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Hundred Braves, a character-raising simulation RPG. I've been possessed by the 101st character who has neither background nor abilities.


Ch.0 - Prologue
"I... can't become one..."

I muttered as I felt my body growing colder.
Before my eyes, only a single phrase floated.

[Objective: Become a warrior.]

Become a warrior. What an impossibly vague goal.
Of course, it's not that warriors don't exist or anything like that.
Rather, warriors were more common than one might think.

Ten saint-level warriors recognized by the Order.
One hundred high-level warriors including the saint-level ones.
And about a thousand ordinary warriors active beyond that.

A ruined world, an era where warriors are common.
I was given the objective to become a warrior.
But even that was too difficult for me.

No talent.
No special connection.
For someone as ordinary as me, there was no way I could just become a warrior when told to.

"I said it's impossible..."

I stared into empty space with resentful eyes.
That's when it happened.

[The Constellation wishes for you to rise again.]

Another message butting in, right on cue.
So annoying. I just want to give up now.

[The Constellation wishes for you to rise again.]

[The Constellation wishes for you to rise again.]

[The Constellation wishes for you to rise again.]

[The Constellation wishes for you to rise again.]

[The Constellation wishes for you to rise again.]

Damn it.
Why don't you try it yourself then?
Not that it would ever happen...

<Character Development Failed.>
-Character: Allen Plake
-Development Attempt: 100th try
-Stage Reached: Warrior Candidate (Ranking Uncalculated)

Ch.1 - Possession
In a dark room. Eyes staring at a fallen character on the monitor.
At the same time, the mouse was clicking repeatedly as if excited.

<Would you like to cheer for the character?>
-Yes-

<Would you like to cheer for the character?>
-Yes-

<Would you like to cheer for the character?>
-Yes-

<Would you like to cheer for the character?>
-Yes-

<Would you like to cheer for the character?>
-Yes-

But as if it was all pointless.
Eventually, a cold result window appeared before me.

<Character development failed.>
-Character: Allen Plake
-Development attempt: 100th try
-Reached stage: Hero Candidate (Rank not calculated)

"Argh!"

I dropped the mouse from my hand in disgust.

It's impossible.
This guy absolutely cannot become a hero.

This was my 100th attempt at development.
After trying 100 times, with each attempt taking several days, the result was always the same.

<Character development failed.>

The reasons varied.
Mostly he died.
Or he died.
Come to think of it, only the ways he died were diverse.

But what if he somehow survived?
I shook my head.
He did manage to survive this time, after all.

But he has no talent.
Not only does he lack talent, but he also lacks even the most basic potential.
No matter how I look at it, he can't even be a farmer, let alone a hero.

*This character was clearly designed to never be unlocked in the first place.*

That was my conclusion.
And most of the community had reached the same conclusion.

<Allen Plake (1-star)>
User rating: 0.97/10

-I don't understand how he can be this weak. Just frustrating.
ㄴHe never listens. Makes you wonder if there's even a point in developing him.
ㄴHe listened well to me though? What's going on?

-Worst performance, worst personality.
ㄴ+The character that ruined the game
ㄴHis personality is actually quite likable?
ㄴWhat are you talking about?

-Struggling through 50 attempts to raise this guy was my worst decision.
ㄴHow did you even manage 50 attempts?
ㄴStrangely, my Allen listened well and had a decent personality, so I persevered. But becoming a hero is still impossible. He sucks.
ㄴLOL the conclusion is that no matter what you do, he can't become a hero

That's right.
"The conclusion is that no matter what you do, he can't become a hero."
This one sentence summed it all up.

Moreover, usually characters this weak would at least have a unique personality that makes them popular, but not Allen. To most users, Allen was an unlikable character.
Beyond in-game performance, even from a game management perspective.

The name of this game is "Hundred Braves."
It's what you'd call a character development simulation game.
A game where you raise characters by making choices.
But what's important was in the game's name and catchphrase.

The literal translation of the name: "A Hundred Heroes."
And the catchphrase: "Raise 100 unique characters and turn them into heroes!"
The developers had been consistently adding new characters to match this promise.

Up to this point, it might seem like any ordinary mobile game, but the difficulty level was on a completely different level from other casual mobile games.
The time it takes to turn a character into a hero is at least a few days, or a week if you take it slow.
On top of that, it had a roguelike system where if your character dies, you have to start over from the beginning.
Because of this, there were once complaints that users couldn't keep up with the pace of new character additions.

