her, then moved toward the Sword Saint.

The Sword Saint stood about 30 meters away from the Saintess.

The Sword Saint truly seemed awake.
She looked surprisingly peaceful for someone who had just tried to massacre thousands.

My personal guess was that something the Moonlight Church had prepared for when her rampage ended had activated.

If they weren't fools, they wouldn't have left the Sword Saint in a normal state when she would clearly try to kill them.

Probably some remaining brainwashing in her mind had activated somehow to stop her movement.

In fact, in the original work, she remained in a comatose state up to the point I had read.

"Sword Saint... no, Claire. I'm sorry, but you'll need to help us a bit more."

The Sword Saint is the most necessary figure for the upcoming all-out war with the Moonlight Church.
In terms of her story, her strength, or any aspect.

Of course, not all problems would be solved if she woke from her comatose state.

First, the Sword Saint is now a major criminal of the Empire, just like in the original work.

Though I managed to prevent casualties, the fact that the Empire's sword turned against its citizens is a huge problem.

Considering who brainwashed the Sword Saint, they would likely use their strong influence to demand her imprisonment or execution.

Even the Sword Saint would have difficulty helping me against the Moonlight Church in such a situation.

Moreover, there's the Sword Saint's own issue.
The psychological shock to someone who believes her very identity is to be the Empire's sword is unimaginable.

The latter problem, though not perfectly, has been somewhat resolved.
As I said, we desperately prevented casualties by bringing in the Saintess as a major force.

It would certainly be easier to care for her than the Sword Saint who killed countless people in the original work.

The real problem was the former.

As I discussed with Elysee earlier, the Sword Saint is already being identified as the cause of this incident by numerous witnesses.

It would be difficult to reverse this situation unless we erased all their memories.

...Yes. Unless we erase... their memories.

"...This was our final victory condition, Claire."

The first victory condition:
Recruit the Sword Saint to our team.

The second victory condition:
Gather as many helpers as possible.

And the third victory condition:

Make everyone's witness and memory of what the Sword Saint did today disappear.

"I didn't expect to use it in a place like this."

Why did Evan and I deliberately use the big bait of engagement just to lure out a date?

Why did the Saintess, who was extremely reluctant to reveal her power, go all out when fighting the Sword Saint?

Why was I optimistic about the current situation despite desperately needing the Sword Saint?

...Because we had it.
A way to completely erase all memories of the Sword Saint.
All memories of today.

The core of the Illusionary Demonic Beast that I also used when persuading the Sword Saint.

[And among the dust, a transparent stone of rainbow colors.

If my memory serves me right, this is...

"...Stella, what is this?"

"It's an Illusion Dream Stone."

Illusion Dream Stone.

More precisely, the core of the corrupted spirit [Dull Dream].

An item that dropped when the protagonist one-shot an Illusionary Demonic Beast in the original work. Given its origin, it had the outrageous and powerful effect of making people within the radius of a city remember that day as a dream when broken.]

We had the Illusion Dream Stone.

Dreams fade away if not consciously remembered.
It was the perfect item for the current situation.

I held the mysterious, colorful stone that fit perfectly in my palm.

When I first faced the Illusionary Demonic Beast, no, when I first obtained this, I never imagined using it like this.

I didn't bother marking my arm to confirm today's events.
The user of the Illusion Dream Stone is immune to its effects.

"Well then..."

It was time to settle things with the Sword Saint.
After erasing the things that interfered with that.

"Sweet dreams, everyone."

As I squeezed my hand, the Illusion Dream Stone crumbled like powder.

Whatever was contained in the Illusion Dream Stone scattered like an aurora, spraying colorful light around.

Then the world blurred and gradually turned white.

...The fulfillment of the final victory condition.
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Stella first thought of using the Illusion Dream Stone in the middle of the Evil God manifestation crisis.

Evan's precarious condition, the unexpected appearance of a powerful enemy, and the distortion of the original story involving the Cardinal—even sorting out her feelings for Evan was complicated enough to make her head explode. At this point, Stella entered a state of awakening.

*Even considering my condition, it's impossible to pit Evan against the Sword Saint at the cost of his sacrifice.*

*Then the only force capable of facing the Sword Saint must be the Saintess, who never revealed her full power in the original story.*

*Judging by the Saintess's past actions and current appearance, her desire seems to be fighting strong opponents or something similar.*

*If I'm right, I can make the Sword Saint and Saintess fight each other. However, there's no way to prevent the Saintess's abilities from being revealed or to contain the aftermath of the Sword Saint's rampage.*

*I'll use the Illusion Dream Stone to erase everyone's memories. Since the Saintess withstood the screams of the Illusionary Demonic Beast, she'll surely withstand the stone's effects and remember her fight with the Sword Saint.*

Following this reasoning, Stella was able to complete this entire plan in the split second before proposing the contract to the Saintess.

After that, things were simple. The original plan didn't change much.

She recruited the Sword Saint and gathered allies to fulfill the remaining victory conditions.

To her companions other than Evan, the Saintess, and the Sword Saint—who was central to the plan—she explained:

*I have the ability to erase about a day's worth of memories and turn them into dreams. So let's designate a sign to know if our plan succeeded.*

That's how the current plan was completed.

A plan to erase the spy, the Corpse Dragon, the Sword Saint, and the upcoming Moonlight Church attacks all at once.

"...So this is how it works."

Right after breaking the Illusion Dream Stone, Stella's surroundings turned white.

Not that it brightened—literally white. The world's colors drained away, bleached into a pale whiteness.

Would her mindscape look like this if it were white? Either way, it was a dreamlike scene true to its name.

"Now..."

Stella thought as she looked straight ahead.
The Sword Saint was still standing there, unchanged.

Normally, the Sword Saint should have fallen asleep too.
After all, the Sword Saint was vulnerable to mental attacks, having shown no resistance to the original Illusionary Demonic Beast.

But in the current situation—when interference from another type of divinity hadn't disappeared—that might not be the case.

It's probably being counteracted, Stella concluded.

Though she couldn't be certain, if the Illusion Dream Stone's effect couldn't activate to put the Sword Saint to sleep and erase memories...

It might clash with the Moonlight Church's manipulation in the Sword Saint's mind and trigger a different ability—perhaps the gradual recreation of trauma.

*...This is troublesome.*

The best scenario would have been for the Sword Saint to fall asleep and lose her memories.
That way, there would be no need to persuade her about her destructive actions at the Academy.

Of course, the justification for jointly attacking the Moonlight Church would be weaker... but Stella thought that would be preferable.

The Sword Saint's face twitched. She was probably seeing somewhere in her past.

...Please come out in a state where normal conversation is possible.
Sitting in front of her, Stella prayed.

*

Old memories rose from the bottom like air bubbles.

Reversal. A reversal of past and present.
As more memories surfaced, I retreated further back.

What is this? I clearly... feel like I was fighting someone intensely.

Without even finishing that thought, my memories and body became more synchronized with the past, returning to who I was then.

Longed for, missed, yearned for.
And a past I couldn't even remember.

Back to when I was Claire.

I don't remember much about my childhood.

They say my father was quite a famous knight.
I don't know how a knight—each one treated as a strategic weapon—ended up abandoning his daughter in the slums, but that's how my mother and I were abandoned.

I don't remember much about my mother either.
After being abandoned by my father, she cried for days before committing suicide with a dagger.

Before she died, she called me Claire, so that's the only name I knew was given to me.

After that, well...
I lived the life you'd typically imagine for someone in poverty.

Scrounging for food, begging for money.

It's probably fortunate that these memories are blurry.

My memories only became clear after I joined the mercenary group.

Those times are vivid.
No—they exist in my memory in much more colorful detail than the grayish-white present.

*

"Hmm. Claire? Could you come over here?"

"......"

"See this dust on the railing? This won't do. You've been here for months already..."

"......"

"Pfft, hahaha! Lighten up! I'm just joking."

The Commander, Kruger Ale, was a strange man.
Even setting aside his brownish hair—unusually long and tied back for a man—and his ambiguous impression that seemed both cunning and refreshing.

Back when I lived in the slums, I heard stories.
About people who somehow found talented individuals from the slums and brought them to join mercenary groups.

At the time, I thought they were made-up stories to give some hope to our harsh lives, but now I knew.

That mercenary group was this one that took me in—Kruger's mercenaries.

"Commander, we're having a meeting right now... Are you bothering Claire again?"

"Bothering? I'm just trying to help our future ace member..."

"Yeah, yeah. Just come already. Why call everyone and then disappear?"

The Commander, who had been rambling in front of me despite getting no response, was dragged away by a red-haired beauty.

Her name was Jane, the Vice-Commander of Kruger's mercenaries.

With her cold expression always scolding the Commander, she seemed more like a secretary than a vice-commander.

"I doubt we'll reach a conclusion in today's meeting..."

"We still need to have the meeting regardless. Come quickly."

At that time, the mercenary group was troubled.
One of the most powerful nobles at the time, Duke Bradley, had assigned them a major mission.

The grand task: "Find evidence of collusion between the North and the Moonlight Church."

It was true that the Moonlight Church's influence had slightly waned.

Various issues that had been brewing for some time erupted one after another, especially among the church's leadership.

Though somewhat overshadowed by the tense atmosphere with the North, the church's influence had definitely decreased compared to before.

But that didn't make it an organization that a mere mercenary group should mess with.
The Moonlight Church was still the Empire's state religion, having earned that position as the primary contributor to the ancient great war against the North, and its influence on the Empire remained immense.

Moreover, if the allegations proved true, it would cause massive repercussions with evidence of such an unbelievable betrayal... making it even more daunting.

"Isn't it strange? That cool-headed Commander is troubled over this issue."

"......"

"When someone speaks to you, I'd appreciate a response, rookie."

"......"

I stared at the blonde mercenary member, Sia, who had spoken to me.
She was a fairly skilled member who often bothered me by striking up conversations like this.

Sia sighed deeply and shook her head before speaking.

"Fine. What would you know anyway? You're not even combat personnel. But we're seriously worried."

At that time, most members didn't know I was specially recruited after passing the Commander's test.

Well, since my only visible duty was sweeping railings—which was actually true—it was understandable from their perspective.

I wasn't the type who enjoyed fighting, and they didn't mistreat me for being non-combat personnel, so it didn't matter...

But this time, even I was curious.

"...Why are you... deliberating so long?"

"Huh? Well, because the Commander... Wait, what! This is the first time I've heard you speak!"

Sia made a huge fuss for several minutes before finally answering my question.

"It's because the Commander absolutely hates the Moonlight Church. Like, more than anything else in the world."

"......"

"The Commander is really a good person, but when it comes to that topic, he gets a little... unhinged, you know? I think all the other members know this too, so they can't strongly oppose him."

The idea that this gentle, playful Commander "hated" something seemed quite puzzling.

Even to me, who had only known him for a few months, this fact was quite perplexing.

"But you're really pretty! Are you really from the slums? I wondered why the Commander brought in someone so frail, but after you cleaned up..."

Before I could think deeply about this fact, I was caught for several dozen minutes of questions and chatter in exchange for my one question.

Then the Commander, Vice-Commander, and other high-ranking members who had been in the meeting room came pouring out.

Their serious expressions suggested the conclusion wasn't a pleasant one.

"Claire and... Sia? Why aren't you training and hanging around here?"

"Well, um, you see..."

So she was skipping work by holding me back.
It wasn't surprising.
Even to me, who had been rolling around in the slums, this mercenary group seemed a bit excessively demanding.

Having escaped from that, she was rolling her eyes around trying to come up with an excuse, but Vice-Commander Jane just sighed deeply and said:

"Never mind. More importantly, everyone gather on the first floor. Spread the word."

"Yes, ma'am! Claire, let's go together!"

Perhaps because I was virtually the only non-combat personnel in the mercenary group.
At that time, the mercenary members seemed to view me as something of an errand runner.

Similarly, I had no particular complaints, so I spent a few minutes gathering members with Sia.

In front of the considerable number of gathered members, the Commander opened his mouth with an uncharacteristically heavy voice.

And the content that came from his mouth was several times heavier than his voice.

"We're going to dig into the Moonlight Church's plot."

The Commander's words were essentially a declaration.

That Kruger's mercenaries would join hands with the Bradley Duchy to go against the Moonlight Church.

That was the message.
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A group follows its leader.

A mercenary company follows its commander.

This seemingly obvious premise worked with unusual strength in the Kruger Mercenary Company, where more than half the members had been saved and established by Commander Kruger Ale.

If the commander said die, they would die. If he gave an order, they followed.

Essentially, they were a powerful group in the Empire that existed solely because of their commander. Yet even they were quite confused by this recent decision.

"What could the commander be thinking?"

Sia, a skilled female mercenary, showed signs of doubt despite normally following the commander without question.

The Moonlight Church appeared nearly flawless as a massive religious organization, aside from some minor controversies.

No, it wasn't even really perceived as a religion. While divine healing wasn't a cure-all, it had grown to share equal territory with other medical treatments.

From Sia's perspective, viewing the Moonlight Church as an enemy made no sense.

"Come on, sis, why ask Claire about something like that? It's not even a pleasant topic."

Ria, Sia's twin sister and fellow mercenary, frowned and scolded her sister.

"What? How would you know! Look, can't you see Claire's interested expression?"

"It looks the same as always!"

The two often fought like this. Claire, however, couldn't hear any of it.

She was contemplating the choice made by the man who had taken her in—her commander.

The church had always been the furthest thing from Claire's world.

Perhaps the moonlight, said to be more loving and warm than the sun, never reached the slums where she lived. To Claire, the church and divinity were just words occasionally mentioned by know-it-all vagrants.

But even Claire had heard some stories about the Moonlight Church after joining the mercenary company a few months ago.

Including what she'd just heard—that the commander disliked them.

Now that she thought about it, the Kruger Mercenary Company didn't have a priest, despite them being standard in most sizeable mercenary groups.

Though the commander had told Claire many stories, he rarely mentioned the Moonlight Church.

So she couldn't understand his thoughts or the decisions that followed.

"Claire! Let's sleep together tonight! I borrowed a good book from the library!"

"Sis, again? If we get caught, you'll throw me under the bus like last time, won't you?"

"......"

But Claire, though awkward or perhaps naturally reserved about showing it, quite liked this new home she had found.

"Hey, you two, that's all fine, but don't skip morning training. If you skip, we all have to do extra work because of collective punishment."

"That's right! And Claire, they're trying to monopolize you!"

The twins' pointless squabble dissolved the atmosphere into light laughter.

These laughs were unfamiliar to Claire, who had lived her life against ash-brown walls in the deepest parts of the world.

But Claire liked these laughs.

So she wished in her heart that no matter what choice the commander made, everyone, including him, could laugh like this.

*

Late that night, after all the members had gone to bed, Commander Kruger was tilting his glass in the company building's hall. With him was the red-haired beauty, Vice-Commander Jane.

"...Is this the right decision, Ale?"

"...After making such a bold declaration, why are you being so hesitant now?"

Jane threw her usual sharp words at the sighing, worried Kruger. However, her tone was slightly softer than usual, as if she understood his concerns.

After taking a sip of strong liquor, Jane spoke in a gentler tone.

"Everyone knows how much you hate that place, not just me."

"Haha, is that so? I tried not to show it..."

Kruger laughed weakly as he brushed back his hair.

A moment of silence followed. The candle between them burned brightly, tinting the blue night slightly red.

Looking at that small flame, Kruger slowly continued.

"I simply cannot forgive that place. That's the kind of person I am."

"......"

"Even now, when I think about my sister, I..."

Kruger's hand gripped his glass tightly. If he had used mana, the glass would surely have shattered.

Unlike Kruger, his sister had been a beautiful girl with white hair and a gentle, warm personality.

She was loved by everyone. Perhaps that's why she caught the Moonlight Church's eye and rose to a high position that no one knew the name of, receiving the church's adoration.

"I, those bastards..."

When Kruger was about twenty, he felt regret at not being able to care for his weak, young sister himself, but he was confident that a high position in the church would surely treat her better than he could.

That was until he received news from them that his sister had died in an "unfortunate accident."

"...Calm down, Kruger."

Kruger distrusted this fact more than anyone. That's why he spent months searching for his sister.

Despite being a promising talent in the Imperial Knights, he abandoned everything to do so.

And what he found as a reward was his sister's corpse, fixed like a taxidermy specimen with a dagger through her heart.

"Ah, yes. Sorry. I showed a strange side of myself again."

"Not really. I'm used to it by now. Remember? Last time in the middle of the night, you crawled into my bedroom after drinking my alcohol, crying and—"

"...We agreed not to talk about that."

Seventeen years had passed since then—enough time for mountains to change. The desperate young man who had lost everything was now the commander of one of the Empire's top mercenary companies.

And throughout that long time, Kruger Ale never forgot his hatred for the Moonlight Church for a single moment.

He dedicated his life to investigating the church and uncovering their actions. Things were different from seventeen years ago.

Now he had powerful forces, and recently, a duchy had appeared to support him.

Perhaps this was the moment he had been waiting for since founding the mercenary company.

When he had stormed into the sanctuary crying and caused a scene, only to be imprisoned after hearing the ridiculous excuse that it was "for the birth of a Saintess."

Perhaps this was the moment that Kruger Ale, once a promising knight, had been waiting for.

Yet despite this, the reason Caille was feeling troubled now was...

"...I guess I've grown too attached. Yeah."

"You've always been a softie."

Perhaps because he had filled his sister's absence to some extent with the mercenary company and its members that he had built up over a long time.

Kruger chuckled and downed the remaining liquor in his glass.

"Well, if it doesn't work out, we can just pull back. That Bradley fellow might get a bit of a headache, but!"

"Is that the attitude a mercenary commander should have?"

"Hahaha! Is it not?"

Though Jane criticized Kruger's casual remark, her expression had softened considerably. Growing attached to the members wasn't just his story—it was also true for those who had been with the mercenary company from the beginning until now.

Kruger looked at Jane and giggled.

"Well... And we have, you know."

"What are you talking about?"

"A promising talent. Someone who could handle both our shares if needed."

Kruger smiled as he thought of one girl. Still unstable, but...

No, rather than unstable, it was a seed of martial prowess that hadn't even formed yet.

But his instinct as a mercenary commander, skilled at judging people, told him she had the potential to be extraordinary.

"...You mean Claire."

"You saw her take the test, right?"

Half of Kruger's words were a joke.

But naturally, half were sincere.

Though everyone assumed she was a non-combatant due to her pretty appearance and her job of just cleaning, they had no idea.

They wouldn't know that simply allowing her to observe their training was nourishment for that seed to sprout.

Kruger smiled with anticipation. Watching him, Jane carefully spoke up.

"...I know her skill, but, um, doesn't it seem like..."

"......"

"...we're exploiting a child?"

Honestly.

It did seem that way.

*

"Clang, clang!!"

"You're slow, sis!!"

"Ahhh, what have you been eating to get so strong...!"

In the noisy training ground of the mercenary company, Claire's daily routine remained the same even after the announcement of the grand plan to attack the Moonlight Church.

She would clean around the training ground or sparring area with a broom, watching the mercenaries train.

"...Wow..."

Even to Claire, who knew nothing about swordsmanship, the twin sisters' sword techniques were impressive.

It wasn't that their movements were too fast to follow with the eye, but...
Their well-trained sword paths drew clean trajectories, and their footwork, smooth yet raw, reminded one of nimble wild beasts.

One thing was certain—they looked far more skilled than the self-proclaimed retired mercenary who had taught her swordsmanship.

"Clang!!"

"...She blocked it."

Movements that initially made no sense to her were gradually forming into some kind of formula in Claire's mind after a few days.

Claire held her broom lightly like a sword.

And she gently mimicked some of the movements she had observed during the sparring.

"Shifting the center of gravity... slash. Like this, downward... downward slash."

As she followed the movements, she felt some inefficiencies that weren't noticeable when just watching.

"If I twist a little more..."

"Claire!! What are you doing with that broom!"

"Eek...!"

Sia suddenly appeared behind Claire, startling her. She massaged Claire's shoulders and playfully scolded her.

"Trying to slack off, huh! That won't do!"

"Sis, you're not one to talk when you skip training all the time..."

"Ack! Ahhh! Be quiet!"

Sia urgently looked around to see if Vice-Commander Jane was nearby before scolding Ria.

She was sometimes afraid of her twin sister, who seemed to know all her activities in detail. Was she receiving reports from someone?

"Ahem, anyway, Claire! Why don't you try training with us once?"

"Sis! What are you trying to make the kid do all of a sudden!"

"Come on, it's good exercise!"

And so Claire was once again dragged to the training ground without being able to say a word, swept up in their energy.

Yet she felt somewhat expectant.

She thought she might finally shed the misunderstanding of being a non-combatant. Though she wasn't sure exactly how skilled she was, being brought in by the commander must mean she had some talent.

During the entrance test, they might have gone easy on her, but she had experience defeating both the commander and vice-commander simultaneously.

"What's this, what are you trying to make Claire do?"

"What?! I want to see too! Me too!"

Unknown to Claire herself, she had been treated as the mascot of the mercenary company since she first joined, due to her uniquely mysterious appearance.

And now that mascot was standing in the training ground? It was a sight that even members who were dedicated to training under the vice-commander's strict management couldn't resist.

"Alright! It's simple, Claire! When I swing my sword, you just dodge!"

"...I just need to... dodge?"

"Yes! I'm not asking you to parry my sword or anything. I'll go slowly, very slowly!"

Sia said, slightly raising her sword.

Of course, Sia had no intention of seriously swinging her sword or hitting Claire if she failed to dodge.

She just wanted to scare her a little and see a different side of her.

Of course, Claire, unaware of this fact, recognized this as normal training and would one day make someone else repeat this until they dropped dead.

"Go easy on her~!"

"You'll be dead if you actually hit her!!"

The surroundings grew noisy as people responded to the atmosphere. They were clearly looking at her like a cute little sister.

"Alright, here I come!"

And just as Sia's slightly raised sword was about to fall—

"What are you all doing instead of training..."

At the most exquisite timing, the vice-commander arrived.

She found the members surrounding Claire, with Sia about to swing her sword at her.

...The members had to listen to a lot of scolding afterward.

*

The vice-commander had sought them out to inform them that the basic framework of the operation had been established.

The entire Kruger Mercenary Company quickly assembled in the operation briefing room.

Standing before the members, Kruger calmly explained the operation to uncover the darkness of the Moonlight Church.

"First, this is information we received from Bradley's side. As you can see, it shows the meeting location between the Moonlight Church and the North. I don't know much, but it's likely an important meeting. That is, if this information is true."

For a moment, the room became noisy with the members' murmurs.

Setting aside the authenticity of the information, the confrontation with the Moonlight Church, which had seemed like grasping at clouds, was becoming reality.

After listening to their murmurs for a moment, Kruger calmed them with a light cough and continued.

"Everyone, please calm down. We don't have solid evidence that this information is true. If it's false, we'll just go there and come back empty-handed, that's all."

At those words, some members' expressions relaxed a bit, but most still showed anxiety.

"...If it is true, what's the plan...?"

"......"

Kruger closed his eyes briefly in silence, then spoke with a somewhat rough voice.

"...Kill all the personnel from the North, and 'secure' the Moonlight Church personnel on the spot."

Essentially announcing that they would kidnap the Moonlight Church believers. As the hostility became even more real, the members swallowed or closed their eyes, each showing tension in their own way.

Kruger understood their feelings, but once decided, the operation needed to be executed without error.

"First, we'll divide into two groups for entry. Naturally, my group and the vice-commander's group."

Kruger continued his explanation while scanning the roster with the members' information.

"Compared to Jane's group, which will be on standby outside, our group will face slightly higher risks. So I plan to take skilled members with me."

As he finished speaking, a different kind of tension filled the air. This was a matter of pride among the mercenaries.

It was like hearing about their relative abilities through someone else's mouth—and not just anyone's, but the commander's.

Knowing this, Kruger smiled faintly and began calling names.

"First, Jasmine, Alex, Lucius, Hannah will obviously participate."

They were elite members and founding members. Since it wasn't particularly surprising or pleasing, they simply nodded in response.

"And Kara, Sia, and Ria, who have recently built up some achievements, will also come with us."

"Yes!" Sia exclaimed quietly, clenching her fist. All the elite and skilled members of the Kruger Mercenary Company had been gathered.

Everyone expected the roll call to end there, but the commander wasn't finished.

"And..."

"Huh? Commander, there are more people going...?"

"...Claire will also participate in this operation with us."

In that moment, the atmosphere in the room froze as if turned to ice.
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Claire was dozing off during the meeting when Kruger announced her participation in the mission against the Moonlight Church. The mercenaries were shocked—not because they thought she was a non-combatant, but because they'd never seen Kruger train her despite his obsession with swordsmanship.

Though concerned, no one challenged Kruger's decision. He reminded everyone of his usual advice: "Life comes first. Money and honor are useless if you're dead. There's no gold or women on the path to the afterlife." Despite his casual words, everyone knew he'd risk himself to save his members.

Later that night, the twin sisters Sia and Ria discussed Claire in their room. They found her oddly emotionless—like someone whose emotional range operated between 0.01 and 0.05 on a scale where others ranged from 1 to 10. Recently, though, she seemed to have improved to about 0.1. Despite their concerns, they trusted Kruger's judgment.

Claire dreamed of her past—watching her mother die, fending off men who tried to capture her for sale, and learning to defend herself with a rusty broken sword. She remembered meeting Kruger and his vice-commander, whose gazes held something different from what she'd seen before—something not unpleasant.

When Sia woke her, they were at the mission site—a snowy plain near the northern border. Claire wandered away from the group, claiming to need the bathroom but really seeking space from everyone's overwhelming concern. She encountered Kruger, who was scouting the area.

When Claire asked why he hated the Moonlight Church, Kruger revealed they had killed his sister Lilly, and he had destroyed churches in revenge before being imprisoned. Claire couldn't understand sacrificing freedom for someone else or openly opposing such a powerful organization.

Kruger admitted he might be the worst commander, coming here partly for selfish reasons, but he expressed confidence in Claire's abilities. This stirred something in her—she realized she liked this mercenary group because they valued her as a person, not just for her usefulness.

Just as Claire was about to thank Kruger, his expression changed dramatically. Following his gaze, she saw a middle-aged man in formal attire standing alone in the middle of the plain—Duke Bradley, their information provider, who inexplicably appeared thousands of kilometers from his mansion.
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What did Kruger wish for?
After nearly destroying the Moonlight Church's sanctuary, Kruger had to serve quite a long prison sentence.

While in prison, he honed his martial skills.
While sharpening his hatred toward the Moonlight Church.

After being released, Kruger's mind was filled with only one thought: to create a military organization and take revenge on the Moonlight Church.

Kruger had talent.
He had the talent to recognize talent in others.

At first, Kruger saw them as tools or chess pieces.
Pieces that would eventually advance and capture the Moonlight Church.

And then.

"Commander!"

"Training is too harsh... please reduce it...!"

"This is abuse, abuse!!"

"Are you just fooling around again?"

...And.

Much time had passed.
Before he knew it, his mercenary group had become an inseparable part of his life.

Among them, he even found someone to love.

At first, Kruger had established the Kruger Mercenary Group solely for his own purpose, but now.

With Duke Bradley appearing in the middle of the border.
Rather than worrying about his plans to strike the Moonlight Church going awry, he was concerned about whether he and his mercenary group would survive.

*

Kruger quickly instructed Claire to run back to the main camp and slowly walked toward the Duke.

Duke Bradley.
The person who had informed him that the North and the Moonlight Church were in collusion, and currently the biggest sponsor of the Kruger Mercenary Group.

Though he didn't know the details, the Duke was someone who had lost two sons due to the Moonlight Church's mistakes, and Kruger had verified his hatred toward the church multiple times.

With soft footsteps, Kruger quietly approached him through the grass.
The closer he got, the more certain he became.

The person standing before him was indeed Duke Bradley.
But how could that be?

Putting aside why he was here, how could he have come here?

The Moonlight Church's contact date that Duke Bradley had informed him about was not just today but several more days.

He hadn't even told the Duke himself which day he would choose to strike.

So how could the Duke be here now?

Wait here every day?
That would be impossible given the Duke's position, as he needed to have regular audiences with the Emperor.
It would take at least two days to travel from here to the imperial capital, regardless of the method used.

This could only mean that he knew our destination.
But how?

"...It's been a while, Duke."

By the time these thoughts were swirling in Kruger's head, he had already reached the Duke.

"Oh... Kruger."

The Duke didn't look well.
He never had a particularly healthy appearance, but now he seemed to have aged several years since their last meeting.

At that point, Kruger pieced together the general situation in his mind.

Slowly placing his hand on his scabbard, Kruger spoke with his usual light smile.

"What brings you to a place like this in the middle of the night, Duke?"

"Kruger..."

"Perhaps you've suddenly had thoughts of betrayal?"

"Listen, Kruger..."

The Duke looked like he was aging in real time.
His eyes swirled with complex emotions—fear, guilt, relief, and more.

Kruger asked bluntly.
His sword was already drawn from its scabbard.

"...Since when? When you first came to hire us? Or when you delivered the operation details?"

If his eyes hadn't deceived him, the Duke's hatred toward the church had been genuine.
He had even verified that his two sons had lost their lives because of the Moonlight Church.
Why, now, why?

As if to answer these questions, the shabby-looking middle-aged man slowly opened his mouth.

"I lost two sons. My wife followed them a few months later, wasting away with grief. Because of those bastards."

"......"

"But I didn't follow them. Because I had my youngest daughter. With her, everything would be alright..."

"Good Lord..."

Having fought against the Moonlight Church for a long time, Kruger could almost perfectly deduce the situation just by looking at the Duke's condition and demeanor.

"They planted a 'disease' in my little girl. Naturally, a disease that only they could cure...!"

The Duke's words became increasingly frantic.
People always tend to look for the source of their misfortune.
Even if it's not the true source, they do so.

The Duke grabbed Kruger's collar, who had his sword drawn, and shouted.

"It's all, all because of you!! If you hadn't stirred up the church so much, my daughter and I wouldn't have become bait! I just wanted those bastards to—!"

The Duke's words were cut short.
His head had turned into a splash of blood and disappeared.

Kruger immediately drew his sword and pointed it.
Only darkness surrounded them.

But he could instinctively tell.
Right now, something.

An incredibly dangerous presence was watching him.

The moonlight was bright.
The wind blew.

"...Who's there?"

"I thought you'd ask what I did, but well."

A young man with ash-gray hair.
Probably the one who had been rapidly rising in rank within the Moonlight Church recently—

"...Bishop Ureon Pascal."

"Oh? You knew? I'm a bit pleased."

Kruger was now maintaining an unprecedented level of tension throughout his body.
This man was behind this situation.

He wasn't confident that he, Jane, and all the members gathered here could subdue him without casualties.

And to make matters worse, today was the full moon.

"...Really, damn meticulous."

Kruger forced a laugh as he steadied his trembling hand.

Since things had come to this, he needed to gather information at least.

*

Claire joined the team with Sia and Ria, watching the meeting between Kruger and Ureon together.

While everyone was confused by the sudden death of the Duke and the appearance of another figure.

"...Ah."

"What, what's wrong, Claire?"

Only Claire realized that the person standing before the commander now was not the culprit.

It was a pressure that made her entire body tingle, something Claire had never felt before.

It was the threat of the opponent that only Claire instinctively sensed among them.

"What... are they talking about?"

Even with Claire's hearing, she couldn't make out their conversation.

It seemed like they were discussing something important, but neither showed any change in expression, making it impossible to predict.

"...?"

Claire briefly felt a gaze directed toward her.
What could be the connection?

Claire calmed her inexplicably trembling heart and recalled the commander's appearance from earlier.

He would come up with a good plan.

She decided to believe that.

*

Below the plains at the border.
Kruger asked Ureon in a calm voice.

"Let me ask one thing. Is our group worth targeting with such an elaborate plan?"

"Well. The current church wants to remain as safe as possible until the Saintess's birth. It's hard to ignore a hostile armed group like yours sitting in the capital."

...Saintess.
Wasn't that the excuse the Moonlight Church used to justify sacrificing his younger sister?
Kruger felt his blood boil for a moment but maintained his composure and continued questioning.

"...Lies. Then why have you left us alone until now? And... why are you talking to me?"

"......"

The Moonlight Church wasn't a warm group that listened to someone before sending them away.
To Kruger's penetrating question, Ureon smiled and said:

"...You're quite perceptive, aren't you? Not just a commander in title, I see."

"Cut it out, why?"

The opponent seems to want to talk with him now.
No, more precisely, he seems to have a reason to keep me alive.

Kruger quietly reached his other hand, the one not holding the sword, into his back pocket.

"Since things have come to this, let's just be straightforward. You've already heard from Duke Bradley, right? We're currently working with the Sovereign State in the North."

"...What does that have to do with..."

"And as a token of trust, we were able to receive a 'prophecy' from the High Priestess... that is, the apostle of the god they serve."

Ureon looked around once.
He seemed to be searching for someone.

"The content of the prophecy is simple. Among your swordsmen, there's a woman who will become our great power."

"...So, hand her over?"

"Seeing that you're not asking who it is, it seems the prophecy from the apostle of a false god was quite accurate."

...It hit the mark.
From the moment Ureon mentioned it, no, even before he mentioned it, one person had been on Kruger's mind.

The girl who was probably hiding somewhere watching this place right now.

"...Claire."

The owner of an absurd talent who had pushed him and Jane with a broken sword.
A monster whom Kruger, who had never missed exceptional talent, had evaluated as potentially becoming the strongest in the mercenary group in the near future... no, even comparable to the Empire's strongest Sword Saint.

If the Moonlight Church were targeting one person from our mercenary group, there would be no other candidate than Claire, who had the greatest talent at the youngest age.

Kruger realized it.
As mentioned, he was more familiar with their schemes than anyone.

"...If I hand her over, what about the rest?"

Even as he asked, he felt the answer was obvious.
And his prediction was not wrong.

Ureon smiled brightly and answered his question.

"We'll let you live."

A commander must make choices for his members.

The faces of his members flashed through Kruger's mind.

All of them were like family, colleagues he had worked with for a long time.

Benefactors who had filled the void left by his lost sister.

"...Ha."

Kruger Ale, no.
The commander bowed his head deeply.

The decision was already made.
Even if it meant accepting a sacrifice.

A commander always had to make choices for his members.

"...I refuse. Jane, now!!"

"What...?"

With a brutal sound of steel piercing flesh, Vice-Commander Jane's massive spear was embedded in Ureon's shoulder.

The commander used the opportunity to take out the signal launcher from his back pocket and activate it.

A blue light soaring through the night sky, not enough to obscure the radiance of the white moon, but still bright.

It was the signal for all-out war.

"W-why...!"

The full moon's blessing grants almost infinite divinity to the Moonlight Church's believers.
Even Ureon in such a state found it difficult to recover from the Vice-Commander's deep attack.

Ureon shouted while holding his half-split ribs to heal them.

Why would he reject an offer that would allow everyone to live for the sake of one person?
Was it for her power?

It would still be an undeveloped talent.

Even if it were developed, it couldn't replace the entire mercenary group.

Why, exactly?

"You fools...!"

"Even as a piece of meat, you talk too much!!"

Kruger, the commander, laughed loudly and shouted.

Claire hasn't been with the others for long.

They haven't shared many stories.

She's a monstrous existence that would clearly be trouble to keep.

And, she's my member.

-A commander makes choices for his members.

"Kill them all except for one!!"

With Ureon's command, numerous believers jumped out from the surroundings, each holding their weapons.

In response, the Vice-Commander's team and the Commander's team simultaneously charged toward them.

As he did so, Kruger pressed the paper in his chest.

The note that Duke Bradley had slipped in while pretending to grab his collar just before dying.

The content was—

[If I die, find the church's greatest secret at the marked location.]

If they survive this place.

The tables will turn.

With that judgment, an all-out war broke out between Kruger's mercenary group and the Moonlight Church, which had come to kidnap the future Sword Saint.

Ch.212 - EP. 7 Claire (5)
Claire (5)

When did the Moonlight Church become an inseparable part of the Empire's history and politics?

Was it because their divinity was so versatile that they could divide the roles with medicine?

Or because they made tremendous contributions in the war against the North with their powerful divinity?

Those statements are true, but they can't be the reason.

Their divinity wasn't always that strong.

The greatest secret and ultimate goal of the church...

It concerns the moon that rose during the war with the North.

A moon several times larger than the original one that had been rising for billions of years.

*

The situation was unfolding rapidly.
Claire calmly reviewed what had happened while assessing her surroundings.

It started with the Commander's signal.
The Commander coordinated with the Vice-Commander through just a few exchanged glances, unnoticed by the Moonlight Church representative, before attacking him.

Then came the flare.
The mercenary corps' signal for all-out war.

Simultaneously, countless Moonlight Church believers emerged from all around and descended upon the mercenary corps.

And that led to the current situation.
A chaotic battle at the border in the dead of night.

"Ria! Cover the rear!"

"G-got it!"

The twin sisters were fighting as well.
Sia shouted to her younger sister Ria while simultaneously slicing through the necks of two Moonlight Church believers.

Though usually playful by nature, few could match her skills on the battlefield.

"I... I...."

Claire looked around.
What can I do in this chaotic battle?

All Claire had ever done was cut down trash from the slums or face off against the Commander and Vice-Commander.

She had absolutely no experience dealing with such large numbers.

She wanted to help.
She wanted to be useful to this place she had come to love.

But how?
While Claire stood frozen, unsure what to do, Sia beheaded a believer who had regenerated his severed leg and was charging at them.

"Claire! What are you doing just standing there?!"

"Wh-what should I..."

"Do anything!! The Commander believed you would do something! So do it!"

The Commander had faith in her role.

That's what Sia shouted.

"...Ah."

The battle situation became clear to her.
The mercenary corps was clearly at a disadvantage.

It was difficult to face so many believers under the full moon.

Claire looked down at her sword.
The new steel sword she received when she first joined the mercenary corps.

She felt her trembling subside.
With a cool, slithering sound, her sword gleamed with reflected moonlight as it was drawn from its scabbard.

Let's try, just once.
Claire closed her eyes.

She recalled the images of the mercenary corps during training.

She etched into her mind the way they crossed swords and exchanged techniques.

Bending her knees.
Focusing all her mana to a single point.

-Kwang!

In an instant, Claire vanished from the plain.
And somewhere far from there.

A silvery moonlight flickered ominously.

"Kuhup...!"

"Kuk...!"

In that moment, three believers' bodies were cleanly separated into upper and lower halves.

-Tang!!

Claire didn't stop.
Despite three lives disappearing in an instant, the Moonlight Church couldn't even detect her presence.

And Claire dove into that gap in their awareness.

-Seok, seogek!!

"What... Four people have fallen!!"

"There's a skilled fighter! Someone skilled is here!"

Claire felt her body moving lighter than ever before.
Her feet felt no impact as they touched the ground.

The wind that tossed her hair split roughly, unable to impede her charge.

Her sword cut through opponents without any resistance, splitting what had been single bodies into multiple pieces.

-Chwak, chwak!

The vast plain, the positioned enemies, the sky above, the moons, and the faint forms of dying screams all streaked past her.

Whenever a sliver of moonlight appeared flickering in the air, several times that amount of blood and multiple corpses appeared with it.

She became darkness invisible to enemy eyes, a destroyer of their ranks.

With her small frame and abnormal speed weaving through the grass, the enemies couldn't find Claire even under the bright moonlight.

-Pak, papak!!

"Damn it! The healing... the healing isn't working...!!"

"Formation! Get into formation!!"

Naturally, after dozens were slaughtered in just minutes, the Moonlight Church couldn't maintain their ranks.

Their complete encirclement formation had somehow been shattered, making the mercenary corps' battle much easier.

The tide of battle had reversed in an instant.

"This... is impossible...."

This was Sia's assessment, not one of the Moonlight Church believers.
Even to her, one of the top fighters in the mercenary corps, Claire's skill was abnormal.

Her speed was so fast that even eyes enhanced with mana could barely follow her, and she had the strength to sever a human neck with a single stroke.

That wasn't all.
For some reason, the Moonlight Church believers cut by Claire couldn't heal, even under the full moon night sky.

"Unnie, that's..."

"...I've never doubted the Commander, but..."

They had thought she was just a young girl with overflowing talent that the Commander had brought in.

They believed that someday that raw talent might be polished to shine, but for now, she was just an ordinary girl.

...They were wrong.
Not a gem needing polish, but a fundamentally different, fully-formed warrior.

By now, other mercenary corps members couldn't take their eyes off her performance.

It was an insane display that made them wonder if this was really the same doll-like, quiet, and static girl they knew.

"This is... impossible!!"

Chwak.

Another head flew through the air and fell to the ground.
The significance of this one life was that with his death, the Moonlight Church now had fewer numbers than the mercenary corps.

Ureon, who had been pushing back while simultaneously facing both the Commander and Vice-Commander.

Even Ureon hadn't anticipated this situation, as his face grew cold and rigid.

"Useless fools..."

Bang, Ureon muttered while striking Kruger's abdomen with a mace created from divine power.

"...Quite a number of capable fighters for a mercenary corps. I could kill them all, but..."

If his subordinates were completely annihilated, it would tarnish his rising reputation.
With that assessment, Ureon made his decision.

During the fight, he had planted a "disease" in Kruger's body.
He probably wouldn't survive long.
Besides that, many mercenary corps members had sustained serious injuries.

And most importantly.
He had confirmed the abilities of the person indicated by the prophecy.

It was unexpected that she was such a young girl, but nevertheless, the glimpse of her tremendous talent and power.

If the Moonlight Church could use her as they wished... until the birth of the Saintess, which might take years.

No, until the church's "great purpose" was achieved, the church wouldn't have to worry about lacking military power.

Satisfied with confirming this fact.
Ureon lowered his divine power and said:

"...We shall withdraw for today."

That was the end.
Ureon left the place with his subordinates.

And after a few minutes.
After confirming they had completely left their senses and sight, someone exhaled like a sigh:

"...We... we survived."

With those words, everyone either collapsed or sat down, sighing in relief.

"...We survived...!"

"Uwah...! That was really dangerous this time...!"

The death toll hadn't been confirmed yet, but there were quite a few seriously injured.
Some would definitely have to retire.

Among them were several who had been called top-tier fighters.

The casualties were ridiculously low.
Considering they had engaged in all-out war with those Moonlight Church believers on a full moon night.

As the situation somewhat settled, the mercenary corps' thoughts inevitably turned to the girl who had single-handedly turned the tide.

"How many did Claire take down...?"

"To think she was hiding such skill..."

"She basically saved all of us...!"

They realized.
The enemy hadn't retreated because the mercenaries overwhelmingly outmatched the Moonlight Church, but without Claire, they wouldn't have retreated at all.

Mercenaries always lived today and tomorrow with their lives on the line.

But that didn't mean their lives weren't precious.

They too had more than enough gratitude for the one who saved their lives.

"Th-thank you, Claire!!"

"Claire! Claire! Claire!"

However, their somewhat playful expressions of gratitude were.
A bit overwhelming for Claire, who had only recently realized what this place meant to her.

"...Ah, uh...."

"Puha! Claire's ears are turning red!"

"Thank you, really!!"

Claire learned for the first time that she was the type of person who got embarrassed like this.

Soon, Sia and Ria clung to her.
They began claiming they knew Claire would show such prowess, and that the training they had been planning for her was part of that.

Perhaps because of who they were dealing with.
Despite the many serious injuries—a situation that would normally have caused sighs of extreme loss—the plain was filled with laughter.

And amidst the boisterous mercenary corps.

Their leader, Commander Kruger, was clutching his side and letting out small groans.

Vice-Commander Jane's expression gradually hardened as she noticed this subtle change.

"...Kruger? You..."

"...Really can't hide anything from you."

Kruger recalled what Duke Bradley had said.
He had definitely mentioned that a disease had been planted in his daughter.

He had wondered how divinity that heals people could act as a disease, but learning it unintentionally wasn't particularly pleasant.

"......"

Kruger quietly took out and looked at a note.
The letter left by Duke Bradley contained a map-like diagram with markings.

...If there was something he needed to do, this was surely it.
Kruger sighed as he put the paper back in his chest pocket.

"Commander! Are you feeling a bit better?!"

"You're worrying too quickly, you bastards! Of course I'm dying!"

"Wahaha! Your voice is still strong, what's the problem!"

The Commander responded to the corps members rushing to him while thinking.
Still, for now.

Let's express relief that no one died.
And let's thank Claire for making that possible.

The story about Claire that he heard from Ureon was utterly confusing, but he decided to think that way for now.

*

The mercenary corps took quite a long time to return.
It was because there were so many injured.

Naturally, for people who couldn't receive help from Moonlight Church priests, such wounds were quite troublesome.

As a result, some bid farewell to the mercenary corps right then and there.

The members saw them off with smiles 'befitting mercenaries.'
But behind those smiles, they hid a slight bitterness.

Claire became even more popular.
Claire was troubled by the increased attention and affection directed at her, but secretly she also liked it.

Because she had realized that she liked places where she was needed and loved.

After some time passed, Kruger's mercenary corps found a measure of peace.

Except for the Commander.

"...Ha, haha."

Somewhere in the Empire, deep in the mountains.
And within that, inside a deep cave without even a name.

The Commander could see the church's biggest secrets and evidence left behind by Bradley.

"Aha, hahahaha...!"

For the first time, the Commander.
For the first time since his sister was kidnapped, he felt fear rather than anger toward the church.

Because the secret was that absurdly preposterous and terrifying.

"...Haha, ha."

And the Commander, Kruger Ale.

Decided how to spend his remaining life.
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The commander of the Kruger Mercenary Group, Kruger, had discovered a secret of the Moonlight Church that was both grandiose and lethal.

What they had done and planned to do evoked a fear in Kruger that even his disgust couldn't suppress.

*This is definitely a weapon.*

No matter how long the Moonlight Church had held power since the war between the Empire and the North.
No, rather because of that fact.

These pieces of evidence could inflict severe damage to the Moonlight Church if released to the world, far beyond mere accusations of collusion with the North.

"Until the Saintess's birth... that's what they said."

It seemed they had some ultimate goal they wanted to achieve by sacrificing someone like his younger sister.

The name of the being to be born through this would be the Saintess.

And judging from the circumstances, when this being is born, the church would gain something beyond just recovering their former influence.

*Which, conversely speaking...*

This is also their most vulnerable period.

So using this now would be optimal.

*However...*

If he were to expose this, he and his mercenary group would certainly face retaliation.

Actually, they weren't safe even now. That day, the Kruger Mercenary Group had killed many believers, and they had admitted with their own mouths that their goal was to take Claire.

*......*

Claire. In the four months since that day, she had become an essential force in the mercenary group.

*...I already made my decision.*

As the commander, he would make choices for his members.
He would set aside old grudges for now.

Commander Kruger made his decision about how to use this weapon he had secured.

If Claire were asked to choose the happiest moment in her life, she would pick now without hesitation.

There were two reasons for this: first, happiness had never existed in her life before.

And second, Claire was now receiving more affection than she had ever experienced in her life.

"Claire! Training again?"

"...Just, warming up...."

"Stop that and come eat with Ria and me! You're getting paid well now, right?"

Since that day, Claire had gradually increased her participation in the mercenary group's missions, and now, four months later, she had become an essential member.

Her skills improved remarkably. Until recently, there had been a few people who could at least correct her form, but now everyone was busy praising her swordsmanship with amazement.

It was somewhat puzzling to her. She had merely swung her sword along the optimal path.

Yet the mercenary group members couldn't help but admire her, even calling her beautiful.

As a result, Claire's popularity soared even higher.

Regardless of gender, the mercenaries' wish was to have a sparring match with her, and those who achieved this wish inevitably ended up in the infirmary.

"Claire's too popular these days."

"Yeah, yeah. She used to be just eye candy when she only did cleaning, but these mercenaries sure know what they like!"

That was the assessment of the twin sisters who could be considered her first friends.

They thought that given her quiet and timid personality, she would find such attention burdensome.

However, the reality was somewhat different.

Claire had learned many things surviving in the harsh world of the slums, but she had never learned what it was like to be needed by someone.

In a place where death meant only a few people wrinkling their noses at the stench, that's how she had grown up.
Therefore, the experience of being needed and trusted by many people now gave Claire a sense of fulfillment above all else.

...Though she was still a bit afraid when people asked to spar with her.

In any case, Claire's life was stabilizing.

She would wake up in the morning, do her morning training, and if there was work, go to the mission area and handle it quickly as usual.
Claire enjoyed the praise she received after completing missions.

She usually ate meals with Ria or Sia, or both, and occasionally with a few others she had become friends with.
Claire enjoyed eating meals together.

She spent her remaining time training or listening to stories from mercenaries who had opened up to her.
Claire enjoyed hearing stories about the world.

Sometimes she would train until late at night before returning to her room to sleep.
Claire enjoyed looking at the stars embedded between the open windows.

Someone might call it a simple and rough life.
But Claire liked her current life.

Not because it was relatively better compared to her harsh and cruel life in the slums.
She just liked living in this moment, fulfilling her purpose for others.

"By the way, hasn't the commander been looking a bit pale lately?"

"......."

That's why Claire was quite concerned about the recent activities of Kruger, her actual benefactor who had brought her to this place.

Kruger seemed to be preparing something. Though no one knew what it was, all the members could tell it was something quite important.

As Ria had said, he was indeed becoming pale.

What could be happening?

Claire now knew fairly well. The commander was a self-sacrificing person who prioritized his members over himself.

Perhaps, or rather almost certainly, whatever he was preparing now was for the sake of the mercenary group.

"......."

"Claire?"

Claire wanted to talk with the commander.

Though she wasn't particularly eloquent, if she could listen to his story like before.
If she could hear what her benefactor was thinking, even a little.

Maybe there would be a way she could help.
Claire had come to realize that she was somewhat stronger than others.

Perhaps she could be of help with this strength.

With such thoughts, Claire made up her mind to seek out the commander.
And that night.

The commander summoned Claire.

*

In the wide open space used by the mercenary group as a training ground.
Two people were sitting in the space, bathed in the dazzlingly bright moonlight.

"......."

"Sorry for calling you out so late. I have something to tell you."

"It's... fine."

If you hadn't called me, I would have called you anyway.
Claire swallowed the unnecessary words and looked up at the sky.

The stars in the sky, unconfined by windows, also appeared beautiful to her eyes.

The commander didn't interrupt Claire's sky-gazing and sat quietly.
And when Claire finished her mental preparation and looked at the commander.

The commander slowly began his story.

"Claire. You know."

"...Yes."

"I think I'm going to die soon."

"......!"

That moment was probably the most shocking event in Claire's short life of just over ten years.
Of course, true to her impassive nature, to Kruger's eyes it only appeared as if her eyes widened slightly.

But having gotten to know her quite well by now and understanding that this was her way of showing great surprise, Kruger continued, as if to reassure her.

"...though it's not certain. The Moonlight Church's technology isn't perfect yet, so for now it's just slowly eating away at my health."

Kruger's words were true.
The "disease" implanted during the battle with Ureon attached itself to some useless part of the body, continuously regenerating that part with divine power while draining the life force from the entire body.

Compared to its simple mechanism, removal was nearly impossible unless done by a fellow believer, and its potency was strong enough to kill an ordinary person within a few months.

"But I'm a knight. I won't die from something like that."

"...Still...."

Claire had heard to some extent that the Moonlight Church's target had been herself.
Considering it was a wound received because he didn't want to hand her over, Claire felt a pain in her heart.

"...The important part starts now, Claire."

Claire saw Kruger looking at her with a more serious expression than ever before.

Kruger, seemingly nervous himself, took a slight deep breath and spoke in a low voice, almost like a murmur.

"I've caught a major weakness of the Moonlight Church."

Kruger's story continued for quite some time.

As the commander, he had to explain at length about what she could do.
No, what only she could do.

After hearing the full explanation, Claire couldn't hide her confused feelings.

Even to Claire, who was insensitive to almost everything, especially threats to life, it sounded too dangerous.

And when she tried to say so, Kruger stopped her and said:

"It's okay. Even if it's not okay, do as I just told you. I just hope it doesn't come to that."

Kruger said this with a smile.
That smile somehow seemed like a considerate reassurance that he would be fine.

Claire couldn't voice the anxiety rising in her heart.

"By the way Claire, I heard you've been getting along well with the twins lately. Have they been training hard?"

"Ah, that's...."

"...They haven't, huh?"

Afterwards, perhaps to change the mood, the commander brought up light topics of conversation, trying to lessen the weight of what he had just said.

He knew that even in his own estimation, this was no light matter.

"Does Claire have a type she likes?"

"...Someone who needs me, and... is weaker than me."

"That's specific. Why?"

"...Because I think... I'd like to teach them...."

Claire wasn't unaware of his intention, but she wasn't in a position to refuse.

Indeed, what Kruger had entrusted her with was incredibly heavy.

Anyway, the conversation continued.
Though they both knew each other's purpose, the somewhat enjoyable conversation time...

Lasted... quite a long time.


And the next day.
Kruger headed to the sanctuary of the Moonlight Church.

*

Kruger felt a sense of how times had changed, though it wasn't new to him.
This wasn't his first visit to this place.

He had caused a commotion here after his sister's incident, damaging many buildings.

Thinking about it now still filled him with indignation.
Somehow, seeing the face of the person in front of him made it even stronger.

"...This is a sudden visit. Have you been well?"

"Yes. Thanks to you."

Sitting before him with a slight smile was Bishop Ureon Pascal.
It was a somewhat awkward face-to-face meeting with someone he had crossed swords with months ago and who had injected a strange disease into his body.

So there was no need to drag out the conversation.
Kruger threw the evidence he had received from Duke Bradley directly to Ureon.

Seeing it, Ureon's eyes widened uncharacteristically, then he questioned in a lower voice than usual:

"...Duke Bradley, that man said he would die quietly for me, but he had such a card hidden."

"Judging by your reaction, it's true... Even I couldn't imagine such an organization."

Ureon examined the evidence from various angles.
He wasn't a careless person, and this probably wasn't all of it.
What was brought now was likely just a small portion.

It was obvious what reaction would have occurred if this had been exposed.
Ureon smiled brightly at him and said:

"Let's not beat around the bush. What do you want?"

The reason for coming to report to him instead of disposing of this immediately.
It must be to make some demand.

Feeling that his thoughts were correct, Kruger slowly stated his only wish.

"Leave us alone. That's my condition for disposing of these."

As he said this, Kruger recalled the conversation he had with Claire last night.

The heavy burden he had placed on that child.

*

"You know Claire, I'm planning to give this evidence to you."

"If something goes wrong, and I can't negotiate with them."


"You take this evidence and someday pass it on to someone who can use it well."

Ch.214 - EP. 7 Claire (Complete)
The ice dragon's roar echoed through the valley, sending tremors through the snow-covered ground. Stella gripped her sword tighter, the enchanted blade glowing with a faint blue light as she faced the ancient beast.

"Are you sure about this?" Evan whispered, his breath forming small clouds in the frigid air.

Stella nodded grimly. "We don't have a choice. The Emperor's orders were clear—either we bring back the Ice Dragon's heart, or we don't return at all."

The massive creature unfurled its crystalline wings, each movement sending shards of ice raining down around them. Its eyes, cold and calculating, fixed on the small group of warriors who dared to challenge it in its domain.

"Remember the plan," Stella said through gritted teeth. "Evan, you and Sophia flank it from the sides. I'll draw its attention from the front."

As they prepared to engage the fearsome beast, Stella couldn't help but wonder if any of them would survive to see another dawn.

Ch.215 - EP. 7 Claire, No
Claire, No

Less than a day after Kruger's death, an execution order was issued for the entire former Kruger Mercenary Group.

The charge was "plotting national treason." They were accused of attempting to overthrow the Empire, being dissatisfied with both the Moonlight Church and the Imperial government.

This was possible partly due to the Moonlight Church's immense political influence, but also because the Empire itself had considered them a thorn in its side.

In the current era, where the state controlled most knight assets—strategic military resources—it was extremely difficult for mercenary groups to grow beyond a certain size.

Knights who formally graduated from the Academy would, nine times out of ten, aspire to join the Imperial Knights, where they could gain honor and wealth.

Strong knights without Academy training? They weren't non-existent, but in the current system of mana-based enhancement, they were exceedingly rare.

And the Kruger Mercenary Group had gathered such unusual individuals through the abnormally good eye of its commander, Kruger Ale.

"Sia! Hurry up!"

"Damn, there are too many pursuers on our tail!"

Even under an empire-wide arrest warrant, they were displaying an absurd level of military prowess, breaking through encirclements.

Even if they had started fleeing a day before the warrant was issued, this was clearly an abnormal result.

This was why the Empire was so wary of Kruger's mercenary group.

They were stronger than not only other mercenary groups but also most knight orders.

While the commander was certainly a major part of their strength, it was a given that they would remain formidable even without him.

Eventually, the Empire granted the Moonlight Church's request and authorized the deployment of the Empire's ultimate weapon—the Sword Saint Archibold.

*

Somewhere deep underground in an Imperial city.

The mercenary group's temporary shelter and defensive line.

Jane, the former vice-commander of the Kruger Mercenary Group, was devising a route to cross the border between the Empire and the Kingdom.

With the commander—Kruger, her lover and fiancé—gone, she was the only one who could take on this role.

She had to make choices for them, just as he had done.

"...Hah."

...How many people could actually do such a thing?

The vice-commander, Jane, despite her cold appearance, was actually quite fragile.

Her first meeting with Kruger had been similar.

Jane had run away from her family to avoid a political marriage, and Kruger had taken her in, protecting her from the harsh realities of the world.

If he hadn't sheltered her, Jane would likely have died or been exploited within days.

"Vice-commander, are you alright?"

"...I'm fine. Mourning can wait until later."

They say the position makes the person.
True to this saying, Jane had changed since joining Kruger's mercenary group.

Compared to when she was a young lady of some noble family, the current Jane was practically made of iron.

But human nature doesn't change easily.

No matter how much the outer shell is tempered and hammered.

The fragile girl inside still hadn't overcome the death of her companion and lover.

"...Yes. Later is enough."

Jane told the worried twin sisters, though she was probably saying it to herself as well.

The twins, not knowing her fragile nature, shifted their concern elsewhere, reassured by her steadfast appearance.

"I wonder where Claire went..."

"...She'll be fine. It's her, after all. She could cut through anyone who comes after her."

Jane sighed as she overheard this.

Certainly, having Claire would have made their operation much easier. Over the past few months, Claire's skills had grown at a rate that couldn't be described as merely remarkable.

Now Claire had undisputedly become the mercenary group's strongest asset.

Her disappearance along with Kruger's death was a painful loss.

...Apart from that, Jane had grown fond of the girl and prayed for her safety.

"Alright, everyone. Attention."

Jane sighed once and gathered the members.

She spread out a map to explain the nearly completed plan to the members.

"Our position is here now. Where this sewer ends is a bit away from the Academy..."

And just as she was about to explain the full operation—

BOOM!!!

"...?!"

"W-what was that?!"

With a tremendous explosion, the ceiling of the underground sewer was shattered.

Like a large-scale assault magic from a mage battalion, dust poured down, completely blocking their vision.

Despite this, Jane, befitting her role as vice-commander, didn't panic and ordered them to form ranks.

"We're under attack! Everyone, form ranks!"

What's the scale of the enemy?

A knight order? Or a mage battalion?

How many knight orders or mage battalions could mount an operation of this scale?

Jane's mind raced.

Against an average military force, the Kruger Mercenary Group would win overwhelmingly.

Even against a fairly skilled group, she was confident they could at least escape successfully.

"Formation... interesting. Go ahead, I'll wait."

But.

What emerged from the yellowish dust cloud was an opponent Jane couldn't have anticipated in her wildest imagination.

Hair like burning flames and eyes as black as an abyss.
A thick mustache and black leather gloves, casually gripping a gleaming iron sword like some carefree rogue.

"...The Sword Saint?"

"I-it's really the Sword Saint...!"

"Why is the Sword Saint here?!"

The completely unexpected appearance of the Sword Saint, Archibold Ervin.
The members were in an uproar.

They couldn't help it. The Sword Saint was a figure ingrained in the minds of all Imperial citizens as an overwhelming symbol of martial prowess.

Damn these bastards.

Jane felt a bitter laugh rising, beyond anger or despair.

No matter how powerful their mercenary group was, to call in the Sword Saint to capture a mere mercenary group?

Whether it was the Empire's decision or the Moonlight Church's request, it was clearly insane.

"Hmm. Good. Now, will you attack?"

The opponent was the Sword Saint.
Even if the entire mercenary group attacked together, they might not land a single effective hit.

Jane had to make a decision.
A decision for the members, just as Kruger would have done.

"The fact that you're not attacking immediately suggests you have orders to capture us alive... isn't that right, Sword Saint?"

When Jane said this, the interest immediately vanished from the Sword Saint's expression.
He looked like a child whose anticipated party had been canceled.

"Ah, right. As I heard, you're quite smart. You're correct. For now, it's capture."

The Sword Saint said this while raising his sword once, as if annoyed.

"...!"

"W-what is this...!"

And slight cuts appeared on everyone's necks.

An extremely delicate technique that only an overwhelming master could execute.

Jane swallowed hard.

If she had decided to attack just now.

That crazed man before her would have cut off everyone's heads in a single strike without a moment's hesitation.

...With the Sword Saint involved, the mercenary group had only one hope left.

Jane raised her hands in surrender and prayed desperately.

That they would have more luck than just surviving this moment.

She prayed so earnestly.

*

Pure white floor, walls, ceiling, and windows.
A pristine white church that seemed carved from shining moonlight.

The mercenary group was dragged straight to the Moonlight Church's sanctuary.
Each one tied with ropes, forced to kneel like prisoners.

"...Sia, what's going to happen to us?"

"...I don't know."

Ria, who usually bullied her sister, had a habit of relying on her older sister Sia in moments like these.

Of course, all Sia could offer in this situation was false reassurance.

"...At least they don't seem to be killing us right away."

That was true.
The Moonlight Church personnel had tied them up and made them kneel, but weren't inflicting any particular harm.

"...We might need to look for an opening. At least then we could avenge the commander."

"Sia, that's..."

Sia genuinely thought so.

If their death was certain within days, could they really be considered alive?

Sia had followed the commander's orders.
She had tried to fulfill his command to scatter and survive.

But in the end, they had all been captured by the Sword Saint and brought here.

It was too late to follow the commander's orders.

If that was the case, Sia wanted to at least fulfill her duty by avenging the commander who had taken her in.

And, above all.

"...It's too obvious. We're bait."

"......"

Ria also seemed to have guessed this, as she pressed her lips tightly together.

They knew there was no reason for these people to spare them out of goodwill.

This situation must be beneficial to them in some way.

And that something was probably...

"...Claire, right?"

Sia said in a gloomy voice.
Claire, who had disappeared with the commander. She suspected they might have received some important information.

"But, but the Sword Saint is here...!"

"...That's why I'm saying we should ruin their plan first."

No matter how strong Claire was, she would be no match for the Sword Saint.
It would be a pointless death.

Sia really liked Claire as a friend.
Her doll-like appearance, how she got shy when receiving attention, yet still showed she liked it.

She was someone Sia could trust and wanted to trust, the first such person she'd met in a long time besides her sister.

She didn't want to be a burden that would get such a person killed.
If they were going to die anyway.

"Well... seeing how she received some message from the commander, there's a good chance she won't come anyway."

Personally, that's what she hoped for.

Claire was someone with a lot of affection despite appearances, but she wasn't one to throw her life away carelessly.

I hope at least one of us survives intact.

Just as Sia was wishing for this—

Ureon, who had been sitting quietly, stood up.
His usual light smile seemed particularly cruel today.

"Hmm... I thought she would come with this setup. Perhaps the hostages aren't valuable enough?"

"You mean that girl who received the prophecy?"

"Yes, Sword Saint."

The Sword Saint showed interest in the girl mentioned in the prophecy.
It wasn't interest as a martial artist.

He wouldn't feel such things toward someone who was clearly weaker than himself.

He was simply interested in the prophecy itself.

"Is it important? Important enough to go through all this trouble?"

"Though it's a minor god, it's still a real deity, so we believe so. However..."

Ureon looked around at the bound mercenary members before continuing.

"If this drags on any longer, they're not worth keeping alive to recruit her."

This was essentially a death sentence.
The Sword Saint, seeming to like Ureon's words, smiled viciously and made a suggestion.

"Then how about this? As time passes, we behead them one by one as an example."

"Do as you please. They're all dead men walking if she doesn't come anyway."

SLASH!!

"...!!"

And with those words, two members' heads rolled across the floor.

The Sword Saint laughed heartily as if satisfied with the feel of the cut, shaking the blood off his sword.

"You bastard!!"

SLASH!!

A founding member who tried to shout curses at the Sword Saint was cut in half, spilling his entrails as he collapsed.

"Why so heated? You'll all be the same soon enough."

The Sword Saint asked with a genuinely puzzled expression.
As he spoke, he kicked one member's head, crushing it instantly.

"Guh..."

"If you have complaints, you can repay me. Isn't it your fault for being as weak as insects in the first place?"

At these words, which were hard to believe came from a fellow human, some members squeezed their eyes shut, while most, including Sia, gritted their teeth and lowered their heads.

And in that moment—

With a spark and a brief blackout of the sanctuary's lights—

SLASH!!

Onto the floor they were looking down at, a massive amount of blood poured.

When they looked up in shock, the scene was horrific.
About 20 believers had instantly died, the upper parts of their necks cleanly removed.

Sia, Jane, Ureon, and even the Sword Saint rose in surprise.

Like paint splattered on white snow.
In the blood-drenched corridor of the Moonlight Church's sanctuary—

Claire was walking toward them with the most passionate expression the members had ever seen on her.

"...What are you doing?"

"...Repaying you. With interest."

The mercenary members had never heard Claire speak so clearly before.

Her words were usually either short phrases or very quiet.

That's why the emotion she was feeling now was palpable enough to make their skin tingle.

"Puhah, so it's you? The girl they've been looking for."

The Sword Saint burst into laughter as if finally understanding.

Claire ignored the Sword Saint as if she couldn't even hear him and looked at the bodies lying on the floor.

They were all familiar faces.
Most people in the mercenary group had treated her kindly.

Though Claire had trouble remembering names, she remembered them all.

As the member who once prepared meals for her.

As the member who once helped her choose clothes.

As the member who once fitted weapons for her.

They all remained in Claire's mind.

"......"

They were the first people who needed her.

People who affirmed her when neither her birth, her existence, nor anything else had been affirmed.

BOOM!!

Claire's mana, her killing intent.
Two powerful forces, now indistinguishable, mixed together and directed toward the Sword Saint.

"...Really? You want to fight me?"

It was a match that made no sense to anyone.
The opponent was the Sword Saint. The Empire's ultimate weapon and an undefeated war hero.

In contrast, Claire was a petite teenage girl, small even for her age.

The difference in skill was just as vast as their physical disparity.
No matter how talented Claire might be, even if her potential surpassed the Sword Saint's, the weight of accumulated experience was different.

"C-Claire...! That person is the Sword Saint—"

BOOM!!

Claire wasn't ignorant of this fact.
So after carefully considering and acknowledging this reality, Claire launched herself at the Sword Saint.

"Puhh, I like your courage!"

"...!"

BOOM! The Sword Saint deflected Claire's sword strike in a single exchange and immediately drove his fist into her abdomen without giving her a chance to recover.

"Kuh..."

Claire forcibly swallowed the blood rising to her throat and changed direction in mid-air to charge again.

Clang, clang.

After exchanging perhaps two strikes in mid-air—

Claire had to retreat again due to a fountain of blood spurting from somewhere on her arm.

"How monotonous. Didn't you have a good teacher?"

There was no time for idle chat in a battle against such an overwhelming opponent.

Claire tried to exploit the Sword Saint's blind spot this time.

CLANG!!

Each strike felt as heavy as if a building were being supported by a sword.

Yet the speed wasn't slow either; sometimes it seemed like the first and second strikes were coming simultaneously.

BOOM!!

"Kuhp...!"

Claire couldn't withstand the Sword Saint's fourth strike with pure strength and was thrown backward, colliding with a wall.

It was an overwhelming disadvantage for anyone to see.
Even after just a few exchanges, Claire was covered in blood, while the Sword Saint, living up to his name, hadn't allowed a single effective hit.

But.

"...What's this?"

The Sword Saint was feeling something odd.

Something was strange.

The first sword strike he had deflected, and the second attack.

Clang, clack!!

And the third sword strike he had deflected, and the weight of the exchanges he was deflecting now were all different.

BOOM, CLACKCLACKCLACK!!!

In an instant, dozens of exchanges passed between the two swordsmen.

The sword of the small girl, who had struggled with even a single exchange, was now abnormally and suddenly maturing, clashing with the Sword Saint's blade.

It couldn't be called an equal level of swordsmanship by any means, but.

"C-Claire's sword...!"

"It's connecting!!"

Feeling some displeasure, the Sword Saint struck down harder to neutralize her and delivered a direct punch to her face.

With a thud, Claire's body rolled across the once-white sanctuary, now covered in dust and blood.

The Sword Saint smiled again, calculating that she wouldn't have the strength to get up, but.

"...got it."

"What?"

"...I said, I've got it."

Claire simply stood up, facing the Sword Saint without even wiping the blood streaming down her face.

BOOM!!

In an instant, she vanished.
Where Claire had been just moments ago, there was only shattered white floor and scattered stones.

"Her speed has changed!"

And before those stones even hit the ground—

SWOOSH!!!

"...!"

Claire's sword, shot like a beam of light splitting the air, struck the Sword Saint's sword directly.

While this appeared to be the two swords meeting, the reality was quite different.

The opponent was the Sword Saint.
Normally, even the strongest swordsman would be indiscriminately cut down by his vast sword range before their blades could even meet.

So, in short—

This meant that the teenage girl had momentarily escaped the perception of the current Imperial Sword Saint.

"You insolent brat...!!"

His pride wounded by this fact, the Sword Saint slashed at Claire with his characteristically rough and fast swordplay.

Splat, blood spurted out.
But this time, Claire wasn't cut deeply enough to fall.

"What...?!"

CLANG!!

She had succeeded in receiving the Sword Saint's attack with only deep gashes remaining.

Claire's sword, swung like a club, struck the side of the Sword Saint's blade.

For a moment, the Sword Saint's stance wavered.

In that opening, that instant.

And dividing that instant even further—

Claire established her first technique.

"...I told you."

A sword is for slashing and cutting.

If one horizontal strike can cut through all things, then ten thousand sword strikes are unnecessary.

-Claire Style, First Form

"Thanks to you, I've got the feel for it."

"You, you audacious bastard...!"

[Slash]

It's like bisecting the world.

BOOM!!

A single horizontal stroke extended straight out—

And struck the body of the Sword Saint, who had never before allowed an attack to land.

SLASH!!

Though not deep, it was clearly there.
A line of blood drawn from his shoulder to his abdomen.

"Kuhk...!"

It wasn't a serious wound for the Sword Saint, of course.
Nor was it an injury that wouldn't heal.

Around them were still several high priests including Ureon.

Their divine power would certainly not be directed toward Claire, so even if they were equally skilled opponents, the Sword Saint would have an overwhelming advantage.

Moreover, the Sword Saint had already depleted more than half of Claire's stamina in the first few exchanges.

In this situation, the Sword Saint was far more—

"...No. The moment we're considering this, the Sword Saint has lost."

This thought crossed the minds of Ureon, the mercenary members, and the Sword Saint himself.

And at the same time, the mercenary members realized what she was trying to do.

"Wait, Claire!!"

Sia called her name with a hoarse voice.
Claire didn't look back at her, just wiped away the blood flowing from her forehead that was obscuring her vision, and walked toward Ureon.

"...Ureon... was it?"

"...That's right."

For a moment, even Ureon flinched at Claire's bloodthirsty, blood-red gaze.

This feeling was like the Sword Saint's.
No, even more—

"...Do you see that man's condition? The Sword Saint?"

Claire hesitated at the last moment.
Between what the commander, who was like a benefactor, had entrusted to her and these people's safety.

...No, there was no need to hesitate.

Because the commander was the type of person who would have calculated even this.

What a cruel person.
At the same time, what a devoted person.

Claire finally understood the attitude that everyone in the Kruger Mercenary Group had.

Their unconditional trust in the commander.

"...I promise. Before I turn twenty, I'll easily surpass that man."

"You, brat! Being spared once makes you forget your place!!"

The Sword Saint, provoked by Claire's words which amounted to a declaration of war, tried to cut her down immediately, but—

He was stopped by none other than Ureon, in a low voice.

"Quiet. Be quiet for a moment, please."

Ureon had also understood Claire's proposal.

If someone with that level of talent joined the Moonlight Church—

And if they could have a Sword Saint loyal only to the Moonlight Church instead of that rebellious one—

"...I believe that value is more than enough to pay for their lives."

"Claire...! No!!"

Claire forcibly ignored the voices coming from behind her.

They would be forgotten connections soon enough, both by them and by her.

"You might lose your memories."

"...I don't care."

"You might lose yourself, everything you've been until now. It would probably be a puppet-like existence."

Ureon asked her with his lips stretched into a wide smile.

"Are you really sure their lives are worth it?"

"...Of course."

Only then did Claire look back.

She saw the vice-commander, the members, Sia, and Ria.

People who liked her.
And people she liked more than anything.

People who had given her the first kindness she'd ever received in her life,

And people she now had to part with.

"...Just make sure to erase their memories of me too."

"...Of course. That's our specialty."

And so Claire sold herself to the Moonlight Church.

The evidence the commander had left before his death still remained in her mind.

She would probably fall into a long sleep from now on.
Her current memories and emotions would be erased and disappear.

But she believed that someday, she would be able to recover them.
If she had one wish to the heavens:

If someone were to see these memories,
Or if her future self were to find these memories,

She hoped that the secrets of the Moonlight Church left by the commander would not be forgotten.

She had no other fears.

"Very well. Let's go together."

"Cl-aire...!"

...No. That couldn't be true.

She didn't want to leave either.

She didn't want to erase with her own hands the connections that allowed her to be herself.

Now she might become a human who was nothing again.

A human who couldn't find any purpose or will.

But one thing was certain: despite this, the current experience would surely remain as an emptiness once filled, tormenting her someday.

Nevertheless, it couldn't be helped.

That's how Claire left the Kruger Mercenary Group.

Well.
It seems she might have cried at the end, hearing the cries of precious people she would no longer remember.

In any case, what's certain is—

That was Claire's—

No, the Sword Saint's last clear memory.

Ch.216 - EP. 7 The Strong, The Weak
The strong and the weak

Deep beneath the church.
Far below the sanctuary.

Ureon and Claire walked silently down the endless white staircase.

"......."

Claire didn't believe in the Moonlight Church.

But she believed in the Commander.

If this was the outcome the Commander had arranged, she believed there must be some purpose to it.

"...Surely you're not just verbally guaranteeing their lives."

"Of course not. I will make a vow. One that will cause my heart to burst and kill me instantly if broken."

While the Moonlight Church truly wanted to avoid future problems, from their perspective, there wasn't much difference between killing everyone or erasing memories and exiling them from the Empire—it was merely a matter of convenience.

Especially if the price was obtaining the prophesied figure who had personally declared she would surpass the Sword Saint.

'She still doesn't match the Sword Saint yet. But if she maintains this growth rate...'

Having the church's own Sword Saint might not be just a dream.

As Ureon smiled at this thought, Claire quietly asked:

"If you erase memories... will they forget everything?"

"It's not such a convenient technique. There might be some dissonance in the process of erasing you and the secret."

However, this was just a basic, low-effort memory manipulation technique.

For Claire—no, for the one who would become the Moonlight Church's Sword Saint—the Holy Arts they would use would be far more complex.

As they exchanged this simple conversation, Ureon and Claire reached the bottom of the deep underground staircase.

"Ah, we've arrived."

"This is..."

They had reached the church's underground laboratory.

"You could say this is where our techniques are housed. From now on, you'll need to stay here for a long time."

Ureon made a small cut on his hand, squeezed the blood that flowed out, and extended that hand to Claire.

Claire instinctively understood this was a "vow" and did the same.

Their wounded hands met like a handshake.

"I, and the Moonlight Church, swear not to harm any former members of the Kruger Mercenary Group. They will lose their memories and live in the Kingdom."

"...I swear to become your knight and fight for you. I will never attack the Moonlight Church, no matter what happens to me."

A bright glow of divine power wrapped uncomfortably around their hearts.

That was the end of it.
With that, Claire became a knight bound to the Moonlight Church.

"Now, everything is finished."

Well then, until next time.
Let's meet again in your new form.

Ureon smiled as he healed both his and Claire's hands with divine power.

As Claire watched the wounds disappear as if they had never existed, she sensed it.

That her memories and sense of self would disappear just the same.

That today would be the last day she would know herself completely.

"...Ha."

No. She had already lost herself, hadn't she?
The moment she forgot those who saw her for who she was, she had already lost herself.

That day, Claire wondered purely:

If I ever regain my memories and can pass them on to someone trustworthy as the Commander said...

Will I find someone who needs me?

With a thud, the door to the underground laboratory closed.

Even the faint light from outside disappeared, making this place...

For Claire...

For the mercenary group's greatest fighter...

For the church's Sword Saint...

...No.
For a girl who had just entered her teens, it was a terrifying space.

*

After that, I lived trapped in that space for a long time.

The Moonlight Church didn't use clumsy memory manipulation techniques on me.

My not-so-numerous memories, one by one.

Like water drops boring through stone, they took small pieces of memory from me.

After each day passed, something I didn't know about had disappeared.

What did I lose today?

What have I been losing all this time?

I was afraid to try to remember anything.
If I tried to recall something and failed, I would realize I had forgotten something incredibly important.

I forgot my birth.

I forgot my age.

I forgot why I came here.

I forgot myself.

The gaps in my memory, covered by the church's divine power, were filled with something they injected.

A month passed.

Actually, I couldn't really tell.
There was no concept of time or distinction between day and night in this place.

I resisted unconsciously.

They didn't seem to find it easy to erase my memories, though they didn't know why.

On days when they couldn't erase what they had planned to erase, they would beat and cut me with various tools.

If there's one advantage to their torture methods, it's that they leave no scars.

As long as my head isn't cut off, they can heal anything.

My lifetime was replaced by physical agony.
Perhaps even this was just a means to erase my memories more efficiently.

Sometimes, perhaps to mock me, they would bring news of people I'd never heard of.

They said the "Commander's" body was roughly burned by the Moonlight Church's laborers.

They said the "Vice-Commander" hanged herself to follow her fiancé.

They said the "Twins" were fighting fiercely in the harsh lands bordering the North.

I heard all the "Members" felt great guilt toward me.

These were people I didn't know.
Just strings of words I'd never heard before that stirred nothing in me.

"Ah, ugh, ah..."

My heart ached.
My heart, filled with pure white, ached terribly.

More time passed.
Someone told me three years had gone by.

By then, the only memory I still possessed was the fact that I was losing my memories.

Emptiness doesn't go unnoticed just because it doesn't exist.

Rather, the void in my heart with its gaping holes affected me more deeply than the clumsily filled parts.

What am I?
Why do I exist?

Can a human without memories, experiences, or emotions be called human?

Can someone who doesn't think, doesn't reminisce, and doesn't imagine the future be called a person?

At some point, they ordered me to train in swordsmanship.

What was the name of their organization again?

They said they gave me the sword the Commander used.

What was that?

They said I needed to train from now on to defeat the Sword Saint.

What kind of person is that?

Fortunate, I suppose.

The sword felt more familiar in my hand than anything else.
If there were memories these nameless captors took great pains not to erase, they were those of my swordsmanship and insights.

I could cut anything I wanted to cut.
And with each thing I cut, my heart felt like it was being torn to shreds.

-...The brainwashing isn't progressing at all. She's just following without any thought.

-She should have no resistance to mental attacks...

-...The Cardinal ordered us to implant it so it can be used at least once.

From that day on, I suffered from headaches.
Once a month, the headache seemed to worsen.

And after those monthly pains came once, three times, fourteen times...

I was finally able to see the sun outside from my underground home.

And they performed the final memory surgery.
The content of that last memory to disappear was...

That someone had imprisoned me and erased my memories.

The sun I saw after so long was bright.

No, was it after so long?
No one looks at something they're seeing for the first time and says it's been a while.

That day, in a solemn atmosphere, I walked through a formation of dozens of knights in a somewhat dazed state.

A dreamy, hazy feeling.
Perhaps this is how it feels to set foot in a foreign country for the first time.

The smiling man beside me said something incomprehensible.

"Now it's time to keep your promise. Claire, no. The church's Sword Saint."

The man who was with me passed through the formation of knights and shouted something to an old man with blue eyes sitting on a high, shining chair.

"The current Sword Saint! Far from being the exemplar who should symbolize the Empire's military might, he takes bribes from various factions, disrupts the knights' discipline, and crushes their morale!"

"You, Pascal, you bastard...!!"

"Your Majesty! Please grant the right of challenge to the one I've brought!"

After a somewhat noisy argument...

I found myself facing a red-haired man called the "Sword Saint" on some training ground.

Despite seeing it for the first time in a long time, his aura remained unbroken and fiercely blazing.
...For the first time in a long time?

It was strange. I should be seeing this man for the first time today.

"...Begin!"

And someone announced the start of the fight.
The opponent called the Sword Saint charged at me slowly, thrusting his sword in an incompetent stance.

Somehow, I felt an unprecedented emotional surge at the sight.

A strong anger that made my head and stomach churn.

My memory after that is hazy.

The Sword Saint's sword never touched me once.

I didn't even use my sword.

I just drove my fist into his face.
I felt it was to honor something burning inside me right now.

When I came to my senses, all I saw was a pathetic middle-aged man covered in blood, his face caved in, and all his teeth shattered.

That was the beginning of my memory now.

"...I hereby announce the birth of the Empire's new Sword Saint."

And to me, who had nothing, a role was assigned.

I am the Sword Saint.
The Empire's Sword.

After my memories began, time passed quickly.

I did my best to fulfill the role given to me.

I killed spies hiding in the country on the Empire's orders.

I cut down rebels who rose in revolt.

I killed people whose crimes and reasons for execution I didn't know, all in the name of orders.

I am the Sword Saint.
The Empire's Sword.

Perhaps I was trying to fill something inside me with that.

Maybe I wanted to return to a time when I could prove my worth by fighting someone.

I am the Sword Saint.

The Empire's Sword.

And so...

-Are you strong?

So...

-My name is Claire, the current Sword Saint who smashed the previous Sword Saint to take this position.

So...

-...Can I win if I take on that role?

-Good. Now that you've got the basics down, I'll teach you properly about engaging with knights.

-Can something like this be called a person with a personality?

...And so. After many days and times passed...

I reached where I am now.

"Ah, ugh...?"

My eyes opened.

It felt like I had a long dream.

No, it wasn't a dream.

It was memories I had forgotten, and people who had really existed.

I had forgotten them until now, and lived all this time.

"Ah, aah..."

I looked down at my hands.

They were covered in red blood, literally bloodstained.

Memories intermingle and mix into chaos.

A headache hits me like it's going to split my skull, making me bend my knees involuntarily.

"I, what have I...?"

I was not something like the Empire's Sword.

I was merely an arrangement planted by the Moonlight Church for today.

My bloodstained hands trembled.

The memory just before collapsing.

The image of me trying to attack everything indiscriminately due to the runaway formula implanted by the Moonlight Church.

"Hup, ugh."

A cold sensation washed over my entire body like ice water.

I couldn't possibly stand up.

How many people had I killed?

Calling myself the Empire's Sword so proudly, how many imperial citizens had I killed with my own hands?

"Aah, aaah...!"

The sense of self I had just regained felt like it was about to shatter again under the sudden flood of memories.

It had been my choice.

I thought it was the best choice and sacrifice for them.

And this was the result now.

They didn't find happiness.

The Vice-Commander took her own life, and the rest of the members were practically exiled to the barren Kingdom.

And I, probably...
With my hands, I had killed several times more people than them...

"I, I...!"

Inarticulate screams flowed from my throat.

Let me shatter into pieces right now.

Let me break into fragments that can never be put back together.

As I clenched my fists so hard my nails nearly drew blood with such thoughts...
I felt someone take my hand.

"...Huh?"

"...My goodness, did all this happen while I was briefly unconscious?"

I heard a voice.
A voice filled with countless emotions, seemingly indifferent yet cold.

"E-Eckhart?"

"Yes. It's me, Sword Saint. Did you have a good dream?"

And she embraced me as I trembled.
As I breathed rapidly like I'd been submerged in cold water.

"Ah...?"

Warmth.
I felt the warmth of our body temperatures meeting and transferring.

"...I'm sorry. Today was a bit difficult, so I was unconscious for a moment."

"E-Eckhart. I, I..."

"It's okay, Sword Saint... No, Claire."

Somehow, her voice—which until now I had considered merely weak but peculiar—was so warm.

"You didn't kill anyone. I made it that way. So, don't be in pain."

As my vision blurred in her embrace,
As my trembling hands clutched her collar tightly,

"You weren't wrong."

...I couldn't help but burst into childlike tears.

That was my very first...

Except for when I was born, the first time I had ever shown to the world...

My weakness.

Ch.217 - EP. 7 Sword
The sword saint woke up a few minutes before Stella, who coughed up blood as she recognized her deteriorating condition. Despite gaining mana and training with the Sword Saint for a month, her body wasn't naturally suited for combat. Today had been particularly taxing—the tension, fighting the spy, and running for dozens of minutes to reach this place. But what truly drained her was perfectly replicating Claire's technique, which had completely depleted her strength.

"How can she just unleash something like that..." Stella muttered.

The problem wasn't that Stella's execution was flawed—it was too perfect. She had perfectly reproduced Claire's technique despite their different body types, using it in the most strength-draining way possible. Her entire body ached, and she knew recovery would take a long time. Only lingering adrenaline kept her from collapsing.

Despite her condition, Stella couldn't leave the Sword Saint unattended. She staggered across the snow-covered ground, knowing the Sword Saint had fallen into an eternal coma after the academy's final episode in the original story. The massacre likely conflicted with her identity as the Empire's sword, causing psychological collapse.

"No, if I close my eyes now..." Stella fought to stay conscious, but her vision darkened momentarily.

When she opened her eyes, she found herself kneeling with one hand bracing against the ground. Recognizing the symptoms from her past life's anemia, she quickly looked up—only to see the Sword Saint writhing in agony, clutching the ground.

Stella hesitated, wondering what she could do. Words of persuasion seemed futile to someone in such distress—she knew this feeling herself.

She approached the Sword Saint, who was gripping the ground so tightly her hands bled, making sounds between crying and screaming. Stella recognized this despair and guilt that crashed down like falling into an abyss. She knew how she herself had regained her senses.

With a soft rustle of clothing, Stella embraced the Sword Saint, just as someone she loved had once done for her.

"...Huh?"

"...Did this happen while I was briefly unconscious?"

*

A few weeks before executing the final plan, Evan had questioned me while I reviewed our strategy.

"But Stella, will the Sword Saint really take our side? Wasn't she brainwashed?"

"The brainwashing... I believe it was a one-time activation that doesn't affect her overall thinking."

"Really? So she was in her right mind when she beat me up during the entrance exam?"

"Yes. Just like you were in your right mind when you stole her orb that day."

Evan briefly fell silent and averted his gaze. Even now, that memory made me shudder.

"The problem is actually that she won't be brainwashed. When the Sword Saint wakes up after causing that chaos, she'll be in her right mind."

"I see."

Evan seemed to understand my meaning. In the original story, she had fallen into a prolonged coma afterward.

Simply erasing the Sword Saint's act of treason wouldn't solve everything. She needed to help us for our plan to have meaning.

"I assume she'll help us since she must have a grudge against the Moonlight Church, but calming her down is the issue."

"That's right. To be honest, I have no idea what state she'll be in."

Was the brainwashing structured so that when it's removed, the Sword Saint automatically falls into a coma? Or would she fall into a coma from guilt immediately upon waking? Either scenario would be quite troublesome. I had solutions in mind, but they were somewhat uncertain.

Evan asked with genuine curiosity, "Just wondering, do you have a persuasion... method in mind?"

"I do. I got the idea from you."

"...Me?"

Evan pointed at himself with a confused expression.

What I was thinking of was after the Evil God manifestation incident. When Evan's sense of self was confused and he nearly died, my mind almost collapsed.

What allowed me to regain my senses then was...

"Hmm, something like this."

I climbed onto Evan's lap as he sat listening to my explanation, wrapped my arms around his neck, and pressed my chest against his so we could feel each other's heartbeats.

"S-S-Stella?"

"Yes, this was the feeling."

I could feel our hearts beating rapidly—whose heartbeat it was didn't matter.

I briefly nuzzled his cheek, then looked up at Evan with a deliberately expressionless face, suppressing my smile.

Evan's ears turned red as he looked away in embarrassment.

"They're, um, touching..."

Indeed, my now rather voluptuous chest was pressed against his firm one. It wasn't unintentional...

"Hmph. Way to ruin the mood."

"Stella, when you say things like that, it's really hard for me..."

Evan, who was in a state of celibacy due to my stubbornness, looked genuinely tired. Though it was a joke, I felt slightly apologetic and cleared my throat before continuing.

"Anyway, that's the general idea. Understand?"

"...So you're saying you'll seduce the Sword Saint?"

"What kind of joke is that, Evan?"

Evan sometimes made strange comments without any context.

Me seducing the Sword Saint? Unfortunately, both the Sword Saint and I were women, so Evan's nonsense didn't make sense.

"I don't understand why you'd say that. Anyway, this approach isn't necessarily required. I really don't know what state she'll be in."

"Somehow I feel like I can see the future."

Evan seemed fixated on the idea, muttering things like "Surely the Sword Saint wouldn't fall for that" and "If she were a man, I'd dismember him."

Evan was being incredibly strange. Did he know or not know that he was the only one I wanted to seduce?

Even today, beneath his shirt with too many buttons undone...

Ahem. If he didn't notice when we were touching, that's fine.

Anyway.

"The Sword Saint is an important asset. The Moonlight Church wouldn't have left her without restrictions... but her combat power is still too significant to ignore."

"True. She'd be an invaluable addition to our forces."

Evan nodded in agreement, then looked up at me with a subtly anxious expression.

"That's all fine, but Stella."

Please be reasonable. Be reasonable.

I still didn't understand what he meant. What was I supposed to be reasonable about?

*

Tonight, the full moon had been shining for quite some time.

The spy's attack, our team's separation, the spy's dragon necromancy, dealing with the dragon, handling the spy, the Sword Saint's rampage, and stopping her—all had happened in this one night.

"*Sniff*..."

"Are you feeling a bit calmer now, Claire?"

I asked Claire, who had been crying heavily in my arms—unbelievably for someone known as the Sword Saint—but now seemed to be settling down to sniffles.

"*Sniff*."

Claire answered by simply nodding her head slightly while nestled in my arms.

With her reddened eyes and demure posture as she nodded, Claire looked quite cute, unlike her usual Sword Saint demeanor.

If I were a man, I might have found it quite heart-fluttering.

...Wait, I was a man, wasn't I?

"Um, Eckhart?"

"Yes?"

As I was feeling confused by that thought, Claire hesitantly called my name. Her voice was emotionless as usual, but trembled slightly from crying.

"What... will happen to me now...?"

A voice lacking the Sword Saint's usual confidence.

I realized I hadn't explained my use of the Illusion Dream Stone to her.

Since the Sword Saint already knew about the Illusion Dream Stone's effects, the explanation wasn't difficult.

After hearing my explanation, the Sword Saint bowed her head again and spoke in a small voice.

"Why... would you go that far...?"

"It was useless to me anyway. I thought it would be better to earn your favor."

"...Why? Because you need me?"

The Sword Saint looked up at me with tear-moistened eyes.

Why did she suddenly become so girlish? It didn't suit her at all.
Feeling somewhat guilty, I answered honestly.

"Yes. I need you because I believe you'll be helpful in the fight against the Moonlight Church."

"*Sob*."

At my words, Claire paused briefly, then tears welled up again. I panicked at this cognitive dissonance-inducing sight.

"No, why, why are you crying again...!"

"I... *sniff*... I can't attack the Moonlight Church. Because I... swore an oath..."

Well, that was to be expected.

I had anticipated this. When keeping the Sword Saint from falling into a coma wasn't guaranteed, there was no reason for the Moonlight Church to remove her leash that would prevent her from trying to destroy them if she regained consciousness.

My momentary panic subsided. I had expected this much and prepared a solution, though it would require some preparation time.

As I was reassuring myself, the Sword Saint seemed to interpret my silence negatively and began to sob again.

"I-I'm sorry. After you went through the trouble of saving someone like me... *sniff*! I can't even help..."

"Don't say that. I can work something out for that kind of issue."

Despite my words, the Sword Saint's mood didn't improve. She continued in a dejected voice.

"I'm... not even the Sword Saint anymore. It was all... meaningless..."

"No."

"I'm... I'm nothing now."

How did that emotionless, proud woman end up like this?
The Illusion Dream Stone might have had some effect.

Her talk about meaninglessness suggested she might have recovered her memories.

I sighed. I didn't want to blame her.

The villain was the Moonlight Church, not Claire, who was a victim.

And as I said, I too had recently been unable to define myself, wavering and wandering.

Evan solved that by completely conquering me and making me a woman.

He became a kind of anchor for my drifting self.

I slowly opened my mouth and spoke to her.

"...Claire. Before the fight started, you said something."

"...?"

"You said you had no memories from before becoming the Sword Saint, so you couldn't call yourself a person with an identity."

"...Ah."

"And during the three years you clearly remember, all you did was behead people."

"Can such a being be called a person with an identity?"

"I don't think so, Eckhart. That's why my only reason for existing is to protect and preserve the Empire."

Claire had clearly stated that her only memories were of ascending to the position of Sword Saint and executing people to protect the Empire.

Therefore, her only reason for existence was the name "Sword Saint."

So now that she had lost that name, her mental state had severely deteriorated.

"Are those still the only memories you have, Claire?"

"...No. But."

"Even now, is your only reason for existence still just that name, 'Sword Saint'?"

"......"

Claire bowed her head deeply within my arms. I held her more tightly and continued.

"I'll be honest. I need you. Among all the forces I can recruit, none would be stronger than you."

"I..."

Claire seemed overwhelmed with emotions and paused, gripping my collar tightly. I waited patiently for her to continue.

"...I'm not as great as you think."

"That doesn't matter."

"I might just be a child who wants to be acknowledged, needed by someone."

"Everyone lives that way."

"I've made many wrong choices. Precious people... were hurt because of me."

"I'll help you. So that doesn't happen anymore."

I released the embrace and looked at Claire in the moonlight. Her eyes were red from crying, with visible tear stains, but I could see in those eyes that she was softly expecting something from me.

"You may no longer be the Sword Saint."

"......"

"But if you didn't feel nothing as the Empire's sword, as the Sword Saint."

"......"

I took a breath in and out. Seeing the drowsiness coming over me, this would probably be my last moment today.

"Now, become my sword, Claire."

Finally, the long full moon disappeared behind clouds, and the cyan and yellow hues of dawn slowly began to color the horizon.

In that sunlight.

Initially surprised by my words.
Briefly holding back tears that welled up again.

And then, with a shy, gentle smile.

"...Yes. Gladly."

The Sword Saint gave an affirmative answer to my proposal.

That was my limit.

With my strength completely depleted, I began to shut down after hearing her answer.

"...Thank... you..."

As I felt my vision fading.
As I felt urgent hands trying to hold me up.
As I felt the bright sunlight even through my closed eyes.

I placed the final period on this long, long night.

Ch.218 - EP. 7 Morning, Once Again
The morning sun gradually expanded its domain across the sky, pushing back the night.

Last night—or rather, yesterday evening—had been filled with events that would have far-reaching consequences in imperial history, comparable to few others.

Yet despite such a night, morning arrived just as it always did. Though a third of Maira Forest had been reduced to wasteland as if struck by a meteor, the birds in the surviving parts of the forest still chirped away.

Morning brought its light equally to everyone.

"......."

As I listened to the morning sounds, I sat quietly observing the figure leaning against my chest.

This girl, who until moments ago had been responsible for turning this forest into a wasteland, who before that had been the Empire's sword, and even earlier a member of some mercenary group, was now silent, experiencing emotions she'd never felt before.

"......Phew."

Stella Eckhart, who had so elegantly asked me to become her sword, was now unconscious with her violet hair catching the lemon-colored morning sunlight as she lay against Claire.

Looking at her body, it seemed she hadn't arrived here without difficulty.

Small wounds covered her arms and legs, and even in her sleeping state, I could feel how little strength remained in her body.

Perhaps, according to the plan I'd heard before regaining my memories, she had captured the spy and returned.

"......."

I carefully reached out my hand to brush aside the hair of the unconscious woman in my arms.

Looking at her now, she appeared to be nothing more than an ordinarily beautiful... girl.

But that wasn't the case.

She—this person whom I had dared to doubt, whom I had presumed to feel familiar with and treated like a disciple—had told me I was needed when I lost my anchor, and had given me purpose.

"......."

Somehow, thinking about that made my breathing a little rough.
It was a sudden change, but I understood.

That's how radiant she had been in that moment.

Perhaps because she was unconscious while leaning against my chest, I could feel her heartbeat. Thump, thump, thump—slow but steady.

Compared to that, I was...

"Ugh... What? Is it morning already?"

"......!"

I turned around with a start at the sudden voice.

There stood Cloria, the Saintess, her body covered in blood and her clothes more than half torn away.

Objectively speaking, though she had blocked me on Eckhart's orders and was my benefactor, something about my recovered memories of the Moonlight Church made hostility rise within me involuntarily.

"What's this? After having so much fun yesterday, now you're pretending to be shy?"

The Saintess seemed pleased with her own joke, giggling briefly before suddenly groaning and collapsing.

"Owww.... My ribs haven't healed yet...!"

"......."

I looked at the Saintess with contemptuous eyes.

Though I had apparently been in a "berserk state," "without intelligence," and "with a headache worsening my condition," I had still managed to capture the Sword Saint.

Yet she didn't look at all like someone with such intimidating power.

By the way, I wondered if the reason my heart hadn't exploded despite attacking the Saintess, who was clearly a member of the Moonlight Church, was because I had been in a berserk state.

"It hurts... It hurts! This is it, this is what I'm talking about!!"

While I was lost in thought, the Saintess clutched her ribs and rolled on the ground, cackling continuously.

Then, as if doing gymnastics, she bounced up in one motion, approached us, and looked down at Lady Eckhart.

"......What is it? What do you want?"

"I came to say hello. To thank you."

The Saintess, returning from her maniacal laughter to her usual somewhat smiling demeanor, replied.

"But looking at her, she seems to have fainted. That's a shame. If she'd had more stamina, it would have been quite a fight."

"...Mind your words. It's not that she lacks stamina, but that too much has happened..."

"What's with you? Why are you acting like that?"

The Saintess looked momentarily confused, uncharacteristically so, before smirking again.

"Well, she is that kind of person."

The Saintess crouched down in front of Lady Eckhart, who was unconscious in my arms, meeting her at eye level.

"...That was fun. I can't believe she actually pulled this off."

"......."

"Don't glare at me like that. I'm genuinely grateful."

I unconsciously softened my sharp gaze at her words.
She had stopped me after all, so I was being too sensitive.

...Still, I didn't need to see her for this long.

I held Lady Eckhart a little tighter while maintaining a subtle vigilance.
A feeling like warmth spreading from nearby.

Seeing my mood improve slightly from this subtle sense of security, the Saintess burst out laughing, patted my shoulder, and walked past me.

"I told you not to be like that. We might end up in the same boat soon, you know?"

What does that mean?
Just as I was about to open my mouth to stop her and ask about her cryptic words—

-CRASH!

"Ack!"

Before I could speak, the Saintess didn't make it ten steps before falling and rolling on the ground.

"......."

"......."

By now, the sun had fully risen.
The fully brightened morning was quite impressive to me, who had been reborn in many ways.

"...My leg tendons were cut and haven't regenerated yet..."

I ignored her grumbling and took a deep breath.

Being in the same boat as someone like that?
I'd rather die, but Lady Eckhart...

No.

If it was my lord's command, I realized I wouldn't mind.

Not just limited to what the Saintess was talking about.
For everything she would command me to do from now on.

*

It was after I had finished my final conversation with Stella.

Tomorrow, we would announce our engagement and lure out the spy.

Well... it's just something we're doing since these memories will disappear due to the Illusion Dream Stone anyway.

I thought as I left Stella's room.

The engagement announcement should be done properly on an important day.

I still haven't heard Stella clearly say she loves me even once.

Evan headed to the training ground to warm up his body one last time before the plan.

I hope this ends quickly—
So Stella and I can quickly... well, you know.

"......Hah!"

Evan suddenly realized, without any warning, that he had been sleeping on the dirt ground.

With a throbbing head and pain in several parts of his body.
Evan got up, confused by what felt like unusual morning muscle soreness, and found himself.

Lying spread-eagled on a plain with the Academy visible in the distance.

Evan stared blankly for a few seconds in a half-asleep state, trying to recall what had happened.

"...Ah!"

He startled as he remembered the operation and looked at his wrist.

A clear black circle drawn with a pen.

It meant only one thing.

The operation had succeeded.
Stella had dealt with the dragon, the spy, and the Sword Saint.

"......Huh."

Though he had anticipated this when hearing about the plan, actually experiencing it was truly bewildering.

He had no memory of doing anything, yet suddenly everything was over.

His body felt stiff, and he could feel the pain of sword cuts in several places, so he wasn't completely numb...

Still, he couldn't shake the feeling that something had been handled too easily.

"No, more importantly..."

He hadn't done anything... inappropriate with Stella, had he?
If there had been any contact during his memory loss that he couldn't remember, Evan thought he might go crazy with regret.

Well, Evan trusted himself, so he didn't really think that had happened.

Evan shook off his confusion and raised his stiff body.
And what his eyes fell upon was.

"...Goodness. You were right in front of me."

A woman with ash-gray hair lying as if asleep, wounded but showing no signs of decay.

Evan wasn't a fool, and the identity of the person before him was obvious.
What was confusing, however, was:

"...Didn't Stella say it would most likely be Professor Alen...?"

Was it not Professor Alen, or had this woman been impersonating Professor Alen?

Either way, it was a chilling thought.

"...I really wanted to give her a good punch, but she's already dead, so there's nothing I can do."

Evan said this while looking at the spy's corpse, which wore a strangely satisfied expression.
Judging by what appeared to be stab wounds inflicted by him, it seemed he hadn't missed his chance.

"Ugh..."

Evan grabbed his waist and leaned back, stretching his stiff joints.
Even for a superhuman, sleeping on the ground still makes the body stiff.

Evan felt this anew as he looked up at the fully brightened sky.

"......I miss Stella."

Though in Evan's memory they had just parted, his body seemed to remember her absence.

Somehow, Evan desperately missed Stella, whom he had likely just said goodbye to.

*

By the time Evan arrived at the Academy with the spy's corpse, the place was already in chaos.

"W-what is this! Did the Academy get attacked again...!?"

"It's the return of the forced sleep incident for all students!!"

"W-what is this! Several buildings are destroyed?!"

"Th-there are corpses of strangely dressed people everywhere!"

It wasn't really surprising or unexpected.

It wasn't the first time this had happened, and this time when everyone woke up, they found spy corpses scattered around and several buildings partially destroyed.

"......This is going to be quite troublesome."

How am I supposed to explain this?
As Evan was thinking this awkwardly, he saw his collaborators who seemed to be having the same thoughts.

Elysee, Erhen, Grace, and Caille came into view.

It wasn't just them who had lost too many memories while sleeping.

Practically the entire student body was in the same situation.

"Well, even so, isn't the damage less than Stella predicted?"

Erhen said this to boost the morale of the group, who were already starting to find everything bothersome.

Her words were true.

This was the Academy, filled with superhumans who surpassed most mages and decent siege equipment.

Though many things were broken and people were injured, at least no one had died.

But seeing that the group still lacked motivation, Erhen thought for a moment and added:

"Then we can still have the end-of-term party like Stella said, right?!"

It was just a few minutes later that the Sword Saint arrived carrying Stella, who had fallen into a deep coma.

Ch.219 - EP. 7: Until Now Until Now
Chapter 219. Until Now

The Academy had turned into a complete disaster zone.

The apocalyptic atmosphere created by countless injured people and half-destroyed buildings left the Principal with his mouth hanging open in shock.

"What, what in the world...?"

The Academy's Principal, Ovelin, had been working on paperwork in his office when he hit his head and came out to find the current state of affairs. (Losing all memory of a day's worth of paperwork processing was just a bonus.)

Though he was considered an extremely experienced mage, even he found it difficult to maintain his composure in such a situation.

He had already endured a lifetime's worth of criticism over the previous incident involving the forced sleep of all students and intruders, and now a similar incident had occurred.

No, this was beyond similar.

In the previous incident, the number of puppet intruders was estimated to be four or five at most.

But look at the current situation.
Not only had a similar incident occurred again, but this time the scale of the intrusion was completely different.

In terms of scale, it was as if an entire company of spies had come to the Academy and waged war.

Moreover, the corpse of a massive dragon had collapsed at the entrance to Maira Forest.

To make matters worse, when he woke up and contacted the outside world, he discovered that the entire Academy had lost a day's worth of memories, during which time events destructive enough to half-demolish the Academy had occurred in succession.

Ovelin seriously considered early retirement for a moment.

Honestly, this wasn't his fault, was it?

In reality, Ovelin had done his best.
With his skills as one of the few High Mages in the Empire, he had covered the entire Academy with defensive formulas and layered several mental barriers in preparation for similar incidents.

Of course, now that the incident had occurred, these were nothing but meaningless excuses.

And while the Principal and the Academy's professors were in confusion...

A student... the Sword Saint appeared from the forest, carrying Stella.

The Sword Saint was in such a battered state that it was hard to believe.
In that moment, Ovelin felt his pores tighten.

Did this mean that during the time they had lost their memories, someone powerful enough to challenge even the Sword Saint had appeared at the Academy?

The thought that all the students could have easily died made Ovelin feel dizzy.

So when the Saintess appeared shortly after, limping and covered in blood, Ovelin had no energy left to react.

What kind of being could reduce the Saintess and the Sword Saint to such a state?
Would it even be possible if the entire Empire declared war on them?

Was it perhaps the doing of that dragon collapsed at the entrance to Maira Forest?

From Ovelin's magical knowledge, the dragon lying there was a Corpse Dragon that could barely maintain 10% of its living combat power, and it had disintegrated due to the loss of external mana supply without any particular external wounds.

The Principal, rather than remaining confused, decided to simply ask directly and approached the Sword Saint.

After all, she, the Empire's sword, would be closest to the person responsible for this incident.

The Principal staggered toward them, who seemed to be gathered with quite a few people.

*

A few minutes before the Principal made that decision.

When the Sword Saint arrived carrying the unconscious Stella, intense reactions erupted among those who were close to her.

"No, Stella!! Is she dead? Is she dead?!"

"No. She's not dead,"

"Young Lady Stella!! What, what in the world...!"

"Please calm down. Miss Eckhart is currently...."

"S-Stella, Young Lady!! How, how can I treat...!"

It was chaotic in this manner.

Evan, who would have caused the biggest commotion if the situation they feared had actually occurred, remained quiet as he had assessed her condition at a glance, but....

"...What happened?"

Naturally, he wasn't in a particularly good mood.

From Evan's perspective, having lost all memory of the previous night, if Stella was the only one unconscious despite fighting with four helpers, the blame must lie with the Sword Saint.

The Sword Saint, Claire, didn't know this fact but could guess the atmosphere, so she slightly bowed her head and answered.

"...She was already in this state when she came to me. I don't think... it's a serious injury."

"Is that so? Then that's fine."

Evan had nothing more to say.
He didn't particularly harbor ill feelings toward the Sword Saint herself, and he felt some kinship with her as a fellow victim of the Moonlight Church.

What bothered him more was....

'...When she came to you?'

The extremely respectful way of speaking didn't suit the Sword Saint at all.
It might be an excessive assumption, but considering Stella's plan....

"Damn it. Just you wait, Stella."

"I have a lot to say to Lady Stella too!"

In response to Evan's unconsciously harsh muttering, the Saintess raised her half-torn arm and shouted.

"What do you mean? Why would the Saintess..."

"Well, um. Because Lady Stella is fun!"

"Fun? That's somewhat irreverent, Saintess."

Elysee and the Sword Saint suddenly started bickering with each other and began arguing.

The situation was completely chaotic.
Was this even 1% of what Stella had planned?

Probably not.
Evan sighed at that thought.

And at that moment...

"Um... Sword Saint?"

"Ovelin.... Principal. What is it?"

Principal Ovelin appeared before them with a somewhat bewildered expression as they were arguing.

Ovelin had a duty to somehow resolve this situation and provide an explanation.

From his perspective, the Sword Saint was essentially his last lifeline.
If even the Sword Saint had struggled against the opponent, he could surely reduce his accountability for this absurd situation.

"......."

"......."

"......."

In that moment, the gazes of the Sword Saint, the Saintess, Evan, Erhen, Elysee, Grace, and Caille crossed.

Most of them were on bad terms with each other or awkward, and some even harbored grudges against each other.

But the very reason such people had gathered here was because of the plan of the woman now sleeping soundly on the Sword Saint's back.

They were already perfectly prepared to coordinate their stories.

"Hmm. Principal Ovelin. As you know, I was dispatched from the Empire to root out spies in the Academy."

"Y-yes, that's right...?"

The Sword Saint spoke first.
Her original purpose was indeed, as she said, to catch spies in the Academy.

Of course, that had been a plot by the Moonlight Church, but now that everything was over, it served as an alibi.

"Principal. Here, the female corpse I recovered is that spy."

"Wh-what...?"

"That's right. She was active in the Academy as a person called Professor Alen."

Since most of them were either top students of the Academy or high-ranking officials of various organizations, the Principal had no reason not to believe them.

Although it was hard to believe that the still beautiful woman, now a cold corpse, had been Professor Alen.

"She was quite formidable. Aside from summoning a dragon, her own power was at a vicious level."

"Indeed. Even though I cooperated with such powerful forces, sacrificing the honor of Isenberg, this level of damage was the best we could manage."

"And at the end, she even tried to use an Illusionary Demonic Beast core! My Holy Arts and Cadet Elysee's spirit magic prevented our memories from being incinerated, but unfortunately, we couldn't protect everyone else's day..."

"N-no, Saintess! You tried your best!"

Incidentally, all these excuses had been prepared in advance by Stella.

Stella had anticipated that the Principal and other Academy officials, having already suffered through the first Illusionary Demonic Beast incident, would react strongly to this incident.

So it was fine if the excuse was somewhat flimsy.

Even if there were some gaps.

Even if it was a nonsensical claim that the Empire's Sword Saint, the Moonlight Church's Saintess, the future world's second-in-command, the strongest Spiritist, the Kingdom's Magic Swordsman, the Great Forest's Spirit Archer, the youngest Paladin, and the mage who commanded them all had barely managed to defeat a single person by attacking together.

"W-well, since the opponent was so strong, it couldn't be helped. No, not just that, you resolved it splendidly!"

The Principal believed it.
Or rather, even if he didn't believe it, he had no choice but to accept it.

And so the incident was quickly concluded.

The Academy packaged this incident—which would have earned a lifetime of criticism if suffered even once—as a kind of accident that occurred while dealing with an extraordinary opponent who could barely be defeated even if all the aforementioned personnel attacked together.

In other words, they reframed it as a historic day when they saved the Academy from the brink of total destruction.

According to Stella's original work, that wasn't wrong.

In any case, that was the conclusion.

*

For about a week afterward.

A relatively bright atmosphere spread throughout the Academy, except for some knights who were mobilized for the Academy reconstruction work.

Recent newspapers had been filled with news of conflicts with the North and assassinations by spies.

Amid such anxieties, it was like a ray of light that they had caught a spy who was now considered almost the strongest figure in the North.

The Principal was greatly pleased (relieved) and promised a quick recovery of the Academy and a party.

From Stella's perspective, this was the fruition of plans she had been building since her transmigration.

Dealing with the dragon, a major threat to the Academy.

Dealing with the spy who had taken Stella's life.

Addressing the Sword Saint's future charges of treason against the Empire and mental breakdown.

Even temporarily recruiting the Saintess.

Everything had gone according to Stella's plan.
There were many twists and turns, but in reality, the only things that deviated from Stella's expectations were the spy's combat power and the separation from her helpers.

"So, Stella."

However, if there was one thing that completely deviated from Stella's predictions...

"...Will you wake up now?"

It was that Stella herself had not regained consciousness even a week after the end of the incident.

It wasn't a physical problem.

The immense fatigue from that day and the strain on her joints from copying the Sword Saint's techniques had been treated to some extent, if not perfectly.

Even if they hadn't recovered, it wasn't an issue that would keep her unconscious for so long.

"...Seriously, just you wait, Stella."

So Evan could only watch her lying down with a frustrated heart.

However, Evan had a certain conviction.
Whatever Stella's problem was, she would soon wake up and come to him.

As she always had.

Whether aware of Evan's thoughts or not, Stella's expression was peaceful as she lay in bed as if asleep.

*

It feels hazy.
Like I'm dreaming.

I don't know when I began to exist, nor when I will disappear.

After floating aimlessly in that void for a while...

I suddenly realized that I was standing in some wide, dark space.

"......Huh?"

It was different from the mindscape of the original Stella.

While that place had been a gray space where snow fell, this was complete blackness.

A space made of absolute darkness.

"Hmm... You're definitely feminine. Hard to believe you were once male."

"What, what is this?"

And someone was watching me, circling around to examine my appearance.

Pale white skin, a voluptuous chest similar to or slightly larger than mine. Her eyes were noticeably red against her pale skin, and her auburn hair fell to her shoulders.

An overall beautiful woman with a slightly gloomy impression.

She should be someone I've never seen before, but somehow I didn't feel any sense of unfamiliarity.

"How can you be like this while still a virgin? Evan must have really held back."

"You......"

Because she was the person I had seen most in this world.

That hair color, that slightly dark, emotionless impression, that pale complexion.
All of it was so familiar.

"...Me?"

"Yes, correct. You're quick-witted as always."

It was me. Cheon Yu-seong before becoming Stella.

I could sense that intuitively.

But if that's the case, what's puzzling is...

"You're wondering why I'm female, right?"

"......Are you really me?"

I smiled slightly cynically, just like 'myself,' and shrugged.

"I am you. More precisely, your past self."

"...My question isn't being answered."

Why does she look like a female version of my past self? And why does that appearance resemble Stella?

"Perhaps I was a mentally ill person who believed I was male when I wasn't..."

"As disappointing as it may be, that's not the case at all. You were definitely male, except for having a somewhat pretty face."

"Ah...."

...Honestly, it's something I get confused about sometimes too.
When I find myself instinctively making moves on Evan... I question whether this is really the mindset of someone who was male in a previous life.

"The reason I look like this now is because the form of your soul has changed."

"What does that..."

"I'm still learning about the concept myself, so I don't know much. What's certain is that you can't go back to being male now. Even if you were to return to your original body... you would look like this."

What?

The words of my past self were shocking.
It meant that I hadn't just become female hormonally or emotionally, but that the transformation was so complete that even the form of my soul had changed to female.

Even though I had no intention of going back, to think that I would look like that if I did...

As I felt something like confusion, my past self approached and examined me.

"You've changed so much. Do you still remember what you originally looked like?"

"......."

"You don't remember well, do you? Well, that's because you've already deeply transformed into a woman at heart."

My past self was right.
The appearance of myself as a male either doesn't come to mind clearly, or if it does, it's mixed up with the image of the woman standing before me.

"...Why are you telling me this?"

"Well, if my future self has become a bitch-in-training who wants to spend her life being mounted by some man, wouldn't the past me want to know?"

"No, that's a bit of an exaggeration...!"

I was about to say that was harsh, but thinking about it, it wasn't entirely wrong, so I stopped.

Certainly, if I had known my future during my days as an actor focused on my craft, I might have died from shock.

"Since we're on the topic, I'll show you. Watch carefully."

As my past self said this, the black space around us filled with different scenes, as if someone had turned on a television.

-How could I! ......No, should I project more?

"......Oh."

My past self appeared, seemingly preparing for an audition. The image of me trying to capture emotions in front of a mirror brought a sense of nostalgia.

The auburn hair tied back, the thick eyelashes, the delicate face that some might consider feminine...

"Handsome, right? You used to think that a lot when looking in the mirror."

"......."

...It's not wrong, but objectively, I was good-looking.
I was often criticized for having a "pretty boy" appearance, but in my experience, the only women who disliked such looks were those with hardcore macho preferences.

After all, being called "pretty" isn't an insult for a man.

"You received many confessions too. Honestly, you were flattered a few times."

"....They were all aspiring entertainers."

This isn't self-praise directed at anyone in particular, but I once received a confession from an aspiring idol when I was in high school.

I rejected her because I was deeply focused on acting at the time, but I still spent sleepless nights at home with a fluttering heart.

My appearance, sweating and deeply immersed in acting, was quite masculine despite my pretty looks.

"How does it feel? Does anything resonate with you?"

"......."

"Good. Then next."

The scene suddenly changed to me living alone in a dark, shabby apartment.

"It's been a while since I've seen this apartment. Remember? That musty smell...."

"...It was terrible. I missed my old home so much."

"Yes. But what was the reason you, we, stayed cooped up there?"

......The decision to leave that grand house and live in such a place came after my mother's death.

And that was after my mother died because of my responsibility.

After that, I made a resolution.
I, who couldn't be satisfied with the precious relationships I had, didn't deserve to form new ones.

And that rotting away in such loneliness was my only atonement.

-I should... go to my part-time job.

True to that resolution, I looked terribly lonely back then.
The habit of talking to myself started around that time too.

Those were days of waiting for death without building relationships with anyone.

"Still, still nothing resonates with you?"

"......What exactly are you looking for?"

"Then next!"

The next scene was one that remained quite vividly in my memory.

-Young Lady Stella! You shouldn't touch the mirror, it will leave handprints!

......Wow.
How startled I was when I heard those words.

The screen showed me right after possessing Stella, standing in front of a mirror.

Full of confusion, screaming.
And then days later, realizing that I was a woman who would die in a few years, I fell into another bout of panic.

Even on my way to meet Evan for the first time, I was planning how to escape from my secretary.

"Until then, apart from your appearance, there wasn't much that could be called feminine about you. Your chest was small too."

My past self shrugged and lifted her large breasts with both hands before continuing.

"Back then, you were desperate to live, no matter what. Isn't it funny? You, who had been waiting for death just days before, suddenly struggling to live."

"......."

"Seems like you still don't get it. Alright."

The next scene showed the capital at sunset.
There I stood, speaking to Evan with a cold expression.

-...But that doesn't mean I want it to develop into a romantic relationship. Such jokes are... difficult for me.

That was... during the Magic Tower tour?
My cold, distant demeanor looked awkward even to me.

"This was about two years ago. When you were busy making plans."

"......."

"This was when you were afraid of truly becoming a woman and curled up like a shrimp. You even made rules about what not to do. Do you remember rule number 1?"

"......Don't lose my identity or date men."

"You remember well. Look at yourself now."

"......."

Seeing my silence, my past self sighed and moved on to the next scene.

-...You must be tired, close your eyes.

-...You too.

"Ah, from your perspective, this is quite recent, right?"

As my past self said, it was a familiar scene.
After the entrance ceremony, lying in one bed due to lack of accommodation.

At the time, I thought I allowed it out of the affection built up over time, but...

"Think about it. Would the you from a few years ago have allowed this? No. You'd be lucky if you didn't run away saying it made you sick."

Pop! This time the scene changed without asking me anything.

-...Evan. Do you trust me?

During the Illusionary Demonic Beast subjugation.

It was a question I had asked sincerely, without realizing it myself, when my mind was shaken by the first major variable in my plan.

And as always, Evan answered simply.

-Of course.

"It's quite wonderful, isn't it?"

Pop! Another quick scene change.

-You said Evan has eyes that can discern truth. To such an Evan, were all my words lies...?

During the manifestation of the Evil God.
When I tearfully questioned Evan about my feelings, which even I wasn't sure of.

"What is this? You're completely like a girl who doesn't want to be disliked by the boy she likes."

"......."

"...Next."

For some reason, I felt like I knew what the next scene would be.
The scene changed according to my past self's words.

-......I nearly died. What are you, Stella?

"......."

"......."

This time both my past self and I were silent.

Me, with a completely broken mind, crying like a child in Evan's arms.

I had chosen to be alone, abandoning any understanding or sympathy, even toward myself.

And Evan shattered that resolution as if he didn't care about it at all.

And now Evan's confession unfolding was a decisive moment.
It was the moment I confirmed that I could build a relationship with someone.
That I was a necessary existence to that someone.

"If there was a moment when you truly fell head over heels, despite earlier signs... it would be this time."

"......Yes."

-You're not leaving me for the rest of your life, Stella.

"Hmph! If he speaks so coolly like that, huh? He thinks everyone will fall for him. Though you did fall for him."

"......?"

I turned my gaze from the screen to my past self, feeling a strange sense of dissonance.

From her—who looked almost like Stella with slightly larger breasts and brown hair—

From her eyes as she watched Evan, who was embracing me and smiling gently in the moonlight...

Despite her apparent attempt to hide it, her trembling gaze and rough breathing revealed a deep affection for Evan.

...Perhaps an even deeper, more intense emotion than my own.

"......You."

"Now, next, next!"

My past self cut off my words and immediately switched to the next scene.

The next scene was... one I could remember very well without any dialogue.

-Chu.......

The closing.
The moment right after finishing the performance, before leaving the stage.
The moment when Evan's accumulated sincerity collided with me.

"......*gulp*"

...In other words, our first kiss.

It wasn't a scene that needed to be viewed for long.

"Until then, even your forced belief that you were still a man crumbled with that one blow. From Evan's perspective, it was checkmate."

"......I suppose so."

"Honestly, I think you held out for a long time. Don't you think? The emotional barriers had long been dismantled under the pretext of friendship, and he was the first person to approach you after years of living alone, plus he's handsome and cool."

I was starting to understand the intention behind this retrospective.

Regardless, my past self... continued the screening.

-I think it's... similar to when Evan was absorbing my mana?

Me spending all day kissing Evan under the pretext of mana experiments.

-It comes up to... here... don't you want to see?

Me seducing Evan in defiance of the skinship ban.

-So if you stroke the ring three times? It sends a signal to the other person.

Me going on a date with Evan.

-Evan...? Forcing it is, is rape...?

And me lying on the bed after changing clothes behind Evan's back, acting coquettishly...

"This is just a perverted woman."

Was I really like that?
There's always something awkward about seeing oneself through another's eyes.

...This is a bit extreme though.

Anyway, the videos continued, edited as if to reach the present moment when I had fainted, and then the space returned to darkness.

"......."

After a brief silence.
I wondered what to say, then decided to ask directly.

"You're not my past self, are you?"

"...Correct! Of course it was a lie."

My past self... no.
'I' smirked and replied.

-Sssss

And then her auburn hair began to turn purple.

Her eyes glowed again with a blue color close to sky blue, and her chest... was still slightly larger than mine.

"I think I know, but... what are you?"

"You're right in what you're thinking. I'm you, just a little ahead in time."

...As I thought.
The other person wasn't anything like my past self.
No, it was almost the opposite.

The person before me was probably... my not-too-distant future.

"...What's the principle behind your visit and your purpose?"

"I'm not sure about the principle. Maybe it's because of too much contact with the Ice Dragon at that time... I mean, now."

"...Ah."

Is it because of the spy incident?
My future self seems to think this happened because I used some of her divinity afterward.

"And as for the purpose... well, you know this part, don't you?"

"......."

"You're determined to give everything to Evan, but you're not completely ready yet."

"......So that's it...?"

"Well, I'm not blaming you. After all, both you and I have lived longer as men. Even if your heart doesn't, your instincts might still resist."

My future self knew my heart very well, as expected of my future self.
In reality, my heart was a mix of wanting to give everything to Evan and let him take me, and still being a little afraid of that.

...In most cases, only the former came out due to the mood, so it didn't appear that way.

"So when I said the form of your soul had been fixed, you were slightly shocked. There was still about 0.00001% of your male self remaining."

"...And I'm afraid that will completely disappear if Evan takes me?"

"That's it. You understand quickly as always."

My future self grinned and roughly tousled my hair.
Though the actual age difference probably wasn't much, she somehow felt much more mature.

"That's why I showed you. Looking back at your chronology from when you were a man, what do you think? Do you still believe these are emotions unworthy of you, swept up by affection or hormones?"

The reason my future self showed me all this was simple.

To remove my last remaining hesitation.

To remind me why Evan was the right choice.

To ensure I wouldn't forget the benefactor who loved me when I was lonely and unable to build relationships with anyone.

"...Even if I went back a hundred times, it would be the same."

"That's right!"

I finally smiled brightly.
It was a bright, happy smile I had never worn before.

"Your memory of this place will disappear. Because this seems to be my first time here. Probably only the emotions will remain with you."

So, in the end, it's still you who has to make the same choice again.

My future self said this as she removed her hand from my head and patted my shoulder.

"The last step is always the hardest. Good luck, me."

"......Okay."

I replied with a slight smile.

At the same time, this place began to fade to white and blur, like the mindscape.
Just as the long reminiscence seemed to be ending...

"Ah, wait, wait. Since I came from the future, I should tell you this."

"...But you said I won't remember?"

"Information that's beneficial even if only emotions remain. Listen carefully. I'll tell you just two things."

My future self grabbed my shoulders and spoke urgently.

"The Saintess will probably do something crazy in the near future."

"The Saintess is originally..."

"I thought she was originally crazy too, but she'll do something that transcends that. But it... will initially help you, so just watch quietly."

My current perception of the Saintess is such that if she appeared in this mindscape and stabbed me in the stomach, I'd just say "Haha, that's the Saintess for you!" and accept it.

If even I would be shocked, I wonder just how crazy her actions will be.

Honestly, I was terrified.

"...And the second thing?"

"Ah, yes. The second."

I swallowed nervously before hearing the second revelation, already in a state of tension from the first shocking fact.

And my future self, pressing her thighs together and slightly twitching, smiled with a slightly reddened face and said:

"You (I) are suuuper inexperienced, so when you do it with Evan, hold on tight to something, anywhere!"

"...What?!"

...That was the end.
The memory of meeting my future self, which would probably be erased immediately afterward...

*

"...Hah, gasp!"

With the sensation of air suddenly rushing into my lungs...
I woke up in bed, feeling the dampness of sweat on my patient gown.

Though I had no sense of time, I could definitely feel that I had been lying down for quite a while.

Judging by the ceiling, this seemed to be the Academy's infirmary.

...I feel like I had a very long, shocking, and scary dream.

While thinking this, I heard urgent footsteps approaching.

"Oh! Miss Stella! You're awake!"

"...Erhen?"

To be honest, I had expected Evan, so I was slightly taken aback.
But soon a warm feeling of gratitude filled my heart.

Erhen always nurses me when I'm sick...!

"Erhen, I've troubled you again...."

"Miss Stella, this is no time for such talk!!"

Erhen examined various parts of my body with her spirits, quickly concluding there were no problems.

Immediately after, she pulled my arm and got me up.

"The end-of-term party is in a few hours! We need to get ready and dress up!!"

"......Ah."

...I intuitively realized.

It was time to untie the knot in my heart that had kept someone waiting for so long.

Ch.220 - EP. 7 In The Beginning
I stood in this place... how long had it been since I entered what had now become the ambiguous "Academy Survival Guide"?

When I first transmigrated here, it was the beginning of winter, and three years had passed.

Now it was the end of summer, so about four years... perhaps.

Objectively speaking, it wasn't long enough to feel a generational gap.

But just as a year differs between a newborn and a young adult, time's density is always relative.

My past four years had been a succession of incredibly dense days.

Getting kidnapped just weeks after transmigrating, becoming the sub-male lead's secretary...

To be honest, it had been overwhelming.
Each day was a continuous process of forming plans or establishing relationships.

I had to learn all sorts of common sense to survive in a place I'd only read about and imagined.

So even with my good memory, some days had become blurred and fuzzy.

Like the day I trembled with anxiety before moving to the Duke's residence.

Or when I first saw the ashen snow after transmigrating and quivered with unease.

Or that summer afternoon when Evan and I sat by the window, putting our heads together to make plans.

Perhaps even some days after entering the Academy had faded hazily from my memory.

"Stella?"

"......"

But now, somehow, it wasn't like that.
Every day until now seemed clearly etched in my mind, as if I could recall them at any moment.

"Stella? Are you alright? You got up so suddenly..."

"...No. I'm fine. Just felt a bit dizzy."

I answered while looking at Erhen, who had been pulling me along but suddenly wore a worried expression.

What expression am I making right now?

A strange feeling, as if all my journeys until now had been a long dream.
How long had I been asleep?

Despite my returning senses, reality felt oddly detached, leaving only a dreamy feeling.

It was like having the next four years crammed into me on the first day of transmigration, if that makes sense.

"Here we are!"

"This is...?"

The place Erhen had led me to was quite familiar.

It was like Elysee's private room that I'd visited before the final operation to recruit her.
In the original story, it was where she had secret meetings with the male leads.

Why bring me to such a place?
While I was still confused, sorting through my memories—

"Oh, you're really awake! Come in quickly!"

"Ah, umm..."

Without warning, Elysee popped out from the door and pulled me in.
The place she dragged me to wasn't the small room I remembered, but something transformed into what looked like a theater dressing room.

Only then did I understand why they had brought me here.

"Come, come! Lady Stella! Please take a seat."

I remembered that during the end-of-term party in the original story—
Though it was in the second year due to the Dragon incident at the end of the first semester and the Sword Saint disaster at the end of the first year—

Elysee had done her makeup in her private room just like now.
Being from the imperial family, she claimed to have superior makeup skills.

Even now, she was already fully made up for the party.

"...You look beautiful, Elysee. Pretty."

"...Ha! I-I'll make you pretty too, Lady Stella!"

Despite her trembling hands at my sincere compliment, Elysee diligently worked on my face like an artist.

As my face was powdered and my lips turned red, I still couldn't shake that sense of unreality.

Perhaps it was because everything happened so quickly after I woke up.
This strange sensation, as if I were still in a dream.

"...Am I not fully awake yet?"

Meanwhile, memories from after my transmigration rose like bubbles, leaving emotions in my mind before popping and drifting away.

Gradually, gradually, gradually.
One by one, memories and the emotions I felt then surfaced.

It felt like being a machine with an incomplete download.

"......"

Even amid this confusion, a thought came to me:
...Why hadn't Evan appeared until now?

He must have heard I was awake from Erhen or Elysee.
From Erhen's chatter as I received my makeup, it seemed he had been taking care of me daily.

So why, of all days, was he absent today when I had truly awakened?

......Actually, I think I knew why.

Perhaps due to my temporarily numbed emotions, I felt neither trembling nor fear.
I just thought it was quite good timing.

Whether those busy with my face knew this or not, I couldn't tell.

"Oh! It seems to be... done?"

"Um, yes, that's... right...?"

When the makeup was finished, Erhen and Elysee crowded around to observe my face, but immediately froze.

I couldn't tell what they were feeling, but I knew the cause.

Since transmigrating to this world, I could count on one hand the times I'd worn makeup.

Maybe during the play?
Even then, it wasn't heavy due to the female lead's character.

"This is unexpectedly..."

"No, I thought it would suit you, but..."

But now?
The situation was that Elysee, who canonically had the best makeup skills in the setting, had worked on me.
And my original was Stella, my favorite character... how could they not be amazed?

Thinking this somewhat self-indulgent but objectively true thought, I tilted my head slightly and asked their opinion.

"...Does it, suit me?"

"Yes! Yes! Very much!"

"Of course! W-who do you think did it for you!"

...Fortunately, our thoughts seemed to align.

Looking in the mirror, I could indeed see my beautiful favorite character... no, myself.

Glossy purple hair now past my shoulders, and blue eyes as refreshing as reflecting the sky.

The subtle blush on my cheeks and lips that shone redder today were captivating even to me.

...What a secretary I am.

"Time... Eek, it's almost time!"

"The dress! Please choose a dress, Lady Stella!"

By now, the sky outside the room's window was a low-saturation light blue with hints of black mixing in.

The end-of-term party begins after sunset.
Like any romance fantasy, it resembles a ball.

I, we, quickly chose and changed into dresses before the sky turned completely dark blue.

It takes quite a while just to put on a dress, though that's not often described in detail.

The dress I chose was dark black, unlike during the play.
As far as I knew, its meaning was probably...

"It really suits you, Stella! Let's go now!"

There was no time to admire myself in the mirror, beautiful as I surely was.

Because the party was about to begin.

Erhen and Elysee said they needed to make their own preparations and practically pushed me out before shutting themselves in the room.

"......"

Indeed, it had been a hectic day.

I looked at the clock hanging on the Academy corridor wall.
The time was 7:30.
Since I remembered the start was at 8:00, there was still plenty of time.
Of course, some would arrive early to chat, but I had no reason to do so.

"...It's quiet."

Whether everyone was preparing for the party or already at the venue, I felt a strange sense of being alone in the Academy despite having just spent noisy time with Erhen and Elysee.

It wasn't a bad feeling.
It was like walking alone at dawn to get morning groceries.

The fact that no one was observing me meant it was a good time for me to observe myself.

Click, click.
The sound of the heels Elysee had chosen for me echoed through the empty corridor.

I walked down the hallway, still not having regained my sense of reality.
My emotions still hadn't caught up with my memories, it seemed.

I recalled the plans I remembered.

Judging by everyone being fine and not giving any hints, and most importantly, the party being held on time when it had been postponed or canceled in the original story, the plan must have succeeded.

From what I overheard in Elysee and Erhen's conversation, the Sword Saint had briefly returned to the imperial palace.
She must have finished wrapping up her own matters.
Somehow, I felt certain of this.

"......"

The professors were generally in a state of confusion, they said.
Perhaps because Professor Alen, who had been quite respected, was revealed as a spy.

Marcus, who had been friends with him even before he became a professor, seemed particularly shocked, they said.

"......"

And, and also...

Something to think about.
Something to focus on...

"...Ah."

By now, there were people around me.
All of them in groups or pairs.
Wearing happy expressions, or trying to hide their nervousness.

The surroundings were filled with cadets intently observing their fellow students' new appearances, which they wouldn't have seen in everyday life.

"Whew, this is my first big party!"

"You country bumpkin. I was at the Duke's birthday party last time..."

Despite being the end of term, the atmosphere felt like year-end.
I could feel gazes directed at me too. Perhaps because I was a cadet who always wore pants except during the play.

The doors to the banquet hall were wide open, welcoming anyone to enter.
The wind coming through the open windows flowed through, making the white curtains flutter like flags.

It was like a scene from a movie.
And that made my sense of reality drift even further away.

But, even so.

Thump, thump, thump.

"...Ah."

...Whether I had been deliberately ignoring it or truly hadn't noticed.
My heart, which had been racing quickly until now, galloped like a dog finding its owner.

"...Aah."

I'm going to confess now. Really.

That was the first realization that hit me today.

*

Perhaps my emotions still weren't fully synchronized. Even as I crossed the wide banquet hall, memories and emotions continued to burst sporadically.

"Oh, Lady Stella! You look so beautiful today..."

"If you don't mind, Young Lady, would you dance with..."

I had no emotional or mental energy to spare for those approaching me, whether professors or cadets.

A memory popped like a soap bubble and spread through my mind.

It was the memory of the day I was racking my brain trying not to become Evan's secretary in the carriage to the Isenberg Duchy.

Simultaneously, another memory surfaced.

The image of Evan coming to rescue me when I was facing the assassination squad leader after breaking through a window.

As my heart regained its rhythm, emotions thawed one by one from their frozen state.

I recalled the awe, disgust, and anxiety I felt when I first saw Evan.

I remembered the joy, happiness, and ecstasy I felt when Evan first kissed me.

I recalled the emotions I felt seeing the affection and anxiety in his eyes at that moment.

"...Ugh."

Emotions returning all at once were incredibly stimulating.

I leaned slightly against the wall in a corner of the gradually livening banquet hall.
My heart contracted.

With my heartbeat becoming too rapid, I wanted to hold onto it out of fear.

...So this is how it feels.
To confess one's feelings to someone.

It was something neither I nor my past life self had experienced.
At most, I had received confessions, but I never had the confidence to convey my feelings to someone else.

"How did I end up like this..."

I wasn't the type to get nervous and sit down over such things.
In a way, I was closer to the original Stella.

Emotionless and expressionless.
Not showing my true feelings, not conveying my true heart.

So perhaps this trembling was due to my inexperience with unfamiliar situations.

"Would you like a glass of wine?"

As I leaned against the wall taking deep breaths, a cadet holding a tray of drinks and snacks asked me.
...I knew from experience with this body that I was weak with alcohol, but.

One glass... should be fine.

"...Yes, please."

I downed the glass of red wine I received in one go.
In my past life, this amount and alcohol content wouldn't have affected me at all, but this body was definitely weak.

Even with that small amount of alcohol, I could feel my body heating up and getting slightly dizzy.

But it was much better than that time when I had no idea of my tolerance and took several shots of strong liquor.

"...Alright."

Whether it was the heat rising in my body or courage blooming in my heart.
I found the courage to take one more step forward.

Evan wasn't anywhere in the banquet hall.
Then his location was obvious.

I headed for the door leading to the terrace, just a few steps away from the wall I had been leaning against.

Pushing through the rustling dark red curtains.
My eyes captured a blue night and quiet stillness, as if entering a different world.

And, as I expected.

"...Evan."

Jet-black hair reflecting the moonlight brilliantly.
Wearing what looked like a tuxedo for the party, a black outfit that matched his hair color.
With hair that seemed more styled than usual, and a more radiant presence than normal.

He turned his crimson gaze toward me.

"Hey. You're late, Stella!"

Evan smiled brightly.
As if greeting someone who had arrived on time for an appointment.

"......"

Well... finally.
This moment has arrived.

*

The sky was darkly blue.
Due to the excessively bright moon hanging over the mountains far from the Academy, the sky was darkly blue.

"......"

I was slightly tense, not knowing which words to speak first.
What should I say first, so as not to disrupt this important moment?

Despite my hesitation lasting a while, Evan just smiled faintly as if willing to wait.

...Unable to find suitable words, I decided to ask about his well-being first.

"Um... are you feeling alright, Evan?"

"Me? I'm fine. I'm more worried about you, who was unconscious for a week."

"M-my body is fine..."

"I know. That's what all the doctors said."

...A week? I really was unconscious for a long time.
Why, when I didn't have any major injuries? Imitating the Sword Saint shouldn't have caused that much damage.

"While I was gone, the rest of the cleanup..."

"That went according to our agreed story—the Academy was half-destroyed... though it's all repaired now. Anyway, everything was blamed on the spy's actions. The dragon was also packaged as an 'accident' that occurred during the process."

Fortunately, it seems there was no sudden discovery of decisive evidence leading to the Sword Saint's arrest.
...Still, I wanted to take responsibility until the end.

"...I'm sorry. As your secretary, it was my job."

"It's okay. As I said, I received all the plans. And..."

Evan chuckled once and then looked at me.
Unlike usual, there was no trace of his usual playfulness.

"Today, I didn't come out expecting you as my secretary."

"...Hup."

For a moment, I felt my heart skip a beat.
...Yes. I know.

Dragging out the conversation isn't good for either of us.
...But, before that.

Just as I had come to love Evan after accepting all of him, I needed to give him everything of me too.

That's what makes a fair relationship.

"...Phew."

I exhaled deeply, seeming to do so many times today, and gathered my breath.
Really, how did I end up like this?

Such thoughts came as memories flooded back.

What I had wanted at first was clearly to eliminate any connection with him, and later to survive and then part ways to live our separate lives.

Why, at some point.
Had my assured survival become a countdown to confessing my feelings to him?

It's a thought I've had many times, but if my past self saw this, she would grab her neck and collapse—justifiably so.

...I didn't expect this either.

"Evan, you said you trusted me, right?"

"Yes. I do."

Evan answered without any rhetoric or hesitation.
In fact, he had proven it multiple times.

After implicitly agreeing to keep quiet about my near-prophetic predictions during that dawn conversation, he did so.

And in the several suspicious situations that followed, he followed my words first.

"But, you must have had doubts about me... right?"

"...Well, yes. Honestly, it's because the things you told me were so accurate."

"...Yes. That's right."

...Again, that dawn.
In that conversation, we agreed to keep quiet about the future I knew.

Excluding the master-servant contract that was almost forced on both of us... that was our first agreement.

An outdated contract that no longer fit our current relationship.

So, I had an obligation to tell him this truth.

"...Evan. I wasn't Stella."

"...What do you mean?"

A flash of confusion crosses Evan's face.
He probably grasped the true meaning of my words with his ability.

"Literally, I came from another world. A world where I could... know the future of this world."

I didn't need to state facts I wasn't certain about.
Just reveal the secret I had kept until now.

"...Then, when did you become Stella?"

Evan asked with a slightly trembling voice.
A voice that conveyed a hint of fear.

"Three... and a bit more years ago. About two weeks before meeting you."

I said this with the most anxious and trembling heart of my life.
What if Evan sees me as a different entity?
What if he asks for the original Stella back, what should I do?

As I forcibly suppressed these swirling anxieties, Evan spoke.

"What? Then everyone I met was you all along. That doesn't matter then."

As if my anxiety was none of his concern, he said it so casually.

I was momentarily stunned, then asked in confusion at his unexpected response.

"Um, are you really not bothered...?"

"Nope."

"Maybe you're treating me like I'm mentally ill..."

"No, no, not at all. I've long noticed you had some special circumstances... though I didn't expect it to be like this."

Evan shrugged with a genuinely unbothered attitude.

"What matters is that the person I've been seeing, found interesting, became friends with, and fell for has consistently been you."

"Ugh, that's..."

I had thought about this carefully before speaking.
With the thought of hiding nothing, I made a big decision to tell him...!

Seeing Evan treat even my biggest secret as if it were nothing, I felt a little... well, deflated.

"Oh, I am curious about one thing. By the way, what's your original name?"

"Huh, what?"

I was taken aback by Evan's unexpected question.
I'm Stella now anyway, so is there really a need to tell him?

...But if he's curious.

"...Yu-seong."

"It's an unusual name, probably because it's from another world. What does it mean?"

...The meaning.
I recalled the origin of my name that my mother once told me.

Surely, Mom said she wanted me to be someone everyone would look at and make wishes upon...

"Yu-seong, shooting star... that's what it means."

At my answer, for some reason, Evan burst into laughter.
That laughter felt incredibly gentle to me, making it impossible to look away.

He laughed brightly and said:

"...Then it fits, doesn't it, Stella. (Stella; star)"

"...Ugh."

Really, how can someone be like that?
I'm starting to suspect he approached me with the intention of seducing me from the beginning.

Somehow, I felt competitive.
I became curious about how sincere those words were.

"...And I was a friendless loner in my original world too, you know?"

"Well. I don't particularly care."

"My personality is also very blunt, so it might be boring to be with me...?"

"I'm having a lot of fun right now."

"I, I might not be able to satisfy you because I'm afraid of doing it with you. Even so?"

"I'll try. Hard."

Evan deflected all my words while maintaining a subtle smile.

...Right. Actually, asking such things might stem from my low self-esteem.

I wasn't originally a complete woman.
That's why at first I pushed Evan away with a wall... or rather, just acted rudely.

I believed that was the way to maintain my identity.

And despite that, Evan didn't give up on me even though he should have gotten tired... and this is how it ended up.

Perhaps this was one of the reasons I had postponed Evan's confession.

"...I'm also very jealous, get anxious when left alone, and treated you coldly when we first met...?"

This was my confession.
And also a selfish question to which I knew the answer all too well.

Probably, Evan's answer would be...

"Even so, Stella."

For a moment, I felt as if my breath had stopped.

This place is a terrace. And it's a party venue celebrating the end of a semester.
Even though we're away from the center of the hall, it shouldn't be this quiet.
Why is it so silent, except for the loudly beating heart?

-Whoosh!

As I stood frozen, fireworks bloomed in multicolored splendor across a patch of the deep blue night sky.

Because of this, his figure standing with the night sky behind him appeared in silhouette.

But even within that.
The crimson eyes that had always gazed at me still retained their luster.

From that first moment we met until now, continuously.

"So... what's your answer?"

The sub-male lead, Evan, asked with his usual smiling face.
As if the serious atmosphere from earlier had been a lie, lightly and casually.

Probably his own consideration to not pressure me.

"..."

Thinking about it, he had always been like that.

Even after saving me multiple times, he never once showed off.

Even though he suspected my identity, he kept quiet until the end.

From beginning to end.
He trusted me.

"...Ah."

Actually. I already knew.
Perhaps for quite a long time.

No matter what excuse, reason, or justification I brought up.

"...Ah."

I exhaled once to cool the heat rising throughout my body.
Laughing self-deprecatingly at how ridiculous I had become.

Then I approached him step by step.

"Evan."

"Yes?"

Step by step.
His face drew closer.

Eventually, I came close enough that my breath, sweetened perhaps from the wine, could reach him.
His face was also red, as if he too had had a few drinks.

"Your necktie... is crooked."

Actually, I know.

I know very well how he ties his necktie.
Yet, I know he deliberately leaves it crooked in front of me.

But even so, isn't it a secretary's job to fix her lord's attire?
With such a joke in mind, I firmly grasped Evan's necktie.

"...You asked for an answer, didn't you?"

"Yes. I've waited quite a while, you know?"

Evan, the sub-male lead of this world, still smiling almost smugly.

"How did I end up with a guy like this..."

I mocked myself inwardly once more.
Yes. How did it really come to this?

It certainly wasn't like this at first.

When I was first thrown into this world.
When I transmigrated as the secretary of the sub-male lead who would die in three years, I was desperate to survive and even tried to deliberately distance myself from him.

However.
The purpose of "for my survival" somehow became shared with the guy standing in front of me.

Taking the Academy entrance exam, handling the original story's episodes, catching the traitor, dealing with the half-dragon, recruiting the Saintess, and confronting the Sword Saint.

And somewhere along the way-

"...Phew."

What expression am I making right now?

Being weak to alcohol, I might be shamefully flushing red.
Though maintaining a poker face is my specialty, I don't want to hide my expression in this situation either.

Squeeze. My hand gripped Evan's necktie more firmly.

"...This is my answer."

And with a tug-

-BOOM!

In the sky, fireworks were bursting, shining bright enough to obscure that bright moon.

Perhaps bright enough to clearly illuminate a man and woman facing each other alone on the terrace of the banquet hall.

Feeling the faint sound of fireworks through my dazed consciousness, feeling the dizziness rising, I gently closed my eyes.

If I were to make an excuse at this point... yes.

At first.
The only thing I was interested in was clearly...

..."Academy Survival Guide," nothing more.

-Episode 7 ≪Highlight≫ End.

"......!"

"Mmm......"

I had never kissed Evan first, not once.
Because I considered it my last bastion for postponing my confession.

What a ridiculous notion.

As I said before, for quite some time.
I already knew.

No matter what excuse, reason, or justification I presented.

"Chu...."

I would never be able to escape this man, with whom I was now kissing, for the rest of my life.

The kiss, the kissing continued for a long time.
Mixing our tongues until the surrounding sounds completely faded away.

Deeply feeling our saliva connecting, I realized only one thing.

Rule #1.

Do not date or share affection with men.
Though it had been ineffective for quite some time, only today did it finally become...

...completely abolished.

"Hah...."

"...You surprised me, Stella."

Without releasing Evan's necktie, I caught my excited breath and continued speaking.

"...Evan. I'll give you my everything."

"...Yes."

I felt Evan's breathing become considerably rougher.
...I know. I know.

......I made him wait a bit too much, perhaps.

"...So Evan, please take all of me too."

"......You'll have to take responsibility for those words."

Tonight would be very long.
We might not be able to sleep at all.

But.

Even so.

...It's a day worth it.
Despite the tingling sensation in my lower body making me slightly bend my waist.

I looked up at Evan with eyes that were probably colored with fear or anticipation.

Ch.221 - [Interlude] Number 1 (1)
The night sky was illuminated by blue light as Evan looked down at his secretary, who was clutching his necktie with a face so flushed it was visible even in the dim glow.

When did I first feel romantic feelings, love for Stella?

Of course, it wasn't like this from the beginning. My first impression of Stella Bell Eckhart, whom I'd only heard about, was simply that she was pretty, just as I'd been told.

I was curious about her since Father had mentioned her often, but that was it. I had no further interest.

My focus needed to be entirely on one thing: the destruction and expulsion of the Moonlight Church.

I had no room to care about anyone else. Even if that someone was myself.

For revenge, I didn't need to be myself. I didn't mind losing my identity while playing the role of the optimal person for that purpose.

That was my mindset back then.

"I am Stella Eckhart."

And then I heard your first words. From your very first introduction, I heard your deceptive greeting.

Lies, lies, lies. Your introduction, your greeting, your affirmations and denials—everything you uttered was a lie. That kind of person.

I found it intriguing. Entertaining, even.

No, to be honest, perhaps it was from that moment. When I let Stella into my heart.

When I met a fellow actor, my heart was moved.

After that...

Rescuing the kidnapped Stella, making her my secretary, hearing her true feelings.

"...I look forward to working with you, My Lord."

Fumbling through plans together, building our bond, eventually becoming irreplaceable friends.

"If anything, I'm the one relying on you."

By the time we entered the Academy, she had become someone I couldn't do without.

I didn't want to admit it.

How many people had entered my heart like this, only to leave and leave wounds behind? After going through this cycle repeatedly, I wanted to deny that I had come to care for someone again.

"Somehow, seeing you struggle so much makes me angry..."

Come to think of it, I thought Stella was keeping her distance by wearing that rigid secretary mask.

But perhaps it was me who tried to downplay our relationship, insisting she was just a secretary, a simple collaborative relationship that would end once our business was done.

Because when she crossed my boundaries, when she crossed the smile lines I had carefully fixed with my acting, I could no longer deny the truth.

"...Was your only wish to destroy the Moonlight Church? Was that all?"

That too was shattered when Stella saw through me.

If anything, the difficult part began after I became aware of my feelings.

While Stella surely didn't intend it, from my perspective, she had completely captivated me while denying her own feelings.

No, that would have been fortunate.

Stella, as if determined to shatter my patience-filled heart, delivered seemingly unconscious blows. Just recalling recent examples... burying her face against my bare chest, holding my hand because there were too many people around, offering her breast...

...I wonder how I managed to hold back.

Ironically, in this stalemate, my affection and longing for Stella grew.

They say unreachable flowers are the most beautiful.

After recognizing my feelings for her, I engraved every part of her into my being.

I engraved Stella's curves.
I engraved Stella's expressions.
I engraved Stella's speech patterns, gestures, and gazes.

And now, the woman I had so desperately yearned for was sighing deeply with a flushed face, gripping my necktie—

"...You asked for an answer."

"Yes. I've been waiting quite a while, haven't I?"

Past and present intersected. The Stella I had been watching overlapped with the current Stella.

Yes, I really, really had waited a long time.

Whether Stella knew half of my feelings or not, she showed a brief but colorful and lovely change of expression.

"......!"

She yanked my necktie sharply, pulling me toward her.

As a knight and superhuman, I could have easily withstood a hundred times this force if I wanted to resist.

But the gentle pull of this lovely being always...

*BOOM!*

Always pulled me with a force I couldn't resist, making me orbit around her.

Since the moment we first met.

So perhaps the answer was simple.

At first...

No, from the very beginning.

From the moment I heard the first lie in her enchanting voice.

I had been in love with this purple-haired woman.

This seemingly cold, expressionless being.

This overflowing capable secretary.

Stella, I had loved her all along.

"Mmm...."

Fireworks exploded, our lips met, and through the gaps in my eyelids, red and blue colors...

Fragments of sensations passed through my mind, cut like scenes from a film, as I felt the ecstasy of finally receiving Stella's heart.

Kissing Stella was no longer an unfamiliar experience. At the end of the Theater Festival, after the results announcement, during mana training, on dates.

This was what we did whenever the mood struck between us.

But why?

Why did this kiss feel particularly sweet?

Was it because it had been a while? Or because it was Stella's first self-initiated kiss?

Probably both, I thought in the intermittent gaps of my happiness-flooded consciousness.

"Haah..."

"...You surprised me, Stella."

After what felt like an eternity in real time but a mere instant in perception, I smiled gently at Stella, who was panting as if she'd forgotten how to breathe.

Stella caught her breath for a moment. Meeting my eyes, she slowly opened her mouth.

"...Evan. I'll give you my everything."

"...Yes."

A tingling sensation like every peripheral nerve in my body was on fire. Feeling something between conquest and achievement, I barely managed to nod.

"...So Evan, take all of me too."

But her next words were even more intense. It felt like my heartbeat was pounding through every part of my body where blood flowed.

Even without context, her tone and gaze were dreamy and sensual, pushing my stimulation well past its threshold.

Adding meaning made it even more audacious and provocative. Could she possibly not understand what she was saying?

While that wouldn't be surprising for Stella, I hoped that wasn't the case.

"...You'll have to take responsibility for those words."

I found myself muttering in a slightly low, fierce voice.

Though unintentional, Stella liked this sort of thing, so it should be fine.

Judging by how her ears turned bright red as she nodded, it seemed I was right.

"Um, Stella. Tonight..."

"...Yes, Evan."

"Shall we sleep together?"

A moment of silence. Stella took a few deep breaths, muttered something that might have been resolve or determination, clenched her fist, and answered.

"Yes...!"

Her appearance somehow resembled a small animal about to be devoured.

...Somehow, a damp sadistic desire welled up inside me.

Hmm. Am I becoming more like Stella?

*

Perhaps because we had left in the middle of the party, the dormitory building was eerily quiet without even an ant in sight.

Of course, nothing would have changed even if it had been full of people. Mainly because I couldn't hear anything around me.

*I confessed, I finally confessed...*

I finally directly conveyed my feelings to Evan. That fact alone consumed all my cognition, thoughts, reason, and emotions, leaving no room for anything else.

Confession felt like vomiting out what was inside in many ways.

Especially in the way it felt like spewing out a physical manifestation of love.

If I had to describe the sensation, it was like tears welling up for no reason and my heart pounding—no, hammering.

In reality, mine wasn't so much a confession as a response to Evan's confession, yet I felt this way.

Evan must have been much more afraid and nervous. If he had confessed at the wrong time, before I established my identity, our relationship could have been ruined.

Yes, he must have been extremely nervous right before or after confessing.

And I could be certain.

"......."

"......."

Right now, both Evan and I...

Walking in silence down the quiet hallway without saying a word.

This moment was several times more nerve-wracking than that.

*Wow, uh, wow. Uh...!*

They say people see their lives flash before their eyes before death. I was experiencing something roughly similar.

How on earth did I end up like this?

Beside me was Evan. Though we had only officially become lovers moments ago, he was still the friend I had been with for three years.

So apart from being slightly taller and more handsome, he was still the same Evan.

"......."

...Somehow, just thinking about what was about to happen made it difficult to meet his gaze, and my lower abdomen throbbed.

It felt like being right before a crucial exam, or reaching the highest point on a roller coaster.

Though I knew this day would come eventually, now that it had arrived, the situation felt completely unreal.

In about a few dozen minutes, Evan and I would probably...

*Haah...*

Feeling steam rising from my head (to use a manga expression), I forced myself to bring up a topic to break the awkward atmosphere.

"E-Evan? Where are we going right now? We've already passed your room..."

"Hm? Well... Oh right. You wouldn't know since you were unconscious."

Evan made a face like he'd forgotten to tell me and briefly explained what had happened while I was passed out.

"We're basically the top contributors who saved the Academy, right? From the Principal's perspective, we're practically saviors."

"Yes, that's true...?"

From Principal Ovelin's viewpoint, another incident had occurred shortly after the Illusionary Demonic Beast incident. If there had been casualties, it would have been beyond resolution by simply stepping down as Principal.

"So the Principal offered us some Academy privileges, perhaps as hush money."

"That means...."

Evan smiled at my question and said:

"So I just asked for a double room on a floor above the other dormitories, for you and me. Yes."

"......Oh."

...I shouldn't have changed the subject. Instead of dispelling my anxieties, my mind was now filled with stronger and more frequent worries.

So... a double room?

Now... without Erhen's help, in one room...?

And on a completely different floor from other cadets...?

As I was lost in these thoughts, he gently placed his arm around my shoulder and whispered:

"...That's why I told you."

...You might find this surprising, but I knew Evan felt he owed me a lot.

Honestly, having once been a man myself, I understood. How Evan must have felt when I teased him but refused a relationship like I was saving myself for marriage, and what kind of karma that created.

To be even more honest, I sometimes did it on purpose. Because Evan's reactions were both cute and amusing.

But it seems...

"That you'd have to take responsibility."

The time has come to pay that karma.

"......Kyaa♡"
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"Salamander. You mentioned there was a case where they could live even after having their heart removed?"

"Yes, that's right. Though the source of the technology itself is uncertain."

"Then, what happens to the salamander if the removed heart is destroyed?"

It was something that had come up in Professor Stefan's class recently, but it was a fact I'd known for quite some time.
After considering my question briefly, Professor Marcus answered.

"It dies. The technique allows separation from the heart, not living without one."

"I see. Thank you for your time."

"Of course. Feel free to visit anytime."

I grabbed the doorknob to Professor Marcus's office after getting my answer.
And then, at that moment, something occurred to me.

"...Ah, Professor?"

"Yes? Did you have something else to ask?"

"This is just out of curiosity, but perhaps..."

As I hesitantly began to speak,
Professor Marcus's expression became peculiar for the first time today.

...This is important!

*

In the early days after her transmigration, Stella had consistently considered herself fortunate that she'd ended up in a female-oriented romance novel, despite various complications.

Imagine if she had transmigrated into a male-oriented novel instead.
She'd have become a sex slave maid getting raped regularly instead of a secretary. (This was Stella's personal opinion.)

In that case, her self-imposed Rule #1—never to date or become intimate with a man—would have been impossible to maintain, so she considered herself extremely lucky.

"...Here we are, Stella."

"Oh, um... it's much more spacious."

"Yes. I brought all the closets and furniture too."

And now, back to the present.
...Where she was about to break that very "Rule #1" that she had established from the beginning.

Stella was experiencing a complex mixture of emotions.

Fear, excitement, anticipation, a bit of self-loathing, and expectation all mingled together.

"Would you like to... wash up first?"

"Ah, um... yes."

Stella suddenly recalled her first night with Evan.
That is, right after the entrance exam had ended.

-Um, can I wash up first?

-Evan, please...!

When Evan had said something similar back then, she had screamed in panic.

...And now she was nodding to the same suggestion with its true meaning.
Though it hadn't been that long ago, it felt like years had passed.

Following Evan's suggestion, Stella gathered clothes from the closet that had been brought along and headed to the bathroom.

Originally, the private rooms at the Academy where Stella and Evan had been staying only had basic washing facilities, but this was a slightly larger bathroom created at Evan's request.

Evan watched Stella enter the bathroom while trying to calm his pounding heart.

Though Evan was maintaining a poker face and trying to appear calm, he was certainly not someone who could remain serene in this situation.

If Stella's case was a mixture of fear and anticipation, Evan's was singular.

The release of compressed desire that had built up over time.
In other words, the karma Stella had accumulated.

This was an extension of what he'd thought right after receiving her confession...

Stella's subsequent behavior after realizing her feelings was even more outrageous.

Spending entire days kissing him, coming to dates without underwear, undressing behind him in that state while making provocative comments, giving him a ring, using hospital visits as an excuse to spend all day in his bed...

"...Ah."

Evan felt his desire, which he'd been trying to suppress, spring up like an awl.

...Rather than waiting for Stella, he'd better quickly go take a shower in one of the empty rooms nearby.

Having made that decision, Evan hurriedly left the room in a manner quite unlike himself.
As a result, he didn't see what clothes Stella had taken into the bathroom.

*

-Shaaaaa

One of the best things about transmigrating into this pseudo-medieval world that ignored historical accuracy was the plumbing system, which was no worse than in her previous life.

"......"

While people in this world seemed to prefer bath-style facilities, as evidenced by the Great Bath, they also had shower-like fixtures like the one I was currently using.

...Which made the pounding feeling even stronger.
The process of washing my body and drying my hair.
Though it included the fantasy element of magic, this activity so similar to my previous life seemed to confirm that I had truly become a woman.

Now, strangely, even when I tried to recall my previous life, I couldn't picture myself as a man.

I only saw the image of a brown-haired woman with large breasts.
Perhaps this was related to what Stella had briefly mentioned about the form of the soul.

In any case, this was the moment that would put the final punctuation mark on my transformation.

I have gradually changed by experiencing female physiology, female emotions, and female love.

If there was one thing that remained unchanged from before I became Stella... it would be sexual experience.

It's like the final piece of a puzzle made up of many fragments.
It's also the destruction of the last 0.00001% of my remaining masculinity.

"...Ugh..."

...I was still scared.
Of course, as I said, I want to give everything to Evan, but?

Unlike other women, I've been aware since three years ago that I could be... thoroughly taken.

No, actually, I had planned to live as a lifelong single until quite recently, so I've only had a few months to mentally prepare.

Plus, there was one more problem.
I don't know how Evan will take it, but...

With a poof sound, the moisture on my body was expelled, leaving just a slight dampness.

Looking in the mirror, I saw the incredibly stimulating female body glistening with water.

Breasts too full to be described merely as "ample," and a waist that was impossibly narrow in comparison.

And again, an absurdly wide pelvis.

I tried covering the important parts with my palms, but it didn't reduce the stimulation.
Rather, the pressure emphasized the volume...

"Wow..."

I was newly aware of the destructive power of the body I had transmigrated into.

The beauty was beyond words, and the figure... at this level, I felt respect for Evan as a human being for having endured until now.

Honestly, if a woman who looked like this had seduced me, I don't think I could have resisted for even a day.
I'm saying this from my current perspective as a woman.

...And now I could be certain of something.

I, that is, Stella... seemed to be bigger than Stella. In several areas.

It might sound nonsensical, but it was true.
When things first started growing, I thought my memory was wrong, but now I could be certain.
I was bigger than the original Stella. Quite a bit bigger.

'...Is it because Evan keeps touching me?'

This wasn't the usual baseless accusation—there really was no other explanation.

'This will make for good conversation with Stella.'

...Anyway, it's not a bad thing.
By having such weapons, Evan would be more... tempted by me. Yes.

Nodding with a face that had turned bright red, I put on the clothes I had prepared.

He said he'd brought the clothes as they were, but I didn't expect this to be here...

The sound of me gulping echoed in the bathroom, along with the intermittent sound of water.

*

Evan, true to his superhuman nature, had finished washing and dressing very quickly and efficiently, and was now sitting on the bed again.

Water sounds could still be heard from inside the bathroom, and at this point, Evan had reached a state where he could imagine the female body just by listening to the sound of water splashing.

"...I really hate this."

Evan lamented his own lewdness as he muttered.

He was in a state of excessive excitement that had led to a kind of crash, especially regarding his own lewdness.

As the son of a ducal family, Evan was not ignorant about sexual matters, but he had been rather indifferent to them.

After all, he had lived an almost stone-like existence, having set revenge as his life's purpose at some point.

'How did you make me like this, Stella...?'

Thinking about it, getting Stella pregnant at this point would be quite problematic.

'It could happen if there's enough will, but still...'

And just as he was having this momentary self-deprecating time—

-Creeak.

As the door opened, and a bit of hot steam flowed out—

"Ah, um... Evan? Did you wait long?"

"Uh..."

No, I also washed up in another room, so not really.

That's what Evan should have said, but the words never left his mouth.

Looking back, Evan had always seen Stella in roughly three types of outfits.

Like when he first met her, wearing a dress as the daughter of a marquis.

For most of the time they'd spent together, wearing stiff clothes like the Academy's pants or uniform.

And lastly, the radical case like during their last date, when she wore a skirt.

"Um, Evan...?"

And now, Stella was somewhere between the second and third cases.

It was clearly the Academy uniform that half the students wore.
Just a gray-black skirt and a slightly tight shirt.

But somehow, when Stella wore it, perhaps because of her secretary attribute, her figure seemed several times more provocative.

Although the buttons were undone a few more than usual, precariously splitting the chest, and the stiff, fluttering skirt rose up to the thigh, no longer serving its function.

It was an outfit that Stella would surely have self-described as a "pretty secretary look" or a "female delinquent look."

"Why... are you staring at me like that...?"

Seeing Evan frozen like a stone, Stella smiled slightly over her expressionless face and walked toward him with a swaying motion.

"Uh, well..."

At this moment, the crash-like feeling that had been keeping Evan's reason in check completely vanished.

The only reason his human nature didn't fly away with it was surely because he possessed superhuman patience.

"...Mmph."

Stella sat on Evan's frozen knees.
As if Evan had become a chair.

"...!"

But the difference between a chair and Evan was that Evan was a person, a living being, and consequently could feel touch.

"Stella, right now..."

Evan was wearing light clothes after washing up.

Though autumn was approaching, the summer heat hadn't completely faded.

And through those thin clothes,
Evan could feel very clearly the sensation of Stella's weight pressing down on his pelvis.

So Evan's trailing question, if spelled out, was something like this:
Right now, under that extremely short skirt,
Between the skin that was separated from his thighs by just one layer of cloth,

Was there nothing?

"......"

Stella answered by silently blushing and nodding.

Because her face was still close to expressionless, paradoxically, the impact was tremendously amplified.

"...Ah."

Evan felt his manhood swelling beneath Stella's light frame, regardless of his will.

Though he wasn't currently suppressing it with mana circulation as he usually did, even if he had been, it would have been difficult to have much effect.

Evan felt his breathing become rough as blood rushed to that area.

Stella, this woman, how was she planning to pay for this karma—

"......♡"

—While Evan was trying to gather his dazed thoughts, Stella launched another attack.

She began pressing down on Evan's swollen member with her wide pelvis and buttocks.

"S-tella."

The reason Evan didn't immediately throw Stella onto the bed and thrust his manhood into her was no longer due to his patience or concerns about pregnancy.

It was simply because all his thoughts were focused on how, how to educate this impudent female.

"Stella, you really..."

"W-wait a moment, Evan."

Sensing his emotion that was close to killing intent, Stella hurriedly stopped him.

Though she had decided to give him everything,
There was still... a little left.

"Evan, please listen to me."

"...Go ahead."

Evan answered, drawing on the greatest patience of his life, and even borrowing from his future reserves of patience.

Stella, feeling relieved at his response, continued speaking.

She didn't want to do this in this situation, but it was an important proposition that needed to be addressed.

"...Evan. As you know, my initial goal in our contract has now ended."

It's all thanks to you, Evan. Thank you so much.

Stella said this to Evan with sincere gratitude.

Their contract.
That is, the initial agreement where Stella would help with Evan's plan, and Evan would help with Stella's.

Among those, the handling of the spy for Stella's survival had been successfully completed.

As Stella said, Evan's contribution had been significant.

"Well, without your plan, I couldn't have done it like this."

"No. I could never have done it alone. You know that, right?"

"...Ahem."

Evan turned his head, feeling slightly embarrassed.
It was a different kind of heat from the lust he had been feeling just moments ago.

"And now, all that remains is your purpose, Evan."

"...Yes. That's right."

That was it.
For these two to settle their initial contract, one thing remained:
Evan von Isenberg's revenge.

Though Stella's love had grown enormously over the past year, Evan had not forgotten his revenge.

"But... as you know, its execution... seems like it will be moved up a bit."

"Yes. That's right."

According to their original plan, after dealing with the spy, they would take a few years of rest and slowly formulate a strategy to take down the Moonlight Church.

But as they proceeded with the spy operation, became entangled with the Saintess, and learned about the collusion between the Moonlight Church and the North, the truth gradually emerged.

The recent state of the Moonlight Church read by the Saintess, the continued provocations from the North, and decisively, the recruitment of the Sword Saint, their main force, and the handling of the spy.

Each one of these accelerated the war with the Moonlight Church.

As a result, the rest period they had initially considered was drastically shortened, and they now had to enter into all-out war with the Moonlight Church immediately.

That was the one remaining issue Stella had mentioned.

The pregnancy deadline, which was supposed to end with the handling of the spy... had been extended a bit longer.

Realizing this, Evan also regained some of his composure.

'...Right. What's important now is... not this kind of activity.'

Even the lust that had almost made him pounce on her subsided somewhat.

"...So, Evan. If I conceive a child now, it will cause a major problem for our operation."

"...Yes. Stella. I understand."

In this world, due to the Emperor's past childbirth policy, research on contraceptive magic had once been banned and didn't exist.
The same was true for contraceptive devices. Therefore, their act was also extremely risky at present.

So.

"...So, Evan."

"Yes...?"

*

Well, how should I put this.

Honestly, if it hadn't been for that kidnapping incident at the beginning of my transmigration, I would have cleanly given up on the Academy to avoid getting involved with Evan, you know?

Though the reasons are different now, the Academy never really held much meaning for me.

Of course, I have been working on developing that... magic whenever I have spare time.

*

Stella took a deep breath.
...This was the final stage.

"I've developed contraceptive magic."

Bang!
With that sound, Stella was pinned down on the bed beneath Evan.

"...Kyaah♡"

...It was the signal that Evan's reason, which had been precariously maintained for the past few months, had completely flown away.
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Stella had always been known for her limited range of emotional expressions. If the average person's emotional range was from 0 to 10, Stella's would be from 0 to 2.5 at most. Her perpetual poker face came from two sources: the original Stella's naturally expressionless demeanor, and her own tendency as an actress to save her emotional expressions for performances.

Evan, who had grown deeply infatuated with her, harbored a dark desire to break that poker face. He wanted to see her completely undone, her carefully maintained composure shattered.

Now, in a room lit only by crimson firelight and blue moonlight from the window, Evan was finally indulging in the moment he'd waited years for.

"Ah... Evan...?" Stella gasped as he buried his face against her half-unbuttoned collar.

His rough breathing against her neck drew involuntary soft moans from her lips. But what affected her more was the sensation of his muscular body pressing down on her. Evan had already removed his t-shirt, revealing the sculpted muscles typical of a knight who enhanced his body with mana.

*This feels strange...* she thought, overwhelmed by the masculine presence pinning her down. The realization of her powerlessness against his strength made her abdomen tighten with desire.

"Is this turning you on, Stella?" Evan asked with a smirk.

"N-no... it's just that you keep pressing down on me..." Her voice naturally took on a flirtatious tone, her body struggling to maintain proper posture.

Evan smiled and slowly kissed her. Though she'd grown somewhat accustomed to tongue kisses, this one made her lower abdomen tighten and grow wet with anticipation.

*No, I can still hold out a little longer,* she told herself, trying to maintain some semblance of dignity. Though she had boldly offered herself to Evan, she hadn't planned on surrendering completely in one night.

Just as the kiss's dizziness began to fade, she felt an unfamiliar sensation at her most intimate place—a sensation this body had never experienced before.

"Hik...?!" she cried out.

"What? You're already this wet?" Evan said with an uncharacteristically lewd smile.

With small splashing sounds, his rough palm caressed the part of her that had never known anyone's touch but her own. Though his movements were gentle, almost like petting a small animal, they built up heat within her like accumulating droplets.

"E-Evan, wait...!" she tried to protest, but before she could finish, his thick, rough finger entered her without warning.

For a brief moment, her vision went white as she processed this new sensation.

"Kyahup?!" Her hips lifted involuntarily as the built-up heat exploded, and she reached climax from just that simple touch.

"Hak, ah...?" Her body continued trembling, her vision filled with pulsing gray spots.

Something was wrong. She had tested her own sensitivity and had concluded she wouldn't surrender so easily. But the difference between her own touch and Evan's was profound.

"Why are you so... skilled...?" she managed to ask between breaths.

As she was still recovering from her climax, Evan removed her skirt. The cool air against her sensitive parts made her body jerk, though Evan's weight kept her pinned.

*Ah.* She instinctively understood. The foreplay was over. In truth, it hadn't been necessary—she had been ready for him from the moment he pinned her down.

With popping sounds, the remaining buttons of her shirt came undone, and the last piece of clothing covering her female form disappeared.

"Ah, uh..." she gasped, completely naked before Evan for the first time.

She wasn't cold, despite the lingering summer heat. Rather, it was Evan's intense gaze scanning her body that made her feel hot—examining her slender neck, full breasts, narrow waist, smooth abdomen, and soft thighs.

"You're beautiful, Stella," he whispered in her ear.

Then she sensed that Evan had taken out his manhood. Though she kept her eyes on his face, she could instinctively feel something hot, hard, and eager pressing against her entrance.

Feeling a slight fear at the moment of truth, she wrapped her arms around Evan's neck. She could have asked him to stop, and he might have given her a few more minutes to prepare.

But...

"Please come to me, my lord," she whispered.

"...!"

That was the signal. Evan abandoned the last of his restraint and prepared to enter her.

In that brief moment when his hot, hard member touched her entrance, a strange memory flashed through her mind:

*"You're such a weakling, so when you're with Evan, hold on tight to something!"*

Wait. Evan was... wasn't he extremely...?

Extremely... large?

With a thrust, her vision flashed white like lightning had struck.

That was the last thing she remembered before losing herself completely.

*

Just before their union, Evan had one concern. Thanks to his ducal family's sex education, he knew his manhood was significantly above average in size. He also knew that something too large could cause women pain.

Since this was both his and Stella's first experience, he had resolved to be gentle and minimize the pain of her deflowering.

"Please come to me, my lord," she had whispered.

And with those words, Evan's noble resolution shattered.

"Hak...?!" Stella cried out as she felt something piercing through her.

In that moment, Evan felt deep satisfaction at claiming Stella's virginity.

"Kuk...!" he groaned as Stella's inner walls clenched around him tightly, as if trying to extract his seed.

"Hik?! Oh...?" Stella's body jerked again as she reached another climax from just the penetration.

"Ah! S-Stella?" At that point, Evan's reason returned. Seeing her lower abdomen bulging slightly from accommodating his large size, he realized what he'd done.

*This is bad,* he thought. Her first experience should have been gentle, but he had thrust into her roughly with his oversized member. It might even become a trauma for her.

But as he prepared to apologize...

"Hek, hahk..." Stella's face, no longer expressionless, had melted into pleasure, accepting even the pain as ecstasy from her beloved.

"..." And just like that, Evan's reason flew away again.

After that, Evan held nothing back. He grabbed her small waist and thrust roughly.

"Ah! Evan! It's my first time, please, be gentler..."

"You've been teasing me with this body all this time."

Evan could no longer hear her words. All he could think about was releasing all his pent-up frustration.

He roughly kneaded her large breasts that had tormented him for so long, pressing against his back or chest.

"Ahh, my breasts, you shouldn't..."

Stella climaxed again, her juices spraying onto Evan's abdomen. Her formerly expressionless face was now tear-streaked and melting with pleasure.

Evan kissed her repeatedly, feeling an odd irritation at how lovely and beautiful she looked even in this disheveled state.

"I love you. I love you, Stella."

Evan recalled their first meeting—the disgust she had tried but failed to hide, her cold rejection despite her politeness:

*"So making me your aide... I'm sorry, but I don't think that would be a good choice."*

He remembered how she had drawn a line between them, though with less contempt than before:

*"But that doesn't mean I want it to develop into a romantic relationship. Such jokes are... a bit difficult for me."*

"Kyaang! Haap...!"

The contrast between those memories and the sight of her now, completely melted with pleasure beneath him, accelerated Evan's excitement.

"I'm going to get you pregnant, Stella."

Evan whispered, embracing her tightly. Of course, Stella had cast multiple layers of contraceptive magic for her carefully planned future.

Though she knew this better than anyone...

"Yes! I want to get pregnant with Evan's baby!" she cried out, her mind completely overwhelmed by pleasure, ecstasy, and affection for Evan.

"Kup...!"

Evan felt his climax approaching as Stella's inner walls squeezed him tightly.

Sensing this, Stella wrapped her legs around his waist, urging him to finish inside her.

"Mmm, ukh, hek!"

Then, like lightning striking, Evan's pleasure threshold crossed its limit.

He poured his essence into Stella with a surge.

"Ohk...!"

His release continued for a long time, having been built up for so long.

In that moment, both Evan and Stella instinctively knew: without the contraceptive magic, pregnancy would have been certain.

Their night continued to deepen.

Ch.224 - [Interlude] Number 1 (4)
The room spun as if I were floating in space.
Flashes of pleasure instantly transformed into happiness, filling my head.

"Hik, heh♡"

My trembling body and moans revealed my state.

...In hindsight, I may have underestimated Evan in many ways.
When I teased him sexually, I had no idea how much he'd been holding back. Even though I'd felt his size against my stomach before, experiencing it was an entirely different dimension.

Simply put, I was in serious trouble.

It made all the love and femininity I'd felt before seem like lies.

Each time Evan's member thrust deeply inside me, I felt a welling submission and awareness of myself as a female.

*This won't work...*

At this rate, the man I once was—even the expressionless, intellectual Stella—would completely disappear.

Every time I saw Evan from now on, this moment would be imprinted in my mind, making me naturally flirtatious.

I couldn't accept that I would surrender to pleasure after just one encounter.
I am not a woman who submits to pleasure so easily...!

"Kup...!"

"Ohk....♡"

Even those thoughts scattered when Evan reached his limit.

Evan's member was so large it pressed against my womb. And in that moment, his seed poured into me without any barrier.

In that instant, all thoughts of the contraceptive magic I'd developed vanished, replaced by the most basic desire to become pregnant with Evan's child.

*So hot...♡*

I'd thought feeling hot semen inside was just something from erotic comics. But perhaps because it was Evan's, it felt incredibly hot and precious to me.

Without realizing it, my legs had wrapped around Evan's waist, squeezing him as if urging him to release more.

In response, Evan continued pouring himself into me—an impossible amount by any standard, whether from my past life or current one.

"I love you, Stella."

"Hoh♡"

I was already struggling with the heat in my lower abdomen when Evan's voice whispered love in my ear with rough breaths.

I couldn't help but reach climax several times while he was still releasing, my body twitching uncontrollably.

Of course, pathetic, lewd moans escaped my throat.

*Ugh...*

Evan's stomach was soaked from my own releases.

My cool secretary image had been cracked for a while, but this put the final nail in the coffin.

Me, with such a pathetic pussy...!

For the first time in ages, I felt resentment toward the original Stella who had this body.

This level of sensitivity couldn't be natural unless she had trained herself before I possessed her...!

*......?*

Something felt off. Usually when I thought negatively about Stella, I'd get headaches or irritation in return.

Perhaps she was asleep early today, being considerate of our intense coupling?

...If so, that was quite kind. It wouldn't be pleasant for her to see herself being so pathetically overwhelmed, even for a virgin's first experience.

While I was lost in these thoughts, Evan slowly pulled himself out.

"Hiss....♡"

My lower abdomen felt empty and disappointed after holding him for so long.

Evan's release had been so substantial that as soon as he pulled out, whitish baby seeds flowed out in waves.

...How disappointing.

"...Huff. Are you okay, Stella?"

Evan asked with a slightly apologetic expression, perhaps aware he'd been rough.

Now that my senses had returned I was fine, but being pounded so deeply with something that size... I had lost my mind. Even Evan, a knight who wouldn't tire easily, was sweating a bit, showing how excited he'd been.

"......."

I couldn't properly face Evan as he brushed my wet hair with his equally damp hair.
Like a true male lead from a romance novel, he looked incredibly sensual.

"Hehe... It, it felt good...."

I turned my head with a blush and said that.
Pillow talk, was it called?

I'd heard somewhere that men appreciate clear feedback at times like this....

"Hm, I'm glad."

...Though I might have enjoyed it too much for someone who was just a virgin. I wondered if my occasional masochistic side had emerged.

Feeling embarrassed by that realization, I asked Evan:

"Are, are we going to sleep now...? Holding each other tightly like before...."

"Hm? What do you mean?"

I'd assumed we would sleep after one sweet session, but Evan looked genuinely confused by my question.

"...Aren't we going to sleep now...?"

"Ah, so that's what you thought. I see."

Evan chuckled and positioned himself over me again.

...The atmosphere has changed.

"Of course not, Stella. I told you, didn't I? To be prepared."

"W-wait.... hiss...?"

Evan placed his hand on my lower abdomen, caressing it teasingly.
While I was confused by this strange action:

"That was just my preference."

"What do you...?"

"Now I'll indulge your perverted tastes."

I felt indignant at Evan's sudden accusation.
After thrusting into me so deeply just moments ago, he was calling ME perverted?!

"Evan, I'm not that kind of woman...!"

"Yes, you are. You're a lewd woman."

Evan retorted playfully, then pressed down firmly on my lower abdomen that he'd been caressing.

The smooth, soft skin of my belly gave way under the pressure.

It felt slightly ticklish as he pressed on the womb that had just been pounded by Evan's member.

-Squeeze.

As I looked at Evan with confusion, he smiled and increased the pressure slightly.

Nothing major changed, just a bit more ticklish....

-Squeeze.......

A, a little more....

A little.......

-Squish.

"Higyuk...♡?!"

In an instant, the subtle pressure transformed into heat.
With just one light gesture from Evan, just a slight press on my lower abdomen.

...I threw my head back and climaxed, feeling like fireworks were exploding in my head.

"Why, why just from..."

"See, Stella? Pervert."

Evan said while gently stroking my head as I trembled from the aftershocks of climax.
And before those aftershocks had fully subsided.

-Thrust.

"Huk♡?!"

Evan inserted his enormous member into me again.
Once more I felt the pressure of my lower abdomen being completely filled.

I had to arch my pelvis and tremble several times from the tingling pleasure running up my spine.
...Isn't this too sensitive?

"You're weak, Stella."

"Nng, nngh...♡ I'm not, a pathetic, pussy♡"

Looking down at me, Evan smiled coldly.

"I'll match you, Stella."

Immediately after, Evan put his weight into it and drove his member deep inside me.

"......♡!!"

An inhuman, lewd cry escaped my throat from the overwhelming pleasure.

-Thud, thud, thud.

Roughly, roughly.
So roughly my insides felt like they would break.

Evan moved his hips violently as if trying to kill me.

"Hek, heyuk♡ Hoguk♡"

With each thrust, I climaxed, spraying lewd fluids onto his stomach.

For the first time, I regretted my thoughtless provocations and teasing.

From my perspective, it had just been playful teasing—I found his excited yet restrained reactions cute.

But now it was coming back to stab me, quite literally and repeatedly.

"Hegyuk…!"

Evan didn't stop at roughly pounding my pussy. At some point, like after his match with Caille, he wrapped his large fingers around my neck and choked me.

Unlike before, it was tight enough to restrict my breathing, but not enough to be painful.

With the pressure perfectly calibrated to make my head feel light from oxygen deprivation, I felt my mind becoming hazy as blood rushed to my head.

"My Lord, My Loord...♡"

But despite this—or perhaps because of it—the pleasure in my pussy felt even more vivid rather than dulled. With pleasure flooding over me like a tidal wave, I felt my consciousness floating higher.

This is bad.

This, this….

"......!♡"

This is really, I'm falling apart….♡

*

What followed was a blur, though the pleasure remained intense in my memory.

Evan continued.
Again, again, and again.

Choking my neck, pressing me down like an animal, taking me from behind, spanking my bottom, making me climax by flicking my waist....

It was a terrifying time with pleasure striking directly into my brain.
And by the time these moments continued until dawn, when the sky turned blue-green, I was already….

"...Stella?"

"......."

With a dazed mind, I looked at the man who had been roughly taking me just moments before.
Only one thought occupied my mind.

-Cold.

I slowly approached him and kissed him.

"......Cold."

Then I lowered my head slightly and kissed his neck.

And lower still—his hard collarbone, his sturdy chest, his sculpted abdomen.

I continued bending down, carefully kissing each spot.

And finally, Evan's lower part.

The cock that had been roughly ravaging me just moments ago.

"Slurp."

I kissed it and carefully sucked up the remaining baby seeds, swallowing them.
Not leaving a single drop inside.

"Haap...."

...After 21 years as a man and a little over three and a half years as a woman.

I had completely submitted to a strong, superior male.

"......♡"

Ch.225 - [Interlude] Night, Night, Night
Within the depths of Stella's mindscape—specifically, the empty black mindscape of the original Stella—something unusual was happening.

Normally, the original Stella would sit properly on a sofa, expressionlessly observing occasional glimpses of the outside world. But now, she was sprawled across that sofa in the most disheveled state of her life.

"Hng...♡?!"

"......"

The outside Stella's experiences were transmitted to the original inside with clarity proportional to the intensity of emotion. And right now, as the outside Stella was experiencing her first intimate encounter with the man she loved, these sensations were being transmitted to the original with unprecedented vividness.

So the original Stella was witnessing herself making sounds she never knew could come from her throat while accepting her lord's manhood, and seeing her lord looking at her lovingly while taking her.

"...My Lord."

Her lord, Evan von Isenberg, had always been her one regret—a man who never revealed his emotions, like an impenetrable wall. After losing his retainers, his mother, and even his father to a spy, he had locked away his true feelings, interacting with others only through pretense and acting.

...And now, seeing such a lord in a disheveled state, making love to a woman—a woman with her appearance—left Stella feeling utterly confused.

She wasn't sad or angry. Those emotions would immediately disappear if she could go outside and take control of her body, even briefly.

But she couldn't help her reddening eyes. Stella felt a strange tightness in her chest.

Was this inferiority—that she couldn't do this for her lord herself?

Stella, in a rare display of emotion, contorted her expressionless face and bent over.

"Kuh, Stella...!"

"......Huh."

Watching her lord, filled with sexual excitement that she had never witnessed before, thrusting into her...

Perhaps she was becoming too synchronized with the outside Stella.

Stella felt her body, which had been cold for a very long time, gradually warming up.

"...Different, I am... from that harlot."

The original Stella tried to compose herself while breathing heavily, yet she couldn't tear her eyes away from the explicit scene between her lord and the one possessing her body.

"I am..."

For a very, very long time, Stella had felt no fulfillment of desire or emotional change.

For someone like her, distinguishing between feelings of inferiority, several emotions she couldn't identify, and sexual desire originating from her lord was incredibly difficult.

So difficult that she was unconsciously "relieving" herself.

While Stella and Evan's night was filled with pleasure and affection, the night Stella spent alone was consumed by inferiority and twisted pleasure.

Though she would never admit it.

"I am, differentt...♡"

*

During their lovemaking, Evan was not exactly in a normal state.

This was because he was making love to a woman he truly loved deeply, and especially because that woman was Stella, with her voluptuous figure and sensitivity that could only be described as violent.

Additionally, with his desires having built up over several months and finally reaching their limit, it would have been stranger for Evan to maintain his composure in such a situation.

"......Huh."

Originally, Evan was warm and kind by nature, though his inner thoughts tended to be cool and rational.

In other words, he was not at all the type to thrust his enormous manhood relentlessly into a woman experiencing her first time while reciting lines that sounded like they came from an erotic novel.

"......Hik♡"

"......."

Evan only realized this as the blue night had long passed and the white light of dawn began to brighten.

As his foggy mind cleared, Evan slowly began to recollect what had happened.

'So, um...'

"I developed a contraceptive spell."

That was the last thing Evan remembered with a clear mind.

After that, he had taken Stella once, then taken her roughly once more to match her preferences, then taken her again while choking her, then from behind, then while lying on their sides...

And when his senses somewhat returned, he saw Stella servicing him with her mouth, chest, stomach, and... manhood, which made him lose his mind once more.

Now, as he regained consciousness, he saw Stella in a state of dishevelment that was hard to believe for someone normally so expressionless and emotionally restrained.

She was occasionally twitching and making lewd sounds.

'...I didn't intend to go this far.'

Evan sighed deeply and ran his hand over his face.

Of course, Evan had warned her to be prepared, and he did intend to be somewhat rough (since Stella liked that).

But that was supposed to be under rational control, proceeding in a somewhat sweet atmosphere.

Not like this—losing all reason and control and taking her like a beast.

As evidence, at the end of what he thought would be a tender lovemaking session, Stella had bowed her head to him and devotedly serviced his manhood.

This was, well...

'...Didn't I just train her?'

Evan couldn't shake the feeling that he had forcibly subjugated her as a female, which was different from what he had imagined. As someone who had experienced a gentle and considerate first time with some romance, he felt something was off.

'...Still, it was good.'

...As a man, Evan couldn't deny that fact.

The woman who had looked at him with near contempt when they first met, who didn't believe he was a woman, who would get irritated whenever he made jokes.

The female who tormented him with her voluptuous, lewd breasts that remained prominent even under a dress shirt, and her large hips and buttocks that were evident even in pants.

And the person he loved more than anyone else in the world.

...Subjugating her as his own and making her moan gave Evan an indescribable sense of conquest and fulfillment.

"...But I went too far,"

The room was filled with the intoxicating scent of their lovemaking to a dizzying degree.

The bed was soaked with Stella's fluids, clearly indicating intense lovemaking to anyone who might see it, regardless of context.

"I should apologize when she wakes up..."

"Mmh......"

And on that bed lay his lover, who had been a virgin just hours ago, leaking his essence from her private parts and twitching slightly.

"Apolo—"

"Mmm......."

Whether from a sleeping habit or by chance, Stella spread her smooth, uncovered legs toward Evan.

Simultaneously, he realized something he hadn't noticed before while exploring her body: she was completely smooth, with all body hair removed.

"......"

Evan stroked his chin, contemplating briefly.
This must be her pretending to sleep to seduce him, right?

Of course, looking at the deeply sleeping Stella, such a thought was hardly rational, but Evan was still not fully back to his senses.

"...Stella, are you asleep?"

"......."

"......."

"...Um, just a little..."

"......."

"......."

"......Hok♡"

*

Rewinding time a bit, before their intense and indecent lovemaking began.

Specifically, right after Evan confirmed Stella's feelings and they were walking from the terrace to their room.

"......."

"S-Stella, it seems you succeeded...?"

"I-I guess so?"

The women connected to Stella—that is, Elysee, Erhen, Grace, and Claire (excluding the Saintess, who was still recovering from injuries sustained in battle with the Sword Saint)—were positioned behind pillars in the banquet hall, watching the retreating figures of the couple.

Out of courtesy, they hadn't eavesdropped on their conversation, but everyone understood what was happening based on the atmosphere.

Except for perhaps the Sword Saint, they had all directly witnessed the couple's innocent yet lewd romance.

They felt warm emotions, like parents watching their child get married.

"Eek... I can't accept this...! If only I were a man...!"

"Young Lady Stella, all men are beasts...!"

"......My Lord. Why such a man."

...Perhaps not entirely warm emotions.
Anyway, apart from Elysee and Erhen who had recently become somewhat friendly, they were people without close ties or connections.

But their affection for Stella was similar, which was why they had gathered in this unlikely combination to express their dissatisfaction.

"...That man requested the principal to combine his room with my lord's."

The Sword Saint, Claire, muttered as she sensed their presences disappear from her perception.

"Lord Evan, you're so transparent...!"

"...More importantly, why does Sword Saint call Young Lady Stella 'My Lord'...?"

Erhen was indignant, while Elysee wondered about the Sword Saint's curious choice of words, yet couldn't take her eyes off where the couple had disappeared.

In truth, they all knew well what was happening. Stella would be caught by Evan, whom she couldn't resist, and... undergo a significant experience today.

That much was obvious just from seeing Stella swaying her hips and clinging to Evan as they headed to the dormitory.

The Sword Saint placed her hand on the scabbard she always carried due to her position.

"If he treats my lord roughly..."

"...I think she'd actually like that, Stella would."

"Th-that's slander, you irreverent fool!"

Though Erhen, who had known Stella the longest and understood her essence, spoke the truth, to the Sword Saint who was blinded by affection, it sounded like groundless defamation.

After exchanging a few more words among themselves,

"......."

"......."

They realized there was no point in continuing this conversation, and that regardless, the earth would continue to rotate and Stella would be taken.

Afterward, with nothing more to say to each other, they all quickly returned to their dormitory rooms without further enjoying the party.

And that night,

Elysee dreamed of Evan with a tan and blonde-dyed hair seducing Stella.

The Sword Saint, who had become sleepier since falling for Stella, dreamed of piercing Evan's heart with her arm as he tried to steal the obsidian orbs during the entrance exam.

Grace spent the night guarding the Saintess, who was still suffering from incompletely healed ribs and Achilles tendon.

Erhen, true to her intellectual and pure elven nature, spent the night imagining Stella and Evan's relationship until she fell into an exhausted sleep.

As each of their chaotic nights passed like a whirlwind, the next day...

"Stella, can you walk properly now?"

"Ugh... That's because Evan was so rough yesterday..."

"But you liked it."

"T-that's...♡"

They could see Stella, now completely transformed into a female in heat, acting coquettishly toward Evan.

Ch.226 - [Interlude] Yearning Heart
The summer day was nearing its end, with white sunlight filtering through my thin eyelids as I slowly opened my eyes.

"Ow..."

I felt a dull ache throughout my body, especially around my lower abdomen. Probably the aftermath of yesterday's intense first experience.

"......"

I took a breath. The lingering scent of last night's passion could hardly be called refreshing air, even as a polite lie.

Yet despite that, my mind felt incredibly clear, almost transparent.

I had one worry.

After realizing my feelings for Evan and deciding to give him everything, a single concern emerged.

*Can I properly fulfill the role of a woman in this relationship?*

Even though I'm a woman now, I've lived as one for less time than other women.

I worried that I might not show proper feminine responses with Evan, or in the extreme case, show no response at all.

"......"

Looking back now, it was such a pointless worry.

Why? Well, that should be obvious.

"Ugh..."

I stretched my stiff waist, loosening my body. Perhaps because of becoming a woman, my flexibility had increased—I could now do stretches I wouldn't have dared attempt in my previous life.

In my past life, I'd been someone with constant aches and pains.

*...Hmm?*

I suddenly realized I'd been thinking about my previous self as if they were a completely different person.

Originally, I still had some sense of my former self, but now it felt like a distant story from a past life.

Both this distance from my past life and my complete surrender to Evan, from which I could never escape—I could feel how dramatically things had changed after yesterday.

I stroked my lower abdomen, recalling yesterday.

"......♡"

Evan's seeds, so distinctly present that I regretted the contraceptive magic placed on my womb.

Was it a woman's intuition? I instinctively knew that without the contraceptive magic, I would almost certainly be pregnant at this moment.

...Well, intuition aside, it was the natural outcome when my normally flat abdomen had received enough to make it slightly bulge.

Come to think of it, the most basic skill for knights is using mana to strengthen their bodies.

There was no reason that wouldn't apply during intimacy.

Based on my inexperienced opinion after yesterday's first time, I think any woman would submit to a knight with Evan's physique.

Unless I suddenly gained the physical abilities of a Sword Saint, that is.

*...Something feels sloshy.*

Anyway, the seeds Evan had poured into me, exceeding human limits through mana enhancement, gave me a strange sense of fulfillment.

But judging by how it felt fuller than before I lost consciousness...

"So he, he used me even after I passed out. Yeah."

I felt both apologetic and flushed. It was only natural that I couldn't endure given my stamina was close to that of an ordinary woman.

Somehow, thinking about Evan freely "using" me after I fainted was kind of hot...

*No. Why am I developing even more strange fetishes?*

I tried to redirect my thoughts, shaking my head to clear my mind, which had become about three or four times more perverted since my limiter broke.

Then a thought occurred to me.

*...Oh, come to think of it.*

When I faint, I'm almost always pulled into my mindscape.
Yet strangely, that didn't happen last night.

*Well, that's probably for the best.*

How awkward and funny would it have been if I'd been pulled into my mindscape every time I... climaxed?

I chuckled at the thought as I rose from the bed and looked beside me.

"......"

Evan was sleeping under the covers, breathing softly. Despite being a knight who usually wakes up early, he was sleeping deeply—probably exhausted after spending most of the night ravishing me.

"......"

I could hear his quiet breathing as his chest expanded and contracted slightly.

Evan. The first connection I made when I came to this world.

Evan. The lord I decided to serve, despite our rocky start.

Evan. Now, now...

"Hehe."

...Now, he's my boyfriend!
I can proudly say that!

Before I could catch the spy, I was worried about having a child, and I had to put Evan's confession on hold.

While Evan obviously suffered the most (as proven by yesterday's outburst), I wasn't comfortable either.

I had already fallen for Evan long ago and wanted to engage in all sorts of affectionate activities.

I wanted to do naughty things and have sweet moments together.
But because of one spy, all of that suddenly became impossible.

*But not anymore...!*

Feeling a smile creep onto my usually expressionless face, I slowly approached Evan and climbed on top of him.

Since we were both naked, his skin felt cool yet warm. Even though Evan was asleep, I thought he must be feeling the same, which made my heart flutter again.

Feeling my breasts press against him, I buried my face in his chest for a moment before looking up at him.

His high bridge nose typical of Westerners and eyelashes long for a man.

It was hard to believe this was the same person who had roughly taken me yesterday—his appearance was delicate and surreally handsome.

I knew he was good-looking from our first meeting, or even from the illustrations I saw in my previous life, but...

Seeing Evan as a woman was completely different from seeing him with a man's mindset.

To use a crude expression from my past life, he was the kind of man who could make you wet just by looking at his face.

And to think that such a person was my, my boyfriend.

With girlish emotions bubbling up, I smiled broadly and lightly kissed Evan's lips.

It wasn't an act with any particular meaning.
Evan was still asleep, after all.

I just wanted to pour out some of this overflowing affection.

"Chu..."

Though his lips surely had no particular taste, kissing Evan was incredibly sweet, even the lightest of kisses.

After several minutes of feeling a sense of sinful pleasure as I repeatedly gave him light kisses...

"...Is it proper for a secretary to do this to her lord?"

"...Ah!"

With a gentle, playful smile unlike yesterday's, Evan brushed back his messy hair and said that.

I immediately put on my poker face and replied.

"It's, it's a morning kiss."

"Pfft..."

Evan let out a small laugh, then grabbed the back of my head, pulled me toward him, and kissed me again gently...

...Though a bit more deeply than before.

"Mmm...♡"

I felt the submissiveness engraved in me yesterday respond like a reflex as I swallowed Evan's saliva.

A somehow erotic gulping sound echoed, and after some time, we slowly separated our lips, leaving a silver thread between us.

"...Then what's this?"

"Th-this..."

Flustered by Evan's teasing question, I felt my face burning up as I quietly said:

"J-just a sexy kiss..."

My lord, boyfriend, and husband-to-be really didn't let anything slide.

More importantly.
Since things had already gone this far, wouldn't a few more kisses be fine...?

As I had this reasonable and rational thought, I raised my hips to move my face toward Evan again.

"...Eek?!"

"...Oh."

Something hot and hard made its presence known against my bottom.

I didn't need to wonder what it was. It had been engraved in my body enough yesterday.

What was surprising was:

"E-Evan...?"

"Ahem..."

"Y-you still have energy left...?"

Even after all that, he still had more...?
Comparisons with my past life were meaningless now—this was about questioning whether this was humanly possible.

Evan, rarely blushing, answered my surprised question:

"I-it can't be helped for men. When you... when you rub against me naked like that..."

Ah, right.
Evan and I were both naked.

I kept forgetting since sharing a room was still so unfamiliar.

Then I understood Evan. As he said, I had been rubbing my... valley against his precious part while trying to kiss him.

That's impossible to endure.
Absolutely impossible.

So, I should stop now.

"Th-then should we start getting ready for school...?"

"...Stella."

"D-did you bring your bag? Textbooks and..."

"......"

Evan's thing throbbing against my pelvis made it clear my attempt to change the subject was futile.

"E-Evan! We need to go to school in a few hours."

"...Isn't that plenty of time?"

"N-no! If we do it now, really—"

After three internal ejaculations and cleaning him with my mouth, I finally managed to leave the room, staggering.

...I told you, didn't I?
I've been completely conquered...

How could a woman possibly refuse a man...!

*

And that's how the current situation came to be.

"Stella, are you okay walking now?"

"Ugh... That's because Evan was so rough yesterday..."

"But you liked it."

"T-that's...♡"

The pain in my waist and lower abdomen was a problem, but an even bigger issue was that my entire body had become so sensitive that I could feel even the slightest brush of air.

It was clearly yesterday's fault, but it was as if some acupuncture point had been opened like in martial arts novels—I'd learned a bit too much about female pleasure.

To the point where I felt almost pleasurable sensations from every stimulus touching my body.

This fact itself wasn't a problem and didn't affect my behavior, but...

The issue was that whenever my sensitive body received stimulation, my mind automatically recalled yesterday's lovemaking, and my body would involuntarily twitch.

My poker face was well-trained so it probably wasn't too obvious, but I was certain I looked much more feminine than usual.

If I had seen myself back when I was a fan of Stella, I might have thought I looked aroused with an uncommon female expression.

...Well.
Who would pay that much attention to my expression anyway?

They'd just think I was in a bit of pain!

Ch.227 - [Interlude] Settlement
Chapter 227. Settlement

Before attending the party, I heard from Evan and Elysee that I had been asleep for about two weeks.

I'm not sure why that happened since I didn't use Method, but it did result in fantastic timing for my confession.

Anyway, Evan told me that during the two weeks I was asleep, almost no classes were held.

Unfortunately, having two weeks off before vacation wasn't very welcome to the students, as most of them were assigned to repair and reconstruction work.

"Oh, of course I was exempt, along with the rest of the operation participants. We were treated almost like war heroes."

"Good for you. It would be terrible if you hurt your back..."

"......"

"......Ahem."

Essentially, the cadets rebuilt the banquet hall with the mindset that they were doing it for their own party, swallowing their tears and spending what should have been leisurely pre-vacation time doing hard labor.

Having only completed one semester, this class had already experienced the most outrageous school life in history, and thanks to their efforts, the Academy miraculously repaired all the damage in just two weeks.

To my knowledge, this was an exceptionally fast pace even in this world where magical construction was commonplace.

I heard the Principal threatened that the longer the construction took, the shorter their vacation would be.

*I'm sorry...*

Honestly, I did feel guilty.
No, I felt very guilty.

While the battle between the Sword Saint and the Saintess couldn't be helped... I think blowing everything away after being possessed by the Destroyer of Worlds at the end was a bit much.

Anyway, for that reason, they held yesterday's party as soon as construction was completed, and now there was only about a week of light lectures left before vacation.

As far as I knew, it was time to assign vacation homework and inform everyone what they needed to accomplish during the break.

Well, it's not that important.

"I get Elysee and Erhen, but... it feels like it's been a while since I've seen everyone else."

"Well, yeah. You haven't seen them for about two weeks."

I saw Erhen and Elysee when they were doing their makeup. The Saintess... we're not really close enough to greet each other separately.

I should have visited the Sword Saint or Grace a few times.

I could have greeted them at yesterday's party, but I used all my brain capacity thinking about confessing to Evan, so I forgot.

Feeling a bit sorry about that, I was about to ask Evan about their whereabouts when—

"Oh? Stella? What a coincidence seeing you here!"

"S-Stella, Young Lady!"

"Oh, Erhen, you were here? No, wait, everyone's here?"

What's this? I was planning to gather everyone anyway...
Erhen, Elysee, Grace, and even the Sword Saint.

Seeing these four suddenly appear together felt strangely off. Were they even friends to begin with?

Honestly, thinking about the now-meaningless original story, both Erhen and Grace appeared as men who fought over Elysee, and the Sword Saint was bedridden after going berserk.

*By the way...*

They seemed a bit different from usual.
They were scanning my body from head to toe with blushing faces. They couldn't meet my gaze.

...What's going on? Did they perhaps notice that yesterday I was... intensely devoured?

"...Stella? Shall we hold hands?"

"What? Oh, yes!"

As I was worrying about this, Evan pulled me slightly away from them and offered his hand.

Since it was exactly what a newly official couple should do, I gladly accepted.

"......A-as expected...."

"Th-that eye smile, what is it...."

"S-Stella's swaying her hips...."

"What's going on? Why are you all acting like this?"

I felt puzzled again as I watched the women whispering among themselves.
Did they become friends while I was unconscious?

They're really acting strange today.

"Anyway, please follow me, everyone. We have something to do together."

"T-together...?"

"What do you mean...."

Huh? Didn't I tell them?

Obviously, we need to settle accounts.
We've done quite a lot, and there are future matters to discuss too.

I would have done this right after that day if I hadn't collapsed.

It's been delayed quite a bit, but this conversation is essential for what's ahead.

*

Elysee's quasi-club room.

Stella's connections who participated in the operation.

Elysee and Erhen, Caille and Evan, Grace and the Sword Saint all gathered in one place.

Even the Saintess came, walking with crutches like a seriously ill patient.

It was an extremely incongruous sight to those who knew her.
She was someone who could reassemble herself in seconds even after being shattered into hundreds of millions of pieces by the Sword Saint.

Yet here she was, walking with crutches and wrapped in bandages because of a fractured bone that wouldn't heal.

Honestly, Stella had thought the Saintess would just walk around normally even with her entire body shattered, maybe just complaining about the pain, so this added to her sense of dissonance.

"No, this is really unfair. I feel pain too, you know?"

"...W-well, you do get hurt a lot, don't you?"

"What does that have to do with anything? Have you ever been stabbed and had your ribs cracked? I'm not a pervert who feels pleasure from pain."

Flinch.
Stella flinched at the Saintess's words, feeling somewhat called out, but no one paid attention to her reaction.

They all considered it too obvious to comment on.

Except for the Sword Saint who had most recently fallen head over heels, only Erhen among them had seen that particular side of her.

And to such people, Stella always maintained the image of a cold, noble queen.

"Hmm! But that night was really enjoyable. Oh, don't you all remember?"

The Saintess winked at the Sword Saint with a blushing expression that contradicted what she had just said.

The Sword Saint frowned and moved closer to Stella.

"...Your emotional expressions have become more abundant, Sword Saint—no, Claire?"

Stella was somewhat surprised by this fact.
She had been someone whose emotional expressions were almost as limited as Stella's own, but her reaction just now, though subtle, was quite clear.

Claire responded to Stella's comment with a bright expression.

"It's all thanks to my Lord."

"My... Lord? Oh, right. Yes."

Stella felt an enormous disconnect seeing the Sword Saint suddenly addressing her with extreme formality, but then she recalled the words she had uttered in her half-conscious mental state.

-Even now, is your only reason for existence still just that name, Sword Saint?

-You might no longer be the Sword Saint.

-But if you didn't feel nothing as the Empire's sword, as the Sword Saint...

-Now, become my sword, Claire.

*Wow, I was really showing off. What was I doing, flirting?*

She had been flirted with.
Claire, who had lost her identity along with her mercenary days memories, had her value restored when Stella helped her find those memories and gave her a new purpose.

In other words, to Claire, Stella was like an anchor for her drifting self—a precious existence.

To express her importance more clearly, Stella was the only proof that it was okay for Claire to exist as herself.

Such words would have had a great impact on Claire regardless of how they were said, but because Stella had consumed too many creative works in her previous life, she unconsciously delivered those words like profound quotes.

In short, Claire had fallen hard.

"Um, Claire? It feels awkward, so could you please not speak so formally?"

"Under...stood. I'll do that, my Lord."

Yes, this is more comfortable with Claire.
While Stella was thinking this and trying to adjust to the dissonance, Evan became certain that what he had been worried about had indeed come to pass.

And to hide such complicated feelings, Evan threw out a joke.

"If Stella is your lord, and I'm Stella's lord, does that make me your grand-lord? Haha."

"Shut up, Isenberg. I really want to tear you to pieces."

"...Sorry."

The response was not good.

"D-don't be like that, Claire. He is my boyfriend after all...!"

Stella spoke up, actually wanting to show off that fact.

"Understood, my Lord. I will follow your words unconditionally. Yes, ahem. Because I'm your... sword...!"

Claire answered, similarly wanting to emphasize that fact to Stella.

"I feel strange, Stella...."

A wounded Evan.

"Stella! Please order the Sword Saint to fight me one more time!"

And then there was just a crazy woman.

The briefing session was a mess from the start, with everyone just saying what they wanted to say.

"Ahem! Anyway, let's put the small talk aside. First, I want to go over everything."

Stella cleared her throat to calm the commotion and continued.

There were two main reasons why Stella was doing this.

The first reason was that due to the use of the Illusion Dream Stone, everyone except Stella and the Saintess had lost their memories.

While everyone was familiar with the plan, they didn't know how it had unfolded to leave the Academy in ruins overnight.

And the second reason...
They needed to understand the severity of what happened that night for Stella to explain her next objective.

"Now, since you all know the plan, I'll focus on explaining the variables that occurred and the causes of damage."

Stella began to explain briefly what had happened that night.

The all-out war against the spy that Stella and Evan had been planning for years occurred just days after the final exam.

And in that one day, a large-scale infiltration of Northern spies into the Academy took place, the spy's identity was revealed, the dragon in Maira Forest awoke, was defeated, the spy died, the Sword Saint went berserk, a third of Maira Forest was devastated, a domain that had never existed before was pioneered by the Sword Saint's hands, she clashed with the Saintess, ended with the Saintess's technical victory, and all these events were erased by the Illusion Dream Stone.

All of this happened in one day, or rather, in a single night.

In the process, there was a minor hiccup when the spy turned out to be a Magic Swordsman, an unexpected variable that led to Stella being kidnapped, but that was a minor detail.

"What, whaaaat?!"

"Professor Alen—no, the spy was a Magic Swordsman?!"

At that point, most of the people, even Caille, were extremely surprised.
Evan had heard a little from Stella beforehand, but it was still chilling to hear again.

To think that someone with at least Professor Alen's level of swordsmanship could also use magic skillfully.

Stella was surprised by their unexpectedly intense reactions but calmed them down and continued.
This time, she talked about the extent of the damage.

What caused the most damage to the Academy during this midsummer night's chaos?

Overall, excluding the catastrophic damage to Maira Forest, the indiscriminate battle between the Saintess and the Sword Saint left tremendous damage to the Academy.
Most of it was caused by the Sword Saint, with roughly the equivalent of a small castle's worth of buildings all sliced into perfect squares.

Of course, according to Stella's plan, it was now officially recorded that an extremely powerful spy had destroyed everything, but that was beside the point.

In reality, the damage was caused when about 10% of the Sword Saint's attacks, aimed at dismembering the infinitely regenerating Saintess, directly hit the Main Castle.

"...Ahem."

"I'm sorry! I could have blocked them all with my body!"

Those attacks sliced both the Saintess and the Academy buildings like tofu, and as mentioned earlier, the Academy had to pay repair costs equivalent to an entire castle in a single night just from their duel.

But the greatest damage wasn't caused by their fight.

While a large part of Maira Forest was destroyed, the rest of the Academy was relatively peaceful considering it had been directly hit by a battle between two of the strongest beings.

Surprisingly, or perhaps predictably, the greatest damage originated from Stella.

From the very beginning of the plan, when Stella decided to directly strike the dragon's heart to kill it in one blow.

The biggest problem was that the range where the Dragon Heart could exist was within a 100-meter radius from the dragon's spawn location, which they didn't even know precisely.

So the entire possible area was the dragon's expected summoning location plus a 100-meter radius around it.

After pondering for days, Stella came up with a rather simple solution.
She decided to blow up that entire range with Salamander's mana stones.

"...But the explosion range turned out to be a bit larger than I expected. It was a calculation error."

"Uh...."

"No wonder the construction seemed to take longer than expected."

Only then did the operation participants understand why the other cadets looked so grim when they went to repair the area around Maira Forest.

That part didn't need repairs—it needed to be completely rebuilt.

"...Ahem. Let's move on. Anyway, the result was good, right?"

Stella avoided the unfavorable topic by adding shamelessness to her characteristic poker face.
If it had been anyone else, this wouldn't have worked at all, but since it was Stella...

Everyone just thought she was cute and let it go.

"Anyway, I want to thank you all."

This was Stella's sincere feeling.

These people, even if they were the protagonist's party from the original story, had performed beyond Stella's expectations.

The Saintess, who fought one-on-one with the Sword Saint and achieved a technical victory with zero casualties, was beyond words, and the others had also faithfully carried out their assigned tasks, preventing what would have been a great catastrophe.

As a transmigrator, Stella knew their help had been essential, which is why she could now bow her head in gratitude.

"...Ahem. Well, it was nothing!"

"It's not like we remember it anyway!"

The group felt both embarrassed and proud at Stella's gesture.

The atmosphere was warm, as they had developed a sense of camaraderie.

"......So. I've already received more than enough from all of you."

"......Stella?"

Stella didn't want to break this atmosphere, but...

Given the purpose of today's gathering, it was time to let them know.

"You no longer have any obligation to help me. If anything, I'm the one who's indebted to you. So if everyone wants to end things here, I'll accept it without any complaints."

The all-out war against the spy, recruiting the Sword Saint, dealing with the spy.

And then, the next step.

"I plan to attack the Moonlight Church before this vacation ends."

Ch.228 - [Interlude] Again, A Proposal
The sun had set on the Saintess's duel with the Sword Saint, leaving her essentially disabled for two weeks.

Her ribs remained broken where the Sword Saint had cut them, creaking painfully with every breath or small sneeze. Her Achilles tendon and knee ligaments hadn't fully healed either, making walking impossible without crutches. Various other wounds covered her body, leaving her completely battered.

It seemed strange that the Sword Saint, who had essentially lost against the Saintess, was perfectly fine, especially considering that the Saintess's body normally accepted divinity that could repair even her clothes from most attacks.

This was due to three main reasons.

First, the Saintess had performed Divine Descent to defeat the Sword Saint, literally embedding a portion of a deity at her coordinates. This naturally weakened her divine power for a while, reducing her healing ability.

Second, the Sword Saint's sword strikes damaged the very form of the soul itself. The Moonlight Church's divinity was limited to physical healing. Naturally, recovery from the Sword Saint's soul-cutting strikes would be slower.

However, these reasons could still be overcome by the Saintess's overwhelming healing ability.

The decisive factor preventing her recovery until now was...

"...At the end, it was that."

That sight of mana settling, the colorless blade bending to the Sword Saint's will and turning blood-red.

It resembled nothing the Saintess knew, and even the Sword Saint himself didn't understand that red, destructive strike.

So the Saintess still had to live with her creaking chest, legs, and waist.

Honestly, it wasn't a pleasant experience. The Saintess wanted to feel alive, not suffer pain like a masochist.

Especially when it caused such significant inconvenience to her daily life.

Ultimately, what the Saintess sought was freedom, and these physical limitations were far removed from that goal.

So truthfully, the Saintess hadn't been in a good mood for several days.

Grace, supposedly her guard, seemed to serve Stella better than her.

The slowly mending bones were painfully itchy.

And her already sour mood sank further when she saw people exchanging trivial jokes at the settlement meeting she had reluctantly attended.

"I plan to strike the Moonlight Church before this vacation ends."

But Stella's declaration—that she would destroy the Moonlight Church, the religious organization the Saintess belonged to and the source of all her wealth and power—and the fact that she announced it openly before her, predicting her reaction...

"Puhah, this crazy woman!"

...had transformed her mood into something approaching ecstatic pleasure.

*

Three days had passed since that haphazard settlement meeting. Despite it being early afternoon, Evan and I were lying on the academy grounds' lawn, basking in the sunlight.

It wasn't that we didn't have classes. Rather, with vacation approaching, they were probably piling up.

But as Evan had mentioned several times, the Principal now needed to stay on our good side.

He had committed the blunder of having all students fall asleep and get attacked not once, but twice—not over several years, but within a single semester.

Principal Ovelin Brooks had managed to salvage the situation by framing it as an attack by formidable enemies. And essentially, only we could prove that was true.

Thanks to this, we enjoyed the great privilege of skipping an entire day of classes without any consequences.

That's why Evan and I were now rolling around, watching clouds embroidered across the clear blue autumn sky.

"...It's peaceful. Truly."

"It is here."

Looking up at the sky with Evan now, it feels like this could continue for a thousand or ten thousand years.
How long can that sky remain blue?

How long can we enjoy this brief peace?

"Probably not long."

"I suppose so..."

Even though we caught the spy—essentially the final villain according to the Academy Survival Guide—

That spy was just one operative belonging to the Sovereign State.

Naturally, her death didn't diminish the North's fierce provocations, nor did it dispel the looming threat of war.

The Empire still trembled with fear of war, and though we prevented it, the large-scale attack on the academy had happened again, making the situation irreversible.

If left alone, war would likely break out within a year. If this were a naturally occurring conflict, that would be one thing, but with the Moonlight Church behind these events...

As long as the Moonlight Church—which sought to control even the Imperial family—remained, this was especially true.

"So, Stella. We really don't have many options."

"...I know."

"To strike the Moonlight Church, we'll probably need everyone's help. Even that might not be enough."

Evan was referring to my sudden declaration.

I had abruptly announced my plan to strike the Moonlight Church.

And before they could react, I preemptively said:

-Please don't say you'll help without thinking. Weigh yourself against me and consider carefully. I'll hear your answer in a few days.

I told them to make a rational judgment before responding, since they wouldn't listen if I spoke now.

The reason was simple. If I had asked them to strike the Moonlight Church without warning, they would certainly have agreed to help me.

It might seem like self-consciousness, but I do have some awareness. I know they feel extremely close and intimate with me.

And targeting someone like that while hiding the dangers and clearly appealing for help would be obvious deception and trickery.

"...I'm sorry. But I thought I should at least tell you."

I felt somewhat apologetic toward Evan. From his perspective, after working hard to fulfill his contract partner's plan...

Now that it was his turn to have his plan implemented, when every possible method would barely be enough, his supposed helper had driven away all the high-quality assistance.

I expected some blame from Evan, thinking this way.

"Huh? No, I wasn't blaming you."

"R-really...?"

"...No, I haven't become corrupt enough to blindly charge into the Moonlight Church and the North with innocent kids..."

"That's... true."

The point of my words wasn't that Evan was that kind of human scum. Rather, I knew how strong his obsession with revenge was.

Some emotions are so deeply rooted in our thinking that they trigger our actions regardless of temporary feelings.

"...Are you really okay with this?"

"I said it's fine if that's the reason. I've grown fond of some people... like Erhen."

"......"

Although Evan might be happy now—being able to make love daily with me, the world's most beautiful woman with mysterious purple hair, huge breasts, wide hips, and smooth, soft legs—

That doesn't mean it has pushed out or eliminated his desire for revenge. I wouldn't want that either.

Evan's hatred for the Moonlight Church was truly immense—enough to transform a naive, fragile boy into a man who burned only for revenge.

And this is my personal thought and conviction:

For Evan—the person I love—to find his original self, the expulsion of the Moonlight Church was essential.

Besides, if we don't eliminate them, the future of this Empire where I live is doomed to collapse, so war is inevitable either way.

"...Evan. I'll definitely help you achieve your revenge."

Even if no one else helps us.
It's something we must do. Something I've sworn since that dawn.

It took quite some time to learn the target and cause of his revenge.
But even that was evidence of how much Evan cared for me.

Evan trusted me.
With impossible plans and an identity that sometimes confused even me.

And in the end, I bent and deflected the fate of Stella's death.

So now it was my turn.

"I'll always be on your side, Evan."

"......"

Evan stared at me blankly for a moment.
The autumn breeze passed by gently.

Then Evan climbed on top of me and kissed me.

"Chu...?"

Oh.
What's this? I like it, but why so suddenly...?

Though surprised by Evan's sudden kiss, I opened my mouth to make it easier for him and wrapped my arms around the back of his head to hold him steady.

"Pahab... W-why so suddenly, Evan?"

"Why, you ask... You seduced me first."

Evan said, wiping his mouth.
Even though we're lovers now and he's accepted my feelings, Evan's standards for excitement still seemed somewhat ambiguous.

Where exactly was the seduction in my actions just now?

If seduction means...

"R-really? Then do you want to touch my breasts...?"

...isn't this seduction?

I said this while using simple magic to undo my top four buttons with a single gesture.

My breasts, already tight against my blouse, seemed ready to burst out once the buttons were undone.

For reference, I always wear... bands to ensure my lord Evan experiences optimal sensation, so there were no other fabric scraps besides the blouse.

When I told Erhen about this, she was so shocked she couldn't take her eyes off my chest all day.

"Why have you become so lewd, Stella..."

Evan seemed to be recalling how I was when we first met.
No, I haven't become lewd, I've just become a woman?

Don't all women do this much for their boyfriends?

"...So, do you dislike it?"

"No, I love it too much..."

Right. Touch what needs to be touched!

Just as Evan was about to roughly ravage my breasts like that night a few days ago...

"Oh? Isn't that Stella and Lord Evan over there?"

"L-Lord Evan is on top of Lady Stella...!!"

"Kyaak-! Obscene!!"

With perfect timing, some cadets who had just finished class spotted us and cried out.

...Having been accustomed to normal relationships in my previous life, I momentarily forgot that in this fantasy world, there's no custom of exposing one's breasts in public places or having them touched.

As a result, Evan and I had no choice but to flee with bright red faces.

Anyway, that was the kind of day it was.
No more, no less—the kind of day I hoped would continue for about another month.

As I was carried princess-style by Evan, feeling the wind against my face, that's what I thought.

Before bringing down the Moonlight Church, I hoped this small respite could continue a little longer.
Wishing for that.

"...Oh. Come to think of it."

Evan's original personality was extremely timid, fragile, and shy.

His current smooth-talking, smiling demeanor was, so to speak, a mask overlaid with hatred.

"Then if..."

If we deal with the Moonlight Church, does that mean I could see an Evan who's embarrassed about my body, turns his head away, and blushes?

......

...That's amazing.

I felt one more reason to destroy the Moonlight Church growing inside me.

No. That's not right.
There's no need to wait until then.

"Evan."

"Yes?"

I looked up at Evan's face as he carried me and said.
My goodness. This is also something I haven't said in a very long time...

"Tomorrow, shall we have a drink together, just the two of us?"

I'm weak with alcohol.
Extremely weak.

I felt it more clearly when I got tipsy from one glass of wine at the banquet hall last time.

But you know what?
If I don't drink and only make Evan drink, everything will be okay!

"We have our own room now, after all."

"......!"

I smiled, already looking forward to tomorrow's events as I made this suggestion.

What could possibly go wrong?

*

In the dark private investigation room provided by the Empire for the two nobles...

-CRASH!!!

With a thunderous sound, an expensive wooden table made of fine hardwood split in two and collapsed.
Coughing from the dust and expressing his displeasure was a middle-aged man.

"Cough! Damn it! Gilbert, what's your problem this time-!!"

The owner of that irritated cough was Lugion von Isenberg, the highest-ranking Duke in the Empire.

And the person receiving his rebuke was, of course, his friend and partner—

"It's real. This time it's real!"

—War hero Gilbert Eckhart.

"What on earth...."

"Look at this photo!"

Lugion used simple magic to ventilate the dust while covering his nose and mouth, then looked carefully at the photo Gilbert thrust before him.

And like Gilbert, he couldn't help but be shocked speechless.

"W-what is this...?!"

"It's a photo brought by my informant planted in the academy 'for investigation purposes.'"

The photo, sent by Gilbert's agent who shared information with this place in almost real-time...

...showed Stella with her chest open outdoors, and Evan placing his hand on it.

For a moment, silence descended on the room.
The gazes of the two powerful figures, confined here under the Emperor's most important orders, crossed.

"The shortest route is."

"About two days."

"The work that can be postponed is"

"About three days."

"Let's go."

"Let's do that."

And so these two powerful figures decided to head to the academy.
With different purposes.

Especially one of them harboring a particularly dangerous intention.

Ch.229 - [Interlude] Agony, Tranquility
Chapter 229. Anguish, Tranquility

Just as Stella was once again tempting Evan to drink, and shortly before their fathers were to depart for the Academy.

Stella's shocking declaration.
About a day had passed since her announcement that she would take down the Moonlight Church during this vacation.

"Haah......"

"Please don't sigh so loudly. It's unbecoming."

"What did you just say?"

"...Show some respect to Lady Elysee, elf."

In Elysee's room where that declaration had been made, a rather unusual combination had formed: Elysee, Caille, and Erhen.

According to the "original story" that Stella knew, they would be the female lead, male lead, and secondary male lead. But they had already come too far to be defined that way anymore.

"...Sigh. Let's stop this. We didn't gather here for this."

"You started it and now you're acting like this?!"

And now, they were all putting their heads together to worry about the bombshell announcement from the troublemaker.

Everyone here (except Caille) liked Stella too much, which was why her proposal had become such a serious concern.

"Attacking the Moonlight Church essentially means war, right?"

"I suppose so. And that woman said she'd finish it within the vacation."

It was still an incomprehensible situation. Setting everything else aside, tensions with the North were at their peak. Stella was already scheduled to become a student soldier soon without doing anything special. And in that situation, she was talking about war with the Moonlight Church.

When everyone asked Stella about it, her only response was the somewhat extreme statement: "You need to be prepared not to ask such questions."

Erhen, who prided herself on her knowledge of Imperial history, found it particularly difficult to understand.

"Why would she want to take down the Moonlight Church in the first place...?"

In the history that Erhen knew, which was widely accepted throughout the Empire, the Moonlight Church had spread alongside the war with the North.

During the first war with the Moonlight Church hundreds of years ago, it was the Moonlight Church that miraculously saved the Imperial, Kingdom, and Great Forest alliance when they were on the defensive.

After that, the Church's influence exploded during the war, and around that time, an enormous moon appeared in the sky.

And at the end of the war... the first Saintess used Divine Descent to dramatically change the tide of battle.

Afterward, the Moonlight Church flourished with overwhelming influence, achieving recognition comparable to a state religion.

Of course, corrupt management led to a decline in influence until the appearance of the Saintess, but...

As they say, even a wealthy family can last three generations in decline. Despite everything, the Moonlight Church still boasted an untouchable position in the Empire.

"I can't understand why she'd attack the Moonlight Church in the first place, but..."

"Pfft."

"...Ahem. What I mean is, why specifically at this moment right before war breaks out? I'm sure Stella has her reasons, but..."

From the perspective of someone who knew this history and the current situation, the Moonlight Church, despite being somewhat corrupt, was closer to an ally they needed to fight alongside in the coming war.

That's why Stella's declaration to quickly eliminate the Moonlight Church at this particular moment made no sense.

"...I think I might understand a little."

"Oh. Is that so."

"No, I'm not showing off, I really do."

Of course, Elysee's knowledge came from her regression, but she chose not to mention that fact.

"The Moonlight Church has too many suspicious aspects to be simply labeled as a corrupt religious organization."

"Such as?"

Elysee hesitated momentarily at Erhen's question. As mentioned, most of her knowledge came from her previous life.

In the late stages of the war with the North in her previous life, when the Empire was nearly destroyed, the Moonlight Church somehow displayed an abundance of divine power and a strange composure.

The latter part of Elysee's previous life was not a place where even a devout religious person could remain calm.

"Hello?"

"......"

But she couldn't use that as an example for Erhen. She had only revealed a few facts to someone like Caille, and despite their recent friendship, she didn't want to reveal anything to Erhen.

So Elysee found another basis.

"The, the religion's..."

"Yes?"

"A religion's Saintess is in that state..."

"......"

"......"

Erhen understood.

"In my personal opinion, I still think it's dangerous."

"Caille?"

"Lady Elysee. The bishops of the Moonlight Church alone have combat abilities comparable to high-ranking knights. And they don't die easily because of their divine power."

"That's true..."

"And when you get to the archbishops, cardinals, and the Pope, their power becomes immeasurable. It would essentially require the Imperial Army to wage a full-scale war, but since the Moonlight Church is the state religion, one could argue that even the Imperial Army is on the Church's side."

The desperate battle situation described by Caille.
Elysee listened attentively to the words of Caille, still her most loyal knight.

Looking at Elysee, Caille hesitated slightly before slowly continuing.

"...But even so, I think it's... okay."

"...What?"

"Huh?"

Both Elysee and Erhen questioned Caille's statement. Why would he reach such a conclusion after listing reasons why it shouldn't be done?

"...Thinking about it again, it's still dangerous, and honestly, even if you combine all of that woman's connections, it's still like throwing eggs at a rock."

Caille disliked Stella and Evan. It wasn't because of some petty grudge from being beaten during the midterm exams.

He simply had a natural disposition that didn't match well with theirs.

But, separate from his personal feelings...

"...Still, I think that woman will somehow make it work."

Caille was among those who most highly evaluated Stella's abilities.

"......"

"......"

Erhen and Elysee exchanged glances after hearing Caille's words. Though they were more like unfriendly acquaintances who didn't get along well...

At this moment, they seemed to be on the same page.

"...I think we need to talk to Stella."

"...Yes."

Erhen, Elysee, and Caille thought about the burden she had taken on.

She must have her own worries to have made such a grave resolution that had them all so anxious.

Somehow, they all felt a little sorry for her.

*

"Evan, this bed was really a good change...!"

"Yeah, right? The room is spacious too, so it was worth spending the money."

Stella and Evan were rolling around on the bed, watching the setting sun after finishing their daily activities.

More precisely, Stella was lightly embraced in Evan's broad arms, like a back hug.

Lounging on the bed in somewhat comfortable clothes, occasionally embracing each other... and such skinship.

It was something of a fantasy for Stella from her previous life. Though the initiator of the skinship had changed a bit from back then.

Stella, now experiencing the highest levels of female hormones in her current life, felt happiness and comfort exploding in her head just from this light contact.

"Whew... I wonder when was the last time I relaxed like this."

"Yeah... Actually, has there ever been a time?"

For the first three years after Evan and Stella met, almost every day was busy with planning, training, and preparing for the Academy.

After entering the Academy, although there were rest periods like the Theater Festival, they couldn't completely relax due to the presence of spies.

They were essentially in a situation where an enemy could attack at any moment.

But now the situation was a little different.

Although they were facing a fight with the massive entity that was the Moonlight Church, since no one was initiating the fight yet, it was closer to a standoff.

At least there was a sense of security that the current rest was clearly separated from the upcoming battle.

What was certain was that the tranquility of holding each other on a soft bed, feeling the cool early autumn breeze, was something they hadn't experienced for at least three years.

"I want to stay like this forever..."

Evan murmured, holding Stella's small frame that fit perfectly in his arms like a small animal. Though certain parts of her weren't so small.

Since Stella was wearing something like light pajamas, feeling her entire body through just a thin layer of fabric was quite stimulating for Evan, whose sexual desire was currently exploding.

"...That's why we're fighting."

Though Stella, who was stimulating Evan's... lower part by gently wiggling her wide hips against it, wasn't one to talk.

"......"

Evan stroked Stella's smooth, flawless legs with his hand. The firm yet soft sensation somehow felt characteristically Stella, which he liked.

"...Hng."

Stella's body twitched slightly at his touch, but she slowly turned toward Evan and gradually moved her hand toward his thigh.

"......"

"......"

Then, without either initiating, they lightly kissed.

It had become part of their daily routine recently. Kissing without any particular reason while talking, or simply making eye contact.

Stella loved these kisses very much. Though it had now disappeared due to Evan's presence, she had originally suffered from a lack of affection.

That influence hadn't completely vanished, so Stella loved these kisses where she could clearly feel his love for her. She wanted to do it for the rest of her life if possible.

"Chu..."

"...Hehe."

Though it was a light kiss, Evan couldn't help but chuckle when he saw Stella's completely melted expression.

Her appearance was so lovable and cute that it put a strain on his heart.

Evan held back his desire to hug and pat Stella, and instead brushed her hair aside.

Her poker face, which had been ingrained in her body, quickly returned. But her flushed face still clearly showed her state.

"Oh. The sun has already set."

"It's autumn after all. The days... are getting shorter."

The two awkwardly changed the subject. Despite having done so many things together, including their intense first experience, they still maintained a certain innocence.

And since they hadn't repeated that first experience yet, such an atmosphere would often develop quickly.

"Shall we drink the alcohol we bought?"

"Ah! Should we?"

At Evan's suggestion, Stella remembered the expensive wines they had purchased and sat up.

From Stella's perspective, those drinks were like keys that could bring back Evan's former self.

Stella felt a faint smile forming on her lips as she said to Evan:

"Um... Evan? Then I'll go wash up first."

This was Stella's own version of a seductive invitation. Having realized in the actual event that she was helpless and couldn't control her body, Stella had thought of gaining a slight advantage before the real thing.

Of course, in most cases...

"Really? Then... want to wash together today?"

"Yes, ye-what?!"

She couldn't withstand Evan's direct approach, now that the brakes on his long-suppressed desires had been released.

Their second drinking session seemed to give off a somewhat dangerous aroma from the very beginning.

Ch.230 - [Interlude] Underwater
The water splashed into the bathtub with a hissing sound, releasing hot steam. We both stood in the bathroom, which was excessively large for a dormitory room.

"Hmm..."

"......"

Evan seemed slightly embarrassed by the situation he had proposed.

Hmm. Why is he acting shy after suggesting this himself?
Shouldn't couples be able to bathe together?

After spending the entire night with me last time, he's embarrassed about this!

"Sh-should we, um, take off our clothes...?"

...I wanted to say that, but I was too embarrassed myself to speak.

How did we end up like this?

Why did my mouth move on its own again? And why did Evan respond that way?

"Y-yeah. We should undress."

Evan said that while hesitantly removing the t-shirt he was wearing.

"Whoa..."

As I noticed before, he truly had an incredible body.
To put it crudely, it was the kind of body that would make any woman wet just by looking at it.

...Yes, I'm talking about myself.

That body with that face.
This is only possible in a romance fantasy world. If someone like Evan existed in my previous life, he would have been classified as an invasive species contributing to the low birth rate, making other men look like barely human creatures in comparison.

"Um, Stella? It's embarrassing when you stare like that..."

"Ah! Yes!"

I swallowed my pooled saliva in surprise and turned my head away.
As steam filled the bathroom, I realized I should start undressing too.
...I should have undressed when Evan did.
Now that he's already naked and I'm about to undress, it feels like I'm doing a striptease.

Surprisingly, I've actually undressed near Evan quite a few times.

The night of the Evil God manifestation, I forgot about cleaning magic and undressed behind him.

On our third date, I got soaked and undressed partly to seduce him.

In both cases, Evan had his back turned, which was different from now.

"...Y-you said it's embarrassing when I stare..."

"Ahem."

Well... the thing is, Evan isn't even pretending to look away and is staring directly at me.

But I understood.

Men typically find the act of undressing more arousing than just seeing a naked body.
I just didn't expect to be the one demonstrating this!

"......"

I was wearing a light knit top that, despite its light material, clung to my body, revealing my figure quite explicitly.

Well, that's why I wore it...

As they say, it's better to take the hit quickly. When I tried to remove it quickly, my heavy breasts just bounced dramatically.

(Recently, I'd been replacing my upper undergarments with just bands over important areas, which made it worse.)

Wait, have they gotten even bigger?

"Oh..."

The sound Evan made was, I'm guessing, definitely not intentional.

It's just how males are designed.

"Ugh..."

I quickly removed my skirt-like pajama bottoms.
(As for the underwear beneath... let's skip that part.)

"L-let's take a bath now!"

I pushed Evan into the hot water that had nearly filled to overflowing.

Water splashed out of the tub as we both entered simultaneously.

Normally, this would be the best moment of a bath, enjoying the relaxation of my body, but...

"...This is nice and warm."

"Y-yes, it is!"

It wasn't quite the same with Evan in the tub with me.

Even though I'd entered water that was several degrees hotter than before, all I could feel was the sensation of Evan's... flesh.

Our position had Evan sitting in the tub with me on top of him, so I could feel him against my entire back and lower body.

...Let me clarify. Evan's body was touching my back and lower body.

And that... somewhat severely swollen thing was also pressing against my lower body.

"Hik..."

"......"

C-can I avoid being pounced on until after we drink?

*

Evan didn't particularly enjoy bathing.
He considered it a waste of time.
That's why he always used just enough water to stay clean.
Naturally, soaking in hot water was unfamiliar to him except during his early childhood.

And now Evan...

"E-Evan? Isn't it amazing when you think about it? There weren't any pipes here originally, yet water comes out like this...?"

"Y-yeah..."

"T-this all comes from a spatial transfer formula connected to the lake near Maira Forest, with an incredibly complex magical engineering system that incorporates purification formulas in the middle of the transfer magic..."

Evan was discovering the joy of bathing for the first time in his 20 years of life.

Evan wasn't listening to Stella's rambling.
More precisely, he couldn't understand even if he listened.

His brain was fully occupied processing the sensations and spectacular view before him, leaving no capacity for anything else.

"S-so without any special plumbing, well..."

Stella was positioned as if sitting on Evan's pelvis.

This gave him a clear view of Stella's smooth back, slender waist, and... the wide hips and buttocks that had often stolen his gaze over the past few years.

Additionally, her breasts, which seemed to have grown even larger recently, were visible even from behind.

Stella's current appearance was so overwhelming to Evan that it was practically a weapon.

And that wasn't all—there were the sensations of their bodies pressed together.

Even if he ignored the part where his arousal directly touched her—which wouldn't subside no matter how forcefully he circulated his mana—

There was the feeling of her buttocks pressed against his legs and pelvis, and the occasional touch of her slender waist against his stomach.

Stella had added bubbles to the water, saying transparent water was embarrassing, making her soft skin feel even more slippery than usual, which was quite stimulating for Evan.

"E-Evan? Are you listening, hik...?!"

Again, Evan wasn't listening.
He placed his slippery, bubble-covered hand on Stella's equally slippery shoulder.

Stella flinched like a cat.
Her shoulder felt extremely slippery and soft due to the bubbles.

How could this be the skin of a human like himself?
For Evan, whose body was mostly pure muscle, it was an incredibly strange sensation.

"Y-you startled me."

"...Sorry. I just thought it would feel nice to touch."

Evan said while rubbing her shoulder.

"W-what does that mean..."

Though Stella said this, she didn't seem to dislike his touch as her previously tense posture began to relax.

Perhaps it felt like an oil massage?

'If that's the case...'

Evan moved his hands from her slippery shoulders to her heavy-looking breasts and kneaded them.

"Stella. Aren't these heavy?"

"Evan, hik, wait... nngh...♡?!"

Stella's breasts, already soft, felt even more slippery, soft, and tender due to the bubbles.

They definitely hadn't been this large a few months ago when Stella had let him touch them. Now they couldn't even be contained in his large hands as he freely fondled them.

"Hik, wait... ah...♡"

As he kneaded, gently stroked upward, and then pinched the tips.
Stella lost control of her body as if electrocuted.

"Hnng...♡"

She hunched her shoulders, lowered her head, and trembled.

Evan, now somewhat familiar with the female body, could tell this was an orgasmic response.

She came so easily even though he hadn't fondled her that much.

Was his lover really this sensitive?

It didn't match her usually expressionless and cold image, but somehow Evan thought it suited her well.

Evan gently bit Stella's reddened ear through her wet hair and asked:

"Stella? Are you okay?"

"Ungh...!"

That was also stimulating for her, as she trembled again, unintentionally stimulating Evan's arousal.

'...Really?'

Could women really climax just from being whispered to like this?

Evan was developing some rather distorted facts about women because of Stella.

After recovering from her extended orgasm while on top of Evan,

She eventually turned around to face him with her bright red face.

"...Just wait until I've had a drink...!"

This man. Thinking I'm like a faucet that gushes at the slightest touch (which is true).

She would get him tipsy with alcohol and take him instead.

That was Stella's renewed determination.

*

Blue night.
An unnaturally large moon once again filled the sky.

Feeling the north wind flowing through particles of moonlight,
Two men were looking far off in one direction.

"It's taking longer than expected."

"Yes. The security has definitely deteriorated."

Duke von Isenberg and Marquis Eckhart had already dispatched several groups of bandits on their way here.

As veterans of the war against the North, they preferred moving quickly in the dark night.

"As you know, our current actions could be considered dereliction of duty."

"I know."

"Especially in this tense situation right before a war. So..."

"Yes. We'll just check on our children's condition and return. I understand."

If they're both fine, I won't do anything unusual.
Marquis Eckhart said this as if reassuring the Duke while bathed in the cold moonlight.

'If they're fine, that is.'

He swallowed an ominous possibility that was somehow entering his mind.

Ch.231 - [Interlude] Intoxication
The night air was thick with anticipation as I emerged from the bath, leaning on Evan for support. How embarrassing—to think that I, with my mana, could have collapsed from anemia in my previous life!

Once out of the water, things were simple. Just like last time, I quickly dried off, got dressed, and used a drying spell to remove all moisture from both Evan and myself.

*Whoosh!*

"Oh, this is my first time experiencing it. Quite an interesting feeling."

"Right?"

It felt like being blasted with hairdryer wind at ten times the pressure for a second, resulting in a perfectly dry Stella! I left a bit of moisture in my hair for effect—a little trick made possible by my steadily improving magical skills since gaining mana.

Come to think of it, the original Stella hasn't contacted me lately. I thought she'd be furious after seeing me and Evan... well, you know. Among my worst-case scenarios was her demanding to borrow my body so she could have her turn with him.

Not that I'd allow it, of course.

*There must be... some reason?*

I figured she must have her reasons, but I did feel strangely empty without her presence.

While lost in these thoughts, I had already set up wine bottles and glasses on the table. This was something I'd learned during secretary training at House Isenberg three years ago—memories that were now somewhat hazy.

Thank you, Head Butler Berdo. I'm putting the skills you taught me to good use... though perhaps not in the way you intended.

I silently wished the surprisingly robust Berdo well and took a seat beside Evan.

As our shoulders brushed through the thin fabric of our shirts, Evan flinched slightly. Last time, I had to gather my courage just to sit next to him, but now it was simply natural. The remarkable change in our relationship over such a short time filled me with quiet pride.

"Sh-shall we have a drink, Evan?"

"Y-yes. Let's."

Last time, I was so embarrassed that I downed high-proof alcohol without considering my tolerance and passed out, missing Evan's drunken state. I later heard that Evan was quite weak to alcohol himself and collapsed shortly after me.

Which meant that if I could just stay conscious, I might get to see Evan in a delightfully tipsy state.

Setting aside such thoughts, I was genuinely looking forward to this drinking session. I always enjoyed drinking with people I cared about, and our last attempt could hardly be called a proper drinking session.

"Yep!"

With a simple spell on the cork, it popped out with a pleasant sound and landed neatly in my palm.

Evan seemed quite impressed by this little trick, his eyes widening in surprise. It was... rather cute.

"...Ahem."

Feeling a bit shy, I quickly poured wine into our glasses using another skill from my secretary training. I'd learned about decanting and other techniques back then, but since it was just the two of us, I skipped all that.

"Shall we... toast?"

"...Sure."

We clinked glasses, and I took a small sip. Now that I could control my mana circulation, I could dispel the alcohol's effects through blood flow manipulation.

For reference, deliberately dispelling intoxication at a drinking gathering is considered extremely rude in Imperial etiquette, but I had no choice. Without it, I'd be out after just one glass.

"...But Evan, you can't do that...!"

"That's not fair."

"How is it unfair? You're a knight, Evan."

Why not? Because I said so, that's why. I gently hugged Evan's arm as he drained his glass in one go, adding a touch of aegyo to my voice.

Surely Evan must be distracted by the sensation against his body, especially since I wasn't wearing any undergarments beneath my clothes!

"Mmm...! This wine really is delicious, just as expensive wine should be!"

"...It's sweet and tasty, but what's the alcohol content? I feel like I might pass out suddenly."

"W-who knows? I guess we'll find out after a few glasses...?"

...Evan, my lord, is unnecessarily perceptive about such things. I pushed the bottle slightly away from Evan's side while pressing my chest more firmly against his arm.

D-don't think about anything else, just feel the sensation of my breasts and drink your wine...!

It felt somewhat like I was turning Evan into a useless human being, but it was necessary for my purposes.

After that, it was truly a textbook drinking session. Evan and I sat close together, chatting about the usual topics one might discuss over drinks.

At first, Evan seemed to be holding back, but soon his tension melted away and he began drinking more freely. Though I knew he didn't particularly enjoy drinking, he said it was different with me. I matched his pace, taking small sips while regulating my intoxication with mana.

This was definitely a more proper drinking session than last time, when we both tried to have a serious conversation but ended up passing out from the alcohol.

"So then, Erhen..."

"...That guy really is..."

Somehow our conversation had turned to the eccentric behaviors of people around us. Well, the people in my circle are far from ordinary.

Come to think of it, I wonder if everyone is considering my proposal. Honestly, I couldn't blame them if they all ran away saying they wouldn't do it.

...This time, it's a real war.

"...I just realized we won't be able to drink like this for a while."

"...That's right. We'll be busy making plans and everything else."

I responded, feeling the mood sink slightly.

If catching the spy had been about long-term planning and buildup, the war against the Moonlight Church was about swift, decisive action. The reason we were allowing ourselves this leisure time now was because we would soon need to move at full speed.

"We'll need to prepare soon. The Sword Saint's news must have reached the Moonlight Church by now."

"I'm sure. They must have immediately realized the brainwashing was completely undone."

The Sword Saint, who had been treated as the Moonlight Church's property and was supposed to go berserk at the Academy that day before completing his role, was now in our possession.

Of course, due to the covenant, the Sword Saint couldn't directly attack the Moonlight Church, but this alone was tantamount to a declaration of war.

"Finally... I suppose..."

Evan drained his glass again, seemingly troubled by the realization that the long-anticipated confrontation with the Moonlight Church was now imminent.

I didn't want to be completely sober either, so I took small sips while regulating my intoxication.

*Ugh, I'm getting dizzy...*

Despite my efforts, the spinning sensation revealed just how terrible my alcohol metabolism truly was.

If there was any advantage, it was that the intoxication came on quickly, putting me in a good mood.

"...Stella?"

I completely rested my head on Evan's shoulder and nuzzled against him slightly. Evan, though a bit surprised, reflexively placed his hand on my hair and began stroking it gently.

After that, Evan continued stroking my hair. He kept drinking as if his throat was parched, and with each drink, his speech became noticeably hazier.

His touch was weak and hesitant, as if he were caressing a tiny, fragile creature.

Both of us had done far more intimate things, yet we still found these simple gestures embarrassing.

"It's a bit... regrettable."

"...What is, Stella?"

Evan spoke in a dazed voice, his poor alcohol tolerance clearly affecting him already.

He must be feeling quite dizzy by now. I allowed myself to feel some of the intoxication and murmured:

"...That I..."

"......"

"Wish I had... accepted Evan's feelings sooner..."

Evan's hand gradually slowed as he stroked my hair. I slowly looked up at his face.

...Evan's face was already quite red and dazed.

"...We could have done more of this."

I took Evan's hand that had been stroking me and gently bit it.

Evan's hand tasted slightly sweet with a hint of bitterness. Though startled by my action, he didn't pull his hand away.

A moment of silence fell between us. Only the somewhat suggestive sound of something being rolled around in a mouth passed between us.

I finally removed my mouth from Evan's hand and exhaled a slightly roughened breath.

"...Evan."

"...Mmm."

"We've known each other for a while, but we've only been dating for... not even a week yet, right?"

"That's... right...?"

Evan seemed unable to think clearly, likely due to my sudden action and the alcohol.

His vision was probably spinning and growing hazy.

...He's being so unlike himself—it's incredibly cute.

"So, right now I... I want to get to know Evan as his g-girlfriend."

"As my girlfriend...?"

True to those words, until now, Evan and I had been friends—albeit friends who engaged in quite a bit of skinship and kissing. So now that we were in a relationship, shouldn't there be some further development?

"........"

I meant it in that sense, but after saying it, I realized how embarrassing it sounded, and my face grew hot.

Feeling my throat burn, I took a full gulp of wine from my glass for the first time that evening.

"Mmm.... If Stella wants to, I'd like that too...."

Evan, completely intoxicated, smiled with uncharacteristic innocence as he spoke.

It seemed his usual sly demeanor had disappeared with intoxication.

"......."

"Because I like Stella the most...."

And seeing Evan like that, I...

*...I can't hold back.*

I became uncontrollably aroused, as if in heat.

"Stella...? Mmph...."

"Chu......."

I pounced on Evan beside me and kissed him roughly, as if transferring all the wine I had in my mouth to him.

I held his neck tightly and kissed him deeply until he had swallowed it all.

"Mmph, haaah...."

"Gulp.... Stella...?"

"...It's Evan's fault."

I pushed Evan, who looked confused, down onto the nearby bed.

Evan beneath me, with his flushed face and uncharacteristically innocent expression...

"...Chu."

It made my lower abdomen tingle with excitement.

I kissed Evan's neck and removed his top.

"......?"

Though I'd seen it earlier, his upper body somehow seemed more erotic now. I pressed my hands against it and, breathing hotly, asked Evan, who still seemed unable to grasp the situation:

"E-Evan."

"Mmm...?"

"Can I... put it in...?"

It was a largely meaningless question. No matter what his answer would be, my course of action was already decided.

Ch.232 - [Interlude] Reversal?
Chapter 232. Reversal?

Evan had a low alcohol tolerance.

How low? Without using mana to neutralize the alcohol, he was only slightly better than Stella, which was saying something.

Evan first discovered this during nobility lessons at the Duke's residence. After collapsing during a lesson on drinking etiquette, he developed a dislike for alcohol.

It wasn't that he disliked the taste or feeling of being drunk—it was the fact that he could get drunk so easily.

Evan's default state was pretending to smile, as he was reluctant to reveal his true feelings. Naturally, he avoided drinking, which might expose his vulnerable side to strangers.

So whenever he had to drink, though it went against proper etiquette, he would use mana to dispel the intoxication. For a knight of Evan's caliber, it was nearly impossible for others to notice this trick.

But tonight, Evan wasn't using mana to clear his head. Simply because he was with Stella.

Evan disliked showing his drunken state to people he didn't trust. Conversely, this meant he was willing to get drunk in front of those he did trust.

That's why he agreed to Stella's unreasonable request not to dispel his intoxication (while she secretly did so herself).

As mentioned, he could allow himself to get drunk in front of Stella.

He figured it was fine to let loose for one night, even though he'd likely end up pouncing on Stella in his nearly 100% intoxicated state.

*...?*

And now, with a foggy mind, Evan found himself pinned beneath Stella, being kissed aggressively.

"Mmm... chu..."

Stella was literally ravaging Evan's lips. Despite his sluggish mind, Evan responded by slowly intertwining his tongue with hers, following his muscle memory.

Stella's passionate kiss continued for quite some time. She typically didn't prefer initiating kisses, as being dominated by Evan better suited her preferences.

But seeing Evan's rare vulnerable state awakened something new within her.

"Hah..."

After exploring Evan's lips for what felt like an eternity, Stella finally pulled away, having almost forgotten to breathe.

"......"

Looking down at Evan's face after their wine-flavored, bittersweet kiss...

"Stel...la...?"

His expression was innocent yet subtly aroused, as if he still didn't understand what was happening to him.

"......♡"

Stella's excitement reached its peak. Her lower abdomen was throbbing, and she was already thoroughly wet below.

Though Stella wasn't consciously aware of it, deep down she genuinely served Evan as her lord. This stemmed from the original Stella, who had formed the foundation of her character acting.

The fact that she was now dominating and taking advantage of the lord she deeply served gave her an indescribable sense of taboo pleasure.

"Evan... are you... excited?"

Stella asked with ragged breath as she placed her hand on Evan's manhood, which was making its presence known even through his pants. Though Evan was currently at the height of intoxication and could barely process the situation, his body had already responded to her excitement, ready to penetrate her.

Stella lowered her body toward Evan's lower half, swallowed hard, and pulled down his pants.

"...Hnn♡"

Despite having already taken it inside her once before, Stella felt her lower abdomen clench at the sight of Evan's intimidatingly large member.

Stella instinctively knew that if she took him inside now, even with her in control, her weak self wouldn't be able to endure and would climax repeatedly in defeat.

So she needed to weaken him first.

*I've only done this once before...*

The morning after their first time, Stella had yielded to Evan's temptation for another round and afterward had taken him in her mouth to clean him.

So she knew what to do. After swallowing nervously once more, Stella slowly opened her mouth and took Evan's member inside.

"Mmph...!"

"Ugh...."

Evan bent his waist in surprise at the sudden pleasure. Meanwhile, Stella was trying to adjust to the sensation filling her mouth, despite this being her second time.

An act so vulgar that her past self—or even herself from a few months ago—couldn't have imagined it. Stella didn't even consider this fact, simply happy to be pleasuring her lover.

"Slurp.... mmm...."

"Kuh.... Stel, la...?"

Despite her inexperience, Stella's eagerness to please drove her to take Evan's massive member all the way to her throat, swirling her tongue around it.

For the intoxicated and sensitive Evan, this unexpected pleasure made him unconsciously grip Stella's hair while letting out soft moans.

"Guh, chu...♡"

Evan wasn't the only one trembling with pleasure. Due to her masochistic tendencies, Stella was aroused by the painful sensation of Evan filling her throat to capacity, and she was touching herself below.

Each time she moved her face up and down, creating wet, slurping sounds as Evan's member brushed against her mouth and throat...

Stella curled her fingers more forcefully against her womanhood, heightening her excitement.

-Slurp, suck.

For a while, the room was filled only with those lewd sounds and Evan's soft moans.

Thanks to Stella's innate feminine talents—unbelievable for someone who was once a man—the intoxicated Evan with no self-restraint couldn't hold out for long.

"Ugh.... Stel...."

Feeling Evan's member trembling in her mouth, Stella used her tongue to its fullest, and then...

"Kuh...!"

"Mmph...♡"

With a surge, Evan released himself inside Stella's mouth.

Though struggling with the volume—which had been overwhelming even when she received it below—Stella swallowed everything without missing a drop.

After Evan's lengthy release finally ended...

"Chu...♡"

Stella swallowed it all and even sucked up the remaining drops with a kiss-like motion.

Then she climbed back onto Evan's waist.

"Hah, even after releasing that much, still like this....♡"

Stella murmured, looking at Evan's member, which was still maintaining its size and twitching against her wet womanhood.

A normal man might temporarily soften after climaxing, needing time to recover.

But Evan, perhaps due to being a knight or his natural constitution, remained as hard as before his release.

*If I'm going to endure even a little, it has to be now.*

Of course, being human, even Evan wasn't completely unaffected.

Stella thought she could still maintain control now. Evan was still breathing heavily from the aftereffects of his climax.

But even without that reason...

"Haa, haa....♡"

Stella couldn't hold back any longer either. Right now, she wanted to ravish her lover, who was uncharacteristically overwhelmed with pleasure, tears in his eyes, maintaining such a formidable erection.

Stella slowly, slowly raised her hips and rubbed Evan's member against her entrance.

"Ngh...♡"

Her womanhood was already dripping just from the slight contact. Before Evan could regain his strength, while she could still endure, Stella drove her hips down to take him.

-Squelch.

"Ugh...!"

".....Oh?"

Everything had gone smoothly until then. But there was one thing Stella hadn't considered.

"Hnngh♡?!"

Her lower half had also become extremely sensitive after nearly reaching multiple mini-climaxes while servicing Evan with her mouth.

Of course, her inherent weakness played a part too.

"Ugh, hnngh...♡!"

Stella immediately hunched over on top of Evan, releasing fluids with a "pssh" sound as she experienced the aftershocks of her climax.

Her lower body and waist trembled so much that instead of riding him in the dominant position she'd planned, she ended up with her face buried against Evan's chest in an unseemly posture.

And as Stella struggled to recover from the afterglow...

"Hnn.... eh, Evan...?"

"......."

Evan, who until now had been passively pinned beneath Stella, grabbed her waist.

*W-wait...?*

Stella trembled as she looked at Evan's face. He hadn't regained his senses. His expression was still dazed and slack from intoxication.

"W-wait, Evan...? I just came..."

But his eyes now held a dark, murky lust that wasn't there before. Due to his drunkenness, it was several times less restrained than usual—a sinister kind.

Evan was originally a person with normal sexual preferences. However, due to regular sexual contact with the masochistic Stella, he had developed some unusual tendencies of his own.

Naturally, toward the sadistic side.

"W-wait...!"

Evan lifted Stella, who was still trembling with him inside her, off the bed and stood up.

Stella, suspended in the air with her legs spread, unfortunately knew exactly what this position meant, thanks to her past life as a man.

"E-Evan? I-I'm sorry...!"

For the first time during intimacy with Evan, Stella felt fear. She already climaxed multiple times and squirted during normal intercourse.

In this state, being penetrated while suspended in the air—she wasn't sure she could remain human afterward.

As Stella genuinely felt crisis and tried to escape from Evan, even attempting to use magic...

"Wait, plea—aaahh♡?!"

Evan, naturally deaf to such pleas, roughly impaled Stella on his member, thrusting her down as he held her up.

"......! .........♡!"

Stella couldn't even speak as she squirted enough to soak the floor. Of course, the current Evan, excited by tormenting her without rational thought, didn't stop his movements.

Even as Stella begged with tears streaming down her face, he continued.

"Hah, hnng…."
.
.
.
.
.

"I-I can't take it anymooore....♡"

...And naturally, it continued until she passed out.

*

In a dark space.
Feeling the cold sensation of ash-colored snow touching her cheeks, Stella opened her eyes.

Immediately, she realized she had entered her mindscape, a place she hadn't been invited to for a long time.

"......!"

"H-how did you get in? I'm sure I cut off the connection..."

And greeting her was the original Stella, hastily fixing her disheveled clothing.

If Stella had been in a normal state, she might have noticed what the original had been doing from her uncharacteristically loose clothing and the sensual atmosphere around her.

But she didn't have that level of awareness right now. She simply approached slowly, grabbed original Stella's shoulders, and cried out:

"Why, why...."

"...?"

"Why am I such a weak-pussy loser...!!"

After this unexpected verbal attack, the original Stella's mind grew slightly hazy.

Ch.233 - [Interlude] Confrontation, And
Chapter 233. Confrontation, and

Stella, the original Stella, had been living almost like she was dead recently.
Of course, she was actually dead, and anyone else would probably live like they were dead in this empty, gray space too.

Nevertheless, compared to how she had stood tall for an indescribably long time without losing hope, she was now living a life that was practically that of a broken person.

Why had Stella become like this?
It was a collection of various complex and simple matters that even Stella herself couldn't properly guess.

The first blow was the bet with Stella.

The original Stella, upon hearing Stella's plan—

That insane plan to catch the spy, the dragon, and the Sword Saint simultaneously—seriously researched whether there was a way to forcibly take back her body.

No matter how she thought about it, it was clearly crazy.
That's what Stella truly believed.

Logically, and no matter how she considered it, wasn't there some kind of mental illness for someone who had been a perfectly normal man until a few years ago to change like that?

It couldn't possibly succeed.
They would be annihilated.

It was clear that only terrible consequences awaited both herself and the Stella who had possessed her body.

To the original Stella, who knew the spy's cunning, the dragon's majesty, and the Sword Saint's overwhelming power that couldn't be described with mere words, Stella's plan seemed like that.

That's why she made a bet with Stella.
So that if she failed, the original could try to salvage the situation at the last moment.

And Stella succeeded brilliantly.
Without a single casualty.

The most severely injured ally was the Saintess, who walked with crutches for a while.

She had reduced what would have been at minimum tens of thousands of casualties in the original history to nearly zero.

The process involved bizarre and creative methods that Stella, as an orthodox mage, would never have considered.

Especially the scene where she blew up the entire Academy grounds to destroy the Dragon Heart and the scene where she used the Saintess to capture the Sword Saint—even someone as emotionless as her couldn't help but gasp.

And simultaneously, the winner of their bet was decided.

Complete defeat.
An overwhelming loss that would be shameful to make any excuses for.

This wasn't just about knowing the future.
It required design skills to calibrate it, quick thinking to modify variables on the spot, and a gambler's intuition to consider all those factors before taking action.

Stella felt her heart boil with inferiority knowing that her opponent, who possessed all these qualities, had also won the heart of the lord she herself had failed to win.

The fact that this person was originally a man who had lived in a completely different world also added fuel to her sense of inferiority.

Of course, the inferiority she was feeling now included emotions of a somewhat different nature, but the hot intensity of her inferiority complex melted everything together, making it impossible to distinguish between them.

And in that state came the second blow.

Her lord and Stella finally became a couple, and naturally, they also established a relationship...

This caused a major chemical reaction with the original Stella's inferiority complex, which had reached its limit.

Stella's mental strength, which even the Ice Dragon had been amazed by, was shattered, and she temporarily lost all motivation, collapsing limply onto the small sofa—the only resting space in her mindscape.

And she watched her beloved lord having relations with someone who had her body.

"......."

And she masturbated intensely.

The original Stella had once shouted at Stella, who had been flirting with her former self, that she didn't have the same perverted tastes as her.

However... at this point, even that fact was questionable.

Masturbating while watching her deeply revered lord having relations with someone who looked like herself but was a complete stranger.

And not just any stranger, but someone she felt tremendous inferiority toward.

From the perspective of Stella, who had been a noble young lady, this was unacceptable.

Naturally, she didn't realize that her inferiority had connected with the sexual desire she had built up over a very long period, creating a different sense of depravity.

In such a state, Stella had temporarily blocked the mindscape connection.

There were two reasons: one was that if Stella were to be transported here every time she fainted while having relations with her lord, it would be awkward and terrible for both of them.

The second was that if Stella were transported here, the original Stella herself... wouldn't be able to enjoy it on her own.

Due to her exhausted mental state from being here for so long, Stella herself didn't realize she had become somewhat addicted to these acts and the sense of depravity.

In any case, Stella had been spending her days in such unwholesome and decadent ways.
And today was no different—she was busy pleasuring herself while rekindling her sense of inferiority at being unable to do anything as she watched Stella ravage her lord like she was assaulting him after drinking.

...Until Stella suddenly flew into the mindscape a few minutes later.

Stella hurriedly used magic to clean up the fluids that had soaked the sofa and her thighs, and quickly dressed herself from her previous attire of just a single shirt.

It was truly an agile speed, but her mind wasn't so nimble.

Why? How? Did she see? Was I caught?

Such thoughts were stuck in the crevices of her mind, hindering her thinking.

If Stella had seen what she was doing. If Stella were to tease her about it, she would surely become the first person to die twice. From shame.

"Why, why...."

"...?"

The original Stella, who was perhaps for the first time feeling extremely anxious with such thoughts.

"Why is it such a pathetic pussy...!!"

"......."

With that single statement from Stella, any guilt the original Stella felt vanished without a trace, leaving only anger.

She thought about using the ultimate magic she had researched for hundreds of years to blast her into pieces this time (she could restore her in the mindscape anyway).

"Sniff.... Huh? But why is it wet under that sofa? Did some snow melt?"

"......."

The moment Stella discovered the remnants she hadn't managed to clean up, such thoughts disappeared without a trace.

I'll let it go this once.
The original Stella thought, nodding her head, and asked her:

"...You. How did you get in here?"

"Huh? Didn't you... call me?"

"......."

It seemed she didn't know the cause either.
Well, it didn't make sense that this youngster could intentionally cross the mental barrier that she, an Archmage, had set up.

And because of that, the situation became even more mysterious.

"Sigh...."

The original Stella sighed.
Not only had her private time... been suddenly interrupted, but another problem had been brought in as well.

She really couldn't like this person. This woman who had her appearance.

"Ah, but I missed seeing you recently...!"

"Disgusting creature."

Still, this inexplicable goodwill toward her somewhat softened her heart.
For now, it was also awkward to do anything since she had her appearance.

That's how the original Stella was about to suggest they have a conversation.

Because now, she could no longer avoid it.

In fact, one of the reasons Stella had blocked the mindscape was the burden of having to fulfill their bet.

Having promised to tell her one thing of her choice, she would have to answer any difficult questions.

Of course, considering the goodwill this woman had toward her, she could expect that such questions wouldn't be asked, but...

It was uncertain.
The human with her form before her was truly an unpredictable person.

"M-maybe I could... tell you about my exploits with Evan...?"

"......."

The original Stella was momentarily speechless.
After narrowing her expression for a moment.

"...I'll use it after all."

She began casting magic.

*

After fainting from Evan's, well, to put it vulgarly, pounding attack (I assume my body is still being used), I entered the mindscape after a long time.

But my ordeal continued even in here.

I was just greeting Stella happily since I hadn't seen her in a long time (though I did make a slight verbal slip right after entering because I felt wronged), but Stella suddenly tried to throw something like a spiral vortex the size of a soccer field at me.

Not a soccer ball, but a soccer field.
I hurriedly babbled something to get past it, as I felt like I was going to soil myself, though in a different sense than I had just done with Evan.

"H-have you calmed down...?"

"...Yes. Let's talk for a moment."

I barely managed to create this standoff.

*Wow, Stella is incredibly strong.*

If she had this level of ability in the original work, she wouldn't have died from a sword strike, so perhaps she trained in this mindscape?

If it were possible for her to possess my body, she might be stronger than that Sword Saint.

Of course, I wouldn't lend her my body.

This was obviously said out of concern for Stella.
Although it would rarely happen, what if Evan couldn't distinguish between me and Stella and ended up doing it with me while the original Stella was inside?

Obviously, Stella, who had the same pathetic, lewd pussy as me, wouldn't be able to handle it.

"...Are you thinking something unpleasant?"

"Ah... no?"

I felt wronged.
I was just worried about the well-being of Stella, my favorite character, yet I was treated like this.

"Anyway, about this conversation...?"

"...It's nothing special. As you said, it's about our bet."

"...Oh!"

Of course. My favorite character wouldn't go back on her word.

The bet I made with Stella was simple.

If Stella won, I would lend her my body, even if just a little.

If I won, Stella would tell me one fact I wanted to know.
That was the bet, for sure.

And I won brilliantly.
Honestly, I think it was worthy of a life highlight reel. I wonder if Stella fell for me after seeing that.

"......."

"Wait. Can we talk without that red magic pointed at me?"

I quickly changed my attitude, nearly experiencing death just from thinking inappropriate jokes.

Stella, seemingly tired of dealing with me, spoke in a weak voice:

"...Anyway, there's no need to waste more time. Tell me what knowledge you desire."

"That would be Stella's ideal type...!"

"If you joke one more time, I'll turn you into charcoal, bet or no bet."

"......."

Stella, you're scary....
She definitely didn't feel like this when I was reading the novel.

It's not that she was kinder in the novel, but she had a somewhat softer feel.

What's certain is that she wasn't the kind of person who felt so dry that it came across as sharp, like now.

I could be sure of this, having staked everything on analyzing her character.

So I wondered.
For a person to change like this would require quite a long time.

Just how long had Stella been here, and what was her purpose?

"Um.... I'm getting nervous now that I'm about to ask."

I said with a slight fake cough.
Well, what I was going to ask was incredibly obvious.

It might be unexpected precisely because it's so obvious.

"So...."

I fidgeted with my hair, which now reached past my shoulder blades, hesitating before finally opening my mouth.

According to my beliefs, this shouldn't be something I'm curious about, nor should I be curious about it.

But it was a question I had to ask, both for the upcoming war and for myself.
Being in front of my favorite character, I stripped away all pretense and courtesy.

For the first time, I spoke as my true self in front of Stella.


"...Why did you possess me in this world?"

Ch.234 - [Interlude] Results
"...What was the reason for transmigrating me into this world?"

The atmosphere changed.
The original Stella could feel it the moment she heard that question.

It made her wonder if this was really the same woman who usually just grinned and went on about "Evan this, Evan that"—the atmosphere had turned so cold.

The original Stella had momentarily forgotten.

Even though the woman before her seemed so infatuated with her lord that it was hard to believe she was a man in her past life...

The very reason this was possible was because she was a madwoman who had survived until now by acting as herself with only fragmentary knowledge of the future.

"You..."

"You know, Stella, I didn't particularly want to dig into this truth."

As mentioned before, Stella had preferred not to uncover the secrets of her transmigration.

Realistically, there wasn't much she could do about it, and even if she knew, she didn't think there was anything she could do.

Whatever had the ability to transfer just the soul of an intelligent being to another dimension, whether a fictional world or some other existing dimension.

It would have to be at least a divine being, and Stella thought nothing good would come from getting involved with such things.

Although she had somehow figured out that the Ice Dragon was responsible for her transmigration, she had no intention of doing anything with that information.

And such thoughts began to change in earnest after becoming aware of the original Stella.

Since realizing that somewhere in her mindscape existed the original Stella, who could be called the original owner of this body.

After that, through the confusing theater festival.
After catching the spy and with the war against the Moonlight Church approaching.

Stella began to think again.
It was almost instinctual.

How could she use this fact to her advantage?
How could this fact benefit her?

And ultimately, how could it help her live a peaceful life with Evan?

The fact that the target was Stella, her favorite character from her past life, bothered her a little, but that was it.

Stella could ignore such things to some extent for the sake of her goals.
That's the kind of person she was.

"But not now. I think I might be able to use you both a little."

"...!"

'You both.'
It clearly referred to the Ice Dragon and her original self.

What Stella was declaring now was that she intended to use not only herself but even the Ice Dragon, who was essentially a god.

It was insanely audacious.
And the most terrifying thing about Stella was that her words didn't feel like empty boasts.

Stella, the one inhabiting her body, was a person who wouldn't act without absolute certainty.

The midterm exam she invested nearly three years in was like that, her relationship with Evan was like that, and so was her grand scheme to catch the spy that was painful even to talk about.

For such a being to declare this with such confidence meant that, at least in her own mind, she believed it was almost certainly possible.

...Since when?
Surely when she made contact with me, she never showed such an aspect even once...

The original Stella asked herself this question, then found herself laughing involuntarily.

"...You planned this. From the moment you proposed the bet."

"......"

At those words, Stella maintained her expressionless face for a moment as she stared at her.
Then she narrowed her eyes and smiled coldly.

The original Stella found the face before her, though her own, completely unfamiliar.

"Stella. I don't fight battles I can't win."

"...You."

The original Stella felt fear toward her for the first time.
The bet she had accepted thinking she would definitely win was itself part of Stella's setup.

And there was no guarantee that was the first.
There could have been several schemes and intentions hidden before that.

No, from the beginning, Stella had been an emotionless and cynical person, both during the war and after coming here.

The fact that she had shown such excessive brightness only in front of her...
Even that uncomfortable feeling that she had dismissed as mere fan enthusiasm...

"...You creepy bastard."

"Ha! I'll take that as a compliment!"

Stella returned to her usual foolish appearance, smiling brightly as she answered.

It looked like her usual self, but that only intensified the sense of dissonance.

The original knew she had been an actor in her past life, but this was beyond what the original's common sense could accept.

"Aw, does it hurt your heart to look at me like that?"

Stella responded to the original's gaze, which was like looking at something grotesque.

Then she cleared her throat once and continued.

"Ahem. Anyway, the answer to my question?"

"...There are two problems with telling you that right now."

"Eh... what are they?"

The original Stella sighed at Stella's return to her light-hearted demeanor and explained slowly.

"First, you're about to wake up. You won't be able to stay in this mindscape."

"Ah, I can feel that too. It took longer than I expected. Evan must have really used my unconscious body..."

"...And second."

Deliberately ignoring Stella's casual sexual remarks about her lord...

The original stated what was essentially the real reason.

"...The information you want isn't something I can reveal on my own."

"You need to coordinate with Lady Ice Dragon?"

"...That's right."

She was truly quick-witted.
...Of course, there were several other reasons too.

The original Stella decided to hold back on those parts.
She needed to keep at least one card up her sleeve.

"Well, I didn't expect to find out right away anyway!"

"That's fortunate. You'll soon be expelled from this place."

"Yes, I suppose so."

Stella felt the mindscape gradually turning white as always.
It really was almost time.

It had been quite late when she was drinking with Evan, and after that, she and Evan had spent a long time... doing things, and then she had this long conversation here.

Stella nodded her head and took two steps forward toward the original Stella to say one last thing.

"W-what...?"

"Um, you know..."

The original was a bit flustered as Stella approached so close it was almost like she was going to whisper in her ear.

Ignoring the original's reaction, Stella finished what she was saying.

"...It's fine if you watch us doing... you know... but could you please show some restraint?"

.

..

...

"........What?"

"My bones are aching! Anyway, bye!"

"W-wait!!"

The original Stella tried to grab the disappearing Stella with the greatest shock she had felt in years.

She'd been caught. That was all she could think, but from the perspective of the perceptive Stella, it would have been harder not to notice.

Clothes that were too loose to be normal, fluids on the floor that hadn't been cleaned up, and a flushed, panting face.

For Stella, who knew the original could see the outside world through her, putting these things together was easy.

The original Stella, a pure virgin who had never even touched herself before her death, didn't know this.

"....Kyaaaah!"

The original Stella let out a high-pitched scream without realizing it.

...It had been a long time since she had acted so girlishly.

*

With a start, consciousness returned, and various sensations came back to prove their existence throughout her body.

And at the same time.

"Urgh."

"Oh. You're awake, Stella?"

I couldn't help but feel terrible pain.
The main source was muscle pain from last night's intense lovemaking, and the rest was a hangover.

*My waist, my waist...!*

It seemed Evan had used me more intensely than I had thought.
My waist hurt as if it had been dislocated.

The only time I'd felt worse waist pain was when I worked a loading job once in my past life.
I did it once and was sick for a week, never doing it again, but anyway.

Honestly, I was lucky it ended with just this much.
Even within the range of what I remember, there was plenty of reason for waist pain, and Evan probably used me like a sex toy...

Evan, really. Picking someone up and doing... that.
It felt very strange to actually experience something that usually only appears in hardcore Western porn.

B-but it wasn't bad?
It was scary, like I might fall, and it went in... deep, so my head went blank...

"Are you okay?"

"Ha, E-Evan..."

Evan gently brushed my hair with a soft touch as I groaned in pain.
Seeing my condition must have made him feel sorry, as his gentle touch made me tear up—it felt like a completely different person from last night.

Of course, it all started with me trying to take advantage of drunk Evan, but he would have forgotten that.

Just as I was about to act spoiled in Evan's hands while tearing up from the waist pain.

"You should have been more moderate. What were you thinking, doing such things to a drunk person?"

"........What?"

I barely managed to open my heavy eyes to look at Evan.
Evan was looking at me with concern and a slightly serves-you-right expression.

Um, that.
If he was that drunk, shouldn't he have forgotten everything...?

"Stella. I'm a knight, you know? I don't forget things that easily. ...Though I didn't know I was that weak to alcohol."

"No, that, that's..."

"Hmm? To a drunk person, you know. Taking off clothes and..."

"...Stop!"

I rose up and pounced on Evan, covering his mouth with my bare chest.
My large breasts pressed down firmly, and Evan made an "mmph" sound, unable to speak further.

I shivered slightly as his cold lips touched my bare chest, but it couldn't be helped.
If I heard Evan's next words, I wouldn't be able to live on...!

As I buried Evan's face in my chest, determined to suffocate him into unconsciousness.
Suddenly, Evan bit the... tip with his teeth.

"Kyahk?!"

"Puha, I can't breathe, Stella. Even a superhuman dies when suffocated. Though in this case, it would be a good way to go..."

"Ugh... what are you doing so suddenly...!"

Evan giggled and hugged me, saying I was cute.
I was about to scold Evan, but as soon as he embraced me, my body reflexively went limp and my heart pounded.

Since Evan was naked and I was only wearing an unbuttoned shirt, I could feel Evan's heartbeat clearly.

No, this is too unfair.
What kind of hug makes me unable to move?

I asked Evan in a voice that unconsciously became coquettish.

"...Um, how much... do you remember...?"

"Probably everything you remember?"

Oh no.
This is bad.

Then he remembers everything—me laying drunk Evan on the bed and doing things, climbing on top, and... doing that?

I felt my ears turning bright red with shame.

...I-I have no choice!
Time to go on the offensive...!

"B-but you enjoyed it, right?"

"Huh?"

"Y-you enjoyed it too. You released that much... in my mouth!"

"Hey..."

"And, um, you thrust so deeply too...!"

I swallowed hard as I spouted such nonsensical arguments.

T-this isn't what someone who got caught trying to take advantage of a drunk person should be thinking, but...

Oh, it's been a while since Evan got angry...?

I couldn't help but feel excited...

"W-what? Are you dissatisfied...?"

"...You really."

I stretched out my characteristically white neck, raising my head with an expectant expression.
Evan gave me a somewhat exasperated look at my depraved behavior, but his lower part was honest, already as hard as it had been yesterday.

...Come to think of it, Evan seems to have developed some S tendencies because of me.

"Hee, kik..."

Just as I was thinking that, Evan wrapped his long, pale fingers around my neck and began to squeeze.
With the perfect body control unique to superhumans, he applied just the right amount of pressure to my airway.

"Hek, heuk...♡"

As I was feeling a dreamy and strange pleasure from that sensation I hadn't felt in a while, at that moment.

-CRASH!!

"What's going on, Ste...! lla...?"

Suddenly, without any context or warning, a brown-haired, muscular middle-aged man broke down the dormitory door.

Taking in the sight of me, and Evan who was choking me while wearing only a pair of pants.

"......"

...It was the grand entrance of Gilbert Eckhart, Marquis and my father.

"What a fool! Even so, breaking the door is... oh my."

The Duke of Isenberg, who followed behind him, was about to scold Gilbert but upon seeing us—
specifically, seeing me wearing only a shirt and completely naked otherwise—immediately turned his head and took a step back.

.
.
.
.

For the first time in a very long time, I had such a thought.

*...Fuck. We're screwed.*

This was beyond any possibility of excuse.
No, it would be fortunate if it were just beyond excuse—right now I was in the middle of enjoying asphyxiation play with Evan.

Evan seemed to realize this fact with his quickly rotating brain and was sweating profusely.
This was almost the first time I'd seen Evan so flustered.

Evan put on the kindest, most harmless smile he could and opened his mouth.

"Perhaps, would you be willing to hear an explanation......"

"......"

When Gilbert, still holding the torn doorknob, gave no answer, Evan trembled even more and continued speaking.
Adding one more word, specifically.

"F-father-in-law...?"

And that was the last straw.
Gilbert crushed the doorknob in his hand and said quietly.

"No."

Ch.235 - [Interlude] Evan's Death (1)
The death of Evan (1)

Several rumors of questionable credibility circulated throughout the Iris Empire.

For instance, that grinding the core of an Illusionary Demonic Beast produces some kind of drug.

That the Saintess is searching for it.

That the previous generation's Sword Saint was defeated by a seventeen-year-old girl.

That said Sword Saint is now secluded somewhere, training obsessively.

That the large moon in the sky will turn blood-red on a certain day.

Or that most people living near the northern border are descendants of traitors.

Surprisingly, among these rumors, only the last one was untrue, yet people firmly believed it.

The northern borderlands were generally viewed as a harsh, cold region where traitors and failures were driven after the war, fighting over barren land with the North.

Gilbert, who would later become Stella's father, was among those who suffered from this prejudice.

As the lord of a small town, whenever he visited the capital on business, he would hear whispers calling him a descendant of traitors.

The opportunity to shed this stigma came quickly, and in a way Gilbert never wanted.

The North, typically unconcerned with borders, suddenly began crossing the border to raid Gilbert's territory.

Unable to tolerate the harm done to his close subjects and family, Gilbert joined the border suppression force led by Duke von Isenberg.

As all recent history books record, he achieved overwhelming merit, including saving the Duke of Isenberg's life.

According to imperial custom, it was practically impossible for the lord of a small town—especially one at the northern outskirts of the empire—to jump directly to the rank of marquis, but that was the background of this seemingly absurd promotion.

And this part isn't recorded in history books, but during that northern war, Gilbert met a woman.

The High Priestess of the Children of the Snowy Mountain, considered the strongest tribe in the North, had ventured out herself and was captured by Gilbert and Duke von Isenberg.

Naturally, having suffered much at the hands of the North, Gilbert initially maintained an extremely poor relationship with her, intending only to use her.

But as often happens between men and women, that soon transformed into love and bore fruit.

That fruit was Stella—one of the two people Gilbert loved most in this world.

In truth, Gilbert sincerely didn't want to accept Duke von Isenberg's offer to become his secretary.

No matter how emotionless and excessively shy his daughter was—and would continue to be—what if that Isenberg boy, Evan, used his position as master to do something inappropriate to Stella?

Gilbert wasn't confident he could control himself in such a situation.

But Gilbert reluctantly accepted Duke von Isenberg's offer for two reasons: first, his trust in the Duke, and second, the calculated benefits.

Due to the strange rumors mentioned earlier, the Eckhart family, having only recently become a marquisate, wasn't particularly prosperous.

So forming a connection with the Isenberg family, considered the highest ducal house in the empire, would benefit himself, his daughter, and his wife—whom the world believed dead.

"Huk, heuk..."

But just because he had made that judgment didn't mean Gilbert would remain calm if what he feared actually happened.

For example, if he heard a faint, choking voice coming from the room where Evan and Stella were living together (Gilbert's mind had already begun to cloud when he learned this fact from the Principal).

"What's going on, St...! Tel... la...?"

From Gilbert's perspective, it was understandably difficult to remain calm.

First, Stella (viewed through his doting father filter) had always appeared extremely emotionless, rarely expressing any feelings.

Gilbert believed this wasn't just a matter of expression but an innate lack of emotion.

And visibly enough for him to notice his daughter's dislike, Stella and Evan's relationship had been poor several years ago.

Of course, when he visited the Academy last time, things seemed to have softened somewhat, but Gilbert was already half out of his mind due to Evan's declaration about being his father-in-law.

So what he saw in the room, with that information in mind, was:

Evan, seemingly highly excited, wearing only his lower garments, standing with his fearsome thing erect while breathing heavily.

And beneath him, Stella, half-naked, being choked until her face turned red, making gagging sounds.

Even someone with abundant information about their relationship—say, Erhen—would faint at such a scene.

So naturally, from Gilbert's perspective, with his relationship chart frozen around three years ago...

"Perhaps, would you be willing... to hear, an explanation, fa-father-in-law...?"

...Evan appeared to be nothing but an evil employer trying to ravish someone of lower rank than himself.

"No."

And that was extremely unfair and distressing for Evan.

In truth, Evan's only mistake was not making the door from slightly sturdier material.

This choking situation, his state of wearing only his lower garments, and the half-naked Stella covered in kiss marks—all of it had been created according to Stella's intentions.

But Evan didn't feel any sense of injustice.

"Die, you bastard!!"

"...Damn it!!"

In the face of overwhelming survival instinct, he wasn't composed enough to feel such things.

If there was one more unfortunate fact for him:

Unlike the prejudiced view of those near the border...

...the Isenberg suppression force's border conquest had been accomplished with Gilbert's strength accounting for more than 80 percent.

*KWAAANG!!*

In an instant, the doorknob crushed in Gilbert's hand accelerated with a tremendous sonic boom toward Evan.

*PURGEOGEOGEOK!!*

As it scraped along the wall leaving deep lacerations, Evan, wearing only a shirt, jumped out the window.

"Stop right there, you trash!!"

...Evan's ordeal was just beginning.

*

"Wak, waak...!"

Stella was currently in an unprecedented state of confusion.

Why on earth had Gilbert, her father, suddenly appeared here?

She had been thinking something might have happened since his letters had become less frequent lately, but even Stella couldn't have predicted her father would suddenly appear right before her choking play with Evan.

Stella never fought battles without certainty, which was why she had won most of her fights so far.

The flip side of this was that Stella was weak in uncertain battles.

In fairness, no one would expect their father to burst in while they were about to enjoy choking play with their boyfriend, then chase said boyfriend through a broken window.

"Um, D-Duke!"

"Oh, yes, Stella. Are you fully dressed?"

"Ah, yes.... No, that's not what's important right now!"

Despite this urgent and dangerous situation, Duke Lugion was smiling happily for some reason.

After hearing that Stella had changed her clothes, he turned his head toward her and made a surprised expression.

"Oh, your hair has grown quite long, Stella. I thought you strictly adhered to the bob cut principle. Is it my son's preference?"

"Ah, yes.... Evan said longer hair suits me better..."

"That boy takes after me in some ways. Well, well, like father, like son even in this aspect."

After exchanging a few words with the Duke she hadn't seen in a while, Stella came back to her senses and exclaimed:

"No, shouldn't we go after them now!?"

"Your emotional expression has become much richer, Stella. I'm very proud right now. Honestly, I thought you and my son would make a good match from the beginning."

"Your son is going to die!!"

Startled by her sudden outburst, the Duke looked surprised for a moment before sighing deeply.

"Stella. You don't know Gilbert well."

"What...?"

What did he mean by not knowing him well? Was he suggesting Gilbert might spare Evan?

"Let me tell you an old story."

The Duke said this as he brushed off the fallen stone debris from the bed and sat down.

"Once, your mother was slightly grazed by an arrow during the border war with the North."

"Um... and then?"

"And Gilbert single-handedly invaded, annihilated the tribe that shot the arrow, beheaded everyone, and sent their heads back to the Sovereign State."

".........?"

"Do you understand what this means?"

No. It only reinforced my certainty that Evan is going to die.
Stella thought this but, clinging to hope from the Duke's calm attitude toward his son's predicament, answered:

"Um, so... what does it mean?"

"It means there's nothing we can do, Stella. Even if you, me, and an entire army attacked together, we couldn't stop Gilbert right now."

It sounded like he was saying "bring some popcorn, Stella." Feeling dizzy at the thought, Stella's mind began to drift.

"B-but then, what about Evan...?"

"Well... surely Gilbert wouldn't kill him. Evan is tough, so he'll probably be fine. And if things get really serious, we can always turn to those Moonlight Church bastards for help, though I don't like it."

"Those bastards would lick their enemy's feet if paid enough," the Duke added with a sneer.

"......."

The Duke's message essentially meant: He probably won't die, and even if he's half-crippled, as long as he's alive, we can heal him.

Understanding this, I immediately rushed toward the large hole in the wall.

"Oh? Stella? Are you going!?"

"I'm about to become a widow after just a few days, so I need to save him!"

"I'm rooting for you, daughter-in-law! Be sure to tell me the story later!"

I think my father-in-law isn't quite right in the head either.
Stella thought this as she jumped from the approximately five-story building.

*

Meanwhile, Evan was frantically fleeing through the Academy wearing only a shirt.

The distance between them remained precariously small despite Evan's specialty being speed.
He was running at full speed to widen that gap.

"Oh? Lord Evan? Why are you dressed like that in this weather...?"

"Move, move aside, Erhen!!"

"Kyaak!!"

There was a minor incident where he collided with an elf who suddenly appeared in front of him, but Evan had no time to apologize.

"Stop right there!!"

Death was chasing him from behind.

Evan wasn't running because Gilbert was his father-in-law.
He was running because, as one martial artist against another, his chances of winning were practically zero.

Several facts played into this:

First, Gilbert was simply incredibly strong without needing any embellishment, and now he was even stronger due to his anger. Plus, Evan couldn't inflict even a scratch on his father-in-law.

He was essentially restricted from injuring an already overwhelming opponent.

'Even the Sword Saint couldn't handle this!'

Evan thought this as he engaged in a chase around the Academy.
In a normal situation, he would have easily left the Academy, passed through the Duncan District, and escaped the grounds entirely, but due to Gilbert's excellent herding, Evan was still playing tag with him near the dormitory.

"Huff, please listen, please listen to me!"

"......."

"Me, me and Stella, hup. We're in a relationship now! So...!"

"Thunder."

*KWAAANG!!!*

After hearing Evan's words, Gilbert lightly recited his specialty, incantation magic, destroying Evan's next path.

Considering that his lack of education limited him to only incantation magic, the power was truly terrifying.

Looking at the scorched lawn, cratered about 50cm deep, Evan gulped and turned to Gilbert.

"It's, it's true!"

"Well. Even if what you say is true, I don't see the connection between you being in a relationship with Stella and choking her."

"That's...!"

Evan was struck speechless by Gilbert's words.
Because they were absolutely right.

While Evan's sexual boundaries had been twisted because of Stella, his original knowledge contained no information about choking for pleasure.

It was a mindset too kinky from a medieval nobleman's perspective.

"No, well. Stella..."

"I can see it clearly. With that perverted, twisted lust of yours that's never satisfied even with my daughter! You must have forced such acts on her!! Such vulgar, filthy acts!"

"......."

...No. Your daughter begged me to choke her...

In Evan's mind, rather than frustration or anger, he was thinking how fortunate it was that Stella wasn't here right now.

He thought even Stella would be hurt by those words.

"I see you're not making any excuses, so it seems you have some conscience left. Then die with that conscience intact!!"

"Wait a moment."

"Flames!!"

Gilbert charged at Evan with legs enhanced to their limit as he shouted.
Soon, mana responded to his call, glowing red.

*KWAGAGAGAGA!!*

The heated air indiscriminately spewed flames, burning the surroundings.
Thanks to this, Evan had to dodge like he was performing acrobatics.

And Gilbert wasn't one to just watch.
He precisely targeted the moment when Evan's posture collapsed while dodging, kicked off the ground, and drew his sword.

He wouldn't actually kill his friend's son, but he would at least make him pay for defiling Stella's purity.

Just as his emotion-filled sword was about to reach Evan's forearm—

"...Daddy-!"

From a distance, Stella shouted, even using amplification magic.

What made Gilbert react wasn't the volume or the source, but the word itself.
The word "daddy" from his daughter who had called him "father" her entire life.

And as Stella had predicted, that word hit its mark, momentarily stopping Gilbert's movement.

Stella stepped forward to defuse the situation, still holding her body that was creaking from muscle pain.

"Wait, wait, let's talk about this...!"

"S-Stella."

Gilbert withdrew his sword, flustered.
And then came another unfortunate coincidence for Stella and Evan:

"Lord Evan!! If you bump into someone, you should apolo... Oh? Stella and Stella's father?"

By sheer coincidence, Erhen, who had come to confront Evan about bumping into her, appeared at that moment.

"Erhen...? Why are you here...?"

"That's what I'd like to ask. Why are you having a three-way confrontation here with Lord Evan and Stella's father?"

...And the newly arrived Erhen happened to know a secret about Stella that even Evan didn't know.

"Oh, is this about...?"

"Um, Erhen, wait...."

"What you told me before, about being pregnant with up to 8 children...?"

Evan demonstrated superhuman mental strength by restraining himself from making a racist comment in the middle of the Academy.

Ch.236 - [Interlude] Evan's Death (2)
Chapter 235. Evan's Death (2)

Like everyone else who heard Stella's bombshell announcement that day, Erhen's mind had been quite complicated since then.

Though she was always dismissed for her memory intelligence issues, as mentioned before, she possessed one of the top elven minds. Her head was filled with information about international politics and the current war situation in ways no one could have predicted.

*The war stance with the North is at its peak now. All that's left is who will declare war first. What happens to the Academy then? Will all students become soldier trainees like before? Will the Great Forest participate? Why is Stella trying to attack the Moonlight Church at this point? Is the confrontation with the Moonlight Church related to the war with the North? If I consider possible scenarios, could they be working together? How would Stella know that?*

Perhaps that was why.
She was so deep in thought that she collided with Evan's charge—something she would normally have dodged with an aerial flip.

Perhaps that was why.
Her mind was spinning too much, causing her to blurt out without thinking:

"About what you mentioned before, about impregnating up to eight women..."

It was only when she saw Stella's father's (presumed) face turn from sickly blue to pitch black that Erhen realized she might have misspoken.

And when white foam began leaking from Gilbert's mouth, she understood she had definitely made a mistake.

The thing is...
From Erhen's perspective, she wouldn't normally have acted so tactlessly.

...Probably?

*

I'm screwed.
Completely and utterly screwed.

That thought filled my head the moment Erhen blurted those words.

"Ugh, urk, ack."

Gilbert was already contorting beyond human form. Evan seemed to have given up, laughing dryly, while Erhen looked back and forth between them, trying to read the situation.

Honestly, I had thought Gilbert's current behavior was just an exaggerated show to punish Evan.

Didn't Duke Lugion say it?
That he wouldn't kill him, at least.

But now even that certainty was gone. Thanks to Erhen's "impregnated how many" comment, Evan had transformed from garbage who choked me to garbage who choked AND impregnated me.

Aside from being garbage, it wasn't entirely wrong, but there was no way Gilbert would take that fact kindly.

Honestly, if my daughter told me she enjoyed choking games with her boyfriend and got pregnant in high school or freshman year of college and was dropping out, I'd probably react similarly.

"Ah, um, that... Stella's... father?"

"T-this can't be. Stella..."

"I, I think I misspoke. The eight pregnancies were just Stella's wishful thinking..."

"Arghk."

"Please stop, Erhen. Please."

I stopped the keeb from pouring oil on the fire in her attempt to fix her mistake, and walked step by step toward Gilbert.

...How do I fix this?
No matter how I thought about it, there was no solution.

"Um, I'll just... go get someone!"

It might be faster to die first and then ask the Saintess to resurrect me.
Though Evan would hate that.

...But that would be too unfair to Evan.
Honestly, I was the one who altered his sexual preferences, I was the one who engaged in such intense lovemaking last night, and I was definitely the one who made him choke me.
If the result was Evan's death, wouldn't that be too much?

Gilbert, apparently out of patience, was preparing for execution by infusing his sword with gray flames.

What is that?
Is he a boss monster or something?

I stopped my thoughts there, took a deep breath, and called out:

"Father. Please listen to me."

"...What?"

I maintained my composure, putting on my best poker face to hide my dismay as I continued.

"Evan, Evan is not at fault."

"Grk... The man who choked you and even got you pregnant has no guilt...?"

"No. I am not pregnant. That elf friend just misunderstood. We can do a test if you want."

"...Then, choking you in such an excited state...?"

"That was..."

First, I cleaned up Erhen's own goal. As I've mentioned, contraceptive magic and devices are regulated in this world.

So my statement could be interpreted as saying I hadn't had physical relations with Evan.

What remained was the scene they witnessed.
If only Evan had been choking me coldly with contempt, I could have claimed it was some kind of treatment...

...But because I had altered Evan's sexual preferences, such an excuse was impossible.

When the best and second-best options are blocked, you have to choose the lesser evil.

The worst outcome would be Evan taking all the blame and dying at Gilbert's hands.

So naturally, the lesser evil was...

"...It was at my request, Father."

"............?"

A questioning emotion appeared on Gilbert's face, cutting through his bright red anger.
Well, that made sense. As far as he knew, Stella was an extremely innocent virgin, and she actually had been.

So unfortunately, for my words to be convincing now...

...I had to lower myself a bit.

"...The truth is, I have that kind of preference."

"T-that kind of preference...?"

"...I mean, I like being treated forcefully by men. Evan was just playing along. Because we're... in a relationship."

Gilbert seemed to need time to process my words in his brain.
Then he asked blankly:

"...Stella, you have that kind of preference?"

"...Yes."

"You mean you get excited when men treat you roughly and forcefully...?"

"......Yes."

"Since when...?"

Gilbert seemed to be carving out each word as if cutting his own flesh.
He was growing thinner and more haggard with each question he asked me.

Since when, he asks.
...Yeah. Since when?

Explaining this would require a very long story.

Due to my childhood environment, I suffered from lack of affection, became obsessed with parental discipline or praise, and that strangely developed into finding sexual pleasure in receiving punishment and pain from someone I like...

...Laid out like that, I sound like a complete pervert.
How did I end up like this?
If I hadn't possessed Stella's body, this preference would never have been discovered in my lifetime...

...Right. So this is Stella's fault.
Not knowing she had such preferences, and pairing her with someone as handsome as Evan—it's all Stella's fault!

"...I'm not sure. When I was younger than now, perhaps because of my mother's lack of attention, I felt a thirst for punishment or discipline. And, um... while dating Evan, I realized he could fill that void. Being pressed against walls and scolded, getting spanked, or being choked. I'm someone who enjoys those things...!"

To make it sound like my sincere feelings rather than words made up by Evan, I needed some intense sincerity.

After listening to my convincingly delivered speech, Gilbert turned pale and then:

"Urgh, honey...!"

He collapsed with a thud.

Muttering something that sounded self-reproachful, he seemed thoroughly shocked.

*I'm really sorry. But Father, wouldn't you like to see grandchildren soon anyway?*

Gilbert no longer seemed inclined to attack Evan.
Being a muscular superhuman, he probably wouldn't suffer physically, but the mental shock couldn't be ignored.

Still, I could breathe a sigh of relief.
Thinking that, I turned my head.

"S-Stella..."

"L-Lady Stella...?!"

"M-my Lord...?"

"Ah."

I saw Elysee, Grace, and the Sword Saint who had arrived with Erhen.
Apparently, the people Erhen said she would call were them.

I felt the original Stella rebelling fiercely in my head like never before.
...Well, that was understandable. From Stella's perspective, preferences she didn't even have were exposed in front of her father and then spread to her companions.

...But no matter how ashamed the original Stella felt, it couldn't compare to how I felt now.
Evan was looking at me with what seemed like pity.

"S-Stella, so you really have such preferences..."

"Lady Stella l-likes that sort of thing...? Somehow it feels strange..."

These people who had rushed over at the news of my trouble were now whispering among themselves about me.

I couldn't explain myself with Gilbert still present. And that fact made me feel even more terrible.

"...Thank you, Stella. I won't forget your sacrifice."

"Evaaaan...!"

Evan patted my shoulder as he said that.
His tightly bitten lips suggested he found the situation funny but was holding back.

No! After I tried to shield someone and ended up like this...!
I turned my head to say something to Evan, but he was quicker to whisper in my ear:

"...Anyway, I heard your preferences well. When night comes, I'll give you plenty."

"Huh...."

I shrank at the low voice whispering in my ear.
After processing Evan's words, I turned to him and carefully opened my mouth.

"...R-really?"

It seems this commotion didn't just leave me with losses.
Thinking that way, I must be completely corrupted...?

"It's okay, Stella. I like that side of you too."

"Ugh...."

It was several dozen minutes later when Duke Lugion casually arrived to carry away the despondent Gilbert.

And it was in the middle of the night when Gilbert calmed down and we heard the real purpose of their visit.

*

In our dormitory room—which had been completely repaired by magical engineering despite Gilbert and Evan destroying an entire wall—

With soundproofing magic cast in all directions, despite having the floor to ourselves.

In the room dimly lit by a single hazy candle, Duke Lugion slowly opened his mouth:

"...We have received a top-secret mission from His Majesty the Emperor. No one knows except the two of us. The content is..."

Preventing war with the North. And...

Assassinating and ousting the Pope of the Moonlight Church.

Our fathers, whom I thought had only brought bloodshed after our long-awaited reunion...
Had brought an enormous, unexpected storm.

Ch.237 - [Interlude] Once Again
I carefully analyzed the text and identified all character names, places, and terms from the glossary. Here's the translation:

Chapter 237. Once Again

A few months ago.
Around the time when Stella and Evan faced the Evil God Manifestation incident.

The Emperor of the Empire unofficially issued an imperial order to Duke Lugion von Isenberg and Marquis Gilbert Eckhart.

It wasn't particularly unusual.
Since the northern border suppression campaign, both had been working under the Emperor's trust and orders.

But this time, the scale was completely different.
So much so that all their previous assignments seemed like mere trust-building exercises for this mission.

The Emperor was certain war was coming.
Because he knew how the Moonlight Church would make it happen.

So to the Emperor, Marquis Gilbert and Duke Lugion were a kind of insurance and last hope.

And the Duke was conflicted.
Whether he should share this matter with his son, Evan von Isenberg.

If he did, Evan would certainly insist on participating in the operation.
He burned with revenge against the Moonlight Church and was always looking for an opportunity.

But what made him hesitate was that this mission was dangerously risky—anyone could tell just from hearing about it.

While Lugion deeply sympathized with his son's desire for revenge, he feared losing his son to it.

After all, Evan was the last trace of his wife, the former Saintess Yuria von Isenberg.

But after discussing with Gilbert, Lugion decided to tell his son about this operation.

The first reason was obviously because he understood Evan's desperate thirst for revenge.

The second was that he knew Stella and Evan would move independently anyway, even if they weren't told anything.

The two fathers didn't know the exact details, but they were aware that Evan and his secretary Stella Eckhart had formed a contractual relationship to bring down the Moonlight Church.

Given their nature, this wasn't child's play, and they had already shown results by catching a spy who could have turned the entire academy into ruins.

And above all, these weren't people who would listen if told to stop.
So rather than fighting it, better to merge their assigned mission with the children's plans.

That was also part of why Gilbert and Lugion visited the academy.

...Though thanks to an unexpectedly awkward reunion, some people had to spend the whole day chasing each other around the academy.

*

I was in quite a confused state right now.
No, confused doesn't even cover it—I couldn't even grasp the reality of the situation.

I slowly went over the day's events.

So, I woke up in the morning, was cuddling with Evan when Gilbert barged in.

Evan was chased by Gilbert for a while until I revealed my preferences.... God damn it. Let's skip that.

Anyway, I had to give an embarrassing explanation to Erhen and my other colleagues.

I explained that what I'd said was just to clear up a misunderstanding with my father Gilbert Eckhart, not my true feelings.

Of course, I had to remain silent about what kind of misunderstanding it was.

I could never admit I was caught enjoying being choked by Evan.
For both my reputation and Evan's.

Anyway, I heard that Lugion dragged the nearly-dead Gilbert away and gave him an emergency alcohol infusion.

Since my weak alcohol tolerance was inherited from Gilbert, who was extremely weak to alcohol, we were able to find some peace for a while.

During that time, we summoned the Principal to repair the hole in the wall that Gilbert had made while chasing us.

The Principal didn't seem pleased about being put to work on the weekend, but given his position, he couldn't refuse.

The Principal called in workers to neatly patch up the hole in the wall, while trembling and forcing a smile.

Then, both Evan and I were exhausted—me mentally and him physically—so we changed clothes quickly and collapsed into bed for a nap.

After waking up and having a late dinner, as we were preparing for bed... suddenly Gilbert and Duke Lugion appeared with grim expressions and told us something shocking.

They revealed they were actually secret agents directly under the Emperor's command, and their current mission was to prevent war with the North and assassinate or expel the Pope of the Moonlight Church.

It was too heavy a revelation to hear right after waking up from a nap, having a simple dinner, and just about to wash up before bed.

Plus, the content itself was shocking.

"Isn't... the Imperial family allied with the Moonlight Church?" I asked Gilbert and the Duke, who were dying from their hangovers in real time.

In the Academy Survival Guide novel I had read up to the end, not only was there no mention of the Emperor's intentions, but the Moonlight Church wasn't even portrayed as an enemy.

But both in the novel's setting and this world's common knowledge, one thing was certain: the Moonlight Church and the Imperial family had an inseparable relationship.

The Moonlight Church's territory was very close to the capital, and the Pope even had some influence over imperial succession rights.

That's why they could completely bypass the Empire's judicial system and have the absolute right to execute those designated as heretics.

Even though historically only definite villains had been designated as heretics, it was still a clear example of collusion with the Empire.

Evan's goal wasn't simply to destroy the Moonlight Church, but to expel them from the Empire.

That's how closely connected they were to the Empire.
So how could the Emperor be trying to assassinate the Pope of the Moonlight Church?

Duke Lugion, with an unusually serious face, answered my question.

"You're right, Stella. Most of the Imperial family is indeed pro-Moonlight Church. But the current Emperor strongly resents the Moonlight Church. The reason is..."

"...Because they interfere with his rule?"

"Yes. That's exactly right."

I could easily understand the general idea.
It's a common historical pattern—a king plotting to eliminate a power that threatens to overshadow his own authority.

But if most of the Imperial family already supported the Moonlight Church, he would have to proceed secretly.

And for such a secret mission, the Isenbergs, who were famous anti-Moonlight Church figures after losing family and retainers to the Church's schemes, along with Gilbert, who had distinguished himself in the northern campaign, were perfect candidates.

But even so...

"...Isn't the difficulty of this mission too high?"

Just preventing war with the North seemed almost impossible given the current situation.
If the North was going to war for the reasons currently known, that would be one thing, but with the Moonlight Church involved behind the scenes...

So the main mission was assassinating the Pope, but there was no guarantee that killing the Pope would dismantle the Moonlight Church or stop the North from going to war.

And even if killing the Pope would solve everything, it was nearly impossible.

The Pope always stayed in the Moonlight Church's territory, which as mentioned, was practically attached to the Empire's capital.

Assassinating someone who was equal to or just below the Emperor in status in the middle of the capital could only be seen as suicide.

"Yes, you're right. And even if we succeed, the other church officials won't leave us alone. Even if the Pope were to be struck by lightning and die by chance right now, they'd still blame us."

"...Do you have a plan in mind?"

"I can't say we don't have one, but I can't say it's particularly good either. Honestly, we're telling you this partly because we need your help."

Saying that, the Duke mentioned how we had caught the spy.
Of course, with their intelligence network, they would have heard about it.

Given how much we've been up to over the past three years, they probably also knew our ultimate plan was to expel the Moonlight Church. That's why they were making this proposal.

"We're carefully monitoring the situation with a few trusted people. If you join our forces, it would be a great help."

"......"

I glanced at Evan, who was listening silently.
Evan's choice was most important to me as his servant.
My attitude would depend on his judgment.

After contemplating for a while, Evan slowly opened his mouth.

"...Father."

"Yes, Evan."

"So we'll join your team and fight?"

"That's right. Wouldn't it be easier than doing it on your own?"

At Lugion's question, Evan took a deep breath.
After briefly considering something, he continued.

"Yes. I'll cooperate with you and Father."

"...Good. You've made the right choice. Working with us will certainly be easier than..."

"But."

Evan raised his hand, cutting off the Duke's words.
There was some kind of indescribable heat in his red eyes.

"I have a condition."

"What is it, kid?"

Gilbert asked in a cracking voice.
Despite his still-unfriendly tone toward Evan, Evan cleared his throat once and looked directly at the two of them as he stated his condition.

"I'll cooperate. But your side follows us. Both of you must move only according to Stella's plans."

...

...

...

"What?"

"...Huh?"

I nearly bit my tongue at Evan's sudden bold statement.

*

The night deepened, and the moon—several times larger than in my previous life—rose higher in the sky.
By now, Lugion and Gilbert had left our dormitory, and as usual, only the two of us remained, lying in bed with our bodies pressed together.

"......"

Quite some time had passed since Evan's shocking declaration.
We had discussed various things with Duke Lugion and Gilbert, but it got too late, so the two fathers left.

By then, the differences in opinion hadn't narrowed.

Gilbert and Lugion wanted us to join their operation, while we (or more precisely, Evan) wanted them to join our operation as members of our team.

In the end, the two fathers said they would give us an answer tomorrow and left.

"...Evan?"

I was lying with my head on Evan's arm and quietly asked.

"Yes? What is it, Stella?"

"Earlier, why did you...?"

My question was somewhat implicit.
Why did you say that? Why didn't you yield on that opinion? It contained several meanings.

Especially considering that one was the highest-ranking Duke in the Empire and the other was a war hero.

"I don't want to question Evan's judgment, but... wouldn't they know better than us about war and such matters...?"

"They might."

"Then why..."

Why leave everything to me?
I let my words trail off with that implied meaning.
Evan had opened his crimson eyes at some point and was looking at me.
As always, his eyes were filled with affection for me.

And not just that...

"...Still, Stella. You're the one I've been watching all this time."

"...What?"

"Making seemingly impossible plans, reading the future to create strategies that turn the tables, and ultimately winning every time—that was you."

Evan said this while slowly stroking my hair.
His touch gave me a tingling sensation, making me close my eyes and flinch slightly.

"...Wouldn't it be stranger for someone who's seen all that to suggest entrusting it to someone else?"

"But..."

The original story's information has become so distorted that even I don't know what will happen next.
Isn't Evan placing too much faith in me without knowing this?

It was actually a worry I'd been having lately.
What if things had been going well not because I was smart or made good plans, but simply because I had knowledge of the future?

What if I became useless to Evan?

"Um, well..."

As I hesitated with these thoughts, Evan scratched the back of his head awkwardly and continued.

"...And, we made a promise."

"What?"

"If I helped you catch the spy, you would help me expel the Moonlight Church. That was our promise."

So, if it's not my secretary handling this, it would be a breach of contract, Stella.

Evan said with a slightly embarrassed smile.

...This guy, really.

"Evan, Evan."

"Yes? What—mmph."

I grabbed the back of his head and pulled him in for a kiss.
By now familiar. But still heart-poundingly exciting.
For a moment, our breaths and saliva mingled through our lips.

"Phew... Suddenly, why did you do that?"

"...Were you trying to seduce me?"

I looked at Evan, who was breathing a bit roughly, and said coyly.
Evan was really something.

...Having already seduced me once, what was he trying to accomplish by doing it again?

Though I didn't mind, of course.

Evan sighed deeply at my mischievous behavior and said:

"...Open your mouth, Stella."

"......♡"

I really, really loved Evan.

Ch.238 - [Interlude] The Pope
The pale moonlight illuminated the continent with an unusual brightness. In Stella's previous life on Earth, one wouldn't describe night as "bright," but here it was a common expression.

The enormous moon hanging in the sky was so large and radiant that people in the Empire called it the "pale sun." This eerily bright moon was both the pride and the very means of survival for the Moonlight Church.

Divine power always corresponded with faith. As long as that massive moon hung in the sky, the Moonlight Church could maintain its power despite numerous scandals that might otherwise have destroyed its reputation.

At this moment, someone was tilting a glass of red wine, capturing the reflection of that enormous moon within it.

The Pope, supreme leader of the Moonlight Church that worshipped that great moon, stood in Sanctuary Luna.

"The wine is sweet."

"...It's a precious gift received from the Imperial Family recently."

Behind him stood Cardinal Ureon Pascal, who as always gazed at the Pope's back.

He swallowed hard as he observed the Pope's silhouette illuminated by moonlight.

The Pope was an extremely difficult and complicated person, even for Ureon. This wasn't just because he was the highest authority in the Moonlight Church, or because he had been Pope even before Ureon joined the order.

The Pope possessed what might be called gravitas. His very presence weighed down the atmosphere around him without any deliberate intent.

The Pope took another sip of wine and spoke in a monotone voice, "The foolish sun has moved."

"...!"

The Cardinal flinched despite standing before the Pope. The sun has moved—this statement implied only one thing: the Emperor of the Empire, currently the only anti-Moonlight Church faction in the imperial family, had begun moving to expel the order.

The implications of the Pope's flatly delivered statement were enormous. Even in an empire as corrupted and infiltrated by the Moonlight Church as this one, the title of Emperor still carried significant weight.

"In contrast, we have lost many cards."

"...We lack justification, Your Holiness."

Ureon bowed at the waist as he spoke.

The Moonlight Church's situation had not been favorable recently.

The first setback occurred during the Evil God Manifestation incident. They had invested many resources, including precious seeds of false gods, expecting to gain substantial divine power and bind the Saintess to them.

But due to interference from the Saintess and Eckhart, they gained very little benefit.

This setback was compounded when the spy's attack on the Academy failed.

According to the Moonlight Church's original plan, the Academy should have been wiped off the map that night, or at least suffered comparable damage.

When the spy showed signs of failure, they authorized the use of their valuable asset, the Sword Saint, to complete the original mission.

In the end, they lost both the spy hidden in the Academy and the Sword Saint.

The loss of the Sword Saint was particularly painful.

The Sword Saint had been a precious and powerful card for the Moonlight Church. He couldn't be properly brainwashed and could only be used briefly in a berserk state, after which he would be permanently unusable.

By the Church's calculations, detonating the Sword Saint at the Academy should have caused the Empire to lose both the Academy and the Sword Saint simultaneously.

Yet somehow, both the Academy and the Sword Saint remained inexplicably intact.

'Judging by the fact that the Sword Saint hasn't immediately come to attack us, at least the covenant hasn't been broken...'

The very fact that the Sword Saint was alive and active after going berserk could be a tremendous blow to the Moonlight Church.

"If we've lost cards, we must replenish them."

"...Yes, Your Holiness."

Ureon bowed his head again, feeling a headache coming on from the unusually complicated situation.

The Pope turned his head slightly to look at Ureon and spoke in the same monotone voice, "Completely recruit the Saintess. That is the priority."

*

Around the same time, but in a night with a different temperature...

"Ah, nngh, Evan...♡!"

"...Hah."

Evan, covered by blankets, clung tightly to Stella as he climaxed inside her for what felt like countless times today.

Stella, drenched in sweat, merely trembled without making any other movements, suggesting she had passed out from exhaustion.

Considering her stamina, this made sense. Even though today they had both been caught up in the mood and focused on each other without any particularly rough activities...

Unlike Evan, Stella's physical stamina was essentially that of an ordinary person.

"Phew..."

Evan let out a sigh mixed with pleasure as he withdrew from her and collapsed onto the bed.

Stella definitely lacked stamina compared to Evan. But that didn't mean Evan couldn't find satisfaction in their relationship.

While Stella's body was quite susceptible to pleasure, she had learned how to endure with that body during their few encounters.

She would move her hips to stimulate him or cling persistently to induce his climax.

It didn't seem like she was doing it consciously, but because of this, Evan felt drained after making love with Stella despite his superhuman physique.

Of course, by that point Stella would have climaxed multiple times to the point of passing out, so there was no comparison between them...

Recently, Stella seemed to have figured out how to avoid fainting, as the time it took for her to pass out was gradually increasing.

'...This is what a seductress is. What else could be?'

Evan stroked Stella's cheek with the back of his hand as she snored softly, having either passed out or fallen asleep.

Her body, gleaming in the moonlight, was as always excessively erotic. Because of this, he felt his desire rising again despite having just finished making love multiple times.

More precisely, it was also due to the overlap with their earlier intimacy.

Unlike before, they had been in a much more affectionate mood, clinging to each other so closely they were practically fused, feeling the softness of her feminine body with his entire being, with this cute and sexy creature constantly begging for kisses...

"...Damn it."

Evan shook his head, dispersing the blood that had rushed downward through his mana circulation, worried he might end up violating Stella while she slept.

Before becoming intimate with Stella, Evan had thought his sexual desire was simply because Stella only aroused his lust without satisfying it. He believed that once they became intimate, this burning desire would subside.

But the reality was completely different. Rather, after several intimate encounters, Evan's desire had reached its peak.

Because she was normally expressionless and rigid, he could fully enjoy her disheveled appearance in bed, and his new preferences, created by Stella, made him want to torment her and see her tears.

Especially when seeing Stella's virgin-like reactions despite her skillful seduction...

"...This is truly maddening."

To cool his rising heat, Evan pulled Stella close and buried his face in her breasts.

Ever since Stella had embraced him like this when he shed tears after resolving issues with his mother, Evan somehow felt a sense of stability when doing this.

It was a fact he was too embarrassed to tell Stella.

"......"

As he calmed down somewhat, Evan recalled their conversation just before becoming intimate.

She had said she didn't understand why he was entrusting this to her.

Evan had answered that it was because of their contract, and something about that answer had captivated Stella, leading to their sweet and sticky encounter.

In truth, Evan's statement was only half true. While it was part of the reason, it wasn't the complete reason—it was meant to convince Stella (and score points).

Rather, Evan's true feelings were closer to his initial statement—that he had judged based on the abilities she had demonstrated so far.

Evan tended to separate personal and professional matters strictly, though this separation had been crumbling recently.

Especially when it came to his lifelong goal and ambition—the war against the Moonlight Church.

If Stella normally operated with the intelligence she displayed when flirting with him, then although he would still love her, he wouldn't have used her in his plans to capture the Moonlight Church.

This infinite affection for her and his desire for revenge were completely separate matters.

In fact, to fill his heart completely with his feelings for Stella—feelings that had grown almost embarrassingly large—he needed efficient handling of matters above all else.

To be more honest, Evan wasn't actually pleased about depending on Stella like this. It was a man's instinct to want to look impressive in front of the woman he loved, and a man who made his girlfriend work hard wasn't very admirable.

Evan had such thoughts befitting a medieval person, but Stella's abilities were overwhelming enough to overcome such considerations.

'...Stella has strangely low confidence in certain areas.'

Stella oddly had almost narcissistic levels of confidence about her appearance and figure, yet lacked confidence about herself within.

Perhaps it was because she came from another world, but she seemed to view her plans as a kind of trick only possible because she knew future information.

That sentiment was evident in what Stella had just said.

But from Evan's perspective, that wasn't the case at all.

Even utilizing such knowledge required ability in the first place.

Moreover, until a few years ago, Stella had been concealing the fact that she could see the future.

And the plans she explained to him in that state, even with information of unknown origin, seemed very plausible and logical. (Except for the part about him and the Sword Saint having a soul duel.)

So Evan thought Stella could have reached similar results even without future information.

The key was her incomprehensibly broad perspective, her near-perfect understanding of individual abilities, and her skill in formulating plans using that understanding.

Marquis Eckhart and his own father were certainly outstanding and experienced in warfare. They probably had more information and were preparing quite plausible plans.

But if they were to formulate plans with the same information and knowledge, would Stella's be inferior?

...Evan absolutely didn't think so. And according to Stella, not all future information had become useless.

Evan had his own strategy in not explaining these facts and instead announcing them somewhat rudely.

He would know the results tomorrow.

"Phew..."

After having his mouth and nose buried in Stella's chest for nearly 20 minutes, Evan felt his breath becoming restricted and pulled his face away.

Although he wanted to bury his face there forever in many senses, the remaining human biological limitations unfortunately made that impossible.

Thinking it was time to go to sleep, Evan lightly kissed Stella's forehead and covered her with the blanket.

When sleeping with Stella, Evan no longer had the occasional nightmares that had persisted even after his trauma was healed.

Thus, Evan quickly fell asleep with a peaceful expression. It had been quite an exhausting day for him.

*

While the night sky in this world felt extremely different from my previous life due to the enormous moon, the dawn had a not-so-different bluish hue.

I had such thoughts as the bright blue-green light filtered through my half-open eyes just after waking up.

"Ow... Two days in a row has left my waist in ruins..."

I tried to stretch refreshingly, but unfortunately what I felt throughout my body was pain rather than refreshment.

Last night I must have shaken my hips too much while climaxing, because they ached as if I'd been riding a bicycle all day.

'...Still, last night wasn't too bad.'

Evan's sexual desire, which I had dammed up, had gone wild since our physical relationship was unlocked, making our previous encounters a bit rough for my taste, but yesterday was, well...

'...The lovey-dovey approach wasn't bad either. Yes.'

Without any particularly aggressive movements, being pinned down by Evan under the blanket as he whispered love in my ear until my head went blank... that feeling suited me perfectly. I should ask for that occasionally. Yes, yes.

With such thoughts, I looked at Evan sleeping soundly beside me. Evan, like a sub-male lead in a romance fantasy novel, didn't even snore.

As I often felt almost daily, looking at Evan's face, which was handsome to an almost unrealistic degree...

The fact that such a person was my boyfriend made my heart flutter and brought an involuntary smile to my face.

I wonder how the theater club unnie is doing. I want to brag to her.
...Should I call her unnie now?

After briefly recalling connections from my previous life, I decided to go out and stretch my body a bit to return my stiff and tingling body to normal.

*smooch*

"...Hehe."

Not forgetting to lightly kiss Evan's cheek, I was surprised at how girlish I had become as I hastily put on some clothes and went out to the dawn walkway, still painted blue.

As I was stretching my arms and legs to prepare for a light jog...

"Oh? Lady Stella?"

"...Lady Saintess?"

I happened to meet the Saintess, whom I hadn't seen in what felt like a long time. Was the Saintess the type to exercise every dawn? That's a bit unexpected.

"Oh, Lady Saintess, are you out for morning exercise too?"

"Morning exercise... I suppose you could call it that. It's rehabilitation, really."

The Saintess waved her crutch, which she now only needed on one side, as she spoke.

I heard that was because her wounds from the Sword Saint battle hadn't healed, suggesting it must have been quite a fierce fight.

"Well, I'll be going then..."

"Ah, wait a moment. Um, Lady Saintess?"

"Yes?"

I stopped the Saintess who was heading off for her rehabilitation exercise in a manner that didn't suit her at all.

The Saintess was still quite frightening, but I had become somewhat familiar with her face, so it wasn't like before when my heart would pound and my hands and feet would go cold just by being within 100 meters of her.

Feeling somewhat surprised by this change in my feelings, I carefully broached a subject with the Saintess.

"Um, how is the Moonlight Church these days...?"

"Oh... Are you trying to extract information from me...? That would be espionage..."

"Ah, no, that's not it..."

I broke into a cold sweat, flustered by the Saintess's statement, delivered with an expression that made it impossible to tell if she was joking or not.

Oh, damn. Did I speak out of turn?

"Come to think of it, you did say you would destroy the Moonlight Church right in front of me last time..."

"No, I didn't go that far..."

"Do you not even see me as part of the Moonlight Church anymore...?"

The Saintess, seemingly noticing my attempts to deny it, pretended to wipe away tears as she spoke.

Damn it. The Saintess really is incredibly difficult to deal with.
As I was beginning to regret having spoken to her...

"Haha! I'm joking, just joking. Our order is always sweetly rotten!"

"...Ah. Yes."

...It felt a bit strange to hear such words from the mouth of the Moonlight Church's Saintess. Wouldn't it be a serious problem if someone overheard this?

Before I knew it, the Saintess and I were walking together as if taking a stroll.

The Saintess continued speaking with her usual smile that revealed absolutely no emotions.

"Our great Holy Pope is always working for the revival of the order, but... unfortunately, not everyone's mind works as well as his. That's why they created something like me to cover for them."

The Saintess seemed to have a lot bottled up about the order, as her tongue loosened a bit whenever church matters came up.

More importantly, the Pope...

"Do you have a personal relationship with the Pope?"

"His Holiness? Well, I see him often, but I wouldn't say we have a personal relationship. He's more like scripture than a human, actually."

The Pope...
Judging by the Emperor's assassination attempts, he was clearly a dangerous figure.

I couldn't make a judgment because there was no information about him in either the original work or the knowledge I'd accumulated since coming to this world.

I thought about asking the Saintess, but it was questionable whether she would know properly.

...But there was something I was really curious about.

"Um, Lady Saintess?"

"Yes?"

"This might be a somewhat impertinent question, but..."

I know it's childish, but...
...I'm honestly very curious.

"If you and the Pope were to fight, who would win?"

It's necessary for the operation. Yes.

I told myself that, but the Saintess's expression changed to one of slight disdain.
Receiving such a look, especially from the Saintess, hurt my feelings a little.
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Chapter 239. Connections (1)

I briefly recalled the days when I read the original novel before coming here.

The plot back then was truly bleak—the manifestation of the Dragon, the Sword Saint's rampage, and then the Empire's effective collapse when that Sword Saint fell into a coma.

Not only was the defense system that relied solely on one Sword Saint shattered, but the Academy was destroyed along with the massive loss of talented reserves. The very fact that the Academy was attacked created a massive war atmosphere.

Caught between a rock and a hard place, surrounded on all sides—the worst possible situation.
As a last resort, the Empire organized a northern expedition led by Elysee.

The lineup was incredible: Elysee, the strongest Spiritist; Evan, the Empire's premier knight after the Sword Saint disappeared; Stella, a High Mage; Erhen, the spirit archer; Caille, the only Magic Swordsman; the Saintess of the Moonlight Church; Dorothy, the Empire's best alchemist...

Despite this amazing lineup sent to the North, the expedition was almost a complete failure, like most hastily assembled operations and group projects.

I don't know how it would have ended, but from what I saw, the members were extremely exhausted by the northern terrain. Dorothy turned out to be a spy in disguise, and Stella, one of their greatest assets, was killed by that same Dorothy, which consequently shattered Evan's mental state.

I don't know what happened after that, but if this were a typical romance fantasy novel, they would have succeeded somehow. However, Academy Survival Guide wasn't a typical romance fantasy novel. At this point, I'm not even sure if it's still just a novel.

Anyway, what I and other readers of Academy Survival Guide were certain about was that the North was undoubtedly the final boss that had pushed things to this point.

We thought the story would end with defeating the leader of the North or at least securing a peace treaty.

But recently, I realized that wasn't the case. Even if the original northern expedition had succeeded, that wouldn't have been the end—they would have had to face the Moonlight Church, the true mastermind.

If they were just a slightly suspicious religious organization, that would be one thing, but colluding with an enemy nation to instigate war was absolutely unforgivable.

And that fact carried over to our current situation.

It would have been great if we could just catch the spy, deal with them quickly, and have a happy ending with children running around.

Unfortunately, my initial contract with Evan was to expel the Moonlight Church, and even without that, the Moonlight Church was an enemy that needed to be eliminated.
Who knows if they'd start another war if left alone?

So ultimately, dismantling and destroying the Moonlight Church was a foregone conclusion.

That's why my question was based on this fact.

If you're going to eliminate an organization, who's the essential target?
Obviously the leader of that organization—in this case, the Pope of the Moonlight Church.

And the only Moonlight Church figure around me who could be compared to him?
Naturally, it made sense to compare him with the Saintess.

"...So could you please stop looking at me like that..."

No, this is something any man would—well, I'm not a man anymore. But still, this is unbearable!

On a separate note, something many people (mostly the few male readers) wondered about in my past life was who was stronger between the Sword Saint and the Pope.
This was because the author gave the bizarre answer that the Sword Saint was the strongest but couldn't beat everyone.

And since that Sword Saint was defeated by the Saintess, albeit in a berserk state, this was the perfect question to understand the power balance of this world.

"...No, that just came out of nowhere. Isn't that a bit childish?"

"......"

It was quite painful to see the Saintess, who used to be in the crazy woman position, making such a dismissive expression.

Please just cackle or do something crazy like usual...

The Saintess's madness had peaked during her big fight with the Sword Saint, but she'd become somewhat calmer recently, as if her desires had been satisfied.

The Saintess, who had unnaturally become somewhat normal, tilted her head at my question for a moment before answering.

"Well, it depends on how you define strength, but the Pope is probably a bit stronger."

"Does he have more divine power?"

The Saintess chuckled and shook her head at that.
Then, lifting her crutch, she said:

"I may not look like it in my current state, but you won't find anyone in the world with more divinity than me."

"Then..."

Why is the Pope stronger?
I let my question trail off.

The Saintess seemed to struggle with how to explain it for a moment.

"Let's see. How should I put it? If my divine power specializes in healing, his would be specialized in attack."

"...The Saintess specializes in healing?"

This was more shocking than the information about the Pope.
Wait, the Saintess who captured all those minions during the Evil God's manifestation and, together with the Sword Saint, turned a third of Maira Forest into a wasteland—her divine power specializes in healing?

Then what's the Pope like—does each of his steps launch a nuclear missile?

I felt that taking down the Moonlight Church would be complicated from the start.

"If the two of us fought, there wouldn't even be a conclusion. Divine power doesn't really harm those of the same attribute."

"So by the standard of 'strength,' the Pope has the advantage?"

"That's right. That cunning old man... I mean, His Holiness the Pope hides a lot of things. What I just told you is based only on what I know."

So the Pope could be even stronger.
He was barely mentioned in the original story, which was scary enough, but now to hear he has nearly infinite regeneration and power at least equal to the Sword Saint?

...Can we even defeat him?

While I was lost in thought over the serious answer to my somewhat playful question,

The Saintess slid up next to me.
Since she'd become somewhat normal, she wasn't as creepy and frightening as before...

"Still, if you let me join the operation to dismantle the Moonlight Church, I think I could take a pair of arms or so..."

"...You're serious."

"Honestly, I never liked that old man."

The slightly shy voice and hesitant tone.
The slightly flushed cheeks and finally the content—offering to help take down the leader of her own religious order.

I think I was mistaken earlier.

The Saintess—this woman—is still absolutely crazy.


...And so, I unintentionally managed to recruit the Saintess during my dawn walk.

For now, she was my first team member.

*

Meanwhile.
The two fathers, Gilbert Eckhart and Lugion von Isenberg, were exchanging opinions while looking at the rising sun.

"What do you think about what your son said?"

"You mean about following Stella's... I mean, my daughter-in-law's plan?"

"Yes. I asked what you thought."

At Gilbert's question, the Duke tilted his head slightly, pondered for a moment, and then spoke.

"It's impossible. This is a direct order from His Majesty the Emperor. Transferring command to someone else could potentially be interpreted as treason."

"Yes, I thought so too. No matter how capable Stella is..."

"...However."

However? Gilbert was puzzled by Duke Lugion's word choice.
What room was there for a "however" in this situation?

"...However, assuming Stella's abilities are proven, it's not impossible to help."

"...Lugion!"

Gilbert called out the Isenberg Duke's name loudly for the first time in a long while.

What he had just said was this:
If Stella and Evan's operation seemed promising, depending on the probability, they could consider helping.

Gilbert secretly hoped Stella would stay out of this war.
It was only natural. Stella was his only daughter, the product of love mixed with the blood of his most beloved wife.

To let such a daughter get involved in a massive battle where even their own lives weren't guaranteed—
Gilbert found it completely unacceptable.
And now Lugion was even talking about helping with her operation.

Gilbert growled at the Duke:

"Have we grown so senile that we'd entrust our fate to such children?"

"Well, perhaps we have. Haven't you received reports about what Stella has accomplished at the Academy?"

"That's..."

Gilbert felt at a loss for words.
Indeed, Stella's achievements since coming to the Academy were unbelievable.

Some operations, the midterm exam incident, and the operation to catch the spy—even Gilbert became curious about his daughter's way of thinking.

"Gilbert, I'm not saying we should blindly help and support them. Let's just observe for now."

Their abilities and their resolve.
Lugion said this while patting Gilbert's shoulder.

"If they have enough of both... we might have a chance to survive what would otherwise be a suicide mission."

"......"

Gilbert fell silent.
The Duke's words had struck right at his core.

They would likely not survive this operation.
It would be a miracle if they even returned alive.

But the Emperor had no other choice.
As Emperor, he knew what the Moonlight Church's ultimate goal was.

That's why recruiting Marquis Eckhart and Duke Isenberg was the Emperor's best gamble and trump card.

Though they didn't know the Moonlight Church's true intentions, they did understand that if this operation failed, everything they loved could be reduced to ashes.

"...Just a test. We'll just test them. If they don't have the ability..."

"We'll do our best to stop them, though it might be difficult."

"...You must keep that promise. No matter if she's my daughter, she's still just a student."

"I agree with that, but..."

As Lugion nodded in agreement, Gilbert drove home his point:

"What can the two of them possibly accomplish alone? Just gathering capable allies would require tremendous effort."

*

"Okay, okay! I said I'll let you join...!"

"Really?! Really?!"

"Yes, really, so please back off...!"

The Saintess's seemingly calm demeanor had been an act to hide her intensified madness. Once unleashed, she clung to me and began begging frantically.

Begging to join an operation to destroy her own religion.

She's one of our strongest assets, so I should be happy, but those moon-like eyes of hers were so terrifying that I felt fear rather than joy.

"You promised, you promised!!"

"I said I understand...!!"

I shouted while fleeing from the Saintess who was limping after me with her crutch.
What exactly was the Moonlight Church to the Saintess?

Did she go crazy after joining the Moonlight Church, or did a crazy woman join the Moonlight Church?

Seeing the current state of the Saintess raised many such questions, but I followed my survival instinct.

I chose to flee.
I considered burning her crutch with magic but decided that would be too cruel.

Besides, she couldn't chase me well while limping.

As I continued my morning jog as originally planned...

-Thud!

"Eek!"

I collided with someone ahead and fell right on my backside.

Surprisingly, the person I crashed into at full speed didn't budge at all.
Thinking it must be someone from the Knight Department, I looked up to see a familiar face.

A beautiful woman with navy blue hair and blood-red eyes...

"Sword, Claire...?"

"My... Lord?"

It was the Sword Saint, Claire—one of the people I needed to recruit.

With her hair tied in a ponytail, seemingly in the middle of training, the Sword Saint's pupils trembled at my sudden appearance.

"Wh-what are you... I mean, what brings you here...?"

"I, I was just doing some morning exercise."

Meeting the Sword Saint right after the Saintess for a casual greeting.
What's going on with my connections?

Claire, though a bit flustered, took my hand and helped me up.

"My, my Lord's hand...."

She blushed slightly while holding my hand.
In the somewhat awkward atmosphere, I opened my mouth to ask about her recent well-being.

"So, have you been well lately? Any headaches or...?"

"No, no. Nothing like that."

For some reason, the Sword Saint seemed confused about whether to use formal or informal speech with me.
Wait, why the confusion? She's always used informal speech with me.

Well, it was good that she was doing well.

"That's good. Are you sleeping well these days?"

"I, I don't sleep much originally. Didn't I tell you before?"

I realized she was referring to the modest bedding I saw when I visited her room before.
Why do all the strong people here skimp on sleep, like Evan?

Well, Evan is sleeping well beside me now, but it was very uncomfortable to see people with faces like Claire and Evan having such sleep patterns, whether due to their profession or not.

With all the money I spent on skincare in my past life, these deceivers...

"That's not good...! Sleeping well helps you fight better!"

Feeling indignant, I leaned in close to the Sword Saint's face as I exclaimed.
My goodness. She doesn't have a single dark circle!

"...! T-too close..."

The Sword Saint somehow couldn't meet my eyes, stammered, then shut her eyes tight and trembled.

...What's this now? Is she afraid of me?

It seemed the Sword Saint also had some major issues after the battle with the Saintess.

Well, it doesn't make sense that after their big fight where the Sword Saint lost, only the Saintess has been using crutches for almost a month.

I looked at the Sword Saint with a sympathetic expression and stepped back.

"Ah...."

Claire made a somewhat disappointed face.
Come to think of it, I still needed to recruit Claire somehow...

In fact, it was almost a given that the Sword Saint would join us, but I found it awkward to bring it up directly.
Though since I mentioned going after the Moonlight Church, it was pretty much confirmed she'd join.

Her feelings toward the Moonlight Church must be quite intense.

As I was thinking about this and trying to choose my words...

"Um, well... My Lord?"

"Yes? What is it, Claire?"

Claire hesitated slightly as she addressed me.
That "My Lord" title is still puzzling.
While I was calmly thinking about this, Claire said:

"Um, is it... true..."

"Yes?"

"...that you... like getting hit...?"

Claire stabbed my heart directly with her question.

"...Fuck!"

I could only cover my face with my palm.


Somehow, the look in the Sword Saint's eyes as she asked me this seemed dangerous...

...I had a strong feeling that I shouldn't give a casual answer.
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I've carefully analyzed the text and matched all character names and terms to the glossary. Here's the translation:

The existence of Stella to the Sword Saint could be described in one word: benefactor.

In her amnesiac state, the Sword Saint had no purpose in life or certainty of existence. Her daily routine consisted solely of slaughtering people who she wasn't even certain were enemies.

She had no value system to judge whether what she was doing was right or wrong. No, even if she could have, she wouldn't have. Denying her assigned duty would have been equivalent to denying her very existence.

The Sword Saint didn't consider herself human. She was merely a slightly larger and faster-turning cog. A part that would eventually rust, make noise, and be replaced.

And Stella, her lord, had restored her personhood from the beginning.

It wasn't an easy process either.

For her to counteract the core of the Illusionary Demonic Beast, she naturally had to go berserk.

During that rampage, if she had taken even one innocent life, she might have destroyed herself again right after regaining her sense of self.

Her lord seemed to know this. Through the miraculous recruitment of the Saintess—though she still didn't understand how—she had managed to prevent any deaths from her destructive actions.

And just as she was about to collapse mentally from recalling these facts, her lord stopped it and stabilized her identity.

"You weren't wrong."

"Now, become my sword, Claire."

That was Stella's masterstroke to instantly stabilize Claire's extremely unstable sense of self while simultaneously treating the Sword Saint's broken mental state.

The result was very successful, and she got what she wanted—a Sword Saint without any particular mental scars. But if there was one thing even Stella overlooked, it was...

"...My Lord."

Excluding the time when she had lost her memories and felt nothing, the Sword Saint's mental age was close to that of a teenage girl.

"Even now, is your only reason for existence still just that name—Sword Saint?"

Stella, who couldn't have known this, had been excessively stylish—or more accurately, she had blurted out her thoughts while exhausted to her limits.

As a result, Stella had driven a straight fastball right into Claire's—a delicate girl's—heart, and Claire had to feel strange emotions whenever she saw her.

She was already a beautiful person who had saved her, and Claire's heart fluttered at the existence of someone with the same purpose as her.

Although she called her "My Lord," to the Sword Saint, Stella was almost something untouchable.

It would be fair to say she had almost religious devotion. Claire was even willing to die if Stella asked her to, since Stella had saved both her life and her very self.

"While dating Evan, I felt that he could fill that conflict. By being pressed against walls and beaten, having my bottom spanked, or being choked. I enjoy those things...!"

So even after hearing Stella blurt out such things in the plaza, she didn't become disillusioned with her on a human level.

Honestly, with that lewd body, it wouldn't be strange for her to have one or two such preferences.

So she merely thought about it. She just thought about how she could use this information.

"...Is it true that... you like being hit...?"

As always.

*

I once had a conversation with the senior club president of the Drama Club.

"Remember that friend I mentioned before?"

"Ah, the one coming to the theater department..."

"Yeah. She finally told her boyfriend about her preferences and got dumped."

The club president often chatted with me during free time, and we'd become close enough to talk without any reservations.

She was originally the type to make dirty jokes, and once the reins were off, it got even worse.

"Like, does she enjoy being hit? With whips and stuff?"

"That's... a bit of a stereotype, isn't it? Not everyone goes that far."

At that time, we were talking about the club president's friend who sadistically tormented men.

I was generally described as being like a wooden block, so I couldn't really understand such unusual sexual desires.

For someone with naturally low sexual desire, stories about people with unusual preferences sounded like tales from another world.

"I really don't understand that kind of thing. Is it really enjoyable?"

"People who say things like that are usually the biggest perverts."

"What the..."

"Hahaha! I'm joking, joking! Did I hit a nerve?"

The senior was just joking when she said that to me.

She had observed my asexual-like behavior for months, so she must have known.

It was the kind of joke we could laugh about because we both knew it was completely absurd.

"I can't even imagine it. Cheon Yu-seong wielding a whip and hitting women! Hahaha!"

"Senior, isn't it a bit much to mock me based on your imagination of me?"

Still, it was something I could call a memory.
Chatting about such things on the outside stairs after grueling drama club practice was our mutual pleasure back then.

This was true even setting aside the fact that this senior publicly confessed to me a few weeks later, and we continued to chat casually afterward.

...If there was one flaw, it was that due to that soul form thing or whatever, I remembered her not as my male self but as a brown-haired beauty with enormous breasts.

Anyway, that happened. And about six years later, I ended up shouting about my masochistic tendencies on the street.

For someone who didn't know the circumstances—no, even for someone who knew them, or even for me, the person involved—it was an incomprehensible story.

Setting aside the process of how I, the epitome of masculinity, became a masochistic pervert female, my actions had many problems.

"...Is it true that... you like being hit...?"

Mainly because I said such things in a place where most of my acquaintances were gathered.

Look at the Sword Saint's gaze.
For some reason, the Sword Saint currently calls me "My Lord," so how would she feel if such a person suddenly declared herself a masochist?

Without going far, if Evan had suddenly done such a thing on the street when I first met him years ago, I would have fled regardless of the original plot.

Honestly, that's not easy to handle.

But I had just restored the Sword Saint's mental state with elegant words not long ago, so I had nothing to say.

So I started to rack my brain. This had to be glossed over at all costs.

If the Sword Saint were to say, "If you like being hit so much, try this," and give me a light tap, I would die instantly.

"...Claire? That was a slight misunderstanding."

"Misunderstanding...?"

"Yes. Due to a minor misunderstanding with my father, I regrettably had to tell a lie."

I'm also curious what kind of misunderstanding would require saying such things to my father in a public plaza, but the Sword Saint still seemed to have enough goodwill toward me to accept it.

"I... see. A misunderstanding..."

"Of course. As if I would have such a perverted preference as getting excited from being hit by someone?"

"Right, right. I just wondered. Just wondered."

"......"

The Sword Saint's repeated "just wondered..." was so ominous that I couldn't help but shrink back, forcing an awkward smile over my expressionless face.

Feeling the urgent need to change the subject, I cleared my throat.

"Well, I hope others didn't misunderstand as well."

"Y-yeah, that's right."

"You didn't really believe it, did you?"

"...No. My faith in my lord remained firm."

"R-right?"

Though her gaze was too bleak for someone with firm faith, I let it slide since I honestly sympathized more with the Sword Saint's position.

We continued running like we were jogging. For me it was almost full speed, but for the Sword Saint, it probably felt like she was walking very slowly to match my pace.

Out of breath, I looked up at the sky. The once dark blue sky was gradually mixing with the brightening yellow, creating a mysterious color.

Unlike the eerie, alien night, it was a familiar scene I used to see during overnight shoots in my previous life.

Breathing in the familiar scent and atmosphere, I spoke to Claire who was running beside me.

"Come to think of it, were you in the middle of morning training, Claire?"

"Yes. As I said earlier... I couldn't sleep well."

"...Because of nightmares?"

Hearing Claire say that, I suddenly thought of Evan. Evan also couldn't sleep for quite a long time due to nightmares, until he fixed the source of his trauma a few months ago and now finally sleeps peacefully.

Wondering if Claire might be experiencing similar nightmares, I asked, and it seemed I hit the mark as Claire's body trembled.

"How did you..."

"...I know someone like that."

A silence passed between us. Feeling the dawn breeze carrying the rising sunlight, I brushed back my hair and continued.

"Are they dreams of the past?"

"......Yes."

Somehow Claire's speech had reverted to formal language. I didn't point it out and just looked at her.

"...I dream of the twins. They were always kind to me."

"......"

"I dream of other members. Including those I couldn't protect."

"......"

"...And I dream of the Commander. Set against the time when he entrusted everything to me and left."

The Sword Saint probably didn't originally dream or understand the meaning of dreams. But when I restored her memories, they must have taken on clear forms.

Both the self I returned to her and the heavy burden I placed on her.

I stopped running, and she stopped with me. I met her blood-red eyes and slowly opened my mouth to hear the answer to the question I had asked a few days ago, and about a month ago.

"...Have you thought about my proposal?"

"...Yes."

The Sword Saint nodded, backlit by the rising sun.

"Will you become my sword?"

"......Yes. Gladly, once again."

It was the same answer as before.

An answer I could have expected. And I hoped it wasn't one I had written in for her.

"If I'm forcing the role of a sword on you again..."

"N-no! Absolutely not!"

The Sword Saint hurriedly refuted my words, then spoke with a determined expression.

"I will follow my lord. And I will cut down the entire Moonlight Church with my own hands."

...Right. In truth, I knew the Sword Saint would say that.

You could say I was using her. In fact, one reason I went to such lengths to restore the Sword Saint to normal was because she was the strongest person among those who would oppose the Moonlight Church.

So I just hoped that my wish aligned with hers. No matter what anyone said, the Sword Saint was one of our operation's greatest assets.

"Thank you. For saying that."

I said that while looking at the Sword Saint.

She was our team member, the second to be recruited by the Saintess.

"...Then, may I make one request?"

"...? Yes, what is it?"

As I was expressing my gratitude, Claire showed a slightly shy expression. Then, after clearing her throat a few times in a manner unlike her, she looked at me and said:

"Could you... not use formal speech with me?"

"Ah..."

Formal speech. Come to think of it, I've been using formal speech with almost everyone since being transmigrated into this world.

In my previous life, I used formal speech at work during shoots, but I spoke casually with my friends. In this world, I didn't even have that because I was acting as Stella.

...Now that I firmly believe I am Stella, and thus have no reason to act as her anymore.

Then... it should be fine.

"...Should I? ......Claire."

"........!"

For some reason, the expression Claire showed upon hearing my historic casual speech was a light completely different from the brightening yellow sunlight.

I wasn't quite sure, but I could tell she was greatly satisfied.

+

Distorted past Stella!

Ch.241 - Side Story: How To Survive As A Sub-Heroine's Secretary
I felt cold sweat running down my back.
Unlike when I was a woman in my previous life, the sweat flowing down the broad back of this sturdy body felt more expansive.

"G-get out of my sight."

"My Lord, no, Evan... That...!"

Surely, we'd caught the spy now.
And once we dealt with the Moonlight Church, it should have been a happy ending.

Why...

"...Leave."

"There must be some misunderstanding..."

"I said leave, you philanderer!"

...how did things end up like this?



Side Story: How to Survive as a Sub-Heroine's Secretary.



(This is an unrelated IF side story.)

-This side story contains harem elements. Please be advised.





As summer ended and well past the beginning of spring,
The sky revealed its loftiness, brilliantly clear and blue.

But unlike the cloudless sky, my heart felt as gloomy as if dark clouds had gathered.

"Sigh..."

"What's with that annoying sigh again?"

As I looked up at the high sky and sighed, a high, clear voice came from beside me.

A short ponytail of silver hair and thick eyebrows.

It was Caille Seirus, the male protagonist of the male-oriented harem novel I'd been transmigrated into, "How the Prince Survives at the Academy."

"What. Does it bother you?"

"W-well, of course it does when you're like that right next to me."

...However, the figure before my eyes was, no matter how I looked at it, that of a pretty girl.

"...How did things end up like this..."

"What's with you, seriously."

I ignored the ch...female? protagonist chattering beside me and recalled what had happened years ago.

*

"How the Prince Survives at the Academy." It was a common male-oriented harem academy story serialized on a novel site I frequently visited.

Aside from its somewhat dark developments, it was ordinary content, and some people found it strange that a woman would read male-oriented harem novels.

But I was someone who read both male and female-oriented works for analysis purposes, and this novel was quite to my taste.

What drove me to read this novel to its latest chapter was a character named Astro Eckhart, the secretary of sub-heroine Evan, who clearly wouldn't become the official love interest.

Though not a popular character for a male-oriented harem novel, being a male side character of a heroine...

My taste in men aligned perfectly with Eckhart, so I enjoyed analyzing this character while reading the novel.

But as with most transmigration stories,
In the latest chapter I read in my previous life, Astro Eckhart dies trying to save Evan, who at best would be a concubine. The comment reactions were quite positive.

[He went out in style lol Cut the side chicks!!]

[He was a good puppy...]

[Are there still people shipping Evan as the main girl? lol]

[Honestly, they should have gender-swapped Astro and added him to the harem lol]
L Upvote lolol
L Side chick fans, go back to your own territory
L Side chick patrol

[Just a ^cheerful swordsmanship big boobs one-trick^]

That was the general sentiment.
In a male-oriented harem novel, they were glad the potential love rival was eliminated.

Though I wasn't the type to leave comments, perhaps thinking I could seduce Astro myself was enough of a problem.

I ended up transmigrating.
And what's more, I, who had been a woman in my previous life, transmigrated into the body of Astro Eckhart, a man.

"Huh?"

When I looked down at my muscular body like armor instead of my perky breasts, with a viewpoint several dozen centimeters higher than usual, I was so surprised.

To make matters worse, being the secretary of Evan Eckhart, the most disliked character in the work, added to my despair.

Setting everything else aside, if things continued like this, wouldn't I be stabbed to death in a few years trying to save a mere concubine in the North?

As someone who had been a woman in my previous life, I had no reason to do that. I wasn't some horndog controlled by my lower half.

But when I tried to refuse the position of secretary to the duchess and escape, various problems arose.

And the original settings were so different from what I'd thought that I was completely bewildered.

For example, the male protagonist Caille, who was supposed to be an oblivious light novel male lead, was actually a woman in disguise.

I nearly fainted when I first saw her in the bath, seriously.

Anyway, after various events, I managed to overcome the entrance exam, the illusionary demonic beast subjugation, midterms, finals, the spy, the dragon, and the Sword Saint's rampage.

Though we were facing a confrontation with the Moonlight Church, looking at the current situation, it could be called peace after several years.

The past few years had been a continuous process of establishing and preparing to execute plans with Evan.

"Sigh..."

"I really want to kill you. Why are you being so pathetic?"

But, as I said before, my heart was as gloomy as a cloudy sky.

"Um, Caille? You know."

"...I told you, you can call me by my real name when we're alone. What is it?"

"Why would a woman call me a philanderer and refuse to look at me...?"

A flash of contempt and disgust crossed Caille's face.
No, I was truly wronged.
Though I had heard such words from my Lord and friend Evan, these were just misunderstandings due to differences in information, and I wasn't the kind of person who deserved such misunderstandings.

"No, listen, Caille."

"Call me by my real name. And are you going to say that again? That you're mentally a woman so that's why?"

"...Well, that's true."

Caille seemed to know all my conversation patterns from hearing my lamentations too often.
But I couldn't help it. It was the truth!

I had lived as a woman for 21 years in my previous life.
Though I was somewhat introverted and lived mostly alone in later years, I still went to spas with other actresses until a few years ago.

Someone like me couldn't possibly get used to male behavior just because I suddenly entered a man's body, even if it had been three years.

So, gestures of friendliness that would have been completely fine between women caused numerous misunderstandings simply because I was in a man's body.

Evan, being a person of the medieval era, naturally couldn't understand this aspect of me...!

"Well. Does someone who's mentally a woman usually strip off underwear and fondle breasts?"

"......"

I couldn't respond to Caille's piercing silver eyes and words, as if struck at a vital point.

Ah, no... that's...

Well, being in a man's body... the urges are surprisingly... strong. Yeah.

And since it's originally a harem novel, there are so many beautiful women...

So I just lost control without realizing it...

'.......'

Though such thoughts rushed through my mind, I feared Caille's condemning gaze would only sharpen if I made such excuses, so I cleared my throat and averted my eyes.

"I heard you also had a round with the Sword Saint? Your face was bright red when you came out. Must have been good?"

"No, we didn't go all the way..."

"How did you seduce the Saintess? She seems ready to die without you?"

"That crazy person just on her own..."

"What about Erhen? Grace? Lady Elysee?"

"......"

I could only continue with increasingly awkward throat-clearing, unable to continue my excuses.

...Maybe I really do deserve to be called a philanderer...

I turned my head away from Caille's increasingly cold gaze and offered my final defense.

"That's..."

"If you have a mouth, speak."

I hesitated but decided to express my feelings clearly.

"It's because you all are too pre-pretty..."

"...Huh."

Caille's gaze had now transformed into one looking at something beneath a sewer.
Her face was also very red, suggesting she was quite heated.

Caille turned her head and muttered something, then after a moment, she met my gaze directly again.

That gaze, unlike before, was serious, so I swallowed and likewise looked into her silver eyes.

"...You know Isenberg's feelings, don't you?"

"......"

Caille's words were right.
No matter that I had been a woman in my previous life, I wasn't so dense as to not understand feelings expressed so clearly.

I was just a little afraid.

It was fine to casually interact with the women around me like this, but if I accepted Evan's or other women's feelings...

Then I would truly have to treat them as Astro of this world, as a man.

I lacked confidence in that.
I wasn't originally a man, and as such, I would surely have deficiencies.

To put it simply, I was afraid of disappointing them.
Afraid they might someday say they'd be better off with men who had always been men.

...It was a pathetically soft mindset.

"What. So you do understand."

"...Yeah."

I nodded, feeling guilty while maintaining the expressionless face fitting for Eckhart's character.

Caille struck at my core once more.

"...Then, would you be happy if Eckhart ended up with another man?"

"......!"

I flinched and, being human, couldn't help but imagine the scene.
My Lord, Evan, laughing happily with another man.

...Definitely.
It was a scene I disliked to the point of feeling my blood boil.

Had Evan always felt this way about me?

Only after hearing Caille's words could I solidify what I had been contemplating.
Perhaps because she was the female?male protagonist of the original work, she was truly an expert on matters of the heart.

"...Hey, um."

"Going to Evan? If you've decided, hurry up and go."

"...Yeah."

I nodded, feeling a bit apologetic, and turned toward the training ground where Evan would be.
I always felt grateful yet sorry for using her for consultations.
Especially since, for some reason unlike the original work, she and Evan didn't get along well.

I must repay her someday.

As I was about to take a step with such thoughts, the necktie I always wore tightly to play the secretary character was suddenly pulled.

"Oof..."

I felt a soft sensation on my lips and a thrilling sensation running through my body.

Caille had pulled my necktie and lightly kissed me.
She then gently pulled away and looked up at me with a slightly reddened face.

It seemed even she found her impulsive action embarrassing.

"...Ah."

"...Just didn't want to only do good things for others."

"Caille, that..."

And somehow, the expression Caille made in response to my hesitant answer.

"...I told you to call me by my real name."

That smile, those curved silver eyes were so captivating.

I was able to strengthen my resolve even more.

*

When Evan had no other schedule at the academy, her routine was always the same.
She would hold a sword and cut training dummies.

Thud, thud, thud-

She would cut, cut, cut, correcting any subtle misalignments in her sword strikes.
At some point, this had become the only activity Evan could do without thinking.

Because at all other times, whether she liked it or not, she was with her secretary, Astro Eckhart.

-Thud!

Evan Isenberg's sword strike, which was always nearly flawless, hit a completely unexpected spot.

An almost impossible occurrence considering her training.
But it had been happening frequently lately.

"...Tch."

Evan threw the wooden sword she was holding onto the floor and rubbed her face.

It was because of what had happened that morning.

-Leave, you philanderer!

The incident had its roots in the previous night.
After finishing her night training and heading back to the women's dormitory, Evan had seen her secretary flirting with the beautiful elf archer Erhen.

-Um, this... this is troubling...

-But last time you clearly asked for more...

-That was...

The elf, who was usually composed with her, was blushing bright red and stammering as her secretary poked those large breasts with his finger.

Seeing that, Evan felt such rage that her head nearly flipped, and the next day she chased away Stella who had come to attend to her bath.
(Originally, Evan always felt strange about how thoroughly she seemed to scrub every corner of her body)

But was I too harsh today?
Having been influenced by her secretary's twisted values for years, Evan suddenly found such thoughts entering her mind.

"...No. This time he really was wrong."

Evan muttered to herself to reinforce the legitimacy of her anger.

Although she and her secretary weren't in any physical relationship or officially recognized as lovers, her anger was still justified.
That's what Evan believed.

Honestly, setting everything else aside, isn't it inappropriate to sexually harass and flirt with another woman when your Lord is right there?

'How did I end up with such a playboy...'

Evan sighed deeply and traced the origin of her emotions.

Evan hadn't always been swayed by her secretary's playboy tendencies.
It was almost the opposite.

Since the day she made him her secretary, the power dynamic had been in Evan's favor, and her secretary had been flustered and awkward around her.

After that, they became quite close, and Evan occasionally felt her heart flutter at his dependable presence...
But those were controllable emotions, and Evan herself considered them a kind of whim she could discard if necessary.

The power dynamic flipped a few months ago during the Evil God Manifestation incident.

Due to the Moonlight Church's schemes and the Evil God's rampage, her eyes ached with rejection symptoms, and the situation mirrored when she had lost her mother.

Her trauma was violently reignited, and to such an Evan...

-I'll become your family, Evan.

-Yes, a family that won't leave, won't disappear, and will always be by your side.

-So don't cry. It doesn't suit you.

To comfort Evan, who was on the verge of mental collapse, Eckhart had blurted out whatever came to mind.

And unfortunately, the lines he delivered to Evan, who was in no state to filter them, sounded like cheap flirting lines.

Evan had completely fallen for her secretary right then and there.

After that, the power dynamic was completely reversed...
The timing of Evan trying desperately to receive affection from her secretary overlapped with her secretary seducing other women, creating the current situation.

"...You said you'd be family."

Evan muttered with her head bowed low.

Evan, who had lost her mother to the Moonlight Church.
Evan, who had vowed never to cherish anyone again, had her human emotions reawakened by her secretary.

And yet, that person turned out to be someone who seduced all the pretty women around while claiming it was okay because he was mentally a woman.

What a joke.
She was probably just a somewhat precious Lord or employer to him.

The talk about becoming family was probably something like becoming siblings.

Yes. That's what it was.
Evan felt herself deflating, making her recent years of pretending to be cheerful seem meaningless.

Maybe she should just go to bed early today.
Evan paused at that thought, realizing it was only possible because she no longer had nightmares, thanks to her secretary.

She really couldn't do anything without her secretary.

As Evan was about to sink into depression, a very familiar voice reached her ears.

"Um... Phew. My Lord...?"

"...Astro?"

Her secretary, who seemed to have run quite a distance, with sweat on his forehead and catching his breath.

The man she had been cursing until just now, and her first love.

"...I told you not to come. Why are you here again?"

Evan was surprised at her own prim tone, but she couldn't help it.
She simply couldn't face him with a smile right now.

The kind expression and smile she never lost even in front of those hateful Moonlight Church priests.
Somehow, she couldn't hide even a bit of emotion in front of him.

"I have... something I want to say. Yes."

"...Why don't you tell Erhen? Or that Saintess bitch..."

"...No. This is something I must tell you, my Lord."

Having finally caught his breath, Eckhart firmly grasped Evan's shoulder with his large hand.

"Eek...?!"

Evan involuntarily made such a sound and flinched.

He was a much weaker opponent than her.
Though he had recently gained the ability to use mana and had the basics down, he was no match for Evan, who had no equal except for the Sword Saint.

Even the shoulder currently in his grip, though held firmly, could be freed with just a release of mana if she wanted.

But she couldn't do that.
For some reason, neither her body nor her mana would move in front of him.

Holding her shoulder like that, her secretary slowly opened his mouth with measured breaths.

"My Lord. Do you remember what I told you before?"

"...What."

"That I would become your family."

She remembered it alright.
No, beyond remembering, it was her precious heart that she engraved every night with the beating of her heart.

And the very fact that her secretary mentioned those words with his own mouth made Evan anxious.

"...I'm retracting those words now."

"...Ah."

'-Truth.'

So that's how it is.
He's tired of someone like me now.

Deep down, Evan had been afraid.
She and he were bound only by a verbal contract as Lord and secretary.

In reality, she had no right to comment on his relationships with women, no reason to be angry, no reason to be jealous.

If the day came when he formed a bond with someone, she would just have to smile artificially as always and cheer them on.

Just like now.
Evan tried to smile while holding back tears that were welling up without her realizing it.

And, with a voice that barely came out,
She tried to say something, but...

"......?"

That didn't happen.
Not because she couldn't open her mouth.

Simply because her mouth, which should have produced sound and words, was blocked by something.

"Chu...?"

Evan couldn't even take a step back when her secretary grabbed her neck and kissed her.
The sudden kiss, which went a little beyond the knowledge of a virgin like her...

She could only display a question mark, unable to grasp the situation.

*

To be honest, it was somewhat impulsive.
I didn't originally plan to do this; I just wanted to gently soothe her heart with a serious confession.

But somehow, seeing her with tears welling up and her eyes reddening looked so lovable.

My body, transcending my will, could only embrace my Lord's neck and kiss her.

It wasn't my first kiss, but kissing Evan was sweet.
It was also thrilling.

I had never thought about kissing a woman, but my Lord's lips were soft enough to surprise even me.

And the sight of my Lord, unable to react and only occasionally flinching slightly.

The reaction of my Lord, who usually laughed cheerfully and teased me slyly, was so cute.

I went a little beyond a simple kiss.

"Chu..."

And even then, my Lord couldn't react.
She just made questioning nasal sounds and moved her tongue as I directed.

That sight was somehow incredibly exciting.
When I tried to place my hand on my Lord's... perky chest, she finally came to her senses and pushed me away.

"W-w-what are you doing...?!"

"...That's what I wanted to tell you."

"That's not words...!"

My Lord shouted with her face as red as a tomato, touching her lips as if she couldn't believe what had just happened.

Again, it was a look that didn't match her usual sly demeanor at all, making her incredibly lovable.

What's this? Did I like Evan this much?
Of course, I felt human affection for her, but focusing again and looking closely, this emotion was undoubtedly romantic love.

How could I have pretended not to know such a clear feeling, despite my denials?

Perhaps unacknowledged romantic feelings manifested as sexual desire?
I did scrub my Lord's body with soap every day under the pretext of attending to her bath.

While briefly contemplating this in my mind, I didn't forget to convey my feelings to my Lord.

"...I told you. This is my heart."

"What does that..."

"I don't want to be family with my Lord anymore."

After saying that, I brought my face close to her again and lightly kissed her with a "chu" sound, as she still couldn't react.

My Lord, with her face bright red, couldn't speak.

"Y-y-you...!"

"...I want to be lovers."

"........!"

My Lord trembled so much that her ponytail swayed, then covered her face and muttered something quickly.

After rubbing her face roughly several times...

"...Really?"

"Yes."

"...And I'll always be first?"

"...Yes."

After that answer, my Lord bowed her head deeply, took one big breath, and then...

With a face still flushed but clearly more composed than before, she approached me and...

"I don't want to."

"...What?"

"I said I don't want to. Your proposal."

Then she grabbed my neck, pulled me close, brought my ear to her face, and...

Whispered seductively in a sweet voice.

"I want to be family."

"......"

When I looked at my Lord with a blank expression after those words...

"......♡"

My Lord was smiling with a suggestive expression, her face flushed.

...I need to teach her a lesson.
Though somewhat startled by such a thought...

I didn't feel the need to correct that thought and picked up Evan like a princess.

"Kyaa...!"

It seemed tonight would be quite long.
It was a clear autumn day.

Ch.242 - [Interlude] Connections (3)
Stella's former enemies, now her allies, are adjusting to their new relationships with her. The Ice Dragon Claire, once a fearsome opponent, now serves as Stella's knight and finds herself overwhelmed with joy when Stella finally speaks to her casually rather than formally. Meanwhile, Stella returns to her room to find Evan still sleeping, giving her a rare opportunity to prepare breakfast for him.

Chapter 242. Connections (3)

Claire, the former Sword Saint of the Empire and current knight to Stella, felt her heart pounding.

For someone with her physical abilities, this was a heartbeat that wouldn't appear even after running at 100km/h for ten straight days.

Claire stared with trembling eyes at the culprit who had caused such an extraordinary reaction.

"Um... Claire. This feels a bit awkward."

Stella's expressionless face looked just like when they first met during the entrance exam in Maira Forest.
However, her slightly softened features appeared to Claire as if she was faintly smiling.

"Does it... feel like we've gotten a bit closer?"

"Huk...!"

Those casual words, spoken in a monotone voice with a hint of shyness, pierced Claire's heart like glass shards.

Claire finally realized what that subtle anxiety, discomfort, and unease she'd felt whenever Stella spoke to her had been about.

Despite serving Stella as her lord, Claire had felt a strange guilt when Stella spoke formally to her while Claire addressed her casually—as if something was fundamentally wrong.

But upon hearing Stella's informal speech, the Sword Saint realized with her significantly increased heartbeat that this was how things should be.

Stella Bell Eckhart.
She is not someone who should speak formally to me.

That's why being addressed this way filled her with such excitement and joy.

This was quite a rapid change of heart for someone who, just moments ago, had been ready to engage in questionable behavior if Stella's rumored masochistic tendencies were true.

But the Sword Saint only knew how to swing swords, not understand such complexities.
At least, that's what she believed.

"It, it, it suits you. Much better."

"Really? Thanks, Claire."

"......Haah."

Claire felt like all the muscles in her face were melting away just from hearing Stella call her name while speaking informally.

When she had been the Empire's Sword Saint, everyone except the Emperor and the Knight Captain had spoken to her formally.

Somehow, being addressed casually by a peer after so long warmed her heart.
Again, at least that's what she believed.

Not knowing Claire's exact thoughts, Stella was surprised to find herself thinking that Claire looked quite adorable.

'Have I gone mad?'

From the moment Stella had transmigrated into this world, Claire's existence had been recognized as a source of fear, stress, and an enemy to be defeated.

It was an established fact that no matter how meticulously she planned or how many people she recruited, everything would fall apart without a force stronger than the Sword Saint.

That's why even when Stella's affection for Evan was approaching zero, she still felt a bit guilty about sending him to fight the Sword Saint. (Not that she had any intention of taking it back.)

Moreover, such preconceptions were only reinforced when she saw the Sword Saint beating up both Evan and herself during the entrance exam.

Even now, Stella and Evan still had nightmares about that time.

That Claire had seemed like an emotionless killing machine, a Terminator. And now Stella thought she was cute?

Stella seriously wondered if her intelligence had regressed to a girlish level along with her emotions after developing romantic feelings for Evan.

"My, my Lord.... Hehe...."

But seeing Claire smiling bashfully with that same expressionless face that once seemed capable of chewing up even the Emperor's mother's grandfather, Stella had no intention of taking back her thought.

Yes. For someone who had claimed she wasn't even a person, having someone call her "My Lord" and follow her—she could certainly indulge this much.

Stella, who had behaved exactly like Claire was now doing toward Evan but a hundred times more fussily, felt a sense of maternal affection sprouting in her heart.

"Well, I should get going now, Claire. ...I have someone I need to wake up."

So Stella said that while gently patting Claire's head before leaving.
It was an uncharacteristically casual gesture for someone who would gush water from below if her boyfriend did the same to her.

"......! .........!!"

Naturally, the impact was tremendous on the Sword Saint, who had a more girlish sensibility than Stella.

Stella waved her hand lightly as she left, and it wasn't until dawn broke and Academy cadets began to rise and prepare for school that Claire emerged from her floating, dreamy state.

"......Ah."

...Come to think of it, I should have told her about the Moonlight Church's secret that the Commander left behind.

Claire finally remembered something extremely important.

The massive secret about the Moonlight Church that Commander Kruger had left her before dying, asking her to pass it on to someone who could make good use of it.

Claire didn't know exactly what it was.
Considering the possibility that the Moonlight Church might erase or extract all her memories, she thought it unwise to read it just before infiltrating and causing havoc in the Moonlight Church.

It had ultimately been the right decision, and as a result, the evidence Kruger left was hidden in a very secret place that only Claire herself knew about.

She didn't have to worry about the Moonlight Church priests extracting memories about the location. Because even if they discovered the place, only Claire could open it.

'If the Commander meant someone trustworthy... it would obviously be Lady Stella.'

Having made that judgment, Claire resolved to pass this information to her the next time they met, but she had completely forgotten due to Stella's intense seduction (it wasn't).

Claire felt dismayed and blamed herself, but...

"......."

As she recalled what had just happened, remembering how Stella had stroked her head somewhat se...nsually (again, it wasn't), she found herself smiling without realizing it.

"...Heh. Hehehe...."

That smile was of such a pure variety that it seemed impossible for the Sword Saint to display it.

The surrounding cadets scattered in panic, thinking some kind of doppelganger had appeared.

'...Well. I can give her the information next time too.'

The expression my lord will show then will surely contain affection for me.
Claire nodded her head while wondering why all the cadets around her had suddenly disappeared.

Except for her swordsmanship, she was still such a girlish person.

*

After cleaning away sweat and odors from my body and clothes with a simple cleansing spell,
I entered the dormitory with Evan, which had become like my hometown home in just a few days.

"Phew. That was exhausting."

Meeting and talking with both the Saintess and the Sword Saint in succession was tiring even for someone as sociable as me.
What I mean is, I needed healing too.

I tiptoed toward the bed, following the line of light coming through the gap in the curtains of the darkened room.

Evan still seemed to be asleep.
It was strange considering that for almost every day of the past three years, he had woken up at dawn to train.

Somehow, Evan tended to oversleep in an uncharacteristic way only when he shared a bed with me.
He treated this as if he'd discovered a major flaw in himself, but from my perspective, it made me happy as it suggested that sleeping with me was special to him.

"Hee...."

I roughly took off my outer clothes and lay down beside Evan, looking at his face.

As always, his appearance was somewhat surreal, unfair, and stunning enough to make my heart skip a beat.

When I first saw Evan about three years ago, I thought that was his best look.
But exceeding my expectations, Evan's face had continued to reach new heights as his features became more defined.

If someone asked if I saw him that way because I was lovesick, I could honestly say no.
Due to my professional habits, I'm objective when evaluating faces.
Of course, that doesn't mean I'm not lovesick. I'm saying he looks that good even without that bias.

How could I not fall for him?

I chuckled inwardly while poking Evan's cheek a little.
When he showed signs of waking up, I quickly stopped and pulled back.
A thought had occurred to me.

'...Come to think of it, this is almost the first time I've woken up normally since we started sharing a room.'

Usually, I would either pass out from Evan's intense physicality or, at the very least, suffer from muscle pain.

But yesterday had been unusually gentle and sensual for our relationship, without much physical exertion, so I had woken up several hours before Evan.

So here's the question.
Logically, when a woman is living with her boyfriend and wakes up first, waiting for him to wake up, what should she do?

Th-that's obviously set in stone...!

*

Evan tended to dream more vividly than others.

Both the situations in his dreams and his memories after waking were like that.
For him, dreams weren't a mix of subconscious thoughts but more like replaying the past like an LP record.

That's why it was unbearably painful when he dreamed of his retainers burning in his childhood, or when he dreamed of his mother after that incident.

Recently, however, due to sharing a bed with Stella, the content of Evan's dreams had noticeably changed.

For example, the scene Evan was currently seeing in his dream was like this:

"Ugh, thinking makes me hungry."

"I'm sure it does."

"...What's that supposed to mean?"

About two years ago, when they weren't close yet but were bickering while planning strategies for the same goal.

Due to the recent reflection of Evan's mindscape, the Stella in his dream had twice the chest volume of the real Stella at that time.
But other than that, not much had changed, so Evan felt nostalgic about the situation.

"Stella. Can't you cook? Even something simple."

The young Evan, hungry from thinking, swept back his hair and asked Stella.
All the other retainers and servants had gone to bed as it was late at night, so there wasn't much to eat.

But that was Evan's situation, and Stella, who suddenly had to cook, frowned deeply.

"...I'm a secretary. Are you mistaking me for a maid?"

"...Heh. Be honest, secretary. You just can't cook, can you?"

The young Evan, somehow provoked by her intense reaction, taunted her.
But for young Stella (though with a large chest), this was close to touching a nerve.

Because her mother had always called in a housekeeper to cook for her in her childhood, she really wasn't good at cooking.

She was practicing, and while she wasn't that bad now, she was back then.

"N-no! Unlike some people, I cook well."

"Then can I see your skills?"

"Wake up. I'm not going to cook just to please you."

Young Evan and young Stella bickered like that, making the quiet library of the Duke's mansion lively in the middle of the night.

"...Says the one who always takes my lemon candies."

"What did you just say?"

'...What happened after this?'

Perhaps because it was a dream, Evan couldn't clearly remember what had happened next.

With the hazy awareness that this was a dream, Evan struggled to recall, and then...

'...Ah. Right, right.'

After that, they both got hungry from arguing and went to share sandwiches that were left in the kitchen.

What an adorably ridiculous memory.

Both Stella bickering with him and their younger selves ultimately satisfying their hunger together.

How wonderful it would be to dream like this every day.

At that point, Evan realized he was waking from his dream, still in a somewhat childlike state.

The natural light filtering through his eyelids was lemon-colored.
The blanket felt slightly cool and refreshing, perhaps because Stella had opened the window a bit, and birds were chirping flirtatiously.

A good morning to match a good dream.
Evan smiled gently at that thought as he raised his body and turned his head toward where he sensed movement.

Surely, when he opened his eyes, he would see his Stella, as feisty yet pure and cute as in his dream...

"Oh, E-Evan? Ah, breakfast isn't ready yet...."

Evan froze in the awkward position of having just risen from the bed.

Stella seemed to have been making breakfast, as she claimed.
The toast browning under her hands proved it.

Of course, that wasn't what made Evan freeze.

What caught Evan's attention was Stella's attire.
The fact that Stella was wearing a simple, flowy apron from who knows where, like a newlywed bride.

The design was simple and even plain, but due to her overwhelming chest, it looked incredibly lewd.

...And most importantly, the fact that apart from that apron, Stella wasn't wearing anything else underneath.

"Evan...? Ah, AH! Th-this...."

Stella, seemingly just realizing her state of dress, blushed deeply and tried to cover herself with the small piece of cloth.

But Evan was already stroking his chin, thinking.

Yesterday, I was too gentle with her.

Indeed. Stella needed to be handled roughly.

Such were his thoughts.

Right now, Evan was feeling anger at having his warm memories trampled upon, and lust.

Naturally, being a man, the latter was overwhelmingly stronger for Evan.

Ch.243 - [Interlude] A Slip Of The Tongue
Let's go back a few minutes before this situation occurred.
Naturally, or perhaps surprisingly, Stella hadn't planned for this to happen.

After confirming that Evan was sleeping deeply, Stella wanted to prove something.

She wanted to prepare a simple but decent meal while Evan slept, wear an apron, and casually serve him...

To put it simply, she wanted to give off the impression of being the perfect wife.

As mentioned several times before, Stella had developed an extremely devoted mindset due to her anachronistic and submissive female ideals that had come back to bind her.

She was now practicing the twisted thinking from her male life that women should just cook at home, flatter their husbands, and support them from behind.

Though her memories from her male life still occasionally conflicted with her current self, Stella instinctively knew:

If she continued to be overwhelmed by Evan like this.
If she continued to receive his thick thing into her belly.

Soon she would transform into a completely submissive woman without even the slightest resistance, whimpering in pleasure.

By now, she didn't feel any particular aversion to that fact.

Her goal had long since warped from surviving as a side character's secretary to becoming Evan's beautiful wife.

So cooking for him now was like a rehearsal for that role.
While she could have asked the duchy's servants to prepare food, that wouldn't be proper wifely conduct.
A woman should wake up earlier than her husband, put on an apron, and serve him at least a light meal.

With her still bizarre views on womanhood, Stella hummed as she removed the tracksuit she'd been wearing lightly before changing into her nightwear.

As she unzipped, her large breasts spilled out with a soft sound.

The overwhelming volume was accentuated by a slight sheen of sweat despite having used cleaning magic.

(Note that Stella had only attached stickers and wasn't wearing underwear. This reflected her thinking that Evan should always have easy access to her bare breasts.)

Stella tilted her head, noticing that her breasts seemed significantly larger than the original Stella's, and even compared to her own just a few months ago.

Looking at herself in the mirror on one wall made this even more apparent.
Like her magically accelerated hair growth, this was an unreasonable level of development.

"...Why is this happening?"

Stella cupped her breasts from underneath and bounced them once.
The weight definitely felt different. So this was the cause of the shoulder pain she'd been feeling lately.
Of course, she wasn't complaining since Evan, in her view, believed bigger breasts were better.
Though that wasn't originally his preference, but rather a taste Stella had cultivated in him. (Evan had originally preferred smaller breasts.)

Regardless of preference, she was still curious.

If the original Stella had been this size, she would have just assumed rapid growth, but her current size had long surpassed the original.

'Maybe it's because Evan keeps touching them...?'

The thought suddenly crossed Stella's mind. Wasn't this a common trope in fiction? That massaging breasts makes them grow?

Recently, Evan had developed a taste for playing with her breasts and was constantly stimulating them, developing their sensitivity.

But she quickly shook her head.
Even in a fantasy world, this level of effect was simply unreasonable.
If that were true, why would flat-chested women exist? Without looking far, there was poor Grace, who could pass as a man without even binding her chest.

Since Stella had zero knowledge about female anatomy in both her past and current life, she decided to leave it as an unanswered question.

She did wonder if it might be due to female hormones triggered by the tightening in her lower abdomen whenever she saw Evan.

"Pfft. How ridiculous."

Stopping her internal jokes, Stella continued changing.

A dangerous thought briefly crossed her mind—how strange it felt to undress right in front of Evan while he slept, given her position as his secretary.

As she stood naked, about to change into her indoor clothes, something crossed her mind.

The apron she had recently acquired.
Though few people knew, including herself, she had been a man until a few years ago and was well aware of this particular fantasy.

Woman. Naked body. Apron.

With these three conditions, plus the additional condition of being her former favorite character...
Regardless of her past life as a man, wasn't this something she absolutely had to try?

Such thoughts filled Stella's mind.
Of course, she hadn't fallen so far as to show Evan such a sight.

Even though she was hiding the fact that lately she would get wet and feel tremors in her lower abdomen just from seeing his face after being taken by him so often, she wasn't quite there yet.

Anyway, purely, truly purely wanting to see her favorite character wearing a naked apron, Stella put on the apron she had acquired as if entranced.

"Wow, whoa...."

She was taken aback by how much more provocative she looked than she had anticipated.

The dark-colored apron, chosen to hide potential stains, was wedged between her large breasts and stomach, creating an overwhelming sense of volume.

In contrast, her snow-white skin stood out even more, making her look far more erotic than usual.

Though she had no such intention yet, she knew that if she ever showed this to Evan, he would ravish her mindlessly.
Stella felt both fear and slight anticipation for that future as she prepared to put on her indoor clothes.

'...Since I've already put it on, maybe I'll just make one toast?'

That thought came to her before she could change.
And so, during the very brief time it took to activate a simple toast-making spell (a masterpiece of modern magical science created by tower scholars who combined drying, heating, and flame magic into a single formula to create perfect toast with one operation), Evan unfortunately woke up.

He stared blankly at Stella before approaching her with a somewhat angry expression.

Naturally, the lower part of him was much angrier.

*

"...Don't you think we can go now, Lugion?"

"Impatient bastard. We agreed to visit at night. Just wait a little longer."

Duke von Isenberg and Marquis Eckhart were handling postponed work in a hastily arranged space.

The Duke was getting a headache from Gilbert, who would randomly suggest going to hear Evan and Stella's answer every 10 minutes while working on documents.

"We're not exactly leisurely ourselves. Can't you see this mountain of paperwork that has meaningfully increased while we've been here?"

"...But."

Gilbert mumbled as if wanting to say something.
Though Lugion knew that when Gilbert acted like this, it was usually better not to pry, he always did anyway.

"What is it now?"

"...Your son might be doing those monstrous things to my daughter again."

That was it.
The scene from yesterday (Evan choking Stella) had become almost traumatic for Gilbert.

Honestly, Gilbert wanted to keep them under close surveillance even during their remaining time at the academy.

The Duke was equally shocked by yesterday's scene, so he wasn't completely unsympathetic, but from what he heard yesterday...

"But I heard Stella enjoys it..."

"That's a lie!!!"

Gilbert shouted hysterically, slamming the table with his documents so hard it nearly split in two.

The resulting gust of wind sent Lugion's documents flying as well.

"You bastard."

Lugion considered having it out with him but decided to exercise tremendous patience and try to understand Gilbert's feelings.

"Fine. I understand your concern. But think about it."

"But...?"

"Surely, after what happened yesterday, they wouldn't be doing such things?"

"......!"

Gilbert looked surprised, as if having a revelation at Lugion's words.
Now that he thought about it, that made sense.

Those children weren't so stupid—surely they wouldn't be doing such things in the same place right after yesterday's incident?

"No way. They're probably busy making plans to convince us, trembling with worry."

"R-right?"

"Right. Hahaha."

"Ha, hahaha! Of course!"

"Hahahahaha!"

For a moment, the laughter of the two middle-aged men filled their space.
After several dozen seconds of laughter...

"Now pick up the documents and get back to work. You bastard."

Lugion scolded him, bringing back his wartime manner of speech for the first time in a long while.

*

'...This is bad!'

Stella felt it the moment Evan woke up.
This wasn't going to end with just a young woman being caught in an embarrassing outfit.

After all, the one who discovered her in this outfit was a 20-something superhuman who was the embodiment of lust!

"Evan.... mmph...!"

"...Huh. Stella?"

Evan cornered Stella, who was wearing a shockingly erotic outfit, against a wall and brought his face close to hers.

In normal circumstances, Stella would have enjoyed being wall-slammed as usual, but now wasn't the time for such leisurely thoughts.

"...What are you doing...?"

"E-Evan? I...."

"This is, this is seduction, right? Isn't it...?"

Evan wanted to believe that even Stella wouldn't wear such an outfit unconsciously.

"Th-there seems to be a misunderstanding...."

He needed justification for what he was about to do.

As mentioned many times before, Evan's patience had already diverged vastly from that of normal humans.

Evan was confident he could somehow endure even if told to survive for months without eating, or if 100 beautiful naked women threw themselves at him.

But for some reason, that didn't work well with Stella.
Evan didn't know if it was because psychological barriers broke down with his lover, or if she simply always brought unexpected cards to the table.

At least what he could be certain of now was that he wanted to ravish the cute, sexy, lewd (redundant) woman trembling between him and the wall right now.

Possessiveness would be an appropriate term.
A primal desire to completely make this extremely pretty, sexy, busty, and also busty woman his own.

Thanks to such emotions that could be called male instinct, Evan's thing was now in a very hard state pointing toward Stella.

"E-Evan...? That's all fine, but maybe we should have breakfast first...?"

"......"

"H-how about we eat first...?"

And Stella was being poked between her firm, soft thighs by Evan's thing.
Somehow the moderate rubbing felt stimulating to Evan, but he ignored it for now.

"I-it's getting cold...?"

"......."

"Evan? Let's eat first, then do it. Okay...?"

Stella trembled slightly but pressed her body against Evan, embracing him and speaking cutely.

Due to the somewhat loose apron, her cleavage was completely visible to Evan, which had the opposite effect.

'......Opposite effect?'

Evan finally sensed something strange and started paying attention to Stella's words that he had been half-ignoring.

"I-I was planning to go convince the others today...."

'Truth.'

"So, I think it would be better if we did it a little later...?"

'Lie.'

"After doing it with Evan, I can't move for a while...."

'Truth.'

"I-I'd like it if Evan could hold back a little...?"

'......Lie.'

Evan's crimson eyes glowed brightly as he looked down at this lewd creature, finally serving their purpose after a long time.

A seemingly fearful and troubled expression—

"...Evan?"

—with subtle excitement visible between.

Recently, Stella had been expressionless but honest in her reactions, so Evan had temporarily forgotten.

The reason he was initially interested in her and her specialty was acting.

Recognizing this and looking down again, he could see Stella's flushed face, breathing heavily and seemingly anticipating something.

...This, lustful woman.

"Wh-what's with that expression...?"

Evan ignored Stella's anxious question and pushed her further, making her fall onto the bed.

Stella feigned an even more flustered expression.

"P-please hold back, Master...!"

"......"

"......."

"......?"

Evan raised a small question mark at the strange words from beneath him.
Then, looking down at Stella, the source of the sound:

"......."

"......."

"......It was a slip of the tongue, my Lord♡"

He could see Stella smiling seductively with a mischievous twinkle in her eyes.

Evan was able to eat a hearty early breakfast prepared by Stella.

Of course, it wasn't toast.

Ch.244 - [Interlude] Modification
The room was filled with the aftermath of their passion, just like every time before. Stella, unable to withstand her own vulnerability, had melted completely within minutes of Evan's intense lovemaking—even though he hadn't even used mana to enhance his physical abilities.

"E-van♡ Just, a, little, gentler...♡"

"......"

"Hic, I-I can't take it anymore...♡"

Her bold seduction had started well enough. After all, she was naturally the type of masochist who became more excited when the man she loved was forceful.

But her mistake, as always, was in the intensity of her seduction.

Having inhabited her body for only a short time, Stella didn't understand the devastating effect she had on others. She was oblivious to the destructive power of her voluptuous figure and the alluring, coquettish expressions she'd perfected during her acting days.

Because of this, she always hit Evan with twice the impact she intended. And naturally, Evan had no choice but to return it in equal measure.

"Kyahung....♡"

"This, indecently perfect, body...."

Five times? Six? Even Evan couldn't remember how many times he'd finished. Catching his breath and wiping his mouth, he looked down at the scene he'd created.

"Hok...♡"

Gone was her usual modest demeanor. Instead, Stella lay with her legs spread, twitching and dripping with his fluids. Her entire body was covered in red marks where Evan had bitten and sucked, and her neck—which she had begged him to squeeze—was flushed crimson.

Normally, Evan would have recognized his own frenzy by now and tried to regain control of the situation.

But he was still caught in the lingering effects of Stella's seduction.

He firmly grasped one of her voluminous breasts, which already bore his teeth marks.

"...Oh♡"

The sensation was peculiar—like squeezing a massive ball of dough, offering both resistance and softness simultaneously. The feeling awakened something primal in him.

Evan hadn't always been like this. Just a few years ago when he first met Stella, he had preferred modest, slim figures. Having little experience viewing women sexually, he had thought breasts only needed to be large enough to feed a baby.

"Huu...."

Now, he could hardly consider a woman with small breasts to be a woman at all.

Evan still thought Grace was a man, but even if she were to reveal herself as a woman, it wouldn't change his perception.

That wasn't all. Evan had developed genuinely sadistic sexual preferences, not just to accommodate Stella but for himself.

Just a few months ago, when she had asked him to choke her, he felt nothing and was even reluctant to hurt her.

Now, he found himself strangely aroused by treating her roughly.

It frightened him. It hadn't even been half a year since he'd fully acknowledged his feelings for her. What was he becoming...?

"...You tease me like that, then pass out. What am I supposed to do with you, Stella?"

"......"

"...Spread your legs, Stella."

".........Huah♡"

But fear was one thing, and the burning desire was another that needed to be satisfied.

Evan continued to use the unconscious Stella to release his lust several more times.

"Phew....."

"Hik, hok...? Huut....?♡"

The pure Evan of the past would have been repulsed by such actions, considering it like using someone as a tool. But somehow, now he found it incredibly arousing.

Especially since Stella herself was excited by being used this way.

After releasing inside her for what felt like the umpteenth time—each time reducing his stamina more than the last—Evan felt dizzy and weak despite his superhuman constitution.

It was a testament to how much energy his relationship with her consumed. Even hours of sword practice in the training ground wouldn't leave him this exhausted.

"...Good grief, again."

As Evan experienced his unusually delayed moment of post-coital clarity, he somehow managed to clean up Stella's ravaged body, which was still occasionally spurting fluids.

"......"

It wasn't easy, as she climaxed even at his lightest touch, but he eventually managed to clean her and lay her on the bed.

"....Heu."

Stella's face, which had been so lewd and melted with pleasure earlier, was now adorably innocent as she mumbled in her sleep.

She seemed to be dreaming about eating something.

"...That's cheating. Really."

Who could possibly not love such a woman? Evan lamented as he watched Stella glowing in the morning sunlight.

Well, that's why he was so captivated by her.

Evan brushed aside her sweat-dampened hair. It wasn't just her breast size that had changed. Her already impossibly beautiful face somehow appeared even more lovely and beautiful to him now.

"...Tsk."

If I'm like this already, I'm definitely going to end up under her thumb later.

Evan thought this while clicking his tongue, but he couldn't help smiling.

And even if that happened, he could just ravish her a few times to regain control. Because Stella was... well, Stella.

If a woman was this beautiful and sensual, it wouldn't be so bad. A man should be able to yield to a woman sometimes.

Evan quietly caught his breath, thinking thoughts that would have horrified Stella herself, who would have launched into her theory about being a submissive woman.

...Maybe I should look for some stamina-enhancing magic.

*

In the ashen space of Original Stella's mindscape, maintained by the Ice Dragon's power—though the dragon didn't need to be constantly present.

The Ice Dragon's role was merely maintenance, as the mindscape itself belonged to Stella.

While the dragon enjoyed spending time with her descendant—the expressionless Original Stella who was fun to tease—she occasionally had to leave the mindscape.

Recently, the Ice Dragon had been absent from Stella's mindscape for quite some time.

The exact starting point was when Stella had used Original Stella's mindscape to make contact with the Ice Dragon.

When she took the name of the nameless spy.

The Ice Dragon had suspected that the loophole she had left in their contract had been discovered.

She had been away investigating this for about a month—roughly from when Stella had seduced the Sword Saint and collapsed, until now.

"Ahem. I have returned."

The Ice Dragon, excited at the prospect of teasing Original Stella again, descended into the now-familiar ashen mindscape.

The impact caused everything around to freeze and shatter, but that was an unavoidable side effect.

After brushing off the frost from her body, she looked toward the sofa where Original Stella always sat or stood—and indeed, she was sitting there.

She seems more dazed than usual.
The Ice Dragon tilted her head, slightly puzzled.

Usually, Original Stella would sense her presence before she even arrived and greet her with an expressionless face.

But now she was connecting the mindscape to the outside world and her shoulders were trembling.

Was she crying?

Wondering if something had happened, the Ice Dragon called out to her.

"Contractor?"

"Pfuhehe.... Ah, Lady Ice Dragon."

Stella's expression was unusually bright compared to what the dragon had seen recently.

No, it wasn't just unusual—it was unprecedented.

The very sight of her smiling was extraordinary.

The Ice Dragon could only imagine what a smile might look like based on the occasional smiles of the Stella outside, but the Original Stella had never smiled once since entering this mindscape.

So that smile was completely out of character.

"...Did something amusing happen?"

"Ahahaha.... Look at that. Isn't it funny?"

"......?"

The Ice Dragon looked toward the projection connected to the outside world that Stella was pointing at.

And what was shown in that image was....

"H-how indecent! Contractor, what in the world is this?"

"What do you mean? As you can see, that purple-haired harlot is seducing a man and clinging to him?"

Speaking thus, Original Stella cackled, using vulgar language that didn't suit her at all, calling the woman "the greatest harlot" and "a body with nothing but big breasts."

"No, that...."

That's you. The Ice Dragon successfully suppressed those words that had risen to the tip of her tongue.

Stella's current state clearly wasn't normal.

The reason was probably due to the rapidly developed relationship between those two while the Ice Dragon was away.

Thinking about it, anyone would probably end up like this in that situation.

And suddenly revealing the truth to someone in this state wouldn't be a good decision.

"Um.... Contractor?"

"Heheh, yes?"

"That is, well...."

The Ice Dragon cleared her throat a few times, feeling strangely parched, and looked at her.

"...Isn't that your body?"

"......?"

At those words, Original Stella tilted her head in confusion.

"My body, Lady Ice Dragon?"

"Y...es."

"Ahahaha. That's impossible!"

At that moment, the Ice Dragon sensed it.

She didn't know exactly what lewd activities those two outside had engaged in during her absence.

But she could be certain of one thing.

-Evan, I lo... love youuu...♡

"Pfuh, that, that can't possibly be someone who was originally a man, right?"

"......."

"Haha, no way. Ahahaha.... Then...."

...Stella had definitely broken. Well, she had been used (physically) for a long time.

It wasn't surprising that Stella had ended up this way.

Ch.245 - [Interlude] Special Ability
The sun was already high in the sky when I finally opened my eyes, my body aching all over. I couldn't help but wonder when I would ever get used to my relationship with Evan.

Despite my bold attempts at seduction earlier, I had once again been completely devoured by him, becoming the passive recipient of his passion.

...Well, truthfully, that's what I wanted. Yes...

To be completely honest, I had no complaints whatsoever. I hadn't expected anything different anyway, since it had always been like this between us.

My relationship with Evan made last night quite exceptional. That gentle yet intense way he had explored my insides—as far as I could remember, I hadn't experienced anything like that since our first time together.

It's not that I disliked it. Rather, that sensation was... incredibly tantalizing and made me feel like I was floating. I loved it.

Being pressed so close that our stomachs touched, kissing so deeply that breathing became difficult, as he thrust deeply...
It was definitely the kind of relationship I'd miss if it didn't happen regularly.

But due to my preferences—whose origins I couldn't even trace anymore—I seemed to match better with Evan when he handled me roughly.

"E-van♡ Just... a little... gentler...♡"

When I was practically forced down and taken so intensely I felt I might break.

When I was pinned beneath his powerful physique—a body my soft, delicate muscles could never hope to resist.
When I became acutely aware that I was the submissive female who could never win against him.

...It felt so good my mind went blank.

"Oh... god...♡"

This might actually be dangerous.
Becoming a woman was fine.
Let's just say that with Evan being so handsome and attractive, even someone like me couldn't help but become feminine around him.

But now I felt like I was falling into something beyond just being a woman.

Even though my ultimate goal was to make Evan my kept man...

At this rate, once the war was over, I might turn into someone who spent all day being ravished by Evan, only capable of saying things like "I love you, Evan♡"

Or maybe I'd end up wearing a collar and walking around naked. Either way, neither matched my ideal image of a perfect wife.
What I had in mind was more like someone with a gentle expression who would comfort Evan and satisfy his desires with my body when his lust built up.

Not this lascivious body that seduced him, nor someone so pathetic that just having my lower abdomen caressed made me climax with embarrassing wetness.

"Kyahng...♡"

With pleasure I couldn't endure, my brain felt like it had been bleached completely white.

I felt my hips arch upward sharply, accompanied by uncontrollable trembling.

I wondered if this climax might never end.
But that distant ecstasy was brief.
As the pleasure began to fade, I felt my consciousness growing dim as well.

My last memory before my consciousness completely flickered out was...

"...Spread your legs, Stella."

...The image of Evan using my unconscious body like a doll for his sexual release.
Evan thrusting deeply into me, stirring up my insides while I could only moan mindlessly, unable to resist.

.....Ah.

Really.......

......That's so lewd...♡

With the distinct feeling that I had definitely developed yet another strange fetish, my consciousness faded to black.

*

"Ugh...."

After what could be called the "Apron Commotion"—our intense lovemaking in the early morning—I finally opened my eyes around noon, feeling the stiffness in my waist and the ache throughout my body.

"Are you awake, Stella?"

"Evaan...."

Despite the tingling sensation throughout my body, my mind was still foggy from just waking up as I called Evan's name absently.

Evan was sitting on the bed watching over me, his demeanor now calm and composed—a stark contrast to the savage, uncontrollable passion he had shown earlier.

...Well, that made sense. He had probably used my unconscious, lewd body to his heart's content until his lust was completely satisfied.

While I didn't mind how Evan used me or my body, I did feel a bit annoyed that I was suffering as if I'd done intense exercise after each encounter while he remained perfectly fine.

I wonder if this is something that gets easier with practice?

"Help me up...."

"Sure."

When I spoke in a slightly whiny tone without changing my pitch, Evan gently wrapped his hands and arms around my lower back and helped me sit up.

"Are you feeling a bit better?"

"...It seems so."

My body was now lightly covered with a white shirt that he must have put on me at some point.
Surely beneath this shirt, traces of our earlier activities remained in the form of red marks all over my body.

I could tell from the slight tingling sensation across various parts of my body.
Somehow, that tingling seemed to be transforming into heat.

I felt my face growing warm.

Reading my gaze, Evan kept his arm wrapped around my lower back and gave me a light kiss.

"...Chu, mm...?"

It wasn't as intense as our earlier kisses, but yes.
...These gentle pecks with Evan were pleasantly ticklish too.

Our lips, briefly connected, separated again with a soft sound.
Somehow, I found myself lowering my head, unable to withstand Evan's gaze that seemed to overflow with excessive affection.

"Um, mmh...."

"Stella. After doing all that, now you're being shy?"

Evan spoke as if he found it ridiculous.
Well, from his perspective, the sight of me wearing nothing but an apron earlier must have been quite shocking—and arousing.

"...It's a misunderstanding, I tell you."

"Given what happened, Stella...."

Evan sat me on his lap facing him, keeping his arm wrapped around my back to hold me in place as he stared at me intently.
Somehow, in those crimson eyes—eyes that could see through both truth and lies—I could unfortunately see his characteristic mischievousness.

I knew with certainty what was coming.

"What was it you called me, Stella? Master...?"

"E-Evan...!"

"Is that how you think of me?"

I knew he would tease me about this for a while.

Whether as a man or a woman, I've learned that words spoken under the influence of strong emotions should never be taken too seriously.

For reference, what filled me when I said those words was obviously lust....

"You were so adamant about not being my secretary just the other day, and now I've been promoted to Master? Should I be happy about that?"

"P-please stop...."

"Then what does that make you, Stella? Hmm?"

I felt like my face was burning so hot I might explode.
Come on...! I was just trying to set the mood, couldn't he let it slide...!

...Though to be honest, it wasn't entirely untrue, so I just gave Evan a slightly reproachful look.

Finally, as if it had just been a joke, Evan chuckled and planted several light kisses on my cheek.

"Ah...."

I'd been wondering about this before, but does Evan think I'm the kind of woman whose anger or sulking completely dissolves with just a bit of physical affection?

...Well, that's not entirely wrong, but still.

While I was unable to collect my thoughts due to Evan's light kisses, he spoke with laughter in his voice:

"...You're really cute, Stella."

Though his tone was playful and teasing, the affection behind it was quite blatantly conveyed.
Feeling my face turn bright red, I nuzzled my cheek slightly against his neck area and asked:

"......Really?"

"Yes. I wish you had eyes like mine."

"Pfft. What's that supposed to mean...."

I laughed slightly at Evan's incomprehensible sentiment, my face not showing much emotion. I stopped nuzzling his face and met his eyes again.

"......."

"......."

For a moment, there was a strange sensation as if our gazes were entangling intensely.
Then, without either of us initiating it, we kissed. A bit deeper than before, much sweeter.

"Mm, chu...."

".........Puhh."

Time seemed to flow with a viscosity, separated from the outside world.
Though he always jokingly reminded me to breathe when we kissed, this time Evan seemed to have forgotten as well.

Unlike his usual superhuman composure, he exhaled somewhat roughly as he slowly separated our lips that seemed to have fused together.

No lust arose between us.
It couldn't build up so quickly after having been so thoroughly satisfied earlier.

So this could rightfully be called pure affection.

Once again, we gazed at each other.
Like before, but with eyes overflowing with even more affection.

"...Puhehe."

"Ahaha...."

We both laughed softly.
No matter how you looked at it, we had just acted like a sappy newlywed couple.

Unlike my usual self, I smiled brightly and whispered:

"I love you more than anyone else in this world too, Evan."

"......."

Since he had eyes that could distinguish truth from lies—eyes that I lacked—he would know better than I did how sincere my words just now were.

It really was unfair when I thought about it again.
It's always me who has to bare everything.

Though I didn't mind, of course.
I thought this while looking at Evan, anticipating his reaction.

"...Ah, um."

"......Oh."

...Evan's previously smug expression had vanished, and now his face was bright red as he slightly averted his gaze, like a boy facing his first love.

...Come to think of it, his current demeanor was closer to acting, while his original personality had been extremely timid and fragile.

So could I say I'd managed to draw out his true personality with just that one statement?

Thinking about it that way made my face feel like a blast furnace, burning red hot.

"......."

"......."

From an outsider's perspective, we probably looked like two crimson-faced people unable to make eye contact with each other.

Unable to bear this terribly ticklish and heart-fluttering atmosphere, I deliberately tried to change the subject.

"B-by the way, I just met the Sword Saint while jogging earlier."

"The, the Sword Saint! Is he, is he joining us?"

"Y-yes, yes."

Only then did we look at each other again, speaking somewhat haltingly.
I didn't mention the Saintess.
If Evan heard that I had suddenly gone out in the morning and encountered the Saintess, this atmosphere would definitely be shattered beyond repair.

"I figured the Sword Saint would join. Why else would we have gone through all that trouble to bring him back to his senses?"

"He has as much accumulated grievance against the Moonlight Church as we do. So he had no choice but to join our side, even if he didn't want to."

"...I don't think that's the only reason...."

Evan muttered something quietly, then spoke as if he had realized something:

"Wait, so that's one person confirmed now?"

"I... guess so?"

Actually it was two people, but I'll let that slide.
Evan grinned as if he'd thought of a good idea.

"Stella. Tonight, we need to meet with my father and your father... anyway, we need to persuade them, right?"

"And?"

"I've thought of a good approach. If you can get confirmation from as many people as possible today, our persuasion will be much easier."

...Indeed!
Come to think of it, though I'd read the novel and had been so familiar with everyone since my transmigration that I hardly noticed, the people around me were not only the original protagonist's party but also individuals with impressive credentials even apart from that.

The Empire's Sword Saint, the Moonlight Church's Saintess, the confined strongest Spiritist Princess....
If we could secure the cooperation of all these people, our fathers would inevitably lean toward giving their permission.

That's what Evan's words implied.

"...But can we get that many confirmations in just one day? I was planning to take at least a month to persuade everyone...."

"Don't worry, Stella. Just do what you're good at. What you're good at."

"...And what's that?"

To my puzzled question, Evan answered with a bright smile:

"Charming people!"
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Stella Bell Eckhart and the Art of Persuasion (1)

Recently... like the day before yesterday?
I'm not sure of the exact time, but I had an incredibly strange dream not too long ago.

In it, I was originally a woman, but after transmigrating, I became a man.
And then I went around seducing the women around me and Evan who had become a woman—it was like some perverted harem light novel dream.

Of course, it was just a stupid dream, so I didn't think much of it and moved on.

But somehow, I couldn't help but recall Evan's confident declaration as he looked at me.

"Don't worry, Stella. Just do what you're good at. What you're good at."

"Seducing people!"

That dream was so ridiculous that I couldn't even laugh at it when it suddenly popped into my mind.

No. Of course, Evan's meaning was clearly referring to my unusually extensive network of connections, not anything related to romance.
I've never seduced Evan; if anything, he seduced innocent me.
And most of my other connections were predominantly female.

Even though I've flown in from a past life and have a more tolerant perspective on various values than medieval people...
Even so, I'm not so mentally deranged that I would seduce women while in a woman's body.

That doesn't make sense, does it? Unless I had the body of a handsome man like in that dream I had before.

Anyway, ignoring that strange sense of déjà vu, I decided on my first target to seduce—no, recruit.

I decided to make contact with Erhen first, just like I had drawn her in during the previous spy battle.

It absolutely wasn't because I thought Erhen was the easiest person... elf to persuade.

She was my first same-sex friend in this world besides Evan, which makes her precious to me.

And even if that weren't the case...

"...Heh, hehehe."

...I have something else to repay Erhen for.
I let out a sinister laugh internally and headed toward Erhen's dormitory.
Although we were no longer next-door neighbors since I started sharing a room with Evan, we were still close nonetheless.

Knock knock-

I rapped on Erhen's door, which somehow seemed to exude the scent of the forest.

Right now was when Erhen would be sleeping.
Normally, she should be in class at this hour, but ever since she established a connection with the Principal and no longer needed to attend classes, she had without fail declared her own personal holidays.

And now was her sleeping time, so she should definitely be in her room.

-.......

But there was no response from inside the room.

No sound of the door opening, no answer, no rustling, not even the sound of breathing.
With those long ears of hers, there's no way she couldn't have heard my knock.

And the fact that Erhen didn't respond to my knock suggested two possibilities.

One: For some exceptionally rare reason, Erhen had decided to burn her fat (mostly concentrated in her chest area) and went out for afternoon exercise.

Or two:

She knew I was coming and ran away.

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

Unfortunately, the Erhen I knew was several times more likely to choose the latter option.

Using detection magic, I confirmed that her room was indeed silent, without the slightest trace of a living presence.

With an expressionless face, I let out a faint laugh.

Then slowly turned my head toward the exit of the dormitory.

...It seemed I needed to clear up this silly elf friend's misunderstanding.

*

Erhen, an elementary archer of The Great Forest and the elf with the highest intelligence (self-proclaimed), had recently fallen into a serious dilemma.

One was Stella's bombshell declaration of war against the Moonlight Church.

Unable to find an answer no matter how much she pondered, Erhen seized a premium opportunity.
As The Great Forest's finest archer who had represented them in the war against the North,

She sent a letter via communication paper to her mother, Sophia Sillevria.
Communication paper was a high-end magical tool where content written on one sheet was shared with its paired counterpart. Erhen had written and sent the following:

[Need information on the Moonlight Church and Northern front. Is there reason for hostility between the Empire and the Moon?]


Since elves typically spend their lives gazing at trees, it usually takes at least three months to receive a reply to a letter, but in Erhen's case, she could get a quick response because she was currently in a state of having run away from home.

The reply read as follows:

[My beloved youngest daughter Erhen, thank you for your letter. It's surprising to think that it's been over four months since you ran away from our mansion in The Great Forest and enrolled in the Academy without permission. I would have been happier if the content wasn't asking about military secrets of countries on the brink of war.
To answer your question, while I can't tell you exactly for security reasons, there are sufficient reasons for the Empire and the Moonlight Church to be at odds.

It probably won't be long, and the Empire where you are now is likely to become a sea of flames. The elders of The Great Forest are also being cautious.
All sorts of elves currently active in the Empire are reading the signs and returning to The Great Forest.

A strong wind is coming.

Speaking of which, your sisters and brothers still worry about you every day.
I still can't understand why you ran away with just one bundle in the middle of the night, but it's even more incomprehensible that you're still there right before wartime.
Erhen, when I was your age...

(omitted)]

The letter was filled with 1% answer to her question and the rest with nagging and worry, but.

Erhen, who couldn't care less about such things, saw the content of the letter like this:

[(Beginning omitted)
Empire... Moonlight Church... hostility....... sufficient reasons.
(Rest omitted)]

There was only one thing Erhen could gather from this information.
Stella's judgment, whatever it was, was based on certain facts.

And that something was significant enough to make even the leisurely elves, who extremely disliked leaving their nests, return home.

But that was all that was resolved, and Erhen's mind became even more complicated.

"......It would have been nice if it had ended there."

The second issue was that, with such a complicated state of mind, she had made a fatal slip of the tongue in front of Stella's father, Gilbert.

And not just any father, but one who had witnessed his daughter in a compromising situation with her boyfriend and was about to kill said boyfriend.
She heard that Evan had nearly died because of it.

Anyway, she had desperately run to gather the best forces she could (the Sword Saint, Elysee, Grace) to call for help, only to find Stella making a masochistic declaration in the plaza.

So, consequently, Erhen had almost gotten her boyfriend killed and exposed her preferences in front of her acquaintances.

Even though she was an elf and specifically Erhen, she felt something akin to guilt in this situation.
That incident had happened yesterday, and Erhen was currently hiding in the bushes.

Because it was clear that even someone as gentle as Stella would reprimand Erhen if she found her.

That's why Erhen was now using the skills she had learned to qualify as an elementary archer in The Great Forest (concealment, ambush, cover, shooting techniques, etc.) to hide so meticulously that even most Academy professors couldn't find her.

Since the vacation was approaching, she planned to endure in this state until Miss Stella returned to her home.

Although "soon" still meant about a week remained, the basic qualification course for elementary archers in The Great Forest included sitting in one place for months, observing prey.

It was nothing for the extremely leisurely elves to begin with.

So, she would stay like this and try to talk when Miss Stella calmed down.
As Erhen was nodding to herself with that thought and trying to hide deeper in the bushes,

-Erhen!!

"......Huh?"

Erhen could hear a familiar voice calling her from far away.
An elf's long ears weren't just for decoration or erogenous zones, so Erhen could immediately recognize who was calling her.

"S-Stella...?"

Erhen flinched.
As expected, she's come to deal with me.

Well, if I had done something like that, I wouldn't forgive myself either.
Erhen trembled, perhaps experiencing for the first time in her life what could be called "empathy for others."

Could I run south and cross The Great Forest border from here?
As Erhen was seriously considering this and slowly getting into position,

-I have something to talk about, Erhen!!

"Something to talk about...?"

-I don't know why you're hiding, but come out first!

Erhen flinched and shuddered.
There wasn't a trace of anger in Stella's dreamy, monotone voice.

If Stella was truly looking for her to tear her apart, she couldn't have called her so calmly and harmlessly.

"T-That...!"

Erhen stuffed nearby leaves into her mouth to swallow the tears that were welling up.

Even though she had done such things.

Making pregnancy jokes about eight children during the meeting with her boyfriend's parents, and bringing all her connections to expose what was clearly a perverted tendency she would have wanted to hide.

Was Stella saying she didn't feel even a hint of anger toward her?

"Sniff...!"

Come to think of it, she had always been like that.
From their first meeting, she believed the nonsensical story about an elf losing her bow, and even after deliberately showing her clumsy side, she never got angry and took her to the entrance exam.

Feeling ashamed for distrusting her precious and merciful human friend, Erhen immediately wiped off the green camouflage cream she had applied to her face and landed on the tree-lined path where Stella was calling for her.