It was quite a heavy game for a mobile title, but loyal users like me kept up with the progress, turning each new character into a hero.
As users followed the game's progress, they all became focused on one thing:

"What will happen after the 100th hero is added?"

When the 100th hero was finally added, most people expected new content.
A raid against the final villain that had only been hinted at, or a new story in a new world.
Everyone was eagerly waiting for the next update with such expectations.

However, what was actually revealed... was something no one had expected.
Even the prophetic villains who had been babbling about a 101st hero fell silent after trying to develop the character.
That was the 101st hero, Allen Plake, who appeared with terrible performance.

A character so ordinary it was practically garbage, with no symbolic significance.
A development difficulty that seemed designed with the developers' malice to ensure he could never become a hero.
When all these factors combined, people unanimously declared:

This is a brain-dead character.

While protests raged and people left the game, I continued playing.
I had already turned all 100 heroes into heroes, excluding this one.
With my thoroughly broken mindset, I devoted myself to developing Allen Plake, even cutting back on sleep.

But Allen Plake's development difficulty was truly beyond imagination.

*Please move! Please!*

When combat occurred, he would freeze up and do nothing.

*Why on earth are you going there?*

He never listened and died in the most ridiculous ways.

<Acquired title [Cowardly Allen]>

Is this supposed to be a hero?

Yes, I could overlook everything else.
I've raised so many characters already.
Even without talent, there are ways to work around it.

But at the very least, he should listen to instructions.
Since he doesn't follow orders properly, there's nothing I can do.
If he had just acted according to my commands, he could have at least debuted as a hero...

That's when it happened.
After dismissing the failed development result screen, a notification appeared.

*Huh?*

<You have acquired a new blessing item by meeting certain conditions.>

I felt something was strange.
That's because I couldn't think of any missions or achievements I could have completed with this development attempt. I had already cleared most of them anyway.

*Was there a patch today?*

Come to think of it, I'd been so obsessed with developing this character that I hadn't checked the official community lately.
Seeing other players whining also made me lose motivation.
I felt somewhat relieved that this might mean the developers hadn't abandoned the game yet.

*What kind of blessing is it?*

Blessings were one-time consumable items that could be bestowed on a character before development, up to three at a time. They were similar to boost items in other games.
I clicked on the notification to check the blessing's details.
The newly acquired blessing appeared on screen.

[Blessing of the Chain God]
During this attempt, the character will absolutely obey the player's commands.

It was as if it had read my thoughts.
Of course, that's impossible.

*I knew it.*

They did have something hidden up their sleeve.
This is exactly what I'd expect from the "Hundred Braves" developers I've known.
I couldn't help but smile. If someone saw me now, they'd say my mind wasn't broken enough yet.
Sorry, but there's no more mind left to break.

I was about to hurry to the development preparation screen as if the blessing might disappear, but I stopped my finger.
I had just spent several sleepless nights thinking the 100th attempt would be my last. But it wasn't because of fatigue.
It was simply because I had mentally set 100 attempts as my limit.

*...*

After a moment of contemplation, I finally clicked the development preparation button.

*I can't just not use a blessing like this after obtaining it.*

And given the nature of blessings, it might be difficult to get this one again.
If that's the case, I wanted to start development now while the feel of the 100th attempt was still fresh. After all, the 100th attempt had been the closest to becoming a hero out of all my attempts.

*This attempt will truly be my last.*

After entering the development preparation screen, I began checking all my previous play records.
While I did refer to some strategies posted by users in the community, nothing was more reliable than my own play records.
Even those couldn't be completely relied upon since situations could change drastically with each attempt in this unpredictable game.

*Considering various scenarios...*

After forming a plan, my gaze shifted to the top of the character.
There, Allen Plake's Stigma was displayed.
Stigmas were unique patterns that each character possessed, giving them special powers while also serving as a medium where the character's stats and skills were recorded.
And from that Stigma, there were empty spaces in five directions.

<Stigma Inheritance>

<Stigma Inheritance> was a system designed to encourage players to develop various characters. It allowed players to inherit parts of Stigmas from other characters they had previously raised.

Although what was inherited through Stigma Inheritance was only a portion of the character's stats and skills, not the complete package, the merit it gave to a low-level character couldn't be ignored.
If you were lucky enough to inherit a useful part, you could use it even after debuting as a hero.

If you were lucky, that is.