"Miss Stellaaa...!!"

And, at that moment.

"[Binding]"

With a sound like "puk" or "hook," Erhen felt magical ropes binding around her body.

Every part from her upper arm to her forearm was pulled tight by magical threads.
In that state, floating in the air, Erhen could only look down at Stella who had done this.

"W-What is this...!"

"...Finally found you."

And her "precious and merciful human friend"...

"......I've been looking for you for a long time, Erhen. I knew you'd be hiding in the bushes."

...was emanating a terrifying aura with cold, sunken eyes devoid of shadows, enough to make even an elementary archer of The Great Forest weak in the knees.

"......Ah."

...Well. It wouldn't be human not to get angry in this situation.
Erhen nodded in agreement as she shed a tear.

Then, with rising fear and sadness, she opened her mouth, whimpering.

"...Sigh. I'll let you go, so don't run away...."

"Please, please be gentle, Miss Stella...."

"......?"

Stella raised a question mark at Erhen, who was suddenly acting submissively with a tearful voice.
Erhen continued her plea, regardless of such a reaction.

"I, I don't have the same preferences as you, Miss Stellaaa...!"

"......."


Erhen didn't see Stella's gaze, which had been softening, turn cold again.

The humiliation of the elf with the highest intelligence was set to continue for a while longer.
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Stella was fuming.
The cause was obviously the pregnancy joke and her masochistic declaration in front of her acquaintances, which warranted at least a light knock on the head.

By nature, Stella rarely got truly angry with others, and it was extremely rare for her to act in a severely embarrassing manner.
For reference, when she shed fake tears and stirred up trouble in front of Elysee who was trying to seduce Evan, that counted as one of those "rare cases."

This incident wasn't quite rare enough to qualify as exceptional for someone whose heart (and body) had grown since starting a relationship, so Stella was prepared to let Erhen's terrible antics slide as usual.

If Evan had been torn apart by Gilbert, she might have been a bit angrier, but that was just a hypothetical.
Stella was someone who valued her friendships.

"I, I don't have the same tastes as you, Stella..."

Of course, this was before Erhen made that comment.
Once Erhen was bound with rope, she couldn't help but open her mouth, directly hitting a nerve with Stella who had nearly been labeled an official masochist in front of the Sword Saint because of her.

"What, the, hell."

Stella felt a deep irritation as she clenched her fist, tightening the mana rope wrapped around Erhen's body.

"Ah, aah, ah! S-Stella, it really hurts...!"

"I'm sure it does. Since you don't have these kinds of tastes."

Stella put on her expressionless character act for the first time in a while, looking at Erhen with a cold, contemptuous gaze.

*Oh, wow...*

And then she quickly turned her head away.
Erhen, tightly wrapped in the mana rope, had certain parts of her voluptuous figure... accentuated a bit too much.

The problem was that while Stella and those around her had all decided to skip class, it was still technically a weekday afternoon.

-Hey, hey, look at that. There's an elf tied up and hanging from a tree...!

-Wow.... The Great Forest... look!

Soon, Erhen—beautiful, elven, and tied to a tree—was drawing far too much attention from the students.

Unlike Erhen, who had forced her acquaintances to witness her coming out (not really), Stella had no intention of making her a publicly recognized pervert, so she hurriedly undid the mana rope in panic.

"Huh? Stella! Don't untie me like tha—"

-THUD!

And following the law discovered by a certain physicist who was a master of stocks, Erhen's face scraped against the ground as she fell.

While she was superhuman and wouldn't normally be greatly affected by such an impact...

"Um, Erhen? Are you okay...?"

"Y-Yes...!"

Caught off guard by the sudden situation, Erhen was too slow to surround herself with mana and could only avoid Stella's gaze as she wiped a trickle of blood from her nose.

In Erhen's mind, this was the moment when a trait other than masochism was added to Stella's character.

*

Afterward, Stella felt awkward about getting angrier at Erhen, so they sat together on a nearby bench to set the mood.

She decided it would be difficult to have a serious conversation right after discussing her sexual preferences and then scraping the other person's face against the ground.

"Ahem. Erhen, it's been a while since we've met like this to talk, hasn't it?"

"Y-Yes...."

"Stop pretending to be scared. Seriously."

"...Yes!"

Stella glared at the trembling Erhen with an expressionless face, and when her trembling stopped, she sighed once and continued.

"Yesterday, there was a bit of... an incident. I didn't expect my father to come here so suddenly."

"...It certainly wasn't a meet-the-parents atmosphere, was it?"

"Right. That's why I made up that excuse to quickly arrange something like that with Evan. You know I don't have those kinds of tastes, right?"

No. You were getting choked even before you started dating.
Those words almost jumped out of Erhen's throat, but she held them back.
Partly because Stella was leaning in with a half-threatening tone, and partly because in the process, her... disproportionately large certain body part pressed against Erhen's arm.

In that moment, Erhen's mind recalled faster than when solving exam problems that Stella usually wore bands instead of underwear.

*Is she even now? Judging by the feeling... no, surely not when she came to meet me....*

Erhen's mind was filled with torment, but she knew asking about it would only result in another nosebleed, so she suppressed her question.
Of course, if she kept thinking like this, she might get a nosebleed of a different kind.

*The reason Stella came to find me is probably about that proposal from before....*

Could she have decided on physical persuasion?
If so, it would be a terrifyingly astute judgment.

...Though that didn't mean she could accept it unconditionally.

Erhen was caught in her own complicated thoughts.
It was both a sense of responsibility and inferiority.

Because of this, her conclusion was currently leaning toward refusal.

"Ahem. Anyway, Stella? What did you want to see me about...?"

"Ah. Right."

Erhen moved away from her, trying to maintain her composure while casually changing the subject.

It was better to get it over with quickly, to refuse in a somewhat dignified manner in a slightly more serious atmosphere.

Stella realized her mistake, took a deep breath, and finally brought up the main reason she had come to find her.

"...About what I mentioned before... it's a bit early, but I'd like to hear your answer."

"...As I thought."

Erhen sensed that the inevitable had arrived.

She didn't know exactly what it entailed, but it was an invitation to join a team aimed at bringing down the Moonlight Church, an organization with a name grand enough on its own.

As evidenced by her uncharacteristically complex thinking about Stella's motives and even writing a letter seeking advice, this proposal was quite troubling for Erhen.

*Stella must have given me more time to think than before because she knows that.*

The situation was different from when she had answered immediately without any hesitation before.
Until now, Erhen had always shouted "Let's do it right now!" and joined in whatever Stella was doing, but even for someone like her, the Moonlight Church was too formidable an opponent.

The Moonlight Church. While not deeply connected to the Great Forest, it was common knowledge that they held a position almost equal to the Empire's imperial family.

They would naturally possess military power to match, and considering her mother's letter and the clergy she had seen so far, there was a high probability they harbored malicious intent.

And for a few cadets to declare war on such a large, powerful, and evil organization, no matter how strong they might be individually, was nothing short of suicidal stupidity.

If anyone other than Stella had proposed this idea, Erhen would have responded with something like "Ah, that's a bit too much..." and looked at them with pity.

"Um... Stella? What exactly do you mean by taking down the Moonlight Church...?"

"Exactly what I said. I intend to dismantle and expel the Moonlight Church from this Empire."

The problem arose there.
The person trying to carry out this insane plan happened to be Stella, who had always acted with reason and somehow succeeded in everything she attempted.
This fact made Erhen extremely confused.

...Of course, that wasn't the core issue.
In truth, Erhen would have believed Stella had her reasons even if she were planning to rebel against the Empire.

"...Um, Stella."

"Yes, Erhen."

The truth was, Erhen could return to the Great Forest and live safely regardless of the North or the Moonlight Church if she chose to.

Whatever the Moonlight Church was planning to do.

Being with humans was enjoyable.
Their ugliness was beautiful and intensely interesting.

But going forward with just her personal enjoyment as a reason seemed unreasonable.

That probably wouldn't benefit either Stella or herself.

*...And if I think about it that way, not being there might actually be more helpful.*

Though she was reluctant to admit it, Erhen knew she was among the weaker ones in Stella's circle.

"Stella, why do you want me on your team?"

"......"

"I'm weak, aren't I? Well, not weak, but... not incredibly strong either."

Erhen considered the combat abilities of Stella's other companions.

*Excluding the Sword Saint, the Saintess, and Evan. Those three are in a league of their own.*

Grace? Her physical strength might be slightly inferior to her own, but she had the irregular element of divine power.

Caille? He gets manipulated all the time and suffers full-body fractures from Evan, but he's still the world's only Magic Swordsman.

Elysee was obviously a superior version of herself, capable of contracting with all spirits.

And even if all of them attacked simultaneously, they couldn't stop a single spy, and Stella nearly died.

Though she didn't show it, Erhen was very concerned about this fact.

"I'm not exceptionally strong compared to others, nor am I smart... When you teleported away with magic, I couldn't do anything...."

After confidently agreeing to help, all she had done was shoot a few arrows that wouldn't even reach their target.

If there had been some mistake and the spy's goal hadn't been kidnapping, Stella would have died at that point.

These thoughts were swirling in Erhen's mind.

It troubled her.

Clearly, at first it had been just entertainment and amusement.
She had only wanted to observe and contemplate the ugly humans.

Now, she didn't think she would enjoy seeing them fight, especially if those close to her got hurt.
Especially if it was due to her own inadequacy.

*In the end, it's my own weakness.*

Had being among them ceased to be a game or amusement?

Perhaps she was ultimately no different from other elves.
Erhen hung her head low as she thought this to herself, preparing to answer Stella.

Probably with an answer Stella wouldn't want to hear.

"Stella, I..."

"...Erhen, I."

...That's what she was going to do.
Until Stella suddenly moved closer, grabbed her hand, and spoke.

Stella seemed surprised by her own impulsive action and hesitated for a moment.
But as if it were water already spilled, she soon pushed forward again and completed her sentence.

"...I just want to be with you."



"...Pardon?"

Thump.
The characteristically slow heartbeat of an elf echoed.

*

Elves are inherently a race that loves stability and maintaining the status quo.

Culturally, biologically, and historically, this has been the case.

The reason elves appreciate their long lifespans is because they can fully enjoy the greenery of the trees during their extended time.

Despite the overwhelming difference in lifespan, the reason they neither discriminate against nor love other races lies in this fact.

For them, the moment given to them from birth is the greatest happiness, and they were beings who could be grateful for that.

Because of this, they sometimes tended to believe that something terrible would happen if anything contradicted their traditional ways.

Even when they sent troops to the war with the North 200 years ago, it was to maintain the status quo rather than to launch an aggressive offensive.

That's why there are no elves who are undignified or engage in eccentric behavior.
Because doing so would mean they were no longer elves.

(For example, one elf who felt more than comfort and stability toward trees suffered such a fate.)

That's why Erhen was an incredible oddball.
She not only admired human ugliness after hearing stories from her mother.

Not stopping there, she went to take the Academy entrance exam to experience such humans firsthand.

No one thought she would actually leave, but she did.

The news that came back was all bizarre—she shot at the Sword Saint, she contributed to a chaotic battle that turned the Academy upside down, and so on.

What would shock elves even more was that Erhen enjoyed all of these incidents.

An elf who admired ugliness and loved weakness.

From the sight of humans who changed disgustingly to the very bottom for their own selfishness and survival.

From the survival competition where they transformed weakness into strength and rushed to possess everything of each other in a short time.

Erhen felt a vitality far stronger than the ancient trees her kin always cultivated.

That's why she liked such humans.

She enjoyed seeing thieves trying to steal all her belongings, cadets knocking each other down for admission, spies invading the Academy with monsters, clergy willing to commit mass slaughter for their faith, and the Sword Saint going berserk trying to kill everyone while the Saintess happily confronted her.

It was fun.
The fact that she was caught in the flow of such intense battles.

The fact that emotions that couldn't be accumulated even over hundreds of years of watching trees in the Great Forest were rushing through her in an instant.

Indeed, Erhen loved ugly humans.

All humans possessed such nature to some extent, so she liked all humans.


But there were humans she liked more than others.

One who had helped her from their first meeting and always showed interesting aspects.

One whose appearance was as beautiful as any elf, whose love story was enjoyable to watch, and who had somehow become her friend.

The first friend she had made among humans.

Yet Erhen considered it just that.
A good friendship that transcended species.
A wonderful and beautiful friend she could talk to more openly than with elves.

She was sometimes taken aback by the occasionally inappropriate behavior, but that was due to the characteristically closed educational environment of elves.

Fundamentally, she believed the feelings she had for her were the same interest she felt toward other humans.

But now.

"What do you mean by wanting to be together...?"

"...We're friends, Erhen."

As she looked into those burning eyes that pierced through even her expressionless face, while her hand was held by a slightly cool hand.

"To me, you're the second friend I made here, someone who has always helped me, a comrade...."

...Erhen felt something different from interest or affection.

"W-Wait a moment...."

"...I didn't know you thought that way, Erhen."

"Stella, I...."

Stella seemed to be recalling what Erhen had just said. She also seemed unwilling to listen to Erhen's flustered protests.

And then, after taking a deep breath,

She looked directly at Erhen and,

"I need you. Help me, Erhen."

She declared it like a statement.

Those eyes still burned like sapphire jewels.
Perhaps it was because they were too dazzling.



"...Haah."

For some reason, Erhen couldn't look at them properly.

...And so the third member joined the Moonlight Church subjugation operation.

Ch.248 - [Intermission] Seduction (3)
Chapter 248. Persuasion (3)

Looking back, Erhen had truly helped me in so many ways.

From the beginning, if not for her sniping during the entrance exam, I would have ended up half-dead at the hands of the Sword Saint.

During the Illusionary Demonic Beast subjugation, if she hadn't taken Elysee's role, I might have been trapped in an eternal dream at that point.

Even after that, during the manifestation of the Evil God, her help allowed me to escape from Grace and the Evil God's minions.

And in the Great Spy Battle, she fought admirably. It was only because of factors I hadn't considered that she couldn't make a bigger impact.

Those were my mistakes. It was my fault that I didn't set up the situation to let her shine, and that I failed to predict the spy's bizarre abilities.

Erhen, despite always making strange jokes and appearing foolish, was actually one of the stronger members of the protagonist's party.

There were rumors that she was just an inferior version of Elysee, but that was only because Elysee was too powerful. Nobody called Evan an inferior version of the Sword Saint, did they?

Besides, there were moments when her penetrating power even surpassed Elysee's. Considering how much more active she was in the original story compared to the current situation, it was definitely my fault.

"I'm not... particularly strong compared to others, nor am I smart... When you zoomed away with your magic, I couldn't do anything..."

When she said that, I really had nothing to counter with.

The fact that Erhen hadn't been able to contribute much was my mistake for not utilizing her properly despite knowing the future.

And even if Erhen truly was useless, I still wanted to take her with me as part of the protagonist's party.

*Wait, is that really all there is to it?*

I realized one uncomfortable truth: regardless of her abilities, I simply wanted Erhen with me.

...No, I mean, she had helped me a lot too?
And separately, I'd feel a bit empty without her around now.

So that was it.
Erhen had become more precious to me than I'd realized, and I had no intention of accepting her refusal.

While I had this beautiful epiphany about our friendship, I wasn't sure how to convey it to Erhen.

The current Erhen was too deflated to regain her self-esteem no matter what I said.
But simply telling her she was an awesome elf and should join me lacked persuasive power.

So I decided to take the direct approach.

Evan told me to "persuade" my companions.
What did that mean?
Obviously not to seduce them sexually, but to touch their hearts and ask them to join me?

Once I made that decision, I could feel the mental clock ticking.
Creating the right atmosphere and emotions...

"...I just want to be with you."

"...Pardon?"

For these things, it's important to ride the mood and be a bit excessive.
It might feel cringeworthy later, but in situations like this, it works.

The source of this information was the self-proclaimed romance expert, lifelong single, and theater club president who I had rejected before, so its reliability wasn't high, but it seemed appropriate for the situation.

Doesn't this happen often in fiction?
Comforting a dejected person with passionate words.

"Be with me... why...?"

"...Because we're friends, Erhen."

I stared directly into Erhen's trembling green-tinted pupils and grabbed her hands firmly.
She seemed startled by my sudden action, but she didn't pull away.

It was fortunate that we were both women.
If I were a man doing this to another man, I'd probably get punched in the face.

"W-wait a minute..."

"...I didn't know you felt that way, Erhen."

As I took a deep breath to say my final words,
something crossed my mind.

*I talked like this with the Sword Saint too, should I try it with Erhen?*

After that thought flashed through my mind,
I put on the most cool and reliable expression I could and said:

"I need you. Help me, Erhen."

And after receiving my emotional performance head-on, Erhen...

"...Haaah."

Her long ears turned completely red, and she avoided my gaze.
...Hmm. Was that too much?

Is Erhen suffering from secondhand embarrassment right now?
That would be unfortunate.
With that thought, I slowly released her hands and moved away.

"Ahem. Well, I'm not... forcing you."

As if I could think that.
Creating this kind of atmosphere and saying such things was essentially saying "if you don't join me, our relationship is over."

Worried that it might feel like a threat, I looked at Erhen with concern.

"...Ah, haha! I see, S-Stella really can't do without me...!"

Erhen said in her usual voice, though it was trembling and stuttering considerably.

...When you get this embarrassed, it makes me embarrassed too.
Seeing Erhen's reaction, which was twice as intense as usual, I sighed once and said:

"Yes. So please help me, I'm asking you."

"...AAAAHHHH!!"

And with that, Erhen ran away.
Literally, she climbed up a tree and swung away on branches like Tarzan.

...She did agree to join, right?
I wondered, perplexed by Erhen's strange reaction.

"Well, she said she would, so I guess that's that."

I muttered to myself as I stood up and decided on my next destination.

From the original protagonist's party, I had secured Evan, the Saintess, the Sword Saint, and Erhen.
Next, the person I needed to "persuade," as Evan put it, was clear.

The original protagonist and the third heir to the royal family of this country.

Elysee de Iris.
It was time to find her.

*

After their discussion with Erhen, Elysee and Caille continued to deeply contemplate Stella's proposal.

The reason they were considering Stella's outrageous proposal was solely because of the outrageous feats she had shown.

They didn't need to look far—hadn't they themselves been thoroughly defeated when they confronted her?

Even setting that aside, the Moonlight Church was an extremely suspicious organization.
Before Elysee's transmigration, during that massive war, they had not only maintained their influence but had grown their power and religious authority to the point of nearly consuming the imperial family.

Moreover, right before her transmigration, news had spread that their own Saintess had turned against them and confronted them directly.

If even the church's Saintess turned against them, it was obvious that the organization must be severely corrupt.

And now Stella's declaration to subjugate the Moonlight Church.

Setting aside her personal bias (quite a lot of it), Stella was an incredibly remarkable person.
She had correctly guessed the entrance exam topic that even the professors didn't know at the time, and had crushed the spy's plans in impossible ways.

"...Caille."

"...Yes."

Caille and Elysee looked at each other and nodded.
It meant they had reached an agreement.

This happened about an hour before Stella came to their room.

*

I walked leisurely toward Elysee's classroom, pondering how to persuade her.
Actually, I thought Elysee would be the easiest to convince.

Even in the original timeline where I hadn't possessed Stella, she would have had to confront the Moonlight Church anyway if she survived the North.

Even though I had unintentionally (well, some were intentional) stolen all of Elysee's protagonist-like achievements, she was still the protagonist of this world.

She was the strongest Spiritist with the goal of bringing stability to the continent.

From the beginning of the semester, when she tried to win over Evan and clashed with me, strictly speaking, for Elysee it was nothing more than recruiting a strong force, nothing more, nothing less.

At that time, I just (made her cry with false accusations, made a bet on the midterm exam and won, punched her with full magical power and broke her nose) overreacted a bit because I hadn't recognized my own feelings.

If someone asked whether I would let it slide if the same thing happened now?

*Of course not.*

I was now officially Evan's lover, and I had the authority to crush any vixens who tried to flirt with him.

I got a bit sidetracked, but anyway, the reason Elysee did those things was ultimately for world peace.

Strictly speaking, my reason for wanting to destroy the Moonlight Church was first because it was my contract with Evan, and second because only after that could I make babies with Evan for real.

But since that would ultimately bring world peace, my goal and Elysee's could be said to be the same.

*Still, I'll need to persuade her.*

Nevertheless, I deliberately omitted detailed explanations about the Moonlight Church to test her resolve.
What I was trying to do required complete trust in me as a person, at the very least.

It wasn't something that could be justified merely by being close or having the same goal.
...To be honest, even I sometimes wonder if this is the right thing to do.

But isn't that what revolution is?

In a movie that came out about 10 years before I was possessed, there was a line:

'If you succeed, it's revolution; if you fail, it's treason.'

So what I'm advocating for now, from a broader perspective, was treason.

That's why it was only natural to choose companions carefully.

I knocked slowly on Elysee's door.

A clear sound echoed, followed by a spine-tinglingly beautiful voice from inside.

-Come in!

As expected of the protagonist, her voice alone was the best in the world.

How should I persuade such a protagonist?
As I was thinking about this while entering the room...

"...We've decided to join Stella, My Lady...!!"

"...That's right."

Elysee and Caille simultaneously declared with resolute expressions.

*...What?*

They're just going to agree right away?

What about doubts or concerns...?

...What about the persuasion lines I prepared...?

I was bewildered by the sudden turn of events.


...Stella's rebellion group.
Recruitment of the Imperial Princess from the Sovereign State, successful.

Ch.249 - [Interlude] Perhaps
"Is this... are you really just going to do it?" I blurted out, completely taken aback by the situation.

I mean... of course I wasn't saying they could back out now, but still...

And I know it's weird coming from me, but I'm asking them to join a war here, and this is how they respond?

"Yes! We believe in you, Stella!"

"...Actually, it's not so much that I believe in you..."

"Caille!"

"I believe in you, Eckhart."

Even Caille of all people was giving me a look of unwavering trust.
What the hell? This is scary.

From my perspective, having prepared my own plans to convince them, this was rather deflating.

Isn't the final target supposed to be the most difficult to persuade? Isn't that the cliché?

I had been ready to share the draft of my plan if they needed something more concrete to be convinced.

As I thought about this, I recalled what happened a few days ago—when I first explained this plan to Evan.

*

A little while ago, during that peaceful time before Gilbert broke down the door and barged in.

Stella and Evan were cuddling in bed.

"E-Evan? That's... mmh... sensitive..."

"Here too? What kind of body do you have, Stella?"

Stella trembled as she gripped the back of Evan's head, which was positioned lower, stimulating a sensitive part (that normally shouldn't be so sensitive).

Evan wiped his mouth and moved back up to face Stella, experiencing bodily mysteries he hadn't felt since he first began training with a sword.

"...I suppose so."

Stella's face flushed red in the moonlight, looking embarrassed.
Evan swallowed hard at her cuteness, which was making all sorts of inappropriate thoughts surface.

Still, he'd decided not to be too rough today...
Reminding himself of this, he embraced her.

"You're so shy."

"Mmm..."

Somehow, Stella seemed to really enjoy being held by him.
Something about feeling secure, or so she said.

Evan enjoyed holding Stella too.
Her small frame fit perfectly in his muscular arms.

Thanks to his trained, firm male body, the softness of Stella's entire body felt even more pronounced.

Evan especially liked how Stella breathed a little faster when she nestled into his arms.
It gave him a sense of security, like holding a small animal, but also made her seem so cute he wanted to tease her mercilessly.

Again, Evan hadn't originally had such tastes.

"Mmm..."

"Pfft, that tickles, Stella."

Stella burrowed into Evan's embrace with childlike affection, an action that would have been unimaginable for her former self. But since her aegyo had increased noticeably lately, Evan found it endearing.

Who would believe this was the same artificial, cold woman he had first met?

Evan stroked her incredibly soft hair and held her a little tighter.

With their chests pressed together, it felt like their heartbeats were resonating.

It had been over two months since he confessed his feelings, yet his heart still raced just as much—no, even more than before.

Evan worried he might be using up his lifetime supply of heartbeats right now.
Of course, if he were to die from his heart racing for such a lovable being, that wouldn't be so bad.

'I'm still... holding back.'

The surprising truth was that Evan was exercising considerable restraint.
His revenge wasn't completely finished yet.
In the corner of his heart that Stella hadn't yet permeated, the flames of hatred still burned just as fiercely.

If his revenge were fulfilled...
If that hatred subsided, and he no longer needed to maintain this compulsive smile and brightness...
If Stella filled all the remaining space in his heart, what would become of him?

...He might truly die then.
Even a superhuman had limits to how fast their heart could beat.
Evan genuinely thought this as he tried to contain his overflowing affection and limit himself to just embracing her.

Lately, separate from his sexual desire, he seemed to be developing a darker desire to see her crying face.

'How did I...'

He wondered if a few years from now, he might be putting a leash on Stella and taking her for walks.
The thought gave him goosebumps, yet deep inside, he discovered an uncomfortable part of himself that thought, 'That doesn't sound so bad.'

This is bad.

"Um, Stella?"

"Huh? Hehe... y-yes?"

Evan decided to change the subject.
Stella, completely absorbed in his scent while in his arms, couldn't answer immediately, but Evan didn't notice as he was equally lost in his own thoughts.

"We still don't have definite confirmation from anyone about joining us, right?"

"Ah, yes. That's right...?"

At this point, they had no idea that in a few days, Gilbert and Lugion would barge in while they were attempting choking play, so they were quite relaxed.

Of course, it would be troublesome if someone declined to participate, but they felt they had plenty of time to persuade everyone.

"Have you thought about how to convince them?"

"Sort of? I've been working on a rough plan because I think we'll need everyone..."

Evan paused.
She was already making plans?

Of course, he could believe Stella was capable of this, but when had she found the time? They'd been pressed against each other for days, so when could she have possibly worked on this?

He himself had been consumed by lust for days, and Stella had been even more exhausted than him, so she should have had even less time.

But Evan had long ago given up trying to understand Stella's compartmentalized intelligence, so his thoughts didn't go any further.

Honestly, it was hard to believe that the person who could only say things like "Evan feels good" in bed was the same person who could devise frighteningly precise plans to catch spies.

"It's just a rough idea, right? Just rough?"

"Of course. How could I have had time to think properly... pervert."

Evan temporarily suppressed the "rough Evan" emerging from within him and asked:

"Let me hear it. Can you explain it roughly?"

"Well... I could, but..."

Stella looked around somewhat uncertainly, then met Evan's eyes again and whispered:

"...It's just a draft, so don't criticize it, okay?"

"Sure, sure. What is it?"

Stella took a deep breath.
Like a spy delivering crucial information to her organization, she brought her lips to Evan's ear.

Of course, all Evan felt from this action was cuteness and the softness of her breasts pressing against him.

"...Our ultimate goal is essentially the assassination of the Pope, right?"

"...That's right."

Half of the Moonlight Church's continued existence was thanks to the Saintess, and half was due to the Pope.

Everything else—reputation, operations—was too rotten to generate any faith.

The Pope, who had been running the church in the same manner for decades, was himself a symbol of divinity.

To add more context, as someone who knew much more about the Moonlight Church than most, Evan would say that the Pope was the real power in the Holy State, reigning almost like a king.

Everything the church did could always be traced back to his instructions and intentions.

Both symbolically and practically, the Pope, along with the Saintess, was the biggest pillar supporting the church.

They had almost certainly secured the Saintess's side, so if the Pope disappeared, there was a high probability that the Moonlight Church wouldn't recover for at least several decades.

So their operation would likely focus on capturing the Pope.

"But I think... though I'm not certain... there's a way to definitely kill the Pope."

"...How?"

Stella was essentially saying she could definitely take down the Pope.
Evan forgot about subtly feeling Stella's breasts through his enhanced senses and asked.

How?
In Evan's assessment, the Pope's combat strength alone, excluding political influence, was at least comparable to a Sword Saint.

She could kill such a Pope?
And do it with certainty?

Evan looked at Stella with these questions in mind.

"Ah, I told you it's just a draft. It's not certain. And it's complicated to explain..."

Stella cleared her throat and let her words trail off.
She probably couldn't be completely sure herself.

But even the possibility made Evan's heart race.
For him, the root of all evil would be the Pope, who directed and manipulated everything from above.

Stella looked at Evan somewhat sympathetically and continued.

"So... if this is really possible, my plan is this, Evan."

Her voice was smaller and more cautious than before.
So quiet it could be drowned out by an owl's hoot in the night sky or the gentle chirping of insects.

After several minutes of explanation that seemed too long and detailed to have been hastily put together,

Stella finally moved her face away from Evan's ear and looked at him expectantly.

"...Stella."

Are you insane?

Evan genuinely blurted this out for the first time in a long while.

And to Evan's harsh words, Stella...

"...Nngh♡"

"......"

...got aroused.

Well, it was just another ordinary day.
Completely normal, in that they were a fresh, innocent yet lewd new couple.

Ch.250 - [Interlude] Envy
The sky above the fallen Empire was as white as snow.
So white that the clouds covering the sky appeared ashen in comparison.

In the sky hung a half-shattered full moon.
And except for that, everything in the world was red.

"...Why is this happening?"

I felt the sticky, clinging blood and marrow coldly wetting my toes beneath my feet.

The streets were filled with ruins.
Not a trace remained of the prosperous Empire from a few years ago—only the visage of defeat.

Corpses were scattered throughout the streets, with magical beasts feeding on them.
The only people occasionally passing by were armed forces with faces stained by fatigue and bloodlust.

The smell of decay permeated the air.

This was the first sight Elysee beheld after escaping from the Imperial Palace where she had been detained.

The manifestation of the end times.

No matter who looked at it or from where, this world on the brink of destruction was enveloped in a strange silence that couldn't be expressed through smell or sight.

"Why is this happening..."

Elysee groaned from the center of such a world.

She was clearly the Princess.
If only she could leave the cage-like palace that had confined her.

She had believed she could surely live a life loved by everyone.

But the world was cruel, and what she had to do was all too clear.

It was years later when, after fighting and struggling in that world, she received the power of the time spirit and turned back time.

During that time, Elysee had encountered quite a few comrades.

Evan von Isenberg, who had lost everyone, fallen into despair, and brutally slaughtered all his enemies.

The Saintess, who for some reason had turned her back on her religion and waged all-out war against the Moonlight Church.

The Archer who, with the burned Great Forest behind her, sought someone to pierce through and kill for revenge.

And the former Sword Saint who, for some reason completely insane, occasionally appeared and erased places from the map.

Throughout those years of meeting, fighting, and cooperating with these people, Elysee made the same vow every single moment without fail.

That she, the Third Princess Elysee de Iris, would save this crumbling world and restore it to its original state, if only for their sake.

How many years had passed since then?

Many things had happened to Elysee afterward.

She served the silver-haired knight who pledged to serve her, traveled the Kingdom and Empire with him.

She entered the Academy as the top student—a place she never even got to see in her previous life—built relationships there, experienced friction, and sometimes faced defeat.

Though many emotions and events occurred during that process, Elysee—

The Elysee who had looked up at the white sky in despair that day—had not forgotten.

The future of this Empire that she had failed to prevent, that she needed to prevent.

The Empire that had imprisoned her.
The Empire that she had loved.

*

"Ah, this, this shouldn't be like this..."

Elysee burst into a small laugh seeing Stella's apparently flustered reaction to her unhesitating answer.

Making such a grand declaration as if she would destroy both the Moonlight Church and the Empire, yet becoming awkward at such an unexpected element.

Wasn't that also part of her charm?
Elysee thought so as she nodded slightly.

*Now I'll be working with Miss Stella...*

Though there had been much talk and trouble at the beginning of the semester and during midterms, that was now in the past.
They had now become proper comrades.

Although Elysee hadn't played a major role in the previous battle against the spy due to an unexpected attack, that was something she could make up for from now on.

*Then Miss Stella will recognize my worth as well!*

Elysee secretly prided herself on being among the stronger ones in Stella's connections.

Before meeting her, she had been planning to stop the northern threat or unknown enemies and save the world all by herself.

Having imperial blood, being able to unconditionally contract with all spirits in the world, and having the unique Magic Swordsman Caille as her close aide—
Perhaps her pride was justified.

*...I was somewhat arrogant before that.*

Of course, that pride was significantly deflated after her miserable defeat in the midterm bet with Stella.
Even thinking about it now gave her chills.

That cold gaze looking down at her against a backdrop of fallen Automatons, as if she had predicted everything.

After such a crushing defeat, Elysee thought that perhaps she wasn't the protagonist of this world.

That feeling was both frustration and relief.

Elysee took great pride in her abilities.
Both in her ability to recruit people and in her combat prowess.

She believed that with her abilities alone, she could defeat any enemy.
No, she had to believe that. The world was, in effect, in her hands.

It was also a kind of pressure.
The pressure that came from being the only one who could change that terribly miserable future she had witnessed.

Because of this, Elysee had unknowingly become obsessive.

To the point where she would disregard someone's feelings if it was for her purpose, for the greater cause of world peace.

In that process, she had provoked Evan, causing friction with Stella and suffering the aforementioned crushing defeat.

But now Elysee understood.
She wasn't the only one who could change that terrible future.

Even excluding herself, who had merely come back from the future—

There was Stella, who had faced off against the Sword Saint in the entrance exam, eliminated the Illusionary Demonic Beast, stopped the Evil God, dominated the midterms, dealt with the Dragon, and handled the spy.

The fact that someone was walking ahead on the path she thought she had to walk alone.

That fact came to Elysee as an enormous relief.

She didn't need to be the protagonist.
Though she might dislike being an extra, being a significant supporting character would suffice.

If in that role, she could help the protagonist achieve their goal.

That would be her greatest achievement.

"Ahem... Well then, I look forward to working with you. I'll do my best."

Thinking this, Elysee smiled as she watched Stella awkwardly bow slightly toward her and Caille.

As long as Stella's goals aligned with her own, she would blindly trust her.

The path she had walked so far had always been right, and would continue to be so.
Elysee firmly believed that.

"...Yes! Looking forward to working with you!"

It was still admiration.
And longing for someone walking ahead of her.

*

So, about an hour after I received that unexpectedly easy acceptance from Elysee.

I was able to finish explaining the general situation to Evan.
(For reference, I embellished the Saintess's part as if I just happened to meet her on the way and she agreed.)

"Hmm... I see. Still, you handled it more quietly than I expected."

"...What do you mean?"

"Nothing. Anyway, let's summarize—"

Current confirmed participants: Cloria, Claire, the Princess, Erhen, Caille, Grace.

"—Is that all?"

"...That's right."

"......"

As expected, after writing down the team members' names with a fountain pen just like before.

I felt the same thing I did during the spy hunt, this is really...

"...This doesn't make sense."

"...I know. With this many people, we might even be able to overthrow a country..."

Even though I've inserted myself into the Academy's unique network of connections, having all these influential people from this world as team members is absurd.

Moreover, even the lowest combat ability among us is easily in the upper tier of this world.

"...With this lineup, we might be able to convince them...?"

I exchanged glances with Evan.

After all, why were we rushing around so desperately?
Wasn't it to convince Marquis Gilbert and Duke Lugion?

Of course, I could understand their position. (Though I couldn't understand why they broke down the door.)

First of all, we are their only children.

Both of them share the commonality of having lost their wives.

And in that situation, if the two of us said we were going to fight the largest religious organization on this continent, that would obviously be insane.

But what if the Empire's Sword Saint, the Empire's Princess, the Moonlight Church's Saintess, the Archer from the Great Forest, the unique Magic Swordsman, and the Saintess's Paladin guard all joined us?!

We looked at each other and nodded. This could work.

"Hehehehe..."

"Hahahaha..."

There were two unfilial children in this place right now, planning to overwhelm parental concerns with their impressive connections.

*

Quite some time passed.
Once again, an exceptionally large moon rose in the Empire's sky.

Under that moonlight, two men who had been processing documents and sending communications somewhere without rest finally stopped.

"Lugion."

"...Yes, Gilbert. The time has come."

Their gazes crossed between them.
Then, the two men rose from their seats with a flourish of their coats and moved with heavy footsteps.

"Aren't you looking forward to it? To hear what words those children will use to persuade us."

"Well."

I don't intend to be persuaded if I can help it.

Gilbert said this in a gruff voice and sighed.

No matter how he thought about it, this was something that needed to be stopped.

It made no sense to hand over full authority for such a large operation to his daughter, no matter how brilliant she might be.

They were both still just students.

They might have found a few like-minded students around them, but...
The weight of this matter was too heavy to wage war with such children.

"Yes, well. I also intend to resist as much as possible!"

Lugion laughed heartily as he responded to Gilbert's words.
In this moment, the two shared the same thought.

As if they were thinking: How could they possibly have any other means to convince us?

Ch.251 - [Interlude] Persuasion
The bright moon of the White Night Empire shone at its brightest.
In the Imperial Palace, where the Emperor, the ruler of the empire, resided.

The interior was dark, with thick curtains blocking the cold moonlight.
Only the faint glow of a single oil lamp illuminated the room.

"...Tarius, come in."

"Yes, Your Majesty."

The nominal ruler of the empire—though in reality, a hollow king who could govern nothing—called his retainer in a low voice.

Tarius Carpenter.
He was the Emperor's sole remaining loyal subject and friend, who had been serving him since the Emperor was barely ten years old.

When they were alone, the Emperor usually spoke in a more relaxed manner, but today's atmosphere was unbearably heavy.

"...How is the situation?"

"...Not good, Your Majesty."

"Tell me more details. It's alright."

The situation was not good.
That was the most moderate and positive assessment of the empire's current state.

To put it more realistically:

"...If I limit myself to information from reliable sources, everything points to the worst possible outcome."

The empire was now in a state of red alert.

Both high nobles and common people alike were talking about war.
From the rumors and atmosphere, it seemed like the North could bring their entire army at any moment.
Merchants were locking their vaults, and nobles were gathering private soldiers and priests to prepare for possible war.

The once-bustling streets were often empty, and the economy had stiffened.

All these events indicated that war was almost a foregone conclusion.

This was the prevalent sentiment among the empire's citizens.

And even this was close to a manufactured peace, created through the empire's extensive suppression of the press.

The actual situation was much worse.

"The Sovereign State... is currently concentrating its forces at the border. It appears they're preparing to cross at any moment."

"Espionage activities by high-ranking officials of various imperial organizations have been discovered. They seem to have been planted at least several decades ago."

"Whether with the Moonlight Church's tacit approval or not, it's been confirmed that the Sovereign State has spies in almost every high position in all existing state institutions."

"As a result, there are no properly functioning institutions left. Military, economic, security, and media organizations are all effectively paralyzed."

This was the empire's current situation.
What made it worse was that the current situation would likely be the most positive moment in the next decade.

From now on, the empire had nothing left but to crash and shatter, one way or another.

"...If the Sovereign State sends troops right now, what are our chances of winning?"

"...About 60% to 50%, I'd say."

"And without the Moonlight Church's help?"

Tarius paused briefly.
No matter how close they were, or how powerless the Emperor had become...

Perhaps he felt it inappropriate to say such things to the ruler of a nation.

The Emperor, seeming to understand his retainer's hesitation, spoke in an even lower voice.

"It's alright, tell me."

"...Not even 10%. Even avoiding total annihilation would be difficult."

The Moonlight Church's roots had already penetrated too deeply into the empire.

It was no longer possible to distinguish what was the empire and what was the Moon.

The Emperor was a puppet, and almost all his authority had been transferred to the Moonlight Church.
He didn't know what the Moonlight Church's true purpose was.

They had corrupted the empire too much to claim they wanted its stability, yet if they wanted its destruction or to usurp power, they could have done so already.

That's why the Emperor feared the Moonlight Church.
He couldn't guess their purpose at all.

And the current state of the empire was such that without borrowing the power of this inscrutable enemy, it would be shattered by another enemy.

And that future wasn't far away.

"Heh, heh...."

The Emperor laughed.
A hollow laugh.

The empire's fate was like the candle burning in this audience chamber.
If someone came and blew on it, it would go out, and darkness would follow.

"I, what have I been... for all this..."

"...Your Majesty."

Tarius looked at the Emperor, his friend and ruler of a nation, with sorrowful eyes.

He looked as if he had aged decades in the past few months.

The Emperor's mouth opened like someone in a daze, and a small voice flowed out.

"I closed my ears and turned my eyes away from state affairs. I thought if I could stay in this position a little longer by doing so, I might be able to change something."

"......"

"I bowed like a faithful servant of the Moonlight Church. I drove away all the loyal subjects and friends who offered honest counsel. That was better than death for them too."

The Emperor continued speaking in a dry voice, like the twisting of a withered old tree.

"I sent the Sword Saint to the Academy. Even though I knew the Moonlight Church was planning to use her to cause something, I did it."

It was almost like the final confession of a dying patient.

"I confined my only daughter to the palace. Just because the Moonlight Church judged she would be harmful to them."

"...Your Majesty. This is the most critical time. You need to gather your strength..."

"How can I?"

The Emperor stared at his retainer with dull blue eyes like dusty lapis lazuli.
The bright blue eyes of the young leader once overflowing with spirit and determination were no longer there.

"I slaughtered many of my brothers to rise to this position. I judged that unlike them, I could create a country that wouldn't be manipulated by an insidious religious organization."

"......"

"And now the situation is like this. Tell me, my friend. What can I possibly do now?"

Tarius was saddened by this sight, and after bowing his head deeply for a moment,
He spoke slowly in a trembling voice.

"...Isenberg. You still have the task you entrusted to Duke von Isenberg, Your Majesty."

"Ah, Duke von Isenberg and Marquis Eckhart. I personally issued the grand order to assassinate the Pope."

The Emperor laughed hollowly.
Even as he mentioned those to whom he had given orders using the last of his authority, there wasn't a single spark of light in his eyes.

"You know, Tarius. That was a kind of excuse."

"An excuse, Your Majesty?"

"Yes. At least I wasn't sitting idle. I was trying to do something. Just that kind of excuse."

The Emperor wiped the smile from his lips and spoke in a voice that seemed to have reached its limit.

"I no longer expect anything from anyone."

The candlestick had long since melted into wax.
Yet the flame still burned on the wick.

But soon it would go out and be swallowed by darkness.

And then a long night would come, without any light.

A night of the pale full moon.


And at the same time, under the same moon.

"...So, you're saying that now."

"Yes."

"...You've brought the Sword Saint onto your team...?"

"Yes!"

An ember was burning brightly.

*

It wasn't very late in the evening when our fathers came to our room.

Whether it was their appearance or their serious, solemn faces, they looked almost like commanders coming to negotiate with an enemy nation, but we weren't intimidated.

Because we were confident.
Confident that even the two of them would be shocked by the people we had recruited!

"Not just the Sword Saint... but the Saintess too? No, this girl, no, this woman, how?!"

And just as we expected, their reactions were spot on.
Despite their infinite trust in us, they must have thought there were limits to the connections we could build at the Academy.

They were astonished by the incredible network we had created.
Actually, it makes sense—I'm only thinking this is normal because I'm assuming this is an academy story, but in reality, this generation had an unusually high concentration of talented individuals.

The Princess, the Saintess, the Sword Saint... and many other prominent figures.
And according to the laws of academy stories, these characters became friends with the protagonist, and I became friends with that protagonist, ultimately forming a massive cartel.

The Saintess... well, that involved some tricks, but still.

"That's not all. We also have the Princess, the Archer from the Great Forest, and even the Magic Swordsman who was once a prince from the Kingdom..."

"What, what is this...?"

Lugion and Gilbert looked around in shock, frantically shifting their gaze over the list of recruits we had written down.

As Evan and I gloated, and the two fathers sweated nervously in confusion, time passed.

"...How on earth did you manage to recruit such people?"

Lugion asked us with a helpless laugh.
For someone who seemed to have come to scold us, it was a quick surrender.

I answered Lugion's question with a faint smile.

"...A lot happened."

"...It seems so. As far as I know, the Sword Saint was almost on the Moonlight Church's side... No, I suppose that's meaningless now that the Saintess is involved."

"...How in the world?"

Gilbert also asked, following Lugion's words.
His face, usually as expressionless as Stella's (except when angry), showed rare signs of confusion.

"...Is the Sword Saint really on our side? As far as I know..."

"Yes. You can verify it if you like. The brainwashing done by the Moonlight Church... I removed it."

"...Good heavens."

After that, for a while, the atmosphere was almost like a congressional hearing, with questions about the allies we had recruited.

In truth, many of these explanations would be quite awkward and complicated.

Erhen: Rescued her when she lost her bow and was fleeing.

Grace: Rescued her when the Paladin was suffering a heart attack due to the evil god's energy.

Saintess & Sword Saint: Got them to fight each other, then they joined.

The cases of Elysee and Caille also involved becoming friends after "minor" disputes with us.

Anyway, after adding some details to these explanations for several dozen minutes...

Finally, Duke Lugion and Marquis Gilbert seemed to acknowledge us.

"...Honestly, when you said to entrust this operation to you, I was skeptical... but with such allies, it was certainly a well-founded statement."

That's how Lugion evaluated it.
To be honest, even if we combined all the forces that Lugion and Gilbert had, they would likely be crushed by the Sword Saint alone.

Of course, the Sword Saint still couldn't attack the Moonlight Church's believers... but that was an issue we would solve gradually.

Gilbert also seemed to realize we were serious and sighed deeply.

"...The current war situation is very bad. Troops from the North could pour down at any moment. And this situation is probably..."

"Created by the Moonlight Church, right?"

"...You knew that much already. Yes, that's probably it. That's why our operation is extremely urgent."

The gist of Gilbert's words was this:
The Moonlight Church, which had joined hands with the Sovereign State in the North, could start a war at any time.

To minimize the damage, it was necessary to assassinate the Pope.

The exact nature of the relationship between the Moonlight Church and the North was unknown, and the worst-case scenario would be if that relationship was shallower than expected, meaning war with the North would be unavoidable even if the Pope was eliminated.

"So let's hear it. This plan you've devised..."

"...Yes."

Finally, the starting line.
If this persuasion succeeds, Evan and I will have strong supporters with rich war experience and troops under their command.

Evan looked at me with slightly worried eyes.

When he first heard my plan, he called me "crazy" (he said it once in excitement), but he hadn't found a better approach since then.

So from Evan's perspective, he was in a position to make this crazy act less crazy.

The period to refine it was short, so we couldn't polish it much.
But there was no choice. We had to do it now.

"...As you said, our top priority now is dealing with the imminent war with the North."

"Yes. So, how..."

"Therefore, I..."

And so I continued speaking.
With each word I spoke, Evan sighed deeply, with an expression that suggested he wasn't sure if this was really the right approach.

As for our fathers...

Their mouths were open so wide they wouldn't notice if flies flew in.

*...gulp*

Did I mess up?
Though that thought crossed my mind, I maintained my poker face, which is my specialty, and continued speaking with a confident tone to the end.

The content was longer than expected, and mixing in ad-libs here and there made it even longer.
When my explanation was finally complete...

Gilbert, who as far as I knew had always shown himself to be a doting father, opened his mouth.

"...Stella."

"Yes."

"...Are you in your right mind?"

"......"

Well, at least it's better than Evan's reaction.
At least he didn't call me crazy.

Their reactions were much more shocked than I had anticipated.

Even Gilbert, who was always a doting father, and Lugion, who always looked at me with warm eyes, were now looking at me with astonished gazes.

Hmm... is it that bad?

"Stella, could you please tell me again? First, what are you going to do?"

Lugion asked again as if to confirm what he had heard.
I kindly answered his question once more.

"First, since war with the North is the most urgent issue,"

"...Yes. But why is the next step..."


"...So, we cross the border and infiltrate the North directly. Then negotiate with the Sovereign State."

Ch.252 - [Interlude] Night
The night air in the room seemed to freeze the moment Stella spoke those words.

"...So, we'll directly infiltrate the North by crossing the border. Then negotiate with the Sovereign State."

Gilbert, Lugion, and even Evan froze in place. This wasn't part of any plan Evan had heard before.

This was Stella's own strategy—one she had been contemplating alone. A move she had hesitated to share even with Evan because it wasn't certain.

She'd first thought of it quite some time ago, around the Final Exam period. The idea had formed in her mind immediately after hearing about the North and the Moonlight Church from the Saintess.

Back then, Stella had only kept it as one possibility among many. It seemed far too dangerous, and even if they made it that far, there was no guarantee they could convince the Sovereign State.

But now Stella had gained two certainties.

One was the assurance of minimal military protection thanks to the Sword Saint.

The other came from her final confrontation with the spy—the confidence that she could persuade the Sovereign State.

With these certainties, she had calculated various scenarios and arrived at this conclusion.

Currently, the Empire was heading toward war with the North much faster than in the original story. This couldn't be merely Stella's butterfly effect—the Moonlight Church must have made flexible adjustments.

Neither the Empire nor the North was prepared.

*This could be our opportunity.*

Stella explained her plan to the shocked listeners—the process of infiltrating the North, what would happen afterward, and the steps leading to capturing the Moonlight Church.

She had crafted the best strategy she could in a short time, and those listening could sense her thoroughness.

"—And that concludes my plan."

After Stella's lengthy explanation, silence fell over the room again. The atmosphere felt like everyone was either watching for reactions or absorbed in their own thoughts.

Her plan was quite complex, requiring time to process.

Once they had fully digested it...

"...Are you serious, Stella?"

Gilbert's question perfectly represented everyone's feelings except Stella's.

"Of course. Do people make such plans as jokes?"

Evan was obviously in a position where he needed to help convince the others alongside Stella, so he didn't show it, but he was quite shocked.

The recklessness of the operation wasn't surprising—he'd seen that when she blew up the Academy and pitted him against the Sword Saint to catch a spy.

What surprised him was that Stella had formulated this entire strategy without telling him.

As he'd said before, the Stella who used to flirt with him wasn't like this...

Now he wasn't sure which was the real Stella.

While Evan was experiencing a different kind of confusion from the fathers, Gilbert continued his questioning.

"...This operation puts you at the highest risk. You still want to proceed with this plan?"

"Yes. With my mind, I can't think of any other way."

"Stella...? Are you really going to be alright? Even with the Sword Saint..."

"It's not a matter of being alright or not. It's a question of possibility versus impossibility."

Gilbert and Lugion could tell from her attitude that she wouldn't easily change her mind.

The reason they weren't pointing out flaws in the plan was surprisingly simple.

The operation itself, aside from a few minor errors, had a high probability of success.

*No, looking at the personnel Stella has gathered, this might have a much higher chance of success than our plan.*

That was Lugion's assessment.

His and the Marquis of Eckhart's plan would, at best, result in mutual destruction with the Moonlight Church. Assassinating the Pope was their ultimate goal, but the chances were overwhelmingly slim. Even if they succeeded in significantly reducing the Moonlight Church's power, they had no way to stop an army sent from the North.

They had believed they would have to sacrifice one objective, but with the current plan...

*Assuming it succeeds...*

*We can handle both.*

Lugion and Gilbert exchanged glances, reaching the same conclusion.

They were veterans who had fought the North multiple times. If they could assess the plan this way, others would likely see it similarly.

Moreover, Stella had created this plan using only the forces currently available to her.

If they added their own troops and resources...

It was worth trying.

That was the assessment of the two war heroes who had achieved great merit in the border battles with the North.

"...Stella. You intend to proceed with this operation even if we don't approve, don't you?"

"Yes. Though it will need some modifications."

"Since it was planned by a girl who doesn't know much yet," Stella added self-deprecatingly.

Well, it didn't seem like a plan that such a girl could create.
Though thinking this, they continued.

"We can help with those modifications. It's difficult as it stands, but after our revisions, it won't be impossible."

"Oh...! Stella, is this really..."

"However."

Just as Evan was about to send Stella an impressed look for successfully convincing them, Gilbert cut him off.

Gilbert still didn't want to approve this operation. She was still his only daughter and the most precious being in the world.

He had almost lost his wife in the North, and now they wanted him to send his daughter, who resembled her, to that place.

But Gilbert knew that Stella had inherited someone's stubbornness.

And once that stubbornness was activated, they couldn't stop her.

"...Before that. Prove it. Prove that this 'persuasion' you mentioned has any possibility of success."

"...Proof, is it?"

Stella nodded as if she had expected this. From her perspective, she completely understood Gilbert's feelings.

Not long ago, he had almost lost his child to a spy sent from the North three years ago. Of course he would want to see the possibility of her plan's success.

*Can I... do it?*

Stella took a deep breath. Then she closed her eyes.

*Tick, tock*

Rather than the darkness created by her eyelids blocking light, she gazed into a dark gray space where ash-colored snow fell.

*I am—*

And then.

*WHOOSH!*

From Stella's body came not Mana, but a different, alien blue energy that gushed out like water breaking through a dam.

It was enough to fill the spacious dormitory room with its chill and light.

That day, Stella and Evan managed to obtain permission and promises of support from the Marquis and the Duke.

*

"Whew...! I can't believe that worked!"

"...Hah. I was so nervous."

A few minutes after Gilbert and Lugion left the room, Evan and I, who had remained stiffly tense even after their departure, finally slumped somewhere in the room and sighed in relief.

Honestly, we both had expected this to be difficult.

Maybe not with Lugion, but that daughter-obsessed Gilbert—would he really readily agree to let his daughter throw herself into the North to negotiate?

We had been slowly considering persuasion methods. But in the midst of that, Gilbert appeared unexpectedly, breaking down the door.

So our persuasion methods and evidence naturally went out the window...

Well, it worked out somehow, but both Evan and I were equally intimidated.

After catching our breath as if we'd just exercised, we collapsed onto the bed as if by agreement.

"...I'm exhausted."

"I'm exhausted..."

Too many things happened today.

From unintentionally seducing Evan with a naked apron in the morning, to suddenly obtaining agreement from the Sword Saint, the Saintess, Erhen, Caille, and Elysee to participate in the operation.

And just now... I successfully did something I wasn't even sure I could do.

We lay on the bed, enjoying its softness and relieving our fatigue for a moment.
...Come to think of it, it's strange. Where did Evan's fatigue come from?

From getting excited seeing me in an apron and pouncing on me?

*...No. If we did that much, it would be tiring. Normally.*

Joking aside, Evan surely had his own tensions.

My purpose in dealing with the Moonlight Church and the North is to have children with Evan and live peacefully.

But from Evan's perspective, this is the conclusion of a revenge he's harbored since before meeting me.

...Thinking about it makes me a bit jealous. I should deal with them quickly.

"Hmm...?"

With such thoughts, I snuggled into Evan's embrace and pressed my head firmly against his ribcage.

If Evan were an ordinary man, it would have hurt quite a bit... but my boyfriend was superhuman, so even if I had horns on my head, it would only feel like a slight prick.

Evan wore a puzzled expression but stroked my hair as I threw my tantrum.

Somehow lately, when Evan stroked me, I felt like a cat purring.

"...Hee."

As we cuddled like that for a while...

"Oh, by the way, Stella. How did you do that earlier?"

"Earlier...? Ah."

Evan asked about the... power I had shown just before.
Well, Evan had helped with my experiments before, so he probably had some idea.
He just lacked certainty.

"You're right about what you're thinking. Though it's just a trick for now."

"...Really?"

"...Yes. For now."

I clenched and unclenched my hand, then took Evan's hand beside me and interlaced our fingers.

Evan's hand felt warmer than usual.
No, more accurately, my hand had grown colder.

This is currently the only card I have for negotiations with the North.
If this doesn't work... I don't know exactly what will happen, but it won't be good.

*The sanctity of work always requires a sacrifice.*

It was a bit, no, quite frightening.

The reason I initially struggled not to become Evan's secretary was to survive.

To avoid being killed by following him to the North as his secretary.

Of course, that plan changed, and I became his secretary to manipulate events...

But even then, I had no intention of going to the North.

Stella, the original Stella, died in the cold, ash-colored snow of the North.

Perhaps the embodiment of the future I most wanted to avoid.
And now I, who once felt that way, am volunteering to go to the North to help the man I once hated so much.

That's what it means for me to head to the North.

"...You know, Evan. I could see the future, right?"

"Yes. You could."

"And in the future I saw... I died in the North."

I didn't say "to protect you." That wouldn't be fair since it wasn't something I did.

Evan stared at me silently after hearing my words.
He would have understood the true meaning of my words from my eyes, so he was probably wondering about my intention in saying this.

Well, it's nothing special.

"...So, this time, you'll protect me so that doesn't happen, right? My Lord."

"......"

I raised my head to meet Evan's gaze, curling the corners of my eyes as I spoke.

Against my cheek pressed to his chest, I could feel his heartbeat gradually quickening.

"......"

"......"

Our gazes met, and after a moment passed.

We kissed again, neither of us initiating it first.

"Mmm......."

You know... I recently discovered something.
The original Stella invites me into her mindscape more often when I cause a commotion with Evan outside.

So that's what this is about.
Not because I'm sexually frustrated even after doing it five or six times a day.

....It has its own meaning, in a way.

"...Mmph...."

"...Chu, more kisses, please...♡"

...But there's no rule saying I can't enjoy the process, right?

With that thought, I wrapped my arms around Evan's neck and planted sticky kisses on him.

As I said, many things happened today, but...

Like any newly formed couple,

Our day—or rather, our night—was much longer.

Ch.253 - [Interlude] Service
Evan's superhuman stamina was proportional to his strength?

This had been a controversial topic for quite some time.
It was certain that a superhuman's strength affected their sexual prowess.
Naturally, ordinary people couldn't compare to superhumans who could enhance their bodies with mana.

But whether it was directly proportional hadn't been fully established.
Among certain levels of superhumans, the distribution varied wildly.

Considering this was a romance fantasy world, such settings might exist, or perhaps not because it was a romance fantasy world.

Separately, compared to other physical abilities that let one break the earth or fly through the sky, sexual prowess didn't increase as dramatically for normal reproduction.

So what I can state with certainty is that Evan definitely possessed an abnormal level of stamina, even among superhumans.

"Mmm... haah..."

I straddled Evan, showering him with deep kisses while acutely aware of the menacing presence below, and gulped nervously.

This made absolutely no sense.
Drinking with Evan, enjoying the night, then getting caught attempting breath play the next morning—that was yesterday morning.

Last night we had also been intimate, clinging to each other passionately...

And if that wasn't enough, this morning we had the naked apron incident.

Wait, looking back, why have we done it so much?
I had sensed it from the moment Evan kissed me and confessed, but once our restraints were gone, we went at it like animals.
We even almost got caught by my father yesterday, which nearly got Evan pulverized.

I never understood why couples in horror movies couldn't resist and ended up dying, but now I somewhat get it.

The libido of a newly formed couple couldn't be stopped by ghosts or even Stella's furious father.

*This doesn't make any sense.*

Accounting for the times I passed out and couldn't keep track, Evan had climaxed inside me roughly 3N times in the past 24 hours.

Before bringing up my past life as a man, I questioned whether he was even human.

"Mmm... Evan, don't you ever get tired...?"

"You seduced me first, and now you're asking that?"

"...haah."

Evan hastily unbuttoned a few buttons of my nightgown as I straddled him, burying his face inside.

My breasts sprang out, and Evan marked them with his mouth several times.
Recently, my chest area had become more sensitive, so I could only shudder as I gripped the back of his neck.

"Ah, haaah...!"

"......Huu."

Evan seemed perfectly fine, and his manhood pressing against my bottom was growing even more imposing.

...This was truly superhuman.
It might sound strange, but whenever I was reminded that I could never win against Evan this way, a strange excitement washed over me.

Still, as someone who was a man in my past life, there was a sense of defeat...?
Due to my busy schedule and personal life management, I never had relations with women, but at least mine wasn't as large or vigorous as Evan's.

*...So it's natural that I ended up like this with Evan.*

He would be superior to any man, so how could I win against him in a woman's body...♡

"Chu..."

I gave Evan another deep kiss, then moved down to his collarbone, then his chest.

Slowly lowering my gaze to his waist, I carefully pulled down his pants that were already taut and about to burst, making him comfortable.

The fearsome thing sprang out from Evan's waistband.

"......♡"

Perhaps because this thing had been thrust deep inside me multiple times recently, as if imprinted on my body.

I felt my lower abdomen throb and convulse as I slowly took it into my mouth, noting it hadn't changed in size at all.

"Ugh......♡"

"Ungh...."

This seemed a bit intense even for Evan, who frowned slightly and unconsciously placed his hand on my head.

...I could let him use me more roughly, but that might be too much for Evan right now.

Feeling slightly disappointed, I took Evan's manhood deep into my throat.

"Mmph...."

"Ngh...!"

In an instant, the masculine scent filled my nostrils, overwhelming my brain.
Despite struggling to breathe due to its excessive size, I diligently worked my tongue.

This was possible partly because I was the type to find excitement in pain...
But more than that, it was closer to an expression of wanting to show my affection for Evan somehow.

So in a way... this was service as his secretary.

"Slurp, mmm...."

The room filled with lewd sounds that seemed obscene even to my ears.

Despite feeling like my jaw might dislocate, I concentrated and looked up at Evan.

"S-Stella. Ungh...."

Though I didn't have much experience with oral, my skills must have improved, as Evan was frowning with pleasure.
That sight was incredibly satisfying.

Was Evan enjoying this enough...?
This was cool secretary mouth service that could only be used for Evan in the whole world.

*

As Stella concentrated on servicing Evan's manhood with her mouth, it became increasingly difficult for Evan to hold back.

Stella's mouth was so warm, sticky, with her tongue and mucous membranes entangling him.

*...Stella, did you practice somewhere?*

Evan thought as he felt his hips involuntarily twitch.
This definitely wasn't like this last night.

Though his memories were hazy from the alcohol, Evan somehow felt Stella's technique had improved.

Perhaps she was talented in this area too.

......

*...No, that can't be.*

"Mmph, slurp...."

"......Kugh!"

He could no longer hold back the strong urge to climax.
As if sensing Evan's thoughts, Stella gave him a slight eye-smile while her mouth was completely filled with his manhood.

In response to Stella's coquettish reaction, Evan unconsciously grabbed her lavender hair with both hands, thrusting his member deeper into that sticky, clinging mouth.

With what seemed like a "Pshht!" sound, Evan released strongly into Stella's mouth.

"Mmph...?! Mmm...!♡"

The amount seemed unexpected even to Stella herself, as Evan felt her trembling in his grasp.

*....Damn.*

The mind-numbing release continued for quite some time.
Releasing this much, and climaxing this quickly, both felt like rare occurrences for Evan.

*...If Stella's technique has improved this much in such a short time....*

......In a few years, he might be completely drained.

Evan shuddered slightly at the thought of such a future, even amid the ecstatic sensation.

Eventually, Evan's seemingly endless release finished, and Stella raised her face from his lower body with her cheeks puffed out like a chipmunk.

Was all that really what he had released?
As Evan felt a strange excitement watching Stella holding his seed in her mouth, barely able to breathe properly...

".....Gulp, mmph...."

Stella took some time to swallow all of Evan's seed.
It didn't seem to go down easily, as she frowned at times.

But ultimately, with a flushed face, she swallowed all of Evan's abundant release.

Then, with a dazed expression, she opened her mouth wide to show she had swallowed everything.

"......."

Of course, this was an unconscious action on her part.

"......♡"

Still with that dazed face, she placed a kiss on the tip of his shaft.

"Chu......."

As if cleaning up, she sucked in and swallowed the remaining fluid from inside.

And right after, as if realizing what she'd done, her expressionless face flushed even deeper.

"............."

"...D-did it feel good...?"

Though her expression didn't change, Evan now knew it contained a bit of worry, lack of confidence, and excitement.
When Evan didn't respond, Stella seemed to grow anxious and continued speaking.

"I-I used a cleansing spell on my mouth. I-I didn't want to bother Evan when k-kissing...mmph...?!"

As Stella mumbled on, Evan couldn't hold back anymore and pushed her down onto the bed.

Stella's combination of unconscious/conscious lewdness had brought Evan's excitement to its peak.

"Mmm, mmph, chu...."

Evan roughly kissed Stella's mouth.
It wasn't the kind of kiss that matched the other's movements.
It was more like a violent ravaging, appropriately described as violating her lips.

After a moment of such rough treatment.
When Evan felt another uncontrollable excitement and lifted his face to look down at Stella.

"......Heeek♡"

Stella was trembling with a completely melted expression.
Whether she had pleasured herself while servicing him orally, her partially removed bottoms were soaked with her juices.

Just from that rough kissing, his secretary had climaxed so hard she could barely control her body.
Evan's modified preferences began to emerge at this point, fueling his excitement.

"Why are you so lewd, Stella."

"Hnngh...?!"

Clearly, until just a few years ago.
No, until a few months ago, she was a pure secretary who would be embarrassed just sleeping together.

Or had she contained such a nature from the beginning?

*.......*

Either way, it didn't really matter.
Evan felt an uncontrollable lovingness toward Stella, regardless of which version she was.

If he had to choose, with his modified preferences now, he found the Stella who couldn't control her body because of him, melting with ragged breaths, more adorable.

"Haah, Evan, wait...."

Evan brought his mouth to Stella's completely hairless womanhood and took it in.
Already overflowing with wetness from several rounds, Stella's smooth pussy was perfect for Evan to ravage as he pleased.

"...I'll help you too, Stella."

If Stella could do it, so could he.
That was the only thought in Evan's mind right now.

-Squelch, squelch

The room filled with small but vulgar wet sounds created by Evan.

"Ah...! Haaah....♡! R-right now, here....♡?!"

Stella twisted her body, convulsing so hard her hips couldn't stay on the bed, experiencing a type of pleasure she'd never felt before.

Of course, Evan was a superhuman, so such struggling didn't affect him.
Instead, he moved his tongue faster, stimulating Stella even more.

"Ah, heek...♡!"

Stella pressed both hands on Evan's head, either trying to push him away or allow him deeper.
In that position, Evan flicked his tongue against Stella's bean-like part, lightly grazing it.
One could say he was gently nibbling it.

"E-Evan.... oh...?"

And for a moment.
Stella felt she couldn't keep up with the sensation of white-hot pleasure.

After a brief respite from such pleasure.

".........♡!!"

With a "pshhh" sound, she squirted and climaxed.

With all her nerves flaring up and no control over her body, Stella could only convulse while releasing her juices.
Her waist trembled as if on a vibrating object, and her expressionless face had long since crumbled.

A complete state of defeat against a type of attack she'd never experienced before.

Stella sensed this would become a habit for a while.

"Then, let's continue, Stella."

"...Eh? W-wait...a moment...."

Evan had no intention of letting her go yet.
He gripped Stella's waist with both hands and positioned his manhood directly against her entrance.

*...I'm really going to die?*

Stella realized her predicament and tried to resist, but still caught in the strong afterglow of her climax, it was impossible for her.

Shloop-

".........Oh♡"

Thus, she could only be penetrated by Evan.

Still, their night was long.

Ch.254 - [Interlude] Threat
The night had grown deep, with the moon waning as the world drew closer to the darkest hour before dawn.

In a room dimly lit by a small crimson lamp, two distinct sounds could be heard.

The first was a creaking noise coming from the bed in the dormitory where Evan and Stella lived together. Though not an old or worn-out bed—in fact, it was a new, high-quality one Evan had purchased while Stella was unconscious—it wasn't custom-made to withstand the movements of superhuman strength, hence the slight noise.

The second sound was more telling.

"Ah! Hnngh♡ Haah!♡"

Evan was doing what he always did when intimate with Stella—looking down at her from above, using his weight to drive himself deep inside her.

For an ordinary man, such vigorous movement would quickly drain both stamina and virility, but Evan was far from ordinary. He was incredibly strong in both respects.

This meant the pleasure would be unbearable for any normal woman—enough to ruin them for other men.

Of course, Stella was not an ordinary woman.

"I just, nngh, came, but still♡ Ahh...♡"

She was at least twice as vulnerable as an ordinary woman.

Stella's mind had gone completely blank, causing her to forget even her habitual use of formal speech with Evan.

"Hnngh♡, you're mean♡ Evan, so mean...♡"

"...You're cute, Stella. You want it harder, don't you?"

Stella had just experienced an orgasm unlike any she'd known before, brought on by Evan's mouth. The unfamiliar sensation, combined with the mental pleasure of being serviced by the man she considered her lord, had left her body hypersensitive and burning with desire.

Evan hadn't missed his opportunity, thrusting powerfully into Stella's thoroughly prepared womanhood.

*Why is she squeezing so tightly?* Evan wondered as he gazed down at Stella, who was nearly in tears beneath him.

Previously, when pleasure exceeded a certain threshold, her body would go limp, losing control. But now, despite being well past that point, Stella's inner walls continued to grip Evan's manhood tightly.

"Hik♡ Hnng, ah...♡"

"...Kuk."

Though her eyes rolled back with each thrust as she released small spurts of fluid below, her insides clenched around him with surprising strength.

It was enough to make even Evan, who was far from premature, unable to hold back the urge to climax.

"...Stella, I'm coming."

A substantial amount of his essence poured into Stella's womb, making him feel lighter below.

"Oh...?!♡"

Though he'd finished sooner than usual, by normal standards they had been going for quite some time.

Stella convulsed once more, squirting as she felt his hot seed pouring directly into her womb.

Of course, this only stimulated Evan's release further.

"...Phew."

Evan exhaled a hot breath involuntarily. He'd released an enormous amount into Stella's mouth not long ago, yet somehow the volume hadn't decreased at all.

He pulled out from inside her.

"That felt good, Stella."

"Hnn.... Hnn...."

Evan stroked Stella's lower abdomen as she lay twitching slightly on the messy bedsheets.

There was something particularly adorable about Stella in these moments when she was so vulnerable.

It was also incredibly erotic when she would occasionally twitch if he touched a sensitive spot on her belly, causing some of his seed to spill out.

As Stella caught her breath and gradually regained her senses, she spoke in a prim voice.

"...Evan, you're being mischievous."

"Heh. Sorry, Stella. You were just too sexy to hold back."

"...What did I even do?"

*The fact that she doesn't realize it is what makes it especially so.* Evan thought with an internal chuckle before giving Stella a light kiss.

"Mm...."

Only then did her expression soften as she worked her lips and tongue.

What started as a light kiss between them extended, as always, into something longer and stickier.

"Chu...♡"

Gone was the crying, squirting figure from moments ago, replaced by Stella making coquettish sounds as she swallowed her own saliva.

"......"

Evan felt himself hardening again at Stella's natural actions and opened his eyes that he had gently closed.

The first thing he saw below him was her body, glistening with sweat, which accentuated her neckline and the volume of her breasts.

Their massive size created a gravity that drew the eye, like planets in space.

Despite having taken and ravished those breasts dozens of times due to his conditioned preference—or perhaps because of it—

"Ahnn...?!♡"

There was no reason not to grab Stella's soft, plump, smooth breasts.

*...This is serious. How much has my libido increased?*

Evan had always been a person with tremendous self-control, and aside from that, he wasn't particularly lustful.

Before meeting Stella, he hadn't even felt the need for any form of release.

There was a time when he'd wondered if he might have some... issue with sexual function.

He'd worried about potential problems after marriage.

*...Well, that's definitely not the case.*

Evan thought this while watching his right hand, almost independent of his will, kneading Stella's large breasts.

As expected, they were soft, plump, and smooth. Originally, Evan had a normal medieval academy mindset from romance fantasy novels and didn't subscribe to the violent notion that "bigger is better" when it came to breasts.

"Mmm.... Evan, be a little gentler...."

"......"

Was his breast-focused libido growing proportionally to Stella's seemingly ever-increasing breast size? Now Evan found it difficult to control his desire just from looking at her bursting breasts.

What made the test even harder was that there was no need to hold back.

Setting aside the normal fact that they were in a relationship, Stella's nature meant she would overwhelmingly likely enjoy it even if Evan forcefully took her.

*...Hmm. Let's do it.*

Evan finished his brief analysis and immediately made his decision.
His virility was not just robust—it was overflowing.

As mentioned, he was never originally a particularly lustful person.

...This was entirely thanks to Stella.

*

Recently, I'd noticed that with mana developing in my body, my physical strength was meaningfully improving.

The change was especially noticeable in daily life, like during morning jogs or training sessions.

And if I had to name when I felt the improvement in stamina most, it would be, embarrassingly, during intimate moments with Evan.

At first, I could barely function after just one time, but now I could endure it... well, not comfortably, but quite normally.

I'd had that thought not long before today's encounter, where Evan ravaged me with his tongue until I climaxed multiple times, then roughly took me—which was anything but normal.

What was certain was that before, I would have fainted by this point or at least been unable to move.

"Mmm.... Evan, be a little gentler...."

Now I could hold Evan as he focused on my chest like a child, and even adjust my position to make it easier for him to touch my breasts.

Though my whole body was trembling from Evan's dual assault earlier, I could endure this much.

...So far so good, but what I overlooked was...

"...Hmm. Shall we go one more round, Stella?"

"Eh?"

...Perhaps I hadn't considered Evan's recently overwhelming libido.

Evan smiled dazzlingly with that handsome face of his, then hardened his... thing again and tried to insert it inside me.

Just seeing Evan's overwhelming masculinity made my lower abdomen tighten and my body stiffen, leaving me momentarily speechless.

"W-wait a moment, Evan...!"

"Hmm? What's wrong, Stella?"

What made me stop Evan was pure survival instinct.

As I said, Evan's prowess had reached superhuman levels. He'd ejaculated over thirty times since yesterday, yet was still hard with no signs of subsiding.

But I wasn't like that. I, who had received every single one of Evan's prolific ejaculations, was neither superhuman nor similarly endowed with stamina.

*...If we do it now, I might actually die...!*

So it was natural to feel such a sense of crisis.
I needed at least enough time to recover from my consecutive orgasms earlier.

I needed something to buy that recovery time.

*What, what can I do? My mouth... we already did that, what else...?*

"Stella? I'm putting it in?"

But his youthful, vigorous libido wouldn't wait for my deliberation.

The tip of his manhood touched the entrance of my womanhood with a wet sound.

Honestly, the thought of being forced like this by Evan was a little... no, very exciting, but pursuing such excitement a few more times might mean I'd only be able to have conversations with the original Stella for the rest of my life.

I meant I would die.

"W-wait a moment, Evan...!"

"What's wrong?"

I took a deep breath.
This would work.
This would satisfy Evan while preserving my stamina.
A perfect solution...!

With such confidence, I cried out to Evan.

"B-before we do it, I'll, I'll use my breasts first...!"

Ch.255 - [Interlude] Common Sense
I scanned the text and identified all character names and terms from the glossary. This chapter focuses on Evan and Stella's intimate relationship.

Evan, as the heir to the Isenberg Duchy, had been educated in many areas, including sexual knowledge. Though he wasn't particularly enthusiastic about such education, he possessed all the necessary information. His knowledge had increased dramatically recently due to his deepening relationship with Stella.

Before their first experience, Evan had worried about disappointing Stella with just theoretical knowledge. That concern vanished after seeing Stella's inexperience on their first night together.

"I-I'll use my chest before we do it...!" Stella suddenly offered.

Evan was confused, not understanding what she meant. Despite his education, this particular act wasn't something he was familiar with.

Stella, who in her previous life had been a man with normal desires, assumed Evan knew exactly what she was suggesting. In her mind, Evan was pretending not to know just to embarrass her further.

Following her instructions, Evan sat on the bed while Stella knelt before him. She removed her tight top, revealing her impressive chest. Using water magic, she created a slick substance and proceeded to pleasure Evan using her breasts.

The sensation overwhelmed Evan, both physically and mentally. The combination of Stella's actions and the enhancement properties she had secretly added to the lubricant caused him to reach climax quickly, and then again shortly after.

What Stella hadn't considered was that the substance was affecting her as well, making her extremely sensitive. Her original plan to deplete Evan's stamina while preserving her own had backfired completely.

After Evan's third release, Stella asked if he was satisfied now, but her body language told a different story. Evan immediately pulled her onto the bed, positioning her in a way they hadn't tried before.

"E-Evan? This position from behind is a bit embarrassing..."

"Is it?" Evan replied, giving her bottom a gentle tap that, given his superhuman strength, was enough to send Stella into multiple climaxes.

Stella tried to warn Evan about the potent substance still coating him, but before she could finish, he proceeded anyway.

What happened afterward was remembered by neither of them. All that remained as evidence were the state of the room and Stella's condition the next day. And that night, Stella didn't meet her original self in her dreams.

Ch.256 - [Interlude] Provocation
I woke up in pain, my body covered in red marks from the night before. After casting a "Pain Dulling" spell to manage the discomfort, I quickly put on a turtleneck to hide the evidence of our passionate night. Looking around, I was shocked at the state of the room—it was a complete disaster, with bedding strewn everywhere and clear signs of our intense activities.

When I checked on Evan, I noticed the red scratch marks across his back. I must have really dug my nails in during our encounter. I sighed, wondering about his powerful libido. Though I enjoyed his roughness, I wasn't exactly thrilled about the muscle pain that followed.

"I hope the soundproofing is working properly," I muttered to myself, suddenly concerned that others might have heard us. I made a mental note to strengthen the soundproofing magic.

The room itself was spacious but still felt temporary to me. I hadn't bothered decorating it since I didn't plan to stay long. Once the war and my revenge were complete, I had other plans. I realized I actually had strong opinions about interior design—a feminine trait I hadn't known about myself before meeting Evan.

I kissed Evan's cheek as he lay exhausted, then remembered I hadn't encountered Original Stella in my dreams this time. I needed to speak with her urgently—her cooperation was absolutely essential for our upcoming all-out battle with the Moonlight Church.

Closing my eyes, I tried to enter my mindscape deliberately. The blackness behind my eyelids gradually shifted to an ashen landscape. Soon I was floating in that cold, desolate space where Original Stella waited with her sharp purple bob cut.

But before I could even greet her, she sighed and flicked her finger—instantly ejecting me from the mindscape.

"What?" I was shocked. Had she just banned me?

I tried again, only to be kicked out even more forcefully. Several more attempts yielded the same result—each time I was immediately expelled from the mindscape.

Growing frustrated and impatient, I decided on a new approach. If she wouldn't let me in, I'd draw her out another way.

I rummaged through the closet and emerged wearing a turtleneck with a light cardigan and a very short miniskirt. Then I climbed on top of the still-naked Evan.

"Hmm... Stella?" he mumbled, waking up. "What's going on? Why am I naked?"

"Evan..." I called sweetly. If Original Stella refused to talk to me, I'd use my own methods to draw her out.

"Let's go on a date!"

"Huh?"

My plan was simple—make her jealous. Let's see how long she could resist watching us together!

Ch.257 - [Interlude] Date! (1)
Stella and Evan's Date! (1)

Let me take a moment to recap the history of dates between Evan and me.

Of course, when I say "dates," I mean not just outings as a couple, but any time the two of us went somewhere alone together.

Our first date, if you could call it that, was about two years ago.
It was when I was running around placing orders with the Magic Tower. Our relationship was worse than when we first met...

It was a period when we were gradually dropping our pretenses, and I was at my most sensitive.

In simple terms, it was my "I will absolutely never become a woman" phase.

"...But that doesn't mean I want our relationship to develop romantically. Those kinds of jokes are... a bit difficult for me."

I'd read several gender-bender stories in my previous life, and the protagonists always said things like this. Clearly, I hadn't learned my lesson, because all those characters ended up becoming women just like me.

Anyway, after spending our second year at the duchy with nothing but mind games...
In our third year, our relationship improved somewhat, but we didn't have occasions to go out together, so that doesn't count.

And finally this year, our relationship became quite good, and since we entered the Academy, we've had many opportunities to go out together.

The street exploration right after the entrance exam was one example.
It would have been perfect if not for the Saintess's surprise appearance at the end.

Still, at that time I didn't think of it as a date—it felt more like going out on the weekend with a friendly superior for work purposes.
...At least that's what I thought at the time.

What happened next was quite the spectacle—right after we defeated the Evil God.
This time, Evan asked me on a date, and we went out to the streets again.

Surprisingly, even by then I hadn't realized my feelings (despite holding hands during the date, helping him choose clothes, buying a skirt, and purchasing a pregnancy test), so strictly speaking, it wasn't a date.

Still, we did everything couples do, and I even bought a skirt for next time.

Again, at that time I had no self-awareness and was still denying becoming a woman...

Anyway, after that period came our date right after the Theater Festival.
This was finally something that could properly be called a date. Though we were still holding off on confessing, in reality we were practically a couple.

And consequently, the difficulty level rose dramatically compared to our previous dates.

Things like fortune-telling together (exposing sexual preferences), giving a ring as a gift (quasi-proposal), kissing in the rain and luring him to a room (telling him not to r*pe me), and so on.

And then many things happened after that.

We took midterm exams, caught a spy, and officially accepted confessions to become a couple.

We also did a lot of naughty things with Evan, who seemed determined to make up for all the times I'd tormented him.

So, having gone on dates when we weren't close, when our relationship improved, when I developed feelings, and when I received his confession—shouldn't we naturally go on one now that we're a couple?

And incidentally, draw out the original Stella too.

"So let's go on a date."

Back to the present, I was straddling a naked Evan, pleading with him.
Evan, still half-asleep, responded to my words.

"Isn't today a weekday...?"

"We don't have to go to school, you know. Isn't that better?"

"That's true."

Evan nodded in agreement.
Skipping school for a date is irresistible.

This was actually a fantasy from my previous life.
Though I frequently missed school for filming, that was for work, so it didn't feel like playing hooky.

Plus, my attendance record became so precarious that even one absence could be fatal, so I couldn't skip classes.

In other words, I never experienced the quintessential Korean student rite of passage—skipping school to go play!

"It's kind of my fantasy, you know?"

"I don't mind, Stella. It's fine, but..."

I was glad to have Evan's approval, but his expression seemed troubled about something.
What is it? Did Evan perhaps have proper ethics about not skipping school as a student?

That seemed unlikely, considering I hadn't seen him attend school since the spy incident.

While I was pondering this, Evan turned his head slightly as if embarrassed and said:

"Um... would you mind getting off me...?"

Evan's gaze was directed at his groin area where I was sitting.
Evan was currently naked. And I was straddling him near his groin, wearing a miniskirt, and underneath that, as always...

"...Ah."

"...Ahem."

It seemed I had unintentionally stimulated Evan first thing in the morning.
With me pressing against his... thing with nothing but bare skin, Evan's blood inevitably rushed to that area.

I had no idea where the limits of his virility lay, as Evan's member proudly maintained its firmness even with me sitting on top of him.

"...Stella?"

"N-no, I really can't. I'll die..."

"......"

"R-really, I can't..."

By now, I could pretty much tell what Evan wanted to say just by looking at his eyes, even without him speaking.
And right now, Evan was giving me one of the looks I'd seen most frequently lately—the "you seduced me first" look.

But no matter how passionate a look this handsome man gave me, impossible was impossible.
It was simply a physical issue.

Even now my waist felt like it was about to break—one more time?
I might really end up having to talk to the original Stella for the rest of my life.

"R-really, I can't..."

"......"

"Th-then how about with my hand...?"

I ended up having to take another shower.

*

With neither of us having much energy, we left the dormitory for a light stroll.
Though it was still morning and we'd woken up early despite yesterday's intense activities, the other cadets were already in class, so there was no one around.

It felt strange to be walking with Evan in a place that was usually bustling with people.

Especially since Evan and I were dressed for a date.
Just wearing different clothes while walking through the campus grounds we usually traversed in uniforms created an atmosphere of something out of the ordinary.

"...The clothes suit you, Stella."

"Y-yes..."

In this atmosphere, I couldn't help but give an awkward response to Evan's equally awkward compliment.

Strangely, while our threshold for lewd activities was high due to my long-standing provocations, our threshold for sweet, lovey-dovey stuff was extremely low.

*I can't be like this.*

This won't provoke Stella's jealousy.
With that thought in mind, I grabbed Evan's hand while keeping my face flushed.

"...!"

Before I became self-aware, I could make excuses about holding hands to avoid getting lost in crowds...
Somehow, it felt more embarrassing now that we were dating.

It felt like sweat was forming on my hands despite my naturally low body temperature.
Of course, it could be Evan's sweat, but since he once mentioned blocking his sweat glands with mana or something, I didn't mention it out loud.

"S-so, where should we go, Stella...?"

"Hmm... I don't think we can go... too far."

The truth is, while we're currently enjoying a grace period, we've essentially declared war on the Moonlight Church.

After all, we prevented them from disposing of one of their top forces, the Sword Saint, who was attempting to self-destruct.

An organization like the Moonlight Church would certainly know we were involved.

But considering they haven't made any contact during the days I was unconscious and until now, they must have some other purpose.

Still, it would be best to avoid getting kidnapped by the Moonlight Church by venturing outside.

Therefore, our destination was naturally set as the Duncan District.
It satisfied various conditions—close enough to walk to, included in the Academy's domain so it was safe, and so on.

Moreover, 80% of the visitors to the Duncan District were students.
Given that, the district would be extremely empty now during class hours, unlike last weekend when it was overflowing with people.

*The Duncan District actually has quite a lot of entertainment options.*

And what does that mean?
It means there are many elements that could stimulate Stella...

"L-let's go quickly."

"O-okay."

...After we get rid of this awkwardness that feels like the beginning of a relationship.
Strange, we were fine before we started dating, but now we're both like this?

*

As I expected, the Duncan District was very quiet.
In fact, even if it weren't class time but the weekend, we wouldn't have seen the same bustle as before.

People's anxiety always leads to reduced consumption.
While it might not be apparent to us as we casually skip class for a date, the Empire's atmosphere was currently filled with imminent war tensions.

In terms of my previous life, we were like crazy people going on a date after North Korea had fired missiles, concentrated all their troops at the 38th parallel, and even declared war.

"Oh, there's a dessert shop over there."

Of course, that wasn't our concern.
We were going to be at the center of that war soon enough, so I didn't want to worry about such things now.

So, ignoring the merchants in the district who were giving us strange looks, I pulled Evan's arm and said in an emotionless voice:

"Hmm, is it new? I don't think it was here before."

"I think so. Well, it makes sense since female students often came here."

For reference, in this world based on romance fantasy, baking and desserts were developed to an astonishingly high level.

In romance fantasy, when female characters have tea parties, they can't just eat hard, black rye bread with their tea, can they?

So, cafes selling desserts that women like in my previous life were openly established in the district.

Of course, in my previous life, I thought of such things as extravagances for Instagram-obsessed women with a sweet tooth.

"Hmm. They probably sell extremely sweet desserts."

"Yeah. Women like sweet things."

"......"

"...Do you want to go, Stella?"

Hmm, good perception!
I inwardly smiled at Evan's quick response and said emotionlessly:

"W-wouldn't it be nice to check it out...?"

By now, beyond just holding hands, I made sure to press my chest against his arm as I clung to it.

"S-sure! Let's go in!"

-Tingle.
As Evan answered, I felt a tingling sensation in my head, as if blood vessels were constricting.

Good. He's responding properly!

I entered the shop still holding onto Evan's arm.

"Oh my, welcome!!"

Passing by the overly friendly shop owner who must not have had customers recently, we sat by a nice window and each ordered desserts.

I ordered an extremely fancy-looking parfait. Evan made a somewhat unexpected choice of crème brûlée, explaining that it was the only dessert he recognized on the menu.

By the way, I thought this world was based on medieval England, so why is there crème brûlée—

"Enjoy your desserts~"

—before the "cold and rational me" from my previous life could emerge, our desserts were served.

"Ooh..."

Indeed, it was a parfait with many sparkling ingredients as I had expected.
I couldn't take my eyes off its impressive appearance for a moment, then after taking one spoonful, I shuddered at the sweetness that made my teeth ache.

As far as I knew, Stella didn't particularly like sweet foods, and in my previous life, I never touched sweet things either...

Somehow, when our tastes mixed, some chemical reaction must have occurred, because now I had a body that craved both sweet and sour things.

"Pfft, you really like sweet things, huh?"

Evan found my expressionless face shuddering amusing, resting his chin on his hand and chuckling.

Honestly, if I'd seen a man in a place like this in my previous life, I would have thought he was gay or effeminate, but Evan's overwhelming good looks made even that look picturesque.

I was weak to Evan's unusually innocent smile, and while feeling my heart pound, I tried to compose myself.

This was an opportunity.

"Yes... it's extremely sweet."

"It looks that way just by looking at it."

"...Then, Evan."

I took a deep breath, maintained my poker face, and spoke as if saying something completely normal.

"Would you like to try some?"

"Huh? No, I don't really like sweet things..."

"I could... feed it to you..."

"But I am curious about the taste."

Evan rapidly withdrew his previous statement and smiled brightly.

...Ugh. It's hard to do this when he's so expectant.

With slightly trembling hands, I took the spoon, scooped a little parfait.

And slowly brought it to Evan's lips.

Tingling, tingling, and a more intense ache in my head than before.
Feeling both pain and a sense of victory, I fed Evan the parfait.

Evan accepted my parfait with the happiest expression in the world, but right after swallowing it, he made an odd face and shuddered, probably because it really was too sweet.

"...Pfft."

"...It's too sweet. How do you eat this?"

Was this how Evan felt when watching me?
Evan smiled along with me as I slightly furrowed my brow at the sudden sugar intake while still laughing.

Evan's smile as he basked in the sunlight streaming through the window was truly radiant.

I didn't have eyes like Evan's, but I could clearly tell now.
That smile was without a trace of pretense and directed solely at me.

*...Ah.*

...It really is a shame.
No matter how much this is for our sake.

I pressed down on my slightly aching chest with my hand, trying to ignore it, and scooped up more parfait to bring to Evan's lips.

"Say 'ah,' Evan."

"W-wait, Stella. I know the taste now, so—"

"...After I've gone this far, you're not going to eat it...?"

"S-Stella...?"

"...Ah."

After that, Evan received three more spoonfuls of parfait.

...Consider it revenge for last night.

*

After filling our stomachs lightly, we decided to head deeper into the center of the district.

The Duncan District had many attractions—enough that Elysee used it as a dating spot with the male leads in the original story—so just looking around was enough to pass the time well.

Among them were fascinating tools like the one I had purchased before (the pregnancy possibility counter).

A kind of mystery shop, you could say?

There, I discovered an extremely interesting product.

"Oh, look at this, Evan. It's a potion that prevents you from lying for an hour."

"Um... shall we look somewhere else?"

"Let's buy two."

"Wait...!"

Evan was visibly flustered, sweating as he tried to stop me from purchasing the items.

I thought he might have something to hide, but the reason was simpler than expected.

"...I can always tell anyway. If we both drink this, I'm the only one at a disadvantage!"

"......"

Good. Add that to his list of offenses.
I vowed to make Evan drink this today no matter what, and tucked it into my pocket.

Ch.258 - [Interlude] Date! (2)
Chapter 258. Date! (2)

If Evan von Isenberg were to choose the happiest moment in his life, he would still pick the two years he spent with his mother.

That didn't mean his time with Stella was lacking in comparison.
Perhaps in a different way, he felt even more fulfilled now than he did back then.

It was simply a matter of threshold.

Evan's emotions had gradually worn away throughout his childhood.
And after they wore down and wore down further,
following the death of his mother, Yuria von Isenberg, they completely shattered beyond repair.

At that time, Evan truly believed
that he would never be happy again.

Just as a sense that goes unused for too long atrophies, he forgot how it felt to be happy.

And then.
And then, despite everything that happened.

Evan's happiness threshold never fully recovered.

Trauma is like a kind of scar.
As time passes and new experiences accumulate, something may cover it and hide it from view.

But such scars don't disappear. When you clear away what has covered them, they remain, long and ugly.

Unless he could completely fill that void, Evan could never be happier than he was now.

Evan knew this well.

And he also knew that it could only be resolved through revenge.

And he wasn't the only one who knew this.

And one girl who knew this was currently wrapped in tremendous worry precisely because she knew.

*

After browsing those items, we next visited a theater troupe that occupied quite a large space in the Duncan District.

As evident from the Theater Festival, theater existed in this world.
And as I had seen during the festival, apart from the addition of magic, theater in this world was very similar to that of my previous life.

Though I had abandoned my identity as Cheon Yu-seong from my previous life, I hadn't yet shed my professional habits as an actor.

I couldn't resist when I heard there was a large theater troupe nearby, and Evan, perhaps having developed an interest in acting after the Theater Festival, showed quite a positive reaction.

And so, before the play began,
we sat in our seats waiting for the performance, quietly chatting.

"When you think about it, Evan."

"...Hmm?"

"Isn't it a bit unfair for only one person in a relationship to be open about their secrets?"

Of course, the topic continued from our earlier discussion about the truth serum.
Evan couldn't answer my very reasonable question and just turned his gaze away with an artificial smile.

To be honest, I didn't really think that way.
I prided myself on not hiding even the slightest bit of information from Evan, and honestly, while it was somewhat exciting to be completely transparent to him...

Couldn't Evan do the same?

I didn't want to dig too deeply into it unless it was something that seriously harmed our relationship, like infidelity.

So what I was doing now was a kind of teasing and interrogation at the same time.

Asking if there was something he was hiding.
If there was something he should tell me but wasn't.

Of course, I didn't mean I suspected Evan of cheating.
That would be physically impossible, aside from my trust in him.

We'd been together constantly for the past three years except for very brief moments, so if he'd managed to find another woman during that time, I'd just have to think he was an impressive guy.

Of course, if he did break through that extremely slim possibility... I'd be very sad.

I felt my heart tighten painfully and my expression hardened slightly.

"Stella?"

Evan tilted his head and examined me, perhaps reading the change in my expression.
...He's so perceptive.

Ah. I hate this.
I really hate it.

I knew I had tremendous jealousy, but
even now, just imagining it makes my chest ache, my mouth clamp shut, and tears well up.

"...The show's starting. Let's focus."

By now the lights in the theater had dimmed, and the actors began entering one by one to perform.

The actors from this professional troupe clearly had faces that were overwhelmingly better-looking than those from the Theater Festival performances. Was this some kind of romance fantasy buff?

The female lead's appearance was particularly striking—she somehow possessed looks that went beyond those of an extra.

-Look, it's Scarlet...

-She's so beautiful...

From the murmurs of the audience around us, it seemed she was already a famous actress.
Was she perhaps a character from the original story?

I couldn't remember, but she certainly had looks that wouldn't lose to any main or supporting character, along with decent acting skills.

'Not bad.'

Her acting was quite skilled for this era where acting techniques weren't fully established.
Had I set my expectations too low for medieval people after the Theater Festival?

Glancing to the side, I saw Evan seemed immersed in the play, his gaze fixed on the protagonist as he watched intently.

'...Hmm.'

Something felt a bit annoying.
I mean, I was the one who brought him here, but still.

When your girlfriend is sitting next to you, shouldn't you pay some attention to her too?

Of course, if a woman I was watching a play with in my previous life had thought this way and disturbed me, I would have immediately responded with insulting words.

But now I wasn't in a good mood because of my complicated thoughts, and since I had an obligation to stimulate the original Stella, I grasped Evan's hand, interlocking our fingers.

"Oh, Stella...?"

Evan expressed his surprise in a voice that seemed precisely like his normal voice but with the volume expertly reduced, befitting a superhuman.

I gently grabbed Evan's cheek and pulled him toward me.

Despite my sudden action, Evan's face showed only surprise, without any sign of irritation or nervousness.

Feeling somewhat better at that sight, I smiled slightly and asked in a very small voice, just like Evan's:

"Am I prettier than that woman?"

And at the same time, I pulled Evan a little closer to me.
Evan blushed slightly at the decreased distance and answered my question.

"...Of course."

Only then did I return to my seat, satisfied.
Fortunately, we were sitting far back where the stage lights didn't reach much.

Otherwise, my blushing face would have been completely visible.

'Of course... he says.'

Just for now, really, really...

I desperately envied Evan's ability.

"So, don't you want to try taking the potion, Evan?"

"...Ahem."

Evan turned his head away again.

'This guy.'

Still, since I'd received his flattery, I decided to let it slide as cute behavior.

...But still.
In this atmosphere, how am I supposed to bring that up?

*

The play continued for quite a long time.
By the time we finished watching it and left, it was already late lunchtime.

We filled our stomachs at a restaurant.
Of course, there were various jealousy tactics aimed at the original Stella inside the restaurant too, like feeding each other or sharing food, but I'll skip those details here.

Gradually, Stella seemed to be developing some stubbornness, as her reactions diminished over time.

Anyway, after that time which was embarrassing even by my standards...

Afterward, we browsed accessory shops, picking out items for each other.

"Evan, doesn't this monocle suit me quite well?"

"...I guess? Why does it look like you've worn it all your life?"

"This watch wouldn't be bad for you, Evan. Maybe because you're such a young master..."

We also stopped by a bookstore that, while not as large as the Academy library, was still quite big, and browsed various books.

"Evan, Evan, look at this. 'Baby Care Methods Using Magic'—isn't that funny? Oh... here's also 'The Alchemy of Becoming a Mother.'"

"Hmm... I got it, Stella! Let's look at it tonight."

"...? What does that mean?"

In this way, Evan and I's date flowed naturally and enjoyably, as if it couldn't possibly have been improvised... but

I still hadn't achieved my goal.

The original Stella seemed to have completely detached herself at some point, consistently showing no reaction to Evan and my flirting.

And I was still hesitating, unable to decide what to say to Evan.

The perceptive Evan would have noticed that I wanted to say something.

Anyway, time passed quickly that way, and soon the sky began to mix with the crimson hues of sunset.

Our date was also coming to an end.

*

Let me think about this.

You've been dating your boyfriend for just under a month, and you're in that honeymoon phase where you're constantly flirting and incredibly happy together.

But what if you had to share this boyfriend with someone else?

And not just anyone, but someone who clearly has enormous ulterior motives toward your boyfriend.

"...ella?"

But what if it's absolutely necessary?
What if it's necessary not for your sake, but for your boyfriend's...?

Would that be the right choice?
I...

"Stella!"

"Ah, yes!"

I had been lost in thought, letting Evan's words drift past me, until he called out loudly and I finally snapped back to attention.

We were now walking under the sky that had begun to set after having a light dinner to help with digestion.

"Do you have something on your mind, Stella?"

"Ah, it's nothing... I was just thinking about something else."

Evan looked worried, perhaps wondering if I wasn't feeling well, but my body was fine except for the aches throughout from last night's activities.

So the worry was in the mental part.

Today's date with Evan was, of course, incredibly enjoyable, but I had another purpose.

And to achieve that purpose, I needed to drive the atmosphere down again, but no matter how I looked at it, the timing didn't seem right.

Through the quiet streets, the cool early autumn breeze passed unobstructed, tickling our hair.

I slowly opened my reluctant lips and called Evan's name.

"Um, Evan...?"

"Yes, what is it, Stella?"

I called out to him, but I couldn't figure out how to open the topic.

As has happened several times before, deliberately touching on someone's sensitive area brought quite a bit of guilt to myself as well.

In fact, the conversation itself was so awkward that I couldn't even grasp how to speak about it.

So after calling Evan without saying anything further, I thought of one method.

"Just a moment."

I took out one of the potions I had bought earlier from my pocket and opened the lid.

"W-wait, S-Stella?"

"...Gulp. Ugh, it's bitter."

And then, I downed it in one shot.
A potion that prevents lying.
More simply put, a truth serum—it wasn't made for this purpose, but it was necessary for me who couldn't get the words out.

This way, at least I wouldn't be able to lie, so I could end this stagnant flow.

That's what I thought as I opened my mouth.

"S-Stella? If you suddenly drink that all at once..."

"...Evan."

And from my mouth came words I hadn't even thought of.

"I hate the idea of giving Evan to someone else, even if I die, okay...?"

"...Huh?"

The reason it ended as a question was because the words I was now spitting out were completely unintended by me.

"...Eh."

No.
Wait a minute.

Don't tell me this potion that prevents lying doesn't just remove falsehoods from what I say, but...

"I, I like Evan so much. I like him so much that I want him to look only at me for the rest of my life, but—!"

Having belatedly realized this fact, I tried to bite my tongue to stop my words, but my mouth wouldn't stop.

No, it wasn't just my mouth that was out of control.
My body had also escaped my control and was now grabbing Evan's collar.

"Chu..."

"...!"

It was more of a lip collision than a kiss.
I mixed my tongue, which still had the bitter taste of the potion, with Evan's several times.

The surprised Evan didn't even think to resist and just quietly accepted my kiss.

And then, I separated my lips, breathing roughly like someone who was suffocating.

"...Evan."

"U-um, yes...?"

Feeling tears welling up for some reason, I spat out words without any will to resist as my mouth moved on its own.

"Do you love me the most...?"

...Oh my.
I don't know anymore.

I just wanted to make the atmosphere a little more gentle and inevitable.

Looking at the current state...

...I think I got it wrong?

Ch.259 - [Interlude] Intersection
The autumn sky's deep blue was gradually fading to a pastel shade, while on the opposite end, a crimson sunset was encroaching. In an already deserted shopping district, on a secluded path where no one passed by, I found myself on the verge of tears during what was supposed to be a date with my boyfriend.

"You... you love me the most, right?"

From an outsider's perspective, it might have looked like I'd caught Evan cheating on me, but the reality was completely different. In fact, it was the opposite.

There was nothing wrong with Evan. The problem lay with me... and the current situation.

I didn't want to give Evan up to anyone, even if they were a close friend or family member. Yet this desire conflicted with my wish to fulfill Evan's goals.

Before meeting me, and even for some time after, Evan had lived solely for revenge. I wanted to help him achieve that—not just for his sake, but for mine too. So that his heart could fully turn toward me.

So now my feelings were in complete disarray, tangled between my possessiveness and our shared purpose.

Historically, complex problems like this were often solved with simple, decisive actions. That's why I had used the truth serum I'd purchased earlier.

"S-Stella?"

"Answer me, please. Am I... am I really your favorite?"

I'd completely messed up. Whatever this potion was, it definitely wasn't something that prevented lying as advertised. It seemed more like a concoction that forced out one's true feelings—like all the unwanted effects of alcohol concentrated into one monstrous brew.

I had taken the potion hoping to lighten the mood, but instead, I'd completely ruined it. What made it worse was that my mouth wouldn't stop.

"I... I love Evan more than anyone in the world. The moments I spend with you... right now... are when I'm happiest."

Stop it!
Shut up!!

I was filming my own personal Interstellar disaster in real-time as embarrassing truths I'd deliberately kept hidden spilled from my lips.

I was already feeling down, and now I was creating more mortifying memories. Just as I was about to let those welling tears fall, Evan suddenly moved closer. His jet-black hair darkened my vision like a stage blackout.

"Evan, I—mmph?!"

Then, he cupped my cheeks with both hands and kissed me deeply.

Though I'd done the same to him earlier, being on the receiving end left me completely flustered, my mind in chaos.

The sensation of his lips, his breath mingling with mine until I couldn't tell whose was whose...

I'd forgotten why I was even upset. The pleasure that shot through my body was so intense that despite having kissed Evan many times before, I forgot how to breathe, my face turning red as he explored my lips and tongue.

"Hahh..."

"Hm."

When I became truly short of breath, feeling almost dizzy, Evan pulled away. A silver thread briefly connected us in the empty space between, with only my heated breathing filling the silence.

Evan looked at me and smiled slightly.

"Feeling a bit calmer now?"

And since the potion's effects—the inability to lie—were still active...

"I-it felt really good..."

I could only respond with a slightly melting voice. Wait, isn't asking that kind of question cheating?

Though I thought that, my melancholy hadn't disappeared. I wondered if the potion contained some bipolar component, but sadly, this depression or anxiety had been a habitual feeling since the moment I'd accepted Evan's confession.

What should I do about this? What decision should I make?

"Huh?"

While I was lost in thought, Evan suddenly did something unexpected—something I never would have anticipated.

*

Like most men in the world, Evan was weak to a woman's tears.

No, that wasn't quite right. If any woman other than Stella cried in front of him, he would respond with feigned concern but little actual interest.

If the Saintess shed tears before him, he would have immediately destroyed her.

So to be precise, Evan was weak to Stella's tears. Of course, Stella rarely showed emotion, with a blank expression as her default, and she almost never cried.

Perhaps that was why Evan had become even more sensitive to Stella's tears. That's why he overreacted now to tears that hadn't even fallen yet.

"S-Stella?"

"Answer me, please. Am I... am I really your favorite?"

What kind of potion could transform a woman who had been expressionlessly eating dessert until just now? If I find that shop, I'll show them the power of a duke's eldest son.

Evan thought this with one part of his mind while the rest tried to figure out how to comfort Stella in this situation.

The problem was that Evan didn't understand what was happening at all. What was the connection between telling the truth and his girlfriend crying like this?

'Did I fail her somehow? Hm?'

Evan felt a shock in his mind. He thought he had been expressing his affection in his own way, but perhaps from Stella's perspective, it wasn't enough? Had he focused too much on physical intimacy lately rather than emotional connection?

'Or...'

"I... I love Evan more than anyone in the world. The moments I spend with you... right now... are when I'm happiest."

Could it be that she knew about his heart? His once-broken, damaged heart?

Evan swallowed hard. If that was the case, he had nothing to say to Stella.

Evan was currently loving Stella as much as he possibly could. It was certainly the maximum his heart could offer, but that was all it was.

In his heart, the part responsible for happiness had been broken, and what remained had been filled with vengeance and hatred.

It couldn't be helped. For young Evan, there had been too many partings in too short a time. A heart once broken didn't recover so easily.

But Evan didn't want to force that inevitability on Stella. If she was feeling something because of it, he had an obligation to say something.

Because Evan loved Stella that much.

That's why Evan had kissed Stella—to let her feel his heart, even just a little, in this moment.

"I-it felt really good..."

The answer was... a bit unexpected.

Anyway, Evan thought: if this was Stella showing her true feelings to him, then shouldn't he show his true feelings in return?

"Stella, wait a moment."

With his arms still around her waist from their kiss, Evan gently searched her body. While he couldn't deny enjoying the soft, plush sensation, that wasn't his goal, so he quickly achieved his actual purpose.

"...Evan, what's that?"

Evan pulled from Stella's possession the same vial she had drunk from—the so-called truth serum.

'...I really don't want to do this...'

Evan inwardly muttered as he squeezed his eyes shut, uncorked the bottle, and poured it down his throat.

Evan's red eyes had been with him for eight years now. He had become so accustomed to them that seeing the red color in the mirror no longer felt strange.

He had also become familiar with their abilities. For example:

***

#1 A situation where Evan has roughly taken Stella and she's collapsed.

Evan: Whew, are you okay, Stella?

Stella: I-I'm fine...

(Evan's eyes detect the lie)

Evan: Hmm.

Stella: Evan...? What are you—

(Moans echo throughout the room)

***

That was roughly how it worked. Evan had recently felt somewhat guilty about using his eyes—his mother's heirloom—in this way, but it wasn't something he could control.

Detecting the strong sincerity in Stella's whispered "I love you, Evaan...♡" as she nestled into his arms gave Evan immense satisfaction.

Stella couldn't have forgotten about his eyes, so it was partly intentional on her part.

'What a bewitching woman.'

In any case, Evan's ability, which had only served to further damage their relationship in the early days when they kept many secrets from each other, now only served to show him how deep and intense Stella's true feelings were.

Honestly, even without this ability, he probably could have figured it out just by looking at her pupil-shaped hearts visible on her otherwise expressionless face.

Nevertheless, Evan occasionally felt somewhat guilty about understanding Stella's feelings so nakedly.

Frankly, the reason Evan tormented Stella in bed, contrary to his usual temperament, was partly because Stella's lovely and sensual true feelings struck him directly.

'Honestly, how could anyone resist?'

When she said "I like you" with that expressionless face as if just passing by, he could always see that it was "extremely, completely, overflowingly true."

Of course, there weren't only good examples like this. Rather, what his eyes had mostly brought him until now was nothing but distrust in humanity.

Evan had lived in a world where compliments, shy responses, and expressions of affection directed at him were all painted with lies.

Human sincerity is often uglier and more unexpected than one realizes.

-Stella. I'm sorry, but I don't really like drinking...

That's why Evan disliked drinking alcohol. When he drank, he feared he might spill out ugly truths just like others did.

Knowing that ugliness, he came to avoid sincerity the most. To the point where he sometimes didn't know where his artificial smile ended.

That's why Evan liked Stella. Whether he loved her or not, he could somewhat honestly tell her his purpose and true feelings.

It was a kind of trust. That she—as artificial and false as himself—could accept his ugliness, his true feelings that couldn't properly feel anything except revenge and hatred.

That had somehow evolved into their current relationship...

'...Well, I'll consider this an extension of that.'

Evan felt the heat of the potion flowing down his throat.

As a transcendent who had reached enlightenment, he could resist if he wanted to. His body wasn't weak enough to succumb to such a potion.

But Evan accepted the potion's effects. He even accelerated the effect by circulating his mana faster.

This was the sincerity he could show Stella. Not hiding the ugliness he had discovered thousands of times reflected in others from his lover.

That was Evan's love.

*

"You know, Stella. Have I told you before? That I'm still a coward who can't forget or lose anything."

Suddenly, Evan, who had downed the same potion as me, began speaking incoherently. This must be the sincerity Evan was showing me after a long time.

"I'm terrified of coming to like someone. The outcome has never been good so far. That's why I pushed you away a few months ago."

"......"

That was true. Evan's trauma wasn't simply tied to the Moonlight Church. The wound deep in his psyche was his belief that people he loved perished because of him.

That was the first weakness, the first sincerity Evan revealed to me.

"So honestly, even after admitting I liked you, sometimes... sometimes I thought it would be easier if you hated me. Then at least you wouldn't get hurt because of me. That's what I thought."

"...E-Evan."

Evan was still holding my waist. And he seemed to be leaning on me more and more. Of course, only as much weight as I could bear—just that much.

"I might have been more at ease when I thought of you only as a tool for revenge. Looking back, we both intended to use each other. Changing that relationship has made me like this."

"......"

"To be honest, Stella, I'm terrified. I'm afraid of you loving me, and I'm afraid of loving you. This feeling probably won't disappear for the rest of my life unless its root cause is removed."

This was why he couldn't fully love me now. For him, loving someone was like drawing a bowstring aimed at an already shattered heart.

I felt my body trembling slightly. And at my ear, I thought I heard Evan chuckling softly.

After laughing quietly, Evan slowly, very slowly, opened his mouth again.

"Yes. That's who I am. A coward, a kid, a fool who can't even properly like a woman."

"...Evan, I, I..."

"And Stella, do you remember what I said when I accepted your confession?"

Cutting off my attempted rebuttal, Evan asked me that. Our conversation at the moment of confession.

There was no way I could forget. I could remember things I found enjoyable or interesting almost perfectly, and that moment would be etched in my mind until my dying day.

At that time, Evan...
To me, who was whining because I couldn't believe his love, Evan...

-I-I'm actually afraid I might not satisfy you because I'm scared of doing it with Evan. Is that still okay?

-My personality is really cold too, so being with me might be boring...?

-I get very jealous, get really anxious when left alone, and I even hurt your feelings when we first met...?

"Even so, Stella."

"......!"

Evan slowly withdrew the weight he had been leaning on me, moved slightly away, and met my eyes. Like gold dust in sand, my blue was faintly reflected in his crimson pupils.

"That was also meant for me, Stella. Despite being like this, despite being scared, nevertheless."

I love you, Stella. And now, it's for that purpose that I seek revenge.

Evan said this with a bright smile.

At first, we made a contract.

I did it for my survival.

Evan did it for his revenge.

And my purpose—my goal of surviving as the sub-male lead's secretary—had somehow, at some point...

Started to envision an aftermath, an aftermath with him.

-I look forward to working with you, my lord.

And Evan's revenge, likewise, was for purely loving the current me. That's what he said.

Our different dreams with the same direction had somehow...

...Lost their original form and merged into a single line.

"......Pff, haha...."

I couldn't hold back and burst into tears. But my lips were smiling. Smiling brightly.

'This is cheating.'

If even the revenge I had been weighing against our love was for the sake of our love, and if that was undoubtedly pure truth...

What was I supposed to do?

...No. I might not know what to do, but I knew what would happen.

"......Evan. I'm still your secretary, right?"

"...Yes."

Work and personal matters must be strictly separated. Just because Evan and I became lovers didn't mean our original contract disappeared.

"Then I will help my lord. Yes, as your secretary."

"Yes, Stella."

"...I'll use any means necessary. Somehow, as your secretary, I'll fulfill your wish. And."

And then, when our original contract ends...

"...Then, I won't be your secretary anymore, right?"

...We will have to make a new, different contract.

"......Yes. Of course."

Evan answered with a burst of laughter. Somehow today, the prototype ring in my hand felt warm.

Yes. Even now, I am still Evan's secretary.

And from the moment I became Evan's secretary, though the reason kept changing, the goal never changed once.

To survive. To survive as the sub-male lead's secretary.

I reminded myself of this once more.

This is the last time. With that intuition.

*

And not long after, I was able to have the meeting with the original Stella that I had been anticipating all day.

The original Stella stared at me with her usual expressionless face.

"...You."

I looked at her and took a deep breath.

...Yes. I had thought about it a lot. After hearing Evan's true feelings...

I couldn't hesitate any longer.

"I need your help."

"...For your sake?"

"For our sake."

I stared at the being with the same name and appearance as me. Again, I must say, this was really, really unpleasant, but...

"Let's make a contract. I need you to transfer your contract to me."

"......What's the price?"

The original Stella asked with a trembling voice. Though I felt the urge to keep my mouth shut forever, I slowly opened it.

"Me. Temporary control of this body."

My possessiveness or our purpose?

I had made my decision.

"......Ha."

And immediately after,

"Ah, haha, ha."

A dry laugh filled with undisguised ecstasy echoed through the space.

The original's laughter, which I had never seen before.

Like water drawn from parched earth.
Like blood seeping from cracked skin.

A laugh that felt alien to everything around it.

Her expressionless face was stained with a rainbow of emotions, the corners of her eyes curving upward.

Showing a side I had never seen or even imagined, the original Stella...

Laughed. Loudly.
Guffawed.

That laughter, like an echo or a scream, pierced through the gaps between the gently falling snow and reverberated through the ashen space.

The final ingredient I had been hesitating over was now in place.
Now we were facing only the final battle.

Ch.260 - [Interlude] The Plan
The morning light filtered through the window, casting a blue-green glow like jade across the room. I gradually regained my senses, particularly aware of the warmth in my hand.

I was holding Evan's hand. We had fallen asleep that way last night.

This wasn't one of those "just holding hands" situations that many men claim—we literally just held hands and slept. I had suggested cutting back on our intimate relations for a while as we entered the strategic planning phase.

Evan had nodded in agreement with an incredibly awkward smile, despite what must have been years of practice at maintaining composure.

"Hmm."

Of course, that was complete nonsense. The truth was I feared if we became intimate now, I'd end up clinging to him, sobbing about how he was mine.

...Not that I didn't want to do that now.

I sighed deeply and poked Evan's cheek with my finger. Despite his body being hardened through training, his cheek felt surprisingly soft.

"Would it be alright if I bet everything on you, Evan?"

To win that small remaining piece of your heart?

I whispered into the heavy dawn air. Naturally, the sleeping Evan gave no response.

But his peaceful sleeping face—so much clearer now, without the dark circles he'd had months ago—felt like an answer in itself.

"...Of course. I already know."

I leaned closer to the sleeping Evan and placed a gentle kiss on his lips. They were drier than usual due to the morning, but still sweet enough.

"...Ugh."

I suddenly felt overwhelmed, bowing my head to stop the tears that threatened to flow.

With these overflowing feelings of affection...
The thought that they could disappear in an instant was terrifying even to imagine.

"...Ah."

I really didn't want this.
I wanted to stay content with how things were now.

We could be happy enough like this.

"...But still, Evan."

Because I made a promise to you.

You would help me survive, and I would help you with your revenge.

So I made that contract, prepared to have my body taken from me.

"...Just you wait."

If what awaits after this war and revenge isn't a magnificent proposal...
I'll nag you to death using all my past life memories and acting skills.

Or maybe just squeeze the life out of you.

I wiped away the tears pooling in my eyes and rose energetically. There was no more time for peaceful dallying.

The Moonlight Church must have formulated countermeasures after hearing about the Sword Saint and me. Judging by their inaction so far, they must have something in mind.

But we didn't need to fall into their sinister schemes. Unless we were launching a preemptive strike.

Time to work.
I might have been too lazy (or lustful) lately, but ultimately...

My fundamental role is being Evan von Isenberg's secretary.

*

After a simple breakfast with an oddly gaunt-looking Evan, I called only the two people most deeply connected to the upcoming war for a meeting: the Sword Saint and the Saintess.

"Working so hard from the morning~. I'm sleepy."

"I actually had something to tell you, so the timing is good."

They were truly polar opposites in both appearance and response.
More importantly, Sword Saint, can't you fix that half-formal way of speaking?

And what did he mean by "something to tell"?
Did he have new information to share?

As someone who had been with the Moonlight Church and then served as the Empire's Sword Saint for three years, he might possess valuable intelligence.

Well, I'd hear about that later.

"...The thing is, I believe we need to formulate our final strategy now."

"Hmm, that's true. Our church is scariest when it's quiet."

The Saintess nodded in agreement. The Moonlight Church's lack of response for nearly a month created an atmosphere like the calm before a storm.

"Meanwhile, the North increases its invasions and provocations daily. As if they have nothing to do with the Moonlight Church."

Looking around, the cadets who had been anxious about war just months ago were now gone. The question was no longer whether we would fight, but how we would win.

In other words, war had become an imminent reality.

"First, we need to prevent the war. It's crystal clear that this war itself is part of the Moonlight Church's plan, even if we don't know exactly what it is."

"Yes, though I don't really understand it either."

"But how do we stop it? And how will we deal with the Moonlight Church?"

The Sword Saint asked with confusion. Indeed, stopping the war with the North and dealing with the Moonlight Church, which was about to consume the Imperial Family, seemed like distant, separate issues.

It felt like being forced to choose between two options. If we tried to stop the Moonlight Church, war would break out in the North. If we focused on the North, who knew what the Moonlight Church would do in our absence.

"...So, we'll do both simultaneously."

"What?"

"Huh?"

Both of them expressed their confusion at the same time. Even Evan, who had already heard my explanation, sighed with an expression that questioned whether this was really the right approach.

Unfortunately, this was our only option to prevent the war and eliminate the Pope.

I slowly explained my plan, drawing on memories from my past life to make it as persuasive as possible.

Judging by their expressions, I wasn't doing very well, but I pressed on. In these situations, momentum is key.

"Hmm..."

The Saintess, quite unlike herself, showed genuine bewilderment. Quite embarrassingly, her expression seemed to say, "Is this woman insane?"
...That was definitely not the reaction I wanted from the Saintess.

The Sword Saint's reaction was more complex, as if he were reviewing the plans I had just outlined.

"...So, you're saying we infiltrate the North directly, somehow persuade their leader, then cross the border into the city and assassinate the Pope?"

"Yes. That's it."

Even to my own ears it sounded like the ravings of a lunatic, but if we wanted to resolve this without letting it escalate into full-scale war and with our current manpower, this was our best option.

"...We might all freeze to death in the North if we fail."

"Come on. Don't worry."

I don't make plans without thinking.
I declared to the Sword Saint with a confident (expressionless) face.

No matter how love-struck I might be, I wouldn't incorporate all my friends into a suicide mission.

I looked around at Evan, the Saintess, and the Sword Saint gathered here, and spoke with a voice full of conviction.

"I have a plan. Trust me."

*

*

*

"What the fuck. What is this?"

Heavy snow fell from the sky, piling on Evan's shoulders. Though the accumulated snow sent chills through his shoulders, Evan was too shocked to brush it away.

"...Huh?"

He could only mutter exclamations that resembled groans.

His eyes met with Erhen and Elysee and their other companions in turn, but everyone showed nothing but confusion.

"No, seriously. What the hell, where are we?"

The lavender-colored hair that had somehow grown to the middle of his back, the usual blue eyes, but the expressionlessness was completely gone.

"...Why the fuck is my hair lavender now?"

Evan covered his mouth with trembling hands, overcome by extreme fear and shock.

"And what's with these huge tits? Did I develop gynecomastia while sleeping?"

"Stella..."

"...What? Who are you people?"

The snowy mountain, the fierce snowfall, the cold on the skin.
Stella.

Amnesia had struck.

Evan felt like collapsing and screaming.

"You said you had a plan..."

Ch.261 - [Interlude] Training Camp
"...The important part starts now, Claire."

Claire saw Kruger looking at her with a more serious expression than ever before.

Kruger took a deep breath, as if trying to calm his own nerves, and spoke in a low, almost murmuring voice.

"I've found a major weakness in the Moonlight Church."

Kruger's explanation went on for quite some time.

As the commander, he had to explain at length what she could do.

No, what only she could do.

After hearing everything, Claire couldn't hide her confusion.

Even for Claire, who was generally insensitive to most things, especially threats to her life, this sounded far too dangerous.

And when she tried to speak, Kruger cut her off.

"It's okay. Even if it's not okay, just do as I told you earlier. I just hope it doesn't come to that."

*

Reception room.
A room where I, the Saintess, Evan, and the Sword Saint were gathered together.

"...So that's basically the plan. What do you think?"

"Sounds insane."

The Saintess gave her straightforward assessment of my perfect plan with an amused smile.
By now, my explanation of the plan had gone on for over an hour, but her opinion remained unchanged.

The Sword Saint seemed to be deep in thought.

"...Evan, can you help explain too?"

"Uh, well. Stella. I..."

"Do you think more detailed explanations will help? The fundamental concept is the problem here!"

The Saintess raised her voice while tapping on the map I had laid out for explanation.
Her tone was surprisingly reasonable for someone who usually displayed such manic behavior.

What's going on?
Did she work out her frustrations after fighting with the Sword Saint?
Why is she so well-behaved lately...?

"You want to infiltrate the North with this many people and break through to the Sovereign State? Even if I believe you have a way to convince them, which is hard to believe, do you really think this will work?"

"So you're against it!"

"No! It's fantastic! Let's do it right away!!"

I take back what I said about her being well-behaved.
The Saintess seemed visibly excited about this insane operation.
Paradoxically, the fact that she liked my plan reduced its credibility by about half, but I still had no other options.

Of course, I hadn't created this plan without thinking.

First, I knew all the details of the Northern episode from the original "Academy Survival Guide."
That is, the episode where Stella died. I roughly knew what events would occur and where, so I could naturally avoid or deal with them.

Second, we have the Sword Saint.
This was actually the reason I was pushing this absurd plan and why I had tried so hard to recruit the Sword Saint.

While it's usually the rule that allies become weaker once they join you, that requirement was already fulfilled by her inability to face the Moonlight Church.
Her overwhelming strength and swordsmanship remained intact and could be fully utilized.

What about the Saintess?
Through my divide-and-conquer strategy, the Saintess had engaged in a deadly confrontation with the Sword Saint, revealing her true power at least to me and the Sword Saint.

What does this mean?
It means the Saintess is no longer just a healer who stands on the sidelines as in the original "Academy Survival Guide."
She now has value as someone with combat power comparable to the Sword Saint.

Though I'm not sure if the Saintess has considered all this herself.

"Well, I'll take that as understanding."

The detailed operations can be worked out with Evan and the others.
Once the framework is established, I'll use all my knowledge to twist things around and create the best possible outcome.

"Hmm. Time is still an issue. I don't know how long we'll be in the North, but during that time, the Moonlight Church will definitely be up to something."

The Saintess cleared her throat as she spoke.
If she, as the Saintess of that religion, says so, it must be true.
I asked with genuine curiosity:

"...What exactly does the Moonlight Church ultimately want to achieve?"

In the original story, they were just portrayed as a somewhat shady religious organization, but now I see they were the true villains all along.

In the original work, the Moonlight Church rapidly expanded its influence by treating the wounded during the first war with the North, but there wasn't much notable background beyond that.

But since entering this world, I've learned so much.
They've seized control of the Empire, made the Sword Saint their subordinate, and killed countless people including Evan's mother to create the Saintess.

If their goal was to rule the Empire, they could have done so already, having taken over the Imperial Palace.

What exactly is their ultimate goal?

"...Who knows? What's certain is that they've been after... something since long before I became the Saintess."

"......"

Evan closed his eyes and sank into contemplation at the Saintess's answer, apparently finding much to think about.

And with that, our brief meeting ended.

*

"Um, Eckhart."

"Oh, Claire. What... is it?"

Just as the meeting ended and I was about to leave.
Claire carefully stopped me.
Evan had left earlier saying he had other business, and the Saintess had disappeared somewhere, leaving just the two of us.

I looked at her with tension, feeling the awkward atmosphere despite having decided to be more casual with her.

Navy blue long hair and blood-red pupils.
When I first saw her, her expressionless face combined with her appearance had inspired fear, but now I could read her emotions well thanks to her increasingly expressive face.

Claire, hesitating now, was trying to say something.

"I have... something to tell you. Something I couldn't tell you before."

"...What is it?"

"It's about the Moonlight Church's weakness."

Sensing this would be a long conversation, I led Claire to a nearby bench.

The autumn breeze felt particularly cool today.

"...Where should I begin?"

"Take your time. It's okay."

Somehow Claire's eyes were trembling.
Similar to when her mind had broken down after the big fight with the Saintess.
I could tell she was about to share stories from her past.

Knowing better than anyone how difficult that would be, I held her hand firmly to help her calm down.

"...! Ah, um...!"

It didn't seem to be calming her down particularly well.
Claire turned her head around with a face as red as her eyes before bowing her head and slowly beginning to speak.

"...It was a few years before I became the Sword Saint...."

Claire had somehow reverted to formal speech, but I was used to her strange half-formal style by now.
I didn't interrupt and just listened.
I simply continued holding her hand.

Claire's story went on for quite some time.
I had heard parts of it before, but this was the first time I was hearing all the details.

To summarize briefly, the commander of the mercenary group Claire belonged to had obtained some compromising information about the Moonlight Church, and Claire, before losing her memories, had hidden it somewhere.

Claire seemed to believe that whatever it was, it would cause severe damage to the Moonlight Church.

"...Otherwise, the commander wouldn't have sacrificed his life to protect it."

Indeed, having such information would be helpful at this point.
Whatever the information might be, the more dirt we have on the enemy, the better.
However...

"...Is it really okay to give such important information to me?"

I couldn't help but think that.
I was, after all, just an ordinary person with no personal grudge against the Moonlight Church, and from what I heard, this information was almost like an heirloom.

When I asked with those thoughts in mind, Claire nodded while slightly tearing up.

"...Yes. The commander said if there was someone who would use it properly, to pass it on...."

"...I see."

I wiped away Claire's tears with my hand.
Claire turned her head with a still-red face and said:

"M-Mr. Eckhart, really...."

"......?"

What kind of reaction is this when I was just trying to comfort her?
Sensing the atmosphere had become strange, I hurriedly continued the conversation.

"S-so where is this information you hid?"

"Ah.... It's not too far from here. I hid it very carefully, but I remember the location perfectly."

Claire, having regained her composure, dropped the formalities again.
According to her, it was hidden near a village about half a day's carriage ride from the academy.

Hmm. Is that so?

"Shall we go today, Claire?"

"T-today? But even if we leave by carriage now, it would be difficult to return today...."

Claire was right; the sun was already high in the sky, making it impossible to return to the academy today.
But this was no time to worry about such trivial matters.

As I said, this wasn't a ceasefire period.
Rather, it was more like the calm before a major storm.

At such a critical time, if such important information existed, we needed to retrieve it immediately.
We didn't know how it might affect our plans.

Having made my decision, I looked at the Sword Saint and said:

"Then we can stay somewhere nearby overnight."

"...Huh? Together?"

"Would you rather I leave you behind?"

"N-no...!"

The Sword Saint started sweating again.
She used to seem so emotionless and cold, but after building some rapport, there was no one more transparent than her.

"If today doesn't work for you...."

"No, no! I'm free. Yes."

I smiled slightly at Claire's seemingly urgent response and asked once more.

"So you're coming?"

"...Y-yes...."

Great.
Overnight trip decided!

*

"...So that's what they're saying?"

A little distance away from them, in the bushes.
Two women who currently believed they had been abandoned by Stella were eavesdropping on their conversation.

Originally rivals competing for Stella's attention, they had now united against the powerful new threat named Claire.

"...We should go too, right?"

"Of course."

Erhen, the elf from the Great Forest.

Elysee, the Third Princess and Spiritist.

Overnight trip, joined!

Ch.262 - [Interlude] Heat
The heat was palpable in the carriage as it bumped along the unpaved road. Claire, the former Sword Saint, felt her heart in turmoil—more unsettled than she'd been before storming a spy headquarters during her days as Sword Saint.

The cause wasn't physical danger but rather Stella Eckhart sitting across from her, absentmindedly twirling her hair with an expressionless face. Claire's superhuman hearing caught the sound of her own gulp. Despite wearing the Academy's thick autumn uniform coat and black stockings, Stella's generous chest remained prominent. The few buttons undone at her neck for temperature control were simply too stimulating for Claire, whose mental age was closer to that of a fifteen-year-old girl.

"Hmm? Claire, what's wrong?"

"N-nothing."

That casual tone addressing her informally only made Claire's heart pound harder. After their fierce battle when Claire nearly suffered a mental breakdown, she had completely accepted Stella as her superior—more precisely, as her lord. The thought "I am Eckhart's sword; my role is to protect Eckhart" brought warmth spreading through Claire's heart.

During her days as the Empire's puppet Sword Saint, she had questioned and denied her own purpose. If Stella hadn't anchored her drifting existence, Claire would have eventually taken her own life. Her feelings toward Stella—both benefactor and the embodiment of her purpose—were overwhelmingly intense.

So intense that the Sword Saint failed to notice two people urgently pursuing their carriage—something unimaginable under normal circumstances, as she could typically distinguish sounds from kilometers away unless both eardrums were ruptured. All she could hear now was silence filled with her own heartbeat.

"Come to think of it, Claire?"

"Y-yes?!"

"...You're doing it again. It's nothing important, just something I'm curious about."

The awkwardness between them was palpable. Just months ago, they'd been a suspicious Sword Saint and a suspected Irregular—not acquaintances at all. For Claire, those memories felt like they belonged to her early childhood, but for Stella who had witnessed Claire's transformation firsthand, it was unsettling.

"What are you curious about?"

"Those 'dark secrets'—what form are they stored in?"

"Oh, paper form. I buried them deeply in a box. I don't know the details myself."

"You never thought about opening them?"

"I didn't have time then, and I worried the Moonlight Church might read my memories to find them. Sensitive information would surely trigger a strong reaction."

The dark secrets of the Moonlight Church. Even what Stella already knew—the massacre of mercenaries, control of the Empire, slaughter for the artificial creation of a Saintess—was damning enough. What could these secrets possibly contain?

Stella genuinely wondered, hoping whatever it was would help them. The Moonlight Church wouldn't be an easy opponent, and as always, she was prepared to use every available means.

*

Stella and Claire reached the nearby village late in the evening. The sky showed more night blue than sunset red, suggesting the sun would set in about thirty minutes.

"It seems unreasonable to search for that mountain depth now, doesn't it?"

"...Indeed."

Though magic could provide light, visibility would be poor. Since the carriage service had ended and they needed to stay overnight anyway, it made more sense to start fresh in the early morning.

"Then let's find lodging now."

The small village didn't have many accommodations, but they managed to secure a room at a decent inn. The minor issue was that the inn was so small it had only one room left.

"Until just a while ago we had two rooms available, but a couple took one just minutes ago..."

"Bad timing, I suppose."

If it had been a man, Stella might have insisted on separate rooms even if it meant sleeping outside, but Claire was a woman, so it didn't matter.

A few months ago, Stella—with a man's soul—might have found sharing a room with a woman impossible. But claiming a male identity now seemed absurd. In reality, despite being the Sword Saint, Claire was an extremely pretty girl who had recently become docile and even somewhat cute. In her previous life, Stella might have found this situation heart-fluttering.

But now she felt nothing—perhaps just slight apprehension about sharing a room with the Sword Saint, but nothing significant. That was natural; who would get excited about sharing a room with someone of the same gender?

"S-same room as... E-Eckhart... huff..."

"Claire?"

"It's nothing. Let's go in."

The room was quite nice. The bed was large and comfortable, as if designed for multiple guests.

This was one of the benefits of being in a romance fantasy world. Where in the actual medieval period would you find inns rivaling hotels? But in a medieval setting with nylon black stockings, such inconsistencies hardly mattered.

Stella thought this while removing her stockings. Since her transmigration, she'd favored stockings because they suited her so well—as if they existed in this world specifically for Stella.

"A secretary must wear stockings!"

"Ugh... I shouldn't... shouldn't look..."

Meanwhile, Claire was covering her eyes between her fingers while muttering.

Why is she acting like that? It's not like she's never seen someone wearing stockings before.

"Aren't you going to change, Claire?"

"Do we... have to do this?"

"Why bother doing it separately? We're both women."

"I... suppose..."

Claire wore a puzzled expression but slowly removed her coat. Her hesitation suggested she was the type who felt shy showing her body even among women.

This made Stella want to tease her a little.

"By the way, there's a bathroom. Let's take a bath, Claire."

"What?!"

*Thump!*

A strange noise came from the adjacent wall, but Stella dismissed it as the couple they'd heard about doing something vigorous. Claire suddenly glared at the wall with cold suspicion, but Stella thought she was overreacting.

To lighten the mood, Stella moved closer to Claire.

"Claire, let's bathe, come on."

"Ah, um... I..."

Claire's emotional expressiveness, so different from her Sword Saint days, made her fun to tease. Stella wasn't normally one to tease people, but with Claire—perhaps because of all she'd endured from the Sword Saint—it felt different.

"Let's do it. Okay?"

"Y-yes..."

Claire tried to refuse firmly but crumbled at Stella's insistence. Was this what friendship between women was like?

"Ugh..."

Claire whimpered slightly as she undressed. Stella had expected her body to have scars like those on her face and hands, but surprisingly, her body was quite clean.

It was actually chilling to consider—in three years as Sword Saint, fighting countless battles, she'd only acquired a few scars on her hands and face.

But that aside...

"Claire, you have an amazing body."

"W-what..."

Because of Grace, who claimed to be flat-chested while wearing compression bandages, Stella hadn't expected much. But whether it was surprising or predictable, Claire had an incredible physique—moderately defined abs and well-proportioned muscles throughout her body. Her ample breasts, considered large even by local standards, added femininity to her toned frame.

*Splash*

"I'm jealous... My whole body is just soft. And my chest is so heavy."

"Ugh... urgh..."

Stella said this while sinking into the hot bath. She wasn't sure when her breasts would stop growing, but compared to hers, even Claire's large chest looked average. When she lifted one with her hand, she could feel its substantial weight.

"Please... stop..."

"Claire? Is the water too hot?"

Claire's face had turned bright red like a boiled tomato, perhaps from the hot water. Stella realized that while she had grown accustomed to Korean-style bathing, Claire might not be.

"No! It's fine. Very fine!"

When Stella moved closer to check her complexion, Claire pushed her away with an intense reaction.

Was it because their chests touched? She was being dramatic for two women.

*Splash...*

A momentary calm settled between them. Since there wasn't much to do in this medieval setting and they'd soon be going to sleep, Stella decided to discuss tomorrow's plans with Claire.

"Will it take long to get there?"

"...No. It won't take long."

That was fortunate. Stella wasn't confident about hiking with her weak body. Even in her previous life, she hadn't gone hiking much—mostly just for networking with film directors, essentially a social activity for men.

"So this is my first time with women..."

In the past, she would have appreciated having some actresses join when directors dragged her along, but that never happened. They all declined for "unavoidable" reasons.

"Come to think of it, we'll have problems at the mountain too."

The secrets were supposedly buried deep in the ground. The Sword Saint could dig quickly, but...

"...It's not too deep, is it?"

"...Not particularly. Shallower than you might expect."

Thankfully, it seemed they would avoid being drafted into impromptu construction work with the Sword Saint.

The conversation had gone on long enough that the heat was making Stella dizzy. It was time to get out.

"Feeling refreshed now? Then let's—"

That's when it happened. From outside the bathroom came a sound like an explosion.

*CRASH!*

It sounded as if someone had kicked down the door. As both Stella and Claire froze in surprise, they heard truly unexpected voices from beyond the door.

"What on earth are you two doing?!"

"It's an affair! An affair!!"

No way.

"...Keeb?"

And that's Elysee!

...What the hell are those two doing here?

Ch.263 - [Interlude] The Vital Point
## Chapter 263. Bull's-eye

Rewinding time a bit to see from the perspective of the pursuers, Erhen and Elysee.

The two began their pursuit right after Stella and Sword Saint Claire boarded the carriage. Knowing that following in another carriage would surely give them away, Erhen and Elysee borrowed the full power of spirits to chase after them.

Though they used wind spirits to reduce their sounds to nearly zero, the real reason they weren't detected was actually the Sword Saint's indifference.

Of course, unaware of this fact, they proudly followed while sharing their speculations.

"Where could they be going? Perhaps they're on a d-date or something... No, that can't be right. Stella has Lord Evan, so surely not... right, Erhen?"

"What did you say?! I can't hear you!!"

"......"

The wind spirits certainly didn't help their communication.

The half-day pursuit made Elysee increasingly aware that she and this elf were truly incompatible. This feeling only intensified when they reached their destination and Erhen vomited from the extended run that had pushed her beyond her physical limits.

"Oh my goodness..."

Perhaps she should have brought Caille instead.
Without realizing the implications of her muttering, Elysee patted Erhen's back while recalling her memories of this area.

Having visited this village on her way to the Academy entrance exam, Elysee knew there was only one inn here.

Unless they suddenly decided to sleep outdoors, they would certainly stay there.

*Even with spirit assistance, it would be impossible to avoid the Sword Saint's detection at close range.*

With this assessment, Elysee decided to quickly secure a room at the inn. Since there weren't many rooms, she figured they could eavesdrop through spirits from any room.

"So we need to hurry."

"Bleeeegh!"

"......"

In the end, Elysee's judgment proved correct.
Fortunately, only two rooms remained at the inn, and they were adjacent to each other, allowing the pair to secure an ideal position for eavesdropping.

"So first we should prepare..."

"Wow, nice room. I'm going to sleep for a bit, so wake me when they arrive, okay?"

With that, Erhen flopped onto the bed, sprawled out—still wearing her shoes.
For reference, wearing shoes indoors is considered taboo in the Empire.

"......"

Despite being the Empire's Third Princess (albeit in exile), Elysee felt a surge of racial prejudice rising within her.

Where was the mysterious elf from the fairy tales she had read during her childhood confinement in the palace? All she could see now was a long-eared person sprawled across the bed.

"Haah..."

Elysee sat on the bed with a sigh, releasing her mounting stress. Thanks to Erhen, she was experiencing a moment of clarity about what she was actually doing.

What was she doing right now?
Why was she following someone she admired alongside this long-eared person?

Elysee felt herself becoming rapidly depressed.
Hadn't she always respected Stella, who consistently surpassed her and perfectly embodied everything Elysee wished to be?

Elysee knew.
She knew how sincerely Stella had fallen for Evan.
No, it was actually harder not to know.

Stella's normally expressionless face changed only in front of Evan, so much that one could almost see heart shapes in her eyes.

"Stella having an affair? Huh. And with a woman, no less."

Elysee suddenly realized how ridiculous her speculation was and how impulsive her decision to follow them had been.

Let's just sleep early and go back tomorrow, she thought. I'll apologize to Claire and Lady Stella later.

Just as Elysee was wrapping up her thoughts...

The door of the adjacent room opened with a thud.
From the faint voices, it was definitely Claire and Stella.

*They're sharing a room... No, I decided not to think about this.*

Elysee felt a twinge but tried to ignore it.

"Oh, they're already here!"

Erhen, suddenly awake, summoned wind spirits to prepare for eavesdropping and pressed her ear against the wall.
Elysee sighed at the shameful behavior (though she had been planning to do the same minutes earlier) and tried to stop her. She couldn't just stand by while they invaded the pair's privacy so blatantly.

"Hey, Erhen. No matter what, this is a bit..."

"Shh, just a moment."

Though cut off by Erhen, Elysee was about to continue her objection when...

-Claire, aren't you going to... ...take it off?

-Do I... ...have to?

-Is it... ...necessary? ...We're both women anyway.

"What were you saying?"

"...Nothing. Let's listen a bit more."

Any rationality she had found earlier had long evaporated.
Her reason had been devoured by curiosity and jealousy.

Elysee crouched next to Erhen and focused on their conversation.

-By the way, the bathroom... ...bathe, Claire.

"What?!"

Hearing Stella's typically emotionless voice, Erhen unconsciously tried to stand up but collided with the wall with a thud.
It was a reckless action, but understandable from Erhen's perspective.
A bath? They're bathing together?
Stella, whom she was too shy to approach and could only watch from afar, was bathing with someone else?

-Let's do it. Okay?

The Sword Saint seemed slightly suspicious, but fortunately, the matter seemed to pass.

*Wait, is that really fortunate?*

Despite their complex feelings, Erhen and Elysee relaxed.
From the sound of running water, they were filling the tub.

After the moment of tension passed, they reflected on the earlier conversation.

"...Come to think of it, I think this is the first time I've heard Lady Stella speak informally."

"...Now that you mention it."

Stella almost always maintained the trio of expressionlessness, emotionlessness, and formal speech.
Elysee couldn't remember hearing Stella speak informally except during the theater festival, and they both felt jealousy rising within them.

In Erhen's case, she had heard it once, but that had been the last time.

"...Can't we improve the sound quality?"

"It's impossible. The bathroom is a bit far."

Unlike the adjacent room, the conversation from the bathroom connected to that room wasn't coming through clearly.

-I'm envious... Mine are just... ...soft. And my chest is heavy.

"Ugh, kugh... Can't we see through the wall?!"

"W-what are you saying?!"

Both clenched their fists at the suggestive sounds they were hearing.
They had thought the conversation might be normal, but then...

-Will it... ...take long?

-...No. Soon...

"...?"

Erhen and Elysee simultaneously raised question marks.
The content of the conversation made no sense to them.
No, it wasn't just that it didn't make sense. It was something else...

-...first time with another woman...

"...??"

-Is... is it too deep?

-Not really... ...than...

"...???"

-Do you feel refreshed now? ...Let's...

At that point, Erhen and Elysee burst into the bathroom of the adjacent room.

"What on earth are you two doing?!"

"Adultery! It's adultery!!"

*

And back to the present.
Stella had to face this uncomfortable encounter with these two while bathing with Claire.

"...Huh?"

"...You were just bathing...?"

What the hell are these idiots doing?
Stella was genuinely curious.

They couldn't have coincidentally met in an inn in a remote village, so they must have followed them.
But what could they possibly gain from following her and Claire?

The situation was so incomprehensible that she found it tiresome to even think about.
And she was just a little annoyed.

"...What are you doing right now?"

Stella asked with a hint of reproach as she rose from the tub.
Though her tone was as emotionless as usual, she was clearly displeased.

Elysee and Erhen had to struggle not to stare at Stella's naked body, glistening with water droplets from having just emerged from the bath.

"What are you doing here? Did you follow us? No, of course you did."

"N-no, Lady Stella... It's not like that..."

"Not like that? Weren't you just shouting about adultery?"

That was actually what bothered Stella the most.
She was used to Erhen's foolishness by now, if not Elysee's.
Following their carriage and bursting into their lodging was crossing a line, but she could have overlooked it.

But she couldn't let the nonsense about adultery slide.

"Did I do something strange with Claire?"

"W-well..."

She was single-mindedly devoted to Evan and had come to this remote village to obtain something for him, so what were they talking about?

Adultery? Her?
With Claire, no less?

It was the most ridiculous nonsense she'd ever heard.
But if it somehow got back to Evan through these two, he might get the wrong idea.

That's why Stella was slightly annoyed.

And she felt she needed to make things clear now.
She didn't understand why she had to explain such things in modern times rather than the medieval era, but still.

"Two women couldn't possibly do such things, right? Such feelings wouldn't even arise in the first place."

"......"

"......"

"......"

Silence.
The bathroom was suddenly enveloped in silence.

Only the drip, drip of water echoed through the bathroom.
The three except Stella pursed their lips and glanced at each other.

*...Did I speak too harshly? But it's just stating the obvious.*

Of course, Stella didn't understand the cause, so she only wondered if she had been too stern.

That's why she didn't pay much attention to their subsequent behavior.

"...Ahem."

Claire pretended to be flustered and let go of Stella's hand.

"...Hmm."

Elysee wiped away a nosebleed that threatened to flow.

"...Hmm hmm."

Erhen redirected her gaze, which had been drifting downward from Stella's collarbone.

"......"

Their gazes crossed again.
Crossed and found their intersection points.

"Ah, hahaha! That's right! Of course...!"

"I-I'm sorry. Ahaha. It was just a joke...!"

"Y-yes. Me and Miss Eckhart having that kind of relationship. How amusing."

"Wahaha."

"Hohoho."

"Ahem. Hmm."

Unexpectedly, warm laughter filled the bathroom.
And Stella thought:

*Are these bitches actually insane?*

She really missed Evan.
Truly.

*

Somehow, the most pressing issue of being followed was glossed over.
Stella gave up thinking about it, put on a robe, and briefly explained the situation to the two.

"Ah, w-we didn't know..."

"W-we're so sorry, both of you..."

Stella was too tired to think about this issue anymore, so she let it go with a nod.

It was only because she had grown fond of them that she responded this way; otherwise, they would have had to endure Stella's cold anger.

"...It's fine. I'm exhausted. We need to wake up early tomorrow to retrieve it and head back, so let's go to sleep now."

"...Right. You two have rooms too, right? Please go back to them."

Claire echoed Stella's words.
Honestly, she wanted the two to disappear quickly so she could be alone with Stella again.
Plus, there was only one bed.

*...One bed.*

The other two realized this fact simultaneously.

Erhen and Elysee's gazes met.
If they left now, Claire and Stella would sleep in the same bed.

No, Stella said she couldn't feel those kinds of emotions.
To be precise:

If they played their cards right, they could be the one to share a bed with Stella.

"......"

"......"

"......"

Invisible energies crossed paths.
Stella somehow felt herself becoming rapidly exhausted.

It was still going to be a long night.

Ch.264 - [Interlude] Shame
The darkness of night deepened, and a large crescent moon hung high in the sky. The Empire trembled at the war that was approaching, now inevitable.

"...So the power of divinity originates from human belief, according to academic consensus. That's why all religions today are desperate to create visible symbols."

Hmm. Listening to the lecture, I was certain this was indeed the day the Saintess episode began in the original story.

"In that sense, what is the largest and most visible symbol on the current continent? Today, we are honored to have the Saintess participating in our class. It would be an honor if the Saintess would answer."

The professor looked toward the Saintess as he spoke.
Just as in the original story.

"Of course. The largest symbol on this continent. It's the moon, isn't it?"

"That's correct, Saintess."

The moon in this world shines several times brighter than in my previous life, due to an ancient contract with the main god of the Moonlight Church.

It's bright enough that you can easily identify things in the middle of the night by moonlight alone.

"I don't know the cause and effect. Whether the Moonlight Church had enough divinity to create such a massive miracle, or whether that miracle gathered the immense divinity they have now."

The professor was explaining the divine power that exists in this world.

A type of power that doesn't exist in my world, one that grows stronger the more people believe in it and worship it.

For example, it wasn't just empty words that the church entered its golden age after the birth of the Saintess sitting there answering questions.

In reality, the Moonlight Church's divinity increased several times over due to the belief generated by her birth.

The Moonlight Church denies this, but their main god... the Lord of the White Night was merely the queen of a small country thousands of years ago.

Somehow, she accumulated tremendous faith and created what is now the Moonlight Church.

*

Claire couldn't understand the current situation.
She had clearly finished her precious, noble bathing time with Eckhart and should now be going to sleep.

So why were these sneaky, gloomy, unpleasant girls fighting over the spot next to Eckhart?

The very premise of the fight made no sense to her.
This was clearly their arranged meeting and the room they had agreed to share.
How was there any room for someone else to interfere?

"I don't understand. Go to sleep already."

"If we leave you two alone, who knows what you'll do!"

"What did you say...?"

Erhen and Elysee were well aware they were being unreasonable.
What kind of situation was it to barge into a pre-arranged inn meeting and demand to change rooms?
But they were too anxious to bear it.

For Erhen and Elysee, it was a woman's intuition.
They instinctively knew that the Sword Saint had feelings beyond friendship for Stella recently.
Whether it was respect or something else, they didn't want to leave Stella alone in a room with someone who looked at her with such deep, intense gazes.

From Claire's perspective, it was simply absurd.
What would she do to Eckhart? What nonsense was this?

She only thought about lying in bed together, chatting softly, then asking for a hug as the mood struck, or burying herself in that full, maternal bosom for comfort, while taking in Eckhart's scent that she'd been curious about...
That's all she had in mind.

"This is groundless slander. Aren't you ashamed?"

"Y-you tried to beat Stella to death during the entrance exam! And you've been picking on her ever since!"

"The entrance exam... how did you...?"

"I blocked the sword you swung! I know!"

Erhen pulled out her trump card.
From the Sword Saint's perspective, it was a story from a time that didn't even feel like her own.

"Someone who changes their attitude in a single day and insists on sleeping together? Wouldn't it be stranger if you didn't have ulterior motives?"

"Th-that's right!"

"What..."

It was sophistry, but.
Though she had blurted it out recklessly, it carried unexpected persuasiveness.

If it had been her from not long ago—before Stella gave her life meaning again—she wouldn't have wanted to sleep with her at all, let alone in the same room.

Even if someone had asked her to give up her bed to Stella, she would have done so without a second thought.
She was someone who couldn't attach meaning to such things back then.

'...If someone like that suddenly changed like this... I can see how it might look suspicious.'

This was quite a serious matter for Claire.

'That I would be discovered to have feelings for Lady Eckhart...!'

Yes. Claire had lived her entire life expressionless, and still believed she was expressionless now.
So she thought she was hiding her affection well.

That's why being discovered was quite significant to her.

The conversation dragged on.
The debate continued endlessly because everyone's logic was so absent.

Seeing this, Stella sighed deeply and opened her mouth.

"Enough. Let's all just sleep together."

And miraculously, their argument immediately subsided.

"Ahem, Stella, that's a bit..."

"M-My Lady..."

"H-How indecent."

Seeing their reactions, Stella smacked her forehead.

"No."

Why do I have to hear such things when I've done nothing wrong?

Strictly speaking, Stella wasn't entirely blameless, but she would never know that.

*

In the end, by Stella's command, Erhen, Elysee, Claire, and Stella ended up sharing a room.

Although the bed was wide, it could only fit three people, so Stella decided by coin toss who would sleep on the floor with a blanket.

"This! Is! Outrageous!!"

Erhen screamed while thrashing about on the floor.
Of course, she had muffled the sound with her spirit since everyone else was trying to sleep.

The reason Erhen settled for just this much protest was because they were all in the same room.

If someone had slept alone with Stella or without her, she would have stayed up all night with anxiety.
But now, with the three of them watching each other, nothing would happen.

She resolved to keep her eyes wide open, monitoring them until everyone fell asleep.

"Snooooore..."

While Erhen fell asleep from the fatigue of her long pursuit...
Claire and Elysee on the bed were in a state where they didn't even know how to position their limbs.

Moving an arm slightly would make contact with Stella, and turning just a little would cause their bare legs to brush against Stella's.

One was the Sword Saint with the mental age of a middle schooler, and the other was the Princess who had spent well over half her life confined in the palace.

For those unaccustomed to such stimulation, sharing a bed with someone they admired made their hearts race.
At this moment, they truly envied Evan to death.

Meanwhile, Stella remained still in the center.

"S-Stella, My Lady? Are you uncomfortable?"

"I'm fine."

Stella replied, turning her body slightly.
This caused her large breasts to rest on Elysee's arm, though she didn't seem to mind.

"Ah."

Elysee felt like her brain was short-circuiting.

"Let's go to sleep now. We need to wake up very early tomorrow."

"Ah..."

Claire and Elysee both flinched at Stella's words.
They had wanted to observe Stella a bit longer in her drowsy pre-sleep state.

"......"

"......"

Silence settled in the room like dust.
Soon it would pile up heavily and everyone would fall asleep.
Elysee, not wanting this time to end quickly, slowly introduced a topic.

"So, what exactly are we looking for tomorrow?"

It was something she was genuinely curious about.
If it was important enough to bring them to this remote village right before a confrontation with the Moonlight Church, it must be significant.

"...The Moonlight Church's dark secret."

"Don't you know what it is, Sword Saint?"

"I don't. But at minimum, it's information they definitely want to eliminate."

What could it be?
Elysee was curious.
Since escaping the Imperial Palace, she had gathered information on many factions, but whenever unfavorable stories about the Moonlight Church emerged, they dismissed them as rumors or slander.
That was possible due to the church's massive size.

What kind of information would the Moonlight Church judge necessary to eliminate from the very beginning?

Whatever it was, it seemed certain it would help in striking against the Moonlight Church.

"...So we're really fighting the Moonlight Church."

"......"

Stella didn't answer Elysee's slightly trembling words.
She just stared out the window.

The moon was bright.
Just like the sky I looked up at on my first day in this world, right after being kidnapped by the Northern spy.

The moon was eerily large and bright.

*

The next morning, I woke up early and headed to the low mountain next to the village with Claire.
Elysee and Erhen looked worried, but they let us go alone for this.

"...Phew. The weather is cool, so it's better than I expected."

"Yes. Ah, just a bit further up from here."

The hike proceeded surprisingly smoothly without incident.
The sun was hidden behind clouds, and the autumn weather was cool, making it not very strenuous.

After walking for a few minutes...

"Here it is."

"This is the..."

The place Claire guided us to was a flat area located slightly away from the mountain peak.
According to Claire, it was hastily hidden, but due to the time that had passed, the thick grass made it not very noticeable.

We hadn't brought a shovel or anything similar.
That's because we had the Sword Saint.

"One moment."

The Sword Saint briefly announced this, then drew her sword from its scabbard and swung it as if brushing something away.

*Swoosh*

And immediately after, the sword strike, which didn't disappear in midair but remained etched like an afterimage, cut through the ground in several pieces as it advanced, and then...

*BOOM!*

With a sound like an explosion, it turned into something like fine dust and scattered into the air.

"...Is that."

"...Yes."

And after all the dust had settled, what appeared in the deeply dug hole was...

A wooden box that looked like it was made of ebony.

I pulled it out with telekinesis.
It was about the size of an encyclopedia—small for something said to contain the Moonlight Church's great secret.

The box seemed to have been hidden in haste, as it had only basic magical treatment and no security spells. We nervously took it out.

"This is..."

"...A letter?"

Inside the box were thick bundles of documents and an envelope.
We first opened the letter that was placed at the front of the box.

"...This is a letter written by the Commander."

"The person called Kruger?"

"Yes. Probably... written in preparation for when this would be opened."

As Claire said, the letter signed by Kruger was quite long and meticulously written.

We slowly read through the sentences written inside.

[Hello Claire. It is Claire, right?
If you're reading this letter, it means the time has come for you to use the secret inside. Or you've found someone who will use it well as I instructed.
You didn't open it early out of curiosity, did you?]

"...Commander."

Claire smiled softly with a slightly choked voice, as if overcome with emotion.
It's rare to see her smile like this.
This Kruger must have been quite a precious person to her.

[Anyway, whether it's you reading this, Claire, or not, I need to convey the facts.

The contents inside could be dangerous. If someone opened this by chance, please close the box and go on your way.

If not, if you're determined to bring down the Moonlight Church, you'll know how to use what's inside.

I hope you use it well.
This information was obtained at the cost of many lives, you know?
By the time this letter is read, I'll probably be gone too.

So, Claire.
If you're the one reading this letter now.

I want to apologize for dumping this inadequate commander's burden on you.

And, though I couldn't tell you because it was urgent.
You are now the commander of the Kruger Mercenaries.

I wonder if Jane will dislike it? Because the hierarchy gets twisted, haha.

But that's my decision as commander.
Good luck, successor.]

"......"

Claire lowered her head after reading the letter.
Her expression wasn't visible, but I could guess.

She was probably seeing the time when the person who wrote this letter was still alive.

I patted her shoulder.
Claire flinched but soon took a few deep breaths and returned to her usual expression.

"...Are you okay?"

"...I'm fine. Let's read the contents."

Claire said this and pulled out the thick bundle of documents from inside.

"...The Origin of the Moonlight Church?"

That was the title on the crumpled documents.
We slowly, slowly read through it, just as we had with the letter.

"...Oh."

And we both froze in place.

A sigh escaped my lips involuntarily.

"...Huh."

Claire's reaction was no different.
As if her previous composure had been a lie, her pupils contracted greatly, showing her agitation.

I knew.
I knew that the Moonlight Church was a religion full of insane villains.

I knew, but still...

"This, is..."

With slightly trembling hands, I held the last page and read through the summary of the contents.

[Moonlight Church]

[200 years ago, conspired with a specific Northern tribe, the current leader of the Sovereign State]

[Instigated a large-scale war]

[Worked covertly to increase casualties during the Northern War]

[And,]

[The resulting deaths - estimated 6.7 million]

[As sacrifices]

[Offered]

[To manifest]

[A false moon in the sky]

Suddenly, I recalled the Saintess's words when she was explaining about Evan's mother.

For the result of an event, there is always a need for sacrifice.

Now the puzzle pieces fit together.

Why the Moonlight Church treated this as a secret and desperately tried to hide it.

How the timing of the false moon coincided with the Northern War.

Why the Moonlight Church is now trying to start another war by mobilizing the North.

Why the Saintess described herself as a first-stage objective to supply divinity before achieving the final goal.

Everything, everything, everything.

"...This is."

This couldn't even be called the Moonlight Church's dark secret.
No, was it right to even consider them a religious organization?

For the first time in a long while, I was genuinely afraid of something.

To create their current position...

In this vast sky...

To hang their moon...

What exactly did they do?

...And also, what are they trying to do now?

-episode 8 ≪Moonlight≫

Ch.265 - EP. 8 Premonition
The sky was filled with a white-blue light.
Looking up, an eternal full moon occupied more than half the heavens.

Was it night now, or morning?
It was impossible to tell anymore.
Not as long as that unchanging, false moon hung brightly in the sky.

Not as long as that piercingly bright moon loomed over all mankind.

Unlike the navy sky—brighter than black—beneath the excessively bright light source, everything below was red.

Red with blood.
The blood shed by the people of the Empire and the North flowed into rivers and rotted leisurely.

Red with flames.
The unquenchable fire that rose from somewhere consumed everything the Empire had built over thousands of years.

And similarly red eyes watched.
They observed the blue land and crimson earth.

"I was worried because it's winter, but fortunately it's warm."

"That's because everything around us is burning!"

A handsome man with long, tied-back hair as black as ebony.
Though scarred on one eye and at the corner of his mouth, he remained strikingly handsome as he sat somewhere in the ruins, muttering those words.

Evan von Isenberg.
Having lost his vassals, his mother, his father, and his secretary.
Having lost everything, he had once been a man who fought desperately, surrendering to hatred more than anyone else.

But now, as the end of the world approached, he had somewhat regained his original personality.

One might say he had reached enlightenment.

"I'm hungry. Even the rotten jerky is all gone. In a world where only the two of us remain, all we found was a single glass of wine."

"Oh, would you like some meat then? There's plenty of fire around to cook with."

"Meat? You have meat?"

"If I cut off and roast my own flesh, that's meat! Human meat!"

And the one person who remained with him until the end in this world.
Someone who couldn't die despite the war between the Empire and the North, the advancing warriors of the Moonlight Church, the flames that burned everything in the Empire, the drought, and the hunger.

The former Saintess of the Moonlight Church.
Cloria was keeping him company.

"Pfft, you crazy woman."

"After I made such a nice offer..."

When Evan burst into laughter, the Saintess, Cloria, pouted.
After all, they were all destined to be buried soon, so what was wrong with having one meal of her flesh that would grow back immediately even if cut?

Even without her flesh, people had fallen to the depths of depravity, devouring each other's flesh in these final days of the continent's destruction.

"Right. Thanks to you, my appetite has completely disappeared. Thank you."

Evan said, snickering.
This would have been unimaginable in the past.

From the moment his mother was killed by the Moonlight Church, he had hated everything about them, and naturally, that included Cloria, the Saintess.

So when they first met, they fought.
Bloodily and desperately, for three days and nights.

It was possible because Evan had long since surpassed the level of Sword Saint, having crossed countless life-and-death situations.

And after fighting for three straight days.
Evan and the Saintess realized they couldn't kill each other.
The difference in their strength was too perfectly balanced for the fight to end.

So they established a temporary alliance.
After all, they shared the goal of destroying the Moonlight Church.

Afterward, they maintained an unstable cooperation and fought many battles together.

They slaughtered enemies advancing on the Empire's capital together.
Though they killed tens of thousands, the fortress eventually fell, and the Empire disappeared into the annals of history.

They fought to prevent the Great Forest from burning.
They failed, and all the elves were massacred.

They led a surprise attack on the Moonlight Church with all their forces to buy time for Elysee, who claimed she could return to the past.
Both sides' forces were annihilated, leaving only the two of them alive.

Fighting, fighting, fighting.
Defeat, fall, burn.

Regardless of their efforts, the flames of destruction, kindled by the cold moonlight, endlessly consumed the Empire.

"Still, who would have thought we'd all die like this."

"Hmm..."

It had been about ten years since Elysee went back to the past using the power of the time spirit.

In that time, the continent had completely perished, with only Evan and Cloria surviving.

Since then, their relationship had changed somewhat.
Evan, who had lost everything he tried to protect, and the Saintess, who had lost interest in this world.

With the main pillars that had supported each of them gone, they had unexpectedly grown close.

The fact that they were the only two left in the world also played a part.

Of course, Evan still felt murderous hatred toward the Saintess, and she simply wanted to die, but.

Despite all that, they had become close enough to at least call each other friends.

"We're only like this because we have something to believe in."

"Elysee... was it? That little spiritist?"

"Yes. Anyway, no matter how the past changes, the past me will still want to kill you, so it doesn't matter now, right?"

"Hmm..."

Evan looked up at the huge full moon again as he spoke.
If Elysee, that little one who traveled back in time, could change something and erase that moon from the sky.

Surely he would never have become this friendly with this woman.
After all, even now, he wanted to twist her neck and kill her.

"...Actually, it's hard to bear if I don't think that way."

"That's... true. Oof."

Cloria responded as she pulled out a red wine she had found in the ruins and treasured for several years.
She still vividly remembered how they had hugged each other and sang when they first discovered it.

With a pop, the cork flew off at the Saintess's gesture.
She poured some into two glass cups they had found a few months ago.

"What's your biggest regret? Is it about your mother? Or not being able to prevent your father's death?"

"Well, all of them, I suppose... but if I had to say now, it would be Stella."

"Stella, you mean your secretary?"

Evan accepted the glass the Saintess had poured.
He swirled it around as he answered.

"...Yes. It's already been over ten years, though."

"Is there a special reason it's her?"

She's not the only one who perished by your side.
The Saintess swallowed those words.
It was truly rare for her to be considerate of someone, but she figured it didn't matter since they were about to die anyway.

At the Saintess's question, Evan pondered for a long time, swirling his glass, looking at the moon reflected in it.
After repeating this a few times, he finally spoke in a slightly subdued voice.

"She said... she loved me. Right before she died."

"Oh? You had a lover?"

At the Saintess's question, Evan shook his head in denial.

"No, we weren't in that kind of relationship. Just... that's why those words stuck with me particularly deeply."

"Tsk. Men."

At the Saintess's deflated response, Evan laughed.
He thought perhaps she had a point.

"Still, I haven't loved anyone else since then, so I've kept my loyalty in a way, haven't I?"

"You couldn't, more like. That's the kind of person you are."

At the Saintess's words, Evan tilted his head briefly.
Then he smiled faintly and agreed.

"Well, maybe so."

Kuguugugugu—

Above their trivial conversation, the moonlight trembled.
The result after reaching the limit of expansion was obvious without seeing it.

"So... this is the end now."

"Indeed. This wretched... place too."

They raised their glasses.
In the wine that glowed red under the moonlight, the silhouettes of two people and one large circle were faintly reflected.

At the very end.
They shared their final words in life.

"To be honest, I have regrets too. I thought it was nothing at the time, but it wasn't."

The Saintess spoke, thinking of her unreliable knight.
Though the Saintess hadn't done much for her, she had taken everything from the Saintess.

Her interest in this world.

"So, let's toast. To them."

"And to Elysee, who will save them."

With a clink, the two glass cups collided and vibrated with sound.
For Stella, for Grace, for all who had perished.

And.
By the time the two had drained their glasses.
The white moon, now closer to the earth than ever before in history.
The pale, bright, white moon.

Like a meteor shower gently drawing a solid line, or like a leaf falling slowly.
It signaled the end of the slowest apocalypse in this world.

And at that end, the Saintess truly left her last words.

"It was quite fun. Well then, until next time."

At those words, Evan smiled.
Lightly patting her head.

And also, as his last words.

"I'll kill you."

He uttered those words.

-

The world was dyed white.
Like a freshly made canvas.

There was no pale blue or fierce red on the earth anymore.
Now, only.


-episode 8 ≪Moonlight≫


I recalled what the Saintess had said before.

-If you offer a hundred sacrifices, a hundred rewards always return. This is an immutable law that sustains any religion with divinity.

If you offer a hundred sacrifices, a hundred rewards always return.

The Moonlight Church, currently the state religion and virtually the only religion in the Empire.
What price did they have to pay to raise that enormous moon in the sky that represents them?

"...It was obvious."

Thinking about it, it was simple.
To create one Saintess, they killed and ground up at least hundreds of women with the Saintess gene.

For that moon, worth hundreds or thousands of times more, surely.
Surely, they paid the price in the same way.

It wasn't that the Moonlight Church flourished because war broke out.
They instigated the war so that the Moonlight Church could flourish.

They caused the war between the Empire and the North to obtain the moon.
They massacred those with the Saintess gene to obtain a Saintess.
They tried to massacre the mercenary group to obtain a Sword Saint.

With so many examples piled up, one could inductively understand why the Moonlight Church was currently trying to provoke a war with the North.

They were likely trying to gain something by offering the casualties from this war—which would be no small number—as sacrifices.

-The Saintess Birth Plan was a perfect plan for them. Increase church influence! Then divinity naturally increases too! And they get one step closer to their goal!

That must be the ultimate goal the Saintess mentioned.

"...What the hell are you people?"

The Sword Saint said, clenching his fist as if his teeth were chattering.
His hatred for the Moonlight Church, already deep from the mercenary group incident and brainwashing, seemed to have intensified.

It was the same for me.
Honestly, I had thought dealing with the Moonlight Church was solely for Evan's sake.

But... in this situation.
If the Moonlight Church exists, wouldn't a peaceful life with Evan be impossible anyway?

Realizing this fact made me feel somewhat relieved.

'...But everything else is bad.'

I knew from the Saintess that the Moonlight Church was colluding with the North, but I didn't know their relationship was this deeply rooted.

It seems they've had ongoing dissatisfaction with the Ice Dragon for not granting them divinity.

"...We've got a good card."

Whatever the case, this is a massive blow to the Moonlight Church.
The war from hundreds of years ago is essentially the foundation of the Moonlight Church, and this document defines that foundation itself as a reactionary organization in league with puppets.

At the very least, their support base will be greatly shaken.

'We may not be able to completely extract them from their deep roots in the Empire... but somewhere, surely.'

It could be used in an important role at a critical moment.
I felt certain of that.

"...Let's head back quickly now. We've been delayed longer than expected."

I said, closing the box and getting up.
Having realized the true nature of the Moonlight Church, there was no time to dawdle anymore.
No compromise.

The only path left for us was confrontation.

"It took about half a day by carriage, right?"

"That's right."

Stella asked and hurried her movements.
After uncovering the Moonlight Church's shameful secret, she felt somewhat uneasy.
Though she wondered if any problems could have arisen during her one-day absence.

'...Surely not.'

Stella forcibly erased her growing anxiety.
It was still early morning.

*

And several hours later, at the Academy.
Priests from the Moonlight Church visited the main building of the Academy.

To recruit the Saintess.

"...What are those bastards doing?"

And quite unfortunately, at the Academy right now was a man in a bad mood because his girlfriend had gone away for the night.

Evan von Isenberg was wandering around.

Ch.266 - EP. 8 To That Man
The man who stood there, Chapter 266

"Recruit the Saintess perfectly."

That was the order issued by the Pope, who was displeased after losing the perfect card that was the Sword Saint, only to have it stolen by the enemy.

A bizarre command to draw in a Saintess of their own religion to their side. Yet none of the church officials questioned it.

Cloria, Saintess of the Full Moon. She was the church's half-successful creation after grinding through hundreds of candidates with unexpected variables.

The Saintess, who had never been anything but gentle, somehow became twisted at the final stage of completion. Was it mere coincidence, or divine punishment against the church's greed despite gathering sufficient candidates?

That was beyond the understanding of ordinary church members. They only needed to know two things:

That the Saintess had a more twisted personality than all church members combined, and that she was uncooperative enough to warrant a recruitment order.

"...Will this be okay?" one church member muttered anxiously.

By now, the group of church members led by the Cardinal had reached the Academy's entrance.

It was a natural reaction before meeting with the Saintess, who was as threatening within the Moonlight Church as the Pope himself.

For reference, the Saintess's most recent interaction with the church involved threatening bishops and heading back to the Academy with a Paladin in tow. Despite being an orphan by status, the Saintess manipulated even the church's highest officials using various methods and knowledge.

And whenever asked why she did such things, her answer was always:

"Because it's fun!"

—That's all.

While the Pope ruled the Moonlight Church with overwhelming force and charisma, the Saintess had risen from orphan to church Saintess through pure madness.

"...Let's go in then."

The highest-ranking Bishop among the church members entered the Academy's main gate. They needed to somehow engage in conversation with the Saintess first.

With that determination, the church members entered the Academy without hesitation. This was possible because the Moonlight Church's position in the Empire had risen even further with the impending war.

The Academy had no choice but to accommodate them. When war broke out, the Academy, fundamentally a military school, would inevitably be drawn in, and in the current situation, only the Moonlight Church with its divine power could preserve the lives of the Empire's citizens.

So the church members entered the Academy like conquering heroes and headed toward the Saintess's dormitory, where they encountered someone.

Evan, who was hanging around outside the dormitory waiting for his girlfriend (who had only gone on a short trip).

"......?"

"...Who is this?"

For generations, the Isenbergs and the Moonlight Church had been on bad terms. They had frequent historical conflicts, and after Yuria von Isenberg died due to the church's schemes, their relationship deteriorated beyond repair.

From the Moonlight Church's perspective, the Isenberg Duke, who possessed the greatest power among the Empire's dukes, had always been a thorn in their side, constantly interfering with their religion.

Of course, by now the Isenberg Duke had gone into hiding on the Emperor's orders, and the balance of power had long since shifted completely to the Moonlight Church.

That's why the church members couldn't believe that the person blocking their way like a doorkeeper was actually the first heir of the Isenberg family.

"...Who the hell are these guys?"

"...We have business here. Step aside."

What they failed to consider was that Evan was currently in a very bad mood.

*

*This is awful.*

Absolutely awful. Evan sighed deeply as he muttered to himself.

He wasn't angry at Stella. No matter how new their relationship was, Evan wasn't petty enough to be upset at his girlfriend for staying out overnight on a mission, especially one related to him.

Even if she was accompanied by a woman who seemed to feel something more than friendship toward his girlfriend, that should have remained just a groundless worry.

So Evan was angry at himself. At himself for feeling insecure and jealous because his girlfriend was staying overnight with another woman!

Honestly, Evan could understand the reactions of the women around Stella—Elysee, Erhen, Claire, Grace, and so on.

Though Evan had never been a woman, he honestly thought that someone like Stella—with her large chest, good personality (though emotionless), and beauty—might attract other women.

So while Evan trusted Stella, he didn't trust the women around her. It was somewhat embarrassing to admit, but since he himself had harbored ulterior motives toward Stella from their second meeting onward, he assumed others did the same. Even now, just going a few days without being intimate with Stella had left him in a state of frustration.

*A lover feeling jealous toward women...*

Of course, that was just Evan's personal thought, and by current values, it would be considered not only pathetic but unmanly.

That's why Evan had been grumbling without properly talking to Stella about it.

So Evan had been sitting there, unable to do anything, anxiously bouncing his leg when he saw these church members trying to barge into the Academy dormitory.

As the church members initially thought, if Evan had been in his usual state, he would have maintained his well-practiced poker face, smiled through the encounter, and probed their purpose.

Yes, if he had been in his usual state. But Evan was not in a good mood. Not at all.

Yet unlike his mood, his mind was working as brilliantly as ever.

*Church members, dormitory, at this point in time.*

"Are you here for the Saintess?"

"......!"

The church members were startled by Evan's sudden deduction. They were surprised not only that he had figured out their purpose without any information, but that he had pointed it out.

*Why is he asking that specifically?*

Could it be that he was planning to oppose them? Evan's attitude suggested he might try to prevent or interfere depending on their answer. (His tone and demeanor were particularly unpleasant, which made it seem even more so.)

So the Moonlight Church members asked with slight tension. And to their question, Evan smiled brightly and said:

"I am the Saintess's Paladin!"

While Evan and Stella had exchanged many things in their relationship, the area where Evan had been most influenced by Stella was:

Her shamelessness and deception.

Evan had finished his calculations.
These people's objective was to contact the Saintess.
The reason was obviously to persuade her.

If these people, who clearly knew the Saintess's temperament, had come all this way, they must have prepared some method.

*Then letting them meet the Saintess would be dangerous.*

The Saintess was an extremely unstable entity.
While she was on their side now, there was no guarantee she wouldn't betray them if tempted by these people's offer.

They would clash with the Moonlight Church very soon anyway, in the very near future.
So there was no reason why it shouldn't happen now.
After all, they planned to leave this Academy as soon as their plans were complete and preparations were made.

But it was better not to give them a pretext.
That's why he was spouting such nonsense.

"...A Paladin? You really have divine power...?"

"That's right!"

Evan's eyes contained the Saintess's gaze.
Naturally, it contained divine power incomparably greater than that of an ordinary church member.

*But I heard the Paladin the Saintess took was a delicate pretty boy with silver hair?*

The church members wavered momentarily at this completely contradictory information.
But they soon regained their composure and shouted:

"No. It doesn't matter who you are. Step aside."

"No. I cannot let you in because you might harm the Saintess!"

"I am a Bishop of the Moonlight Church! Can't you see?"

When the highest-ranking Bishop became agitated at Evan's brazen response, Evan pretended to clean his ear and retorted:

"How am I supposed to believe that? Hmm... looking closely, your face looks a bit heretical."

"He-heretical...!"

The Bishop's face instantly flushed red and blue as his blood pressure rose.

The Moonlight Church was extremely sensitive to the existence and term "heresy."

One of the positions held by the highest officials of the Moonlight Church was "Heresy Designation," which showed how seriously they took heresy. Being designated a heretic meant one could be summarily executed with the Empire's permission.

And Evan had just thrown that word at not just any church member, but a Bishop.

"You bastard! You're lying about being a Paladin! How did you fake the divine power?"

"That's my line! Looking at your red face, you're definitely a heretic, a heretic!!"

"What nonsense...!!"

"A heretic speaking human language!! How dare a heretic try to harm the Saintess!!"

"Aaaaargh!!"

The Bishop, who had no resistance to this kind of provocation, lost his reason at Evan's relentless taunting.
Unable to listen to Evan any longer, the Bishop pushed Evan against the wall with his arms strengthened by divine power.

With a thud, Evan was pushed back about a step and a half, and only then did he wipe away his irritated expression and smile.

"...Good. You struck first, right?"

"Huh?"

The Bishop lost consciousness with those final words.
Because his head was slammed into the ground.

*

Stella had developed a woman's intuition of sorts by now.
Something, somehow—though she had only been away for a moment—she had a feeling that some problem had arisen in that brief time.

Stella didn't ignore that small anxiety.
It was too significant to dismiss as a minor concern, given the many risk factors at the Academy involving Evan.

For example, the Saintess, or other female students targeting Evan's handsome, nice, wonderful body...

Anyway, she was already worried about leaving him alone because of other women, and now with this ominous feeling, there was no need to delay any further.

"Excuse me, could we go a little faster..."

And so, after arriving quickly at the Academy by adding a tip:

"Kuh, kuhak! Please, stop...!"

"Why are you doing this to us, we just...!"

"Please stop...!!"

There were several people covered in blood lying on the floor, and a few people weakly struggling as Evan held their heads.

Seeing this scene, Stella shouted at the top of her lungs:

"What are you doing to my boyfriend...!!"

Again, they had exchanged too many things in their relationship.

Ch.267 - EP. 8 Proposal
"I have a feeling that the Moonlight Church will come looking for me soon."

"...What?"

On the morning I was about to leave to find the Moonlight Church's weaknesses.
The Saintess met me early in the morning and told me while yawning.

That the Moonlight Church might come looking for her to recruit her.
And perhaps... in that process, the first violent clash since the Sword Saint incident might occur.

"What's your basis?"

"Just a feeling? The Moonlight Church has nothing in their way now. They've almost taken control of the Empire, and soon war will break out, so there's no organization that can focus on them."

"......"

"The only exception would be you all, but for some reason, the Moonlight Church hasn't shown any particular contact yet. Even though they lost an important asset like the Saintess."

This can be interpreted in two ways.

Either we're not worth their attention.

Or, they've already devised some method.

That's what the Saintess said.
Either way, while the Moonlight Church wasn't showing much reaction to us, it would be different for her.

"...Because you're the Saintess?"

"That's right! And because I'm pretty!"

The Saintess puffed out her chest and placed her hand on it as she spoke.
Having already healed all her injuries from the crutches and broken ribs, she seemed to be in higher spirits today.

"Being a Saintess carries meaning in the name itself, but it also represents the time and effort they invested in creating one. They wouldn't want to keep such a person tucked away in the Academy. Especially with a large-scale war approaching."

"...Indeed."

"Anyway, they'll send someone to recruit me, and we'll probably be able to gauge the Moonlight Church's stance then."

Whether they'll ignore us as a thorn in their side and sweep through.
Or if they'll try to remove us like a festering wound.

"So it's fine if you go somewhere, but it would be better if you come back quickly. If you're late, I might, you know, convert?"

"......"

"I'm joking. After all, there's someone here who really hates our church. Your husband."

I thought about the meaning of those words for a moment, then realized she was referring to Evan.
Caught off guard by the direct hit, I stammered a response.

"Ah, I haven't even received a proposal yet, so calling him my h-husband..."

"......"

The Saintess returned to her coldly detached gaze after a long time, shook her head repeatedly, then said goodbye and left.

Compared to the beginning, it was definitely what you'd call socialization. The conversation with the Saintess whose fear had diminished.

To make a comparison, it was roughly the difference between encountering a Siberian tiger on a mountain at night versus a malnourished bear in a flimsy cage.

...Is that even a difference?

Anyway, I could recall the words of the relatively normal-seeming Saintess as I hurried back to the Academy in a carriage.

If this uneasiness had a real cause, it would surely be what the Saintess had mentioned.

"...I can go ahead first if you'd like."

Claire, noticing my anxiety, said that, but I shook my head.

"No. We can't fight the Moonlight Church anyway."

"That's... true, but."

Claire looked dejected, disappointed that she couldn't be of help.
Her expression seemed quite pitiful for a Sword Saint, so I patted her head a few times to reassure her.

"Hah...."

"It's fine. It's just one day. What could happen?"

And the moment I uttered those words, I realized my mistake.

...Whenever I say something like this, the situation always—

"What are you doing to my boyfriend...!!"

—turns out worse than I could have possibly imagined.

*

Stella's shout echoed throughout the Academy grounds.

"......?"

"What, what?"

"What are we doing?"

Everyone except Stella, even Evan, wore puzzled expressions.
From any perspective, the situation clearly showed Evan unilaterally beating the church members to a bloody pulp, and that was indeed what had happened.

"Stella? You're back already?"

Of course, Evan's curiosity had nothing to do with that; he was simply happy to see Stella back so soon.

From the church members' perspective, it was a moment of utter disbelief.

All they had done was enter the Academy with some swagger, trying to get to the dormitory, only to be thoroughly beaten by a madman claiming to be a Paladin.

While it was embarrassing that a platoon-sized group including bishop-level members had been overwhelmingly defeated by one person, from any angle, it was the church members who should have been receiving concern.

"Evan, are you okay?! Are you hurt anywhere?!"

"Ah, yes. Just a slight scratch."

"W-where? Here? Or..."

Of course, Evan hadn't been touched by a single hair from the church members' attacks.
Only a bit of their blood had splattered on him.

But Evan felt quite pleased by Stella's intense reaction, which was different from before when she would simply wash his clothes after he returned covered in blood from slicing up bandits.

"Are you really okay...?"

"I'm fine. I'm perfectly fine. Thanks for worrying about me?"

Evan pointed to a non-existent scratch and basked in Stella's attention.

"Eek, eek...!"

"S-Stella, Young Lady...."

Claire, Erhen, and Elysee couldn't help but feel an overwhelming sense of defeat watching this scene.

Stella, who hadn't batted an eye even when sleeping with them, was now concerned about a superhuman like Evan's scratch (which didn't exist).
That they could be so lovey-dovey over something so trivial...!

They had known it, but seeing it with their own eyes made it undeniable.

Claire clenched her fist and trembled, but maintained her usual cold expression and tone as she spoke to Evan.

"...I could have subdued them much more cleanly. I wouldn't have gotten scratched at all."

"...? What's a girl who can't even attack the Moonlight Church saying?"

"......! ...!"

But Evan, who had recharged his Stella-deficiency over the day and was now all smiles, could easily brush off such comments.

The Sword Saint, contrary to her pride, was too scratched to respond and trembled speechlessly.

"I'm glad you weren't hurt."

"I thought you'd scold me for acting rashly."

"It was something I expected... And it's partly my fault for leaving without telling you."

Stella said while fixing Evan's slightly disheveled clothes.
She was completely unaware that this action was arousing jealousy in several people.

She was too preoccupied with such minor reactions because, after all, the night without Evan had been lonely for Stella as well.

As emphasized several times, they were a couple who had been separated for just one day.

"So they came to take the Saintess, these guys?"

"Yes. Whether they intended to take her away or not... I'm not sure."

With that, Evan and Stella finished their emotional reunion after a day apart and returned to their business mode as employer and secretary.
With the Moonlight Church boldly strutting around the Academy, this wasn't something that could be overlooked after knocking down a few church members.

"And this probably isn't the end."

"......!"

"That's......."

With Stella's single statement, tension suddenly pulled taut among those gathered in front of the dormitory—Evan, Claire, Erhen, and Elysee.

'Would the Moonlight Church send such lowly pawns to recruit the Saintess, especially with a war approaching?'

That was too comfortable an assumption.
No matter how you looked at it, the Moonlight Church couldn't have failed to anticipate this situation, nor would they end it here.

Someone must be nearby.
Someone much higher-ranked than these mediocre church members.

The group immediately took battle positions after catching on from my brief words.

Erhen drew her bow and wrapped spirits around her arrows, Evan finally drew his real sword, and Elysee surrounded herself with multiple spirits.
I also pulled up my mana after a long time, raising my body's sensing ability to its limit.

"Everyone, please scan the surroundings. Probably around here...."

"Well. If the Sword Saint weren't here, I wouldn't have thought of coming out."

And then.
A voice was heard.

In the split second that Stella turned her head to speak to her companions.
At a speed that neither Stella, Elysee, nor Erhen could detect.

".....Huh."

A voice like the wind blew from the center.

"You...!"

Only two people reacted in time to the presence that suddenly appeared behind me.
Evan and Claire's swords crossed as if intersecting toward their target, but.

-Thwack!

"That hurts."

"Kuk...! You, bastard...!"

Claire's sword, aimed at the neck, froze in mid-air as if solidified, and Evan's sword was caught in the opponent's grip.

Blood was flowing from the opponent's hand too, but it was Evan's sword strike that had even repelled the Sword Saint's attack.

Now, the opponent had blocked it with just a minor wound.
With a soft sound, even that wound closed up as if stitched together.

The protagonist of this miracle boldly stood in our midst, smiling.

"It's been a while. Though for some of you, this is our first meeting."

Ash-gray hair and pitch-black eyes like an abyss.

A tall man appearing with the flaps of his long dark gray coat spread wide.

My first meeting with him was on the day of the Evil God Manifestation incident.
For Evan, it was the day he lost his mother.

For Claire, it was the day she first became hostile toward the Moonlight Church organization.

The Cardinal of the Moonlight Church, deeply connected to both Evan and Claire's stories.

Ureon Pascal had suddenly descended upon the Academy.

'...Impossible.'

And I, perhaps because my inner strength had grown too, could feel it.
The fact that he had become incomparably stronger than during our previous encounter.

"......."

I momentarily exchanged glances with Evan.
His eyes, wavering with anger and a sense of crisis, reconfirmed this fact to me.

'This is dangerous.'

The Saintess had estimated Evan's chances of victory against him at less than ten percent, even considering Evan's poor condition due to the divine power rejection.

Even in the previous battle, we had barely driven him away through deception using all of Evan's, my own, and Stella's strength, not through force.

In fact, if Stella hadn't been able to use divine power, Evan would have died.

Recalling this fact sent another chill down my spine.

Now, a man stronger than before stood before them.

The Sword Saint Claire, their strongest asset, had her power sealed due to the contract with the Moonlight Church.

We had anticipated that the Moonlight Church would send someone.
We had also anticipated that it would be someone quite high-ranking, unlike earlier.

'But this...!'

A Cardinal—it was unbelievable that someone of this caliber would be dispatched to the Academy.

'...Ah.'

Stella felt, for the first time in a very long while, her brain muscles contracting to the bone.

'What should I do about this.'

The situation was always...

...worse than the worst I could imagine.

Ch.268 - EP. 8 Shock
The impact of the blow sent me flying several dozen meters, crashing through a brick wall. If I hadn't reinforced my body with mana, I would have been crushed like a mosquito in someone's palm.

"Stella-!!!"

"S-S-Stella...!!"

"Lady Stella!!"

Like hallucinations, I heard my companions' worried voices from afar. As my senses returned, I regained some control over my body, but my muscles simply wouldn't respond. Through my blood-soaked but functioning vision, I could see my companions, including Evan, charging at the Cardinal in rage.

*This isn't necessary...*

It would be better to negotiate, to find a way to retreat. I felt especially sorry for Evan. Having lost both his vassal and mother to the Moonlight Church, seeing me injured by them again would hit him hard. As his secretary, I should be embracing and comforting him now.

But I had no strength. It was a complete miscalculation. The Cardinal had indeed been hiding his true power, just as I suspected. Otherwise, Evan or Elysee would have deflected the attack aimed at me.

The fact that Evan couldn't react meant the difference in their levels was immense.

*I need to stop them...*

Somehow I needed to get up and stop this fight. In our current state, we had no chance of winning.

Though I tried to rise, my consciousness kept fading in and out. Like watching a movie with seconds missing between scenes, my vision darkened and cleared repeatedly, showing different snapshots each time.

Evan, enraged, trying to slash down at Ureon with his sword.

Blackout.

Erhen, tears streaming down her face, creating the strongest spirit arrow she could muster.

Blackout.

The Cardinal losing an arm—though I couldn't tell which one.

Blackout.

Somehow the Cardinal had completely recovered and was fending off attacks from all three.

*Wait... what about...*

What about Claire? The Covenant would prevent her from fighting.

She hadn't charged in after seeing me injured and gotten herself killed, had she? Maybe that was just my ego talking.

Disorganized thoughts flooded my injured brain, appearing and disappearing.

*Please, I hope she left this place.*

I hoped she'd gone for help, or at least maintained her composure.

Another blackout.

"...ckhart! Lady Eckhart!"

"Uh...?"

During those few seconds of unconsciousness, someone had taken my hand. Teardrops were falling onto my skin.

"...Cl-aire?"

"I'm sorry, Lady Eckhart, I'm so sorry, I'm so sorry...!"

Claire was completely unlike her usual self, her voice choked with tears as she tried to stop my bleeding. Like Evan, she had trauma from losing someone precious to the Moonlight Church.

And now, unlike the others who could at least fight back, she could do nothing—the psychological impact must be tremendous.

"I, I'm not, *hic*, I'm not good enough, that's why Lady Eckhart...!"

Normally, I would have embraced her to offer comfort. But in my current state, that was impossible. I could feel blood leaving my body in real time.

I would likely pass out soon. Whether that would be the end or not... I wasn't sure.

Despite these thoughts, I forced myself to lean on Claire and opened my blood-filled mouth, the taste of iron overwhelming as I managed to speak:

"Find... the Saintess."

Ch.269 - EP. 8 Thorn In The Eye
Chapter 269. Thorn in the Eye

Claire, the Sword Saint, rushed forward.
After hearing Stella's words, she ran with all her might.

The surrounding air was sliced through, stretching into lines.
Her body tore through the wind, creating small storms in her wake.

The Sword Saint ran.

And she asked herself.

"I, I...."

Why am I so powerless, unable to do anything?

"Damn it...!"

Why am I even more powerless when I'm being myself?

Even as the scenery rushed past her, Claire's mind remained fixed on the scene from earlier.
The image of Stella being violently thrown aside, barely surviving the casual gesture of Cardinal Ureon.
The image of her lord, whom she had sworn to protect.

*I could have reacted.*

No, she did react.
In that moment, Claire had clearly seen the attack heading toward Stella.

Had it been anyone other than the Cardinal of the Moonlight Church, she could have blocked it easily.

*I hesitated, I...*

But the covenant she had made to protect her mercenary group had held her back.

That's why, right after seeing the attack, she had thought:

What if I die here?
If my heart bursts and I die instantly, would her goals still be achievable?

She was now Stella's greatest card and sword.
If she died recklessly, would Stella forgive her?

*How foolish...!!*

It was a pathetic excuse.
For any of those futures to be realized, Stella's existence was a prerequisite.

If she died, everything would end.

"Hah...!"

Tears welled up, blurring her vision.
The sight spreading like ink touched by water momentarily halted the Sword Saint's steps.

Before, when she was herself before Stella had reclaimed her, this wouldn't have happened.
She could have rushed forward like a machine, focused only on achieving her goal.

"I am...."

Still a human unable to protect anything.
Suddenly, Claire...
The Sword Saint realized this.

*

*How weak. Perhaps last time was some kind of deception.*

Ureon thought as he watched Stella collapse from a single gesture of his hand.
It was impossible to imagine that this frail woman had shown overwhelming mana that had pressured even him before.

*I should have dealt with her then.*

Back then, he had retreated due to her bluff, but that had been the root of the problem.

That seed of trouble had grown vigorously, eliminating the spy he had planted in the North and taking away the Sword Saint, their greatest asset.

The situation was favorable.
Stella, whose true strength had not been accurately assessed, was of no concern.
The covenant binding the Sword Saint, which had worried the church, was still intact.

*A covenant cannot be broken without the agreement of both parties. Thanks to that... we cannot eliminate the Sword Saint either.*

The contract between the two parties was firm.
The Sword Saint would not attack the Moonlight Church, and the Moonlight Church would not attack the mercenary group.
He had thought it would be a profitable arrangement since the captain had died and the Moonlight Church would immediately disband the group, but...

*Kruger, that fox-like man.*

Kruger had transferred his authority as captain to the Sword Saint, allowing the mercenary group to continue existing.
The Sword Saint couldn't attack them, but they also couldn't attack her as the "captain of the mercenary group," creating a balance.

*It doesn't matter. As long as the covenant remains, the Sword Saint is no threat to us. And that...*

"You bastard!!"

Applies to these people charging at me as well.

With a bang, Ureon dodged a spirit arrow that whistled past his ear, thinking so.

-Clang!

Then, still in his tilted posture from dodging the arrow, he turned and deflected an incoming spirit attack with the edge of his hand.

"Pleased to meet you, Princess."

"You...!"

The one beloved by all spirits, the imprisoned Third Princess.
Someone the Moonlight Church hadn't particularly concerned themselves with...

"You deliberately hid her. Before she could come to our side."

"......!"

Ureon approached Elysee, dispersing all the spirit flames she unleashed.
Despite the acrid smoke and smell of burning flesh, burns were nothing to Ureon's recovery ability.

As embers rose,
Ureon emerged through the purple flames without a single burn on his clothes, arriving before Elysee.

"...Certain hit, accelerate!!"

Tang-!!
In that interval, Erhen's arrow containing a spirit pierced through.

"What a shame."

The penetrating wound that went through Ureon's eye and marked his face returned to its original state in less than a second.
An impossible recovery rate even for those familiar with a Saintess.

Unable to adapt to this instantaneous recovery, Elysee hastily chanted an incomplete incantation.

"Strike down.-!"

"[Holy Arts: Reinforcement]"

Pakang-!!

A lightning spear that heated the surrounding air blue, striking down at a speed imperceptible to ordinary people.

Ureon caught it with his reinforced hand, and taking advantage of Elysee's momentary surprise, drove his fist into her abdomen.

"Kuhup...!"

Spirit users were vulnerable in close combat.
Though Elysee had higher defense than Stella due to the protection of various spirits, it was still limited.
It was impossible to remain unharmed after taking a Cardinal's attack.

After the direct hit to her stomach, Ureon's long leg struck her as she was lifted into the air.

"Eup-!"

Elysee flew far away and rolled on the ground without even uttering a death cry.
All this happened within 5 seconds of Elysee's initial attack.

And in that interval, a sword strike that had been waiting for an opportunity flew at the Cardinal.
A flash of silver like a handful of light, even in the surrounding time that had slowed hundreds of times for the superhuman.

Slash-!

"Ah."

That was an attack that should have been dodged, not blocked.

Realizing that one of his arms had been severed in a spray of blood, Ureon let out a short groan.
And before that arm hit the ground, he blocked the second incoming strike with his newly regenerated arm.

-Pagak!

A sound more like metal against metal than metal against flesh.
Despite perfectly blocking it, the blade kept digging in slightly, making Ureon smile in admiration.

"You've grown stronger. Isenberg."

"......."

Evan von Isenberg.
The thorn in the side and archenemy of the Moonlight Church.

When they met last time, he had been a weak opponent even accounting for his injuries, but now it was different.

Kang-!

Teeth gritted to the point of breaking.
His bloodshot eyes, as if about to shed tears of blood, were fixed on Ureon's neck.

Kang, kakang-!

In the accelerated time between them, dozens of exchanges occurred.

Kang, kakak, kagak, gagak, kang-!

The speed of these exchanges increased further, and in the span of a few ticks of the second hand, they had already completed hundreds of clashes.

Thousands of sparks flew, and even more blood sprayed and flowed.

During this time, Ureon lost his arms and fingers dozens of times.

*He's definitely stronger. To be able to exchange blows with me like this now.*

He could tell with certainty.
The current Isenberg was stronger than anyone except the Sword Saint.

*But it's strange.*

Despite this strength, Isenberg himself was swinging his sword so recklessly it almost seemed haphazard.

Simply put, he had lost his composure.
It was completely opposite to his strategic demeanor from before, when he had calmly continued fighting while shedding tears of blood from his eyes in an exhausted state, looking for openings for those behind him.

*No. It's not just Isenberg.*

Ureon thought as he blocked the spirit wind blades flying at him and broke the arrows containing spirits.

The spirit user, the spirit archer, the Sword Saint who had rushed out, and Isenberg who was now clashing swords with him.
They were all unusually agitated and had lost their composure.

The reason they had changed like this when they had been merely tense but composed until just now...

*...Eckhart?*

The Marquis's daughter with lavender hair.
It had been since she was knocked down by him.

*Isenberg... was her comrade since before, so that makes sense.*

Were they all in a close relationship with the Sword Saint too? This frail woman?

The reactions they were showing couldn't be explained by merely having a close friend knocked down by an enemy.

Especially Isenberg, who was charging at him prepared to die in a mutual kill.

*...She's quite popular.*

Ureon sneered as he caught Evan's sword with one hand.
Whatever method she had used to win them over, seeing these aspects only reinforced his belief that he had done well to deal with her quickly.

They posed no threat to the current Moonlight Church.
Could they stop the war with the North? Could they stop the great work of the Moonlight Church that was right before them?

No.
The sun had already set.
All that remained for the Moonlight Church was to wait for the full moon that would soon rise.

Pagagak-!

"...Persistent."

But, even so.
While they couldn't stop the moon from rising, they were annoying existences that could block the view of that moon.

Ureon felt it was time to wrap things up.
Their power wasn't enough to be a threat, but it was too massive for individuals to possess.

His current self was, so to speak, 200% compared to before.
Evan, who could fight on par with him even briefly, would clearly be a major hindrance.

*Moreover... his speed is increasing in real-time.*

Though he still hadn't regained his composure, his already threatening speed was increasing further.
To the point where it would be difficult to deflect without divine power reinforcement.

*Still, only to that extent.*

-Bbeok!

Ureon, not caring that his arm was being cut in two by the sword, drove his fist into Evan's face.

"......!"

Though Isenberg didn't even blink, as a living being, he couldn't help but falter momentarily.
In that gap, Ureon raised a mace created with divine power and brought it down on Evan.

Kwaaaang-!!

Fragments violently sprayed up from the ground, and blood splattered on his face along with dirt.

Evan, struck down in a defenseless state, created a pool of blood as his face was driven into the ground.

"Phew."

To think someone could tire him out to this extent.
But that was all.
Having dealt with Isenberg, handling the rest would be child's play.

With this, the only remaining variable was cleared.
All that remained was to wait for the North's large-scale invasion.

Thinking this, Ureon changed the form of his mace to that of a long sword.
Though it was an unfamiliar weapon, it would be more advantageous for a clean cut.

"Kuk...!"

"Well then."

Ureon raised his sword and stood before Elysee.
He thought dealing with Elysee rather than Erhen would eliminate variables more quickly.

She seemed to be gathering spirit power, but all he had to do was withstand it.
Having made his decision, he brought down his sword.

-Kaak!

And at that moment,
Just before the glowing white divine sword touched Elysee's blonde hair.

"-Sweep through."

"......?!"

A strong spirit force struck Ureon's side.

The powerful spirit wave that Elysee had been gathering was enough to make even Ureon stagger.

*...No.*

It was an attack he had anticipated.
His body was sufficiently reinforced.

The reason he was pushed back a step by an attack he could have withstood was because it came without any warning from an unexpected direction.

Elysee showed no sign of opening her mouth.
And she never did.

The sound came from his side, the direction of the attack.

"......!"

Though Ureon didn't know, the only person who could do this in that situation was...

The only person who could imitate the mana wave in Elysee's voice and temporarily steal control of the spirits was just one person.

"...Eckhart."

"Lady Stella!!"

Stella, who should have been lying crumpled on the ground, was standing there, panting.
Her head was torn and bleeding, the blood seeping into her eyes, turning her eyeballs red.

Yet, she stood.

*How?*

Those weren't injuries one could stand up from.
Even when sensed from afar, her life force was clearly fading.

*To revive that state, even a high-ranking priest would be insufficient-*

And as his thoughts reached that point, Ureon felt his cells tingle with a sense of crisis.

Come to think of it, there was someone here.
Someone with such vast divine power that they could make high-ranking priests seem insignificant.

"Sain-"

Kwaaaaaaang-!!!!

Ureon's words were cut short.
A fist buried itself in his face, piercing through the facial muscles and skull.

It slammed him into the ground with tremendous impact.

"Making a flashy-"

Half his head exploded, spraying blood and flesh.
Among all that redness, snow-white hair fluttered without losing its color, like moonlight.

"-entrance!!"

The only person who could overwhelm Ureon, enhanced by some means with divine power, alongside the Pope.

The Full Moon Saintess, Cloria, had belatedly joined the battle with the panting Sword Saint.

"I'm sorry! I was sleeping!"

She shouted, looking at the devastated, chaotic, blood-soaked surroundings.

Ch.270 - EP. 8 Madman
The saintess liked to sleep sprawled out somewhere. She especially enjoyed sleeping in secluded places like mountains or forests, claiming it was more thrilling that way.

That's why, even when Ureon appeared and chaos erupted, the saintess was truly sleeping somewhere in the mountains behind the academy.

Completely unaware that someone was dying.

This caused Sword Saint Claire some delay in finding her. Though Claire could normally identify anyone within several kilometers just by detecting their scent or voice, this ability was somewhat hindered in the mountains.

As a result, the saintess had to witness Claire approaching her with tears welling in her eyes, sobbing and begging for help.

"Huh? *sniff* What? Who's coming?" she asked, having just been abruptly awakened.

The situation was sudden, but the saintess understood quickly.

"Oh my, this is terrible!"

"Hurry, *sob*, hurry, please help!"

Since she had been the one who initially warned about the Moonlight Church's infiltration, she already knew they would enter the academy.

Despite knowing this, the reason the saintess was sleeping far away in the mountains was simply... because she was the saintess.

'Well, I didn't expect a Cardinal to show up.'

Upon hearing the Sword Saint's words, the saintess tumbled down the mountain. Nearly every bone in her body broke, but somehow her recently enhanced divine power perfectly healed her body without delay.

Then, she ran at full speed, enduring muscle tears and fractures.

BOOM-!!

With a burst speed rivaling the Sword Saint's, she flew toward the dormitory Claire had mentioned.

In an instant, she passed through several landscapes and immediately used her maximum divine power to heal Stella, who looked on the verge of death.

After seeing the staggering Stella use spirit power, she dashed forward—

Seeing the Cardinal raising his sword against Elysee, she gathered strength in her legs, launched herself forward, converted that momentum into punching power—

"Sain—!"

—and drove her fist into Ureon's face.

"Making a splendid—"

Crack, or splat.
With her fist still embedded, she slammed him into the ground, feeling his skull and facial skin being crushed under her knuckles.

"—entrance!!"

Blood splattered everywhere, staining the surroundings.

'Oops. That's quite a mess.'

Looking around, she saw Stella's companions collapsed with severe injuries.
Strictly speaking, this happened because she had been sleeping in the mountains, so the saintess shouted with embarrassment:

"I'm sorry! I was sleeping!"

The gazes fixed on her (except for Ureon, whose eyeballs hadn't yet regenerated) were quite cold.

But they also contained something else.

On par with the Sword Saint.
Among the group, tied for first in combat ability with the Sword Saint.

Unlike the Sword Saint, currently the only one capable of attacking the Moonlight Church...

"Sain... tess?"

"Hello, Evan! I've come to rescue you!"

...their savior.

Thanks to the saintess's reputation, everyone was reluctant to admit it, but that was the truth.

"Lady... Saintess."

While Evan and the saintess were conversing, Ureon, who had somehow regenerated his blown-off head, staggered to his feet.

His gaze revealed undisguised hostility.

"Oh, Ureon. Long time no see? First time since the Evil God incident, right?"

"Have you defected?" Ureon asked, ignoring the saintess's greeting and erasing his usual smile.

He had sufficient reason to consider it a serious matter.

What made Ureon react sensitively wasn't the intensity or target of the attack, but the attack itself. The current behavior was completely contrary to how the saintess had compulsively hidden her combat abilities until now.

"Hmm, I wonder~?"

So from Ureon's perspective, there was ample reason to believe the saintess had completely turned against them.

If his assumption was correct, it meant the saintess cared enough about these people to abandon her compulsive behavior.

Strictly speaking, he was half right and half wrong.

It was somewhat accurate that these people were important to the saintess, but the reason wasn't because they were precious or anything like that—it was purely for her own interest and amusement.

"...I knew you were unpredictable, but...."

Ureon muttered.

Though she had been free-spirited, she had always acted within the Moonlight Church's standards.

But at some point, she had become an entity beyond control.
Seeing the Cardinal showing hostility toward her, the saintess sighed.

"You always talk too much."

"......!"

BANG! The spot where the saintess had been standing collapsed explosively.
In the brief moment the Cardinal lost sight of her, she appeared above Ureon.

She spun her slender leg with all her might and shattered Ureon's head.

BOOM-!

"-!"

Almost every part of the Cardinal's skull was blown away, except for his jaw and a tiny portion of his head.

However, rendering that meaningless, the Cardinal's head regained its original form in less than a second.

'His recovery is fast.'

'Her recovery is fast.'

The saintess and the Cardinal thought simultaneously.
Even for a church member of Cardinal rank, this recovery speed seemed abnormal even to himself.

The variable he could anticipate was the saintess's presence.
More precisely, the attack itself containing divine power.

The Cardinal immediately created a Mason and blew away the saintess's upper body.

"Ugh...!"

The saintess had a hole blown through her from below her neck to above her pelvis, like a bitten apple.

But such a hole filled and healed even faster than the Cardinal's—though since her clothes weren't made with her hair, they didn't recover, leaving half her naked body exposed.

Incidentally, the saintess had a good figure.
Whether it was the Main God's preference or not, her body was always maintained at an appropriately voluptuous and beautiful level.

"Kyaa. How embarrassing."

Of course, no one present was paying attention to her appearance.

The only men there, Evan and Ureon, didn't have the sexual inclination to get excited about a crazy woman.
That was perhaps their only commonality.

"Hmm. Something feels unpleasant."

The saintess said while grabbing and pulling off Ureon's arms.
She wasn't really embarrassed, but a mature virgin had half her naked body exposed, and yet not a single person showed interest.

"Did you care about such things?"

"Why shouldn't I?!"

With arms that regrew before the blood from his torn limbs even hit the ground, Ureon split the saintess's body in half.
Her upper body flew away along with something resembling a spine.

"I can be embarrassed too!"

But she recovered at transcendent speed, and now completely naked except for her lower garments, she covered her chest with one hand while shouting and splitting Ureon's head vertically.

Thud, crack, slash-

In this manner, with each exchange, some part of one person's body would fly off, and before that body part could even disappear, another body part would be sent flying in this incredibly gory fight.

After exchanging several blows, Ureon realized:

"...So it was you who captured the Sword Saint after all."

"Bingo!"

The saintess was strong.
Incredibly so.

He had thought her extreme concealment of her power was due to her pathetically poor combat abilities.
Though skilled with Holy Arts, he assumed her physical abilities were no different from others.

'That was a complete misjudgment.'

The saintess overflowed with martial talent like a waterfall.
In pure physical combat, it was questionable whether he could win.

Yet the reason he could fight her on equal terms, even slightly dominating, was:

'It seems attacks using the same divine power don't inflict much damage on each other.'

That was it.
With too few examples of combat between Moonlight Church members, he hadn't known that inflicting wounds that were difficult to heal was virtually impossible between users of the same divine power.

CRACK-!
Meanwhile, their crossed fists blew away more than half of each other's skulls.
SPLAT-!

Immediate recovery.
Simultaneously, both realized:

'At this rate...'

'This fight will never end.'

In this case, the advantage would normally be with the saintess.
She possessed divine power and recovery abilities that no church member could approach, and after the recent Divine Descent, she had reached some different level.

'However, right now I...'

'The current saintess...'

She had to fight while protecting these half-mangled people.
In this case, the disadvantage shifted to the saintess.

Realizing this simultaneously, Ureon immediately turned toward Stella.
The saintess's roundhouse kick cut him in half, but before his upper body hit the ground, he perfectly recreated his lower body along with his clothes.

"Oh no!"

The saintess felt dismayed.
And she felt regret.

'This was a fun new experience... what a shame.'

The fact that she had to end this fight now.
The saintess decided to stop enjoying herself since she needed to save Stella first.
And toward Ureon, who was rushing toward Stella, she shouted loudly:

"Ureon!! I'll return to the Moonlight Church! I'll be your dog!"

"...What?"

Ureon stopped mid-air upon hearing those words.

"Your reaction is abnormally fast! You responded to 'dog,' you pervert!"

"...I'm not in the mood for jokes. Besides...."

"I'll go back! I was just rebelling because I wanted to have some fun!"

Ureon looked at her with hostile eyes.
No matter how unpredictable and crazy she was, would she really decide to defect so drastically?

'Of course. If it's the saintess, it's entirely possible.'

But the timing was extremely suspicious.
Fighting like an exhibitionist pervert, covering her chest with one hand and laughing maniacally, then suddenly saying this?

And right at the moment he was about to attack Stella?

Even for the saintess, this was suspicious.
As Ureon's hostility and suspicion grew...

"Oh, so distrustful. I'll make a covenant! That should be enough, right?!"

"......What?"

This time, Ureon asked with genuine confusion.
A covenant—an agreement made between two parties that causes instant death by heart explosion if broken.
In the case of Moonlight Church members, even if the heart regenerates, it immediately explodes again, ultimately resulting in death.

She couldn't be unaware of this, given her immense interest in the Moonlight Church's history and techniques.

"...What are you plotting?"

"What plot! In exchange, leave these people alone. And give me about a day."

"......If I do that, you'll join our side? Even making a covenant?"

Ureon spoke with suspicion, but his expression was much more relaxed than before.

"Yes. We can do it right now if you want!"

"......!"

"Hey, wait...!"

Evan tried to stop her from his position on the floor, but the saintess pressed her bare foot on his face to prevent him.
If the foot had belonged to Stella, Evan might have enjoyed it, but since it didn't, it was an extremely unpleasant action.

"Oh, come on. Just stay put. I'm going back to my homeland."

The saintess's homeland obviously wasn't the Moonlight Church, but the meaning was clear enough.
The saintess truly intended to defect.

Both Evan and Ureon believed this simultaneously.
From Ureon's perspective, it was regrettable not to deal with these variables before leaving, but...

Ureon calculated:

The rewards and punishments between taking the saintess back as per the Pope's original order while letting these people go, versus capturing them but failing to recruit the saintess.

Clearly, the former would be far more pleasing to the Pope.

"....Fine. Let's make the covenant. Right now."

"I said okay. You're so impatient."

The saintess grumbled as she covered herself with a piece of cloth lying around and blew off her hand.

Normally a small cut would suffice, but her recovery was so fast that this much was necessary to draw even a drop of blood.

She clasped hands with Ureon, who similarly had a drop of blood flowing.

They began the covenant with practiced ease.

"I will stand with the Moonlight Church and act according to the Moonlight Church's orders. I swear."

"...I swear to leave these people behind now."

Click—both felt something tightening around their hearts.
Though this was the saintess's first covenant, she instinctively understood this magic would enforce the penalty if she failed to fulfill her oath.

"Now leave. Let me say goodbye to these people."

"......Very well."

Ureon didn't want to continue fighting either.
Not capturing these people was still regrettable, but... it had been more like removing a nuisance from individuals who weren't particularly threatening anyway.

"...Let's go."

Ureon said, kicking awake the church members who had collapsed around them.

And so they departed.
It was essentially no different from leaving after devastating the academy, but the academy currently lacked the strength to challenge that.

After Ureon and the church members left—
After their figures disappeared beyond the horizon—

Only then did the saintess collapse to the ground.

"Phew. It actually worked!"

Evan shouted at her heatedly.
From his perspective, the saintess had just committed an act of betrayal right before his eyes.

"Did you just defect right in front of me? Even making a covenant?"

"What? Of course not?! What do you take me for?"

The saintess retorted to Evan as if exhausted.
Evan hesitated at her seemingly innocent expression.

"...Did you use some trick?"

"Of course I did!"

Evan was honestly somewhat impressed by the saintess's words.
So this crazy woman was capable of thinking after all.
Honestly, there seemed to be no room for wordplay in the earlier covenant.
Had she created a loophole that even he hadn't noticed, allowing her to avoid the covenant's penalty?

"...Ugh, my heart...! Just saying I'll break the covenant triggers the penalty...!"

"?"

Evan's train of thought was interrupted as he watched the saintess suddenly clutch her heart and vomit blood.

The scene was so absurd that he didn't even have the will to say anything.

"You......?"

"Ah, don't worry. I'm getting used to it now."

"...How are you still alive?"

Having researched the Moonlight Church extensively, Evan knew quite a bit about covenants.
A covenant couldn't be avoided just because a church member could immediately regenerate their heart.
The Cardinal wouldn't have failed to consider such a possibility.

"Oh, I thought I could manage it."

"......??"

"Since the Divine Descent... I've felt my divinity strengthen significantly. If that hadn't worked, I was planning to copy about three hearts..."

The saintess mumbled something, but it didn't register in Evan's mind.
Whatever happened, if it hadn't worked, she would have simply died.

'Crazy woman....'

That was still the only impression Evan could form of the saintess.

"Stella, don't you also think—"

Evan turned to look at Stella as he thought this. Based on her earlier panting, he judged she needed more treatment.

However.

"...Stella?"

Somehow, without anyone noticing, Stella had collapsed again.

*

"......How cliché."

"What is?"

"...Everything."

In the gray space.
Stella, who opened her eyes in her mindscape, scratched her head and spoke.

...Now what am I supposed to talk about with this person again.

Ch.271 - EP. 8 Force
The place swept by battle was utterly devastating.

During the initial fight between the Cardinal, Evan, Erhen, and Elysee, the Dormitory was practically half-destroyed. The subsequent confrontation between the Saintess and the Cardinal made things even worse, turning the surroundings into a bloodbath.

The amount of blood spilled was impossible for just a few humans to produce—it looked more like buckets of red paint had been poured everywhere.

"Ugh, what is... this?!"

"Lady Elysee!!"

Caille and Grace, who couldn't join the battle due to their own circumstances, could only stare in shock at the horrific scene when they rushed over.

What kind of battle could have left such massive bloodstains covering everything?

Fortunately, despite the gruesome scene, the actual injuries were relatively minor. Elysee and Erhen had light wounds that would heal after a few minutes of treatment from the priests. Evan's head injury was more severe, and he was reluctant to accept the priests' treatment, so his recovery took longer, but it wasn't critical. As for the Saintess, well, she had sustained the most injuries among the group yet walked around as if nothing had happened.

The problem, however, was with Stella, who could be considered the weakest among them. She alone had suffered injuries on a completely different level.

"......"

"......"

That's why the atmosphere in the infirmary remained cold, even though the incident had been somewhat resolved.

Strictly speaking, it was a miracle that Stella was even alive. Stella and her companions had completely misjudged Ureon Pascal's combat ability, which had acted as an unexpected variable. As a result, Stella had to take a hit from the Cardinal, whom even Evan would struggle to face one-on-one.

If Stella hadn't instantly deployed a defensive barrier... no, even with that barrier, nine out of ten people would have died instantly from such an attack.

Of course, none of her companions thought it was fine just because she had survived an attack that should have killed her.

"...It was my fault."

The Sword Saint's quiet voice echoed through the bleak hospital room. Her voice wasn't choked with emotion as it had been during the incident, but it carried deep self-reproach that pained the hearts of those listening.

"I could have blocked it. No... I should have blocked it. Definitely."

The Sword Saint's guilt was naturally directed most strongly toward Stella, but she felt almost as much toward Evan.

The Sword Saint, Claire, knew how devoted this man was to Stella despite his seemingly carefree smile. She had witnessed him risk his life for her several times. In front of such a man, she had failed to protect Stella's safety that she had been confident about. She had even provoked him earlier, claiming she could do better.

"...I'm ashamed. If I had been just a bit more bold at that moment..."

"Don't talk nonsense. What if you had died? What about Stella's plan?"

"...If she had died, wouldn't everything be over anyway?"

It was a retrospective argument. Evan, sitting beside the bedridden Stella and pressing his fingertips against his eyes to endure fatigue, could say that now.

But would he have said the same if Stella had died or been severely injured? That thought tormented her more than anything.

"I'm... sorry. If only I had been... a little... braver..."

"...Stop it. You're making my head hurt."

Evan frowned slightly and stood up. He placed his hand on the Sword Saint's shoulder and said:

"Sword Saint. I can discern truth from lies in people's words."

"What...?"

"Your words about wishing you had sacrificed your life were overflowing with sincerity. That's enough."

Evan spoke in an uncharacteristically dry and cold voice. Was the shock not as great as expected? Claire briefly wondered, but looking at his expression, she realized that wasn't the case.

His eyes, as red as his scarlet irises, were bloodshot. His lips were completely chewed up and swollen from how much he had bitten them.

It clearly conveyed the nauseating anger he was feeling.

"...Isenberg."

"I told you. I knew it. No, we all knew it. That you couldn't strike against the Moonlight Church."

"......"

Evan's voice remained dry, but something overflowing could clearly be felt within it.

"So the only one who could have stopped that guy there... was me."

Evan's fist was clenched so tightly that blood dripped from it onto the floor.

He had lost precious things to the Moonlight Church many times before.

That's why he had resolved not to lose anything this time, to protect what mattered.

*I wasn't enough.*

He lacked strength. Regardless of how abnormally Ureon's power had increased, if he had been stronger, he could have easily blocked such an attack and protected her.

Evan felt it more strongly than ever. Indeed, until he uprooted the entire Moonlight Church from this earth and dragged it down to destroy it, he couldn't completely love anyone.

For the sake of his revenge.
For the sake of protecting Stella.
For the sake of being able to love her with all his heart.

"...Sword Saint. I have a favor to ask you."

Evan looked down at the Sword Saint with eyes glowing scarlet and spoke. The Sword Saint responded by meeting his gaze, as if she had been waiting for this.

"...Yes."

A cold wind swept between them.

*

Around the same time, two people who couldn't bear the harsh atmosphere in the hospital room were sitting quietly on a bench nearby.

"......"

"...Excuse me."

"...Huh?! Oh, you mean me?"

The two blondes, whose hair colors were distinctly different when they stood side by side—the elven spirit archer Erhen and the former Princess Elysee.

Both had been in a daze since the end of the battle. It was like a lull after a series of intense fights, followed by witnessing a battle between seemingly untouchable monsters.

Though they weren't particularly close, they could tell they were thinking the same thing now.

"Um... you know."

"...Yes. Go ahead."

"Aren't we... too..."

"......"

"...useless?"

They were referring to their powerlessness stemming from their insufficient martial strength.

Strictly speaking, the two couldn't be called weak. There would be fewer than ten people stronger than them in the entire Empire.

However, they felt inadequate because everyone around them was an insane monster. The Sword Saint and the Saintess were beyond comparison, and Evan was just slightly below them in strength. And what about their enemies? The opponent they just faced had overwhelmed Evan and fought on equal terms with the Saintess.

It was only natural for them to think this way.

"...Shall we work together?"

"...Yes."

And so, the two who always fought with each other joined hands. The Northern infiltration was approaching, and they couldn't afford to remain complacent.

They didn't want to see Stella get hurt. And as things stood now, there was no guarantee that something like this wouldn't happen again.

There was no time to waste.
Now was the time to forge themselves.

That was their resolution.

For the Sword Saint, for Evan.
For Erhen, for Elysee.

The incident that had deeply shocked each of them was over.

And Stella, who could be considered the cause of it all, was now...

"You are truly remarkable."

"Ugh..."

...being mocked by her original self.

*

In the gray space—the mindscape of the original Stella.

It was a truly pathetic memory: getting knocked out by a single strike from the Cardinal's extended hand (not even a fist), barely being revived by the Saintess, managing to give one feint with a spirit, then passing out again.

Honestly, it was such a humiliating memory that I wanted to erase it, along with the times when I used to bicker with Evan.

"Didn't your mana return a little? You flew away like a piece of paper."

"......"

I had nothing to say to the original Stella's continued mockery. The truth was, I was lucky to be alive at all. If I had died instantly, my life story would have gained an additional genre at the end: comedy.

"Yes, I admit it. I was a bit reckless."

"Not a bit, but very much so."

"Ughhhh..."

I couldn't lift my head from embarrassment.

Yes, honestly, I had misjudged. First, I believed that the Moonlight Church wouldn't take any measures if they had left us alone until now. In reality, they were just testing the waters, concerned that the Sword Saint's oath might have been broken.

Second, I thought someone of the Cardinal's rank wouldn't come, or if they did, Evan, myself, and a few others would be enough to handle them easily.

Honestly, I felt this was unfair. I could accept that a Cardinal suddenly appeared after almost a month of silence.

But how was I supposed to know that this Cardinal had inexplicably become several times stronger than before?

As a result, these misjudgments piled up, and we nearly failed completely.

"...You haven't forgotten, have you? You must hand that body over to me."

"Hey, don't skip parts. It's 'temporarily,' right?"

"Yes, 'temporarily.'"

"Right, 'temporarily.'"

I corrected the original Stella's statement, which was disturbing my already troubled state by deliberately mentioning that fact.

Of course, I didn't know what might happen in between... and that "temporarily" might be extended, but this conversation was a kind of psychological warfare.

"...With smaller breasts than mine?"

"What did you say?"

"Ah, nothing!"

I muttered quietly so she wouldn't hear, then responded with a bright smile. Whether she actually heard me or not was uncertain, but it was true, wasn't it?

The original Stella seemed to be struggling to hold back something she wanted to say, enduring several attempts to speak.

Eventually, she changed the subject.

"...Ah, by the way, about our bet."

"Oh, that's right."

So that's what she wanted to talk about. In the bet between the original Stella and me, I won and earned one wish. What I requested was for her to show me why I had been transmigrated here.

This was important. Extremely important for my plan.

Essentially, all my strategies were based on the premise that I would see it.

"...That's quite urgent too. When can I...?"

"You'll have to wait a bit. I can't show you everything during short mindscape contacts like when you're unconscious."

"What? Then how? We don't have much time..."

"...I'm looking for a way. But I assume you don't want to become a vegetable in your current state."

Stella told me that showing me would require quite a long time, but since I'm attached to my body except when sleeping or unconscious like now, it's difficult to create the right conditions.

And if she suddenly detached me from my body and left me, I might become a vegetative state.

"Or you might get amnesia and become an idiot. So wait a little longer."

"...I understand."

As I was talking with Stella, I noticed the surroundings getting brighter. A signal that the mindscape was ending soon.

I was about to say goodbye to Stella before she beat me to it.

"...You."

"Yes?"

The original Stella hesitated, mumbling as if swallowing her words. It was very unlike her.

After a brief moment, she finally opened her mouth.

"...Do you think you were lucky this time?"

"Huh?"

What was this about? I was confused by the sudden question and asked her back. I could answer, of course.

The answer was so obvious that I wondered why she even asked.

"...Of course. Not just now, it's always been that way."

I've lived that way all my life. I couldn't convey those last words as the mindscape ended, but the original Stella's expression had become more complex than before she got her answer.

...What could it mean?

*

When I woke up from the mindscape, I saw the ceiling of the hospital room. I secretly hoped that Evan would hug me tearfully as soon as I got up, but...

"S-Stella, Young Lady!!"

"Oh, Grace!"

"You're awake! Thank goodness!"

The only person in the room was Grace, not Evan or Erhen or anyone else. I was a bit surprised but greeted Grace warmly, as I hadn't seen her in a while.

Right. Everyone couldn't watch over me 24 hours a day.
It had been like that before too.

But I thought Evan would be here...

"Um, Grace?"

"Do you know where Evan is right now?"

Feeling I should at least show my condition to Evan, I asked, but Grace's expression became somewhat ambiguous.

"I do know, but... it might be better if you don't go there right now...?"

"What? Where is he?"

Grace's sudden reaction made me feel uneasy. Evan wasn't in my hospital room but somewhere that would cause anxiety?

When I pressed her, Grace answered with some hesitation.

"He's probably in the Dormitory building. With the Sword Saint..."

"...What?"

Claire.

With Evan.

Together?

Just the two of them?

"...An affair?!"

"I-I didn't say that...!"

Ch.272 - EP. 8 Misunderstanding...?
The original Stella was watching the place where she had vanished, as suddenly as she had appeared.

Though she always came for absurd and senseless reasons, today was worse than ever.

She had endured a blow from that Moonlight Church Cardinal and nearly died.
This fact filled Stella with great anger.
How could she be so careless when they had contracted to temporarily hand over her body not long ago?

If she had died instantly, both of them would have been finished.
However...
The original Stella felt something besides anger when she saw her.

"......"

Crawling up, unconsciously, impossible to hide.
A slowly rising sense of relief.

Seeing her so helplessly overwhelmed in this unexpected situation, unlike her usual self, the original felt this emotion.

So even that woman, who always solved problems through bizarre methods, has moments of vulnerability.

She isn't a perfect superhuman after all.

Recognizing this, a deep sense of relief leaked from the depths of her heart.

And this realization tormented the original Stella.

"...How ugly."

When had she become someone who laughed at another's failure?
Especially the failure of the one currently inhabiting her body?

And hadn't she asked:

-Do you think you were just lucky this time?

Suggesting that everything until now might have been mere chance.

It was a shameful feeling.
An inferiority complex she couldn't bear without denial.

Perhaps it was because, aside from providing fragments of future information, the woman had started with the same conditions as herself.

And that emotion.
It was highly likely to end as more than just an inferiority complex.

"...I."

Stella.

Stella... hated herself.

*

"Meeting you face to face like this... the entrance exam was the last time, wasn't it?"

"...Yes. Probably."

Dormitory.
The secret Training Ground that Stella had discovered.

They had wandered around looking for a place to train without disturbing other cadets before arriving here.

If they clashed with even a fraction of their full power, people nearby would suffer serious injuries.

Looking around, Evan was lost in memories.
Though he hadn't visited recently, he recalled the days when he trained with Stella.

They had been somewhat awkward back then...
But Evan now thought fondly of that Stella too.

After watching Evan briefly, the Sword Saint, Claire, spoke.

"Let me say this first. We don't have much time."

"Right. At most, we have about a week before the Cardinal notices the Saintess's violation."

The time given wasn't long.
And all of Stella's companions needed to achieve some growth within that time.

"Before we discuss our goals... shall we spar lightly first?"

"...Fine."

Evan nodded at the Sword Saint's suggestion.
Of course, he had no chance of winning if they fought at full power, but she probably knew that and meant to gauge his skills.

They both drew swords from their waists.
They couldn't use wooden swords for practice, as no wood existed that could withstand their collision.

"...I won't give you the first move."

"Fine."

The moment she finished speaking, Evan lunged forward, closing in on the Sword Saint.
Though Evan had reached mastery in almost every aspect as a knight, his standout quality was speed.

It was speed pushed to the limit through extreme mana enhancement.

"You're fast."

CLANG-!!

Yet the Sword Saint blocked his near-sonic strike without changing her expression.
Red and blue flames scattered, and before they extinguished, another slash came from above.

CLANG-!

Again, the Sword Saint deflected it with minimal movement, just a slight twist of her wrist.

"...As expected."

Though he was the attacker, the recoil transmitted through the blade made his wrist numb.
It was an overwhelming pressure he hadn't felt since reaching a certain level of martial prowess.

"Even compared to the abnormally strengthened Cardinal... she's at least one level higher."

With just this brief exchange, Evan could roughly gauge her capabilities.
Naturally, at his current level where he struggled against the Cardinal, he was no match for her.

"But neither of us is using full power."

The Sword Saint had only defended, perhaps as part of matching his level.
If so, there was no reason not to take advantage of this.

Having made this judgment, Evan explosively rotated his mana and increased his momentary speed even further.

BOOM-!!

The dormitory floor cracked as if about to shatter.
Gaining momentum, Evan unleashed a flurry of attacks at his maximum possible speed.

CLANG, CRACK, CLANG, THWACK-!!

Flames bloomed dizzily in his vision, and Evan's sword cut through every path toward the Sword Saint.

Even the air split, vibrating as it released violent currents.

Though it might appear random, Evan was actually observing the Sword Saint's posture in real-time and unleashing as many possible sword strikes as he could.

"Still the same... I see."

Yet the Sword Saint continued to deflect everything without retreating a single step, her expression unchanged.
Like a conductor waving a baton, her movements were light and controlled.

With just those few motions, dozens of sword strikes were split apart with disheartening ease.

"A little more."

Seeing this, Evan increased his speed once more.
Even faster. And a little more precise.

Each strike, heavier.

BOOM, CRASH, BOOOM-!!

"......"

And only then did a subtle change appear in the Sword Saint's expression.
Her body was being pushed back slightly.

Judging that defense alone was no longer sufficient, the Sword Saint finally launched her own sword strike.

And with just that, the burden on Evan's wrist and arm increased hundredfold.

SLASH, SLAAASH-!!

"...Heavy."

While deflecting all his attacks at angles, the Sword Saint's strikes came straight and powerful.
With each blow feeling like striking a boulder, Evan played his final card.

"......Huff."

A different energy within his body from mana.
Located in his head, specifically his eyes—Evan's hidden trump card.

Divinity, the Saintess's Insight Eye.
Since Evan wasn't an official church member and lacked faith, he hadn't learned how to accumulate divinity.
Therefore, he could only use naturally condensed divinity, which is why he had only used it during combat, and only in truly desperate situations.

In other words, it was Evan's ultimate technique, used only in life-threatening extreme situations.

He had used it to break illusions when fighting the Illusionary Demonic Beast, and when fighting the Cardinal last time to protect Stella.

"......!"

The Sword Saint flinched momentarily at the changed atmosphere and likewise raised her mana.
She launched what could be considered a full-power strike at Evan's current level, but.

SLASH-!!

Evan deflected it lightly, just like the Saintess had done moments ago.
And immediately accelerating.

"...!"

He slashed his sword through a gap the Sword Saint couldn't block in time.

"Combat ability... suddenly changed?"

The Sword Saint hurriedly deflected it, thinking this for the first time today.

The Insight Eye's ability normally only distinguished truth from lies in others' words.

But when infused with divinity, it transformed differently.

CLANG-! CLAAANG-!!

"It's gotten heavier. The sword strikes."

The sword's path came precisely and accurately to positions incomparably different from before.
The Sword Saint instantly sensed something had changed when she saw Evan's crimson glowing eyes.

"Faster."

The ability of the divinity-infused Insight Eye was, true to its name, insight into all things.
From tens of thousands or millions of pieces of information around, it discerned only the "truth" he desired.

So the current Evan was implementing only the maximum successful sword strikes possible—the probabilistically strongest version of himself.

The Sword Saint had been continuing the duel matched to Evan's level until now.
Judging that it was no longer possible to continue in this state against Evan's suddenly improved level:

[Claire style,]

As the Sword Saint released a bit more of her full power, the surrounding mana became heavy as if pressed down.

"......!"

Evan's Insight Eye absorbed this change.
And in that state, he saw through everything.
He penetrated all current information and truth, but.

"Insane."

"...First form, Slash."

BOOOOOM-!!!

There was no way to block the Sword Saint's strike, which was one level higher than Evan's full power regardless of his approach.

Evan barely managed to clash swords before his posture collapsed and he was pushed back several steps, falling.

"Ugh...."

The fact that he wasn't seriously injured showed she had controlled her power considerably.
Evan wasn't sure whether to be glad or offended as he got up.

"...Now you know roughly? That was my version of full power."

"...Yes."

It had been a while since the Sword Saint fought without using her full power, not since her duel with Stella, so she caught her breath.
Looking at Evan, who was panting a bit more than herself, she spoke.

"Let's fight before discussing our goals."
That was now over, so it was time to talk about their purposes.

"...Isenberg. As you know, after a certain point, I couldn't find anyone better than me with the sword. Not even anyone equal."

Though it might sound arrogant, it was an undeniable fact, so Evan nodded without objection.
Any ordinary opponent would have become a lump of meat with just one of her sincere slashes.

"I'm sure. So?"

"So I haven't had much growth since then. You could say it wasn't necessary. ...But you know."

The Sword Saint's time flowed back to the recent past.

Though she wasn't in a completely sound state of mind.
Rather, her head was foggy and dark, with only violent destructive impulses remaining.

Nevertheless, her memories of that full moon night hadn't disappeared.

"...Last time, I fought the Saintess."

"You had a big fight."

"Yes. And at the end of that fight."

The Sword Saint spoke in a dreamy tone, as if recalling the past.
Then, to face the overwhelming divinity of the Saintess who had channeled her god.
The Sword Saint instinctively, in that brief moment, grew beyond her limits.

She couldn't remember exactly.
Even when she asked the Saintess separately, she couldn't get much information because the memories were hazy.

What she remembered was a crimson redness that seemed to fill the heavens.

Something overwhelming that wrapped around her sword and shook heaven and earth.

"I'm trying to recreate that. For that purpose, you seem like a good opponent."

"Why?"

Evan tilted his head at the Sword Saint's incomprehensible words.
He had no idea what the Sword Saint was talking about, and it was even more puzzling how he could help with it.

"According to my intuition, it's some state using mana. And you... at least in terms of mana application, are better than me."

"Really?"

It was hard to accept, but Evan could understand to some extent.
Honestly, would someone with the Sword Saint's level of mana and physique need complex mana techniques?

Compared to her, Evan was the type who had trained his mana circulation to the extreme.
Even Stella had benefited from this during the Method incident.
Without Evan's skillful handling, Stella's mana would have gradually depleted, slowly deteriorating her health.

"...Then. How can I help?"

"First, help with my mana circulation. Until I get a feeling similar to that time."

The Sword Saint's eyes gleamed.
Besides her mercenary days, she had never felt her strength was blessed.
But she was grateful that there seemed to be room for improvement, and that she could achieve it more easily than others.

"Then how...."

"First, place your hand on my shoulder."

"?"

*

Some time later.
After waking up, Stella arrived at the dormitory building after hearing Grace's words.
She had rushed there urgently, but felt relieved upon hearing they had gone to the training area.

"Hmm... but that was supposed to be a kind of secret place."

Stella thought as she opened the door.
She was also worried about Evan training with the Sword Saint.

"Oh my. Were you training in the dormitory? If that was the case, you should have said so.........?"

And then she froze in place.

Ch.273 - EP. 8 The Real Thing
The sound of steel rang through the air as the Sword Saint focused her mana into a single point. This was no ordinary training session—it was a desperate attempt to recapture something lost.

In this world, for swordsmen, mana was primarily used for physical enhancement. Unlike muscles, mana enhancement had no upper limit, making it invaluable despite its seemingly simple purpose.

For knights, mana served as an amplifier, multiplying their natural strength. The Sword Saint, standing at the pinnacle of knighthood, actually used this enhancement more conservatively than most. Her incredible muscle density, swordsmanship talent, and seemingly endless mana made even moderate enhancement enough to make her the strongest.

*But that time was different.*

The Sword Saint recalled her battle with the Saintess. An opponent who regenerated even after being cut hundreds, thousands of times. The divine power enhancing the Saintess's strength surpassed her own, and in the end, a fragment seemingly torn from the moon itself had nearly annihilated her.

*Remember it.*

Though she had been unconscious, with nothing remaining but the will to kill her enemy...

That crimson flame she had manifested in that moment was something her current self couldn't replicate.

"...Why must it be done this way?" Evan asked, placing his hand on the Sword Saint's bare shoulder, her upper body covered only by a tank top. He couldn't understand the current situation. She had suddenly asked for help with her training, but all they were doing was meditation while making him do this?

*Her body is unbelievably good.*

Being a martial artist himself, Evan couldn't help but assess the definition of the shoulder he was holding.

The muscle had an impossible level of density. The balance of development, elasticity, and strength were all beyond comprehension. Even without using mana, she was comparable to himself, a man.

*But that's beside the point—this is awkward.*

Of course, Evan felt no romantic attraction whatsoever toward the Sword Saint before him.

Partly because he was completely devoted to Stella, but more fundamentally because she didn't register as a woman to him on a biological level.

The only emotions Evan could feel toward the Sword Saint since the entrance exam were caution and admiration.

"...I'm going to channel my mana to one point. Help me concentrate it."

"Hmm... alright, I'll try."

Claire, the Sword Saint, immediately began gathering her mana into her arm and hand.

She was trying to recreate that sensation from before. That feeling of omnipotence, when it seemed she could cut through anything.

Whoosh!

*...What incredible concentration.*

Evan shuddered at the Sword Saint's mana control. Mana naturally circulates throughout the body like blood, making single-point concentration extremely mentally taxing. Even for Evan, focusing mana in his legs—a relatively large area—consumed significant mental energy.

*...This defies logic.*

Yet the Sword Saint managed to compress her mana to the size of a marble in just minutes. Though he was helping, the speed was still impossible.

*Whatever the purpose of this is... I have no idea.*

Whatever it was, the Sword Saint clearly wasn't comfortable. She was sweating profusely, including the shoulder Evan was holding.

Evan wasn't faring much better.

*It's hot.*

Just interfering with the Sword Saint's vast mana made sweat pour down his forehead.

Evan had removed his shirt to manage the heat, but it didn't help much. The heat sensation against his skin only grew more intense.

The temperature around them seemed to be physically changing, not just their perception of it. Just as Evan thought they might both spontaneously combust from the heat—

"...Phew. That's enough for today."

"...Right."

The Sword Saint released her concentration, allowing her mana to circulate normally throughout her body again. Evan turned to face her and asked:

"...So, did you figure anything out?"

"Well... I know this is the right path, but I'm not sure how far we are from the destination."

Whether taking a shortcut or the long way around, reaching the destination is what matters. The Sword Saint wasn't sure which path she was currently walking.

But for today, she would be satisfied with that.

"Anyway, now for your turn..."

Just as the Sword Saint was about to say something to Evan—

"Oh my. Were you training in the dormitory? If that's what you were doing, you should have said so...?"

Stella suddenly burst into the training ground.

Normally, the two skilled fighters would have sensed her entering the building, but they had been completely focused on concentrating their mana into a single point.

With Stella's naturally low mana and the fact that she had been unconscious, they hadn't anticipated her arrival.

"Oh, uh...?"

They both found themselves staring at Stella with expressionless faces.

"Oh, Eckhart. You're awake...!"

"Wait."

Claire, unfamiliar with such situations, cheerfully greeted Stella.

In contrast, Evan, who could now read 99% of Stella's emotions despite her poker face, quickly assessed their surroundings.

*Sword Saint, me, together, sweating, half-naked.*

Evan's crisis sense, developed through various emergencies (like Gilbert's surprise attacks), sounded the alarm.

From Stella's perspective, he was half-naked and sweating with another woman while she had been unconscious.

The fact that this interpretation was flimsy didn't matter. Stella was fundamentally brilliant, but when it came to matters involving herself, she became strangely simple-minded.

Evan's mind raced at lightning speed.
Stella remained frozen, looking down at them.

*

*......??*

What were Evan and Claire doing right now?
So close together.
Sweating, half-naked, what were they doing?

Stella thought for a moment, then reached a conclusion.

*No. They must be training.*

Stella had surprisingly strong faith in Evan's fidelity. Half of this faith came from trust in Evan, and the other half from her belief that Evan wouldn't cheat on someone as pretty as herself, with a good figure and large breasts.

For someone whose intelligence dropped significantly when it came to Evan, this conclusion was relatively accurate.

Evan's preferences had been so thoroughly destroyed that he couldn't get excited by anyone unless they were at least Stella's size.

*But still.*

Even if Evan was a pervert who could only get excited by his own body...!
Wasn't it too much to be half-naked and sweating with another woman while she was unconscious?

Stella quickly reassessed their state.
What stood out was Evan's upper body, who had removed his shirt mistaking mana pressure for heat.

Evan had come wearing only a shirt for training, with nothing underneath, so he was bare-chested. His defined abs and figure were clearly visible.

*Too... sexy!*

In her eyes, Evan looked like a natural-born lady-killer deliberately trying to seduce women. Even if it wasn't his intention.

And what about Claire?
Claire was also wearing only a tight, short tank top.

*Isn't that outfit too short?*

Being a woman, Stella wasn't as embarrassed by Claire's body as by Evan's, but it still bothered her.
(Stella now barely remembered she had been a man in her past life unless she consciously thought about it.)

This was the thought process that unfolded in Stella's mind during the three seconds after receiving Claire's greeting, occurring almost simultaneously with Evan wracking his brain for how to salvage the situation.

*...Rationally speaking, they haven't really done anything wrong.*

Stella tried to think rationally.
This was wartime.
In this situation with war approaching, it would have been strange if two major combat assets had done nothing or just stayed by her sickbed.

*But still...!*

Stella's rationality crumbled.
She questioned whether Evan had any sense of fidelity at all.

Again, if they insisted they were passionately training (which was true), Stella couldn't really fault them.

So.
She decided to strike first before they could make excuses.
Stella immediately made her decision and composed her expression.

She was, after all, fundamentally an actress.

"...You've been training hard, I see?"

"......!!"

"......!"

By speaking first in a cold voice, she cut off Evan's primary excuse. Simultaneously, Claire also realized Stella's mood. Though she normally didn't even try to understand others' feelings, Stella was an exception.

In an instant.
Evan and Claire's gazes met.
Living at a different pace than Stella due to their martial prowess, they completed an entire conversation with just a look.

*A misunderstanding?*

*Yes, a misunderstanding.*

Claire, having realized the cause of Stella's coldness through the exchange with Evan, formulated an excuse before the second hand could take another step.

As a result, she was able to immediately launch into an explanation less than a second after finishing her eye contact with Evan.

"Ah tough training finished so tired now."

But Claire couldn't act. This was a fact proven multiple times during the Theater Festival.

*Damn it!*

Evan mentally slapped his forehead at this unexpected variable. He never expected Claire to betray him like this!

Claire looked at Evan with an expression that said she didn't understand what the problem was.

Seeing the two of them, Stella let out a deep sigh.

*...What are they trying to do?*

Seeing the Sword Saint's incredibly clumsy acting actually made her anger subside. All that remained was a small anger directed at Evan.

This wouldn't be difficult to resolve.
Thinking this, Stella opened her mouth.

"...Evan, come here for a moment."

"Huh? Oh, okay..."

Leaving Claire behind temporarily, she pulled Evan out of the training ground.

"......?"

Then silence.
Left alone, Claire tilted her head in confusion.

Were they reaching some kind of agreement?
Curious, Claire waited a moment before concentrating mana in her ears to enhance her hearing.

It wasn't difficult for her, as she could normally distinguish most sounds within a radius of several kilometers.

And with her enhanced hearing, she heard...

-S-Stella...? Why just the two of us...

-S-tella? R-really, here...?

-Ugh, w-wait, don't bite so hard...!

With a pop, the Sword Saint burst her own eardrum. Though she would recover soon enough, she didn't want to hear any more right now.

Claire's face turned bright red.
Whether from embarrassment or anger, even she didn't know.

*

"Phew, I'm sorry. Did I interrupt your training? If there's anything I can help with, please let me know!"

A slightly haggard-looking Evan and a seemingly pleased Stella returned a short while later.

"...No. I was planning to spar with Isenberg now."

Claire gripped her sword tightly again.
Unfortunately, Evan's physical exertion for the day wasn't going to end with what had just happened.

"...I'll make it just like real combat."

"No."

Ch.274 - EP. 8 Continuation
I scanned the text and identified all character names and terms from the glossary. This chapter focuses on Stella's interactions with Evan, Claire, Elysee, and Erhen as she prepares for an important night mission.

Chapter 274. Continuation

It might not be very welcome news to Evan, but we were currently keeping a bit of distance from each other.
That includes... well, that kind of relationship at night.

The reason I gave Evan was that we needed to focus on our plan, but... the truth was I feared my anxiety would only grow stronger if we continued our relationship.

The anxiety that the original Stella might take this moment away from me.

"Hmm... but this much should be fine, right?"

After leaving the Sword Saint at the Training Ground, I pushed Evan against my large chest and thought to myself.

No matter how impressive the mass of my chest might be, I obviously couldn't physically push Evan.

The reason Evan allowed himself to be pushed was clearly because he understood my current mood.

"S-Stella...?"

"...What is it, Evan?"

My soft chest pressed against Evan's firm body.
Evan seemed unsure where to look, turning his head this way and that in confusion.

Normally he wouldn't have reacted so sensitively, but, um... it seemed he had built up quite a lot from being neglected for too long.

Then I should help him release it!
Isn't that what a secretary should do?

But first, since things had come to this, I decided to act a little coy.

"Ah, well... um. I'm sorry, Stella..."

"...What are you sorry for?"

This line—I've really wanted to say it.
It must be among the top phrases a girlfriend hates to hear. Sure enough, Evan was sweating profusely and couldn't meet my eyes.

"How cute."

Evan was most lovable when his true personality showed through.
His usual smiling version wasn't bad either, but it felt somewhat artificial.

This side of him felt much more like something he showed only to me, which I liked.

"Well... I was just thinking we could do some light exercise..."

"...Completely naked? With hands involved?"

"That's... um..."

I could feel Evan's confusion as his eyes darted around.
He was truly adorable, but if I continued, he might genuinely get flustered, so I decided to stop here.
It's not like Evan would cheat on me if I left him alone for a bit.

"...How sorry are you?"

I held back my laughter internally while maintaining my usual expressionless face as I looked up at Evan.
As if expecting something.
Evan would probably know what I was expecting.

"...Ah."

"..."

Evan's face turned red.
I tilted my face up slightly, urging him on.

Evan sighed softly... then grabbed the back of my neck and kissed me.

The soft, lukewarm sensation of our lips meeting.

"...Mmm..."

As our tongues intertwined, the kiss transformed into something much hotter.
Since it had been a while since we'd kissed, even I, who had initiated it, felt flushed.

"Chu..."

Evan seemed to feel something similar, as his initial reluctance gave way to his true feelings, and he clung to me more intensely.

...To be honest.
It wasn't just Evan who had things building up while I kept my distance.

"Hah..."

Well... my lower abdomen was tightening at finally meeting its master again...

But going all the way was truly dangerous.
If we did it now, before I could even worry about my anxiety...

...I just wasn't confident I could activate the contraceptive magic.

I needed to hold back since we had important business ahead.

"Pahh..."

With a head made hazy from just one kiss, I pulled away from Evan, trying to collect myself.

The heated breaths between us connected by a silvery thread.
I couldn't see myself right now, but I must be extremely red, since Evan was flushed too.

At a distance where our breaths mingled, we shared the lingering sensation of our kiss.

I smiled broadly and stroked Evan's lower body with my slender hand.

"...Pervert."

"...It's because you've been neglecting me."

"Then..."

I'll omit what happened next.
Honestly, um...
It was a bit embarrassing for someone like me who had modern ethical sensibilities, not medieval ones.

Evan seemed about twice as embarrassed as I was, but from the middle part onward, he grabbed my hair and enjoyed himself enthusiastically.

...Well,
The important thing is we didn't go all the way!

*

I watched Evan and Claire's sparring match while nursing my sore, stiff mouth.

To be honest, there wasn't much I could gain from watching.
Or rather, what was there to see in the first place?

Even with my somewhat evolved Dynamic Visual Acuity, all I could see was rising dust and bursting flames.

The forms of the two people were nothing more than blurry afterimages.

"Wow..."

Objectively, it was a good spectacle.
It would have been better if I could tell which one was Evan and which was Claire, but still.

Crack! Kagak! Kakakakang-!!

But even I could vaguely perceive something.
It was just a feeling, but...

"...Is Claire a bit angry?"

Claire, occasionally glimpsed, was glaring with her blood-red eyes as she pressed Evan hard.
I didn't know if this was how they normally trained, but to an outsider, it seemed beyond practice level.

I wondered how there wasn't any bloodshed when they were using real swords.

"What reason would Claire have to be angry at Evan..."

I thought to myself before freezing mid-thought.
I couldn't bear to think any further.

Claire was superhuman.
Not just any superhuman, but one approaching the level of the strongest.

And superhumans generally have senses dozens of times sharper than ordinary people.

And I just did that with Evan...

"Um, let's stop here."

Let's not think about it anymore.
I was afraid Claire might challenge me to spar like before once their match ended.

I decided it was time to leave.

It absolutely wasn't because I was afraid to see Claire's look of contempt.

"I-I'll be going now. Claire, please come to our room tonight!"

I said that and fled the Training Ground like I was escaping.
I thought I heard Claire's puzzled voice behind me, but I figured Evan would explain things well.

For someone who had just regained consciousness, maybe I was pushing myself too hard. My head felt a bit dizzy, but I still had several places to visit.
I needed to meet the Saintess and tell others to come to our room tonight.

...Busy, busy.

*

"Uaaaah!!!"

"Haap!!"

Kwaaang-!!

Spirits clashing, shockwaves spreading and devastating the surrounding forest.

Maira Forest, already wrecked by the previous duel between the Sword Saint and the Saintess.
Originally it should have been a paradise for spiritists due to its high mana concentration, but with the dragon that was the source of that mana being slain, the forest's energy had been reversed.

Normally, residual mana should have remained even after the dragon disappeared.
But most of that mana had evaporated or scattered during the fight between the Sword Saint and the Saintess.
Moreover, at the end, Claire had used a technique that she still couldn't quite grasp, which had sucked in all the remaining mana and destroyed it in one blow.

As a result, Maira Forest had become a forest of death with such extreme mana concentration that it was difficult to summon even a few spirits.

(The Academy Principal described it as a truly cursed forest with no middle ground. He had originally planned to secretly sell it to the Great Forest without the Empire knowing.)

"Haaaap!!!"

"Huaap...! No, do you really have to shout like that?"

And currently making use of this land, which according to the Principal had become useless, were two spiritists from Stella's party.

Elysee de Iris and Erchen Elpida.

The extreme mana concentration had actually made it suitable for spiritist training.

"Shouting is important! Isn't that what all spiritists do?"

"Not at all! It's unrefined and barbaric!"

"What?"

Though they were now engaged in another pointless argument, the two were quite compatible when it came to training.

Elysee, who could handle virtually all spirits but had recently felt a lack of proficiency.

Erhen, who could now launch powerful shots with her wind spirit that had evolved to an advanced level, but whose long intervals between attacks had recently reduced her effectiveness to zero.

They were perfect training partners, complementing each other's weaknesses.

Elysee would control multiple spirits simultaneously to attack, and Erhen would deflect them all.

In this way, the two had quickly improved their skills during the brief time Stella was unconscious.
They wondered why they hadn't known about such a good training spot before.

Though their relationship was still not good.
Elysee burst out in frustration:

"And please, can't you put some clothes on? A lady wearing just a tank top is so improper..."

"What? I sweat when I move. Aren't you dressed too warmly...?"

Apart from being fellow spiritists with good training compatibility, Erhen wasn't a particularly good partner.
Especially her free-spirited Great Forest style of dress that irritated Elysee to no end.

"Why do I have to see your tits every time you wipe your sweat!! They're unnecessarily large!"

"Oh, oh. We, we elves of the Great Forest dress like this naturally..."

"Don't suddenly try to make me look like I'm discriminating against your race!!"

Elysee's blood pressure shot up at Erhen's suddenly awkward manner of speech.
To such an Elysee, Erhen shrugged her shoulders and added one more comment.

"Hmm... Honestly, it just looks like you're taking out your inferiority complex about your small chest on me."

"...! ..........!!"

And while the two were having such an amusing time, Stella came looking for them.
Actually, she had arrived a while ago but didn't want to interrupt, so she waited a bit before appearing.

"Hello."

"Oh, S-Stella?"

"Lady Stella! You're awake!!"

The two spiritists warmly welcomed Stella, who had come to Maira Forest after meeting with the Saintess and asking about their whereabouts.

Though Stella hadn't been unconscious for long, they felt somewhat responsible and had been worried about her.

"Were you training?"

"Ah, yes! I was providing guidance to Lady Erhen...!"

"Yes! I was teaching Miss Elysee how to use spirits!"

A moment of silence.
Their gazes locked.

"......"

"......"

Strictly speaking, neither was wrong.
They had been teaching each other those things.
But now, in front of Stella, it was about proving their worth with pride on the line.

Seeing signs that the two were about to start arguing again, Stella sighed and stopped them.

"Calm down. I can see you're both working hard."

As she spoke, Stella placed her hands on both their heads.
She worried they might dislike it, but... fortunately, or perhaps naturally, that didn't happen.

"Ah, yes..."

"W-well..."

Could it be that her true calling was as a kindergarten teacher?
Stella wondered this as she watched the two who had been fighting like cats and dogs suddenly become docile.

Since Stella hadn't come to stop their fight, she wanted to quickly get to the main point.

"Excuse me, you two? Do you know which way Evan's and my dormitory is?"

"Ah, yes! One floor up from the original dormitory, the third room..."

"Why do you know that in such detail...?"

Elysee momentarily looked at Erhen with a creeped-out expression, but from Stella's perspective, it saved her the trouble of explaining.

"Ah, that's good then."

"W-why do you need the dormitory location...?"

"Oh, about that."

Stella cleared her throat slightly.
It would be problematic if they took this as a trivial matter.

And with her cleared throat, Stella spoke in a low voice.

"Both of you, please come to Evan's and my bedroom tonight."

"......!!"

"......!"

They should understand with just that much.
Stella said this, gave a brief greeting, and left Maira Forest.

And as she walked through the desolate forest, she clenched her fist as if making a pledge.

"...Tonight."

We will cross the northern border.

*

While Stella was leaving the forest with such a solemn determination.

The remaining Erhen and Elysee were also trembling with tension.

"E-Elysee, this is what I think it is, right?"

"No, surely not...?"

Elysee denied it, but Erhen wore an expression of near certainty.
Among their companions, she knew what kind of person Stella was better than anyone except Evan.

And what Erhen thought Stella was capable of was entirely possible.

"This is totally a thr—"

"Please shut up...!"

Of course, as always with Erhen, it was a completely wrong assumption.
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Stella was about to head to Maira Forest to meet Erhen and Elysee when she first went to see the Saintess who had awakened.

"Oh? You're awake?"

"Yes, well... thanks to you."

Though things were awkward between Stella and the Saintess because of Evan, she was still indebted to her for saving her life. If the Saintess hadn't healed her immediately, she would certainly have been in danger.

"So... Evan told me you made a covenant."

"Ah, this? It's quite painful."

The Saintess wiped away blood that had suddenly welled up at the corner of her mouth. Seeing this, Stella's guilt intensified.

If she had remained conscious, perhaps the outcome would have been better.

"No, no, it's fine. The Sword Saint won, so this penalty is nothing."

"...Are you really okay? I heard that even Moonlight Church members die if they break a covenant."

Stella watched as the Saintess waved her hand, wiping away the blood.

"Well. That would be for people who can't continuously supply divine power to heal their hearts. I can manage it."

"...It just works because it's you?"

"For now, yes."

The Saintess shrugged.
The periodic constriction in her heart wasn't pleasant, but it wasn't debilitating either. Just a slight restriction on her divine power usage? For someone with an ocean of divine power like her, it wasn't a major issue.

"However... I'm not sure if I'll be the only one who can manage this forever."

"...Indeed."

Stella and the Saintess simultaneously thought of Cardinal Ureon Pascal.
He was incredibly powerful. He had always been a strong priest, but now he was overwhelmingly stronger than before.

"Something is happening. The sad thing is, the Cardinal we saw might have been at his weakest compared to what we'll see in the future."

"...He could get even stronger?"

"Simply put, yes."

The Saintess nodded in agreement. As a member of the Moonlight Church, she could tell. The moon in the sky now seemed somehow different. It shone with incomparably stronger light than before, but it was also more unstable.

The Saintess knew well that it wasn't yet a full moon. That moon could grow even larger.

"What's happening with the Cardinal?"

"For now, he's stalling for time. If he's not a fool... he's certainly noticed our betrayal by now."

At first, he might have hesitated because he didn't know the Saintess could survive breaking a covenant. But after this much delay, the Cardinal would surely have realized he'd been deceived.

It was the Saintess's second betrayal following Stella's bluff.

"If he knows that, yet makes no move to come after us..."

"It's a waiting game."

The Saintess murmured, turning her gaze toward the Sanctuary. Her eyes, resembling the moon, emanated a piercing coldness.

"The original Moonlight Church would have endured this several times to recruit me. I'm the most convenient divine power collector for them who were losing support."

"If they're not doing that, does it mean they've given up on you?"

"Probably. And if so..."

Stella's sky-blue eyes met the Saintess's moon-filled eyes in a straight line. They realized they were thinking of the same assumption and plan.

"They've found a way to replace the Saintess."

"Exactly. Which means I'm also a target for elimination..."

The Saintess leaned closer to Stella and whispered, unusually fearful of being overheard.

"...And they'll likely raid this place soon with me. They'll want to eliminate any seeds of unrest."

No room for negotiation or small forces this time. A confrontation now would mean all-out war. A total war with a clear loser.

The Saintess said this with a subtle smile, and Stella responded with a shadowy smile of her own.

"Saintess. I have a proposal."

"My, I have one too."

"Would you come to my room tonight?"

Stella asked with gleaming eyes. Unlike some others, the Saintess was quick-witted and simply smiled in response.

"This will be my first trip abroad. I'm excited!"

*

Rewinding time a bit.
Stella had asked Claire, Elysee, Erhen, Caille, and Grace to all come to her room.

Except for the Saintess, most didn't catch her intention. They all thought there would be some meeting, though none misunderstood as badly as Erhen.

"Um, Erhen. Do you really have to do that?"

As the sun sank below the horizon and twilight passed, Elysee visited Erhen's room before nightfall and couldn't help but comment on her appearance.

The Great Forest elf, who had recently become the source of Elysee's non-existent racial prejudice, was now... inexplicably dressed in an elegant tuxedo. She even wore a bow tie, though it looked merely placed on top of her large chest.

"...Elysee, being a greenhouse weed, you probably don't understand..."

"I'm a flower."

"When going to places like this, dressing this way is, well, proper etiquette."

Elysee grabbed the back of her neck in disbelief at the nonsensical statement from the woman before her.

What was this woman? Some kind of missionary trying to rebrand her race from elves to "eroves"?

"You still think like that!?"

"Tsk tsk, so young. Elysee. This is why teenagers..."

This 150-year-old monster.

The words almost escaped Elysee's throat, but she held back, feeling that uttering them would mean saying goodbye to her image as a pure girl singing about racial harmony.

"...So this is how you usually dress? It looks good."

"What? Are you in your right mind, Caille?"

Caille had followed Elysee to Erhen's door. Having grown up in the Kingdom, he interpreted the conversation as friendly banter, which made Elysee scold him with a serious face.

"W-what...! Seirus, were you invited too...? Such a large group is a bit..."

"I told you, that's not it!!"

Elysee's face turned as red as the fire spirit she always carried. Every time Erhen made such absurd comments, unwanted images played in her mind despite her dislike.

Seeing this, Erhen sighed and removed her bow tie, tossing it aside.

"Sigh. I know. I was just joking to ease the tension, and this is the reaction? Humans are so lewd."

"Huh."

Elysee's vision went white, unable to offer any further rebuttal. Seeing this and thinking her consideration had worked wonders, Erhen continued.

"I was just joking. The reason Stella called us... there's only one possibility."

"Which is?"

Caille asked in place of the frozen Elysee. (Caille still admired elves due to the Kingdom's fairy tales.)

"We drove away the Cardinal but not completely, and war with the North is already approaching within this month."

Erhen's words were true. The Empire had mobilized all its forces and was preparing for war. The Academy students had essentially stopped all classes and entered a wartime system as reserve forces.

The Academy had nearly become the last line of defense in the previous war.

The sad fact was that all this happened just days before the vacation ceremony was scheduled. The cadets' only routine was waking up every morning for impossibly intense running and self-training in their dormitory rooms.

"Look. Even now, when cadets would normally be bustling about taking baths and such, no one is out."

"That's true..."

"It's really imminent now. No, not even imminent. The war has essentially begun. It's just a game of who will make the first move."

Erhen made her deductions by piecing together the circumstances. Her logic was so compelling that Caille couldn't help but admire it, though the conclusion was somewhat difficult to accept.

"...Even so, would she really?"

"Well, I'm just guessing. But it won't take long."

"I agree with that. Ah, it's time. Let's go. Shall we, Lady Elysee?"

After chatting, Caille and Erhen stood up, ready to head to Evan and Stella's room.

And Elysee...

"...You know..."

"Elysee? Aren't you coming? We'll be late."

Elysee grabbed Erhen by the collar.

"You could have just said it straight, you big-breasted pointy-eared wench!!"

"What the! Why are you like this!"

Elysee had been pushed to the limit by minor stresses accumulated over the past few months and major stresses from the past few days.

Watching Caille and Erhen talk, she realized that Erhen's persona was partly an act.

As a result, Elysee's stress exploded...

"E-Elysee! How can you use such racially discriminatory language toward an elf...!"

Unaware of the situation, Caille could only cover his mouth at the sudden transformation of the person he respected.
(Caille still admired elves due to the Kingdom's fairy tales.)

And that reaction naturally made Elysee even angrier.

In the end, it took them some time to reach Stella's room.

"...Did you fight? At your age?"

They could only avoid Stella's gaze at such a question.

The night was deep. It was a night with a waning crescent moon.

*

"Good evening."

At the Sanctuary Luna, the sacred place within the Moonlight Church's Sanctuary.

There, the Cardinal greeted the priests assembled under his command.

His face was smiling as always, but the energy he emanated made it clear that he wasn't in a good mood.

Cardinal Ureon was a man who had never failed any mission or retreated from a goal.

His perfect record had been broken once during the Evil God's manifestation. He had been deceived by Stella's life-threatening bluff and withdrawn after revoking her heresy designation.

He had been quite displeased then, but this time the Saintess had gambled with her life and thoroughly deceived him.

About four days had passed since then. Ureon realized the Saintess's betrayal after the first day, by the second day.

However, he hesitated to report it immediately because the Pope's anger was easily anticipated.

But finally, on the third day, he reported it. The Cardinal, who received the Pope's killing intent for the first time and felt his entire body being crushed, vowed to kill the Saintess.

On the third day, he gathered assassins and priests under his direct command who could kill the Saintess. Now, Ureon was about to depart for the Academy.

"Bishop. Bring that."

"Y-yes, sir...!"

Having made thorough preparations, the Cardinal thought about cutting off all troublesome elements once and for all.

He also brought materials to prove that the Saintess was no longer necessary and began his night operation.

*

Around the same time, in Stella's room.
Everyone gathered there except Evan, the Saintess, and Stella herself.

Elysee, Erhen, Caille, Grace, Claire.

All wore expressions of shock as Stella emphasized once more.

"Today we will leave the Academy and cross the northern border."

*

"The Saintess, Eckhart, and Isenberg will likely try to escape somewhere soon. It's only natural with that wicked Saintess."

*

"The Moonlight Church will target us. They might even pursue us today. We must hurry."

*

"From now on, it's a race against time. Since the Saintess has risked her life, it's right to assume they have something."

*

"Everyone, pack your belongings. I trust you all have cold weather gear prepared. Be thorough. Tonight..."

*

"If you've packed everything, let's depart. You can look forward to it. Tonight..."

*

"It will be a long night journey."
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Chapter 276. Night Expedition (2)

"R-r-right now?!"

"...You mean right now?"

"Uh, uh, uh, uh...?"

The room was thrown into chaos.
Erhen was flustered, Elysee's eyes widened in shock, Grace was nearly hyperventilating, and Caille's mouth hung open in surprise.

The Saintess, who had been informed beforehand, smiled softly.
Evan swallowed nervously.

Erhen gaped at me and asked, "I-I expected this... but are we really leaving today?"

"Yes. Even now, time is running short."

It was miraculous that the Cardinal hadn't invaded this place yet, even with the Saintess's bluffing.
If the Cardinal had attacked while I was unconscious, we would have been in serious danger.

I had briefed Evan about potential situations, so I thought we'd manage somehow.

"We've been prepared for quite some time. Everyone has winter gear, right?"

"Y-yes... shortly after hearing we'd go north..."

"Then we're fine. We've packed enough extras for those who need them."

The dormitory was in complete disarray.
They realized I was dead serious.

Everyone rushed to gather their belongings and returned in just four minutes.
Though we had packed food and other essentials, the dormitory and our rooms were left in quite a state after everyone's frantic packing.

"A-a-are we really leaving now?!"

The Paladin, Grace, trembled as she clenched her fists.
From her perspective, despite her family's fall from grace, she had lived as a noble her entire life and now suddenly had to cross the northern border.

Actually, everyone here was in the same boat.
Except for Caille, they were all raised in the Empire.
Most probably never thought they'd set foot in the North.

"Eckhart. Is the route decided?"

"Yes. The route is already perfectly planned."

I pushed the bed aside and spread a large map on the table showing both the Empire and the North.
The room was a mess, but I needed to explain before we left.

Romantic, isn't it?

"The Academy is fundamentally a military school and not that far geographically from the North. However..."

"The areas where they directly connect have treacherous mountains and harsh weather, making direct entry difficult. Excluding this route, there's no way to reach the North before dawn."

The Sword Saint, Claire, smoothly continued my explanation, pointing at different areas on the map with a rod.

As someone who had once outranked the Imperial Knight Commander by two levels when she served as the Empire's Sword Saint, she seemed skilled at explaining operations.

Elysee carefully asked after Claire's explanation, "So what do we do? Didn't we need to reach there tonight?"

"We'll cut through the mountain."

"What?"

When the Sword Saint spoke, Elysee tilted her head in confusion.
Soon, everyone in the room realized what those words meant and were shocked.

"Just like that? Cut through?"

"Yes. There's no other way."

We had to leave the Empire today.
Otherwise, we'd have no chance.

Given that premise, our chosen method was quite extreme.
We would fully utilize our strongest asset—the Sword Saint, who possessed near-miraculous power though she couldn't attack the Moonlight Church directly.

Of course, even for a Sword Saint, cutting through treacherous mountains with a sword could lead to unpredictable variables.
However.

"...I trust you, Claire."

"...Leave it to me."

The Sword Saint said she had achieved some results during training with Evan.
I didn't know what that meant, but I had to trust her.

We weren't faced with a choice between two options.
We had only one path.

"Then what happens after we reach the North?"

"Our goal is to find the Sovereign State."

I circled an area on the map roughly equivalent to two cities.
This was compiled from the Saintess's records of northern trade deals from the Moonlight Church, various academic materials from the Academy, and all military documents the Sword Saint could access.

The Sovereign State wasn't actually a true nation—we just called it that for convenience.
The North was still more of a confederation, with the Sovereign State being the largest and most developed city-state among them.

Our goal to prevent this war lay there.

"It's farther than I thought."

"Well, it's quite large, though not as big as the Empire."

After responding to Caille, I looked around at everyone.

Except for the Saintess who was grinning, everyone wore tense expressions to varying degrees.
I had a duty to take responsibility for them.

"...It will be difficult in the North. There will be many life-threatening situations."

The North's forces were so powerful that balance issues became controversial in the later parts of the novel.
People who survived in that frigid land would naturally be formidable.

"I can't afford to lose even one of you."

I took a deep breath.
Finally, we were at the final stage.

This wasn't about stopping a war or killing the Pope.
Nothing so grandiose.

For me. For us.
For that one thing.

"So it would be troublesome if anyone dies. Let's all make it back alive."

"...!"

"...!!"

My companions stared at me wide-eyed for a moment.
Then they all smiled slightly and nodded.
Though they couldn't shake off their tension.

Nevertheless.

"...Well then, let's go!"

And so our night expedition began.
My companions rushed out in a group, quickly leaving the dormitory building.
Evan and I remained in the room that had been ours until the end.

We slowly looked around the room that had become a mess from serving as a temporary operations center.

"...It got completely trashed."

When I spoke with a slightly trembling voice,
Evan pulled my head into his arms with his arm.

"This was just temporary. Let's definitely live in a nice house someday."

"...Yes."

That was enough resolve for just the two of us.
After that conversation, we also quickly ran to join our companions who were spreading out as they moved forward.

Looking back, I could see the Academy growing distant.
I had enrolled solely to achieve my goal, but...

The entrance exam, the battle with the Illusionary Demonic Beast, the midterms, the manifestation of the Evil God, the Theater Festival, the finals, the fight with the spy.

All these events had passed by, and the Academy had become a place with some of the most intense memories of my life.

Above all, it was where I fell in love with Evan.

We wouldn't be able to return for a while.
Though I hadn't stayed there long, that fact hit me hard.

The crescent moon shone coldly bright.

*

Around 1 AM in modern time.
While riding on Evan's back to conserve mana and feeling the rushing wind, I sensed something.

Erhen, Elysee, Caille, Claire, and Grace were each spread out about 10 meters apart as they advanced.

I detected a presence much further behind us.
I noticed it because I was conserving mana by riding on Evan's back and focusing on detection magic.

[Claire.]

[...Yes. They're approaching. About 800 meters away.]

Claire and I quickly exchanged telepathic messages.
The information was then relayed to our separated companions.

Everyone had expected this, but they still trembled with fear as the threat approached.

'It's okay. We're well prepared.'

[Everyone except Claire, accelerate.]

We still had plenty of time to reach the border.
But this area, surrounded by massive coniferous trees, was an optimal environment for ambushers.

Without being able to use the Sword Saint, our chances of winning here were very slim.
Though it wasn't a full moon, the church members would be stronger at night.

'However.'

The Sword Saint, Claire, was only restricted from direct attacks against the Moonlight Church.
Our pursuers hadn't yet been confirmed as Moonlight Church members.
Though they almost certainly were.

But that was important.
Vows are apparently very rigid things, unconditionally enforcing the rules established at the time of the oath.

This was so persistent that it wouldn't break even in exceptional circumstances, like if the other party broke their vow or if one's heart burst and regenerated.

And we needed to exploit that rigidity a little.

"Claire. Cut them all down."

"...Yes."

Claire's response to my order was simple but formal.
As if emphasizing that she was now my sword.

Then, cutting through the dark night lit only by the crescent moon, a silver line resembling moonlight was drawn.

*Swoosh*

There wasn't even a sound.
Just the clean cutting of trees at about two-thirds of their height, causing their tops to fall.

But this happened to all trees in a 500-meter straight line in the direction the intruders were approaching from.

*CRASH!!!*

The Sword Saint's blade was silent, but the sound of thousands of tons of treetops being severed and falling was not.

The ground shook, and an enormous cloud of dust surged toward us before settling.

[Claire. Are you okay?]

[...I'm fine.]

Though we could have spoken aloud, Claire's voice came through telepathy due to the thunderous noise, and she sounded fine.

This level of action apparently wasn't defined as an "attack against the Moonlight Church."

Hundreds of trees came crashing down with their massive weight, but that was the judgment.

'Good.'

I muttered this while focusing my mind on the mountain of fallen trees blocking our path.

'Like appealing to mana...'

After quite some time, I set my target as if appealing to mana.

"Burn!"

*WHOOSH!*

In an instant, the dim forest that had relied only on moonlight blazed brighter than day with the blue flames characteristic of magically created fire.

Phenomena caused by mana tended to be several times more exaggerated than natural phenomena.
Those flames would probably burn without easily extinguishing.

With that thought, we accelerated our pace.
Not much time was lost, so rejoining the group didn't take long.
After such a large-scale attack, staying scattered would only make us vulnerable.

"Claire."

"Yes."

*Slash!*

Though we had moved quite far from the origin of the flames, I had Claire cut down all the surrounding trees and repeated the process of setting them on fire.

With Claire's swordsmanship and my magic skills, we could apply the same process to distant trees to create diversions.

Even the Moonlight Church members would find it difficult to charge through these flames on a night that wasn't even a full moon.

After repeating this process several times as we advanced...

"Wait."

With blue flames engulfing everything behind us, the Saintess suddenly stopped running and looked back toward the flames.

The blue flames reflected in her eyes, shimmering like a mirage.

"...This is ridiculous."

And then.
Something like a throwing star flew into her eye that had been illuminated by the blue flames.

*Thunk!*

The Saintess fell as about a quarter of her face was sliced off... but then she stood back up.

An injury that would have instantly killed anyone who wasn't a Saintess.
From the direction of the flames that had caused her such injury, several figures emerged.

"...You deceived us well, Saintess. How is your chest feeling?"

"Haha..."

The Cardinal, Ureon Pascal, his face now grotesque, and an unusually large number of Moonlight Church members following him.
Ureon must have used holy arts to protect them all from the flames.

The Saintess shouted at Ureon:

"Only an idiot gets fooled!"

Then she summoned her holy spear and charged.
Seeing this, I immediately ordered my companions:

"...Cover the Saintess!"

The battle had begun, not long after our night expedition started.
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The moon shone down as Ureon spoke with a cold voice.

"...So you come at me again."

He was fending off the Saintess's attacks, but unlike before, he seemed much more at ease.

After all, he had grown even stronger since then.

He rolled his eyes toward Stella.

"You... survived."

"...I'll pay you back. Just wait," Stella retorted, forming a mana formula in response to Ureon's near-mocking words.

Ureon looked up at the sky. The moon, still not even half full, nonetheless shone brightly overhead.

The Moonlight Church's moon had been filling little by little. Both metaphorically and literally.

The Moonlight Church was the longest-standing religion in the Empire. If one were to search for records of its founding, it would be several decades before the First War with the North.

What they had most of was time. And with that much time, the possibilities were truly endless.

At first, they helped a tribe from the North. People who needed to find new ways to survive after being abandoned by their god.

By helping them, they enabled the tribe to unify the North. The ambitious tribe became the Sovereign State.

War was literally a time of prosperity. As people died, the priests of the Moonlight Church healed people.

And with each person healed, the Church's influence grew.

And according to the great "Covenant" between the Moonlight Church and the Lord of the White Night, they offered up all those who died in the war they had instigated, making the moon in the sky several times larger.

Even after that, the Moonlight Church made several arrangements to counter their declining influence after the war ended.

They implemented the Saintess Birth Plan by processing the Saintess's genetic material.

They listed organizations that opposed them and dealt with them one by one.

They sent Paladins to collect the scattered Seeds of the Evil God.

They brought the next generation's Sword Saint under their control and manipulated him.

Though their actions were fragmented, their ultimate goal was the same:

To fill the risen moon completely and make it full. To manifest the White Night in the heavens above this mortal world.

The Moonlight Church's plan had reached its final stage. They had gathered the maximum amount of divinity possible through the Saintess's birth. They had once again secured the Sovereign State of the North, with whom they hadn't built particularly friendly relations since the First War.

From their perspective, there was no choice.

Now, if war broke out between the North and the Empire, countless people would die. Likewise, because of the "Covenant" between the Moonlight Church and their god, their objective could be successfully completed.

The only ones hindering them now were those heading toward the northern border—the Academy students led by Stella Bell Eckhart, daughter of the Marquis.

They couldn't be considered a major variable. No matter what they did, it would be difficult to prevent war with the North.

But the Moonlight Church, having reached its final stage, wanted to eliminate even that tiny variable.

That is, because they might not be the final variable.

Even the Emperor of the Empire was trying to prepare one last move against the Moonlight Church by gathering his remaining strength.

If these people somehow joined forces and gathered troops for an all-out war against the Moonlight Church... that wouldn't be a pleasant situation for them either.

So the Moonlight Church made a move. A stake to simultaneously eliminate the hope of variables throughout the Empire, including Stella's group.

"Uaaaaaaah!!!"

Crack!
The Saintess and the Cardinal clashed with weapons made from their divine power. The confrontation was so intense that dozens of surrounding trees disintegrated into powder.

Other areas weren't much different. Unlike before, strong assassins had joined the fight, though not as powerful as the Cardinal.

Similarly, Stella's companions weren't easily defeated, now reinforced with the Saintess, Caille, and Grace.

"Indeed, they are threatening," thought the Cardinal as he deflected all of the Saintess's attacks. Though few in number, each individual's combat ability was unusually standardized at a high level.

Even Stella, who could be considered the weakest, far exceeded the level of an ordinary high-level mage.

Whoosh-!!

Even now, she was sending sparks flying in all directions, depleting the priests' recovery abilities.

"Today, they must be annihilated," the Cardinal decided. Though these people alone couldn't overturn the current situation, they could cause significant damage.

Here, today. Those trying to cross the border, for whatever reason, would all die.

That was the decision of the Moonlight Church and the Pope.

*

Crack-crack-crack-crack!!

The surroundings were chaotic. The battle that began with the Saintess's preemptive attack continued evenly, unlike before.

"I shouldn't have gone down so easily last time," I thought.

During the first part of that battle, Evan, Erhen, and Elysee couldn't use their full strength trying to protect me.

And after I collapsed, I heard that Evan lost his composure and couldn't demonstrate his true abilities.

Now, with my safety somewhat guaranteed by the confrontation between the Saintess and the Cardinal, Evan was once again showcasing his unique judgment and speed, maximizing the advantages of the battlefield.

"But..."

Though I felt a bit sorry for Evan, who probably wanted me to hide somewhere like last time, I had something to do in this battlefield. An experiment, you could say.

"Haaaap!!"

I looked around. Thanks to the bright moonlight and the fires I had set throughout the forest, the surroundings weren't too dark and I could see clearly.

"Last time, you dared! To Stella!!"

"Haaaap!!"

Erhen and Elysee were fighting almost as a pair, cycling through spirits. For some reason, Elysee seemed to have developed a habit of shouting strange battle cries whenever she attacked with spirits, though I wasn't sure why.

"Void."

Caille's side was quite reliable as well. Though I'd rarely seen him win decisively due to bad match-up luck, as the male protagonist of the original story, he had steadily grown stronger and was cutting down the church members, preventing them from even approaching.

The sight of him wielding the black void against the night sky, seemingly cutting down enemies with a blade that wasn't there, was quite impressive.

"H-huaaah! I'm sorry! I'm so sorry! Oh, Bishop Ivan?"

Grace, being a Paladin of the Moonlight Church, was cutting down opponents with elegant swordsmanship while continuously apologizing, probably because she knew them personally. The fact that she still cut them down decisively was very much like Grace.

"[Shock Wave]"

"Kuhup...!!"

I too was barely doing my part to maintain the battle situation.

Watching a priest fly far into the forest with his abdomen bent after taking my high-level magic, I exhaled a labored breath.

"This much, huh."

From the moment I identified myself as Stella, mana had already blossomed within me. At that time, it was similar to or slightly less than that of a mid-tier Academy cadet...

Well, how should I put it? The moments when I most identify myself as Stella, as a woman, are... those intimate moments with Evan.

And... after the spy battle ended, Evan and I... did it a lot. Really, a lot.

Honestly, I can't deny if someone calls it my promiscuous sex life, but it wasn't meaningless.

As a result, I had recovered a significant portion of Stella's mana, now possessing one of the highest mana capacities at the Academy.

And my magic skills themselves had always been top-notch due to my memory abilities. Combined with my current mana capacity, there was hardly anyone at the Academy who could match me in magic except Professor Marcus.

And yet, I was still weaker than Grace.
(Despite appearances, Grace was a prodigy who had become the youngest Paladin and followed every elite course available.)

Of course, the average combat power of this party was abnormally high.

"...Alright. That's enough."

I felt my mana starting to run out after about 40 minutes of continuous battle. It was somewhat difficult to control since I'd never had this much mana before.

Since it would be troublesome if I ran out completely, I decided to stop for now.

I glanced at the Sword Saint, who couldn't take meaningful action due to her oath not to attack the Moonlight Church.

My glance at Claire conveyed a message: You know what to do, right?
She responded with a short nod.

I had asked her for something separately before we departed.

And for that, my role was essential.
I closed my eyes.
The surroundings had already become chaotic due to the ongoing battle.

Because it was a nighttime battle with the Moonlight Church, our side was being pushed back slightly.

And in this situation, I...

"...I'll create a gap. Pretending to be tired. Creating an opening."

I adjusted the intervals in my mind like clock hands, creating gaps and openings.
The mana barrage was for this act.

To anyone watching, I would appear exhausted from using too much mana.

And such a gap wouldn't be missed by the Moonlight Church's assassins.

-Bang!

It was as expected.
As I pretended to be tired and gradually moved toward a corner, I saw a silver blade flying toward me.

A sharp attack aimed precisely at my throat, at a vital point.
This would be fatal if it hit.
And right now, all my companions were focused on their own battles.

With my quick dynamic vision, I caught sight of it, swallowed nervously, and closed my eyes.

Then, I recalled what had happened earlier.

*

"Claire. About your covenant."

"...Why bring that up?"

"Is it impossible for us to use it to our advantage?"

In the training ground during the late afternoon as dusk was falling, I spoke to Claire, who was training alone after Evan had already left to check his equipment.

"...Use it how?"

"Your covenant was this: You will not attack the Moonlight Church. In return, the Moonlight Church will not attack your mercenary group."

"That's correct."

This could be exploited somehow.
It was a thought I'd had since hearing about Claire's oath.

I thought a bit more and continued.

"And now you're the commander of Kruger. If you designate all of us as part of Kruger, couldn't we also benefit from that oath?"

"Hmm..."

Claire made a somewhat ambiguous expression at my words.
She seemed to have some reservations.

"...I hate to say this, but from what I've learned, the people of the Kruger mercenary group didn't meet good ends. Most had their memories erased and were exiled somewhere in the Kingdom."

"And?"

"I think the Moonlight Church might have placed some kind of contract on them, on the Kruger mercenary group itself. If it's them, they might have taken some measures."

"Well... if they had considered the possibility of you breaking free from the brainwashing..."

Claire's point was valid.
If Claire received the commander's authority and designated all people opposing the Moonlight Church as members of the Kruger mercenary group...

Wouldn't the Kruger covenant be activated whenever they were attacked?
The covenant wasn't mutually dependent, so the Sword Saint's restrictions wouldn't be lifted, but it would still be an incredible achievement.

That cunning man might have taken some measures.

"...Still, it's worth trying."

I looked at Claire and spoke.
There might indeed be some curse placed on the Kruger mercenary group.
But... if it were me.

"I might be able to avoid it to some extent."

I was always an actor who deceived even myself to play others.

With that determination, I spoke to Claire.

"...Then."

"Probably soon after we depart, we'll be pursued. Of course. And if a battle situation arises, let me join the Kruger mercenary group. And..."

I gave Claire those instructions.
And now, since the battle began, I had become a member of the Kruger mercenary group.
So far, I hadn't experienced any adverse effects.

"As expected, they didn't consider Claire becoming the commander."

And then.

-Swoosh.

Just before the assassin's blade reached my throat.
With literally a paper-thin margin.

Between me and the blade, another blade intervened.

Slash-
The blade aimed at my throat was cut like paper, merely grazing my neck.
Just enough to leave a wound.

"What..."

This was Claire's handiwork.
She had cut the opponent's blade so that only a slight wound remained on my neck.

No, she had merely placed her sword there—the divine skill of the Sword Saint.

This wasn't considered an attack against the Moonlight Church.
She had merely placed her blade there, so no harm was done to the church member.

And now, I, a member of the Kruger mercenary group, was wounded.

Which meant—

"...Puhk!"

—A violation of the covenant.

Blood burst from Ureon's mouth like a red stream.
It was a fatal reaction, unimaginable for someone who had been handling the confrontation with the Saintess so easily.

"What...is...!"

With his heart ruptured, he rolled his eyes around searching for the source of this agony.

Soon realizing this was the price for violating the covenant,

He turned his gaze toward Claire and me.

"You, Eckhart-!!"

And toward him, I shouted with all the resentment I had accumulated:

"I told you! I'd pay you back!!!"

Ureon closed his blood-streaming mouth, gritting his teeth, and shouted toward somewhere:

"Bring the Seed!!"

Ch.278 - EP. 8 Seed
Chapter 278. Seed

For Claire, the Kruger Mercenary Group was both her past and present—a burden she carried simultaneously.

To protect them, Claire had sacrificed much: her memories, her freedom of movement, her happiness with loved ones.

She had pledged her heart to the Moonlight Church under the guise of an oath, forgetting her own purpose while cutting down those she believed were enemies.

Even now, after regaining her memories, she held no resentment. She believed that what they had given her—happiness and value—outweighed what she had lost.

In that sense, the Kruger Mercenary Group remained Claire's pain. She had loved Commander Kruger, Vice-Commander Jane, Sia, Ria, and all the members.

And now, they weren't living nearly as happily as her sacrifice warranted.

After regaining her memories, Claire had used her remaining authority as Sword Saint to search through records of the mercenaries imprisoned by the Moonlight Church.

Most members were living difficult lives somewhere in the Kingdom with their memories erased, not knowing who they were or why they had come here.

Vice-Commander Jane had hanged herself after Kruger's death. It was said she left behind words that she didn't want to live in a world without her lover.

These facts tore Claire apart. She despaired that her sacrifice alone couldn't bring happiness to those she loved.

That's why Claire hesitated when she heard the proposal to join the Kruger Mercenary Group.

Just as the Kruger Mercenary Group was precious to her, so was Stella.

But while the Kruger Mercenary Group was both her past and present, Stella was her present. She didn't want to repeat past pains by subjecting her current precious person to them.

As Claire hesitated, Stella said, "Still, it's worth trying."

She claimed that she might be able to handle it without losing her memories or forgetting Claire.

To the still anxious Claire, Stella said, "Claire."

"...Yes."

"After all this is over..."

With a gentle, confident smile so different from her usual expressionless face—

"Let's go find your members. Including their memories."

"...!"

Claire couldn't help but weaken before her, because with Stella, she wasn't the Sword Saint—she was just Claire.

"I'll protect everything. Your past happiness and your current happiness. So, trust me."

With those words, Claire nodded. She decided to trust this person once more.

After that, she followed Stella's instructions.
She exposed a weakness.
And when the assassin, caught off guard, attacked through an honest path—

Claire simply placed her sword there, just enough to leave a tiny scratch on her neck.

With the rest of the blade positioned to be completely severed.

When it succeeded and blood burst roughly from Ureon's previously composed mouth, Claire's trust in Stella grew even stronger.

"...Bring the seed!!"

That's when it happened.
When Ureon shouted that with blood dripping from his mouth.

In a subjective time that felt incredibly long compared to the perpetrator's—
Claire thought rapidly, as if time around her was stopping.

'Why isn't he dying?'

Ureon wasn't dead.
His heart should have been completely crushed by the activated oath, yet he lived.

There was the Saintess's case, but Ureon's divinity wasn't at that level.

In terms of combat power, Ureon might be slightly stronger than the Saintess without Divine Descent, but the Saintess's total divinity was still overwhelmingly greater.

If not for that, he should have died instantly.
That was the nature of the oath.

'...No. It's just a little.'

Claire extended her senses in one direction to hear Ureon's heartbeat.

'It's faint.'

No, it was barely even faint—just intermittent beats.
His heart was clearly crushed beyond function.
No matter how powerful a cleric's divinity, they couldn't live without a heart.

'Then, this seed is...'

What could it be?
Something to overcome the current situation?

Claire pondered but soon gave up.

Stella would be much more knowledgeable about such things.
Besides... even if she knew something, she couldn't harm the Moonlight Church's followers.

She was powerless.
But more than that, she trusted Stella.

That was the best judgment Claire could make right now.

*

The operation had succeeded.
Ureon was clearly in trouble, coughing up blood.

It would have been better for me, Evan, and Claire if he had died instantly.

Unfortunately, the Moonlight Church clerics seemed to be the disgusting type who could survive without hearts, as Ureon was still hanging on and shouting something.

'Seed?'

My mind raced quickly.
In this situation—

With his heart exploded and in tatters, whatever he was calling for must be important.

In the worst case, it might be something that could revive Ureon.

'No.'

Ureon, that bastard, needed to die here and now.
Not just because of his power, but how many comrades had fallen to his cunning schemes?

I immediately drew up all the mana I had deliberately concealed.
As mana circulated strongly through my blood vessels, my eyes and hair briefly glowed with mana light.

I immediately aimed at Ureon and cast a spell with all my might.

"Strike down—!!"

The moment those words escaped my lips,
The mana responded to my will, strongly changing its properties.

A white straight line tore through the night-painted forest landscape—

-KWAAANG!!!

Moving so fast that the sound followed long after, it pierced through Ureon's entire body like a spear.

"...Eck...hart!"

With electricity coursing through and burning his entire body, Ureon momentarily froze.
Taking advantage of the opening, I amplified my voice with mana and shouted:

"Stop it!! Whatever it is!!"

"...Who do you think you are."

Ureon, still bearing the burns, threw a holy spear created with divine power at me.
The spear, drawing a white trajectory, reached right before my eyes in an instant, but—

CLANG—!!

Evan easily deflected it.
Then, with his usual smirk, he replied:

"You've gotten weaker?"

That was certainly true.
If Ureon had been at full strength, his spear would have pierced right through me.

The current Ureon still had burns and his power was weakened.

He was probably using all his divine power to regenerate his heart.

"Saintess!! Don't give him time to recover! Everyone else, stop the 'seed'!"

"Yes!"

The Saintess responded to my words and brought her fist down on Ureon.

KWANG—!!

The impact was so strong it shook the ground like an earthquake, with soil and wood fragments scattering everywhere, revealing Ureon with half his face blown away, exposing his brain and skull.

"...!"

"Kuhup!!"

Ureon, seemingly without the strength to heal even that, kicked upward in that state and sent the Saintess's chin flying.

"[Holy Arts: Reinforcement]"

"[Holy Arts: Reinforcement]"

The same spell was simultaneously chanted by both Ureon and the Saintess.

They dispersed their divinity-created weapons and engaged in a brawl.
It was similar to before, but now Ureon, without a heart, was at an overwhelming disadvantage.

Evan seized the timing and joined the Saintess's side.

"You, bastard!!"

"Kup...!"

Evan cut off both of Ureon's arms before he could react.
And as Evan immediately withdrew—

KWANG—!!

The Saintess's full-powered strike directly hit Ureon's heart area.
Ureon seemed to have reached the limit of his divine power.

"Haaap!!"

"Void—!"

At the same time, Elysee and Caille quickly ran to confront the followers trying to retrieve something, while Grace and Erhen remained facing their opponents.

The light of spirits and the light of void each flashed, coloring the surroundings.

'Seed, seed, what is this seed?'

Meanwhile, I rapidly calculated a formula while racking my brain.

["Lightning!"]

KWACHANG—!!

The blue lightning that extended from my hand like a spear pierced through the heart of a follower carrying a large box.

As the follower collapsed, the box fell to the ground, spilling its contents.

'......?'

Inside were diamond-shaped pieces that looked like dark red amethyst.

Somehow familiar color.

'Dark red, seed, Moonlight Church... Ah!'

I felt a chill run down my spine.
Why hadn't I realized it immediately?

When it comes to seeds related to the Moonlight Church, there's only one—

'Seed of a False God!!'

The fragments of the Evil God scattered into thousands of pieces.
I had thoroughly experienced their nuisance during the previous Evil God manifestation incident.

"Those are... the Seeds of a False God...?!"

Grace the Paladin reacted to the fallen seeds and shouted.

As collecting scattered seeds was a main duty of paladins, she would know them well.

'Wasn't the previous manifestation incident about collecting divine power, not this?'

The amount of seeds gathering there appeared to be hundreds of times more than what was used in the previous Evil God manifestation incident.

Back then, maybe fifty people were infected with the seeds.

The Evil God was the Moonlight Church's main enemy.
Even last time, Ureon had eliminated it with overwhelming divine power, not out of any goodwill.

In other words, summoning the Evil God in the current situation would only turn this into a three-way battle.

'There's something more!'

Whatever it was, it certainly wasn't to our advantage.

"Everyone, stop them over there!!"

Now an unstoppable number of church followers—so many I wondered where they'd been hiding—began swarming in, each carrying boxes of seeds and pouring them into one place.

Those movements, as if creating some giant pattern—
I knew it well.

We'd suffered similarly during the Evil God manifestation, and benefited from it during the midterms.

'Field-type Formula!'

I immediately drained all the mana from my body to construct a formula several times larger and faster than usual.
I felt the sensation of gears clicking and turning at my fingertips.

"[Explosive Star]!!!"

KWAAANG—!!

Befitting a spell cast with enough mana to cause depletion symptoms, an explosion the size of several houses occurred at my target.

However, the seeds remained undamaged and unmoved.

"Scatter the seeds! Everyone!!"

The situation was becoming urgent.
More urgent than ever before.

Whether we stopped this now would determine the outcome of this night battle.

"Oppa!!"

The Saintess shouted and levitated a massive holy spear in the air.

And receiving it—

"Don't call me that, you crazy bitch!!"

Evan jumped into the air, spun his entire body, and kicked the spear.

-KWAGAGAK!!

The massive spear tore through the battlefield, somewhat preventing the seeds from gathering.

"[Blessing Bestowed—Blade of Wind Brushing Branches—!!]"

"Spirits, all of you!!"

Taking advantage of the opening, Erhen's ultimate technique and Elysee's maximum attack rained down like bombardment on the center.

And following that—

"...Burn!"

With Caille's shout, his sword, burning black in the void, flared up enormously.

"Haap!!"

Caille swung it with his entire body, sweeping away dozens of people at once.

'Did it work?'

After the full-power attacks were deployed in an instant, most of the church followers were either collapsed on the ground or blown far away.

But I didn't let my guard down.
Something, there had to be something more.

It was strange from the beginning.
If this held important meaning for the Moonlight Church, why execute it now?

They could have done it in a peaceful state without confronting us.

Why?
Why now?

That thought stuck in my mind.
And just as I had the premonition that something remained—

"That's right! We've defeated—!"

"The Moonlight Church, for the past several hundred years."

With a slicing sound, both arms of the Saintess, who was about to declare victory, flew into the air against the backdrop of the moon, trailing blood.

Simultaneously, Ureon's form, which had been on the verge of annihilation, returned almost perfectly.

"Eh?"

"Has been gathering the Evil God's fragments scattered thousands of years ago, and finding and killing those with the Saintess's lineage for hundreds of years."

This time, without even a sound, the Saintess's head fell from her neck.
She could only let out a dazed gasp, unable to even react.

'He was conserving his strength?'

I couldn't believe this was the same Ureon who had been driven to the brink of extinction by the Saintess just moments ago.
He must have been storing power, waiting for this moment.

For when the seeds gathered around him.

"All of those were our second plan."

-If you offer one hundred waters, one hundred rewards always return. This is an immutable law that sustains any religion with divine power.

-The Saintess Birth Plan was perfect for them. Increase church influence! Naturally increase divine power! And take one step closer to their goal!

Ureon grabbed a handful of blood gushing like a fountain from the Saintess's severed neck and stomped the ground.

What was needed was the Saintess's—

"Wait...!!"

"I didn't expect to use this now. But I wanted to show you all."

-...blood?

Suddenly the world seemed to move in slow motion.

I saw Evan running.
I saw the Saintess trying to reattach her head.
I saw my comrades drawing their weapons.

And at the center of the seeds, Ureon, holding a handful of the Saintess's blood, poured it into the center of the seeds.

"A total of twenty-eight thousand and twenty fragments of the Evil God, excluding the seeds to be given to him."

"Stop him, Evan—!!"

"And the blood of one with the Saintess's lineage, accumulated over hundreds of years."

I was wrong.
No one could catch up with Ureon's form, which disappeared with sudden speed.

Ureon, at the center of the seeds, muttered as he poured the blood:

"...Main God. The resident of the White Night offers you a sacrifice."

At the same time, the Evil God's seeds turned red-hot, then transformed into blue flames and burned.

...Why had the Moonlight Church gathered the Evil God's seeds?

If you offer one sacrifice, one reward always returns.
The Main God's archenemy.
If it's tens of thousands of pieces of such an Evil God's fragments—

That would be enough to—

"Fulfill the 'oath'."

KWAAAAT—!!

A sudden gust of wind blew, and all the seeds disintegrated into a storm of dark red ash.

The scattering dark red against the backdrop of the full moon lingered briefly before disappearing.

Then silence descended upon the forest.

Neither I, nor my comrades, nor the church followers, nor Ureon spoke.
We just stared at each other for a moment.

"...What, what happened...?"

Nothing seemed to have changed.
The forest was still lush, illuminated by the full moon.

The moon was as bright as ever.
Chillingly, purely white.

Wait, full moon?

"Today was clearly still..."

The moon in the sky until just now had been a crescent.
A small moon, not even half full.

But now.
What was staying in the sky.
The terrifyingly large moon was—

...a full moon.
It was filled to near-perfect roundness.

-Episode 8 ≪Moonlight≫ End.

"This is just a taste before the main plan...."

Ureon walked toward us step by step.
His heart, which had been pierced through, was now completely healed.
The energy emanating from him was incomparably stronger than before.

Under the full moon, divine power becomes stronger than ever.

Ureon had become like the Saintess...
...he had overcome even the constraints of the oath.

"...Now, do you see the situation a little better?"

Ureon had regained his chillingly composed smile.

...The situation had taken a turn for the worst.

Ch.279 - EP. 9 Snow Country
The moon had risen full in the sky as Evan wiped his face with his hand. The cold touch against his warm skin brought back some feeling, though he wished his mind could recover as easily. He was still processing the multiple situations he was experiencing simultaneously.

"Is this... some kind of kidnapping?" he asked.

"S-Stella...?"

"What the... an elf? What is this...?"

Perhaps this numbness was fortunate. Under normal circumstances, Evan might have collapsed screaming. He felt his companions' gazes on him, filled with various emotions, but primarily sympathy.

"Um, well..."

"I'm sorry, but where are we? Judging by the cold, are we in the north? Russia?"

"......"

Evan tried to speak but closed his mouth again.

*This can't be...*

How had it come to this? Evan squeezed his eyes shut, trying to recall recent events.

Outside, snow continued to fall.

-Episode 9 ≪The Frozen Land and Children of the Snowy Mountain≫

The moon had risen full.

This wasn't poetic expression—the moon had literally become full in an instant.

This was the Moonlight Church's Plan B, a contract kept in reserve in case war between the North and the Empire failed to ignite for whatever reason.

The contract's conditions involved flesh from the Evil God, the main deity's arch-enemy, and blood from the deity's most beloved daughter.

In exchange, the deity would transform the moon in the sky into a full moon.

It was a contract with no downsides for the Moonlight Church. The Seeds of the Evil God served as enhancement drugs for some, and the main purpose of creating the Saintess was to collect Divinity.

If war between the Empire and the North somehow failed to materialize, they would activate this to buy time to proceed with their plans.

Compared to sacrificing millions of lives, this was far easier.

And now, with war between the Empire and the North approaching, the Moonlight Church had chosen to use this now-obsolete Plan B.

To eliminate any variables or hope that might be hiding somewhere in the Empire.

"Phew..."

The moon being perpetually full meant more than just increased Divinity for ordinary church members.

For those who drew their power primarily from moonlight at night, with every moon in the night sky now replaced with a full moon...

They would gain several times their normal power.

"The feeling of having one's heart constantly destroyed and regenerated isn't particularly pleasant."

Ureon said this while looking at his perfectly restored chest.

Power overflowed in his body. Now he felt capable of demonstrating recovery abilities comparable to the Saintess.

That's how powerful the permanently full moon's influence was.

Ureon looked around. Though his opponents had fought well against the assassins and church members he'd gathered, the tide of battle had dramatically reversed.

Their chances of victory were slim.

*That was dangerous, though.*

Ureon gently touched his smoothly healed face.

With his heart destroyed, the combined attack from Isenberg, the Saintess, and Eckhart had pushed him to his absolute limit.

If he hadn't concealed his power and activated the Seed at the right moment, he might have been defeated.

After all, even a high-ranking cleric like Ureon would likely die if his arms and legs were blown off and half his face was pulverized.

*Fortunately, I've been building my strength recently.*

The Moonlight Church had not just this seed offering but Plans C and D as well.

For example, a massive human farm created by bringing in the Empire's orphans and slaves cheaply over decades, breeding them underground to increase their numbers...

Like the Seeds, these were meant to be sacrificed all at once if the Northern war plan failed.

However, as mentioned, war with the North was now a foregone conclusion. Therefore, these now somewhat obsolete plan components were used to strengthen the Divinity of some clergy members, including the Cardinal.

Work always requires sacrifice, and sacrifice always brings rewards.

This applied to the power of the clergy as well.

*Well, it doesn't matter now.*

Ureon felt his body strengthened beyond comparison to when he had been burned by Eckhart's magic months ago.

The Moonlight Church's troublesome nemesis, the young lord of Isenberg, was approaching. Last time, and this time too, he had shown the prowess to cut off his arm.

But this was the end.

Not just for him, but for that annoying elf, the Third Princess the Emperor had tried to protect, the Kingdom's Magic Swordsman, the Saintess...

And Eckhart, who, though reluctant to admit, had caused the Moonlight Church the most damage in decades.

All of them—this was the end.

*

What should I do? How could I overcome this situation?

I rapidly turned my thoughts. This was a perfect checkmate I hadn't anticipated or even considered possible.

I had overlooked something. I should have known that such cunning people wouldn't rely on just one plan to achieve their goals.

I looked around. Our forces? All exhausted.

Though we had been winning until just now, we hadn't escaped without cost. Grace the Paladin and the Saintess had been healing us intermittently, but Divinity doesn't eliminate fatigue.

*To the North, the remaining distance is... roughly an hour at full speed.*

It wasn't far since we had taken the most direct route while evading the church members' pursuit, but reaching it while avoiding all of them would be difficult.

*What should I do?*

Cold sweat ran down my face. The worst scenario I had imagined was Ureon remaining unharmed despite Claire's and my plan. I never considered the possibility of everyone's blood surging and reviving them.

"You seem deep in thought."

And at that moment—bang! My vision was filled with a pale white palm instead of the scenery I had been seeing.

"Wha—"

Ureon's sudden attack. No, it couldn't even be called a surprise attack since we were in a standoff.

Despite being lost in thought, I had been watching Ureon directly. I thought I had gauged his speed.

But now, his speed reached me without giving my exceptionally quick dynamic vision even the slightest opening.

Slash—!!

"I can't let you do that."

Ureon's hand never touched my face because Evan cut it off at the wrist.

His movement was also surprisingly fast compared to what I knew of Evan's speed. Even Evan seemed to feel the strain of this movement, breathing heavily with eyes glowing a brighter crimson.

"...I see you've learned to use those eyes somewhat."

"...Thanks to you!"

Boom! Crash!

Flames erupted as the enhanced Ureon and Evan exchanged blows.

"...!"

Evan was strong. He was matching Ureon, who had become several times stronger than before.

But I could tell Evan was pushing himself too hard.

Having watched him for so long, I could clearly see the cracks forming in his expression.

*I need to do something somehow.*

Around us, other assassins and church members were gradually recovering and attacking our companions. They were visibly struggling against enemies who were clearly stronger than before.

*I need to do something, but...*

I was too weak right now. With my mana depleted, I couldn't use magic, making me practically no different from an ordinary person.

Everyone was fighting, regardless of their capabilities. Everyone was fighting fiercely.

I, doing nothing, needed to come up with something—a way for all of us to escape without casualties.

These were people I had brought into this. I had to take responsibility.

But how?

Just as my mind reached its limit in this seemingly unsolvable situation, when my head felt so hot it seemed beyond recovery...

"Well, finally got it attached."

"...?!"

Someone placed a hand on my shoulder. It was the Saintess, who had disappeared somewhere after having her head severed by Ureon earlier. Judging by the blood soaking her neck area, she must have been reattaching her head by herself until now.

The Saintess patted my shoulder again.

"Didn't the Cardinal say it? That you think too much. Doesn't your head hurt?"

"But..."

"Here, use me."

The Saintess said this while winking at me. Though her usual behavior made the wink seem frightening...

For some reason, I felt my mind becoming a little more at ease.

That's right.

From the beginning, the Saintess had asked to be included in my plans—to destroy the Moonlight Church.

...Then it would be proper for me to use her help.

"...Saintess."

"Yes!"

"Last time, when you fought the Sword Saint, you mentioned summoning a god."

"...Yes!!"

A smile spread across the Saintess's face as if my words were exactly what she wanted to hear.

...I had no choice.

Abandoning the Saintess's talents in the harsh environment of the North couldn't be considered a good decision.

"...Can you teach me how to do that?"

"Haha! Of course!!"

The Saintess, as always, smiled broadly with happiness—so much that it seemed like her previous calmness had been a lie.

Even in this situation, she was feeling the thrill of being alive.

I needed a few more preparations. I moved back toward Elysee, who was panting heavily.

"Elysee."

"Yes, huff... Lady Stella...?"

"When I signal, please make all the surrounding spirits emit light."

If what the Saintess planned to do was what I thought, we would all die if we stayed here.

I nodded to the Saintess with this in mind. In response, she grinned and then...

"Anytime!"

She gave the signal that preparations were complete.

Now was the time. I grabbed Elysee's shoulder and shouted.

"...Now!!"

"...Yes!"

—Kwaaaaa!!

Elysee shouted her strange battle cry and made all the gathered spirits go berserk, creating a bright light.

Simultaneously, I sent mental messages to my companions, whom I had memorized.

[—Retreat! Everyone!]

I made everyone flee their positions. In that brief moment, in the gap created by Elysee's desperate plea that left her exhausted...

I rode on Evan's back, covering hundreds of meters in an instant, and looked back.

The Saintess's back view looked extremely happy. And she seemed to be saying to me:

"This is a one-time demonstration, so watch carefully. I'll join you soon."

And in front of the many church members and assassins, she raised her hand, smiled, and shouted:

"...You fools! If you were going to strengthen the church members' power, you should have considered me too!!"

And then, as the Saintess's finger slashed downward...

"[Divine Descent]"

There was light.

A bright light incomparable to the brief flash Elysee had created with the spirits.

An overwhelming brightness that made our eyes squint even as we turned away and rushed forward. A light that far surpassed the brightness of midday. We frowned at the light but continued running forward.

Even after advancing hundreds of meters forward...
Even after moving several kilometers ahead...

The light wouldn't easily disappear from our sight.

*...I'm sorry.*

And I sent what might be my first and last apology to the Saintess. Because of my incompetence, I had lost her now.

But I believed in her. I believed she would join us again, laughing madly as always.

After all, she was... my companion too.

*

And after running for who knows how long...

"...This is."

"...What we've only heard about..."

We arrived at a land of extreme cold where only snow and rocks were piled high.

The clear enemy territory that could only be reached by crossing the Empire's border.

The North, covered only in snow.

We had arrived in the Snow Country.

Ch.280 - EP. 9 Human
Chapter 279. Human

The Saintess watched as Stella's group fled.
It was truly a quick decision. She wondered if anyone else would have done the same had they stayed behind instead of her.

"Well, I suppose that's reasonable!"

The Saintess didn't particularly believe herself to be normal.
After all, how could someone who engaged in near-suicidal acts just to feel alive be considered normal?

She felt no particular regret about this fact.
And that lack of regret was itself regrettable.

Because she had become someone who considered even herself abnormal.

"...Not that I mind."

Before becoming the Saintess, she had found happiness even in environments that couldn't objectively be called happy.

When she stabbed her parents who had imprisoned her and escaped, she felt more pleasure than at any other moment.

Was that when she became twisted?
Thinking about it now was meaningless.

The Saintess extended her hand.
Though not in a normal state, she'd done it once before, so she could do it again.
That was all she thought.

'Once more, I ask for your help.'

The Saintess made a half-hearted request to her Main God.
She didn't feel like being respectful.
If her power was withdrawn because of that, she was ready to curse with the foulest language.

"...Lady Saintess."

"Don't call me that. You can't catch up to those people anyway."

"Why do you oppose us?"

"Pfft."

The Saintess let out a light sneer at Ureon's words.
Someone who had brought assassins to kill her was asking why she betrayed them.

It wasn't an incomprehensible question.
The Saintess clearly had countless ways to beg for her life.

If she had begged for her life just now.

If she hadn't participated in the fight against the Cardinal before.

If she hadn't joined Stella's plan to destroy the Moonlight Church earlier.

If she hadn't helped her fight the Sword Saint.

If she hadn't formed a contract with her in the first place.

If she had listened to the Moonlight Church well. If she had shown her face often, never threatened anyone, and been the normal Saintess they wanted.

If she had waved to people, prayed in the cathedral, and occasionally healed the poor under the pretext of charity. As the Pope's puppet.

If she had become someone other than herself.
The Saintess's situation wouldn't have been as complicated or dangerous as it was now.

Instead, she could have lived peacefully, receiving their abundant if hypocritical respect, only needing to grant them small favors when necessary.

"...Hehe. But that would be...."

The Saintess let out a small laugh.
The church members looked at her strangely, but none could move properly due to the overwhelming divine power emanating from her.

"That would be... boring."

Then, lowering the finger she had raised, as if praying once more.

"Divine Descent."

"...Lady Saintess-!"

Ureon shouted, sensing danger, but no one at the scene heard his cry.

KWAAAAAAAH-!

A power too transcendent to be the work of a single sentient being.

'Since it's the same divinity, it probably won't cause much damage.'

An achievement that no one with the divine factor had accomplished except the First Saintess.
Even she had only managed it for a very brief time, but now one person was bringing it down upon this place.

'I wonder if those people will worry about me. Or will they be happy that one crazy woman is gone? I'll be in mortal danger when the Divine Descent ends.'

However, the being performing such a miracle...
The one with a body containing more divinity than any being in history, called the "physical body" of God...
The child who received the Main God's favor...
The girl who had drifted further from humanity than anyone else in this world...

'Well, that would be interesting too!'

The Saintess.
No.

Cloria was, more human than anyone else present.

KWAAAAAAAH-!!

Once again, the White Night descended upon the mortal world.
A pure white moonlight covered the forest, bright enough to make even the deep night squint.
Even the moon that had shone in the sky for hundreds of years had never been this bright.

*

After the Saintess's sacrifice, we ran at full speed for about three hours until we reached the front of a massive snow mountain.

As previously agreed, Claire quietly but destructively opened a hole in the mountain with a few strikes.

We easily crossed the border through a perfectly square hole that cut straight through the entire mountain.

It was something only Claire could accomplish so easily; in reality, it was an impossible feat.

The knights of this era had combat techniques so advanced that their physical abilities were incomparable to ordinary humans.
Even so, people who could destroy mountains were extremely rare.

"......"

"......"

Nevertheless, the group was merely a little surprised.
Even Erhen, who would normally have made a fuss, and Evan, who would have questioned the method, remained quiet.

Even Claire herself, who would normally have looked to me for praise, now only maintained a gloomy expression in silence.

Our dark silence continued for quite some time.
Through the massive tunnel in the mountain, to the snow-white land where snow reached up to our calves.
Until we reached the North, the Snow Country.

"...Damn it."

With a bang, Evan punched a nearby tree.
He seemed unable to contain his anger.

Based on Evan's behavior, he appeared to be blaming his own incompetence for forcing her sacrifice rather than worrying about her.

"...Lady Saintess."

Erhen, Elysee, and Caille, who had little connection to the Saintess and barely knew her, bowed their heads in silent prayer.

I too felt conflicted.
No, such a word was insufficient to express my feelings.

'She was someone I had decided to take with us.'

She was crazy, and I had never not been afraid of her since we met.

But she was someone I had decided to take with us and she was my comrade.

I took a deep breath, trying to shake off the guilt that seemed to wrap around my entire body.

I wasn't the one suffering the most right now.

"...Ah."

"...Grace."

I approached Grace, who had been walking in a daze the entire way and had collapsed after exiting the tunnel.

She was a Paladin, and now the Saintess's guard.
I couldn't precisely guess the nature of their relationship, but at minimum, Grace had chosen the Saintess and me over the Pope despite being a Paladin.

"...I promised to protect her."

"......"

"Even when I was mocked for being weaker than her, still, I promised..."

Grace was more heartbroken than I had ever seen her.
Initially, she had been a Paladin drafted as an excuse to take the Saintess outside, and she herself had been full of complaints.

But that was a story from many months ago.
Naturally, as people, they would have developed affection and friendship during that time.

According to the Saintess, Divine Descent meant driving the Main God directly into a specific coordinate.

A technique I had tried to learn but found difficult without seeing it firsthand.

Probably, even as a technique that summoned a god, it would have been difficult to cause significant damage to clergy with the same divinity.

And if that were the case, the Saintess, having used up all her divine power, would have been captured.
And... there was a high probability she wouldn't have fared well.

But.
But I could say with certainty:

"She's alive."

"...Lady Stella?"

"She's alive. She's someone who can't die even if she wants to."

I gripped Grace's shoulders firmly as I said this.
There was no way the Saintess, Cloria, had died like that.

Wasn't she the person who had survived a battle with the insane Sword Saint?
She would surely return.
No, even if she couldn't return.

"...If we neutralize the North and go back, the Moonlight Church will have no cards left. We can rescue her."

If we rescue her, that's all that matters.
At those words, Grace wiped away her welling tears.

"...Right?"

She said, her golden eyes flashing fiercely.
There was something different about Grace, who had previously seemed somewhat foolish and inadequate.

It was as if she had returned to her appearance in "Academy Survival Guide," with the attribute of a young nobleman.

"...Yeah. Despite what kind of woman she is, I'm frustratingly indebted to her. I can't let her die before I repay that."

Evan said to Grace, clenching his fist so tightly it seemed it might crumble.
Grace nodded and slowly rose to her feet.

"Let's go, Lady Stella."

"Y-Yes! We need to quickly find this Sovereign State or whatever and return to the Empire!"

"Th-That's right!"

Erhen and Elysee, who hadn't been able to interject due to the atmosphere, quickly shouted in agreement.
The gloomy mood somewhat returned to its original state.

Of course, it wouldn't actually be that way, but at least it appeared so on the surface.

I looked back.
The northern sky at dawn was a bright ash color mixed with light pink and light vermilion.

It was such a beautiful landscape that I wondered if this was really the North that the Academy had always taught us to be wary of.

The fact that we could see this scenery now was entirely thanks to the Saintess.

'...I owe you.'

I spoke toward the Saintess, who was surely somewhere, though I didn't know where.

The Saintess sacrificing herself for us.
If I were still the person who had been analyzing the Saintess's character while reading the original work, I couldn't have imagined such a thing.

Though I ultimately failed, I at least understood that the Saintess's thinking was always self-centered.

'I'll definitely repay this debt someday.'

But now, I felt indebted for her actions rather than finding them strange.

Evan, Erhen, Elysee, everyone.
Even the Saintess.

To me, they weren't characters, but humans.
Not text I could analyze, but people.

"Stella? Let's go."

"...Yes. I'm sorry."

I stopped those thoughts at Evan's call and moved forward again.

The land abandoned by God, the frozen land of those waiting for her and those who chose different gods.
The northern expedition beyond the border was difficult from the start.

We would probably have to fight boredom from now on.
Finding the Sovereign State would be a long, tedious journey without signposts.

*

Well...
There was a time when I thought that way.

"Pfft, you're struggling with this? I thought you came from the Empire. You're completely pa-thetic!"

"Eck."

"Um, Stella, is that your sister...?"

Someone who looked similar to me, um...

...until I met this Northern-bred mesgaki.

No.
What is this?

Ch.281 - EP. 9 Malice
The ice-cold wind whistled around our heads like a high-pitched scream. It carried snow, and the snow in turn carried the bitter cold. The chill that penetrated our winter gear felt like knife blades—ironically, the places where the cold wind cut through burned as if touched by fire.

"Aaaaargh! It's so coooold!!"

"Please... stop... shouting...!"

"What did you say?!"

"Huh?! What did you say?!"

The environment was so extreme we couldn't even hear what companions right in front of us were saying. For someone like me who had only ever lived in South Korea with its reliable four seasons and the Iris Empire, this was especially torturous.

At the entrance to the North.
We could still see the bright crimson sky, but only because we were at the very edge of the region.

Now, half a day after entering deeper into the North, we were freezing in the extreme snowstorm and cold.

"Stella, are you okay?"

"Eek...!"

Evan's voice and warm breath flowed into my painfully cold ears. I flinched but answered back, speaking directly into his ear as well.

"I-I'm fine...!"

Using telepathy would have been too difficult since we were already using so much mana just to protect our bodies from the cold.

"Oh! There's a cave ahead!"

Just then, Erhen's voice, amplified by her wind spirit, echoed around us. Even the spirit's power couldn't fully withstand this fierce wind, as the sound quickly scattered, but the message got through.

"Claire! Clear a path for us! Just for a moment!"

"...Got it!"

At my shout, I saw Claire place her hand on her sword hilt. In an instant, her sword strike flashed out like a beam of light.

KWAAAA-!!

Her sword strike cut through even the wind and air, momentarily clearing the path ahead of us.

We took advantage of the opening and ran with all our might into the cave. It appeared to be made of ice, with translucent blue light surrounding us in the rather large cavern.

It was cool inside, but far better than the flesh-carving cold outside. We finally caught our breath and collapsed to the ground.

"Phew-!"

"Are you kidding me?! This is insane!"

"...I thought we were going to freeze to death. The weather is truly brutal."

For a while, only our heavy breathing echoed through the cave. No matter how much we had prepared for the North, this was a murderous level of cold.

Elysee was rubbing her arms and shivering, while Grace was warming her ears with her hands.

The water we had brought was completely frozen, and our heads were covered with snow like trees in winter.

Among us, Claire and Erhen looked the worst.

"Claire, Erhen. Are you okay?"

"...I'm fine."

"I'm just not good with c-c-cold... ACHOO!!"

Come to think of it, unlike me who grew up in a country with four seasons and experienced winter cold, Erhen was from the tropical Great Forest region.

It made sense that she wouldn't be strong against this kind of cold.

As for Claire... she just seemed naturally weak to cold. With her level of mana, protecting her body shouldn't have been difficult, so it must be quite a severe physical trait.

"Would you like to hold my hands? My body temperature is quite high."

"My goodness, right in front of me."

When the Ice Dragon's divinity was active, I usually had chronically cold hands and feet, but right now my body temperature was quite high.

Claire and Erhen were so cold that they brightened up at the offer. Evan looked somewhat displeased, though.

"W-well, if you insist..."

"Really?! Then instead of hands, my ears..."

WHOOSH-!

Just then, a crimson flame bloomed inside the cave. Seeing the small lizards running around, it was clearly fire created by spirits.

"......"

"......"

"Feeling warmer now?"

Elysee smiled weakly, her complexion pale as she trembled. It must have taken a lot of mana just to keep herself warm, yet she managed to create such a large fire.

I was deeply moved by her spirit of self-sacrifice.

"...Elysee."

"...Lord Isenberg."

For some reason, Evan and Elysee exchanged glances and then nodded as if they had reached some understanding.

...What's this? Evan, you're making eye contact with another woman right in front of me?

"I suppose continuing today's schedule would be unreasonable, wouldn't it?"

Grace, the Paladin, said while looking outside the cave. I nodded in agreement after putting aside my stray thoughts and checking the conditions outside.

"Yes. This might just be particularly bad weather today... Let's spend the night here."

The others seemed worried I might have suggested continuing, so they sighed in relief and relaxed even more.

The cave was large enough for all six of us—me, Evan, Erhen, Elysee, Grace, and Caille—to sleep comfortably.

The temperature was also reasonable thanks to Elysee's fire spirits raising the warmth. I was concerned the ice cave might melt, but strangely, even the floor directly touching the flames showed no signs of melting.

"Oh my..."

"Goodness..."

We all sat down, nearly collapsing from exhaustion. Though the ice floor made our bodies cold where we touched it, it felt merely cool compared to outside.

"...It's a bit cold, Evan."

"...Mmm. It is."

The others had fallen asleep instantly, worn out from the cold and climbing. Only Caille, who had volunteered to keep watch since he hadn't done much, remained half-awake in the cave.

Evan and I pressed our bodies together, almost embracing as we lay against the wall.

It wasn't much different from how we usually slept, but the cold surroundings made us cling closer, feeling each other's body heat more intensely.

I had planned to stay awake with Caille for a while, not wanting to leave him alone on watch, but fatigue had accumulated even in this fragile body of mine.

I soon felt sleep washing over me as I felt Evan's familiar warmth.
Ah, I can't fight this...

"Mmm..."

.
.
.

*

When did I fall asleep?
I realized I had drifted off without knowing and sighed.

Huh? How do I know I'm sleeping, you ask?

Well...

"It hasn't been long... has it?"

"...You've gotten yourself into something big again."

A woman with the same appearance as me, but with shorter hair and a much smaller chest—the original Stella—was glaring at me.

Her complexion seemed worse than usual, suggesting she wasn't too pleased with the current situation.

"What are you unhappy about now...?"

"Everything about you. A Northern expedition out of nowhere? Are you in your right mind?"

"I told you about this?"

"No, you didn't! Are you really sane?"

The original Stella yelled at me angrily. The Stella I knew was supposed to be expressionless and emotionless, but both she and I seemed to be moving further away from that.

Stella was about to shout more but realized it was meaningless and sighed deeply before continuing.

"...You know my fate well."

"Ah. Yes, I do."

Stella died in the North, stabbed by a spy disguised as Dorothy. She expressed her resentment and frustration before being dragged into this world as a woman, so I knew it well.

Of course, now I'm not particularly resentful and am actually grateful, but still.

"...Yet you come back to the North?"

"We caught the spy, didn't we?"

"Well... that's true, but..."

At my rebuttal, the original seemed to run out of arguments and trailed off. Hadn't I gone through hell to deal with the spy who was the direct cause of her death in the original story?

It was a bit unreasonable for her to bring this up again after losing our bet on that very matter.

"...You seemed to be suffering terribly from the cold just now."

"But I got to cuddle with Evan, didn't I?"

"......"

Stella was about to say something but was speechless again. She gritted her teeth fiercely, looking quite intimidating.

"...Fine. What's the point of arguing with you? I have something to tell you anyway."

"What is it?"

Having failed in her attack against me, the original Stella sighed and seemed ready to get to the main point of why she had summoned me. After hesitating briefly, she spoke.

"...The price of our bet. I'm ready to pay it."

"...Finally."

I hardened my expression at this truly important matter. The original Stella observed my reaction and continued.

"...But I need some time. I need a few days when you can be unconscious."

"Does it take that long?"

"...It's a long story."

What I had won as the price of our bet was to hear the reason and principle behind why I was summoned here. This essential condition for the Northern expedition was finally being fulfilled.

It seemed like now would be a good time, having found a suitable hiding place, but...

"Do you want to see it now?"

"...No. I'll postpone it. Just don't forget."

"...That won't happen. How could I break a contract that involves the Ice Dragon?"

It seemed that given the gravity of the matter, it wasn't just a simple bet but involved a contract with the Ice Dragon as well. That was good news.
If necessary... I could use it as a spare.

"...I still find it shocking that you would walk into the North of your own free will."

"Heh, have you ever seen me fail in the end?"

"......"

The original Stella fell silent.
...I might have been too harsh on my favorite character.
I suddenly felt that way and added a few words.

"Of course... that was only possible because I saw your story."

"...!"

"So you're welcome to look at my memories anytime. For you, it's okay."

I found strength and was allowed even small moments of happiness by watching Stella's story during difficult times.

She ultimately became the driving force that helped me overcome crises.

My story probably wouldn't be as inspiring, but... I still wanted her to know. That I'm not such a perfect person.

"...I see."

"Yes. Ah, I need to go now."

The original seemed to have realized something as she stared at me. I wanted to talk more, but time wouldn't allow it. Judging by how quickly the mindscape was fading—faster than usual—I must have stirred in my sleep.

"Well then, goodbye!"

I bid farewell as always and left the mindscape.

*

"...Stella. Stella."

"Hmm? Oh, Evan...?"

When I opened my eyes, the first thing I saw and heard was Evan shaking me awake. His voice was quite urgent.
What could have happened?

"What, how long has it—"

"We need to get out of here."

"...Pardon?"

Having just woken up, my mind wasn't working properly, and I responded with hesitation. What was he talking about?

Seeing that I couldn't grasp the situation, Evan pointed to the cave wall. The ice cave, now dark and eerie with the fire extinguished...

"...People?"

"It seems so."

Dozens of human-shaped ice sculptures that weren't there when we entered were now tangled together on one wall. Each one had a distorted expression of agony.

"Look at this, Stella."

"...Oh no."

Evan showed me his shoe. About a quarter of the sole had cleanly transformed into transparent ice.

"What is this place..."

I suddenly recalled what the spy disguised as Professor Alen had once said in class:

A hell, malicious to everyone.

Those words were true.
This frozen land, abandoned even by the gods it worshipped...

Even inside this small cave, it was terribly malicious toward humans.

Ch.282 - EP. 9 One Week
Stella, the original Stella.
After the departure of Stella, who could hardly be considered the same body as herself anymore, the original slowly sat down in the chair.

Though the sofa-like cushioned material was normally quite comfortable, today it somehow felt as uncomfortable as sitting on a bed of thorns.

The original Stella tried to recall Stella's words, as if to digest them.

"...I can look, at it?"

She could look into her past?
She hadn't properly understood when she first heard it, but now the original finally grasped the meaning.

"......Huh."

The original Stella didn't know much about Stella, or her previous life as Cheon Yu-seong.

Although she had personally chosen this human, that decision was based only on seeing fragments of situations. It wasn't a judgment made from knowing much about her.

So to the original, Stella was an unknown entity.
Unpredictable, always moving in ways she couldn't anticipate... but ultimately achieving her goals.

"...She said she was an actress."

In the world she lived in, she originally had a profession called an actress.
A job somewhat similar to the theater performers she knew.

She had said that even when she occasionally became her and used her mana, it was fundamentally rooted in that acting.

According to her, no one knew Stella better than herself, or something like that.

Though it was said jokingly, that statement just now.
Could it have pierced through her contemplation about what the fundamental difference between them was?

The original Stella felt a chill run down her spine.
Did that mean she had been insightful all along?

About her inexplicable feelings of inferiority, and whatever emotions lay beneath them, everything.

"......I."

She wanted to know the source of these feelings.
To do that, as Stella said.

She needed to know her.

Stella raised her hand and waved it several times.

She had long since surpassed even the realm of Archmage.
For someone like her, extracting another's memories was as easy as eating cold rice.

Especially if that person was half-assimilated with herself, if it was herself.

In front of the sofa, a sky-blue line shot out like a beam and hit its mark.
Then it rippled, creating images of something.

It was like a condensed version of memories.
Being a person's entire life, even the condensed version couldn't be called short.

But that wasn't a problem at all.
Not for her current self.

Having lost friendships, love, family, body... even herself, all she had left was time.
She could watch it very leisurely.

The footage began with the image of a pretty little boy about four years old.

[When I was young, around the time I could speak properly.

What I saw was my mother, shining wherever she went.

Of course, I didn't see her directly, but on the large television in our spacious living room.

Honestly, at that time, I think I just admired that image.

Mom was someone who would go down in the history of the Korean acting world.]

*

"Everyone get up!!"

Bang.
I created a small explosion in the air with mana and shouted. The explosion, designed to create only noise, boomed loudly and echoed throughout the cave.

"...Huh! What, what's going on?!"

"Huh?! What?!"

My companions scrambled to their feet, but still seemed half-asleep, unable to grasp the situation.

I wouldn't have wanted to wake them like this either, but time was of the essence.

It wasn't just Evan's shoe soles.
The sleeve and shoulder of the coat I'd used as a pillow. Even the very tips of my hair and my fingernails.

As the time we spent in here gradually increased, the speed at which the ice was eroding everything accelerated.

Those ice statues embedded in one side of the wall must have been victims of the same fate as us.
Looking at their faces contorted in pain, it was impossible not to understand.

"Lady Stella, what is this?"

"Get up! This place is danger...."

That's when it happened.
With a snap, an icicle extending from the cave wall shot toward my head with enough force to pierce through.

Crack-!

"...ous."
Evan casually deflected it with his scabbard... but.
The scabbard that struck the icicle was partially transformed into ice as well.

The scene was savage enough that even our companions who had just woken up immediately understood the danger of this place.

We hurriedly packed our things that we had loosened for sleep and ran to escape the cave.

Rumble-rumble-rumble!
As we showed signs of leaving, the cave finally revealed its true nature as icicles extended from all directions.
Claire, who seemed to have anticipated this, drew her sword from its scabbard.

Claire could not only deflect them but could even slice through the entire cave.
The reason she didn't was probably because of the debris that would shower down, debris that turned parts of the human body to ice upon contact.

Even for Claire, it would be difficult to cut down enemies with an ice-transformed blade.

"Claire! Don't strike them!"

"Hmm."

Claire dodged all the ice spears targeting her with acrobatic movements, then called out to Caille, who was protecting Elysee while avoiding the icicles.

"Seirus. Sword!"

"Huh? Sword? Ah...!"

Caille Seirus was the world's only Magic Swordsman.
Realizing what the Sword Saint meant, Caille gripped his sword and immediately shouted.

"Void!"

With a crash, black lightning struck from the void and surrounded Caille's sword.
As soon as it did, he threw the sword like a javelin to the Sword Saint.

"Good reflexes."

Caille's magic sword had great power, but had the drawback of shattering within seconds if held by anyone other than him... but.

"[First Form, Slice]"

-Slash!

Those few seconds were more than enough for the Sword Saint.
Before Caille's sword could completely shatter, Claire deflected all the icicles and even widened the cave entrance with her intimidating presence.

No matter how foreign and strange it was, it seemed powerless before the Sword Saint.
The ice cave tried to close the widened entrance as if making a last desperate attempt, baring its teeth to narrow the gap, but.

"[Blessing Bestowed, Sure Hit, Curved Shot!]"

-Crack!

Erhen shot down everything with a single arrow, allowing us all to safely escape the cave.
The bitter cold hit us without any preparation, as the sun had not yet risen.

"Argh!!"

"What kind of wind...!"

I've never served in the military, but if winter training in the army from my past life was anything like this, I'm glad I came here instead of going there.
An unreasonable level of blizzard and storm engulfed us.

In an instant, we were thrown from a cozy cave into the middle of a mountainous region with a raging snowstorm.

"...Stella. I think...."

"...Yes. We need to find a village."

After what just happened, all natural shelters except for actual dwellings had become untrustworthy.

Though it was enemy territory, it seemed we had no choice but to occupy their settlements.

[Grrrr....]

[Kaarrrrr!]

...Not only that, but magical beasts adapted to this cold and wind were also charging at us.

Among them, a moth-like magical beast looked quite familiar—it was the same one Alen had brought during the illusionary magical beast incident.

He said he caught it around the North, but that must have been a lie.

"...[First Form, Slice.]"

-Slash!!

That was the end of the reminiscing.
Ordinary magical beasts were no match for Evan, let alone Claire.

However... that didn't mean our problems were solved, of course.

The cold and wind were getting worse.
My skin burned with a stinging chill.

I'd never experienced cold like this before, but even I could tell it was abnormal.
No matter how fierce the blizzard was.

'......Snow?'

I wiped some snow from my cheek with the back of my hand.

The snowflakes, which should have shown the familiar crystalline pattern, were deformed into bizarrely sharp shapes like throwing stars or teeth.

'......Ah.'

Looking closely, they weren't even staying still.
They were wriggling and clumping together as if trying to tear through as much as possible.

Something trickled down my cheek.
Probably blood.

There was no time to hesitate.
I looked at my companions and shouted.

"First, let's find a village to stay until the weather calms down!!"

In our current state, we couldn't survive outside for even an hour.
That was my assessment.

*

My companions and I advanced through the snow mountain at full speed, with Evan and Claire—who had the highest physical breakthrough power among us—at the front.

Perhaps because we were digging deeper into the heart of the North.
The surrounding environment was becoming twice as bizarre.

Half of the falling snowflakes had somehow transformed into shapes like animal teeth, and person-sized icicles that grew from the ground without any reason branched out like trees, targeting us.

The snow that our feet sank into revealed sticky blood-like substances when we dug through the pure white surface.

Corpses seen along the way had all been transformed into withered ice statues without exception, and the leaves of trees occasionally visible had shapes like primate hands, trying to grab us.

"What kind of place is this...!"

I strongly sympathized with Erhen's scream.
Honestly, when I first planned our mission in the North, what I worried about was pursuit by Northern mercenaries supported by the Moonlight Church.

I thought they would try to capture us through cooperation with the North, since they were allies after all.

But it wasn't like that at all.
In this environment, we would be wiped out naturally if left outside for just a few hours, let alone being captured.

'Was this also omitted in the original work...!'

No matter how dark it became toward the end, "Academy Survival Guide" was basically a romance fantasy.
Honestly, besides what I've described, there were many things scattered across this land that seemed too much to be included in a romance fantasy.

'No wonder the kids looked exhausted...!'

As I mentioned, in the North, there was much controversy about the balance as the protagonist's side's strong fighters appeared to struggle against enemies. Now I see that it wasn't just because the enemies were strong, but also because the protagonist's side had weakened.

'In this environment, that's more than understandable!!'

I couldn't tell the exact time, but after drifting through this place for about an hour, we were already completely exhausted.

If we had wandered here for weeks, it would be natural to become so weakened.

"......Stella! Over there, a light...!!"

Even Evan seemed to find it difficult to adapt to this environment, speaking with effort.
However, his message was quite hopeful.

Perhaps due to his Saintess's eyes, Evan was the only one among us immune to illusions and mental attacks, making him like our scout.

Such a person had discovered an artificial light.
Since there was a high probability it was a village, we all sprinted toward it, squeezing out every last bit of strength we had.

Our bodies felt as heavy as lead, and the cold that had penetrated to our bones numbed all sensation below the heart.

'....Ice Dragon.'

Why had the god of this place allowed the North to deteriorate to this state?
I didn't want to defend the Moonlight Church, but in this environment, it might be natural to grasp at any straw.

With such thoughts, my legs ran at full speed, and the source of the light was indeed a village as we had thought.

Believing we might face freezing to death or various other terrible fates if we stayed outside even a moment longer, we opened the door of the nearest house and entered.

Bang-!
Evan kicked the door open, practically ready to break it down.
Considering it was someone else's home, it was terribly rude, but we were that desperate.

"Huff, huff, huff...!"

"Cough, cough! Hic...!"

"Hoo, hoo...."

My companions were in a state close to complete exhaustion.
There hadn't even been any fighting; we had essentially just crossed a snow mountain.

Blood was flowing freely from our exposed skin—cheeks, foreheads, and other areas—and dozens of withered monkey hand-like leaves were attached to our clothes, wriggling.

My companions collapsed without even the strength to wipe away the blood or shake off those things.

Only Claire, Evan, and Caille, who still had some energy left, surveyed the surroundings.

"......It seems to be an abandoned house, doesn't it?"

"It appears so, Isenberg."

Claire nodded in agreement with Evan's words.
Indeed, judging by the dust accumulated on the floor and the condition of the furniture, it seemed like a house abandoned for at least a year.

Since we didn't want to create friction with the homeowner in our current state, all my companions let out sighs of relief as they lay collapsed.

"Thank goodness... If someone had been here, it would have been terrible."

"Yes, fortunately no one's here...."

Elysee and Erhen, lying face down side by side, said in weak voices.
The other companions shared the same thought, but.
Only two people, Evan and Claire, couldn't nod to their words.

"......No."

"What?"

"I didn't say it was empty. Someone is here."

The moment Evan finished speaking.
From a corner of the house, where piles of stolen goods were stacked like mountains, something like a dagger flashed as it reflected light and flew toward us.

Clang, Claire split it in half, and.
Before her movement could even finish, Evan struck down with his sword at maximum speed toward the source.

The strike was completely invisible even to me, whose dynamic visual acuity had increased exponentially.
However.

Clang-!

What rang out was not the sound of flesh being pierced or a scream.
It was the long resonating song of metal.

"......You blocked it?"

Evan spoke with surprise, as if he hadn't expected it.
Someone could block a sword swung at that speed by Evan?
Everyone rose in alarm.

Probably an incredibly powerful fighter.
The relaxed atmosphere in the house sharpened instantly.

From between the piles of stolen goods where Evan's sword had penetrated, a lilting voice rang out.

"...Failed even with a surprise attack? Pathetic~!"
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The room was filled with silence.
Outside the window, a blizzard still raged, occasionally tapping against the glass.

"......."

If I had to find something similar, it was like a rustic log cabin from a Russian film.
The light filtering in from outside—a mixture of snow and gray sky—was entirely monochrome.

We had entered this house without much deliberation.
It was on the outskirts of the village, and it looked relatively spacious.
We weren't in a position to think beyond that.

Complete coincidence.
A house we entered purely by our own choice, without any external factors influencing us.

And what were the odds that someone skilled enough to block Evan's attack would happen to be lying in wait here?

"......."

How much time had passed since Evan's attack was blocked?
0.5 seconds? 0.8 seconds?
What was certain was that less than a second had gone by.

During that time, thousands of thoughts flooded my mind as I tried to analyze the situation.

Then I heard Evan's voice, filled with genuine confusion.

"...Weakling?"

"Yeah, weakling!"

Thwack-!
While Evan was stuck between the gap of the stolen goods, unable to move.
Five masked men, presumably hiding on the second floor, immediately sprang out.

"An ambush...."

They immediately drew their swords against Evan.
The large swords typical of the North reflected the colorless light, creating flashes of steel.

Clang, clang-!

"...You're the ones who ambushed us."

"Guh...!!"

In an instant, two of them had their wrists severed, spraying red blood into the colorless light.
Before the blood could even hit the floor, Evan spun his entire body.

Then his leg, carrying all that momentum, smashed into the jaw of another attacker.

Crack-!!

"Urgh!"

The man with the twisted jaw collided with the unlit fireplace, raising a cloud of ash.
Gray cinders spread through the log cabin like fog.

Riding that fog like a current, the remaining attacker wildly swung a massive sword at Evan.

Clang, clang-!

Though the sword appeared to be three times the mass of Evan's, he blocked it effortlessly.

[Watch the rear, Stella. These guys are skilled.]

"......!"

Evan's telepathic message pierced my mind during that brief moment.
Though it was hard to tell since he dispatched the others so quickly, if Evan said they were strong, they truly were.

Sure enough, right after Evan's message, the other four who had been knocked down got back up with surprising resilience despite their injuries and charged at Evan again.

They must have instinctively judged Evan to be the most skilled among us, but.

"......Where do you think you're going."

Boom-!

Before Claire's sword could even be seen leaving its sheath, her slashes toward them pushed the surrounding air like a storm.

"Kuhup...!!"

"Kuk...!"

Despite spitting blood and bleeding from several wounds across their bodies, the white-masked men still held their swords and maintained their stances.
Claire raised her eyebrows in surprise and said:

"...Unexpected? I meant to cut off all your limbs."

Judging by her lack of concern, they were easy opponents for Claire, but if she got serious, this house would likely be completely destroyed.

With someone skilled enough to block Evan's attack still around, such a self-destructive approach didn't seem wise.

*I need to assess the situation.*

I slowly backed away.
I wanted to check if there were more enemies and, as a mage, provide support from the rear.

"......Just swing, you idiots!!"

".....!"

Boom!!

At that moment, the voice that had mocked Evan as a weakling rang out again.

The large masked man fighting Evan swung his massive sword wildly, as if he didn't care if the house collapsed.

Crack! Fragments flew toward me.
I could easily track them with my dynamic visual acuity, so I took a few steps back and moved slightly outside the broken house.

"Got you-!"

"...?!"

In that moment, I felt arms wrapping around my neck from behind, and I was captured by the source of the voice I'd been hearing.

*...What?*

This was impossible.
I had clearly been retreating to the rear without the masked men noticing, and I'd moved even further back because of the flying debris.

Yet someone grabbed me from behind without me sensing anything?
As if they had been waiting there all along?

"You're the weakest one here, right?"

"......!"

Then I felt the cold touch of a blade against my neck.
The mysterious woman behind me seemed to be holding it to my throat.

And then, the woman shouted loudly from behind:

"Everyone stop!"

"......!!"

"Stella?!"

The woman apparently intended to use me as a hostage.
My companions, who had easily subdued the masked men, were startled to see me suddenly taken hostage.

"If you don't want to see your friend get stabbed, surrender!!"

The woman behind me shouted in a clear, ringing voice.
Glancing back slightly, I saw she was wearing a white mask like the others.
I couldn't see much more, but from her exposed neck and chin...

*......Ah?*

In that moment of surprise at the unexpected sight,
the masked woman suddenly raised her dagger above my head.

"You, bastard...!!"

With a whoosh and intense air pressure, Claire's sword blade rushed toward me.

For a moment it seemed like she was going to cut me, but of course her target was the masked woman behind me.

She must have controlled her strike because I was there, but I wondered if the woman behind me would be cut to pieces.

Clang-!!

"......?!"

"What?!"

"Huh!!"

......Claire, the Sword Saint's attack.
As if it were natural, it was blocked by the masked woman's dagger.

Everyone was shocked.
As far as I knew, no one had ever directly blocked the Sword Saint's attack at full power.

Even the Saintess once recalled fighting while regenerating after her entire body was destroyed by a single slash.

Though Claire must have held back because I was there, the astonishing sight of a woman with a build similar to mine blocking the Sword Saint's strike with just a dagger put my companions on maximum alert.

"......!!"

"What kind of monster is she...!!"

To them, the masked woman behind me was an incredible fighter who had blocked both Evan and the Sword Saint's attacks in succession.

I heard a cracking sound from behind me.
The mask must have shattered from the air pressure.

And then, that voice rang out again:

"Pfft, you're losing to this? I thought you were from the Empire. You're complete weak-lings!"

".........Huh?"

And then... for what I believe was the first time.
A dumbfounded groan escaped from Claire's mouth.

My other companions had similar reactions.
Erhen was shocked, Caille showed clear confusion, and Evan's mouth hung open.

From my position being held from behind, I couldn't understand why.
What was it? Had the mask come off to reveal someone hideously ugly?

"Uh, huh? Huh? The mask...?"

A suddenly panicked voice came from behind me, but I was curious about the face and didn't have time to listen further.
I immediately formed a formula, shook off the arm holding me, and rolled forward.

"[Lightning]."

-Boom!!

"Kyaaaaaaah-!!"

She had blocked the sword, but perhaps she hadn't considered it would have an electric property.

The now unmasked woman let out a high-pitched scream before fainting.
It wasn't a high-level spell.
Just enough lightning to knock out someone slightly stronger than an average person.

This level of lightning would have been endured by not only Evan or Claire but even Erhen the archer.
And yet this person who had blocked the Sword Saint's attack was knocked out by it.

I brushed off the snow that had gotten on me while rolling and turned around in disbelief.
I wanted to at least see the face of whoever this was.

And then….

"Eck."

I couldn't help but make a sound similar to Claire's.
The face of the unconscious woman with smoke rising from her was.

A woman with violet hair and blue eyes.

"Is, is that Stella's sister...?"

Erhen's question made sense because she resembled me quite strongly.

Someone not familiar with my face might mistake us for the same person with just a different hairstyle if they looked at us alternately.

"Stella! Are you okay!?"

Evan rushed over to me.
Though he was surprised, I was glad that my condition seemed more important to him.

"Yes.... I could have escaped at any time, really."

"......So that was the strange feeling I had."

I looked down again at the steaming... similar Stella?
Meta-Stella?

From what I could tell, this girl had strength similar to or slightly greater than mine when I first entered the academy.

Even though I might be the weakest in our party, by the standards of this world, I'm still in the upper-middle to lower-upper tier.

It was absurd to think she could restrain me with that level of strength.
The only reason I stayed captured was because Claire attacked with unexpected intensity.

Also....

"...She was sweating cold sweat. A lot of it."

"Cold sweat?"

"Yes. When I glanced up while being held, sweat was pouring down her neck and chin."

It couldn't be from heat... not in this weather.
Evan stepped outside the house and exhaled a visible breath in the cold air as he spoke.

"...What is going on here."

"The one who blocked Evan and Claire's attacks...."

"There must have been some trick. I thought her stance and footwork seemed too amateurish."

Evan examined the similar-looking Stella who was occasionally making "eh" and "ah" sounds while lying unconscious.
She really did look like me.

I could spot differences down to the millimeter in Stella's face, but objectively speaking, we looked very similar.

If I had to point out differences, her chest was smaller than mine and her hair was shorter, making her look a bit more like the original Stella.

Evan leaned toward me and whispered:

"...Stella. You mentioned before that your mother was from the North."

"......I was thinking along those lines too. Unless all Northerners look like this."

Setting aside how she withstood Evan and Claire's attacks, with strength equal to mine, she should normally have been cut in two or more pieces without even being able to react.

*If my guess is correct, she must have positioned the dagger in advance. Probably...*

After making a rough calculation, I looked around at my companions and called out to one person.

"Grace. Could you come here for a moment?"

"...Me? Why?"

The Paladin, Grace, looked puzzled but followed my instruction and stood in front of the similar Stella.

"...Could you heal her with your divine power?"

"...Is that okay? She's still an enemy...."

"It's fine. For now."

Though still confused, Grace followed my request and summoned white divine power from her fingertips to heal the woman.
As a Paladin favored by the church, this level of electric shock should be easily healed for a normal person.
However.

"Ugh, khuuurk-!!"

"Uh, what...?"

Instead of recovering, the similar Stella coughed up red blood.
This confirmed my suspicion.

"Lady Stella, I...."

"It's okay, Grace. This is normal."

"Really...? But a rejection reaction to divine power...."

"It's really fine. In fact, we've confirmed something incredibly valuable."

I looked down at the similar Stella with a slight smile.
Whether this was coincidence or fate, I couldn't tell.

But this was likely a key that would lower the difficulty of our northern journey several times over.
Perhaps Evan, and the Saintess if she were here, might have guessed it too.

"I believe we've found the High Priestess."

.....But it's strange.

How can another High Priestess exist when I'm here?

Ch.284 - EP. 9 How To Blackmail
I scanned the text and identified all character names and terms from the glossary. This appears to be Chapter 284 of a Korean web novel featuring Stella Bell Eckhart as the protagonist.

The ice dragon's blessing, the priestess of the Children of the Snowy Mountain, and a confrontation with a Stella lookalike are key elements in this chapter.

---

Chapter 284. Methods of Intimidation

"Your great-aunt... that is, your mother's aunt abandoned her duties and ran away."

"She fell for a man from the Empire, betraying her homeland and family."

"I don't know if divinity will manifest in you. Just... prove your usefulness."

*

The spacious house we had chosen was destroyed, but fortunately, it was quite a large village with many houses. Like the previous houses, most were empty.

At least being in a house meant the insulation and comfort were incomparable to something like a cave.

We settled in the largest house available. There were enough rooms that each of us could essentially have our own.

Thankfully, no one was injured in the recent battle, so we just needed to recover from the fatigue accumulated on our journey here. After washing with water heated by Elysee's spirit, we gathered together.

We couldn't just rest for a day because there were still matters that needed to be addressed.

"...Sigh."

The Stella lookalike was laid on a bed in one of the cleared rooms.
Looking closely, this mysterious being who resembled me more than I'd realized was lying there while we fussed around her.
Not knowing what she might do when she woke up, we confiscated her weapons and bound her with rope.

"Somehow, I feel guilty..."

"No, no. That's not Lady Stella, right?"

We muttered these things while looking at the Stella lookalike.
Apparently, my companions felt guilty about tying up a woman with my exact appearance to a bed with rope.

By the way, the other masked men had all escaped while we were distracted with fake-Stella.
The environment was too treacherous to chase them, and since Claire was with us, we ignored them.

"...She doesn't seem to be in any life-threatening condition."

Grace said this with a nod while examining the Stella lookalike, though she was sweating nervously.
Being a cleric, she would have been shocked if someone had died from her divine power.

Of course, I had asked her to help because I didn't think that would happen.

We were somewhat relieved by Grace's confirmation.
Apart from her resemblance to me, it would have been problematic if our newly captured northern native had died.

"......"

"......"

As we relaxed a bit, an awkward atmosphere settled in the room.

This was expected.
While Evan and I had promised to be honest with each other and had shared most of our past...

For the others, I needed to explain that Stella's mother was a priestess from the North.
I had given them a rough explanation while preparing for the battle with the spies, but I had never gone into detail.

"Um... Lady Stella?"

"...I understand. It's surprising I haven't explained it to you all before now."

I answered Elysee's prompt and paused for a moment.
Though this was an unexpected situation, I needed to explain.

Strictly speaking, my reason for coming to the North was purely to prevent war and thwart the Moonlight Church's schemes, but this place was indeed connected to me.

I looked around at my companions.

"Where should I begin..."

*

The story ended up being quite long.
I explained that this body—Stella's mother—was from the North.
She had been the priestess of the Children of the Snowy Mountain, known as the strongest tribe in the North, and had entered the Empire after meeting Gilbert during the border war.

That's why the spy who had infiltrated the Isenberg Duchy tried to kidnap me, calling me a priestess.

For the same reason, I had used the academy spy's targeting of me to my advantage and captured her.

Since many parts overlapped with or were related to my past actions, it took quite some time to explain.

My companions seemed rather confused by my story, but they eventually nodded in understanding.

However, not all questions had been answered.

"...So, is Stella actually a priestess?"

"That... I'm not sure."

Erhen asked this after hearing my story.
It was a reasonable question.
I had said I disguised myself as a priestess to lure out the spy.
In reality, those strategies would have been impossible if I hadn't known the future.

*I am... what exactly?*

For the first time since transmigrating to this world,
I had to revisit the question I first asked myself when I was kidnapped from the Isenberg Duchy that night.

My mother was definitely a priestess.
This was evident from Kinahan's statements, the Saintess's words, and testimonies that she had fled the North after seeing the future.

But for me, it was extremely ambiguous.
The basic requirement for being a priestess is the ability to see the future.

Strictly speaking, it's an ability that manifests from the divinity of the master of the Snow Mountain... that is, the Ice Dragon, so it could be considered an ability exclusive to priestesses.

If the basic power of the Moonlight Church's main deity's divinity is healing, then the power of the northern deity's divinity is seeing the future.

And since the North only shared a tiny portion of its divinity with the person it designated as priestess, it was fair to say that anyone who could see the future could be considered a priestess.

*But in my case, that's a bit ambiguous, isn't it?*

I can see the future, that's true.
But it's not some supernatural power—it's based on the novel I read before transmigrating here, and it's essentially useless now.

The future had been twisted so dramatically the moment I defeated the spy.

In this case, could I be considered a priestess?

To be more certain, I did possess the Ice Dragon's divinity.
That's why I suffered from mana rejection from the beginning of my transmigration, and the Cardinal designated me as a heretic and tried to kill me after seeing my divinity.

But it disappeared at some point.
Could I still be called a priestess now?

"Hmm..."

My companions, sensing that I was lost in thought, refrained from asking further questions.
And then.

"Ugh, cough. It's so tight..."

The Stella lookalike on the bed had awakened.

"Oh, oh!"

"Don't move! You monster who only looks like Stella!"

"Erhen, that's going a bit too far..."

Erhen showed her usual excessive reaction, pointing her bow at the Stella lookalike.
The others weren't quite that extreme, but they remained vigilant, watching her closely, considering she had blocked both the Sword Saint's and Evan's attacks earlier.

"Ugh... What is... this rope?"

The Stella lookalike, seemingly regaining consciousness, looked down at the rope tightly wound around her body with a puzzled expression.
We had left the rope-tying to Erhen, and it was indeed a bit excessive.

With her entire body bound, the Stella lookalike coughed and shouted, apparently feeling strong pressure.

"Cough, cough! What, what is this! Do you Empire people tie people up so barbarically?!"

"I don't want to hear that from someone who threw a dagger as a surprise attack."

Evan said this as he approached the Stella lookalike.
He seemed intrigued by her resemblance to me, examining her with curious eyes while questioning her in a cold voice.

"You, what's your name?"

"Hmph? Do you think I'd tell my name to barbarians like you?"

Hearing her response filled with character in every word, Evan turned back to us and shook his head.
Despite his appearance, Evan was fundamentally introverted and had a weakness for unreasonable people.

Evan sighed and turned back to the Stella lookalike.

"What do you think we'll do to you if you keep being stubborn?"

"H-hmph. It's obvious what inferior Empire people like you are thinking. You're planning to sexually torture me, aren't you?"

Evan closed his mouth.
His eyes reflected deep disgust—it seemed the fact that someone with a face similar to mine was spouting such things made him even more disturbed.

Evan shook his head as if it was too bothersome to deal with her and said:

"Fine. See that elf behind me? If you don't open your mouth willingly, that brutal woman will pounce on you. You wouldn't want to be assaulted by someone of the same sex, would you?"

"What?"

"By the way, she's quite merciless..."

"Wait, Lord Evan?"

Evan seemed to have some pent-up frustration with Erhen, as he was trying to intimidate the Stella lookalike by portraying Erhen as a crazed same-sex rapist.

No, isn't that a bit too harsh, even for Erhen?
No matter how eccentric Erhen's personality might be, she wouldn't go as far as same-sex assault.

"Evan, even so, that's a bit..."

"That's right! Do you think I'd pounce on just any woman?!"

"......"

"......"

Everyone fell silent.
My companions and I closed our mouths, and Evan shrugged his shoulders and looked down at the bound Stella lookalike again.

"...See?"

"Eek...!!"

The Stella lookalike trembled in fear.
She seemed to be imagining being assaulted by Erhen, who was now innocently requesting a retraction of her previous statement.
People typically suffer more from imagining terrible things than actually experiencing them...

"Let's try again. Your name?"

"S-Sca, Scar, Scarlet."

"Hmm, nice name."

The Stella lookalike... no, Scarlet, now in a very "cooperative" state for conversation, answered Evan's question.

Though she resembled me almost identically, her extreme facial expressions created a strong sense of dissonance.

"So, Scarlet. How did you bring those masked men earlier?"

"I-I promised to pay the local mercenaries later..."

"Hmm."

The fact that she had recruited local mercenary groups suggested she definitely knew we were coming.
The question was how this had been arranged...

For now, I decided to watch Evan's interrogation.

"Anyway. How did you block my sword and the Sword Saint's... the blue-haired woman's sword?"

This was also something I was curious about.
Even if we assume she predicted it through some method or divinity, with normal strength and a sword, her weapon and arm should have been shattered.

Scarlet snorted at this question, seemingly trying to show off.

"Hmph, that's because your attacks were so pathetic..."

"Erhen."

"Eek...! I'll tell you, I'll tell you...!"

...No way.
Could this be so effective...?
I was slightly puzzled by Scarlet's extreme fear.

"I-I can't lose my first time to a woman..."

"Ah."

...It seemed the North was more conservative than the Empire.

Well, whatever works!
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The blade struck true, and the ropes fell away. Scarlet let out a terrified shriek, expecting to be cut along with her bindings, but found herself unharmed. Evan helped her up, and she came face to face with me.

When our eyes met—identical twins in appearance, even with similar names—her reaction was pure shock.

"What? WHAT?!" she screamed, her voice rising in disbelief. "ME?!"

Apparently, she hadn't noticed our resemblance earlier, despite holding a knife to my throat.

"Didn't you see her before? You even held a knife to her neck," Evan asked incredulously.

"I-I was distracted then, and the mask makes it hard to see... WHAT?!"

Still stunned by my appearance, she began muttering about forest doppelgangers before I approached her.

"Hello, I'm Stella."

"S-Stella?" Her reaction suggested she recognized my name.

"You know my name?"

"N-no, I just..." She hesitated, then spoke with a trembling voice. "In my aunt's diary... she wrote that's what she wanted to name her child..."

"I see."

That confirmed it—she was from the Children of the Snowy Mountain. With our identical appearance, we had to be related by blood.

"But my aunt..." she began, before Evan interrupted.

"That's enough," he said, removing the cut ropes from her body and offering his hand. "Nice to meet you, sister-in-law."

"Huh?"

"E-Evan!" I blushed furiously. We weren't even married yet!

*

Family connections apparently mattered in this world too. Once our relation was established, Scarlet received much gentler treatment—sitting on a sofa with a blanket instead of being tied to a bed. Of course, without her dagger, she posed little threat; Claire would turn her into minced meat if she tried anything.

I sat across from Scarlet, ready for questioning. With Evan as our living lie detector, we had the advantage.

Our eyes met—the same pale blue, almost sky-colored.

"W-what? Why are you staring—"

"Scarlet. Are you a High Priestess?"

"...!" She froze, her body trembling slightly. Finally, she managed to ask, "How... did you know?"

I glanced at Evan, who gave me an OK sign.

"You were waiting in a house we randomly selected, as if expecting us," I continued. "You knew we were from the Empire without us revealing it, and despite having a dagger that absorbs attacks, you blocked Claire and Evan's strikes too easily."

An ordinary person like me couldn't block Claire's attack even with such a dagger. I'd be sliced to death before I could use it. Yet Scarlet blocked their attacks, positioning her knife exactly where their strikes would land before they even attacked.

"That's impossible unless you can foresee the future," I concluded. "And in this world, only one power grants foresight—the Ice Dragon's Divinity. And only one group possesses that power—the High Priestesses."

Scarlet was speechless.

"But if you're a High Priestess, why did you run away?" Elysee asked. "Isn't that a prestigious position in the North? And why attack us?"

"If you can read the future, why attack opponents you can't defeat?" Caille added.

"...I'm not a perfect High Priestess," she answered softly.

That explained Caille's question—with imperfect foresight, she might not have realized she was attacking a party of imperial elites. But it didn't answer why she'd abandoned her high position to become a thief in this remote northern region.

"Why, Scarlet? Why did you leave the Children of the Snowy Mountain?"

"T-that's..."

Fortunately, I already knew the answer. I moved closer and whispered, recalling what the Saintess had once told me:

"She escaped after seeing a future of purging."

"Were you afraid they would kill you?"

"...!!" Scarlet flinched, her breathing becoming rapid.

"...What are you?" she asked, her voice filled with disbelief.

I had hit the mark again.

*

After the interrogation, I was laying out bedding despite it being early afternoon.

"Stella, why are you going to bed now?"

"I need to see someone."

I answered irritably. The Ice Dragon, the indigenous god of the North—I had many questions for that damn lizard. How had it twisted the situation like this?

"Then why am I here?"

"What do you mean, Evan?"

Of course he needed to be here. It's common sense that it's hard to sleep in unfamiliar places.

Obviously, my boyfriend needed to hold me until I fell asleep!

Ch.286 - EP. 9 Lizard
The lizard had slithered into my thoughts before Evan and I could share a bed. Let's go back a bit to understand why I was acting this way—back to when the interrogation was still ongoing.

"...What are you?"

Fear flashed across Scarlet's eyes. How strange to receive such a look from someone who resembled me so closely.

I gradually erased the slight smile I'd been wearing.

"Scarlet, how much do you know about our mother... who would be your aunt?"

I placed my slender finger on Scarlet's shoulder as I spoke. It was one of the pressure techniques I'd developed.

It seemed quite effective, as Scarlet's shoulders began to tremble. I hadn't intended to frighten her this much, but it was necessary.

"...Scarlet?"

I called her name once more in a subtle voice, with a bit more chill in my tone.

I needed to discover this now for my plan to advance to its second phase. If my thoughts were correct...

I could transform all my slight uncertainties into absolute certainties.

Trembling at my call, Scarlet slowly opened her mouth.

"M-my aunt... I've never actually seen her. I only... saw her through her diary."

"Then... did you learn about the purge through your foresight? Or from that diary?"

"......!!"

Scarlet's body jerked in surprise. One of those must be correct.

There was quite a gap in information between us. I had read the original story and learned much about the Moonlight Church and the North through many people, including the Saintess.

No matter how knowledgeable Scarlet might be about the North, she would inevitably be ignorant about the Moonlight Church.

"...It was the diary. I can't see that far into the future."

"Hmm. Then why did you flee only to come capture us, invaders from the Empire?"

"T-that's...."

If she had truly been trying to escape from her tribe, crossing the border like Stella's mother would have been wiser.

The place where we met her was near the border.

But her reaction when she met us wasn't that of someone who had encountered us by chance. She had even recruited mercenaries beforehand, so she must have known.

Let's say she knew exactly where we would be thanks to her foresight. Then what was her real reason for approaching us?

"What could it be, Scarlet?"

"......"

"If not foresight, what means could tell you we would cross into the North?"

The answer was obvious. There was only one place that could know we had crossed the northern border and immediately inform the North.

"The Moonlight Church informed the North."

"Hah...!"

A sound close to a scream escaped Scarlet's lips. Aside from her face, she was quite the opposite of me in her inability to maintain a poker face.

"From their perspective, it makes sense they would ask their current allies to capture us after we fled there."

Gradually.

"But the one who came was a half-priestess who needed to escape the North..."

Gradually, gradually.
As cracks spread across Scarlet's face, my deductions began to take shape.

Let me organize the situation.

The Moonlight Church asked the North to capture us.

2. But who we encountered was a half-priestess who needed to escape.

3. She had brought mercenaries and thoroughly planned to deal with us.

I laughed inwardly. I had a vague idea, but if it was true...
She was softer than I'd expected.

"You believed you could survive if you captured and handed us over."

"...How..."

"Why? Because you could prove your usefulness?"

Her trembling intensified. Our companions were watching us with puzzled looks.

If she learned about the purge from Stella's mother's diary...
Then Scarlet probably doesn't know her own future. I haven't seen the diary myself, but such details are rarely written so explicitly.

So this soft kid probably believed that if she captured us—the ones the Moonlight Church had asked them to catch—in advance, she might avoid that future.

Truly...

"Truly an optimistic thought."

"...What do you know...!"

Well.
I know that if you return to your tribe like this, you'll end up dead.

For anyone else, I wouldn't care either way, but blood ties matter.

As I said, this world values blood relations too.
And it bothers me when someone who looks like me dies.

I asked her one last thing I was curious about.

"By the way... when did your divinity—your foresight—first appear?"

"T-that's...."

Scarlet hesitated and couldn't give a proper answer. There must be something holding her back.

This time, I decided to wait without threatening her. For some reason, I was confident she would answer this question directly.

"...About a little over two months ago."

"Aha!"

I couldn't help but exclaim.

...Two months.
A little over two months ago would be around when I finished the Theater Festival and received Evan's confession.

And what happened then is clear.

'The Ice Dragon's divinity that had dwelled within me disappeared.'

As I began to fully accept myself as Stella.

"This is..."

I felt a vein throb in my temple.
Could this really be coincidence?

Could it be mere chance that, just as the divinity left me, it went straight to Scarlet?

"This damn lizard, really..."

I couldn't contain my indignation.
How could something be handled so simplistically?

Just because the divinity was no longer accepted by me, it was immediately given to someone else?

'How haphazardly are you handling things...!!'

That was why I was trying to sleep with Evan in the early afternoon. I truly needed to ask about this directly to feel better.

The North had weather that could rival any polar region on Earth. The temperature showed it, and so did the heavy snowfall pouring down.

However, it wasn't actually a polar region.
Its actual latitude would be slightly lower than Russia on Earth.

This weather was related to the Ice Dragon, so regardless of the weather, the times of sunrise and sunset were similar.

That was fortunate. It meant we wouldn't suffer from the white nights just because we were in the North.

"Phew... warming up a bit isn't so bad."

"Right?"

Despite it being late afternoon, we could lie down looking at the darkened sky.
Though this was an abandoned village, the beds and furniture were quite comfortable, as if they hadn't been abandoned for long.

Of course, they were still as hard as wooden blocks compared to our Academy dormitory beds.

"It's quite large though. Is this a couple's bedroom?"

"Ahem...."

Evan had been getting embarrassed by such keywords more frequently these days.
Was it because that future was actually approaching?

Or perhaps it was simply because I was currently clinging to Evan in an almost adhesive manner.

Back at the dormitory, cuddling because of the cold was mostly an excuse, but here it was genuinely cold, so I felt no guilt.

"...Are you warm, Evan?"

"Yes...."

Due to our height difference, I was hugging around Evan's upper abdomen... around the solar plexus, but I preferred this position as it allowed me to look up at Evan.

They say men feel fluttered when women look up at them, don't they?

Of course, if Evan was feeling that way now, it was probably because of my breasts pressed firmly against his solar plexus. Goodness, they just keep growing.

'Hmm...?'

Suddenly, I felt a sense of déjà vu.
It felt like I had met another version of myself with larger breasts before.

Well, it must be my imagination.

"...Anyway, please hold me tight quickly..."

"Okay...."

Evan hugged me tightly as I requested.
Unlike before, my body temperature wasn't lower than normal, but Evan's embrace always provided warmth.

If anything, the rising heat seemed to have intensified.

The sensation of Evan's thick arms pressing against my soft body.
It gave me a sense of security. They say humans feel comfort and security when covered with heavier blankets, don't they?

My heart was pounding as it did when Evan first confessed to me, but now it was a flutter I couldn't face directly.

If I were to kiss Evan now... I wouldn't be able to control myself.
For now, I decided to be content with just being in his embrace, fiddling with my heated ring.

Until this becomes real.

"Phew...."

I inhaled.
I could smell Evan.

Somewhere between comfort and excitement.
I felt the familiar emotion and the approaching drowsiness.

Today... so much had happened.

We lost the Saintess.
Though I can't say I had good feelings toward her, I didn't want to part ways like this.

I vowed to rescue her.

I set foot on northern territory for the first time.
It was a dreadful place.
A place where everything, living beings and inanimate objects alike, seemed to harbor malice.

And I met Scarlet.
I met a half-priestess with the same appearance as me.

She would likely be able to help us greatly on our journey through the North, which had seemed so clouded.

If my thoughts were correct...
I might need to modify my plan slightly.

And in quite a positive way.

Looking back, so much had truly happened.
Losing someone, gaining someone.
Hoping that only the first day would be like this in many ways, I closed my eyes.

*

Once again, the gray mindscape appeared.
It had become so familiar that it was like a sanctuary for my mind... but.

Something was different from usual.
What was different was...

"Is Stella not here?"

The original Stella was nowhere to be seen.
What's this? There had been times when I couldn't enter the mindscape, but Stella had never been absent.

As I was pondering this question,

"She went to see your memories right now."

"...Oh."

Suddenly, I felt a chill from behind.
And I heard the voice of the very being I had been railing against.

Slowly, slowly, I turned around.

What I saw was the indigenous deity of the North, whom I had glimpsed occasionally.
The Ice Dragon.

"So I'm taking her place instead."

"Ah... I see."

"It was interesting. Seeing how humans think. Especially..."

Calling me a lizard, you mean.
The Ice Dragon said with a cold smile.
A vein was visibly throbbing on her forehead.

"Ah."

I'm in trouble now.

Ch.287 - EP. 9 The Dragon's Wrath
I carefully analyzed the text, matching all character names, places, and terms to the glossary. Here's the translation:

Chapter 287. The Dragon's Reverse Scale

Stella couldn't face the original Stella in her mindscape.
This was because the original Stella was currently watching someone's past from a place slightly deeper than that mindscape.

"...What an interesting world."

At first, the original Stella was amazed by the world shown outside the screen.
She had briefly followed the Ice Dragon before, but this was her first time following someone's entire life in such detail.

A city of gray and blue, made of steel and stone all around.
It was quite mysterious to Stella, who had only ever lived in the Empire.

"That's... a magical device?"

However, not much of that was captured.
The perspective was focused solely on Stella, or more precisely, on Cheon Yu-seong before the transmigration.

Cheon Yu-seong before becoming Stella was closer to his true self.
Unlike his current somewhat mischievous and careless appearance, Cheon Yu-seong was only staring at a machine displaying images with pitch-black eyes.

That was the scene that occupied most of young Cheon Yu-seong's memories, and also the only moment when his eyes sparkled.

From the original's perspective, what came from the television-like magical device was only the image of his mother.

While the detailed information of the era was unknown, the emotions were clearly identifiable.
Admiration and affection.

One-sided affection breeds mental illness.
The eyes of Cheon Yu-seong, who didn't receive enough love from his parent who was also the object of his admiration, gradually died.

And the moment those eyes shone like stars again was when he began acting.

When he walked the same path as his mother.

"That Cheon Yu... what was his name? Anyway, that pretty-looking kid, right? For that woman's son, he's a bit..."

"He has good expressiveness, though."

The path didn't seem smooth.
Whether due to high expectations or pure lack of talent, people who watched him often expressed disappointment.

"That's how you finally become a Method actor."

But overcoming that.
Whether the product of effort or the blooming of talent, Cheon Yu-seong continued to pursue his path of admiration without stopping.

Cheon Yu-seong. True to his name meaning "heavenly star," he was a falling star.
Following his orbit, burning up and disappearing, yet still moving forward.

"...Why would someone like that...?"

The original Stella was confused.
Cheon Yu-seong before the transmigration was quite an admirable person.

Due to the gap between eras, she couldn't understand everything precisely, but at the very least, his efforts and dedication in his field were certainly praiseworthy.

There were no particular problems with his friendships either.
Considering he was practically abandoned in childhood, he had quite an active and charismatic adolescence.
Except for his extremely pretty face, he was quite masculine.

"...?"

By the time she could see him through their stronger connection, he was only denying himself and acting like a bitch.
How did someone who led such a wholesome life end up like that?

'...Was my Lord too impressive?'

That was highly possible, but it wasn't enough to understand.
It made her recall Stella's nonsensical excuse that "her body was naturally lewd."

'...No matter what, that can't be it.'

The original Stella shook her head inside the mindscape and focused back on the screen.

She couldn't find any problems in Cheon Yu-seong's life before he became Stella.
There was just one person who was progressing forward, even at the cost of sacrificing his own body.

'How did...'

And the atmosphere of his life changed after...

"So you're my son?"

After the appearance of the man who was his father.

*

"Therefore, only I am here now."

"Uh......"

I was at a loss for words at this sudden private meeting.
It's true that I came to see the Ice Dragon, but I didn't come to face her one-on-one like this in such a burdensome way.

It's a bit of a skewed comparison, but it's like that awkward feeling when three friends who usually meet together end up meeting with just two.

I wanted the original Stella to mediate while grumbling, but in reality, she abandoned her duty.
I did say she could watch my story, but that obviously didn't mean she should throw everything aside and go.

What could possibly be so amazing to watch that she'd abandon me?

"...More importantly, would you repeat what you said? I... a snake...?"

Leaving me alone with the Ice Dragon in this state...!!

The full story was this:
In the voyeur tower planted in my head, Stella abandoned her duties and ran off.

The Ice Dragon took over that empty house.
And according to what she saw in the voyeur tower, I had been insulting the Ice Dragon, calling her an ice lizard....

"Well... about that."

"Do you have anything to say?"

Honestly, I didn't.
It was true that I thought of the Ice Dragon as a job-abandoning, crazy, bystander, water-rocket ice reptile.

Honestly, isn't that right?
Setting aside the divine power swapping incident between me and Scarlet, isn't it the Ice Dragon's fault that we're suffering like this in the North?

"No, that's, well...."

"Well, it's fine. I was the one who looked without permission, so I'll let it slide this once."

"......"

The Ice Dragon said this with what seemed like a benevolent expression, but it didn't really feel that way.

However, I didn't have the courage to argue further, so I decided to let it go.
As someone who nearly had their head explode just from a god's gaze when playing the Saintess, I had no choice but to back down.

"Well, anyway, it seems you've come to find me. Is there something you're curious about?"

The Ice Dragon seemed somehow more generous than usual.
No, rather than generous, she looked somewhat melancholic.

"...I don't know, that's why I'm ask—no. May I humbly ask you a question...?"

"Yes. I will graciously answer."

The Ice Dragon, who had somehow lost her usual overbearing demeanor, smiled slightly and said so.
Then, as if even standing took too much effort, she reclined on the sofa where the original Stella usually resided.

Her sensual figure, wrapped in thin black fabric, sank into the sofa.
She gazed at me with languid eyes.

As I felt with Scarlet, those sky-blue eyes were almost the same color as mine.
No, if my eyes were sky-blue, hers were more like transparent ice.

Feeling as if I were sinking into that gaze, I slowly opened my mouth to ask.

"...First, was I really a High Priestess?"

"Well... it might be a bit confusing, but if you mean a being with divinity that they call a High Priestess, then yes."

"...Ah."

So I really was a High Priestess after all.
But I've never manifested any precognitive abilities.
When I looked at the Ice Dragon with that question in mind, she burst into laughter as if she knew what I was thinking.

"You want quite a lot. You merely received divinity from me arbitrarily; strictly speaking, you're not my descendant, are you?"

"...So that was the issue."

This was a fact that was difficult for me to approach.
All the High Priestesses of the Snow Mountain had divinity and precognitive powers.
The reason this proposition had no errors was because the High Priestess was always one of the Ice Dragon's descendants.

I was, so to speak, an alien entity from the outside world.
An irregular who received the Ice Dragon's divinity but not precognitive powers.
That was me.

"...And when that disappeared, you immediately transferred it to Scarlet?"

"That's right. Originally, my divinity was essential for you to remain here. The essence of your soul is not originally from this place."

"Then...."

"—But you became too deeply assimilated with the souls of this world. Strictly speaking, the form of your soul changed, and my divinity became a lost child with nowhere to go."

Sigh...
It was complicated, but I could understand.

To think that what Stella always talked about, that my soul had become female, would have such an impact?

To summarize:

I, the actor Cheon Yu-seong from South Korea, possessed someone here using the Ice Dragon's divinity.

For my alien soul to remain attached, I needed the Ice Dragon's divinity, so I unintentionally gained useless divinity and mana rejection.
This was because I wasn't a descendant of the Ice Dragon, so having divinity was meaningless. Like a petty lizard, she said.

"What did you say?"

But in that state, I was completely... conquered by Evan, and my identity tilted toward Stella, an Imperial citizen born and raised here.

Of course, Stella was a quasi-mage in the original work with no divinity from the Ice Dragon, so my soul adjusted accordingly and shed the Ice Dragon's divinity.

At this point, my mana rejection was cured.
The Ice Dragon's divinity, which had nowhere to go, returned to my relative Scarlet.

"...Does only one person have to possess your divinity?"

"For now, yes. That's the maximum I'm allowed."

Allowed?

But then where was the divinity in the original timeline?
Stella used mana abundantly so it wasn't her, and the previous High Priestess, Stella's mother, was dead...

...Let's not dig deeper into this.
It's not important right now.

I shook my head to stop my thoughts from branching into complex deductions and continued with my questions.

"Then why is Scarlet called a half High Priestess?"

"...Think about that with your pathetic brain."

The Ice Dragon frowned as if tired and said so.

...Why is Scarlet only half?
I recalled Scarlet's words and suddenly realized.

"...Ah!"

Come to think of it, there were times when I deliberately drew back divinity recently.
When I tried to persuade Gilbert and Lugion for the Northern expedition, or when I practiced Divine Descent.

The Ice Dragon said only one person could possess divinity.
But if I pulled and pushed it whenever I needed it, what would happen to Scarlet's divinity?

Obviously, it would disappear and reappear...!

Seeing Scarlet, who must have been confused by divinity switching on and off like a light, I felt a bit sorry.

Having resolved another question, I opened my mouth again.

"...By the way, why Scarlet?"

"...No reason."

The Ice Dragon said so.
Her attitude seemed to suggest she didn't care, but that in turn revealed more emotion.

I could tell when someone was acting, after all.

After thinking slowly, I posed what would probably be my final question of the day.

I was curious. Looking at the Ice Dragon now, she didn't seem like someone who didn't care about the North.

Yet the people living in the North, not receiving answers from their god, converted to the Moonlight Church and continued to live in an eerily strange ecosystem.

"...Why did you abandon the North?"

So I asked that.
Purely out of curiosity about why she betrayed the expectations of those who worshipped her.

What I overlooked was that the Ice Dragon was still a dragon.
...And dragons have their reverse scales.

"...Abandon?"

Suddenly, the air around seemed to drop several degrees.
There was almost no sensation in the mindscape, but I definitely felt it.

The feeling of every joint in my bones cooling and stealing warmth from each other.
With the sensation of my hands and feet trembling involuntarily, I unconsciously swallowed.

"...Um."

Something was dangerous.

The atmosphere was different from before.
Around the time I became certain I had touched something wrong with the person before me...

"...Who... abandoned whom?"

With that single phrase, everything faded away.

The warmth, the pressure.
The mindscape and the Ice Dragon's form, all sensation.

Then, consciousness as well.

With the same sensation as being forcibly expelled from the mindscape, all feeling in my body began to shut down.

'...Whatever it is.'

Even in my fading consciousness, I thought until the very end.
If touching the reverse scale of such a powerful and dangerous being ended with just this much.

Then it was worth it.

That was my last thought.

With a snap, all my vision and consciousness blacked out.

*

While Stella was spending time in her mindscape...

"...Wow, this is really amazing."

"Wait, don't get too close...!"

"But isn't it fascinating?"

Unlike Stella's group who had gone to bed early, her companions who hadn't exhausted their energy enough to sleep and, more importantly, had found something extremely interesting, were wide awake.

"How can she look exactly like Stella?"

"...Indeed."

Erhen, Elysee, and Claire were surrounding the exhausted sleeping Scarlet, whispering as if having a discussion.

The instigator was, as always, Erhen.
Already in a situation where Evan had taken (literally) the flower on the cliff, Stella.
She had no intention of leaving such an interesting toy alone in this situation.

"Aren't you curious?"

"No, what else...?"

"How similar this little one is to Stella!"

Unfortunately for Scarlet.
In exchange for her blacked-out consciousness, Stella would need a lot of time to wake up.

Ch.288 - EP. 9 Attempt
The aftermath of blood ties supremacy allowed Scarlet to escape her bed restraints, but they couldn't leave her unbound at night.

"Mmm...."

Scarlet sat on the sofa, tied with rope. Though not bound as tightly as before, the pressure still made it difficult to rest comfortably. She exhaled a slightly constricted breath and tried to drift into a light sleep.

Above her, three people were muttering while looking down at her.

"This little one, I wonder how similar to Miss Stella she really is!"

Once again, the root of all evil was Erhen, the elf from the Great Forest. She was delighted by Scarlet's appearance and her resemblance to Stella.

It seemed like it would be entertaining, after all.

If Scarlet showed the same reactions as Stella, that would be amusing in its own way. Conversely, if her reactions were completely different? Seeing different expressions on Stella's face would be equally rewarding.

But still, she was an attacker who had been captured while trying to assault her comrades. Knowing she couldn't do such things alone without causing problems, Erhen began inciting those around her.

"Think about it. No matter how much she resembles Miss Stella, we don't really know if she's actually related to her, right?"

"You're saying this knowing it makes no sense, right...?"

"...Don't you think we should verify it ourselves?!"

Erhen ignored Elysee's incredulous response and continued developing her logic. It was the same nonsense as always, but the difference was that both Elysee and Claire, who were listening, weren't entirely disinterested.

After all, everyone here was a woman who held certain feelings toward Stella in one way or another.

However, Stella already had someone in many senses, so they neither pursued nor desired anything beyond that.

And now, perfectly suited for these women, a Stella mk.2 who looked exactly like her had appeared!

Of course, she couldn't be a replacement for Stella.

"But wouldn't it be fun to have a little entertainment for just one night?"

"You know what you're saying sounds really wrong, right?!"

"Hmm...."

While they were having this deranged conversation, Scarlet slowly opened her eyes at the commotion. Trained as a High Priestess, her nerves had become extremely sensitive.

They weren't even whispering, but openly holding a debate right in front of her, and her sleeping arrangement wasn't comfortable enough to sleep through it.

"Oh, she's awake?"

"That's because of you!!"

Scarlet thought with the haziness typical of someone who had just woken up. Why were these people in front of her?

With her mind gradually clearing and becoming more alert, Scarlet recalled something. During her training as a bride for breeding, she had been taught about the Empire:

-The Empire, those barbarians never leave prisoners alone. They satisfy their sexual desires with prisoners....

Of course, the actual war had happened hundreds of years ago, and Scarlet's education was obviously full of slander and falsehoods, but....

'Are they... are they here to ravish me?!'

Scarlet had no way of knowing better. It didn't help that one of the group standing before her was the "lesbian rapist of the Great Forest" (this was Evan's slander).

As circumstances accumulated, a conclusion was drawn.

"No, listen to what I'm saying!"

"Alright! I get it, so please speak more quietly...!"

"I think we should first experiment with tickling...."

The three in front of her were discussing something without paying attention to her.

Scarlet believed this was her chance. Somehow, she needed to create distance and escape this crisis.

"......hup."

Scarlet tried to move bit by bit using her legs while tied with rope, attempting to distance herself from them.

She was trying to secure enough space to run, but.

"...Where are you going?"

"Ah...."

Those before her were among the most skilled individuals in the Empire. They weren't the type to miss Scarlet's stealthy movements.

Light leaf-green, ocean blue, and blood-red—
The gazes of three colorful individuals looked down at Scarlet.

"Y-you disgusting Imperial scum, as expected, y-you're trying to ravish a prisoner...?"

Though Scarlet spoke in her usual manner, not wanting to appear weak, her voice was trembling. At her words, Erhen chuckled and said:

"Pfft, what are you talking about?"

"...I suppose that's what they teach in the North?"

"How barbaric they must think we are."

The three exchanged words as if finding it absurd. Their expressions were so full of genuine disbelief that Scarlet tilted her head in confusion.

'Am I... misunderstanding something?'

Well, direct confrontation had been hundreds of years ago, so there could be misconceptions in the North too.

Besides, everyone in front of her was female. If sexual gratification was truly the goal, wouldn't that silver-haired man or the black-haired man have come instead?

'No, this isn't right.'

Scarlet reflected on how she had been trembling in fear, relying only on assumptions. She was now a High Priestess, a possessor of divinity with the power of foresight.

She just needed to look directly at what would happen next.

So Scarlet closed her eyes and examined her future.

-Oh, there's a mole in a similar position to Miss Stella's? Is it hereditary?

-...When did you see a mole in such an indecent place? Ah, don't tremble!

-This seems to be a weak spot. That's useful information.

Scarlet immediately stretched her legs and leaped. Jumping like a frog, she began running with all her might despite her bound arms.

"I knew it, you perverts!!!"

"Oh, she's escaping! Catch her!!"

"Why are you talking like some villain! 'Strike her down'!"

As Scarlet fled, Elysee made a light gesture toward her. Lightning spirits gathered and trembled slightly, releasing electricity.

-Crackle!

"Kyaaaah!!!"

"Huh?"

However, what Elysee overlooked was that this was the North. Spirit control didn't work well here, and Scarlet was vulnerable enough to be affected by even that weak current.

"Ugh...."

With a thud, Scarlet collapsed. Elysee stroked her chin and looked around.

"Tsk...."

"Elysee? Did you knock her unconscious?"

"......"

Elysee remained silent at Erhen's reproach, then slowly opened her mouth.

"Let's just say we subdued a prisoner who was trying to escape?"

"Oh!"

...Regardless of her own intentions, she was becoming more and more like Erhen.

*

The Sovereign State.
The only ruling group in the North, established with the help of the Moonlight Church.

The Snow Mountain, hailed as their strongest weapon, the most powerful mercenary group.

Born as a direct descendant there, Scarlet's life couldn't exactly be called happy. In a tribe where everyone was a mercenary, the only ways for a direct descendant like her to gain recognition were to show exceptional combat ability or become a breeder.

Unfortunately, she had no combat ability whatsoever. Though she was intelligent and quick-witted, and thus skilled at using relics and magical tools, this didn't translate directly into fighting prowess.

She was weak. It would be fair to say she was the weakest in the tribe.

So from childhood, Scarlet believed she would be used to bear superior offspring.

The tribe placed great importance on blood purity, resulting in most marriages becoming incestuous in recent times.

Scarlet was content with this. Though she had dreams, she lacked ability and accepted the path given to her.

Having witnessed prevalent incest from a young age had numbed her sensibilities. She thought it wouldn't be so bad to become one of them, living and dying to become one with the Ice Dragon.

"Anastasia has died."

Scarlet's daily life began to crack when news arrived that her aunt, the High Priestess Anastasia who had fled, had died.

A High Priestess who had escaped from the North had died. The implication was clear.

Now, it was time for the next High Priestess to appear.

The blood of the High Priestess is inherited. Even if not directly passed down, the next High Priestess appears within blood relations, at least within cousins.

And historically, almost all High Priestesses were women.

Naturally, the tribe used this information to narrow down candidates within their ranks.

Unfortunately, the girl who matched these criteria exactly was Scarlet.

It wasn't certain. There were other female relatives with more distant blood ties, and above all, Anastasia had a child. A daughter, at that.

Though inheritance wasn't necessarily direct, the highest possibility still lay with her daughter.

But blindly trusting in her daughter who was in Imperial territory was inefficient. Scarlet had to endure the grueling training required of a High Priestess.

Wandering through the Snow Mountain for days, enduring waterfalls of snow for days on end.

If asked about her most difficult moments, she could name these without hesitation.

Then Scarlet faced an unexpected turn.

As evidence mounted that Stella from the Empire was the High Priestess, divinity settled upon Scarlet.

It wasn't complete divinity. Her power to see the future was unstable, and even that came intermittently—a half-baked ability.

And Scarlet couldn't help but tremble in fear. Because with that ability, she found her aunt's diary, which stated:

'The North will try to kill the High Priestess within about 20 years.'

About 20 years had passed since her aunt had fled. If she was a complete High Priestess unlike Scarlet, there would be no room for doubt.

Scarlet despaired. She had endured all those difficult days believing they would help the tribe and the North.

But to be destined to die without proving her worth?

Scarlet didn't want to die. Even if she couldn't achieve her dream, even if she lived a wretched life, she wanted to survive.

So she tried to seize an opportunity.

'The Sovereign State says that enemies of the Moonlight Church have hidden in the North.'

'...Are they leaving this to us?'

'Yes. Unpleasant, but we have no choice. We have to listen to them anyway....'

Our enemies have infiltrated the North. Scarlet overheard this and immediately left the tribe like a runaway.

She didn't forget to take the tribe's heirloom, a sword said to be made from the Ice Dragon's tooth. Despite being an heirloom, if she captured the tribe's enemies, she could be forgiven.

She could live. If she proved her usefulness, she could live.

Although if she became the High Priestess, she would lose her right arm. And that would make her dream a little more distant.

But she could still survive.

Full of hope, Scarlet quickly gathered mercenaries from around her. The harsh North was overflowing with those who alternated between mercenary work and thievery.

She couldn't be looked down upon. She had to appear as if she possessed something.

She had to bristle with thorns, pretend to be strong.

Using her status and origin, she drew in mercenaries and waited in ambush at the location she had foreseen.

She judged that five or six well-known mercenary groups from the North would be enough to capture weak Imperials exhausted by the unfamiliar environment.

Her reason screamed that the North's enemies wouldn't be so easy to deal with, but she ignored it.

Either way, failure meant death. She decided to bet on the option with higher probability.

And not long after, they entered the house she had designated.

"Ugh, so cold...!"

And they attacked on signal. Her heart sank when they blocked it as if it were nothing.

Likewise, she couldn't show any sign of weakness.

"...Failed even with a surprise attack? Pathetic~!"

Because that was how... she could prove her worth. She couldn't be looked down upon.

Couldn't be looked down upon....

*

"This... can't be...."

"Hmm? You're awake?"

Scarlet felt the North's characteristic gray sunlight brushing her vision. Not bright enough to hurt her eyes, but just enough to distinguish that morning had come—the minimal sunlight.

'What... happened?'

Had she fainted? How?

Scarlet could tell from her body's condition that she hadn't fallen asleep normally.

However, her memory after just before falling asleep was cut off and gone. Though it was gradually returning, that's how it was for now.

All she could perceive now was... that it had been a very frightening experience.

'No, more importantly....'

What was this soft, fluffy sensation on her head and this voice that was so familiar? Overcoming the urge to keep her eyes closed due to the comfort coming from her instinctual realm, Scarlet slowly opened her eyes.

"Are you okay? Does anything hurt?"

And what she saw was a familiar face, as if looking in a mirror. A face that closely resembled her own, looking down at her with a slight smile on an otherwise expressionless face.

Somehow, it felt like emerging from a frightening dream. And because of that, it felt extremely comforting.

Scarlet couldn't help but feel relieved.

Ch.289 - EP. 9 Déjà Vu
Chapter 289. Déjà Vu

"......Ah."

I woke up suddenly from sleep.
That refreshing feeling when you wake up after falling into a pure sleep without tossing or dreaming.

Looking at the sky outside, half gray and half light pink, it seemed to be dawn.

Evan was sleeping beside me.

Seeing Evan, who usually wakes up earlier than me except for a few days, sleeping soundly, yesterday must have been quite tiring.

I slowly got up, trying not to wake Evan.
In my mind, I was organizing the conversation I had with the dragon of the Snow Mountain last night.

To summarize very simply, the information I gained was as follows:

1. The authority of the High Priestess has indeed passed from me to Scarlet. However, if I temporarily take it back, Scarlet's divinity will also disappear.

2. The Ice Dragon doesn't think she abandoned the North. At the very least, she doesn't believe she did.

The first point was understandable.
If divinity can only exist in one person, then it's not far-fetched that the divinity that was in me moved to Scarlet.

What puzzled me was the second point.
Not just the words themselves, but the reaction was even more strange.

'Sadness... or anger?'

As I slowly opened the door and left the room, I kept thinking.

Considering the context of the Ice Dragon's words, it seems she believes that she was the one who was betrayed.

'Why?'

Being here now makes me feel it more acutely, but the people of the North had nothing to gain by abandoning her.

This land forsaken by the gods truly presented a miserable landscape.
Plants and animals were grotesquely twisted, expressing only malice toward humans, and the same was true for inanimate objects and natural environments.

I immediately understood what Prauda, who had disguised herself as Professor Alen, meant by "you become strong to survive."

Wasn't the reason they joined hands with the Moonlight Church in the first place due to feelings of betrayal toward a god who didn't meet their expectations?

I continued pondering as I entered the living room.
No matter how crazy the North was, the morning air had a sharp freshness to it.

"...Huh?"

What I belatedly noticed was Scarlet collapsed on the sofa.
Her body was twitching slightly, suggesting she wasn't sleeping peacefully.

"Excuse me, Erhen?"

"Ah... Miss Stella."

I called out to Erhen, who had been on the last watch.
She looked at me, swallowing as if she had been dozing off.

Though it was strange to see the usually energetic Erhen so calm, I had something more important to ask.

"...Scarlet, why is she like that?"

"Um, that, well...."

When I asked, Erhen suddenly started sweating profusely and stammering.

"She, she tried to escape and was subdued...!"

"......"

As anyone could see, Erhen wasn't good at lying.
If Evan were here, he would have certainly determined it was a lie, which was a bit unfortunate.

'If this is a lie....'

Did someone beat her up in the middle of the night out of resentment?
It was unfortunate for Scarlet, but that didn't concern me.

After all, regardless of her intentions, she had attacked us and tried to capture and take us away.
Being dragged to the North meant either death or being sent back to the Moonlight Church.

And being sent back to the Moonlight Church was the same as just dying.

I didn't have any particular thoughts since I hadn't actually suffered any harm, but my companions might feel differently.

Even I had been taken hostage.

For these reasons, Scarlet honestly had no right to complain even if she had been beaten in the middle of the night.
Rather, considering my future plans to actively use Scarlet, it would be fortunate if this was enough to satisfy their grudges.

"...Well. That's fine."

"Phew, phew...."

I said that casually and headed toward Scarlet.
She was still tied up with ropes, twitching her body, which made me wonder if they had beaten her while she was tied up.

It was somewhat pitiful to see her bound with ropes and twitching, but to be honest, even I could easily subdue her.

I lightly gestured with my hand to magically untie her ropes.

"Ugh, not there, don't...."

"Hmm."

Looking down at the sofa, I saw Scarlet twitching her body with her face all scrunched up.
Honestly, apart from her hairstyle and chest size, she looked almost identical to me.

I had the strange feeling of watching myself in third person, frowning and suffering.
This was quite an interesting experience.

"Hmm...."

Honestly, it wasn't a pleasant sight.
Who would want to see someone who looks exactly like them writhing in pain?

'I'd like to lay her down somewhere... but it would be awkward.'

Scarlet had already earned the dislike of my companions to the point of being beaten (presumably).
If I were to give her a bed for comfort, it would inevitably lead to accusations of favoritism toward a relative!

'But leaving her like this doesn't feel right either.'

I was torn.
How could I make Scarlet more comfortable without earning the ire of my companions?

"Ah!"

I exclaimed at the brilliant idea that suddenly came to me.
If the problem was letting her sleep on this hard sofa, why not just lend her my thigh?

Not to brag, but my thighs were at the perfect boundary between firmness and softness... anyway.
They were optimized for what people commonly call a lap pillow.

Implementation was quick.
All I had to do was lay her head and body sideways, using my leg as a pillow.

Her face seemed to become a bit more comfortable, better than before.

...Looking at her again, she really did resemble me.

"Yawn.... Lady Stella.... you're awake.... huh?"

"Eckhart, you're up early......?"

Just then, Elysee and Claire, who seemed to have just woken up, discovered us.
Surely they wouldn't say anything about this.
It's not like it was anything else; I was just offering my thigh as a service.

"S-Stella, my lady? W-what...?"

"Oh, this friend looked so uncomfortable collapsed here, so I thought this might make her feel better."

"Gasp......!"

Claire and Elysee seemed shocked by something.
I wondered why.

Hearing them murmur things like 'If I had known...' or 'If I fainted too...', I became even more puzzled.

Watching the two leave while swallowing their frustration for reasons I couldn't understand, I pondered.

Time passed leisurely.
Was it because too many things happened in a dense sequence yesterday?
Or was it because I was volunteering as someone's pillow on the sofa today?

Somehow, the fact that we were infiltrating a foreign land on a mission faded away, leaving only that leisurely feeling.

Considering that we would soon have to rush frantically, even a very short rest like this was welcome.

Other companions also woke up one by one.
Erhen, who had fallen asleep after seeing me wake up, stretched widely as she got up, then let out a silent scream upon seeing me and Scarlet.

Grace and Caille, who had been on similar watch shifts, woke up around the same time and showed signs of surprise when they saw me and Scarlet.

In Caille's case, he just seemed intrigued by the sight of two similar-looking people sharing a lap pillow.

Evan.... came out of the room yawning, paused slightly when he saw me, narrowed his eyes, and tilted his head.

"......Eh. They're cousins. Still."

He muttered such words and went out, saying he was going to train.
It seemed everyone was too busy recovering from yesterday's fatigue to ask any questions.

And so, apart from a few people occasionally coming in and out and glancing in our direction, the quiet state continued.

The only occasional noise was Scarlet's moans and sleep-talking as she slept using my thigh as a pillow.

And after some time had passed.
Scarlet slowly woke up, opening her drowsy eyes.

"No, don't...."

"Hmm? You're awake?"

I said with a slight smile.
Perhaps because we were relatives with similar faces, seeing her face relax made me feel a bit relieved.

As for last night's incident.... well, it was self-inflicted, so I had nothing to say.

"Are you okay? Any pain anywhere?"

"W-what?"

Scarlet rose from the sofa with a movement close to acrobatics and landed.

She was panting as if she had had a bad dream.

"What did you do to me? Did you brainwash me or something?"

"Brain-what?"

"Did you inject something into me while I was lying down?!"

Unfortunately.
It seemed that consuming mentally ill plants and animals in the North had caused the Northerners themselves to suffer from paranoia and similar conditions.

I sighed and corrected her misunderstanding.

"I just lent you my thigh because you looked uncomfortable. Did you have a nightmare?"

"......Nightmare?"

Scarlet seemed to start recalling something, staying quiet for a moment before letting out a hollow laugh.
Then, glaring at me:

"...Who said I needed that? It's disgusting. Revolting."

"Hmm...."

I had noticed it before, but this friend had a tendency to speak quite harshly.
Was it because she grew up in a harsh environment? Or did she not receive proper home education?

Either way, it was a sad fact.
Because I could see it.

How false and pitiful her puffed-up demeanor was.

I got up and walked toward Scarlet.
Scarlet flinched and trembled, but knowing from experience that she couldn't win against me if she resisted.

She just trembled without much resistance.

"W-what? Are you going to hit me because I said something you didn't like? Or use some spell? So primitive...."

"You know, this is kind of like an occupational habit of mine."

I approached her until I was right in front of her, placed my hand on her head, and said:

"...I can tell when someone is acting."

"......What?"

"You don't need to pretend to be tough in front of me."

I might not notice it in front of others, but I can with you.
After saying that, I roughly patted her head and removed my hand.

Then, with a grin:

"I've lived like that before, and it was extremely tiring."

My advice was based solely on my own experience.
It might sound a bit preachy because we're similar, but...

She's younger than me anyway, right?
I rationalized as I patted Scarlet's shoulder and walked away.

Somehow, she had a dazed expression.

Was it because she had a face similar to mine?
It was an expression that gave me a sense of déjà vu.

Well, it must be my imagination!
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Chapter 290. The System

That morning, most of our time was spent recovering from the extreme fatigue that had accumulated in just one day.

Most of my companions were either sprawled out sleeping, maintaining their weapons, or searching throughout the village to supplement their inadequate cold-weather gear.

I wasn't sure why a perfectly good village was empty, but it was fortunate for us. We could find many useful items in the village where daily necessities had been left behind.

"Stella! This clothing is incredibly warm!"

We realized that no matter how good the quality of Imperial products might be, they couldn't compare to items made locally with the environment in consideration.

It was like farming time, so to speak. Even in this situation, Evan and Claire were training, saying they had techniques they needed to perfect.

I tried to playfully show jealousy toward Evan, but he burst into laughter and claimed, "You have no right to say such things to me."

This was puzzling to me, as I had just been chatting with Scarlet, who until moments ago had been resting her head on my thigh with nothing else to do but kill time.

Anyway, the morning passed leisurely. Except for occasional shouts of someone finding something, and the fierce sounds of swords clashing.

And soon the sun rose high in the sky.
With no more time to spend on rest and maintenance, we gathered again in the living room of the house, using it as a meeting room.

Sitting around in this traditional house made it feel like we were performing some kind of ceremony, and placing Scarlet in the center only intensified that feeling.

Though the setup wasn't ideal, we had painfully realized during this trip how little we knew about the North.

And in this situation, Scarlet's presence was invaluable.

Before officially resuming our journey to find the Sovereign State, we decided to extract every bit of information we could from Scarlet.

Fortunately, we had persuasion equipment (Claire) who could coax answers nicely, and a detector (Evan) who could appropriately filter those answers.

The first to start questioning was Caille.

"First of all, is this damn weather always like this? Or was yesterday just a temporary thing?"

"Ah! Good question!"

Erhen nodded vigorously in agreement. Apparently, coming from the southern Kingdom and the Great Forest, these two found the cold the most difficult to endure.

Scarlet hesitated for a moment, then slowly opened her mouth to speak.

"It's... pretty much always similar. Yesterday's blizzard was a bit severe, but it won't be much different going forward. Rather, this is what we're used to, you know?"

Scarlet was surprisingly forthcoming with her answers. Of course, right after that, as if unable to resist the urge, she blurted out, "It must be tough for you Imperial people. Weaklings~!" which earned her a little "haircut" from Claire, after which she shut up.

Claire sheathed her sword—which no one had noticed she'd drawn—and continued the questioning.

"Now it's my turn to ask. Are all those bizarre flora and fauna like that?"

"Bizarre...? Oh, like the thousand-armed trees?"

Scarlet shrugged with an expression that suggested she understood what Claire meant.

"Most of them? I don't know what it's like in the Empire, but there are hardly any normal creatures here. Even if you drink lake water carelessly, ice will grow inside your stomach and pierce through you, killing you."

"Ugh...."

Erhen the elf, who had lived in the Great Forest, stuck out her tongue with a nauseated expression.

A land abandoned by the Ice Dragon... well, judging by her reaction, she doesn't seem to think that way.
Anyway, this land forsaken by the gods was truly a living hell.
This was information that didn't even appear in the original work, so it was a "learn it the hard way" kind of thing, but fortunately, we had Scarlet.

"Scarlet, you can handle such things easily, right?"

"Hmph, what do you take me for? Of course they're just pathetic things to me."

Well, she had lived her entire life in the North, especially in the Snow Mountain.
She might not have the physical strength, but she certainly knew more about these things than we did.

The question-and-answer session continued vigorously after that.

"What's with the cave that turns people into ice when they enter?"

"Ah, that's bad luck. It's like a magical beast that appears in the mountains sometimes. Once, dozens of people went to subjugate it, but..."

"Do you know where all the villages are around here?"

"Of course. It's natural to know all of them except the really remote ones."

"Why is there not a single person in this village?"

"...Even I don't know for sure since this is recent. But it's happening all over the place, and there are tons of victims. I think it's a variant of the giant octopus that crawls from the sky..."

"What is the North doing now to prepare for war with us?"

"...They're basically gathering all the mercenaries. They're all capable fighters worth a hundred men each."

As we continued with the questions, I realized something about this girl.
Scarlet was knowledgeable about the North to an extent that could almost be called authoritative.

It wasn't simply that she knew a lot. The detailed and updated information she possessed was the kind that one couldn't know without having an interest in the entire North.

Perhaps she wasn't just from a mercenary tribe.

It was quite unexpected, but not a bad thing.
We spent quite some time extracting everything that might help us on this journey.

And soon the questions began to dwindle, and silence gradually filled the room.

I sensed it was now my turn to ask the final question.

I leaned forward slightly and made eye contact with Scarlet who was sitting down.
Then, slowly opening my mouth...

"Scarlet."

"What, why are you creating such an atmosphere...?"

"Can you guide us to the Sovereign State?"

At that moment, Scarlet's pupils, which I had been looking at, dilated greatly.

She seemed flustered by the unexpected question.
I understood. Even though the North had the appearance of a country but was essentially a tribal confederation...

There was still only one nation that controlled all those tribes.

Moreover, the Children of the Snowy Mountain were essentially direct mercenaries under the Sovereign State.
Asking Scarlet for this was essentially urging her to betray both her country and her tribe simultaneously.

But we needed her help.
Even though I had narrowed down the location of the Sovereign State's center, with Scarlet's help, we could save an incomparable amount of time.

Roughly speaking, we could reduce the schedule I had in mind by three times, or in extreme cases, even ten times.

We needed that time.

According to Scarlet, although not all forces had gathered yet, war was truly imminent.
Once war breaks out, it becomes irreversible.

There are also people we need to save.
Even now, the Saintess's life is becoming more uncertain with each passing moment.

We need to stop the Northern war as soon as possible, and immediately head south to the Empire to behead the Pope.

From there, it's all-out war.
It's a war of attrition where only one person capable of killing the Pope needs to reach him, even if everyone else is hindered and falls.

Of course, the benefits of having our comrades' strength preserved are countless.

"I..."

Scarlet seemed to read my determination and hesitated for a moment, backing away.
She seemed to be afraid of something.

Scarlet, holding her trembling hands together,
maintained the same arrogant expression she had when I first saw her and asked me:

"...Will I die?"

"If you go back now, probably for certain."

"......Ha."

Scarlet laughed with a "pfft."
Unfortunately, that was the truth.
If the purge could be reversed by something as simple as her capturing us, Stella's mother wouldn't have fled.

Though I'm not exactly sure what the precise reason is...

Scarlet seemed to understand my words and said with a faint smile:

"I have a dream."

"Yes."

Those eyes, filled with some kind of aspiration, seemed closer to hope rather than despair.

"...I'll cooperate. After all, if I don't, you're planning to kill me, right?"

"As if I would. To my cousin."

We secured Scarlet's cooperation.
If she had decided to die as a patriot and betrayed us, there would have been no solution, but fortunately, she didn't.

A sense of relief spread among my companions.
Although she had attacked us just yesterday, the extensive knowledge about this place she had just demonstrated was enough to make us forget about that.

...Her weakness also played a part.

"...Ah. But I don't know everything perfectly either. It's not a location we can reach in one go, so we'll have to pass through several cities."

"That much I'm prepared for. I'll help as much as I can."

I said that while patting Scarlet's head.
Hmm, her hair texture is indeed similar to mine.
Though mine is a bit better!

"Wha, wha, what! Stop it! It feels gross, are you a pervert?!"

"Being called a pervert just for patting your head..."

It seemed that the North was indeed much more conservative than the Empire.
To think she would have such a fit and refuse even when her cousin sister patted her head...

I clicked my tongue inwardly, thinking we should stop the teasing, and turned to look at my companions.

"...Well then, is there anyone who wants to rest more?"

No answer came back.
Everyone had already finished their preparations in the morning.

I nodded and opened the door of the house where we had rested so well for a short time.

It was still hours before sunset.
A blizzard, less fierce than last night but still strong, engulfed my entire body.

Still, I felt a bit better than yesterday.
Because our steps through this blizzard now had a clear destination.

Evan seemed to have similar thoughts, as his expression looked brighter than yesterday.

Yes. The reason I'm still doing this is all for Evan.
I touched the heated ring, drawing closer to him, and once again set off toward the Sovereign State.

*

A room that had grown cold.
Crystal balls, blue and transparent like ice, were streaming some kind of images and sounds all around.

The glass walls captured the snowflakes fluttering down from the sky above like a painting.

The North.
The residence of the King of the Sovereign State.

The King caressed one crystal ball.
A magical tool with a kind of simple prophetic power, containing the divinity of a dragon.

It was obtained by continuously extracting blood and divinity from the High Priestess.

And in the crystal he was holding, the image of a girl with purple hair was becoming increasingly distinct.

"...Your Majesty, I come before the King of the Sovereign State."

Behind him entered an old man with a faint presence.
The North's strongest mercenary group, the Snow Mountain.
He was the Chieftain of that tribe.

"...We've deployed forces to capture the minions who crossed over from the Empire. Soon..."

"No."

Cutting off his words, the King looked at the Chieftain with glowing blue eyes.

"...By 'no', you mean..."

"That is merely a request given to us by the Moon's minions."

The King continued to caress the crystal ball.
Each time he did so, the image of the girl engraved in the crystal ball became more vivid.

Purple hair.
Sky-blue eyes.

Short hair.

"You said there was a child who left your tribe."

"Yes. But that child is incompetent beyond compare..."

"That child is the High Priestess."

The King now fully turned to look down at the Chieftain.

The gaze of this giant over two meters tall seemed to carry physical pressure by itself.

With such pressure, the King issued an order.
Toward the Chieftain of the tribe that had been under the Sovereign State for several hundred years.

"I have no interest in the Empire's minions."

"...Then."

"Purge the High Priestess."

She is the enemy of the system.

The King said with a tearing smile.

Thinking that he had finally found the last variable.
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Chapter 291. Decision

Around the time when lunch transitions into evening.

There wasn't a hint of sunset to be seen, only snowflakes decorating the spaces between dark gray clouds.

"Ugh..."

The wind cut through to the bone.
Even for someone like me who had experienced the brutal cold of Korea's college entrance exam season, this was an unfamiliar chill that penetrated to the marrow.

It wasn't just physically cold in terms of temperature, but something that felt fundamentally defined as "cold" on a deeper level.
That's why no matter how much we warmed the surroundings with heat magic and spirits, it didn't make much difference.

In other words, the situation wasn't much different from yesterday.
As Scarlet had said, the blizzard had subsided enough to restore visibility, but that wasn't much help.
My legs still felt heavy, and I was sure my upper body bore red marks carved by the knife-like wind.

The surrounding flora, fauna, and even inanimate objects still bared their teeth at us.
Not metaphorically—literally.

But if there was one thing that had improved since yesterday on this journey...

"...In this forest, you need to brush the leaves with tree branches as you go. That way they'll stick to the branches instead of us."

"That's obviously a trap over there. We should only walk on ground without ice."

"Don't light a fire here. Do you want to get caught and dragged away by tentacles?"

We now had a competent guide.
Scarlet proved to be an even better compass than I had imagined.

She not only guided us precisely along the most comfortable routes, but also helped us avoid every trap through mysterious methods.

Once I developed some faith in her guidance, I asked her to lead us through quicker paths even if they were a bit rougher.

She seemed reluctant, saying dangerous magical beasts lurked there, but we had...

SWOOSH-SLASH!!

[GRAAAH!!!]

[Caw, caw...]

[SCREEEECH!!]

The Sword Saint.

No matter how fierce the magical beasts were, dozens of high-ranked ones were slaughtered with a single draw of the Sword Saint's blade, allowing us to move even faster.

In normal condition, she could fight on equal terms with a dragon and take its head. It was unreasonable to think she would fall to mere giant ice-embedded bats and mantises.

Even to someone like me with no expertise in martial arts, I could see that her movements had become more refined somehow.

"...It's the result of training."

That was Claire's shy response to my question.

Though she had trained with Evan for less than a week, she seemed to have benefited quite a bit.

Well, Evan had managed to teach even someone like me, with my body in this state, swordsmanship at least equivalent to a low-ranked knight.

If someone like him fought with an opponent several levels above himself, they would both gain a lot.

"So, have you completed that technique you said you needed to create?"

"That... not yet. I feel like I'm almost grasping it, but..."