*So it's ultimately a luck-based garbage game.*

Usually, what gets inherited is often useless parts of the Stigma. There were even cases where all five inherited Stigmas turned out to be useless.
Nevertheless, I carefully selected five Stigmas and placed them in all five directions.

I hoped he would inherit something useful.
He had to. For this guy to survive, he needed to inherit at least one useful part as a prerequisite.
To make him debut as a hero, he might need to inherit useful parts from all five Stigmas.

*A versatile Stigma for flexibility, a supportive Stigma to aid growth, and...*

I finished checking the last Stigma.
These were five Stigmas carefully selected from hundreds of characters I had raised. While there were some regrets, I couldn't think of a better combination.
However...

*Should I have pushed Gwen a bit more to get her swordsmanship to SS rank?*

I suddenly recalled Gwen, the owner of the rose-shaped Stigma placed in the bottom right, swinging her sword diligently even as an old lady.
No matter how much I commanded her, she refused, so I eventually gave up. Maybe I should have pestered her more.
Well, it doesn't matter much. I placed that Stigma hoping for other parts, not swordsmanship.

*Then what's left are the blessings.*

Next, I looked at the blessing slots below the character.
Regarding the one-time consumable blessings, I had some regrets.
Having realized that raising Allen was impossible without decent blessings, I had used up all my saved blessings after the 50th attempt.
In fact, right before the 100th attempt, I had used up all kinds of overpowered blessings with the intention of finishing this once and for all.

*This one is fixed.*

I placed [Blessing of the Chain God] in the first slot.
Now two slots remained.

*For the remaining slots...*

After much deliberation, I placed one blessing in each of the remaining two slots.
With that, all preparations were complete.
Allen, standing in the development preparation screen, was now surrounded by various Stigmas and blessings. Even though the core was still garbage.

*With this, I can say I've done my best.*

Somehow I feel tired even before starting development, but that's just how this game is.

*...Shall we begin?*

Despite it being just a game, a strange tension filled the air.
After checking all settings one last time, I reached for the start development button.

*You're screwed now, Allen.*

At that moment, my vision went dark.

*Huh?*

What just happened?
Did the monitor suddenly turn off?
My senses feel strangely unfamiliar.

*What is this...*

I opened my eyes.

*...*

An unfamiliar ceiling.
Well, I guess I might have been taken to a hospital after playing the game for days without sleep. I would have continued thinking that if not for the voice I heard moments later.
I might have been denying reality, thinking, 'The hospital ceiling is quite dirty.'

"Allen! Alleeeeen!"

*Allen? Who are they calling?*

"How long are you planning to sleep, Allen!"

In that moment, I had only one thought.

I'm screwed.

Ch.2 - Absolute Obedience
Allen's thoughts echoed in his head.

"You're screwed now, Allen."

But it turned out I was the one who was screwed.
Or wait, since I'm Allen Plake now, did my words come true after all?

"Haah..."

I set down the tin water bucket by the well and crouched, letting out a long sigh.
I wished I had a cigarette to put in my mouth.
Not that I had any, and being in a kid's body meant I couldn't smoke anyway.

*How did I end up like this?*

Allen's long blonde hair—well, more of a dull blonde—fluttered in the breeze before my eyes.
But the color wasn't important. What mattered was that I had somehow possessed Allen Plake's body.

*Damn it.*

There had been no warning signs.
No reason why I should possess Allen Plake.
I just opened my eyes in Allen's body the moment I started the game.

*What am I supposed to do now?*

I gritted my teeth.
To passersby, I probably looked like I was staring blankly into space, but before my eyes floated a single sentence:

[Goal: Become a Hero.]

A sentence I'd seen countless times while playing as Allen Plake.
A simple instruction with no explanation—just become a hero.
I knew achieving this goal was nearly impossible.
No, until now it was fair to call it completely impossible. No player had ever achieved it.

*I know it's impossible, but...*

I didn't want to give up without trying.
After all, I'm different from Allen Plake.
Maybe it's possible for me.

*Becoming a hero isn't that difficult anyway.*

There are roughly a thousand heroes.
Becoming one of the top hundred elite heroes would be difficult, but becoming an ordinary hero was practically guaranteed if you could just get into the Hero Academy.

*So the important thing is how to get into the Hero Academy.*

They say graduating from the Hero Academy guarantees you'll become a hero, but it's not as easy as it sounds.
At least not for Allen.
In Allen's current state, he'd probably die before even reaching the entrance exam.

I need to get stronger. At least strong enough to enter the Hero Academy.
And one of the ways to get stronger was on my forearm.
I carefully rolled up my sleeve to check what was inside.

A Stigma.
One of the few weapons given to this loser Allen Plake, and my last hope.
I also discovered that I could check my status through the Stigma.

*Status*

<Status>
1. Information
Name: Allen Plake
Age: 15
Gender: Male
Race: Human
Stigma: ???'s Pattern

2. Abilities
Health: G+
Strength: F-
Agility: F+
Magic Power: F

3. Skills
None

4. Traits
[Absolute Obedience]

I could understand the ability scores—they were Allen Plake's original stats, after all.
But there was one part I couldn't understand.

*What the hell is this Absolute Obedience?*

There was a trait I'd never seen before.
I'd never seen it while raising other characters, and as far as I knew, Allen never started with any traits.
So this must be...

*A trait that appeared because of me?*

I immediately checked the effect of the [Absolute Obedience] trait.

[Absolute Obedience]
Allen Plake absolutely obeys the player's commands.

Is this some kind of joke?
In my current situation, possessed by Allen Plake, this trait was completely useless. I had hoped it might be a trait that could make others obey me, but now I just felt foolish.

*Wait a minute...*

Come to think of it, the [Absolute Obedience] text seemed familiar.
I finally realized why it felt so familiar.

*That blessing!*

[Blessing of the Chain God]
During this playthrough, the character absolutely obeys the player's commands.

So that's what it meant?
So "absolutely obeys the player's commands" actually meant...
Forcing me to possess Allen Plake?

*You lying bastards...*

I was speechless with disbelief.
I never expected this.
This was the moment I finally got backstabbed by the Hundred Braves developers whom I'd trusted until the end.

*No, this isn't the time for that.*

Anyway, it was clear this trait was useless.
So there was only one thing left I could truly rely on.
The Stigma. I examined the Stigma section below the traits in my status.

5. Stigma
SP: 160

Main: [???'s Pattern (Large)]
Inheritance 1: [Rose Pattern (Small)]
Inheritance 2: (Inactive)
Inheritance 3: (Inactive)
Inheritance 4: (Inactive)
Inheritance 5: (Inactive)

SP stands for Sacred Point, also called Faith Points.
You could earn them by defeating monsters, clearing quests, or achieving accomplishments.
And you could use those points to acquire traits or skills embedded in the Stigma.
The problem was that Allen's own Stigma was completely useless.

[???'s Pattern (Large)]
Inheritance Skills: None
Inheritance Traits: None

An empty pattern with no inheritance skills or traits.
I was dumbfounded when I first checked it.
I had never seen such a pattern before.
With garbage stats and a pattern like this, I had expected some unique growth element to be prepared.
In reality, it was just a character that couldn't grow from the start.

But there were still other inherited Stigmas left.
Currently, only the first inherited Stigma, the small Rose Pattern, was activated.
I prayed it had decent skills or traits.

[Rose Pattern (Small)]
Inheritance Skill: [Swordsmanship (B)] - 150SP
Inheritance Trait: [Premature Growth (Small)] - 250SP

I let out a sigh. Of all things, swordsmanship.
Of course, B-rank Swordsmanship was quite powerful at this point.
[Swordsmanship (B)] was something that ordinary swordsmen without Stigmas could only obtain late in their careers.
But being limited to B-rank was still a significant limitation.

While it might be useful by normal human standards, even among regular heroes, not to mention elite heroes, there were plenty of swordsmen who surpassed [Swordsmanship (A)].
Moreover, since it was a skill acquired through a Stigma rather than direct experience, raising it to A-rank wouldn't be easy.

*Maybe I should have raised Swordsmanship to SS?*

Originally, the Rose Pattern had [Swordsmanship (S+)].
It dropped to B-rank when inherited.
If I had raised it to SS, even with the same drop, the inherited swordsmanship would have been more useful.

Still, it wasn't a complete failure.
As I mentioned earlier, [Swordsmanship (B)] wasn't unusable, and the inherited trait was a success.

[Premature Growth (Small)]
While there were various skills and traits in the large Rose Pattern that could be considered successful, [Premature Growth (Small)] was particularly valuable.
It was a growth-supporting trait that would help overcome the limitations of Allen's unremarkable body and aid in development.