It seems that was still beyond her reach.
I wasn't sure exactly what she was referring to, but if it was the final evolution of the Sword Saint, it would certainly be incredibly powerful, so I quietly cheered her on.

And more than anything...

-SLASH!!

[SQUAAAWK!!]

...she was already overwhelmingly strong without developing such things.

"...What is that? Is it human?"

Scarlet made a disgusted expression and hid slightly behind me.

Even a North-born me—I mean, Scarlet couldn't dismiss that as pathetic, it seemed.

Anyway, the Sword Saint was the only key I had been counting on for this journey, and she was versatile enough to convince everyone of that.

She might not solve everything by herself, but at the very least, even if everything went wrong, we could all escape alive.
That's what Claire meant to me.

[Caw, caw...]

And so, as an untimely magical beast massacre unfolded in the North...
As we left behind more blood than footprints, creating what looked like a red tail marking our path...

"...The sun is setting."

The dark gray sky gradually transformed into something closer to purple and black.
If those vast clouds hadn't been there, it would probably have looked like dusk.

Worried that we might have to spend another night in this vast, snowy field, I turned to Scarlet and asked.

"...How is it? Can we arrive on time?"

"Plenty of time. Honestly, I planned the route expecting to arrive around dawn. But this..."

Scarlet shook her head as she looked at the trail of magical beast corpses stretching behind us.
She seemed to be questioning the Sword Saint's violence.

Scarlet pouted and said:

"...To think I'm bringing such uncivilized imperials into our land."

"Hey now. Uncivilized?"

"Eek."

I lightly bonked Scarlet's head for her casual racist remark, then calculated the remaining distance based on her words.

"...About an hour?"

"Well, roughly that."

Hearing that, I enhanced my vision to peer ahead, and indeed.
For the first time in this land of nothing but grayish-white and blue, I could spot a cluster of golden light.

"...Well, well."

Certainly, recruiting Scarlet had been our greatest stroke of luck.
We had successfully cut down to half a day what I had estimated would take up to 10 days—our journey to Simmon, one of the major cities leading to the heart of the Sovereign State.

*

And so, after crossing low mountains and piercing through the gradually intensifying cold, we arrived at the city.

Bustling, murmuring.
Simmon, the first city we reached, gave off that impression.
I had wondered if there would be proper cities in the North, but...

"...Wow."

Major cities were indeed different.
A land surrounded by snow and ice as if in the middle of an iceberg.
In the center of it all, a city that hadn't lost its golden glow radiated a pulsing light.

-This time our shop owner...

-Damn it, why is this liquor so watery?

For the first time since arriving in this land, we saw people other than Scarlet and the masked mercenaries.

The streets were filled with people no less numerous than in imperial cities, though on average they looked a bit more rugged, preparing for nightfall.

The inside of the city was quite warm compared to the outside.
Of course, it was still like a freezer compared to the Empire, but compared to outside, it was merely cool.

"...First, let's find somewhere inconspicuous to stay."

We were currently surrounded by my extremely powerful perception distortion magic.
Unless a mage with skills several ranks above mine was present, our presence would be so faint that even if someone bumped into us, they'd just wonder "Who hit me?" and move on.

Still, I thought it would be better to be careful.
This was an enemy city.
An enemy on the verge of war with us, at that.

If we were discovered, things wouldn't end with Claire just flexing her muscles a bit.

"No need to search around. I know a suitable place."

Scarlet, who had become calmer since we entered the city, murmured beside me.
She was still fulfilling her role as our guide.

"Hmm?"

I found this behavior a bit puzzling, though.

*

The inn Scarlet guided us to was indeed appropriate.
It wasn't too far, and while the tavern below had quite a few people, it was relatively quiet compared to other places.

The facilities themselves weren't bad, and it was nice that at least it wasn't chilly when we entered the building.

There was one room big enough for two people, and two rooms for three people each.

"That's fortunate. I'll take the two-person room with Grace. No objections, right?"

"Eh?"

Caille said with a relieved expression and immediately secured a room.

He seemed to think that besides Evan, my lover, he and Grace were the only males.
Hence his relief at this room arrangement.

Evan, who knew the inside story, gave me a nervous glance.

"...She's still crossdressing?!"

"I-I didn't know either!"

Well, she did appear before us in male disguise from the beginning and stayed that way.
But come to think of it, Grace had never revealed her crossdressing to anyone except Evan and me.

That resulted in Caille's misunderstanding now.

"Come on, Grace. We're not that close, but you'll be more comfortable this way too. Let's have some man-to-man talk..."

"W-wait, S-Stel..."

And so Grace was dragged away by Caille.
I asked Evan just to be sure, and he truly believed Grace was a man.

In these situations, the cliché would be for her to be caught undressing by Caille, leading to an incident, but...

"Hmm. Well, that probably won't happen."

Unfortunately, Scarlet had a chest flat enough to compete with middle-school Stella.
Unless they bathed together (honestly, she probably wouldn't be discovered even then), there shouldn't be any problems.

Well, if it got too uncomfortable, she'd probably come out and do something. Though having to leave the room in this weather would be unfortunate for her.

And so Evan and the women remained.
And for some reason, a silent battle of glances began.

"......"

"......"

"No."

Every time I'm with these women, I notice they care so much about who stands next to whom or shares a room, despite all being women.

What kind of woman feels different just because the woman next to her is someone else?

I decided to nip this conflict in the bud before a three-way battle broke out like last time with Claire/Elysee/Erhen.

"Hey, hey. No more weird tension. I'm sleeping with Evan."

"S-Stella? Then the remaining person..."

"...Hmm."

True, excluding Evan and me, the remaining people were Elysee, Erhen, Claire, and Scarlet.

It would be a bit cramped for three people in one room.
Feeling like a producer selecting celebrities, I said:

"Then there's no choice. Scarlet, you come with us."

"...Huh?"

"...Huh?"

And simultaneously, the same sound echoed.

For reference, the first was Scarlet's, and the second was Evan's.

...Well.
We're all family now, aren't we!

Ch.292 - EP. 9 Warmth, Coldness
Chapter 291. Warmth, Cold

I had witnessed the three-way battle between Claire, Elysee, and Erhen before.

And now I, Stella, had chosen Scarlet as my roommate.
The resulting chaos was exactly as expected.

Erhen, Elysee, Evan, Claire, and even Scarlet herself couldn't hide their bewilderment at my selection.

*S-Stella...?*

*Sh-sharing a room with that untrustworthy person...?*

*Th-this is unfair!*

*Wait, why me...?*

What reasoning led to my decision that caused such waves?

*I guess I won't be able to cuddle much with Evan tonight...*

Obviously, I had no deep thoughts about it.

It was simple calculation. With Evan and Grace gone, Evan was the only male left. Since we had rooms for three people each, the only male—Evan—would be sharing a room with me and one other woman.

Of course, I trusted Evan. Though I showed jealousy occasionally, my faith in him was actually quite solid.

To be precise, it was trust in Evan plus absolute confidence in my own charm.

Something like, "As if he'd cheat on me!"

That's why I chose Scarlet. We might not be married yet, but we certainly would be, and then Scarlet, being my cousin, would become family too, right?

I had somewhat conservative values carried over from my previous life.

Like believing women should stay at home and support their men.

Or firmly believing other women couldn't possibly have more than friendly feelings toward me.

With such deeply rooted values, I couldn't even imagine anything happening between Evan and Scarlet who would become family.

Me and Scarlet? My mind couldn't even conceive of anything beyond our current relationship.

So for me, this was the most natural choice possible.

Though the aftermath would be anything but natural.

Satisfied with my decision, I looked around at everyone.

"Let's head to our rooms now. I really want to wash up."

"Huh? What do you mean? Washing in the room?"

"Eh? If not in the room, then where...?"

*

There was a shocking revelation.

The northern inn had hot springs.

I couldn't help but voice my confusion in the changing room of the surprisingly well-equipped bath behind the inn.

"Wait, why?"

"Why, Miss Stella! That's not an appropriate attitude toward embracing a foreign culture! I learned that people living in such cold regions don't have enough average temperature to heat water with magic in each room, so they commonly use this method of heating water all at once! Let's embrace cultural acceptance and experience this wonderful custom together!"

"Um... okay."

Erhen explained the reason for hot springs in the North with the most intellectual expression I'd ever seen from her as she tossed off her clothes.

Why is her excitement level so high again?

"...How indecent. Did you really need to strip so dramatically?"

Elysee said this, but her face was flushed red, apparently embarrassed at having to face someone in the same state.

Why be embarrassed about seeing another woman's body?

Of course, at the beginning of the semester, I avoided bathing with female classmates due to personal identity issues, but otherwise, what's there to be shy about?

"Isn't the person who's embarrassed about seeing others' bodies the indecent one here? I'm going in first!"

Erhen said this and jumped into the hot water.
As Scarlet had mentioned, this wasn't a popular inn, so we were the only ones there.

"Ugh... fine..."

Elysee followed, stuttering as she undressed and went in after Erhen.

Claire followed next. I expected her body to be scarred, being a Sword Saint and all, but surprisingly, it was quite unblemished.

"...It's embarrassing when you stare like that."

"Ah, sorry. I was just thinking, like before, you're prettier than I expected..."

I meant it in an aesthetic sense. It was meant as admiration.

For someone in the position of Sword Saint who must have fought thousands of battles, to have such a clean and beautiful body.

Wasn't that itself proof of her skill?

"...Mmph."

Though I meant it that way, it seemed a bit embarrassing for Claire as she blushed and hurried toward the bath.

"So shy."

"......"

"What's wrong, Scarlet?"

Scarlet was glaring at the scene, though not at me specifically, but at the women entering the bath.

"...No, do women in the Empire always put on such airs? It's strange."

"Right?"

Scarlet's slightly contemptuous expression perfectly conveyed her incomprehension. I completely agreed.
As far as I knew, this world shared values not too different from my previous life, so why...?

"You seem to understand."

"...This is normal, isn't it?"

Scarlet scratched her cheek and averted her gaze, perhaps finding my reaction awkward.

*She's definitely become more natural.*

I smiled inwardly watching her. The sense of artificiality I'd felt from Scarlet during our previous conversation had faded significantly.

At least much better than that creepy Mess-carlet.

This must be closer to her original personality.

"Alright, alright. Let's go in too, Scarlet."

"Huh? M-me too?"

"Yes. It's a waste of time to take turns, right? Let's get undressed first."

While the women around me who get embarrassed at strange things might have hesitated, Scarlet, being from the North, was either conservative or just happened to think like me.

So without any hesitation, I pulled off Scarlet's clothes.

And taking advantage of Scarlet's momentary confusion, I quickly removed my thick winter coat, scarf, and shirt.

The bouncy feeling of my chest seemed heavier—I must have grown a bit...

But I wasn't embarrassed about being seen. We're women, and cousins at that, right?

"W-wait..."

"Come on, let's go in. It's cold standing here naked."

Despite being indoors, the northern cold was biting when completely undressed. I opened the bath door and pulled Scarlet by the wrist.

With a thud, the door opened, letting in warm, humid steam. It had a different feel from the Academy's Great Bath—a unique hot spring ambiance.

"Oh, Miss Stella...?"

"S-Stella, Young Lady...!"

"Hmm? What's wrong?"

"N-no, it's just your body is more..."

Erhen and Elysee stared at my body before turning away, perhaps thinking it rude.

But why are they so embarrassed? These two even broke down a door to join Claire and me in the bath before. Why so shy now?

Their wandering gazes eventually fixed on Scarlet.

"...Eek?!"

Scarlet's body was almost identical to mine, except she was a bit shorter and her chest was smaller. She had good proportions and excellent hips.

"Hmm."

"Hmm."

"...This feels bad. Why are you staring?"

Scarlet seemed to recall some unpleasant memory as she slowly backed away in the bath.

Judging by her pale complexion, she was about to flee.

"Hey. No running away."

"...!"

Splash.
Water splashed as I caught the escaping Scarlet and pulled her back against my chest in a back-hug.

I seemed to have rested my chin on Scarlet's crown. I had intended to create a friendly pose by pressing her back against my chest, but in reality, due to Scarlet being quite a bit shorter than me, her neck ended up buried in my chest.

"Gasp!!"

Erhen covered her mouth and let out her typically exaggerated scream. Seriously, what's wrong with cousins being close?

"Right, Scarlet?"

"Hey, th-this is a bit..."

"'Hey'? Call me unnie."

I said this while burying Scarlet a bit deeper in my chest. I could feel her neck trembling against me.

Maybe we were too close?
But isn't this normal between women...?

I haven't lived my entire life as a woman so I'm not sure, but I think it is.

"I'm done. That's enough. I want to get out."

"Aww... stay a little longer..."

"...Let go!"

Because Scarlet was struggling in my arms, my chest was squishing against her neck and back, and I had no choice but to let her go.

"Ooh..."

"...Erhen, could you please stop making those sounds?"

"That wasn't me?"

"?"

Anyway, Scarlet left. Leaving without even soaking properly...

Isn't she disappointed?

*

Quite some time had passed since Scarlet left. We were still chatting about trivial things while soaking in the bath.

Even though we had spent the previous night warmly, the temptation of immersing oneself in hot water in this cold country was hard to resist.

To resist such temptation, Scarlet really...

I clicked my tongue in disappointment and sank deeper into the water.

It was warm. The temperature itself was almost too hot compared to the Academy's bath, but considering the weather outside, it was just right.

Though called a hot spring, it was quite impressive temperature control for an artificial bath rather than one heated by genuine geothermal energy.

In my original world this might be nothing special, but here such magical formulas were considered quite advanced technology.

"I didn't realize the North had such developed cities."

"I know. I don't think I could have done anything outside in this weather..."

Erhen and Elysee seemed to share my thoughts as they looked around the interior of the building, which wasn't much inferior to those in the Empire. I had noticed the same thing, but it wasn't incomprehensible.

"It wasn't always like this. Around the time of the First War, they say it was similar to the Empire's winter."

And while fighting the Empire, they would have imported Imperial culture, which was the most advanced on the continent at that time, allowing them to survive until now.

Still, it felt strange.

Both in the original story and from what I'd seen, my image of the North was the epitome of barbarism—like cutting off arms to bury them in the name of creating priests for tribal societies.

Thinking about it now, that was just one aspect of the North. The northern cities had achieved their own development.

*But at this rate...*

They wouldn't last much longer.

There are limits to environments where humans can survive. No matter how much the northern people have evolved to adapt to these conditions, that adaptation isn't infinite.

The cold comparable to polar regions in my previous life, and all the twisted creatures and inanimate objects.

Abandoned by this world's god, this place had little hope of improvement and was...

Like the gently falling snowflakes, slowly and coldly heading toward extinction.

"Ah, I'm feeling dizzy. I think I'll get out now."

"Me too!"

So we finished our rather long bath and went outside. We were terrified by the cold that pierced through us.

Thinking we might literally freeze if we remained wet, I quickly used a drying spell to remove everyone's moisture and we changed clothes.

Then we parted ways and headed to our respective rooms. I also headed to my room with my refreshed body.

Most northern buildings were traditional log cabins, which gave the inn a very classic atmosphere.

Creak—

I carefully opened the door to our room. I was worried that Evan or Scarlet might be sleeping.

"Hmm? Stella! You're a bit late."

"Ah, I got carried away soaking in warm water after so long..."

"I know, I just got back too. It felt good."

Evan greeted me with his usual smile.

I took off my thick clothes and, now in something like pajamas, lightly embraced him.

"Whew... today was really tough too..."

"Yeah. But it was easier than yesterday, right? At least we weren't almost eaten by a cave."

Evan was right. If we had come this far without Scarlet, we might have collapsed at the doorstep before even thinking about a bath.

We were really lucky. That's what I thought.

"...I'm glad we met Scarlet."

"...Though it's a shame we can't be alone because of that kid."

"...Hehe."

I pressed my nose against Evan's and gave him a light kiss as he spoke mischievously.

I felt warmth. On my ringed hand, in his embrace, on my lips.

It was much hotter and more pleasant than any hot spring.

...Indeed, not being alone might be a shame.

I thought this as I finished the brief kiss and pulled my lips away from Evan. Seeming to sense my thoughts, Evan smiled lightly and asked:

"So where is Scarlet? I thought she'd come in with you."

.

..

...

"What?"

"Huh?"

I felt cold sweat running down my chin.

Come to think of it, Scarlet really wasn't in the room.

...Oh right, she was our prisoner, wasn't she?

Ch.293 - EP. 9 Inferior Child
The night had grown dark as I rushed outside.
Evan offered to help me search, but I declined.

Even if Scarlet had tried to escape, she couldn't have gotten far from me with her abilities.

But what if she'd bolted the moment she left the bath?
That would be difficult to track even if Claire had come instead of Evan.

*Am I an idiot?*

Thinking about it, Scarlet was essentially our prisoner, so it wouldn't be strange if she tried to escape.

Despite all my talk about helping her achieve her dreams, who knows if she'd prefer the warmth and comfort of her own home?

I thought quickly as I hurried down the stairs.

Yes, I knew. I knew, but what I carelessly overlooked was that when Scarlet said she would stay with me...

When she spoke about achieving her dreams, I couldn't detect even a hint of deception.

I could tell especially well because she had always, without exception, surrounded herself with that sharp attitude since we met.

So unconsciously, I—trusting my instincts and ability to see through performances—had assumed she wouldn't run away.

*Plus she's my cousin!!*

When I was acting in films, I couldn't stand it when people with less talent than me got lead roles through blood ties and connections. Now I was doing the exact same thing.

I was ultimately just another native Korean buried in nepotism and connections!

I burst out of the inn and looked around.
Though night had fallen, several taverns and shops still had their lights on, sheltering drunkards.

I ran through the streets, using those lights as streetlamps, and called out.

"Scal, Scarlet!!"

"What? Why are you calling so urgently?"

"Huh?"

And Scarlet answered.
She was sitting on a bench a short distance from the inn.

Scarlet had taken off her gloves and was breathing white mist into her hands.
Judging by her reddened ears and nose, she'd been out here for quite a while.

...So she hadn't run away?

"...I thought you'd escaped, Scarlet."

"...From monsters like you all? How could I?"

"......"

Since she wasn't wrong, I kept quiet.
Honestly, even if Scarlet had left three days earlier, Claire could have caught up immediately if she knew which direction to go.

"...You never know. I thought maybe you figured you could escape if you ran the moment you got out."

"Why would I do that?"

But if she went in an unknown direction, we wouldn't be able to track her well in this distant land.

That's what I was thinking when she answered:

"Are you some incompetent who can't even remember properly? I told you. I have a dream."

"...R-right."

The electrifying sensation of dread that had been coursing through my body suddenly dissipated. As the tension left me, I collapsed onto the bench beside her.

From Scarlet's perspective, she had simply finished her bath quickly and sat on the bench in front of the inn since no one said anything—I might have overreacted.

"...You scared me."

"You're overreacting. I don't think those monsters would struggle much if I disappeared."

"What are you saying...? Didn't you see today?"

Scarlet had clearly seen us struggling through all those traps. In my opinion, without her, those traps would have taken three times longer to navigate.

Honestly, who could have predicted that what looked like grass was actually a field of identical teeth? But still.

"...It would just take more time, but you could cut through everything and move forward anyway. I noticed you've roughly figured out the location of the Sovereign State."

"That time is essential for us right now..."

Though the weather outside was too harsh to travel, if it weren't, I would have pushed my companions to move day and night, even at the risk of exhausting them.

That's how urgent our situation is.

"You're an essential presence. To us."

"......Ha."

Scarlet turned her head sharply, making a sound close to mockery at my words.
If I had to interpret it, it felt like she was saying I was talking nonsense.

I'd noticed before that Scarlet's self-esteem seemed incredibly low.
I recognized it well because I'd been there myself once.

Just as I used to pick fights with anyone who conflicted with me even slightly as a defense mechanism, Scarlet was hiding her self-loathing behind outward thorns.

I watched the white mist form from my breath and slowly spoke.

"...Want to walk a bit, Scarlet?"

"...If you want."

We got up from the bench.
The sweat that had broken out from tension was evaporating, making my back feel cool, but as I said, it was much cooler here than outside the town, so it was bearable.

We moved our feet and slowly walked through the streets.
We weren't walking quickly.
Neither Scarlet nor I had particularly long strides.

From the streets came voices laced with alcohol.
Listening to the floating conversations, most were lamentations about life.

As is often the case with intoxicated people, but the words these people spoke carried a bit more venom.

How should I put it?
They were the self-deprecating laments of people truly driven to the edge of death.

-My son received conscription orders too. He's only ten years old.

-Same here. What are the chances of winning against those Imperial bastards...

-The higher-ups must have their reasons. We're just not part of their plans.

The brutal war stance was the same on both sides.
Even the fact that those at the bottom were writhing in pain.

I walked listening to these outcries, disguised as laughter through the haze of alcohol.

"Hey, Scarlet."

"Yeah."

"You knew a lot about the North, right?"

"...More than most."

I turned my head to look down at Scarlet.
Was her darkened expression due to the pitch-black night sky without the moon that had been so bright earlier?

"What do you think of this place?"

"...It's twisted. Terribly so."

Scarlet's words lingered with her white breath.

What was her dream?
What dream made her think she could just beat us and survive, without considering how skilled we were?

And then.

"What about you?"

"......Me?"

"How do you think of yourself?"

I asked in a calm tone.

Scarlet was very useful to me.
That had been proven during our journey today.

And if her dream was what I thought it was.

"...I'm inferior. Terribly so."

Perhaps she could be even more useful to me.

Of course, with some psychological therapy on the side.
She is my cousin, after all!

I slowed my pace a bit.
The blue streets and scarlet lights gradually came into view.

Under those scarlet lights, I asked her.
Something I couldn't bring myself to ask yesterday.

"You know. I'm curious about you."

"......"

A moment of silence enveloped the street.
Once again, lamentations tinged with sweetness briefly passed between us.

The girl before me slowly opened her mouth.

"I'm...."

*

Scarlet.
The High Priestess whose existence no one knew, the inferior one of the Snowy Mountain.

The tribe she lived with during her time in the mountains was in a truly miserable state.

After the High Priestess—essentially the tribe's reason for existence and proof they hadn't been abandoned by the gods—disappeared, the tribal leaders fell into chaos.

The High Priestess not only had the ability to see the future, but more importantly, she was the symbol of being chosen by the gods.

No one in the North is unaware that the land is slowly withering due to the gods' indifference.
For what reason, or if there even is a reason...

The Ice Dragon, once called Mother, had vanished from this land except for the tiniest traces.

And those tiny traces were held by the Children of the Snowy Mountain.

They were the hope and pride that the North hadn't been completely abandoned.

With such a High Priestess gone, it was perhaps inevitable that the leaders would fall into chaos and rage.

As soon as they heard that the escaped High Priestess had died, they desperately tried to find a new one.

While Scarlet was the most promising candidate, that doesn't mean she suffered the most.

The tribe gathered information on all previous High Priestesses and overworked everyone who fit the criteria, assuming them to be potential candidates.

Scarlet, being from a direct lineage, could at least undergo normal training, but others weren't so fortunate.

In extreme cases, girls from more distant families frequently died with their arms severed and buried in snow.

Even by tribal standards, this was completely abnormal.

But to that extent, the tribe was gripped by madness.

The achievements of the Snowy Mountain tribes had always been their unparalleled military might, but the background that allowed them to flaunt it was solely their reputation as the only tribe chosen by the gods.

Unable to lose that overwhelming prestige, the people of the tribe, consumed by madness...

Sacrificed many girls to prove that a High Priestess still remained among them.

It was especially bad because negative public opinion about the High Priestess was growing stronger in the Sovereign State.

And it reached its peak when a spy from the Sovereign State reported that they might have found the High Priestess in the Empire.

The odds were fifty-fifty at that point.
The tribal leaders were pushed to the absolute edge.

If that person really was the High Priestess, and if she were to be executed in the Sovereign State under some pretext...

Then this tribe would truly become nothing more than mercenaries under the Sovereign State.
That couldn't happen.

Scarlet witnessed this entire process.
She, who had the highest possibility of being the High Priestess, saw her peers dying because she wasn't the High Priestess.

Yet Scarlet couldn't hope to be the High Priestess.
Because she knew she would die if she were.

She knew she wouldn't even be able to maintain her precarious life as she did now.

Scarlet hated herself for this.
She hated herself for not even being able to wish for the sacrifice of dozens of her peers to stop.

The evaluation she had heard since she was very young was fitting for her.

The inferior one of the Snowy Mountain.

Physically weak, powerless, and with an equally fragile heart—the inferior one.

That was who she was.

*

Scarlet's story continued for quite some time.

Her story, the story of her aunt who was Stella's mother, and the story of the High Priestess.

I just listened to her story throughout.
It was a story that needed neither encouragement nor agreement.

And when the story ended.
Transparent dewdrops were falling from her eyes.

It wasn't grand enough to call it wailing.
Her expression wasn't different from usual.
She was just, quietly.
Crying silently.

"I really, really hate it when someone dies because of me."

"Yes. I understand."

"So, I didn't intend to kill you all either. Really."

"I know."

"And more than those things, I hate dying myself. Because I, I'm...."

Scarlet's moist voice couldn't continue beyond that.
I decided to give her a little push.

Just as Evan had done for me, and as I had done for Claire.
Embracing her tightly once more.

"You said you had a dream, right?"

"......"

There was no verbal response.
Just a nod.

I felt a small tremor in my arms.
It was too faint to be called sobbing.

The fierce, arrogant girl who had been so thorny from the beginning was actually this small and fragile.

And that girl, in my arms, said in a very small voice:

"I want to change this place. I want to change a place where people suffer and die every day."

...Good.
Her dream was exactly as I had expected.

There were quite a few clues for my guess.
How she knew the geography and circumstances of the North unusually well.
How she became gloomy along with the people with dark expressions in the city.

Or maybe just my intuition.

The intuition that I could use this child's dream.

So I said:

"I'll help you, Scarlet."

"......How?"

"That's something to think about. It might take some time. But...."

I will never die.

I said this while stroking her hand.
The ring that had cooled slightly from being distant from Evan caught my hand.

Even for this.
I cannot die.

Scarlet didn't respond to my sincere words.
She just burrowed deeper.

Into my embrace.

And after some time had passed.
Just as I was starting to feel the cold stinging my ears.
A small voice came from my arms.

"......Thank you."

And the word "unnie" that followed was something I could keep to myself for now.

She must have opened her heart because she was moved, right?
I responded with a faint smile.

*Good.*

One successful recruitment!

Ch.294 - EP. 9 Whose Fault Is It
The sound of Scarlet's story took up a lot of time, so we returned quite late.

Worried that Evan might have fallen asleep, I carefully opened the door only to find him sitting on the bed.

"...Hello. Did your talk go well?"

"Oh, um... how did you...?"

I asked, a bit flustered by Evan's sudden question. He smiled weakly with what looked like dark circles under his eyes.

"You were gone so long I got worried. I went looking for you briefly, but you two seemed to be getting along well, so I just came back."

"Ah..."

I felt bad for making Evan worry unnecessarily. I should have contacted him after finding Scarlet, even while we were talking.

"I'm sorry, Evan..."

"No, no, it's fine. It's late, so let's just go to sleep."

Evan gestured toward the bed as he spoke. Despite being a triple room, it didn't have a three-person bed—rather, there was one double bed and one single bed positioned at opposite ends of the room. Naturally, Evan was sitting on the double bed as he gestured.

I smiled slightly and headed toward Evan... but I felt resistance pulling me back.

I had to turn around, and since there was only one person behind me, it was obviously Scarlet who had grabbed my clothes.

"Scarlet?"

"If you sleep with that man, who knows what he'll do to you?"

"Oh!"

Evan covered his mouth in surprise. Perhaps he was reflecting on the many things he had actually done to me.

If I were to list them: doing it normally, doing it while tied up, doing it while begging, doing it while spanking, and so on...

"Hmm... No. Ahem. Come on, even Evan wouldn't do anything here."

"Your trust in me is quite abundant, Stella."

"...Maybe?"

Scarlet's expression grew increasingly strange as she listened to our not-quite-banter. Why is she looking like that? Perhaps in the North, this kind of joking isn't well-received?

Evan's libido was certainly vigorous, appropriate for a man his age, but he wasn't so unprincipled as to force himself on me with a minor (probably) nearby.

While I was wondering how to explain this, Scarlet's shocked voice reached my ears.

"D-does that mean you normally do it...?"

"Ah."

So that's where the misunderstanding began.

Come to think of it, I don't think I ever explained my relationship with Evan in detail. I believe Evan had called me his sister-in-law at some point, but there was no reason to explain everything to a prisoner.

"Well, of course we do normally. We're lovers..."

"...!!"

Scarlet's eyes grew enormously wide. She looked rapidly back and forth between Evan and me before frowning.

"...You don't match."

"What."

Evan's expression soured as well. It seemed Scarlet had touched on one of Evan's sensitive spots.

Scarlet flinched at Evan's frown but didn't avert her gaze, instead sticking her tongue out slightly at him.

"Huh..."

"...What, got a problem with that?"

"Such bad manners. The little kid should just lie down and go to sleep by herself."

Evan said this while grabbing my shoulder and pulling me onto his lap. His expression was mischievous, apparently finding amusement in teasing Scarlet.

"E-Evan, really... there's a child watching..."

"You like being forced like this, don't you?"

"Eek..."

Scarlet, seemingly realizing there was no point in continuing the argument, roughly took off her coat as Evan had suggested and jumped into bed.

Her back was clearly turned in a sulking manner, but...

"...Zzz..."

"Just like a child. Falls asleep so quickly."

She promptly dozed off. Well, compared to me, she had poor stamina, and she'd been crying earlier, so she must have been tired.

Thinking this was understandable, I turned to look at Evan, signaling that I wanted to be let down.

But Evan maintained his mischievous expression and didn't release his arms from around my waist.

"...?"

"Stella. I told you to be moderate, didn't I? Hmm?"

"W-what...?"

Evan's face was smiling, but he somehow looked annoyed. Evan sometimes reacted this way when I got a little closer to other women, which honestly confused me.

"Evan? I was just having a sincere conversation with Scarlet— Eek!"

"Oh? Sincere what?"

Evan didn't wait for my complete answer before gently nibbling on my ear with his teeth. Since my ears were already sensitive, I felt a tingling sensation running down my spine.

I twisted my body in surprise at the spreading warmth, but Evan wouldn't let me go.

*I wonder if I've been pent up for too long?*

I was inwardly surprised by this thought. In reality, all that was happening was being held in Evan's arms with my ear being bitten, yet my body was getting so hot.

The warmth spreading like wildfire had already reached my lower abdomen, making me tremble.

Well, to put it crudely, I was quite aroused.

"Hah, nngh... Evaan..."

"Why are you getting turned on again? Pervert."

"D-don't..."

I was somehow speaking in a coquettish, slightly pleading voice. Seeing me like this, Evan made another mischievous expression.

"...Do you want to do this next to a sleeping child?"

"Ahh..."

Evan giggled at my reddened face, then fell backward onto the bed while still holding me.

So there I was, collapsed onto the bed, tightly embraced by Evan and unable to move. Despite the cold North, I felt a rush of heat.

When nothing followed, my body, now conditioned, trembled questioningly.

"...E-Evan?"

"Hehe. This is punishment, punishment. For making my secretary so desperate."

Evan said this while holding me tight and giggling.

Oh, no...

I mean, with Scarlet nearby and given the urgent situation, I really wasn't planning to do anything, but...

Are you just going to hold me like this after getting me all worked up...?

And even tighter than usual...?

"E-Evan, that's too mean..."

"You're the mean one, Stella. Reflect on it in this state."

"Eeng..."

And so I suffered the punishment of being tightly embraced by Evan while in an aroused state. What cruel treatment...!

I squirmed in Evan's arms as much as the space allowed. But his embrace was too tight for me to break free from.

"...Hmph."

So I gave up and decided to be content with Evan's hug. I also slowly extended my arms to embrace his back tightly.

"...How much is left in your body, Stella."

"...You're the one who made me like this."

I grumbled, feeling the slight wetness below from just that earlier interaction. Honestly, was I like this from the beginning?

...Come to think of it, I did have a previous incident where I nearly climaxed just from being held by Evan, so maybe I was like this from the start.

Anyway, what was certain was that my current body was even more lewd than it was back then.

If my self from about five months ago entered my current body, she would probably be shocked at how much more sensitive it had become.

...That's how much my body had become more erotic after being thoroughly taken by Evan once my limits were removed.

Well, that said...

I didn't dislike this embrace.

"......"

The warmth felt good. It wasn't the hot lust from earlier, but it was equally warm.

The transmitted heartbeat felt good. Though I couldn't feel the close beating like before because my chest had grown too large, this was good in its own way.

The gradually calming, synchronizing breathing sounds were also nice. Time with Evan had some magic that calmed every breath and heartbeat.

"Hey, Stella."

"...What is it?"

As I was feeling this way, buried in Evan's arms, he spoke to me. I answered while nuzzling into his chest like a spoiled child, feeling my heart flutter at his low, slightly trembling voice.

"I noticed when I went looking for you two earlier—the people here seem extremely dissatisfied with this place."

"...Ah. I heard about that too."

"It was a smell of tremendous, tremendous hardship."

He must have heard complaints full of dissatisfaction and self-deprecation about life, just like what I had seen at the tavern earlier.

"Scarlet over there, and everyone living here, they all had that smell."

"...Well, they're facing war too."

"You know, Stella. If we accomplish our goal, what will happen to those people?"

Evan asked in a still-low voice, rubbing his cheek against my head just as I was doing to him.

Perhaps these were his true feelings that he usually concealed behind pretense. He was truly an incomparably kind person.

To be able to care about the well-being of people he encountered on his journey of revenge.

Of course, I'm helping Evan now because I want to see more of that sincerity...

I hugged Evan a little tighter and said:

"Things will definitely get better. I promised Scarlet too."

"...Are you bringing up another woman while we're like this?"

"B-but it's true! With Scarlet there... it won't be that difficult."

I continued speaking despite Evan's joking rebuke, feeling flustered. I was speaking sincerely.

No matter how the plan progressed, we always needed to bring down the Sovereign State, the ruling power of the North currently in conflict with the Empire.

And Scarlet would play a very important role in that.

After hearing my explanation that wasn't really an explanation, Evan still held me tight. He lowered his head and nestled a bit more into my embrace.

"...I like you, Stella."

"...Ahaha."

"I like you. Really."

"I know, Evan."

I stroked Evan, who was acting childish for the first time in a while, and laughed softly. Evan hugged me a little tighter and continued his embarrassing confession.

"I really, really like you."

"...I-I said I know."

"I like you..."

"......"

I closed my mouth. Even though Evan occasionally showed this side of himself...
Doing this in this situation...

"...T-then just once...?"

"Stella..."

And immediately, Evan's voice came out mixed with a sigh.
N-no...!
This is just me wagging my tail asking to be pounced on!

"I-I'd be fine with just using my thighs...?"

"...Good heavens."

Evan shook his head and lightly headbutted my forehead.

"Ah."

Then, with a bright smile, he said:

"...Pervert."

From my perspective, I had a lot to say. I rubbed my forehead and shouted:

"W-who made me this way...!"

And perhaps my noise was too loud.

"Mmm..."

Scarlet, who had been sleeping soundly behind us, stirred. Realizing our play had gone too far, we quietly pulled up the blanket.

...Let's just sleep.
Yeah.

I was just joking too, okay?

Ch.295 - EP. 9 Destiny
The wind howled outside the window.

The city of Simmon was protected by magical barriers that maintained the internal environment, but the blizzards of this cursed land eroded even mana itself.

Though the defensive barriers still held, they were only sustained by mana stones harvested by miners who risked their lives hunting magical beasts, or by those smuggled in by spies. In this situation, drafting young men for war was essentially giving the town a death sentence.

Wheeee—

Yet inside the town, it was still warm. Though perhaps not for much longer. The wind was merely blowing gently.

"......."

In front of the dark window where the wind blew, a crimson lantern dimly lit the room.

Evan gently stroked Stella's head as she slept soundly in his arms, purring softly.

Her violet hair shifted with each stroke, revealing firmly closed eyelashes. She looked so comfortable that she probably wouldn't wake even if someone shouted.

"......You're sleeping so deeply."

Evan muttered, himself nearly completely free from insomnia, though he still couldn't claim to get quality sleep.

Just a while ago, she had been cutely complaining that it was too cruel to get her all worked up and then leave her hanging. But now she was breathing slowly in his arms, apparently finding them comfortable.

It was such a lovely sight that he wanted to engrave it with magic if he could, but Evan inwardly clicked his tongue.

He knew she had been flirting with Scarlet earlier, with looks that could charm anyone.

Of course, Evan knew very well that given her personality, she hadn't done it with any ulterior motives.

So at first, he had simply observed, thinking they had a good friendship.

'...And now we're here....'

How many men were among her companions now? Three, but one was actually a woman and one was himself, so really just one. And how many of them had developed feelings beyond a certain level for Stella?

'Stella, you really are something....'

An elf, a princess, a paladin, a Sword Saint. And now she was even trying to charm her own cousin.

Though Evan was grumbling internally, his face was blooming with a smile.

Because none of that really mattered. Well, that wasn't exactly true, but looking at Stella's face made it feel that way.

No matter what those women might try, wasn't this adorable being in front of him his lover?

Besides, though it was embarrassing to say it himself...
Just from what he'd seen earlier, the way Stella treated him versus others was noticeably different.

Especially since he had trained her body to his own tastes.

'...That's why.'

That's why Evan felt so anxious now. Now that he was closest to his revenge, with forces far stronger than he had anticipated.

Rather, Evan was terribly anxious now. Because if he lost Stella here, nothing else would matter.

'Stella.'

His revenge was no longer just for himself. It was to burn away all the hatred, anger, and other negative emotions within him along with their target. So that he could love Stella with a complete heart.

'You know, I...'

Evan was fundamentally a good person.

That's why he wanted to save the people of the Empire who were suffering at the hands of the Moonlight Church. Even in territories just a short distance from the Isenberg Duchy, many people were suffering from the church's exploitation.

Similarly, he wanted to save those who would die or be injured in the war. He sympathized with the people who would have to live in devastated lands.

Evan also sympathized with the people of the North. If possible, he wanted to help them escape this harsh environment.

Being a good person, Evan wanted to help with all these things if he could.

And none of them were more precious than Stella.

The Empire? If it was to protect Stella, he wouldn't care if it crumbled to ruins and disappeared. The same went for the people of the North and almost everyone else besides Stella.

They held important value to Evan, but even if all of them were placed on a scale, they wouldn't outweigh Stella.

So even if Evan saved the Empire, saved the North, eliminated the Moonlight Church, and restored the Imperial Family.

Without Stella, Evan would find no meaning in any of it.

'It's really just a little.'

Even though it was an equivalent exchange for saving her life, she had volunteered to help with his revenge.

He absolutely did not want to lose Stella.

Even setting aside his own infatuation, where else could he find a woman so pretty, cute, sexy, and smart?

Evan raised his head again and placed his hand on Stella's breast that was peeking out from her loosened shirt.

'Hmm....'

It was an excellent and violent sensation whenever he touched it, but the problem was that Evan was also incredibly pent up.

Earlier, because Scarlet was there (Evan surprisingly valued children's innocence) and partly because he was still a bit upset with Stella, he had just let it slide...

Unfortunately, the accumulated desire was similar for both Evan and Stella.
Evan could only suffer from his rushing blood flow, receiving his own karma in return.

'...If only that little kid wasn't here, at least a few times I could have...'

Evan looked at the sleeping Scarlet and clicked his tongue in regret.
At the very least, he could have relieved himself secretly while Stella was asleep, but that was also impossible because of Scarlet.

Evan sighed and decided to be satisfied with kneading that large breast with his hand inside Stella's shirt.

'...Damn it!'

The night passed with all three people in the room at a loss.

*

I was pretty sure I had just been begging Evan to let me pleasure him orally just once, but for some reason I found myself waking up suddenly in Evan's arms.

I had complained about being tired because of Scarlet, but it seemed I was also worn out from yesterday's arduous journey.

Seeing the clear blue sky, rare since coming to the North, it seemed I had woken up in the early dawn.

"Huh?"

For someone who had just woken up suddenly, my body felt refreshed. As I tried to get up, I felt some resistance and looked down. I couldn't help but smile and make a nasal sound.

"...Aha."

Evan's hand was inside my shirt as if he had been kneading it until just now.

I chuckled at the sight. As I thought, no matter how upset Evan pretended to be, he couldn't leave my body alone, could he?
As someone who was always at Evan's mercy, I felt somewhat pleased.

It made me feel superior knowing that even Evan was just a normal man in this regard.

'Should I try using Scarlet's way of speaking next time...?'

That thought briefly crossed my mind, but I put it aside for now.
I smiled mischievously as I slowly climbed on top of Evan.

Perhaps because it was morning, Evan's manhood was clearly visible through the blanket.

"You should have just pretended to give in yesterday..."

Thinking I should punish Evan, I swallowed and grabbed his waistband.
And at that moment.

"...What are you doing?"

"Cough, hack, oh my!"

Startled by the sudden voice from behind, I turned around in panic, accidentally sitting on his thing.

"Argh...!"

Evan let out a painful cry and opened his eyes wide.
Unlike his usual exaggerated reactions, the tears in his eyes showed this was genuine pain.

'Oh no...'

And besides that, having spent more time as a man than as a woman, I knew how painful that was, which made it even more horrifying.

"...What kind of joke is this?"

"Ahem. I was just trying to tease Evan a bit. Yeah."

"...By grabbing his waistband?"

Scarlet's gaze, looking dazed as if she had just woken up, was somehow sharp.
Oh no! At this rate, I'll become the perverted woman who forgot her cousin was in the same room and tried to have passionate fun with her boyfriend!

"In, in our Empire, this is how we do it."

"......"

"R-really."

A moment of silence.
Scarlet snorted and got up from her seat.

There seemed to be contempt in her gaze, but I decided to believe it was just my imagination.

"...Thank goodness."

"...What exactly is there to be thankful for? Hmm?"

"Ah."

And so I had to endure Evan's piercing glare. I broke out in a cold sweat and awkwardly smiled as I spoke.

"...So, how about that oral...?"

It didn't seem right at all.

I'm just joking, okay?

*

In the King's chamber.
The King of the Sovereign State handed a crystal orb to the Chieftain of the Snow Mountain as if tossing it.

"My King, this is..."

"One of the orbs of prophecy. It shows the location of that inferior being. Roughly where he'll be a day from now."

After hearing the explanation, the Chieftain looked inside the orb.
Within the transparent glass, in a sky-blue blizzard, what appeared was...

"This, this place is..."

"Yes. This is the route heading to our Sovereign State."

The King pointed at the Chieftain with his thick finger and said:

"You may use as many tribal warriors as you need. I don't care whether you kill the other companions or not."

Take this orb, ambush them at this location, and kill him.

The royal command was given.
The only response was complete obedience.

Ch.296 - EP. 9 Surprise Attack
The early morning arrived before we knew it.
After a light breakfast, we sat in the tavern below our inn to plan our route once more.

Normally, spreading a map on a table would draw attention, but the inn was so quiet this morning that it didn't seem to be an issue.

"Yaaawn..."

"Hmm? Tired? I thought you went to bed early yesterday."

As everyone gathered around the table, Caille asked Grace, who was yawning.
Judging by his unchanged attitude, he still thought she was a man.

Grace replied with a haggard expression.

"...You were snoring terribly."

Regardless, most of my companions seemed to have had a comfortable night. As they gathered, we all looked at Scarlet, waiting for her explanation.

Scarlet turned the map toward herself and marked our current position with a pen.

Interestingly, about half of the map was colored with red dye. According to Scarlet, these were areas where the terrain constantly changed, making it impossible to map properly.

Scarlet explained our route, trying to avoid those red areas as much as possible.

"From here, we're entering the heart of the North. For some reason, the environment gets more bizarre the closer you get to the capital of the Sovereign State."

"So the capital itself is basically a demonic realm?"

"Not exactly. The areas adjacent to the Sovereign State are like that, but the capital itself is known as the most peaceful place in the North."

Scarlet pointed to the center of the North on the map, right in the middle of an area colored completely red.

Unlike its surroundings, the capital remained the original color of the map, like the eye of a hurricane—it felt strangely out of place.

"Anyway, all the surrounding cities are covered in red. This is about the only place we can use as our base."

Scarlet pointed to a city very close to the capital of the Sovereign State. Like the capital, it stood out with its original color against the red-painted surroundings.

"...That's fine. If we can just get there."

I nodded as I spoke.

Our objectives in the North were mainly two:

First, to collapse the ruling system of the Sovereign State.
If we approached it by force, it wouldn't be too difficult. We had the Sword Saint with us, and even excluding her, we had plenty of formidable individuals.

The problem was getting there in the first place.

Second, after bringing down the system, we needed to establish a replacement—one that could maintain peace without causing friction with the Empire.

This couldn't be dragged out given the urgency, but it was important. If soldiers who hadn't received specific orders marched toward the Empire after we overthrew the ruler and dismantled the system, everything would be ruined.

I had some thoughts on this part too... and being here had made things clearer.

When establishing a new regime, legitimacy and justification are most important. Normally, outsiders like us would have none of that, but...

I had two cards that could solve this problem and more.

*But to use them, I first need to complete my deal with the original Stella.*

The price for the bet that would reveal why and how I was sent to this world. To use my cards, that needed to happen first, but Stella was still silent.

*It's getting awkward timing-wise now.*

She said I would need quite some time to see it. I didn't know how long that meant, but in our urgent situation, time was of the essence.

However... Stella's silence wasn't entirely negative.

With the contract—especially one involving the Ice Dragon—still pending, I... at least had another card to play for now.

...But anyway.

"Um, Scarlet?"

"...Yeah. It won't be easy from here. Even experienced mercenaries from the North have low survival rates in this area."

"No, that's not what I—"

"Don't tell me you're scared? That's pathetic..."

I sighed as Scarlet ignored what I was trying to say. The others' expressions weren't much different.

They all looked between Scarlet and me with incredulous expressions.

"...Would you mind getting off my lap?"

Of course, all of Scarlet's explanations had been delivered while sitting on my lap. Though Scarlet was light and my thighs were soft enough that it didn't hurt, our posture was quite awkward given that we all needed to look at the map together.

"When did you two get so close, Miss Stella?"

"A-already in just one night..."

"...I'm not even surprised anymore."

The female companions were chattering away.
I hadn't even done this pose with Evan, for crying out loud.

Oh, of course, I wasn't feeling anything from Scarlet.
We're the same gender and cousins—thinking otherwise would make me the crazy one.

If I were still a man, it might have been more troublesome.
Back then, I had so little resistance to women.

"Why? If I get off, are you going to do weird things with that man again?"

"Gasp!"

Scarlet said that without making any move to get off my lap.
In just a few days, Evan's and my reputation had fallen into the gutter, with such outrageous insinuations added on top.

"N-no... Scarlet, what are you saying..."

"You were just doing it earlier, weren't you? Even though I was right next to you..."

"Is my lap comfortable, Scarlet?"

I had no choice but to back down from Scarlet's imminent exposé.
If that got out to our companions, I'd die of embarrassment...!

"Yes. It's comfortable. Can I stay like this?"

"Urgh..."

I was in despair at having to maintain this embarrassing posture in front of everyone, but I couldn't say anything. Even Evan seemed to think this was my just desserts, watching with a slightly amused expression.

...Just you wait!

Anyway, the meeting that started early in the morning continued on like that, ending a few hours before noon.

...And until then, I had to keep lending my thighs and knees.

Why does everyone, including Evan, like my thighs so much?

"Alright. Let's cross this snow mountain and head to the next city."

Once the decision was made, we acted quickly. Since we had no time to waste, we left the city of Simmon, where we had stayed for about a day, and headed toward the snow mountain.

*

Whooooosh—

Scarlet frowned at the knife-like wind that hit her as they left Simmon.

Perhaps because Simmon marked the true center of the North, the intensity and coldness of the wind were on a completely different level compared to what they had experienced so far.

*Well, I'm more used to this, at least.*

Originally, Scarlet was a girl who had trained her entire life in a tribe very close to the Sovereign State. If anything felt familiar, it was this bitter cold, though she was no more adapted to it than those from the Empire.

*Still, it feels a bit better.*

For some reason, Scarlet felt several times more at ease than before entering Simmon, despite the increasingly cold and sharp wind.

It felt like something that had been tightly packed in her heart had disappeared.

The only explanation for the disappearance of that sensation—which had pressed against her solar plexus and heart area her entire life—was one thing.

*Stella... unnie... anyway.*

Scarlet swallowed the title "unnie" that still didn't come naturally to her and looked at Stella.

Purple hair and sky-blue eyes.
Except for her slightly enviable chest size and her soft, ideal figure—unlike Scarlet's own training-thinned body—she could have been Scarlet's twin.

It was hard to believe she hadn't recognized her when she first held a knife to her throat while wearing a mask.

Yes, in terms of appearance, they were almost identical.
Her hair was a bit longer, but if she cut it, she would be almost indistinguishable from Scarlet.

And yet.

"Ah, it's so cold... Hm? Scarlet, are you okay?"

"...Fine. Why don't you worry about yourself?"

"So prickly..."

And yet, why did she look so different from Scarlet's own reflection in the mirror?

Scarlet felt a slight sinking feeling as she looked at Stella's face and muttered to herself.

She clearly had the same appearance as herself.
Among all faces except her own, it should have been the most familiar.

*...Is this insanity?*

Yet her face was harder to look at than anyone else's.

Scarlet considered it embarrassment.
The shame of having unknowingly revealed everything about herself last night.

*It was my first time...*

The first time she had exposed her feelings to someone like that.

Well, most people her age had either been crippled or killed after being selected as priestess candidates.

And what she had told her was:

That she wouldn't die, and that she would help with her dream.

*...Crazy, this is crazy.*

Scarlet shook her head from side to side in the cold blizzard, suddenly feeling a rush of heat.

It was just a story that resonated with her a little.

It was the first time anyone had listened to her dream when she had only been called an inferior or a priestess candidate.

Yes. Just that much.
Scarlet nodded to herself, rationalizing her feelings.

"Scarlet?"

"...You probably do this with everyone else too. I won't fall for it. Nope."

"Scarlet!"

"...Huh!"

Lost in thought, Scarlet hadn't even heard Stella calling her.
Scarlet had a tendency to shut out everything else when absorbed in her thoughts.

To the extent that what felt like a moment of reflection had actually been enough time to climb halfway up the snow mountain.

Night was falling.

"Sorry if I startled you. What should we do now, Scarlet?"

"...It's dangerous at night, so we should find shelter."

As Scarlet said, the surroundings were transforming into something increasingly dangerous as night approached.
For some reason, the North's environment, already chaotic during the day, became even worse at night.

*...Time really flies.*

Scarlet thought as she looked around for a safe cave to spend the night.
It seemed like just yesterday at this time she had been bathing with Stella in the bath.

Of course, she had left because she couldn't stand the awkward feeling.

*A grown virgin shouldn't be pressing her breasts against someone else's back like that.*

But thinking about it now, she felt a bit of regret that she hadn't stayed longer...

Slap!

"...What am I thinking."

Scarlet slapped her own cheek once and informed Stella and her companions that there was a suitable resting place just a little further ahead.

Despite moving carefully, they had monkey-hand-like leaves stuck to their limbs and had been entangled by tentacles that looked like stretched-out fish. They all cheered at the news.

Scarlet was equally relieved. When she had traveled alone from her tribe to the border, she could move quickly, but now they had many times that number of people, all still alive without casualties.

If they had been people from another tribe, it would have been a feat to be remembered for generations.

*Yes. Now we just need to sleep again...*

And then climb the mountain again.

That should be it.

For some reason, Scarlet felt as if reality was fading away, like her vision was being zoomed in on.

Her sight remained the same, but she felt like she was floating away from her vision itself.

"...Huh."

It was a familiar sensation.

She was, albeit partially, a priestess.
The precursor to foresight that she had experienced many times.

And, though not always, when foresight activated against her will, it was usually—

"Scarlet? What's wrong..."

"...Get away! Everyone...!"

—when her life was in danger.

KWAAAANG—!!

Before Scarlet could finish speaking, the cave they had been heading toward exploded with blue flames, creating a massive shockwave.

The force was enough that if she had been there, she would have died instantly.

This couldn't be a coincidence.
It was clearly predicting that people would be there.

...It was an ambush.

Ch.297 - EP. 9 Fall
Chapter 297. The Fall

About 200 years ago, before being abandoned by their god, the people of the North had yet to move beyond tribal society, even though the Empire already had an emperor.

There were several reasons for this: their vertically expansive territory made interaction between northern peoples difficult, and the inherently barren land was hard to cultivate, making it difficult to establish a monarchy.

Despite these factors, the North wasn't the hellscape it is today. Rather, there was little reason for them to unite as a nation. Before being abandoned by their gods, the northern territories may have been desolate, but the people were beloved.

Though farming was difficult and hunting arduous, they had a being watching over them from above. Their god bestowed storms and blizzards, brought civilization and technology to isolated places, and granted divinity to all northerners who believed.

The divinity of the Ice Dragon. The ability to foresee the future.

A society where everyone could see the future.

Because of this, they lived remarkably prosperously despite their harsh environment. Since the gift of foresight prevented anyone from becoming overwhelmingly successful, there were no absolute rulers, but they had established their own federation. Though individually as powerful as those in the Empire, they had no reason to unite.

Until someone became dissatisfied with this arrangement.

One day, a tribal leader thought: rather than being absorbed by the Empire, why not take all this land for himself?

The latter desire likely outweighed the former concern.

He pushed his exceptional foresight ability to its limits, granted by his high divinity, and when that wasn't enough, he sacrificed others with divinity.

After pushing his foresight to the extreme, he found a move that could fulfill his ambition.

The Moonlight Church. Its Pope.

They approached as if they had been waiting. The Pope whispered like a devil.

Their interests aligned. The Church needed a way to draw the full moon in the sky by extracting divinity, while the tribal leader needed a common enemy to unite the North under his leadership.

Their scheme continued for many years.

The leader's tribe spread propaganda that the Empire would soon invade, using his exceptional foresight as proof. Meanwhile, the Moonlight Church used several high-ranking Empire officials they had planted long ago to constantly provoke war with the North.

The tribal leader also used the Church's power to forcibly unite other tribes with undying soldiers.

All in the name of protecting the North.

Then war broke out. As recorded in both sides' history books, millions died in an instant. Hatred between them intensified, and both the Moonlight Church and the tribal leader got what they wanted.

The Church received a moon many times larger than before, a symbol of divinity.
The tribal leader got his unified tribal federation.

The Moonlight Church, its god, and the tribal leader were all satisfied with the outcome.

But there was one being who wasn't satisfied...

In the end, the Moonlight Church emerged victorious.

The North became uninhabitable for humans.

Normal hunting and farming became impossible. Human territory shrank to an incomparable fraction of what it had been.

The tribal leader successfully blamed this divine abandonment on the irresponsible god, using it as justification to unite all tribes into a single kingdom.

Now the North had neither gods nor other tribes. Hence "Sovereign State" (Bon-guk)—meaning they were now the foundation of this place.

And if there was one thing that made them uneasy, it was the one being the master of the Snow Mountain had left behind.

The priestesses, whom they couldn't eliminate until now due to opposition from the pro-Ice Dragon faction.

And now, after long days of neglect, with no opposition remaining, the king of the North had found justification to kill the purple-haired one prophesied to overthrow their regime.

*

The explosion was followed by an even more powerful secondary blast.

Accompanied by dust and debris, it seemed almost deliberately planned.

"An ambush," I concluded, pushing my hair away from my eyes to clear my vision.

The killing intent felt different from Scarlet's clumsy attempt. If we had been in that cave, most of my companions except the Sword Saint and Evan would have been seriously injured.

Weaker ones like myself and Scarlet might have died instantly. Of course, I can't die right now, but they wouldn't know that.

I quickly assessed the situation and shouted, "Everyone gather around! All of you!!"

In this situation, if anyone separated from the Sword Saint and Evan, their lives would be in danger.

In the original story, the North's top mercenaries were described as Seers who could match the original party years later.

And if, just if, those attacking us were...

—Actually, they only existed as background lore in the story, not appearing until the Northern Subjugation episode that was ongoing just before my transmigration. There was much debate about balance issues when these enemies fought almost evenly with the protagonist's party.

...if they were the Children of the Snowy Mountain, then no one except the Sword Saint and Evan would stand a chance.

Unlike Evan, who had grown much stronger than in the original story, the others would be weaker by comparison.

CRASH!!

"......!!"

Shuriken shaped like snowflakes rained down from all directions. Their vision should be as obscured as ours, especially in the dark night.

Yet the shuriken targeted our positions with precision.

"Hurry!!" I shouted urgently while my mind raced.

Why? How could they know our exact positions and attack so precisely?

I knew of their strength from the original story, but I had my own reasons for coming here.

First was the presence of the Sword Saint and Claire, who had retired early in the original story. The Sword Saint's power alone could destroy the entire North.

Second were the information and magic I gained from the original story.

In the original story, battles mostly occurred as the protagonist's party advanced toward the Sovereign State, like siege warfare.

The protagonist's party might have launched surprise attacks, but they were never ambushed.

Despite this, I had been investing all my remaining mana in concealment, just in case agents from the Moonlight Church pursued us relentlessly.

Not just me—we had completely masked our presence using Elysee and Erhen's spirits.

"Stella! What's happening...!"

"Is everyone here?!"

I gasped for breath, checking our dust-covered companions.

'Erhen, Elysee, Scarlet...'

As mentioned, the Sword Saint could subdue the entire North with force alone. But that's only if combat proceeded normally.

'Caille, Grace, Evan...'

If they knew about us in advance and had the capacity to separate our strongest fighters during the confusion of an ambush...

'Claire is... missing.'

...that would be a fatal disadvantage.

As this thought occurred to me, I heard the distant sound of metal clashing against metal, followed by hundreds of powerful shockwaves.

BOOM BOOM BOOM!!

The aftermath of these shockwaves instantly turned the surroundings into a wasteland.

Sword strikes slashing in all directions, just like during the battle with the brainwashed Sword Saint and Saintess.

'...Claire is fighting.'

Most likely, during the initial explosion when visibility was obscured, they used magic or magical tools to teleport Claire elsewhere.

They probably intended to deal with Claire there, but...

-GUHK...!!

-KUHK....!

Sounds of something bursting, being sliced. The desperate sounds of life ending, echoing even from a distance.

Claire wouldn't be an easy opponent. Even for the North's strongest mercenaries, no matter how many dozens or hundreds gathered, they could only buy a few minutes at most.

And those few minutes were enough time for us to be in danger.

"...Stella! Enemy on the left!"

TWANG! An arrow reflexively shot from Erhen's bow pierced a mercenary's arm.

Though it was an archer's arrow without spirit power, the wounded mercenary ignored it and charged forward swinging his greatsword, with dozens more mercenaries behind him.

"...Void-!!"

CLASH! Black lightning sparked from Caille's magic sword.
The greatsword was cut off, blood sprayed, and in that brief delay, another mercenary's long sword flew in to exploit the opening.
White flames flashed as Grace blocked it.
A mercenary from behind pulled back Grace's hood, her arms sealed.
In that moment, a teal trajectory remained like an afterimage, striking between the eyes.
The mercenaries attacked all companions except Grace and Erhen.

"...[Explosive Star]!!"

BOOM!!

I launched the most powerful spell I could muster at the approaching mercenaries. Yet they simply cut through it—a spell cast with all the power of an advanced mage—and continued charging.

The difference in level was clear. Only Evan and Claire could do something like this. It meant only fighters of that caliber were present.

'This is dangerous.'

But at this rate, we would win. Our forces were still formidable, and Claire would return soon.

I couldn't guarantee there wouldn't be injuries, but if we just held on...

...could we make it through?

Acceleration—my mind raced again.

Would those who anticipated our arrival, who had even managed to separate Claire from us after gauging her strength, have prepared so poorly otherwise?

This doubt lasted only a moment before turning into certainty.

"Everyone get away!! There must be something-!!"

The mercenaries retreated as if they had been waiting for some signal.
Beneath our feet, something like a white flash began to spread.

'...I see.'

They had already predicted and blown up the cave, so why wouldn't they have prepared something for the battlefield too?

That was the last thought I had.

The explosion was so loud that the ringing in my ears drowned it out. Everything just burned white.

Before losing consciousness, the last things I saw were Scarlet's shocked face as she ran toward me, and Evan reaching out to me with the most desperate expression I'd ever seen on him.

*

BOOM!!

The explosion occurred on the mountainside. It was an explosive formula planted in advance, calculated using foresight abilities obtained from the priestess's blood, to determine where they would fight.

Due to the North's unique property of mana not functioning normally, the power was somewhat reduced, but it was enough to send the grouped fighters tumbling down the slope.

"...Cough! Cough...!"

Scarlet opened her eyes feeling as if her entire body had been shattered. Her last memory was of running across the splitting ground toward her cousin Stella.

She hadn't thought much about it. She simply didn't want to see someone die in front of her again.

"Ugh, ungh...!"

Her body wouldn't move. That was natural. Except for having some of the Ice Dragon's divinity, her body was essentially that of an ordinary person.

"Damn it...!!"

She shouted in agony, trying to force her unresponsive arm to lift her body. She needed to understand what was happening.

She had witnessed something utterly shocking.

'Those mercenaries were definitely from our tribe.'

Having lived in the tribe her whole life, she couldn't mistake them. They were her neighbors, her peers.

They had attacked Stella and her group. From Scarlet's perspective, it was hard to make sense of it.

'Who are they targeting?'

Scarlet desperately tried to think with her blood-deprived brain.

Who were they after? Stella and her companions who had crossed the border into the North and received execution orders from the tribe?

Or were they after her, as her aunt had warned?

If it was the latter, Scarlet couldn't bear it.

For the first time, someone had listened to her dream. Someone had promised not to die before her eyes—a promise no one else had ever made.

If that person got hurt in front of her, especially because of her, it would be unbearable.

Scarlet tried to force her body to move through the pain, steeling herself.

"Kuh, ungh...!!"

"...Scarlet, shh."

Someone covered her mouth and held a finger to their lips.

"Huh?"

It was Stella Eckhart, the very person she had been so worried about.

Scarlet felt relief wash over her. Thankfully, Stella didn't appear to be seriously injured. But of course, she was a mage, so that was to be expected. She was far more extraordinary than Scarlet.

Stella was equally relieved. Scarlet seemed to have only bruises all over her body—no damage to her bones or vital organs.

While Stella couldn't die right now, Scarlet was just an ordinary person. She had withstood an impact that could have easily killed her.

Keeping her hand over Scarlet's mouth, Stella nodded toward the outside of the rock pile.

-...Damn, the formula was too powerful. If we weren't going to kill them anyway, just scattering them would have been enough.

-Stop complaining. That inferior one is definitely here somewhere.

-True, I couldn't see her well when they were together, but now that they're scattered, I can sense her better.

Stella used a light detection spell and sensed them walking directly toward their location.

Her heart pounded. This was the worst-case scenario.

No Claire, no Evan, not even Grace or Erhen—just the weakest members stranded together.

Though she was an advanced mage, she had used too much mana defending against the explosion, and this place was extremely disadvantageous for mages.

Magic simply didn't function properly here.

'...They're coming straight here. They must have some means of tracking us.'

Stella took a deep breath to calm her racing heart, trying to maintain her usual composure while thinking.

She recalled fragments of the recent battle and the conversation she'd just overheard.

First, she needed to understand the purpose of this attack.

'They were definitely checking the hoods one by one during the fight.'

Hoods were essential in the biting wind here. In the dark night with poor visibility, they had deliberately tried to identify faces.

'...They've come to kill Scarlet.'

The timing seemed too strange for them to be agents of the Moonlight Church sent to kill all of us. They could have encountered us near the border if that were the case.

'...Have we avoided the worst?'

Stella was relieved that they weren't targeting everyone. If they had a specific target, the survival chances for her other companions increased.

They would prioritize eliminating their target first. And that would buy enough time for Claire to arrive.

'...But this situation isn't good either.'

Now that they knew Scarlet was truly a priestess, she held special significance for Stella.

She could essentially shorten their Northern journey by several times and bring down the regime in one go through a somewhat complicated process.

'I absolutely cannot let her die here.'

Stella kept her hand firmly over Scarlet's mouth before slowly removing it.

"S-!"

"Shh... Don't make a sound. Absolutely not."

Stella cast a silence spell on Scarlet and slowly stood up.

"......."

Her own body wasn't in great shape either.

One leg was mangled, and her ribcage area was scraped up as if something had grazed it.

The approaching sounds grew louder. They seemed certain Scarlet was here.

If they were discovered, both Scarlet and herself would die.

Stella's mind raced as usual.

'Wait for Claire?'

'No. We've fallen too far away. We'll all be dead before then.'

'How do they know Scarlet is here?'

'Scarlet cannot die here. It would cause major complications.'

One second, or perhaps half that time.

In that brief moment, a thousand thoughts entered and left Stella's mind. And as always, she found the optimal route.

Stella muttered to herself while drawing a dagger.

'I am Cheon Yu-seong. I am Cheon Yu-seong. A person from Earth, not this world.'

With an aching pain, a cold sensation settled in her chest. A familiar feeling.

The sensation of the Ice Dragon's divinity taking root in her body. Normally it would clash with the enormous mana inside her, but she was currently half-depleted, so it didn't.

Stella gripped the dagger and lightly sliced with it.

"......!!"

She heard Scarlet's silent scream behind her, but Stella had no time to respond.

She walked straight out of the cave. She saw Scarlet shaking her head frantically, but ignored it.

She came face to face with about a dozen mercenaries running toward her.

They seemed to know exactly where Stella was.

'As I thought, they're tracking the divinity.'

Stella confirmed her suspicion and slowly walked toward the approaching mercenaries.

Inwardly, she was measuring the distance between them.

-Tick, tick, tick.

Though she hadn't known her long, a fragmentary appearance would suffice for now.

She saw a blade thrust toward her neck.

"...Is this the one?"

"...Well, I sense divinity here, but earlier it was definitely over there..."

In front of the mercenaries who were quickly exchanging words while pointing swords at her, Stella slowly removed her hood.

She did this because Scarlet's position would be compromised otherwise.

"........."

And when she removed the hood, they saw a woman with short purple hair and sky-blue eyes.

To anyone looking—even to Scarlet in the distance, silently screaming—she looked exactly like Scarlet.

Confirming this, the mercenary sighed deeply.

"...Scarlet?"

"What. Did you miss me?"

She was an actress in her previous life. She perfectly mimicked Scarlet's sassy tone and intonation, making the mercenary click his tongue.

"...It's definitely her."

The mercenary shook his head several times, sighing. He seemed to sympathize with Scarlet's situation.

From his perspective, she was a girl he had watched grow up.

"What a shame."

Then he thrust his long sword through her solar plexus.

"Ugh...!"

Stella, in Scarlet's form and mimicking her manner of speech, was impaled and coughed up a mouthful of blood.

"......!!! ....!!!"

Scarlet felt as if her head had been struck by lightning. Just now, Stella had been stabbed with a sword.

And directly, without any trickery.

Scarlet had seen her cut her hair short just moments ago, and had feared the worst.

"......!!!"

Wait. She wanted to shout, but Stella's magic still prevented her from opening her mouth.

For anyone else it might have been different, but for someone whose physical body was close to that of an ordinary person, it was an irreparable injury.

She would likely die within seconds.

Realizing this, Stella inwardly smirked.

'...This hurts like hell.'

She thought she had experienced all kinds of pain since transmigrating here, but the pain of imminent death was definitely on another level.

"...I'll make your passing easier. Poor thing."

The mercenary who had stabbed Stella in the solar plexus said this, then pushed her body off the cliff.

This was a mountain cliff easily tens of meters high. There was no chance of survival from such a fall.

She would die instantly.

Stella sighed as she felt her body falling.

'...It couldn't be helped. This was the best option.'

And she truly believed she had chosen the best course of action.

If she had hesitated in that cave, both she and Scarlet would have been stabbed.

And if Scarlet died, the Northern plan would be greatly complicated...
Well, before considering that, she simply didn't want her cousin to die.

Also, they seemed to be targeting only Scarlet. If they confirmed Scarlet's death, wouldn't they withdraw from her other companions as well?

More importantly, this way no one would actually die.

'...This was the best I could do, right?'

As her vision slowed like a montage or slow motion, Stella looked at Scarlet in the distant darkness and nodded inwardly.

Scarlet might feel guilty thinking this happened to her instead, but it couldn't be helped. That girl needed some manners education anyway.

'...Hmm?'

As her consciousness grew hazy, Stella felt time accelerating. Her body falling rapidly again.

And in that sensation, Stella recalled one troubling question.

'...Did I ever tell Scarlet that I can't die right now...?'

Thinking about it carefully, she hadn't told anyone. She had just kept it as part of her own plans.

'...Oh.'

Well, fuck.
Stella recalled such a vulgar word after a long time.

'...She's going to be so worried. Oh dear.'

THUD.

With her body smashing against the rocks, her consciousness faded.

Instant death.

*

Scarlet tried to say something with her trembling jaw. She couldn't comprehend what had just happened.

Right now, right now, right now.
Stella, who had listened to her dream, who had promised not to die in front of her.

Her cousin had...

"......!"

Her mouth wouldn't open. Stella had said she'd used all her mana because if any remained, it would conflict painfully with the Ice Dragon's mana.

So Scarlet could only lie in the dark cave, unable to move, silently screaming.

After all the mercenaries had fled, some time passed.

Until Evan and Claire rushed in and found her.

And they both asked the same question:

"...You're safe. Thank goodness."

"You're safe. That's good."

And naturally, their next question was also the same:

"So, where's Stella?"

"So, where's Eckhart?"
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The sound of the explosion echoed through the air.

"Push forward!"

"We just need to buy time!!"

Claire fell several hundred meters in that brief moment when the explosion robbed her of sight and hearing.

The narrow mountain paths meant even a small misstep could result in a fall of hundreds of meters. The mercenaries skillfully maneuvered in this terrain, pushing Claire as far away as possible.

*This is bad.*

Claire collected her thoughts despite being startled by the sudden ambush.

They separated her from her companions because they knew she was the strongest. They probably thought they could easily subdue the others without her, and judging by how they'd managed to corner her through this surprise attack, they might be right.

*The key is for me to return as quickly as possible.*

Claire twisted her body mid-fall and planted her legs against the cliff wall, then began running—essentially sprinting vertically up the wall, which posed no challenge for a Sword Saint.

Her opponents wouldn't let her escape easily. They descended the cliff vertically as well, boldly deciding to face the Sword Saint with swordsmanship.

To capture a single Sword Saint, they had brought numerous fighters who had reached the pinnacle of swordsmanship in their tribe.

Clang! Crack!

But that didn't mean they were Claire's match. Before five exchanges had passed, those who rushed at Claire as vanguards fell below her with their limbs severed.

Her cuts were so precise they didn't even spray blood. Claire channeled her full speed into her legs, breaking the sound barrier as she raced up the snowy mountain.

The air exploded around her. In that brief moment, Claire had crossed swords with dozens of opponents and overcome them all.

Such extreme physical enhancement could be problematic in the North where mana didn't function normally, but Claire ignored this concern.

She felt uneasy—a gut feeling.

The cave had exploded without her sensing any presence despite her detection abilities.

Enemies who deliberately targeted and separated her despite her renowned status as a Sword Saint.

Though she had cut down dozens in a single exchange, most were skilled enough to survive.

These elements piled up to create anxiety.

The deliberate way they separated her suggested the enemy had some understanding of her strength. And that meant they believed they could accomplish their goal despite knowing this.

Claire couldn't imagine how that would benefit her in any way.

BOOM!!

Once more, Claire's form shattered the air as she advanced.

Though she suspected something might happen, only one person occupied her thoughts.

Stella. Her benefactor and the object of her admiration.

*Please.*

On the day she was saved, Claire had decided to become Stella's sword. A sword dedicated solely to protecting her.

Yet she had failed to protect her during the previous confrontation with the Cardinal.

Her heart felt like it would explode. Her hands and feet lost all warmth, giving her the terrible sensation of endlessly falling.

Even though she had the excuse of being unable to attack the Moonlight Church, the guilt hadn't disappeared.

And now she had no such excuse.

If Stella suffered even the slightest harm, it would be entirely her responsibility.

BOOM!!

Claire kicked off the cliff, scaling the mountain vertically in less than two minutes from nearly the bottom.

Before her was the cave where she and her companions had been, now blackened with explosion residue.

As suspected, the enemies' goal had been to separate them for easier elimination in the unfamiliar snowy mountains.

*.......*

Claire closed her eyes, momentarily forgetting her pounding heart and the air violently filling her lungs. Even in this chaotic situation, her trained senses could extend outward.

*...Five of them, scattered in different directions.*

That's what her expanded detection range revealed.

She couldn't determine exactly who was where with her current precision.

"...Please."

Claire took a deep breath and kicked off in one direction.

Crack!

Though she had developed friendships with her other companions and cared for them despite occasional bickering...

...and though she absolutely didn't want to see any of them die...

...she desperately hoped Stella would be the first person she reached.

Claire, this one girl, prayed for this as she cut through the biting wind and pressed forward.

*

Rewinding time slightly forward from when Claire dashed off in one direction...

A voice of discontent broke through the frigid air that froze even one's breath.

"...Damn it, why did you have to come to me?"

"I'm sorry. *Gasp.* I made a wrong judgment."

"...It's fine! Don't make me feel guilty when you came to rescue me."

The first person Claire encountered after rushing off was Evan, who was also running after defeating all his opponents. Her guess had been completely wrong.

Understanding the situation immediately, both turned pale and immediately sprinted in the opposite direction at full speed.

With their skills, they wouldn't fall to mere mercenaries, so they hoped to find at least one of their companions.

The Sword Saint reached where Caille and Erhen were, slaughtering the surrounding mercenaries in seconds. Evan likewise rescued Elysee and Grace who had been separated with him.

...Stella and Scarlet were nowhere to be found.

Both Evan and Claire felt like collapsing on the spot, but they had the strongest Spiritist with them.

Elysee tracked the location using the minor fire spirits she had attached to everyone to ward off the cold in the North. Though these low-level spirits would automatically break their contracts after a certain time, fortunately, the contract period hadn't expired yet.

"...Scarlet and Stella are together. They're below this cliff."

Evan and Claire immediately raced down the cliff face at a speed approaching free fall.

The others couldn't follow simply because of their speed. Evan, who now rivaled the Sword Saint in terms of speed, allowed the two of them to reach the direction Elysee indicated faster than anyone else.

As they ran at a speed that felt like it would tear the skin from their faces, Claire asked Evan:

"Isenberg. Those mercenaries earlier seemed to be retreating."

"...Yes. It felt like they suddenly abandoned the fight at some point."

Evan nodded in agreement. The mercenaries who had been fiercely attacking to handle their assigned targets suddenly became passive at a certain point before fleeing.

Claire steadied her trembling right hand with her other hand and continued:

"...Everyone we found was safe. If they accomplished their goal, and if that goal was..."

"Shut up."

Evan cut off Claire's anxiety with a single phrase. Claire couldn't help but flinch despite racing down the cliff. His voice, though sometimes rough but usually lively, had sunk to a terrifyingly emotionless tone.

"...That won't happen."

"I hope so too."

She meant it sincerely. For Claire, Stella was not only someone she cared for and cherished, but also the person who had given meaning to her life when she had lost her purpose and was wandering aimlessly.

She had given Claire purpose by allowing her to anchor herself as Stella's sword.

And if something happened to her...

...naturally, that meaning would fade away.

"...We're almost there."

Evan, who spoke those words, felt even more miserable and desperate than Claire—many times more.

Right now, too many emotions were tangled and mixed up to function properly, but Evan thought he might explode once they sorted themselves out.

Of course, it would be fine if she was safe.

For Evan too, Stella already occupied something beyond friend or lover.

She had filled the emptiness left by his mother's death, which had previously been filled only with vengeance, with love once again.

For Evan, almost everything except his remaining desire for revenge was filled with Stella.

To him, Stella Eckhart was such an existence.

"...Alright. We're almost there."

Evan muttered, rotating in mid-air while maintaining his momentum along the wall.

He landed while preserving that momentum. Claire landed similarly and looked around, but detected nothing.

Just one presence and a large amount of blood.

"......"

"......"

Neither Evan nor Claire spoke. They knew whatever they might say would be unwelcome news to the other.

They headed toward where they sensed the presence. There they found Scarlet lying face down, shouting something. Both Evan and Claire knew basic dispelling formulas, so they released the magic binding her and said:

"...You're safe. Thank goodness."

"You're unharmed. That's fortunate."

Evan and Claire genuinely thought so. From Evan's perspective, though she was a somewhat annoying kid, he didn't truly dislike her, and above all, she was Stella's family.

Of course, they seemed unaware of this fact themselves, but that wasn't important. Being Stella's relative was reason enough for her not to die.

After briefly confirming her safety, they asked simultaneously:

"So, where's Stella?"

"So, where's Eckhart?"

Just as they spoke, their other companions arrived with relieved expressions. Evan and Claire might be abnormal, but the others were also top-tier fighters.

"Evan!! Claire!"

"Scarlet...! You're safe!"

Amid this commotion, Scarlet's consciousness seemed to gradually return.

"......Ah."

After the spell was lifted, Scarlet's blank face seemed to crack audibly.

Was the emotion that swept over her sadness, shock, fear, or something else?

Her frozen lips slowly opened.

*

CRASH!!

"...Don't spout nonsense."

"W-wait, E-Evan...!"

It hurt. Scarlet groaned as Evan grabbed her collar and slammed her against the cave wall.

Well. What was painful? Scarlet looked around.

Everyone present had laughed and chatted with Stella. They had clearly built deeper and longer relationships with her than Scarlet had.

And now, their expressions all showed shock and disbelief.

At her single statement. Scarlet found this unbearably painful and distressing.

"Stella was impaled by a sword and fell?"

"Kugh... That's what I said. I..."

Scarlet's words couldn't continue. Evan's killing intent pressed down on her so strongly it threatened to burst her. A superhuman's killing intent carried actual physical force.

Realizing Scarlet might die if this continued, their companions intervened to stop Evan.

"Evan! Wait a moment!"

"Isenberg, calm down!"

Everyone was aghast. Not so much because of Stella, but because they had never seen Evan so uncontrolled and rough with his emotions.

In truth, no one present except Scarlet believed Stella could be dead. It wasn't denial of reality, but firm faith in her.

This was also why Scarlet saw only shock and disbelief in their expressions. Realizing this, Scarlet felt as if her entire body was being stabbed with knives.

"S-tella..."

"Evan, please calm down a bit. There's no way Stella could have died like that! Right?!"

"That's right! What good will losing your mind do now?!"

Erhen and Elysee spoke respectively. They grabbed Evan's arms and tried to pull him away.

Elysee couldn't help but flinch slightly. Erhen's eyes, as she firmly held onto Evan, were filled with transparent tears.

Seeing her shedding thick tears and biting her lip—a sight Elysee had never witnessed before—

Elysee had to consider the terrible possibility, but forcibly dismissed it and focused on pulling Evan away. It seemed like the right thing to do now.

"Right. Yes. It doesn't make sense."

"No. I, I..."

"...I'm sorry. I got excited."

Evan took a long, deep breath at his companions' intervention and moved away from Scarlet.

There was a smile on Evan's face. Not the natural smile that no one except Stella could tell was fake.

But a trembling, distorted smile.

"I was hasty. I'm sorry. I just, when it comes to Stella, well."

"That's not it. I definitely..."

"Ah! Y-yes. I have this, it's a ring."

Evan showed his hand, which was trembling so violently it seemed impossible for a human hand to shake more. On his long finger was a simple silver ring without any special design.

"This is, Stella gave it to me as a gift..."

Evan felt his mind calming slightly as he touched the ring. Although he couldn't feel its warmth due to the distance...

The ring itself contained warm memories.

After the Theater Festival, when they confirmed their love for each other, she had given it to him as a gift, mumbling that someday she would give him something better in return.

Evan tried to regain his composure and continued:

"It has a function that activates when either of us has a life-threatening problem. So..."

Crack.

And then. The silver ring in Evan's reddened vision, with such a sound...

"......"

With a clang, or something similar...

Split in two and rolled on the ground.

Ch.299 - EP. 9 Everything
The sound of shattering glass echoed as a silver ring rolled across the floor. It had broken into two pieces, with white smoke rising from the heat generated during the break.

"......."

Evan's expression remained frozen in the same look of shock he had when the ring broke in his hand. Even with his superhuman cognition, he couldn't process what was happening, his face showing slight confusion.

The broken ring rolled until it hit a rock and stopped. After the final clinking sound, the cave fell completely silent.

Evan still showed no reaction. Or rather, he couldn't.

Despite having a thought process dozens of times faster than normal people, Evan's mind was now working at nearly zero speed, unable to accept anything.

Unlike the others, he had been mentally unstable at even the slightest possibility that Stella might be harmed.

...And now, faced with more definitive evidence, he simply couldn't look away.

The broken ring was one Stella had made herself. Though its magical output might have been lacking, her theoretical knowledge and formula construction were beyond that of a High Mage.

Both Evan and Stella had occasionally boasted about its functions, so everyone knew about it. And because Stella had made it, they all knew the probability of any error was infinitesimal.

Just as they had believed in Stella based on what they'd seen of her until now, because of her obsession with formulas.

While Evan had responded fastest to Scarlet's words when others wouldn't accept them, now that he had frozen, it was time for the others to accept this undeniable truth.

"S-Stella...?"

Erhen was the first to speak. Besides Evan, she had spent the most time with Stella as her friend from the Great Forest.

Erhen took a small step back, as if denying the reality before her.

"No, that, the ring, Stella...."

"...Erhen!"

Then she collapsed as if all strength had left her body. She too couldn't process what was happening.

To Erhen, Stella represented humanity itself. She was the first human Erhen had met when entering the human society she admired, and the one who showed her that humans weren't all terrible.

Because of what Stella had taught her, Erhen could now blend into human society better than any elf and love humans.

"Uh, uh...."

Thick tears rolled down Erhen's cheeks. This was completely different from her usual chatty self, leaving the other companions in complete silence. More accurately, there weren't many who could pay attention to her right now.

Soft sobbing echoed through the cave. Erhen was the first to accept the situation... but soon the others would have similar reactions.

"...This can't be happening."

As if to prove this, Claire's hollow voice echoed through the cave.

To the group, Claire had always seemed like a fearsome Sword Saint, even if Stella didn't see her that way.

But now, none of her companions could see Claire as a Sword Saint.

With an expression of disbelief, tears streaming down her face, the blue-haired girl looked nothing more than a very young girl.

Claire wanted to end her life right then and there. She could do it now. Draw her sword from its scabbard and cut her own throat.

It would end without pain. Or even if there was pain, it would be thousands of times less than what she felt now.

The pain of having her throat cut couldn't possibly compare to this pain of loss.

The only reason she didn't do it was because there might still be a chance that Stella was alive.

If there was even a one-in-ten-thousand chance of that possibility, she... couldn't die now.

She could only endure each moment.

"......Ha."

Scarlet truly wanted to disappear from this place. Whether by turning to dust or exploding.

She wanted to escape this crushing guilt that felt like her heart would burst.

"...She died trying to save me."

She couldn't do that. If there was one last duty she had to fulfill as a person, it was to truthfully convey how Stella died.

Even if it meant her own death.

"She died trying to save me. Those mercenaries were originally trying to kill me, so if she had just stayed put, she wouldn't have died."

"...Shut up."

"But Stella stepped forward to save me. She looked just like me. She even cut her hair like mine, so...."

With each word Scarlet spoke, Evan's face became more distorted. He looked like someone who had forgotten how to make expressions.

"...She died because of me. I killed her."

"...I said shut up!!"

With a crack, Evan's hand grabbed Scarlet's slender neck. Scarlet almost let out a scream but held it back. This was something she had to endure.

It was what an inferior person like her, who had been useless since childhood and could only watch as others died because of her, had to endure.

"...Ugh."

"......."

Evan stared at Scarlet with bloodshot eyes, breathing roughly. Soon, blood vessels in his eyes burst and bloody tears flowed down, gathering at his chin before slowly dripping.

Evan's hand trembled. There was no strength in his grip.

If he applied force, he knew he wouldn't be able to control himself.

He knew that would make Stella's sacrifice meaningless.

He knew this was just pointless venting.

But even knowing all this...

"...It didn't matter anyway."

"......."

"...It really didn't matter at all."

Evan had lost many things since childhood. Because of this, he had become somewhat accustomed to loss.

That's why Evan was confident he could endure losing anything.

Whether it was someone close to him, or even painful physical losses like an arm or a leg, or friends, or this world.

None of it mattered.
As long as he had Stella.
If he could just live worry-free with her.

Thoughts blazed hot in Evan's mind again. If it weren't for this woman, this human...

Evan's reason wasn't functioning at all right now. He just wanted to somehow quell this grief that seemed impossible to express no matter how much he poured out.

Just as Evan was about to lose his reason, his eyes met Scarlet's.

They were blue eyes.

Blue eyes like the sky.

Just like Stella's.

"...Kuhup! Cough, cough...!!"

Evan released his hand, freeing Scarlet. Even though his grip had been weak, it was still a superhuman pressing on the neck of an ordinary person.

Scarlet inhaled the oxygen roughly, coughing repeatedly.

She didn't feel particularly relieved. What remained was rather regret. Regret that if she had been strangled to death, at least she might have atoned.

Everyone was silent. Before each person's grief could be expressed outwardly, the space was already filled with the thick darkness emanating from Evan.

Evan was usually skilled at hiding his emotions to the point it had become a habit. Despite this, everyone present could painfully understand the agony Evan must be feeling now.

His crimson eyes, completely dried up like a lake in drought, seemed as dry as the embers left in charcoal after a fire.

Evan clenched his fist so hard it seemed like he would crush his own hand. With a cracking sound, his nails dug into his palm, and blood dripped onto the floor.

Elysee, who had been hugging and calming Erhen, slowly stood up and addressed Evan.

"...Lord Evan."

"......."

Evan didn't answer. He just turned his head to look at her.

Elysee almost gasped at the devastation in his face, but she held back. Taking a deep breath, she said:

"...I still have a spirit attached to Stella. I can... find her location."

Elysee told Evan that since her spirit remained, they could at least try to find Stella. At these calm words, Evan paused for a moment before slowly nodding.

He had planned to search for traces of Stella even if he had to do it alone. As long as there was even a little hope, he couldn't give up.

Elysee was relieved by Evan's response. She appeared calm, but in reality, she wasn't.

She was just avoiding reality for now because her spirit was still there. And if possible, Elysee wanted to postpone the moment of confronting the truth as long as possible.

The first reason was that there weren't many in the group who could think clearly right now.

The second reason was...

"...Let's go, Evan."

Because the girl's heart was too fragile to live in a reality where her object of admiration had disappeared.

*

Consciousness sank.
It felt like becoming salt sprinkled into water.

Just when it seemed I would completely dissolve and disappear in this water, it was as if the water was already saturated, preventing me from completely dissolving.

Pain was felt.
It felt like every part of my body had been destroyed.

But it wasn't felt directly.
More like pain transmitted as mere information.

The feeling of suffering also came slowly, like in a dream.

And that was what scared me most.
Like a fetus just before leaving the womb, an instinctive fear wrapped around my entire body.

And then.
And then, like the end of a tunnel, light shone through.

Then—

"............Puhaaa!!!"

I woke up again in a gray space.
There was no pain, no suffering, no fear.
There was only awareness of the situation.

I was alive.

'I'm alive, alive, alive!'

My whole body filled with joy and happiness.
It felt like relief was circulating through my body instead of blood.

No matter how many times I had convinced myself I wouldn't die, fear was unavoidable.

If knowing you're safe meant you weren't afraid, why would bungee jumping be scary?

I took rough breaths and slowly tried to get up.

-Thud.

...It didn't work well.
Even though I was confident in my safety, experiencing death once was not an easy experience.
Looking down at my trembling legs and similarly shaking body, I gave a bitter smile.

...Come to think of it, there should be someone appearing by now.

"...Are you in your right mind?"

"...Hehe."

Right.
It's been a while, hasn't it?

I smiled at the exceptionally beautiful woman with lavender hair who looked similar to me.
The original Stella.

Thanks to you, I survived!

Ch.300 - EP. 9 Critical Matter
Chapter 300. Critical Matter

I cleared my throat slightly and raised my head.
What I saw was the original Stella with her usual expressionless face.

Since she'd been completely absent during our time in the North, it somehow felt like I was seeing her after a long time.

"...Long time? Have you been well...?"

"...Do I look like I've been well?"

Well, I guess not...!
I hunched my shoulders at original Stella's cold tone.

She was the one who would beat me up to stop me whenever I was about to execute some strange or reckless plan.
From her perspective, it made sense—it was her body after all.
Not just anyone's body, but her own body that she would soon return to.

But this time, it wasn't just dangerous enough to die—I actually did die....

I seriously considered performing a dogeza.
This was my mindscape, but from experience, getting hit by Stella's magic here still hurt, even if not as much as in the real world.

I'll honestly admit it.
This time, I truly had nothing to say even if she beat me up.

If someone were using my body and tried stabbing themselves or cliff diving, I'd immediately demonstrate my well-honed martial arts skills.

I was dripping cold sweat while contemplating the dogeza.

*I don't really need to strip naked for this, right? I've only done that in front of Evan...*

No matter how much I thought about it, I couldn't see a solution, so I was leaning toward performing the dogeza when—

"......I don't even have the energy to be angry anymore."

Stella, who I thought was silent because she was preparing some large and terrifying spell to throw at me, suddenly sat down on the sofa!

Even her voice had softened considerably...!

"......Stella, right...?"

"What nonsense are you spouting now? You know I'm not in the mood for jokes."

Original Stella said that with a deep sigh.
I felt an enormous sense of dissonance at the sight.

It was like seeing Erhen dedicated to her studies, or Evan without sexual desire—an uncomfortable and unfamiliar dissonance.

Originally, the original Stella didn't have any distinguishable emotions.
She spoke in such an emotionless tone that while you might understand her words, it was really difficult to judge her feelings from her manner of speaking.

At best, someone like me could distinguish between minor irritation and major anger, but for others, it would be impossible.

But now I felt that Stella's anger had subsided.
This was truly strange.

Both the fact that her anger had subsided and that I could feel it.

"...You're not angry?"

"What's the point? I'll just end up dancing in your palm anyway. You probably calculated it would turn out like this."

Well... that's true, but...
Hearing it from original Stella's mouth was too bizarre.
This, this isn't my Stella...!!

"...Tell me. What crazy idea made you do this this time?"

"Well... it's really nothing special...."

I was a bit embarrassed because I hadn't done this with some grand trick in mind.

I wonder if she remembers what I said before.

*

"Do you want to see it now?"

"...No. I'll postpone it. Just don't forget about it."

"...That won't happen. How could I, when the contract involves the Ice Dragon."

It seemed that given the gravity of the situation, what had started as a simple bet had evolved into a contract involving the Ice Dragon.

That was good.
If necessary.... I could use it as a spare.

*

However.... Stella's absence wasn't entirely negative.

If the contract—especially this grand contract involving the Ice Dragon—remained unfulfilled.
Then I... at least had another card to play.

*

The card I held was quite straightforward.

A promise made through a bet between Stella and me.

A promise to tell me the process and reason for summoning me to this world.

What began as an impulsively made bet had evolved into a contract that even involved the Ice Dragon as I expanded the game.

As the Saintess said, when one offers a sacrifice, one must always receive something in return.

Through the bet, I secured that compensation.
Or more precisely, I was in a position to receive it.

But what would happen if I died before that could happen?
What if I became completely unable to resurrect, making it impossible to fulfill the contract?

That would be impossible.
It would go against the very laws of providence.

*But there was such a possibility.*

I didn't know the relationship between my life and my existence in this mindscape.
If I died, I might disappear from here too, or I might have to remain here forever like Stella.

If it was the former, the contract wouldn't be established so I'd come back to life, but if it was the latter, it would be a bit problematic.

There was a chance that I'd just remain in the mindscape world, and they might pull a "I showed you in the mindscape, so we're done~!" on me.

Of course, I had calculated this too.

One was obviously my first plan.
The "compensation" I could claim once I learned why I came to this world.

And two, the fact that original Stella needed my body.

Actually, the latter alone would have been sufficient.
The Ice Dragon and Stella were essentially in a cooperative relationship, and in such a relationship, one wouldn't simply destroy something the other strongly desired.

If someone asked what I would have done if I'd died beyond recovery...
I abandoned such thoughts when the Saintess was dismembered into tens of thousands of pieces and put back together.

The Main God of the Moonlight Church and the Ice Dragon are essentially equal in status.

The Main God who distributed Divinity across the continent had enough abundance to create beings like the Saintess, while the stingy Ice Dragon only gave Divinity to the High Priestess.

Surely body restoration wouldn't be impossible.

When I explained my thought process with that kind of feeling, original Stella stared blankly and said:

"......So, you thought of this after seeing that the fulfillment of the contract would be hindered?"

"...? Yes. That's why I even said it was okay to be late, remember? I thought you knew."

"You......."

Stella looked like she had a lot to say, but she swallowed it, sighed deeply, and opened her mouth.

"...Even considering that, you've got guts. To throw away your life so easily despite your confidence."

"......Scarlet is important, you know. Since I know she's the High Priestess. You understand, right?"

I answered Stella's question like that.
My life, which had a guaranteed resurrection, was far less important than Scarlet in the North.

Stella seemed to agree on this point, as she didn't challenge me further.

Stella sighed for what must have been the umpteenth time today.

"......Your thinking was mostly correct. It's true that we couldn't let you die because of the contract involving the Ice Dragon, and it's also true that I argued for preserving your body."

"Phew!"

"And you just... immediately thought of this...."

Stella looked troubled about something.
This wasn't like her to show such rich emotional expressions—what was going on?

Stella, displaying a surprisingly varied range of emotions, waved her hand and projected an image as if using a beam projector.

"Ugh...."

There was my corpse...? with shattered limbs.
I won't describe it in detail, but it felt several times more realistic than the gore videos I once looked up for acting purposes.

The more horrifying fact was that I was alive in that state, breathing roughly and twitching my body.

My broken body in the video groaned painfully with a voice that seemed about to break.

-F...uck.... What the...

"Is, is that really alive, or rather, won't that leave scars?!"

Evan shouldn't see me looking hideous!
When I said that, Stella responded with a coldly composed expression.

"It won't leave marks. Watch the screen carefully."

"How can I look at that carefully.... Oh?"

As Stella said, when I squinted and looked at the screen with blurry vision, my cursing limbs were gradually being restored.
However, it didn't feel like recovery in the way of the Saintess or Moonlight Church believers, but rather...

"It's being reversed...?"

"...Have you forgotten what the Ice Dragon's power is?"

......It was time.
My body was gradually being restored, returning to its state before falling and shattering.
My goodness. Even for a god, to wield such power.

I was genuinely impressed.
And then.

I felt a chill run down my spine.

*Wait, if that's reversing the body's time...!*

With a sudden dizzying sensation, I grabbed original Stella's shoulder.

"What is it?"

"Don't, don't rewind it too much!!"

"What nonsense...."

"My breast size will shrink too!!"

My breasts, as I've mentioned several times, had been "noticeably growing day by day."

That means if this gets rewound by even a few days, my breast size will crash like Bitcoin...!

-Ow, ow, it hurts....

Time had already been rewound quite a bit—I was not only intact but even the hair I'd cut to disguise myself as Scarlet had been restored.

I gasped and earnestly pleaded with Stella, but she only wore a mocking expression.

"After all that internal muttering about my modest chest, this serves you right."

"What nonsense are you talking about...!!"

Wait, wasn't Stella supposed to be the intelligent character?
Why isn't she thinking clearly!

"You have to enter my body too! Which version would you prefer to enter?!"

"......!!"

Stella looked like someone struck by lightning, suddenly realizing something, and hurriedly made some hand signals in the air.
Only then did the body restoration stop.

She must have sent some kind of signal to the Ice Dragon.

I looked at original Stella.
Honestly, we weren't on the best terms, but in the face of such a critical matter, we were united.

I felt a budding friendship with her for the first time and cleared my throat.

And right on cue, a few companions appeared.
Erhen and Elysee.... is that Claire?
The blizzard was too fierce to distinguish clearly, but it seemed to be those three.

My companions were all rushing toward me with shocked expressions.

"Oh! My companions have found me!"

"......It seems so. Faster than I expected."

-Miss Stella!! Miss Stella!!!

-Lady Stella!!

-Ugh, urgh....

Erhen grabbing me while crying floods of tears, and me groaning in pain.
Since Erhen usually just teased me, I felt a bit choked up too.

The Erhen who always messed with me actually cared about me.

"...Hmm. This isn't a bad feeling."

-Qu-quick, a stretcher! No, maybe carrying would be...!

-Ow, it hurts.....

"......Ahem."

-I'll, I'll carry her! Help me!

-O-okay! Just hang on a little longer, Lady Stella...!!

-Ugh, aaah....

"......."

Unlike the extremely noisy scene in the projection, silence filled the mindscape.

I felt cold sweat running down my spine with trembling hands.
This time it wasn't a joke—it was real.

"......Stella?"

"......."

"Th-that...."

I asked with a trembling voice.

"Stella? Who is... in my body right now...?"

"......"

......

......

"...That's how it is."


......This is insane.

Ch.301 - EP. 9 Burden
The sun was rising over the mountain, casting a faint glow through the thick northern clouds. Below, a snowstorm raged with peculiar snowflakes that no one in the group paid attention to.

*It's so cold,* Elysee thought as she advanced, illuminating the surroundings with her spirits.

Thanks to Claire and Evan, they had descended quickly, but immediately faced a problem—the spirit signal connecting Elysee to Stella had been severed. Since they couldn't pinpoint an exact location, the group split up to search. Evan insisted on searching alone with Scarlet, while Caille and Grace formed another team. Elysee, Claire, and Erhen pushed through the blizzard together.

The wind howled fiercely, so thick it prevented even her faint breath from lingering. Elysee felt her breathing gradually becoming labored.

She recalled Evan's retreating figure as he left the group, claiming he would search alone. Though she had no particular feelings toward him—having only tried to recruit him as an ally at the beginning of the semester with little interaction since—even she could see that Evan looked utterly broken, like a porcelain craft about to shatter into pieces.

"We're almost at the last place I sensed her. Just hang in there a little longer," Claire said.

Perhaps it was the bone-chilling wind, but as Elysee's dreamlike state cleared and her sense of reality returned, the truth became undeniable: Stella was dead.

Scarlet had said Stella was stabbed through the abdomen. While that might be more survivable than decapitation for a superhuman, it meant nothing for someone with a nearly ordinary body like Stella. Add to that falling from such a sheer cliff—a height that took them over ten minutes to descend even with Elysee's floating spirits, Claire, and Evan clearing the path.

"Let's spread out a bit from here. If you find anything... let me know."

Even if Stella had managed to cast some magic, the fall alone would have caused severe injuries at minimum—and that assumed she was in perfect condition to begin with.

No matter how she looked at it, there was no chance of survival.

Elysee felt tears streaming down her cheeks. The momentary warmth they provided quickly vanished as the cold temperature and fierce wind dried them instantly.

"Ugh..."

But the tears continued to flow, faster than the wind could dry them, hot enough that she couldn't feel the northern chill.

"Hic... huh..."

Elysee felt grateful that she had separated from her companions for the search's efficiency, and that she had just parted from Erhen. Only Caille and herself could maintain composure in this situation. If she broke down too, nothing would be accomplished.

So she couldn't fall apart.

"Ugh... hic..."

Elysee sobbed quietly, afraid someone might hear her cries through the storm.

Their acquaintance hadn't been long, and the period she'd felt fondness for Stella was even shorter. She had been ignorant, trying to compete with Stella and steal Evan away.

If she hadn't done that... if she could have remained on good terms longer... would her current regret and despair be less intense?

"L-Lady Stella..."

She had thought of herself as the protagonist. She believed no one was more suited for that role than herself, who had returned after turning back time.

Yes, it was arrogance and a self-imposed burden.

Stella had made all that disappear. She had shown Elysee that she didn't need to be the protagonist—that it was okay to watch from a supporting role, from a position of admiration.

"This is so stupid."

The sun was rising. Though not as clear as in the Empire due to the North's thick, dark clouds, the warm-colored light was enough to gauge its presence.

The attack had happened around midnight. About seven hours had passed since then.

After appearing, the sun accelerated, brightening the surroundings further.

The sadness and pain from moments ago felt like a dream tunnel she had passed through.

Elysee swallowed hard.

Now. Now was the time to accept it.

Time had passed from midnight until sunrise.

Stella. Her admiration was already...

Elysee wanted to sob uncontrollably, but she carried too much weight for that.

The weight of responsibility that she had forgotten for a while—the burden Stella had carried in her place, allowing her to enjoy herself.

"Hic, ugh, huh..."

*Aaagh...*

Large droplets reflected the crimson light brilliantly, looking almost like jewels.

"L-Lady Stella, I... hic!"

*It hurts...*

Perhaps it would be better if they never found her body. Then she could remain unresolved in Elysee's heart forever.

Just as she had suddenly entered her heart, perhaps she could vanish just as suddenly.

"Stel..."

*Uuugh...*

"..."

At that moment, Elysee finally heard the sounds around her—agonized groans painful enough to distress anyone who heard them. They reminded her of a dying wild animal she had seen as a child, but there couldn't possibly be wild animals dying in this place with its strange, starfish-like snowflakes.

So then...

"Stella?!?"

For the first time, Elysee forgot the formal title and shouted her name.

What was this—a dream, an illusion? Another moth? Or an illusionary magical beast?

Dozens of thoughts flashed through Elysee's mind simultaneously.

Rational considerations about traps and other dangers crossed her mind...

...only to pass right through without sticking.

"My Lady!!!"

Elysee forgot even to call her companions and ran at full speed. Sliding across the snow, she saw what was truly, truly, truly there.

"M-My Lady! You're alive—no, the bleeding, how...!?"

Rambling incoherently, Elysee covered her with the cloth she had been wearing, then finally remembered her companions and ran to call Erhen and Claire, who would be closest.

Her hands trembled violently. Despite the cold wind, her sense of reality had been shattered long ago.

Erhen and Claire looked dead inside. Their expressions showed only slight confusion at her frantic approach, revealing their mental state. But that wasn't important now.

"E-Erhen!! Claire!!"

"Elysee, what's..."

What followed was complete chaos. Erhen and Claire looked extremely confused while continuously shedding tears.

"Miss Stella!! Miss Stella!!!"

"Lady Stella!!"

Somehow they managed to get Claire to carry Stella on her back and pushed through the wind. Halfway through, they encountered Grace and Caille.

The two were absolutely dumbfounded.

"E-Eckhart?! She's alive?!"

"I-I'll treat her wounds...! But, there are no wounds?!"

With two more people joining the commotion, it became incredibly noisy despite the fierce wind and snowstorm. But unlike the gloomy, depressed atmosphere from before, this was closer to brightness.

Caille and Grace forced themselves to calm down and spoke:

"Earlier, we found a small cabin while walking!!"

"It's true. Let's lay her down there first."

Despite the utterly confusing situation, everyone was competent enough that things proceeded smoothly.

Following their directions, Claire carried Stella on her back and shot forward, with Erhen and Elysee's spirits eliminating air resistance and wind effects.

The others followed at similar speeds. Though chaotic, everyone's expressions were bright.

The general consensus seemed to be: "As expected, Stella had a plan all along."

Having completely forgotten about Evan and Scarlet for the moment, they exchanged smiles with each other.

Though many of them were awkward with one another, right now they were all of one heart and mind.

Stella had returned alive from such an impossible, extreme situation.

It was difficult to imagine any further problems.

That thought was shattered about an hour later, right after Elysee finally remembered Evan and contacted him.

"Ugh..."

"Miss Stella! You're awake!!"

"What incredible recovery power...!!"

First, Stella had regained consciousness. She didn't look particularly well, but she certainly didn't look like someone who had nearly died.

And second...

"Are you feeling alright?!"

"What exactly happened..."

"...Who are you?"

Stella had lost her memory.

At her first words, the cheerful expressions of everyone froze.

This happened about twenty minutes before Evan arrived.

*

"No, what the hell is this?!"

For the first time, I yelled angrily at the original Stella.

What is that? Why is something inhabiting my body when I'm right here?!

The original shook her head and slowly spoke.

"Didn't I tell you? That body may look completely restored, but it isn't. It's essentially a revived corpse, so it can't be perfect."

"What does that even..."

"If I put you in right now, the barely-attached body might shatter to pieces. Your soul is currently entangled with too many divine attributes and physical qualities. You wouldn't want that, would you?"

I roughly understood the explanation. I had expected there would be side effects to coming back from death.

But still, this was too much.

"...So what exactly went in there...?"

"How should I put this? In any case, if nothing was in there, it wouldn't even be able to breathe and would die, so something had to be put in."

"...So...?"

I gulped nervously.

The original looked at me and spoke nonchalantly.

"So I put in your male-era memories... that is, your past life's memories. Except for some parts about the 'novel' you read."

"Huh...?"

"If you don't believe me, try recalling your life before coming here."

When I tried as she suggested, I couldn't remember much. I had fragmentary memories of important things—like my mother being an actress and my knowledge of the Academy Survival Guide—but that was all I could recall.

It seemed true that she had put in my past life... Cheon Yu-seong.

I sighed with relief at this realization.

"Well, that's a relief. At least it's still me."

"What were you afraid of in the first place?"

Stella asked with a mocking voice.

...She really doesn't understand. This is why singles are like this.

"What if that wasn't me but a completely different entity? It might get into my body and start flirting with Evan!"

"...Huh?"

Original Stella blurted out with a blank expression.

Does she not understand? Feeling frustrated, I explained in more detail.

"I mean... what's in there now is completely male version of me, right?"

"...!!"

"So there's no way I'd flirt with Evan... Stella? What's wrong?"

I couldn't finish my sentence.

Original Stella, who usually maintained an expressionless face despite recently showing more emotions, had turned pale—no, her face had turned blue.

Ch.302 - EP. 9 Memories
Evan was still walking through the heavy snowfall with Scarlet, shortly before receiving word that Stella had been found.

He had separated from the group with Scarlet, claiming it would be more efficient to search this way. If the others had been in their right minds, they might have worried about Evan harming Scarlet, but they weren't exactly mentally stable themselves.

So Evan and Scarlet were left alone, searching the area.

Scarlet stared at Evan's back. Though she didn't feel the immediate threat to her life she'd initially sensed when he suggested they split off, his current demeanor radiated an ominous aura.

Despite being prepared to die by his hand, she couldn't help but shrink back from his menacing presence.

After walking in silence for a while, Evan finally spoke in a cracked voice.

"I'm not planning to kill you."

"...!"

Scarlet stopped in her tracks, startled that he had read her anxiety so easily.

Evan continued in a dry voice, not particularly concerned with her reaction. His lifeless tone was so different from the vibrant voice he had when with Stella just recently, and it pierced Scarlet's heart.

"Stella gave up her life to save you. I... can't kill you with my own hands."

"......"

Scarlet hung her head low.
Even now, she was only alive because of that person's sacrifice.

Though their acquaintance had been brief, Stella had left an enormous mark on her life. If she, who had only known Stella for days, felt this way, how much worse must it be for Evan, who had spent so much more time with her?

That explained his current state. Though Scarlet hadn't known him long either, Evan looked like someone who had lost something essential to his being.

It was her fault, after all.

Scarlet clenched her fist. She'd done this so many times in the past few minutes that blood was now dripping from her hand.

If only she had been stronger. If only she could have died instead of Stella, who had sealed her own words to die in her place.

Then, even if she couldn't have fulfilled her dream, she wouldn't feel this wretched and miserable.

*Why?*

Why had Stella made such a choice? While Stella had become precious to Scarlet in this short time, the reverse seemed questionable.

Their initial relationship had been terrible—Scarlet had tried to ambush and capture them.

She couldn't recall doing anything afterward to earn such favor. Yes, she had guided them, but that was merely fulfilling her basic obligation.

In the end, far from helping Stella, she had been the one comforted by her words, even crying in front of her.

There was no reason for it. No reason for Stella to sacrifice her life for someone who was practically a stranger compared to her companions.

*Why, why for someone like me...*

It had always been this way. Even when they were forcibly searching for the High Priestess, it was always her more talented and intelligent peers who died.

She had survived only because she was a direct descendant of the High Priestess.

*Why on earth...*

The image of Stella being stabbed through the abdomen and falling off the cliff wouldn't leave her mind. Honestly, she hoped they wouldn't find her.

The corpse of someone who had fallen from such a height with a stab wound couldn't possibly look better than the image preserved in her memory.

She would rather remember Stella as she had last seen her, relatively intact.

*Even these thoughts are too much for me.*

Scarlet calmed the turmoil raging inside her like a burning fire. The snowstorm was growing fiercer.

Evan continued searching the area, unmoved by the blizzard. His crimson eyes, now devoid of their usual luster, betrayed a hint of madness.

In her mind, this man would probably wander here for the rest of his life until he found even the smallest piece of Stella.

And that too...

Was her fault. Scarlet reminded herself of this fact once more, reviving her guilt.

Really, wouldn't it be better for her to just die here? Since she resembled Stella in appearance, perhaps her corpse could serve some purpose if mistaken for Stella's.

Such thoughts kept invading her mind.

*Stella... un...nie.*

Now, she would never be able to call her that again.

Just as Scarlet's thoughts were about to reach their breaking point—

Thud!

"...?"

Scarlet, who had been looking down while walking, bumped into Evan. He had suddenly stopped in his tracks.

She looked up at him with a puzzled expression. Had he suddenly lost his mind?

The face she saw wore the most astonished expression she had ever witnessed in her life.

"W-what?"

Evan's hands were trembling. The sense of reality, which had already grown distant, now seemed to shatter completely.

His entire body was filled with tremors and similar sensations all at once.

What Evan had received from Elysee was like a message—a very basic magic that transmitted text in the form of mana.

The hastily scribbled content read:

[Stell-a Lad-y found, sh-e's alive]

The message was barely legible at a glance, but that actually made it feel more real.

Evan felt as if his thought processes were simultaneously branching into hundreds of paths, all tangling together.

While Evan had never particularly liked Elysee, he knew she wouldn't play such a cruel joke on him, especially regarding Stella.

With his thoughts in disarray, fighting the chills running up his spine, Evan stammered to Scarlet:

"F-follow..."

He couldn't even finish saying "follow me." Time was too precious.

Evan bent his knees and, with a leap, shot forward faster than the speed of sound. He caught a glimpse of Scarlet's dumbfounded expression, but it didn't matter at all.

Evan ran.
He ran at full speed.

While his eyes saw only snow-covered landscapes rushing past, what flashed before his mind's eye were memories of Stella.

When they first met, how nervous she was around him.

How she would act prickly and dismissive when he teased her.

How they would lie in bed together, awkwardly facing each other and chatting.

How she had hugged him and cried, begging him not to die.

How her face had turned bright red, flustered by his confession.

How she had given him a ring, now broken.

How she had moaned seductively beneath him in bed...

If he could see even the smallest fragment of any of those moments again, Evan would truly, truly be satisfied.

With such thoughts, Evan ran, far exceeding his top speed.

.
.
.

And at his destination...

"What the hell is this?"

Evan's shoulders were covered with thick snow falling from the sky. Though the accumulated snow sent a chilling sensation through his shoulders, he didn't even have the presence of mind to brush it off.

"Huh?"

He could only utter exclamations and moan-like sounds.

His gaze met with Erhen's, Elysee's, and his other companions in turn, but everyone showed nothing but confusion.

"No, seriously. What the hell, where is this place?"

The lavender-colored hair that had somehow grown to her mid-back, the same blue eyes as always, and her usual expressionless face was nowhere to be seen.

"...Why is your hair lavender now, damn it."

Evan covered his mouth with his trembling hand, overwhelmed by extreme fear and shock.

"And what's with these huge boobs? Did you develop gynecomastia while sleeping?"

"Stella......"

"...What? Who are you people?"

Evan felt blood rushing to his head and sincerely wanted to faint. At least when he woke up, things might be better than they were now.

It was, in many ways, a grueling day for Evan.

*

Just before Evan arrived.

"Who are you...?"

The atmosphere in the room grew cold. Neither Caille, Elysee, Erhen, nor Grace could speak.

Stella looked like someone who hadn't fully awakened. Her eyes were half-closed, and her voice was extremely hoarse.

Was Stella always weak in the mornings?
No, she probably was.
When had Erhen ever seen Stella just after waking up?

Erhen rationalized this to herself and tried again with a friendly expression.

"Um... Stella?"

"........Who....?"

Stella still spoke in a drowsy voice.
The atmosphere grew even more awkward.

It was now difficult to dismiss this as some kind of prank or misunderstanding.

They could only stare at her, frozen stiff. Stella's reaction was completely the opposite.

Though her mind was slow to wake in this unfamiliar, cold environment, her gradually awakening consciousness clearly conveyed that something was wrong.

"...Huh?"

I was definitely...
Coming back from my part-time job, lying in bed at my studio apartment...

Reading something...

"What, what the hell?!"

When Stella suddenly jumped up in place, her companions all flinched in surprise.

Stella was someone who had never shown proper emotional expression even once.

At most, they would rejoice on days when she smiled, considering it a rare sight.

At the very least, she was not someone who would jump up with such vulgar cursing.

...Now they truly had to acknowledge that something strange had happened.

After Evan arrived, things became even more of a spectacle.

"No, this, I mean, no."

Evan ran his hand over his face.

His hand, cold from being outside in the snow for so long, brought sensation back to his relatively warm face.

If only his mind could return as easily as the feeling in his hand.

Unfortunately, Evan was experiencing too many situations simultaneously and remained rigid, unable to catch up with the present.

The mind, like the body, grows numb and slows when cold.

That was exactly Evan's current state.

"Is this... a kidnapping or something?"

"S-Stella...?"

"...What, an elf? What is this..."

No. Perhaps this was fortunate.
Evan genuinely felt that way.

If he had reacted normally to the current situation, he would surely have collapsed and screamed.

He could feel his companions' gazes.

Though they contained various emotions, the predominant one seemed to be pity.

"...Um, well..."

"I'm sorry, but where is this? Judging by the cold, are we up north? Russia?"

"......"

Evan tried to say something but closed his mouth again and gave up.

...Really, how did things end up like this?
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The ice-cold water splashed against my face as I finished showering. Sitting on the edge of the bed in my tiny room, I let out a small sigh. Even after several months, I still couldn't get used to the claustrophobic walls that seemed close enough to touch if I fell over.

I suppose it was only natural, considering how spacious my previous home had been.

If there was any consolation, I felt less lonely here than I did there. Those large rooms had only emphasized the emptiness inside me.

"Though it's not like I'm much less lonely now..."

But I'd resigned myself to it. I'd decided to live my life alone, never forming bonds with anyone.

I finished my brief moment of melancholy and lay down on the bed. Normally, I would have had one more task to complete, but...

For some reason, I felt unusually drowsy tonight. So...

*I should check... that thing...*

...Wait, something's not right.
What was it I needed to check?

It was something really important...

*

Cheon Yu-seong—or more accurately, Cheon Yu-seong's consciousness inside Stella Bell Eckhart's body—felt utterly confused.

One moment he had been finishing his part-time job at the barbecue restaurant and lying down in bed, and the next...

Without being hit by a truck, leaving nasty comments online, or writing a review—without any logical reason whatsoever—

He now found himself lying in what looked like a Russian log cabin. Looking around, he saw people with vibrant eye colors, even an elf, and it was freezing cold.

The most bizarre part of this chaotic situation was that he could understand what they were saying perfectly, even though it clearly wasn't Korean.

"So... you're saying you have no memories right now?" asked the Sword Saint, Claire.

"No, I do have memories... I just don't know who this Stella person is," Yu-seong replied.

"..."

Claire, with her navy blue hair and anime-like red eyes, stared at him intently.

Yu-seong felt his heart skip a beat. Even when he'd been in his original body, he hadn't been particularly good with women, and now one far more beautiful than any he'd ever met was right in front of him.

"M-memory loss?!" someone exclaimed.

"Is this really memory loss...? It's more like she's become a completely different person..."

"But her way of speaking is definitely..."

Yu-seong awkwardly watched the women whispering about him. From what he could gather, he had apparently possessed someone named Stella.

*Isn't it standard procedure in these stories to wake up alone so you can figure things out before anyone notices you're different?*

He'd never seen a possession scenario in any story where the main character wakes up surrounded by people.

*They're all so... beautiful.*

Yu-seong glanced at the women arguing around him. Having spent over a year holed up in a shabby neighborhood without seeing any proper women, the top-tier beauty of these individuals was quite overwhelming.

*Could I have possessed someone in a harem story... no, that can't be right.*

Yu-seong briefly entertained the thought but quickly dismissed it. Though there were signs—a pretty elf in the mix, women fighting with each other—one crucial detail shattered that theory.

*...Except for the fact that this body is female.*

That single piece of evidence demolished all his other theories. Yu-seong reached up and felt his chest with one hand.

*...Heavy.*

These breasts were larger than what you'd see even in niche adult videos. If he had indeed possessed a character in some creative work, the author definitely had a thing for large chests.

Yu-seong examined the rest of his body. Wide, childbearing hips contrasted with a slim waist. This was undeniably a woman's body.

*Is this... a gender-bender story?*

He knew such genres existed and had even read a few, but quickly abandoned them when the protagonists all seemed to make strange excuses before having their gender identities destroyed and becoming "female."

Though he knew not all such stories were like that, the prejudice had stuck with him and made him avoid the genre.

*Just because a man enters a woman's body doesn't mean he immediately starts drooling over men, does it?*

Now, if he were to be attracted to women while in this female body, that would be a different story...

"Th-that can't be! There's no way Stella would forget our memories together!!"

"Oh!"

While lost in thought, Yu-seong felt the elf, Erhen, cling to his waist.

His heart skipped a beat. He'd already been weak around women in his original body, and now a woman far prettier than any he'd ever met was clinging to his waist.

Again, this was too stimulating for Yu-seong.

"Ah, um... that..."

"S-Stella! Don't you remember?! The days we spent sharing a room...!!"

"Ah, we... did that...?"

"She really does have amnesia!!"

Erhen shouted. She knew that Stella, no matter how much she might joke, would never play along with such comments in front of Evan.

Devastated, Erhen burst into tears and embraced Stella.

"Ah, uh..."

Yu-seong was losing his mind. Erhen's chest was enormous, rivaling Stella's own impressive size.

And now that chest was pressing against him, squeezed tight with an archer's strength.

For a former single man who had been living in isolation until just moments ago, this was too much stimulation.

Yu-seong stammered in his still-unfamiliar feminine voice:

"Um... your chest... is touching..."

"...?!"

Startled by Stella's stammering words, Erhen jumped back three or four steps.

Cold sweat ran down her face, her expression clearly showing her shock.

"What's going on...?"

"D-did Lady Stella just..."

"...Did she just acknowledge *that*?"

Claire's final "that" referred simultaneously to Erhen and Erhen's breasts.

As everyone except Yu-seong knew, Stella viewed women with the same indifference as she might view furniture.

This stemmed from her uniquely conservative values; she couldn't even conceptualize viewing someone of the same gender in a romantic light.

After Evan's confession, her psychological gender had firmly settled as female, causing all the women who admired Stella—including Erhen—to fall completely outside her strike zone.

For example, she had bathed with Claire without a second thought, and showed no embarrassment when Elysee or Erhen saw her bathing and even shared her bed.

Thus, Stella's companions knew how utterly indifferent and oblivious she was toward those of the same gender.

That's why her blushing and reacting to "merely" having Erhen's chest pressed against her seemed completely out of character to them.

"Is that really Stella...?!"

"My goodness..."

While the women experienced a mixture of confusion and excitement, Evan was still desperately trying to hold onto his sanity as he walked toward her.

"D-do you want to ask something...?"

"...Hey."

Yu-seong's body instinctively tensed when Evan appeared. It wasn't by his own will.

His lower abdomen simply contracted on its own, ringing with tension.

Yu-seong didn't understand what this sensation was. He just felt his body freeze up.

*Did this body have some kind of bad relationship with him?*

Otherwise, there would be no reason to tense up and flinch just from seeing him.

Though the man was incredibly handsome with an excellent physique, Yu-seong had a baseless certainty that he harbored some kind of sinister desire.

Seeing Yu-seong's wary gaze, Evan let out a deep sigh.

It wasn't something he'd seen recently, but it wasn't entirely unfamiliar either. He had often seen that look when they first met.

Evan rubbed his face with his palm and asked:

"...Do you at least remember your name?"

"I-I do, but..."

"Then..."

Evan recalled a name that came to mind. He wasn't certain, but for some reason, he had an intuition that there would be a reaction if he said this name.

"...Yu-seong? Cheon Yu-seong?"

"...!!"

Yu-seong's body froze. Unlike the conversation until now, which he could understand but wasn't in Korean, the words Evan uttered clearly referred to the name "Cheon Yu-seong."

What was going on? How did this man know his name?

Wasn't he supposed to have possessed this body?
Why on earth...

"...This is definitely Stella. I can vouch for that."

Evan said this while looking at the confused Yu-seong.

Cheon Yu-seong. It was the name Stella had told him was her previous name when she had confessed her feelings to him.

Seeing the reaction, Evan was certain this was still fundamentally Stella.

In fact, he could intuitively sense it. Despite slight differences in her speech patterns, gestures, and breathing, he could still recognize Stella's essence.

Of course, Evan's mention of the name "Yu-seong" only heightened his wariness.

*Maybe, just maybe.*

The intuition struck him that perhaps he had possessed this body long ago, and was now simply in a state of memory loss.

"...W-who are you...?"

"...Me?"

Evan looked down at Yu-seong with an extremely tired expression. Yu-seong felt his heart pound loudly at that face, though he attributed it to fear.

After briefly considering how to respond, Evan gave up thinking and said with a sigh:

"Your boyfriend."

"...?"

Yu-seong's mind filled with question marks. He simply couldn't comprehend it.

If he had possessed this body long ago and was now just suffering from memory loss...

He would have firmly maintained his identity as a man.
So why would this man claim to be his boyfriend?

Yu-seong felt incredulity rising to its peak and blurted out without thinking:

"...But I was a man."

Silence fell over the room.

Some tilted their heads as if they'd heard something strange, others' eyes lit up slightly.

And Evan...

"Now she's delusional too... No, I should just be grateful she's alive..."

He muttered, pressing his fingers against the corner of his eye.

One thing was certain: not a single person in that room believed what Yu-seong had just said.
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The sun had risen long ago, but the room remained dim as a blizzard raged outside.

Evan declared a brief rest period, his mind in turmoil. Everyone had been in a state of extreme excitement over Stella's not-quite-resurrection, but they had all been running around without sleep since yesterday.

The group decided to take a forced break to assess her condition with clear heads.

"......."

From Yu-seong's perspective—now inhabiting Stella's body—this was utterly ridiculous. Everyone had been making a fuss around him one moment, then suddenly decided they needed rest and promptly passed out.

"Kuh...."

"Ugh...."

His companions were exhausted not only physically but mentally from searching for Stella's body, which could have been in any condition in the blizzard.

Yu-seong tried his best not to look at the beautiful women collapsed around him as he contemplated his current situation.

*I definitely finished my part-time job, went home, and fell asleep. And then... here.*

There seemed to be nothing strange about his memories. But from what he'd gathered, he had somehow possessed this body and had been here long enough to form relationships with everyone present.

And then he lost his memories...

*So basically, the middle part got cut out.*

He wasn't sure if this was a good thing or not. Yu-seong rested his chin on his hand as he lay on the bed, deep in thought.

One thing was certain—this was better than possessing a body with no prior knowledge at all.

Usually in possession stories, the possessor kept their identity secret, but judging by the black-haired man's reaction, he had at least revealed his original name.

Though it seemed only that man knew.

*......Boyfriend.*

Yu-seong recalled what Evan had tiredly mentioned earlier, though he had quickly shaken his head as if to dismiss it.

He had no idea what relationship this body—his pre-memory loss self—had with that man. Given that the man knew his name, they must have been quite close. Surely that was all.

Yu-seong nodded to himself at this conclusion. Unless his first possessed self had forgotten he was originally a man, there was no way he would have formed that kind of relationship with another man.

*But he didn't seem to be lying.*

Having worked as an actor for a long time, Yu-seong had developed something of an occupational ability to tell when someone was acting or not.

From what Yu-seong could tell, the man's words didn't appear to be false. If that was the case, there was only one conclusion.

*......I was using him. Yes.*

Yu-seong felt a twinge of pity. His pre-memory loss self must have been using the man, pretending to be in a romantic relationship.

Judging by how his heart raced and his body tingled just from looking at the man, he must be an incredibly powerful individual.

*...Even so, isn't that going too far....*

Yu-seong couldn't help but think this. No matter what goal he might have had for pretending to be in a relationship, his identity was male, so he wouldn't have allowed any physical relationship.

*What was that term they used to call this? Pump...? Man?*

It was a term that had been popular in internet communities about ten years ago, and what he was doing now fit that description perfectly.

Even though he couldn't remember anything and there must have been reasons for his actions... it still felt wrong.

With these thoughts, Yu-seong glanced over at Evan. He had assumed the man would be asleep like everyone else, but...

"...Can't sleep?"

"......!"

Evan opened his drowsy eyes as soon as their gazes met.

Yu-seong felt his heart skip a beat as he stammered:

"...H-how could I sleep in this situation...."

"You should still try to rest. Your body must be very tired... and even if it's not, you'll get tired soon enough."

"......."

Ironically, it was Evan who looked exhausted.

Yu-seong observed him—the only other person awake in the room full of sleeping companions.

His appearance was somewhat surreal. Coming from someone who had spent time in the entertainment industry, that was saying something.

Jet-black hair and mysteriously glowing red eyes.

Had he been transported into some kind of romance fantasy novel?

Yu-seong speculated as he slowly opened his mouth.

"...Um... so, your name is...?"

"Evan von Isenberg. Call me Evan. That's what you called me."

"So... Evan? Earlier you definitely said I was your... lover, right?"

Evan tilted his head as if recalling his earlier words, then gave a slight smile.

"Yes. Because it's true."

"W-well, about that...."

Stella looked around. No one seemed to believe what she had just said, and her conscience was starting to bother her.

She felt she needed to clarify this.

"Um... I was originally a man, you know? So me being your girlfriend... I must have been deceiving you."

"......?"

This was both a confession driven by guilt and a way of drawing boundaries. He wouldn't acknowledge being in a relationship with the man, so he shouldn't treat him that way.

From Yu-seong's perspective, the idea of being in a relationship with another man was physiologically difficult to accept.

*Well, I was originally a man.......?*

Strangely, when he tried to picture his original self, what came to mind was a brown-haired woman with large breasts.

Confused, Yu-seong finished his statement:

"Of course, since I don't remember anything, it wasn't me who did it... but I'm sorry. Really."

Evan bit his lip upon hearing this.

His face contorted as if trying to hold something back.

Then, unable to contain himself any longer:

"Pff, ahahahahahaha!!"

"......?"

He burst into laughter.

So loudly that it was surprising the others didn't wake up.

"Um, why are you laughing...."

"Haha, hahaha! You, you pretended to be my girlfriend to use me?"

"...Yes? I told you. Despite how I look, I'm... a man."

Yu-seong puffed his cheeks slightly, feeling like he was being made fun of, but Evan couldn't stop laughing.

Setting aside the fact that Evan possessed eyes that could distinguish truth from lies, what Yu-seong suggested was truly absurd.

If what he was saying was true, then Stella had pretended to be interested in him for three years, occasionally acting like she was falling for him, carefully calculated her acceptance of his confession, and after catching the spy, essentially spent every day in bed with him, doing... things that were difficult to express in words.

Even if it had all been an act, that level of dedication wouldn't leave him feeling bitter.

Of course, it was complete nonsense.

Even more nonsensical than the claim that he had been a man in his previous life.

After several minutes, Evan finally managed to stop laughing and caught his breath.

"My goodness. Yes, that's right. I've been away for a while and lost my touch a bit."

"...What's with you?"

"Nothing. I just thought of a solution."

After all, this was how he had always broken through.

He'd been too gentle with Stella lately and had forgotten somewhat.

Evan felt refreshed and smiled slightly.

At that smile, Yu-seong's heart pounded against his will.

*...Does this character have a heart condition?*

Of course, Yu-seong didn't notice these heartbeats at all.

Time passed quickly.

When everyone had fallen asleep, the sun had been high in the sky, but now it had set and it was the middle of the night.

Evan, who had been dozing slightly, stretched and spoke:

"Ugh, I should wake everyone up soon.... Huh?"

He suddenly tilted his head with a puzzled voice.

"...What is it?"

"No, it's just. I feel like I'm forgetting something...."

And at that moment.

The door of the log cabin burst open with a bang.

"Aaack!!"

"Uwah, w-what is it...?"

Erhen, who had been sleeping in front of the door, was hit on the head by the sudden opening, and her scream began to wake everyone from their half-asleep state.

"Ah, right."

Evan slapped his forehead.

He had felt like he was forgetting something.

He had left someone behind on the snow mountain and completely forgotten about it.

"Haa, what, is, this...."

Scarlet.

Stella's cousin, who had been abandoned at a place that would take "Evan running at full speed" about ten minutes to reach, had finally caught up to him after running at her own full speed.

From her perspective, Evan had said something about Stella, then ran off with a shocked expression and never returned.

Scarlet had followed his footprints all this way, thinking all sorts of things.

More precisely, she had been half-hoping that maybe there was news that Stella was alive.

In Scarlet's mind, the only reason Evan would react like that and run off in this situation would be something related to Stella.

So despite having physical abilities close to an ordinary person's, she had run all the way here on the slim chance that her hope might be true.

And when she finally reached the cabin, what she saw was:

"......Hup, haak."

"......?"

Truly, Stella sitting alive and well on the bed.

Scarlet felt dizzy.

When people face an unbelievable situation in reality, they often lose their sense of reality as if in a dream.

Scarlet walked slowly.

What her eyes captured was Stella.

Really, alive, and even without any wounds, beautiful—

—Stella.

"Huh, ugh...!!"

"......Eh?"

Scarlet ran to Yu-seong-as-Stella and embraced her.

She could feel warmth.

Tears flowed.

It was like a dream.

That she was really alive.

The object of her admiration, whom she thought had died trying to save her, was alive.

"Hic, sniff, uuu...!"

"W-when you suddenly do this...."

Of course, from Yu-seong's perspective, this was just bewildering.

Suddenly, an incredibly beautiful woman who was very close to his ideal type had appeared and embraced him.

(Yu-seong hadn't looked in a mirror yet.)

It would have been a nice experience to savor, but unfortunately, his body was now female.

Yu-seong blushed and pushed her shoulders away.

Then he cleared his throat and spoke.

"Um... who...?"

.

..

...

"......Huh?"

And Scarlet's tearful expression crumbled.

*

There was quite a commotion for a while after that.

Upon hearing that Stella had lost all her memories, Scarlet was so shocked that she attempted suicide, and stopping her woke up all the companions.

They managed to prevent it, but her shattered mental state couldn't be easily repaired.

Scarlet's mind was completely broken, and she could only cling to Yu-seong, crying and repeatedly apologizing.

"I-I'm sorry, unnie.... I, I...."

"Ah, um.... So...."

From Yu-seong's perspective, this was extremely embarrassing.

Yu-seong's—that is, pre-possession Stella's—ideal type perfectly matched the original Stella from the source material.

And Scarlet resembled that Stella with over 90% similarity (except for the chest).

With Scarlet pressing her chest and face against him, Yu-seong, whose immunity to women was extremely low, couldn't help but blush.

(It would have been even better if his chest wasn't much larger than Scarlet's.)

The companions watching this suffered from severe cognitive dissonance.

Stella, who had always been like a block of wood when it came to women, was blushing at a woman—and her own cousin Scarlet at that?

The more someone knew the original Stella, the greater the cognitive gap became.

"W-what is this...."

"This can't be real...!!"

It took quite a while for the group, collectively suffering from delusions, to come to their senses.

This was because Scarlet had fallen asleep in Yu-seong's arms after crying.

Evan, feeling that he could finally start a proper conversation, cleared his throat.

"......Everyone, listen to me."

Everyone, including Yu-seong, focused their attention on Evan.

Evan looked around at his companions, fixing his gaze especially on Yu-seong as he continued.

"Scarlet is currently suffering from an unknown form of amnesia. In fact, the very fact that she's alive and talking with us is unbelievable in itself."

"That's... true."

"And as you know, Stella was our center and strategist. Even if we leave the path to Scarlet, we can't proceed like this."

Everyone nodded in agreement.

This organization without Stella... it was unimaginable.

It was truly a Stella-centric organization where almost everyone moved according to her instructions and plans.

"So I think we need to prioritize restoring Stella's memories. Does everyone agree?"

"Yes. I think that's obvious."

"I should mention that I have a method in mind. However, this method is somewhat extreme... and some people might object to it."

Evan took a deep breath.

To be honest, he believed his method would work directly, but he needed to hear the opinions of the others first.

"So, I'd like to hear everyone's ideas. Does anyone have any ideas on how to restore Stella's memories?"

At Evan's words, everyone hesitated a bit.

They all had expertise in magic, swordsmanship, archery, or spirit arts, but none of them knew anything about this mysterious amnesia.

Grace was the closest to healing-related knowledge, but it was impossible to treat mental illness, dementia, or amnesia with divine power.

"Hmm...."

"Hmm...."

As everyone was trying to come up with their own ideas while surrounding Yu-seong,

Erhen raised her hand high.

"Oh! How about this?"

"What is it, Erhen?"

"Let's each share a memory related to Stella!"
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"What if I was just a mentally ill person who believed I was a man..."

"As unfortunate as it may be, that's not the case at all. You were definitely a man, except for having somewhat pretty features."

"Ah..."

...Honestly, it's something I get confused about sometimes too.
When I find myself instinctively drawn to Evan... I question whether this really is the mindset of someone who was a man in a past life.

"The reason I look like this now is because the form of my soul has changed."

"What does that mean...?"

"I'm still learning about the concept myself, so I don't know much. What's certain is that you can't go back to being a man now. Even if you returned to your original body... you'd look like this."

What the heck?

The words from my past self were shocking.
It wasn't just that I had become a woman hormonally or emotionally, but that the change was so profound that even the form of my soul had transformed into female.

Though I never had any intention of going back, to think I'd look like that even if I did...?

*

Outside, it had grown dim again.
In the somewhat poetic atmosphere where occasional white snowflakes tapped against the window, Yu-seong swallowed nervously.

From the context of what these people were saying, they seemed to be trying to recover his memories somehow, but their method seemed highly questionable.

'They're going to remind me of everything that's happened so far?'

He wondered if that was even possible when he couldn't feel even a fragment of memory or emotion about this place.

"Um, are you ready, Stella?"

"Ah, well..."

The only time this body showed any reaction was when the black-haired man introduced as Evan spoke to him, but that seemed closer to instinct rather than having much to do with memory.

"Hmm... but who should go first? Evan, since you've known her longest?"

"No, as I said earlier, I'm part of the method I've been thinking about, so I'll pass."

"Then the person who's known Lady Stella longest besides him is..."

Everyone's gaze turned toward the elf, Erhen.
Following the atmosphere, Yu-seong's gaze also turned toward her, albeit a bit belatedly.
His eyes were almost drawn to the gravitational pull of her substantial chest midway, but anyway, he looked at her.

"Ah, that's right! Excluding Evan, I've known her the longest! Even before entering the Academy!"

"Um, Erhen? This isn't really the time to be boasting about that, is it?"

"Ah, right..."

At Elysee's words, Erhen became dejected and cleared her throat.
Then, with a somewhat serious expression, she recalled her memories with Stella...

"...Um. So, Stella? Do you remember when we first met?"

For some reason, she asked this while sweating nervously.
The others looked puzzled, while Evan, who knew the reason, smiled slightly.

"So... I was being chased after bandits stole my bow and..."

"What? An archer got her bow stolen?"

"Be quiet for a moment!"

When Grace cut in with disbelief, Erhen shouted back.
She knew herself that it was a bit of a stretch.

"Ahem. Anyway, while that was happening... Evan and Stella came and saved me. Yes."

"Uh..."

"Of-of course you wouldn't remember now!"

That was true.
Yu-seong couldn't recall anything Erhen had mentioned.
Only, very subtly.

Very subtly, he felt a sense of disbelief.
This wasn't his own emotion.

Erhen placed a chair beside Yu-seong's bed and continued speaking while maintaining eye contact.

"So I wanted to be friends and pretended to be close at the Academy, but you were a bit cold to me which was disappointing... But there was this monster called an Illusionary Demonic Beast, and after we defeated it together, you became friendly with me, which was nice."

"......"

"So I was happy that we became close, but then you got busy and neglected me...!! In the end, during the Evil God Manifestation, I could only shoot a few arrows and couldn't really help..."

Erhen poured out her memories as she recalled them, as if dumping them onto the person before her.
Yu-seong said nothing.

"Also, you borrowed clothes from me for a date! I was so shocked when you said your hips were a bit tight...! After that, whenever something important happened, you'd invite me first after Evan..."

"......"

"And, and..."

Erhen, who could talk about these memories all day if given the chance, suddenly felt her vision blur.
Without her willing it, tears had welled up in her eyes.

Erhen blinked rapidly, trying her best not to let them fall.
Her voice trembled slightly despite her efforts.

"I... came down here because I wanted to like humans. And... thanks to Stella, I was able... to like them a lot..."

Ah, this is too much after all.
Erhen thought to herself as she watched tears drop with a plop.

She had tried to speak as cheerfully as possible to avoid ruining the mood, but she couldn't help feeling afraid.

Stella was the person who had made it possible for her to like humans, and among them, the one she liked most.
And now she had lost her memories.

A few months was less than a fleeting moment by elven standards, but Erhen was terrified of Stella forgetting that moment.

She was afraid of disappearing from within her, of being erased from that brief time they had shared.

The others roughly understood her feelings and quietly listened to her sobbing, some with their eyes closed.

Erhen felt it was impossible to continue speaking in this state.
And just as she was about to step aside for someone else...

Yu-seong's delicate hand firmly grasped Erhen's.

"...huh?"

"Um, well. I, of course, don't remember anything..."

He had just felt like he should do this.
Feeling emotions that didn't seem to be his own, Yu-seong spoke.

"...I'm sure I was able to like you all thanks to you too."

Yu-seong had just blurted out what came to mind, but it was actually true.
Starting with her relationship with Erhen, Stella had begun to see the people of this world not as characters in a novel but as people with whom she could build relationships, beyond just Evan.

Conveying such feelings that he himself couldn't understand,
Yu-seong smiled gently.

"......"

Her sincerity was conveyed even through those brief words.

Watching Erhen bite her lower lip, looking like a young girl rather than her usual chatty self, the companions nodded and thought simultaneously:

'That's definitely Stella...'

Even in a state of memory loss, this was undoubtedly Stella.
At the same time, everyone decided they should keep their turns brief.

Because no one particularly wanted to be forced to feel their hearts flutter in front of so many people.

*

Due to that resolution, the subsequent speakers proceeded more quickly.
The next was Elysee.
After Evan and Erhen, she was the third main character from this world that Stella had met.

"At first, our relationship wasn't that good... No. I was the one who one-sidedly harassed Lady Stella."

Elysee recalled the dark history that still made her scream and kick her blankets when she thought about it.
That is, the time when she tried to seduce Evan to recruit him and opposed Stella.
These were shameful and infuriating memories she would burn if possible, but they made Stella shine all the brighter.

"Plus, during the midterm exam, I did something underhanded by attacking with Caille..."

"You did?!"

Erhen, who had stopped crying and recovered, exclaimed.
She was clearly planning to tease Elysee about this later, as was evident on her face.

Elysee deliberately ignored Erhen's reaction and continued.

"But... Lady Stella forgave me. She recognized my feelings and even gave me a role, saying she wanted to stand on the same stage as me..."

"Oh... was that so?"

"Yes... That's when I realized. I didn't need to be special. The truly special person was Lady Stella. So from then on, I decided to follow Lady Stella absolutely. Even if my role was just a supporting one, as long as I could be by Lady Stella's side, I found it more comfortable and much..."

"Hey, someone stop her!"

Elysee's reminiscence time took a dangerous and dark turn, transforming into a session where she laid out her fan devotion, so it ended with her being dragged away by the others.
She shouted to the end as if refusing to accept it.

"Wait a moment! I haven't finished explaining why Lady Stella is so wonderful and beautiful...!!"

In the end, Erhen and Caille had to drag her away and isolate her in another room.

*

The next turn was Caille's.
Strictly speaking, he was the third person here to know her along with Elysee, but he could be considered the one with the least connection to her among those present.

"As Elysee mentioned earlier, I attacked you as part of a group, and swept up in the moment, I tried to ambush you."

"Um... and then?"

"That's it. I hope you recover your memories soon."

Yu-seong wondered what that was about.
The others' thoughts weren't much different.

*

Next was Grace.
Grace was thrilled to finally have time to talk with Stella after so long, and was excited about sharing their touching narrative, but...

"Lady Stella saved me when I collapsed from the Evil God's mark! We also went around dealing with the Evil God's minions together!"

"I see."

"Yes! And also... also..."

And then she realized that was all there was.

Indeed.
Apart from the Evil God Manifestation incident, Grace had no other significant interactions with Stella.
Afterward, she had returned to the Moonlight Church, and even after coming back to the Academy, she spent most of her time guarding the Saintess.

"Hmm. Similar to me."

"......"

Grace felt murderous intent toward a human for the first time as she watched Caille nodding at her.
But looking at the situation objectively, there was no disagreement.

She was on the same level as Caille.

"No way-!!"

Grace's scream echoed throughout the cabin.
She suddenly missed the Saintess.

*

Now, excluding Evan, only Claire remained... but.
Claire refused herself.

"Are you sure? If you give up, we'll have to go with my method."

"...Yes. I don't deserve it."

Claire answered thus despite Evan's question.
It seemed that failing to protect Stella again had been quite a shock to her.
Evan thought so as he patted her shoulder.

Then he called all his companions back together (including the isolated Elysee) and addressed Yu-seong.

"...So. Do you remember anything?"

"...Well. I feel fragments here and there, but..."

"I see. Alright."

Evan nodded.
The other companions, except for him, took comfort in the fact that they had at least evoked fragmentary emotions.

Honestly, judging by her usual behavior, they doubted whether they occupied even 10% of her thoughts.

Elysee, also satisfied with having been of minimal help, asked Evan:

"In the end, complete memory recovery was impossible, but what method did you have in mind, Evan?"

"Ah, right. Now there's no other way."

Evan nodded as if he had no choice.
The companions looked at him expectantly, wondering what method he would use, and Yu-seong gulped.

Just before, Evan had said his method might be a bit rough.

Could it be... he's not planning to do something inappropriate, is he?
Yu-seong thought, pressing down on his inexplicably throbbing lower abdomen.

"Well, it's nothing complicated. Stella, can you get up for a moment?"

Evan smiled slightly and helped her up.

For reference, Evan wasn't in a particularly good mood right now.
Even though she had lost her memories, he had just watched his lover Stella being distracted by other women.

At least the normal Stella would make it clear she wasn't interested, but this amnesiac Stella didn't.

And at the same time, he recalled the idea he had gotten from his earlier conversation with Stella.

'I've always done it this way anyway.'

Even when she first built a connection with him and acted prickly and aloof.
Even when they had become somewhat close but she drew a line beyond that.
Even when she denied her feelings and tried to avoid them.

He had always only been able to break through like this.

"Huh, what... Wait, what are you trying to do?"

Yu-seong was led by the wrist to one of the other rooms in the cabin.

Then, after entering the room alone together, Evan closed the door with a thud.

"What method is he going to use, I wonder?"

"...Surely they must have some memories that only the two of them share?"

Before entering the room, Evan had asked Elysee to block the sound with an air spirit, but...
Elysee, like everyone else, was curious about what memories he would use to bring her back, so she had summoned the spirit but was holding off for now.

And then, faintly audible through the gap in the door:

-...What? Why suddenly just the two of us...

-What? Sit on the bed? But why...

.......

-Eek, w-why are you suddenly taking off your clothes...!!

......

......

-I-I'll report you! I-If you come any closer, I'll really report you...!!

......

......

......

-W-why can't I move my body...!?

-W-what are you saying? Wet? I'm a man...

......

......

......

......

......

......

-Kyaahn♡

From the sounds coming through, he...

...no, she was already being imprinted as the owner of that body once again.
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The soul is like water.
It changes shape depending on the vessel it's contained in, freezing or melting according to temperature.

Changing the form of a soul is never easy, but when it happens, the body also transforms accordingly.

"Like how my past self only appears as a busty beauty in my memories?"

"Yes. To put it simply, that's correct."

The original Stella nodded as she spoke.
Though I didn't have particularly good feelings toward her, she was quick to understand.

"Soul changes develop momentum. It affects both past and future. As you said, it's why your past appearance has been altered, and why your breasts keep growing more vulgar without stopping."

"You're honestly jealous, aren't you?"

"......"

The original Stella closed her eyes and took a deep breath before continuing.
She didn't want to add any unnecessary comments right now.

"The point is, even if you return to your past life or have your memories erased like that one, the soul's framework won't be restored. If that were the case, the body would take a male form in that state."

"Oh... that's a bit..."

"As you can see, that's just you with your memories extracted. Though there's conflict with the memories, it seems to have a female identity, and that lewd... anyway, it's completely the same as you."

"...I understand for now."

At those words, the original Stella smirked.
Then she tightened her grip on Stella's collar.

"So you should be a little nervous!! That's just you with past memories, but the lewd nature is the same!"

"Come on, don't say things like that."

Despite the original's outburst as she grabbed her by the collar, Stella laughed lightly and waved her hand dismissively.

"Hey, but the memories are still from when I was a man, right? I won't be here for years anyway. No matter how charming Evan is, would I really fall for a man?"

"...I'm pretty sure you said something similar a few months ago."

"That's different. I have a history built with Evan."

Stella shrugged as she said this.
It was true that her heart had shifted from absolute identity maintenance toward Evan in just a few months, but that was only possible because of the three years she'd known Evan before that.

Like a download that stalls at 99%, the foundation had been laid three years ago!

"Besides, it doesn't even look friendly. Look, even now it's clearly showing how much it dislikes him."

Stella laughed as she pointed to the screen showing the outside situation.
On screen, under everyone's gaze, Evan was dragging Yu-seong (Stella with his memories) away.

"See how much it dislikes him? ...I just hope Evan doesn't get hurt."

"...Is that so? I suppose even for you, this quickly would be a bit much?"

And with that, the original Stella was convinced by Stella's words.
Or rather, she wanted to be convinced.
She didn't want to experience such stress again.

'Right. No matter how the soul's form has changed, the aversion from memories can't be helped.'

For once in a very long time, both Stellas' thoughts aligned.
They watched the video without further comment.

-...What? Why suddenly are we alone...

"......"

"......"

-I'll, I'll report you! If you come any closer, I'll really report you...!!

"......"

"......"

-What are you saying? Wet? I'm a man...

This was just a few minutes before the mindscape would become complete chaos.

*

Yu-seong was (as he had been almost every moment since arriving here) extremely confused.
Probably because the man named Evan, whom he had been using under the pretext of being lovers, had pulled him into a room where they were now alone.

For him... or rather, for her, who still lacked awareness of being female despite carrying heavy weights on her chest, it was bewildering.

No, for her, it was perplexing.
For some reason, her body tingled, and her lower abdomen twitched expectantly, but she couldn't understand where these sensations originated from.

So she simply dismissed it as fear.
What remained was purely curiosity about the situation.

"...What? Why suddenly are we alone..."

"...After thinking about it, this seems to be the only way."

Evan said this as he removed his thick coat and hung it over a chair.

He had already made his decision.
No matter how he thought about it, the only way to restore Stella's memories seemed to be drawing out the strong memories imprinted on her body.

The current Stella appeared to be in a strange state, believing herself to be a man, just like when they first met.
Considering that her biggest transformation occurred when she accepted being a woman, that would naturally deliver the greatest shock.

"What? Sit on the bed? But why..."

And Evan had neither the patience nor the time to seduce Stella from scratch again.
It wasn't that he lacked confidence, but there was a much simpler and better method.

Evan sighed deeply as he unbuttoned his shirt and took it off too.
Thanks to Elysee, the room was warm enough to remove clothing comfortably.

Of course, that didn't make it look natural.

"Eek! W-why are you suddenly taking off your clothes...!!"

Yu-seong exclaimed in surprise, flinching and backing away.
And immediately questioned himself.

'......Eek?'

Had he ever screamed like this before?
He, who was already traumatized by his pretty, feminine face, making such a feminine scream?

That couldn't be right.
Yet somehow, the scream that emerged from beyond the realm of reason was delicate enough to surprise even himself.

'No, that's not all....'

There was something mixed into the scream.
Almost like flirtation.

Yu-seong's mind briefly froze with these realizations.
Meanwhile, Evan climbed onto the bed.

Only then did Yu-seong, with Evan in his direct line of sight, fully comprehend their size difference.
The large build would dwarf not only his current body but even his body from his previous life.

Though he had looked thin when clothed, his trained muscles were clearly defined, and his large frame seemed capable of completely enveloping him with room to spare.

"Um, is this because of what I said earlier? About using you...?"

"......"

"I-I was just telling the truth! We wouldn't have had a physical relationship before I lost my memories anyway!"

Yu-seong instinctively sensed it.
That if things continued like this, he would end up beneath this strong male.

For some reason, no matter how much he reminded himself of this fact, he felt no strong aversion.
No, rather.

His twitching body seemed to desire it somehow.
But Yu-seong himself had no desire to be pounced on by a man.
After all, wasn't he a man?

Of course, his pelvis was quite wide now, and his breasts were too large to fit in one hand, but.

A... man, right?

"I'll, I'll report you! If you come any closer, I'll really report you...!!"

"Report, huh."

"Why, why can't I move my body...!?"

Though Stella had panicked to the point of threatening to report him, Evan approached her without the slightest hesitation.
Stella felt his shadow fall over her, and then.

"Kyah...!"

She felt his hands, enormously large compared to her, grab her unfamiliar breasts.

She was a man.
Even if she was in a woman's body with these breasts, she should be unfazed.

"Hnngh...?!"

"Hmm, they've gotten bigger, Stella. It's quite fascinating."

Somehow, she couldn't move at all under his touch as he naturally fondled her breasts while pinning her down.

Or was it that she couldn't move?

The thought flashed through her mind.
Along with the suspicion that, regardless of her will, this body had no intention of resisting.

"...It's quite addictive touching them again after so long, but we don't have time to enjoy ourselves."

"Kyaah...!!"

Evan wrapped one arm around both of Stella's legs and removed the temporary skirt-like garment she had been wearing.

Feeling the sudden cold air, she flinched and simultaneously realized how hot her lower body had become.

Ignoring her reaction, Evan looked at Stella's permanently depilated private area.

Yu-seong felt his face burning hot along with the rising heat in his lower body.

"Good. I was worried, but you're wet."

"What are you saying? Wet? I'm a man... Ahng...♡?!"

Evan ignored Yu-seong's nonsense and slowly inserted his middle and index fingers into her thoroughly moistened private area.

Though her reactions were like those of a virgin, her body had already been developed through their long period of intimacy.

Her insides gripped Evan's fingers, and after he moved them a few times, she helplessly gushed fluid.

"Huk♡?! Wh-what...♡?!"

Yu-seong reacted excessively to the female pleasure he was experiencing for the first time, bucking his hips.
Though it should have been his first time feeling such pleasure, it exploded with both familiarity and intensity, making it impossible for her to regain her senses.

"A man, you say? Hmm?"

"Huk...♡!? W-wait♡! There♡"

With a squelching sound of fluid gushing out, Yu-seong climaxed several times in that short span.

Her vision blurred white as her consciousness seemed to float out of her body, radiating happiness.

What was this?
Why had she become like this from just fingers?
Such questions had no chance to linger before being swept away by the waves of pleasure.

"Higuuk♡!?"

She could surely get up and try to escape if she wanted to resist.

But her body was tightly squeezing the fingers that should have felt foreign, as if they were precious, encouraging her own climax.

And naturally, her strength drained away each time.

"Hmm."

Even without memories, Stella is still so easy.
Evan gained this insight and moved his hand faster, making Yu-seong climax several more times.

"Hogeuk♡"

The once-clean bedding was now stained with the fluid she had released.
Evan withdrew his fingers from her warm interior and looked down at the attractive female body that was still trembling from the aftereffects.

To claim to be a man with such a body.
No matter what world she came from, it was incomprehensible thinking.

"Hmm? I thought you were a man. Yet you climax so easily?"

"Higeuk, I-I am a man...!"

"...Really?"

Still not enough?
Evan nodded as he heard her voice, filled with both defiance and pleasure.

Then he lowered his head and put his mouth on her private area.

"W-wait, where are you putting your mouth..."

"......"

"W-wait...! Don't, don't...♡!"

He demonstrated the skill he had practiced on none other than Stella herself.

She couldn't even last a few seconds before gushing fluid and trembling her hips.

The stimulation felt several times more intense than fingers, and she couldn't regain her senses.
Flashes of light flickered before her eyes, and her hips shook wildly, far beyond her control.

Her body had no strength left.

Yu-seong thought as he felt this.

'This, could it be...'

"Still not enough?"

"Hak♡ haweek♡ no♡ nooo♡"

...It seemed the owner of this body.
That is, herself before losing her memories.

...Had failed to maintain her identity.
Nothing else could explain this body's sensitivity.

'Before I lost my memories, I must have been...'

An incredibly lewd pervert, for sure.

Yu-seong thought this strangely familiar thought as she trembled through yet another climax.

*

Meanwhile, inside the mindscape where they were directly observing all this:

"Hey! Damn it, let me go!! Let me out of here!!"

"Ah, ahaha! Ahahah!"

"What are you laughing at?! Put me back in that body!!"

"Ahahak, ugh, umtahak!!"

There was the original Stella, who had abandoned all pretense and was cackling with character collapse, and Stella, who was grabbing her collar and screaming.
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"Ah♡ Hnng...♡"

Yu-seong felt like he was about to completely lose his mind.
When Evan's long fingers entered him, he thought there couldn't be any greater torment than this unending pleasure he'd never experienced as a man.

From the moment this incredibly lewd man took his... private parts into his mouth, Yu-seong completely lost all ability to think clearly.

He didn't even have the strength to twitch his body.
No, perhaps it would be more accurate to say he lacked the sensation to feel it.

Because of the overwhelming happiness bursting from who-knows-where, he wouldn't even notice if drool or tears were flowing down his face.

In his gradually blurring consciousness, Yu-seong recalled something from a while back.
A conversation he'd had with a senior from the drama club during his time at arts high school.

"I suddenly got curious, have you ever thought about wanting to be a woman?"

"...What? No, I haven't?"

The drama club president had asked Yu-seong that question.
Yu-seong tilted his head with a completely bewildered expression.

"I don't have any complaints about living as a man... and even if I did, I wouldn't think about that, would I?"

"You'll be getting your military notice in a few years."

"I've never thought about it until now. Thanks for reminding me."

When Yu-seong clicked his tongue and replied, the president laughed loudly and patted his shoulders.
No matter how delicate and pretty Yu-seong looked, his body was average, so military service was unavoidable for him as a South Korean man.

Of course, that would change a few years later... but that's a story for another time.

"Why bring up women out of nowhere? To make military jokes?"

"No, listen. They say women feel several times more intense pleasure than men, right?"

"Wow, seriously..."

Yu-seong looked at the president with contempt.
Good grief, he'd wondered what she was going to say, but it turned out to be something you'd only hear on an adult YouTube channel.

"It's true! Aren't you curious?!"

"No. Not at all. I don't think it would be that different, and besides, you're a woman, so you should know."

Despite the content of their conversation, the president was actually a woman.
One who had even confessed to Yu-seong once and been rejected.

The president blushed and mumbled awkwardly.

"Well, it's kind of hard to do alone, you know..."

"I don't understand why I'm having this conversation. Can I sue you for sexual harassment?"

"Hey, hey, heeey!"

Of course, both Yu-seong and the president could have such conversations and jokes because they were extremely close.
However, regardless of his affection for the president, Yu-seong didn't really believe her words.

The topics she brought up were all like conspiracy theories circulating on internet communities for entertainment purposes.

Today's conversation topic was no different.
Claims that a woman's pleasure was dozens of times greater than a man's...

Regardless of whether it was true or not, considering the source, it wasn't particularly believable.

'Does that even make sense?'

Women feel dozens of times more than men?
Wouldn't all women faint every time they did it then?

Yu-seong shook his head.
Even the person who brought up the topic seemed uncertain, didn't she?
She claimed it was due to her lack of... skill? But who knows.

"Anyway, we don't know! Even in manga, they say things like 'if you learn about this, you can never go back'!"

"What exactly do you read in your spare time?"

Yu-seong shot back with an exasperated expression.

'How can someone who looks so normal on the outside be like this?'

The president wasn't just normal-looking—she was pretty enough to compete for top rankings at their arts high school, which was full of aspiring and active celebrities, but her inner self was quite different.

Yu-seong decided to end the conversation before it went any deeper.

"Yes, yes. If I ever become a woman, I'll let you know. Let's stop chatting and get back to practice."

"Ugh... no way..."

"And you call yourself the president..."

.
.
.

Why was that conversation from years ago coming to mind now?
It was inexplicable, but Yu-seong could decide one thing for certain.

If it was possible, and if they ever met again, he would definitely apologize to his senior.

...For dismissing what turned out to be a very credible fact.

"Stop♡ Stooop♡"

Her body was forcibly pulled from reminiscence back to reality as she climaxed once again.
Of course, what followed immediately was another absurdly intense wave of pleasure.

"You've... done something... haven't you...♡"

"Hmm?"

Yu-seong glared at Evan, barely managing to speak with a slurred tongue.
Evan showed confusion at her (what seemed to him) coquettish response.

"What did you say?"

"You... did something... to my body...!"

"Did what?"

Evan shrugged with a genuinely puzzled expression.
To Yu-seong, it couldn't have looked more detestable.

It didn't make sense.

"No matter how... haah... I'm a woman now... there's no way... I could be this pathetic down there...♡!"

"Hmm...."

Evan stopped using his tongue on her and stroked his chin thoughtfully.
Of course, he hadn't done anything to her, so he wasn't persuaded by her words.

He just found it amusing that even as she spoke, her private parts twitched expectantly and grew wetter.

Her eyes held the same expectation.
She probably didn't realize it herself, but the contracted pupils filled with fear earlier were gone, replaced now with moist, dreamy eyes.

'...Maybe this should have been the answer from the beginning?'

Evan couldn't help thinking this.
At this point, perhaps what he should have done when he first fell for her wasn't asking her on a date, but inviting her to bed.

Seeing how she completely melted from just his hand movements and a bit of tongue work, despite her memory reset, such thoughts inevitably came to mind.

'Well, that's probably not true. Things like sensitivity and affection must be imprinted on the body.'

Evan thought.
Even earlier when she was talking with others, while she acted flirtatiously with the other women, she never spoke informally to them, but she had spoken informally to him from the start.

Even if it disappeared from memory, the affection imprinted on her body itself was influencing her. That was evidence.
It was a good sign.

If he could draw out more discrepancies in her reactions, he might be able to restore her memories.

Having made this judgment, Evan spoke.

"Calling yourself pathetic for this? You'd probably react similarly just from having your stomach pressed."

"What... nonsense..."

Yu-seong retorted while panting, gradually emerging from the afterglow of climax.
No matter how abnormal her body's condition was right now, Evan's words lacked credibility.

"If you don't believe me, see for yourself."

"Hah.... Go ahead, try it."

The man before her seemed to believe he could bring a woman to climax just by stimulating her stomach.
While creative works sometimes depicted scenes of stimulating a woman's cervix to give pleasure, in Yu-seong's knowledge, these were all just fantasy.

"......"

"...Ugh."

Logically, stimulation to such areas would only cause pain, so how could it bring pleasure?

'See? Even now, all I feel is something foreign.'

The man's large, long finger pressed deeply into her smooth, soft skin that she could hardly believe was her own.
But she didn't feel much.

Just a somewhat uncomfortable heat.

"......"

"...This makes no sense."

"......"

"I'm telling... you.... Ugh."

Just an uncomfortable...

"It doesn't... make sense. Logically...."

"......"

"...Ah, wait... it hurts a little...♡"

Just...

Just........

"Oh.....♡?!"

Suddenly, the gradually building foreign sensation transformed into pleasure in an instant.

With a squelching sound, her private parts helplessly gushed fluid.
It seemed like several times more than when stimulated with fingers.

"Huh?♡ Haak♡?! Huk♡?"

Her head rang.
The pleasure that had built up small and then overflowed spread throughout her body, completely taking control from around her lower abdomen.

The feeling of small climaxes continuously stacking on top of each other.
The feeling that she might truly die drowning in pleasure.
And Yu-seong was terrified of herself for instinctively wanting more.

As if reading her mind,
Evan finally lowered his pants and took out his enormous member.

It was already an immense size to begin with, and having had no way to relieve himself since coming to the North, it looked truly ferocious.

She sensed it instinctively.
If that thing entered her, she would die.

And her body was getting incredibly wet, preparing to accept it as if crazily excited by the prospect.

"No, I can't...♡"

She instinctively felt it.
If she succumbed to that thing, she would never be able to reclaim her identity as a man that she was desperately trying to protect.

She needed to escape.
She needed to run.

".......Hm."

"Ah......♡"

Her body wouldn't move, and somehow Evan had already spread her legs wide and positioned his ferocious member at her entrance.

In a situation where just one movement would insert that weapon-like thing into her, Yu-seong finally regained her specialty—quick thinking—from the shock.

'I need to say something, anything, right now.'

Whether to buy time or propose other conditions, whatever it took.
She had to prevent that thing from entering her.

"W-wait...! Just, just a moment...."

"Do you have something to say?"

Evan replied indifferently while pressing his thing even closer to her private parts.
With each involuntary twitch of her body, the contact area increased slightly, and she felt an incredible warmth.

She might burn up completely if that entered her.
Yu-seong slowly turned her uncooperative mind to think of words that would get her out of this situation.

Evan, as if tired of waiting, placed his hands on her breasts and ravaged them.

"Ugh...♡!"

"What? If you have something to say, say it."

"W-well...."

And so, with her characteristically quick thinking, she slowly opened her mouth, having thought of some room for negotiation.

She just needed to endure this moment.
The pleasure from earlier could be dismissed as just a slightly unusual experience.

But she couldn't allow that thing touching her private parts, boasting its size, hardness, and heat.

"So....."

"......"

"Right now...."

Whether by instinct or knowledge learned before losing her memory, she knew it clearly.

If that thing entered her.

If she was pinned down by this male who seemed broader and heavier than two of her combined.

"So, right now...."

If her precious womb was repeatedly stabbed by that enormous thing.

And if she kept climaxing endlessly while trembling violently...♡

'Ah.'

She realized that these thoughts flashing through her mind weren't her own.
And simultaneously, after shaking something off, she finally spoke.

"Right now, please ravage my pussy thoroughly...♡"

"......"

Yes.
This wasn't her speaking.

It was all because of her lewd past self.

"...Alright."

"Haah...♡!"

The one who engraved this pleasure, the one who surrendered to it.

It wasn't her at all...♡

With that rationalization,
She happily accepted her master's member as it penetrated to her deepest part.

Ch.308 - EP. 9 Obsession, Crossing Paths
Chapter 308. Obsession, Misalignment

Evan was clearly not in his right mind, which was understandable.

In the past 24 hours alone, he had experienced a series of intense shocks—Stella's death, resurrection, and memory loss. His thoughts were almost entirely consumed by Stella, and he was in a state of obsession.

He couldn't accept her memory loss. Though easier to accept than her death, the memory loss still represented a tremendous loss to Evan. All the memories, experiences, and emotions they had built together had been erased in an instant—which, from a lover's perspective, wasn't much different from death.

So Evan was in a state of frenzy.

"...Huff, hah."

"Ahh♡ Hngh♡ Wait, just a little gentler...♡"

"......"

Obviously, if Evan had been in a normal state, he wouldn't have been forcefully taking a woman who had lost her memories.

Setting aside the ethical question of whether she could truly be considered the same person, even though she had miraculously survived, there was no telling what condition her body might be in.

His superhuman senses had repeatedly confirmed there were no issues, but even so, the normal Evan wouldn't have let her move a finger.

He certainly wouldn't have dreamed of thrusting himself into her tight passage with such force.

"You're, too, strong...! I keep coming♡"

"...Huff."

"...Hngh♡"

How many times had it been?
Evan felt a momentary emptiness as he poured his hot seed into her womb. It was close to a biological instinct, but it passed quickly.

Evan used his mana to harden himself again and pushed back into her womb.

"Ungh...♡"

As mentioned, it was a kind of obsession.
Though his rational judgment wasn't completely gone, Evan believed that doing this would bring back Stella's memories.

He had to believe it firmly, or he wouldn't be able to maintain his sanity.

In fact, the more he imprinted her with female instincts, the more she showed reactions that only the original Stella had shown (like unconsciously wrapping her legs around Evan's waist when reaching climax).

"Hyaah...♡"

Of course, that was Evan's perspective.
Yu-seong, who had unconsciously begged to be taken, was experiencing hours of mind-melting pleasure.

*This is bad...*

She felt something fundamental within herself shattering into pieces.

For instance, her identity built over 21 years as a male.

Or her dignity that should have prevented her from moaning beneath a man she'd just met today.

Or her confidence that she wouldn't seek this pleasure again after surrendering everything and submitting.

Simply put, she was troubled by the masochistic tendencies being drawn out from somewhere deep inside her.

More explicitly, it was clear her life would be complicated by becoming a masochistic pervert.

*No, it's not too late. I have to escape somehow.*

Each thrust that knocked against her womb like a knock on a door was imprinting this pleasure and destroying her masculinity.

Honestly, it already seemed too late, but she couldn't completely surrender to pleasure.

Just as she finished that thought—

"Open your mouth."

"Yes♡!"

At Evan's whisper in her ear, Yu-seong unconsciously responded in a coquettish voice and obeyed.

A rough, forceful tongue entered her open mouth.

Kissing a man. That should naturally be disgusting.

"Mmm...♡ Chu...♡"

Yet somehow she was experiencing the greatest pleasure and satisfaction of the day.

One thing was certain.

The man who had lost his memories—whom she thought she was using—must have surrendered and spread his legs long ago. Otherwise, such submissiveness and masochism couldn't have taken root in her body.

What? The probability that she had been like this originally?

*That's impossible.*

So naturally, this must have been rooted in this body for years, ingrained at the instinctual level.

"Mmm...♡"

She felt both disgust and excitement at herself as she climaxed lightly while swallowing Evan's saliva.

Come to think of it, the reason she felt such irresistible submission and love must be because they were deeply rooted in this body.

*How pathetic that someone who was once a man fell so completely for another man.*

"Kiss... more please...♡"

*Whatever happened, I would have resisted to the end. I wouldn't be in this situation now.*

"Chu.... Chuu.... Puha...♡"

*If I just endure this situation, I can get through it all. I'll be different from my past self.*

"Yes♡ Ah♡ So deep...♡"

*I won't fall for a man like this...♡*

She desperately shifted all responsibility to her pre-memory loss self. It was a kind of obsession.

Just as Evan forcefully maintained his belief to preserve his sanity, she too was using her own method to maintain some fragment of her identity.

It could be seen as a demonstration of her characteristic intelligence, even in this situation.

Of course, she didn't realize that her pre-memory loss self had done exactly the same thing.

Despite that, she didn't know she had completely become this man's prisoner.

No matter how fragmented her memories were...

...the same soul was still the same soul.

"Hngh......♡"

Feeling the hot seed pouring into her womb for who knows how many times, Yu-seong continued to blame her pre-memory loss self as her consciousness faded.

*

"No, this is absolutely unacceptable!!"

"Pfft, ahaha...! Ah, my lungs hurt...!"

Inside the mindscape, Stella desperately cried out to the original Stella, who was laughing uncontrollably in a complete character breakdown.

There was no way that could be the same soul as herself.

Even if it was a female soul, it only had memories of being male, yet after being taken a few times, it was enjoying itself and slandering her. There was no way such a lewd woman could share the same soul as her.

"Surely, surely there must be some error...!"

"Aha, ahahaha...!"

"Please stop laughing, I beg you...!!"

Stella showed genuine desperation, perhaps for the first time in front of the original, but the original simply couldn't stop laughing.

How long had the slander gone on?

This person who entered a pure body that had never even pleasured itself was calling her lewd—how many times?

The original Stella had always had minimal emotional fluctuations, and over a very long time, even those small fluctuations had all but disappeared.

But faced with this unexpected role reversal, she couldn't help but burst into laughter. Honestly, even a completely uninvolved third party would find this funny.

"Haha, *sniff*. *cough*. Whew...."

The original Stella finally managed to stop laughing and wiped away her tears.

She had been observing Stella's previous life—that is, Cheon Yu-seong's entire life—until Stella fell off the cliff and died, entering this place.

Because of that, her feelings of inferiority and... other emotions toward her had grown stronger, but now she had lost those feelings and could laugh tremendously.

It was truly an amusing situation.

The original finally managed to stop laughing, calmed her voice, and said:

"*Cough*, *sniff*. I'll say it again, that is your soul. When the time comes, you'll merge back into one."

"That's...?"

"It's true. Technically, the thoughts and feelings that one experiences will eventually be absorbed by you. It might be easier to think of it as watching the past."

The original Stella's words were logical. They were actually correct.

They had only achieved the normally impossible separation of two souls by borrowing the Ice Dragon's power, but they were still essentially the same soul.

When her body recovered enough to hold the other soul as well, they would necessarily merge back into the same person.

Thinking of it that way, even the suspiciously identical slander made sense. After all, it was the same person experiencing the same situation and saying the same things.

But.

"But...! Something feels wrong about this!"

"I'm sure it does. Consider it a small price to pay for dying so recklessly."

"Ugh...."

Stella was at a loss for words. It was a rare occasion for her to lose an argument.

Sensing this topic was hopeless, Stella moved on to the real issue.

"...And I'm worried about Evan too. Just looking at him, he's clearly acting this way because he believes my memories will return, but when tomorrow comes...."

Stella spoke while watching the projected image of herself and Evan lying naked.
Having shared such deep communion with Evan, her analysis was nearly perfect.

"...Indeed."

"You don't want Evan to break down like this either, right...!"

"......"

The initiative shifted from the original back to Stella once more.
The original pressed her head in thought.

Indeed, at this rate, her lord's mind would not remain intact.
Though it wasn't her fault, leaving things as they were wouldn't benefit her either.

If anything... it would be detrimental.

As the original agonized, Stella made a suggestion.

"Then, how about this? Let me go down to that body, even if just for a few minutes."

"But then your body might collapse...."

"Just for a very brief moment! I just want to leave a letter, just one letter!"

"...A letter?"

The original raised her head with an intrigued expression.
Stella seized the opportunity and pressed on.

"Yes. A letter. That should be enough for Evan to understand the situation and give him time to recover."

"That's... certainly true."

She was remarkably quick-witted in these matters.
Indeed, the original thought, if it was just for a moment...

It would put less strain on the body, prevent her lord's mental damage, and above all, stop the relationship with that fake Stella.

The original looked at Stella with fresh eyes.

"......"

"......"

Stella responded with a nod.

For the first time in a very long time, the original and Stella were in agreement.

*

The morning sunlight wasn't particularly bright in the North, but the light coming in was enough to wake someone up.

"...Mmm."

"Ah, um... you're awake...?"

The current memory-less Stella—that is, Yu-seong—raised her body, feeling stiffness and chills throughout her body.

As soon as she sat up and opened her eyes, she saw the man who had taken her until she passed out last night.

It was Evan von Isenberg, who was somehow dripping with cold sweat.

*...What's this? Is he feeling guilty now?*

That's what Yu-seong thought.
Considering how rough their relationship had been last night, it should have been an abominable thing... but.

*...Ugh.*

Somehow, Yu-seong didn't find Evan disgusting or unpleasant.

What she had experienced was essentially rape, and given that her identity was clearly male, it wouldn't be strange if she were vomiting by now.

Yet somehow she felt nothing like that, and recalling yesterday's events only made her lower abdomen feel hot.

*...No, no. I decided yesterday.*

Not to be seduced by this body's reactions and fall for that man.

*...Still, seeing him flustered unlike yesterday makes him kind of cute... No, what am I saying!*

But she was already in a state where it was difficult to feel wary of him.

There were two main reasons for this.

First, Yu-seong already had a female soul and retained the affection built during her time as Stella. After experiencing yesterday's ecstasy, she was already in a state where she couldn't rationally hate Evan.
If anything, she got wet whenever she saw his face.

And second, this concerned the fundamental state of her mind. With her memories and emotions with Evan reset, she was still in a state of severe affection deficiency.

In that state, being thoroughly taken and desired as she was yesterday, with her affection maintained, created a strange synergy.

*But of course? I'm a man. Yes. I won't forgive the man in front of me?*

Could she use this as an excuse—that is, yesterday's forceful relationship—to do something?

Such a thought suddenly came to her as she watched Evan sweating profusely and looking flustered.

*...That's right! What reason would my past self have had for contacting this man? It must be because he's incredibly strong, right? So if I use this as an excuse to create a connection, it would be greatly advantageous for my survival...*

She kept rambling on in her mind, but objectively, it was nothing more than self-objectification.

It could be seen as childish thinking, unable to acknowledge feelings for someone she was interested in.
Evan looked at her, wiping cold sweat as he opened his mouth and reached out his hand.

"Um, well, you know...."

"What, are you going to pounce on me again?"

Yu-seong said, barely holding back a smile.
Something seemed very wrong with her.
She didn't even notice this self-awareness flashing by.

And just as Yu-seong was about to say something more,
Evan slammed his head to the floor.

"I'm sorry!! You can curse me all you want! Really! I'll never touch your body again!!"

.
.
.
.

"Eh?"

*

[Evan, this is Stella. I'll just be in this state until I recover, so please don't worry. Please proceed with the plan as originally intended. I've explained everything, so I don't think there will be any problems. I'm really sorry for causing you worry.

P.S.*) The person you violated yesterday has nothing to do with me, they're a complete stranger, so you absolutely must not touch them, and we'll talk when I return—]

Ch.309 - EP. 9 Heartbreak
The morning after, Evan woke up in the early dawn with a crushing sense of regret. While the women had spent the night unable to sleep after overhearing what happened between Evan and Stella (with the exception of Caille, who had gone to bed), Evan was experiencing a severe moment of clarity.

"What have I done..." he sighed, feeling deeply troubled about taking advantage of someone who had lost her memories.

Evan, who normally had very sound moral principles even by modern standards, was horrified at himself. But then he noticed a letter on the bedside table that hadn't been there before. The handwriting was messy, with a few drops of blood on the paper. As he read through the increasingly frantic writing, his expression grew more and more distressed.

[Evan, it's me, Stella. I'll just be in this state until I recover, so don't worry. Please proceed with the plan as originally intended. I've explained everything, so there shouldn't be any problems. I'm really sorry for causing you concern.

P.S. The person you slept with yesterday is NOT me but a complete stranger. Evan, you absolutely must not touch her, and I'll see you when I return—]

The first part of the message brought relief—the Stella he knew hadn't completely disappeared from this world. But the second part made his legs give out beneath him.

"I'm screwed."

Evan's mind, which had just returned to normal after confirming Stella's safety, shattered again. He felt sick to his stomach, wanting to throw himself off a cliff or pick a fight with the Sword Saint just to end his life.

The shocking revelations hit him all at once:
- He had taken advantage of Stella who had just woken up with memory loss
- He had been extremely rough with her
- But surprise! It wasn't actually Stella but a complete stranger
- And the real Stella knew about it

Evan turned his stiff neck to look at the woman again—not Stella, but a mysterious woman he had essentially assaulted under the delusional belief that it would restore Stella's memories.

His mind raced chaotically: 'But her name was Yu-seong, wasn't it? But Stella? Different person? A man too? But when we were doing it... no?'

Evan's brain short-circuited. Even in his compromised mental state, there had been many reasons to believe "Yu-seong" was Stella—the name Stella had told him, her behaviors, her habits.

But he trusted Stella's letter more. The handwriting was identical, and the grammar and speech patterns were unmistakably Stella's.

"Ah, ugh," Evan slid down to the floor beside the bed, curling up with his hand over his mouth.

The guilt was unbearable—not just toward Stella, but even more so toward this unknown woman.

'What on earth have I done?'

And so, when Yu-seong woke up, she found Evan in this state.

"I'm sorry!! You can curse at me all you want! Really! I'll never touch your body again!!"

"Huh?"

*

Yu-seong couldn't help but be confused.
What? He's apologizing?
After what he did yesterday, he's suddenly saying sorry?

And more importantly, he'll never touch her again?

"...Huh?"

Yu-seong knew she should be happy about this—there was now a possibility of preserving what might be left of her masculinity. It was definitely something she should be glad about.

'...But I feel disappointed?'

She felt an empty tightness in her lower abdomen. Immediately after feeling this, she shook her head vigorously in denial.

'No way! No way!'

Surely it was just her lewd body reacting on its own, completely unrelated to her actual will. Definitely.

"Why, why are you suddenly acting like this? After being so rough yesterday?"

"...!!"

Evan's face contorted comically and his body twisted awkwardly. With a very uncomfortable smile, he pressed his palms together and said:

"That was... a bit of an error, you could say? I mistook you for someone else, haha!"

"...Mistook?"

"Well... I naturally thought you were my girlfriend who had lost her memories... but it seems you weren't."

What?
That was the only thought in Yu-seong's mind.

...She wasn't herself?
So the previous owner of this body wasn't her but a complete stranger?

'That makes sense!'

She was a man originally.
No matter who she might have been in the past, it made no sense that her body would be this... developed from just being with a man.

If the original owner of this body was a woman completely unrelated to her, everything made sense!

No, that wasn't right.
The previous owner of this body was definitely Cheon Yu-seong himself. But from her perspective, being denied this identity, she could only think that way. That some woman completely unrelated to her had been living happily with this Evan, and then for some reason, she had transmigrated into this body.

There was nothing problematic about this. Evan had lost his girlfriend, which was unfortunate for him, but it wasn't her fault.

Now she wouldn't have to worry about being pounced on by this man, and could go her own way. Yes, she hadn't lost anything at all.

'...Then what is this feeling!'

That's why she couldn't understand the unpleasant sensation stirring in her heart.

"Please! Don't tell the others about this...!"

If it became known that Stella wasn't Stella, not only would there be chaos among their companions, but Evan's reputation would plummet for having indiscriminately assaulted a woman who wasn't his lover.

It was something he would have to endure, but becoming a pariah in the middle of enemy territory would create many problems.

'...What is this? Why do I feel disappointed...!'

Even as Evan spoke while sweating profusely, her confusion remained unresolved.

Then, looking at Evan slowly, she opened her mouth.

"...Well then."

She still hadn't realized that what she was experiencing—having lived a life only watching romance from afar—

"Then, what will you give me to keep it secret...?"

...was the feeling of first love being rejected.

Ch.310 - EP. 9 Two, One (1)
Chapter 310. Two, One (1)

"...Can I just summarize this once?"

"By all means."

"So, we're in a place called the Iris Empire, which is being consumed by some weird religious group called the Moonlight Church, and it's about to collapse. The Moonlight Church is on the verge of starting a war with the North here, and we've come to cross the border to prevent that war. We've almost reached this place called the Sovereign State, and once we somehow stop the war there, we need to go back down to the Empire and take down the Pope of the Moonlight Church. Is that the current situation?"

"Exactly!"

Early morning.
Evan had gone quietly to wake his companions, thinking they might still be asleep, but surprisingly, Caille was the only one still sleeping.

Evan brought everyone together and explained the entire situation to Yu-seong.

"...And during this plan, I fell while trying to save this... Scarlet? And lost my memory yesterday."

"I-I'm so sorry..."

"You don't need to apologize to me."

Yu-seong was already speaking casually to the other companions as he patted Scarlet's head.

Scarlet's cheeks immediately turned pink.
She was told they looked identical, but without a mirror, it was hard to grasp.

Watching this, Erhen clicked her tongue once before calling out cheerfully.

"Stella really does have a good memory! Even though we explained everything so chaotically!"

"Well... anyway, it's not a critical situation, right?"

"That's..."

The companions exchanged awkward glances.
While Stella was practically the weakest among them except for Scarlet, her role was far from insignificant.

"The thing is, all the planning was actually done by Lady Stella..."

"Yes... we only know the surface details."

In truth, the regular companions didn't fully understand her plans.
It was understandable. She had gathered all the cards she could play and used them, and many of those were difficult to explain to others.

Things like Divinity, connected to her transmigration—she had neither the confidence nor reason to explain all of that.

"But it's fine. She's already told me most of it."

However, Stella had shared quite a lot of information with Evan alone.
Not that she had anticipated this exact situation, but she needed contingencies in case she temporarily couldn't act.

"...Stella told us to stick to the schedule and continue to the Sovereign State. She'll either return by then, or what she's explained to me should be enough."

The setup was roughly this:
Yesterday, during Evan's remarkably effective memory loss treatment, Stella's memories had briefly returned, and in that short moment, she had conveyed the contents written in the letter.

While there might be some errors in the process, it was true that Stella had said such things.
The companions nodded at Stella's relayed message.

"Well, Stella seems like someone who would prepare even for situations like this. Somehow."

"Lady Eckhart is more than capable of that."

Claire nodded in agreement with Erhen's words.
Yu-seong felt slightly intimidated.
What kind of person was the original owner of this body to earn such trust?

*Am I really allowed to take her place like this?*

Unlike other novels where the transmigration happened years before the main events, this felt like being dropped in right before the final boss battle, which made her feel a bit guilty.

Of course, it wasn't her own will, so she didn't feel particularly remorseful.

"So for now, I'll take over Stella's role. Any objections?"

"...Well, if it's you."

"If it's Evan, you'll do fine!"

"I agree."

Evan had earned deep trust as the second strongest in the group, though not quite at Stella's level.
Being Stella's lover had also given him a certain level of recognition.

"...We should hurry. If we delay any longer, war might break out before we can stop it, and we also need to save the Saintess."

Though he was truly reluctant, Evan mentioned the need to save the Saintess.
Grace nodded with a solemn expression at his words.

The Saintess's fate remained unknown.
Everyone believed she wasn't dead, and there was even doubt whether she could die at all.

But possibilities always existed.
For the sake of the Saintess who had sacrificed herself for them, they needed to accelerate their northern expedition.

"That's all. Everyone pack up, and we'll leave in about 15 minutes."

"Yay~"

With that, everyone quickly dispersed to gather their belongings.
Since they had stayed in a cabin near where Stella had fallen from the cliff, it would take quite some time to get back to their original position.

"......"

Only Evan, who had already woken up and packed, and Yu-seong, whose belongings had been packed by Evan since she didn't know what was hers, remained in the living room.

Evan, who had maintained a poker face until now, was now sweating cold from his neck.

It was half fear, half guilt.
And looking at him, Yu-seong slowly opened her mouth.

"...You seem to have quite a good reputation?"

"Y-yeah, about that."

Yu-seong recalled how everyone had accepted Evan's leadership without question.
She muttered in a very small voice.

"...For a rapist..."

"Ugh...!!"

Evan felt like ten years of his life had just been shaved off.
This time it was entirely due to guilt.

From Evan's perspective, he had brutally forced himself on someone who had no connection to his girlfriend despite her protests—making him a rapist.

Even if it was a different person (it wasn't), one might overlook it since they shared the same body, but Evan couldn't bring himself to do that.
Despite his current demeanor, Evan was originally a timid and shy boy.

Moreover.
If Yu-seong truly wasn't the Stella he knew.
...There was one more thing to doubt.

"Um, excuse me..."

"Call me Yu-seong."

"Yu-seong...? Is it also true that you're a man...?"

If that were true, Evan truly wouldn't have the will to live anymore.
The reason Evan hadn't believed the claim about being a man was because he believed this was the same person as Stella.

If it was someone else, there really was a chance they could be male.
And if so, there would be no explanation sufficient—only ritual suicide could atone for such a deed.

"Hmph. Only now you're thinking about that?"

Yu-seong snorted as she spoke.
Actually, it wouldn't be a problem if she revealed she was truly a man.

Because, despite what happened yesterday, she was clearly a male with high masculinity.
Just with slightly larger breasts attached.

And by revealing that, while that man might suffer, at least she wouldn't be seen in that way.
...Or so it should be.

"...Think whatever you want. You're just going to... force yourself on me again like yesterday anyway."

"I won't!!"

Evan jumped up and shouted.
What on earth was this unknown entity with Stella's appearance saying?

"I-I know I made a huge mistake yesterday, but what do you take me for...! I am...!"

"...You continued even when I said no."

"T-that's...!"

"You even bit my chest... and did it."

"......!! .......!!!"

Evan collapsed on the spot.
No matter how much he tried to assert his original purity, he couldn't prove it given what he had done.

"...Heh."

Somehow, Yu-seong felt a sense of satisfaction seeing Evan like this.
He was clearly a rapist who had forcibly taken her, someone she should find disgusting and frightening just by looking at him.

Yet somehow, as if a minimum threshold for likability had been forcibly set, she couldn't bring herself to hate him.

*It must be because of this body!*

Whoever the previous owner was, they must have been so promiscuous that she was now being influenced by it.
Whoever it was must have been incredibly lustful, that's for sure.

"...Ugh."

"W-what's wrong? Are you in pain somewhere...!"

"...No. It's nothing."

When Yu-seong suddenly groaned from an unknown headache, Evan rushed over in a panic to check on her.
If this was a problem caused by his forcing himself on someone ill, he truly deserved to die a hundred times over.

Evan, sweating profusely, placed his hand on Yu-seong's forehead.

"D-do you have a fever or something...!"

"D-don't come near me!"

When Evan suddenly came close, Yu-seong felt an indescribable tingling sensation and pushed him away.

From Evan's perspective, yesterday's incident might have become a trauma.

"I-I'm sorry...!"

Evan said with an extremely submissive expression.
Anyone watching would have thought it was a comedy sketch.

"Evan! We're all ready to... why do you look like that?"

"...It's nothing. Let's hurry and leave!"

Evan's humiliation was, surprisingly, only just beginning.
Evan swallowed the urge to put his hand in his mouth again and moved forward.

*

"Haha! That was such a good move. Don't you think?"

"...As much as I hate to admit it, you're right. This is checkmate."

In the mindscape connected to the outside of Stella's physical body, where the external situation was being broadcast just like always.
Like watching a movie from her previous life, one person sat watching the broadcast as usual.

The only difference from normal was that another woman who looked identical to her was sitting beside her.

The original Stella, and Stella.
They would soon have to embark on a rather long journey to fulfill the contract that began with Stella's bet.

"...I never thought you'd go so far as to claim you were a completely different person."

"Wasn't that a great idea?! Given Evan's personality, there's no way he'd touch me after hearing something like that!"

Stella marveled at her own profound wisdom as she pointed at the crackling footage.
Apparently, since Yu-seong's synchronization rate with Stella was still not high, the video quality wasn't clear.
About one minute of visibility every ten minutes.

"Haha. Evan isn't interested in anyone but me, even if they're in my body!"

"I see."

"Evan is such a devoted lover! As I said, even if it's my body, if it's someone else..."

"...Why do I feel like you're saying this to me?"

"...Hehe!"

The original Stella gave a sharp look as Stella tried to subtly convey that stealing her body would be meaningless, and Stella responded with a light smile.

The brief psychological warfare continued.
Despite currently facing a common threat, the two had never been on particularly good terms.

Moreover, according to their contract, Stella had to temporarily hand over her body to the original Stella.

But the tension was momentary, and soon the video quality returned.

"Ah, the video's back. Look! See how well my plan worked!"

-...What did you say?

-I just got injured recently, right? So... I'd like you to carry me. Is that a problem?


.
.
.
.

"That fox-like woman?!"

"That fox-like woman?!"
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"Huff...."

Yu-seong tossed aside his thick coat with a flourish.
Even so, the bitingly cold air of the North wasn't dulled in the slightest.

Yu-seong exclaimed with a trembling voice.

"Why is it so damn cold here...?"

"Ah, this would be your first time seeing this with me, Miss Stella!"

"...I think I've gotten used to it."

"Ah, me too."

The weather in the North was always cold.
The sticky snowflakes with hooks falling from the sky were the same as before, as were the spiders with half their shells made of ice and the monkey-shaped leaves.

When they first arrived, the rest of the party had been utterly miserable.
Especially Erhen and Caille, who had lived in the relatively warm regions of the Great Forest and the Kingdom year-round—they had practically wanted to die.

But humans are adaptable creatures, aren't they?
That unreasonable cold, these bizarre flora and fauna.
Surprisingly, the party had roughly adapted in the short span of less than a week.

Even Stella, physically the weakest among them, had adapted—though unfortunately, her memory had been reset.
It was essentially no different from coming here right after living in South Korea.

"...Um, how about going next to Elysee? There are more spirits gathered there, so it should be warmer...."

"Hmm...."

Seeing Yu-seong's reaction, Evan sweated profusely as he glanced at her clinging to his back.
He was originally the type who avoided even speaking with members of the opposite sex, except for Stella.

But now, due to a minor misunderstanding (disguised as slander), he was recognizing Yu-seong as a completely different person from Stella....

"What, you want me to get off?"

"P-please don't talk directly into my ear...."

Evan was currently enjoying a real-time guilt-burning event.

He swore he had never felt his heart flutter for any woman other than Stella, but when the body was Stella's and the speech patterns were similar, the situation was somewhat different.

Rationally, he felt absolutely nothing, but his shameless body was responding automatically.

Evan made the judgment that it was too dangerous to continue, in order to preserve his conscience and beliefs.
Evan was a tender-hearted young man.

[Hey. Hey, Sword Saint!]

[.......]

Evan sent a mental message to the Sword Saint.
While other people, no matter how superhuman, would tire just from climbing the mountain, the Sword Saint seemed like she could carry a hundred Stellas without breaking a sweat.

[...Hey!]

[.........Ah. You were calling. What is it?]

[What's wrong? Are you okay?]

But the Sword Saint didn't look to be in good condition.
If it had been her usual response time, she would have noticed just from the sensation of mana connecting, before Evan even spoke via mental message.

Now she barely responded after being called several times.

'...She's not doing well.'

Though it wasn't obvious because he usually focused most of his attention on Stella, Evan was actually quite perceptive.
And from what he could see, the Sword Saint's condition had been off since yesterday.

'...Is it some kind of trauma?'

The Sword Saint had a tendency to be somewhat obsessed with Stella for some reason.
When he heard what Stella had said after the spy battle, he had simply thought—

'Stella has charmed another woman!'

—and moved on, but her reactions couldn't be explained by that alone.

Even in the previous battle with the Cardinal, when Stella was injured, her complexion had rapidly deteriorated.

'...She said she would protect her.'

Evan recalled what she had said to him in passing during their training match.
That the reason she was putting so much effort into unlocking that mysterious power—the one she had only manifested once during the battle with the Saintess, who might not even truly exist—was all to protect her.

'...This isn't good.'

If that was the case, if she was blaming herself for Stella's current condition...

...that could be quite fatal.

"We need to turn sideways here!"

"Got it!"

Scarlet shouted while looking at the map.
Thanks to their capable guide, the party was gradually getting closer to the main headquarters of the Sovereign State.

There had been no further pursuit since Scarlet had been confirmed dead in reports.

In other words, they were now so close that if they stumbled, they would touch the center of the Sovereign State.

And there, the most important person was Scarlet.
And the second most important role belonged to the Sword Saint.

Evan briefly recalled Stella's words.

-Evan. When we arrive in the North, our top priority should be... establishing a system that isn't hostile to the Empire.

-Originally I was going to try to handle it somehow... but with Scarlet's existence, that's no longer necessary.

-That's why Scarlet is important. With just Scarlet and the Sword Saint's military power, we can achieve a bloodless occupation.

Stella had clearly emphasized the importance of Scarlet and the "Sword Saint."
Even setting that aside, having the team's strongest fighter in such a state was quite problematic.

From what he had observed of her so far, while her physical abilities were world-class, her mental fortitude was extremely weak.

[No, it's nothing much. If you don't mind, could you carry Stella instead of me?]

[Ah.... ...I don't think that's a good idea.]

Quite a serious condition indeed.
Evan nodded, convinced.

Even now, under normal circumstances, she would have offered to carry Stella herself without him having to ask.
But what about now?

[I-I might drop her... there are various risk factors....]

Wasn't she refusing to carry Stella while spouting such nonsense and wallowing in self-loathing?
Considering her usual behavior, this was truly unthinkable.

Even if she didn't have any particular feelings for Stella, carrying her was an enormous privilege.
As everyone knew, Stella had violently large breasts, and carrying her would naturally maximize that sensation....

"...?"

"...What's wrong? Hurry up. I'm c-cold."

"Um, maybe.......... Never mind."

Could she be deliberately pressing against his back?
Such a suspicion briefly crossed Evan's mind, but he shook his head to dismiss it.
No matter how little aversion she showed toward him compared to what he had done, surely she wouldn't go that far.
She didn't seem like the type of person who would do that to someone she'd met less than a day ago.

'My thoughts are wandering.'

Anyway, the fact that the Sword Saint, Claire, was rejecting such an opportunity meant she was experiencing significant mental distress.

Evan's dynamic visual acuity had nearly caught up to hers, with only a marginal difference.
Because of this, he knew that she occasionally stole glances at Stella's breasts as they bounced in the infinitesimal gaps between moments.

The reason he knew about these glances was because he had been caught doing something similar when their eyes met.
Stella, unable to keep up with them no matter how much she enhanced her dynamic vision, would never know this fact.

"...We should stay here for tonight. From here on... it's the King's Domain, so things will get a bit more difficult."

"Domain?"

"I'll explain in detail tomorrow. The important thing is that this isn't a place to enter in the dead of night."

At Scarlet's words, Evan nodded and converted a nearby cave into temporary lodgings.

KWAGAGAGA-!

It wasn't a complicated process.
He simply swung his sword a few times to carve out several rooms in what had been a small cave.
With Elysee's help flattening the surfaces, the cave, from Yu-seong's perspective, resembled a concept hotel from his previous life.

"...How can a person do something like that?"

"Haha."

Evan shrugged at Yu-seong's somewhat fearful voice.
Having quickly established their lodgings, they had the luxury of creating multiple rooms in the cave, allowing for separation of space.

And somehow, Yu-seong was in the same room as Evan, rubbing her large breasts against his shoulder while claiming to be cold—Evan was doing his utmost to ignore this.

'...King's Domain... I don't know exactly what that means, but I guess we're really close now.'

So he deliberately tried to think about something else.
Evan pondered Scarlet's words.

Realizing once again that the end of their northern journey was in sight, anxiety crept up on him.
The concern about the Sword Saint wouldn't leave his mind.

'Tsk... even if everything were perfect, we couldn't afford to let our guard down....'

With such weak mental fortitude.
Of course, he wasn't one to talk, having created this mess by raping a completely random (or not) person after learning that Stella had lost her memories.

'Hmm.......'

Evan sat cross-legged, shaking one leg as if tapping it, trying to think of a solution.

He had eyes that could distinguish truth from lies, but Evan had no talent for mental care.
He was fundamentally more of an introvert.

'If anything, Stella is better at that.'

She possessed some kind of magical ability that made even the most mentally unstable people grow to like her after spending a little time together.
Yes, that was Evan's personal experience.

"...Hey.... Aren't you going to sleep?"

"Huh? Oh? I have something to think about."

"Really...?"

Yu-seong interrupted Evan's thoughts.
Perhaps she was tired?

Though he had carried her all day, she was also injured, and her familiarity with the North had been reset, so it was possible, Evan thought.

Evan was about to tell her to sleep first with the most considerate expression he could muster, but.

"...Um, I'm going to sleep first, okay? I usually don't notice at all if someone touches me while I'm sleeping, but... you know you can't pounce on me... right?"

'...Lie.'

Yu-seong said something with a slightly flushed face, but in Evan's eyes, the truth of those words was completely revealed.

For reference, there wasn't a single truth in what Yu-seong had just said.

Neither that she would sleep first, nor that she wouldn't wake easily, nor that... it wouldn't be okay.

'That's not Stella?'

Evan felt the doubt he'd been harboring all day reignite.
No, even if her body had been "developed" by him... if this was a sign of attraction, wasn't it too fast?

Evan trusted Stella, but no matter how he looked at it, "Yu-seong" and Stella were too similar.
Their manner of speaking, their movements, and these... these subtle methods of seduction.

As Evan was about to groan while clutching his head,

'As if I don't have enough headaches with the Sword Saint...'

A brilliant idea occurred to him.

"...Um, Yu-seong?"

"W-why are you calling me?"

Evan grinned.
Why hadn't he thought of this method before?

There was a way to determine definitively whether this was Stella or not.

"Hey, want to try seducing a woman?"
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The labor of Evan had transformed the cave into a rather smooth temporary shelter with separate rooms. Claire sat in one of the hollows, her back against the wall. As always, her spiritual sense was spread out in all directions, vigilant for any hostile presence.

But her concentration wasn't what it usually was. Too much had happened for that.

*It's my fault.*

Claire couldn't stop thinking this, even as she maintained her spiritual sense. Among their group traveling in the North, she was the strongest fighter.

In fact, all their combined strength could barely match a Sword Saint in decent condition.

That's why Claire, the Sword Saint, should have been more careful. With such an asymmetrical power distribution, where her absence would greatly reduce their fighting capability, she should have been especially vigilant to protect Stella, who was among the weakest.

In reality, when faced with an unexpected ambush and unforeseen strategy, she had been separated from Stella and failed to save her.

Though it miraculously ended with just memory loss, at the time, Stella's death had seemed certain. Even now, looking back, that remained true.

Everyone was simply too happy that Stella was alive to mention it, but objectively speaking, there had been a ninety-nine—no, a hundred percent chance that Stella should have died.

She wasn't some superhuman, but a mage with no physical enhancements. For someone like her to fall from such a high cliff after being impaled through the abdomen and emerge without a scratch was completely impossible.

*So that means...*

It meant that without such an impossible miracle, Stella would have died because of her.

The Sword Saint, Claire, trembled at the mere thought. Why was she living now?

Wasn't it because she had been saved from a life that was no better than death—losing her comrades, losing her memories, swinging her sword only at someone else's command?

Wasn't she living to protect that salvation?

And she had nearly thrown away the life of such a person. It wasn't even the first time. Just recently in the battle with Ureon, Stella had been directly hit by his attack right in front of her, hovering between life and death.

If not for the Saintess, she might have been in danger then too.

Back then, at least she had the constraint of being unable to attack the Moonlight Church followers, but now she didn't even have that excuse.

She was strong. Yet, with all that strength, she couldn't protect the one she wanted to protect. It was all meaningless.

*Memory loss, huh.*

Honestly, while better than death, memory loss was hardly a good outcome. In some ways, it could be even crueler than death.

For someone with the same face, voice, and heart that she knew to not recognize her, to not share their memories together...

Claire sincerely felt she couldn't face Evan. Twice now, Stella had nearly lost her life right in front of her, and this time she'd even lost her memories.

She had no defense against anyone who might despise her for arrogantly declaring she would protect Stella.

"...Then she must have forgotten everything about me too."

Claire murmured softly.

Evan's attempt at treatment through (sexual) shock therapy had some effect, but there was no guarantee it would fully restore her memories.

In the worst case, Stella might never remember their shared memories.

She wouldn't remember how she had radiated killing intent and mana when they first met.

Or how Claire had suspected her of being an Academy spy and threatened her under the pretext of a duel.

Or how Claire had nearly destroyed the entire Academy grounds while under mind control, and afterward cried her eyes out in Stella's arms...

*Maybe it's better if these things are forgotten?*

...Claire briefly thought this, but they were still precious memories to her. So precious that, uncharacteristically, tears welled up at the thought of them being gone forever.

Claire didn't want to believe that the person who had so warmly given meaning to her existence was gone.

*This isn't good...*

She couldn't concentrate at all. Even now, in a foreign land, on the verge of attacking their homeland, she remained distracted. As the strongest fighter in their group, her absence would cause major problems.

If she didn't want to be a hindrance anymore, she needed to pull herself together here.

She knew that.

But even knowing it...

"...Hic..."

Claire couldn't control her mind, churning with guilt and sorrow. While her physical strength might be the greatest in the world, her mental fortitude was infinitely fragile.

And as she was sinking into self-loathing...

"...Excuse me?"

"...E-Eckhart?"

Stella—or more precisely, Yu-seong—slowly approached her. It was a night of fierce snowstorms.

*

*...What's the point of me doing this?*

Yu-seong inwardly tilted his head in confusion. After receiving Evan's mysterious directive to seduce a woman, he had asked for clarification and received only a brief explanation.

*So... this is someone the original owner of this body seduced?*

There were too many proper nouns like brainwashing, Moonlight Church, and Sword Saint for him to understand completely, but that was roughly what he gathered.

Whatever the circumstances, it was the original owner of this body who had seduced her, not himself, so he tried to refuse, but...

*Am I really going crazy?*

Perhaps it was due to Evan's somewhat forceful tone, but he found himself neither wanting nor able to refuse the request. Somehow, he only wanted to fulfill the request and make Evan happy.

*There must be something wrong with this body. Yeah. I'm a man, so I shouldn't feel this way.*

When this is over, I should ask for sex as a reward, he thought. Let's see if that sex-obsessed rapist will pounce on me then.

With such contradictions swirling in his head—contradictions he himself didn't notice—Yu-seong arrived at the space where Claire was.

As he approached, Claire seemed greatly flustered. Yu-seong greeted her in a calm tone.

"Hello?"

"Why, why are you coming to me..."

"Um, Evan? He told me to come see you."

Yu-seong explained the situation to Claire briefly, still using formal speech as it felt awkward to be casual. In fact, Claire was one of the few people the original Stella spoke informally to, so from her perspective, it was a bit strange.

"Evan... that bastard."

She was about to say he was meddling unnecessarily, but for some reason, her voice choked up.

Evan's intention was clear. He must have noticed how bad her condition was, being as perceptive as he was.

He had sent Stella to her as a form of mental care.

While she appreciated the thought, Claire wasn't in the mood to receive such care right now.

"...I'm sorry, but right now I..."

"...I heard you're the strongest person here."

Claire's resolve to refuse crumbled in about five seconds.

Stella's hand, now sitting close to her, was holding her own—something the original Stella would never have done. The original Stella had extremely conservative views on relationships between the sexes, and had drawn a line, thinking that such actions might make Claire uncomfortable despite them both being women.

But now she was Yu-seong, who had lost his memories. Although his body and soul had been thoroughly feminized, his memories were still predominantly those of his male past.

This led to a situation Evan hadn't anticipated. Yu-seong had taken the instruction to "seduce" quite literally.

As mentioned, the original Stella would never have conceived of a woman seducing another woman, but Yu-seong, who hadn't fully realized his female identity yet, was different.

"I, I..."

"...They say you're incredibly, incredibly strong."

Claire had to tense her body at Stella's gradually approaching body and face. In her current state, if she squeezed Stella's hand too hard, it might burst—that's how strong the stimulus was.

"I heard... that you tried to protect me before I lost my memories."

"Y-yes, I promised that, but I..."

Claire barely managed to speak through her stuttering words and thoughts. Whatever Evan had told her, saying such things to Claire now wasn't having a good effect.

"...I couldn't, protect you..."