*I'm 90SP short.*

If this had been a character that started with a lot of SP, I could have learned this trait right away, but Allen wasn't such a character.

*So how do I gather SP...*

That's when I heard it.

"Hey, Allen!"

A voice called out to me from somewhere.
I quickly rolled down my sleeve and turned my head in that direction.
There was a group of children.

"What are you spacing out for?"

Fortunately, all of Allen Plake's memories remained intact.
I don't know the exact mechanism, but the memories felt as vivid as if they had always been mine.
But if you asked if I had completely merged with Allen Plake, the answer would be absolutely not.

*These guys...*

They were kids who often bullied Allen.
The one who seemed to be their leader pointed a stick at me like a sword and said:

"Are you coming with us?"

*Where would I go...*

At that moment:

<A quest has appeared.>

A notification suddenly appeared.

[Protect the Village Friends.]
A hungry wolf will attack your friends who are planning to explore near the barrier outside the village.
Defeat the wolf and save your friends.
Danger Level: D
Reward: 10SP

*This is...*

A quest.
The content was the same as Allen Plake's first quest in the game.
Just one wolf. And the danger level was only D.
The danger level was measured in comparison to the character's current stats.
While not absolute, a D-level danger meant the chance of failure was practically non-existent.

Yet Allen always stubbornly refused this quest.
That's how cowardly Allen was as a character.
The children, interpreting my silence as fear, started to snicker.

"Planning to run away with the excuse that you came to fetch water again?"

But I'm different.
Yeah, that's what I didn't like.
What's there to be scared of? Why wouldn't I go?

"There's no way cowardly Allen would come along..."

"I'll go."

"What?"

"I said I'll go too. What, are you deaf?"

The leader kid, who had been wearing a stupid expression for a moment, soon smiled.

"Great. Looks like you've finally discovered the fun of adventure."

As if that's such a childish reason.
I just want to earn SP.
There's nothing better than quests for earning SP.

***

The children who left the village walked for quite a while.
They seemed conscious of me, who never usually followed them.
A child trailing behind the leader quietly said:

"Haven't we gone too far this time?"

"Shut up. He'll hear you. We always come out this far."

"But the adults said Chaos Beasts appear near the barrier..."

"So what if they do? We'll just beat them up."

Beat up Chaos Beasts? You?
I almost said that but held back.
Chaos Beasts were monsters living outside the barrier, humanity's survival zone, equivalent to monsters in other games—strong beings.
At least too strong for a village kid to handle.

*But what's coming out this time is just an ordinary wolf.*

I let out a small laugh.

"By the way, doesn't he seem strange today? He's different from usual."

"I don't know. Maybe someone should scare him and see if he wets himself and cries like usual?"

Listening to such pathetic talk, I walked through the forest with the children for a while.
The exotic trees created an atmosphere completely different from what I'd seen in Korea.
It was a captivating scenery, but for some reason, the tension in my body didn't allow me such leisure.

"Look at him. There's nothing here, but he's so scared."

Nothing here? A wolf will attack soon.
But even so, I was excessively tense.
I didn't understand why. Was it the influence of Allen, the original owner of this body?

*No need to be nervous. It's just one wolf.*

Even a low-level hero can easily defeat an ordinary wolf.
In fact, the quest difficulty based on my status was D.
It's almost impossible to fail.

*Besides, I'm not alone.*

There are plenty of other children around.
There's strength in numbers—they should be of some help.

*So there's no need to be nervous...*

That's when it happened.

"Aaaagh!"

A scream came from up ahead.
I snapped to attention.
The wolf had definitely appeared.

One child shouted:

"Run away!"

Before those words were even finished, the children were already fleeing.
One, two.
The children rushed past me as I stood still.

*Huh?*

I felt like something in the plan had gone wrong.
In an instant, all the children disappeared from view, and only one wolf remained in front of me.
At that moment, my eyes met the wolf's.
Its eyes were filled with nothing but killing intent.

*Maybe I should have run too?*

I suddenly felt regret.
No, perhaps I couldn't have run.
Had I really been standing here to fight?
I just realized my body was completely frozen and wouldn't move.
Now that I was facing it, I had no idea how to fight.

*I didn't know.*

As a player, I didn't know.
The killing intent of an enemy and the tension of a life-or-death situation.
How cold and sharp it could be.

*What kind of people are these other heroes?*

As I was regretting, it happened.

"Grrrr."

The corners of the wolf's mouth turned up.
It looked almost like it was smiling.
Had it noticed how terrified I was?
As if confirming that ominous feeling, the wolf immediately charged at me.

*I'm going to die.*

That intuition rang strongly in my mind.
The approaching wolf looked like death itself.
It wasn't the first time I'd felt this emotion in my life, but it wasn't familiar either.

My body refused to move.
But just because my body wouldn't move didn't mean I'd lost my reason.
I desperately pleaded with my unmoving body.

*Please...*

It was more of a command than a plea.

*Move!*

At that moment:

<Trait [Absolute Obedience] is activated.>

My body moved.

Ch.3 - Becoming A Hero
<Characteristic [Absolute Obedience] is activated.>

The message appeared before my eyes, and my body moved simultaneously.
However, perhaps because my stiffened body suddenly loosened, my feet got tangled and I fell.
Thanks to that, I was able to avoid the lunging wolf.

"Ugh!"

My knees were scraped and painful from the fall.
But I couldn't stay down forever.

*Get up!*

<Characteristic [Absolute Obedience] is activated.>

It worked again.
My body immediately stood up.
I recalled the effect of [Absolute Obedience].

[Absolute Obedience]
Allen Plake absolutely obeys the player's commands.

What I had misunderstood was the existence of the "player."
I thought that by possessing Allen Plake, I had completely become the same entity as him.
But that wasn't the case. This world still recognizes me as a player. That's why Allen's body obeys the commands I give.

*I guess that's fortunate?*

Now that I knew my body could move somehow, it was time to make a decision.

*Run or fight.*

I locked eyes with the wolf.
Having failed to pounce on me, it was turning around, leaving long marks in the dirt.
It clearly had no intention of giving up on me.

*Even if I run, I'm probably not faster than a wolf.*

Then I had no choice but to fight.
I quickly moved to pick up the stick that had fallen to the ground. It was the one the kid who seemed to be the leader had been holding.
As I grabbed the stick, the wolf took advantage of the opening and charged at me again.

*But how do I fight?*

I was holding a stick, but I had no knowledge of how to fight.
That made sense. Neither my real-world self nor Allen's memories contained any information about facing wolves.
In the end, all I could do was desperately swing the stick at the charging wolf.

Thud

The stick hit the wolf's head, but I lacked the strength to stop it.

"Aaaagh!"

An intense pain shot through my left calf.
It had bitten my leg. The beast bit down and wouldn't let go.
I was about to drop the stick and collapse from the sudden pain.

*Kick it!*

<Characteristic [Absolute Obedience] is activated.>

My right foot moved.
The wolf, kicked by my foot, fell away with surprising weakness.

*No time to waste.*

I quickly picked up the stick from the ground again.
I had managed to survive by regaining my senses midway, but I had just nearly died.
The unrelenting pain in my leg was proof of that.

Grrrr

This time the wolf leaped, seemingly aiming for my throat.
I desperately jammed the stick into its mouth.

Despite using all my strength, the wolf thrashed with the stick in its mouth, and I felt like I might lose my grip at any moment. I couldn't afford to lose the stick—my only means of defense against the wolf.

I had to survive.
Whatever happened, I needed to stay alive.
For that, I had to do something.

*But what should I...*

That's when I noticed something through my torn sleeve.
The Stigma.

*The Stigma!*

There was still something I could do.

*Inherit [Swordsmanship(B)] from [Rose Stigma(Minor)]!*

A notification appeared before my eyes.

<150SP will be consumed. Are you sure you want to inherit?>

This was urgent.

*Yes, hurry!*

At that moment, the Stigma glowed brightly.

<[Swordsmanship(B)] has been inherited from [Rose Stigma(Minor)]>

Simultaneously, something began entering my mind.
How to grip a sword, how to position my feet, how to put power into the blade.
Knowledge of swordsmanship was being engraved in me.

I readjusted my grip on the stick.
It felt like a skill I had practiced all along, a sensation familiar to my body.
I surrendered to that sensation and stepped forward.

"Aaaah!"

I suddenly changed direction, skillfully using the wolf's own strength against it.
Using that momentum, I swung the stick with great force.
The wolf, which had been firmly gripping the stick, was helplessly thrown and slammed down.

Kyiing!

A whimper escaped from the wolf.
But it wasn't over yet. I needed to secure my victory.
The wolf seemed unwilling to back down, as it was struggling to stand up again despite staggering.