"Do you think what happened to me is Claire's fault?"

"...Yes, it is."

Claire's speech had reverted to formal language. Although Yu-seong's intelligence had significantly decreased after being taken by Evan just yesterday, he hadn't been taken enough times to completely lose his mental faculties.

So Yu-seong could tell from their brief conversation:

That she placed great importance on protecting him, and felt immense guilt for failing to do so.

"...I failed to protect. My past comrades, and now... my lord."

"Do you really think so?"

"...Pardon?"

Yu-seong whispered those words and shifted position slightly to face Claire directly.

Having consumed all kinds of creative works, she was well-versed in how to handle such atmospheres.

Yu-seong moved closer, pressing their bodies together. Her large breasts prevented her from getting too close, but it was enough to set the mood.

"I... have lost my memories. So I don't know you..."

"......"

"But when I look at you, I feel incredibly safe and comfortable."

"...!!"

It was a lie.

Since entering this body, the only parts of Yu-seong that operated differently from his rational mind were his lower abdomen and... that place.

He just thought this approach would be perfect for someone like Claire.

*She's obviously blaming herself for my memory loss, so if I hint that my memories aren't completely gone and emphasize my usual feelings toward her, she'll probably feel better.*

Still misunderstanding Evan's instructions, Yu-seong was showing sincerity that had previously been reserved only for Evan.

Having spent half her life as an actor and entertainer in South Korea, she could seduce anyone if she put her mind to it.

At least, that's what she believed.

"I, um."

"I don't think these feelings came from nowhere. I'm sure I must have felt strongly this way before."

"I, I, I..."

Tears welled up in Claire's eyes. She was overwhelmed by an indescribable gratitude toward Stella, who said only the most comforting things even in her amnesiac state.

...And other emotions as well.

"I'm sure when I ended up like this, you did your best for me. You gave it your all, didn't you?"

"How did you..."

Of course, it was just a guess.

It was simple deduction—if Claire looked this devastated just seeing her face, surely she wouldn't have been negligent.

Yu-seong wiped Claire's tears with her finger. The touch was so gentle that Claire unconsciously closed her eyes.

From Claire's perspective, it felt as if her heart had moved to her throat and face.

The destructive power of Stella breaking free from her conservative sexual norms was threatening.

"...Because you're that kind of person, I believe you'll protect me next time. Right?"

"*Sob*... Yes, *sniff*, I will..."

"That's right. That's all that matters."

Yu-seong gently stroked Claire's head as she cried like a child. She was using skills she had practiced in anticipation of becoming the protagonist of a romance story, now applying them without restraint.

Claire's crying continued for quite some time. Yu-seong, feeling somehow that she needed to keep watching over her, softly embraced her and patted her back.

And someone was watching this scene.

*

Evan was eavesdropping on their conversation from a distance away from Claire's hollow. Normally, the Sword Saint would have detected him, but given her current state, he could listen in comfortably.

As he watched, Evan muttered a single sentence.

"...That really is Stella, isn't it."

After thinking for a moment, he slightly corrected his sentence and murmured again.

"...That really is Stella."

It was a moment when Evan's suspicion gained a little more certainty.
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The Sword Saint, Claire, cried for a long time in Yu-seong's arms.
She felt warmth.

The same warmth she felt on the day she was reborn.
The warmth she felt along with the yellow sunlight of that day.

And at the same time, she could be certain.
Even if she lost her memories, Stella was still Stella.
Her manner of speaking, her gestures, her pronunciation.
Even setting aside the superhuman senses that could distinguish these elements.

Just by intuition.
Or, because she was someone held dear in her heart.

She just knew.
That there was an essence that couldn't be obscured by accumulated memories.

"Sniff..."

Claire fell asleep with her face buried in her chest.

"...Hmm. Mission accomplished... I guess?"

Yu-seong couldn't be certain since he didn't know the details, but things seemed to have worked out well.
Why, in movies and dramas, don't people wake up refreshed the next day after crying themselves to sleep?

The atmosphere wasn't negative, so this probably wasn't far from Evan's mission to "seduce" her.

Yu-seong slowly laid Claire down on the sleeping bag.
Though he didn't know the circumstances...

"...In life, there are many occasions to blame yourself."

Yu-seong muttered inwardly.
As the son of a famous actress who had faced failure and criticism many times, he knew this well.

Yu-seong never simply dismissed such self-blame.
He just didn't let go of what needed to be done.

In the end, when his mother was murdered.
He did let go at that final moment of self-blame, but because of that...

"...I just don't want others to experience those feelings."

He knew well the despair of having one's existence denied by the death of a loved one.
She who had lived wishing she could die knew it well.

That distant guilt, as if one's entire future life was a punishment.

"...You may have lost your memories, but you're not dead."

Yu-seong brushed Claire's hair away from her face.

If you're not dead, there are countless possibilities.
Chances for atonement, for growth.

And I, though my personality has changed, am alive to see you.

Even if you blame yourself endlessly, I'm alive to see your tomorrow.

"...Sweet dreams."

Wouldn't things be better after a night's sleep?

A person who hadn't slept peacefully since that day whispered with a slight smile.

*

After finishing Claire's mental care...? Yu-seong left her pit with somewhat subdued feelings.

His footsteps echoed clearly inside the cave.
And there was another set of footsteps approaching him with a similar stride.

"Ah, it's you."

"...How is the Sword Saint?"

"She's sleeping well. She'll probably be fine. I definitely seduced her."

Yu-seong said confidently, giving a thumbs-up.
His low spirits somehow lifted forcibly upon seeing him.
It was a ticklish feeling, but not unpleasant.

Evan, however, sensed something wrong in those words.

No, even for Stella, this seemed a bit too deep...

"...Seduced?"

"Yeah. You told me to seduce her, right?"

...Did she really understand it that way?

Since the usual Stella never connected herself with other women in any romantic context, Evan had adjusted his thinking accordingly.

If Evan had asked the normal Stella to seduce Claire, she probably would have—

'What? Evan, really. What do you mean by seducing a woman? Oh, you mean become closer friends?'

—responded in such an obvious way.
A Stella who took things at face value was not the Stella that Evan knew.

"I don't know what your preferences are, but, well, she's definitely soft."

"Excuse me?"

"That Claire person. Her body was quite firm, probably from exercise, but the feminine parts were soft—mmph!!"

"Shut your mouth!"

Evan couldn't bear to hear more and covered Yu-seong's mouth while breaking into a cold sweat.
Though Evan often told Stella to stop seducing women when she didn't understand his words, he definitely didn't want to hear Stella seriously talking about seducing women.

And seeing such a smile on Stella's body was equally disturbing.

'Damn... is this really a different person?'

Evan rapidly turned thoughts over in his mind while restraining the struggling Yu-seong.

Just moments ago, watching Yu-seong seduce Claire, he had been almost certain she was Stella, but seeing her view women in such a sexual way caused another error.

Stella had never viewed women through a romantic lens, as if that information had never been inputted. For reference, due to her complex identity, Stella didn't view men other than Evan romantically either, but that was something he couldn't know.

"Mmph, mmph..."

"Just be quiet...!"

Evan broke into a cold sweat and began to doubt himself.
Could this really not be Stella?

Come to think of it, the one who said Yu-seong wasn't Stella was Stella herself, so doubting that seemed strange.

Perhaps he, unable to accept that he had raped an innocent person claiming to have a male soul, was psychologically defending himself by imagining this person shared Stella's soul...

"Puh, hah, w-wait..."

"...?"

"A-are you going to take me here...? If, if others are awake..."

When Yu-seong's mouth was freed, he immediately started breathing heavily with a flushed face, crossing his legs nervously as he asked.
Seeing this, Evan threw away all his stray thoughts.

'This is definitely Stella.'

Even if her memories seemed changed, her tendencies seemed changed, her personality seemed changed.

Her fundamental masochistic tendencies stemming from affection deficiency remained perfectly intact...

"Haaah..."

Evan sighed deeply, looking at Yu-seong who was wet from having his breath cut off.

*

In the cave.
Inside Evan's pit.

"Aren't you going to take me?"

"......"

"...I know your true nature despite your gentlemanly act?"

"......"

"..........W-well, I know you'll pounce on me soon when your patience runs out?"

"...Be quiet. You're so lewd."

"W-what...!"

After responding to Yu-seong's continued provocations, Evan resumed his contemplation.

'...That's definitely Stella, no matter how I look at it.'

No matter how strange his mental state had been, how could he not recognize Stella?

Besides the fact that she got excited and panted at the slightest show of force from him, there were so many instinctive elements that felt familiar.

Her breathing, speech patterns, pronunciation, gestures, and countless other factors...
While memory is certainly a major component of a person, its absence doesn't erase everything else.

If any of those things had changed even slightly, Evan, no matter how confused, would have hesitated.

Yet despite all these definitive doubts, what troubled Evan was Stella's words.

"Hey~ Don't I get some kind of reward?"

"......"

"I seduced someone like you asked... N-not that I want payment with my body or anything..."

Stella had clearly claimed that "Yu-seong" was a different person from herself.
It was written in Stella's handwriting in the letter.

But if Stella knew that Yu-seong was the same person as herself, why would she go so far as to lie about it?

"...C-coward."

That's why Evan had prostrated himself before Yu-seong without a shred of doubt.
Because he believed Stella's words that they were completely different people.

Surely, surely.
Would Stella be so jealous of her past self who lost her memories that she'd devote half of that important letter to writing about it?

'...No way. That's impossible.'

No matter how he thought about it, that didn't make sense.
If so, there must be some intention...

"...Um..."

"Alright. I've decided."

"Eek! You startled me...!"

Evan stood up abruptly.

He didn't know what Stella's intentions were.
But what was certain was that she was watching him now and knew something.

If so, there was obviously no need to lie about Yu-seong's identity when the lie would be so easily exposed.

"I won't do it."

"W-what are you saying suddenly...?"

Evan said this while shaking off the blood rushing to his lower body, as Yu-seong had subtly unbuttoned a few buttons on his chest and pressed against his arm.

Honestly, Evan had become aroused as soon as he confirmed Yu-seong=Stella, but.

"There must be some greater meaning. I'll trust Stella."

"What are you..."

"I'm saying I won't touch you. You can rest easy."

"..........!!"

Yu-seong backed away with a shocked expression.
He looked as if something important had been taken from him.

Evan decided to trust Stella.
The reason for such an obvious lie must be that she wanted him to behave in a certain way.

And that certainly wouldn't include sleeping with Yu-seong.
Evan forced himself to calm his urges as he made this resolution.

From Stella's perspective, this was a setback caused by building too much trust.

*

And so, that night.
Evan tried to chase Yu-seong away, but Yu-seong used the bizarre logic that he'd feel awkward with others and would rather sleep with his rapist, so they ended up sleeping together.

In the pit, with the spirit flames gone and only faint light from outside filtering in.

"......"

Yu-seong gazed at the deeply sleeping Evan.
A face so perfectly sculpted it made one wet just by looking—no.
An extremely handsome appearance.

Yu-seong felt deep anger looking at that face.
It was because of his firm declaration that he wouldn't touch him.

'Of course? I don't want to be violated again? I'm a man, after all? Right.'

Yu-seong thought this as he slowly climbed on top of Evan.
Unlike his own soft, pliant body, he felt Evan's large, firm physique.

"Ugh... this, this is just a test."

This was absolutely not because he wanted to be violated, but to confirm the true intentions of this smug man who acted noble after raping him.

So, this was to check if he wouldn't pounce even in this situation, not at all for his own desires.

"...Haa♡. That's all it is...♡"

And just as Yu-seong placed his hand on Evan's clothes—

"Eh..."

Yu-seong felt the world suddenly go dark, a sensation of falling, and his vision blacked out.

Then, a thud against Evan's chest and...
Consciousness shutdown.

That was Yu-seong's last memory of that night in the cave.

*

"...Mmm...?"

Yu-seong blinked awake.
He felt his cheek against a floor that was neither cold nor warm.

"I was definitely in the cave..."

Looking around, he saw a gray, empty space.
In an endless gray background with no horizon, only snow was falling.

No, that wasn't all that was there.

"...You really were about to do such a thing."

"...! Who...?"

"...Me?"

There was a sofa there.
A very, very old-looking sofa.

And on that sofa sat a woman who looked exactly like him.
With violet hair and sky-blue eyes...

"The owner of this body."

"The owner of this body."

...Two of them were sitting there.

Ch.314 - EP. 9: EP. 9: Face-to-Face
The cold sweat on Yuseong's face betrayed his anxiety as he stared at the two identical women with lavender hair. Their argument over who was the rightful owner of "this body" had been going on for some time, and he was completely bewildered.

"Excuse me...?" he finally ventured.

"...Ah."

"Ahem. This isn't the time for us to be fighting, is it? Former Stella."

"...Fine. Fake Stella."

Instantly, both women turned their piercing gazes toward him. The chill that ran down his spine was paralyzing. When they had been directing their hostility at each other, he hadn't felt it as acutely, but now that it was aimed directly at him, he'd never known such terror.

"...Is that really my past self, Stella?" the one called Stella whispered to the original.

The original grimaced at the breath in her ear but nodded in confirmation. "Yes. Can't you tell just by looking?"

"Not when you put it like that..."

Stella narrowed her eyes.

Strictly speaking, Yuseong hadn't fully established his identity as Stella yet, so he didn't look exactly like the original or the current Stella.

Even for her, such a complete transformation of identity in just two nights would be impossible by any reasonable standard.

But that didn't mean he still looked like the original Cheon Yu-seong, the man...

"...That's supposed to be me? Doesn't she look too... too sexy?"

"Yes. Finally, you admit it with your own mouth."

"Wait, that's really me?"

Stella squinted at Yuseong.

The chestnut-brown hair was definitely hers.

The lifeless, fish-like black eyes were definitely hers.

The expressionless, calculating look was definitely hers.

But beyond that, nothing about the current Yuseong resembled what she used to see in the mirror.

Enormous breasts stretching the white shirt to its limits, matched by equally robust thighs and hips.

Perhaps because Cheon Yu-seong had been a year older than Stella, this body seemed like a slightly more mature version of Stella's.

While the face was indeed her past self's—just prettier—the violently curvaceous figure created a serious cognitive dissonance.

"No way. How could losing memories make someone look like... that?"

"Don't ask me..."

The original Stella trailed off, but she deeply sympathized with Stella's reaction.

From a magical perspective, humans consist of three elements:

Body, soul, and memory.

If the body is a vessel, then the soul is the liquid inside. Memory is the additive that determines the liquid's properties.

Currently, Yuseong had lost more than half of those crucial additives. No matter how fixed the soul's form might be, humans are strongly influenced by their memories.

In other words, even if the vessel is shaped like a wine glass, if it contains water, it follows water's properties.

And Yuseong's current state was more like water in a wine glass that had somehow turned into wine.

"What... what is that supposed to mean? That's scary... Am I Jesus or something?"

"Who's that? Anyway, it means your soul's nature exerts that much influence. Even if we implanted memories of some northern barbarian tribe, you'd probably be fawning over my lord within days."

"That's impossible...!"

"You must be doubly confused."

The original Stella glanced at Yuseong, then turned back to Stella.

"...Even so, that speed is a bit much. Even after having relations, in less than two days..."

"Is that my fault?!"

"I didn't say anything."

To both the original and Stella, the tense Yuseong sitting there was undeniably female. Hadn't she been brought into this mindscape after recklessly trying to pounce on Evan in a sudden impulse?

This method might work once, but it couldn't be used repeatedly. After much deliberation, Stella and the original decided that Stella should give a warning.

"Hey, you... I mean, Yuseong?"

"...Yes."

Stella felt a strange dissonance calling her past self by name, but tried to maintain a smile as she spoke.

"Listen, Evan... the man you tried to jump... he's my boyfriend, you know?"

"You're Evan's..."

"Yes. I've built a relationship with Evan over three years and formed a... well, it's awkward to say it myself, but a 'deep' connection with him."

Stella emphasized the word "deep." Even if this was her past self, even if these were just fragments of memory that would eventually be absorbed after her body fully recovered...

She didn't want to see anyone getting cozy with Evan while she was wide awake and conscious.

"You understand what I'm saying, right? I'll let it slide this time, but please don't touch someone else's boyfriend."

"W-what! I wouldn't... I have no interest in such a man! I'm a man myself!"

"Mmhmm."

Yuseong's face turned bright red as he denied everything. Finding this deeply uncomfortable, Stella whispered to the original.

"Was I like that too? Denying the obvious and everything?"

"Perfectly identical."

Good grief.
Stella shook her head as if trying to forget her dark history, cleared her throat a few times, and continued addressing Yuseong.

"Do you know that Evan has the ability to discern people's true intentions?"

"...!!!"

Yuseong's eyes widened as his body stiffened. He seemed to be recalling what he had said to Evan.

"Um, well, that's..."

"...Evan can tell truth from lies in your words. So... yeah."

"...!!"

The revelation hit Yuseong like lightning.

All that desperate denial, all that effort to suppress his feelings, all that anxiety about someone showing him affection if his true feelings were discovered...

It had all been meaningless? He'd been exposed from the start?

"E-everything...?"

"Yes."

"Even that I... that I couldn't forget that night and fell for him while denying it...?"

"I hate to say it, but honestly, even without that ability, I think he would have known that much."

"What...?"

Stella spoke with a cold objectivity that her past self never possessed. Honestly, how could anyone miss those lustful expressions and gestures that practically screamed "I want you to take me"?

"..."

"Why are you looking at me?"

"Nothing. Nothing at all."

The original Stella held back about a hundred things she wanted to say.
Meanwhile, Yuseong trembled, perhaps from the shame of having his gender identity completely transformed in two days (though it wasn't his fault) and even falling for a man.

"He... knew everything? Even feelings I didn't know I had...?"

That's what both Stellas thought—until they saw the look in Yuseong's eyes.

"But that can't be right. There's no way I could like someone. I shouldn't... That's right. I made that promise to myself. This doesn't make sense. Yes, something must have gone wrong when I entered this body."

"Uh-oh."

Yuseong, formerly the actor Cheon Yu-seong, suffered from severe affection deprivation. Simultaneously, he believed his mother had died because of this affection deprivation, leading to a compulsion to pathologically suppress and block his own feelings.

The collision of affection deprivation and self-loathing.
In Stella's case, she had spent three years with Evan, slowly opening her heart to him, minimizing the backlash from this contradiction...

"Right. Then it's not my fault? If it's not my heart, I don't need to take responsibility. That means I can like him as much as I want, right?"

"Oh dear?"

"W-wait..."

Suddenly possessing Stella's body, being physically conditioned from the start, and transmigrating with maxed-out affection and romantic feelings—Yuseong couldn't help but experience tremendous confusion.

"...That's right. If it's not my responsibility anyway, there's no problem with being loved as much as I want...?"

"Just as I thought. Nothing involving you could possibly go smoothly."

"I apologize profusely. Shit."

Stella cursed for the first time in a long while as she watched her past self desperately exhibiting moments of severe affection deprivation.

There was no choice now.
She hadn't wanted to resort to threats...

"Hey, didn't you hear me? Evan is my lover. If you touch him again, you'll be brought back here..."

"Then I just won't tell you."

Yuseong's somewhat sinister voice sliced through the space between the two Stellas. They both strongly felt that something had gone wrong.

"...I just won't tell you. Why are you warning me like a threat..."

"...Ah."

"...I guess that won't work anymore?"

Yuseong said with an eerie smile.

"W-wait! Calm down!"

"Y-yes...! Let's talk about this...!!"

The two Stellas rushed toward Yuseong, trying to stop her radical thinking, but even the gods didn't help them. Outside, Yuseong was beginning to wake up.

"No...!"

With a pop, Yuseong vanished before Stella's hand could reach her.

Stella's hand cut through empty air.

And so, only the two of them remained in the mindscape. This summoning had already been pushing the limits, and as she had said, they couldn't use this method anymore.

The original Stella and Stella looked at each other, their nearly identical faces drained of color.

Stella grabbed the original by the collar.

"Fix my body quickly!!!"

The original felt her heart ache.

Ch.315 - EP. 9 Change
I've carefully analyzed the text and will translate it following the glossary and style guidelines.

Chapter 315. Change

In the past.
The interests of the North and the Moonlight Church aligned.
They needed a means to raise the full moon in the sky by channeling divinity to its extreme, while the Chieftain needed a common enemy to unify the North under his leadership.
After long preparation, the Chieftain was able to forcibly unite a significant number of northern tribes.

War broke out.

Millions died.

Both sides got what they wanted.

The Moonlight Church gained a moon dozens of times larger than before, a symbol of divinity.
The Chieftain gained a unified tribal federation.

The Moonlight Church, its followers, and the Chieftain were all satisfied with the outcome.

If there was anyone who wasn't satisfied...

It was, of course, the Ice Dragon, the native deity of this land.

She was furious.
She raged at the Moonlight Church and the Chieftain for daring to burrow into her land, bewitching her children, and causing millions of deaths.

The plan that had continued for decades was nearly completely derailed by a single deity's scheme.

A god was a god.
She was essentially equal to the Lord of the White Night, the main deity of the Moonlight Church, with similar divine power and intensity.

She expressed her fury with the intention of completely expelling the Chieftain and the Moonlight Church, and it nearly happened.

To subdue her, the main deity of the Moonlight Church dispatched one person to the North.

The current Pope of the Moonlight Church, 200 years later.

The monster who would soon be revered as a God Slayer.

*

"...It's warm?"

Erhen brushed the snow off her shoulders as she muttered.
She was born at the southern edge of the continent, of elven origin.
As such, she had never felt warmth in this northern environment.

Yet despite having felt cold for weeks, the temperature now felt quite warm.

"Ah, we've already reached the Domain."

"Domain?"

Scarlet, Stella's cousin, also seemed to feel the warmth as she removed her thick coat.
Her companions reacted to the word she had mentioned to Evan not long ago.

"Domain... we call it the King's Domain. If we go a little further from here, we'll reach a city that directly borders the core region of the Sovereign State."

"Domain... Does it have something to do with the weather changing as if cut by a sword?"

The Sword Saint asked, unable to adjust to the surroundings that had suddenly changed to the chilly weather of the Empire. Scarlet nodded at her words.

"That's right. Most of the North is extremely unsuitable for human habitation, but this place is different. As you can see, the area within this radius centered around the King's residence has this mild weather."

"That's suspicious..."

"Indeed. Especially the part about it being centered around the King's residence."

Claire and Elysee de Iris exchanged words.
Elysee, as the Princess of the Empire, knew how many privileges the imperial family had that citizens were unaware of.

In the Empire's case, they spent funds exceeding the operating costs of several territories to maintain pleasant weather around the Capital and Imperial Palace...

In this strange nation that could hardly be called a dictatorship, she had a strong feeling that it would be no less extreme than the Empire, if not more so.

With her magical knowledge, she knew there was no magic that could change the weather so drastically.

"Here, you won't encounter those strange creatures and plants that you weaklings are so disgusted by."

"Oh...! That's the best news I've heard...!!"

Erhen, being from a nature-friendly race that dwelled in forests, had no immunity to such grotesque flora and fauna, and breathed a sigh of relief.

"I can see a city in the distance. Is that our destination?"

"You can see it from this distance? Yes, that's Ridengrid."

"Given that there was an assassination threat, shouldn't we disguise ourselves or hide somehow?"

"Well... they probably think Stella unnie is definitely dead. If they knew she was alive, they would have come after us again."

"True. But since our faces are known, we should probably disguise ourselves somewhat."

"Yes, I think so too."

"Right."

"Yes."

"......"

"......"

Silence fell upon them as they ran out of things to discuss.
It wasn't a welcome development.
They had been desperately maintaining conversation because there was something they wanted to look away from.

Unable to bear it any longer, Scarlet looked at Evan strangely and said:

"Hey, if you have any opinion... why don't you share it?"

"Do you think that's possible for me right now?"

Scarlet, who felt significant guilt toward Evan regarding Stella's fall, spoke with a gentler tone and gaze than usual, but her words had an edge.

After all, while the others were discussing, Evan had just been sitting on a rock like a wooden statue.
The others were also giving him uncomfortable glances.

Strictly speaking, they weren't giving him the evil eye because he was just sitting there before the discussion... or anything like that.
Evan was smart but primarily their muscle, and this wasn't a complex matter that required his input.

So the important thing wasn't Evan sitting like a statue...

"Evan, are you feeling shy? Hmm♡?"

"No."

"Ahaha! Pretending not to know, how cute!"

...The problem was what was clinging to Evan.

The female members of the group—Grace, Elysee de Iris, Erhen, Claire, and Scarlet, excluding Caille who showed no particular interest—couldn't help but stare in disbelief.

Even Scarlet, who had known Stella for the shortest time, knew well that Stella was expressionless and didn't show much emotion.
So it was certain that she wasn't the type to cling to Evan with such a bright smile.

Hadn't she even lost her memories?

Just days ago, she had maintained more distance from Evan than from the others.
The day before this happened, she had asked him to carry her, but even then it hadn't felt friendly.

If anything, it had felt awkward.

Actually, that had been quite generous of her.
From the perspective of Stella who had lost her memories, wasn't Evan just a man who had slept with her without any prior relationship?
No matter if it was to recover her memories, it couldn't have been pleasant from her perspective. (Though she actually enjoyed it.)

So their relationship had only been at that level, yet why...

"Your body is so firm, it's comfortable to sit on..."

"Don't use me as a chair."

"Hmm? Evan, shall we kiss?"

Evan had essentially become an automatic response doll, and she was ignoring all his reactions while showering him with affection.

"Evan, don't push me away. You were so rough that night...♡ Chu♡."

"I'd appreciate it if you didn't put your lips on my cheek."

"Hmm? You want it on your lips? Then just say so!"

"No. That's not what I meant."

Despite Evan's cold responses, she giggled as if something was amusing.
Her cheeks were consistently flushed, and her eyes were dripping with affection for anyone to see.

"...So she hasn't recovered her memories?"

"...Even if this is her returned state, it's still problematic."

The women watched the scene with (envious) glances while whispering.

No matter how handsome Evan might be, could a person change like this in just a few days?
If she were the type to fall in love quickly, she would have shown such reactions days ago, so this felt extremely odd.

But they said her memories hadn't returned, and this was too different from Stella's usual personality.

Before this change, she had felt like Stella who had lost her memories, but now she just seemed completely infatuated with Evan.
Looking at how she interacted with others, that aspect hadn't completely disappeared, but...

That made it even more puzzling.
Why did she show such an extreme change only toward Evan?

"Evan, everyone seems busy. Should we leave so we don't disturb them?"

"No. I think it's fine."

"Come on... If we're alone, I might show you something nice...?"

"T-Then just a moment... No! I think it's better if we stay here."

The women's eyes narrowed like flounders.
No matter how they thought about it, it was impossible for a person to change like this in just a few days.

There hadn't been any significant event, just a hike in the snowy mountains.

"M-Maybe she can't forget that night..."

"Shut up! Don't insult my Stella!"

Grace tried to offer a reasonable suggestion but was immediately grabbed by the collar and stopped by Erhen.
Honestly, Grace had just thrown the comment out there.

No matter how passionate her moans had been that night, Stella wasn't the type to fall for something like that.
Erhen looked at Evan with a serious expression and said:

"...No matter how I think about it, Evan must have done something!"

"No. I didn't do anything like... What?"

Evan broke his deliberately maintained speech pattern in astonishment.
What was he supposed to have done?

He was actually the most confused one here.

"If I were a mage, maybe, but I'm a swordsman. How could I do something like that?"

"Well... you know."

"You're not even trying to be convincing!?"

"But no matter what, this is strange!!"

Erhen pointed at the woman sitting on Evan's lap in his arms, showering him with affection.
Honestly, her voice was filled more with envy than suspicion or anger that someone she admired had been subjected to something strange.

"No matter how Stella might be a bit like that, she wouldn't change this much overnight!"

"I don't know either?! I'm shocked too!"

"That's right. Evan did nothing wrong. Right?"

"Yes. I did nothing and would appreciate it if you would remove your hand from there."

Evan reverted to his previous speech pattern.
She found his reaction amusing and chuckled while playfully touching his face with her finger.
Then she turned to Erhen.

"Oh, and, um... I'd like you to get my permission first before talking to Evan!"

"Good grief."

"After all, Evan might... touch other women like he does with me! I don't mind, but you know?"

Evan felt his reputation plummeting in real-time.
Of course, from his perspective, he was completely innocent to the bone.

Evan closed his eyes tightly in frustration, recalling the day Stella suddenly changed.

*I really don't understand why this happened.*

Ch.316 - EP. 9 Declaration Of War
Chapter 315. Declaration of War

Evan had never placed his hand on his heart and done anything underhanded to win Stella's affection.
No hypnosis, no drugs, nothing of that sort.

Of course, there were minor things like exploiting her masochistic tendencies or enjoying contact when absorbing mana, but Evan believed himself innocent of any real wrongdoing.
That's why Evan felt incredibly wronged.

Without any warning, Yu-seong, who had been avoiding him, suddenly became infatuated with him, causing Evan's reputation among the female population to plummet.
(To be fair, it wasn't great to begin with due to being Stella's lover.)

He had merely been building his skills as a knight, yet now he faced the crisis of being labeled a scumbag who controlled women with magic and hypnosis.
With tears in his eyes, Evan recalled when Yu-seong first started acting strangely.

*

A few days ago, the day when Stella, who had lost her memories, began acting strange.
From Evan's perspective, it happened like this.

The previous day, after Yu-seong had tried to seduce Stella, Evan had resolved not to touch her and gone to sleep.

While Yu-seong had attempted something inappropriate and collapsed after being forcibly returned to her body... this happened while Evan was asleep, so he knew nothing about it.

And so, while Yu-seong was experiencing all sorts of things in her mindscape, Evan slept soundly.

Then when he woke up.

"......Are you awake♡?"

"......?"

Evan could immediately sense that something was wrong.

The look in Yu-seong's eyes as she gazed at him contained an intensity incomparable to the previous night.

For a moment, Evan wondered if Stella had regained her memories.
After all, the gaze itself was similar to how Stella used to look at him before losing her memories.

However, the color in her eyes now was, how to put it...
A bit darker and murkier than what Evan was familiar with.

"...You're Yu-seong, right?"

"Of course. Who else would I be?"

......She's close.
Evan felt it.

Yu-seong had always maintained at least a pretense of wariness toward him, regardless of whatever feelings she might have harbored.

She would blush and avoid him when he tried to get close, or hurl insults at him...

In any case, she had always shown some outward rejection toward him.

Not like now, staring at him from a distance so close that their faces would touch if he lowered his head even slightly.

Evan, somewhat flustered but trying not to show it, turned his head and asked:

"Why are you suddenly clinging to me like this? Are you cold?"

"Mmm. No. I just wanted to see you up close."

This is strange.
It really is strange.
Evan sensed it.

Something, something had gone terribly wrong last night.

The gaze fixed on him was far too sticky.
Like a predator that had found its prey, her eyes scanned every inch of his body.

He could hardly believe this was the same awkward woman from yesterday.
Evan thought this as he watched Yu-seong approach until she was right in front of his face.

"......Want to kiss?"

"......Something happened to you, didn't it?"

"Pff. Way to kill the mood."

When her sweetly whispered suggestion was ignored, Yu-seong heaved a deep sigh.
Then, with sky-blue eyes like Stella's, she looked directly into Evan's crimson eyes.

"Something happened... yes, something did."

"......!"

"You know, yesterday.... I met the original owner of this body."

Truth.
Evan's scarlet eyes unfailingly detected the veracity in her words.

Without realizing it, Evan grabbed Yu-seong's shoulders tightly.

"...Kyaa♡"

"Really, really!?"

"Mm-hmm. We definitely had a conversation."

Again, truth.
Evan felt his heart pounding violently as he gripped her shoulders even tighter.

"What did Stella, what did Stella say...!"

"Ouch, wait, calm down a bit."

"Ah, s-sorry. I got excited...."

Realizing he had become too eager, Evan acknowledged his mistake and removed his hands from her shoulders.
Watching him, Yu-seong inwardly smiled with displeasure.

Even with her right in front of him, that self-proclaimed girlfriend of his was still several times more important.
She really meant nothing to him at all.

Yu-seong thought carefully.
She recalled and processed every detail of the conversation between Stella and the original Stella, making it her own information.

Stella, and Yu-seong who shared her essence, both had the characteristic of becoming incredibly unintelligent when it came to matters of love.

Due to the deep-seated love deprivation in their hearts, they became extremely relaxed in front of people they liked and who showed them affection.

However, this only applied when they felt secure in their current position.
In situations like now, where they might lose their place at any moment, their minds worked with exceptional clarity.

"And.... she told me that I share the same soul as that woman."

"......!"

Truth.
Evan's eyes would certainly have judged it so.
What she had heard was, strictly speaking, a conversation between the original and Stella.
But with slight omissions, it could be made to sound like something said directly to her.

'Evan can discern the truth of statements, she said. I don't know exactly how it works, but if it only distinguishes "truth" as that woman said...'

She could use this.
If it was her.

With that thought, Yu-seong slowly opened her mouth.

"She seemed... urgent about something. That woman."

"Stella...?"

"Yes. And she... ordered me, or rather, asked me to do something."

Truth.
It would still register as such to Evan.

That Stella had forcefully demanded something of her, that she had seemed urgent.
For now, these were all technically correct statements.

"And.... what she asked was...."

"Wait...."

Yu-seong slowly moved her face closer to Evan's.
Just a little closer, and their lips would touch.

Yu-seong knew that Evan could discern the truth in words.
Based on this, she calculated how to attempt slander.

Truths favorable to her would be exaggerated.
Facts unfavorable to her would not be mentioned at all.

This ambiguous gap would create great confusion for someone who could detect lies.

'That woman didn't actually seem that desperate.'

Suppose you had plans in motion, and your lover was right there, but you completely lost control of your body.

Could such a person remain calm?

'No, there's an even more certain assumption.'

Could I remain calm?
No.

And if I couldn't, it meant she couldn't either.

'Yet compared to that, all the anxiety she showed was about me. The content of the conversation suggested that if she could just get through this moment, everything would somehow work out.'

That must mean she had a way to return to this body.

If that happened, what would become of her?

Would she disappear? Or would she merge with her and become one?

Either way, neither outcome was satisfactory for her current self.
It couldn't be helped.
She had discovered it.

She had discovered how sweet it was when this deep, dry love deprivation was filled.

It might seem too quick to call it love, but wasn't he the object of her past self's affection anyway?
Let's just skip the troublesome process, then.

"...Chu♡"

"W-wait a moment, Yu-seong?"

Evan, confused by the information Yu-seong had given him, couldn't stop her as she kissed his neck.

'What's going on? Judging by her actions, did Stella tell Yu-seong to do this? That doesn't make sense!'

'But there was no lie in her words. Is it possible she knows this and is still lying...?'

'No, setting everything else aside, there's no reason for her to suddenly become like this.'

Evan's mind was filled with confusion.
And in the gaps of his numbed reason, desire and emotions inevitably began to fill in.

"......Are you getting excited just from this♡?"

"H-hey...."

Yu-seong smiled softly as she saw Evan's manhood swelling ferociously.
Then, pressing her body against him almost like an embrace, she whispered:

"...I told you. I was asked to do this?"

"......."

"You weren't satisfied last time either, were you? Hmm? If you release everything into me now.... you won't have anything left. Right♡"

Yu-seong was not in her right mind.
Like someone who had suffered from thirst in a desert for a long time and suddenly consumed water, her long-accumulated love deprivation had been filled all at once with years of pent-up affection.

And she realized there was no need to deny it anymore.

'...Right now.'

Even his manhood, which had seemed so frightening and unpleasant the night before yesterday, she could now gladly take in.

Pouring out everything she had and feeling joy from it.
That was Yu-seong's way of loving, unlike Stella whose love deprivation had been completely resolved.

"Hmm♡? It's still early morning♡."

"......."

"I-I've already warmed up...?"

Yu-seong smiled as she guided Evan's hand between her legs.
Evan, being human, couldn't help but recall their rough lovemaking from the night before yesterday.

But somehow, with strong reason and willpower, he was able to endure it.
Evan took a deep breath and spoke in a low voice, almost like a chant:

"......Move aside."

"Hmm?"

For a moment, Yu-seong flinched as she felt her lower abdomen drop at Evan's somewhat forceful voice.
Not wanting to appear too easy just yet, Yu-seong maintained her grinning smile and tilted her head.



"...Just move aside for now."

"......Ah."


Evan knew her deficiency, similar to, no, identical to Stella's.
Because he knew.

He couldn't accept those feelings right now.
Even if it was now confirmed that she and Stella were the same being.

Yu-seong, pushed away by Evan, remained for a moment with the shadow gone from her eyes.

Soon, she blushed and said with a bright smile:

"Fine, if that's how you want it!"

Let's see how long you can resist.

Though from her perspective she had muttered this very, very quietly, Evan's superhuman ears heard it all.

Evan felt a chill run down his spine but forced himself to ignore it.

And how wrong that decision was would become apparent very soon.


......Thus began what would be known as Evan's time of tribulation.

Ch.317 - EP. 9 The Ice City
Chapter 317. Ice City

After Yuseong's awakening, Evan had to endure various torments that bordered on torture. Whether she knew about the violence of his body or not, she would cling to him closely, and sometimes deliberately guide his hand to touch her.

They say familiar tastes are the most dangerous. For Evan, the body he had explored many times became a source of great pain.

Because he knew what pleasure awaited if he just reached out his hand.
Because he knew what he could enjoy if he crossed the line just once.

But Evan endured.

He endured when Yuseong tried to seduce him by exposing one breast while preparing for bed.

He endured when she pretended to lower her pants, showing the bandages wrapped around her lower body instead of underwear.

Though it probably wasn't intentional, he even endured when she secretly pleasured herself next to him at night.

He endured, and endured, and continued to endure.

Evan was originally a person with strong patience. Though his limits seemed to have loosened a bit since his recent relationship with Stella, he had never touched her before they officially started dating.

(Times when he absorbed mana or when she seduced him with a sexy voice to come to bed don't count.)

But that was patience for things he shouldn't do.

Originally, it's several times harder for humans to refrain from things they don't need to refrain from, compared to enduring things they must endure.

Even when he wanted to find release elsewhere, Yuseong would follow him when he slept or bathed, giving him a knowing look whenever he tried something, making it impossible to do anything.

Evan had reached the point of becoming gaunt from restraint.

Again, humans feel the greatest pain when refraining from things they have no reason to refrain from.

In reality, Evan's reluctance to violate her came from some fundamental rejection within him, not from any ethical problem.

Though he called her Yuseong and she wanted to be called that, Yuseong was undeniably Stella herself.

That's why Evan felt he had reached his limit.
Perhaps that's why he was genuinely relieved they had arrived at the final city at such a good time.

Because he didn't know what might have happened if Yuseong's provocations had continued.

"...Hmph."

"...Ahem."

Perhaps it was irritation at having endured, but Yuseong's gaze toward him wasn't pleasant. From Evan's perspective, that's how it was.

Anyway, back to the present.
Evan and his companions were observing the final city bordering the Sovereign State from a distance, formulating their strategy.

Yuseong was still clinging to Evan.

Erhen opened her mouth with a serious expression.

"Evan. Is there perhaps a dark art in the Kingdom called 'hypnosis'...?"

"I didn't use it."

Evan was tired of explaining such suspicions. Of course, he too was curious about how Yuseong had suddenly become like this.

...Perhaps it was something related to Stella's past that he didn't fully know.
Evan had such a thought briefly, but decided to focus on more important matters.

"...Ahem. Anyway. If we pass through there, we'll reach the center of the Sovereign State, right?"

"Yes. More precisely, the King's residence."

The goal of this northern expedition was naturally to prevent war with the Empire.
The best way to do that was to negotiate with the head.

Whether that could actually be called a negotiation was another matter.

"From that city to the center of the Sovereign State takes about half a day."

"Considering it will be midnight when we reach that city... the timing is awkward."

"That's right. I think it would be good to stay overnight and get some maintenance done. What do you think? I need to get a new map too..."

Everyone nodded at Scarlet's words.
Although this domain was said to be a paradise compared to other northern regions, it wasn't exactly peaceful and warm.

It certainly wasn't safe enough to attempt traveling at night.

From here on, even Scarlet, who had been like a human navigator, needed to look at maps, so they had to consider the time it would take to acquire one.

While everyone was relieved at having one more day to prepare...

One person's face was turning pale.

"W-what? We're staying there overnight...?"

"Yes, that's what I said. I need to repair my bow too..."

"That's right. If we're essentially attacking the center of the Sovereign State tomorrow, afterward we'll have to head south to deal with the Pope, right? We should go over the plan once more."

"...I see."

Evan had been overlooking that aspect of the mission.
If things went well tomorrow, and Scarlet fulfilled her role according to Stella's plan...

Then this group would need to head south toward the Empire at full speed.

From that point on, it would be a timeout.
Before the Moonlight Church noticed the northern side's deviation, they needed to cross the northern border as quickly as possible and deal with the Pope.

Unlike now, it would be a game where victory could be achieved if just one person reached and dealt with the Pope.
In contrast to the days it took to get here, they planned to rush at full speed, cutting down travel time as much as possible for an all-out battle.

Therefore, there was no time to leisurely formulate strategies.
Today was essentially the last opportunity to organize all tactics before the final battle.

It was a reasonable opinion.
It was reasonable, but...

*...T-then what about me...?!*

Evan looked down at Yuseong sitting on his lap, sweating profusely.

As always, she smiled prettily, but with a certain coolness.

Evan felt cornered.
They say a cornered rat will bite a cat, but in this case, only the cat would benefit from being bitten.

Feeling like he could see his future, Evan sent a glance toward Claire.

Claire and Evan.
Among the group, they were exceptionally powerful superhumans.
In the blink of an eye, they could exchange several words through just their gazes.

Especially for these two who had trained together for days when Claire said she would unleash her hidden power.

Their gazes crossed several times in an instant.
Claire and Evan's interests generally aligned.

Of course, normally Evan tended to look at her with disdain, but in cases like this, things were a bit different.

When cornered, one must find any possible way out.
And right now, Claire was still affected by the lingering impression of Yuseong's flamboyant flirting.
In such a situation, it would be difficult for her to comfortably watch Evan and Yuseong doing such things.

Their vaguely aligned interests now perfectly matched.

"...Then after we reach the city, let's split into teams. Given our numbers, it wouldn't be good to move around in a large group."

"That sounds good! Elysee, let's go find a room!"

"...That sounds good. It seems like a good method."

"Really? Then with me..."

Evan...
Perhaps Yuseong's next words would have been that.
And before she could finish her sentence, Claire continued.

"...Evan von Isenberg. You come with me. It would be good to complete the technique."

"Ah, yes. That's important. Yes."

"......"

Yuseong looked suspiciously at Evan as he nodded, but surprisingly, she didn't say anything.

*...She's letting this slide.*

She was sympathetic toward Claire because of what happened before.

Above all, unlike Claire before she lost her memories, Yuseong had a sense of awareness.
She knew that the way she looked at Evan and the way Claire looked at her weren't that different.

Yuseong wasn't particularly wary of her.

And when everyone's attention focused on who Yuseong would choose next...

"...Then I'll go with this person."

Surprisingly, she chose Scarlet.

"M-me...?"

"Yes. Is it okay if I go with you...?"

"O-of course!"

The reason Yuseong chose her was because she matched her taste the most.

Since Yuseong was fundamentally Stella, she was most drawn to Scarlet who resembled Stella the most.

From Scarlet's perspective, she couldn't be happier.
She hadn't properly apologized to her yet.
She hoped she might have a chance to have even a small conversation with her.


After organizing the teams and formulating the strategy, the sun was already hanging low on the horizon.

In the North, it's not easy to see the sun in the sky due to thick, dense clouds, but within the domain, the sun appeared clearer and more transparent than ever.

"......"

Though Scarlet was in a good mood now, her gaze at the sun was filled with complexity.

*

Since it was the final city, included in the King's Domain and essentially the gateway to the Sovereign State's center...
Sneaking into Ridengrid wasn't easy from the start.

The entire city was surrounded by thick walls, and the only two gates were heavily guarded.
The wartime atmosphere seemed to have affected the security.

Of course, this wasn't a concern for Evan and his companions, who advanced through a hole Claire neatly created, using concealment magic.

Though Elysee's magic proficiency was lower compared to Stella, she was still quite capable with her spirit companion.

"Wow......"

The city of Ridengrid they entered had a completely different atmosphere from Simmon.
If Simmon had a dark, antique atmosphere with a brownish tone that Stella might have seen in her previous life...

This place was truly befitting of its nickname "Ice City," with everything dyed pure white.

Buildings and floors made of white stone similar to marble.
Blue flags and emblems hanging on those buildings like accent colors.
All of them were engraved with the emblem of the Sovereign State.

The buildings looked as if the snow mountains and ice they had seen throughout their journey in the North had been directly translated into architecture.

A city of white, blue, and gray.
That description fit perfectly.

"Then we'll look for a place to stay! Not sure if we'll find one given the atmosphere..."

"We'll go back outside the walls and come in properly. We can't cause a disturbance inside the walls."

"Grace and I will buy some food and water."

One by one, the companions dispersed for their respective purposes.
Though they were in a foreign land, they all possessed enough power to overcome any problems, so they didn't seem particularly tense.

Or perhaps they were forcibly relaxing and trying to enjoy some sightseeing before the events to come.

That left Scarlet and Yuseong alone.

Scarlet looked at Yuseong hesitantly.
Though her condition was strange and she kept clinging to Evan, without him present, she didn't seem much different from usual.

So the man is the problem after all.
After thinking thoughts she wouldn't voice aloud, Scarlet looked up at Yuseong and spoke.

"Um... Unnie?"

"Yes?"

"Would you... hold my hand? It would be troublesome if we got separated..."

Of course, Scarlet knew the original Stella wouldn't have agreed to this.

She was just taking a chance since she had lost her memories.

However, what Scarlet overlooked was...

"Well, why not?"

...that Yuseong had forgotten that she and Scarlet were cousins.
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The king sat quietly on his throne, gazing up at the glass ceiling above. The entire ceiling over the throne was made of thin, transparent glass—a structure that allowed the King of the North to occasionally spend minutes looking upward.

In the North, aside from technological limitations, it was impossible to have glass ceilings. Not only would they risk breaking under heavy snowfall, but the strangely cursed snowflakes that blanketed the entire North were beyond what mere glass could withstand.

Perhaps being able to view the sky from indoors was a privilege granted only to the king in this land.

The clear sky, formed from the screams of millions and the blood of dozens, was remarkably bright.

"...Have the cracks in our system been dealt with? Is that certain?" The king, resting his chin on his hand, lowered his gaze to look at the tribal chief. His view was inevitably domineering, looking down from the height of his throne. Receiving such a gaze, the chief of the Snow Mountain bowed his head in response.

"...Yes. Definitely. However, her other companions still remain..."

"I told you not to worry about them. Left alone, they can do no harm. There's no need to waste valuable resources."

The king muttered in a low voice.

The Moonlight Church seemed to be searching for these people, but there was no way for them to survive properly in the North. Even if they somehow escaped, they would never raise a blade against his throne. That was a certainty.

"Are you doubting the prophecy?"

"...No. How could I..."

"Good. It's an ability bestowed by that lizard woman who abandoned us, though she once held a divine position."

The Snow Mountain chief flinched at the words "lizard woman," but the king paid no mind.

"According to the prophecy, as long as that girl with violet-blue eyes is gone..."

Our system will never collapse. The king said this while looking up at the sky again.

Very small, weak snowflakes were gently falling toward the glass walls.

Here, everything flows slowly.

The snow falling from the sky.
The screams of thousands reaching their destination.

Naturally, the collapse of this eternal kingdom would surely be a very distant event.

After all, meat buried in ice doesn't easily rot.

*

CRASH!!!

"Wait, wait!! That's too strong!"

Evan clutched his stinging, slightly torn and bleeding hand as he shouted. Looking behind him, he saw several house-sized boulders completely pulverized by the shockwave.

"...Ah! I was thinking about something else. I apologize for not concentrating."

"...If you don't concentrate, I'll die, you know?"

Evan grumbled while wrapping a bandage around his hand. Though Evan had improved exponentially in a short time recently, there was still a significant gap between him and the Sword Saint.

If the Sword Saint made even a slight mistake with her sword at full power, Evan would be vertically butchered.

Of course, using the eye technique he had practiced with the Sword Saint might change things, but it consumed too much energy to use right now.

Evan sighed at the broken flow and sat down on a rock. They were in an open field several kilometers from the city—a place the time-detached Sword Saint and Evan had found for training.

As a result, the surroundings were in complete disarray from their sword strikes, but there were no environmental protection laws in the North, and even if there were, neither of them had any intention of following them.

"What are you thinking about that's making you so distracted?"

Evan had gone out of his way to lend her Yu-seong for mental care, so he worried if some other problem had arisen.

With the final battle approaching, this kind of distraction was quite dangerous. Evan anxiously asked her what was wrong.

"...Well."

"Don't mumble. We're past the point of hiding things from each other."

"...You're right."

When they first met during the entrance exam, they had been enemies (with only Evan fighting for his life), but after going through various incidents and recently training together continuously, they had become something like friends. Agreeing with Evan's words, the Sword Saint sighed once and spoke with a tense expression.

"...If I come to like the memory-lost Lady Eckhart as much as the previous Lady Eckhart, would that be cheating...?"

"Good grief."

Evan couldn't help but contort his face at her words.

Claire's statement contained too many contradictions—words that didn't even make logical sense.

For starters, using the term "cheating" in a relationship that wasn't even romantic was completely pointless.

"Please, listen seriously. That day in the cave, when I was embraced by the memory-lost Lady Eckhart, I felt many emotions. Things I had never felt with Lady Eckhart until then."

"No."

"But in the end, it was the original Lady Eckhart who saved me... Am I being swayed by a single night of pleasure? But that night was really..."

Evan considered punching her in the head to normalize her thinking, though it probably wouldn't hurt her anyway.

Deciding to ask what nonsense she was talking about, Evan began:

"Look, she's the same person who just lost some memories, why are you making such a distinction............"

But he stopped.

Surprisingly, there was room for profound contemplation on this subject.

If the two were essentially the same person, why was he restraining himself from taking advantage of her, knowing this?

Why was he practicing such abstinence—standing in this barren field catching the wind—when he could be with the world's most beautiful girl who emitted a seductive scent, who would let him touch her chest, massage her thighs, and even let him enter her with just a little approach?

What determines the essence of a human being? Is it memory?
If so, does memory determine everything? Are all humans with the same experiences the same person?
What is the difference between natural forgetting and artificial loss?

Simply put, what reason was there for him not to sleep with Yu-seong?

"......"

"......"

For a moment, the party's top two combatants were lost in deep thought. Just as Evan had done earlier, others might wonder why they were obsessing over something so useless, but they were serious.

Evan, feeling an increasing headache, surrendered first.

He sensed that continuing would only lead to rationalizations for him to pounce on Yu-seong.

"...Let's just train."

"...Let's do that."

The Sword Saint agreed with his opinion in a weak voice.

Originally, their purpose was to recreate the technique the Sword Saint had used in her battle with the Saintess before the final confrontation.

It wasn't right for them to be having such unproductive discussions.

"...Right. Whether she lost her memory or not, in the end, there's only one person I need to protect."

And to do that, I need to become stronger.

The Sword Saint regained her resolve and brought her mindscape to a state of calm. To recreate exactly what she had seen that day.

To find the source of that overwhelming power, like her vision that had been dyed red, so red.

And suddenly, a thought flashed through her mind. The Sword Saint slowly opened her mouth.

"...Um, Isenberg?"

"What?"

At Evan's curt response, the Sword Saint gulped. She felt she couldn't move forward without resolving this curiosity.

"You've, um, been with Lady Eckhart both before and after she lost her memory."

"Hey, 'been with' sounds a bit..."

"Did, did they feel, a little, different...?"

She wasn't exactly asking for reference, but the Sword Saint's face was as red as a virgin's as she asked.

Evan gave her a genuinely exasperated look.

"You really..."

"......"

"......"

"...Listen carefully. I'll only tell you once."

For the record, Evan always had a small desire to boast about his Stella to the cat-like women who constantly eyed her.

Strictly speaking, there was also the reason of treating the Sword Saint's mental wounds now, so there was no need to hold back.

"...So I told her. Even after saying all that, down here..."

"Kuh, uwaah...! So, th-then next..."

It was the kind of vulgar talk they could share because they had become somewhat close. Honestly, since he couldn't really disclose the actual content, 90% of it was made up.

*Is Scarlet taking good care of Yu-seong?*

He wasn't particularly worried since it was Scarlet, of all people. Even if the current Yu-seong had higher desires for women than before she lost her memory...
Scarlet was his cousin, wasn't she?

So he thought nothing would happen.

*...*

For a moment, a thought crossed his mind.

*Did I...*

Ever mention that she was my cousin?

Even if I did, would she remember?

Evan felt a sudden chill run down his spine, but decided to dismiss it with a "surely not." He couldn't bear to live if Scarlet came asking for advice on the same topic as the Sword Saint.

*

Meanwhile, Scarlet and Yu-seong were...

"The current monarchy is completely rotten! We need to reform it from the bones up!"

"That's right!!"

"...Um, Unnie?"

"Hmm."

"...We came to the wrong place, didn't we?"

The two were trapped in a confined, tight space, listening to a real-time anti-government conspiracy.

...In a way, everything Evan had worried about had happened.
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Scarlet's heart had been racing ever since Evan handed Stella over to her. Though in reality it was more like passing off a hot potato, Scarlet didn't have the capacity to understand such nuances.

She was only thinking about how to spend this precious time.

*According to their plan... this won't last long either.*

Whether due to her appearance or the fact that Stella had risked her life to protect her, Scarlet was treated almost like a comrade among the group.

It happened so naturally that neither they nor Scarlet herself noticed any awkwardness.

And according to their plan, which she heard without any filter after blending in with them...

*Those people... and Big Sis Stella will be leaving soon too.*

She didn't know exactly what they intended to do here. Though they spoke openly, their choice of words had been somewhat abstract from the beginning.

"Revolution," "regime," "usurpation," and "force."

She could understand each word individually, but Scarlet couldn't imagine how they connected.

In truth, that was normal. Scarlet didn't fully grasp the insane scale of what Stella and her companions had come here to do.

There weren't many of them, so she figured they were here for some kind of espionage in the Empire at most.

The only certainty was that her time with Stella was running short. That feeling was painfully clear.

Given the current relationship between the Empire and the North, especially with the North scraping together every available soldier on the brink of war, if they parted now, they probably wouldn't meet again for a long time.

That's why Scarlet didn't want to waste this moment. This person had saved her life in a foreign land just because they were relatives.

Even if hoping for her memories to return during her stay here was too greedy.

Still, she wanted to make the remaining memories in the North good ones.

"Um... unnie?"

"Unnie? Me?"

"Ah, yes... I used to call you that...."

"...That feels quite awkward. Well, what is it?"

Scarlet put as much charm into her tone as possible. Originally, she had been somewhat curt with Stella due to the outlandish persona she'd adopted at first, but now there was none of that.

To leave the best possible impression on the departing Stella, Scarlet was trying her hardest to be endearing.

And also to satisfy her own desires a bit.

"Well... we used to hold hands when we walked around...."

"Ah, you called me unnie. So that was our relationship."

Scarlet blushed, twirled her hair, and extended her other hand. Yu-seong, having lost his memories, didn't know exactly what relationship he had with Scarlet.

He only made assumptions based on being called "unnie" and the request to hold hands.

*How promiscuous was I before losing my memories?*

Incidentally, those assumptions were quite far from reality.

"Sure, here."

"Th-thank you...."

"If that's what we used to do, there's nothing to thank me for."

This was the first time Scarlet had held Stella's hand from her perspective. Despite their faces being nearly identical like twins, they were cousins of different ages, so there was some difference in hand size.

*Big Sis Stella's fingers are so... long....*

That's what Scarlet thought. Even though she had casually interlocked their fingers, Stella's fingers nearly covered the back of her hand.

They were definitely longer compared to her own.

*.......*

Scarlet had a thought about this newly acquired information, but suppressed it with the North's characteristically conservative values.

*Right. We're cousins? And she's my benefactor? What am I thinking?*

Scarlet shook her head. Somehow, her face felt hot. This was supposed to be the city of ice.

As Scarlet was reciting mental mantras to banish these thoughts...

"Hmm? Are you okay? Your face is red."

"Ah, uh, ah...!"

Suddenly, there was a soft, dull sensation on her head, and Scarlet nearly fainted. Stella had brushed aside her hair and pressed their foreheads together.

The subtle warmth that instantly transferred made Scarlet melt down completely.

"It's so cold here. You shouldn't catch a cold."

"Ah, uh, well...."

It was only natural that she couldn't form a proper response. Despite looking very similar to her own face that she occasionally glimpsed in mirrors or lakes, was it because the subject was different?

Scarlet felt her heart pounding and her thoughts becoming a jumbled mess.

*Aaaah! What is, those eyelashes are so long, aaaah!*

Why was she like this? If they had that kind of relationship, wouldn't this level of skinship be normal? Yu-seong was slightly puzzled but chalked it up to typical female dramatics and quickened his pace.

"Are you hungry?"

"Ah, a-a little...."

Whether she was actually hungry or not was unclear, but Scarlet answered without even knowing what she was saying.

Yu-seong could tell something was off about Scarlet, but when he'd pressed their foreheads together earlier, there hadn't been any fever.

*She's peculiar. But wait... when did I start speaking informally to her?*

That's what he thought. His default was certainly formal speech, and he seemed to have used formal speech for the first few exchanges with Scarlet.

*It's like... she feels like a younger sister?*

Yu-seong had never had a younger sibling, neither in his past life nor now, but that's how it felt. It wasn't exactly a romantic feeling, but somehow he wanted to take care of her.

Strictly speaking, the current Yu-seong couldn't feel romantic attraction toward anyone except Evan, but that was the feeling he got.

"Ah, judging by the smell, that place looks like a restaurant... right?"

"Oh, ah... yes! It's quite famous... here."

"Is that so?"

Didn't she say she was just passing through? How would she know about local restaurants?

Yu-seong, unaware that Scarlet was a local, harbored such minor doubts as he entered the restaurant.

-Sizzle!

-Another drink here....

As soon as they entered, they were greeted by the vibrant aroma of food and the warmth of fire that they had smelled outside. In contrast, the atmosphere was drab and colorless.

"Everyone seems to be in a bad mood."

"Ah.... I suppose they're all suffering from war preparations."

Scarlet looked around the restaurant with a bitter expression. True to her extensive knowledge about the North, she knew well what vitality and energy this place once had.

That's why the current gloomy space emphasized the contrast for her.

"It used to be... better than this...."

Life in the North had always been hard. Even though this was the King's Domain with relatively peaceful weather and environment compared to other places, it was still an extremely cold environment nearly uninhabitable for humans.

Hunting was always a struggle. And being the King's Domain meant it was more influenced by the king than any other city, so people worried about being dragged to the center of the Sovereign State for completely arbitrary reasons—themselves or their neighbors.

But even in such a place, laughter had bloomed. Somehow, there had been a time when people held hope that things would get better.

...But that was all in the past now.

"...Two smoked grills here."

"...Right. You seem unfamiliar. First time at this establishment?"

"...You could say that."

The two, their identities concealed by Elysee's Perception Distortion Magic, ordered food and took their seats. Yu-seong, who had become interested in the local situation, asked Scarlet, who seemed knowledgeable.

"Has it gotten worse recently?"

"...The king suddenly declared war against the Empire. Life was already hard enough to feed ourselves, but now being conscripted as soldiers makes things even worse."

"Ah...."

Yu-seong, who had nearly suffered forced conscription in his past life, let out a sigh. If that was the issue, the miserable atmosphere in the streets and shops made sense.

It wasn't a war with a clear cause, just one mechanically carried out on the king's orders—there was no patriotism or morale to be found.

"It's surprising there hasn't been a rebellion."

"...You'd die if you tried."

"I suppose so."

The fact that people still performed military service under duress meant there must be some means of strengthening royal authority. Yu-seong, who had abandoned all academic subjects for acting and was a perpetual failure at school, could understand that much.

"The Sovereign State has many... mercenary tribes under its control. For example... the Snow Mountain."

"Are they strong?"

"Incredibly strong.... They're all trained to fight a hundred Imperial elite knights at once. Whether that's actually possible, I don't know."

"...You know a lot."

"...Haha."

Scarlet laughed awkwardly. The truth was that she didn't just know about the "Snow Mountain"—she was born there and had been tortured there until she was identified as a High Priestess. But that story would only ruin the mood and wasn't necessary.

And the story of how your former self had affirmed her foolish dream of changing the North after growing up there.

She didn't feel qualified to speak of such things now.

"Ah, the food's here."

"......."

Scarlet swallowed her words with these thoughts. However, all of these emotions and acting were visible to Yu-seong, who could recognize such things better than anyone.

The meal wasn't particularly tasty. With young hunters being dragged to the Sovereign State, the quality of meat had deteriorated to tough, nearly spoiled smoked cuts.

"I'm surprised you can eat this."

"...This is considered good here."

"Oh."

Yu-seong, despite having thrown himself into this environment, was still a 21st century Earth human whose lowest food standard had been instant meals made by researchers.

It was no comparison to the quasi-medieval food of the North, which was notably poor even by medieval standards.

A sad fact from Scarlet's perspective.

As Scarlet was about to offer some defense...

"...At least it's not rotten or likely to break your teeth while chewing...?"

Something caught Scarlet's eye. And her face turned pale blue.

Scarlet felt her whole body trembling. Even in this already cold place, it felt like all the chill in the surroundings was seeping into her body.

She realized that her teeth were chattering against each other without her even noticing.

What had entered her vision were people. Mercenaries.

Children of the Snowy Mountain.

Her own people who had just been the topic of conversation.

Those who had tortured her, tried to kill her, and ultimately drove Stella to her death. Currently the worst possible opponents for Scarlet.

*......Oh.*

She needed to say something. Even with Perception Distortion Magic, they should leave the restaurant just to be safe.

For some reason, her mouth wouldn't open.

Just like when she couldn't do anything watching Stella fall that day, her body had frozen from trauma.

*I need to speak, I need to open my mouth, I need to...*

"...Let's head out now."

Stella whispered that into Scarlet's ear.

Was it because of the warm breath on her ear? Scarlet felt her frozen body loosening. And she felt human warmth on her wrist.

"Ah, okay...."

Stella grabbed Scarlet's wrist and began leading her away. Scarlet, though flustered, decided to surrender to that guidance.

Not knowing what would become of her moments later.

Ch.320 - EP. 9 Self-Reproach
"I can't believe how far we've fallen."

The leader of the Snow Mountain, the strongest man in the North.
Chieftain Igor muttered those words.

His expression wasn't particularly bright as he walked out of the king's palace with his direct subordinates.
Every wrinkle carved alongside his scars carried traces of anguish.

His sigh was filled with lamentations about his own circumstances.

Since ancient times, the Snow Mountain mercenaries had fought various battles as loyal swords to the royal family.
Whether it was the Ice Dragon or the Moonlight Church, he didn't know the exact details due to when he was born...

Nevertheless, they had taken pride in serving the king as a tribe chosen by the Ice Dragon.

But recently, their position seemed rather...

"...At this rate, we're no different from well-trained hunting dogs."

Their situation was exactly that of loyal mercenaries employed by the king.
It didn't seem to be anything more or less than that.

They were certainly the strongest military force in the North.
In terms of individual strength, the "King" who had filled his body with various elixirs and divine powers was undoubtedly stronger, but as a collective, there weren't many groups stronger than them throughout the North and the Empire.

Perhaps that was why.
The king didn't want them to be granted more authority than necessary.

What was decisive was that the royal family, which had maintained a relatively neutral attitude toward the Ice Dragon, had recently shown opposition.

For Snow Mountain, the only group in the North with proven divine blessing through their High Priestess, such an attitude was inevitably unsettling.

"...Are you certain Scarlet is dead?"

"...Yes. Since her organs were pierced, even if she didn't die instantly, treatment would have been impossible. Besides, she fell off a cliff..."

"Hmm..."

It would be fortunate if even her body remained.
Knowing that Scarlet was completely ordinary—neither superhuman, nor magician, nor anything else—the chieftain let out a deep sigh.

Scarlet.
From the chieftain's perspective, she was like a sore thumb.

As mentioned, when the royal family showed signs of hostility toward the deity, Snow Mountain tried to prove the High Priestess's usefulness somehow.
Unfortunately, the High Priestess at that time had escaped from the North to the Empire.

So they placed great expectations on Scarlet, her direct descendant, and trained her as a High Priestess... but ultimately, no power manifested in her.

Igor felt much regret about this fact, though he didn't show it.
It also felt somewhat like doing something terrible to a child who was practically his granddaughter.

Of course, what they had done to Scarlet was closer to disgusting torture than could be simply described as "something terrible" from her perspective, but they weren't the kind of people who cared that much about Scarlet.

If they had, they might have hesitated when the king ordered her disposal, rather than disposing of her without hesitation.

"Poor thing... But the timing is awkward now."

"Let's stop at a nearby place and have a meal before we go."

So that was the extent of their sentiment—just enough to create a momentary dip in mood before passing away.

However, regardless of its intensity, the fact that they weren't in a good mood was true.
Not wanting to run around the North at night, they decided to stay in a nearby town.

War was approaching.
Naturally, those who needed to claim the greatest achievements in this war needed to conserve their strength.

As a result, thanks to that decision, the protagonist of their recent conversation and her cousin would find themselves in an awkward situation, but that's another story.

*

"Um, unnie?"

"Be quiet, Scarlet. We're hiding because we don't want to be discovered, right?"

"Y-yes, but, um..."

Scarlet breathed heavily.
It wasn't her intention, but being hidden in such a narrow space made it unavoidable.
Especially since she was pressed against Cheon Yu-seong, who possessed a violently voluptuous figure visible from tens of meters away.

*What am I even doing here...*

Rewinding the events, it went like this:

They were eating not particularly delicious food at a restaurant while conversing, when at that exact moment, people from her hometown—the Snow Mountain mercenaries—barged in. Stella dragged her frozen, immobile body and fled.

After exiting through the back door of the shop and walking through a snow-white alley, they hid in an abandoned cabinet in front of what appeared to be a closed pub. That was the situation until now.

Seeing the Snow Mountain mercenaries had left Scarlet's body and mind frozen, making the current situation feel utterly surreal.

*What am I doing right now? Hiding in this narrow cabinet... Oh, she smells nice. Why were my tribespeople there? Just coincidence? Or did they know I'm alive...? Oh, her chest is so soft...*

As you can see, Scarlet's mind wasn't functioning properly right now.
Yu-seong had simply dragged her along, suddenly running and hiding.
But in the end, it wasn't a wrong judgment in that situation.

As Scarlet and Stella had directly experienced, Snow Mountain had already decided to kill her.

If they knew she was alive and came to this town where she was currently staying?

Even if it was purely coincidental that they came here, what if they recognized them despite the magic concealment?

For those highly trained Snow Mountain mercenaries, it wouldn't have been that difficult.

And if they were discovered?

This time, she would be confirmed dead without any room for error.

Despite having comrades scattered throughout the city, what about their combat strength?

Scarlet: Possessing only thin precognitive abilities and a dagger that could block a few attacks.
That's it.

Stella: Originally a top-tier magician incomparable to ordinary people, but now an ordinary person due to memory loss. Moreover, her balance and endurance were even worse due to certain physical attributes.
That's it.

If discovered, they would be sliced apart before they could even call for help.

So it wasn't a wrong judgment, but...

"Hey, this is still too—mmph."

"I said don't talk."

As Scarlet tried to argue that they didn't need to be in such a cramped space, Yu-seong simply grabbed her head and buried it in her chest.

After several days, Yu-seong was gradually figuring out how to use her enormous breasts.

"Mmph... hmm... mmph..."

"Stop squirming. You're making noise... Why are you inhaling so deeply?"

Yu-seong asked with a puzzled expression, but Scarlet could no longer hear her words.
Even through the thick winter clothes...

No, even through the somewhat thick knit sweater she was wearing after removing several layers because the shop was warm...

When pressed this close, it was impossible not to feel that overwhelming fullness, no matter how much one tried not to notice it.

Of course, Scarlet had no intention of not noticing it.

"...Are you having trouble breathing? Why are you breathing so hard..."

"Mmph! Mmph, mmph!"

It roughly meant that she wasn't having any trouble at all and was fine.
As she said, Scarlet was feeling happy right now.

When she had just encountered the mercenary group, it felt like cold ice shards were piercing her brain, but now she was trembling in a slightly different sense.

Naturally, her current feeling was tens of thousands of times better.

*Stella... unnie... black... sweater...*

That was why she was clinging to her embrace, exaggerating a bit more than usual.

People tend to cling more to pleasant things when faced with difficult situations.

Scarlet was in such a state now.
A feeling of wanting to erase the memory from just now and fill it with this situation.
Perhaps it was like a frightened child burrowing into their mother's embrace.

Though she had slightly more ulterior motives than such pure emotions.

"...Hey, who were those people earlier? They looked dangerous."

"......"

"Stop sniffing. Move back a bit and talk to me."

"Huh? No? I wasn't doing that! What are you talking about?"

Scarlet jumped in surprise, pretending innocence as she pulled her face away from her chest and waved her hands.
For reference, there was a scent of milk powder.

"Besides, you said to be quiet..."

"I think it's safe enough now. But we should still stay a bit longer, so tell me. Who were those people earlier?"

"...That's..."

In truth, Scarlet didn't particularly want to bring up this topic.

Although they were essentially strangers to her now—having tortured her since childhood and even attempting to kill her—they were still family.

Yes, family that had once killed her cousin who was right in front of her.

The very fact that she was here with her memory-lost cousin was a testament to their sins—and her own.

So out of decency, she didn't want to bring it up to the person directly involved, but...

"What is it? Tell me, hmm?"

"I-I'll tell you!"

When Yu-seong pressed her body closer with a curious expression, Scarlet couldn't maintain silence for even a second, as if she were being tortured.

Scarlet tried to calm her excitement and slowly opened her mouth.

"...Remember when I talked about those mercenaries?"

"That Snow Mountain place?"

"Not just a place, but Snow Mountain itself. A terrifying mercenary group. So..."

"Really? But why..."

Why was she making such an expression?
Yu-seong slowly whispered into Scarlet's ear.
Scarlet flinched slightly at the sensation, but Yu-seong's expression remained unchanged.
She simply continued speaking in a gentle voice.

"Did I ever mention that I used to act? So I can generally tell from expressions."

"......"

"Fear? Yes, there was some of that... but what I saw was closer to hatred and longing."

She'd been caught.
Scarlet had intended to simply explain them as dangerous mercenaries who threatened her and move on, but that was impossible in front of Yu-seong.

But somehow, it didn't feel bad.
Scarlet lowered her head and smiled faintly.

"...You caught me."

"What do you mean 'caught'? So what's the real relationship?"

"...They're family. They're also the ones who tortured me when I was young, and..."

"...And?"

"...They're also the ones who put unnie in her current state."

The story of memory loss.
In the meantime, Yu-seong had heard roughly how she ended up like this.

It seemed she had survived through quite a horrific method, making memory loss almost fortunate by comparison...

"...More precisely, it could have been avoided, but it happened. Because of me."

"Because of you?"

"They were originally trying to kill me. But unnie..."

Recalling that time, she felt something hot rising in her throat.
Scarlet unintentionally paused for a moment, then slowly continued.

"Unnie took the hit instead of me."

"Those guys are really stupid."

Mistaking the person they wanted to kill.
Yu-seong said this because she didn't know that she and Scarlet looked identical.

Then she slowly examined Scarlet's expression.

Guilt. Self-blame. Regret.

She was clearly the typical person who blamed herself and suffered for it.
If someone else ended up like this because of her, it would be understandable, but...

*That makes me feel a bit sad.*

Thanks to—or perhaps because of—that incident, she existed now.
And she had even fallen in love with an amazing person.

Yu-seong placed her hand on Scarlet's head.

"...It's not your fault..."

"......"

"Saying this probably doesn't really resonate with you, does it?"

Scarlet kept her head down without answering.
Yu-seong looked at her and chuckled before continuing.

"I understand. I've heard it a lot. 'It's not your fault. That person is the bad one...'"

Yu-seong closed her eyes, recalling the past.

These were words she had heard countless times from people around her after her mother was killed by her father.

It's not your fault.
It wasn't something you could have prevented.
You don't need to feel guilty...

"None of those words ever resonated with me. Regardless of how sincere they were."

"That's..."

"I've never said this to anyone before, but I was worse than you. It was easier to blame everything on myself. It was more comfortable to carry the guilt than to put down the emotional burden."

It was a past she had never shared with anyone.
After all, she had cut off all relationships and lived alone in a shabby apartment after experiencing that incident.

Because of that...

She had something she could say to Scarlet.

"I thought about it. Why didn't those words resonate? Why was I more comfortable carrying that guilt?"

"That's..."

"The answer is obvious. Because those words didn't come from the person directly involved."

She had comfort to offer.

"But I can do it. I'm fine. If the memory-lost me is okay with it, I forgive you."

"...!"

"So, next time you meet those guys, give them a good hit like you want to."

She had motivation to give.

Just as she had felt when talking with Claire before, as long as one didn't die...
As long as one didn't die, there was always a way forward.

Since she hadn't directly experienced the incident, taking on someone else's insignificant guilt was no big deal to her.

"...I'll do that. Definitely."

"That's right."

Yu-seong smiled and ruffled her hair.

It really felt like having a younger sister.
Though it was a bit concerning how she kept staring at her chest.

"...Thank you."

"What?"

"...Nothing. It's nothing."

Though Yu-seong didn't know it, Scarlet had achieved her original goal for today.
That is, to seek forgiveness from her.

She couldn't wash away all the guilt, the helplessness, and the weakness she had felt then. But still.

As Yu-seong said, she could at least gather the courage to give them a good hit if she saw them again.

"Well, if that's the case. Anyway, let's go out now—"

BANG!!!

Just as Yu-seong was about to suggest leaving, it happened.
With a sound like something was about to break, someone seemed to be entering the closed pub behind them.

"We can't live like this anymore!!"

"It's time to settle this once and for all!!"

"Those bastards! Getting so cocky because Snow Mountain has their backs!!"

Both Yu-seong and Claire pressed their lips shut.
And they both thought almost simultaneously:

*We came to the wrong place.*

Ch.321 - EP. 9 Justification
The people of the North had always suffered, caught between various competing interests. Their land was already harsh for farming and hunting.

When the Ice Dragon left, the environment worsened tenfold, causing deaths and injuries to skyrocket even among those who simply stayed put.

Into this already brutal and barren environment came the monarchy. People believed this newly established royal government would solve their disaster-like situation.

Of course, they didn't know the monarchy was actually responsible for their disaster...

The results were, predictably, devastating.

The monarchy never truly treated the citizens as citizens. They were merely useless human resources.

Only occasionally, when war broke out or major storms hit, would they forcibly conscript people for labor—nothing more, nothing less.

Naturally, countless people died each time, and discontent toward the monarchy soared.

Yet no rebellion occurred, thanks to powerful mercenary groups led by the Snow Mountain clan.

Simply put, anyone who showed the slightest resistance would have their heads cut off by mercenaries hundreds of times stronger than themselves. In such a harsh environment, military training was out of the question—they were lucky if they had farming tools to use as weapons.

Unvented grievances accumulated steadily.

And now, that accumulated anger was about to explode.

The decisive factor was the declaration of war against the Empire.

As mentioned, sending people who had never received military training or even properly held weapons into war was essentially using them as meat shields.

The plan was clearly to use them as shields while the trained mercenary units did the actual fighting, with no regard for their lives.

Faced with such an obvious scheme, the common people across the nation finally rose up.

If they were dragged into war, they would certainly be crushed by the well-trained Imperial forces.

If they were going to die anyway, they decided it would be better to die on their homeland. Under this reasoning, thousands of rebels gathered in the city.

And today, as leaders from each city assembled...

Right in the middle of this gathering place...

"The current monarchy is completely rotten. We need reform from the ground up!"

"That's right!!"

"...Um, Unnie?"

"Hmm."

"...I think we came to the wrong place?"

"It seems that way."

Two girls who looked like twins to outside observers were eavesdropping.

*

Yu-seong and Scarlet were dumbfounded.
How could they have known that the building they'd randomly hidden in would be the planning site for the rebel resistance?

They were sweating profusely while hiding inside a cabinet.
If the atmosphere had been somewhat peaceful, they might have laughed it off and left, saying they'd entered by mistake, but this was clearly not that kind of situation.

"Those bastards!! Do they think they can just use and discard us like dogs?!"

"I heard they even tried to assassinate the High Priestess recently."

"Turning against the gods in this country? This regime deserves to be overthrown hundreds of times over!!"

Neither Yu-seong nor Scarlet had ever witnessed such a scene in their lives, but they understood that being discovered now would lead to very unpleasant consequences.

Yu-seong had seen such scenes quite frequently in movies.
Scenes of oppressed people gathering to discuss their situation appeared in both domestic and foreign films.

Though Yu-seong had only fragmentary knowledge about this place, that actually allowed her to judge the situation more clearly.

*This place must have been festering for a very long time.*

Indeed it had.
No matter how much hatred had accumulated toward the country, if it had been at a moderate level, it wouldn't have been possible for thousands of rebels to openly gather in the city.

In reality, almost everyone except for the few anti-Ice Dragon factions and those belonging to mercenary groups directly under the monarchy either supported or silently approved of the rebellion.

*...So that's why.*

The reason the cabin where she first met Scarlet and most villages they passed through during their journey in the North were empty.
It was because rebels were gathering from across the country, staking everything on this final stand.

Scarlet finally realized it.
Villages where people had disappeared without a trace.
It must have been for a situation like this.

If they had remained in their villages, they would certainly have been conscripted for the war against the Empire or executed for refusing.

*The nation's anger... has come to this.*

Scarlet felt her heart pounding.
It was clearly due to fear, but that wasn't all.

She had a dream.

A dream to change this place where she had suffered her entire life.
When she alone held this dream, it seemed utterly absurd and nothing more than a fantasy.

But that dream, which Stella had acknowledged and elevated...

Was now unfolding before her eyes in a potentially achievable form.
This realization made Scarlet's heart race.

"...We can't take too long. For some reason, they who use the Ice Dragon's divinity will soon discover us."

"Right. At the latest this week. If possible, we should strike the Main Castle tomorrow."

Objectively speaking, they would all die.
Scarlet knew this fact very clearly.

Having spent almost her entire life in the Snow Mountain, she knew better than anyone how the tribal warriors trained and what kind of strength they possessed.

They were worth a hundred men each.
A hundred men each, using the Empire's elite knights as the standard.

Though she wasn't sure how accurate that figure was, these rebels with their old iron swords and farming tools were no match for them.

How many had gathered?
A few thousand? Tens of thousands?

No matter how many, they would perish like flies without inflicting any meaningful losses on the mercenaries or the monarchy.

Despite knowing this...

"...!"

Scarlet couldn't control her racing heart.

Because it was the first time.
The first time in this vast land of ice that she had seen someone other than herself trying to change something.

And not just one person, but so many people.

*...I want to help them.*
Scarlet muttered, gripping whatever was in her hand tightly.
As mentioned, Scarlet didn't know exactly why Stella and Evan's group had come here.
She only thought they had been dispatched to handle some kind of intelligence matter.

But Scarlet was so excited that she was considering asking these people for help, despite her limited understanding of their mission.

"...Scarlet. There, um. I'd prefer if you didn't grip that so tightly."

"...Ahhh! S-sorry...!"

Suddenly shifting to a different kind of excitement, Scarlet hastily removed her hand.
Unlike before, it wasn't intentional—she had been so excited that she had grabbed the largest thing within reach.

And then Scarlet inhaled sharply.
She had forgotten they were hiding.

Though she hadn't spoken loudly, anyone listening carefully would certainly have heard her.

"...Even if we drive out the monarchy, we lack legitimacy."

"...True. We've used opposition to the Ice Dragon as our justification, but it's not as if we have her blessing..."

Fortunately, they seemed too engrossed in their discussion to notice.

The conversation was quite interesting.
The rebels knew that even if their rebellion succeeded, they lacked legitimacy.

While the war with the Empire was a major reason for their gathering, the exploitation of citizens was nothing new. The decisive cause was the monarchy's choice to turn against their god.

In other words, despite abandoning them, the betrayal of the Ice Dragon, their deity, was the core issue.

But while they had no emblem of the Ice Dragon, the other side had the High Priestess, a clear representative of the deity.

Though rumors of her assassination circulated and her exact status was unknown, as long as the situation remained uncertain, legitimacy rested with the other side.

*So this is how problems arise in a world where gods exist...*

Yu-seong observed the outside reactions while adjusting her clothes.
They had become slightly wrinkled from being gripped too tightly.

Then she slowly opened her mouth, whispering into Scarlet's ear to minimize the sound.

"...When can we get out of here?"

"Eek, um... j-just a moment, please."

Scarlet shuddered at the low tone of voice and unconsciously responded formally, then activated her precognitive ability after a long time.

Somehow, since Stella fell from the cliff, her ability had become incredibly unstable compared to before, so she hadn't been using it. But now, it felt like it might work.

*...Hah.*

Scarlet looked into the future.

When would be the safest time for them to leave?
Though it had been a while since she last used this sense, she seemed somewhat more proficient now.

She was a High Priestess.
Currently a fugitive from her tribe, but still a representative of the deity.

"...3"

"...Three hours? That long..."

"2... 1...."

"...Wait a minute."

That was the time she calculated.
Exactly after a count of 3 seconds, a series of loud noises erupted.

*CRASH!*

"...To our cause!! Cheers!!"

With dozens of people toasting simultaneously, the sound of them opening the cabinet and rushing out was completely drowned out.

Scarlet and Yu-seong ran through the cold streets, breathing heavily.
How long had they been running?
The sky had already turned a dark blue mixed with darkness.

"...Hah, haaah...!"

"...Whew. Huff."

Having run almost to their limits, they caught their breath roughly.

Yu-seong asked while gasping for air:

"...Huff, how did you know the timing?"

"...I'm, huff, what those people were talking about, whew... the High Priestess."

Scarlet, no longer wanting to hide anything from her, told Yu-seong.

And at that moment.

In Yu-seong's mind, the pieces came together—their mission details she'd overheard over the past few days, the information, and what Scarlet had just told her.

"...I see."

Now she could understand Stella's intentions.
Why she had tried to save this child even at the risk of memory loss.

"...I definitely don't need to feel guilty about this."

"...Huh? What, that tickles..."

Yu-seong said with a smile as she tousled Scarlet's hair.
At first, Scarlet tried to pull away, saying it tickled, but soon she purred and surrendered to the touch.

The caress of an older woman had such magic...

Just as Scarlet was about to enjoy this happy moment.

"Oh? Scarlet? ...Yu-seong too? What are you doing here?"

"...Ah."

"Evan?"

Evan, slightly sweaty and panting after finishing training with Claire, encountered them.
Claire had stayed behind to continue her own training.

And as soon as she saw Evan, Yu-seong immediately jumped into his arms.

"...Evan!"

"Uh, what?"

With a large, soft object suddenly pressing against him, Evan's rational thought processes shut down despite his intellect.

The woman purring like a cat in his arms was still a powerful stimulus.

"I found out something really important. Hmm?"

"R-really? That's great..."

"How about petting me as a reward? That's fine, right?"

"Well, um..."

As Evan was once again caught up in Yu-seong's pace and sweating profusely, he noticed something and his expression became even more bewildered.

"...Why are you looking at me like that?"

"...No reason."

...Scarlet was staring at Evan as if he were her mortal enemy who had taken everything from her.

Night was falling in the North.

Ch.322 - EP. 9 Transition
The night approached stealthily in the North.
Due to clouds as thick as dense fog, day and night in the North were always divided by a blurry boundary, but this place was the King's Domain.

Stars twinkled above in the sky, the only clear one in the North.

"...Winter will be here soon."

Looking up at that clear sky, someone from the rebel forces muttered.
Winter did exist in the North.
All four seasons were already far colder than the dictionary definition of winter, but there was still a particularly cold season among them.

"...Many will die. When winter comes."

Another rebel murmured beside him, also gazing up at the starry sky.

Their future resembled the sky they were looking at now.
Bitingly cold, but equally transparent.

Whether war broke out or not.
The common folk had already lost too many people. Most able-bodied young men who hadn't been drafted into the army were now part of these rebel forces.

When winter arrived this year, many would surely die from hunger and cold, with no firewood or game to hunt.

These were people who had gathered knowing this.
If this first and final charge failed, there would certainly be no future here.
At least not for them.

One person knelt on the snow-covered ground.
Gently touching the freezing snow, he quietly spoke.

"...Has our god truly abandoned us?"

"...She must be angry. She must be angry with us."

An elderly person said.
After all, they had been driven to this state because of the Ice Dragon who had forsaken this place.

At least, that's what was known.

The North, originally just a moderately cold northern region.
This place, which wasn't originally so malevolent toward all living things, had changed to its current state after the god withdrew her hand.

But the people of the North didn't resent her.
Rather, one of the biggest reasons for the rebellion was that the monarchy had abandoned her.

They loved their god.

*

Gray emptiness.
The mindscape world.

Stella and the Original sat on a sofa with dejected expressions.

"...So this is how it turned out."

"......"

Originally, they had been full of energy (or rather, fighting intensely) when summoning Yu-seong here, but after seeing Yu-seong completely corrupted and clinging to Evan in an unspeakably lewd manner, they were utterly dispirited.

After a while of silence, the Original turned to Stella and spoke.

"I'm genuinely curious, did you really not expect this? It's your own self, after all."

"Come on. How was I supposed to know? I'm not a psychologist."

"I don't think it was... that hard to predict."

The Original muttered.
With Stella's permission, she had viewed all of her memories from when she was Cheon Yu-seong.

Her childhood, her time as a child actor, after her mother's death, and the entire three-year journey after entering her body.

"What? Stella, do you know me better than I know myself?"

"...Perhaps I do, now that I think about it."

The Original said sincerely.
In fact, it wasn't completely impossible.

Unless suffering from a specific syndrome, it's rare for a person to remember their entire life completely.

It's natural to gradually forget things as time passes.

In contrast, Stella had thoroughly reviewed all of her memories from the beginning.

As people live, they forget the origins of their behaviors and tendencies, losing track of causality.

So it really was possible that the Original Stella understood her character better than Stella herself did.

From what she had seen, Stella's emotional deprivation was extremely severe, and she had deliberately suppressed it, making it even worse.

'Honestly, it's unbelievable.'

Original Stella wondered if she herself could have maintained such solitude in the same situation.

It wasn't due to circumstances, but despite already being a promising rising actor, she had isolated herself solely due to guilt.

It was a judgment and behavior impossible to attribute to someone starved for affection.
It would be impossible with normal mental strength.
Even the Original herself wasn't confident she could maintain such solitude until death in that situation.

"...You have severe emotional deprivation. Meanwhile, someone you love tremendously appears regardless of your will, and that person even pounces on you..."

"......"

"Realistically, could you have resisted?"

I think it's a miracle you held out this long.
The Original muttered.

Stella thought so too.
The fact that it took her three years to fall for Evan was mostly due to her past life identity and the anxiety that getting involved with him would lead to death.

If she had been a woman in her past life too, and there had been no such information in the original work?

Stella thought, without joking, that she wouldn't have lasted even a few months.

A handsome, physically fit, fun, and extremely kind person of the opposite sex.
As the Original said, it would be stranger not to fall for him.

'Moreover, she inherited my feelings for him...'

Honestly, both thought it was already impressive that she hadn't surrendered to Evan after being taken on the first night, but...

That aside, Yu-seong was clinging to him in an excessively vulgar manner.

-What? Pet me.

-Well, I think...

-Evan wants to pet me too, right? Don't you?

-That's not your head that I'm...

"I, I..."

"What are you doing when there are children watching!"

Strictly speaking, Scarlet was an adult by Northern standards, but in Stella's eyes, she was treated almost like a middle schooler. (She had always tended to be overly protective of younger people.)

Original Stella, after sighing for what felt like the hundredth time today...

Finally turned off the screen as if she couldn't bear to watch anymore.

"Hey, why did you turn it off!"

"Do you actually enjoy watching that?"

"N-not particularly..."

Honestly, since it was her past self anyway, Stella had started to enter an "enjoy the show" mode, but knowing the Original would be furious if she said so, she kept it to herself.

Seeing through her thoughts all too clearly, the Original could only sigh.

'...Something has changed, indeed.'

That's what the Original thought.
After seeing all of her memories in sequence, something within herself had changed.

For one thing, she could now understand her way of thinking, but more decisively...

'I've softened.'

She couldn't treat her as harshly as before.
If it had been her old self, she would have at least used this situation to find fault and scold her, or to gain an advantage in their contract.

Her goal was the same now as before, and for that, she needed that body—previously used by Stella, now by Yu-seong.

She shouldn't be getting weaker, but...
Somehow.

For some reason, after reading all those memories, it wasn't easy to treat her as before.

'How troublesome.'

Before seeing them, she had thought that viewing her life would resolve something in her heart.

Feelings similar to inferiority... though she couldn't name them precisely.

But it was different.
Even looking at herself now, she could tell.

Original Stella, the original owner of the body, had come to understand her.

She now knew that behind her seemingly frivolous and foolish appearances, there were always calculations and reasons.

In other words, those complex emotions had multiplied several times after reading her memories.

"...Well, shall we stop slacking off now?"

"You're quick to change the subject. After getting so absorbed in watching the person currently in the body."

"...Anyway."

Stella tried to change the topic under the Original's piercing gaze.

"...It's about time I received the fulfillment of our contract."

"...Right. That's true."

The bet that Stella had originally made, staking her plan as collateral.

That bet had evolved into a contract.

The contract, which had become complicated by its connection to the Ice Dragon, was powerful enough to save Stella even after being stabbed and falling from a cliff.

Now it was time to reap the actual benefits.

"For that, we'll be joined by... the Ice Dragon."

"Ah."

With the Original's words, the sound of clicking heels echoed through the mindscape.

Soon appeared a blue and white-haired beauty in clothes that revealed almost every curve of her body.

"It's been a while."

"Ah... yes, I suppose...?"

Stella greeted her with slight nervousness, sweating a little, as they hadn't parted on the best terms last time, possibly having touched a sore spot.

"Well then... shall we go?"

"...Yes."

The content of the contract was as follows:

Original Stella, the original owner of this body before the possession...
Would explain to Stella Eckhart, the possessor...

The purpose and mechanism of this possession.

Information about the "possession" itself—something Stella had never been curious about nor thought necessary since it began.

The moment to unveil that truth had now arrived.

"...Let's check what they're doing now, one last time."

"Let's do that. It will take a while anyway."

Original Stella nodded at Stella's request and waved her hand to turn the screen back on.

-Ahh... really, really, even this much isn't enough...?

-...Yu-seong, I...

And there appeared Evan and Yu-seong, exchanging rough breaths on a narrow bed.

".........??????"

".........??????"

Just minutes before the fulfillment of the contract.

*

And a few hours before the scene Stella and the Original were watching.

"...With this, our objective in the North will be complete."

"...It's terrifying when you put it like that."

Night.
Evan and his companions, having completed their respective tasks inside and outside the city, gathered at the inn secured by Erhen and Elysee for their final strategy meeting.

They were discussing the fundamental reason they had come to the North.

"............What?!"

Scarlet couldn't help but fall over in shock.
It was understandable.
Until now, she had thought Evan and his group were simply spies.

But listening to what they were saying...

"Are you sane?! Are any of you sane?!"

"Hm? Of course we are. What's wrong?"

"No, this, this can't be possible...!!"

"What's impossible about it? That's what we came here to do."

Scarlet felt like she might faint.
Her heart was beating so loudly that she could barely hear anything else.

Only one loud echo reverberated in her mind.

These people, truly.



Plan to completely destroy the North.

Ch.323 - EP. 9 Presence
The dark night had fallen across the entire North.
In a city just one step away from the main castle of the Sovereign State, quiet yet heated exchanges of opinions were taking place.

"...Shouldn't we at least consider it as a possibility?"

"...Is that really necessary? If it's an opponent that even the Sword Saint's power can't handle, then there's nothing we can do anyway."

"That's true."

They were in the largest room of an inn, protected by Elysee's sound-blocking magic.
No matter how large the room was, it felt somewhat cramped and bustling with such a large group—Evan, Yu-seong, Elysee, Erhen, Scarlet, Grace, and Caille.

"Ow, Erhen! Stop pressing your shoulder into my back! It's heavy!"

"That's not my shoulder, you know."

Somehow, with everyone gathered together, the temperature seemed to be rising slightly.
Despite the sound-blocking magic, everyone was instinctively whispering as quietly as possible.

*It feels like a school trip.*

Yu-seong quietly thought to herself.
During her school days, she had experienced the unfortunate situation of sharing a room with about eight people during a school trip due to the school's embezzlement.
While it wasn't quite as cramped as that time, the atmosphere felt similar.

Similar in the sense that they were discussing tomorrow while carrying something that could be either anticipation or fear.

"I wonder if we'll even have time or space to adjust our plans like this tomorrow."

"Well, we're going to occupy the royal castle, so I think we should have that much time, right, Caille?"

"That's right! Since we're occupying it, we should take everything! Let's have a party!"

"Where would we find time for that, Erhen?"

The discussion continued vigorously.
Although everyone had already memorized the plan beforehand, given its scale, they all seemed somewhat anxious.
Even for them, experiencing something of this magnitude was almost a first.

"...I'm not sure if this will solve everything. Just because we occupy the royal castle doesn't mean the army will disband, right?"

"What kind of explanation did you hear from Evan and Stella? So, Scarlet..."

And Scarlet, who wasn't really their comrade from the beginning...

"...???"

...felt utterly bewildered.

*

The emotions Scarlet held toward the Sovereign State were clearly close to hostility.

That was only natural.

It was essentially the main culprit making life in her beloved North difficult, and if she traced the largest share of misfortune in her life, it was because the Sovereign State had pressured her tribe.

This place was, as repeatedly emphasized, uninhabitable for humans.

A place where you had to run with all your might just to maintain the status quo, and if you stopped, you'd be buried in a snowstorm.

Year after year, more people either attempted to escape to the Empire, unable to endure such conditions, or simply died. The number of people executed for trying to migrate to this domain also increased.

The North was a frozen land of death that could hardly be considered habitable.

And her dream was to change the North.
So the Sovereign State was inevitably an opponent she would have to confront to achieve her dream.

Scarlet had been somewhat aware of this.
That's why her heart had raced when she saw the rebels.

However.
However...

"We'll go for a quick resolution. We need to cut off the King's head immediately."

...she hadn't wanted such an extreme reform.

Scarlet felt the blood draining from her face.
Of course, that was natural.
Until now, Scarlet had thought Stella and her companions had come to the North for some kind of espionage, not to completely destroy the Sovereign State itself.

-She didn't know exactly what they intended to do here.
Although they had spoken quite openly, their choice of words had been somewhat abstract from the beginning.

'Revolution,' 'regime,' 'usurpation,' and 'force.'

She could understand each word individually, but Scarlet couldn't imagine exactly how they connected.

She had just glossed over it with a vague understanding.

Unable to listen any longer, Scarlet found herself interrupting.

"Um, excuse me... If I understand correctly, tomorrow... you're going to destroy the Sovereign State...?"

"Huh? Oh, that's right. We've been talking about it all along, haven't we?"

Evan replied nonchalantly to Scarlet's question.
Scarlet wanted to shout and ask when exactly they had discussed this, but the atmosphere wasn't right for that, so she let it go.

There were more urgent matters at hand.

"Wait, is that why we're going to the main castle?!"

"That's right. We'll go there to destroy the Sovereign State and stop the war."

"But how, how are you planning to do it...?! There are so many elite soldiers there, my tribe is constantly on guard, and they're preparing for war right now..."

"Well, we'll figure it out somehow."

Neither Stella, who had first proposed this plan, nor the other companions, including Evan, had any doubt that this operation would succeed.

Not just one person who could take on an army, not just two, not just three...

It was essentially the strongest party, having gathered all the asymmetric forces that existed in the Empire.

The execution of the operation wasn't a variable.
What needed to be considered was how many casualties would occur.

In other words, how much loss of fighting power would there be.

"...If only the Saintess, that woman, were here, it would have been a bit safer. What a shame."

"There were more...?"

Everyone became a bit solemn at Evan's bitter murmur.
Scarlet, unaware of the circumstances, was simply shocked to learn that there had been someone else.

"No, but..."

No matter how she thought about it, this was incomprehensible to Scarlet's common sense.
To her, the Sovereign State was like the root of all evil that had dominated the North for an incredibly long time.

A massive enemy that she had little hope of challenging even if she devoted her entire life to it.
An enemy whose true strength she couldn't even fully comprehend, inspiring fear.

And now, the people before her.
Less than ten people were saying they would destroy such an enemy by themselves.

Given the life Scarlet had lived, this was impossible to accept.

"But, is that even possible...?"

Scarlet continued with an expression and voice that showed her questions were far from resolved.

"Even if it's possible, what will you do afterward?! There's no way you can change a regime all at once by force!"

Let's say, for argument's sake, that they really could defeat the current Sovereign State by force.
But even then, that wouldn't solve the problems of the Sovereign State.

The reason the Sovereign State had been able to exist without significant rebellion until now was, of course, largely due to the presence of powerful guards.

But it was also because of the minimal legitimacy of having received royal authority from the Ice Dragon.
And when they tried to abandon the Ice Dragon, people finally rose up.

So what if outsiders with no connection to this land or its deity destroyed the existing regime and left?

The aftermath of such an event was all too predictable.
The mercenaries, who had grown too powerful but were still controlled under the Sovereign State's system, would run rampant without restraint.

With the Snow Mountain no longer acting as a deterrent, everyone living in the North would either be pushed into the Empire as it crossed the border or be forced deeper into this domain, now uninhabitable.

These were just the immediate problems that came to mind, and no one could predict which direction this place would go in the long term after losing its stable leadership.

Scarlet's hands began to tremble.
Clearly, the current Sovereign State was evil.
Ultimately, it was a rotten piece of flesh that needed to be removed.

But no matter how rotten it was, cutting it off without any measures would lead to uncontrollable bleeding.
Recognizing Scarlet's shock, Evan smiled slightly.

Then, moving a bit closer to Scarlet, he spoke.

"You know what? Honestly, that's this place's problem."

"...!"

"We just need to stop the war; we don't really care what happens after that. In the long term, who knows, but right now there's a big fire that needs to be put out."

Scarlet looked up at Evan with shocked eyes.
The other companions also looked at Scarlet and Evan.

Of course, having known Evan for a long time, the companions could roughly guess what he would say next.

"...How could you..."

"...is what Erhen would think, but..."

"What?!"

Suddenly hit by a direct attack, Erhen froze up and couldn't respond.
Honestly, she had been thinking 'Isn't that right?' when Evan was speaking, so she had nothing to say.

Anyway, leaving the wronged Erhen aside, Evan smiled and said:

"...At the very least, Stella didn't think that way."

"...!"

"Well, it's not like Stella was a good person or anything."

Evan said with a shrug.
Then he looked at Scarlet again with his crimson eyes.

The operation to erase the Sovereign State from the North.
The small girl who would play the most important role in that operation.

"You're right. We're not free enough to just destroy someone else's monarchy and leave."

Frankly speaking, even if we return to the Empire after this, it would be meaningless if they declared war using this as a pretext.

Evan spoke, recalling Stella's words.
His tone carried a strong belief in Stella.

"Stella intended to handle even those aspects without any problems. She's more of a perfectionist than she looks."

"How would that..."

"I don't know the details either. Only Stella would know exactly. What's certain is..."

Evan patted Scarlet's shoulder.
She and Yu-seong flinched, but he didn't pay much attention to it.

"...Stella didn't fall for your sake without any thought."

"...!!"

"Your role is extremely important. That's all you need to know."

Everyone smiled and nodded at Evan's words.
Stella wasn't the type to irresponsibly abandon her companions, fall off a cliff, lose her memory, and then reappear.

Even that must have been part of the plan, or at least she would have arranged for the plan to proceed even without her.

That was the trust that the companions and Stella had built up until now.

Although Scarlet didn't know this yet.

Somehow, it felt like that sentiment was being conveyed.
For some reason, she found herself feeling reassured without knowing why.

"Let's stop here for today. We need to get up early tomorrow, so everyone should rest."

"Okay~"

"Alright, dismissed, dismissed!"

...Scarlet wasn't the only one who instinctively felt that strong, intangible trust.

There was one more person who was present but didn't know the path she had walked.

Someone who didn't know how much Stella was trusted.

"...Evan."

"Yu-seong...?"

It was Yu-seong, who was in her body but couldn't receive even a fraction of such trust.

If Scarlet felt reassured by Stella's presence without having experienced it.
Yu-seong, on the contrary...

"...Um."

Yu-seong grabbed Evan's sleeve as he was about to go to his room.
Then, hesitating and unable to speak properly, she slowly opened her mouth.

"...Evan? Maybe, tonight together..."

A somewhat timid appearance, unlike her usually confident self who had realized her feelings for Evan.
Evan sighed as he saw this.

"Look, Yu-seong. I..."

"..."

And then, although he was going to refuse.
Somehow... that pitiful appearance resembled his anxious lover so much that...

Evan found himself saying the opposite of what he had intended.

"...Alright. Let's sleep together tonight."


...After all, he was weak for Stella.
And Yu-seong was Stella's past.

This was an unavoidable compatibility.

Ch.324 - EP. 9 A Letter To My Past Self
The ice dragon and I were about to leave to fulfill our contract when the original Stella spoke with a troubled expression.

"Um... is it really okay to leave your memories and our lord behind like this?"

"..."

The atmosphere definitely suggested something was about to happen. Since Evan couldn't separate her from Yuseong in his mind, this was probably inevitable.

"Well... those memories will flow back to me when we become one again anyway..."

I closed my eyes, suddenly remembering something.

Right now, I've lost most of my past memories. Though I still have basic information, so I'm not completely without knowledge.

The things Yuseong mentioned... they were definitely events I didn't know about. Just as she doesn't know the memories I've accumulated in this world, I don't precisely know what she experienced before coming here.

In truth... if we're counting by time alone, my memories would be overwhelmingly fewer.

Of course, I can't say the memories from here are less significant. If we're talking about density, these days have been packed with more changes than any other year.

Yes. Including the most meaningful relationship in my life.

"...If that child is also me."

For example, if the current me is Stella, and the one with Evan now is the me from when I was Cheon Yuseong.

Since we're the same person anyway...

I thought it might be okay to share, just once, the most meaningful relationship I've ever had.

"I guess it's like sending a letter to my past self?"

"You're quite easygoing."

"Hehe. Maybe so."

Scarlet smiled as she said this.

This was probably a kindness only possible because it was myself. Even with lost memories, some things remained.

The despair that filled those days.
The childish stubbornness that made me avoid forming any bonds out of self-blame.
...And the terrifyingly deep emotional deprivation that filled just as much space.

If by chance I had an opportunity to say something to my past self, I would comfort her and tell her not to do such things.

It was a thought I'd had many times before.

And now, with Evan, whose very existence is like trauma therapy, I could offer comfort with several times the effectiveness.

Perhaps... I thought I'd already healed completely, and there were no signs suggesting otherwise.

But I also thought that maybe I could now remove any remnants of emotional deprivation that might still remain within me.

"What strange reasoning."

"Well, it's already happened once... let's just say I'm letting it slide because it's me!"

"..."

The original Stella fell silent at her bright response, then turned her head away. Though it seemed like something she could just let pass, there was a sharp edge to her words.

The message was clear: it's fine because it's me with our lord now, but I couldn't allow it for you, a complete outsider...

"Let's go now."

"Yes!"

And so, the two Stellas and the ice dragon slowly walked away.

Ch.325 - EP. 9 A Flower In A Hand
The bell rang with a thud, thud, thud.
Yu-seong felt his heartbeat pounding so loudly it seemed to have moved to his ears.

*What's happening right now...?*

His face flushed crimson.
His hands instinctively clasped together over his full bosom, and his legs curled inward of their own accord.

It was like an instinctual response programmed into his body, impossible to resist.

He raised his trembling head to look up.

Evan's face loomed above, trapping him with both arms, looking slightly angry.
Though Yu-seong had lived as a man for 21 years, he had never once seen such a masculine expression in the mirror. The sight made him feel wet between his legs again.

This time was different from before.
Unlike last time, when he could at least struggle a little or verbally refuse.
This time, he felt like he couldn't possibly refuse anything that might happen to him.

It was something instinctual, preceding atmosphere or emotion.

"......"

"......"

Evan and Yu-seong stared at each other for a moment.
Though they weren't close enough to touch, the heat between them felt like sitting before a brazier.

Yu-seong was practically a virgin as a woman, having shared intimacy with Evan only once, but he could still read this atmosphere.
As mentioned, it was an instinct impossible to resist even if understood.

"Um, I... mmph...."

Yu-seong tried to speak, unable to bear the ticklish, heated atmosphere any longer, but before he could finish even one sentence, Evan silenced him with a kiss.

*Is he planning to shut me up like this whenever I try to speak?*
The thought crossed Yu-seong's mind, but he was too overwhelmed with happiness to even think of complaining.

He simply savored the floating sensation of joy.

*...I've never done this before.*

By "before," Yu-seong meant when he was a man.
Since he had rejected all romantic advances and despite his delicate appearance had never played such roles, Yu-seong's first kiss had essentially been with Evan after coming here.

So he couldn't compare, but...

"...more...♡"

He was now certain that being kissed as a woman, pinned down roughly by a man, felt dozens of times better than kissing as a man. Though perhaps only those with similar masochistic tendencies would understand.

"......"

Evan chuckled as he looked at Yu-seong, who had somehow wrapped arms around his neck and was clinging to him.
Strictly speaking, the Yu-seong that Evan was pinning down now wasn't exactly in the same state as Stella, but...

Since they were fundamentally the same person, the questionable knowledge that "women enjoy being forced" remained in Evan's mind.

Evan was feeling his own sweet intoxication from kissing her after so long, but he reluctantly pulled his lips away.

A silver thread reflected the golden light of the inn, shimmering momentarily with a mysterious color.

"Whyyy...?"

"Come on. Just a moment ago you were complaining about disappearing and whatnot, but what's with that dreamy expression now?"

Evan said while stroking Yu-seong's cheek with his characteristically large hand.

The action instantly made her face flush red with shame and excitement.

For the past few days, she had been taking the initiative and launching fierce offensives, but now that Evan had taken the bait and was coming at her, she immediately blushed and lowered her tail—truly characteristic of her.

Yu-seong unconsciously closed her eyes and nuzzled against the hand stroking her cheek, then gasped and came to her senses, averting her gaze.

"W-well... based on what happened last time, you'd do it even if I said no, right?"

"......"

She was referring to what happened when she first woke up with no memories.
It was the night that shattered what little illusion of identity she might have preserved, and also what she had most frequently used when trying to seduce Evan.

"So, um? Like last time, even if I cry and beg you to stop, you won't...."

"......"

"S-so? Wouldn't it be better to just enjoy it? That kind of...."

"......"

Evan continued to stare at her without saying anything else.
He kept staring until her face turned completely red, almost as crimson as his own eyes.

"I, um, well...."

"......"

"...I like you."

Finally, unable to withstand his gaze, Yu-seong confessed.
She knew that he had the ability to detect lies.
So her previous excuses were meaningless, and perhaps even counterproductive.

"I-I like you a lot...! Probably since the first time I saw you...."

"......"

"My heart pounds whenever I see you.... You're handsome, cool, and also...."

Ah.
I think I'm being too honest right now.
Yu-seong squeezed her eyes shut.
If he could detect lies, then he would also know how sincere her childish confession just now had been.

He would know how genuinely she felt those compliments that might sound like random flattery to others.

Yu-seong slowly opened her tightly shut eyes and looked at Evan.

"......"

"......Ah."

She couldn't help but gape in surprise.
Evan, who had heard her childish confession.
Evan, who surely had verified its truth with his ability.

...was now blushing red all the way to his earlobes.

Because his original personality was closer to that of a pure and sensitive boy, such primal and simple confessions were actually unbearable for him.

*......So hot....*

Yu-seong muttered a few words in her mind that she couldn't bring herself to say out loud.
What was this man, really?

When he roughly took her, he seemed like a brutal barbarian.

When he consistently rejected her desperate seductions, he seemed like a religious person maintaining his principles.

And now, blushing and being shy like this, even Yu-seong could see his boyish charm.

"...Are you blushing right now?"

"...Shut up."

Yu-seong said with a trembling voice, trying to hold back laughter.
Evan denied it, but his reddened earlobes significantly undermined his credibility.

"Hehe, I see~? You got excited when I said I l-like you, right?"

"...Is that a problem?"

"Kup......."

Faced with Evan's excessively honest response, Yu-seong, who had been trying to tease him, felt guilty along with an unidentifiable throbbing sensation and turned her head away.

"......"

"......"

Another moment of silence.

Yu-seong, clutching her pounding heart as she watched him, said:

"...Is it okay for me to like you?"

"...Is there any reason why not?"

"A-actually, it might be more than just liking. It might be heavier than you think, even though we haven't known each other long."

Yu-seong could only properly understand the magnitude of her feelings after abandoning all attempts to find rationality or justification for them.

Honestly, she wanted to throw herself into Evan's arms right now and be taken.
She wanted to receive his seed abundantly, make a baby, and establish it as a fait accompli.

But she couldn't do that for a reason.

Evan sighed as he looked at her.
Even her tendency to fixate on seemingly useless details and put current emotions on hold resembled Stella. Well, they were the same person to begin with, so it couldn't be helped...

Whatever the case, it didn't matter.
That was also part of Stella that Evan loved.

Evan smiled gently and said:

"...I told you from the beginning, remember? I said I was your boyfriend. Don't you remember?"

"...Ah."

-W-who are you...?

-...Me? Your boyfriend.

-...?

Yu-seong let out a sigh as if she'd just remembered.
Yes, he had indeed said that.
Of course, at that time, her male side was still stronger, so she had dismissed it as nonsense.

And afterward, when they spoke alone, he had said bizarre things about how she must have been using him before losing her memories.

...Thinking about it now, it was extremely embarrassing.

"From your face, it seems you remember a bit?"

"T-that time... I didn't know things would turn out like this...."

"Like this?"

"I-I never thought I'd fall for you...♡"

Yu-seong looked up at Evan with a slightly embarrassed, coquettish smile.
Seeing her like that, Evan momentarily felt an overwhelming urge to forget the conversation and pounce on her.

But there were still some things they needed to discuss.

"Ahem. Anyway, I've come to a conclusion."

"A conclusion...?"

"You and Stella... my lover from before you lost your memories, are completely the same person."

"...!"

That was Evan's answer.
Of course, he didn't know exactly what Yu-seong's existence was.
Based on Yu-seong's story and the letter, it seemed that Stella herself still existed somehow, so was this just a remnant of memories?
Or was it half of Stella, with only the old memories separated?

Evan's sharp intuition leaned much more heavily toward the latter.
If Stella existed within her in some soul state or whatever, it would mean the soul had split into two, which was an absolutely impossible proposition.

In the end, his judgment was correct.
The current Yu-seong was closer to a being created by separating only the Stella from before she knew Evan.

So from Evan's perspective, if she had been split in half, he couldn't treat either side differently.

*Stella might think differently though....*

Stella was someone who felt jealousy over things he could never understand with his way of thinking.
It wasn't just suspicion—she had already tried to cut off his relationship with Yu-seong by sending a letter.

At the time, he had tried to analyze Stella's intentions, but now he thought that with Stella being Stella, it might indeed have simply been jealousy.

*Well, I'll just give her a good pounding when she comes back.*

Evan, not finding anything strange about his own thought process, looked at Yu-seong and said:

"...So that means you're mine too."

"Eep...!"

Yu-seong flinched and squeezed her legs together.
In her past life, she might have found such a line cringe-worthy if heard while sober, but Yu-seong, now thoroughly patched with female hormones to the bone, could only feel her heart race and herself getting wet.

Of course, this was only possible because of Evan's physique and face.

"Um, w-wait suddenly...."

Evan hugged her tightly in that position.
Since Evan was superhuman, even with restraint, the pressure might have been a bit strong for her.

"Hnngh...♡"

But Evan knew from experience that she had something like a fetish for being pressed down strongly like this.

The reason Evan was doing this wasn't complicated.
To hear something he could only hear now.
He needed to make Yu-seong as dreamy and pliant as possible.

"...So, there's something I want to ask you."

"W-what is it? ...boyfriend?"

Yu-seong added the last word deliberately as she snuggled into Evan's embrace with her pounding heart.
Being held against his hard body made her aware of both her own softness and how weak a woman she was.

"...Well."

Evan closed his eyes for a moment, drawing out the tension.

What he wanted to hear from Yu-seong now was something he would never hear from the original Stella, not even if she died.

But from the perspective of wanting to accept her more completely, it was something he needed to know.

"...I want to hear the story of how you lived."

It was the story of Cheon Yu-seong, not Stella.

Ch.326 - EP. 9 Twenty Questions
Chapter 326. Twenty Questions

Evan and Cheon Yu-seong.

When did Evan start to wonder about Stella's past life?

Was it when the amnesiac Stella started blurting out unexpected statements?

Or when she confessed to him that she wasn't actually from this world?

Or perhaps when he observed Stella acting as if she somehow knew the future?

*Well...*

None of these answers were wrong, but they were merely points where Evan's curiosity intensified, not where his fundamental questions began.

The answer was obvious.
When did Evan start wondering about her past?

Naturally, it was from the moment they first met.
That's when it all began.

*Actually, that was the most shocking moment of all.*

A being who presented everything as a lie—her name, her family introduction, her greetings, even the most trivial small talk.

Looking back, that was the first and last time Evan had ever doubted his own ability.

Logically, greetings might register as lies since people aren't always genuinely doing well when they say hello. But from Evan's perspective, it was perfectly reasonable to be suspicious when someone's name, gender, age, position, and family all registered as falsehoods.

So Evan initially thought she might be mentally ill, then concluded she must be an extraordinarily skilled actress.

And when Stella disappeared due to the actions of the Duke's guard knight, he even recalled a soul exchange theory he'd once read about.

*Thinking about it now, I was almost correct from the beginning.*

With the minor difference that her soul wasn't from this world, it was true that she had switched places with the original soul.

Of course, he had let it go at the time. After all, whatever identity his secretary had wasn't Evan's concern back then. He had simply hired her because she seemed useful.

"...My story."

"Yes. I want to hear the story of how you lived."

And now the situation was vastly different.
Stella had become not just indispensable, but the very driving force of his existence.

"I want to know you."

The desire to see beyond the veil of such a being, to witness more days than he had already seen—it was an irresistible urge for him.

*Actually, the reason I'm doing all this now... is partly because of that.*

Evan's current efforts to prevent war with the North and strike against the Moonlight Church were obviously motivated by revenge.

He wanted to pull down the moon that had stained his eyes red after brutally murdering his mother.

And this was connected to his love for Stella.
Only after completely removing the vengeful feelings deeply embedded in his heart could he truly love Stella wholeheartedly.

If even his desire for revenge affected him this much, what about hearing her unknown past?
He was certain it would make him love her even more deeply.

As mentioned before, this was his only opportunity since Stella normally refused to discuss such things.

"Um, wait, I need time to organize my thoughts..."

"Of course. Let's start with some simple questions then."

"O-okay..."

Evan asked a question to help Yu-seong relax...

"First, have you ever been in a relationship?"

...or rather, he asked what he personally was most curious about.

"What...?"

Of course, Evan firmly trusted Stella, and he wasn't the type to judge her even if she had many relationships in her past life, but...

*...I'm extremely curious about it.*

Honestly, he couldn't help but be concerned.
The thought that his Stella (though she wasn't Stella then) might have been lovey-dovey with other men...

Just imagining it made him want to cough up blood, but he couldn't bring himself to ask Stella directly.
She knew about his ability to detect lies, and saying something like:

*"Stella, am I your first, haha!"*

would seem too pathetic and transparent.
So he was asking Yu-seong instead.
At the very least, she seemed to have all memories from before Stella came to this world.

"Um, no... not even once."

Yu-seong answered with slight embarrassment. In her past life in South Korea, there was a cruel custom of looking down on men who reached adulthood without dating experience.

Of course, Evan knew nothing about that.

*Truth.*

"Yes!!!"

"Huh?"

"Nothing. Nothing at all. Then, have you ever received confessions?"

"I received quite a few. I just rejected them all because I wanted to focus on my work at the time..."

*Truth.*

Evan clenched his fist triumphantly.
For reference, Yu-seong used to mention at every drinking party how she had once received a confession from someone who later became a famous idol during their trainee days. No one believed her since she never revealed the name to avoid causing trouble, but it was true.

By this point, Evan continued his questioning with a trembling heart.

"Have you ever felt attracted to any man besides me?"

"W-what are you trying to get at? Of course not... never. Not once."

*Truth.*

Evan's eyes unfailingly judged her words as true.

For reference, if Evan had asked about "someone" rather than "man," the answer might have been different.

Yu-seong wasn't homosexual or asexual in her past life, and on the night she received that confession from the future idol, she had tossed and turned in bed, feeling quite fluttery.

Of course, this was unknown to Evan, who didn't know (or more precisely, refused to believe) that Yu-seong was male.

*Stella. My light. My darkness. My life.*

Evan couldn't help but shed tears of emotion. Though he had prided himself on not caring about his lover's past relationships, hearing it directly from her was quite different.

Of course, his reaction would have been very different if he had asked questions like "Have you ever slept in the same room with seven men?" or "Have you ever entered a bath with men?"

"Why are you so happy about that... Do I look like that kind of frivolous person to you?"

"No. Not at all. Absolutely not."

Evan shook his head, thinking that when Yu-seong returned to Stella, he would have to treat Stella exceptionally well.

And after these questions, one fundamental curiosity remained:

"By the way, how old were you in your past life...?"

"...!"

Yu-seong felt her tail bristle with a sense of danger. This wasn't a response from her reason or intuition.

It was a certainty left at the DNA level by Stella's occupation of this body.
A strong conviction that this must never be revealed to the person before her.

Though confused by this unfamiliar sensation, Yu-seong roughly guessed the reason and stammered:

"Um... s-seventeen...?"

"......"

Evan's eyes narrowed like a flounder's, as if his previous bright expression had been a lie.
From Evan's perspective, there was a bit of playfulness in his reaction, but Yu-seong avoided his gaze while sweating nervously.

Yu-seong also knew that Evan could detect lies.
She decided to tell the truth, thinking that hiding it might make Evan's estimate of her age even higher.

"T-twenty-one..."

"Twenty-one?"

For all her attempts to hide it, the age wasn't problematic at all.
In fact, Evan would have been fine with any age as long as it wasn't in the hundreds or thousands, but...

"Twenty-one means... we first met about four years ago... and I'm twenty-one now..."

"Um, well..."

"...So you're twenty-five now? About a four-year difference."

Looking at his expression, Yu-seong thought it might have been better not to answer at all.
If Stella had seen this scene, she would surely have thought the same.

"...So you're my noona?"

"Aaaaargh!!"

"Can I call you that...?"

"No! No! Of course not!"

In her twenty-one years of life, Yu-seong had never once been bothered about being older, but...

"Why not? It sounds nice. Stella... no, Yu-seong noona?"

"Aaaaaaah!!"

Yu-seong screamed. The situation was already strange enough, but being called "noona" with her past life name made her feel like her identity was shattering into pieces. The humiliation of suddenly feeling like an older person was just a bonus.

"What's wrong, noona? I like older women too."

"Urrrgh..."

I'm definitely going to use this on Stella too.
Evan smiled with satisfaction after seeing Yu-seong's reaction.

Evan's attempt to lighten the mood... or rather, his somewhat excessive teasing, had successfully eased the tension.

Satisfying his personal curiosity was a bonus, and Evan would soon be very grateful that he had managed to lighten the mood even a little.

"...My mother was killed by my father. But I was the one who opened the door."

"......"

Because Yu-seong's story began with extreme darkness from the very start.

*

"...This must sound abrupt. Let me start from the beginning."

"...Yes. I'd appreciate that."

As she said, Yu-seong's story started from quite an early point.

First, her childhood story.

How she admired her mother and followed her into the unfamiliar world of child acting.

"Ah, here a filming set is like a... theater troupe...?"

How through sheer effort, she essentially became the top male minor actor in South Korea.

"It's embarrassing, but I won a lot of awards. Mom loved it. ...Almost only then, though."

How, unsatisfied with that life and suffering from emotional emptiness and a void of affection, she met her father whom she had never seen before.

"He was very... kind... and treated me... so I..."

...How that man who claimed to be her father used Yu-seong to enter their home and murdered her mother.

How she fell into despair for a while, got involved in various ugly disputes, and eventually retired.

How she blamed everything on herself for not being satisfied with the love she had been given, and locked herself in a small room.

And how she lived day by day until she came to this world.

"...That's about it. Nothing really grand."

Yu-seong finished her story with much less energy than when she started. Looking back, it was a foolish tale.

Even though humans can't be happy in a state of deprivation, to have caused the death of her only family for the sake of her own meager pleasure.

The world changed, her body changed, her name changed.
Though it's embarrassing to admit, being completely infatuated with Evan meant it didn't affect her as strongly now.

...But the idea that seeking more affection was an unconscionable act remained like a scar in Yu-seong's mind.

Evan could sense this too. The pieces of the puzzle were coming together, explaining the occasional dissonance he had felt in Stella's behavior.

*Those moments when she acted so differently from usual—they stemmed from her emotional deprivation.*

Of course, knowing this didn't change much. If anything, Evan was the one who had suffered from that terrible emotional deprivation and contradictory walls she put up, not the one who had benefited from them.

Stella loved him regardless of all that.
No one knew this better than Evan with his special eyes.

As Evan was thinking this, Yu-seong slowly opened her mouth.

"...It's not really my place to say this, but honestly, I didn't understand my pre-amnesia self."

"...What do you mean?"

"You've heard my story, so you should know. How could I brazenly claim to love someone after experiencing all that? It was hard for me to understand, having locked myself in that small room, throwing away my entire life."

When Evan first claimed to be her boyfriend, she didn't believe him because she strongly believed her male identity would have remained intact.

But even if it had been someone other than Evan, some other woman, Yu-seong wouldn't have believed them.
Because she was someone who shouldn't receive love or love others.

That's what she had decided for herself.

"Of course... once I found out about all this, I figured there was nothing I could do about it."

Yu-seong placed her hand on her chest as she spoke.

Even in this heavy situation.
Even while telling a past story that would maximize her self-blame.

Her heart had been pounding unbelievably hard just because the person who had taken her away was sitting in front of her.

So loudly that the other person could surely hear it.

"...That's probably why my pre-amnesia self never brought up my story."

Yu-seong looked at Evan as she spoke.
In that gaze was a deep fear, stronger than anything else right now.

"...Afraid that you too might think it's shameless for me to be loved. Even though I know better than anyone that you wouldn't... it's an unavoidable anxiety."

"......"

Only then did Evan feel like he truly understood everything about Stella.

The reason she had rejected him so strongly, and the contradictory way she craved his affection while simultaneously denying it.

She had been afraid.
Afraid that Evan, after hearing her story, might judge her as someone unworthy of love, just as she had judged herself.

Even though she knew he wouldn't, that was what Stella—
No.

Yu-seong feared most.

"So that's what you were thinking."

Evan looked at Yu-seong.
Yu-seong still looked up at him with a pounding heart and fear-filled eyes.

And when she met those crimson eyes.

"...Ah."

Her fear melted away like snow, vanishing futilely.

Because in Evan's gaze, there wasn't a trace of contempt.
No doubt, no anger, no change.

Only a burning affection that looked at her with overwhelming intensity.

"......"

"......"

As mentioned before, though they were each other's first experience.

...They could guess what would happen next even with their eyes closed.

"...Open your mouth."

Ch.327 - EP.9 Counting Stars At Night (1)
The night sky was filled with stars as Evan reflected on the different sides of Stella he had seen over the years.

Three years ago, she had been sharp and distant, putting up walls to keep him away.

When she entered the Academy, she still maintained her guard against excessive closeness, yet contradictorily seemed comfortable with light physical contact.

This tendency grew stronger as her Mana Rejection condition necessitated more essential contact between them. As the saying goes, the first step is the hardest—once one restriction was lifted, she gradually became more subtly proactive.

She became bold enough to share a bed, embrace him, and hold his hand without much thought. Though she denied it, Evan could tell that Stella at that time clearly enjoyed such interactions.

This tendency peaked during the Midterm Exam, then became most distant during the Theater Festival. During that time, Stella had been hypersensitive to even casual contact with him.

Looking back now, she must have realized it—the fact that she was romantically attracted to Evan. Knowing this, she had desperately tried to reject those feelings.

"......"

"...Haa... haa...."

Evan stopped reminiscing and looked at the falling star before him. After their brief exchange and the kiss that followed, Yuseong was panting with a dazed expression, melting like ice.

*Stella's past.*

The starting point of Stella's complex psychological state that had tormented him so much.

The current situation was essentially no different from Evan traveling back in time to Stella's past.

Yuseong had told him that she felt she didn't deserve to be loved, and that she was afraid of thinking that way.

Evan thought to himself: if he could now completely shatter those trauma-like barriers, it would surely affect the future Stella—the one who hadn't lost her memories.

Just as Stella had helped heal his trauma, he was certain he could do the same for her.

"W-wait a moment...."

"What's wrong?"

Thinking this, he moved his face close to Yuseong again, but she snapped out of her dazed expression and weakly pushed him away. When Evan asked why, she blushed.

"...I-I can't breathe...."

"......"

Of course, such inexperience only excited Evan more. Ignoring her words, he kissed her lips again.

Whether her claim about not being able to breathe was true or not, her face turning bright red while she trembled with her hands clasped together looked quite adorable to Evan.

"Pahh.... I-I said I couldn't breathe...."

"With such weakness, what gave you the courage to make those seductive moves?"

"......"

Yuseong had no response. Even she knew those had been reckless actions.

"...I-I thought I could do better after doing it once...."

"Heh."

It wasn't an unreasonable thought for someone whose first experience had been just days ago (though she had been so thoroughly dominated that "inexperienced" was an understatement).

But to the pre-memory-loss Stella who had been intimate with him whenever time allowed, this would have been laughable.

Except for that one time when she got Evan drunk and took the initiative, Stella had never sexually dominated him.

"...Show me how skilled you are, then."

Evan kissed the embarrassed Yuseong again and slowly laid her down, holding her shoulders.

Though Yuseong seemed startled by the sudden movement, she followed Evan's lead and slowly reclined onto the bed.

Evan then removed her pants. Though they were loose sleeping pants, they didn't come off easily due to her wide hips, requiring Evan to use considerable force.

And for whatever reason, she wasn't wearing underwear, immediately exposing her womanhood...

"Whew.... You're extremely wet?"

"Haa, d-don't say it out loud...."

"How much were you anticipating this? How lewd."

"Ah, nyah...."

Yuseong covered her eyes with her arm and spoke in a trembling voice. Contrary to her words, she seemed excited by Evan's degradation, as she began to flow even more.

"...Relax."

There was no particular response. With her earlobes turning bright red, she continued covering her eyes and merely nodded. Somehow, even in such a simple action, there was an inexperienced sensuality about her.

*That's probably why she became like that in the future.*

After convincing himself of this, Evan slowly rubbed his finger against her already soaked entrance.

"...Hik♡?!"

"...I haven't even done anything yet."

Her dramatic reaction to what was barely a touch. Evan wondered what her response would have been if he had taken her during one of her seduction attempts.

"B-but it feels strange, haak♡?!"

"I told you to relax."

Evan slowly pushed his finger into Yuseong's passage. Already thoroughly wet and slick, his finger entered without much resistance.

Yuseong covered her face even more with an expression of utmost embarrassment, but her insides tightly gripped his finger as if welcoming him.

Evan responded by slowly curving his finger.

"Hik, hagrut....♡!"

Yuseong immediately convulsed, slightly arching her back. In an instant, Evan's hand was drenched with the fluids gushing from inside her.

"You seem more sensitive than before...?"

"Hayik...♡ I-I don't know....♡"

"What do you mean you don't know."

"Kyahung♡?!"

Evan curved his finger upward more forcefully at her impertinent response. Yuseong immediately twisted her body, briefly convulsing in climax.

Evan didn't stop, moving his finger rapidly. The room quickly filled with lewd, splashing sounds.

"Hok♡ heugit♡ t-too fast...♡!?"

"Tell me honestly, Yuseong. What did you do secretly while I was sleeping?"

"......!!"

Despite struggling with the pleasure overwhelming her lower body, she flinched at his question. Then, sweating nervously, she asked:

"Y-you knew...?"

"How could I not? Actually, I thought it was one of your seduction tactics."

"Uu, uuu...."

Evan recalled the past few days. Without fail, whenever he fell asleep, there were muffled moans and wet sounds coming from beside him.

It had been one of the most difficult moments for Evan to endure, but apparently she thought she hadn't been caught.

"Talking about rape and whatnot. Hmm?"

"J-just♡ I'm sorry♡!"

Yuseong buried her head in Evan's chest with coquettish moans, but Evan didn't stop moving his hand.

Though Stella had quite long fingers for a woman, they naturally couldn't compare to Evan's thicker ones due to basic physical differences.

Unlike her slender fingers, the feeling of something thicker entering and stirring inside made Yuseong climax repeatedly, her hips rising involuntarily.

"Hik, heugk...♡"

"I'm curious about something—what were you thinking about when you did it?"

"Th-that....♡"

Yuseong hesitated, trembling from the afterglow of her climax. Evan noticed she had no intention of speaking freely.

He removed her loose top, just like her pants, and with his free hand, grasped her voluptuous breast. Even his large hand couldn't fully contain her generous bosom.

Evan continued his questioning while subtly tormenting her breast.

"W-wait♡! Wa-heugk♡"

"I asked what you were thinking about."

Sensing she might become dehydrated before the main event due to Evan's continued physical interrogation, Yuseong closed her eyes tightly and exclaimed:

"...L-last time.... I was thinking about... being forced....♡"

"...Pfft."

"Chu, chuu...♡"

Satisfied with her answer, Evan kissed Yuseong with a pleased expression. Yuseong quickly forgot her recent embarrassment and surrendered to Evan's lead.

Whether from the afterglow of climax or the effect of the kiss, Yuseong felt a deep happiness as her body grew hot.

"Pahh.... Are you okay?"

"...You're mischievous."

Evan looked down at Yuseong as he spoke. He had been a bit rough because her reactions were amusing. The bed was completely soaked with her fluids.

Of course, Yuseong enjoyed this due to her preferences, but it was too damaging to her pride to admit.

And...
Despite her nature, just for today...

"B-be gentle with me...♡"

"...Yes. I will."

Just for today, she wanted to be treated tenderly. Since their previous encounter had essentially been an accident caused by Evan's misunderstanding and her own distrust, this was effectively their first real intimate moment.

*This might... be the last time.*

Yuseong met Evan's gaze. Though she had seen those eyes many times before, today that jewel-like crimson gaze felt surreal.

No, it wasn't just his eyes. Though she hadn't particularly noticed before, Evan's appearance was quite otherworldly.

Not just by the standards of Yuseong's previous life in South Korea, but objectively so. Ruby-like red eyes and black hair cascading like the night sky. His features were unreal even to Yuseong, who had seen all sorts of handsome men as an actor, and his skin was flawless too.

*I can understand... why I fell for him.*

Yuseong thought this while slightly averting her gaze from Evan's stare, which made her lower abdomen tingle just by looking at it. More unbearable than his surreal appearance was the way he looked at her.

His gaze, sweet enough that anyone could feel his affection for her, felt sweeter than anything to Yuseong, who had suffered from a lack of affection her entire life.

Probably, unless there was some reason otherwise, she would never be able to break free from him for the rest of her life. That was the intuition his gaze gave her.

"...Well then, Yuseong."

"U-um...."

Yuseong slowly grabbed Evan's waist and pulled down his pants.

Somehow, she found herself involuntarily swallowing. With the sensation of air brushing against her entire body making her tingle, Yuseong looked at Evan's manhood with slight tension.

"...Ugh."

Indeed, even seeing it again, its ferocious appearance and size were unmatched. Yuseong could hardly believe it had entered her body without warning. Even now, with some preparation, her heart was pounding.

Despite being at some distance, she could feel its heat, making Yuseong tremble slightly while becoming wet again below.

Then Evan spread her legs.

"Uut...♡"

Though she had resisted so much before, now spreading her legs without resistance felt both humiliating and exciting. Evan grabbed the waist of Yuseong, who was feeling such emotions, and slowly pushed his manhood inside.

".........Hugut♡!?"

Yuseong naturally couldn't get used to that enormous sensation with just one experience. She struggled to maintain consciousness as her mind threatened to float away.

Their night still had a long way to go.

Ch.328 - EP. 9 Counting Stars At Night (2)
"Do you really not feel anxious about it?"

"Huh? About what?"

Rewinding time to just before Stella and the original Stella were about to fulfill their contract.
The original Stella, still unable to let go of her lingering attachment, asked that question.

"I mean... if your lord equates you with your half-memories, couldn't the 'last time' happen again?"

"Last time? Oh... well, it could. No, it definitely will."

Stella sighed as she spoke.
Given what she knew about Evan's personality, if he were to see her true self—

That is, if he heard about the past she had deliberately kept hidden, Evan would likely treat her the same way he treated himself and, under the guise of comforting her, do those kinds of things.

She couldn't really blame him, since that was indeed the best way to treat her emotional deprivation.
Whether Evan did it intentionally or not, she still couldn't tell.

"But..."

"I know what you're worried about. He's my boyfriend, after all."

"Ugh..."

The original, unexpectedly provoked, gritted her teeth and glared at Stella.
Somehow having gained confidence, Stella looked at her and said with a smile:

"I've taken my own precautions."

With a little message included!
The meaning behind Stella's words would truly remain a mystery.

*

"Hnngh...♡"

Right after penetration.
Yu-seong barely suppressed her moans as she clung desperately to Evan.
Just from him entering and staying still, a tingling sensation of pleasure spread through her lower body.

"Haa...mmh...♡"

It had been about a week since her first, albeit forced, encounter with Evan.
The pleasure then hadn't been lacking.
No, rather, for her—mentally still a virgin—Stella's fully developed body was too stimulating, and the pleasure had been overwhelming.

But back then, she hadn't had the mental or physical capacity to fully experience those sensations.
No matter how much they say that unexpected pain hurts more, she had fainted multiple times before she could even gather her wits, making everything feel like it had passed incredibly quickly.

...Even for Yu-seong, she had felt more shock and fear than pleasure or happiness at that time.

But now was different.
After several days of pleasuring herself while recalling that night,
Yu-seong, who had already fallen hard for Evan, no longer found such relations frightening or unpleasant—they had become something she wanted to experience again.

"...Phew. Are you okay?"

"I'm... fine...♡"

Yu-seong felt a gush of fluid flowing out even though Evan was just inside her without moving.

The difference between a sudden relationship that came like a car accident and one that had been anticipated for days was obvious.

Though their physical conditions were surely identical,
unlike last time with its violent movements, this time a tingling, sweet pleasure coursed through her entire body even without much movement.

Sweet fluids flowed continuously from below.

*This feels... so different...*

They say women are creatures who get aroused by atmosphere.
Unlike before, the comfortable and gentle mood, combined with Evan's slow and subtle foreplay, had made Yu-seong's body more sensitive than it had ever been in her life.

"Then... I'll start moving."

"Mmh...♡"

It wasn't much different for Evan either.
Yu-seong wasn't the only one who hadn't been in her right mind during their previous encounter.
Though he hadn't realized it at the time, Evan too had been overwhelmed by the shock of Stella losing her memories, compulsively taking her as if being chased by something.

So excluding that time, Evan had never gone this long suppressing his sexual desire since becoming physically involved with Stella.

And Yu-seong's actions over the past few days had only fanned those flames.

*This is... dangerous.*

Evan inwardly groaned at the pleasure that felt much stronger than usual.
Even though they weren't engaged in vigorous movement, he could feel her tightly clinging to his entire length.

Yu-seong, perhaps having her memories of this reset as well, squeezed him in a slightly different way than Stella—
in a somewhat clumsy manner—but even that now felt like a novel stimulation.

"Ahnn...♡ Haah...♡"

"...Haa."

Evan began to move his hips slowly.
Unlike his rough movements from before, he moved as slowly and languidly as possible.
As if focusing on each insertion.

"Hii...♡"

Yu-seong, seemingly unable to bear it, grabbed Evan's clothes and trembled, soaking the bed sheets with her fluids.

Evan was experiencing equally intense stimulation.
The sensations and pleasure that felt several times more vivid and sweet today prompted his climax, even though they had just started.

"Mmh..."

"Ah♡, hnng♡ there...♡"

Evan gradually increased his pace, holding Yu-seong tightly and burying his face in her neck.
It was his way of enduring the intense pleasure he was feeling.

*This is really dangerous.*

This thought had crossed his mind several times already today.
Though Evan's stamina was superhuman and quite extraordinary, whether it was the mood or his long abstinence, she felt several times more sensitive than usual.

At this rate, it would only be a matter of time before he poured his essence inside her.
The problem was...

*...Today isn't a safe day.*

Yu-seong wouldn't know this, but from Evan's perspective, who roughly knew her cycle, it was a concerning factor.

Originally, Evan had planned to pull out just before climaxing and finish outside.

For a superhuman capable of splitting seconds, such a thing wouldn't be difficult.

"Ah...♡ Good♡ Evan, so good...♡"

"...Kuh!"

...Or so it should have been.
But now, he wasn't so sure.
Yu-seong whispered love shyly yet innocently in his ear while wrapping her legs around his waist.

Her hair and face, damp with sweat from the extended foreplay, were a huge stimulation for Evan.

*...Ah, damn it.*

The only thought growing in his mind was to pour everything into this female and impregnate her. It was almost like an instinct.

Evan lowered his head and bit the tip of her large breast, which couldn't be covered with one hand, as he thought.

Of course, shaking off Yu-seong wouldn't be difficult.
Even though she had her legs wrapped around him and arms around his neck, Yu-seong was just an ordinary person.
Evan, who had recently improved his mana control and strength several times over, was confident he could physically shake off anyone except the Sword Saint.

"Mmph...♡ Ah, sucking my chest like a baby...♡"

...But he didn't think he could do it.
Breaking free from the legs wrapped around his waist now felt more difficult to Evan than escaping from the Sword Saint.

*This isn't good....*

Even though Evan had decided to treat Stella and Yu-seong as equal beings, as equal lovers, he still felt it wasn't right to impregnate her in this state without her memories.

At the very least, he had planned for that to happen after Yu-seong and Stella's memories became one, after all the battles were over.

If he carelessly finished inside her now, though it would feel amazing... there would be too many problems.

Just as Evan was trying to regain his senses—

"Mmm...♡ Chu...♡"

"Mmph...!"

Suddenly, Yu-seong pulled strongly on the arms wrapped around Evan's neck and stole his lips.
Their pelvises, waists, chests, and now lips were pressed together, essentially most of their bodies in full contact.

*...Ah.*

I can't pull away from this.
Evan felt as if he was buried within her, thinking this because of their full-body contact.
He could feel Yu-seong's excessively soft and smooth skin against every part of his body.

"Yu-seong, I..."

"Hnng♡ Ah, inside, cum inside...♡"

"Wait..."

Perhaps ten or so minutes into their lovemaking.
Evan felt the urge to climax rising faster than ever since he began relations with Stella, and desperately tried to pull his hips back, but—

"...?"

A sudden sight prevented him from doing so.
Suddenly, one of Yu-seong's hands clenched into a fist and emitted light.
The light from her fist flashed for about a second before disappearing.

...It was a light color Evan knew very well.

"Huh...?"

"Um, Yu-seong?"

Yu-seong, seemingly not understanding what had happened herself, tilted her head and looked at her hand.
Evan looked at her and asked with a slight cold sweat:

"What did you just do?"

"I... I don't know. Suddenly, I just felt like I had to do this..."

...What Yu-seong had just used was magic.
And specifically...

"...Hahaha."

...You planted it, Stella.
Evan thought this was so like her and laughed helplessly.

This felt like a message to Evan.
That she roughly knew what he was doing, and that she knew he had almost crossed a line.
...Well, something along those lines.

"...When she comes back, I'm going to get an earful..."

Evan could easily imagine Stella pouncing on him, saying she would punish him.
Of course, being Stella, she wouldn't last long and would forgive him pathetically, but if such things kept happening, even Evan wasn't confident.

If someone could make a contraceptive spell activate when her memory-lost self was about to receive a climax inside, who could guarantee she wouldn't develop something strange under the guise of a magic to improve his stamina?

Evan felt cold sweat running down his back as he thought this.

And looking at Evan, Yu-seong...

"...Aren't you going to continue...?"

She said this while unbuttoning her shirt completely to reveal her fair breasts.
Their overwhelming presence was evident in how they bounced visibly even without superhuman dynamic vision.

Evan felt himself becoming active again after having slightly subsided.

*...Well, what's done is done.*

The fact that she had inserted a contraceptive spell rather than an electric shock spell meant "behave yourself," didn't it?

While that was indeed Stella's intention, Evan's thinking was more base than usual, so it couldn't be considered a rational deduction.

He had simply channeled mana into his body to cleanly finish what had become an awkward encounter.

*And if there's no worry about pregnancy when finishing inside...*

Yu-seong was startled by Evan's suddenly changed demeanor.
She had provoked him, but not to this extent.

"...Let's continue."

"W-wait! You're suddenly too excited... Kyahng♡?!"

From Evan's perspective, how should one put it?

It was a limit release.
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Chapter 329. A Night of Counting Stars (3)

What could he define his relationship with Yu-seong as?
Evan pondered this question.

He had decided to consider Stella and Yu-seong as the same person.
To be precise, he separated them as Stella being the one after meeting him, and Yu-seong being who she was before.

But this created a minor problem.
If he defined his relationship with Yu-seong as romantic... since Stella also existed separately now, he would become a two-timer with two girlfriends.

For Evan, who prided himself on being faithful, this was unacceptable.
Yet he couldn't simply consider Yu-seong, who was identical to Stella, as nothing to him either.

What should he call this relationship?
Evan fell into deep contemplation.

Of course, all while roughly taking Yu-seong below him.

"Kyaah...♡!"

In the King's Domain, the sky was clear without clouds or snow.
And in that sky, shooting stars were falling.

*

Yu-seong was relearning just how lewd and sensitive her body truly was.

"Why♡ have you been♡ so rough♡ this whole time♡!?"

The thought came to her as Evan crossed her arms and thrust into her with determination to go all the way to the root.

A soft climax—who knew how many times today—escaped her with a gentle puff.

From her wide hips connected to Evan down to her waist, everything was slick and glistening as if oil had been poured over her.

For some reason, her hairless (Stella had developed a permanent hair removal spell) womanhood accepted Evan's large, moisture-slicked member without any resistance.

Just watching that sight alone was stimulating enough to make her tingle from her lower abdomen all the way up to her solar plexus.

'What kind of perpetual motion machine is this....'

In her past life, when Yu-seong was a man, she had been somewhat ascetic.
It wasn't that she lacked sexual desire, but rather that she never had enough free time to satisfy such urges.

Perhaps she had evolved somehow, because eventually she reached a point where even watching erotic videos didn't particularly excite her unless she was completely relaxed.

"Hng...♡ Ungh....♡"

But now.
More precisely, now as she was being roughly ravished by Evan, she thought herself incredibly erotic.

'W-why are my breasts so big....'

Yu-seong's—or more accurately, Stella's breasts, which had grown several times larger than the original due to excessive female hormones during puberty....

'They're in the way...!'

They bounced uncomfortably up and down with each of Evan's thrusts.
Of course, these breasts weren't without their advantages.

The soft bouncing that seemed to defy physical limitations provided Evan with tremendous visual stimulation.

"...Hoo!"

"Kyaah♡! Not my breasts again....♡"

Evan, who had originally preferred modest or small breasts, had long since had his preferences shattered and been converted into a large breast enthusiast because of her.

Naturally, for such an Evan, Yu-seong's breasts bouncing beneath him served as an excellent aphrodisiac.

It meant that even a thoroughly drained Evan could go four more rounds with her.

He couldn't leave those breasts alone, and through this cause and effect, Stella's breasts had been trained over time.

Now the cycle had returned to Yu-seong, making her breasts so sensitive that she would have mini-orgasms whenever Evan touched them—surely this counted as an advantage.

This wasn't the only lewd part of her body.
Following her breasts was her lower region.
Specifically, her cervix located around her lower abdomen.

Yu-seong may have been somewhat lacking in sexual desire, but as a proper young Korean adult, she naturally possessed certain knowledge.

Of course, she wasn't some erotic manga character—she knew perfectly well in theory that a woman wouldn't enjoy having her cervix struck by a phallus.

And as is often the case in this field, theory always differs from reality.

"Hnngh♡ I'm, cumming♡"

While Stella was taller than the average woman, Evan's manhood was much larger than average.

When Evan decided to thrust deeply, his member would strongly press against Yu-seong's cervix and then some.

So at the very least, she should have felt pain.

"Hnnggh♡!"

Yet for some reason, whenever Evan's manhood knocked against her cervix, she felt a tingling pleasure spreading throughout her body.

It wasn't so much a direct pleasure as it was a heat that built up gradually until it overflowed.

'That's my baby room, why...♡'

Yu-seong surrendered herself to the sweet pleasure and the echoing sounds of flesh meeting flesh, feeling as if all her common sense was being denied.

After activating the contraceptive spell, Evan had his limits removed and was unleashing all the energy he'd been saving up for the past few days.

"Kuh...!"

"Hogh...♡"

And so he poured his hot essence into Yu-seong for who knows how many times today, yet it remained just as hot as before.

Despite Evan's explanation of something like a contraceptive spell, the heat of his seed instinctively made her feel certain she would get pregnant.

Yu-seong tried to muffle her moans by burying her face in the pillow, trying to escape the burning sensation that felt like it might scald her.

"Hnnp. Hnn...♡!"

But she couldn't stop the sounds escaping from between the pillow.

Her body had become so heated that the warm air of the room felt cool in comparison.
Her burning womanhood shamelessly gushed water onto Evan's pelvis.

Seeing Yu-seong's face, disheveled with shame, sweat, excitement, and pleasure, Evan felt immense satisfaction and affection. He kissed her as she lay with half-lidded eyes, breathing heavily with excitement.

The back of her neck, which he held as if she were sick with a cold, was hot.

Yu-seong, not fully aware of what was happening to her, tilted her head and accepted Evan's kiss.

"Chu.. hahmm...♡ Kishu...♡"

Realizing she was being kissed with her overheated, underperforming brain, she clumsily intertwined her tongue with his.

While Yu-seong's intelligence was exceptional in many ways,
As a woman, she couldn't utilize even a quarter of her brain under the continuous female climaxes, becoming completely foolish.

"Evan, more...♡"

"Mmm...."

Yu-seong gently nibbled on Evan's lower lip and giggled.

For some reason, Evan became aroused again at her meaningless action and her uncharacteristically stupid expression (which he had caused).

Evan decided to take advantage of Yu-seong's addled state, embracing her and flipping their positions to switch top and bottom.

"Would you like to move this time?"

"Me...?"

Yu-seong responded dumbly with one eye half-closed and the other unfocused.
Gone was her usual intellectual and sharp demeanor, replaced by this foolish version of herself.

"Yes, like this, raise your hips...."

"Raise them...?"

Evan slowly lifted Yu-seong's hips.
Then, he slowly inserted his manhood, which still seemed impossibly large even after seeing it repeatedly.

"Hoo....♡"

"That's right. Now raise your hips again...."

"L-like this...?♡"

Following Evan's instructions, Yu-seong awkwardly mounted him and slowly moved her hips up and down.

Her movements were slow and hesitant, as if she found it strange to actively move and take Evan's member inside herself.

Evan held her thin waist with both hands, helping her with the back-and-forth motion.

"Mm, ngh...♡"

"How is it? Are you okay?"

"Feels good.... Ah, I'm cumming...♡"

Of course, the pleasure wasn't as intense as when he vigorously moved himself.
Yu-seong had become so spent that she could barely move her hips a few times before collapsing and dripping fluids like a leaky faucet.

Was it because of her unexpected movements and rhythm, or the satisfaction of her servicing him willingly?
Somehow, Evan felt several times more stimulated.

"Hoo...♡"

As soon as she lowered her hips from top to bottom, there was a squelching sound and her waist trembled slightly.
The sight of her smooth, thin waist without a single blemish, glistening with sweat and trembling with pleasure, greatly satisfied Evan's male pride.

"Ungh...♡ I came again...."

"You're doing well, Yu-seong."

"Hehee...."

Yu-seong broke into a bright smile at Evan's praise.
Her expression was so innocent and girlish that it created a dissonance with her current lewd state.
Which only aroused him more.

Yu-seong sat slumped on top of Evan, her waist trembling as she breathed heavily.
Evan, satisfied, lifted her hips.

"Good job. I'll help you now."

"Ah...?"

Yu-seong tilted her head in confusion, seemingly exhausted.
Evan grabbed her waist and forcefully drove her down like a pestle in a mortar.

"Hwayk?!♡"

Wet, lewd sounds once again filled the room that had been momentarily quiet.
Yu-seong seemed to have no strength left even to scream, clinging to Evan and gently nibbling his ear while letting out faint moans.

"Huk♡ Hok...♡"

"Does it feel good, Yu-seong?"

"Good♡ Good♡"

Yu-seong answered while panting.
By now, she had become incapable of any thought, filled only with Evan.

"Yes, well done."

Evan stroked Yu-seong's head and whispered in her ear.
And immediately after that.

"Mmng...♡?!"

Yu-seong experienced her most magnificent climax of the day, gushing transparent fluid.
Her waist spasmed, but she only twitched without further response, apparently having fainted.

"...Ah."

Come to think of it, Stella had something like a patting fetish.
She had asked him to stroke her during sex a few times at night, and it seemed Yu-seong shared this deep-rooted preference.

Evan sighed and grabbed her waist again.

"...ngh....♡ oh...♡"

And continued to move the unconscious Yu-seong's body.
This was a habit derived from Stella's request to continue even if she passed out (which seemed considerate but was actually his own sexual quirk), now applied to Yu-seong as well.

With a surge, the final ejaculation of the day filled Yu-seong's already full lower abdomen.

After pulling out his manhood, Evan sighed as he watched the white fluid flow out.

"Phew....."

Then he looked around.

"...Was I too rough?"

He saw that the surroundings had become completely soaked.
Not just the room, but worse was the lewd scent that had completely permeated the air.

Evan realized he wouldn't be able to sleep like this.

"...I need to ventilate."

Evan muttered to himself.
It was the end of a long night.

*

How much time had passed?
Not sure exactly when, Yu-seong slowly opened her eyes, realizing she had fainted.

Both Stella and she had a habit of recalling what happened when they woke up with no memory.

'At night, I seduced him, and we did it, and did it again, and then I clung to him like a child....'

"Ah."

I want to die.
With her intelligence fully restored, Yu-seong buried her face deep in the pillow.

It was dawn, with the stars not yet completely gone from the sky.
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The night sky was filled with stars as Yu-seong woke up to a throbbing pain in his lower back.

It reminded him of that time he'd chosen the wrong part-time job and ended up doing something like loading and unloading. The feeling was remarkably similar. Yu-seong groaned in pain as he shifted slightly.

*This feels worse than before...*

Whether it was a psychological or physical difference, he didn't think it had been this bad the last time.

*Wait a minute.*

Where had he passed out? As Yu-seong tried to retrace the situation, he realized his memory was hazy and cut off at a certain point.

"Ah..."

The memories flooded back—being thoroughly ravished by Evan after his restraint had broken, and then, in what could only be described as some kind of infantile regression, passing out while his hips were being worked over.

*Oh...*

He wanted to die. Yu-seong buried his face in the pillow with genuine despair as his aching back protested.

At that moment, a voice reached his ears.

"Hmm? Going back to sleep?"

"...!"

Yu-seong was so startled that he twisted his back sharply, resulting in a silent scream of pain. With tears nearly welling up in his eyes, he looked to the side to see Evan lying there with his chin propped on his hand.

Evan had always been unrealistically beautiful, but bathed in moonlight, he was ethereally gorgeous.

Perhaps because of their intense lovemaking earlier, Yu-seong felt unable to meet his eyes directly. He lowered his gaze slightly and mumbled.

"I'm just a little tired..."

"Hahaha. I can imagine why."

"...And whose fault is that?"

When Evan responded in a knowing tone, Yu-seong replied with a sulky voice.

*Something feels different...*

Yu-seong sensed a subtle change. When Evan had succumbed to his seduction earlier, he had seemed somewhat afraid of him. But now, Evan appeared remarkably relaxed.

In truth, this was Evan's usual demeanor—always smooth and poker-faced.

Even someone like him couldn't maintain his usual composure in the insane situation where his girlfriend had lost her memories, yet those memories were still alive inside her, and the woman currently moving around was somehow "fake," writing letters about it—and then the memory-lost girlfriend trying to seduce him. But now that he'd sorted things out in his mind, he could regain his composure.

The same was true for Yu-seong. From his perspective, the excessive seduction of recent days had been almost compulsive.

Evan was the first person to break through his emotional deprivation and compulsions, even if by unconventional means. The idea that this person's affection might not be directed at him had caused Yu-seong tremendous anxiety.

The result had been the reckless behavior of the past few days. Now they were in a lull. He'd been thoroughly taken by Evan, with the evidence still inside him...

Above all, he now knew that Evan didn't consider him someone who needed to be eliminated.

That alone was a great comfort to Yu-seong. To be honest, he was merely a thorn in the side of their relationship.

Bluntly speaking, he might have lost his memories, but how was this different from someone else entirely taking over his lover's body?

At the very least, Yu-seong thought Evan would be deeply hurt by this.

Originally, his "original self"—the pre-memory loss version whose memories somehow resided in his head—had even tried to forcibly separate herself from Evan.

Evan must have known this, yet he hadn't pushed Yu-seong away but accepted him.

*This is enough.*

With this, Yu-seong could be satisfied. How fortunate it was.

To fall into this completely unfamiliar world, and to be loved by someone he had come to love without any warning.

*Is this how concubines came to be?*

Yu-seong had once wondered about polygamy in ancient times. Surely the desire to monopolize one's beloved is a basic human instinct. Why were those people satisfied with just that much?

*Because even this much is enough.*

Even if it was divided love, it was better than having none at all. Yu-seong could feel that deeply.

"...You're mean."

"W-why suddenly say that?"

Yu-seong lightly pressed his fist against Evan's solar plexus. Though Evan's upper body was bare, the fact that his fist didn't sink in even a millimeter immediately explained the current state of his own waist.

"......"

"Um, Yu-seong...?"

Yu-seong took some time to explore Evan's body. While the Yu-seong of his past life had never been moved by any man's physique, including his own, the sculptural muscles before him made his face flush just by looking at them.

Probably because they belonged to Evan.

Anyway, as he pressed with his fingers and found they didn't sink in at all, he began to wonder if they were even the same type of organism. Finding this awkward situation he'd initiated unbearable, Yu-seong slowly opened his mouth.

"Um, Evan?"

"Yes?"

"I... well..."

Yu-seong trailed off, resting his forehead against Evan's chest. It was equally hard but also wonderfully warm.

"If the original owner of my body regains her memories... will I disappear?"

"......"

Evan was silent at Yu-seong's question. It was something he wondered about too.

There were about three possibilities.

One: Yu-seong was just a temporary personality made up of memories. He would disappear when Stella regained her memories.

Two: Stella and Yu-seong were separate entities, so they would coexist in one body.

Three: Since they were the same soul, memories and experiences would merge simultaneously, creating a Yu-seong-Stella hybrid.

All three seemed somewhat plausible. Evan wasn't an expert on souls, so he couldn't know which was correct.

However.

If he were to express his personal opinion...

"I... don't think so."

"...Why?"

"Just a feeling. More importantly..."

Evan thought back to the spine-chilling experience from a few days ago and smiled slightly. Then, looking into those sky-blue eyes identical to Stella's, he said:

"Stella went so far as to write me that urgent letter warning me about you."

"...And?"

"The Stella I know wouldn't go to such lengths to warn against a personality that was just going to disappear."

To Evan, there could be no more reasonable argument than this. If Yu-seong were just fragments of memory destined to crumble away soon...

Then no matter who Stella was, she wouldn't have risked her life to write such contents in her letter...

*Would she?*

Actually, the whole concept of being jealous of oneself was a bit beyond Evan's common sense, so he wasn't entirely sure, but he decided to let it go for now.

Right now, reassuring Yu-seong was more important.

Evan smiled as he twirled Yu-seong's hair around his finger.

"She's my girlfriend. I know Stella best, and Stella would..."

"...What about me?"

Yu-seong interrupted Evan's attempt to strengthen his argument with that question.

It was an impulsive question. Somehow, seeing Evan refer to his pre-memory loss self as "Stella" irritated him a little.

He had been fine with it, truly. He should have been fine with this much, but somehow he felt a bit petty.

So Yu-seong asked:

"...What am I to you?"

A terrifying silence descended upon the room in an instant. This wasn't just the absence of sound.

Something that had been filling the room seemed to evaporate, leaving a silence more profound than mere quiet.

Yu-seong looked at Evan. For almost the first time today, there was no smile on his lips.

That didn't mean he looked displeased. Rather...

He looked more approachable, as if he'd shed another layer.

"That's right... You are Yu-seong."

"......"

Yu-seong swallowed nervously at Evan's response, sensing that whatever answer came would be quite confusing. As he was beginning to regret his question, Evan continued:

"I've decided to see you as the same being as Stella."

"...!"

"But that doesn't mean we can be lovers. That would be two-timing."

"......."

Silence again. This silence was a bit less dense than before.

Unlike earlier, it was filled with Yu-seong's stammering.

"W-what?"

"Exactly what I said."

"No, w-what..."

Yu-seong was dumbfounded. After ravishing him so enthusiastically just before, now he was saying they couldn't be called lovers because that would be cheating?

It was an absurd statement, but somehow it seemed very like him. That stubborn streak in such strange areas.

"Don't misunderstand. I definitely see you and Stella as the same person. If I had to put it... it's like the difference between past and present."

"...So because I have memories from before we started dating, we can't be lovers?"

"Yes, that's it."

Yu-seong couldn't help but burst into laughter at Evan's shameless yet sincere nod.

"...Pfft, what's that supposed to mean?"

He was truly a strange person. Sometimes he seemed bright, but his inner self was different. He appeared cold and logical, but occasionally showed this quirky side.

He was the worst match for someone like Yu-seong, who prided himself on his intelligence. Perhaps that was why.

Why his pre-memory loss self had fallen for this man.

Yu-seong felt his heart lighten as he collapsed into Evan's arms.

Evan didn't push him away but held him tightly in return.

"...Then, again."

"Yes?"

"What would you like me to be to you?"

"Hmm... that's difficult."

Evan closed his eyes, smiled, and tilted his head.

Yes, what should they call this relationship? This current state before becoming lovers.

A state where they loved each other but weren't formally committed.

Where their affection for each other overflowed, making them desperate to do things for each other.

"Well then..."

Evan knew well what this was. The relationship between himself and Stella that had begun as a contract but had become something he treasured above all else.

A relationship that persisted even now that they were together.

"...How about 'secretary'?"

What did Yu-seong answer to Evan's suggestion?

He might have tilted his head in confusion at the puzzling answer, or laughed and asked what that meant.

Or perhaps, unconsciously, he might have liked the title.

Whatever the case, what's certain is that after hearing that answer, Yu-seong fell asleep with a satisfied expression.

The night passed.
Just like the day when Evan first hired Stella as his secretary.
Like that night when they had staked their uncertain futures while watching the stars flowing in the sky.

Tonight, too, remained as one star in Evan's heart.

*

And the next morning.
At last, the day of the final battle dawned.
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Evan and Yu-seong woke up again about two to three hours after falling back asleep at dawn.

"...Phew."

Morning.
Exhaling the dawn air that still hadn't completely cleared, Evan clenched his fist.

*Today is the day.*

Finally, today had arrived.
If one defined a day from waking up to falling asleep, today would probably be the hardest day of his life.

Perhaps that's why.
The air he breathed upon waking felt distinctly different, bringing tension to Evan's entire body.

"Today is... um... the attack day, right?"

"Yeah. It's today."

Evan answered Yu-seong, who was rubbing his waist and asking with a voice still heavy with sleep.
Despite spending several days with Evan's companions, Yu-seong knew less about the operation than Scarlet did.

As an ordinary person with no combat abilities, just keeping up with their march had been challenging enough.

"Huff...."

Evan inhaled the morning air once more, which felt sharp and burnt.
Even for someone like him, his fingertips trembled before the decisive battle and revenge that lay ahead.

How long had he waited for today?
How long had he been waiting for this day?

Since his mother was killed in a horrific manner by the Moonlight Church.
Evan had never forgotten his revenge against the Moonlight Church for a single moment.

Even if meeting Stella had somewhat dulled the cold edge of his vengeance.

The inherent cold sharpness was still being forged inside him, piercing his lungs.

Who wouldn't feel their heart race at the opportunity to draw and wield that blade?

*And....*

Evan looked at Yu-seong, who was still rubbing his waist.
His mysteriously light purple hair reflected like minerals, and his eyes—though half-closed with sleepiness—were as large as an average person's, shining with a color that seemed to contain the sky.

Yu-seong tilted his head curiously as Evan suddenly stared at him.
Her existence was also part of Evan's revenge.

To remove the fragments of vengeance embedded within him, to lessen his hatred.

So that only his longing and affection for his mother,
And his love for his partner would remain.

"...Hmm."

Recalling these purposes seemed to calm his trembling somewhat.

Success or failure.
There were only two possible outcomes for this revenge.

The fate of the Empire and such matters were, for now, merely secondary.

Evan put on the clothes he had taken off yesterday, one by one.

The stiff shirt with protective magic.
The jacket Stella had given him as a gift a year ago.

And the long black coat tailored for the North.

After gathering his scabbard and weapons,
Evan helped Yu-seong, who was still struggling to wake up, get dressed, and they left together.

The old doorknob opened with a click.

Evan pulled the handle, thinking they'd need to wake the others since they had risen early... but.

"Oh my!"

"Y-you're already up?"

"Wow! Nice weather today!"

For some reason, there was a mountain of people awkwardly standing very close to their room.
They all smiled awkwardly and only then headed to their own rooms.

Evan watched them with narrowed eyes.
Though not as much as Stella, Evan had become quite close with these people.
Close enough to call them best friends in Evan's life, which had few friends.

So he could immediately figure out what was going on.

Evan grabbed one of the easier targets among those awkwardly hiding in their rooms.

"Hey, Erhen?"

"Y-yes...?"

"You didn't happen to... hear anything outside our door yesterday, did you?"

"...*hiccup*."

These were somewhat familiar experiences for Evan.
The last time, though he was too preoccupied to notice, when he first took Yu-seong, everyone was blushing and looking back and forth between Yu-seong and himself when they went outside.
These people lost their minds when it came to Stella.

And yesterday's inn room was without a soundproofing spell since Stella had lost her memories.

Of course, it was still an inn room, so one would have had to come close or use some means (magic, spirits, etc.) to hear anything.
One would have had to do such an indecent thing.

Would the companions Evan knew miss such a hot nighttime event?

No way.
Evan was a sensible person, so he knew the answer.

"N-n-n-no...? W-who do you take me for, some voyeuristic pervert?"

Evan had the ability to distinguish truth from lies... but.

Even without such ability, anyone could tell whether the person in front of him was telling the truth or lying.

"Hey, you."

"W-wait! Time out!"

"What time out?!"

Evan lunged at Erhen, feeling anger rising in his head.
Do these women have no concept of privacy?
Even though they had done such things in a shared lodging during wartime because they couldn't hold back, wasn't it ethically wrong?

"E-Elysee and I listened together from our room with spirits and magic!"

"That's nothing to brag about!!"

"Erhen! I told you not to say that!"

The inn corridor instantly became chaotic.
Realizing she would be caught and pay dearly for her eavesdropping, Erhen chose to take everyone down with her.

"I-I don't know what you're talking about!? W-we just stayed in our room!"

Erhen pointed at Scarlet, who was coming out yawning.
Though fully dressed, Scarlet was watching the chaos with half-closed eyes, still not fully awake.

"But, but Scarlet over there went right up to the door to watch!"

"Gasp!"

"......"

At this sudden accusation, Scarlet swallowed a hiccup with her still half-closed eyes.
Then her face turned bright red, looking like she might explode.

And Evan.

"...How do you know that?"

"Huh?"

"How do you know Scarlet was watching from outside the room?"

"...Um...."

Erhen trailed off with an "oops."
It was a drowning man's strategy, but in trying to drag someone else down, she had sunk herself deeper.

"...I saw her when I was going to the bathroom...?"

"...There's a bathroom inside the room...."

"...Ah, yes...."

Erhen had no regrets.
She was satisfied enough!
*That's right.... I thoroughly enjoyed myself with Elysee yesterday, so that's...*

Something about that thought was a bit off, but it was true nonetheless.

For reference, Elysee had fled as soon as she saw Erhen about to make a slip of the tongue.
Erhen was too big a scandal for an imperial princess to handle.
In many ways.

"Yawn.... Slept well.... Huh?"

"What's going on here?"

Grace and the Sword Saint, who appeared next, saw Scarlet and Erhen collapsed holding their heads.

Erhen accepted her fate and took one hit.
Scarlet... tried to dodge with her ability but somehow her precognition wasn't working, and she took two hits.

"Oh, you're here."

"Why, why isn't my precognition working...."

Evan raised his hand to the Sword Saint as he spoke.
The reason Evan didn't say anything to the Sword Saint was because he could hear sounds within a radius of several kilometers without any special effort.

So it was like having the door wide open, and they could only leave it to his conscience.

"Um... would you like me to heal you?"

"Please...."

"P-please...."

Grace carefully approached the two holding their swollen bumps.
For most injuries that weren't extremely severe, even Grace, not a Saintess, could heal them.

In Grace's case, as a Paladin, it was more effective to apply healing in combat.

"Yaaawn. Slept well. The bed here is quite nice, isn't it?"

The last to wake up was Caille.
Originally not one to sleep much, Caille had become quite sleepy since coming to this cold place, as if hibernating.

Evan sighed as he looked at all his companions who had finally shown up.

How depressing that the only person he could confidently say hadn't watched their passionate lovemaking was Caille, whose face he had once caved in.

Feeling dejected, and at the same time feeling the tension he'd been holding tight release, Evan muttered:

"...Let's just go eat, you guys."

"Sounds good!"

"Let's eat first!"

They were still lively even without Stella.
Evan thought this as he shook his head.

*

The simple meal at the inn ended up being surprisingly satisfying.
Perhaps because it was a high-class inn.
The companions finished what was their most satisfying meal in the North.

Afterward, everyone armed themselves like Evan and gathered at a spot slightly away from the city gate.

"......"

From Yu-seong's perspective, it was a somewhat frightening scene.
Everyone had shed their playful demeanor from earlier and was now coldly emanating fierce determination.

With Stella gone, Evan was in command.
Evan spread out on the ground a map he had studied until it was worn, and spoke in a low voice:

"Now, just a few dozen minutes from here is the main fortress of the Sovereign State. The King's Castle."

Everyone looked at the map with tense expressions.
The final destination of this journey.
The final gate they would face after passing through several cities.

And at the same time.

"...We will annihilate this place within an hour."

It was also a place that would soon cease to exist.
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Just before Stella and her companions departed.
When Stella was explaining the plan to her comrades.

Her companions were looking at Stella with expressions of utter astonishment.

A moment of silence filled the dormitory room shared by Evan and Stella.
Now their former home that they had left behind.

"So... we go to the North, push through all those harsh conditions."

"And when we reach the main castle... we just annihilate everything?"

"Yes. That's it. Simple, right? The important part comes after..."

"No, what are you talking about?!"

Erhen rarely interrupted others, but she cut off Stella mid-sentence and shouted with an extremely bewildered expression as Stella spoke so nonchalantly.
Even for Erhen, this was a plan difficult to accept.

The once enormous population of the North had decreased significantly to about two-thirds of the Empire's.
This was just counting total population; when considering combat-ready forces, the North was at an even greater disadvantage.

And if war broke out, assuming the Moonlight Church's support was excluded, the odds of victory would be almost exactly fifty-fifty.

Being evenly matched with a region that had a population disadvantage...

This inevitably meant that the individual combat prowess of the North's forces was overwhelmingly superior.

As Alen had said in the past, merely surviving there put one on a different level from ordinary humans.
Combat experience honed by dealing with nonexistent prey and enemy mercenaries in such harsh lands.

The existence of the High Priestess, and forces that grew exponentially stronger the closer they were to the King.

Yes. That was the problem.

"If we're talking about the North's main castle... we'll have to fight incredibly strong mercenaries around it!"

"Even for us, that's a bit..."

Their companions' main concerns stemmed from this.
Stella's companions were strong.
Each individual was powerful, but looking at the team as a whole, they were unbelievably formidable.

However, the mercenary groups deep in the North were so intimidating that even their combined strength might not be enough.

Rumors circulated that a single one could handle 100 regular Imperial knights, which said it all.

"...Besides, I've heard the King's soldiers have never entered battle before."

Caille added another spoonful of information he knew.
Almost 200 years had passed since the war with the Empire.

Just as the Empire had refined various systems and built up military power, the North had also prepared their forces in their own way.

While the Empire focused on defense, they prepared daggers that could pierce through such shields at any time.

That was the identity of the King's soldiers, which circulated as a strange rumor.
An elite few who could eliminate anything at the King's command.

"...Isn't that just some kind of rumor?"

"Ah, no. They exist, for real."

"...Pardon?"

Stella replied matter-of-factly to Elysee, who was trying to refute with as much optimism as possible in response to Caille's words.
Everyone's gaze focused on Stella.

Stella shrugged her shoulders as if their reaction was nothing special and said:

"Well, that spy we fought last time was one of those soldiers."

Though probably the lowest-ranking one.

Stella knew this information from the original story.
And hearing this, everyone's expressions began to turn pale.

"...That was the skill of a low-ranking soldier?"

"That woman specialized more in espionage than combat, so you shouldn't use her as a standard. The others would be much stronger."

"...Is this plan even possible?"

Erhen asked with a rare serious expression.
Stella could understand her feelings.

They weren't even in peak condition. After traversing the snowy mountains and the harsh northern terrain, they would undoubtedly be exhausted.

Even if they could cut down every enemy along the way with a single stroke, the physical toll couldn't be ignored.
Even with a Saintess present.

Stella could fully understand these concerns.
Except for the fact that they were based on a completely incorrect assumption.

"...Everyone, I think you're misunderstanding something..."

Stella opened her mouth to correct one very important misunderstanding.

And as her plan unfolded piece by piece, her companions' expressions grew increasingly dumbfounded.

By the time she finished speaking, everyone could smile with bright expressions.

"...That's right!"

"No need to worry!"

"Right? The really important part comes after."

The explanation of Stella's plan continued with the atmosphere somewhat lightened.
Though everyone's faces froze again in the very next part.

Especially strong reactions came from Elysee and Evan.

Evan and Elysee exclaimed simultaneously:

"You want me to do something like that...?"

"You want me to do such a thing...?"

*

"Let's go."

The winter sunrise, rarely seen since coming to the North.
As the dawn broke with a gentle blend of crimson and pink, Evan walked toward the center of the city.
Elysee followed behind. Neither of their expressions looked particularly good.

Not because they were facing a massive battle in a wartime situation, but purely because they had to do something that didn't suit their personalities.

Evan and Elysee sighed deeply as they walked forward.
With Elysee's perception distortion magic now lifted, their appearance—a tall, handsome pair of strangers—drew plenty of attention from people on the street.

"...I should never have participated in the theater festival."

"...Is my birth the problem then?"

Evan and Elysee exchanged jokes to ease their nervous hearts.

"Ahem. Hmm."

"Now, attention...!!"

Elysee's voice, amplified by magic, and Evan's voice, enhanced by mana, resonated throughout the city center.

All eyes turned toward them.
Now not only were all the people on the street looking at them, but even those who had been inside their homes were rubbing their eyes and poking their heads out of windows.

Under such scrutiny, the two became extremely tense.
Then they hardened their expressions and...

The single role Stella had entrusted to them:

"...We have come from the South!!"

"...To save you all!"

Incitement, that was it.

Their voices boomed throughout the area.
Elysee bit her tongue but pretended nothing happened as she looked around.

Though she wasn't cut out to be a public speaker, she had once dreamed of becoming an actress.
She could handle being the center of attention.

-Who are you people!

-Identify yourselves!

"We are messengers sent by the Ice Dragon!!"

-Stop lying!!

Evan's shout.
Evan had once complained to Stella about having to say such cringeworthy lines, but Stella had reassured him it was absolutely necessary.
Evan immediately bit his tongue and wanted to die.

-Are you con artists in these difficult times!

-The Ice Dragon has been angry with us for a long time!

The reaction wasn't even good.
Despite appearances, Evan's true self was a naive and timid boy, so he wasn't used to this sort of thing.

For reference, the reasons Evan and Elysee were chosen were:

Evan: Handsome, surprisingly good in the theater festival, likely able to project his voice.

Elysee: Former aspiring actress. Imperial family background.

It wasn't entirely wrong selection, as people gathered despite their complaints.
Evan, wanting to finish quickly and run away, skipped several of Stella's prepared eloquent speech points and shouted:

"...See for yourselves whether it's true or not!!"

"That's not the line... Right! We're going to attack the main castle now!!"

The murmuring doubled in volume.
Now practically everyone in the city had gathered around them.

It was clear that guards or mercenaries would soon arrive in response to this absurd declaration of rebellion.

"...Let's go!!"

And Evan, with reddened ears, walked away with Elysee in a powerful stance.

The crowd seemed confused about what to do after such a sudden and rapid speech.
While Evan would believe anything Stella said, he still didn't fully understand what role this performance was supposed to play.

"Well done!"

"Indeed. Worthy of the male lead from the theater festival."

"You were so natural!"

Evan and Elysee rejoined their companions.
Their friends, who had been watching from afar, offered words of encouragement to the two who had taken on the most embarrassing and awkward roles.

And immediately, they left through the city gate along their prepared route.

Behind them, several dozen people from the crowd awkwardly followed.
They seemed uncertain whether they should really be following or not.

'...What is her real intention?'

Scarlet followed them quickly while questioning their increasingly puzzling actions.

Normally, she would have used her precognition ability to see a few hours ahead.

But her ability, which had stopped working at some point, had now disappeared as if it had never existed.
Though it had occasionally failed before, it had never been gone for this long, leaving Scarlet somewhat flustered.

But their extraordinary actions overshadowed even her confusion.

What kind of spy would claim to be blessed by the Ice Dragon and charge toward a castle in front of a crowd...

"Erhen, are there people following us?"

"Let me see..."

Evan asked Erhen while running at full speed carrying Yu-seong, and Erhen, also running quickly, replied.
As an elf, Erhen could see and sense things from very far away.

"...Yes. Quite a few. They can't keep up with our speed, but judging by their makeshift weapons... I think some rebels are mixed in."

"...I see."

Everything was according to Stella's mysterious plan.
All the companions used every means at their disposal to run at full speed.

Knights like Evan and Caille maximized their leg strength.

Grace continuously healed her tearing muscle fibers to push beyond her limits.

Spirit users like Elysee and Erhen used wind spirits to minimize air resistance.

Yu-seong and Scarlet, unable to keep up with this speed, were carried by Evan and Erhen respectively.

Scarlet still thought Erhen was the "forest rapist" and wanted to complain that she wanted to be carried by Stella instead, but the atmosphere wasn't right for such complaints.

Everyone knew.
From now on, there was no room for delay in this speed battle.

From this point forward, everyone needed to move at their maximum speed.

They were already close to the main castle.
With Scarlet's shortcuts and everyone's all-out sprint, Evan and his companions were able to reach the front of the main castle much faster than originally expected.

"...My goodness."

"...For people living in such harsh conditions, their city is quite splendid."

"...The main castle is even more impressive..."

That was the common impression of those who saw the main castle.

Even from a distance, they could see the enormous walls—about half the size of the Academy grounds—incredibly wide, tall, and high.

The walls, stretching toward the sky as if meant to block giants rather than humans, were so tall they had to be looked up at even though they stood on a hill.

The mercenaries and soldiers spread out for hundreds of meters around the walls were all skilled enough to rival the Imperial Royal Knights, without a single common soldier among them.

For ordinary skilled fighters, they would be pulverized without even leaving bones behind.

Immortal, invincible, impenetrable.
Any superlative would be appropriate for this castle.

And approaching with the castle's intimidating presence at their backs were:

"...Are those the King's soldiers?"

"...It seems so. The ones said to be capable of taking down a hundred Imperial knights."

They were tremendous experts, perhaps numbering in the dozens.
Of course, their individual skills might be slightly inferior or similar to Evan and his companions.

But when dozens of such individuals gathered, it was a force that no one on this continent could easily overcome.

"It seems... they knew we were coming?"

Evan asked those approaching with tremendous pressure, with the castle at their backs.

To that question, the man who appeared to be their leader—a giant man with a half-shaved head and dark skin—smiled viciously and said:

"Yes. For quite some time."

"Sorry to make you come out early when this isn't even a date, but now please step aside. We have business to attend to."

At Evan's words, the giant man and dozens of soldiers burst into laughter that shook the ground.

Perhaps because they were all masters.
Even each syllable of their laughter seemed filled with powerful energy.

"...You will not have an audience with our King."

Evan and his companions were certain.
In a direct confrontation...
Especially in this northern environment, they couldn't definitively defeat these opponents.

They'd be lucky not to be annihilated, and even if they somehow won, they wouldn't be able to breach those thick, high walls in such a state.

Even if all coincidences aligned to make it possible, the decisive battle with the Moonlight Church would be lost.
Here, Evan and most of the others needed to enter this castle without expending any energy.

Now everyone was recalling.
Stella's words from that night.

*

"...Everyone, I think you're misunderstanding something... You don't need to face them."

"Eh?"

Everyone raised question marks at her words.

I guess no one thought of it. Then I should remind them.

With such thoughts, Stella grabbed someone's shoulder and pulled them in front of everyone.

"Um..."

"We have this person, don't we?"

"...!!"

"...Ah!"

They had, at first glance, forgotten.

The existence of one person.

The opponent they had risked their lives to capture.

The monster who single-handedly devastated the Academy despite all their wisdom.

Perhaps the strongest being here, no, in the Empire, no, on this continent.

"...We have the Sword Saint."

Exclamation marks flashed in everyone's minds as if struck by lightning.

There was no particular reason they hadn't thought of the Sword Saint.
It was simply because the Sword Saint hadn't shown any notable achievements right after having her brainwashing removed due to the restrictions from the Moonlight Church.

Those who didn't know the circumstances just thought there was some reason she couldn't use her power.

But if the Sword Saint could use her full power...

"Claire? May I ask you a favor?"

Stella asked Claire with a bright smile.
Like almost everyone else in this place, Claire was weak to her smile.

She found herself nodding without even realizing it.

"If we arrive at the front of the main castle..."

Cut everything down.
All of it.

*

"Main force."

And now, at this moment.

The humiliation that had been contained.
The resentment that had been accumulated.

The enormous mana and power that couldn't be released due to the contract with the Moonlight Church at crucial moments, and was later stored up at Stella's request just for this moment.

Now, it exploded into action, covering the entire castle.

-KWAAAAAAAA.....

"...Wow."

"...No way, what is this..."

As the thick smoke cleared.

It took less than 10 seconds for the King's soldiers and the castle's main gate to be reduced to unrecognizable dust.

All that remained was an empty plain leading to the gaping hole in the royal castle.

Claire was, still...

The Sword Saint.
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The Sword Saint's blade sliced through the air in a perfectly straight line.
Like a cut so clean that its trace is difficult to see with the naked eye.
That was the feeling of the Sword Saint's strike.

Of course, the aftermath was far from gentle.

-Slash.

One strike.
With a single swing of the Sword Saint's sword, half the soldiers vanished without leaving a trace.
They couldn't even spill their blood on the ground.

The liquid had instantly vaporized, boiled away by the sudden surge in temperature.

"Wait...."

Those who didn't die in the first strike were slightly luckier.
At least they knew what killed them and could leave one last, albeit incomplete, word.

-Crack.

That was all.

With the Sword Saint's second strike, the number of the king's proud soldiers was reduced to single digits.

They weren't merely competent fighters.
Rather, they were among the continent's finest warriors, individuals considered capable of facing entire armies on their own—that's what made up the king's soldiers.

That was why they could command one of the North's strongest mercenary groups, the Snow Mountain, as mere auxiliaries.

While individual skill levels might be comparable, the training and quality of weapons provided to these men were on an entirely different level.

They were ultimate weapons of war, each representing an investment that could feed several villages in this harsh northern region for years.
The king's final insurance, meant to protect him even if all defensive lines and military forces were breached.

And yet they couldn't even exchange a single blow with the Sword Saint.
An overwhelming difference in skill.
A hopeless gap that could only be described as such.

"Huff...."

The Sword Saint exhaled lightly, like someone who had just finished a light jog.

Compared to her mild reaction, the surrounding devastation was dozens of times more horrific.
The Sword Saint's sword strikes hadn't just cut down the soldiers.

If that had been her aim, she wouldn't have unleashed such powerful attacks against them.

"...My God."

Evan and his companions could only gape in astonishment.

The massive ash-gray walls that had looked neck-strainingly tall from the hill were now completely shattered, like a cream cake crushed by a fist.

Walls of that size couldn't have been made of simple stone.
They must have been the culmination of defensive magical engineering, layered over decades.

And the Sword Saint had neutralized those meticulously overlapped spells with just two swings of her sword.

Before her, even such magical defenses were merely obstacles to be cut down.

After catching her breath for a few seconds, the Sword Saint once again assumed a stance with a textbook-perfect grip on her sword.

"Wh-what is that?!"

"Is-is she a spy sent by the Empire?!"

"Something like that."

The Sword Saint answered briefly, then once again drew up the mana within her body.

A thunderous roar and vibration reminiscent of an earthquake.
Faced with the blinding explosion of immeasurable magical power, the soldiers charged at her, sensing their impending doom.

Perhaps they judged it better to deal with the Sword Saint before her attack rather than trying to avoid or block it.

Whatever their reasoning...

[Claire-style First Form-]

"Uwaaaaah!!"

The outcome wouldn't change—it was a meaningless judgment.

[-Slash.]

One strike.

One flash.

Total annihilation.

And so, the soldiers the king had carefully nurtured for decades met such a futile end.
Along with the walls they had proudly believed would never fall during their lifetime.

At this moment, in this place.
When had it been decided that the Sword Saint would be used in this role?

From when the Sword Saint failed to make any contribution in the battle against the Moonlight Church?

From when they heard her story after recruiting her?

From when they witnessed her overwhelming power destroying the Academy grounds?

None of these.

From the moment they thought about capturing the Sword Saint by making her explode early on.
Without even realizing it, Stella had envisioned this scene in her mind.

If she could recruit the strongest as her ally.
The optimal and best time to use such strength...

"...So this was it, Stella."

The heart of enemy territory.
A situation where any method of victory or success would inevitably result in considerable losses.
In this situation, to strike at the enemy king's neck in one fell swoop.

This was the first phase of Stella's plan.

"...Phew."

"Are you okay? You rarely look tired."

"...Not used to... this output after so long."

"That makes sense."

Evan nodded while patting the Sword Saint's back.
Even when she trained with him to develop new techniques, she had always conserved her strength, using only minimal power.
It was natural to be affected after suddenly exerting maximum output.

Stella had asked the Sword Saint for a favor.
To conserve and store her power as much as possible unless the situation was extremely important.

And Claire had done exactly that.
From her inability to use power against the Moonlight Church to even here in the North.

She had briefly used her power when Stella was in mortal danger, but otherwise, she had conserved her strength as much as possible.

Because she firmly believed that someday, Stella would identify the optimal moment.

The only regret was...

"...I failed again this time."

"That new technique?"

"Yes. I used a bit too much power trying to grasp it..."

She had thought she might capture the feeling of the new technique when unleashing her stored power, but she hadn't.

That was the only disappointment the Sword Saint felt.

Evan nodded in sympathy, but that was only because he was the swordsman closest to the Sword Saint's level in this world.

To everyone else, it sounded like an absurd complaint.

"Th-this, how, the castle..."

Among them, Scarlet was the most shocked.
As someone from the Snow Mountain mercenary group, she knew the castle's grandeur very well.
Even her family's formidable field commanders and tribal chiefs had always bowed their heads when entering this towering castle.

She had always thought vaguely that it needed to be destroyed for this place to become happy someday.
It had been a distant object of condemnation, too overwhelming to even think concretely about bringing down.

...And now, it had been thoroughly demolished by just one person's hand.

"...Impossible..."

Scarlet muttered in disbelief.
She had known that these people possessed power far beyond ordinary spies.

Yet she believed there were limits.
That's why she had looked at them questioningly when they talked about destroying the royal castle or revolutionizing the system.

In her heart, she had never truly believed it would actually happen.

"...My God."

So it was real.
Every single word, without exception.

Scarlet felt overwhelmed, along with a small seed of hope sprouting in her heart.
If these people were truly trying to change the present.

If they could defeat the current monarchy, rotten to the core and unable to take responsibility for anything.

Perhaps her dream, which had seemed so vague and distant, could also come true.

Her dream of making this place at least better than it was now.

"Well, take a rest for now. You've done everything, so there's nothing left for us to do."

"...I suppose."

While Scarlet was lost in thought, Evan drew his sword.
Caille and Grace did the same.

They all unsheathed their swords and assumed stances, looking as if they needed to show something after witnessing the Sword Saint's overwhelming performance.

Fortunately for their pride, enough enemies were charging toward them.

-Enemies!!

-The wall has been breached! Powerful foes!!

"...Should we be conserving our strength?"

In response to Grace's question, Evan shrugged and answered.

"This is just a warm-up."

After all, the Sword Saint had already killed all the strong ones.
Hearing this, Grace awkwardly smiled in agreement.

And so, with the ruined wall as their backdrop, they began slaughtering the charging guards.

Less than 10 minutes had passed since their arrival at the royal castle.

*

"Wow..."

At the same time.
Stella, who had left the mindscape world within the mindscape for the first time, looked around and exclaimed in amazement.
It felt like floating through space with her bare body.

The pitch-black space gave that impression.

"Wait, I'm actually naked!?"

Stella realized she was indeed unclothed.
Her voluptuous chest... floating in the zero-gravity state.

"Why am I like this?"

"My goodness. How lewd."

The Ice Dragon and the original Stella clicked their tongues at the sight.
Stella, embarrassed at being the only one in this humiliating situation, shouted.

"Why am I the only one without clothes? Give me something to wear!"

"Right now, we exist as souls separated with the divinity of Lady Ice Dragon. So that shape must be the basic state of your soul."

"So how do I get clothes... Oh, they appeared."

Perhaps because she thought about clothes.
Stella noticed clothing materializing over her body.

"......"

It took the form of what would be called a "boyfriend shirt" on Earth. The original Stella frowned at her counterpart, who now looked even more suggestive than when naked.

...It was absolutely not because she was disappointed that she didn't look like that when wearing such clothes.

"...Ahem. Anyway. Can I finally see it now?"

The original nodded at Stella's question, which implied her desire to learn how she came to this world.

It was something she would have to reveal eventually.
She just didn't expect it would be like a historical exploration with the Ice Dragon.

"...Oh?"

"...Yes. To begin the story..."

The space that had been as black as the universe gradually turned ashen gray.
It was a familiar scene.

To both Stella and her original.

"...This is?"

Fiercely blowing snow.
Ash-gray sky covered with dark clouds.

On the ground, copious amounts of blood flowing, enough to stain everything.

For both Stella.
And the original.

It was a moment that was like the beginning.

"...This is my death."

This is where it all started.

The expression on the original's face as she said this...

Was like that of a rock that had weathered the fiercest storms.
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Gray snow was falling.

Even after so much time had passed, the original Stella could still vividly recall that day.

The sky was gray.
Everywhere was filled with the pungent scent of blood and screams.

In her disoriented vision, the end she somehow sensed was hot and painful.

Gray snow was falling.

If one were to state the cause of death, it was exsanguination due to penetrating wounds.
The spy who could transform into any being had infiltrated their group as a comrade, and ultimately, she was left with several holes piercing her abdomen and chest.

From the beginning, there had been no hope.

The Dragon revived at the Academy.
The Sword Saint went mad and killed thousands, tens of thousands of people.

In the midst of escalating war, their existence, which had set out like a final hope, had no meaning from the start.

The situation was bleak.
Looking back now, it might sound absurd, but given the circumstances then, it wasn't for nothing that a few inexperienced Academy cadets were called the continent's hope.

That she was the first casualty in this journey of naive cadets...
Perhaps it was remarkable in its own way.

At least they hadn't been annihilated immediately upon entering the North.

"Kuh, hah..."

That day was no different from the others since they'd entered the North.

The same dark, dreary, colorless sky as always.
The sunlight absorbed and emitted by the dark clouds was soft and dim.

"...cough."

The snowfall was as heavy as usual.
As always, they were engaged in a grueling battle with the North's elite dragon-changers.
In this place where every plant, animal, and even stones were hostile to humans, preserving one's strength was no easy task.

Everyone was exhausted to their limits.
Her lord, Elysee, Caille Seirus, even that Saintess.

So she didn't want to blame them for failing to prevent a trusted comrade from turning against them and stabbing her heart.

Gray snow was falling.

"Stella, Stella...!"

"My... Lord..."

Her stomach ached.
The pain was hot and vivid, like a fire-heated knife continuously stirring inside her.

She could see her lord's face.
Those crimson eyes, blurred with stinging tears, couldn't maintain their circular shape and were completely distorted.

It was truly a rare expression.
It felt even more so because it was her lord making it.

From the first day they met, her lord had never once shown her his true feelings with ease.

No, perhaps that first day was the last opportunity given to her.

That day, when she first went to the Duke's residence and fell in love with him at first sight.

On the day she became his secretary, her lord lost his father, his only blood relative.

And he had been compulsively smiling ever since.
As if under some kind of force.
As if something would go terribly wrong if he wasn't smiling, bright, and energetic.

That must have been his way of moving toward his goals.

She knew that even his kindness toward Elysee, whom she had been so jealous of, was an extension of that.

Perhaps her jealousy stemmed from an ugly desire to receive even such false kindness.

It might all have been meaningless.

Look.

In the end, it was only now—at the moment of her death—that his gaze truly turned to her.

"S-Stella. The bleeding is severe, just a little, just a little more..."

"My... Lord..."

That realization swept through her heart more powerfully than anything since she had first fallen for him.

Resentment, regret, sorrow, self-loathing, and... affection.

Once again, unbearable affection and love.

She truly was in critical condition, wasn't she?
Thinking this, Stella exhaled a cold breath.

Then she became aware of the words sticking thickly to her throat.
If she spoke them.
If she uttered them at this moment, would she regret it?

Conversely, if she died without speaking these words, would she regret that?

A life flashing before one's eyes... was that what they called it?
Using the blood that kept flowing out as the sand in an hourglass,
she went through eons of anguish in that instant.

And when such deliberation ended,
when she truly sensed that her life was over,

"...love."

Her lips slowly opened.
And she uttered words that would never be forgotten by either her lord or herself.

"I love you, Duke."

That was the end.
Though it was her first experience with death, she instinctively knew.

That this was her death.
And what her final action had meant.

Like all water being sucked into a small hole,
an emptiness that defied all vocabulary, that was expression itself, came upon her.

Finale, blackout, nothingness.
Slowly sinking into death, described by such words.


And then.


And then, gray snow was falling.


"......?"

As mentioned, this was her first death, but she felt she could understand that the current situation was not a typical death.

She could open her eyes.
There was no one around, but the background was the same place where she had just bled out and perished.

Gray snow was falling.
Or rather, to say it was "falling" would be inaccurate.

The snow that had been continuously pouring since they arrived in the North was, at this moment, suspended in mid-air, fluttering to a halt.

-Tap.

And then came the sound of footsteps.

In a world where sound and color had stopped, just like the snow suspended in the air, it was a clear and vivid sound that seemed to drill into her ears.

It was getting closer and closer to her.
Realizing she could turn her head, she slowly did so to look at the source of the footsteps.

Gray, form-fitting clothes like the rocks of this place, made of a single piece of fabric.
Hair and eyes possessing both the blue of the sky and the transparency of ice, difficult to describe in words.

Sharp teeth that hardly resembled human dental structure.

She could instinctively tell.

The local deity of this place, whom the people here called out to without exception.
A god who was said to have been equal to the main god of the Moonlight Church in its heyday.

The Ice Dragon was walking toward her.

"......."

She could blink and turn her head, but speaking was impossible.
She watched the approaching deity with a chill that made her entire body feel as if her bones had turned to ice.

And then, the deity bowed before her.

With a somewhat lonely-looking smile, it spoke.

"......Do you regret?"

"......."

It was a question thrown without any context.
Just that one phrase.

Instinctively knowing she could now open her mouth, her lips still wouldn't part.

Looking at her and smiling, the deity asked once more.

"Do you wish to see him again?"

"......."

It was more direct than the previous question.
At the deity's inquiry that seemed to pierce her heart, she squeezed her eyes shut.
After considering thousands of possibilities in her mind,

She finally opened her mouth slowly, leaving only one person's face in her thoughts.

"............Yes."

"It might take a long time. Hundreds of years... perhaps thousands."

"No matter... how long... I must."

Hot tears flowed.
Why was her throat choking when it was her eyes that were crying?

"I shall grant your wish, my daughter."

Stella Bell Eckhart.
Except for when she was born, this was her first time crying at the age of twenty-something.

*

As she had predicted, the woman introduced herself as the Ice Dragon, the local deity of this land.

Compared to how the people of the North cried out to her without receiving any response, she had expected a rather cold impression, but in reality, she was quite sly and childlike.

Of course, her appearance was not.

"......But why would the local deity of the North want to help me......."

Despite such an appearance, she couldn't simply feel at ease. Even if the local deity seemed more human than expected, why would she help someone who was a native of the Empire?

To such a questioning inquiry, the deity answered simply.

"You didn't know? It's because you are also my daughter."

"......Pardon?"

"Simply put, it means you also inherited my blood."

"...............Pardon?"

The original Stella recalled that moment as the most confusing experience of her life.
Of course, second only to dying, coming back to life, and meeting a deity.

"It would be a long story... Do you know of the High Priestesses?"

"Yes.... They are said to be those who received the Ice Dragon's blood most strongly in this place...."

"Your mother was a High Priestess of this place."

"What?"

More than half of what the original Stella said turned into questions.
Though she was flustered, the Ice Dragon ignored it and continued her rough explanation.

"So you too should have originally become a High Priestess. If only your mother had died."

"What kind of... no, my mother is alive...?"

"Let's skip over the unpleasant stories."

Having met a local deity from a distant land, Stella had heard too many secrets related to herself and her head ached.
To such an original Stella, the Ice Dragon said:

"...Anyway. I was originally supposed to bestow great grace upon my people."

"But, they...."

"Yes. As a result, currently no people are receiving my grace."

The Ice Dragon looked somewhat lonely as she said this.
Clearly, the people who would have suffered most from her absence were the residents of this place.

"...Well, therefore. I am trying to share at least some of my grace, which I cannot give to them, with my children."

Everything must be maintained in balance, after all.
At those words, the original Stella paused.

So, to summarize the Ice Dragon's words...
Since she couldn't give her grace to her people, she would give that amount to the High Priestesses instead.

Honestly, it wasn't a logical thought process.

But Stella was desperate enough to accept it as fate.

"......So, exactly how will you help me meet my lord?"

"Hmm. Straight to the point? Well, fine."

I'll explain it very simply.

Saying that, the Ice Dragon embroidered stars and galaxies of ice against the gray background.

"Since you wouldn't understand if I explained the principles, I'll explain the first step, which will be the most difficult."

"......Yes."

At the Ice Dragon's meaningful expression, Stella swallowed hard.
Looking at such a Stella, the Ice Dragon held one of the ice-embroidered galaxies in her hand.

"You must find a soul somewhere in this universe that is very similar to yours and can walk the path you've walked excellently."

"Why is that... difficult?"

"Simple. Because there are almost none."

The Ice Dragon clenched her fist.
The galaxy in her hand turned into ice fragments and crumbled.

"First of all, finding a soul that matches your body is already relying on an extremely slim probability. I can't even guarantee such a soul exists. And even if you find one...."

"...If they can't adapt to my body."

"Yes. Everything returns to nothing. You'll have to start again from step one."

It was a daunting condition just to hear about.

First of all, she didn't understand why another soul needed to be put into her body.
Even more concerning was not knowing how much time this would take.

"As I said, even this task alone could take an unknown amount of time. It could take hundreds of years, thousands, tens of thousands."

"........"

"Will you still walk this path?"

Such was the path.
With a conviction hard to believe even for herself, to move forward for a single person over a long period of time.

A thorny path where hardships and frustrations were clearly visible.

Naturally, Stella's answer was predetermined.

"......I will walk it."
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The sound of bodies hitting the ground echoed as more soldiers were sent flying, coughing blood.

They were still one street away from the royal palace where the king resided. After the Sword Saint had demolished the city walls, his companions had swiftly broken through the city's defenses, fueled by their surging fighting spirit.

"Huff... Have I gotten stiff?"

"It was definitely good to warm up our bodies first!"

Erhen said this while they all loosened up their bodies, which had unknowingly stiffened from the lack of combat opportunities since Stella's fall.

This was essentially a one-chance death game where even the slightest mistake could lead directly to death. Since this light warm-up wasn't particularly draining, everyone welcomed it.

Of course, that didn't mean their opponents were weak.

"Where the hell did these guys come from...?!"

"Hyah!"

Those who were now falling like scarecrows before them were elite soldiers—not quite at the level of those the Sword Saint had faced earlier, but formidable nonetheless.

These invaders, already superior in skill, had gained even sharper senses from their experiences in the North, making them unstoppable.

Everyone had an extreme sense of urgency.

Soon, the ornate gray and blue streets leading to the royal palace were littered with tens of thousands of fallen elite guards.

"Is... the royal palace all that's left now?"

"...Yes. The palace is probably where all our tribes have gathered."

Scarlet replied to Elysee's question with a complicated expression. It made sense—the Snow Mountain tribes were geographically close to this place, so it was inevitable that they would be there guarding the king.

"Since they're not coming out to attack us..."

"It seems they're planning a purely defensive battle."

"...Yes."

Scarlet slowly nodded in response to the Sword Saint's question. What awaited them ahead was likely a full-scale battle against the North's strongest mercenaries.

Tension filled everyone's faces. However, the reason wasn't fear of battle, but...

"...Sword Saint? Even so, completely obliterating them this time..."

"Come on..."

...concern about whether the Sword Saint would reduce them all to bloody mist, despite Scarlet being family.

Strictly speaking, not many of them shared blood with Scarlet, and she despised most of them anyway.

"Well, we'll see how it goes. I'm sure the Sword Saint has a plan..."

Evan, who had beheaded Kinahan, the Snow Mountain spy, with a single stroke, found it difficult to comment. In truth, considering what they had tried to do to his father and servants, he thought they deserved some punishment, even if not complete annihilation.

"...I'll try to control my strength. I need to conserve energy anyway."

"Oh...?"

"...To the best of my ability."

The Sword Saint said he would try to control his power somewhat, but feeling everyone's stares, he trailed off awkwardly.

While the Sword Saint had incredible talent in all aspects of martial arts, if there was one thing he wasn't good at, it was controlling his strength.

"...I know that all too well."

Evan, who had nearly died during the entrance exam, nodded. It wasn't for nothing that the Knight Captain had treated the Sword Saint like a madman when he tried to release more than 10% of his power during the entrance exam.

"Anyway, Erhen, how far have the rebels and citizens come?"

"Hmm... Their numbers have grown significantly, but they've slowed down. I think they might be hesitating after seeing the wall demolition show."

"That sounds about right."

According to Stella's plan, the timing of their arrival and the destruction of the monarchy needed to roughly coincide. That's why Evan and Elysee had given those strange speeches to gather people.

"Then there's no need to dawdle. Let's go."

"Yay."

With that, they resumed their march toward the royal palace. The end of the Northern expedition was now within reach.

*I wonder what you're doing now.*

Evan couldn't stop thinking about Stella as he stared intently at Yu-seong's face.

"...?"

From Yu-seong's perspective, this was quite puzzling.

Quite some time had passed since Stella's memories had disappeared.

*

Stella.
The original Stella Bell Eckhart was in love with Evan von Isenberg. It was definitely more romantic love than loyalty to a lord.

There were dozens of reasons for this.
Her initial attraction to his appearance was certainly one of them.

There was also his positivity that made him smile brightly in any situation, his wit that allowed him to smoothly handle any conversation, and the occasional glimpses of his serious, contemplative side.

There were many reasons, and it would be difficult to rank them, but if she had to say what resonated with her most, it was that when she was with Evan, she didn't feel useless.

Growing up without a mother in a domain adjacent to the harsh North, Stella had felt powerless as a young girl who could do nothing.

But at least by Evan's side, she could have some meaning.

That's why Stella took great pride in her position as his secretary. Of course, being romantically involved with her lord would be ideal, but she thought she could be satisfied just remaining as his secretary if that wasn't possible.

That's how much she enjoyed her work as his secretary.

Of course, he was nearly flawless except for the weaknesses he deliberately showed. His mannerisms, the way he dressed, and how he tied his tie were all nearly perfect.

Though he denied it, he was someone who could excel at anything he set his mind to.

The reason such a person needed her was... because he was pouring all his remaining time and energy into revenge after accomplishing everything else.

So in a way, the more efficiently she performed her duties, the more she was shortening her own time with him.

It didn't matter.
As long as she could help him, anything was fine.

She was willing to give him everything.
For her lord, she would sacrifice anything.

She always wished for his peace.
Even if it was impossible now, she hoped he would find happiness after his revenge was complete.

She hoped to be part of that future, but if that was asking too much...

She could gladly give it up.
The time she had already spent as his secretary—bickering, teasing each other, and helping each other—had been valuable enough.

That was her love and happiness.

"...I will walk this path."

That's why this was a path she had to walk.
She had to take responsibility for those final words she had spoken.

The Ice Dragon smiled at Stella's answer. Though she could no longer watch over the people of the North, it still felt good to help her children.

Even if it was just an empty shell of tradition and stubbornness.

"Very well. I will aid you on your path."

Her words were sincere. For the past 200 years, every single time a High Priestess died, without fail.

*

After the original Stella accepted this, the Ice Dragon began a more detailed explanation.

"I'll tell you two fundamental principles. First, in all things, the cost of going and coming must be equal. What's commonly called equivalent exchange."

"I see."

"When you offer a sacrifice for something, you always receive something of equal value in return. The reverse is also true. This is the foundation of all mysteries using divine power."

The Ice Dragon explained the very basics of divinity. In the concept of divinity, that's what cost and sacrifice meant.

Those who received something had to pay an equal price, even if they didn't want it, and conversely, those who received payment had to offer something of equal value.

One-sided loss did not exist, at least in the concept of divinity.

"And second. It is possible to turn back the time of this world."

"...What?"

The original Stella couldn't help but ask again, surprised by the Ice Dragon's sudden statement.

How could that be possible?

She knew the Ice Dragon's power was related to time. That's why the High Priestess's ability was to foresee the future.

But could it also be used to turn back time?

"You look unconvinced."

"...Honestly, yes."

"Then let me put it this way."

The Ice Dragon created an ice sculpture resembling a full moon and floated it above her hand.

Stella could clearly understand what it symbolized.

"The most widespread divine power in your empire is... that of the cunning Moonlight Church, correct?"

"...Yes."

"That bitch... I mean, the main deity of the Moonlight Church essentially grants healing powers to many devout believers."

"...Yes."

In fact, one could obtain divine power just by strongly believing in the Lord of the White Night, the main deity of the Moonlight Church.

The power varied greatly between individuals, and without systematic training, even treating minor wounds was difficult, which is why it became a power of the higher ranks.

Still, it was a benefit granted to all who firmly believed.

"If the main deity of the Moonlight Church, believed by many in the Empire, has that level of power, then what about my power, believed by most in the North?"

"Similar or... stronger."

The Ice Dragon nodded at Stella's answer and continued.

"That's right. And for certain reasons, I cannot share my power with anyone except the High Priestess."

"...!!"

Stella's eyes widened as if she had realized something, and the Ice Dragon smirked at her quick understanding.

"...If you have divine power strong enough to grant to almost all believers, but don't share it with anyone and keep it all to yourself..."

"..."

"How strong would that be?"

This was on a completely different level from the high-ranking Spirit of Time that had helped Elysee. The Spirit of Time, which controlled time itself, had sent Elysee alone to the past and then dissipated.

"I'll say it again."

But in the Ice Dragon's case...

"I can rewind the time of the world."

She could turn back time for the entire world.
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"Time... travel, you say?"

"Yes. It's possible for me."

"That's...!"

That's an ability far more impressive than even the main god of the Moonlight Church.
As if reading Stella's thoughts, the Ice Dragon snorted and said.

"...I was the strongest being on this earth even before ascending to godhood. How could I possibly be compared to some lowly national deity of the same rank?"

"...Even so..."

To turn back the entire world.
Even for a god, this was a power beyond Stella's comprehension.

Reading her expression, the Ice Dragon shrugged and said.

"Of course, it's not without limitations. It's a troublesome ability—I can't change too much, nor can I maintain someone's memories while turning back time."

"Then..."

Then how could she meet her lord again?
Stella asked with some urgency.

If what the Ice Dragon said was true, she wouldn't be able to change her future or see her lord again.

"That's why I told you, didn't I? We need to find a soul that matches your body."

"...!"

"Your soul is here now, so if I turn back time in your current state, your past self would immediately become comatose. That's why we need to find a soul that matches you."

"So..."

"That's why our task could take hundreds or thousands of years."

We must search for and select a similar soul that might exist in the outer universe.

The Ice Dragon explained it that way.

Bringing back someone who has died is nearly impossible, going against the heavens.

If Stella had merely been like Elysee, not quite dead, the Ice Dragon's task would have been easier. But now Stella had reached death—a state that no being could defy.

Just keeping her alive was already chipping away at the Ice Dragon's divinity.
Of course, it was as small as scooping water from the ocean with a spoon, but...

To go beyond this—to be revived and fulfill unfulfilled wishes from a past life.
This was a complete reversal of providence, difficult even for a god.

"Endure those thousands of years and find a soul that can carry out your history in your place. Then, take back the body."

"Take it...?"

"Strictly speaking, it would be more accurate to say you'll make a contract with that soul."

"Does that... have any meaning?"

From Stella's perspective, she couldn't understand how this differed from simply taking over her past body.
To her question, the Ice Dragon smiled and answered.

"Of course. I told you at the beginning, didn't I? The absolute nature of contracts in divine rules."

One sacrifice always accompanies one reward.

Likewise, one reward always accompanies one sacrifice.

"What is established by contract is absolute. Only through this incredibly complex process can you temporarily escape the immutable providence of death."

This was the only method of resurrection offered by a god.
Even to Stella, it sounded complicated and difficult.

Of course, her determination to walk this path remained unchanged.

"Even with all this, the time you can spend with your lord again may not be long. A few years at most."

"...That's enough. That much is sufficient."

Even if it was arduous and thankless work.
For that fleeting moment, she would willingly walk this path.

*

"According to the North's history books... this land was abandoned and cursed by the Ice Dragon 200 years ago. Right around when the war had just ended."

"They've managed to survive in this land for 200 years, impressive."

"What made that so-called god upset enough to turn this land into this state?"

Walking toward the royal castle.
Scarlet was using this interlude to give a brief explanation of this place's history.

"That's... unknown. What's certain is that since then, everyone in the country has been working hard to change her mind. ...Except the King. He seemed to dislike such efforts."

"How peculiar. If the god's grace returned, it would benefit him too. Why would he act that way?"

Evan raised a question after hearing Scarlet's words.
The neighboring Iris Empire wasn't on good terms with them, and even setting that aside, this place was a hell where everyone struggled to survive equally.

It was difficult to understand why the King would view with disdain something that could bring tremendous support.

Elysee and Caille responded to Evan.

"There must be something fishy going on."

"I agree. The royal family seems suspicious to me."

Both being royal and imperial family members themselves, they could instinctively sense such undercurrents.
Though one didn't need such a background to find it suspicious.

"...That's right. Such rumors circulated among the people too. Of course, anyone who raised their voice beyond that lost their head."

"Typical, of course."

Elysee shrugged.
Politicians were most skilled at suppressing stories unfavorable to them.
When it concerned divine authority that transcended even royal power?

Naturally, it would be sensitive as it related to their position.

"The rebels' justification probably lies there too. How dare a king who angered the Ice Dragon and ruined everyone's lives start a war?"

"That's certainly grounds for rebellion..."

"Oh, but there's something that's been bothering me."

Yu-seong interrupted Scarlet's story.
Scarlet immediately brightened her gloomy expression and answered with reddened cheeks.

"Y-yes! What is it?"

"Well... it's nothing major. You said this land became like this about 200 years ago, right?"

"Yes, yes!"

"But... why do you refer to the current king as if he's the same person?"

Yu-seong had spoken without much thought, but a moment of silence fell over the group.
Evan looked at Yu-seong and supported her question.

"Now that you mention it, that's true. Is there a particular reason?"

"...You're sharp indeed."

Scarlet, surprised by Yu-seong's perceptiveness, shrugged and spoke.
Even to her, it was a difficult story to believe.

"Our king... the king who fought the war 200 years ago is said to be the same person currently ruling the North."

"What...?"

"That's... impossible..."

The companions laughed as if it were absurd, but gradually their expressions hardened as they observed Scarlet's lack of reaction.
Her face clearly wasn't that of someone who had just made an amusing joke.

"Well... it is hard to believe. I wouldn't have believed it either if the king from back then didn't share the same name, face, height, personality, and even voice."

A painful tension descended upon the group once more.
It seemed...

It seemed that if the king they were dealing with had lived for hundreds of years through some means, he was at minimum not a normal human being.

But what mattered to them now was something else.

"...Why are you only telling us this now?!"

"Ah, you never asked!"

They were interrogating Scarlet for not revealing such an important fact until now.
By now, everyone had forgotten the unpleasant fact that Scarlet had attacked them, and instead regarded her as their convenient guide and travel companion.

It was natural for them to be upset that their guide had omitted such crucial information.

"W-wait! Don't use too much force...!"

While they were "punishing" Scarlet with maximum restraint.
Evan alone was thinking of something else.

Words Stella had spoken in the past.

-Oh, I heard from the Saintess before that the current Pope hasn't aged at all for decades.

-What's that about? Can divine power prevent aging too?

-Looking at the aged priests, that doesn't seem to be the case. Well, who knows.

"...A king who doesn't age."

Evan was faintly sensing an ominous premonition that no one else had noticed.

*

The Ice Dragon's power was truly astonishing.
Stella realized during her journey between worlds that turning back the time of the world was just one of many things the Ice Dragon could do with her power.

"Good. This is... the six hundred and sixty-third world."

"I see."

Jumping between worlds, even with divine power, came with tremendous fatigue.
The process was essentially no different from destroying one's entire body and reconstructing it, and Stella's soul was gradually wearing away.

The Ice Dragon and Stella had already traveled through about six hundred worlds.
Adding up the time spent exploring each world and preparing for the next, approximately one hundred and twenty years had passed.

This was their pace after figuring out the process midway, as even the Ice Dragon was doing this for the first time.

"......"

There were many unimaginable beings in these "other worlds."

Some were ordinary civilizations still in primitive states, or people living in extreme cold regions like glacial zones.
Conversely, some worlds occasionally possessed technologies so advanced they were difficult to explain even with Stella's extensive magical knowledge.

Sometimes there were worlds where people's genders changed due to a disease, or terrible places where the sexual morality of men and women was reversed...

Following Stella's firm insistence that she couldn't accept a soul from such places even if it matched, they immediately moved on to the next world.

"By the way, what was the most horrifying world for you?"

"...About twenty worlds ago. That one where women had male..."

That was the general idea.

Stella passed over dozens, hundreds of similar worlds afterward.

Worlds like those described repeated endlessly with slight variations, and occasionally they encountered worlds inhabited by beings so strange one might question if they were the same species.

And searching for a soul resembling herself among such people took years.

Decades.

Centuries.

Millennia.

And so.
Stella spent four thousand seven hundred and seventy-nine years simply searching through worlds.
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The long years had passed.
Stella had spent an immeasurably long time traversing worlds—time so vast that merely existing within it could crumble one's being.

"You are... truly resilient," the Ice Dragon said sincerely.

The Ice Dragon was a deity. As one who had ascended to godhood, maintaining mental integrity through such spans of time was natural.

But Stella was merely human. Her mental fortitude and physical abilities weren't particularly extraordinary.

"Is that so? I'll take it as a compliment."

She endured solely with the determination to see one person. She persisted with the singular desire to spend what was, compared to now, a fleeting moment in time.

Even with the Ice Dragon's mental protection, her tenacity defied all reason.

"Now, which attempt is this... again?"

"It doesn't matter anymore. Such things are irrelevant now."

Yet there had been changes. Over the long years, crossing countless dimensions, much of Stella's emotions had worn away.

Her emotional expressions had noticeably diminished, and her manner of speaking had become considerably more rigid than before.

It was a natural progression. After all, she had endured for so long with only the determination to find a soul similar to her own.

The world they arrived at this time was quite ordinary compared to the worlds they had passed through.

The technology was a few hundred years more advanced than the era they originally came from.

Steel carriages moved through the streets, and glass buildings like blue-lit monoliths stood in rows beneath the azure sky.

Somehow, it felt right. That's what Stella thought.

Experience had taught her that the closer a civilization was to their own, the higher the soul compatibility tended to be.

For instance, among the worlds they had crossed, there were several souls compatible with Stella's body, but they were all too different from her, both physically and mentally.

As the Ice Dragon had emphasized many times, soul compatibility alone wasn't enough. The person needed to be capable of walking the path Stella had walked, while also being able to form a contract with her.

Stella was even more particular. Though she didn't know exactly how long it would be, as someone who would serve her lord for years, she rejected all souls—regardless of compatibility—who were too ugly, greedy, or perverted.

As always, they wandered through the newly arrived world.
And then, Stella met a young man.

"Those fucking bastards... talking shit when they don't know anything..."

Auburn hair, a handsome face balanced between pretty and beautiful, with a tall, slender build. And a boy covered in so many wounds they almost obscured his appearance.

"......"

"Hmm. The soul compatibility is quite high... but what do you think?"

Having realized that Stella's standards were incredibly strict, the Ice Dragon asked her opinion.
Though the details were unclear, it seemed he had been in a major fight.

Stella didn't particularly like violent people. She also preferred not to have a male soul in her body if possible.

So the Ice Dragon expected her to shake her head this time too, but...

"...I'll observe him a bit more."

Stella chose to reserve judgment.

The Ice Dragon was puzzled but followed her decision.

And as she requested, they observed him in this world.

Earth, South Korea, Seoul—they watched the life of twenty-year-old Cheon Yu-seong.

"......"

"......"

He wasn't as rough as his first impression suggested. Rather, he was quite agreeable to most people.

Though he seemed on the verge of collapse, he still tried to maintain a bright appearance.

The violent behavior they had first witnessed only emerged when matters concerned his mother.

"Hmm. It seems he lost his mother at a young age. How pitiful."

"......"

Stella silently continued to observe him.

She could understand perfectly. The sense of loss from a mother's absence.

She had lost her own mother when she was too young to remember, but in his situation, it must feel even more painful.

Perhaps her subsequent judgment was influenced by this shared experience. Years later, Stella would acknowledge this.

"Oh...?"

Eventually, Cheon Yu-seong abandoned his awkward mask and stopped responding to provocations with violence.

Instead, he chose to isolate himself in what would be considered an extremely shabby home by this era's standards.

A cramped room not even half the size of the dormitory room Stella had used at the Academy in her previous life.
Lying helplessly there, Yu-seong's eyes were burned pitch black.

Eyes that could no longer feel any reality or sadness.

Though Yu-seong wasn't aware of it at the time, when his pitch-black eyes met Stella's sky-blue ones—

Stella was finally able to reach the conclusion she had been postponing for thousands of years.

"...I choose this person."

"Huh? Are you serious? But he's clearly male..."

"No, it's fine. Come to think of it... it might be better this way. At least he won't try to flirt with my lord."

Perhaps Stella would have made a similar assessment if Cheon Yu-seong had been female. As mentioned, she had developed a bias, and regardless of gender, those abyss-like empty eyes couldn't possibly contain love for anyone.

They must have burned it all away. Such things.

*It's better this way. Someone like him won't stubbornly refuse to surrender his body to me.*

Stella repeated to herself. Even though she felt it might be rationalization, her heart had already chosen him long ago.

The consequences of following such feelings would become clear later.

For now, she could only hope this decision was the right one.

"So... how do I make him understand about me?"

Now for the next step. Clearly, someone from an entirely different culture entering her body would cause confusion and conflict. Moreover, he needed to know how Stella Bell Eckhart had lived to act accordingly.

The Ice Dragon answered Stella's question with apparent forethought.

"Direct information transfer at an excessive level is impossible. Since this world has its own deities, I cannot use my powers too strongly."

"Then how...?"

"There are several methods. A more certain but somewhat dangerous approach would be through dreams. For a safer but less reliable path..."

The Ice Dragon looked around Yu-seong's room. What caught its attention were the various books crammed into the small space.

"...Yes. How about a novel?"

*

As they walked slowly, the chill emanating from the end of the street grew increasingly intense.

Others felt it slightly.
Evan and the Sword Saint felt it piercing to their very bones.

"...Isenberg."

"...Yeah."

"You said you once faced a mercenary from the Snow Mountain."

"...That's right. Though I'm not sure exactly how strong they were."

Evan and the Sword Saint looked at each other simultaneously.
They were feeling the same emotion right now.

The Sword Saint slowly continued his question.

"...Based on his level, could dozens of them gathered together produce this kind of chill?"

"...No. Absolutely not."

Evan shook his head firmly as he spoke.
Even if there were dozens or hundreds of fighters like Kinahan Elenoff, whom he had cut down about three years ago, they couldn't produce this aura. Of course, there was the possibility that Kinahan had been a low-ranking mercenary, but... judging by the level of personnel deployed during Stella's previous attack, the difference couldn't be that great.

This meant there were either very few individuals or just one extremely powerful person at their destination.

The Sword Saint turned to Evan and spoke with rare tension in his voice.

"...It seems we'll need to go all out from the beginning."

"...Yes. I'll help."

Even though everyone except the Sword Saint had agreed to conserve their strength, the presence of such a powerful opponent was unexpected.

After some time, they reached the front of the royal palace.

"...This is comparable in size even to the Empire's palace."

Elysee, who had practically lived in the Imperial Palace her whole life, knew well. The royal palace of the Sovereign State was indeed comparable in size to the Imperial Palace. And it wasn't just the size. In terms of design and architectural grandeur, the northern royal palace was in no way inferior to the Empire.

This made it all the more grotesque. After all, everything they had seen in the North until now was either collapsing buildings with dying people or superficially glossy buildings with dying people inside.

The structure made of gray and white stone, along with blue lapis lazuli, was beautiful—and therefore all the more bizarre.

Unlike the streets where soldiers had desperately defended, no one blocked their path at the front of the royal palace.

Instead, with tense expressions, they had opened the huge doors wide and were waiting.

"What could be their intention?"

"...I'm not sure. Either they know they can't stop us, or..."

They have confidence they can. They must have known the Sword Saint was here after he demolished the wall.

Everyone trembled with anxiety, wondering why they would behave this way.

"...Phew."

Among them, Scarlet was trembling the most.
Unlike the others, she was the only one born and raised in this North.

The effective source of her childhood suffering and the entity that needed to be eliminated first to change this vast land of death.

And thinking about her former family members who would be protecting them, her heart couldn't help but race.

"...Let's go."

Click-clack, thud-thud. Each person's footsteps echoed through the wide, snow-white marble palace.

Snow-white marble. Unlike the exterior decorated with various achromatic stones and blue lapis lazuli, the interior was a space of pure white.

"......"

Evan felt a strange sense of déjà vu.
A feeling he couldn't quite explain, but unsettling nonetheless.

The chilling aura was growing stronger.

After walking for some time through the wide, high corridors of white marble,

They finally...

"...That's him."

"...The North's..."

"...King."

They discovered the King of the North sitting on a throne in a room surrounded by snow-white marble, similarly dyed in pure white.

In a room where only the ceiling was made of glass and every other direction was painted pure white.

Evan looked at the King while feeling a terrible sense of incongruity.

Gray hair and gray beard.
He certainly looked aged, but his physique was robust—he definitely didn't look like an old man who had lived for 200 years.

*...200 years. Marble. White.*

Around him were not many, just about a dozen mercenaries.
They were clearly the most skilled fighters from Scarlet's tribe.

The group, overwhelmed by the atmosphere, could only stare at the King without saying a word.
As the tense standoff continued,

The King slowly rose from his seat and spoke.

"...Are you them? The young stars from the Empire."

"You knew about us?"

Evan cautiously asked, alarmed by the King's apparent knowledge of their identities.
In response, the King chuckled softly and answered.

"Of course. I am the king of a country once ruled by a lizard woman who could see the future. And old men like me... we're very interested in our own futures."

"So you don't care about your people withering away and dying, but you need to know when your own head will fly off."

"That's exactly right."

At Evan's words, the King burst into laughter that was hard to believe came from an old man.
He approached them, gripping an enormous greatsword that no elderly person could possibly wield.

An abnormal sense of pressure.

"I have well-trained hounds, but... since young people have come all this way to visit me..."

"...Sword Saint."

"...I shall cut you down myself."

Suddenly, a strong chill that everyone could feel swept over them.
The actual target of their journey, the very objective itself—

The King of the North took his stance, channeling his power into his massive greatsword.

"Sword Saint."

That man is dangerous.
At least on my level.

*...200 years. Marble. White, and...*

Having made this quick assessment, Evan grabbed the shoulder of the motionless Sword Saint and shouted.

"...Claire!! Right now, that man...!"

"...I cannot cut him."

At this brief response, Evan's thoughts momentarily froze.
In his momentary confusion, his mind stopped and then began spinning chaotically.

What does he mean? Cannot cut him?
In this situation?

...For what reason?

"Hey, what are you saying—"

"I said I cannot cut him."

Evan tried to shout something at Claire, but the words never left his throat.

Because the Sword Saint—who never showed emotion except in matters concerning Stella—had an expression clouded with confusion and cold sweat.

"...You, don't tell me..."

"...I cannot cut him. That man is..."

*...200 years. Marble. White, incongruity...*

And Evan realized the source of the incongruity.
The excessively white appearance of this place.
This place covered entirely in white marble on every surface.

It resembled the symbol of a certain religion Evan knew very well.
That is...

"...That King is from the Moonlight Church."

...The full moon, that is.

Ch.338 - EP. 9 Recollection (5)
"A novel... you say?"

Stella asked in response to the Ice Dragon's question.
From what she had observed, Yu-seong did indeed spend most of his spare time consuming creative works.

It wasn't as if he genuinely enjoyed them... how should she put it?

It seemed more like he was desperately escaping, preferring it to bearing the unbearable weight of endless time.

Of course, separate from that, she couldn't deny that novels were an excellent medium for transmission.

Unlike dreams, they weren't at risk of evaporating in an instant, and they were a good way to convey one's story.

However, from what the Ice Dragon was saying, it didn't sound like things would work out so conveniently.

"If we use novels instead of dreams... there must be some limitations, right?"

"Yes. You and I won't be able to control the content."

"...Then how should we proceed?"

If they couldn't control the content, how could they possibly convey her life story to him?
The Ice Dragon continued explaining in response to Stella's questioning look.

"Strictly speaking, it's possible to make him write about 'facts' that happened... but we can decide who the focus is on and which parts are emphasized."

"...Well, I suppose that's enough."

If the writer decided to make someone like Erhen the protagonist and then published the novel, it would be a bit troublesome...
But Stella was confident she could be the protagonist.
The only concern was that she hadn't established proper relationships with anyone except her lord...

But at least her accomplishments were outstanding.

"Then do we need to find a writer... separately?"

"There's no need for that. Since we're doing this, I've already selected someone who seems like they'd write well."

When the Ice Dragon snapped her fingers, the surroundings changed.
A room slightly larger than Yu-seong's house, but almost similar in size.

Someone could be seen entering the room with heavy footsteps.

"Mom, come on! I told you I can handle my own business!"

Then, a woman with antenna-like hair and glasses so thick her eyes weren't visible roughly opened the door, slammed it shut, and entered.
She was grumbling about something... how should one describe her?

Even to Stella, she looked like someone who would "write well."

-Hey! Juhyun!!

"The-the wind made it close hard!!"

The writer shouted back at her mother pathetically, then sat down at her desk.
She struggled with her laptop for a while before collapsing onto her bed, clutching her head.

"I have no ideas...!!"


"Now, it's time to plant it," said the Ice Dragon.

She inserted her finger into the collapsed writer's forehead and injected something.
After about thirty minutes...

"Huh!! Ice Dragon!! I've received a revelation!!"

The writer jumped up frantically, grabbed her laptop, and began furiously typing.

The Ice Dragon must have really put something in there, as the writer spent several hours focused solely on transcribing what she had seen in her dream.

Without tiring, she eventually completed a novel.

"Now, you may look. I made sure to focus primarily on your story so you could be the protagonist..."

"...I don't think that's the case."

Stella pointed at the laptop screen as the Ice Dragon spoke proudly.

The text being written at an impossible speed.
And the title that was written was clearly...

[How the Princess Survives at the Academy/Ice Dragon's Lackey.]

At the very least, she could tell it wasn't her story.
After all, Stella had never been anything close to a princess.

"......"

"......"

Both the Ice Dragon and Stella fell silent.
All they could do now was pray that Stella's name would appear at least a few times in the novel that Yu-seong would soon read.

*

"...What are you saying? What, huh?"

Scarlet's words echoed through the gaps between the white marble.
Naturally, Scarlet was the most shocked.

He had been a king of a country.
No matter how much he rejected the Ice Dragon and neglected his people, he was still the king of this country.

Scarlet felt her breath catch in her throat.

"Sword Saint, are you certain?"

"...I'm certain. This sensation is exactly the same as when I face followers of the Moonlight Church."

"......!!"

Everyone realized the gravity of the situation upon hearing the Sword Saint's confirmation.
The enemy had already been a high-risk target, but now that they realized the Sword Saint couldn't properly attack him, the danger level skyrocketed instantly.

"What do you fear, warriors of foreign lands?"

The aged king, who suddenly seemed to have grown several times larger, laughed loudly.
Between his eye sockets, so deeply hollowed that his pupils weren't visible, a glimpse of ecstasy could be seen.

Evan took his stance.
This was an unforeseen situation.

"...Damn it."

Though he hated to think it, even Stella probably couldn't have anticipated this situation.

"Everyone! Take your positions and-!!"

-Woong.

Evan's voice was drowned out by the sound of a massive greatsword cutting dully through the air.

This would be fatal if it hit directly.
Evan thought this as he watched the sword—with an edge as dull as his finger's width, making it more like a giant iron club than a sword—flying toward him.

CRASH!!!

The king's enormous sword shattered the marble floor and ceiling in one blow, finally completing its heavy movement.

Fortunately, everyone dodged, but the air pressure alone was enough to make them stagger.
And before they could steady themselves, a second strike came.

"What's wrong, warriors? Weren't you trying to capture the Pope of that Empire anyway?!"

"......!!"

"For someone with Insight Eye like me, this speed is...!"

With a body that had grown three times larger and a weapon that looked impossibly inefficient.
Yet despite all that, the speed defied common sense, causing Evan to break into a cold sweat as he performed acrobatic maneuvers to avoid the pressure, debris, and sword energy.

"...Now, an opening."

Immediately, he illuminated his crimson Insight Eye and brought down his sword.

A precise strike, refined enough to see the air being cut—though not quite at the Sword Saint's level.
The movement was as concise as a conductor's baton, but its impact was significant.

"Hmm?"

In an instant, a wide area from the king's pectoral muscle to his entire arm was cut away.

The damage was enough to make even the Sword Saint flinch.
She thought she had been watching his growth, but when had he advanced this far?

The Sword Saint could see it.
This wasn't simply a "cutting" strike.

It was a technique that fundamentally destroyed the soul's form, leaving a wound that most church members would never recover from in their lifetime.

However.

"...Impossible."

"You people can't defeat the Pope, that fellow."

Evan found his mouth hanging open involuntarily.
The king had regenerated a part of his body that must have weighed dozens of kilograms in just a few seconds.

This was a speed that only someone like Cardinal Ureon could achieve.

The king laughed and said:

"What's wrong? If you're still thinking you need to conserve your strength..."

The king bulged his body even larger and prepared to swing his sword with even greater force.

Like a taut bowstring, compressed power. Then that power burst forth in an instant.

Evan looked at the Sword Saint and shouted urgently:

"Sword Saint!! Take Yu-seong and Scarlet and get far away!!"

Immediately after Evan's words.
With a tremendous roar, the palace was completely devastated.

Amid the thick smoke, Evan immediately dispersed the pressure wave with his sword and searched for Yu-seong and Scarlet, the weakest among them.

"Sword Saint!!"

"Huff... I'm fine."

Fortunately, the two had only fainted, as the Sword Saint had used her body to block the aftershock.

Evan checked the Sword Saint's condition urgently after being relieved about their state.

"Are you really okay!? There's blood coming from your mouth...!"

"Ah, this is getting off lightly. I hadn't been able to test it until now, just in case, but it seems I can at least block attacks like this."

"...Wait, then...!"

"...Yes."

The Sword Saint immediately understood Evan's question and gave an affirmative answer.

Her oath with the Moonlight Church was as follows:

She would not harm members of the Moonlight Church.
The Moonlight Church would not harm the Kruger Mercenaries.

Currently, Claire was the commander of the Kruger Mercenaries, and she had clearly been directly harmed by the king who was using the Moonlight Church's divine power.

Claire could instinctively tell.
As someone who could catch all sounds within a 3km radius, she noticed that the king's heartbeat had faded.

"Then...!"

The king had essentially fallen.
She had never seen a Moonlight Church member survive after their heart burst, except for the Saintess and Ureon.

He must have fallen.

...Or so they thought.

"...This feels quite disgusting. So you're that Sword Saint nonsense the Pope mentioned?"

"...How?"

"The merciful moonlight of our Main God shines equally even in this rough backwater. You should know what state the Empire's sky is in right now."

"...Oh no."

Evan and Claire sighed simultaneously.
With so much happening, they had forgotten.

Just before they left the Empire, Ureon had sacrificed all the Seeds of the Evil God to raise a giant full moon over the Empire's sky.

Ureon's heart had recovered after that.
They had overlooked it.
They should have known how much the moon affects the divinity of Moonlight Church members.

...With the moon growing larger, their recovery abilities would increase exponentially.
They had forgotten this obvious fact.

"Don't think too badly of it. They never make disadvantageous contracts. Would those cunning humans leave themselves vulnerable to dying from a burst heart without any countermeasures?"

The king's mockery was low and chilling.
Evan found himself at a crossroads.

Should he use his full power to fight now?
Or should he trust that Stella had made provisions and wait for now?

...Either way, the damage would be severe.

The king watched Evan's mental calculations with an amused smile.

"Well, though I didn't die, I'll make you pay properly for crushing an old man's heart..."

And then, the laughter stopped abruptly.
Evan and the Sword Saint looked at the king simultaneously.
They sensed that something in the atmosphere had changed.
It wasn't just that the laughter had stopped; something terribly eerie was emanating from him.

"...How are you still alive?"

Though the king's murmur was quiet,
Evan and Claire, who couldn't miss it, followed the king's gaze and turned their heads.

And there were...

"...Ah."

Yu-seong and Scarlet, still unconscious.

*

Stella and the Ice Dragon anxiously watched as the novel was gradually published.

As the title suggested, the protagonist was Elysee.
A confined royal who had regressed using the power of the time spirit.
For a web novelist who specialized in romance fantasy, there couldn't be a more suitable protagonist.

Of course, there were problems that arose from this.

"...Why has Erhen become a man?"

"There are... such preferences, I've heard."

"No... even the personality seems completely different."

For example, Erhen had transformed from a clumsy, foolish elf into a genuinely clumsy, muscular, handsome, long-haired elf.

Even for a creative work that had undergone processing, it wasn't exactly a pleasant sight.

Erhen wasn't the only victim of setting changes.
Various other settings were being altered in convenient, romance-fantasy ways that favored Elysee.

Just counting the classmates whose genders Stella knew had been switched, there were already more than a dozen.

Of course, they weren't particularly important characters, and from Stella's perspective, it wasn't her business.
But what Stella feared most was something else entirely.

"Ice Dragon. If I also become a man..."

"...That won't happen. ...Probably."

Stella was increasingly losing faith in the Ice Dragon due to her ambiguous attitude, but fortunately, the disaster of Stella's gender being changed to male—resulting in either a double forbidden romance with her lord or joining him in pursuing Elysee—did not occur.

Considering that Grace, who was a pathetic crossdresser in the original, suddenly became a young nobleman from some aristocratic family, Stella's situation could be considered good.
Though her screen time was reduced accordingly.

And in this situation, there was one more fortunate thing.

"...Wow. This is actually great?"

The soul that would enter her body, Yu-seong, had fallen head over heels for the Stella in the novel.

Stella considered this fortunate.
The fact that he had found her despite her limited appearances meant he was interested in her actions.

Stella decided to happily accept this goodwill.

"...Why are these bastards insulting Stella? I'm going to comment..."

...It was after about half a year of the Academy Survival Guide being serialized that she began to feel something was off.

More precisely...

[Day 27 of Requesting Stella Side Story]

-Listen up, newbies. Stella is just a jealous, troublemaking side character? That's nonsense not worth refuting, but I'll explain the author's great intention just once. First of all, Stella has a perfectly proportioned body and her hips...

...More precisely, it was from the moment he started commenting under such strange names.

Seeing the comments he was writing, Stella wanted to stop him, but...

"Sigh... these people are at it again. What flag is a death flag?"

"...Stop..."

All she could do was blush, contort her face, and endure the embarrassment.

Ch.339 - EP. 9 Reminiscence (6)
Cheon Yu-seong liked Stella. Not in a sexual way. At least back then, he believed she was just a fictional character.

But aside from the minor drawback of being a fictional woman in text, Yu-seong genuinely liked Stella. He might have been the person who liked Stella the most on Earth. (That was obvious. No one else liked her anyway.)

At least back then, if someone had asked him to choose between marrying Evan or Stella, he would have given the same answer no matter how many times they asked.

Though it might be different now.

In any case, unaware of the unfortunate fact that the subject of his fandom was observing him, Yu-seong had completely immersed himself in it.

"Stella is the best...!"

"......"

Watching this was quite painful for Stella. She had always been weak to praise and affection directed at her. By now she was quite worn down, so her reaction was mild, but if she hadn't been, her response would have been quite entertaining.

The Ice Dragon was relieved she wouldn't have to witness such a situation with her own eyes. Even gods had things they preferred not to see.

And so, the painful days continued. Stella earnestly asked the Ice Dragon if she could fast-forward time, but the Ice Dragon could only reply that she couldn't do that in another god's domain.

Anyway, about 320 days passed as 424 chapters were published. (Including the 100-chapter promotional pre-release)
After nearly a year, Stella chose not to watch anymore.

It's a bit awkward to say this, but she only hoped the author would quickly write ahead to the scene where she died.

And finally, chapter 424.
Erhen underwent a gender change, Grace, who had been a somewhat pretty crossdresser, became a proper handsome young man, and for some reason, several academy professors entered a forbidden relationship with Elysee, and then, at last, chapter 424.

The chapter where Stella herself died was uploaded.


["I love you, Duke..."

"...Stella."

The light faded from her eyes that had always shone blue.
Her pale amethyst hair, which had been as mysterious as light purple quartz, instantly lost its color.

The hand buried in the snow felt cold.

A shooting star fell from the sky.

Stella was dead.

She, who had always helped me since childhood, died trying to save someone like me.

-End of Chapter 424]


"Aaaaargh!!"

Yu-seong screamed. He had finally seen the scene where Stella herself died.
She was glad that the painful time was coming to an end, and relieved that she wouldn't have to see his obsession anymore.
Yet, she also found some comfort in the fact that there was someone besides her lord who was so saddened by her death.

Even though it was so long ago that the memory was blurry, the fact that it still moved someone's heart.

Perhaps it felt more so because it was the sadness and anger of a man who usually looked at life with dead eyes and pessimism.

"You crazy bitch of an author, how could you kill her?!"

After ranting for a moment, he collapsed onto his bed in despair.
At least from what she had observed, this was the first time he had shown such an intense reaction.

"No, this is just wrong..."

He muttered helplessly as he lay down.
The sound of his cheap mattress creaking could be heard.

"I really liked her...."


"You're quite bold, saying that in front of the person herself."

"...Shouldn't we start preparing now?"

"Ah, right."
Stella spoke while giving the Ice Dragon, who was snickering at her, a reproachful look.
All that remained was to use the medium of a novel to summon him to her world.

"It's been a while since I've manipulated one of my subjects."

"...Please hurry up."

The "subject" referred to here was the author of the Academy Survival Guide.
The Ice Dragon had taken quite a liking to her pen name (Ice Dragon's Minion) and made her Earth's Subject #1.
Somehow, that seemed a bit sad.

"There. It's done. Now we just wait for that child to receive the notification."

Summoning another soul to one's world was one of the ancient magics that divine beings could perform.

Originally, it required the author's stress from another world and a strong physical shock (like a truck, for example), but Cheon Yu-seong had successfully maximized the author's stress through hundreds of days of malicious comments, making that unnecessary.

"That bastard Duke... if it were me, I would..."

As if experiencing preliminary symptoms, Yu-seong's eyes slowly closed.
His mind was so hazy that he didn't even know what he was saying.

Although Stella would never tolerate anyone insulting her lord, she decided to let it slide this once since it was for her sake, and moreover, he would be suffering in her place from now on.

Then, a cheerful alarm sound came from his smartphone.

"...Huh?"

In that moment, his body disappeared.
As if he had never existed.

In his room—the shabby, worn-out, cramped room—only Stella and the Ice Dragon remained in silence.

"...Looking at it again, not a bad soul."

"...Yes. I think he was the best choice."

They nodded in agreement.
He was truly the optimal candidate for their requirements.

He needed the intelligence and acting skills to survive as a transmigrator in Stella's body.
He needed to have a basic fondness for Stella, the body's original owner.
He needed to have the same mental gender as her lord so he wouldn't develop romantic feelings.
And above all, he needed to not be too attached to life.

'I'm sorry about this.'

Stella closed her eyes and offered a silent prayer for him.
His being dragged into that world was entirely due to the Ice Dragon's and her own unilateral decision.
No matter how detached from life he might have been, that didn't mean he wanted to be suddenly transported to another world as a different person of a different gender.

'...You can blame me if you want. It's all my selfishness, my greed, my responsibility.'

Her future would be arduous.

Right after being possessed, she would experience the murder of her lord's father, and would spend a long time in an awkward state with her lord.

After entering the academy, she would go through difficult times due to opposition from Elysee and other students, and during that process, it might become even harder when her lord pretends to fall for Elysee, even if it's just an act.

Dragons would rampage through the school killing students, and the Sword Saint would commit a massacre.

In the North, she would be running frantically among many dying people.

She knew from the start that it was an evil idea to make someone else experience such a future instead of herself.

But, even so, despite all that.

There was someone she wanted to meet.
There were words she wanted to correct.

'So.'

Just survive.
It's fine if you just survive.
That's all I need.

That was all Stella—I—wished for.
Though I admit such thoughts did cross my mind.

Someone like Cheon Yu-seong.
After everything is over, my body....

...

......

.........

......No. That wasn't it.

My reminiscence ends here.

Now, are you satisfied?

Chapter 339. Reminiscence (6)


The battle 200 years ago was mythical.
After the battle between the Empire and the North that satisfied each side's interests ended.

The Ice Dragon came forth to punish those who dared use their people to gain benefits.

The King of the North, who is still clinging to life, faced a situation where everything he had built might be completely uprooted.

And in that situation, a man came. The one now known as the Pope, who was called the God Slayer just before that.

Strictly speaking, the Pope at that time was closer to a god than a human.
The main god of the Moonlight Church, who normally doesn't interfere much in human affairs, but this time it was a bad relationship for her as well.

She essentially chose the Pope as her descent vessel, imbuing him with a significant portion of her power.
That is the secret behind how the Pope has maintained his youth until now.

The record keepers who tried to document that battle all disappeared without a trace in the aftermath, and the King of the North, who managed to witness it with his own eyes, recalled it like this.

If left unchecked, it could have been a battle that would have annihilated the continent in an instant.
It was an evenly matched, fierce battle, but... a god is still a god.

Even though she had imbued her descent vessel with much of her power, it naturally couldn't be stronger than the original deity.

After days of fighting, the Ice Dragon was about to defeat the main god of the Moonlight Church when she finally gained the upper hand.

And what the King did in that critical moment was... in his own opinion, a truly despicable yet best choice.

As a result, the Ice Dragon never set foot on this land again, the King's forces were maintained, and in exchange for giving the Moonlight Church much prestige, he too was able to obtain youth close to immortality, though not as much as the Pope's.

But he always lived with the fear of incurring a god's wrath.

The anxiety that the Ice Dragon might return to this land and behead him at any moment.

In that anxiety, what he relied on was, ironically, the Ice Dragon's power.
Though the Ice Dragon had left this land, the only thing she left behind.

The High Priestess. He began creating crystal balls with prophetic powers by taking the blood of those who inherited some of the Ice Dragon's prophetic abilities.

At some point, the future shown by such crystal balls culminated in a girl with purple hair overthrowing his regime.

By the time the King realized this, among the people who met that condition, the only existing Northerner was Stella's mother.

He tried to kill her, but due to the strong opposition from the Snow Mountain tribe who couldn't lose their only High Priestess, he couldn't do so, and in the meantime, she escaped to the Empire.

Then rumors came that she had died in the Empire. Was his fate safe now? But the crystal ball still pointed to the same future.

Just a few years while the King was worrying.
Like the saying "it's darkest under the lamp," the King discovered Scarlet, whom they were hiding and raising as a High Priestess in the Snow Mountain.

He tried to strike immediately, but for some reason, Scarlet fled right after. Determined not to let her escape this time, he had the Snow Mountain deal with it just a few weeks ago.

"...But why?"

The King looked at Scarlet and Yu-seong with a hollow gaze.

Both of them, except for the slight difference in hair length, looked remarkably similar to what he had seen in the crystal ball.

Surely, they should be dead.
He had clearly heard reports that they were stabbed through the heart and fell off a cliff.
Why were there now two of them?

The King quickly turned to look at the Snow Mountain tribe's chieftain and action leader who were standing by to guard him.

They too had expressions of shock.
They raised their voices to protest to the King.

"Your Majesty, I...!!"

And that was the Snow Mountain tribe chieftain's last words.
The King immediately blew his head apart, and he died despite his title as the North's greatest swordsman.

"Chieftain...!!"

Similarly, with just enough time to barely recognize the situation, the action leader also died instantly with five fingers piercing his heart and lungs.

"Ch-Chieftain...?"

"S-Scarlet. That man was supposed to be incredibly strong...."

"Incredibly strong!! Certainly, certainly, but why did he die in one hit...!?"

For Scarlet, who had spent her whole life in the Snow Mountain tribe with the chieftain's terror ingrained in her body, it was an incomprehensible sight.

Others were equally baffled.
How could such an old King emit such a powerful aura?

"Ha, haha...! Why, why is this king so powerful, you ask?"

The King had felt his body wasn't the same as before for the past few years.
The youth bestowed upon him by the Moonlight Church resembled the Pope's but wasn't as excellent in performance.

Living with an obsession for his strength and youth, the King once again took an irreversible path.

If you sacrifice one, you get one in return.
The King used his people as materials for strength and youth, grinding them away.

That was why many of the villages Scarlet had first encountered and traveled through were empty.


-Do you know where all the villages around here are?


-Of course. It's natural to know all of them except the really remote ones.


-Why is there no one in this village?


-...Even I don't know for sure since it's a recent development. But it's happening all over and there are a lot of victims. I think it's a variant of a giant octopus crawling from the sky that...


The group was shocked.
Using humans as sacrifices to become young and strong?
The Moonlight Church did something similar, but at least they did it within the realm of a collective.
It was too cruel an action for one individual to take out of pure self-interest. Especially if that individual was the King.

"Are you... human...?"

"Human, you ask...?"

Scarlet spoke with a trembling body, unable to control herself due to the shocking fact.
At the very least, she had thought that while the disasters befalling the people might be blamed on the King's incompetence, he wasn't the cause.

But, but this King was determined to.

"Yes. I am not human! I am the King!!"

To the very end, he was determined to despise his people.
Scarlet felt her body shaking violently with anger.
Her molars ground together, and blood flowed between her jaws.

It was him.
It was him who was the source of her childhood misery and the misfortune of this entire frozen land.

"But why does everyone despise me! Why don't they understand that if my regime falls, there will only be death!! Why-!"

"Claire, get Scarlet and Yu-seong back. Everyone, form ranks and surround him!!"

"Yes!"

Though she wanted to rush in and cut him down immediately, she didn't have that kind of power.
So she could only watch helplessly.

"God... damn it...!!"

She watched as others, who had nothing to do with her, fought to eliminate the evil of the North.

*

The original Stella's reminiscence ended there.
Like finishing a long movie.

After blankly absorbing it all, Stella jumped up.

And then, with a scream unlike anything the original Stella had ever heard before—a scream that made one wonder if this was the sound a person made when being cut into three pieces alive—she screamed in extreme agony.

"Aaaaaaaaaah!!!!"

"...What's wrong?"

"Aaaaaaaaaah!!! You, you were watching that?!!"

Stella's face, as she shouted at the original Stella, was rarely flushed red.
Did this person actually have a sense of shame?
The original Stella was puzzled, but thinking about it again, she understood why.

After all, the embarrassing behavior she had witnessed included organizing a one-person comment brigade to manipulate public opinion in comment sections, shouting whenever Stella appeared, leaving obsessive comments, looking at Stella-related merchandise...

Even someone as shameless as her would be embarrassed if such things were exposed.
The original nodded in understanding, exercising empathy for the first time in thousands of years.

"I apologize. It wasn't intentional."

"Th-th-then you saw everything!! When I used to, that...!!"

"...I'm sorry."

"Aaaaaaah!!"

Stella's eyes were even brimming with tears.
Was it a mistake to show this?
The original Stella still didn't understand why Stella had asked her to show this.
She only knew it was an extremely important factor for her.

Stella threw a fit over having her dark history exposed and denounced Stella.

"Get out! Get out!! I'll only talk with the Ice Dragon!"

"...I was really curious, what did you mean when you said you would make me happier?"

"I said get out!!"

The original Stella seized the opportunity to vent years of accumulated frustration.

Stella pushed her away and chased her far off.
When the original Stella finally signaled surrender and disappeared from the Ice Dragon's and Stella's sight.

Only then did Stella's expression return to her usual cold face.

"...Impressive acting skills. Even after seeing it again."

The Ice Dragon muttered.
It was acting so good that even she, a god, was momentarily fooled.

No wonder the main god of the Moonlight Church was briefly deceived into bestowing the Saintess's divine power.

She answered the Ice Dragon's question smoothly.

"Oh please. Acting? I was genuinely embarrassed."

"...If you say so."

"No, it's nothing special. I just felt that Stella has been thinking of me as too difficult lately. I thought I needed to appear more approachable."

"......"

That's what's scary about your thinking.
The Ice Dragon thought this while smiling and asking.

"So, what's the reason for putting on this show and meeting with me alone?"

"Ah, this was my goal from the beginning. I feel a bit sorry for Stella, but in this case, she was just a means to an end."

Stella smiled coldly.
It was a chilling appearance that made it hard to believe she was the same person as before.

Stella slowly unfolded her thoughts.
About what she thought of the Ice Dragon as a deity.

And.

After her explanation continued for about ten minutes.

"...Who on earth are you...?"

For the first time in tens of thousands of years, a look of bewilderment appeared on the Ice Dragon's face.

*

"Die, usurpers who covet my throne!!"

"Ugh...!!"

With a clang, Caille was sent flying like a ball hit by a bat after blocking his attack.
It was miraculous that he wasn't seriously injured, considering he had barely defended using his demonic sword, his strength, and Elysee's help to absorb the shock.

The King's power was terrifyingly immense.

"Caille!! Are you okay?"

"I'm fine, Isenberg!! End it now!"

Caille shouted to Evan who was worried about him.
The battle had already been going on for over 10 minutes.
If it dragged on any longer, the risk would increase exponentially both now and in the future.

'...I wish I could, but...!'

But it wasn't that Evan didn't want to end it.
Surely if Evan used his full power, he could defeat him.
But then it would be impossible for Evan to fight the Moonlight Church at full strength.

Moreover, this monster had clearly only temporarily strengthened himself with an enormous amount of sacrifices, and it was obvious his power would drain within minutes.

It's just that for those few minutes, he was a crazy monster who could match even the Sword Saint's waist-level power.

"How is an old monster over a hundred years old... so strong!"

"Gasp!!"

"Erhen, I'm not talking about you!!"

Evan shouted, falling into a dilemma.
What should he do? Should he defeat him here even if it means being weakened? Or should he take the risk and maintain his strength by enduring?

'...No. This monster is too dangerous.'

Evan muttered as he watched the rampaging King.
According to Stella's plan, rebels and the people of the North would soon storm this palace. This monster had to be defeated before then.

Just as Evan was about to use his full power at the cost of exhaustion.

"...Evan!! Get out of the way!"

"What-"

With a thud, something struck Evan's abdomen, and he was knocked away.
It wasn't the King's fist or foot.
If it had been, Evan could have predicted and blocked it. What hit Evan's abdomen was...

"What is that...?"

They were huge tentacles extending from all over the King's body.

It seemed he was now drawing on his final strength and sacrifices.

In a way, it was a fitting appearance for the King of this place, where the flora, fauna, and even the natural ecosystem had been grotesquely transformed.

"Ugh!"

"What is that?!"

Evan felt disgusted by its appearance and was about to go all out, but a thought crossed his mind.

Tentacles. Attack range. Yu-seong, Scarlet.

Evan quickly turned his head.
He saw Yu-seong and Scarlet fleeing in the distance.
And bundles of tentacles chasing after them caught his eye.

"Sword Sai-!"

He tried to call the Sword Saint, but she was already busy blocking other tentacles while trying not to attack.
Even in such a situation, the Sword Saint showed incredible defense, but one bundle of tentacles that slipped through flew toward Yu-seong, about to pierce through.

"...Ah!"

*

The Ice Dragon showed signs of dizziness, but tried to continue speaking while struggling to maintain her composure.

"...Let's say I have such feelings. But you know it's impossible for me, the price of one thing is..."

"Always the sacrifice of one thing. I know. I know that I can't easily borrow your power."

The Ice Dragon felt sorry hearing Stella's response.
She wanted to help her too, but she had constraints.
Given those constraints, she couldn't help her without any price.

As if reading the Ice Dragon's thoughts, Stella smiled brightly and continued.

"Ice Dragon. Why do you think I insisted on seeing the circumstances of my possession, including my embarrassing past?"

"...What?"

The Ice Dragon wore a momentarily stunned expression.
What on earth was this mortal saying?
Was there meaning to that?

'...Another long one.'

This was a very old plan that Stella had devised since the possibility of her journey to the North became concrete.

Though the actual plan was quite old, she had slowly prepared to execute it since the moment she made the bet with Stella—right after the spy and Sword Saint incident.

The terms of the bet were as follows: If she won, the original Stella would tell her why and how she had been possessed in this world.

In truth, the "how" wasn't important.
It was just a safety measure to get a more detailed explanation of the process.

What was important was learning what kind of "contract" process had brought her here.
That was all.

"...Why did you want to know that?"

"...Think about it."

As the Ice Dragon asked in a tense voice, Stella smiled and slowly explained her idea.

"Stella traveled through various dimensions through you. This must have been a mutually beneficial arrangement for both of you. Right?"

"...That is correct."

The Ice Dragon herself wanted to help her people whom she could still influence, and Stella had a strong desire to see Evan one more time.
Stella continued her explanation.

"And in this bilateral agreement, the one selected to be put into Stella's body was the past life Cheon Yu-seong. That is, me. Right?"

"...That is so."

"And your plan was for me to make a 'contract' with Stella's soul inside her body to hand over the body. Right?"

"...That is so. But why on earth-"

"Then, here's my question."

Stella cut off the god's words mid-sentence and raised a finger.
This was Stella's highlight.

The first step toward the key that would instantly solve these twisted situations—the insurance that allowed her to come here seemingly without any preparation.

"'Stella Eckhart' and the 'Ice Dragon' made a contract to put me, the past life 'Cheon Yu-seong,' into Stella's body."

"...Wait, could it be...!"

The Ice Dragon's eyes widened as she seemed to realize something.

A simple, very simple fact.
But one that was overlooked precisely because of its simplicity.

"...Then, what is the price that I, 'Cheon Yu-seong,' will receive here?"

If you offer a sacrifice, there is always a price in return.

The Ice Dragon was able to fulfill her duty by helping Stella, and Stella gained hope of fulfilling her wish again by receiving her help.

But what about Cheon Yu-seong?
What was the share of Cheon Yu-seong, who was suddenly possessed into a completely different world, a completely different gender, from modern South Korea?

The sacrifice of one thing, the price of one thing.
Equivalent exchange.

This was the most important thing in the laws of divinity.

Similarly, it applied to Cheon Yu-seong, who had lived in a completely different world.

"...Now, shall we settle my account?"

*

Evan ran at full speed.
At this rate, Yu-seong, Yu-seong would be pierced by the tentacles.

Evan tried to run quickly, but the distance was too great.
Yu-seong and Scarlet had been fleeing since the battle began.
The abnormal speed of the tentacles chasing them was the issue. It wasn't a distance Evan could physically close.

Evan screamed in despair in his heart.
After losing so much, this couldn't happen again.

And, just as the tentacle was about to reach Yu-seong.

-Boom!!!

"...!!"

The tentacle didn't reach Yu-seong.
Evan and Yu-seong, watching from afar, called out a name in surprise at the same time.

"Scarlet...?"

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

Scarlet had blocked the tentacle.
She was blocking a tentacle with enough force to put a hole in even Evan's body if he took it unprepared.

"...This time, huff, I've, hoo... landed a hit...!!"

"You, little, bitch...!!"


...The shock-absorbing dagger.

The magical tool that could absorb any attack three times a day, which had even blocked Evan and the Sword Saint's attacks.

Stella had saved it and used it at this very moment.
Without precognitive abilities, solely with her own strength.

The inferior child, whom everyone in the North had ignored, had blocked the attack of the highest person in the North.

"Huff... You don't deserve, huh, to be on the throne, you senile bastard!!"

"Gu, eu, eu, eu, eu."

The King now seemed unable to even maintain his form.
The King stretched out hundreds, thousands of wide tentacles in an instant, using all his strength.

Attacks so powerful that even Evan and the Sword Saint couldn't track them with their eyes.
Someone was going to get seriously hurt.

Just as Evan sensed this.

-Kwaaaang!!

From the sky, a blue energy descended.
An overwhelming divine aura descended.

A coldness that seemed like it would freeze the surrounding land, grass, air, and even time itself descended.


"...Well done, Scarlet. Who could call you inferior now.

"...Ah!!"

"Everyone else did a great job too. ...I caused some trouble, didn't I?"

Despite what must have been an incredibly noisy battlefield at that moment, a moment of near-perfect silence passed.

Elysee and Grace exclaimed.

"...Ah!"

Erhen stammered.

"S-S!!"

The Sword Saint wept with joy, and even Caille, who wasn't usually on good terms with her, trembled with laughter in this moment.

And the person who would be happiest of all ran forward with a smile.

"Stella!!"

At this moment, Stella, whom they hadn't seen for quite some time, had returned.

Amid everyone's joy and excitement.
Evan and Stella shared what felt like a long-overdue embrace.

"Stella...! Stella...!!"

"Evan, calm down."

"Stella, I...!"

Evan couldn't finish his words.
How desperate had he been when she fell from the cliff? How agonizing and painful was it each time he became convinced she was dead?
How empty had he felt when he learned she was alive but had lost her memories?

Evan closed his eyes, which seemed about to overflow with tears, and leaned into Stella.
Stella gently patted his back.

It was a warm gesture that seemed to say everything was alright.
Evan was so relieved, more than anything else, that he just wanted to cry.

And into Evan's ear, Stella softly whispered.

"How was it being with the 'old me' for a while, Evan?"

.
.
.
.
.
.

"..........................Huh............?"

Evan looked up at Stella with the stiffness of a wooden puppet.
Stella's face was clearly smiling, but at the very least.

"Um, Stella, that is..."

"Evan...."

At the very least, it was clear that this was far from the warm reunion Evan had expected.

Facing Evan, who was feeling maximum danger, Stella smiled sweetly.


"I asked if you enjoyed it."
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The Ice Dragon had almost defeated the Pope, who was essentially the physical manifestation of the Moonlight Church's main deity.

This was actually to be expected. At that time, the Moonlight Church's main deity was still consolidating the divinity that had increased due to the recent war, while the Ice Dragon could use divine power much more skillfully.

But betrayal came at the critical moment.

The King of the North, both then and now, played his trump card by taking all his people hostage. Even a god couldn't save everyone while fighting against a similar divine entity.

Because of that despicable yet decisive betrayal, the Ice Dragon was forced to retreat without being able to properly use her power.

In the end, with extremely rare exceptions like the High Priestess, she became unable to interfere with anything in the North.

Yes, the Ice Dragon hadn't left the North because she wanted to. It was the result of various interests and malice intertwined in complex ways, yet she still loved her people dearly.

The land abandoned by its deity became more desolate and strange than any existing territory.

Plants and animals deviated from divine design, growing increasingly threatening to humans, and even natural elements, no longer under the Ice Dragon's control, bared their teeth and slaughtered her people.

The people's resentment grew. Due to the King's brainwashing education, later generations all believed that the Ice Dragon had suddenly abandoned them. Yet, the Ice Dragon's power remained intact because there were still many who believed in her.

Thus, for hundreds of years, the Ice Dragon had to watch those who maintained their faith in her die because of her absence.

That was the dragon's wrath. The fury that Stella had once touched and felt.

And from that, Stella could piece everything together and deduce most of the situation.

"...That's my deduction, anyway."

"...You, just who...?"

There were several bases for her deduction: the Ice Dragon's attitude toward the North, her reaction when accused of abandoning it, words Scarlet had muttered in passing, and crucially, the connection to the Moonlight Church.

Stella thought the Ice Dragon must have had her own circumstances, and that they were almost certainly due to the Moonlight Church's machinations.

Would someone who sacrificed millions for their own divinity hesitate to sink a single deity?

And if this was the case, the existence of the High Priestess could be explained as the last contingency she had left.

*She must be the only thing the Ice Dragon can influence in the North. Supplying a certain amount of divinity through the High Priestess.*

It probably wasn't a large amount. The Ice Dragon's abilities, as Stella could see from her memories, were superior to the Moonlight Church's deity's, certainly not inferior.

If she in her original state could freely give divinity to just one High Priestess, Stella wouldn't have been judged as the most exceptional among the High Priestesses.

After all, she was just an ordinary person who had read a book containing glimpses of the future through the Ice Dragon's power.

So probably the Ice Dragon could only empower one High Priestess at a time. Even that one would have certain limitations. There would be a lack of plausibility for bestowing such divinity.

Though not a perfect situation, all the "good conditions" Stella had initially considered were present.

Stella didn't miss this opportunity and began negotiating with the Ice Dragon, essentially to fulfill the fundamental purpose of her bet with Stella.

"I'll be direct. Please help us. Your divinity is the only way to kill the Pope."

"...!"

This was what she had meant when she'd mentioned "a way to kill the Pope" to Evan, Duke Lugion, and Marquis Gilbert, receiving their bewildered acknowledgment.

Of course, at that time she couldn't freely use the Ice Dragon's divinity, so she had only released a tiny amount, but her intention would have been clearly conveyed.

"I know you want to eliminate the Moonlight Church. That's only natural. They're the reason your country is in this state."

"But, but I..."

"Lend me your power. I'll uproot them. I'll eradicate them so they can't regenerate anywhere in the Empire or anywhere else on this continent."

And the first step is eliminating the Pope.

Stella continued speaking without pause. Persuading others like this was one of her greatest talents.

But Stella knew that the Ice Dragon wasn't refusing because she lacked the desire.

She needed something to break whatever contract bound her.

The Ice Dragon, looking slightly dizzy but trying to maintain her focus, attempted to continue speaking.

"...Let's say I have such intentions. But you know it's impossible for me, the price for such work..."

"There's always a sacrifice required for such work. I know. I understand it's not easy to borrow your power."

At this point, Stella played a card she had been saving for a very long time.

Something no one had considered because the transmigration had happened so naturally: the "price" that Cheon Yu-seong from his past life should have paid for being forcibly brought here.

*Of course, I shouldn't complain since I've been living happily here...*

Nevertheless, it was valid, and that itself wasn't what mattered. Two things were important:

First, this meant the Ice Dragon now owed Stella some unconditional compensation according to the divine contract.

Second, I—or more precisely, Stella—was a High Priestess. In this case, the previously mentioned plausibility was satisfied.

"...If that's the case, certainly."

The Ice Dragon muttered with a dumbfounded expression. It was definitely something she hadn't considered before. And it was something that could definitely work.

"...What do you say? Would you like to join me in capturing the moon of that whore?"

"...Pfft."

The Ice Dragon burst into laughter. After so much time and so many experiences, she had grieved over the deaths of mortals, and now she was even being manipulated.

The Ice Dragon, cackling loudly—probably her biggest laugh since losing her position 200 years ago—answered:

"...Alright!!"

*

"Well, that's how it happened."

"This can't, can't be..."

Stella explained the situation very briefly while grinding the King's head under her boot. The restrictions he had placed were now meaningless, and he would die by the divinity of the god he had banished.

"G-God, I, I was just—"

"Ah, she asked me to relay this message."

Stella channeled the Ice Dragon's energy through her foot, still unfamiliar with it, and delivered the Ice Dragon's words. The King was indeed one of the Ice Dragon's people, but he was probably more hated by the Ice Dragon than most Moonlight Church believers.

Perhaps that was why he had been so obsessed with immortality.

Because in the afterlife, no one could protect humans from gods. Except other gods.

"...First, 'Let's see you die for about 200 years.'"

"...No, no, nooooo!!!"

With a splat, the King's rotten tomato-like flesh burst apart. Fortunately, the remains froze, preventing any mess from splattering. Still, it wasn't a pleasant sight.

Stella briefly prayed for the recently deceased King's soul.

That man was destined to experience thousands of different, endless deaths, manipulated by the Ice Dragon's power over "time."

Even without anything happening, that much time would wear down one's mind, but dying repeatedly without rest—he certainly wouldn't die in a good state.

"Phew..."

As she tried to control the unfamiliar divinity, she heard the calls of those who had waited for her to finish.

"Stella!"

"Eckhart!!"

"Lady Stella!"

"Lady Stella!"

"Unnie!!"

Erhen, Claire, Grace, Elysee, Scarlet. They all ran to her, smiling or crying profusely, throwing themselves into her arms. It was truly a life blessed with female companionship. It would have been better if this had happened in her past life, but unfortunately, now she felt nothing special about being surrounded by so many women's abundant charms.

"...You're not embarrassed anymore..."

"Ugh..."

Some might find that disappointing, but it couldn't be helped. I blushed and waved my hands dismissively.

"...Please forget what I did when I lost my memories."

"Ahahahaha!"

Everyone laughed at Stella's cute behavior. Although she hadn't died, Stella had been the core of the team, and her disappearance had cast a pall over everyone.

In such a situation, her dramatic return and instant defeat of their struggling opponent naturally lifted everyone's spirits.

"U-Unnie! I, I earlier...!"

"Yes. I already told you. You did great. You changed this place."

Stella stroked Claire and Scarlet, who were showing particularly intense reactions, and encouraged Scarlet. She didn't forget to add a few words with a playful smile.

"...So you decided to call me 'unnie' now?"

"...Ah."

Scarlet's face turned bright red, and she suddenly ran off somewhere. Seeing this, Stella laughed inwardly and spoke to Claire as well.

"...Thank you. For working hard while I was gone."

"I-It was, nothing..."

Hearing Stella's voice after so long, Claire unconsciously reverted to formal speech. Stella didn't point it out and simply stroked the head of the girl whose face had turned bright red and whose body was fidgeting.

And then, someone approached her very cautiously.

"Um... Stella."

"...Evan."

"Y-Yeah."

Evan hadn't seen Stella this cold since they first met, when she would scold him for making strange jokes whenever he spoke.

Evan felt his body trembling. Was this trembling because of Stella or because of the cold air emanating from her?

Evan looked at Stella while shaking. Stella also looked at Evan with a cold expression, then turned away with an icy voice.

"I'm going to find Scarlet. We need to finish up now."

"Y-Yeah..."

And so Evan was left with Claire.

...I'm really screwed.

As Evan was thinking this and feeling dejected, Claire, acting uncharacteristically, patted Evan's shoulder.

"...I didn't know you could make that kind of expression? Huh?"

Claire's face bore a smile so wide her gums were showing. One person's misfortune is often another's happiness.

*

"......"

Stella moved to find Scarlet, as she had told Evan and Claire. It wasn't a lie. It was true that she needed to find Scarlet—after all, she had gone to great lengths to save her, and now was the time for her to prove her worth.

However... that wasn't the only reason she had hurriedly left.

"......"

Stella walked faster and faster, almost stomping on the snow covering the ground.

In her ears, her heart was pounding loudly.

"...Ah."

Stella recalled Evan's face. He looked a bit thinner but otherwise the same as usual.

Handsome and cool as always. But now she perceived it somewhat differently.

To be honest, she didn't feel the same way as before.

Stella gradually slowed her pace and eventually sat down in the snow, burying her face in her knees.

"...This is terrible..."

And in this position, Stella's cheeks...

"...What am I going to do?"

...were redder than they had ever been before.

Yu-seong hadn't disappeared. Nor had he completely separated.

Yu-seong had merged with Stella, just as the original Stella had said.

Stella now possessed all of Yu-seong's memories and could act like Yu-seong if she wanted to.

And she recalled all her shameful behavior.

Pouting and flirting because Evan wouldn't sleep with her.

Suddenly displaying wanton seduction due to bursts of affection deficiency.

And finally, being thoroughly loved by Evan.

"...What if I fall even more in love now..."

Is it possible to love someone before even meeting them? That's obviously impossible. It's difficult to manipulate feelings from before meeting someone unless you can travel back in time.

And Yu-seong was, in a sense, Stella's past. Not in a vague sense, but literally Stella's past personality itself.

Stella had of course loved Evan tremendously. If life were a pie, she would have been fine with 10% for herself and 90% for Evan. But that was by current standards, and she had actually only been in love with him for less than a year. So there was no way she could have loved him in the past.

And yet...

"...That Evan..."

...Evan had somehow managed to seduce her past self. So it was only natural that her affection would double.

"...Just wait."

I'll make sure you pay for this.

Stella ground her teeth at the thought.

The era of Evan's suffering had begun.
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The sky was tinged with a faint blush, but her expression remained as stoic as ever. It took about 10 minutes for Stella to return with Scarlet.

The timing couldn't have been more perfect—citizens from the North, including rebels, were approaching en masse. These were the same people Evan and Elysee had previously gathered.

Somehow, their numbers had grown even larger, suggesting they had absorbed residents from neighboring villages along the way.

*At this rate, they'll reach the palace inside the inner castle within minutes.*

Erhen jumped up and down with excitement.

"W-wow, Miss Stella! They're really coming!"

"Yes. This was the plan."

"W-wow...!!"

Erhen bounced excitedly at Stella's confident response.

This was something she'd always witnessed when accompanying Stella, but seeing it again after so long felt different. While Cheon Yu-seong was certainly intelligent, he couldn't give that same impression of having everything under control like Stella could.

That was something only Stella could do in this world.

Noticing Erhen's admiring gaze, Stella smiled faintly and said, "By the way, Erhen. Did you... enjoy yourself while I had amnesia?"

"...What?"

"...You seemed quite comfortable."

Erhen's eyes darted around nervously. Was Stella saying she remembered what happened during her amnesia?

If so, there were far too many things to be concerned about.

Stella chuckled and patted Erhen's shoulder.

"...Thank you for taking care of me, Erhen."

"Y-yes...!"

Erhen nodded vigorously, feeling both guilty and touched at the same time.

Watching Erhen's reaction, Stella finally felt like she had truly returned. Strictly speaking, she possessed all the memories from her time as Yu-seong as if she'd experienced them herself, so she hadn't really been gone. Still, she didn't feel completely integrated.

If she were to visualize this situation, it would look something like:

*'Let's go see Evan now, Evan. Okay?'*

*'Could you be quiet for a moment?'*

Though she wasn't literally experiencing split personalities, the simultaneous conflicting impulses were enough to make Stella feel disoriented.

The Yu-seong now absorbed into Stella was essentially 100% devoted to Evan. In other words, though it had branched off from the original Cheon Yu-seong, it had evolved into a separate female entity that only cared about Evan and was now attacking Stella's consciousness.

*'You've gained new abilities too. Shouldn't we test them right away? How can you resist?'*

*'I know that already, so please be quiet.'*

*'We could just use infinite time reversal for intimate romance...'*

While this conversation wasn't literally happening, the thought process was identical. It felt like two different people conversing, with the added complication of a lovesick brain.

This wasn't particularly helpful for Stella, who was already struggling to maintain her rational side.

Stella exhaled deeply to calm herself. Perhaps due to receiving the Ice Dragon's divinity, her breath felt cold.

*'Calm down. Think. There's no point in seeing Evan right now, right?'*

This was something Stella actually repeated to herself—a form of self-hypnosis to remind herself that seeing Evan at this moment served no purpose.

*'But...'*

I'll pay him back soon. That's for certain.

Stella affirmed this to the Yu-seong part of her that wanted to use this ability for personal matters immediately.

It wasn't that Stella didn't want to "punish" Evan herself.

Having finally calmed the darker impulses in her mind, Stella took Scarlet's hand and gathered everyone.

"Everyone, gather around!"

"Yes!"

"Yes!"

Everyone moved quickly at Stella's command, something they hadn't experienced in a while.

Stella realized it was finally time to conclude her plans for the North.

She reflected on her journey through the North so far.

This operation had probably undergone more changes than any other plan she'd made.

Her cousin had unexpectedly joined the mission, and to save her, Stella had exploited a loophole in her contract and even died once, then suffered amnesia.

Despite these extraordinarily eventful circumstances, Stella wasn't particularly dissatisfied.

On the contrary, she was extremely pleased. To have accomplished all these operations with such minimal losses.

*'I was really lucky.'*

This plan hadn't unfolded as precisely as the Academy operation, but that was to be expected.

Her advantage of knowing the original story's information had only lasted until the spy mission.

After that, the future had changed so drastically that the "Academy Survival Guide" had lost its value as both prophecy and guidebook.

Stella had been anxious. Could she maintain the same success rate without the "Academy Survival Guide," without knowledge of the future?

The success or failure of this operation would answer that question. If she lacked such ability, this Northern operation would surely have failed.

And ultimately, she had succeeded brilliantly.

Despite some variables, the essential prerequisites she had initially assumed:

1. Negotiation with the Ice Dragon.
2. Removal of the Northern King and complete collapse of the regime.
3. Citizens to witness it all.

All of these had aligned perfectly.

Moreover, an even better alternative than originally conceived had emerged.

*'I really was lucky.'*

Thinking this, Stella stroked Scarlet's head.

Scarlet's face was turning redder by the second, but since she enjoyed it, she continued to accept the attention without protest.

Looking at Scarlet, Stella said, "Scarlet, will you give me your hand?"

"Huh? Big Sis, why...?"

Though confused by Stella's sudden request—or rather, reward—Scarlet took her hand.

Fortunately, she had held this hand several times before, but somehow it felt even softer than before.

And it was cold.

The moment Scarlet realized this, a white light flashed.

*'At first, I was only interested in destroying the Northern monarchy.'*

Stella's original reason for coming to the North was singular: the complete annihilation of the Northern regime, which maintained constant military tension with the Empire through its alliance with the Moonlight Church.

Her initial concept had been much more "explosive" than the current situation.

Racing at full speed in secret, using the Sword Saint to completely devastate the monarchy.

However, this approach couldn't definitively answer whether it would completely prevent war.

There might have been a Northern wartime system that Stella didn't know about, and it seemed unlikely that the Moonlight Church would immediately abandon operations they'd been preparing for hundreds of years just because the Northern King was gone.

They would surely try to use the soldiers left in the North, whose war preparations were complete.

That couldn't be prevented merely by collapsing the Northern regime.

So the second option she considered was regime change.

Rather than completely beheading the leadership and letting the enemy seize the headless body, she would take control of the head herself.

This required a contract with the Ice Dragon. Despite the prevailing belief that the Ice Dragon had abandoned this place, the name still held absolute power here.

If she could demonstrate to those tired of the corrupt Northern King's tyranny that she could freely wield the Ice Dragon's power, she could significantly reduce the chance of the Moonlight Church exploiting their military.

But this wasn't a perfect solution either.

To completely block even minor responses from the Moonlight Church, she would need to head south to the Empire immediately after taking control of the Northern regime and behead the Pope. This would leave insufficient time to firmly establish control in the North.

It would probably sacrifice at least a few weeks. While the Northern soldiers wouldn't be lost, the Moonlight Church would have ample opportunity to devise other strategies.

It was impossible to put someone else in her place.

This method only worked on the premise that Stella could use the Ice Dragon's power.

The very premise that someone else could substitute for her was invalid.

And then, Stella found the final piece of the puzzle that could solve all these problems completely and perfectly—like finding the last piece among tens of thousands.

*'It was pure luck.'*

A meeting that could only be described as incredibly fortunate.

"B-Big Sis...? What is this...?"

"Here. I'll lend you this for a moment."

Scarlet looked up at Stella in surprise at the energy pulsing not just in her hand, but throughout her entire body.

It wasn't an unfamiliar energy. Rather, it was something familiar.

It was a power that had been very weak in her and sometimes disappeared, but one she had possessed for some time.

Because it was the power of the Ice Dragon.

"No, saying I'm lending it was a slip of the tongue."

"What is this...?"

This was Stella's final move.

Someone born and raised in the North, with no issues of bloodline.

A girl already recognized once for her qualifications as a High Priestess, who could fully accept the Ice Dragon's divinity.

Someone with the desire to change the North, and thus perfectly suited to remain here and take control.

"I'm returning it to you. It will be claimed soon, but originally it was yours."

That was why Stella had saved Scarlet, even at the cost of her own memories.

Stella gripped Scarlet's shoulders as the girl remained dazed, unaccustomed to the energy enveloping her body. She turned Scarlet toward the approaching citizens.

Then she whispered in her ear, words that would fulfill both their dreams at once:

"Now, let's show them their new queen."

Ch.342 - EP. 9 The Sky
Chapter 342. Sky

The last 200 years had been like hell for the North. In every aspect.

Their beliefs and faith were shattered by the Ice Dragon's sudden absence. The guarantee of basic necessities disappeared along with her, and even the fundamental expectation of surviving until tomorrow completely vanished.

Strictly speaking, this phenomenon occurred when the divinity that had occupied a vast space was suddenly erased.

The entire northern territory, once filled with the Ice Dragon's divinity, became a divine vacuum the moment she was driven away due to the contract.

As mana slowly crept in to fill the void, the divinity of all things ran rampant.

Divinity is belief. As Ureon once stated in the basic proposition of the Moonlight Church, that belief need not always be holy and sacred.

Fear is also a form of belief. It presupposes the belief that its object is real and capable of causing harm.

Humans feared all things in nature.
Beasts, fire, caves, cold, ice and snow.
Even plants and roadside stones.

Human fears transformed directly into divinity, and these things were reborn as doubly threatening entities.

Octopuses crawled across the sky, water from lakes turned to ice spreading from human hearts, caves devoured the people they sheltered, and fingers and teeth grew from trees and leaves.

In an instant, territory once as fertile as the Empire transformed into an otherworldly demonic realm.

And the people of the North had survived there for centuries.

They had barely managed to survive in an environment so harsh that the word "barren" couldn't begin to describe even half of it.

Among those who still maintained their faith in the Ice Dragon, alongside strong devotion, there must have been great expectations.

That someday their god would return and save them from this terrible landscape.

But even those expectations were fading.

Hope and waiting are among the things least able to withstand the weight of time.

How likely was it that something that hadn't happened in 200 years would suddenly occur in one's lifetime?

Many people abandoned their expectations and faith.

Few could blame them. Those who had originally held faith with pure hearts had long since been buried beneath the frozen earth.

And then before them...

"...What is that?"

"It's... glowing."

"...Blue."

There was light.

*

Stella finally observed the expressions of the people who had arrived, panting.

Pain, confusion, admiration, and questions—all mixed on the faces of the crowd.

Half their gazes were directed at the king, barely recognizable and dead on the ground.

The other half were fixed on Scarlet, who was emitting a sky-blue light from her hands.

Sensing this was the right moment, Stella whispered to Scarlet.

"Scarlet. Are you okay? Is it difficult to handle?"

"...Yeah. It's burdensome, but it feels familiar..."

"Good. That's enough."

I think I'll hide for a bit.

Saying this, Stella tapped her face, casting a strong perception distortion magic.

A few people flinched, as if seeing her use magic was something they hadn't witnessed in a long time.

It was necessary because she looked too similar to Scarlet (except for the chest) and might draw unwanted attention.

Stella slowly opened her mouth.

"Scarlet. I used you."

"......"

"Even saving you wasn't for some noble cause, but for this moment. You know that, right?"

Scarlet nodded at Stella's words.

The reason Stella brought this up was because it felt necessary.

No matter how much Stella would do anything for her future with Evan, she didn't want to abandon basic human decency.

She thought it was only proper not to be insincere to the girl who had come all this way for her and now had to bear a heavy burden for her sake.

"So..."

"Unnie."

Scarlet cut off Stella's words. Then, lifting her gaze from the blue light, she looked at Stella and smiled.

It was a clear, pure smile with flushed cheeks.

"Thank you!"

Scarlet knew too.

That Stella hadn't helped her with completely pure intentions.

Nevertheless, some things remained unchanged.

Like who had given her this power, who had risked their life to save her...

Who had been the first person to listen to her dream.

*Why is she speaking as if apologizing?*

On the contrary, she was overjoyed to be able to repay such an excessive debt of gratitude.

Scarlet took a deep breath and steeled her resolve.

A moment she had imagined might come after years or decades was right before her.

The people were starting to grasp the situation.

The corrupted king who had died disgracefully, and the girl with lavender hair holding a blue light.

Lavender hair—that hair color symbolizing the High Priestess, combined with the certainty they felt, was enough to raise their expectations and excitement to the highest level.

But they were still hesitant to believe.

They had hoped and been disappointed too many times over too many years.

The young man who led the rebels carefully directed a question toward her.

"Um, excuse me, could you possibly be..."

Scarlet looked at him as he stumbled over his words.

She understood how he felt. Her heart had been exactly the same.

That moment when you unexpectedly receive a gift you never expected to come.

Scarlet silently raised her hand toward the sky.

And once again, light descended.

-KWAAAA!!

"......!!!"

A cold energy that remained blue no matter how bright it became spread across the sky like fierce thunder.

When it touched the gray clouds above and made a tremendous sound...

People covered their faces and lowered their heads as if a bomb had exploded above them, then began to wonder what it meant when nothing happened, and finally, they stood up, looked at the sky, and...

"............Ah."

They saw a color they hadn't seen for hundreds of years.

Blue appeared.

Not sky blue, not ice-colored, not gray or white or black.

Like freshly crushed lapis lazuli powder, an endlessly blue sky shone through gaps between white clouds, illuminating the space above them.

What followed was predictable.

They bowed as if that blue sky were pressing down on them with tremendous weight.

It was homage to their new ruler.

Scarlet said nothing either.

She simply bowed her head toward them.

She was still far from creating the country she envisioned, where these people would not suffer.

But for the sake of the one person who had given her the possibility of achieving it...

She felt she could do anything.

*

At the same time.

The Ice Dragon had accepted the contract with Stella and had been sitting dazed for a while.

Being a god, she could see what Stella was doing outside and what she was thinking.

This meant the Ice Dragon could now fully understand her intentions.

A vast operation that threaded through Stella, bound herself as a god, and finally used her own daughter, the High Priestess, to tie everything together.

She instinctively understood that all the casualness Stella had shown after a certain point was all for this purpose.

An actress who could perform any role and deceive anyone for the sake of her lord and their future.

That was Stella Eckhart, the transmigrator they had summoned to this world.

"...Were all people from that world like this, or..."

"Of course that child is special."

The original Stella, who had returned, answered the Ice Dragon's words. She had vaguely suspected something when Stella asked for time alone with the Ice Dragon, but to think she would even win over the Ice Dragon in that state.

Even the original Stella, who thought she had observed her for quite a long time, could no longer tell which aspects were deliberately revealed by her.

For example, that insignificant bet that was practically the beginning of this vast plan—did she really accept it of her own will?

If she hadn't accepted it then, would the plan have changed completely or failed?

...The original Stella now knew the answer was no.

It was probably just something she had tried once. Even without that, there must have been dozens more scenarios that could have led to this outcome.

"......"

The original Stella clenched her fist.

The expression of confusion on the face of the Ice Dragon, a god—

It was something she had never seen even once in all those long years.

The emotions she felt now were exactly two:

A rekindled sense of inferiority and...

...a strong elation that surpassed even that.

"...Truly unfathomable."

The Ice Dragon murmured, looking at the sky.

The landscape of this place, which had been the Ice Dragon's domain—always gray and snowy—was gradually changing.

The sky in her mindscape where clouds parted like falling puzzle pieces, revealing blue. This was something even the Ice Dragon hadn't seen in a very long time.

"...To think that what I so desperately wanted to recover would be restored by someone not even of this world."

It was certainly shameful.

She was not a person of the North, nor of the continent, nor even of this world, but a complete outsider.

Moreover, in her actions, saving the North wasn't even a specific goal, but something she did simply because she could, while she was at it.

It should have been shameful. It should have been something to hang one's head over.

However, when she looked up, the deep blue sky that was gradually covering the space piece by piece...

Made even the Ice Dragon, the god...

The master of the frozen land...

The mother of the children of that land...

Smile.

-End of Episode 9 ≪The Frozen Land and Children of the Snowy Mountain≫

Stella breathed a sigh of relief as she saw the situation conclude as expected.

She didn't smile. The tasks ahead would not be easy or comfortable enough to warrant a smile.

Stella looked around at her companions.

Everyone seemed to properly grasp the significance of this success.

So Stella didn't add any grand statements.

"Now we head south and make a beeline for the Empire."

Now, at last.

Of this short yet long story...

"...Let's attack the Moonlight Church."

The final phase was approaching.

Ch.343 - Side Story: A Flower In Both Hands
# Side Story: A Flower in Both Hands

(This is an IF side story completely unrelated to the main series. It may also contain elements some might consider non-monogamous...!)

Evan seemed to have rarely maintained a normal mental state since coming to the North.

First, there was the tension of being in enemy territory, completely hostile to the Empire. Even during times when he wasn't confronting enemies, dealing with all sorts of bizarre creatures and harsh natural environments took its toll.

Of course, these were merely annoying factors for Evan. What affected him most deeply was Stella's memory loss.

In this world, many things must disappear before we realize their value.

Even if we think we appreciated them enough before, it's still true.

Paradoxically, when Stella's memories vanished, Evan realized anew how precious their time together had been.

Anyway, with his shattered mental state somehow held together, Evan tried to get along with the memory-lost Stella... or rather, Yu-seong.

But Yu-seong, who initially wouldn't approach him, suddenly started grumbling at him constantly, then abruptly changed again and began actively seducing him.

These events would be difficult for anyone to endure with a normal state of mind, even for a superhuman with extraordinary mental fortitude like Evan. Yet Evan had resisted Stella's seduction for months with a clear head.

Somehow maintaining his sharp focus, Evan preserved his strong mentality.

Well... at least until this very moment.

"...What's going on here?"

"That's what I want to ask..."

"......"

Before directly accepting this confusing situation, let's retrace it step by step.

This morning had been ordinary. Yu-seong tried to seduce him, colleagues looked at Evan suspiciously while watching Yu-seong, and Evan firmly rejected Yu-seong with tears in his eyes.

The problem arose around midnight.

A snowstorm suddenly blew in strongly, sweeping through his companions before even the superhuman Evan could react, and Evan found himself with Yu-seong in an abandoned village.

After communicating with his companions, it became clear they couldn't reunite until at least tomorrow due to the snowstorm and distance.

So Evan was left alone with Yu-seong in this empty village. As he lay in the same bed with her, he reached a conclusion.

Yu-seong is Stella. They are the same person.

Though it seemed like rationalization, Evan had reached this conclusion through rigorous thought experiments, and from a spiritual perspective, it wasn't entirely wrong.

Separate from this judgment, Evan's patience had reached its limit due to Yu-seong's persistent seduction. Just as he had concluded she and Stella were the same person and was about to make contact with her, what appeared before him was...

"...?"

"Huh? Where is this... Evan?"

"????"

It was Stella, split into two people.

Evan immediately felt a headache like his brain was about to split into four pieces.

Wait, hadn't he just concluded they were the same person?

Seeing them split like this, was that wrong? What exactly was happening? Oh, Stella is looking at me. Is this bad?

Thousands of thoughts flashed through Evan's mind in that brief moment.

Evan tried to calm his trembling body and assess the situation by looking at them.

Strictly speaking, they weren't exact duplicates like clones.

One was definitely the Stella he knew, with lavender hair and blue eyes, while the other...

"W-what is this! The mood was just getting good!"

The other was a woman with brown hair and black eyes. If there was anything distinctive about her, it was that she was beautiful enough to momentarily distract Evan, who was accustomed to the unusually concentrated beauty of his companions, including Stella.

If Stella had a cold beauty, hers was a dark beauty. Her dark brown hair and pitch-black eyes that seemed to pull you in created a mysterious feeling. Above all... her chest was enormously large, comparable to Stella's.

With their sudden split on the narrow bed, their breasts were squeezed against each other.

"Wow."

Evan hated himself for uttering an exclamation at such a sight, even in this moment.

While Evan was sinking into self-loathing, Stella was even more confused than him.

"...What's going on here? That's... me?"

"W-what nonsense! Suddenly appearing..."

Stella turned her head to look at the brown-haired woman before her.

She was beautiful, but there was something off about her. Well, this face was one of the faces she had seen most often.

Cheon Yu-seong. She looked like a female version of her male body from her previous life.

She had been watching the process of how the original Stella came to this world, but how did this happen?

Stella grabbed her head and said to Yu-seong:

"Be quiet for a moment. You're making my head hurt."

"Y-you big-breasted..."

"Look at your own breasts before talking, you idiot."

"Kyaa!?"

Stella, irritated by Yu-seong scratching at her complicated thoughts, grabbed those large breasts.

Somehow, her split past self was wearing a school uniform shirt, and the soft feeling of her breasts through the stiff fabric was strange.

"Wow."

And Evan hated himself again.

"...So what exactly is going on here?"

Stella racked her brain.

She understood that something had gone wrong and she had returned to this body.

But why... were her past self and her memories separated?

And why were her clothes half-removed?

Stella's eyes flashed. Her exceptional mind (except when flirting with Evan) worked quickly.

Night, room, bed, disheveled clothes, Evan's unusually rapid breathing.

"...You were going to do it, weren't you?"

"...!!"

Stella spoke informally to Evan for the first time now, except in special situations like being drunk.

Evan flinched in surprise and shrank back.

Clearly, what he had expected was an emotional and sweet reunion, but how had the situation turned out like this?

Yu-seong, frustrated at being prevented from reaping the fruits of her seduction, instinctively realized something. At least for now, she shouldn't act up.

Stella sat up, turned to Evan, and pressed her finger against his chest.

"...Evan. Were you that hungry? Even though she looks like me... trying to fuck such a boring woman..."

"B-but Stella? That's your past self, not..."

"...Are you talking back to me right now?"

In that moment, Evan genuinely cowered under Stella's aura. Her eyes had always maintained a light blue color like the cold sky, but they had never looked as frigid as they did today.

"S-Stella? It's not like that,"

"Evan, tell me."

"Uh..."

Realizing she was lightly dressed, Stella climbed on top of Evan and spoke.

She could feel Evan's body twitching. This was yet another new side of him.

Stella chastised herself for having such thoughts even in this situation as she slowly brought her face close to his.

"With that dull hair color, and just huge breasts... a boring and fierce woman like that is better than me?"

"W-what...!"

Yu-seong bristled at her words. Even though Stella was her future self, Yu-seong's identity as Cheon Yu-seong was still strong, and such remarks were bound to provoke her.

Just as she was about to protest...

"Mmm, chu..."

"...!?"

Stella stole a kiss from Evan's lips before Yu-seong could say anything.

It was such an explicit kiss that even from a distance, one could clearly see their tongues intertwining.

Yu-seong was shocked to see Stella effortlessly obtaining what she couldn't get despite all her seduction attempts.

"Mmm... chu..."

Stella had two calculations behind this action.

One was to provoke Yu-seong's jealousy, as her reaction was now brilliantly proving.

And the other...

"...Puha."

"S-Stella."

...The other was simply satisfying her desire. Stella had also accumulated longing from not seeing Evan for too long, and although it was somewhat forceful, she wanted to fill herself with Evan's essence this way.

Stella felt the temptation to pretend her anger had subsided and just cuddle intensely with Evan after so long.

"...So such a boring woman isn't appealing after all, right?"

"...Stella."

Evan hesitated momentarily at Stella's coquettish question.

Seeing this, Stella felt her temptation grow stronger.

If he answered well here, she might just let it go and spend the night together. As his secretary, it was also her duty to relieve her lord's long-accumulated tension...

With such thoughts, she watched as Evan opened his mouth.

His answer was completely unexpected.

"...Still, you shouldn't talk to her like that."

"Eh?"

"Even if she's your past self, she's still you. I can't stand by and watch you talk like that."

Evan closed his eyes like a general waiting for his head to be cut off.

Evan knew about Stella's underlying self-hatred. Especially, he had often noticed her showing signs of hating her pre-arrival self.

Now that it had materialized in the form of two Stellas, this aspect of her had grown even stronger.

Even if Stella were to destroy him, he didn't want to see that side of her anymore.

"E-Evan..."

Hearing Evan's words, Yu-seong's face instantly turned red. While twirling her long brown hair with one hand, her other hand somehow found its way between her thighs, which were growing hot.

"...Ha."

Stella let out a hollow laugh watching this scene.

Here it comes. Evan thought as he squeezed his eyes shut even tighter.

Evan felt Stella's weight disappear from on top of him.

It seemed Stella had stopped straddling him and gotten off.

"So, you're taking this woman's side in front of me? Because she's also me?"

"...S-Stella."

Should I retract it now? Evan thought as he heard Stella's emotionless voice.

Earlier, there had clearly been subtle anger in it, but now there was nothing, which made it even more frightening.

Evan kept his eyes closed. It meant he was waiting for her judgment.

And with his eyes closed, Evan listened to the sounds that came through his closed vision.

"...? What, why are you coming to me..."

Yu-seong's voice, sounding confused.

The rustling of clothes.

"What? Cooperate? What does that... wait, what are you doing?"

A voice filled with disbelief.

Then, the sound of fabric being tightly pulled.

"W-what suddenly? Why are you taking off my pants...!"

"...With those disgustingly wide hips."

The sound of clothes being removed, along with Yu-seong's bewildered voi...

...

"...?"

Evan slowly opened his eyes at the sounds that were completely different from what he had expected.

And what he saw when he opened his eyes was enough to destroy Evan's brain once again.

"L-let go...! Everything's showing...!"

"That's the point, isn't it? You're already all wet."

Yu-seong, struggling with only her shirt remaining and her lower half missing.

And Stella, holding onto Yu-seong's large breasts to keep her in place.

Stella looked at Evan and opened her mouth.

With a red face, but a provocative expression.

"...Then try eating it yourself."

Many thoughts and words flashed through Evan's mind in that moment.

I was wrong, Stella.

No matter how I think about it, this doesn't seem right.

I can't do such an unethical thing.

I'm not that kind of beast.

They all came to mind, but what came out of his mouth was just one word:

"Wow."

...Evan hated himself for the third time today.

Ch.344 - Side Story: A Flower In Both Hands (2)
## Side Story: A Flower in Both Hands (2)

Stella and Yu-seong were the same being spiritually.

So how did Stella herself perceive this? Was she jealous because she saw him as a different entity?

The conclusion was quite the opposite. Stella treated Yu-seong as the same person as herself.

After all, he was her original self. Having lived longer as Cheon Yu-seong than as Stella, she could recognize that he was perfectly "herself."

Strictly speaking, Stella's jealousy stemmed from anxiety about whether Evan would have reacted the same way to someone else, not from jealousy toward her other self.

...Though she couldn't say there was none of that either.

In any case, the reason Stella had kept Evan alive so far, and why she was now holding Yu-seong captive for this bizarre act, was primarily because she considered Yu-seong to be the same person as herself.

And beyond that...

*I want to experience being on top, just once.*

Evan, with his superhuman stamina, always exhausted Stella completely and would often continue using her even after she passed out.

To Stella, Evan was essentially an unbeatable existence.

And now, with herself doubled, she had a chance to strike back.

"Come on, spread wide so our Lord can see properly. Hmm?"

"Ah, wait a second..."

As Stella spread Yu-seong's bare legs toward Evan—he was wearing only a thin t-shirt with nothing underneath—she thought to herself.

Of course, she wasn't planning to team up with her other self to defeat Evan like in some shounen manga.

*Evan is still human, after all.*

Given that Evan had never continued to have his way with her after she passed out until she woke up, his stamina must have limits.

This meant that using Yu-seong as a meat shield could drain a significant portion of Evan's energy.

Unaware of Stella's intentions, Yu-seong's face turned bright red at this sudden moment of shame, and Evan's fuse of reason blew.

The Evan who had been disgusted with himself was incinerated like a scorched insect, leaving only the Evan who couldn't resist this situation.

Though even he had some excuses.

His beloved partner had split into two—one a cool beauty with bright violet hair, the other a stoic beauty with long chestnut hair.

Both had devastatingly perfect figures, and one was even spreading the other's legs wide open, encouraging him. What man—no, what living being—in this world could resist that?

*None. That's right.*

Evan finished his quick thought experiment and removed his lower garments.

His manhood, which had been essentially building up since arriving in the North, was twice as ferocious as usual.

"Hwaek..."

Such a sound escaped from Yu-seong's mouth, which had seemed too indifferent to make any noise.

His instinct made his entire body curl up at the mere sight of Evan's member.

Since Yu-seong had once been male, he understood.

This was genetically completely different from what had once been his... and accepting it would leave him a complete mess one way or another.

"W-wait a second...!"

"Evan? Why are you hesitating? Isn't this what you wanted to do?"

"That's..."

Yu-seong, whose face showed terror even as his lower half instinctively twitched and gushed, made Evan pause momentarily as their eyes met, his reason briefly restored.

But Stella grew even more heated at this sight.

Wouldn't these two have been rolling around together if she hadn't been here?
Why show mercy now just because he's acting a little scared?

Stella kept Yu-seong's legs spread open and slithered over to Evan, whispering in his ear.

"Evan... are you backing out now? When such a beauty has her legs spread wide open and is so wet?"

"S-Stella. That's not it..."

"...It's a chance to take my virginity twice...♡"

"...!"

Evan's reason completely flew away at that point.

With nothing left to hold him back, Evan's actions were without hesitation. He immediately grabbed Yu-seong's legs and pushed his member in.

"W-wait! Wait a—haeuuk♡!?"

"...Ungh."

Yu-seong's virginity was penetrated just like that.

Evan had achieved the unprecedented feat of breaking the same person's hymen twice.

Yu-seong was simply unable to collect himself from the sudden insertion.

"Ugh, uuugh..."

"...I'll go slowly."

Evan whispered that into Yu-seong's ear while sweating.

Interestingly, with just that whisper, Yu-seong's womanhood flowed with nectar again, preparing to receive Evan's member.

Indeed, even without memories, Stella was still Stella.

Evan thought this as he slowly pulled out his manhood, then gently pushed it back in.

"Ungh...♡"

Yu-seong's bare legs twitched briefly.

Unlike the first few painful thrusts, thanks to months of training with Stella, Yu-seong began to feel a growing heat below from the slow, persistent hip movements attacking him.

"Ah♡ Aah♡"

"Huu..."

After a few thrusts, Evan noticed something.

The inside of Yu-seong was different from Stella's.

Evan wasn't a playboy with extensive experience with women, so he couldn't pinpoint exactly what was different...

But he certainly knew Stella's insides well enough after exploring them thoroughly over the past few months.

Yu-seong and Stella... whatever their souls might be, their physical bodies were definitely different.

"Ungh♡ I'm a vir-gin♡"

"......"

The Stella he knew didn't clench so desperately and clumsily like this.

Her insides gripped him as if trying to prevent him from pulling out.

It was distinctly different from Stella, and Evan found himself unconsciously speeding up his movements.

The squelching sounds of flesh rubbing and sticky entanglement filled the room.

As Evan gradually increased his pace, Stella, who was behind him, whispered in his ear.

"...Evan, are you excited?"

"...!"

Though Stella surely meant nothing by it, Evan flinched in surprise.

Stella didn't notice and kissed Evan on the mouth as he moved his hips diligently.

If she was lending her body, at least she should claim his lips—that was her thinking.

"Mmm...♡ Chu...♡"

Evan felt the urge to climax from Stella's kiss, which had become noticeably more skilled and persistent compared to before.

His brain felt hazy from receiving too much pleasure simultaneously.

Because of this, his hip movements accelerated, causing only Yu-seong to suffer from the overwhelming sensation.

"J-just a little sl-slower...♡ Haaah...♡"

Despite his words, Yu-seong's lower half was dripping with nectar, accepting Evan's member well.

The blood from his broken hymen had long since disappeared among the abundant love juices.

Evan felt his climax approaching. Normally he could last longer, but Yu-seong's virgin womanhood and Stella's skilled service kisses were enough to significantly reduce Evan's self-control.

Stella whispered in his ear with a feeling of driving in the final nail:

"Why don't you cum everything inside this younger virgin pussy...♡?"

"...Ungh."

With those words, delivered with lips almost touching his ear, Evan could no longer hold back and ejaculated heavily inside Yu-seong.

"Houk...♡"

The ejaculation was so fierce it created the illusion of a spurting sound.

Yu-seong, experiencing this hot sensation flooding his womb for the first time in his life, unconsciously curled his arms and shuddered through the afterglow of climax.

Stella frowned slightly at this pathetic and lewd sight.

"Evan, do I look like that too?"

"...Sometimes?"

"Oh my god."

Stella sighed and shook her head.

She knew she was in a terribly inferior position in their relationship, but to think she showed such a pathetic appearance.

"...I'm sorry for showing you such an unsightly appearance."

At Stella's words, Evan smiled awkwardly and said:

"...It's okay, Stella. It turned me on."

This was sincere.

The sight of her—who always maintained a stoic expression while wearing form-fitting suits insisting that's how a secretary should be—curling up like a puppy with her hands at her chest and dripping below was enough to shatter Evan's sexual restraint again.

That's what he meant, but Stella just squinted at Evan.

"......"

Honestly, it wasn't an unwelcome comment, but there could have been better things to say given the atmosphere.

The usual Evan would have filtered his words, but right now, even Evan's mind wasn't working properly in this depraved, lewd situation.

*That clumsy side is also turn—no, cute.*

Just wait until he's spent all his energy on Yu-seong.

Stella inwardly giggled as she helped Yu-seong up.

"Get up. You think it's over already?"

"Heuuk...♡"

Despite Stella's urging, Yu-seong couldn't get up, lost in the afterglow of his first experience.

It felt like every cell in his body was tingling with pleasure.

At least for now, any action requiring muscles seemed impossible.

Of course, Stella didn't care.

She needed to drain Yu-seong for what might be her first and last chance to take the lead in their relationship.

"Stop exaggerating and get up. I'm you, so I know you."

"Ah♡ Ungh♡"

Stella kneaded what she considered annoyingly large breasts on her past self.

If this body was based on her past soul, shouldn't the chest be smaller than hers?

With that thought, she tormented the unnecessarily soft and pleasant breasts, but Yu-seong only moaned slightly and twitched, showing no sign of moving.

Evan had become overly excited and exerted more force than he usually restrained himself to.

"...Huh?"

Stella sensed something was going wrong.

And at that moment, a hand rested on her shoulder.

...Slowly turning around, she saw Evan smiling kindly behind her.

"...M-my Lord...?"

"Stella. It seems Yu-seong can't get up?"

Evan said this while strengthening his manhood, which remained unchanged despite having ejaculated once.

Feeling her lower abdomen tighten reflexively and moisture pooling below at the sight, Stella realized:

"...This isn't what I planned...?"

According to Stella's plan, she was supposed to leisurely assist Evan while watching Yu-seong get wrecked...

But apparently, Evan had no intention of letting that happen.

Evan smiled brightly.

"Spread them."

+
Yu-seong version of Stella... something I bet everyone's forgotten about!
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When was the last time Evan and Stella had a proper relationship?
Though they'd managed some intimate activities despite their busy circumstances (which had almost disappeared since coming to the North), surprisingly, it had been several months since Evan and Stella had been together properly.

It was natural they hadn't been intimate since coming to the North, especially since Stella had been confined to the infirmary for about two weeks after being attacked by the Cardinal.

As mentioned, Stella wasn't the only one feeling pent up.
For Stella, that long period combined with her experiences in the mindscape—where time felt much denser—made it feel like an eternity since she'd been intimate with Evan.

But even so...

"Hah♡ Hng♡"

"...Phew."

"I'm coming♡ Coming...♡"

Was it normal to become this sensitive just because it had been a while...?

Stella self-deprecatingly wondered how she'd turned into someone who moaned like a bitch in heat and gushed within minutes of Evan covering her with his body and his smile.

Their long-awaited reunion was far beyond the level of "it feels better because it's been a while."

"You seem bigger, Stella."

"Ah♡ Suddenly, biting...♡"

Evan felt the same way.
After so long, Stella's insides were incredibly hot and clung to him wetly.
The way she gripped him so persistently made even pulling out once an intense sensation.
Like her breasts that had grown larger, her womanhood had also become more erotic and pleasurable.

"Hik...♡?!"

...Though she herself was still as hopeless as ever.
When Evan pinched the tips of her voluptuous breasts, Stella arched her back sharply and gushed with a pushing sound against his pelvis.
Her lower half was already soaked up to her pubic bone.

Evan kissed Stella, whose sweaty bangs clung to her forehead.
Like the lewd, sticky hip movements continuing below, it was an incredibly obscene kiss.

"Chu...♡ Mmm...♡"

Even during such kisses, Stella climaxed repeatedly, dripping wet.
It was amazing how her insides maintained their friction and clung tightly despite this.

Evan pressed completely against Stella, pushing his manhood in with subtle strength, determined to completely melt her brain.

"Hok♡ Hng♡"

Stella's masochistic tendencies resurfaced as she was pinned down by Evan's full weight, almost suffocating.

Stella climaxed repeatedly in Evan's arms, feeling pleasure that made her brain feel like it was melting into a sticky puddle, nearly suffocating from the sensation.

"I'm coming, Stella."

"Hnng♡?!"

Stella, her normally cold, expressionless face now completely melted, responded sluggishly to Evan's words.

Finding even this dazed expression of hers lovable, Evan kissed her forehead and released plenty of his essence into her womb.

"Mmh...."

"Hngh...♡"

His release came out powerfully, despite having just climaxed inside Yu-seong moments before.
Evan enjoyed her flesh until not a single drop remained, feeling a tingling sensation down his spine.

"Phew."

Two ejaculations in succession.
Not just ordinary ones, but two intense releases after vigorous encounters with two women possessing bodies so erotic that ordinary men would struggle to endure.

Yet Evan was far from satisfied.
After letting Stella bask in the afterglow for a moment, he turned his gaze toward Yu-seong, who had collapsed earlier.

Yu-seong had regained consciousness midway through and had been smugly watching her future self moaning like a bitch in heat under Evan, unable to move.
While she felt smug, the intensely erotic scene had her secretly rubbing her own womanhood—until she flinched when her eyes met Evan's.
She had been reassured thinking she could recover her strength before the next round, but now realized she was next.

Yu-seong knew that if Evan took her in her current state, she wouldn't be able to get up until at least the next day.
Her absolute rival—her future self—was right there.
Survival instinct kicking in, Yu-seong broke into a cold sweat and said:

"Sh-should I use my breasts...?"

"Hmm?"

Though she had suddenly entered this future self's body that seemed like a female version of her past life, she wasn't fully accustomed to it yet.
But she knew with certainty that her size, shape, and voluptuousness were not significantly inferior to her future self's.

So Yu-seong slightly lifted her noticeably heavy, large breasts with both hands and repeated:

"...My breasts...?"

"Can you handle it?"

"Well, I just need to move up and down..."

Yu-seong started to answer that it would be simple but stopped mid-sentence.

Having been a man in her past life, Yu-seong had occasionally watched adult videos.
Sometimes they featured women pleasuring men with their breasts, and it didn't seem difficult if one had the right size.

Moreover, she now possessed a chest more impressive than any woman she'd seen in those videos.

Yu-seong confidently presented her breasts, but...

"What's wrong?"

"N-nothing..."

Her perspective completely changed when Evan's formidable weapon gently rested on her breasts.
When it had been inside her, she hadn't known its exact size.
As the saying goes, "a shot hurts more when you know it's coming"—up close, Evan's manhood was so hot it seemed it might burn her just by proximity, and so large her substantial breasts couldn't fully envelop it.

'I-I had this inside me...?'

Yu-seong felt something close to terrified amazement, while separately, her lower half grew wet without her consent.
Judging that she needed to weaken Evan's tool before she became even more aroused by something that seemed to subjugate women at a genetic level beyond reason or emotion, Yu-seong made her decision.

"Hm...ngh...."

Yu-seong felt a heat that truly seemed it might burn her as she placed Evan's manhood between her plump, soft breasts.
She was momentarily shocked that even breasts this size couldn't fully contain him.

Yu-seong steeled herself and began moving slowly.

"Hah, hmm...."

"......"

"Ngh, mmh...♡"

"......"

She'd heard that larger breasts had duller sensation, but she could feel his fearsome, intense presence as if it were touching her nerves directly.
That heat, hardness, and even the veins—it felt like they were violating her breasts.
Without realizing it, Yu-seong moaned and rubbed her thighs together.
Slowly, she lifted her heavy breasts with both hands to stimulate Evan's manhood.

After watching her silently for a while, Evan sighed and said:

"Sigh... Yu-seong, if you're going to do this, you can't just enjoy it yourself."

"Uh, huh...?"

"This level of stimulation isn't nearly enough."

"W-well, that's...."

"So I'll do as I please. Okay?"

Yu-seong tried to question his meaning. She didn't understand.
Clearly she was the one holding her breasts around his manhood, so what did he mean by doing as he pleased?

But Yu-seong never got to voice that question.
Immediately after speaking, Evan pushed her down onto the bed with almost forceful strength.
Then he firmly grasped both her breasts with his hands.

"W-wait a sec... Ah♡?!"

"Oh, mmh."

Evan began thrusting his hips, pistoning strongly between her breasts.
His hot, large manhood pushed in relentlessly, as if he were truly taking her.
Yu-seong reached climax repeatedly between the stimulation from her chest and her masochistic tendencies—which she naturally possessed as she was still Stella—amid the loud slapping sounds.

"Phew. This is, better than, I expected."

"Haah♡ Too♡ rough...♡?!"

"In my experience, when you say things like that, it's a compliment."

Evan breathed heavily at the unexpectedly good sensation as he ravaged her breasts.
Her shirt that had been holding her breasts together was half-removed, revealing pale shoulders, which only excited him more.

After several minutes of wet sounds filling the room and Yu-seong's intermittent moans, Evan didn't resist the urge to climax and ejaculated copiously between her breasts.

*Splurt!*

Even after the initial thick release, more white fluid continued to surge out.
Evan savored the afterglow with a short sigh, enjoying the unexpectedly pleasant sensation.

"Haah♡ Hah...♡"

Meanwhile, Yu-seong felt like she might go crazy from her body heating up after his seed touched her chest and a bit of her face.
His seed was incredibly hot—so hot that immediately after his release, she thought she might actually get burned.

And even as that heat cooled, it seemed to transfer to her, causing Yu-seong to feel the greatest excitement since entering this female body.

Evan exhaled and spoke to her:

"Haa...♡ Haa....♡"

"What do you want to do now?"

"Hmm....♡"

Yu-seong bit her lower lip and moaned at the question.
She knew it would be disastrous to take him now, but in this state, she couldn't help it.
Even the most virtuous person would crave his manhood if he entered her body now.

Yu-seong was surprised by her own coquettish voice as she acted coy.
As mentioned, since Yu-seong was also Stella, her intelligence decreased as her sexual excitement and female instincts increased.

"P-please thrust deep into my pussy and fill me up...♡"

"...Alright."

Evan felt his heart pound once at the sight, and with his manhood fully erect again, he prepared to push into her.
But just then—

"W-wait a minute...!"

Stella, who had barely recovered from her climax, stopped Evan.
Originally, she had planned to drain Evan's stamina through Yu-seong and gain the upper hand in their relationship...

But after being taken by Evan again and collapsing, she realized how futile her dream had been.

She was destined to lie beneath Evan and act cute regardless of how tired he was.
...Which also excited her given her preferences.

"I-it's my turn now...? You just had yours...."

"B-but that was just with my breasts...!"

"That still counts!"

Stella went to Yu-seong's side and pushed her away.
Yu-seong, though flustered, resisted with her heated body, refusing to be pushed aside.

"Ngh...."

Since they had similar strength.
And knowing that fighting would only reduce their enjoyment time.

Yu-seong and Stella simultaneously looked at Evan and exclaimed:

"E-Evan! I'm next, right?"

"Wh-what are you saying! It's me, right?"

Evan quietly stood watching their quarrel.

The sight of these voluptuous women, clothes half-removed and covered in his marks, fighting over him right before his eyes.

What male in this world could refuse such a luxurious spectacle?
It was too magnificent.

Therefore, Evan's answer was predetermined.

"Hey."

"Yes, Evan!"

"Evan, of course...."

Without waiting for them to finish speaking, Evan thrust his fully engorged manhood toward them.
Then, as if it were the most natural thing, he said:

"Suck it."
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Back when Stella and Yu-seong were still Cheon Yu-seong.
The conversations with his senior, where the only enjoyment during their difficult trainee days seemed to be vulgar talk, were truly crude.

"Hey, Yu-seong. Imagine having a threesome with two women. Wouldn't that feel amazing?"

"...Senior."

"No, seriously. Isn't that every man's dream? Anyone who says otherwise is either gay or lying."

Conversations with his senior were, honestly speaking, not comfortable.
It wasn't that he lacked sexual desire, but he wasn't interested in such talk, and the topic itself was too extreme.
Of course, it wasn't entirely uninteresting, but...

"...But Senior, you're a woman."

"That's what makes it frustrating...!"

Above all, his drama club senior was a woman who had once confessed to him and been rejected.
For some reason, she became even more casual after that, developing the conversational style of a middle-aged man.
Yu-seong sighed and said:

"So, Senior, you want to be the one eating the women?"

"Eh? No, not that. I'm heterosexual. I even confessed to you."

"...I remember, so you don't need to remind me."

A confession that had now been reduced to a mere joke.
Yu-seong felt incredulous as he sighed.

"And saying people who don't want it are either gay or lying... I don't particularly have that fantasy."

"Are you gay? Is that why you rejected my confession...?"

"...No, I'm not. Are you crazy?"

His senior laughed brightly and patted Yu-seong's back.
For someone who resorted to vulgar talk when bored or stressed, she had an incredibly pretty smile.

"Then you must be lying! No man dislikes that kind of thing!"

"...But."

Senior, you're a woman.
Knowing it was pointless to repeat this, Yu-seong didn't bother continuing. He just sighed.

*A threesome with two women? How extravagant. What's that about?*

For someone who had once planned to have five children, his tastes were surprisingly modest.
And because of that, a threesome was far beyond his limits.

*What if it caused a scandal?*

Cheon Yu-seong, who was a born actor at that time, thought this way.
He just felt that anyone who would actually do such a thing must be incredibly greedy and extravagant.

*

And now, back to the present.
Yu-seong and Stella's eyes met.

They both realized simultaneously that they were recalling the same scene.
Well, they were women who shared the same experience, after all.
It was almost inevitable that they would recall similar scenes in similar situations.

"What's wrong with you two?"

"Ah, nothing..."

"Um, nothing at all."

They both shook their heads and spoke at the same time.
Back then, they never imagined they would participate in such lewd intercourse as women, and that their lover would become that extravagant person.

If their senior saw them now, she would probably be shocked beyond belief and do backflips.
They both thought this and broke into a cold sweat.

"Well, then. Now..."

"I said I understand..."

"...gulp."

Evan thrust his large member between them, urging them on.
Having completely lost his mind in this situation, Evan had become quite forceful, limited to this moment.
And that matched perfectly with their masochistic tendencies.

"...chu...♡"

Stella was the first to take action.
She tucked her hair behind her ear and lovingly kissed Evan's manhood.
A careful and sticky caress, truly filled with affection.

"...mmh."

Still not accustomed to such acts, Yu-seong also bowed her head with a bright red face and slowly kissed the opposite side.

"...uh...♡"

Incidentally, their thoughts hadn't changed at all since then.
To have females with such bodies, such breasts, such faces—and two of them at that—pleasuring him.
If this wasn't extravagance, what was?

Honestly, if someone had offered their past selves the chance to be with two women like themselves, they would have nodded without hesitation.
...Maybe their senior was right about that part.

"Chu...♡ Mmm...♡"

"Mmh...♡ My chest, suddenly...♡"

With these thoughts, Stella and Yu-seong lovingly and adorably serviced Evan.
While receiving their service, Evan took every opportunity to ravage their large, fair breasts, periodically bringing them to climax.

However, whether because kisses and caresses from two people weren't enough, or because his threshold had risen after several ejaculations, Evan showed no signs of climaxing.

Yu-seong and Stella briefly met eyes. It was clear that if they couldn't make him ejaculate now, they wouldn't get their turn with Evan.
They nodded to each other, deciding to try a new approach.

"E-Evan. How about this..."

"...what do you think?"

"Oh...!"

They stopped servicing him with their mouths and pressed their large breasts together, sandwiching Evan's manhood between them.
Evan couldn't help but gasp at this absurdly extravagant and dominating sight.
Their saliva and Evan's fluids had already provided sufficient lubrication.
They slowly stimulated his member by rubbing their breasts against it in unison.
Evan trembled. The sensation of his lower part being pressed between their weighty breasts was excellent both psychologically and physically.

Perhaps it was the visual stimulation of seeing these women—whose faces alone could arouse desire—rubbing their large breasts together.
Evan's manhood, already sufficiently warmed up by their oral service, couldn't hold out long and spurted white fluid.

"Mmh...♡"

"Hot...♡"

After who knows how many times, despite the continuous ejaculations, there was no decrease—in fact, the amount seemed to have increased due to the stimulation. Stella and Yu-seong moaned instinctively at the tingling in their lower abdomens.

Most of it was buried in their breasts and couldn't spurt upward, but the sticky white fluid still reached their faces and hair, showing how forcefully it had erupted.

Stella neatly cleaned it all with magic, and then she and Yu-seong pressed their bodies against Evan again.

"Now you'll do it with me, right Evan...?"

"N-No way! It's my turn next!"

Everyone was soaked from their intense relations, exuding a strong female scent.
Evan felt his thread of reason gradually disappearing.
Unaware of Evan's state of mind, the two Stellas bickered with each other.

"I-If you're going to do it, I'm obviously better! Much better than that virgin!"

"...Hmph! You must be happy being a woman with lots of sexual experience?"

"What?"

Stella glared at Yu-seong with hostile eyes, having been properly provoked by her words.
No, she wasn't some loose woman, and she had given her virginity and all other experiences only to Evan, so hearing such words made her feel very wronged.
Yu-seong avoided facing Stella's anger and clung to Evan with a nasal voice.

"Evan~? Don't you prefer me, four years younger, over a woman like her?"

"It's three years!"

"Same difference. Men naturally prefer younger women. Don't you know that from birth?"

"Grrr...! You of all people...!"

"Enough."

Evan, still hot from arousal, stopped them with a low voice when he saw signs of the fight escalating.
At this point, Evan was in no position to judge who was who.
His brain had long since melted like theirs, so following his instincts, he grabbed one of them and kissed her.

"Mmph...♡ Chu...♡"

"W-Why...!"

Evan had chosen Stella.
There was really no particular reason.
He just felt more aroused by her at the moment. While Yu-seong cried out, unable to accept this fact...

"Mmm....♡?!"

With his hand not holding Stella's waist, Evan fingered Yu-seong's private parts.
Like a pet being stroked by its master, without any resistance—no, as if welcoming it—her lower region immediately gushed and became wet.
Yu-seong twisted her body awkwardly while sitting, enduring the thrilling sensation, before being laid back like Stella.

"...Going in."

"Yesh...♡"

Evan firmly gripped Stella's soft buttocks and thrust his member into her already warm, slick womanhood in one go.

"Hoaah♡"

Like Yu-seong, without any resistance, her insides tightened around him immediately upon penetration, squirting liquid with a "pshh" sound.

While focusing on thrusting into her pleasurable depths, Evan didn't forget to satisfy Yu-seong as well.

"Ahh♡ Too, strong...♡"

"Haaah♡ Evan♡ Evaan...♡"

The room echoed with the alternating delicate moans of the two women.
Stella, being penetrated by Evan's thick, large member, arched her back in climax, while Yu-seong similarly leaked fluids as she was ravaged by Evan's thick fingers.

Evan felt his consciousness fading as he surrendered to his instincts, feeling as if several bundles of pleasure nerves had grown not only in his member but also in his fingers inside Yu-seong.

That night, the pleasure truly never stopped.
As soon as Stella came with a disheveled face, Yu-seong immediately took her place, and even while Yu-seong was being taken, Stella had to endure endless pleasure as her breasts or lower parts were ravaged.

Evan kissed one while having the other pleasure his member with her mouth. He made Yu-seong caress Stella while he took her, and vice versa.

The lewd night, practically an orgy, passed this way.
When the morning sun shone into the room, there wasn't a dry spot on the bed, and Yu-seong and Stella, unable to handle Evan even with both of them, had to be used even while unconscious.

From this, Stella was able to learn at least one lesson:

...The conclusion that there was no way to beat Evan in this area.

Ch.347 - [Interlude] Preparation
The group had gathered for a strategy meeting in an undamaged reception room of the palace, courtesy of their newly crowned royal friend Scarlet, who was currently surrounded by adoring citizens with Elysee at her side.

"Even at our fastest, wouldn't it take a few weeks? It took us almost a month to get here," someone asked.

"No, that's not the case," I replied.

I explained while pointing at a map that their journey had been slowed by the dangerous environment. "The reason it took us so long to arrive here was primarily because we couldn't move at our full speed due to the conditions."

"That's true. If we'd been on the plains of the Empire or in the Great Forest, we would have arrived dozens of times faster..."

Until recently, this place had been an otherworldly realm where all manner of flora and fauna possessed their own divinity and ran wild. Stella certainly hadn't had the courage to dash at full speed through a place where bizarre things constantly tried to grab at one's ankles.

Those who could use spirits or magic to increase their speed, like Erhen, myself, or Elysee, could make the journey in just a few days. Knights like Caille and Grace, who could directly enhance their bodies, could do it in about 2-3 days.

The Sword Saint or Evan, if they went at full speed without concern for what they left behind, could cover the distance between the Empire and here in just hours.

"Plus, thanks to Scarlet, we avoided all military camps and dangerous terrain. We were safer, but..."

"You definitely took the long way around."

"Right. Those aren't concerns anymore. If we leave right now, we could arrive in less than a week."

Though the journey to the North was urgent, it hadn't been worth risking their lives. Everyone had conserved some strength to ensure they could return to the Empire if the northern mission failed.

"...A week is still too long," Evan said.

"I think so too."

But now there was no need to conserve strength. There would be no change in direction, no deviation—they needed to move in a straight line toward their enemy. It was natural for Evan to be anxious about this timeline.

"The Northern King, before he died, clearly said that the Main God's moon reached even here."

"He said that?"

"Ah, you weren't there then. He said exactly that. The Main God's moonlight shines equally here too. He asked if we knew what state the Empire was in."

Stella and those who had fought him nodded, remembering that moment—and the last scene they had witnessed before leaving for the Empire.

"Is it... still in that state?"

"...I think so. Especially considering how a believer who wasn't even as strong as a Cardinal managed to hold on after his heart burst."

In response to Erhen's anxious question, I sighed and spoke of the last sight they had seen before departing for the North: an enormous full moon filling the sky, despite it not being the night of a full moon.

Grace added, "I think so too. The divinity... increased tremendously."

"...That's certain."

It clearly wouldn't last forever. If it could be maintained permanently, the Moonlight Church wouldn't be struggling as they were now. It must be some temporary phenomenon that would dissipate over time.

"...And we can't even imagine how much advantage that temporary phenomenon gives them."

Silence filled the room at my words.

Divinity prioritizes "faith" above all else. As the Moonlight Church repeatedly emphasized, it doesn't necessarily have to be a sacred type of emotion—which is precisely why the moon in the sky has such a powerful effect.

Anyone who sees a perpetual full moon in the sky will develop some kind of faith—divinity—toward the moon, regardless of what kind of emotion it is.

Grace, a Paladin from the Moonlight Church, added her opinion: "The Seeds of the Evil God... they've had an enormous quantity stored for a long time. This means they could have created this situation long ago if they had wanted to."

"The fact that they've done it now... means they believe this is the perfect timing."

The perfect opportunity to devour the Empire.

At my words, tense silence once again filled the room.

It was a meticulously planned operation when I thought about it again.

They instigated war between the North and the Empire to secure divinity. With the leaders of each country essentially becoming puppets of the Moonlight Church, it wouldn't have been difficult.

If anyone like us tried to interfere, they would use their accumulated Seeds of the Evil God to solidify their power to an unassailable position.

"The question is how excellent the Moonlight Church's intelligence network is."

I brought up what was essentially the main topic of this meeting.

We had eliminated the Northern King and not only collapsed the regime but installed a new leader—one completely on our side—thereby completely blocking the possibility of an imminent war.

So how would the Moonlight Church respond when their original plan was thwarted?

"In my opinion, there are three possibilities."

One: They would try to preserve their original plan by eliminating Scarlet or mobilizing the Empire's army to instigate war with the North again.

Two: They would recognize that their operation was premature and revert to being a religious organization, waiting for another opportunity.

Three: They would use the moon they had raised in the sky and the leadership positions they had already captured to formulate a new operation comparable to the war with the North.

"Among these, the second is definitely the least likely. If that were their intention, they wouldn't have put the moon in the sky in the first place."

"The first is unlikely too. Even if they eliminated Scarlet now, the North would strongly resist, and there would be no justification or reason to deploy the Empire's soldiers in such a situation."

"Exactly. They'll almost certainly choose the third option."

I believe the Moonlight Church chose this timing not only because it was optimal for war with the North.

Wouldn't they have considered contingencies if the war with the North failed to materialize?

Despite our prevention of the invasion that should have happened at the beginning of the Academy year, despite stopping the dragon's rampage and the Sword Saint's massacre, the Moonlight Church proceeded with instigating war as if nothing had happened.

In this situation, could war really be their only plan?

*No.*

My conclusion is this:
The reason the Moonlight Church instigated war with the North now isn't because this is the optimal time to secure divinity through war. It's because even if this plan fails, they can still pursue other options.

With the Empire's leadership all occupied, the Empire's greatest military power—the Sword Saint—restrained, and exceptionally powerful clergy like Ureon gathered...

"...To return to the point. I think this: Let's assume the Moonlight Church has noticed that the possibility of war with the North has disappeared."

"Then they'll take the third option."

"Exactly. To be precise..."

They would do something that could provide "sacrifices" comparable to a war with the North, even without starting one.

"...!!"

"...That's...!"

Instantly, the tension in the room became taut and cold, as if it might snap at any moment.

Those who understood the meaning of my words asked me with disbelieving expressions.

"B-but would they go that far? After all, a religion survives on the faith of its followers..."

"True. But by that logic, starting a war contradicts that premise from the beginning."

"......"

The others fell silent, having no response.

Based on what they had seen of the Moonlight Church so far, it seemed entirely plausible that they would commit such acts without batting an eye.

"...We need to move as quickly as possible."

"Yes. I think it would be best to reach the Empire at full speed, even if it means expending some energy. Those of us who can move quickly should reach the Empire as fast as possible, while the rest..."

"...Will follow as quickly as we can."

I nodded.

It was impossible to keep everyone together as we had done when coming to the North.

In the meantime, who knew what bloodshed might occur in the Empire.

I closed my eyes and spoke softly, almost like a chant:

"...So, let's say our farewells to this place."

Now, truly, only battle remained ahead.

But before that, there was someone to whom we needed to say goodbye—the guide who had led us this far.

Ch.348 - [Interlude] Dream
Chapter 348. Dream

People live to achieve their goals. Goals that are also called dreams.

These can be instincts faithful to desire, beliefs meant to shake the world, or simply very small and personal wishes.

Scarlet, a small girl born in the Snow Mountain, the strongest tribe of the North, had such a dream.

That the people of this place where she was born and raised, who suffered more than anywhere else, could suffer less than she did.

That even if it couldn't become a place where people wanted to live, it wouldn't be a place where they wanted to die.

With such a dream—trivial yet grand—in her heart, Scarlet had lived until now.

But some dreams are buried or bury themselves the moment they arise, deemed impossible to achieve.
Scarlet had gradually buried her foolish dream in an intimate space whenever it collided with time and reality.
Had things remained that way, her dream would have likely disappeared, drifting to a place even she couldn't find.

And now, Scarlet's dream that would have been lost...

"Really! Did you really hear the Ice Dragon's voice?!"

"Does this mean we don't have to go to war anymore?!"

"What will happen to this place now?!"

"Uh... I...!"

Suddenly, was on the verge of achievement.
What started with just a few dozen people had gradually grown—whether through reinforcements arriving slowly or rumors spreading—to hundreds now.
And those hundreds were all rushing toward Scarlet, bombarding her with their questions.

With just a few people talking loudly, the space would echo, but with hundreds of voices resonating simultaneously, Scarlet's head began to ache.
Feeling both happy and distressed, she clutched her head and tried to listen to each question one by one.

"Well, I've sorted through the questions. Let's handle them bit by bit."

"Y-yes...!"

The most helpful presence was Elysee.
Despite her confinement, Elysee had been raised with all kinds of education as the Empire's Third Princess.

Dealing with common people was much easier than politicians with snake-like interiors, and even if the current Stella were to fly and build a palace in the sky, these people would believe it.

With Elysee's help, Scarlet barely managed to open her mouth and answer their questions one by one, slowly.

"W-well, while it's true I received power from the Ice Dragon, I haven't yet heard in detail what I should do..."

"No. Don't say it like that."

"I-I think it's the Ice Dragon's grand intention to entrust our future to us now...! And regarding war, of course..."

For a young girl whose largest audience had been tribal council meetings, this was no easy task.
But still, Scarlet could smile.

The feelings of the people shouting at her with hope and excitement weren't much different from her own.

Hope that something would be different going forward. Expectation that it would at least be better than before.
Relief. Action. Elation.

All these emotions were felt by Scarlet and resonated with her.

After all, this moment was the fulfillment of her dream—something that hadn't appeared even in her dreams since she grew older.

She could change things.
She could change this place.

Though there wouldn't only be easy days ahead, and there would certainly be more difficult times than now.
But Scarlet was confident she could endure all those days with a smile.

*This is all...*

And as she thought this, there was someone who came to mind.
The person responsible for bringing what she had considered a childish dream just a month ago to this present reality.

Scarlet recalled her with flushed cheeks. Though their faces were nearly identical, the feeling was distinctly different from looking in a mirror.

She could clearly feel her heart pounding.
This feeling was undoubtedly affection.

Affection toward the one who had fulfilled her dream.

*Soon, it will be farewell.*

Stella would likely leave soon.
She could tell from many conversations she'd heard that Stella would leave this place and not return for at least some time.

She needed to say goodbye.
That's what Scarlet thought.

The blue sky was visible.
The sky she had restored, which would always float above them from now on.

...A color that resembled both her eyes and Stella's.

*

It had been about a month since my group and I came to the North.
Though it was hard to say I'd grown fond of such a terrible place even as a polite gesture, I'd been here long enough that leaving felt strange.

I could definitely feel things improving compared to when we first arrived.
At the very least, in the North as it had been until now, walking leisurely under this darkening sky would have been unimaginable.
No, even seeing the night sky bright with stars like salt sprinkled across it would have been impossible.

"...It's still cold though."

I shivered at the still chilly wind and spoke.
Under the dim night sky, I was taking a light stroll while waiting for Scarlet.
Though I'd been in the North long enough to get used to it, I still couldn't acclimate to this cold.

"How do the people here act like it's nothing..."

"It's not nothing. We're cold too. We just pretend it doesn't bother us."

"...Ah. You're here."

My muttering was answered by Scarlet, who appeared with a tired-looking face.

Her hair seemed more disheveled than when I saw her this morning, and her eyes looked hollow.
Seeing how many people had gathered around her earlier, it must have been overwhelming for such a young girl.

"Are you okay? That must have been tough."

"Mmm. I'm fine. This much is actually enjoyable compared to everything else."

Scarlet shook her head and smiled faintly.
Then she looked at me under the night sky with her clear sky-blue eyes.
Unlike before, her gaze was clearly mixed with affection.

"I'm surprised you're still here. From what I overheard, I thought you'd leave as soon as your work was done."

"That would be problematic both physically and energy-wise. We've run out of supplies and food."

Though I was saying this, I planned to depart immediately after this conversation with Scarlet.
In fact, Evan and the Sword Saint had already left.
They would travel quickly, if not at full speed, and should reach the Empire by tomorrow to relay the general situation to us.

Our situation wasn't much different.
By whatever means necessary, our goal was to have everyone arrive at the Empire within three days.

Putting those thoughts aside for now, I shrugged and said:

"Besides, I haven't said goodbye yet. It would be sad to leave like this."

"...Ugh."

Scarlet blushed as if I'd hit the mark.
Though she might be physically mature now and would live as the ruler of the North going forward, in front of me she just looked like a child.

Is this bias because she looks similar to me and is genetically my cousin?
Either way, I burst into laughter at the sight of Scarlet clearing her throat to cover up her childlike behavior, which only made her seem more like a child.

"Time feels... I don't know if I should say slow or fast. It hasn't even been a month since we met."

"...Yeah. A lot has happened in that time."

"Right. I even died once, didn't I?"

I threw that out as a joke, but it seemed to be a trauma for Scarlet as her expression darkened dramatically.
Flustered, I cleared my throat and quickly changed the subject.

"Anyway. Though we're family, I haven't grown close to many people this quickly."

"......"

My words were sincere.
When I first arrived here, I still had the mindset that I shouldn't form bonds with people, which was natural.
Even counting my previous life, I wasn't an extremely sociable person, so besides my theater club senior, I hadn't grown close to anyone this quickly.

As I said, the strange sense of responsibility I felt because we were family also played a part.

Scarlet listened to my words quietly, then slowly opened her mouth.

"...For me too, getting this close is, no. Everything with you is a first."

"......"

"Having friendly conversations with someone, crying in front of someone, dreaming a lost dream again... having that dream come true."

With each word, Scarlet's speech grew a little faster.
And then.
Her gaze, holding moisture that shone like fragments of broken jewels, looked straight at me. The pleasant curve of her lips contrasted with her eyes that seemed about to overflow with tears.

"Everything, everything is a first."

"......"

I silently embraced her.
Not a tight, fierce hug.
Just warmly. Just enough to convey these feelings.

Since we probably wouldn't see each other for a while, I put all those feelings—both hers and mine—in one place.

"Scarlet. Remember? Not long ago... right before I fell from the cliff. We were talking like this in the night streets."

"...Yes."

Scarlet nodded quietly in my arms.

"You told me your dream then. That you wanted to change this place, even a little."

"......"

Of course, she wouldn't have forgotten. From her perspective, it was the day she first revealed her dream to someone else.
Her dream that had almost been rejected even by herself.

"And now, some time has passed. As you said, your dream has come true."

"......"

"How does it feel?"

I asked Scarlet.
In my arms, she remained so still I wondered if she was breathing.
Then, nuzzling her cheek against my chest a bit childishly.

With a red, clear flushed face, she looked at me and smiled.

"I'm scared, honestly!"

"...Right?"

I smiled back, showing my teeth.
Yes. There was no way she wouldn't be afraid.
Scarlet was still, both in my eyes and in reality, just a young girl.

We all live to achieve our purposes.
Those purposes also called dreams.

But not everyone can grasp their dream when it suddenly approaches.
Rather, most people become confused when their dream actually comes near.

Many will miss it.
The longer a dream is held, the heavier it becomes, making it easier to miss.

The dream Scarlet held was too heavy and large for a girl her age.

"...Still, I have to try. It's the position you passed on to me."

"How admirable."

I said sincerely with a smile in my eyes.
Since I was close to being the youngest child actor from an early age, and even after entering this body, I spent time as a first-year student, I rarely saw people younger than me.

Is this what it feels like to have a younger sibling?
I felt like I could now understand a little why some people become so devoted to their younger siblings.

This was a satisfactory farewell.
Thinking so, I tousled Scarlet's hair.

"Well, I should go now. I'm counting on you to take care of this place."

"...Okay."

And I turned to go back to where my companions were.
Time was running short, and we would need to leave immediately.

And then. Scarlet called out to stop me.

"Ah, wait a moment."

"Hmm...?"

Then, I felt something briefly touch my cheek.
A sensation both warm and cold.
Turning my head to look at Scarlet, she was still flushed, avoiding my gaze slightly before meeting my eyes.

"...A traditional North farewell! Next time you come, you can do it to me."

She said that and smiled brightly.

...My goodness. I thought she was young, but to be this innocent.
As I grew increasingly curious about the original Me-Stella the more I got to know her, I smiled as well.

"...Is the cheek okay?"

"................Huh?"

After saying that, I turned completely and walked forward.
I burst into laughter, imagining Scarlet surely staring at my back with a dumbfounded expression.

Scarlet, this is... well.
How should I put it... this is settling the score from our first meeting.

"Take care!"

Don't tease adults, it's not nice!

Ch.349 - EP. 10 Designation
The moment Stella was saying her final farewell to Scarlet, Evan and the Sword Saint were traversing the northern lands at a speed approaching their absolute maximum.

-!!

The two superhumans moved so fast that even sound lagged behind them. The white northern ground scattered like salt against the pitch-black sky beneath their footsteps, and before the particles could touch the ground again, they had already covered hundreds of meters. Slicing through the very resistance of air with their swords, they covered in mere seconds distances that had taken their companions weeks of hardship.

*If only we could have traveled like this before.*

Evan thought to himself. Of course, they had been in a team with many people, and the northern environment hadn't been normal then, so moving at this speed would have been unthinkable.

Racing freely along a path they had previously trudged so slowly was quite stress-relieving. Though their purpose—scouting his homeland, whose current state remained unknown—wasn't particularly pleasant.

*Surprisingly, I feel rather calm.*

Evan thought this sincerely. When he first dreamed of revenge, at the moment he discovered his mother preserved in that ghastly white state, he believed his vengeance would remain as fierce and passionate as it was then, no matter how long it took. After all, the emotions he felt then were so nauseating and intense that they surpassed the sum of all other emotions he had ever experienced.

Had those feelings diluted now? Not at all. Even now, recalling that scene could make his blood boil with rage, and he could perfectly recreate those emotions as if everything that happened afterward had been erased.

Yet, separate from that passion, he felt a certain detachment regarding his revenge. Perhaps it was because he knew he would soon confront everything he had been working toward with all his might.

He didn't want to fail, but failure neither seemed imaginable nor did it shake him. He simply pressed forward, just as he was racing across this snowy plain now.

*And only then, finally...*

Only then could he walk forward completely. Only then, after completing his prolonged mourning, could he live his own life.

Evan was in excellent condition, feeling just the right amount of tension. He almost regretted that he couldn't immediately storm the capital to destroy the Moonlight Church and instead had to wait for his companions after scouting.

*Even in this state...*

Evan glanced at the Sword Saint. Even now, when he was experiencing unprecedented growth and continuously surpassing his previous limits...

He couldn't shake the feeling that the Sword Saint was matching her pace to his. The difference wasn't large—if measured, the speed difference between them would be mere decimal points.

Yet for those who lived by splitting seconds, such a difference could be fatal. Moreover... speed wasn't the Sword Saint's specialty as it was Evan's, and yet she maintained this minimal gap despite it being the area Evan had trained in the longest.

*What a shame.*

Evan felt profound regret. This Sword Saint, who had claimed more than half the credit in all their northern battles and had overwhelmingly handled almost everything except the fight with the King...

She wouldn't be able to participate in what was essentially the most important battle. It couldn't be helped. It was a contract with the Moonlight Church, and while some of them could survive even if their hearts burst, the Sword Saint, despite her strength, would die instantly if her heart exploded.

Evan couldn't hide his disappointment, even while thinking that Stella would have found some way to utilize her.

Clang-!!

While lost in these thoughts, they had already covered more than half the distance. Perhaps because Scarlet had received the Ice Dragon's power, clearing the northern skies of clouds...

In the distant southern sky of the Empire, a faint blue light was visible. Probably... the moon shining brightly over the Empire's territory.

[Quite a strange sight, isn't it, Isenberg?]

[...Yes.]

The Sword Saint's voice transmitted telepathically. Evan nodded in agreement, narrowing his eyes to see farther.

In the distance, the moon's light—a blue radiance strong enough to penetrate all the layered clouds.

It was indeed a strange sight, as the Sword Saint said. According to magical and astronomical knowledge, the moon was this planet's satellite, at an enormous distance.

If the moon was visible from this continent, it should appear the same whether viewed from the Great Forest, the Empire, the Kingdom, or the North.

Yet now, the moon was fixed above the Empire's sky in an unusual size, shining like a massive lamp. It looked more like a huge ball of light floating in the sky than a distant satellite.

[...Could this be the Empire's hidden trump card?]

[Most likely. Whatever it is, it won't work in our favor.]

The Sword Saint answered Evan's question matter-of-factly. Evan already knew this, of course. The very symbol they worshipped was floating enlarged in the sky—it would certainly benefit them rather than harm them.

[...Perhaps we should have come at sunrise?]

[We didn't have time. Besides, it will be dawn soon after we arrive.]

The Moonlight Church members were strongest when the moon rose, especially during a full moon. Now, with all moons fixed as full moons, it would be best to avoid nighttime. Since the Sword Saint couldn't fight the Moonlight Church, she answered Evan's question as he was essentially the only combat personnel here. She continued:

[Let's reduce our speed from here.]

[Okay.]

At the Sword Saint's signal, Evan agreed and gradually slowed down. Familiar air and terrain began to appear. The blindingly bright snow fields gradually transformed into blue, and the towering snow mountains that seemed to pierce the sky and draw white blood gradually lowered, bending to the average height of the Empire's mountains.

Getting closer to the Empire's territory also meant getting closer to the Moonlight Church's jurisdiction.

Those two were essentially the same thing now.

The Sword Saint and Evan reduced both their speed and sound, moving more slowly and quietly through the remaining northern territory.

Even the Moonlight Church couldn't know where they would cross the border, making it impossible to station surveillance at every border point.

Therefore, the probability of being attacked by the Moonlight Church immediately upon entering the Empire was negligible. Especially for individuals like the Sword Saint and Evan, who were adept at concealing their presence. That's why they were dispatched as scouts.

"...This is the Empire."

And so, they finally returned to their homeland. Timewise, it was just before dawn.

The dense coniferous forest where they had previously fought the Moonlight Church's trackers. Though it had been just over a month, it somehow felt like they had wandered for a very long time, and they both took a moment to gather their thoughts.

"...Good. No pursuit or surveillance."

"If you say so, it must be certain. Let's find the nearest town."

The Sword Saint, using her wide-ranging ability to sense any Moonlight Church presence nearby, carefully advanced with Evan. Encountering the Moonlight Church here would be disastrous, regardless of the opponent's strength.

Though rare, if enemies too powerful for Evan to handle alone appeared, it would be over. Even if they were ordinary church members, they could alert the Moonlight Church to their return to the Empire.

Evan and the Sword Saint, tense and alert, infiltrated the nearest village.

Being the closest village to the North, it still retained some northern characteristics.

And the scene there was...

"...What is this?"

"......"

It was a bizarre sight even to Evan, who had experienced much, and the Sword Saint, who had experienced even more.

The village, which they remembered having a decent population, had far fewer presences than expected, and there were ominous stains that looked like splattered blood throughout. Under the bright moonlit sky, the village appeared extremely eerie. Papers covered with something indiscernible in the darkness were plastered everywhere like barnacles.

And on the doors of houses with no presence inside, rough white circles were painted.

Like full moons.

"...What's going on?"

"...It seems what we feared is happening."

Stella had speculated recently that the Moonlight Church wouldn't simply abandon their plan to sacrifice hundreds of thousands of people and would certainly devise alternative means.

And those means would most likely involve the lives of innocent Empire citizens.

"These bastards...!"

The Sword Saint clenched her fist so tightly it made a cracking sound and gritted her teeth. Having learned that even the mercenary group she had protected at the cost of her memories and life had been sold to the Kingdom in an unfavorable state, she was in a state of extreme anger toward the Moonlight Church.

And now, to see them doing such things to an unrelated village, mockingly marking them with moon symbols... If she weren't under restrictions, she would have rushed to tear them all apart right now.

With such thoughts, the Sword Saint was about to move forward in anger to investigate further.

"These bastards, how far will they..."

"...Sword Saint, wait."

"What is it, Isenberg? We're here to scout..."

"...Something's wrong."

The Sword Saint, consumed by anger, spoke irritably to Evan who was trying to block her path, but hearing his unusually alarmed voice, she turned to look at him with confusion.

...He who hadn't shed a single drop of sweat even after running such a long distance was now visibly sweating cold beads of perspiration.

"...What's wrong?"

Sensing something seriously amiss, the Sword Saint asked in a slightly calmer but tense voice.

Evan slowly raised his finger toward the sky and spoke.

"...The moon is still up."

"...So? What does that............"

What does that mean? The Sword Saint was about to ask, but then realized what Evan was implying and fell silent.

The moon was still up.

Clearly, it should be morning by now, well past dawn.

They stood frozen in indescribable fear for a moment, then turned their heads as if by agreement.

Beside them was an ordinary house.

However, it was a house plastered with dozens, hundreds of papers. Evan and the Sword Saint slowly peeled off one of these papers and read it.

[Papal Decree: Designated Heretics

Evan von Isenberg

Elysee de Iris

Stella Bell Eckhart

Caille Seirus

Grace Yudhia

Erchen Elpida

.
.
.
.]

"......"

"......"

Heresy Designation. A power that could be invoked by the Pope, a Saintess, or a religious official with comparable authority.

In the Empire, anyone designated as such could be executed immediately, bypassing all administrative and legal procedures, without any consequences.

The Moonlight Church had made a bold move. With that strong intuition, Evan exhaled.

"...Damn it."

-episode 10. ≪The Heretics≫

Ch.350 - EP. 10 Swift Speed
The winter air had frosted the windows of the Academy, and Professor Marcus of the Magic Department gazed out at the familiar seasonal scene. Every year brought the same prelude to winter, but this time, the bright moonlight added an extra brilliance to the beauty.

"......."

Despite the darkness of his room at night—lights off and curtains drawn—the unusually bright moonlight penetrated through, bathing everything in a soft indigo glow.

Marcus sighed, closed the curtains completely, and returned to his seat where he began brewing tea with magic. The flame he conjured provided the only warm hue in a room otherwise dominated by cool tones.

*It's so quiet.*

Since the day the sun stopped rising, the Academy had become eerily silent. This wasn't the normal emptiness of vacation time, of course.

With the extreme war footing declared just before the break, no students had been allowed to return home.

At least back then the justification had seemed plausible, Marcus thought with another sigh.

"This isn't why I became a professor..."

The Academy was now surrounded by priests of the Moonlight Church. Their numbers grew daily, and their tasks were many: controlling information from outside, managing public opinion about that enormous moon, and simply restricting students' movements.

How ironic that the Academy—created to train brave soldiers to face enemies during wartime—was now itself under siege when actual conflict loomed. And by a mere religious organization, no less.

Still, the Academy was better off than the outside world where the Moonlight Church was trying to control all information. Someone of Professor Marcus's standing had ways to circumvent their censorship and access outside news, and according to his sources...

"...It's not good."

The Moonlight Church had expanded so extremely that calling them a mere religious organization was now absurd. Or rather, they had been hiding their true size all along.

It was simply impossible to seize control of politics, military, media, and even the Academy in less than a month through normal means.

And according to his sources, what they were doing with this inflated power was...

'.......'

They were collecting citizens, he'd heard. Taking people from remote villages and the capital alike, following some unknown criteria.

Even for the powerful Moonlight Church, this would have been unimaginable just a month ago.

By all indications, the Empire was slowly festering and sinking—ironically due to the moon they had believed was healing their wounds and illnesses.

Feeling a headache coming on, Marcus picked up an official document from his desk. It had arrived a month ago, right after the Moonlight Church seized power, bearing their brilliant insignia.

[...Therefore, the Moonlight Church hereby designates the following individuals as papal heretics. Any harm or killing done to these targets will not violate Imperial law, and rewards will be issued by the Church for delivering them or their corpses. Most of these heretics are Academy graduates...]

Marcus read through the paper again, though he'd nearly worn it out from repeated readings over the past month. In his mind, he pictured all those students, especially Stella.

"Cadet Stella..."

He had considered her the talent who would succeed him in the Magic Department. Setting that aside, she had been a student he particularly favored, making this sudden heresy designation an enormous shock.

Heresy designation. A method from hundreds of years ago, previously only appearing in stories meant to frighten children. Whatever happened, they must have seriously crossed the Moonlight Church.

"Haah..."

Marcus found himself sighing more and more these days. Just like all the other professors and students.

"Where are you now, and what are you doing...?"

*

"Aaaah, ah, ah, ah, ah, ah!!!!"

"Close your mouth!! Your lips will tear off, ah, ah, ah, ah, ah!!!"

KWAGWAGAGAGAGAK—
With a sound like twenty awls scraping across ice, fragments of ice, stone, and snow flew up violently.

Just as Elysee warned, I squeezed my eyes shut against the wind that threatened to peel the skin off my face. The sensation was dizzying. If any one of us made the slightest mistake, we'd all be vertically impaled into the ground with our limbs scattered.

Together we faced wind speeds fiercer than hanging outside an airplane and sonic boom-like roars, doing our best not to open our mouths or eyes.

To explain why we were engaged in this 90s slapstick-like absurdity, we need to go back a few hours.

.
.
.

A few hours after I finished greeting Scarlet, we had organized all the weapons and supplies she had generously provided and were preparing to depart as quickly as possible.

But then.

[—Beeeeeep!]

"Huh?"

A beeping sound started somewhere. It was coming from the magical device we carried for emergency signals and communication between us.

Naturally, since we had sent Evan and the Sword Saint ahead to the Empire for reconnaissance, variables could arise, and such tools were necessary to alert us from a distance. The message it conveyed was:

[Emergency. Head south immediately.]

We had already planned to head down quickly. Each of us would use our own methods to move as fast as possible—we might spread out a bit, but we'd all travel at maximum speed. Evan and the Sword Saint wouldn't have forgotten this.

Yet they still sent this message.

"...Looks like something serious has happened."

Erhen's comment raised our alertness to the maximum. If even Erhen could sense it, this was truly an emergency.

"But how can we go any faster than what we already planned?"

"...Right? Wasn't the plan basically for everyone to run at their best? Is there a way to go even faster?"

Elysee and Grace raised valid questions. Our original plan was already for everyone to use all their strength to move as quickly as possible. An emergency situation wouldn't magically increase our maximum capabilities.

I started racking my brain. How could we move at speeds comparable to the Sword Saint or Evan without their help?

Then something flashed in my mind. A ridiculous but seemingly possible idea.

And as always, such thoughts tended to arise in situations where I had little choice but to act on them.

"...I have an idea."

.
.
.

"Ah, ah, ah, ah, aaaah!!!!"

And this was it. Simply put... it was a fusion.

First, since we had the King of the North as an ally, we obtained a large metal plate that I magically shaped into a sled. On this, I, Erhen, Elysee, Grace, and Caille rode.

Caille's role was crucial here. His ability was to create demonic swords—or more precisely, to imbue special properties into blades.

What is a sword, fundamentally? There could be various definitions, but materially, it's just a metal rod. By that logic, this metal plate could also be treated as a sword.

Therefore, he could imbue it with properties. Though obviously absurd and visibly more draining than usual, Caille seemed delighted.

"Yes!! This is what I've wanted to do, Eckhart, ugh, ugh, ugh, ugh!!"

"I said don't open your mouth!!"

The metal plate lost all friction thanks to Caille's property imbuing.

My role was to maintain the levitation magic on the sled. Even without friction, we'd all be headed for the afterlife if we suddenly hit a ledge or cliff. Essentially, we created a pseudo-superconductor state with zero friction, only levitating when encountering protruding or sunken areas.

Firmly secured to this metal plate, Elysee used spirits as our propulsion system.

"...Flames!!"

—PAKWAAAAAAAAAA!!!

With the Ice Dragon's divinity restored and mana concentration returning to normal, Elysee and I were outputting our maximum power for the first time in a very long time. Twenty fire spirits attached to the end of the sled spewed enormous amounts of flame like a dragon's breath, using the recoil to push us forward.

"This is, too, fast, ah, ah, ah!!"

It was far more unstable and faster than I had anticipated. Even though our minimum threshold was superhuman enough to not bat an eye at traffic accidents from the world I used to live in, this speed was incredibly unexpected. Elysee didn't even need to maintain the spirits for long. Once pushed with strong force, the frictionless metal plate accelerated insanely with just a little propulsion.

Even with the North's terrain returned to normal, crossing the entire region like this would be impossible. No, before that, we'd be ground to nothing by the wind and debris rushing at us at tremendous speed.

This is where Grace and Erhen came in.

"...[Holy Arts: Barrier]!!"

Grace cast an incredibly strong divine blessing around the plate. It was a barrier powerful enough to pulverize any obstacles—rocks, mountains, ice chunks—that touched us. As we got closer to the Empire, the full moon's energy grew stronger, and since Grace was a Paladin who drew power from the moon, this became possible.

And blocking the wind that threatened to strip our skin off was the job of Erhen, the wind spirit user.

"Wi-ind, ah, ah, ah, ah!!"

That's how this terrible spectacle came to be. All of us fixed to the metal plate: Erhen standing at the front with arms spread like in Titanic, screaming; Caille with both hands on the plate continuously applying blessings; Grace next to him praying with clasped hands; and Elysee shouting at spirits to accelerate our firepower.

Like a deconstructed Bremen Town Musicians, we experienced the limit of speed humans could achieve without being the Sword Saint or Evan.

"Ah, ah, ah, ah, ah!!!"

"Sa-ve, us!!"

*

Unfortunately, our sled eventually crashed and shattered beyond recognition due to someone's mistake. We survived only because we sensed the warning signs. (Caille clutched fragments of the metal plate, weeping.)

Anyway, as they say, all roads lead to Rome—we succeeded in covering about 70% of the distance with this ridiculous stunt, drastically cutting our travel time.

When we met Evan and Claire in the Empire...

"...What happened to you all?"

"...Haha. Just, you know, rushed here a bit..."

We weren't in the best condition, to say the least. That's what happens when you ride a supersonic sled with immeasurable speed.

...But honestly?
If someone asked whether any of us enjoyed this absurd adventure even a little, none of the sled riders would be able to deny it.

Ch.351 - EP. 10 One Shot
Chapter 351. One Shot

A dark room.
Though made of pure white marble, only faint light lingered in this gloomy place, which served as a torture chamber deep within the Moonlight Church.
In fact, it was still being used for that purpose even now.

Various torture devices hung on the dark walls, their purposes impossible to guess just by looking at them. Proving they weren't merely decorative, the floor was stained with a mixture of freshly spilled red blood and old, sticky dried blood.

The torture was ongoing.
Despite the public perception of the Moonlight Church as a religion that healed people, they had an impressive number of skilled torture technicians.
Perhaps it was because they understood human anatomy better than most physicians through their healing practices.
Several of these experts, capable of inflicting maximum pain with minimal wounds, were now in this room.

All to torture just one person.

"Ouch! It hurts so much, boo-hoo."

"...Disgustingly tough woman."

"Tough? How rude! I'm still your Saintess after all...."

In this dark room, snow-white hair fluttered with stark contrast to the surroundings.
It didn't glow like a light source.
It simply existed, white.
As if it needed no reflection of its brightness onto its surroundings to maintain its perfection.

Once, she had been an idol to all Moonlight Church believers, but not anymore.
Now the Saintess was a quasi-heretic who had tried to help enemies escape overseas.
She was essentially a Divinity extraction machine.

"The Main God is so heartless. Even when his most beloved daughter is tied up and used as a Sacrifice, he still accepts it."

"Heh, if he weren't that kind of god, he wouldn't have made me a Saintess in the first place."

The Saintess responded to the torturers' mockery with laughter.
It was maddening for the torturers.
Despite her captivity, they needed to cut off an arm or leg to extract her Divinity, but when she maximized her recovery ability, a bizarre phenomenon occurred—the entry wound would heal before the blade even exited the other side.

This was frustrating for those who had been ordered to quickly secure Divinity.
At this rate, they wouldn't be able to cut off even a single arm, let alone achieve any yield.
So their next choice was merciless torture.

They thought that even a Saintess would have slower recovery if her mind broke under endless physical pain.

"Well, is that all for today? Nothing more creative?"

"......"

There was a time when these torturers had thought the same way.
They couldn't have known, of course. All they knew about the Saintess was that she had suddenly risen from commoner status or lower to become the Saintess.
How could they have known her tolerance for pain would be this strong?

How could they know she had experimented with virtually every form of pain and death just to experience dying?
The Saintess who had faced the extremes of pain and life alone was completely unfazed by this level of torture.

Realizing they were wasting their time, the torturers decided to withdraw for the day.
The blood she shed alone—perhaps due to the Main God's excessive favoritism—was more than enough to make her valuable as a Sacrifice.

As the torturers left the room, they muttered dejectedly.

"...She really is trapped here, right?"

"...Don't say scary things. Even if the Saintess had some undiscovered combat ability, why would she stay here enduring this torture?"

"...Right?"

They whispered such things as they climbed the stairs toward the surface.
And only after their footsteps had completely disappeared...
Only after they were physically out of earshot, did the Saintess speak.

"...A girl wants to be rescued in style, but nobody seems to understand that."

She spat out the blood pooled in her mouth along with a tooth.
It had been about a month since she started enduring this.
For her mind to break down would take at least several decades more.
Knowing this better than anyone, the Saintess burst into bloody laughter.

She was still the Saintess.

*

"...Heretics!?"

"...My goodness...!!"

In a quiet village with barely any signs of life.
Inside an old tavern bathed in moonlight.

The Sword Saint and Evan slowly explained the situation to the disheveled group, whose clothes and hair were in complete disarray from whatever method they had used to arrive.

As Stella had suspected, people from the Empire were being used as Sacrifices, and they, along with their companions, had been designated as heretics by the Moonlight Church.

Everyone except Erhen and Caille, who weren't familiar with the Empire and the Moonlight Church, was shocked beyond belief at the heresy designation.

"I, I'm, we're... heretics...!"

"G-Grace!"

Grace in particular nearly fainted.
As a Paladin of the Moonlight Church, she was especially shocked, though the others were no less affected.

The Moonlight Church's heresy designation.
This carried an enormously heavy meaning, something rarely seen even once in several decades.

It was a title given only to legendary criminals who left their mark in history—like the infamous cult worshipper who tried to plant the Seed of the Evil God in the Imperial capital and turn the Imperial Palace into a worship site for the evil god, or the hypnotist who caused 300 Imperial citizens to commit mass suicide. That was what the title of heretic meant.

The designation itself had the unbelievable effect of authorizing killing outside Imperial law, but even more frightening was the will of the Moonlight Church it represented.

Simply put, designating someone a heretic was the Moonlight Church's declaration that they would erase these people from the world by any means necessary.
Indeed, all those previously designated as heretics had met terrible ends.

"I expected all-out war with the Moonlight Church, but...."

"...I never thought they would designate us as heretics so comprehensively. We must assume they've effectively taken over all political and military authority."

Heresy designations were never issued so indiscriminately.
At minimum, it required the Pope, the Saintess, or at least someone at the Cardinal level to issue one, and until now, they had always been issued individually.

Even if others didn't matter, designating Imperial Princess Elysee, the daughter of the Great Forest Queen Erhen, and the son of the Empire's largest duchy Evan as heretics would face significant opposition from powerful factions.
Lumping them all together as heretics essentially meant the Moonlight Church had seized enough power to ignore all opposition.

It was hard to believe they had expanded so rapidly from being just a religious organization a few months ago.

"...This will be trickier than we thought."

"Yes. I had hoped the occupation wouldn't be complete...."

Unfortunately, Stella and her companions would likely have to battle not only the Moonlight Church but also Imperial soldiers and various other organizations.

"Well, what we need to do hasn't changed. We ultimately need to cut out the Moonlight Church. That's the only way."

"That's right. Before they integrate deeper and burrow further in... we need to cut off the root."

If the Moonlight Church infiltrates the Empire any deeper, my happy future with Evan will be completely lost.

Of course, even without that reason, the Imperial citizens would suffer tremendously.
Unless the Moonlight Church had some incredibly innovative plan, the people who should have died in war would eventually be replaced by Imperial citizens, albeit more slowly.

"Then does our plan remain unchanged? Full speed to the capital?"

"Hmm. For now, I think that's what we need to do."

Stella answered Erhen's question.
Their strategy was essentially to spread out in multiple directions, somehow defeat the cities, and reach the capital to assassinate the Pope at the Holy State.
Since much of the Moonlight Church currently depended on the Pope, assassinating him would make it possible to suppress the rest by force.

They also had evidence of the Moonlight Church's misdeeds hidden at the Academy.

"However... it will be troublesome if the Empire's defense forces get involved in what we need to break through."

"Ugh... the enemies are already formidable enough...."

Even excluding the Pope, the Cardinals, various high priests, and now even ordinary priests had been tremendously strengthened by the effects of the perpetually full moon.

So Stella decided to make a suggestion she had been considering for some time.

"That's why I think... we should make at least minimal preparations before going."

"Preparations? What kind...?"

Seeing her companions' puzzled expressions, Stella turned slightly toward Claire and explained.

"Here, Claire... the Kruger Mercenary group led by the Sword Saint has a covenant with the Moonlight Church that causes church members' hearts to explode if they attack members of this mercenary group."

"Ah, that time when the Cardinal..."

"But didn't he survive?"

"That was because the Cardinal was unusual. And even if the effect is limited, it's still much better than nothing."

Her companions nodded at Stella's words.
Even in an age where people could regenerate entire hearts, such an effect would still have some impact.
Besides, they wouldn't be facing just Cardinals and the Pope.
They would encounter numerous ordinary believers and priests, and if even a few of them died from this trick, it would be tremendously advantageous.

However, there was one question...

"But Stella, why haven't you done this until now? It doesn't seem to have any downsides."

"Well... right now it's just Claire, but originally the Kruger Mercenary group had quite a few members. They've been exiled to the Kingdom now."

Stella recalled the information Claire had shared.
They had been abandoned in the Kingdom with their memories erased.

"I thought the Moonlight Church might have placed some trick on this 'Kruger Mercenary group.' In the worst case, something like suddenly losing our memories."

However, it seems they hadn't calculated that Claire, the Sword Saint and leader of the Kruger Mercenaries whom they had brainwashed to the bone, would return to her senses and turn against them.

"So... I first became a mercenary myself to test it, and there were no problems."

"...!"

To think she had sacrificed herself for this experiment.
Her companions looked at Stella with newfound appreciation.
Feeling slightly embarrassed, Stella shrugged and said:

"...They caught us off guard with one shot, so we need to return the favor with one of our own."

Ch.352 - EP. 10 Cheers
Chapter 352. Cheers

Claire closed her eyes for a moment and recalled the past.
A memory so vivid that she couldn't understand how she had forgotten it for so long.

It was when she first joined Kruger's mercenary group.

"Well, now you're officially one of us!"

"Ah, then we should have an initiation ceremony."

"Of course!"

Claire could remember everything now that she had recovered all her memories—Kruger and Vice-Commander Jane giggling as they welcomed her to the mercenary group. She remembered the air, the warmth of the sunlight, and the faint white dust floating in the air.

And the curiosity she felt.
Was there some special ceremony she didn't know about?
Or was it the kind of "initiation" commonly used in homeless communities?
Neither option seemed particularly appealing.
Especially the latter... as far as she knew, it wasn't something pleasant.

Perhaps reading her tension, Kruger burst into laughter and said:

"Hahaha! Look at her. Don't be scared, don't be scared. It's nothing difficult."

Saying that, Kruger pulled out a bottle of wine from behind his back and was about to pour it when he paused and turned to the Vice-Commander.

"...We can't give her alcohol, right?"

"Of course not. Just use juice instead."

"...Tsk."

Kruger clicked his tongue, poured wine into his own glass, and juice into Claire's. Then he held out his glass and said:

"This is our simple initiation ceremony. Here's to you. Cheers."

"......"

Claire still remembered it all.
The trembling of that glass.
The juice sloshing gently inside.
Its sweetness.

It was practically Claire's first happy memory.

And now Claire opened her eyes again.
Though she couldn't see the bright sunlight or the neat training ground of the mercenary group from back then.
Instead, she saw her new comrades with whom she had built bonds as strong as those with her former colleagues.

Back then, Claire was just a low-ranking mercenary.
The lowest among the newcomers, not even a combat member but just someone who did odd jobs.
Back then, Kruger's mercenary group had been overflowing with people who wanted even that position, but now it was just a ghost of its former self, existing in name only.

Now Claire had become the Commander of Kruger's mercenary group.
If someone asked whether she had caught up to the former Commander in terms of strength... she would say no.

But it was a position she had inherited.
A position she was responsible for.

In this old tavern bathed in moonlight, Claire took out a bottle of wine and carefully poured it into relatively clean glasses.

Just as Kruger had done for her, a mere new recruit.
Though she couldn't show the same bright smile he had, she poured with sincerity.

"It's nothing special, becoming a Kruger mercenary."

Claire said this as she had everyone raise their glasses.
Even Stella, who was already a member of Kruger's mercenaries, raised her glass.

The Sword Saint looked around at them all.
These were people she wouldn't be able to fight alongside.
And that made her feel even more apologetic toward them.

And now, they would become mercenaries of a group that only she remembered.
Even if it was just a formality with practical purposes.

"...I want to say thank you."

That was Claire's sincere feeling.
At the very least, the Commander would probably enjoy seeing this.
That's what she thought.

The Sword Saint's words ended there.

"Well then... cheers?"

"Shouldn't there be a toast?"

"Hmm...."

Once again, Erhen's words broke the mood.
But since it made sense...
The comrades started looking around for someone suitable to make a toast.

And naturally, everyone's gaze settled on one person.

"...Me?"

"Of course, Miss Stella should do it!"

"That's right!"

"I agree."

Under the pure white moonlight, everyone urged Stella.
Erhen who spoke first, Elysee who pretended to be reluctant but joined in, Evan who seemed amused by the situation with a smile on his lips, Grace who still seemed shocked but pushed along, Caille who whistled innocently, and even the Sword Saint who was technically the host.
Everyone was looking at Stella.

As if they had forgotten all the heavy and difficult tasks ahead.
They were pressuring Stella with playful smiles, just like students their age.

Stella sighed deeply and smiled faintly.

Yes. These moments too would soon be gone.
It would be fine to keep the atmosphere light for this last moment.
After all, these people must have had a hard time in the North, even if they didn't show it.

"Well then... ahem."

Stella looked around at everyone again.
Though the moonlight was their greatest enemy right now, in this moment even that felt romantic.

"We... have many hardships ahead of us. Perhaps more difficult than anything we've experienced so far combined."

Everyone had stopped their playful smiles and was listening attentively to Stella's words.
Yet they all still had light smiles on their faces.

"We each have our own reasons, but I'm willing to endure these hardships for the sake of the people I care about and a peaceful future."

Stella thought about it.
After all this was over, the peace that she and Evan, who had been running without rest, would finally have.
It would surely be mundane and boring at times.
But just as much, or even more so.
Just imagining it brought a stiff joy.

"...And all of you are included in that."

"......"

"......"

Stella continued to imagine.
Evan and herself, and the people beside them.
Something she couldn't have imagined a few years ago.

Back then, she believed she shouldn't form bonds with anyone, including Evan.

But now those thoughts seemed meaningless as everyone had become precious to her.
If she lost even one person, there would be a gap that couldn't be filled, and no one would be left ungrieved.

"...So let's bring down this moon, and all live to see the new year."

With that, Stella finished her speech.
Thinking it was a satisfactory address, she looked around...

"......"

Somehow, everyone was wearing resolute expressions.
Yes. How many people here would want to die?
So hopefully, no one would be seriously injured or killed.

Stella said this as she clinked her glass.

"Well then, cheers!"

"""Cheers!"""

The sound of seven glasses clinking together echoed through the old tavern.
Unlike the young Claire, what they drank now was actual alcohol, but no one here would be unable to handle this level of intoxication.

"...Whew."

...Except for Stella, who was so weak to alcohol that she felt dizzy even after casting a spell on herself beforehand.

Anyway, apart from her, everyone else put down their empty glasses after drinking just enough to feel a pleasant buzz.

Stella began the final briefing.

"Since you all know this already, I'll explain quickly. Our operation is to infiltrate separately, and it ends when any one of us takes the Pope's head."

"But you have to be the one to finish it, right?"

"Yes. It would be better if that weren't necessary... but it's likely."

Stella clenched and unclenched her fist, trying to sense the new power she had gained, which was now somewhere beyond the border in the North.

Probably... the checkmate she had in mind could only be activated by her.

Of course, it would be great if Evan or someone else could take care of the Pope before that...

That's why Stella needed to function as the core of this operation.
If she got caught in the middle, it would be game over.

"For now, I'll go with Evan. That... should be the safest route for now."

"Straight to the capital, then?"

"Yes. And I'd like Caille, Grace, and Claire to infiltrate the capital from a different direction than us."

Stella said this while looking at Claire, Caille, and Grace.
Claire was the one who seemed puzzled.
Why her, when she couldn't even participate in combat?

"...Why me?"

"Because it's not just the Moonlight Church in the capital. Even if you just quickly deal with confirmed Imperial soldiers, it would be a great help."

"Hmm. I see."

Claire nodded in understanding.

Caille, who ranked quite high in attack power among them; Grace, who knew the Moonlight Church well and could heal; and the Sword Saint, who was practically invincible against any force except the Moonlight Church.

This alone made for a formidable team.

"Um... Lady Stella? Aren't we going to the capital?"

"No. But your purpose is different."

Stella said this while looking at Erhen and Elysee.
Their roles were also crucial.

Both were Spiritists with abilities optimized for hiding from others' sight.
In other words, they were suitable talents for espionage operations.

"Erhen and Elysee, please find the sacrifices that the Moonlight Church is currently supplying."

"Sacrifices... for that moon?"

"Yes. They must be supplying them continuously from somewhere."

That's what Stella thought.
While there was no doubt that the Seed of the Evil God was a powerful sacrifice, it seemed unlikely that it could maintain that huge moon for a month, and day and night at that.

They must be continuously supplying sacrifices from somewhere.
Destroying just that would exponentially decrease the difficulty of the operation.

"If you can destroy that and still move... please help us. Can you do that?"

"Yes!!"

"We'll destroy it right away!!"

Erhen and Elysee answered enthusiastically.

With this, all the operation explanations were complete.
Everyone was already fully prepared.
They all looked a bit tense, knowing that intense combat would break out in just a few hours.

Stella put down her glass and said:

"...I've already said a lot, so I won't add much more."

Let's depart.

It was the beginning of Operation Checkmate.

Ch.353 - EP. 10 Opening Of War
Chapter 354. Opening Moves

Stella finished explaining her plan and began giving detailed instructions.

"If we all leave at the same time, there's a high chance we'll be tracked, so we'll depart with some intervals between groups. It won't be a long wait."

"Then we'll go first! We need to gather information anyway!"

Erhen was the first to respond to Stella's explanation.
Elysee didn't seem particularly pleased about being in the first group with Erhen, but she must have found Erhen's reasoning sound because she left without complaint.

"See you all again soon!"

"...Be careful, everyone."

Erhen and Elysee departed quickly, minimizing any trace of their presence.
Those remaining waved goodbye to them.

After some time passed, we waited for Erhen and Elysee to at least leave this area, silently praying for their safe journey.

"We'll go next. We'll be faster anyway."

"Y-yes!"

"Right. Let's go."

The Sword Saint stepped forward next.
Grace responded with a trembling voice, while Caille maintained his composure.

This somewhat unusual trio set off quickly together.

In an instant, only Evan and I remained in what had been a bustling tavern.
There was no clock inside to tell the exact time, but according to my body clock, it was nearly noon.

Yet the moon still floating in the sky, showering us with white light, disrupted my sense of time.

We gazed in the direction where the Sword Saint, Caille, and Grace had disappeared long ago.

At their speed, they would have already reached the edge of this area by now.
Soon it would be our turn to depart.

"Evan, I'm sorry, but... would it be okay if I ride on your back?"

"Of course. I'll carry you comfortably."

Evan smiled in response to my question.
Since the speed difference between us was like that of a tortoise and hare multiplied by hundreds, I inevitably had to be carried on Evan's back or in his arms to avoid becoming a burden.

It was a bit embarrassing, but I was glad for this time alone with Evan.
I was still trying to sort out the aftermath of the "doubled feelings" event that occurred when I merged with Yu-seong.

"Come to think of it, it's been a while since we've been alone like this."

"...Has it? I don't think so. Like in the cave, or at the inn..."

"T-that's..."

To hide these feelings, I teased him playfully, causing Evan to flinch and smile awkwardly.

It really hadn't been that long.
With Yu-seong and I merging, I had been sleeping with Evan just the other day. Of course, that was just a memory, though it was special to me as well.

We gazed into each other's eyes like lovers reunited after a long time.
Evan's red eyes, undimmed by the blue moonlight pouring down, seemed especially bright today.

"...You know, Stella."

"Yes, Evan."

Evan continued with a gentle smile.
My heart tightened at the sight of his face, which somehow seemed to grow more handsome at night.
The tightening in my chest was stronger than before, almost painful now.

"This will all be over soon."

"Yes. My plan too."

"And my revenge."

And this relationship as lord and secretary.
Neither of us said those words aloud, but we understood each other and smiled.
Perhaps this was the last moment Evan and I could remain as we were.

Did Evan feel this thought too?
In that moment, like a blurred film, the surroundings mixed with moonlight and became hazily indistinct.

And then.
Evan brought his nose to mine.
For less than a second, I saw his red eyes and equally reddened face.

"...Mmm."

Evan kissed me.
Though the memory remained, this kiss was incomparable to that one.
It was an unfamiliar sensation.
Everything I felt for Evan since becoming a woman was like that.

It still felt new.
Everything with Evan was better the second time than the first, better now than before, and tomorrow would likely be better than today.

This kiss was the same.
Sweeter than any kiss before, yet the least sweet of all kisses to come.

Despite the already excessive sweetness, I felt breathless from this kiss we'd shared countless times before, and slowly parted my lips.

"Hah, hm..."

Evan burst into laughter at my reaction, brushed the hair near my ear, and slowly began to speak.

"Hey Stella, you still remember those words, right?"

"Which words...?"

"You know. When we were heading to the Academy."

Ah.
I realized what Evan was referring to and felt my heart leap.
He was probably talking about that time—the night by the campfire under moonlight just like now, which I'd recalled when he gave me the ring before.

When he offered me blood-stained treasures, and after I scolded him, he promised to prepare something better.

"Haha! That's right! Someday I'll give you a proper gift."

Of course, back then we didn't have feelings for each other and it was just casual talk.
But bringing it up now meant...

"Stella, I..."

"Evan."

I covered his mouth with my slender finger.
Then, with a smile that would surely be visible as bright red even in the white moonlight, I spoke.

"I'll look forward to it, my lord."

"...Yeah."

Evan quietly smiled, understanding my words.

Yes. I was his secretary, and he was my lord and employer.
At least, "for now."

"Well, we've delayed too long. Let's go."

"Yes!"

I climbed onto Evan's back.
Today especially, his broad back felt reassuring.
Riding on his back, I seemed to hear a voice.

A voice that was mine but not mine.

You haven't given me control of the body yet.

"...I know."

I clung tightly to Evan's back.
I knew that I still had control to surrender to the original Stella.

Ah.
But.

I really don't want to give it up, not even for a moment.
I thought this while still bathed in the bright moonlight.

*

"Whew, at this rate we probably won't cross paths with the others, right?!"

"Yes. Let's decide on our destination from here."

At the same time, under the same moonlight, Erhen and Elysee sat close together making plans.
The two had grown somewhat...? closer, but due to Elysee's firm refusal, they didn't show it in front of others.

Since they were alone now, they expressed their opinions freely and discussed without restraint.

Erhen took out a map from her chest area and spread it on the ground.
Elysee really wanted to ask where she'd pulled it from but held back.

"Currently we're here. There are about two or three cities before we reach the capital."

"Our mission was to find where the sacrifices are being offered, right?"

"No matter how much Miss Stella trusts me, I don't think she expected me to figure it out alone."

"That's right. Even with Lady Stella's trust in me, it would be too difficult to discover on my own."

"......"

"......"

Their gazes met briefly.
Two intense stares, even more vivid due to their proximity.

After glaring at each other for a moment, they realized this wasn't the time and resumed their discussion.

"Anyway, it's clear we need to find someone to help us."

"Right. But where..."

They pondered for a moment.
They needed a reliable ally who could help them despite their current status—essentially equivalent to nationally wanted fugitives after being designated as heretics—someone with diverse knowledge and familiar with the Moonlight Church's current situation...

"......"

"......"

Ah.
They looked at each other again simultaneously.
The answer was obvious when they thought about it.
They exclaimed almost in unison:

""...The Academy!""

It was the perfect place.
Naturally, with many professors there would be people with relevant knowledge, and those more familiar with the current political situation than themselves who had been away from the Empire for some time.
Regarding their heresy designation, they doubted their former students would immediately report them to the Moonlight Church, and even if that was a concern, they couldn't think of a better alternative at the moment.

"Great idea! As expected of me!"

"What? I said it first!"

"......"

They quickly stood up before another argument could start.
The Academy was located roughly halfway between their current position and the capital.

Perhaps Stella had directed them toward the capital with this in mind.
They might have chosen differently, but she knew they would inevitably think of the Academy.

"Well then, let's go!"

"Hey, could you stop talking like you're the leader?"

"......"

"......"

The others probably weren't traveling together with this kind of tension.
Erhen and Elysee smiled at each other, thinking the same thing.

Their smiles were anything but genuine.

*

"...Damn it! They've deployed defensive forces from here on!"

Caille shouted as he swung his sword through the air with void power.
With the distinctive empty sound of the void, soldiers were sent flying into the air.
These people, dressed in a mix of priest and soldier attire, weren't highly trained but there were simply too many of them.
So many that one might wonder if the Moonlight Church really had this many priests.

"...Damn. It's hard to distinguish..."

Moreover, except for a few with major injuries, they weren't using divine power, making it difficult for the Sword Saint to tell the difference between regular soldiers and Moonlight Church priests.

If she killed a regular soldier thinking they were from the Moonlight Church, a major force like the Sword Saint would be lost.
Even if they were truly soldiers who couldn't use divine power, it wouldn't be difficult to change their allegiance to the Moonlight Church.

These people didn't seem interested in revealing their divine power in battle anyway.
At first they made a show of attacking, but after seeing a few soldiers cough blood and collapse after being hit by Caille and Grace of the Kruger Mercenaries, they seemed to realize something and stopped attacking, focusing instead on blocking their path.

"Still a long way to the capital...!"

"Break through, Grace, break through!!"

Operation Checkmate.
The first group to engage in battle after the operation began was the trio of Grace, Caille, and the Sword Saint.

Ch.354 - EP. 10 Variables
The moon shone brightest in this place above all others in the world. Once, it had been the most mystical light only during the full moon, but now with perpetual moonlight covering the entire Empire, this place was brighter than ever before.

Sanctuary Luna.
The Pope's domain and the only place where one could hear the words of the Main God.

A Cardinal had entered this sacred space. Though he had faced the Pope's wrath once after failing to capture the Saintess, he remained a favored cleric.

The reason for his visit now was to report someone's death.

"...It seems the King of the North has died. Falling Star has sent a telegram."

"I already know."

The Pope's answer was brief but carried a heavy pressure. The Cardinal inwardly flustered at learning the Pope already knew the information he'd just received from his assassins, bowed his head.

"I see you did."

"I had something planted in that puppet."

Though he couldn't fully understand the meaning, it seemed the Pope had some method of knowing immediately when the Northern King died.

The Cardinal, newly curious about the Pope's nature, kept his head bowed as he continued to the main point.

"This means they'll be entering the Empire soon."

"They might already be here. They'll be in a hurry."

"...Yes."

Though he doubted such a large group could have arrived in the Empire in less than two days, the Cardinal nodded in agreement. The Pope was rarely wrong.

"Deploy the troops."

The Pope began issuing detailed orders.

First, mobilize expendable soldiers and priests to spread widely around the capital.
Focus on confirming positions and depleting enemy stamina rather than immediate elimination.
If possible, prioritize dealing with the Sword Saint.

And deploy "The Vanguard" and "Dull Dream."

The Pope seemed to consider the capital infiltration by Stella Eckhart, Evan von Isenberg, and their companions as a significant threat. The Cardinal could understand why.

Having killed the King of the North before an impending war, they had likely delayed war plans considerably. Establishing new leadership would take time.

Their discussion was about to conclude.

Until a priest in charge of Northern affairs rushed in with news that a new dynasty had been established in the North.

*

The Sword Saint, Caille, and Grace found themselves unable to move properly against the flood of soldiers and priests surrounding them.

This was clearly a prepared strategy. Without the Sword Saint's overwhelming combat power that could cut through these enemies in seconds, they were at a disadvantage. Moreover, Caille and Grace, who specialized in one-on-one close combat and recovery, were particularly vulnerable against these human wave tactics.

"Damn it... We haven't even gone far."

The Sword Saint expanded her awareness to survey the surroundings. For at least several hundred meters ahead, these miscellaneous troops swarmed everywhere. From the middle, there were people who were neither priests nor soldiers, suggesting they had mobilized literally anyone available.

The Sword Saint decided that continuing to fight was meaningless and gave instructions.

"Seirus, Grace. Both of you, clear about 100 meters."

"...Got it!"

"Y-yes, sir!"

Grace and Caille responded and unleashed their most powerful attacks.
Caille overloaded his sword with the widest-range attack he had—Lightning.

"...Lightning!"

Grace used some of her few offensive Holy Arts.

"...[Holy Arts: Repulsion]!"

With their desperate efforts, hundreds of enemies around them were blown away like sheets of paper. It was the best they could do as fighters vulnerable in mass combat.

The Sword Saint grabbed the clothing of the two in the space they had cleared. Even for her, this method would consume some energy, which made her hesitate.

"...Sword Saint?"

"W-wait a sec..."

With a thunderous sound, the Sword Saint shot up into the sky. It wasn't through any magic or equipment—just her leg strength enhanced with mana.

In an instant, she soared dozens of meters into the air, almost as if flying, with the two firmly in her grasp.

Naturally, being suddenly yanked into the sky by the nape of one's neck isn't something a person can endure unscathed. Though the impact that would have hit their stomachs was reduced by mana and divine power, both Caille and Grace still felt like they were dying.

"S-save m—"

The Sword Saint spun in mid-air, then kicked off with her maximally enhanced leg strength, launching herself horizontally.

The three cut through the air like a cannonball. The Sword Saint repeated this maneuver until they had escaped the enormous crowd. If a battle was pointless, avoiding it was the best strategy. For them, whose top priority was capturing the Pope, this was definitely the best approach.

"Urgh, ugh..."

"Hick..."

Those in her grasp didn't seem to agree, however.

"We don't have time for this. Run."

The Sword Saint knew that the Moonlight Church must have more plans than just this, and they still had far to go before reaching the capital.

She forcibly pulled the two to their feet and accelerated, practically dragging them along as they ran together.

The moon still hanging in the sky made it impossible to tell how much time had passed. Perhaps everything until this was over would feel the same way.

Either passing in the blink of an eye, or feeling like an eternity.

*

"Nngh...!"

[Stella? Too fast?]

[No. Please keep going at this pace...!]

Evan's concerned voice transmitted through mental communication. I was definitely struggling. As pleasant as it might be to cling to Evan's back, in every other respect it was not much different from hanging onto an airplane with my bare hands.

I was barely holding on with protective magic and evil energy, grateful that my skin wasn't being peeled off at this speed.

The fact that we had no time to waste was also a factor. It had been about two days since we left the North after installing Scarlet as the new ruler.

How long would it take the Moonlight Church to notice? If we had more time, we might have devised a way to hide it. If we could conceal that fact as much as possible, the Moonlight Church would only wonder why negotiations with the North weren't going smoothly, rather than seeking alternative solutions.

But I had a feeling—a certainty—that we couldn't fool the Moonlight Church with half-measures, and they had probably already learned about it through some means.

If that was the case, it was better to strike immediately rather than waste time devising inadequate plans. Even the Moonlight Church, even with their prepared strategies, would inevitably be affected by the disruption of such a major operation.

I scanned our surroundings with detection magic while thinking this. At Evan's speed, it would only take a few hours to reach the capital. He could have gone even faster without me, but I was the problem since I had the most important role in this operation. With my physical abilities, it would take at least a week to walk to the capital even with all kinds of magic.

Both Evan and I knew this, which is why we maintained this pace that was difficult for me.

Just as Evan was about to offer me some comfort—

[Just hang on a little longer. In about an hour we'll be almost...]

[...Evan, in front!]

"...!"

My detection magic caught something blade-like. Evan immediately twisted his body in mid-air to avoid it upon hearing my words. It was practically an acrobatic maneuver. I nearly fell off, but Evan caught me immediately, keeping me safe.

"...Already?"

"Yes. It seems we've been caught."

If we could be caught even at this speed, how quickly must they have prepared? As I said, not even two days had passed.

We took defensive positions and looked around. Nothing was visible, but my detection magic sensed many presences. Evan's eyes glowed red as he scanned them one by one.

"...Assassins?"

"This is embarrassing."

Realizing that both of us had detected their positions, they revealed themselves from the darkness like paint being wiped away under the moonlight.

Their attire was familiar. Of course it was—I'd had a major encounter with them before.

"...Falling Star?"

"Oh? You know us?"

...Of course I did.
The Northern assassination squad that I had thinned out with a life-risking deception during the Illusionary Demonic Beast subjugation, but couldn't completely eliminate until Evan helped me finish them off. In the original story, they hadn't appeared again after that incident, yet for some reason they were now blocking our path.

"...Weren't you affiliated with the Sovereign State?"

"Huh?"

They were definitely assassins belonging to the Northern Sovereign State. Of course, we had just dealt with their leader, the King, but even so, their allegiance shouldn't have changed in just two days.

"I don't need to answer that."

"...So you were the Moonlight Church's pawns all along."

That was the only explanation that made sense. The strange certainty and anxiety I'd been feeling must have come from them. If the North's elite assassination squad were Moonlight Church pawns, of course information would be transmitted quickly.

The North seemed to be more deeply infiltrated by the Moonlight Church than I had thought. I briefly worried about Scarlet but pushed the concern aside. Now Scarlet could command the mercenaries from the Snow Mountain, and besides... we had prepared another contingency.

In any case, my words must have hit the mark because the Falling Star representative fell silent before speaking again.

"...That's enough talk. It's not us who wants to speak with you right now."

"What?"

The assassins concealed themselves again. They hadn't disappeared—their presence was still definitely there.

But an overwhelming presence approaching was enough to overshadow all of them.

With just his aura, he suppressed all other presences around.

"...Right. I was wondering when you'd show up."

Evan burst into laughter, while I tensed my entire body. The representative of the Moonlight Church and our persistent nemesis—

"...Ureon."

Cardinal Ureon had appeared. He wore his usual smiling face, but veins bulged on his forehead, and uncharacteristically, he was radiating his aura. Something was clearly wrong.

After a brief standoff, Ureon slowly opened his mouth. He seemed angrier than we'd ever heard him before.

"...What exactly did you do in the North before returning?"
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The sound of battle echoed through the forest as Ureon Pascal faced his adversaries. Once a prodigy within the Moonlight Church, his brilliance had been unmatched from childhood—surpassing adult priests in divine power, intellect, combat skills, and holy arts.

The Moonlight Church valued talent over age. If a young priest and an older one possessed equal divine power, the younger would be more esteemed—for the elder had failed to develop stronger faith despite their years. Thus, Ureon's early access to the church's core plans was natural.

Even he had been initially shocked by these plans, which required sacrificing hundreds of thousands of lives. Yet he quickly accepted them, even becoming eager to complete the mission himself. By placing an eternal moon in the sky with his own hands, he would be preserving his faith.

His first mission had been infiltrating the Isenberg family to eliminate Yuria von Isenberg—perhaps the beginning of his ill-fated connection with his current opponents.

Ureon's once-smooth path had become increasingly rocky, thanks entirely to Stella Bell Eckhart and Evan von Isenberg. First, they thwarted his carefully planned operation to harvest faith using the Seed of the Evil God at the Academy. That was merely the beginning of their troublesome interference.

The Moonlight Church's meticulously planned operation to destroy the Academy using a Corpse Dragon was blocked by unimaginable means. Even deploying the Sword Saint's rampage—a valuable card they hadn't intended to use—resulted in no casualties and the loss of the Sword Saint himself.

The frustrations continued: their attempt to capture the Saintess was foiled, and during his escape to the North, they even managed to burst his heart.

Despite these setbacks, Ureon had believed the church's deepest plans remained intact. Now he wondered when exactly she had discovered their schemes. When they fled to the North? When they captured the Sword Saint? Or had she known from their very first meeting?

Though he despised paranoia, the latest reports left him no choice but to consider it. A new dynasty had been established in the North—with a ruler possessing the Ice Dragon's divinity. This wasn't illusion or deception; the church's finest assassins and informants had confirmed it.

The implications were devastating. The Moonlight Church had controlled the North through two key factors: a puppet king and the mysterious disappearance of the Ice Dragon. With both foundations now shattered, they could no longer use the North as a military asset without a full-scale invasion. Worse, they now had to worry about the North attacking them.

While the church would likely prevail against Northern forces, the very fact that they had to make such calculations represented a massive loss. What had been a +10 asset had become a -10 liability—a net loss of 20.

This disaster stemmed from failing to prevent a few people from reaching the North. And despite the Saintess's impossible technique of soul transfer, the person responsible for letting them escape was none other than Ureon Pascal himself.

"What exactly did you do while you were away...?" Ureon asked, visibly furious. His authority as the Moonlight Church's second-in-command was crumbling because of a mere Marquis's daughter from the Empire.

"As if you don't know. You've heard everything, haven't you?" Evan replied.

"...Indeed. I must admit, I'm quite perplexed," Ureon said, standing with his hands behind his back, maintaining a smile filled not with his usual composure but with carefully honed killing intent.

Evan smiled at the sight and asked, "So, how does it feel? Having decades of preparation crumble in just one month?"

"......"

Ureon remained silent for a moment, then wiped his face with a "Ha" and burst into laughter.

"Not good, honestly."

With a thunderous sound, he lunged at Stella. His speed was so incredible that even Evan, who had grown tremendously stronger in the North, barely tracked the movement. Evan managed to swing his sword like a bat, knocking Ureon away.

"...You blocked that...."

"Ha, isn't your self-esteem a bit excessive?"

Evan smiled, but internally he was sweating at his tingling wrist. It made sense—if even Grace had experienced a massive increase in divine power thanks to that enormous moon, the Cardinal's power would have grown even more.

Though they had defeated him multiple times before, Ureon remained an incredibly powerful opponent.

Ureon discarded his divine sword, which had shattered against Evan's blade, and created a new blunt weapon. Then he charged.

The afterimage of Evan's red eyes stretched like a long line, and with an explosive sound, the two collided in combat.

—BOOM, CRACK, CRASH!!

Evan fluidly evaded Ureon's attacks, accelerated, and drove him deep into the ground like a stake. Ureon expanded a protective barrier created with holy arts to push Evan away, then shot out without a speck of dirt on him and delivered a straight punch to Evan's abdomen.

"...Evan!!"

"You've gotten tougher."

A thunderous sound like massive iron objects colliding reverberated throughout the area.

The single punch sent both Evan and the Cardinal soaring higher than the forest trees.

Evan redirected the damage from the punch and, maintaining his position, brought his sword down flat against the airborne Cardinal, driving him into the ground like a wedge.

—CRASH!!!

A thick fog with traces of red spread from the tremendous impact.

Stella pushed through the smoke and called out, "Evan!!"

"I'm, whew, I'm fine, Stella," Evan replied as he landed on the ground.

His abdomen stung slightly. Though he had concentrated almost all his mana to strengthen that area, the punch was powerful enough to leave lingering effects.

Neither opponent had used their full power yet. At this point, it was impossible to determine who had the upper hand.

'...This won't do.'

Ultimately, they would be at a disadvantage against the Moonlight Church priest's overwhelming recovery ability. They needed to gain the upper hand—and decisively.

"...Whew. The pain clears my head a bit," Ureon said as he emerged from the dust.

"...If that's what you want, just say so. I'm happy to provide more," Evan replied.

Ureon walked calmly through the thick dust. The impact that had driven him into the ground would have reduced an ordinary superhuman to bloody mist.

"You've definitely gotten stronger than before. Even since our last encounter."

"...Thanks for the compliment."

Evan realized he had never fought the Cardinal in a normal state. During their first meeting, he had been in his worst condition ever due to the Evil God's descent. The second time, he had been mentally unstable after Stella was seriously injured. And the last time, he had been preoccupied with escaping.

This was essentially their first fight at full strength. Or rather, the handicap was on the Cardinal's side.

"And I haven't just gotten stronger," Evan added.

"What do you—"

Before Ureon could finish, red blood trickled from his mouth. He wiped his lips and paused momentarily as he realized what had happened.

"...The Sword Saint."

"Correct."

Evan was now a member of Kruger's mercenary group. Ureon, as part of the Moonlight Church, had just attacked him, and consequently, his heart was now destroyed.

He wouldn't die from this—he had survived attacking the Saintess—but the unexpected damage caused him to hesitate slightly. Unlike with the Saintess, when he had appeared severely injured, his enhanced recovery from the moon's power was evident.

Still, this moment was enough. For Evan, whose speed rivaled the Sword Saint's, that split second was practically an eternity.

—BOOM!!!

The mana and physical strength Evan had been accumulating since Ureon emerged exploded all at once.

His attack, more like a plane than a line, struck the Cardinal's neck.

—SPLAT!!

The Cardinal's head exploded completely, spraying red blood.

"...Lightning!!" Stella followed with an incantation magic.

A bolt of lightning with unparalleled power struck the headless Cardinal directly.

Taking advantage of that moment before he could recover—

—SLASH SLASH SLASH!!

Evan sliced the Cardinal into pieces so fine they were barely visible. Blood mist and fragments floated in the air.

Evan gasped for breath. For the first time in his life, he had gained the upper hand against the Cardinal, if only for a moment.

"...Well, this is unfortunate."

Indeed, it was truly just for a moment.

The Cardinal appeared, shoulders intact, his face still wearing a smile. It was impossible to tell where he had come from.

"...You brought this upon yourselves. This could have ended with just a few hundred thousand deaths in the North and the Empire."

"...As if."

The resurrected Cardinal pulled out a red fragment that looked like it had been carved from blood.

"...Now, we have nothing left to hide."

The Cardinal recalled the Pope's words—to use the "Jeon-dae" and "Dull Dream." Perhaps he had foreseen even this situation.

He was both reassuring and terrifying.

"...Let me turn the tables once."

*

Elysee and Erhen were able to reach the vicinity of the Academy almost instantly with their specialty—speed.

And when they arrived right at the edge of the Academy grounds—

"............Huh?"

"...Why are those things...."

Both were speechless. On the path they were taking, something completely unexpected was heading toward the Academy.

Something that held unpleasant memories for both Erhen and Elysee.

The Pope's preparation to turn the tables—one of his two moves.

Dull Dream.

In other words—

"...This is bad."

...A massive invasion of Illusionary Demonic Beasts.
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The sound of a blade cutting through the air echoed in the silence.

"...You're going to flip the board?"

"Yes. If you're going to go all in, we have no choice but to do the same."

Evan and Stella immediately sensed the shift in atmosphere.
If moments ago the Cardinal had been radiating anger and confusion through his aura, unable to hide his distress at this unexpected variable...

Now, he seemed to have returned to his usual calm state, as if experiencing some spiritual relief.

And their prediction proved correct.
The Cardinal had regained his composure.
It was entirely thanks to the Pope.

The Pope.
A mysterious figure whose name, age, and background remained largely unknown to the world.

The Cardinal, recalling how the Pope's appearance hadn't changed since he first joined the Moonlight Church, had assumed he was someone who extended his lifespan through some method, like the King of the North.

But now he felt it anew—the Pope was far more than that.
Among humans, including the Saintess, he was closest to God.

Not in terms of divine favor, but proximity—a man closer to God than anyone else.
That presence stood behind him. This fact alone made Ureon feel that everything was unfolding within the palm of his hand.

Coincidentally, it was similar to what Evan and all of Stella's companions felt toward her.

"We have... several contingency plans prepared in case the war with the North fails."

"...I'm sure you do."

Stella had anticipated this as well.
That's why she had rushed here so quickly, even at great risk.

What could their Plan B be?
As Stella and Evan tensed, Ureon pulled something from his robes.

It was a crystal-like object that gleamed dark red, or perhaps purple, even under the pure white moonlight.

"...A seed?"

"Correct. Do you know its purpose?"

It was the Seed of the Evil God.
An item once scattered across the world in thousands of pieces, which the Moonlight Church had been fanatically collecting.

The seed had two known uses.
One was as a religious sacrifice to the Main God, the arch-enemy of the Evil God, as they had done when offering numerous seeds to raise this moon.

The second, as Stella had read in the original novel, was to bestow it upon specific individuals, essentially turning them into vessels for the Evil God and enhancing their power.

"...You can't be serious."

"This isn't our preferred method either. Neither religiously nor practically."

Ureon said this as he crushed the seed in his hand.
Seeing it transform into divine power without any special reaction suggested he was still using it as a sacrifice.

However.

"We've... decided to use all the resources we've been saving."

The "Transmigration," the "Dull Dream," the assassination group "Falling Star" that had long kept its identity hidden, and now the seeds.
From the Moonlight Church's perspective, this was now an all-out war.
If they couldn't stop Stella and her companions even after using all of these, they would suffer tremendous damage.
Depending on the scale, they might even collapse, losing the position they had built over centuries.

"So, we'll eliminate the troublemakers first."

Troublemakers.
From the moment she heard those words, Stella's mind began racing.
Troublemakers.
From the Moonlight Church's perspective, having already seized control of politics, media, and military, what would they most want to eliminate now?

The only place that could become a focal point for rebellion.

"...The Academy."

Ureon didn't answer.
He simply maintained his usual smile and prepared for battle.

Perhaps it was because he had used the seed.
Despite it being just a small fragment, Ureon's aura seemed vastly different from before.

*I see he's much stronger now. Does this mean the same has been applied elsewhere?*

As Stella was preparing to counter this change by formulating a new formula...

Evan's telepathic message penetrated her mind.

[Stella.]

His voice was resolute.
Perhaps even a little excited.

Whatever the case, it was clearly the voice of someone who had made a decision.

[Go ahead. I'll handle this.]

*

"What is thaaaaat?!"

"D-Dull Dream...! Illusionary Demonic Beast...?!"

Erhen and Elysee were clinging to each other's arms, failing to respond calmly to this sudden situation and jumping around in panic.

Particularly shocked to the point of near convulsion was Erhen.

In the past, during the Illusionary Demonic Beast subjugation, Erhen had hunted one of these creatures alongside Evan and Stella, with whom she wasn't particularly close at the time.

That experience remained a somewhat thrilling memory for her.
It was the first time she had formed a strong bond with them after coming down here out of fascination with humans.

Looking back, the joint operation with Evan was enjoyable, and growing rapidly closer to Stella afterward was nice too.
But that absolutely did not mean she wanted to go through that whole process again.

Especially not with a swarm of Illusionary Demonic Beasts like this.

From Elysee's perspective, her only memory was being knocked down by their attack and regaining consciousness around the end of the subjugation, but she had heard enough afterward to understand the situation somewhat.

It was the point when Stella began to feel genuine defeat, which snowballed into the massive blunder of proposing the midterm exam bet—essentially a dark history for Elysee.

Erhen and Elysee were trembling like that with the Academy right in front of them.
Still, Erhen was the first to regain her composure.

She recalled what Stella had said when they first encountered an Illusionary Demonic Beast.

-No... what's coming now, only Elysee can handle it...!

-Eh?

-...The beast approaching is a corrupted spirit. Without a spiritist of Elysee's caliber, it's nearly impossible to even inflict damage...!

Erhen grabbed Elysee's shoulders with eyes sparkling in relief.
Elysee looked back at her with a confused expression.

"Finally, time for you to earn your keep!!"

"What?"

"That beast, according to Stella, is some kind of corrupted spirit! That's your specialty!!"

"......!!"

Indeed it was.
Elysee knew this story to some extent.
A corrupted spirit, the Dull Dream.

And she was someone who received the reverence of all spirits. There were no exceptions to this fact as long as the subject was a spirit.
Theoretically, this meant she could eliminate it quite easily.

"Y-yes! If that's the case, I think I can do it!"

"As expected of Stella! She must have planned for this too!!"

As mentioned, to them, Stella gave the impression of a deity who designed everything with everything in the palm of her hand.
Erhen marveled anew at Stella's planning and shook Elysee's shoulders vigorously while shouting at the top of her lungs.

"Hurry up then! Those things are about to reach the Academy!!"

"I get it, stop rushing me!"

Elysee concentrated.
Her target was the closest Illusionary Demonic Beast.
If these beasts truly were spirits, it would be barely an effort for Elysee, just a slight drain on her stamina.

[-!!]

With that, Elysee clenched her fists tightly.
The lowest-grade spirits floating subtly around her responded to her will like a magnetic field, emitting light as they oxidized.

Elysee composed her voice as much as possible.
She felt some of the Illusionary Demonic Beasts looking at her, but she ignored them.

She would only project her single-minded intent.
This was the only way to ensure the safety of herself, Erhen, and everyone at the Academy.

Vanish, vanish.
With such strong will.

"-Disappear!"

In that moment, pillars of intense light lined up in the sky.
They converged on one Illusionary Demonic Beast, exploding outward like a burst of light.

-KWAAAAAAA!!

"Ohhh...!!"

Erhen's loud cheer mixed with the sound of air being compressed and sucked in, blending with the light.

And when all the bright white light had dissipated...

[-?]

Nothing had happened.
The Illusionary Demonic Beast remained exactly where it was, seemingly undamaged.
They had merely turned their heads toward Erhen and Elysee.

"Eh?"

"Um, Elysee. There's actually something I didn't tell you."

When you've known someone for a long time, you can sometimes predict what emotions their next words will evoke just by their tone, interjections, or expressions.
In Elysee's case, though she hadn't known Erhen for very long, this was possible.
That's because the emotions Erhen typically stirred in her, excluding positive ones, were mostly irritation.

"Originally, Illusionary Demonic Beasts weren't... that dark reddish color."

"......"

"And, they didn't have those dark red horns either... they just looked... a bit different... you know..."

Ureon had mentioned using all their resources.
Half of the seed's purpose.

That purpose was directed at the Illusionary Demonic Beasts now before them.

It was no wonder Elysee's attack had no effect.
The current Illusionary Demonic Beasts, fused with the seeds, were closer to minions of the Evil God, or demons, rather than spirit entities.

[-!!]

*

That's not to say they had completely lost their essential nature as Illusionary Demonic Beasts.
Like that illusion-laden cry.

Thanks to Erhen, they were now going to have to fight with all the enemy's attention drawn to them.

Elysee felt her head spinning with rising heat as she looked at Erhen standing before her.

"Well, no matter how illusionary the beast is, I'll be a bit more dizzy, right?"

"Ahaha. Erhen, what are you saying?"

Stella kissed Erhen's cheek as if finding her incomprehensible words endearing.
It wasn't like her usual self.
Erhen wore a deeply cut dress revealing most of her thighs and cleavage, while Stella, though partially covered by Erhen, was essentially naked.

Elysee could only kneel before them, feeling regret at not being able to join them.

"Shall we play with Erhen today?"

"Kyaa-!"

When Stella grabbed Erhen's voluptuous breasts and said that, Erhen let out a nasal moan and burst into laughter.

From Elysee's perspective, it was an absurd scene.
Clearly she should be the one there. Why was she now looking at the bathwater in front of her filled with trees Erhen the Illusionary Demonic Beast's ability must be of the gradual manifestation type Stella mama trauma recreation starting from the weakest stage to pull up the target's mind Erhen is surprisingly a mess pink advancing tree bugs breasts.......

.
.
.
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"Hehe. I told you, right?"

So Erhen giggled with her face flushed bright red.
Every time Stella's hand moved inside the chest area of her dress, the intensity of that redness increased.

Elysee felt strong jealousy and envy.
If only she were in that position.
If only she were that person right now.

Such emotions swirled through Elysee's mind like a whirlwind.

The pair, seemingly oblivious to her presence, began kissing.

"Mmm, hmm..."

"Chu..."

Like a scene from a dream, the two figures intertwined in a strange and sensual way.
Red tongues mingled, and Elysee shuddered at the sensation of wet sounds seemingly echoing in her head.

Something seemed off.
That thought briefly surfaced but quickly disappeared into the dreamlike haze.
She focused only on the feeling of defeat and pleasure entering her brain.
Elysee concentrated on the lewd entanglement while diligently moving her hands.

Then, Stella's hand moved toward the fabric covering Erhen's thigh.
As it slipped loose with a soft sound...
Erhen's fair skin was revealed, and Stella took it into her mouth.
Even more obscene wet sounds echoed like mountain reverberations.

Erhen let out a voice as if unable to contain herself.

"What are you doing, you idiot!!"

*

"Wh-what?!"

Elysee returned to reality feeling as if she'd been doused with cold water.
What had seemed undeniably real until just moments ago was clearly a dream.
Upon awakening to reality, her recent memories became tinged with a strong sense of dissonance.

Her mind still not fully free from the fantasy, Elysee's mouth opened of its own accord.

"E-Erhen, you were definitely making wet sounds with Lady Stella..."

"What disgusting things are you saying! Do you want to die?!"

With those words, Erhen used her spirit power to send Elysee flying far away.

Elysee felt her fixed vision suddenly spinning chaotically.
Through her rotating field of view, she could see countless Illusionary Demonic Beasts swarming around them.

"Ugh!"

With a thud, Elysee landed and rolled several times on the ground. Erhen picked her up again and threw her onto a slightly higher rock.

In this disorienting situation, Elysee tried to settle her nauseated stomach and asked:

"Wh-what happened...?"

"What do you mean 'what happened'? You collapsed foaming at the mouth after their first cry!"

This is what had occurred:
Right after Erhen's inadequate situation report had caused Elysee's annihilation strategy to fail,
the Illusionary Demonic Beasts' chorus of cries had descended upon them. Erhen, who had anticipated this, naturally assumed Elysee would do the same and cast a spirit barrier around herself.

But Elysee, having never actually fought Illusionary Demonic Beasts before, had no way of knowing this and collapsed like a poisoned insect.

"What kind of illusion did you see? Suddenly collapsing and doing such things..."

"S-such things? Did I do something shameful?"

"............Ahem. Anyway."

Erhen cleared her throat with a slightly reddened face, then started shouting again.

"You should have blocked it instinctively! You're completely useless!"

"How was I supposed to know! Besides..."

Elysee hurriedly turned her head back toward the Illusionary Demonic Beasts.
They were all opening their mouths wide, looking threatening as if about to attack—obvious even to someone unfamiliar with them.

"...There are more beasts crying out than before?"

Erhen felt dismayed.
Her spirit power had temporarily bottomed out after blocking the dozens of synchronized cries from the Illusionary Demonic Beasts earlier.

Sweating nervously, Erhen shouted to Elysee.

"The Academy! We need to get to the Academy!"

"Y-yes, definitely...!"

The Academy had discovered critical security flaws twice before—once during the Illusionary Demonic Beast incident and again during Stella's group's operation to handle the dragon and Sword Saint—when the entire student body had fainted and lost their memories.

After facing public criticism, the Principal had thoroughly reinforced the Academy's mental barriers.
At minimum, while they might not perfectly block Illusionary Demonic Beasts, they could at least handle their cries.

If so, they might at least be able to catch their breath.
Having made their decision, the two immediately began gathering their remaining spirit power.

They might be able to handle a few beasts if they attacked now, but the probability was high that they'd soon be trapped in an illusionary prison and meet their end.

The wiser choice was to regroup in a safe place with allies before confronting the threat.

The two ran toward the Academy at full speed.

"Ah! Aaaaah!!"

"Hnnnngh!!"

[-!!]
[-!!!!]

Fortunately, the beasts' cries didn't seem capable of changing direction mid-course. Running in the opposite direction at full speed, they only heard bizarre sounds without experiencing the illusions themselves.
But this would only work once.

They could easily imagine the Illusionary Demonic Beasts turning toward them and opening their mouths wide again, even without looking back.

'Erhen, your speed is... dropping...!'

She must have used a lot of power earlier to block the attack.
From the beginning, Erhen was a spirit archer who specialized in powerful individual shots rather than sustained output.

The Academy's main gate was just a few hundred meters away.

Elysee took a deep breath and grabbed Erhen by the scruff of her neck.
Erhen startled like a cat.

"Wh-what are you...!!"

Elysee gathered all her spirit power into her legs.

With all her might, with the thought of using every bit of her mana, she kicked off the ground.

"Kyaaaak!!!"

"Hup...!"

[-!!!]

The cries of the Illusionary Demonic Beasts followed right behind them.
Whether it was their natural state or the result of fusion with the seed, their cries visibly carried both red and purple hues as they pursued them closely.

Soon, just about 100 meters remained until they passed through the Academy's main gate.

About 30 meters left.

10 meters.

1 meter.

And then.

Crash-bang-!!

"Ugh...!"

Elysee and the Erhen she was carrying successfully made it inside the Academy.
Quickly looking back, they saw the cries dissipating as they hit the barrier surrounding the Academy, having no further effect.

With the slow pace of the Illusionary Demonic Beasts, it would take at least a few minutes for them to reach this point after their cries.

They had gained some breathing room.
Elysee exhaled deeply, enjoying the cool sensation of the ground.
Somehow, they'd made it.
Now they just needed to organize a defensive battle with the people at the Academy.

"Erhen, I guess I've repaid you for waking me up earlier..."

"Oh, ohhh..."

"?"

Elysee sat up abruptly.
Come to think of it, something did seem strange.
The Erhen she knew would have been making a fuss by now about how they barely survived.

Wondering why she was unusually quiet...

"Ugh, S-Stella... why are you with Elysee..."

"......"

Unlike herself who had narrowly escaped the effects of the cry, Erhen had unfortunately fallen victim to it.

Twisting her body while occasionally mentioning herself, Stella, and sometimes strange words—it was a very Erhen-like outcome.

Yes. It wouldn't be Erhen if things ended neatly.
With that thought and a deep sigh, Elysee tried to wake her up.

How should she do it?
Should she slap her cheek like what happened to herself earlier?

"N-no, that's not..."

"......"

As Elysee was considering this, she suddenly noticed Erhen's rough breathing and her large chest moving up and down.
Elysee recalled how Stella had ravished that form in her recent dream.

"Hmm."

*

A strange tension flowed between the Cardinal and Evan.
Perhaps because they knew they would soon clash with all their might.

In the chilly wind between them, killing intent filled the air.

Stella asked Evan with concern through mental communication.

[...You want me to go first?]

[Yes. They probably won't target you.]

No matter how much Stella had been contributing as an advisor, at this point there was likely no role for an advisor to play.

Or even if there was... Ureon would consider Evan far more important right now.

Evan's combat power made him the greatest threat to the Moonlight Church, aside from the Sword Saint who couldn't attack them.

[The Cardinal can't let me escape.]

Evan had that confidence.
And the conviction that he needed to send Stella away from here.

Stella had no time to linger here.
Even if she stayed to help him, if her trump card was revealed...
If her one move was exposed before even approaching the capital...

That would be disastrous.
It would make achieving checkmate at the end of the operation impossible.

[Go, Stella.]

"......"

The Cardinal noticed Evan and Stella exchanging glances.
He even understood what they were discussing.
But he took no action, simply observing while honing his killing intent.

Stella knew this deliberation couldn't last long.

So.
After just a moment's hesitation, brief even for superhumans,
she swallowed hard.

[...I'll definitely see you again.]

[Yes.]

With those words, the moment Stella kicked off the ground.

-KWAAANG!!!

At that instant, the Cardinal and Evan clashed violently.
As expected, the Cardinal didn't target Stella.
Or even if he had tried, he wouldn't have succeeded.
Evan was now blocking Ureon with all his might.

"...Hup!"

Stella ran quickly, loading her formulas.
The forest still contained an enormous number of assassins lying in wait.
That probably greatly influenced Ureon's decision to let her go.

Because the version of her that he knew wouldn't have been able to escape this situation.
Indeed, it was impossible with her power alone.

...With her power alone.

'...In that case.'

Now it was time to initiate the test operation.

Ch.358 - EP. 10 Interception
The sky was dark over the Northern Kingdom's castle. For the past few months, Scarlet had been working tirelessly to restore order to the North, which had fallen into disarray over the past few centuries.

Paperwork, meetings, all-nighters, paperwork, meetings, all-nighters—and repeat. There were two reasons this young woman, barely past the age of majority, could maintain such a grueling schedule.

First was the joy of implementing reforms she had dreamed about since childhood with her own hands.

Second was the power of the Ice Dragon that Stella had arranged to transfer to her. This wasn't about actively using that power—Scarlet rarely used it before, and now that it had grown even stronger, she didn't dare touch it.

But merely possessing such immense divinity had its benefits. Scarlet was able to endure the intense workload that consumed her entire day without faltering.

"You're truly amazing...!"

"...It's nothing special! Anyway, next is the matter of road maintenance for the southern village...."

No one was having an easy time, so they all needed to persevere. Besides, she was doing fine, wasn't she?

Just as Scarlet was thinking this, she suddenly felt dizzy and staggered.

"...Huh?"

"Y-Your Majesty!"

Before she could say anything to the attendants rushing toward her, Scarlet collapsed backward, feeling as though hundreds of weights had been attached to her spinning head.

Someone caught her before she hit the ground, but as her eyelids grew heavy as lead, Scarlet realized what was happening.

Someone had taken back her divinity. And as far as she knew, only one person could do that.

*Good luck, unnie...!*

Even as her consciousness faded, she thought of those fighting in a place far more dangerous than this battlefield.

*But... what's this strange feeling...*

Simultaneously, she felt something else filling her body.

Somehow, it felt like Stella's energy.

---

I tried to recall the first time I used mana—during my escape with Kinahan, a period so densely packed with events that I barely remembered it now.

Back then, I had summoned Stella through smoke, unleashed my mana, and collapsed into Evan's arms. Only now did I understand that it happened because the residual divinity of the Ice Dragon, which had been holding my soul together, had clashed with my mana.

It's the same with a Saintess. Different types of divinity cause severe rejection reactions in each other. Since mana is essentially the divinity of some forgotten being, the violent repulsion between two divinities manifests as mana rejection.

This was such a fundamental principle of the world that even I couldn't overcome it. Back when the Ice Dragon's divinity was minimal, I could get rid of my mana by cuddling with Evan, but now—with both my mana and divinity hundreds of times stronger—having both powers in my body would surely make it explode.

So with the Ice Dragon's help, I devised a workaround. Scarlet and I were now completely connected through divinity. Given that we both possessed enormous amounts of mana and divine power, we arranged for my mana and Scarlet's divinity to automatically switch when I needed to use divine power.

Like now.

"...Hah!"

In an instant, the flow of mana in my body vanished, replaced by an ice-cold, alien divinity.

I didn't know how to use it. Though I had possessed the Ice Dragon's divinity for quite some time, it was like a gun with its trigger removed—present but lacking its core functionality. In terms of proficiency, even Scarlet was probably more skilled than me.

*I'll have to rely on instinct.*

I thought this as I surveyed my surroundings. Whether it was divinity or mana, the fundamentals seemed similar—the enhancements I could perform with mana worked similarly with divine power.

About forty assassins were closing in around me. I needed to break through them all and escape this forest.

*BOOM!*

That would be my tribute to Evan, who had stayed behind for me. I glanced at the massive explosion in the distance, likely caused by Evan and the Cardinal.

It was an opportunity. While everyone's attention was momentarily drawn to the explosion that seemed to overturn an entire mountain:

"..."Holy Arts"."

I pulled a trigger that I had never used before, that had never even existed. For a moment, I felt a terrifying sensation of my consciousness expanding too far.

"...!"

My vision slowed, and my field of view expanded in all directions—front, back, left, and right.

"...So this is what it feels like."

I could see the future trajectories of everything around me.

Where a leaf would sway in one second.
Where a flying bird would be in one second.
The wind, stones, moonlight.

I could clearly see the future of everything in this forest.

With a soft sound, warm blood trickled from my nose. Information overload. It was an unavoidable side effect for my first activation, but a troublesome one to endure in the middle of battle.

I adjusted the amount of divine power by instinct, calibrating it roughly. Before my mental strength could bottom out, I sprinted at full speed toward a gap in the enemy lines.

*Bang!*

The sound of my feet striking the ground faded behind me as I moved, and the expressions of surprise on the faces of the Falling Star assassins were etched into my mind.

Then came the throwing daggers.

Nearly a hundred daggers were hurled at my back. But it was a strange sensation—I knew they would throw them before they even thought to do so.

I twisted my body to avoid the blue-green virtual trajectories appearing before my eyes. Dozens of daggers missed me by the narrowest margins.

The assassins were bewildered. Several who had been waiting ahead swung their swords at me in a quick ambush, but—

*Slash, slash!*

"Ugh...!"

I simply needed to position my blade where they 'would be,' and I could cut them down.

It was strange. Even if this was the future, these weren't the kind of people who would fail to dodge if they saw me pointing a sword at them.

That's when I realized the true value of this ability.

It was the power of observation.

Though it only extended one second ahead, this was the Ice Dragon's ability to forcibly realize the future I observed.

*Clang, clang!*

Sparks flew red as blades clashed against each other, contrasting with the blue moonlight. I was racing through the forest, essentially fighting one-on-one battles with each assassin I encountered.

It wasn't particularly surprising. Even back during the Illusionary Demonic Beast extermination, I had managed to take down five Falling Star assassins through trickery.

Now I literally possessed the power of a god.

If I were struggling against these opponents now, that would be strange. Of course, if I had been using only mana, it would have taken much more time, and I might have sustained serious injuries...

*Crack, crack!*

"How is this...!"

"She was definitely a mage...!"

At the very least, I was more confident than anyone in my ability to avoid attacks. I didn't get hit, and my opponents were cut down by my attacks.

My victory.

This pattern repeated numerous times.

Soon, dozens of bleeding assassins were writhing in pain behind me. It was only natural. These were people who had invested everything in ambush tactics and close combat, but the current me would require at least someone of Caille's full strength to be challenged in those areas.

"Huff...!"

The physical toll was tremendous, though. It felt like running hundreds of meters without taking a single breath. As every cell in my body screamed for oxygen, I realized I had reached my limit. I placed my hand on my chest and pulled the trigger again.

*Whoosh!*

"...Phew."

With the sensation of divine power draining away, my body returned to its original state. I couldn't use this power too much since it essentially reversed the human body's natural state, but this was enough. I hadn't planned to use more divine power here anyway.

I switched the divine power back with Scarlet in the North.

Relief washed over me as the cold energy left my body and my original mana filled me once again.

Since I was the key to this operation, it was best to keep my ability to use divine power hidden as much as possible. What I just did was probably fine, but if I continued, suspicions would be unavoidable. So I had to limit the use of this core power.

Even with these limitations, the results were impressive. I had dealt with dozens of assassins, nearly escaped the forest, and my detection magic showed no assassins nearby.

This level of safety would suffice. Now all I had to do was make my way to the capital.

"Evan..."

The only concern was Evan. Of course, I trusted him completely, but...

*BOOM!*

Even now, having fully left the forest, I could clearly hear the explosions and feel the occasional artificial winds, making me realize just how fierce the battle raging there must be.

*...Be careful, Evan.*

But I kept running. As I said, I trusted Evan.

I believed that once he dealt with the Cardinal, he would catch up to me no matter how far I had gone.

So I just kept running, like everyone else.

---

"...Cadet Elysee! Cadet Erhen too!"

"Professor Marcus!!"

When Erhen and Elysee regained consciousness, they encountered Marcus, a professor from the Magic Department. The silver-haired handsome man looked so haggard that even they, who had never paid much attention to him, could tell he had aged terribly—as if he had aged several years in one go.

Professor Marcus was extremely surprised to see them. He stopped the other cadets who were running toward them and rushed to the main gate.

"The cadets... seem cautious?"

"Until a few days ago, Moonlight Church followers were monitoring us here. They've all disappeared now, though..."

Marcus said this while clutching his head. The church members who had been watching the Academy until a few days ago had all vanished without using any external transportation. So when Elysee and Erhen arrived with something that made him uneasy...

"...My God. It's really an Illusionary Demonic Beast."

An Illusionary Demonic Beast—one corrupted by an evil god, no less.

With a shocked expression, Marcus followed them and layered multiple barriers around the Academy. Using the time they had bought, he began to hear the detailed story from Erhen and Elysee.

"...Well, we crossed the northern border..."

He nearly fainted at the first sentence about his beloved student's illegal border crossing, but he listened on.

Ch.359 - EP. 10 Outbreak
Chapter 359. Outbreak

The evening twilight was settling... but with the moon still hanging in the sky, no one without a watch could sense the time passing under the moonlight.

The entire academy—professors, cadets, and staff alike—had been suddenly summoned. They weren't in the best condition. Though the Moonlight Church members had now disappeared, everyone was extremely exhausted after being monitored and controlled by them in what had essentially become an extended break.

Despite the church members' sudden disappearance, everyone remained vigilant, with cadets organizing their own patrols. This unexpected assembly only added to their anxiety, and they nervously glanced at each other's expressions.

Then Professor Marcus, who had called them together, came running breathlessly. Though normally dignified as befitting his noble background and military officer training, he now had no time for such formalities.

And running alongside him were...

"L-Lady Elysee?"

"E-Erhen is here too!"

Cadets who shared classes with them, were in the same homeroom, or lived in nearby dormitory rooms recognized them and began murmuring.

The sudden disappearance of Stella, Evan, Caille, the Sword Saint, Grace, and the Saintess—these eight people—had become common knowledge.

Many rumors had circulated: that they'd been kidnapped and tortured by the Moonlight Church, or silently eliminated by assassins from the North, or that they'd all fled to the Kingdom. As rumors tend to do, they had mostly taken negative turns, with hardly anyone believing their current whereabouts could be positive.

Yet here were the subjects of those rumors, boldly entering the academy alongside Professor Marcus.

Cadets who knew them couldn't help but be delighted. Elysee was a celebrity regardless of department, and Erhen had also left quite an impression as the host of the Theater Festival and through other notable activities.

However, the news that Professor Marcus and the two women delivered was shocking—both positively and negatively.

The positive shock was that the war with the North had ended. The spark of war, which had been the Moonlight Church's machination from the beginning, had been completely extinguished by Erhen, Elysee, and their now-absent companions. They had even established a new leader who had virtually zero probability of starting a war.

Honestly, had circumstances been different, even Marcus would have found such an extreme story difficult to accept.

But if true, it was tremendous news. What troubled the academy cadets wasn't just the Moonlight Church's strange interference and surveillance, but the anxiety of not knowing when war might break out and they'd be drafted.

"So we won't be dragged into war anymore...?"

"Fighting people we don't even know why we're fighting..."

The negative shock was undoubtedly the Moonlight Church's betrayal and... the Illusionary Demonic Beasts now converging on them.

"They seem to be trying to completely eliminate the academy as it might become the center of change. That's probably why the church members suddenly disappeared from campus."

Marcus continued urgently. He and the other professors, along with Principal Ovelin Brooks, the academy's strongest mage, were currently holding back the Illusionary Demonic Beasts, but they couldn't keep it up forever.

A breakthrough would eventually come. Before that, he needed to give instructions to as many people as possible.

"The confirmed number of Illusionary Demonic Beasts is about twenty. If they take turns howling, we won't be able to handle them."

Marcus, though a professor in the Magic Department, was also well-versed in spirit biology. After looking over the cadets, he began assigning roles.

"Magic Department cadets, come to me. I'll teach you a makeshift vacuum formula."

The howls of Illusionary Demonic Beasts were full of spiritual power, but being "howls," they couldn't advance in a vacuum. This was the same principle that allowed Erhen, a wind spiritist, to block their howls.

"Knight Department cadets, maintain formation according to the other professors' instructions. We need to attack the Illusionary Demonic Beasts without delay the moment we block their howls."

Marcus thought it truly providential that Erhen and Elysee had arrived at this timing. If they hadn't made it in time? Everyone would have been lost in dreams from the howls and ended up in the beasts' stomachs as soon as the defense line broke.

An enemy you can't even fight if you don't know its identity—that was the common characteristic of spirit realm beasts.

Though they still didn't understand much about these beasts transformed by the Evil God's power... nevertheless.

"Alchemy Department cadets, please make potions according to my instructions. To temporarily reduce hearing..."

Nevertheless, they now had something they could try. This was his workplace that he had protected for years, and his alma mater where he had nurtured his dreams when younger. It couldn't be destroyed by the machinations of a mere religious group.

He would protect everyone—himself, the cadets, the professors—so that not a single person would die.

That was his responsibility as a Magic Department professor.

*Allen.*

It was also the responsibility he felt as someone who, though unintentionally, had brought the worst spy into the academy and nearly caused serious harm to the cadets.

"...Erhen. Let's go too."

"Yes!"

Watching everyone busily preparing for the operation, Erhen and Elysee also completed their preparations.

They were spiritists—so rare at the academy that there weren't even enough to form a separate class.

Therefore, they had to do what only they could do.

"Elysee!"

"Dorothy?"

"You're going to fight, right? Take this medicine!"

And the academy members supported them. Some provided food, others potions, and some simply offered words of encouragement.

The academy cadets had already developed strong unity while resisting the Moonlight Church's injustices over the past few weeks. Now, having recognized the Moonlight Church as a complete enemy, their solidarity reached its peak.

Many had scores to settle with the Moonlight Church.

Thus encouraged and supported by many people, Erhen and Elysee ran out and from a high vantage point saw the Illusionary Demonic Beasts currently facing off against the professors and principal.

Bright flashes of light against the terrible howls of the Illusionary Demonic Beasts. Though few in number, their size alone created an overwhelming pressure.

Erhen and Elysee caught their breath at the sight.

Then they summoned their spirits and set them ablaze.

*KWAAAAH!!*

It wasn't just Evan and the Sword Saint who had trained to create their own techniques after Stella collapsed.

Erhen and Elysee had also been training for weeks to develop their own techniques.

"...Let's go."

"Yes!"

Once they saved the academy, they would surely be able to get information from the professors. Then they could complete both understanding the academy's structure and Stella's mission.

The two nodded at each other and jumped down from the building.

The battle against the academy's Illusionary Demonic Beasts had begun.

*

At the same time, the Sword Saint, Caille, and Grace were advancing rapidly after breaking through the Moonlight Church's human wave tactics.

There had been interference from the Moonlight Church along the way, but they weren't difficult opponents for Caille and Grace.

Evan was still tied up with the Cardinal, and Stella hadn't yet emerged from the forest due to her characteristically slow pace. Erhen and Elysee were preparing for the siege battle at the academy.

As a result, their group was closest to the capital.

From their position, they were just a town or two away from the Pope's residence.

"Just a little further and we'll reach the Sanctuary. We'll probably be the first to arrive..."

The Sword Saint said this while deflecting something flying toward him. A blunt weapon imbued with pure white light hit the Sword Saint's sword, cut down a nearby tree, and disappeared.

"...I suppose."

"...You blocked that?"

The Sword Saint finished speaking and dusted off his sword. Then he looked at the source of the attack—a woman with aqua-blue hair walking toward them.

Judging by the many church members following her, she seemed to be a high-ranking believer.

"Are you here to stop us?"

"Well, initially that was the plan, but..."

The blue-haired woman paused slightly, then kicked off the ground and rushed at the Sword Saint.

*CLANG!*

Red sparks flew against the bright blue sky.

The Sword Saint, without any particular movement, simply raised his sword to block it.

It wasn't an attack. Just a simple defense—one he wouldn't have attempted against an opponent with a much greater skill difference.

"...It seems we're just meant to buy time."

With a "hmph," the woman created an axe blade that flew toward the Sword Saint again, but...

"...Void!"

*KWANG!!*

Caille deflected it with the demonic sword he summoned to his hand. The church member retreated, clutching her tingling hand.

"Hmm... this isn't going to work."

The woman laughed and shook her wrist. While Caille and Grace might seem weak compared to their monstrous companions, they were still overwhelmingly strong by normal standards.

If asked whether there was anyone in the entire church who could face them, the answer wouldn't be no, but those individuals were currently manning the capital's final defense line.

Weaklings like her were just meant to buy time here.

"...What's so funny?"

"If we can stall even a little... our trump card will arrive."

The church's hidden, ultimate weapon.

The deployment of the "Predecessors" was not far off.

Ch.360 - EP. 10 Sortie
The battlefield was in chaos.
The capital, where the Moonlight Church's headquarters was located, was in an uproar.

For the citizens living in the capital, it was an ominous sign that filled them with anxiety.

Currently, all the high priests who had been preparing for various operations, especially the war with the North, had gathered in the capital.
After being urgently summoned, they were following the Pope's orders to either prepare defenses in the capital or lead troops to designated frontlines.

Essentially, all the forces the Moonlight Church had amassed until now, even those that had been kept secret for various reasons, were being deployed.

Some lower-ranking bishops found this puzzling.

"Sigh... Are these heretics really worth mobilizing all our forces to capture?"

"Hasn't it always been this way with heretics? There have never been so many heretics in history... The Pope must have something in mind."

But the fact that there were nearly ten heretics, not just one or two, instilled a strong sense of vigilance even in those who didn't fully understand the situation.

At the very least, this had never happened before.

The commotion extended to Sanctuary Luna, the Pope's residence and holy place.

The sanctuary, illuminated by pale blue light, was unusually crowded with high priests seeking guidance or protecting the Pope.

Given the Moonlight Church's abnormal structure, where losing the Pope would mean losing more than half of their combat power and influence, protecting the Pope was absolutely essential.
In this wartime situation, they found themselves in the strange position of both relying on and needing to protect the Pope.

"Should we put more effort into safeguarding the Saintess?"

"...I doubt they'd try to find the Saintess in this situation, when we don't even know where she is."

"Still, if found, she would certainly be a significant asset, wouldn't she?"

"They probably wouldn't even know about her unless someone from within leaked the information."

While the high bishops were discussing among themselves...

"...Send just a small elite force."

"Yes, sir!"

They immediately made decisions based on the Pope's single command and followed it.
That's how absolute the Pope's orders were.

The central pillar of the Moonlight Church and the axis of this war.

The Pope slowly gazed at the sky beyond the plains.
The empire below, still bathed in blue moonlight, was beautiful. However...

"......"

Even such a beautiful scene was being approached by murderous intent so intense it made him shudder.
The Pope's keen senses detected it.

"...Use all available forces to prevent them from even reaching the capital."

"Yes!"

Everything would likely end before tomorrow night arrived.
What shape the moon would take after that depended on what happened now.
With this strong intuition coming to him, the Pope smiled for the first time in a very long time.

*

"Vacuum magic! Now!!"

"Y-yes, sir!!"

With a scraping sound, a semi-transparent vacuum wall extended across the night sky, separating the illusionary demonic beasts from the Academy.

Knight Department cadets quickly approached through the gap.

"Cut them down! Slice them all!"

"Their skin is too tough! Something's definitely different...!"

Even without the illusionary beasts' main ability—their howl—the cadets were struggling against their natural physical strength enhanced by the Evil God's power.

[-!!]

"O-one's coming from ten o'clock!!"

"Professor Marcus!!"

Moreover, since not all illusionary beasts howled simultaneously, the Knight Department cadets couldn't even attack properly as they dodged the time-delayed attacks.

The Magic Department wasn't faring much better.
Even with simplified modifications, the large-scale magic that required dozens of people to cast made it difficult to counter the illusionary beasts' attacks one-on-one.

In the process, some fell victim to the beasts' howls.

"Ugh... Elise...!!"

"M-mother! This is...!"

Personnel were constantly being pulled away to tend to these incapacitated fighters.
However, the Academy's forces weren't just taking a beating.

"...'Lightning.'"

-BOOM!!

White lightning poured down from the sky.
The overwhelming torrent of electricity, like a waterfall cascading down a cliff, melted several illusionary beasts alive.

"...Phew. Everyone, stay calm and don't scatter."

"P-professor!!"

Professor Marcus, a former major in the Magic Corps.
Not just him, but other professors from both the Magic and Knight Departments as well.

-CRASH! BOOM!!

-BANG!!

"We're pushing them back!!"

They were utilizing the small openings created by the cadets to exert 100% of their power.

Since the Academy was fundamentally a military school designed for wartime situations, almost all professors were capable of functioning as commanders during actual combat.

This was true even for those like Professor Stefan, who was notorious for his boring biology lectures.

"Heart! Head! Stomach! Excellent research material!"

Tearing his clothes and piercing through the illusionary beasts' skin with his bare hands, his display both terrified the cadets and boosted their morale as they charged forward.

"AAAHHH!!"

"I'm just one semester away from graduation, I won't let this place disappear!!"

Everyone fought with all their might to protect their alma mater, gradually taking down the illusionary beasts.

About half of the beasts had been killed or severely injured.
In contrast, while some Academy cadets and professors were injured, none had died yet.

While the professors and cadets deserved credit, the ones truly turning the tide were the Academy's only—no, two—Spiritists.

"[...Strike down!]"

Elysee's voice possessed an innate power to subjugate all spirits.
This power had grown explosively through her training at the Academy and, most crucially, her experience handling spirits without mana in the North.

Even though the illusionary beasts were corrupted spirits now mixed with the Evil God's power...

[-!!!!]

-CRASH!!

An illusionary beast slammed its head into the ground in response to Elysee's voice, against its own will.

Not missing this opening...

[Blessing bestowed, wind speed, hardening!!]

With a twang, Erhen released an arrow.
Unlike the magic or weapons of other cadets, Erhen's arrow, fundamentally powered by spirits, penetrated much more effectively.

[- ! ! !....]

The illusionary beast let out what seemed like a death cry in their language and collapsed.

With remarkable archery skills, she had pierced through the Illusion Dream Stone, which could be considered the spirit's core.
Elysee wasn't the only one who had returned from the North having grown tremendously.

"...I could have handled that myself. You just had to steal it."

"Hmph. Were you planning to collapse from carelessness again?"

"I-I wasn't the only one who collapsed!"

Despite their impressive teamwork, they still bickered as usual.

Seeing this, Gwen, the female cadet who had served as class president during the Theater Festival, shouted:

"What are you two doing?! There's still a whole bunch of those monster things left!!"

And as she shouted, Gwen was struck directly by an illusionary beast's tail and sent flying.
But she had once been beaten senseless by a mentally unstable Evan and carried away.

"Shit!!"

Gwen performed an elegant somersault in mid-air, landed, and rushed back into battle.
She seemed embarrassed about failing to respond to the sudden tail attack.

"...Erhen, these things."

"...Yes. Something's changed."

"Have they run out of power?"

Suddenly, the illusionary beasts were attacking the cadets using only their physical abilities, without using their howls at all.

Of course, even without their howls, the illusionary beasts were massive muscular monsters with sharp claws and long horns, making it more difficult for the Knight Department cadets engaged in close combat.

"...Everyone, temporarily break formation!! Pour everything into interception magic!!"

The Magic Department students, who hadn't been much help while casting the vacuum magic, now launched what was essentially a carpet bombing with all their power, actually making things easier than before.

-BOOM BOOM BOOM!!!

Explosions of every color—red, yellow, blue, and all the colors of the rainbow—lit up the night sky as they struck the illusionary beasts.
Erhen and Elysee, who had temporarily retreated to avoid the bombardment, looked at each other with worried expressions.

"Right now, this energy... it's gathering."

"I knew it!!"

From what Elysee could sense, the illusionary beasts weren't switching to physical combat because they were running out of power, but because they were conserving energy for something.

Erhen, who had thought it strange that enemies who had given her and Evan so much trouble in their weaker days would fall so easily, slapped Elysee's bottom.

"Why did you hit me...?"

"Well, they're planning something! Shouldn't we warn everyone?"

"Y-yes, you're right."

Elysee, though flustered, prepared to enhance her voice with mana to tell those fighting in close combat with the illusionary beasts to fall back.

But just as she was about to speak...

The cores of the fallen illusionary beasts began to glow with an ominous crimson light.

-BOOM!!

They released tremendous steam and shockwaves.
The impact was so strong that not only the Knight Department cadets nearby but even Elysee and Erhen, who were some distance away, were thrown far back.

"Nngh!!"

"Should have spoken sooner...!"

Even after somehow landing on the ground, the cadets couldn't properly stand up due to the incredible light and heat.

It was a familiar sensation to everyone.

The sudden manifestation of the Evil God after the midterm exams.
The tremendous divine pressure they felt then had many similarities to what they were feeling now.

This was to be expected.
The illusionary beasts, which were never ordinary living beings to begin with, had now been injected with the Evil God's power, placing them far outside the category of normal creatures.

They were now radiating the Evil God's energy in all directions.
Even Elysee and Erhen could barely stand on the ground by blocking it with spirit power.

And after this tremendous wave of energy had swept through...
The scene that greeted Erhen and Elysee's eyes when they finally managed to look up was...

"......?"

"What the hell is this."

Using the corpses of the fallen illusionary beasts as connection points, the remaining five or six beasts had fused together.

The resulting creature was obviously enormous, massive, and threatening in appearance.

Everyone who hadn't collapsed from nosebleeds due to the Evil God's energy was shocked by the sight.

So that's why it felt suspiciously easy.
With that realization, Erhen shouted in frustration:

"Why is an organism fusing together and causing this mess?!"

*

At the same time.
Grace and Caille had subdued all the members of the blue-haired priestess's team who had launched a preemptive attack on the Sword Saint.

They weren't as pathetic as those who had attacked with human wave tactics earlier.
They were clearly trained priests, and their recovery and stamina, enhanced by the power of the full moon, were definitely annoying.

However... for Grace and Caille, who had been through hell in the North.
And for priests who suffered the penalty of their hearts bursting and regenerating each time they attacked, the fight was relatively easy.

Still, they couldn't rejoice.
The priests had admitted they were just buying time.

The Sword Saint grabbed the blue-haired priestess, who could barely breathe with blood caked around her mouth and nose, by the collar and asked:

"Tell me. What's coming? Why would you need to buy time here...?"

"Heh... hehe.... You probably can't even imagine...."

Despite the Sword Saint's pressure, the blue-haired priestess laughed as she said this.

The Sword Saint looked at Caille and Grace.
If their goal was to buy time and ultimately keep them here, there was no need to play along with their scheme.

Just as Claire was about to suggest leaving...

"...Huh?"

"...This energy?!"

Suddenly, from somewhere in the middle of the plains.

Like a wind carrying something.

Dense, intense, and incredibly powerful.

Some kind of presence approached.

"...What?"

"Heh, hehe.... It worked. Adjustment complete."

The blue-haired woman burst into laughter, said those words, and collapsed to the ground.

Caille and Grace sensed something ominous.
Being strong fighters themselves, they could roughly gauge an opponent's strength just from their aura.

And this aura...
The presence of the person walking toward them now...

It seemed impossible.
Truly impossible, almost like...

"Sword Saint!! We need to go!!"

"...This can't be."

But the Sword Saint didn't move.
The owner of this aura who had somehow walked to close range.

That face, which he had seen only twice in his life but could never forget.

It felt utterly hopeless to the Sword Saint, who couldn't defeat the Moonlight Church now.

"...It's been a while, 'current' Sword Saint."

"...Damn it."

Flaming red long hair flowing in the wind.
A face covered in scars, some of which he might have inflicted himself.

With a body, aura, and presence several times greater than when he last saw him.

...Probably the Moonlight Church's secret weapon.

The 'former'

Former Sword Saint.
Archibold Ervin.

He had now appeared before the current Sword Saint, who couldn't use his power.
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The moon church never wasted anything.

This wasn't limited to resources. It was meant quite literally.
If the Moon Church saw value in something, even if not immediately useful but potentially needed someday, they kept it within reach.

They acquired Claire based on prophecies of uncertain accuracy and made her into a Sword Saint.
They collected Seeds of the Evil God that were initially just heretical artifacts.
They recruited assassination groups in the North and gathered Illusionary Demonic Beasts under their command.
They even recruited the King of the North after the war, despite having no plans at the time.

Their obsession was now yielding great returns.
Since most of these choices were made through the Pope's acumen, trust in him within the church had only grown stronger.

And among the trump cards collected by the Pope's orders was one special asset.
The "former."

The former Sword Saint, Archibold Ervin.

He was a strong human.
It's just that the Sword Saint was even stronger.

The existence of the former Sword Saint was, well...
Though kept strictly confidential, among those who knew, the former Sword Saint incident was considered the Empire's disgrace.

Claire, the current Sword Saint, had utterly destroyed her predecessor.
The difference was so overwhelming that everyone present could see it.

This was only natural.
The former Sword Saint was talented but relied solely on that talent, while Claire was a complete package—possessing even greater talent plus grueling effort, albeit not entirely by choice.

The hardships the Sword Saint—no, the former Sword Saint—had to endure after his defeat that day went far beyond the thirty or so fractures he suffered during the match.

The Sword Saint was not only powerful in his own right but could be considered the symbol of the Empire's military might.
For such a figure to be thoroughly trampled by a girl who hadn't even reached adulthood, despite being the next Sword Saint...

What's worse, he couldn't even make excuses since he hadn't lost with a sword but with bare fists.

If he had lived quietly afterward, things might have been different. But having committed all manner of abuse, violence, harassment, and troublemaking while bearing the title of Sword Saint, all that remained for him was severe punishment.

In this situation, who bore the greatest responsibility?

Obviously, Archibold himself bore the most blame for failing to kill Claire when they first met, only angering her by killing her members, and not honing his skills further. But setting that aside, the Moon Church was clearly the primary culprit.

After all, the Moon Church had promised him support in exchange for his cooperation, then suddenly raised a new Sword Saint and disposed of him—the very definition of betrayal.

If the Moon Church hadn't existed, the Sword Saint would never have crossed paths with Claire, and Claire would never have been raised as a Sword Saint. He could have lived his entire life as a scoundrel.

But he was cast aside.
Relying solely on his swordsmanship, this rural nobleman suffered the humiliation of losing his entire family and being forced to wander as a mercenary in nameless mercenary groups.

Through this process, his anger fermented and deepened.
One peculiarity was that his anger was directed at Claire.

That's right.
People cannot direct their anger at targets they cannot be angry with.
Especially someone like Archibold, who was cunning and treated others differently based on their strength.

Rather than resenting the Moon Church, whom he couldn't hope to defeat even with all his might and would likely get himself killed trying, he chose to hate Claire, whom he thought he might be able to kill through ambush or some other method (he never considered winning fairly).

Of course, he probably wouldn't have actually attempted it.
Being beaten by a seventeen-year-old girl with bare hands rather than a sword had left him with too severe a trauma.

But his hatred continued to accumulate steadily.

"You're still living like garbage."

That was what Chail said when the Moon Church recruited him, which played a crucial role in making him nod without hesitation.

What played an even more important role...

Was perhaps the offer to make him stronger through certain "means."

Naturally, these weren't normal methods, and Archibold felt his body deteriorating with each passing moment, but he endured it.

That's how powerful his misguided hatred had become.

*

"Hahaha!! What a good, good expression, Sword Saint!!"

With a thunderous sound, the Sword Saint, Claire, was sent flying high into the sky.
A mouthful of crimson blood spilled from her lips.

"Sword Saint!!"

The former Sword Saint's fist carried such power that its shockwave alone was enough to flatten the surrounding trees.

Grace and Caille trembled in horror as they were pushed back by the air pressure.
If mere air pressure could push them and the trees back so helplessly...

How much damage was the Sword Saint taking, who was merely blocking with speed without any counterattack?

They needed to help.
They couldn't let their greatest fighting force die without landing a single counterattack.

"Grace, Holy Arts!!"

"Yes!!"

Caille and Grace simultaneously kicked off the ground and lunged at the red-haired man.

Both recognized his face.
Unlike the current Sword Saint whose identity was thoroughly concealed, the former Sword Saint had been widely promoted as a symbol of martial prowess.

Which is why they knew.
How meaningless this desperate struggle was.

"[Holy Arts: Restraint]!"

"Void!!"

Grace's Holy Arts struck Archibold's arms like white lightning, pinning them deep into the ground.
Not missing that momentary opening, Caille struck his arm directly with his magic sword, but...

"I don't have time to play with you, brats."

—BOOM!!

With just a casual swing of his sword...

"Kugh...!!"

"Kyaak!"

The linear sword strike that extended far toward the horizon sliced through Caille's shoulder blade and Grace's arm.

Even the small wound Caille had inflicted disappeared somehow.
It was clearly a fight without any chance of victory.
But even so...

Caille and Grace charged in again without hesitation.

"Uaaaah!!"

Bang, crash.
As soon as Grace healed their wounds, Caille rushed forward with his blackened flaming sword, exchanging several blows with Archibold's sword. The impact waves carved up the surrounding ground, making it shake like an earthquake.

The overwhelming difference in ability made his hands ache from vibrations before the opponent's sword even touched him.
How on earth had the Sword Saint defeated such an opponent?
Was she merely enduring now, spitting a little blood, unable to attack?

'...That's why, even more...'

Caille gritted his teeth.
Gritted them so hard they might break.
It would be fine if they broke. Grace would fix them again.

'I will protect...!'

Caille had once vowed to protect Elysee.
He had failed.

Both from physical wounds and emotional ones.
In the end, the one who protected her and comforted her at the end was, ironically, Stella Eckhart, whom he had failed to stop.

He had no complaints.
If his benefactor was happy, what did his usefulness matter?
Caille was grateful just for not being cast aside as useless.

No one had expected anything from Caille.
Half royal but mixed with base blood, he was called a monster in the kingdom.
With only his innate talent to rely on, he had to train and improve by himself.

He didn't know his own limits.
At some point, he lived with the anxiety of possibly falling, like walking on a cliff with closed eyes.

Such days actually came.
He was thoroughly beaten by Evan von Isenberg when he tried to attack the unarmed Eckhart, contrary to chivalry.

But he was still alive.
Nothing had gotten worse.

If this was the worst moment in his life, then it wasn't so bad, he thought.

Therefore.
If he could survive such worst-case scenarios, and there were people who trusted him with responsibilities...

"Just this once—!!!"

Thwack!

Caille stabbed his sword into Archibold's arm.
It was the result of years of sword training.
The power of his magic sword, honed without knowing his own limits.

Of course, from Archibold's perspective, it was barely a scratch that would soon fade, but still.

"I said I don't have time."

The Sword Saint brought his fist down, driving Caille deep into the ground.
Green and red flashed in his vision.
Despite the terrible sensation as if both his eyeballs had exploded, Caille groaned but...

"I... must...!"

Somehow stood up again and ignited his magic sword.

As Archibold smirked and was about to finish him off...

A familiar voice, low and steady, reached him.

"...Enough."

"Ha, are you scared of seeing blood now?"

The Sword Saint's crimson eyes flashed fiercely as she gritted her teeth.
This situation itself was like reliving a trauma.

"...Your target is me anyway, isn't it?"

The situation itself—watching her comrades being helplessly beaten before her powerless self.

Come to think of it, it was this man back then too.
Claire relaxed her tightly clenched fists, which were bleeding from her grip, and sent a message to Grace and Caille.

[Go. Go to the capital and help the others.]

Grace flinched upon receiving the message and quickly picked up Caille.
Though covered in blood, Caille still looked at the Sword Saint with burning eyes.

If interpreted, it probably meant something like "what are you planning to do alone?"

Though the emotion was different, the same feeling could be read from the man before them.
Archibold spoke arrogantly:

"...You know I'm with the Moon Church now, right? If you attack me..."

"—Everyone."

Claire, the Sword Saint, opened her mouth and cut off his words.
Then, lowering the sword she had been using defensively, she continued:

"Everyone talks too much."

Claire turned around to look at Grace and Caille.
After making eye contact with them as they were heading toward the capital, having assessed the situation...

"...!"

Claire gave them a slight smile.

At least, to them it was a minimal smile.

"...I am the Sword Saint."

And then, truly, after a long time...

The Sword Saint unleashed all her mana and killing intent at once.

—BOOOM!!!

Under the blue sky, she met the former Sword Saint's gaze with her glowing red eyes.
Still smiling.

"...That means I don't need to defeat someone like you."

*

Meanwhile.
The Academy cadets were currently being swept away in real-time.

The horrific fusion of Illusionary Demonic Beasts.
For some reason, it had become much faster, more agile, and even smaller than before the fusion.

If the original Illusionary Demonic Beasts resembled large beasts, the current form was closer to humanoid.

With its tremendous speed and "screams" that, though reduced in range, flew several times faster...

Even the professors couldn't land effective hits consistently without using spirit magic.
The Academy's defense line was on the verge of annihilation just minutes after the Illusionary Demonic Beast unleashed its fusion technique.

And Erhen looked at Elysee.
It seemed their thoughts aligned for the first time in a long while.

"...Elysee."

"...Erhen."

It was time to end this fight.

"...Let's do it too. Fusion."
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The sound of a bell echoed through the forest as Erhen and Elysee sat facing each other, deep in thought. While Sword Saint and Evan were busy developing new techniques and destroying what little remained of the forest, these two also felt the need for something new.

Though they didn't know the exact schedule of their journey, they certainly felt a sense of crisis. After all, even while Stella was unconscious, the Sword Saint had gone berserk and a dragon had been resurrected. It would be foolish to think such events were isolated to the Academy.

"But what should we do?" Elysee asked.

"That's the question, isn't it?" Erhen replied.

To be honest, both Erhen and Elysee felt they weren't contributing enough. It wasn't that they were weak—far from it. Erhen was one of the Empire's rare elven spirit archers, and Elysee was an unprecedented spirit user of all elements.

If anything, it would be strange to call them weak. But they felt this way because they hadn't had many opportunities to shine compared to the others.

They thought that if they had been stronger, perhaps Stella wouldn't be lying unconscious now.

The spy's betrayal—though they couldn't remember it—had apparently led to Stella being taken because they couldn't counter the spy's magic.

Caille had the flexibility and strong offensive power to adapt to any opponent with his demonic sword's abilities.

Grace, though perhaps physically weakest among their companions, had the overwhelming advantage of divine healing.

As for Sword Saint, Evan, and Stella... they were simply too strong in their respective fields to even be compared to.

Again, it wasn't that Erhen and Elysee were weak. By absolute standards, they were among the most capable individuals on the continent. But when surrounded by such exceptional companions, they naturally felt the need to improve.

"The problem is how," Elysee said.

"Indeed..." Erhen agreed.

Spirit users were generally quite special, unless they were elves, and being a spirit user guaranteed a certain level of strength. The minimum requirement to become a spirit user was to be loved by spirits, which meant starting with at least mid-level mage abilities.

While mages might have better flexibility and adaptability, spirit users had overwhelming elemental control that more than made up for it.

The problem arose here.

Having contracts with spirits was good, and having spirits powerful enough to overwhelm ordinary mages with pure output was also good, but...

"The issue is that we don't know how to develop further," Elysee said.

Beyond deepening communion with spirits, there were virtually no ways to enhance a spirit user's inherent power.

Spirit archers like Erhen could at least practice their archery skills or blessing proficiency, but for Elysee, who essentially used whatever spirits were around her at the time, even this was difficult. That's why she separately trained in magic despite being a spirit user. Elysee had been incredibly strong from birth, but there weren't many ways for her to become stronger.

She had developed various minor techniques like strengthening her "voice" to clarify her intentions or wrapping spirits around her body for protection, but that was the extent of her growth.

Frustrated, Elysee grumbled to Erhen, "You've lived so long, don't you know anything? Most elves have at least one spirit with them."

"Let's not bring up racial age differences, please. And honestly, even elves don't know how to improve spirit arts. Those leisurely folks don't have much curiosity about such things."

For elves, spirits were like pets that everyone kept. Just as few people train their pets rigorously for competitions, elves didn't think to use their cute spirits in such ways. From their perspective, Erhen was like an owner who had trained her dog for obstacle courses and fighting.

"Besides, it's not something we can improve in a short time. If it were, we wouldn't be sitting here like this."

"So?"

"Let's develop an innovative technique instead. Something like... a combination move?"

Elysee sighed at Erhen's suggestion, looking at her as if she were pitiful.

"What, you want to create a combination move?"

Was she mistaking them for mages in some magic corps?

Unlike mages who used the same resource—mana—for offense and defense, spirit users were thoroughly individual. Since they contracted only with their own spirits, spirit arts essentially existed in as many forms as there were spirit users.

In response to Elysee's criticism, Erhen tilted her head slightly and placed a hand on Elysee's shoulder.

"But with you... it would be possible."

"Huh?"

Elysee looked as if she'd been struck by something. That's right. With her, Elysee...

"You..."

Elysee looked at Erhen with a fresh expression, immediately understanding her intention. To think of this so quickly—or had she been thinking about it all along? About how to make use of her?

This gave Elysee a feeling that wasn't entirely unpleasant. Yes, if the other person had been pondering how to use her abilities, it would be proper to oblige.

"Alright. Let's create it. Our trump card."

"That's the spirit!"

Erhen smiled cheerfully as usual and clasped hands with Elysee as if shaking on it. Elysee felt the archer's hands, soft for someone of her profession. Though rough compared to her own, Elysee found that quality not entirely disagreeable.

...This was how the two spirit users came to focus on developing a single technique.

*

"You want to use it *cough* now?"

"If not now, when would we ever use it?!"

Thick smoke surrounded them—the result of the combined phantasmal beast tearing through the area at tremendous speed.

Elysee asked Erhen through a coughing fit, her throat burning.

This was the front line, where each move could directly affect the outcome of the battle. Using their new technique here seemed excessively bold.

"Are you sure about this? We're the only spirit users here. If we're taken out..."

The biggest problem with their new technique was that after using it, they would likely be unable to function as spirit users for a while. It hadn't been tested much, and their proficiency was low.

To Elysee's concerned question, Erhen answered seriously:

"I don't care about that. Let's just do it. Combine!"

"Don't call it combining!!"

Elysee felt dizzy at Erhen's instinct-driven behavior even in this situation. Perhaps it was because they were fundamentally opposite types.

To Elysee, who had lived her entire life confined in the palace with everything suppressed, Erhen—who handled everything by instinct and feeling—was an incredibly strange kind of person.

"Now...!!"

"Look out!!"

While thinking this, Elysee grabbed Erhen by the neck and tackled her to the ground.

A vicious strike passed over their heads with a cracking sound—a reduced but enhanced roar from the phantasmal beast.

[-!!]

The phantasmal beast, its mouth torn into what looked like a smile, made both Erhen and Elysee realize simultaneously: right now, the beast was prioritizing eliminating them, the spirit users.

Before they could finish processing this thought, the phantasmal beast combination leaped toward them with its thin, compressed legs, charging right up to their faces.

"Ugh...!!"

Though Elysee had managed to save Erhen, her posture was broken, making subsequent movement difficult. They were about to take a direct hit from the phantasmal beast, but—

-KAAANG!!

"Uwaah!!"

The strike was deflected by someone from the Knight Department with a greatsword. Though the impact sent him flying as well... he had bought them time.

Erhen placed her hand on Elysee's shoulder as she gasped for breath with a dazed expression.

"...Elysee. The longer we hesitate, the more the Academy will suffer."

"I... I..."

"Elysee."

Hearing Erhen's voice, Elysee felt her thoughts becoming clearer. Yes, this was no time for hesitation.

It was all or nothing. If they didn't make a move, they would be the ones to fall.

"...Let's do it. Now."

"That's right. Marcus!!!"

As soon as she got Elysee's permission, Erhen called out to Professor Marcus.

"You should add 'Professor,' Cadet Erhen. Do you have a plan?"

Professor Marcus appeared immediately, his appearance covered in blood and ash. But ignoring his own condition, he was still protecting the cadets with magic even as he listened to Erhen.

"Somehow, hold it just for a moment. Really, even a little bit would be enough."

"Understood."

Professor Marcus accepted Erhen's request without question. Then, amplifying his voice, he announced to all the cadets:

["Everyone!! Focus on fixing the phantasmal beast's position!!"]

Professor Marcus's voice shook the earth. By this point, one might expect some cadets to have lost morale or become exhausted, but perhaps sensing that a solution had emerged, they responded to his voice with tremendous energy.

"Hold it down!!"

"Waaaaaah!!"

The Knight Department cadets threw themselves at the phantasmal beast like human shields, using all their might to restrict its movement.

The Magic Department cadets, not missing even the slightest opening, poured out all their magic, even at the cost of drinking several potions.

Blue lightning and crimson flames erupted across the ground.

[-!!]

The phantasmal beast combination, which had been moving like lightning, screamed in protest as its movement was momentarily restricted.

And that moment was enough. Professor Marcus, who had received magic from other professors because potions could no longer replenish him, unleashed his final spell from the sky.

-KWAAAANG!!!

Like a white hammer striking the earth. The impact, strong enough to make the ground shake and almost rise, hit the phantasmal beast.

Professor Marcus, feeling like he might faint from mana exhaustion, managed to look toward Erhen and Elysee.

His eyes clearly held both concern and expectation—was this enough?

Though Erhen and Elysee didn't see his gaze, they didn't waste the time he had bought them.

"...HAAAAP!!!"

PAKWAAAA-!!

Erhen shouted and drew her bowstring with all her might, using all her blessings and strength. The impact shattered the ground around her, causing it to rise up in a spectacular scene.

She pulled the bowstring deeper and deeper, until blood dripped from her grip.

Deeper, deeper, even deeper. Erhen used all her strength to draw the bowstring.

However, the spirit energy flowing around her wasn't the usual emerald green light.

"Erhen, this should be enough...!"

"More!! More is fine!!"

The concept behind Erhen and Elysee's combination technique was simple.

Erhen used wind spirits to create tremendously enhanced arrows to take down enemies.

Elysee could perfectly control spirits of almost all types.

So then.

"Gather, gather, gather!!"

What if Elysee could channel all that immense spirit power into Erhen's arrow, even for just a moment?

That was Erhen's concept—a unique combination technique only possible with Elysee. Elysee committed herself to this plan, placing her hand on Erhen's back and drawing in all the surrounding spirits indiscriminately.

Blood dripped from Erhen's nose. This was to be expected. She who had only ever handled one spirit to the extreme was now trying to use other spirits to the same degree. Without Elysee's support, her brain might have already burst.

Erhen turned to look at Elysee with bloodshot eyes. Elysee looked back at her.

Though they usually spent their time bickering, at this moment their gazes were filled with mutual trust.

Would this be alright? Would failure at this moment lead to everyone's downfall like dominoes?

Elysee's anxiety disappeared when she met Erhen's emerald eyes, which seemed to say "let's go all out."

Yes.
She had lived confined all her life.
Even after returning in time, she had tried to constrain and collect others under the pretext of planning, as if she were the protagonist.

Though that had been shattered for one person's sake.
Looking through a broken window had been possible in her previous life too.

Now it was time to walk beyond it.

"...[Blessing Bestow]"

Erhen's bowstring was taut. Unlike her powerful battle cry, her voice was low and measured.

"...[Wind Speed, Curved Shot, Lightning, Penetration, Hardening-]"

Unlike usual, Erhen carefully pronounced each blessing one by one as she drew her bowstring, trying not to miss any of the increased spirit power.

Despite feeling like her finger joints might be crushed, she didn't care. Right now, she only felt gratitude toward Elysee for lending her this power.

And with that, the final blessing left Erhen's lips.

"[-Certain Hit]."

"Erhen, now!!"

Through her fading consciousness, Erhen released the bowstring at Elysee's signal. The arrow shot out like a beam of light, with such strong tension that she thought the bow might break.

[-!]

The phantasmal beast, sensing it couldn't avoid the attack, inflated its body instead of fleeing or dodging, even though its movement restrictions had been lifted.

[-!!-!-!!!!]

It countered with a roar of unprecedented intensity.

Like when Elysee had wrapped all kinds of spirits around her body, the arrow glowing white from the mixture of all colors collided with the roar.

Light scattered like it was breaking, and in the instant the shockwave from the collision lifted people's feet off the ground—

[-!]

TAAAANG-!!

With a sound like a gunshot that lingered in the air, the world exploded in white.

KWAAAANG-!!

"Kuhup...!!"

"Uwah!"

Everyone, including Erhen and Elysee, was caught in the aftershock of the white light, thrown into the air before falling back down.

The aftershock was long-lasting. It was hard to believe that the collision of just two forces could create such a powerful blast.

"......"

"......"

Elysee and Erhen lay side by side, facing each other. They didn't get up to check the result. They hadn't tested the technique before and didn't know its exact power.

Erhen X Elysee.
The result of their first combination technique didn't need confirmation.

So instead of using their remaining strength to stand up—

"Heh, hehe...."

"Ahaha, aha...."

They successfully used it all to laugh. Until the explosion faded and all the thick smoke cleared away. They continued laughing like chirping birds, long and light.

Erhen, Elysee.

The hour-long defense of the Academy had been a success.
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The sky was still pitch black and deep blue, almost oppressively so. Though the massive moon cast its white light from above, it somehow made everything feel hazy, as if blurring one's vision.

Yet at this moment, that blue night sky felt refreshingly pleasant. The two of them lay side by side, sharing this thought.

Finally, they had accomplished something significant through their own power.

"I can't move a muscle," she said.

"Me neither."

While they groaned, trying to move their bodies that felt as if every muscle had been torn apart, the Academy's people belatedly realized they had survived and won.

"We're alive!"

"The wounded! Tend to the wounded!"

"I really thought we were going to die this time!"

People cried, laughed, and shouted, celebrating their survival and the successful defense of the Academy. Naturally, many cheers were directed at Erhen and Elysee, the heroes of the battle, but they could barely acknowledge the praise as their bodies ached with every movement.

"We must look quite undignified, Princess."

"...Don't call me that."

Elysee blushed at Erhen's words, then blushed even deeper as she replied. Despite being swept up by the elf beside her—shouting, causing explosions and all—she was still the Imperial Princess, even if in exile.

Somehow, the memories flashing through her mind like a panorama brought more exhilaration than shame. Strangely, that feeling of exhilaration was what made Elysee feel most embarrassed.

"Both of you, drink this."

"Ah, Professor..."

Marcus approached the pair and handed them premium potions from his study. These were exceptional items that restored mana and eliminated most wounds and fatigue. Given the magnitude of power they had used, the potions couldn't heal them completely, but after downing them in one go, they felt considerably better.

"Thank you so much..."

"Damn it, Marcus!"

"...You should add 'Professor,' Cadet Erhen."

Marcus smiled slightly at Erhen's outburst. After all, she was the primary savior of the Academy—the place that would likely be his lifelong workplace. From his perspective, he couldn't be more grateful.

But giving them potions worth three months of his salary wasn't just an expression of gratitude. It seemed the Academy's crisis wasn't over yet.

"You both came here for information, right?"

"Yes. We thought the professors might know how to end this full moon night..."

Elysee, who had managed to sit up after drinking the potion, looked at Marcus as she spoke. The spectacle they'd just experienced had almost made her forget, but the mission Stella had originally given them wasn't to defend the Academy but to find a way to end this full moon night. That's why they had come to the Academy, where people with information would be.

"Unfortunately, we've been under the control of Moonlight Church personnel who were sent here in large numbers, so we don't have any special information."

"I see..."

"However."

Marcus looked at them. He felt bad telling these two—their faces covered in soot, scratches, and burns—the main point.

"During the fierce battle with the illusionary beasts just now, my detection magic caught several unknown individuals in the underground of this school."

"...That."

Elysee and Erhen looked at Marcus with expressions of realization. Marcus nodded with a serious face.

"They're still here. The Moonlight Church personnel who were controlling us."

Elysee and Erhen immediately understood Marcus's intention. He was asking for their help, as it might be difficult with just his power alone.

Elysee honestly hesitated. They had used too much power just now, and although the spirits' power was recovering, there wasn't much left.

As she continued her deliberation, Erhen gently took her hand.

"Let's go. It's our mission, right?"

"...But you're also..."

She had merely channeled the spirits' power strongly to Erhen, and she was in this state. Surely Erhen, who had received that power fully and used her own strength to release it, must be in even worse condition.

As if reading her thoughts, Erhen squeezed her hand a little tighter and smiled softly.

"We'll do it like before. Together. Right?"

"...Haah."

Elysee sighed and nodded.

Would there ever come a day when she could win an argument against this person—no, this elf?

"...We'll end this night."

Marcus, Elysee, and Erhen—once again, the Academy's elite forces were assembling.

*

Somewhere far from there. In the underground torture chamber.

The Saintess was still having her divine power extracted as her body was torn and burst open by various torture implements.

Of course, she still maintained the smile on her face. The torturers found this incredibly eerie.

Even though she healed immediately, her body had been torn apart and burst open thousands of times.

In a situation where they themselves couldn't even force a smile, this once-revered Saintess was grinning. It was disturbing.

The torturer, hiding his cold sweat, said:

"Hey. You don't still believe those heretics are coming to save you, do you?"

"...Huh?"

At those words, the Saintess tilted her head. It was as if she'd heard something strange.

...What does that mean?

Despite having given up on interpreting her reactions, the torturer couldn't help but wonder and continued:

"The Moonlight Church has never failed to execute any heretic. Those bastards will have their heads displayed in the square before they even get here."

"Even if they made it this far, they'd never find this place. Only the high priests know about it."

Why did it feel like they were making excuses to the bound Saintess the more they spoke?
The torturers felt this but couldn't stop talking.

Of course, it was true. Not only would it be impossible for those designated as heretics to come this close to the capital, but even if they somehow made it to the vicinity, discovering this location would be nearly impossible—unless someone revealed its whereabouts.

The torturers, having boosted their confidence with their own words, began torturing the Saintess more cruelly. Of course, she remained unfazed.

I wonder how far they've come by now.
The Saintess found this time unbearably boring as she thought only of that.

*

"The illusionary beast horde has been repelled!"

"...!"

"What...?"

In the high priests' situation room set up in the sanctuary, they received news that all the illusionary beasts heading toward the Academy had vanished. The priests immediately began to stir. This situation wasn't part of the plan.

Illusionary beasts were living weapons favored by assassins from the North. The reason these huge beasts could be used as assassination weapons was due to their special characteristic—when they screamed, victims would be pulled into an illusion before they could even register what was happening. Even a High Mage couldn't defend against this without preparation, and these beasts had been enhanced with the Seed of the Evil God.

It was one thing to defend against the illusionary beasts' cries, but to defeat all of them?

Their plan to have the illusionary beasts eliminate everyone at the Academy and immediately occupy it had fallen apart.

One of the high priests clutched his head and shouted:

"Do we have a situation report?"

"It seems the heretics Erchen Elpida and Elysee de Iris helped defend the Academy...!"

"Damn those heretics!"

The high priest slammed his fist on the table.

The elf and the princess weren't even among the heretics they had been particularly concerned about. They had been assessed as having only moderate combat power, with the elf being unusual only for being a Spiritist. And yet, these two had annihilated the weapons that the church had painstakingly cultivated.

Unless they could at least claim to have eliminated the heretics, this would be a complete failure. They had been focusing on gathering forces to defend the capital, but now they might need to divert some.

"...Send additional reinforcements. They must all be exhausted after facing the illusionary beasts."

"Bishop, but..."

"Besides, there are high priests there for the Academy occupation. We can't predict what might happen if they're captured."

"...Understood."

The messenger received the order and rushed out. The atmosphere in the room calmed slightly.

The situation was still favorable.

Everything heading toward the capital was perfectly controlled, and the previous generation's Sword Saint had confronted the current Sword Saint to deal with her. Even Ureon Pascal, the Cardinal who was the Moonlight Church's greatest military power after the Pope, was currently facing Evan von Isenberg. Almost all those capable of exerting military power were about to be dealt with.

The situation was turning in their favor. What those two heretics had done was painful but merely an Academy matter unrelated to the overall situation.

Yes, that should be the case, but why did he feel so uneasy?

The high priest gritted his teeth and muttered.

Those two heretics, at least, must be dealt with.

Of course, it would be fine. These were the Moonlight Church's elite soldiers, after all. They couldn't possibly fail to handle two heretics and some exhausted Academy cadets.

*

"Um... Professor Marcus?"

"Yes?"

"This isn't... the basement, is it?"

Elysee and Erhen looked around with confused voices.

Elysee in particular was nearly fainting. What surrounded them now were things that had become almost traumatic for her.

Professor Marcus chuckled at their questions and answered:

"If the Moonlight Church is here, they wouldn't hesitate to send additional forces. It would be dangerous to face them when everyone is exhausted."

"B-but even so, this is..."

"...Honestly, I can't stand it."

Marcus looked around and raised his hand high.

"...[Activation]."

What surrounded them were massive bronze metal pieces—or more precisely, dolls with bronze bodies crudely imitating human form.

To be even more specific...

The 100 automatons that Stella had broken during the midterm exams.

["Target: anyone with divine power. Intensity... maximum."]

And now, they were advancing outside the Academy with tremendous noise.

Ch.364 - EP. 10 Double
The night sky over the Empire was completely covered in moonlight.
The Moonlight Church had always had many followers secretly operating throughout the Empire. Not just the obvious members like priests in various churches, but also military operatives carrying out espionage and other missions.

These agents, who had been spread throughout the Empire dismantling various crises for the Moonlight Church, were now all heading toward the capital or assigned battle zones.

They knew that the entire Moonlight Church could collapse at once during this critical moment. Conversely, they were confident that if they could overcome this crisis, the world of the Moonlight Church would surely come.

The capital's defense battle was progressing noisily and heavily in the dead of night.

Currently, the main battle zones were as follows:

First, the Academy.
It had rapidly become a critical area after the illusionary magical beasts, which were the church's secret weapons, were annihilated despite the deployment of high-ranking priests.

Second, the Sword Saint and the former Sword Saint, who were approaching the capital after essentially destroying all the surrounding areas.

The Moonlight Church had given up trying to engage them. The former Sword Saint was rampaging so violently that they immediately knew any half-hearted deployment would only invite disaster.

It remained a mystery how the Sword Saint, who couldn't even attack, could withstand the former Sword Saint who had been strengthened by the Seed of the Evil God.

The third zone was the forest near the capital, where combat was so fierce that it was difficult to deploy troops.

This area, where Evan von Isenberg and Cardinal Ureon Pascal were engaged in an all-out battle, was several times more dangerous than the battleground of the two Sword Saints.

The moment anyone entered that radius, even highly trained priests would instantly lose a body part, turning the area into a death trap.

Consequently, most church members stationed in the capital had no choice but to head to the Academy. It was the only place where they could possibly be deployed.

While the Academy professors were formidable fighters in their own right, though not as dangerous as those designated as heretics, the superiors' report that most of their stamina would have been depleted by the illusionary magical beasts boosted the church members' morale.

"...What the hell is this?!"

A loud boom echoed as flesh not only scattered but exploded. Another church member soared through the air, transcending human limitations.

"G-g-g-g-gik."

"Holy Arts aren't working!!"

"Where are the enhancement specialists?!"

Massive copper masses with rusty bodies dimly reflecting the moonlight charged forward as if advancing to the end of the world.

The church members were experiencing about three times the terror that the Academy cadets had felt during their midterm exams months ago, and they were fleeing in panic.

The heavy arm of a combat Automaton, weighing several hundred kilograms, swung once and simultaneously transformed dozens of humans into an innovative mixture of bones and flesh.

In truth, the Automatons that the Academy cadets had faced had not only reduced power but, more importantly, were controlled to prevent multiple Automatons from attacking a single target.

But these Automatons showed no mercy. As long as their movements didn't interfere with each other, they slaughtered church members with maximum efficiency, delivering punches from bizarre angles.

If tonight hadn't been a full moon, hundreds would have died from this overwhelming assault.

The church members, who had intended to easily deal with weakened professors and cadets but now faced dismemberment themselves, cried out in confusion.

"Break through!! Break through!"

Someone's shout was drowned out by the sound of poorly oiled metal friction and meat being minced.

*

"Huff...!"

At the same time, in an area closer to the capital than the Academy.
A woman with violet hair and sky-blue eyes was running, pushing back her sweat-soaked hair.

"Stop right there, who are—"

"Lightning."

With a crackling sound, a light strong enough to tear through the night flashed, and with the smell of burning flesh, a church member patrolling near the capital collided directly with the ground.

"W-wait, heretic!!"

"Violet hair, Stella Eckh—!"

Before the two church members could finish, bright red circles struck them directly in the solar plexus.
Stella's magic, which had long since surpassed mastery, was now nearly as effective for quick subjugation as her companions'.

"Phew.... hah."

But that was only when she had some stamina left.
Stella was currently traversing dozens of kilometers on foot without anyone's help.

And it wasn't as if the path was clear—there were more than enough people in the Empire trying to stop her, designated as a heretic. Not just church members, but ordinary soldiers also classified Stella as a dangerous criminal and attempted to capture her.

Stella leaned against an alley wall to catch her breath.
She didn't need to worry about her heavy breathing being heard.

Because during those few minutes that Stella leaned against the wall...

BOOM!

In the distance, mountains of earth formed for about ten seconds before disappearing in a cloud of dust.

It was like what would happen if a nuclear bomb buried hundreds of meters underground exploded.

Stella thought this while blocking the dust that showered down despite being at least several kilometers away from the explosion.

This wasn't from Evan and the Cardinal's fight.
It was too far from their direction, and their battle wouldn't leave such crude remnants.

So where was it coming from?
Stella didn't know, but she had overheard church members receiving orders from above.

'...Claire.'

It was the sound of her comrade, Sword Saint Claire, clashing with the former Sword Saint.

Or perhaps "clashing" wasn't quite right.
If one side couldn't even attack, it couldn't really be called a clash.

And this wasn't just any opponent—her comrade was risking her life to hold off the former Sword Saint, who had obviously been manipulated by the Moonlight Church.

'...I have to go.'

Stella somehow expelled the breath that had risen to her chin and began running on trembling legs.

The only reason Stella could reach the capital in this condition, breaking through tight security, was entirely thanks to the Ice Dragon's divinity and the flashy battles of Evan and Claire drawing all attention.

They had probably planned it that way.
For her sake.

'...Hurry.'

Everything would end the moment she reached the capital and struck the Pope.
Of course, the outcome of the battle with the Pope depended on her, but first, she needed to reach the capital.

If she could just arrive. If she could just get there, Stella had something to believe in.

'So, please.'

Just hold on a little longer, everyone.
Stella gritted her teeth against the salty taste of blood rising in her throat, as if a rusty piece of metal had been lodged in her chest.

Everyone was fighting so fiercely, believing in her alone.
It was time for her to live up to those expectations.

"Huff, huup..... hah."

Such thoughts were easy, but her body wouldn't cooperate.
She couldn't use much of the Ice Dragon's divinity, and even though her magical prowess had deepened, that was its limit.

Excluding the various powers she had obtained through tricks, she was still a very weak human.

"What if..."

"......"

A voice came to her.
The voice itself was like her own, but much colder and more callous.

"You could hand over your body to me now."

"...You're in the way. Be quiet."

Stella muttered.
To anyone watching her, she would appear to be mumbling to herself.

But at this moment, she had no choice but to answer.
Because she now intuitively understood.
The fact that there wasn't much time left to lend her body.
The fact that the fulfillment of the contract was not far off.

"If it's too difficult, you can leave it to me. At least I'd be better at this than you are now."

"I'm... fine."

Stella exhaled a hot breath.
Perhaps because their mindscapes were so closely connected.
Stella felt as if the original Stella was speaking right beside her.

The moonlight shone down.
It was now such strong moonlight that her skin seemed to tingle just from receiving its light.

"...Just don't forget. That nevertheless, the choice is mine."

"...I know."

Sweat dripped onto the ground.
Stella also knew this fact.
That right now, her body could be borrowed by the original Stella at any time.
That was the contract, after all.

'...At least she won't interfere now.'

Even if she were the original Stella, she wouldn't want to waste the hard-earned time just running through forests and cities or engaging in battle.

When it's obvious, and she could take it whenever she wanted.
The reason for mentioning it now was probably to remind her.

That she could take possession of her body at any time.

'Fine. That's fine. For now...'

Go away.
I'm busy right now.

Her breath burst out.
Perhaps because the weather was approaching winter, white breath flowed out with it.

The Empire's wind carrying moonlight.
It passed coldly through her sweat-soaked hair and clothes.

"...Haa. Haa...."

In the distance.
Directly beneath the large moon.
It came into view.

What she had been envisioning continuously since beginning her journey to the North.

"...Hup..... Whew."

The Empire's capital came into view.
The heart of the Empire appeared like a black and white photograph, illuminated only by the pure white moonlight.

Stella looked up at the sky.
Even without doing so, she could tell that Erhen and Elysee still hadn't found a way to remove this moon.

Stella believed in them.
She believed that if given more time, they would somehow find a way.

But she had no more time to wait.

BOOM!

Even at this moment, behind her, tremendous sounds and roars like tons of explosives detonating were echoing.

'...Let's go.'

Stella took another step forward.
As she had always done.

*

Meanwhile, at the Academy.
In an underground space unknown even to the professors.

Erhen and Elysee, together with Professor Marcus, were currently...

"AAAAARGH!!!"

"I'll talk!! I'll talk!! Please let me speak!!"

...splendidly fulfilling Stella's expectations.

"This is good, isn't it?"

Ch.365 - EP. 10 New Technology
The moon hung high in the night sky, casting its pale light over the battlefield below. But this was no ordinary moon—it was a false one, created by the Moonlight Church to grant their followers immense power and recovery abilities.

Chapter 365. New Technique (1)

Turning back time a little.
The underground chamber of the Academy, discovered based on Professor Marcus's detection magic.

The secret space within the Academy, which none of the professors knew about, had unexpectedly fierce resistance.

"Block them!!"

"Just hold them off a little longer and reinforcements will arrive!"

The high priests who had been comfortably hiding in this secret space were now facing trouble.
They had faith.
Faith that the Moonlight Church would come to rescue them, knowing that if they were captured, all kinds of secrets might be leaked.

This faith in salvation was partially correct.
Except for the fact that these supposed saviors were currently getting thoroughly beaten by metal automatons.

"[Holy Arts: Breaking Void]!"

While high priests weren't necessarily combat specialists, these particular ones had been stationed to occupy the Academy after the initial attack by the illusionary demonic beasts, so they possessed basic fighting capabilities.

"As if I wasn't tired enough already... Elysee, burn them all."

"Gladly."

But they were merely cute in the eyes of those who had just defeated the illusionary demonic beasts.
Elysee, following Erhen's suggestion, unleashed several lightning spirits all at once. As the smell of roasting flesh filled the underground chamber, the occupation battle came to an anticlimactic end.

"Well done, Cadet Elysee."

"They were talking big."

Entering the underground chamber, they found three or four priests with their eyes rolled back, recovering from their burns.
Of course, priests of this caliber wouldn't die easily under the moonlight.
Knowing this, they had deliberately used excessive force to deal with them quickly.

"Good. Now let's get to our main task."

What Stella had entrusted to Erhen and Elysee was to eliminate the false moon floating in the sky that was providing the Moonlight Church followers with unlimited power and recovery abilities.

Their mission: to cut off the source supplying sacrifices to that moon and bring the morning light back to the sky.

They had been dispatched on this intelligence operation for that purpose.

"Good. Erhen, tie them all up."

"Yep."

The two demonstrated their surprisingly good teamwork in situations like this, binding all the priests in the positions where they had been sitting.

"Ugh..."

"Do you really think we'll reveal anything no matter what you do...?"

"Hmm. Why are you acting tough before we've even started?"

Surprisingly, among Erhen, Marcus, and Elysee, none were particularly skilled in torture techniques.

Elysee was essentially a greenhouse flower, and while Erhen might be considered a wild plant from the Great Forest, she was equally ignorant about torture methods.
Professor Marcus was knowledgeable in military tactics, but such cleanup work was typically the job of intelligence agents.

However, none of them were concerned about their lack of torture skills.
Because their opponents were priests of the Moonlight Church.
And not just any priests—Moonlight Church priests under a full moon.

"Let's start by cutting off a few things, shall we?"

After all, if you're dealing with opponents who won't die no matter what you do to them, why worry about torture methods?
Just try whatever comes to mind, and if it doesn't work, try something else.

They were practically perfect torture subjects—impossible to resist unless they were insane fanatics like the Saintess.

"W-wait..."

Afterward, the underground chamber echoed with several rounds of terrible screams.
Of course, the answers they wanted would soon come from those throats.

*

KWAAAANG!!-

At the same time.
Some had been engaged in an evenly matched battle for hours already.

"...Phew."

"Are you alright? You must be tired?"

"...Better than expected? I'm in good condition."

With dark black hair and bright crimson eyes, Evan von Isenberg pushed back his dark locks as he spoke.

True to his words, he didn't appear particularly exhausted.
He was just breathing a bit heavily, as if he'd gone for a light jog for a few dozen minutes.

Considering that his opponent was an Archbishop who could recover in seconds even if his limbs were cut into hundreds of pieces, Evan's cardiopulmonary endurance was truly remarkable.

Even more so when looking at the surrounding plains, completely devastated and excavated to the point where the bedrock was exposed over a vast area.

Evan spat blood onto the ground.
It wasn't that he had taken no damage at all.
In fact, honestly speaking, it was quite severe.

In terms of skill, they were evenly matched.
But his opponent was a Moonlight Church member who had completely transcended the limitations of physical exhaustion and bodily loss.

Fighting such an opponent in close combat, exerting maximum concentration throughout his life, and pushing forward without taking any proper hits.

Despite this, blood welled up in his throat, making his mouth taste bitter.
As mentioned, he hadn't taken any direct hits.

But the passing shockwaves, the recoil from falls, the damage accumulated during the intense combat.

These small, insignificant damages were gradually reducing Evan's physical abilities.
In contrast, Ureon, who could recover from such accumulated damage so quickly that he wouldn't even notice it himself, walked toward Evan unaffected.

"...Honestly, I'm surprised. You, I'm certain you weren't this good before..."

"I trained a bit. Do you know what it feels like to train one-on-one against the Sword Saint?"

Evan closed his eyes and smiled, recalling those hellish training sessions.

The crushing pressure that made his internal organs feel pulverized just from a momentary killing intent.
The overwhelming gap and despair that felt endless after just a few exchanges.

Compared to those emotions, which seemed impossible to overcome, now was...

"Much better. Several times better."

Evan shook his sword.
Thick droplets of blood fell onto the surrounding soil with a plop.

The inability to land effective hits was limited to Ureon.
Although he had recovered without a trace, Ureon's body had been dismembered by Evan's sword multiple times.

At this seemingly mocking gesture, the Archbishop slightly furrowed his brow and drew out a mace made of divine power.

"...I've spent too much time on you."

"That's proof I'm doing well. If I can keep the Moonlight Church's greatest force after the Pope tied up like this..."

Then surely his comrades would complete their tasks.

Evan recalled the faces of his companions.
Those whom he had initially viewed merely as tools for revenge, just as when he first met Stella.

But now it was different.
He trusted each and every one of them.

If he were to lose to Ureon now or let him escape.

Stella wouldn't be able to head to the Capital, Claire's team would be annihilated without resistance, and Erhen and Elysee wouldn't be able to remove this moon.

"Do you trust those heretics?"

"Yes... I probably have more trust in them than you do."

"......"

Evan might have just thrown out those words casually, but for Ureon, who had experienced consecutive flaws in his life due to Evan and Stella, and had been reprimanded by the Pope, they struck deep.

Evan continued without paying particular attention.

"Hey... let me ask you one thing."

"What is it?"

Evan took a deep breath that tasted of blood and recalled a certain day.
Probably the day that had brought him here.

"That day... when you kidnapped my mother. You were in charge, weren't you?"

"Yes. You could say it was the first operation I led and took responsibility for."

"...Why did you burn down our duchy then? It might seem like an obvious question, but... I wanted to hear the answer."

Evan had learned the truth of the incident through the Saintess.
He didn't doubt the truthfulness of those words, spoken with pure madness, but.

Evan genuinely wanted to hear it.
Not from someone else, but from the person who had shattered his life that day.

Ureon pondered Evan's question for a moment.
Not because he was contemplating the reason, but because he couldn't remember clearly.

For him, it had been merely a stepping stone to rise higher.

After this moment of reflection, Ureon finally recalled that time and continued.

"That was the best option at the time. If we had wanted to annihilate everyone, it would have been possible... but the security at the duchy was too tight to carry it out without revealing it was the Moonlight Church's doing."

"...So you just set fires and killed a few people?"

"Yes. At that time, what was important was Saintess Yuria, not the duchy—that was secondary."

Ureon shrugged as he spoke.
He wasn't trying to provoke Evan; he was simply answering the question he had been asked.

"But we didn't do nothing. Thanks to many troops dying at the duchy at that time... especially the Knight Captain, we were able to replace them with mercenaries from the North."

"Ah."

Evan felt his head buzzing.

The Knight Captain from the North that Ureon was referring to was probably the spy whose face had been burned by Stella and whose neck had been severed by Evan on the day they first met.

Honestly, it would be a lie to say he hadn't suspected such strong collusion between the Moonlight Church and the North in this situation... but hearing it confirmed made him feel several times more dizzy.

Now he could remember that spy as a fool who failed to kidnap a single girl, lost his face, and died by Evan's hand... but what if Stella hadn't been there?

Surely that spy would have dealt with Evan himself, or his father the Duke, or both, according to his objective.
Having already lost his mother, his entire family, including himself, had nearly been completely eliminated by the Moonlight Church.

Evan spoke, genuinely dumbfounded.
Beyond the stale desire for revenge, he felt these people weren't even worth his anger.

"What kind of people are you?"

"The Isenberg Duke was the only figure maintaining an anti-Moonlight Church stance. It was the natural course of action."

"That's because you all... no, forget it."

Evan started to explain how the Moonlight Church had committed arson against the duchy twice, causing significant casualties, and had kidnapped his mother, Yuria Isenberg, the Duke's wife, not just killing her but preserving her in some shrine—which was the reason for the Isenberg family's hatred—but he gave up.

Would such a conversation even work with someone who had done these things in the first place?

The ability to distinguish truth from falsehood now only gave him a headache.

Another reason was that his time-stalling to regain strength had ended.

"...Are you done stalling for time?"

"Yes. I'm incredibly grateful for your patience."

Of course, Ureon, who had been conversing with him, was well aware of this fact.

Ureon hadn't indulged him out of pure intentions either.
First, Evan's condition wasn't one that could recover with just a little rest.

Moreover, Ureon himself wasn't in the best state due to the accumulated oaths from repeatedly attacking Evan, bursting, and recovering.

However, Ureon was feeling some regret now.
Because the aura Evan was emitting as soon as their conversation ended contained an extremely dangerous energy.

"You..."

"...I mentioned earlier. That I trained with the Sword Saint."

Evan gripped his sword again in a perfect stance.
A grip and posture that went beyond orthodox to near perfection.

"It's simple. I helped him with his new technique, and he helped me with mine."

Evan briefly recalled and then finished his reminiscence.
The training between the Sword Saint and Evan.

Among them, Evan's technique.

"As you know... these eyes are the Saintess's eyes. They call it the Insight Eye, right?"

"...That's correct."

"I could only use it as a lie detector... but he said there must be a way to use this in combat."

The moonlight shone down.
As mentioned, Evan trusted his comrades.
So he also believed that Erhen and Elysee would remove that moon.

Therefore, this new technique he developed with the Sword Saint could only be used now.

His eyes glowed redder than ever before.

The Saintess's eyes.
The Insight Eye.

The inherent power of the Saintess to discern all truth and falsehood.
A portion that had overflowed from the current Saintess Cloria due to the Moonlight Church's greed, from a Saintess who shouldn't have died.

"When you think about it, it makes sense, right? My eyes are clearly products of divinity, so naturally under this huge moon..."

They would become several times stronger.
With those final words, Evan raised the output of his eyes, which he had been deliberately restraining until now.

Evan's eyes, dyed crimson, burned more brilliantly than ever before.

Ureon recalled the one strike from Evan that had been uniquely difficult for him to recover from.
That too had been on a full moon night.

The strike delivered by Evan as he fought to protect Stella, a strike that saw and cut the soul.
And if his prediction was correct, the opponent before him now...

"Damn it."

"...This is your transgression."

What the Moonlight Church had failed to handle.
What had overflowed due to the Moonlight Church's greed.

Literally, the transgression itself.

Ureon sensed something was wrong and raised his divine power to its maximum.

And at the moment he deployed a formation to defend against all incoming strikes with Holy Arts—

-Slash.

The moon's blue light flickered three times.
No blood sprayed into the sky.
Nothing could be felt.

Just the fact that someone had appeared behind him.
And that it was the man who had been in front of him just moments ago.

And he could only realize that his head was rotating as it turned.

In the future Stella knew,
The Empire's fastest.

A swift sword said to cut even time itself.

The sub-male lead of the original story...
but now.
Now closer to a one-sided lover.

He had just severed the neck of the Moonlight Church's Archbishop.

Ch.366 - EP. 10 Intersection, Encounter, Relief
Chapter 367. Intersection, Meeting, Relief

The power of the Main God.
The Moonlight Church's regeneration wasn't infinite.
There were mainly two situations where the Moonlight Church's regeneration could fail.

First.
When multiple parts of the body develop problems simultaneously, causing a chain reaction of failed recovery.
The heart and brain fall into this category, which is why they use hearts as conditions for their oaths.
Of course, this can be overcome if the recovery speed exceeds a certain threshold.

Second, when the soul itself is completely severed.
The body and soul have a relationship like a vessel and water.
The vessel can be patched and repaired somehow, but if the contents inside are damaged in any way.

That cannot be reversed, regardless of how well one can repair the vessel.

Now, Ureon Pascal felt his vision rotating at an angle and speed impossible for a normal body, and reflected on this fact.

Ureon didn't have any particular circumstances or backstory.
He simply joined the Moonlight Church, learned its secrets faster than anyone else.
And devoted everything to it.

He eliminated those who interfered.
Kidnapped important figures like the Saintess.
He sacrificed people for his faith and solidified his position.

Divinity comes from faith.
From the moment he realized that faith didn't necessarily need to be a positive emotion, Ureon did whatever it took to gather faith.

All those actions had come back like a boomerang to cut his throat.

*This is too wasteful...*

Despite instinctively knowing that the fuse of his lifespan had been lit, he still used his remaining senses to recover his body.

"Kuhk...!"

But with his soul completely damaged, recovery couldn't proceed smoothly.
Regardless of how quickly he restored his body, Ureon's body was collapsing as soon as it formed.

And Evan didn't miss that opening.

*KWANG!!*

"Kheuk....!!"

Ureon no longer had the strength to create another iron mace.
Just preventing his entire body from collapsing was consuming all of his vast divine power.

His bare fist struck Evan's blade.
Even with damage to his soul, a Cardinal was still a Cardinal.

The path of martial arts he had built up until now hadn't crumbled.
However.

"You've slowed down."

"......!"

"Are you afraid?"

*KWANG!!*

Evan twisted his waist and drove his fist in like a wedge into the collapsing body.
The fist that normally shouldn't have even scratched him was embedded in his solar plexus, literally shattering Ureon into pieces.

Blood clots, bones, and organs scattered across the dirt.

With his upper and lower body separated, Ureon's groaning appearance was too unsightly to be recognized as the Cardinal.

"Keuup...."

The fear of injury comes more from loss than pain.
The intuition that he could never recover a body that had collapsed beyond the point of maintaining life activities.
That intuition awakened Ureon's fear, which he had forgotten due to his extraordinary recovery ability.

"Hah, huu...."

Evan breathed heavily.
It felt as if some energy that had always been inside him had completely left at this moment.

Evan briefly stuck his blade into the ground to support himself, took a deep breath, and then stood up again, staggering.

"......I don't think you'll mind if I skip the farewell."

"......I."

With a crack, Evan's sword strike erased all remaining parts of Ureon from the world.
It seemed like he was trying to say something at the end.
It might have been begging for his life, or perhaps some completely unrelated muttering.

"Sorry. I don't have time to listen."

Even if he had heard it, there wouldn't have been time to dwell on it, so Evan was glad he hadn't listened.
Because right now, he...

"I need to go get a ring.... I'm not sure if any shops will be open now."

He needed to prepare for the aftermath of this long revenge drama, and what comes after.

Evan assessed his own physical condition.
Honestly, it wasn't good.
Though he hadn't taken any direct hits, the range of motion he'd pushed beyond his limits to face an opponent who transcended humanity had taken its toll.

"......Huu!"

But Evan dismissed all that pain and injury with a single deep breath.
None of that mattered right now.

Above all, taking down the Moonlight Church's second-in-command with just this much damage was a bargain.

Now, all that remained was to rush to the capital.
Evan resolved this as he led his slightly limping legs forward.

*

At that time, at the Academy.
The Moonlight Church forces that had attacked the Academy to rescue the information center... no.
The High Priests were being greatly hindered by the sudden appearance of Automatons.

Naturally, since it was the night of the full moon and they were basically highly trained priests, the number of Automatons was steadily decreasing, but their characteristic of charging in regardless of personal injury as long as even one remained made infiltration difficult.

Nevertheless, several dozen soldiers managed to break in.
The remaining professors and cadets of the Academy tried to stop them, but they had all severely depleted their stamina in the battle with the Illusionary Demonic Beasts.

They couldn't stop the priests who had broken through even 100 Automatons, and eventually the underground room where Erhen, Elysee, Professor Marcus, and the tortured priests were located quickly became a site of siege.

"Open the door, heretics!!"

"We're breaking it down now!!"

"Damn it!! So where exactly is the location?!"

"Aieee, uiae! Carriageskywindbluechildrenrunning!"

"Erhen! I think you tortured them too severely?!"

As dozens of priests activated Holy Arts and created siege devices to break down the iron door, the increasingly desperate Erhen conducted even more intense physical endurance experiments.

There were significant changes in the High Priests' intelligence quotient and bone density, but unfortunately, they hadn't extracted the most important information.

Erhen was about to resort to her secret technique when...

"That's enough, both of you! This person confessed!"

With impeccable timing, the priest Professor Marcus was handling spilled the information, allowing them to finally end the torture.

After briefly celebrating and sharing the information, they realized that the fact they were besieged in this underground room hadn't changed, and they began an urgent discussion.

"What should we do? Even with the information, in this situation...."

"No. There is a way."

Professor Marcus said this as he took off his coat.
Then, while drawing a formula on one wall, he continued his explanation.

"I'll hold off those in front. You two run to the place near the capital where they're offering sacrifices."

"But... will you be alright?"

Marcus looked at Erhen, who wore a worried expression, and smiled slightly.
No matter how tough she might be at 150 years old, she still had student-like aspects.

"Erhen, I'll be fine...."

"No, not you, Professor. There are tons of them above us too, not just in front."

".........Same answer. I wondered if I'd ever need to use this...."

Professor Marcus sighed and, while drawing the formula on the wall, used his other hand to take out a paper with a formula from his pocket, made some modifications, and handed it to Erhen and Elysee.

"As soon as you get out, channel mana into this paper."

"Oh. Thank you!"

"Go quickly."

Professor Marcus finished the formula on the wall and said.

Professor Marcus closed his eyes.

It was he who had brought Professor Alen, or rather, the spy disguised as Professor Alen.
He hadn't known and brought him intentionally, and thanks to Cadet Stella there were no casualties, but the fact remained that cadets were hurt because of his choice.

At times like this, shouldn't he sacrifice himself for the cadets?
As Marcus was thinking this, Erhen called out to him.

"Ah, Professor!"

"Yes?"

"Take care of yourself!!"

Erhen said this, then grabbed Elysee's hand and quickly fled.
Marcus remained still for a moment, then broke into a smile.

"It's 'Professor,' after all."

True to those words, Marcus was a professor at the Academy.
If they reclaimed this empire, probably for several more decades.

*

Erhen and Elysee successfully escaped from the underground room and made it to the open grounds of the Academy.
As soon as they escaped, they heard a massive explosion from underground.

*KWANG!!*

"Professor Marcus...!"

"He'll be fine. Let's hurry!"

Erhen grabbed Elysee's wrist as she looked back and ran forward.
Around them, they could see several forces that had dealt with the Automatons and come through, and cadets and professors trying to stop them with all their might.

A critical situation.
At this rate, they might be surrounded and unable to escape from the Academy.

Erhen immediately took out the paper Professor Marcus had given them.
After making eye contact with Elysee and nodding to each other...

"He said to use it right away...."

They immediately channeled mana into it.
With a crackling spark, the paper began to burn.

For a moment, there was silence.

"...?"

"What was this supposed to... be?"

For reference, that paper was from the other continent.
More precisely, it was a device that had been there since the Automatons were shipped to the Academy.

In other words... a disposal device.

Of course, the Academy's personnel department, which had spent an enormous amount of money bringing in those 100 Automatons, thought they would never use this and casually entrusted it to Professor Marcus.

And now the effect of the paper that had passed from Professor Marcus's hand to Erhen's was...

"......Oh."



The simultaneous explosion of all Automatons.
Rising pillars of fire, and shock waves approaching and engulfing them several times faster.

The sky, which had been bright blue with azure light, instantly turned blood red as if a volcano had erupted.
The fierce pillars of fire, rising as if they would burn even the clouds, caught everyone's attention—professors, cadets, and priests alike.

Most of the priests who were still fighting the Automatons... well, no need to elaborate.

"......What is this?"

"...It's quite a spectacle, really."

Elysee and Erhen could only laugh in disbelief.
Whatever happened, escape would be easier now.

Speed and stealth.
That was why Stella had assigned them to this mission.

*

Crack, crunch.
It was the sound of a saw going back and forth into the Saintess's fair arm.
The Saintess was still watching without uttering a single scream.

Red blood flowing violently, splattering on the walls and ceiling.
The torture technicians collected it and quickly passed it to the priests outside.

The situation was developing in a completely unexpected direction.
Everyone had just learned from the news that the Cardinal had been defeated.

Ureon was a martial artist with perhaps equals in raw power, but none who could match him in overall ability including divine power.

The fact that someone who had defeated such a being was advancing toward the capital, even if they had consumed stamina in the process.
Just that fact alone made those who had been confident of victory tonight begin to feel uneasy.

"Damn heretics...."

The torture technician nervously.
As if relieving stress, he began to saw the Saintess's arm more violently.

Crunch, crunch.
The eerie sound of an arm being sawed filled the room for a moment.

".....Pff."

The torture technicians stopped moving.
A faint laugh had escaped from the Saintess's lips.

"......What?"

"Has she finally gone mad?"

It wasn't a short sound like a cough.
Like spreading wildfire, it grew louder and made the Saintess's body shake.

"Haha, ahaha...!"

The torture technicians were more afraid than puzzled.
Because the Saintess had never shown such a reaction before.
She had endured any torture without a single scream.

This alien response was not, of course, interpreted in a positive way.

With such anxiety, one of the torture technicians brought a saw to her throat.
If he cut these vocal cords, at least this laughter would stop.

Just as he was about to put that thought into action...

"BASSE!!!"

The thick steel door that separated them from the world flew off and pinned him against the wall.

More precisely, the wall and door were pressed together, and he became something like jam between them.

"Erhen! This is supposed to be infiltration! If you shout... huh?"

"E-eh?"

And following them, the intelligence disruption team.
After fighting a battle to get in, they looked around the room with the intention of seeing what sacrifice was maintaining this huge moon.

And that's when they encountered it.

"Ahaha, hahaha...."

"......Saintess?"

"Why are you here...."

The sight of the Saintess, covered in blood from head to toe, laughing cheerfully.
Ignoring the bewildered looks of the two, the Saintess continued to laugh.

"Pfha.... You're so late...!"

While being grateful that they weren't too late after all.

Elysee and Erhen's team.
Reunited with the Saintess.

Ch.367 - EP. 10 Joining The Battle
The sound of hooves echoed across the land.

"Are you serious, Stella?" Gilbert asked.

His words reflected what everyone in the room except Stella was thinking.

"Of course. Who would make such a plan as a joke?"

Evan was naturally in a position where he needed to convince the others alongside Stella, so he didn't show it, but he was quite taken aback. The recklessness of the operation was something he'd come to expect—after all, she'd blown up the Academy just to catch a spy and had him fight the Sword Saint—but what surprised him was that Stella had devised this entire operation without telling him.

As he'd mentioned before, the sweet Stella he used to flirt with wasn't like this at all. He was starting to get confused about which was the real Stella.

While Evan was experiencing a different kind of confusion than the fathers, Gilbert continued his questioning.

"This operation puts you at the greatest risk. Yet you still want to proceed with it?"

"Yes. My mind can't come up with any other solution."

"Stella... are you sure you'll be alright? Even with the Sword Saint..."

"It's not a matter of being alright. It's a matter of possibility versus impossibility."

Gilbert and Lugion could tell from her attitude that she wouldn't easily change her mind. The reason they weren't pointing out flaws in the plan was surprisingly simple—the operation itself, aside from a few minor errors, had a high probability of success.

"Actually, looking at the personnel Stella has gathered, it might have a much higher chance of success than our plan," Lugion assessed.

Their own plan would at best result in mutual destruction with the Moonlight Church and a reduction in forces. Assassinating the Pope was the ultimate goal but had an overwhelmingly low probability of success. Even if they managed to significantly reduce the Moonlight Church's forces, they couldn't stop an army sent from the North.

That's why they believed they had to sacrifice one side. But with the current operation...

"Assuming it succeeds..."

"We can handle both sides."

Lugion and Gilbert exchanged glances, reaching the same conclusion. As veterans who had fought the North multiple times, their assessment carried weight. And this operation was created by Stella using only the forces she currently had at her disposal.

If their troops and resources were added...

It was worth trying.

That was the assessment of the two war heroes who had achieved great merit in the border battles with the North.

"Stella, you're planning to go ahead with this operation even if we don't approve, aren't you?"

"Yes. It will need some modifications, of course."

"Because it was planned by a girl who doesn't know much yet, right?" she added self-deprecatingly.

Well, it didn't seem like a plan that such a girl could create.
They thought this but continued speaking.

"We can help modify that operation. It's not impossible with our adjustments."

"Oh! Stella, this is really..."

"However."

Just as Evan was about to send Stella a look of admiration for successfully convincing them, Gilbert cut him off.

Gilbert still didn't want to approve this operation. She was still his only daughter and his most precious person in the world. He had almost lost his wife in the North, and now they were sending his daughter, who looked similar to her, to that place.

But Gilbert knew that once Stella set her mind on something, they couldn't stop her.

"Before that... prove it. Prove that this 'persuasion' you mentioned is possible."

****

Erhen and Elysee's journey to where the Saintess was imprisoned had been quite eventful.

That was only natural. The capital was under martial law, heavily guarded by numerous priests mobilized by the Moonlight Church and soldiers dispatched from the Empire.

The fact that Erhen and Elysee had reached the location closest to the capital where sacrifices were being presented was largely due to their abilities as Spiritists. Both were skilled in stealth and rapid movement, allowing them to reach their destination with minimal engagement despite the numerous forces they faced.

Although they had depleted most—if not all—of their stamina, it had been "possible."

In this respect, Stella's selection of personnel had been excellent. She had paired Erhen and Elysee not because of their complicated relationship, but because she judged them to be skilled in espionage and stealth.

Their abilities had grown significantly through various battles over the past day. Now they could skillfully coordinate to handle several groups of priests with ease.

But after experiencing all sorts of hardships to reach this place, they couldn't help but be shocked by the scene before them.

"Haha, ahaha..."

"What is this, seriously?!"

"It seems... the sacrifice was here all along."

Rescuing the Saintess was, strictly speaking, supposed to be Stella's mission. The role Stella had assigned to Erhen and Elysee was to find and destroy the altar that was maintaining the Empire's absurd false moon—the sacrifice being offered at that altar.

The fact that the sacrifice was Saintess Cloria was something even Stella couldn't have calculated.

"She... she didn't know, right?"

"Even Stella couldn't have..."

"......"

"......"

But honestly, given her track record, even this perfect coincidence felt like part of her plan.
The Saintess, watching them murmuring to each other, finally stopped laughing and said:

"Oh my, my stomach hurts. Excuse me, it's nice to see you getting along, but could you untie me now...?"

"Ah, yes, of course!"

Unlike Evan, they had no grudge against the Saintess herself. On the contrary, she was closer to a benefactor who had sacrificed herself to protect them before their defection to the North.

While anyone who got to know the Saintess might find her unsettling or crazy, they couldn't bring themselves to treat harshly someone who had risked her life for them and apparently been tortured as a result.

"Doesn't... doesn't that hurt?"

Erhen asked as she removed the restraints that were embedded like thorns deep into the Saintess's arms. Even for the Saintess who could heal any wound and was accustomed to pain, it couldn't be painless.

The Saintess smiled and replied:

"You should worry about yourselves rather than me who heals in seconds. You're in terrible shape, you know?"

"But we're out of potions..."

Erhen and Elysee were slightly flustered by her question. They had forgotten, seeing the bloodied figure before them, that her wounds would heal in three seconds while they themselves were in tatters.

The Saintess sighed as she watched them stumble over their words.

The Princess, Elysee, had seemed somewhat smarter. They say people who love each other grow alike, but perhaps opposites also converge—even hatred makes people resemble each other.

"Have you forgotten who's standing in front of you?"

The Saintess flicked her hand. A bright light filled the room, and miraculously, all the wounds on their bodies disappeared.

The most basic power of Moonlight Church priests was wound healing. Coming from the Saintess, who stood at the top of the Moonlight Church, the effect was dramatic.

Not only external injuries but even internal damage was completely healed, causing Erhen and Elysee to exclaim in admiration.

"I can't do anything about your mana... but it should replenish quickly now."

"Th-thank you!"

"Let's get out of here now!"

Having extracted the sacrifice (the Saintess), there was no reason to stay any longer. Erhen, Elysee, and the newly joined Saintess quickly ascended the stairs, though the unconscious guards they had knocked down on their way in made the climb somewhat difficult.

As they climbed the stairs roughly, Elysee asked the Saintess:

"This may sound funny coming from me, but will the large moon in the sky disappear now?"

That had been their primary reason for capturing the sacrifice, so it was essential information. The large moon in the sky had not only boosted the morale of the Moonlight Church priests but had also increased their divine power, putting pressure on their side.

If it fell from the sky, their chances of victory would greatly improve. With this hope, Elysee's eyes sparkled.

The Saintess tilted her head slightly at her question and replied:

"Hmm... half right, half wrong."

"What? What does that mean...?"

"Since I've left that place, the fake moon will collapse quickly. It was barely being maintained with my blood alone, as the seed was too small to sustain such a vast sacrifice."

Of course, the Moonlight Church's ultimate goal was to make that moon eternal by sacrificing the Empire's people, but using the Empire's citizens now would be extremely inefficient.

They would need at least as many deaths as would occur in a war—hundreds of thousands.

But the Moonlight Church, currently fighting desperately in the capital, couldn't afford to think about that, so the moon in the sky was being maintained solely by the Saintess.

"Then shouldn't they lose? But why...?"

"The sun hasn't risen yet."

Why was it only half correct? The Saintess dismissed Elysee's question with a single sentence.

It was simple.

The sun hadn't set yet, and even if it wasn't the false, abnormally large moon, the real moon was still shining brightly in the sky.

The Saintess, who could accurately measure time by her biological rhythm, knew this well.

It was now a few hours past midnight, early morning. There were still several hours before dawn in the Empire's winter.

"I don't know if it's fortunate... the current moon isn't full, but it's almost a waxing gibbous moon."

"That means..."

This meant that, although not as extreme as before, the Moonlight Church members would continue to receive benefits from the nearly full moon for a few more hours.

It wasn't an ideal situation for capturing the final boss, the Pope. The battle would barely be feasible even with perfect preparation and circumstances in their favor. They had been unlucky.

"Then we..."

Seeing Erhen and Elysee looking dejected, the Saintess grinned.

"No need to be so gloomy. The divine power I feel is already much less than before... ordinary church members must be feeling an even greater reduction."

"R-really...?"

"And... I still have one more card to play."

The Saintess grinned, then tore her mouth into a wide smile and laughed maniacally.

The reason she had quietly endured torture and allowed them to extract her blood was all for this moment.

"I'll show you... my trump card."

Against the backdrop of guards and priests shouting "Heretic, catch them!", the Saintess spoke those words.

Somehow, even though she was an ally, her appearance was so chilling that Erhen and Elysee couldn't help but swallow nervously.

***

At the same time, Stella was looking up at the sky.

"The moon..."

The moon in the sky had shrunk. Although it was still larger and rounder than what she had seen in her previous life, it wasn't a full moon but rather moderately waxing.

This meant one thing: Erhen and Elysee had succeeded in destroying or capturing the sacrifice.

Stella smiled painfully.

A paradoxical sensation of both joy and despair washed over her. She momentarily collapsed to the ground, unable to suppress the breath that had risen to her chin.

"So it's nighttime now. Bad luck."

Unlike Elysee or Erhen, Stella could immediately understand what this meant.

Despite all their efforts to extinguish the spark of the great mask, by some twist of fate, the moon in the sky had not yet set.

"Hoo..."

Stella felt a momentary dizziness from the wave of despair.

She couldn't delay any longer. Knowing the Moonlight Church, if they waited for the moon to set and the sun to rise, this golden opportunity would be reduced to ashes.

She needed to eliminate the Pope before then, but for that, the moon in the sky needed to be gone.

The goddess of victory seemed to be smiling at the Moonlight Church today, as a moon very close to full had risen in the sky.

The capital was now right in front of her—no, she was already at the main gate of the capital.

"Execute the heretic!!"

"That's the leader of the heretics!!"

Dozens of priests and soldiers were rushing toward her in this critical moment.

But Stella no longer had the strength to harm anyone.

Her legs and arms were throbbing and trembling, and her mouth tasted of blood and rusty iron, as if a rusty metal fragment had been lodged in her heart.

Soon the priests would discover her position and come to eliminate her. It was natural for them to rush toward her with burning eyes, as there would be a reward for disposing of a heretic designated by the Moonlight Church.

And in such situations, as always...

"Is this the plan you devised?"

"Pfft... you know what really annoys me? How you always show up when I'm struggling."

Stella laughed lightly as she saw herself in front of her. Of course, it wasn't exactly the same being as herself.

The violet hair, the same color as her own, was three spans shorter than Stella's, and although the eyes were the same color, the gaze covering them was much sharper than her counterpart's.

Above all...

'The chest is... quite different.'

Stella swallowed words she couldn't speak aloud as she looked up at the original Stella.

In any case, this was someone different from herself. Unlike Yu-seong, who had shared her memories but was essentially herself, this was a completely different being. That's why the purpose of the other party's appearance before her now was inevitably awkward.

"I always thought your plans were perfect... but there are gaps like this. Quite a big one, it seems."

"...Are you mocking me? You seem more excited than usual."

"Hand it over."

"No."

The obligation to hand over her body—that's what Stella had.

If asked why, it was all for her love with Evan, but like all humans, Stella didn't want to give up her love to someone else before reaching the final fruition.

Even if that someone appeared to resemble her in every way.

"Why are you being stubborn? Do you think you can survive here?"

"...Yes."

"Lies. I can see the despair in your expression. You're cornered now."

The original Stella pressed Stella with an unusually agitated tone. Stella gave a bitter smile.

Was it that obvious?
But... she seems to be mistaken.

Thinking this, Stella staggered to her feet. Logically, this was a foolish action that would reveal her position in this crisis. The original Stella shouted in surprise.

"...You...! What are you...!!"

"Logically speaking... logically."

Stella was gasping for breath. Sweat was pouring down like rain. Her expression, as the original had said, was filled with despair.

But that despair came from the realization that she couldn't simply capture the Pope, not from the threat to her own life.

Hope still hadn't died in the depths of her eyes. The original could see it. She, who knew her life better than anyone, could see it.

"I'm so weak, so unimpressive, with just a little divinity that's still immature and needs to be conserved..."

"...You."

"...Would someone as frail as me try to break through the capital alone?"

The original Stella flinched. Stella's lips had somehow formed a smile again.

Just as she always did when she shocked herself.

"Of course not."

"...But then, what are you relying on?"

No matter how capable her companions were, there was no one who could help her right now.

Evan seemed to be far from the capital, the Sword Saint was being pursued by the former Sword Saint and couldn't attack Moonlight Church members anyway, and Caille and Grace who were with her were probably in a similar state.

The Saintess was missing and presumed dead, and she didn't know where Erhen and Elysee were.
There shouldn't be any cards left to play at this point...

"Can't you hear... the sound of hooves?"

But there shouldn't be.

The original Stella suddenly felt all her senses focusing on the tremendous vibrations originating from somewhere not too far away.

Clusters of hundreds or thousands of sounds, seemingly regular yet irregular.

It was indeed, just as Stella had said...

...like the sound of hooves.

"I know it's a bit rude, but I asked them for help."

*

"Yes. I'll cooperate with the fathers."

"...Good. You've made the right decision. If you work with us, it will certainly be easier than if you were alone..."

"However."

Evan raised his hand, cutting off the Duke's words. There was some kind of indescribable heat in his red eyes.

"I have a condition."

"What is it, boy?"

Gilbert asked in a cracking voice. Despite his still unfriendly tone toward Evan, Evan cleared his throat once and, looking directly at the two of them, stated his condition.

"I'll cooperate. But you both have to follow us. You both must move exactly according to Stella's plan."

*

"...to move according to my plan."

The earth trembled.

"What is this?"

"Is it heretical magic?"

"No, look over there..."

Now everyone could hear it clearly, loudly, and fiercely.

Undeniably, the sound of hooves.

And in this situation, the meaning of such sounds was crystal clear.

Reinforcements.

And at least a regiment's worth.

From afar, voices echoed. Voices that had made Evan's knees weak when he last heard them, but were now more welcome than anything.

"Stellaaaaa!!!!! My daughterrrr!!!"

"My daughter-in-lawwww!!! Are you alrighttttt!!!"

Ureon von Isenberg and Gilbert Eckhart. The two heads of houses who had gathered the only forces in the Empire that opposed the Moonlight Church.

...Or rather, one daughter-obsessed father and another whose life's ambition was to make that daughter his daughter-in-law.

The fathers had joined the battle.

Ch.368 - EP. 10 Golden Time
The golden light of dawn filtered through the clouds as the Emperor's mouth hung open, a small voice escaping his lips.

"I closed my ears and turned away from state affairs. I thought if I could remain in this position just a little longer, I might be able to change something."

"......"

"I bowed like a faithful servant of the Moonlight Church. I drove away all the loyal ministers and friends who offered honest counsel. For them, that was better than death."

The Emperor continued speaking in a dry voice, like the twisting of a withered old tree.

"I sent the Sword Saint to the Academy. Even though I knew the Moonlight Church was planning to use her to cause something, I did it anyway."

It was almost like the final confession of a dying patient.

"I imprisoned my only daughter in the Imperial Palace. Simply because the Moonlight Church judged she would be harmful to them."

"...Your Majesty. This is the most critical moment. If you could gather your strength..."

"How can I?"

The Emperor stared at his vassal with faded blue eyes like dusty lapis lazuli. The vibrant blue eyes of the young leader once overflowing with spirit and determination were no longer there.

"I rose to this position by executing many of my brothers. I judged that unlike them, I could create a country that wouldn't be manipulated by an insidious religious organization."

"......"

"And now, look at the situation. Tell me, my friend. What can I possibly do now?"

Tarius bowed his head deeply at this sight, and after a moment, spoke in a trembling voice.

"...Isenberg, you still have the task you entrusted to Duke von Isenberg, Your Majesty."

"Ah, Duke von Isenberg and Marquis Eckhart. I personally issued the grand order of assassinating the Pope."

The Emperor laughed hollowly. Even as he mentioned those to whom he had issued his final authoritative command, not a single spark of light entered his eyes.

*

When Stella successfully convinced them that she could draw upon the power of the indigenous northern gods, her thinking was simple.

The northern expedition didn't require many people and extra personnel would only be cumbersome. It was better to keep available forces in the Empire to prepare for any contingencies.

If, just if, the Moonlight Church tried to kill all the imperial citizens while they were away, there would be no way to stop them.

Though it hadn't been executed yet, Stella's prediction proved accurate once again in that it could happen at any moment.

Assuming such a thing wouldn't happen, Stella asked her fathers to mobilize troops.

The private soldiers they commanded were already more than enough for a marquis and duke combined, but still insufficient.

They needed much more.
They needed enough to supplement Stella's party, which was closer to an elite special force.

No matter how powerful each individual was, facing an entire army—no, an entire country—would be an enormous challenge.

Trained soldiers who could fill that gap. That's what Stella had requested, staking even her divinity as collateral.

And the two fathers—one a daughter-obsessed dad and the other a (future) daughter-in-law obsessed dad—immediately set the plan in motion.

Yurion von Isenberg and Gilbert Eckhart were both war heroes who had achieved great feats in battle and had many connections and resources in the military. Beyond their public reputation, their former comrades-in-arms now occupied various high positions in the military.

Of course, that alone wasn't enough.

With the Moonlight Church and the imperial government essentially fused in an inseparable relationship, any military movement against the Church was nothing short of a coup.

Even the closest comrades would hesitate to rebel against a seemingly unshakable regime. Moreover, while the Church's corruption was common knowledge, the details weren't widely known.

That's where the ace that Gilbert and Eckhart had prepared came into play.

The pinnacle of the Empire.
Now merely a puppet.
One who had long been manipulated by the Moonlight Church.
One who could only protect his youngest daughter, the Third Princess Elysee, by imprisoning her under the pretext of confinement.

The Emperor.
The Emperor of the Empire was their backer.

In a way, it was only natural. After all, they had originally approached Stella and Evan seeking help with the Emperor's order to assassinate the Pope.

Of course, the Emperor hadn't placed much significance on that assassination order—it was merely an excuse to alleviate his guilt.

But Gilbert and Isenberg had made good use of it.
The Moonlight Church combined with imperial authority was an absolute power that would be strange to rebel against.

But what about the Moonlight Church fighting separately from the Empire?

The choice for imperial soldiers who weren't regular troops of the Moonlight Church was obvious.

Regardless of the odds of success.

"Sweep them all away!!"

And so now, the imperial soldiers and knights had risen up to reclaim the Empire.

*

"Huff... Father...!"

"Stella, are you alright!?"

"I'm, huff, I'm fine. Just a little out of breath."

As soon as the duke and marquis's forces entered the capital, the city turned into a complete wasteland.

If the strange, enormous full moon had still been hanging in the sky, the Moonlight Church would have had the advantage, but now it was neither large nor a complete full moon.

The two forces, roughly equal in strength, clashed violently in the center of the capital.

The capital had long since become a chaotic battlefield.
Citizens either locked their doors or packed their belongings to escape the capital.

Many residents had already evacuated from the capital, either due to the Church's suspicious activities in recent days or thanks to the duke's informants who had warned them of the impending chaos.

"Cut off their limbs!! They won't die anyway!"

"Push them back and strike down the heretics!!"

These weren't hastily gathered rabble. They were professional military organizations assembled specifically to take down the Moonlight Church.

They advanced with maximum efficiency, prioritizing attacks on the body's weak points to reduce mobility.

The Moonlight Church members fought back with large-scale holy arts, drawing the knights and soldiers into a chaotic battle to wear them down.

The plaza was filled with flames of divinity, blood, and iron.

A little distance from this fiery battlefield, Stella and Gilbert were having a long-awaited father-daughter reunion.

"...It really happened just as you said, Stella."

Gilbert and Lugion were looking at Stella with genuinely surprised expressions, filled with admiration. After all, seeing a seemingly impossible operation actually succeed was quite something.

"I heard from our informant near the north. They completely repelled the military at the border, and that peculiar fog and strange environment disappeared."

"Yes. They probably won't attack us militarily again. We've placed someone... someone we know well at the top."

"Hmm...."

Even though they had always known how capable she was, they couldn't help but be amazed. The girl before them had led fewer than ten companions and completely disarmed an enemy nation that had threatened the Empire for hundreds of years.

Though they were war heroes themselves, this was such a tremendous achievement that even if they exaggerated their own accomplishments tenfold, they wouldn't come close.

Gilbert, who had been elevated to the position of marquis just for successfully defending the border, trembled as he spoke to the duke.

"I-I'm scared, Lugion. What if our family receives the title of grand duke after all this is over? How should I address you then, my in-law?"

"You're looking very far ahead, in-law. Enough nonsense. What's the rest of the plan, daughter-in-law?"

"Ah...."

Stella, who felt no awkwardness at being called daughter-in-law by the duke who called Gilbert his in-law, caught her breath and continued explaining the plan.

These were the people they had brought this far.

It was time to finish things.

"...There's not much of a plan. We need to advance to the Sanctuary now and strike at the Pope. All our available forces."

"I thought as much...."

Duke Lugion sighed as he spoke. In the end, after all this, they were going to fulfill the Emperor's order.

"You probably know this too. We learned it while investigating after receiving His Majesty's order... that man is not human by any standard."

"...Yes. That's why I wanted to face him with everyone at full strength if possible."

The reason Stella had placed so much importance on conserving strength in the north was entirely for this moment.

With other priests being held back by the duke and marquis's army, they could now face only the personnel at the Sanctuary.
This was the perfect opportunity, but things weren't going entirely smoothly.

Apart from Elysee and Erhen, who must have completed their mission since the moon had descended, the rest of their companions were in an unknown state, possibly dead or alive.

"...But we can't bring too many, Stella. Right now we're in a standoff due to the fierce battle, but if just a few high-ranking bishops come out from the Sanctuary, the tide will turn."

"Yes. I know."

The current stalemate was possible, ironically, because their forces were overwhelming.

If they were evenly matched with the Moonlight Church members who could recover from dismemberment in minutes, the battle would have quickly tilted in the Church's favor.

So the current advantage was, in reality, a temporary phenomenon based on an overwhelming force difference.

As our side gets tired and injured, the tide will turn, and this golden opportunity will never come again.
In other words, this is the golden time.
This is the only chance for us, branded as heretics, to drive the Moonlight Church out of the Empire.

"...At least, I alone will..."

"Stella!"

Just then, a voice called from the opposite side of the plaza.
A very familiar voice.
When I turned my head, sure enough.

Two women with blonde hair, but with completely different tones.

"...Elysee! Erhen!"

The top contributors who had changed the tide of battle by bringing down the moon.

Erhen and Elysee appeared from somewhere and ran toward us at full speed.
Stella was surprised as she greeted them.

"...P-Princess?"

"Stella! We did it! We succeeded!"

"How are you both here...! Are you alright?!"

"We're fine! Completely fine!"

Contrary to the expectation that they would be resting somewhere after completing their mission, they had returned surprisingly energetic. It was fortunate, but the blood covering their bodies proved they hadn't been in a normal state to begin with.

As if to answer my question, Elysee continued.

"The sacrifice was the Saintess. So, the Saintess healed us."

"What...?"

Stella rarely paused at such a concisely presented statement, but she quickly organized the situation and understood roughly.

'I see. The Saintess is the most beloved daughter of the Main God. Her blood and flesh... could serve as a temporary measure. I hadn't thought of that...'

Knowing that expecting common sense from the Moonlight Church members was meaningless, Stella didn't think further about it.
Whatever the case, it was truly fortunate that the Saintess, to whom they owed a debt, had been rescued in this way.

Instead, she asked another rational question.

"Then, where is the Saintess now?"

At Stella's very reasonable question, for some reason, Erhen and Elysee looked at each other hesitantly and maintained an awkward silence.

Just as Erhen was about to answer with an awkward smile...

"Well, she suddenly said she had an idea and ran off..."

"Stella! Stella!"

Another voice calling my name.
A voice that would normally sound androgynous, but at this moment, it was clearly a woman's voice.

"We're here! We made it!"

"...I'm here too."

"Grace! Caille!"

The cross-dressing female paladin Grace and Elysee's magic swordsman Caille.
Two more companions had arrived.

Seeing that they were both in tatters, they must have somehow broken through all the Moonlight Church members before reaching the capital.

"A-Are you okay?!"

"W-We're fine. But..."

I noticed something belatedly from their hesitant reactions.
The strongest companion who had been with them.

"...Claire, the Sword Saint?"

"W-Well..."

I instinctively realized.
Something had happened to Claire.

*

With a splash, blood poured out onto the ground. The thin legs standing on it wobbled precariously, and the arms trembled.

Navy blue hair, a third of which had lost its original color, soaked in blood.
Her clothes were in the same state, making it harder to find any part of her that wasn't stained with blood.

If there was one part that maintained its color, perhaps it was her eyes, which had been blood-red to begin with.

"You can attack me, but I cannot attack you."

"You... bastard..."

"And yet, this is all you can do."

The former Sword Saint, with red hair and a body swollen from the seed, his skin turned purple, Archibold ground his teeth as veins bulged across his entire body.

Archibold was fine.
Although a few teeth had been knocked out and minor wounds remained from the collision, considering he could recover immediately, they were negligible injuries.

On the other hand, the current Sword Saint couldn't even attack him.
She was covered in blood and badly injured.

It was clear to anyone which side had the advantage, but it was equally clear which side was superior.

Claire, the current Sword Saint, caught her breath, wiped the blood from her mouth, and spoke.

"Former... no. Should I call you senior?"

"...I'll tear you in half."

"Let me tell you one thing, senior."

She was extremely exhausted, but she had accomplished her purpose.
She had managed to hold back the former Sword Saint without being able to attack him, while precisely calculating to drain some of his stamina.

Above all, to bring the former Sword Saint to the outskirts of the capital during such a one-sided battle.

Claire had succeeded using only her overwhelming skill, without being able to attack.

Of course, she was incredibly tired and weakened...

"You are not strong."

She was still the Sword Saint.

Ch.369 - EP. 10 Awakening
The sky turned crimson as the battle for the capital reached its climax. Stella found herself in a desperate situation, with her allies exhausted and the Church of the Moon's high bishops joining the fray, turning the tide against them.

"Push forward! There's only civilians behind us!" Gilbert shouted, stomping his foot in frustration as their previously even battle line began to collapse.

Stella assessed her companions—Grace and Caille were recovered from their wounds but exhausted; Erhen and Elysee had been healed by the Saintess but were low on mana. The timing had been slightly off—if they'd arrived at the capital just a bit earlier, they might have reached the sanctuary before these bishops appeared.

"Stella! Look out!" Erhen cried, pulling her away as a spear of divine energy shattered where she had been standing.

"Thank you, Erhen," Stella gasped.

"Focus! What's our plan now?!" Erhen demanded.

Stella had always prided herself on planning for multiple contingencies, even the worst-case scenarios. But this situation was approaching her worst nightmare. The Sword Saint was missing in action, possibly dead. Evan was nowhere to be found. The Saintess had run off somewhere. Everyone else was injured or exhausted. And now imperial soldiers were approaching from the direction of the palace.

She had two options: use the Ice Dragon's divinity she'd obtained in the North, which would likely defeat the bishops and soldiers but leave her with nothing to face the Pope. Or she could make a deal with the original Stella in her mindscape—a powerful mage who had grown even stronger over countless years in her consciousness. But that would mean breaking her promise to Evan.

As she deliberated, her companions fought desperately. Elysee summoned spirits to create barriers of flame and lightning, Grace charged forward with divine energy coating her blade, and Caille unleashed his magic sword in wild bursts.

Suddenly, a voice rang out across the battlefield, somehow cutting through the chaos of battle.

"Attention, everyone!!!"

The voice was so commanding that an unnatural silence fell over the square. All eyes turned to its source—a pure white figure standing atop a tall building.

"The Saintess?" people murmured in confusion.

There she stood, holding what appeared to be a large black wooden box. Stella recognized it immediately—the box she and Claire had excavated months ago, containing the Church's darkest secrets.

"Hello, citizens of this great Empire! I stand before you now in my name as Saintess!" she proclaimed, her voice magically amplified. "As you know, I am the Saintess of the Church of the Moon, equal in standing to the Pope himself!"

The citizens began to emerge from hiding, drawn by curiosity. In this Empire, the Saintess held immense significance—the culmination of hundreds of sacrificed Saintess candidates, the embodiment of the Church's power.

"I stand before you to reveal a shameful and shocking truth!" she continued. "Do you know the great shame of our Church? From its very founding, the Church of the Moon has committed terrible acts! It gained power by instigating war with the North!"

A wave of murmurs spread through the crowd.

"I have witnessed many atrocities! Human sacrifices! Killing opposition! Recently, they've even tried to start another war!"

The citizens remembered the fear of impending war with the North that had gripped them for the past year, with men being conscripted and tensions rising. And now they were being told it was all the Church's doing?

The Saintess held up the box. "I present this evidence to you!"

She upended the box, sending papers fluttering down like oversized snowflakes. Citizens caught them and began reading, horror and certainty spreading across their faces as they learned how the Church had manipulated them and sacrificed millions for their own power.

Looking down at the chaos she had created, the Saintess smiled—no, she laughed outright, clearly relishing the moment of revenge against the institution that had oppressed her.

"As a Saintess, I cannot tolerate such depravity!" she shouted. "To those who treat human lives as worthless, who sacrifice hundreds to create a symbol, who seek to completely control this nation—"

Her expression had transformed from joy to maniacal glee.

"To the entire Church of the Moon! I hereby designate you all as heretics!"

Stella was stunned. The Heresy Designation—a power held only by the Pope, Saintess, or equivalent high clergy—meant that anyone could kill the designated targets without legal consequences.

"You're not a religion anymore, you bastards!" the Saintess cackled.

At that moment, from somewhere near the city gates, an unprecedented explosion of magical power erupted. Each tiny particle of mana seemed to have its own will, surging violently as the world was bathed in red.

Seeing this, the Saintess laughed her loudest yet and shouted, "This is it!"

*

Meanwhile, Claire the Sword Saint faced the former Sword Saint in battle. The sky had turned completely red, along with the ground, the air, and even the mana itself.

The former Sword Saint had been asking about a power Claire had briefly manifested during her fight with the Saintess.

"Let me ask you one thing," he said, mesmerized by the red energy swirling around her. "Was that ability something you had all along?"

Despite being covered in blood with one eye obscured by flowing blood, Claire smiled. With the Saintess's Heresy Designation, she was now free to cut down everyone who was formerly of the Church of the Moon.

"No," she replied as the redness enveloping her sword intensified. This was a new realm no one had reached before—the ability to subjugate and transform the very nature of mana through sheer will.

"It's a new technique. Created for my lord."

What she had achieved would later become known as the Awakening of Aura.

Ch.370 - Final Chapter. The Ordeal
Episode 370. Turning Point

The Saintess had a single wish.
To expel the Moonlight Church from this world without a trace—the organization that had robbed her life of meaning.

There had been several attempts.
All futile.

And just as she was about to give up, the Saintess met that woman.

Stella.
A coward who initially feared her so much that it was difficult to pretend not to notice.
With her perpetually expressionless face, though she always trembled specifically in her presence.

At some point, she had accomplished the goal that the Saintess herself had forgotten.

"It's been... several months already."

The Saintess stretched widely as she stood on the rooftop of a building.
Below, citizens shocked by her denunciation looked up at her.

No, not just citizens.
The Moonlight Church followers who had suddenly been branded as heretics.
The Imperial Army who had been fighting the resistance forces under the pretext of helping their holy war.
Even her comrades and the Duke's resistance forces who had been fighting against them.

All were looking up at her with expressions full of astonishment.
And the Saintess—
No.

Cloria was extremely pleased.

*...Heresy Designation,*

Since seeing the Moonlight Church's shameful secrets that Stella had obtained with the Sword Saint, Cloria had been contemplating this.

If she could expel the Pope, other church members, and even herself from the Moonlight Church.

That would be the true meaning of "the extinction of the Moonlight Church."
Officially, not a single believer of the Moonlight Church would exist, and since she had excommunicated everyone including herself, it would be impossible to reverse.

*Of course, it's just symbolic.*

For the Moonlight Church and the Pope who had seized actual power, such things were merely superficial.

What difference would it make if they became heretics?
They were the kind who could continue their tyranny regardless, no different than before.
So this was merely symbolic.

But if there was one thing that could be liberated by this symbol...

KWAAAAA—

Then it would no longer be just a symbol.

On the opposite hill, a red vortex of immeasurably vast and powerful energy was swirling.

That was it.
What Stella had succeeded in reviving her hope with.

Just a few months ago, that redness of the Sword Saint that had clashed with her.
With that, it seemed possible to completely destroy the Moonlight Church.
That's what she thought.

But unfortunately.
As the Saintess well knew, she couldn't attack anyone affiliated with the Moonlight Church.

When fighting against her, it was fine because the Moonlight Church directly caused the formula to go berserk, but now that she had returned to her senses, if the Sword Saint were to strike at a church member, she would certainly die.

Some solution was needed.
A card that was nearly invincible if only it could be used—a card that couldn't be used now.
A single move that could completely overturn the current situation was necessary.

Today's Heresy Designation fulfilled all those requirements.

The only way to expel the Moonlight Church both conceptually and physically.

"...The moon is beautiful!!"

The moon rising so magnificently would be the last one.
So it would be fine to enjoy this final day.

The Saintess thought this as she laughed joyfully.

*

"...Saintess!!"

Stella ran toward the Saintess who had come down from the roof, still filled with the shock and confusion of the moment.
The other comrades did the same.

Everyone wanted to hear the Saintess's explanation for the extraordinary events that had just occurred.

"Ah, Stella!"

"S-Saintess, what is this...?"

"Ahaha! What are you saying, Stella! I'm no longer a Saintess!"

Even in her confused state, Stella sensed something different in her attitude.
The Saintess had always addressed Stella with honorifics like "Lady Stella."

No, beyond such forms of address, the current Saintess somehow lacked her usual pretentiousness.

Stella, who had lived her entire life acting and was therefore sensitive to others' performances, noticed this immediately.
So she decided to acknowledge it.

"...Cloria. What was that just now...?"

"It was my plan! One I've been thinking about for a long time!"

"A plan, is it?"

"Yes! You're not the only one capable of making plans by racking your brains for a long time, you know?"

The Saintess said playfully with a smile.
Somehow appearing incredibly unburdened and elated, she seemed several times gentler than usual.

"Th-that crazy bitch...!!"

"How dare she, HOW DARE SHE brand us as heretics!?"

The church members, still in shock and unable to move properly, finally came to their senses and continued their attacks on the resistance forces while hurling abuse at the Saintess.

These were absolutely not the kind of words and actions one would show to the Saintess of their religion.
Far removed from the name of refined religious people, they spewed out words that would make one's face wrinkle, such as "crazy bitch who would sell her country" or "whore picked up from the back alleys"...

And various other offensive words.

"Wh-what the...?"

"How utterly vulgar...!"

Erhen and Elysee alternately expressed their anger.
Although hardly anyone among them was personally close to the Saintess, such words were difficult to hear as comrades who had fought together.

But the Saintess didn't let such words ruin her soft and elated expression.
She merely raised her middle finger and shouted:

"I'm still a virgin, you idiots!"

...The Saintess was still the Saintess, even with her changed temperament.
Stella sighed with various meanings at the Saintess's appearance, uncertain whether she had become gentler or more aggressive.

Then she added just one more thing.

"...I'm glad you're alive. Thank you."

"...Hmph. As long as you understand."

With that, the two finally exchanged brief greetings after a long time.
And right after that.

"...This must be your doing, all of this."

"Claire!"

The Sword Saint, Claire, appeared with her entire body wrapped in red energy and walked toward Stella and the Saintess with a strained expression.

"A-are you alright, Claire?"

"I... am... fine."

The Sword Saint looked more exhausted and strained than ever before.
Most of it was from wounds and fatigue accumulated from the fierce battle with the previous Sword Saint, in a state where she couldn't even attack.

But at the same time, the current Sword Saint looked stronger than ever before.
The red energy faintly surrounding her body and vicinity carried a sharp intent as if a blade was right in front of them, and her sword blade where that energy was concentrated exuded an overwhelming presence.

"It's been a while, Sword Saint. How did you like the event I prepared?"

"......"

At the Saintess's cheerful question, the Sword Saint took deep breaths.
Then, gradually letting out laughter that was like a hollow chuckle or a cough.

"...It was perfect."

She answered with a fierce smile.
It was an even more terrifying smile because her entire body was covered in blood, but the Saintess smiled back in the same way.

"Then, naturally, you must pay the price?"

"...Yes. Of course."

Claire said this while drawing her sword, soaked in the previous Sword Saint's blood, from its scabbard.

Then, she launched forward.

KWAAAANG-!!

Claire's form disappeared so instantly that the aftershock seemed slow.

Those who noticed her disappearance within the limits of their allowed reaction speed all thought simultaneously.

Different.
She's different from the Sword Saint until now, somehow different.
Before that thought could even finish, red blood shot up like fountains in all directions.
Moonlight Church members collapsed, spraying enormous amounts of blood everywhere like broken fire hydrants.

"Huh...."

The tide was turning.
No matter how many soldiers the Duke and Marquis had gathered at the risk of their lives, with high-ranking bishops participating in the battle, our side was bound to be pushed back.

Perhaps if the Saintess hadn't appeared and the original situation had continued, the resistance forces would have been suppressed by now.

And such a situation was not just overturned but completely shattered by just one person.

All of the ordinary Moonlight Church followers and priests, the high-ranking bishops who had just started to participate, and the numerous Imperial soldiers employed by them.

All were rolling on the ground with at least an arm or leg, or in severe cases, their entire body's form gone.
The screams were faint.

That's how overwhelming the massacre was.

"...I went a bit easier on the Imperial Army. I hope you understand."

And the Sword Saint, who had caused all this in less than a second, said this while panting heavily but acting as if nothing had happened.

Cloria looked at her intently and then uttered one sentence.

"...I wonder if even using Divine Descent would be enough to win...?"

It was such an overwhelming sight that even the Saintess said such words.

While the Imperial soldiers and ordinary priests were one thing, each high-ranking bishop was someone with military power comparable to a cardinal.
To annihilate them in an instant, not even enough time to blink.

From this moment, the Sword Saint had far surpassed the level of simply becoming stronger than before.

"That, that red... energy? Can you teach me that too?"

"I can't promise."

While the Saintess was having such a conversation with the Sword Saint, enviously.

"...Well. They've all been taken down."

"How could the Sword Saint do this to them...?"

"...Insolent creatures."

About a dozen high-ranking bishops walked out from the direction of the Sanctuary.

Probably recognizing the severity of the situation, everyone except the Pope had come out.
They would be even more skilled than the high-ranking bishops who had appeared earlier.

The Saintess saw this and smiled slightly, then asked Stella:

"Stella. Have you mastered Divine Descent perfectly?"

Divine Descent.
Summoning a god to a designated position.

It was the trump card the Saintess had used when fighting the Sword Saint, and what Stella had tried to learn before departing for the North.

At that time, the Saintess didn't know why she wanted to learn such a thing, but now she understood.

"You came back with the divinity of the Snow Mountain, right?"

"...!"

"I can tell just by looking. You need Divine Descent to deal with the Pope, correct?"

Stella nodded at the Saintess's question.

"But... I don't know if I've mastered it perfectly. I didn't have time to practice."

"Hmm. This is quite difficult. It took me several years."

The Saintess said this while stretching her arms out as if stretching.
Looking the most unburdened she had all day, she was smiling with a rosy face.

"But for you, it probably won't take that long. So I'll show you just once."

The Saintess said this and put her hands together as if praying.
Just as she had done when facing the Sword Saint and when crossing the northern border.

It was a sight that looked as if all the whiteness in the world was being drawn into her.
Although the Saintess had designated herself a heretic and was no longer a Saintess.

She was still the most beloved daughter of the Main God.

"...Divine Descent."

Now, just one more gate to cross and the Pope would be there.

*

And there was someone watching them.
Watching those who were about to see the end of the rebellion in a way they never expected.

"......"

Stella.
Stella Bell Eckhart.

The original of the strategist fighting at their center.

And she who had contracted to lend her body to her at any time.
She was watching them.

"...I don't recommend you do that."

Behind him, the Ice Dragon tried to dissuade her gently, but she remained motionless, her gaze fixed.
On a woman inhabiting the body that was originally hers.




-Final Chapter. ≪Stella≫

Ch.371 - Final Chapter. The Summit
Final Chapter. The Summit

The Pope had existed as the head of the Moonlight Church for a very long time.
Since the organization first took root in this land.
Even when the Moonlight Church gradually grew in power and drove a wedge between the Empire and the North.

Even when, as a result, he battled against the god of the North.
And when he hunted that dragon.

In every era, at every moment, the Pope had always been him.

His purpose was singular.

To hang a great moon in this world.
To preserve a moon that would never set for eternity.

That was his destiny as the incarnation of the moon sent down to this land.

His great work was now just one step away from completion.
According to the plan he had built over many years, once war broke out between the North and the Empire, he would harvest and offer their souls just as he had done 200 years ago.

That was all there was to it.

But the plan had gone awry, meeting a miserable end.

'...What.'

His most powerful weapon had been stolen, the North—which should have been engaged in war with casualties—was suddenly taken by the enemy, and after the war with the North ended, the Capital and Holy Water that had faced no significant threats for centuries were shattered, and the Saintess had designated them as heretics.

'What led the situation to this point?'

If nothing else, the Saintess's betrayal was painful.
The Pope had certainly noticed the Saintess's impiety, which was far from devout, but he had failed to predict that it would deliver such a massive blow.

'The divine power...'

The Pope clenched and unclenched his hand, gauging his divinity.
With the power bestowed directly by the Main God, he had destroyed his own power.

Since the Pope and Saintess had shared the most power, it wasn't completely damaged, but...

'How unpleasant.'

Roughly 30 to 40 percent.
It was true that his divine output had decreased compared to before.

The Pope continued to harbor that unpleasant feeling as he slowly rose from his seat.

Despite so many adversities—what could almost be called heavenly misfortune—piling up one after another, the heretics had finally reached him.
Nevertheless, the Pope maintained a calm state, aside from a slight displeasure.

The approaching heretics just needed to be executed.
After executing them all, he would simply build a new empire.

He didn't know how long it would take, but it didn't matter.

He would remain here forever.
For the immortal moon that would rise again over the earth.

The Pope thought this as he ignited flames in his hand.
These were the flames that had taken the lives of countless heretics and even brought down the dragon of the North.

*

The Saintess's appearance was like something that had completely lost all color and transformed it entirely into light.

"She's like a lamp! A human lamp!"

Erhen's comment was understandable.
It might have been a bit irreverent to say about someone who had literally summoned a god to her position by drawing out all her divinity, but perhaps it was because I was now a heretic too.

With a slight smile and a shrug, the Saintess turned to me and said:

"This is how it feels. Do you think... you can imitate it?"

"I'm not sure. I'll have to try."

I answered honestly.
It was my unfiltered truth.

Divine Descent—embedding a god directly into one's current position.
The Saintess's example was excellent, but the Ice Dragon and the Moonlight Church's Main God weren't the same deity, and even if the spiritual principles were similar, there was no guarantee I could accomplish it on my first try.

"Divine Descent is... a phenomenon that even I, as a Saintess, can barely achieve by using all my divine power. So..."

"One chance. I know."

To be frank, the people gathered here now.

Magic Swordsman, Caille.
Spirit Archer, Erhen.
Spiritist, Elysee.
Paladin, Grace.
Saintess, Cloria.
Sword Saint, Claire.

And... Secretary.
Including myself, facing the Pope with just seven people was no easy task.

Grace and Cloria, being users of divine power like the Pope, would struggle to inflict significant damage.
Elysee and Erhen were quite exhausted from the previous battles.
And even the Sword Saint, undoubtedly the strongest person here, didn't look to be in good condition after facing a formidable opponent.

And our adversary was a monster who had killed even the god of a neighboring country.
Though the Ice Dragon had been restrained by various circumstances, a god was still a god.

To face someone who had defeated a god... I would need to use divine power too.

That's why the Saintess was saying it.
That we only had one chance.

"Everything here is so white. It must be dazzling in daylight."

"Is that why he wants to eliminate sunlight?"

"...Surely not."

As Elysee said, the path to the Pope's chamber was incredibly wide and made of some unidentifiable white stone.

At the end of this path was undoubtedly the strongest enemy I would have to capture without making a single mistake.
Stronger than anyone I had met since coming to this world.

"Come to think of it, it's not going to be night forever anymore, so why don't we just wait until morning?"

"The Pope won't stay idle until then. And it's not like we'd win easily just because it's morning."

But my mind was calmer than it had ever been.

It was like how I would become paradoxically calm before important shoots.
Either success or tremendous failure.

The final period of my journey with Evan, and the first page of a new journey to follow.

"...We've arrived. This is the Pope's chamber."

A massive stone wall that must weigh at least several tons despite its lightness, so tall that its end was barely visible.

The Sword Saint took a deep breath and pushed it with both hands.
With a heavy rumbling sound, the massive door opened.

The surroundings, divided between shadowy darkness and brightness bathed in blue moonlight, gained another source of light.

The room inside, illuminated by moonlight brighter than any windowsill, revealed itself before us.

"......"

There was no confusion about it—only one person was in the room.
No, even if the room had been crowded with countless people, the master of this chamber would have been instantly recognizable.

White hair.
White clothes.
A massive physique and an edge that hadn't dulled despite the visible passage of time.

A figure with an overwhelming presence that didn't match the kind elderly image one might typically associate with a Pope.
His face bore scars, perhaps from the Ice Dragon, and his eyes burned white like the Saintess's, as if gazing directly at the moon.

"...Pope. It's been a while, hasn't it?"

When no one could speak under the weight of his presence, it was the Saintess who broke the silence.
Her tone was spirited and lively as always, but quite unlike her usual self, her body was trembling slightly.

Probably less her own reaction and more her body's instinctive danger signal.

"Heretic."

That was the first word I heard from the Pope.
Despite the considerable distance, his voice resonated powerfully in my head.

"Heretic, heretic, heretic."

"......"

"With the body of a Saintess, you've brought so many heretics into the sanctuary."

The Pope said this while pointing his staff-sword made of pure white light at the Saintess.

With just that simple gesture, the Saintess unconsciously stepped back.
Surprised by her own reaction, she widened her eyes momentarily before responding with a distorted smile.

"You old hermit, stuck in your room, must not have heard the news from outside... You're a heretic too."

"How ungrateful. To destroy the place that took you in when you were nothing but an orphan."

"Bullshit. You just kidnapped me because you needed me."

The Saintess was showing an unusually emotional response.
Considering her background, her hatred must be immense for the one who made her into a Saintess.

"Once you're gone, it all ends. The calamity of this empire, the Moonlight Church, everything."

"Is that so."

That was the end of the Pope's words.
Whether he was thinking about something or preparing something.

After closing his eyes and remaining still for a moment.

Then, he vanished from our sight.

"...Oh, shit."

And when he reappeared.
When I used all my mana and reaction speed to locate him, he was holding his staff-sword above the Saintess's head, and the next moment.

-KWAAAAAANG!!

The Saintess, still in her radiant state, turned into a bloody mist scattered in all directions.
An attack that seemed incredibly difficult for even a Saintess to recover from immediately.

Though the attack targeted the Saintess, she wasn't the only one who suffered.
As soon as the white staff-sword dismembered the Saintess and struck the floor, it oxidized into white light and rose as a massive divine shockwave.

-PAKWAAANG!!

"Kuhup...!"

"Kuhack!?"

The shockwave was no small matter—Elysee, who blocked it using all her spirit power, was thrown almost to the ceiling before falling, Grace was half-embedded in the wall, and Erhen lost one of her legs.

Just one strike.
For a first encounter, the damage was devastating.

"This is insane...!"

I managed to avoid the wave by quickly lifting myself up, but most of my companions couldn't ignore the damage, and the Saintess had only managed to heal her chest wound so far.

"KUHAAP-!"

"Erhen!!"

"I'll heal her! Just buy me some time!!"

Erhen was groaning in pain, clutching her severed leg.
Paladin Grace rushed out to help her.

Not missing this opening, the Pope created another sword from his staff and leaped.

-KWAANG!!

Caille broke two magic swords just blocking that shockwave.
I too had to use a significant amount of my mana just to block what wasn't even a direct attack.

"Damn it...!"

And the Pope appeared again.
Just as his blade was about to strike Grace.

"Not like that."

-PAKWAAAAK!!

With another tremendous boom and explosion, the Sword Saint blocked the Pope's attack.

Red flames burning much more fiercely than when I had seen her from afar or when she was dealing with the bishops.

The Pope expressed slight surprise for the first time and said:

"Aura, is it? I didn't expect to find such a rare individual in this era."

Then, instead of using his blocked sword, he raised his other hand high and brought it down on the Sword Saint.

-PAKWAGAGAGAK!!

The Sword Saint disappeared at supersonic speed, shattering all the sanctuary's windows.
Before the fragments of those broken windows even touched the ground, she leaped and held her sword to the Pope's neck.

The Pope quickly grabbed the blade with his hand, but.

"I must—"

The red flames attached to the blade burned so fiercely they were blinding, burrowing into his skin.

"Cut you down."

She had been used as a weapon under the Pope's direction within the Moonlight Church.
Until I removed her brainwashing, she had been forced to cut down hundreds against her will.

The Sword Saint who became a Sword Saint with her will completely trampled.

Claire shouted with determination as she brought her sword down.

"Did she cut him...?!"

Caille, who had summoned another magic sword, shouted.
As he said, about half of a palm, burning red, fell to the floor.

The Pope carefully examined his severed palm.
Then, as if shaking off water, he lightly shook it and completely restored it.

"...?!"

The Sword Saint retreated in surprise at this unexpected development.

Those flames had depleted even the Saintess's recovery ability, leaving her on crutches.
She had believed the Saintess was stronger in terms of healing.

But such differences seemed meaningless—was the gap between them that large?

"Impressive. No less sharp than a dragon's claw."

"Claire!"

Before my shout could reach her, the Pope summoned numerous staff-swords above her head and dropped them.

-KWANG, KWAKWANG, KWAKWAKWAKWAKWA!

The damage had been severe when just one sword fell.
Now dozens of exactly the same attacks were raining down.

"Hup...!"

The Sword Saint tried to deflect them all.
A collision between crimson afterimages appearing as dozens of sword strikes and pure white vertical sword strikes.

The deflected staff-swords released destructive shockwaves whenever they hit something in the sanctuary, completely devastating the area.

-KWAAAANG!!

Each time one ricocheted and flew up, it exploded with missile-like force.
Those that the Sword Saint couldn't redirect and flew toward us were barely deflected by my magic and Caille's magic sword.

If even a few more had been deflected our way, we probably couldn't have avoided annihilation.
It was an incredible display of concentration and skill that would have been impossible for the Sword Saint before she reached this new level.

"Kugh...!"

But even the Sword Saint couldn't completely deflect the endless barrage of attacks.
When the shower of glowing staff-swords finally ended, and two-thirds of the sanctuary walls had completely disappeared, the Sword Saint was covered in blood.

The Sword Saint was panting as if she had been sprinting at full speed for hours.

"I express my respect."

And to completely eliminate such a Sword Saint, the Pope drew a staff-sword several times larger than the one he had used to explode the Saintess.

"[Explosive Star]!!"

Without hesitation, I launched the formula I had been piecing together for several minutes.
It was essentially my most powerful spell with its power multiplied several times over.

-Kwadeuk.

The Pope contemptuously caught and contained that massive explosion in his hand.

My magic reduced to mere black smoke rising.
The Pope, not delayed even momentarily, swung his sword but.

-KWAAK!!

"...!"

A blue light arrow had pierced his hand and penetrated through to the sword.

Looking back, there were Elysee and Erhen.
The combined technique they had been developing had just beautifully hit the Pope.

"I won't be a burden-aaaaa!!"

Erhen shouted with the determination not to let the Sword Saint's efforts be in vain.

"......"

"...Everyone, focus."

In that brief window, the Sword Saint had recovered enough strength to dodge, but the Pope's aura had become somehow ominous.

The Pope pulled the arrow embedded in his hand, threw it away, and created what could be called greatswords in both hands.

"...Damn it."

Until now, we had shown unprecedented concentration and effort, but the damage inflicted was minimal, and we were barely surviving.

There was no opening to attempt Divine Descent, which would give us no second chance if we failed, and the divine power emanating from the Pope had doubled in strength.

As I rolled and ran, breathing in until I tasted blood, thinking these thoughts.

"I can help you. Now."

Once again, that voice echoed in my ears.
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For a moment, the world seemed to distort as if time was slowing down.
Even so, it was only a slight deceleration, and I couldn't avoid the shockwave from the Pope's great sword as it struck down.

"Kuhk...!"

Despite casting strong defensive magic to protect myself and my companions, dozens of light beams pierced through my body.

I had avoided vital spots, so it wasn't fatal, but to take this much damage from just one strike...

"Persistent creatures."

The Pope, showing no signs of fatigue or energy depletion, prepared to bring his sword down again.

"Haaap!!"

-Kwaddduk!!

In that split second, a red light flashed.
Once again, Claire the Sword Saint's blade clashed with the Pope's sword of light.

Red light collided with colorless light, creating a flash so intense it was difficult to keep one's eyes open.
And in the moment that followed—

-Kwak, kwagwak, kagagagak!!

The exchange of sword strikes between the two beings happened faster than my ears could follow, sparks flying as they traded blows.

-Kugugugugung!

The sanctuary, already more than half destroyed, was now almost completely reduced to ashes.

Claire was squeezing out her last reserves of strength to hold her ground.
Even among the faint afterimages moving at sonic speed, I could clearly see the Sword Saint being pushed back.

"Recovery, complete!!"

To aid the Sword Saint, the Saintess, her clothes half torn away, clenched her fist and charged at the Pope.
She was the only one among us who could match the Sword Saint's movements.

Having apparently abandoned using divine weapons like the Pope's, the Saintess joined the Sword Saint in pure hand-to-hand combat, pushing the Pope back.

-Kwaaaang!!

"Fighting together is quite refreshing, Sword Saint!"

"...I appear rather vulgar today."

Each time the Saintess's fist collided with the Pope's blade, thunderous sounds erupted and tremendous shockwaves spread around them.

The Sword Saint attacked fiercely with her burning red sword, while from the other side, the Saintess's glowing white fists flew in countless rapid strikes.

Dirt flew and flashing lights spun wildly, making it impossible to distinguish friend from foe.

The coordination between the two was so dizzying that it was remarkable how the Pope managed to block them.

The Sword Saint and Saintess had once destroyed half a forest just by fighting each other.
In a way, they were the strongest cards I could play.

"Die, die, just die already, you senile fool—!!"

The Saintess was also using Divine Descent, burning even her life force as she charged in.

-Kwak, kwagagak!!

"......"

Perhaps that's why.
The Pope, suddenly having to face two opponents nearly equal to the Sword Saint in skill, hesitated for a moment.

-Seogek!

And the Sword Saint's sword took one of his arms.
No, that's not quite right.

Even the Sword Saint's fiercely burning sword was only burning the Pope's flesh, not cutting through it.

With a sizzling sound, Claire's sword had barely penetrated halfway.

"Such a... monster!"

In that instant.
The Sword Saint's momentary confusion, lasting less than a fraction of a second.
That brief time was enough for the Pope.

-Peogek!

"Ugh....!"

In that split second, the Pope's other fist penetrated the Saintess's heart.
Although she could recover after some time even if her entire body was reduced to dust...

"Kuhk...."

"How frivolous, Saintess."

With her heart—the weakness of Moonlight Church members—destroyed in one blow, she couldn't immediately recover.
The Pope, knowing this, coldly mocked the Saintess and...

-Passss.

With his hand still piercing her heart, he once again drew out the staff-sword that had previously reduced the Saintess to dust.
As moonlight enveloped the entire sanctuary and the Pope was about to swing it again to scatter her into particles of light—

-Kkaddduk.

"...Well now."

The Pope let out a small sigh at his hand, which wouldn't pull free from the Saintess's heart.
It was essentially the first display of emotional fluctuation he had shown during the battle.

The Saintess looked at him and smiled, revealing teeth full of blood, as if finding satisfaction.

"What? Did you think you were the only one who could endure by having something stuck in your body?"

Taking advantage of that tiny opening she created, I shouted:

"Seirus-!!"

"I've been waiting for this!!"

In that moment, Caille's sword, unlike the Pope's, glowed black and surged forward.

I had already communicated to Caille via telepathy.
If there was even the slightest opening to strike, hit with everything he had.

Caille Seirus.
The male protagonist of the original story.

Though he might be slightly weaker than in the original timeline because Evan and I had taken many of his growth opportunities...

"[Flash]"

"-Void!"

The power of his single strike, the power of his demonic sword that only he could wield, was unmatched by anyone present.

My magic, drawing on my mana, exploded right in front of the Pope's eyes, and immediately after—

-Kwaaaang!!

Black lightning spread out like an explosion.
The Pope's divinity and Caille's demonic sword repelled each other so strongly that the Pope was pushed back at least ten steps.

Different divine powers strongly repel each other.
Perhaps Caille's demonic sword was imbued with a different divine attribute.

"......"

Caille had aimed for the leg.
The Pope's leg.

The Pope quietly looked down at his leg where the demonic sword had struck.

"W-well done, Caille!!"

"Great job!!"

Elysee and Erhen shouted from behind.

Perhaps because he had been facing two overwhelmingly powerful opponents—the Sword Saint and the Saintess—and was caught defenseless, the Pope's leg continued to burn black even after Caille's attack had ended.

"Now I remember. The Red Dragon's hybrid."

-Kwachang!

"Kuhek!"

After muttering those words, the Pope lowered his stance and kicked Caille, who had attacked his leg.
Though Caille quickly reacted and blocked with his sword, he couldn't withstand the Pope's kick and was sent flying far away, rolling across the ground with his broken demonic sword.

'...You did well, Seirus.'

But it was enough.
The Pope seemed to share my assessment as he looked down at his own body.

The arm he had used to block the Sword Saint's attack while striking the Saintess.
True to Claire's attack that cut the soul itself and prevented healing at its source, his half-cut arm was just bubbling and boiling rather than cleanly healing.

The leg struck by Caille was in a similar state.
Though not as severe as the wound left by the Sword Saint, black flames occasionally flickered, gradually paralyzing the tissue regardless of the Pope's will.

However, our side had suffered significant losses as well.

"Kek, keuup...."

"Uaaaah...."

To make these two attacks successful, Claire had squeezed out her already depleted stamina to the maximum in a short time and was now essentially in an oxygen-deprived state, while the Saintess was on her knees, groaning from her punctured heart that had been left unattended for too long.

Caille had been sent flying far away and I wasn't even sure if he was conscious, while I had used considerable mana just now to blind the Pope.

We had already expended much energy just getting here.

The many mercenaries and bizarre environments we fought in the North.
The battle with the King of the North that began just before I regained my memories.
The countless Moonlight Church members and Imperial soldiers we encountered on our way here.

Having been fighting non-stop for essentially a month, it was difficult to expect more from us.

"This is the first time since the Ice Dragon."

But our opponent had only temporarily lost the use of one arm and one leg despite all our attacks pouring everything we had.
The Pope stretched out his hand and summoned clusters of light.

"That I've bled this much."

Fewer swords than before, perhaps because he was using divine power to heal his arm and leg.
Nevertheless, it was clear that each one had power exceeding that of a shell.

"...Erhen, Elysee. Can you intercept them?"

"I can't be certain. But maybe a few...."

"That's enough. Just block the ones coming at us."

Before I finished speaking, the Pope's swords descended upon us like guided missiles.

"Erhen!!"

"I know! Here I go!"

Once again, the spirits gathered by Elysee with all her might settled on Erhen's arm.

"[Blessing, Sure Hit, Curved...Arrow!!]"

Erhen's arrow, released as blood gushed from her nose, split into several streams and intercepted the Pope's swords.
The collision of multicolored spirit light and pure white light—

-Kwagwagwagwagwang!!

Even though the interception was successful, the aftershock alone was comparable to the destructive power of the magic I could use.

Before the dust could even settle, the shockwave hit us, scattering not only the fallen Sword Saint and Saintess, but also me, Grace, Erhen, and Elysee in all directions, slamming us into the ground.

"...Kuluk."

My head was spinning.
I looked at my hand.

I could see the Ice Dragon's blue-tinged divinity.

...Not yet.
Not yet.

Surely, the red flag...

[What are you waiting for?]

The doll I had been forcibly ignoring until now appeared before me again.

Like me.
Yet so different.

The image of Stella, different from me.

Suddenly the world turned hazy white.
Probably somewhere between mindscape and reality.

"You have divinity. The divinity you obtained by going to the North and doing those bizarre things."

"......"

"Why don't you use it?"

Stella, looking unusually cold today, sat in front of me and asked.

Her expression was so cold.
It felt awkward.

At the same time, it was also familiar.

After all, I had only seen her softened and relaxed after spending quite some time with me, but this was the correct appearance of Stella from the original story.

Expressionless, emotionless.
Someone who would do anything for her goal.

"Aren't they your companions? If they die like this, is there any way to bring them back?"

"......"

Kuluk, the aftereffects of mana depletion belatedly rose up my throat.
Tasting the metallic flow, I slowly shook my head.

"And yet, you're pushing them to the brink of death while waiting for a red flag that might not even come?"

Stella's words...
The original Stella's words were clearly meant to convince me to surrender my body to her, but...

"...You're... right."

She was correct.
In this battlefield, a single mistake could lead to annihilation.
If I missed the timing to use the divinity I had obtained through all those hardships in the North, it would mean death for everyone.

But even so, did I have the right to watch everyone I had brought here die?

"It's your stubbornness."

"......"

"Give your body to me. Is that more frightening to you than the annihilation of your companions?"

With Stella's voice echoing dully in the background, I saw the Pope, who had completely recovered his body despite the explosion's aftermath.

Judging by the divine power leaking out, he had clearly taken damage, but he still had more than enough power to annihilate us right now.

I considered Stella's question.
If I switched places with the original Stella, and thus had my body taken...
I would either be trapped in the mindscape like the original had been until now, or be annihilated, and Evan would be taken as well.

That was several times, hundreds of times more frightening than my own death.

But...
But if she asked whether it was more frightening than their deaths.

If she asked whether it was more frightening than the deaths of the companions I had gathered.

"...No, it's not."

"Then, why."

For the first time today, a crack appeared in the original's expression.
She grabbed the collar of my clothes with slightly trembling hands.

"Then why can you always remain so calm...?"

"......"

"When you're not even an Archmage like me, when all you have is that meager knowledge and cunning, how can you always be so confident that everything will go according to your plan?"

"......"

Stella's tone gradually became more intense.
As if in reaction to her previously emotionless appearance, she raised her voice more emotionally than in any other moment.

"Even the slightest mistake would have been the end. If your body is so precious, how could you be so reckless?"

"......"

"Answer me, you... you...."

As her emotional intensity reached its peak, Stella's pupils distorted with moisture.
She hesitated over the next word, the next syllable, with a trembling voice.

Then she quietly uttered:

"...What makes you different from me, Stella Bell Eckhart?"

"......"

Even in the already slowed time.
I was engulfed in the illusion that time was stretching out again to an extreme degree.

Well...

What is different between me and the original Stella?

"Why were you able to reach this point? Why, why couldn't I...."

"......"

"...What was different between you and me?"

The sound faded.
In the stretched perceived time, the Pope was still approaching slowly.

In this place that had become ruins, illuminated only by moonlight.
Two girls with the same appearance sat looking at each other.

What was different between me and Stella?

"...We weren't different."

I spoke with a voice choked by the taste of blood.

"I wasn't more talented than you, nor did I have anything special."

Nevertheless, the reason I came this far.
The reason I could reach this place that she couldn't reach in her previous life.

"...It's because I believed."

"...What?"

Come to think of it, it had always been that way.
I couldn't believe in myself.

But there was one person I believed in more than anyone else.

That belief made possible my insane plan to steal divinity from the North.

It gave me the audacity to lure in the spy who was desperate to capture me.

It made me think of capturing the original story's protagonists.
It allowed me to catch the illusionary demonic beast even in a complicated situation.
It let me survive after confronting the Sword Saint at the entrance ceremony.

No, from the beginning.
From the moment I first fell into this world.

Although at that time I had nothing but antipathy, didn't know much, and only thought of escaping.

Nevertheless, the reason I could calmly deal with unexpected situations, even when kidnapped by the Northern spy, was...

Because I believed in one person who is now more precious to me than myself.

And that remains true even now.

Tukak.
Like shattering solidified air, a dull sound came through loudly even in the slowed mindscape.

What came was a silver flash.
Reflecting all the moonlight and surrounding flames, the flash moved straight toward the Pope.

Until it pierced through his heart.

Even I, caught in this stretched time, the companions sprawled on the ground, and even the Pope himself couldn't properly react to that supreme speed.

The silver flash that penetrated the Pope's heart sent him flying far away.

-Kwaaaaaaang!!

As the flash disappeared, only one person remained where the Pope had been.

A man catching his breath, his jet-black hair fluttering despite the pure white moonlight.
The reason I had survived in this world until now.

"...Stella!!"

"I just... believed."

He was my Lord.
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"Hey, Stella."

A few days before they were to leave the Academy for the North.
After another passionate night spent burning away the time they had left, an exhausted Evan asked Stella.

"Yes?"

"This method you mentioned for capturing the Pope... what exactly is it?"

Evan wasn't particularly suspicious of Stella, but he was genuinely curious.

Before meeting Stella, Evan's sole purpose in life had been to expel the Moonlight Church from the Empire.

Even he didn't know the Pope's exact identity or abilities, but...

"Is it even possible?"

Still, he knew the Pope was unimaginably powerful.

Probably strong enough that even if the Sword Saint, the Saintess, himself, and all their allies attacked together, they might not be a match.

This was the villain who had driven him to recruit a highly suspicious secretary during his blind pursuit of revenge, simply because he couldn't see any other way forward.

"You're right. There's usually no way. Even if there were, there's no guarantee it would be 100% effective."

"...Then what's your method?"

"About 99% effective?"

Stella rolled over, embracing Evan as she spoke.
Strictly speaking, it was a strategy she had vaguely conceived since that day in the forest during the entrance ceremony.
When she had nearly died from Mana Rejection.

Stella briefly considered how to explain this complex yet incredibly simple plan, then slowly continued.

"Where should I begin..."

"Fundamentally, different types of divine power clash and cause rejection reactions."

With that beginning, Stella's gentle explanation continued.

The explanation was shorter than expected, but Evan couldn't help being both surprised and impressed.

The method seemed almost too simple for something Stella had conceived...

But as she said, it seemed almost certain to work.

*

After dealing with the Cardinal, Evan had wanted to rush straight to Stella.
She and her companions would be fighting for their lives against the Pope at this very moment.

But after Stella's companions entered the Pope's Sanctuary, the remaining bishop-level church members realized something.

They realized that all they could do to protect the power and strength they had enjoyed for decades was to stop Evan.

Although Evan had grown several times stronger before and during this battle, even he couldn't immediately break through dozens of opponents nearly as strong as the Cardinal without some delay.

That's not to say he struggled.
The church members, unaware of Evan's true strength, paid the price by becoming like insects jumping into fire, all losing their heads.

But the delay was real.
By the time Evan finally reached the half-destroyed Sanctuary, his companions including Stella were sprawled on the ground.

His heart sank.
Despite his exhaustion from covering hundreds of kilometers, Evan summoned his remaining strength and struck the Pope.

Perhaps because he had let his guard down thinking there were no more enemies, the Pope was hit by Evan's attack and crashed through what remained of the wall.

"...Stella!!"

Evan immediately rushed to the fallen Stella.
He was briefly relieved to see no major external injuries, suggesting she hadn't been struck down by a direct attack.

But as she staggered to her feet, Evan immediately noticed something was wrong with her condition.

"E...van. You came... at just the right time."

"...Stella, are you alr—"

"Reunions... can wait."

Stella said, wiping blood from her lips.
Evan caught himself and turned his head.

Before the thick dust could settle, the Pope walked out from within it.
Even though he was merely walking, there was no mistaking the strength of the being before them.

"...The eldest son of Isenberg. This is our first meeting."

"...Likewise."

Though Evan had met more powerful individuals in recent years than most people would see in a lifetime, he could tell with certainty.

That all of them combined would not match the man before him.

'However...'

But because of that, he could also detect an anomaly.
Despite his overwhelming presence, the Pope's breathing was unstable.
It wasn't major, but for someone of his caliber, it was a significant irregularity.

Evan quickly surveyed his surroundings.

The Saintess, the Sword Saint, Erhen, Elysee, and Caille were all collapsed in different areas, bleeding crimson blood. Grace, who seemed to have barely regained consciousness, was using all her strength to heal them.

They must have poured everything they had into creating that much disruption in the Pope's composure.

Evan turned back to look at Stella.

Judging by her expression, she seemed to be thinking the same thing.

Moonlight Church, Sanctuary.
Night, with no sign of dawn yet.

Now for the final stage.

-Whoosh!

Evan gathered his last reserves of strength and charged at the Pope.
His approach was so fast—having grown even stronger after his battle with the Cardinal—that even he could barely control it.

The Pope didn't so much as blink at this speed, creating a staff-like sword in his hand and meeting Evan's attack.

-CRASH!!

His hand felt numb, as if several tons of explosives had detonated at his fingertips.
That was the sensation from just one exchange of blows.

Evan let out a "heh" laugh, immediately withdrew his sword, and aimed for the Pope's legs.

'Compared to this man, I lack strength, technique, and experience.'

Despite Evan's rapid growth in such a short time, the gap between him and the Pope was beyond measure.

But even accounting for that difference in ability, there was one thing Evan had surpassed him in: speed.

His speed, which had stood out since he first picked up a sword, had now accelerated to a level that could slightly exceed the Pope's.

-Clang, clang, clang!

In Evan's vision, everything appeared as afterimages.
Cross-sections of the world flashing by like a landscape painting forcibly stretched hundreds of times.

For every exchange with the Pope, he attacked ten more times.

Though inferior in strength and technique, he accumulated countless small wounds using the one advantage he had: speed.

"Isen...berg...!"

"Evan...!"

His companions, recovered enough to lift their heads if not stand, gasped in admiration watching Evan's clash with the Pope.

Having just experienced the overwhelming difference firsthand, they understood.
Evan was performing impossibly well given the skill gap.

With a soft sound, tiny droplets of blood began to flow from the Pope's arms, legs, and chest.

"...Merely... this much."

From the Pope's perspective, these were wounds that would heal in an instant.

But these were sword strikes that the Pope in his normal state wouldn't have allowed to hit at all.

The slight difference created by Stella and her companions' sustained attacks was now accumulating into real damage.

The Pope made a judgment.
In his current dulled state, he couldn't block every attack.
It was better to ignore wounds that would heal and focus on finishing the job.

'Moreover...'

Moreover, the woman with the Ice Dragon's divinity was still in the corner.

The Pope felt the throbbing scar near his eye.

The Ice Dragon.
An enemy who had nearly killed him despite using all the power of the god he served.

Since he wasn't currently drawing on his Main God's full power as he had then, if she tried anything with the Ice Dragon's divinity...

'...She must be eliminated first.'

The Pope knew this better than anyone.
Therefore, he needed to quickly dispose of Evan.

But perhaps due to his impatience.
Like an annoying fly, Isenberg refused to be swatted away easily.

-BOOM BOOM BOOM!!

Evan persistently clung to the Pope, leaving small wounds.
Of course, Evan wasn't unscathed either.
Despite blocking most attacks, he coughed up blood from the damage his body had sustained.

"You know. I heard you've been alive for a very, very long time."

"......"

With a barrage of sounds, countless white swords created by the Pope rained down targeting Evan.

Evan quickly ran to avoid them as they exploded violently upon touching the ground, then twisted his body to thrust his sword into the Pope's neck again.

-Squelch.

This time the sword penetrated quite deeply.
But the Pope didn't even blink, simply punching Evan away.

-CRASH!!!

"Cough... Then, was it your idea to mass-produce Saintesses?"

Evan staggered back to his feet and took a fighting stance.
The distance closed instantly, followed by another exchange of blows.

-Clang, clang, clang!!

The Pope thought for a moment with an expressionless face, then nodded slightly.

"It was."

"......Ha."

Evan felt something beyond anger, a kind of joy.
How fitting that the final target of his revenge was the true source of all his suffering.

Evan recalled the white-haired woman in his mind.
The most loving person who had accepted and loved him like her own son from the moment they met, despite their brief acquaintance.

The first happiness he had ever wished would last forever, and conversely, the childhood scars that had been hardened and violated.

Though they had only known each other for about two years, Evan etched his beloved mother into his heart again in this final moment.

"You... That's why Isenberg became hostile to us."

"Yes. You know it well."

They had burned down young Evan's home.
People who were like family to him had died.

And less than two years later, they burned down his home again and murdered people.
This time, his family died.

Leaving him only with the ability to see truth and falsehood.

So, this time...

"This time, let's end it here."

This time, to ensure they could never harm his newfound happiness.
Eradicating the Moonlight Church from this world had been Evan's goal since the moment he gained that ability.

-Keeng.

Evan's eyes suddenly turned red.
Bright red.
Just like his mother's eyes had been, like burning rubies.

As the Saintess's eyes accelerated to their limit, Evan was able to dodge the Pope's strike.

And the next one too.
And the one after that.

"......Isenberg."

For the first time in their confrontation, confusion appeared on the Pope's face.
Not because Evan was dodging all his attacks.

Because he had just now noticed something wrong with his body.

"....What have you done?"

The Pope didn't know Evan's ability.
He had roughly guessed that Evan had inherited the Saintess's eyes, but he didn't know how they could be utilized by a swordsman.

That's why he had accepted those attacks, believing they would heal instantly.
He thought it would be advantageous to quickly deal with Evan that way.

"......How does it feel? Do you regret your actions a little now?"

With the Saintess's eyes, Evan could see souls.
And being able to see them meant being able to cut them.

Sword strikes that damaged the soul itself made physical recovery slow or impossible, as had happened with the Cardinal.

The neck wound he had ignored earlier.
The dozens of small wounds Evan had inflicted.

"Cough...!"

Those small wounds he had ignored, expecting them to heal naturally, now created some of the worst injuries the Pope had experienced in his entire life.

The Pope felt a sudden dizziness from the hemorrhaging that erupted instantly.
While he had occasionally lost limbs and bled profusely against strong enemies, the experience of those wounds not healing was foreign to him.

And no one present would miss such an opening in their enemy.

"Now, disappear-!"

Through the gap Evan had created, the Sword Saint's aura-wrapped sword thrust into the Pope's heart.

"Die, you bastard...!!"

The Saintess's fist struck his face directly.

"Everyone, give it... everything we've got...!!"

Erhen's arrow—a simple arrow with no spiritual power left—pierced the Pope's leg.

Similarly, Caille and Grace's swords, devoid of any power, stabbed into the Pope's arm and instep respectively.

Elysee's spirits, the last she could muster, set his body on fire.

All of this happened in that brief moment Evan had created.

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

Breathing sounds echoed.
The full moon still hung brightly in the sky.
The Pope, having taken all those attacks head-on, coughed blood and fell to one knee.

Though the group had expended all their strength in those final blows, they remained vigilant.
Those were their last reserves of power, but they knew their opponent wouldn't fall so easily.

And as if to meet those expectations.
The Pope slowly recovered his collapsed posture and spoke.

"......Truly, remarkable."

The moonlight shining on him was bright.
Unusually bright.

The moonlight from the sky should be equally distributed throughout the city, yet the light touching him alone was brighter.

"......Get away!! Everyone!!"

The Saintess, who realized what he was trying to do, shouted with her hoarse voice.
The others couldn't react as quickly, but upon hearing her voice, they instinctively jumped away from the Pope.

Then, the amount of moonlight pouring down on him increased.
It became so bright they could barely look directly at it.

"...It's Divine Descent!! That bastard is trying to use Divine Descent now!!"

There was a flash of light.

-BOOM!!

A bright light exploded as if all the moonlight had been gathered and detonated in one place.

The group could only stare blankly at the Pope.

Divine Descent was what allowed the Saintess to fight on par with the Sword Saint despite her physical disadvantage.

A technique that forcibly draws down divine power, granting tremendous divine strength.
The Pope, whom they had barely managed to force to one knee, had now drawn in massive additional divine power.

The Pope looked at his healed wounds and his body glowing white as if bleached, then continued speaking.

"Truly, truly remarkable. To make me resort to such discourtesy."

The overwhelming divine power.
Divine power so strong it suppressed all other energies around it.

Looking at that brightness, seemingly dozens of times brighter than the Saintess's Divine Descent, Evan—

"......Ha, haha."

Laughed.
Only he had heard from Stella the one method to capture the Pope.

"......!"

"Right? My companions are amazing."

Stella had been behind the Pope's back since the moment Evan had startled him, concealing her presence with all her mana.

Even when the Sword Saint and others struck, even when the Pope activated Divine Descent by calling down divine power.

For a moment, the Pope's thoughts froze.
Perhaps two or three seconds.

He couldn't understand.
Maybe before, but now that he had activated Divine Descent, what could she possibly do with the Ice Dragon's divinity...

"Did you know? From the beginning, Divine Descent was our target."

Stella's hand was already touching the Pope's body.
More precisely, where his heart was located.

In that very brief moment, past journeys flashed through Stella's mind.

She first questioned it right after experiencing Mana Rejection symptoms.

Why do mana and divine power cause rejection reactions?

The answer lay in mana.
According to what she had learned, mana was actually divine power, just unrecognized as such.

Different types of divine power clash violently when they meet.

That's why whenever Northern divine power and mana collided in her heart, Stella had to go through the process of having Evan forcibly absorb her mana.

Because the two divine powers meeting in her body would compress her heart until it eventually stopped.

The second time she thought of this method was when she learned about the Saintess's Divine Descent.

-Stella. Have you perfectly mastered Divine Descent?

Divine Descent.
Calling a god to a designated location.

The trump card the Saintess used when fighting the Sword Saint, and what Stella had tried to learn before departing for the North.

Divine Descent.
Calling a god to a designated location.

Not overlaying it on oneself, but summoning it.

Divine Descent was more like a precision strike, driving powerful divine power into coordinates you designate.

So, putting it all together.

'What if, when the Pope has the strongest divine power contained in his body.'

What if then, she used what she brought from the North.

Similarly, the strongest divine power struck against him?

"...Ice Dragon's, disciple."

In that very brief moment.
As this possibility flashed through the Pope's mind, he moved to tear Stella to pieces, but.

"It's already too late."

Stella had already completed all preparations and activated it.

Closing her eyes.
As if praying with all her heart to her god.

"Divine Descent."

A light incomparably stronger than when the Pope used Divine Descent enveloped the entire capital.

Ch.374 - Final Chapter. The Apex
Final Chapter. The Pinnacle

Ah.
I realized what Evan was about to say, and my heart skipped a beat.
He must be talking about that time.
That night by the campfire under moonlight, which I recalled when he gave me the ring before.

The image of him offering me blood-stained treasures, and promising to prepare something better after I scolded him.

"Phew! That's right! Someday I'll get you a proper gift."

Back then, of course, we didn't have feelings for each other, so it was just casual talk.
But bringing it up now means...

"Stella, I..."

"Evan."

I stopped his words with my slender finger against his lips.
Then, with a face that must have been bright red even in the white moonlight, I smiled gently.

"I'll look forward to it, My Lord."

"...Yes."

Evan seemed to understand what I meant and quietly smiled.

That's right. I was his secretary, and he was my lord and employer.
At least, "until now."

"Well, we've delayed long enough. Let's go."

"Yes!"

I said that and climbed onto Evan's back.
Today, his broad back felt especially reassuring.
As I rode on his back, I seemed to hear a voice.

A voice that was mine, yet not mine.

You haven't handed over control to me yet. The dominion over this body.

"...I know."

I clung tightly to Evan's back.
I knew.
I knew that I still had control to hand over to the original Stella.

Ah.
But.

I really don't want to give it up, not even for a moment.
I thought this while bathing in the bright moonlight.

*

How to kill the Pope.

That was the problem Stella had been constantly pondering since the moment she finally identified her enemy.

After several critical moments, she realized there was something besides mana inside her body.

And through several incidents, she understood that it was a power she needed to obtain.

To gain the power of the Northern God, she had to go north.
So she did.

She risked her life and those of her companions to face the Ice Dragon, and received divinity in exchange for being brought to this world.

She became able to use the same divine power as the Ice Dragon perfectly.
Yet she held back.

For this very moment.
She waited for when the Pope would use Divine Descent, when his body would be filled with the most divinity, even though her companions were injured and in danger.

For the strongest, most certain finishing blow.

-KWAAAAAAAA!!

Though it felt like tens of seconds had passed since the Divine Descent began,
the sound came belatedly due to the tremendous impact.

The world turned white.
What Stella did was a kind of sniper attack that would only cause immense damage to the Pope, but the shock itself was too enormous.

Through the whitened world, she could see building fragments flying around.
Along with them, she saw her companions being blown away.

They shouldn't be seriously injured.
Stella thought this while trying to hold onto her fading consciousness.

"...Cough."

Even while floating in the air, she felt blood pouring from her mouth.
In a way, it was natural.

She had unleashed a god's full power with a human body.
Of course the Ice Dragon had helped to some extent, but it was still inevitable that her body would suffer.

She didn't hear the thudding sound, but she felt her body being thrown to the ground.
She must have been blown quite far from the epicenter.

Only a ringing sound filled her ears.

She could still feel the wind blowing violently, not yet settled.

'This is... the best I can do.'

This was the best and strongest move Stella thought she could make.

From the moment she left for the North, she had tightly managed her schedule, used Scarlet to the fullest to save time after meeting her, and conserved her companions' strength to confront the enemy with full power.

There had been both misfortune and luck, but overall, she thought things had gone smoothly.

'So...'

My part is done here.

"...Phew."

She tasted blood in her mouth.
Her vision alternated between green and red flashes, as if her eyes had been crushed.

Even in that state, she maintained consciousness with bated breath.

Not yet, it wasn't over yet.

-Tssss.....

As her vision gradually returned, she first saw the color palette.
Unlike the deep blue night, it was now turning into a blue mixed with pink as the sun began to rise.

The sun was rising.

In the end, Stella and her companions had succeeded in holding out against the Pope for one night.

But.

"...Cough!!"

Their enemy was not completely defeated yet.

Seeing that, Stella was momentarily dazed.
She clenched her hand buried in the ground for a moment.

Then, slowly, she smiled.

"I... did my best."

She had tried her best.

All she had was the very fragmentary information in the form of the original novel that the original Stella had sent through the Ice Dragon's power.

With just a few hundred chapters of a web novel, she had tenaciously survived in this world.

She didn't dislike those days.

In fact, after confirming her feelings with Evan, there were more happy times than not.

She had probably received happiness she would never have had if she had remained as Cheon Yu-seong, the retired actor from South Korea.
Therefore, she had no resentment toward Stella.

In a way, it could be seen as saving her from a life confined to a small house, ruminating only on a lack of affection.

Although she had been more mischievous to the original most of the time, and could never say they had a good relationship.

...Nevertheless, Stella,
Stella who had been Cheon Yu-seong, was grateful to Stella.

'...Still, I really didn't want it to end like this.'

Stella recalled the contract with the original, which now felt like it had been made a long time ago.

*

I stared at the being with the same name and appearance as me.
Let me say it again.
It was truly, truly an unpleasant thing, but.

"Let's make a contract. I need to take your contract."

"...What's the price?"

The original Stella asked with a trembling voice.
While feeling the urge to keep my mouth shut forever, I slowly opened my lips.

"Me. Temporary control of this body."

Is it my possessiveness, or our purpose?

I...
made my decision.

"...Ha."

And right after that.

"Ah, haha, ha."

A dry laugh filled with undisguised delight echoed through the space.

A laugh from the original that I had never seen before.

Like water drawn from dry land.
Like blood seeping from cracked skin.

A laugh that felt alien to everything around it.

Her expressionless face was stained with a spectrum of emotions, eventually curving her eyes, and the original Stella...

Laughed. Loudly.
She roared with laughter.

*

Even then, I knew.
Even if I said "temporary" control, it wouldn't truly be temporary.

After all, the original Stella was already something beyond even an Archmage.
And there must have been a reason why she laughed so hard when she heard those words from me.

Yes, I knew.
Still, I thought I could manage if I did well enough.
In fact, I had pushed the Pope to the brink of death.

But... this was the result.

"You, heretics, I'll burn you all...!!"

The Pope staggered painfully, most of his body melting away, but he was still alive.
He could probably still harm my defeated companions.

So there was no choice.
They were already sacrificed due to my selfishness.

I didn't want to cause them more suffering because of my desires.

'...Stella.'

'Yes.'

I heard a voice.
A voice most similar to my own, just like our appearance.

'I'll fulfill the contract.'

Stella closed her eyes.
Tears welled up, but they would soon dry.

'I'll hand over the body to you.'

At some point, Stella had realized.
That someday she might lose her body to Stella.

After all, she had gone through the trouble of finding me across countless years and placing me in her body.

Even at the risk that I might fall for Evan with her body and develop a relationship with him, just like I did.

There must have been a clear reason for taking such a risk.

And it was true.
From the original Stella's memories, her role was to perform Stella's role in a reversed world and then be replaced.

*

"Find a soul that can endure those thousands of years and perform your history in your place. Then, take back your body again."

"Take back...?"

"Strictly speaking, it would be more accurate to say you make a contract with that soul."

"Does that... have any meaning?"

From Stella's perspective, she couldn't understand how this was different from simply taking possession of her past body.
To her question, the Ice Dragon answered with a smile.

"Of course. I told you at the beginning, didn't I? The absolute nature of contracts in divine rules."

A sacrifice always accompanies a price.

Conversely, a price always accompanies a sacrifice.

"What is established by contract is absolute. Only through this incredibly complex process can you temporarily escape the immutable law of death."

This was the only method of resurrection offered by the gods.
Even to Stella, it sounded complicated and difficult.

Of course, her determination to walk that path remained unchanged.

"Even with this, the time you can spend with your lord again may not be long. A few years at most."

"...That's enough. That much."

Even if it was arduous and thankless,
she would walk that path for that fleeting moment.

*

My heart churned.
I felt sorrowful.

According to those memories... I would lose my body and Evan for a few years.

But this was the contract.
A sacrifice for a price.

I was able to defeat the Pope because of my contract with the original Stella, and this was the price.

And this was better than handing over my body and Evan to someone else.

After all, Stella was...

The secretary of the second male lead that I had originally seen...

'...Take good care of Evan.'

...she was my favorite character.

'...Contract fulfillment. Complete.'

Stella felt her consciousness gradually fading.
Perhaps she would wake up again in a few years.

...Ah.

I told Evan I would look forward to it.
At the very least, I wanted to see that before I left.

'Surviving as a secretary... ends here.'

With that final thought, Stella's consciousness went dark.
Like sinking into the deep sea, into profound darkness.

And just before her consciousness faded completely,
she seemed to hear a small laugh.

In a voice similar to her own.

But somehow, unlike usual, it was a bit warmer.

'...Willful until the end, aren't you?'

*

"Cough... Kheuk...!"

The Pope barely managed to stand, forcibly reconnecting his melting flesh.

Having sustained himself with divine power for over 200 years, he knew well.
He was finished now.

Even now, he was barely standing with the power of the moonlit night, but in a few minutes when the sun fully rose, he would likely turn to ashes.

'Why.'

Why did it come to this?

The Pope couldn't understand.

The plan had been perfect, given how long it had been in motion.

For nearly 200 years, he had held both the North and the Empire in his grasp.
Both countries were firmly in the Moonlight Church's hands, to the extent that minor problems in either could be easily overlooked.

Like a child smashing toys held in both hands, starting a war was an easy task.

He could have started a war months ago or years ago.

But he had been even more cautious.
He had further consumed the monarchy, turning them into puppets, and gathered more troops from the North.

Now, all that remained was for the two to clash, causing tremendous bloodshed to be offered as a sacrifice.
Then they could have raised a huge moon overlooking the entire continent.

Yes. That should have been the case.

"W-why...?"

The Pope felt his right arm completely rot, crumble, and melt away.
Only about 5 minutes remained.

The Pope looked at the girl with lavender hair collapsed before him.

"It's all... your fault."

His and the Main God's plan had been perfect.
But the girl before him.

She wasn't from a prestigious family, nor was she from the troublesome Isenberg family.

Just the eldest daughter of an ordinary marquisate.
Stella Bell Eckhart.

She had eliminated the illusionary demonic beast sent to disrupt the academy, thwarting the church's plans.

She had defeated the Cardinal who tried to harvest divinity with the Seed of the Evil God, interfering with them again.

She had effortlessly destroyed the dragon prepared to sweep away the academy.
She had broken the brainwashing of the Sword Saint, their spare weapon for the final battle, without any damage.
She had persuaded the Saintess, created with tremendous effort, to switch to their side.

Each individual incident might have seemed minor to his grand plan.

But as they accumulated and piled up enormously.

In the end, the North, which had been prepared for hundreds of years, had its leader replaced overnight and suddenly became an enemy.
The Isenberg family and their allies had completely annihilated the bishops.

And finally, with a final, irreversible strike to his body, she had confirmed the downfall of the Moonlight Church.

All because of one such girl-

"This cannot... be...!"

The Pope summoned a sword of light with his last strength.

He was dying now.

With his death, who had been responsible for over 80% of the Moonlight Church, and the other bishops destroyed beyond recovery, the Moonlight Church had effectively met its end.

However, with the few minutes he had left, he could still annihilate the remaining people.

This wasn't a judgment befitting the Pope, who was the incarnation of god and had always made rational decisions.

It was simply acting as a human on the verge of death.
How human-like.

The Pope gripped the flashing sword of light with his completely decayed hand and struck down.
The first target was naturally the lavender-haired girl, Stella.

-KWAAANG!!

"If only you hadn't existed...!"

In her defenseless state, his sword would surely reduce her to bloody dust without leaving a trace.

Therefore, the Pope didn't even look and turned to his next target.

"Next is, of course... Isenber..."

"Who are you calling 'you'?"

"...?"

Despite his urgent physical state, the Pope hesitated for a moment and looked back.

An impossible scene was unfolding.

"...How...?"

"I'd like you to take that back, Pope."

Before him stood Stella Eckhart.

And not just standing there, but looking perfectly fine...
No.

Even compared to when they first met, she exuded an overwhelming presence and mana that was incomparable.

"Only I can call this child that."

The Pope felt anger beyond confusion at this impossible situation.
He didn't want to spend the last moments of his centuries-long life in disgrace.

"At least... I'll take you... with me...!!"

"Admirable."

She had already been known as a High Mage.

And she, who had wandered for hundreds, thousands of years with time to spare.

And she, who after such a long time could finally breathe again in her own body.

"You're now challenging a true Archmage in that state."

She was now at the pinnacle that no one on this continent, including the Sword Saint, could approach.

Ch.375 - Final Chapter. How to Survive as the Second Male Lead’s Secretary
The sun rose, marking the final chapter of my journey as the secretary to a supporting male character.

Throughout my life, I'd lost consciousness many times—when I first met Evan and was kidnapped by the Duke's men from the North, during the entrance exam when I met the Sword Saint, after comforting the Sword Saint following our battle with the spy, when I allowed the Cardinal to strike me, and most recently when I fell off a cliff. These moments defined my history—my struggle to survive after transmigrating into the body of a supporting character's secretary.

And now, as my consciousness faded once more, there was one crucial difference: someone else would take over my body, and I might not wake up anytime soon. Worst of all, Evan might not be by my side when I did.

*

The Pope trembled with fear, a sensation so foreign he questioned if he'd ever felt it before. What stood before him was incomprehensible. Through recent events, he'd realized Stella was merely a Marquis's daughter, not particularly powerful in combat. Her strength was average at best—lacking in stamina, strength, mana, and technique.

"How?" he asked, his question born more from bewilderment than fear. "How can you do this?"

The person before him was no longer the girl who had barely managed to approach him earlier. The mana radiating from her now exceeded all the magical power displayed in today's battle combined.

The Pope gathered all his divine power, creating light swords more numerous than all he had previously unleashed. He hurled them at Stella, expecting them to tear her apart.

But Original Stella—the true Stella—destroyed them all with a mere release of mana, scattering them like stars across the sky. The Pope, already weakened by Stella's divine rejection attack, was no match for an Archmage.

"That's not exactly what she did," Original Stella said, her blue eyes emotionless as she looked at the moon still faintly visible in the dawn sky.

She clenched her fist, and the lightning intensified hundredfold. The divine power the main deity was sending to protect the Pope flickered against the overwhelming force of her magic.

When the lightning stopped, the Pope lay charred on the ground, clinging to life through his divinity specialized in survival.

"That would be unfair," Original Stella said, and cast [Healing] on him, restoring his body in a grotesque, unbalanced way.

"Just because my emotions have weathered doesn't mean they don't exist."

"What have I done?!" the Pope cried.

"Strictly speaking, it wasn't you," Original Stella replied, closing her eyes. She saw thousands of years of journeying to find a soul to inhabit her body, driven by regret toward her lord, Evan. At the root of that misfortune was the Moonlight Church, controlled by the Pope.

"It was you."

The Pope's body exploded again except for his head, and he screamed in agony.

"Let's say that was for my ancestor," Original Stella said. "And now for my part."

She gathered an unprecedented amount of mana, so compressed it seemed to distort the space around it.

"I lost so much. Comrades, family, love... and eventually my life, wandering for thousands of years."

"What are you saying...?"

"Don't misunderstand. I didn't dedicate those years to revenge against you. It was to undo one regret."

The mana in her hand began forming a specific pattern and shape—a formula crafted by an Archmage.

"But I admit, there is one thing," she said.

"What are you doing?!"

"Nothing special. Just giving you a taste of what I experienced."

She clenched her fist, triggering the Archmage's formula. It transformed into blinding light and shot skyward with a thunderous roar.

"It's not a complex formula—just a divine power tracker combined with the lightning formula you just experienced. It targets everyone in the Empire with a certain amount of divine power..."

Distant thunder rumbled across the land.

"It strikes all church members of priest rank or higher. Most will die, or lose their ability to use divine power if they survive."

"Aaaaah!" the Pope wailed from the depths of his being. His centuries of work had been undone in an instant, and with his impending death, there was no chance of rebuilding.

"You witch!"

"Farewell."

Original Stella crushed the Pope's head under her foot. With the death of the last high-ranking believer, the founder and longest-serving leader of the religion, the Moonlight Church had been erased from the Empire.

"I overdid it," she said, leaning against nearby ruins and exhaling.

***

At dawn, the Empire was in chaos. What would normally have been a quiet morning was now a scene of carnage.

"Injured here!"

"Damn it, where are those priests when we need them?!"

Battle had erupted in the capital of the continent's largest nation. Despite evacuating many people, the midnight timing meant evacuation systems weren't clear, and the priests who could heal the wounded were the very perpetrators of this disaster.

"More bandages! Bring more bandages!"

Blood covered the once-pristine stone streets. A single misdirected sword strike had destroyed dozens of homes, and the residents bore the full brunt of the damage.

"Still, we're fortunate," Duke Lugion said, sitting on a large stone that had fallen from a collapsed house.

"Indeed."

"It's a miracle."

This had been an all-out war against a religion that held two of the Empire's largest nations in its grasp. Duke Isenberg had privately believed that even if they succeeded in avenging his wife, their future would be bleak.

Given the enemy's capabilities, their own forces, the numerical disadvantage, tactics, and weapons—they were at a severe disadvantage. Even if they miraculously beheaded the Pope, many lives, including his own, would be lost.

...Unless someone could overturn such a desperate situation in just four years.

"Stella."

"You have a remarkable daughter, my friend."

The Duke exhaled, his breath visible in the winter dawn air. He could hardly believe what he'd witnessed.

Even with all his power as the Empire's highest-ranking Duke, he had estimated their chances of success at barely 10%. It was so hopeless that he would have gladly accepted if his son had decided to give up.

"No, she's my daughter-in-law now too."

"Ugh..."

The Duke still found everything dreamlike and surreal, but his understanding of this fact was crystal clear—though unfortunate for the Marquis.

All church members of priest rank or higher had been eliminated. This was the conclusion based on reports from the intelligence network the Duke had established over the years.

It was a perfect victory. Though they had lost about 30% of their forces—still good news for those who had expected annihilation—the enemy had lost 99.9% of theirs.

Not all believers were gone, and there was no guarantee that new ones wouldn't appear as long as their deity existed in the heavens, but such concerns were trivial compared to their overwhelming victory.

The Duke stretched out on the rubble, and the Marquis sighed at the sight.

"How undignified. Is this appropriate for a Duke?"

"What does it matter? It's been so long since I've rested. Besides... I won't be a Duke much longer."

"Already, I should say."

"I've had a difficult time, so allow me this much."

The Duke closed his eyes. Even with them shut, he could feel the sun's rays gradually pushing away the dawn.

Morning was coming to the Empire.

*

"Cough!"

Original Stella coughed up blood as she sat among the ruins. It had been so long since she'd been outside her mindscape that controlling this body felt awkward.

"It's hard to balance. How much has she grown this body?"

Original Stella clicked her tongue at the voluptuous figure that prevented her from seeing her feet when she looked down—unlike her original body or the avatar in her mindscape.

"Do men... does my lord prefer them this large?"

"Could that be why I failed in my previous life?"

[Stella, you've pushed yourself too far,] the Ice Dragon said, seeing Original Stella muttering to herself—behavior unlike her usually heavy, cold demeanor.

To anyone else, this was clearly Stella—the Stella of this world who had dealt with the spy, saved the North, and finally expelled the Moonlight Church. But the Ice Dragon could see beyond that.

Original Stella, who now occupied her body, was fading with each passing moment.

[Why? You said you wanted to spend time with your lord...]

When Stella had first died in the North from the spy's attack, the Ice Dragon had told her exactly that.

*

"Do you regret it?"

The question came without context. Just those words.

Instinctively, she knew she could speak now, but her lips wouldn't open.

The deity smiled and asked again.

"Do you wish to see him once more?"

The question was more direct than the previous one.

Closing her eyes tightly, she considered thousands of possibilities before leaving only one face in her mind and slowly opening her mouth.

"...Yes."

"It might take a long time. Hundreds... perhaps thousands of years."

"No matter... how long... I must."

*

The contract would last a few years at most, and Stella seemed to have accepted that fact.

[You will now...]

"I don't think I've thanked you enough," Original Stella said, closing her eyes.

Like the Ice Dragon, she was recalling when she first died.

As a falling star descended, she confessed her love to her lord, and as the pain in her abdomen gradually faded, leading to death...

What came wasn't regret about her past life, joy at having conveyed her feelings, or curiosity about death.

It was overwhelming fear, realizing what she had done in that final moment.

"Yes, I regretted it," Original Stella said, her voice trembling with emotion. For someone naturally emotionless, this trembling affected the Ice Dragon more strongly than anyone else's wailing.

"After losing my mother to the Moonlight Church villains, then my father to the Northern spies..."

[You don't mean...]

"After losing many comrades during the war, to my lord who was merely pretending to smile..."

Original Stella's voice quivered.

"I regretted telling him I loved him as I was dying."

[Stella...]

Original Stella's goal wasn't to meet Evan again to whisper love and see it bear fruit.

It was the opposite. She wanted to take back the impulsive confession she had made.

[I love you, Duke...]

She regretted not knowing what kind of shackles and wounds those words would leave on her lord.

For thousands of years, her driving force had been the desire to completely erase her insignificant confession.

Original Stella rose unsteadily from the statue she had been leaning against. Dawn was approaching.

She smiled at the Ice Dragon.

"Still... wanting to spend time with my lord wasn't a lie. I truly intended to disappear after spending a few years with him."

[Then why...!]

"You know the answer to that better than I do."

Original Stella smiled unusually deeply and bid farewell to the Ice Dragon.

"Thank you for everything, my deity. Until we meet again."

[Wait—!]

With those words, Original Stella severed her connection with the Ice Dragon. It was essentially suicide since the Ice Dragon was what allowed her to remain in this world rather than the afterlife, but...

It was fine. She could endure with the excess mana she had for the time remaining.

"Yes, it was true. I did want to be with my lord."

One step.

Original Stella forced her increasingly unresponsive body to move.

Though she had disguised it as altruism for her lord, her decision had ultimately been selfish, driven by her inability to bear her guilt.

Knowing this, she had justified spending a few more years with her lord.

To settle unfinished business and make a better ending than before...

In truth, that feeling hadn't changed. She still wanted to be with her lord a little longer. To feel his warmth, to face him, to complain about how difficult everything had been.

Two steps.

Original Stella struggled to maintain her balance as she took another step. Along with her physical control, her soul's control was also fading.

She would probably wake up soon.

Original Stella closed her eyes and reflected on her history.

She remembered the despair and regret she felt when facing death.

Three steps.

She recalled the thousands of years spent with the Ice Dragon, searching for her soul.

She reminisced about the memories with the Ice Dragon, who had become a precious bond.

Four steps.

She remembered meeting her for the first time.

She thought of that being whose eyes were as empty and emotionless as her own, whom she had initially considered similar to herself.

Step by step, as she moved with her increasingly rigid soul, such reflections surfaced.

When she first let her into her body and heard about her actions...

She felt grateful upon learning that she had saved her lord's father and faced the Sword Saint—things she herself hadn't even attempted.

That gratitude turned to anger when she learned about the fantasy beast she had encountered with her lord and her confrontation with the Cardinal that nearly killed her lord.

...And when she heard about the midterm exam drama, receiving a confession from her lord during the theater festival, and perfectly handling the spy, dragon, and Sword Saint, winning their bet... that anger had transformed into complete inferiority.

'I knew it would be like this.'

And at some point, she had clashed with her more than anyone else within the mindscape.

She was irritating, constantly slandering her until she acknowledged her feelings, and had the audacity to delay accepting her lord's feelings despite knowing them.

But after receiving permission to read all her memories, she began to understand the principles behind her actions.

And at that point, her emotions transformed once again from gratitude to anger to inferiority to something entirely different.

Original Stella walked until she stood before someone.

Unlike the Sword Saint who had lost all strength and the Saintess who had lost consciousness from the divine current, this person had maintained his sanity despite experiencing the magical current just moments ago.

The heir to the Empire's greatest Duke.

The fastest knight.

The supporting male character in a novel she and the Ice Dragon had created.

Her lord, for whom she served as secretary, Stella Bell Eckhart.

And the person she loved more than anything in this world.

"My lord."

"Stella."

Evan von Isenberg. He alone stood on two legs, looking at her.

Though his body was battered, his legs trembled slightly, and his face was covered in ash and dried blood...

The sharpness in his eyes... those red eyes she had loved...

"No. You're... not Stella."

...still shone brightly, distinguishing between her and the other.

Original Stella smiled.

Why had she thrown away the years she might have had?

Why had she shortened her time with the lord she had so desperately wanted to be with?

'Ice Dragon... you ask why?'

"Answer me. Who are you?"

Her lord's voice carried wariness, though instinctively sensing she meant no harm, he hadn't taken a combat stance.

He was only concerned for his lover who should be in this body.

'How could I not?'

Clear tears flowed like pearls from Original Stella's eyes. It was an unfamiliar sensation.

Being naturally emotionless, she had thought she could spend her final moment with dignity.

But her emotionlessness, like a contrary frog, had released her at this moment, making her shed tears.

She could sense her lord's confusion.

Still, this was better than last time, when her departure had made him cry out.

[...ella? What are you...?]

As her consciousness faded, she could feel the other awakening from the slumber she had forced upon her.

How impertinent.

Not even allowing her this final reunion in private.

'That's enough. I just need to deliver my final message.'

[What, what do you mean...?]

Though still half-asleep, her confusion was evident.

She would probably try to stop her if she knew her true intentions.

She would see Original Stella as a rival and be wary of her, but still selfishly want to stay together.

That's the kind of person she was.

[Stella, wait—]

Original Stella cut off that voice. This was truly the end.

"Answer me. Who are you?"

To Evan, her lord...
She needed to tell him she didn't love him. That her words back then, which he wouldn't remember, had been a lie.

That was the apology she needed to make to conclude everything.

"My lord."

And at the moment she opened her mouth to speak those words...
Original Stella realized her true feelings.

'Ah. I see.'

Gratitude, anger, inferiority, and then...

The next emotion was... 'relief.'

Relief that instead of herself, who would have disappeared after saying only what she wanted to say, there was someone who would support and love him.

Transparent tears continued to flow.

But... yes.
Original Stella realized that what she needed to say next wasn't an apology.

"My lord, that girl... no."

She was already a ghost that should have disappeared.
And though she hadn't intended it, her ugly struggle to undo her regret had brought forth a love that her lord could trust and rely on.

So what she needed to offer was...

"Please take good care of Stella!"

Simply a blessing.

"...!"

The sunlight shone down.
Unlike her previous ashen end, this was different.

In the golden radiance, I placed a light kiss on my lord's lips.

'This much is alright, isn't it? Stella.'

I inwardly smiled as I thought this.
It held no romantic meaning.
Just a farewell greeting.

Sensing this, my lord seemed momentarily confused before slowly smiling and saying:

"Of course. I'll make her happier than anyone."

To those words, I smiled...
More brightly than any smile before.

This was her final moment after a long journey.
She had set out on a lengthy path to cover her regret, but found relief at the end.

It was the peace at the end of a long journey.

*

"...Huff!!"

With a sensation like my consciousness was rapidly surfacing, I took a deep breath and opened my eyes.

There was too much information flooding in at once.

My entire body ached as if it would shatter into pieces, something like dust or fragments irritated my respiratory tract, and my head felt like it would split open.

But amid all this, my thoughts about Original Stella took precedence.

"Stella...! Stel..."

As I tried to rise and call out, I simply realized:

She no longer existed. She had returned to the afterlife, rejoining the natural order.

"Stella."

Only then did Original Stella's mindscape impression come to me before I fell asleep.

She had been relieved.

She knew she could only remain in my body for a few years at most. Yet she had felt relief at being able to leave me behind.

"...What does that make me? I was so scared of losing my body... I avoided her."

Though I understood her choice and feelings... nevertheless.

I couldn't hide the emptiness in my heart.

She had been my favorite character. Even before coming to this world, she had been my support.

After arriving in this world, I had teased and mocked her a lot, but I felt we had been growing closer.

Though I knew she might take over my body, now I knew she wouldn't have.

Regardless, I wanted a little more...

"...I wanted to talk more."

Transparent tears rolled down my cheeks. Whether they were already there or newly shed by me, I couldn't tell.

It didn't matter.

I wiped away my tears and looked around.

The completely devastated sanctuary of the Moonlight Church.
The sun rising crimson.

"...We won."

That alone told me everything I needed to know. Looking around, none of my companions had life-threatening injuries.

If the Pope had been alive and this had happened...

"...You did something for us."

Stella must have done something before leaving.

I sat there, unable to hide my bitterness. As if reading my mind:

"Ah, Stella! You're awake!"

Evan approached me with a bright smile. I smiled back and embraced him.

It was a warm embrace.
Warm enough to somewhat ease the pain of losing a friend.

I decided to bury thoughts of her for now. Somehow, I felt this connection wouldn't end here.

After savoring Evan's embrace after so long, I asked him:

"What... happened?"

To my question, Evan answered with a bright smile:

"It ended well. Father contacted me and said there wasn't much damage on their side either."

"That means..."

"Yes. We won."

My legs nearly gave out, but Evan caught and supported me. I looked around.

My elf friend Erhen.
Princess Elysee.
Her knight Caille.
Paladin Grace.
Saintess Cloria.
Sword Saint Claire.

All my companions were covered in dust and collapsed, but they seemed to have no serious injuries to life or limb.

No one had died, and there was no major damage.
The Pope was dead, and the Moonlight Church would soon disappear.

In other words:

We had won.
It was over.

The significance of those words was immense to me.

For four years, I had anticipated this day.

Since falling into this world and experiencing death for the first time.

Since being rescued by this world's supporting male character and making a contract with him, hearing about the complete expulsion of the Moonlight Church—a future that had seemed impossible was now unfolding before my eyes.

"Congratulations, Evan!"

"Thanks! It's all because of you."

Of course... my feelings now were different from back then.

Back then, I knew neither Evan's true intentions nor my feelings for him. So naturally, that day represented liberation to me.

Liberation from being the secretary to a supporting male character—which meant death to me who had read the original work.

But now it was different. The man before me was the one I loved most in this world, so I was genuinely happy that his revenge had been accomplished.

Not just because my loved one's wish had been fulfilled. Evan had originally sealed away his true self somewhere, living only for revenge.

Now that the revenge was over, I could love a version of Evan closer to his original self. That made me happiest of all.

With these thoughts, we smiled at each other.

And naturally, we kissed.

"...Mmm..."

My heart beat pleasantly. When was the last time? Before the all-out war, in some house?

I clung to him, enjoying the sweetness of the kiss after so long, then drew away with a thin line of saliva connecting us.

Our relationship would change now. I had been his secretary all this time with the promise of finding the real him and achieving the rest.

Of course... there was no need to rush. We had plenty of time after ending the war. Truly, an abundance of time.

As I smiled happily with these thoughts, Evan's face turned bright red as he held something out to me.

"...Huh?"

I stared at it, examining whether it was what I thought it was, and when I confirmed it, my face turned as scarlet as his. I could feel my skin burning.

"...You said it, didn't you?"

It was... a ring.

A ring similar to the ones I had made as a prototype formula to show each other's status.

...Except for the sparkling jewel embedded in the center.

"...To keep my promise."

I finally realized what Evan was talking about. About a year ago.

But it felt distant—right before taking the entrance exam.

*

What Evan held in his bundle was quite a lot of gold coins and some jewelry. Such things wouldn't appear out of nowhere, so...

"Did you steal from the boss...?"

"That's right. Maybe I have a talent for pickpocketing?"

It was a dangerous joke for a Duke's son, but I couldn't deny the content. With his fast legs came fast hands, it seemed. Evan appeared to have taken all the thieves' wealth in that brief moment.

"The gold coins will just be heavy once we get off the carriage, so I'll leave them, but I wondered if you needed anything."

"Oh... no. Even if I did, I wouldn't want to use something from a bloodstained bundle."

When I joked like that, Evan burst out laughing and agreed.

"Haha! You're right! Someday I'll give you a proper gift."

*

Remembering that, I had reminded Evan of that long-ago promise when I gave him a ring during our last date.
And now, Evan was trying to keep that promise from so long ago.

"Is it... too much? We're both covered in dust, our clothes are all torn... I wanted to do this somewhere nicer..."

"Pfft!"

I burst out laughing at the sight of Evan, uncharacteristically rambling and fidgeting with the ring.
Or rather, this was probably closer to Evan's true self.

The casual, much more boyish side I occasionally saw when he was sick.
That innocent side I had risked everything to recover—I continued to laugh at the sight of it.

"...A person is being serious here, and you're laughing."

How could this man have been the smooth-talking supporting male character in the novel I had read?
I kept laughing, then felt genuinely sorry for Evan and cleared my throat.

With my face turning red again, I extended my hand to Evan.

Evan looked slightly sulky at first, but soon found the situation amusing himself and laughed briefly.
Then, as if handling a delicate piece of glass, he lifted my hand.

This was different from before.
Before, we had placed the rings on different fingers, praying for our goals to be achieved, as it wasn't a real engagement or relationship.

But now... the rings found their rightful place.

The ring finger of the left hand.
Looking at the ring shining there, I couldn't contain my happiness and burst into laughter again.

This time Evan didn't say anything, just laughed along. He only asked with a mischievous expression:

"Will you be okay? With these eyes of mine... I'll know immediately if you cheat or your feelings cool off."

"Oh please. Would I ever do such a thing?"

"Hahaha! You're sure?"

The now fully risen sun shone upon us.

Come to think of it, when I first opened my heart to him, the sun was rising like this too.

I smiled as brightly as that sunlight.

"Of course! Because..."

Thinking about it, there was one thing that remained the same between the me who first made a contract with him and the me now.

'That is...'

Both the me back then and the me who fell in love with Evan wanted to escape being his secretary.

That's why I survived.
I survived to no longer be his secretary.

That was how to survive as the secretary to a supporting male character.

As Evan had said, he had eyes that could detect lies.
And how my answer would sound to those eyes now?
I knew better than anyone else in this world.

"Because I love Evan more than anyone!"

-The End of "How to Survive as the Secretary to a Supporting Male Character"
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