Our eyes met again.
The killing intent in its eyes was even more ferocious than before.
I felt my body beginning to stiffen again at that intent. I gave another command.

*Don't be tense.*

<Characteristic [Absolute Obedience] is activated.>

My stiffening body instantly relaxed again.
Moreover, I too began to harbor killing intent toward the wolf.
I sensed that this fight wouldn't end until one of us died.

"Come on."

At that moment, the wolf began to move again.
The wolf charged at tremendous speed.
I pointed the stick at the wolf and stood still, calmly watching it approach.

*This feels completely different from before.*

The wolf's charging speed still seemed too fast.
The stick I was holding was also heavy for my strength.
But I seemed to know how to strike with it.

The wolf was charging in a straight line.
I could instinctively sense its path and timing.

Now.

Though it was still at some distance, now was definitely the time.
I stepped forward. It was to shift my center of gravity.
Though this was clearly a sensation I'd never felt before, somehow it felt familiar, as if my body knew it.

*Die!*

I swung down the raised stick while turning my upper body.
A clean swing.

Whack.

A completely different sound echoed compared to when I hadn't inherited [Swordsmanship(B)].
At the same time, a heavy impact traveled through my hand. My wrist tingled.
The wolf fell down immediately.

*I need to finish it for sure...!*

Just as I was about to close the distance to the wolf again, I had to stop.
The wolf's body, which had been trembling, went limp.

*Is it dead?*

The limp body, clouded eyes, and protruding tongue.
Though I'd never seen a dead wolf before, I could be certain.
It was dead.

*But why?*

It might seem like a strange question, but I was genuinely puzzled.
Even with B-rank Swordsmanship, my strength was still F.
So I hadn't expected the wolf to die in one hit.
But the wolf was definitely dead.

*This creature...*

I cautiously approached the wolf.
I hadn't noticed earlier, but now I could see the wolf's condition.

The wounds covering its body weren't caused by me.
The only injury I had inflicted was essentially a bruise on its head. The other wounds had been there before it encountered me.

Its body was also extremely emaciated, as if it had been starving for a long time.
In a severely weakened state, it had used its last bit of strength to attack me.

I also recalled that wolves are pack animals. The fact that it was acting alone in such a state likely meant it had been abandoned by its pack.

*But...*

I unconsciously stopped my hand as I was about to reach out to the wolf.
Why had I been reaching out in the first place?
Sympathy for the wolf's situation? Or empathy for its abandoned state?

I wasn't sure.
But what was certain was that these weren't my emotions.

*Must be Allen's emotions.*

It seemed that more than just his body and memories remained.
Perhaps some of Allen's emotions also lingered.
Considering how my body had frozen excessively in front of the wolf, it was a plausible theory.

And I could also understand why Allen's survival rate had been so low.

*This isn't the time to be lost in unnecessary sentimentality.*

<Characteristic [Absolute Obedience] is activated.>

My emotions settled, and rational thinking returned.
I got up from my spot. My left calf, bitten by the wolf, was still throbbing.
I needed to hurry back to the village for treatment.

Just then, I heard a small sound nearby.

Rustle.

I looked in the direction of the sound.
There was a little girl who had fallen backward.
It seemed she hadn't been able to escape either.

*If Allen had refused the quest, this child would have died.*

Thinking about it that way made me feel a bit sorry for her.
How many times had she died in previous iterations?

"Are you okay?"

I asked, extending my right hand.
The problem was that I was still holding the stick with the wolf's blood on it.
The girl, perhaps thinking I was pointing the stick at her, began to hastily back away.
I could see dirt and dust getting all over her clothes.

"I'm not trying to hurt you, I just wanted to ask—"

"Aaaah!"

Having finally managed to get up, the child turned around and ran away as fast as she could.
I wonder why she didn't run away earlier if she could run so well now.

"I was just going to ask for some help..."

My left leg was starting to swell.
It throbbed with every step, making it difficult to walk.
Still, I had to return to the village, so I started walking alone.

*Come to think of it...*

The quest reward was floating in the corner of my vision.

<Quest [Protect the Village Friends] has been cleared.>
Reward: 10SP

It was a meager reward.
Though it was actually generous for killing just one wolf.
But looking at it rationally, the process wasn't very logical.

*Damn it.*

It was an impulsive decision.
Inheriting [Swordsmanship(B)] was nothing if not impulsive.

The quest difficulty D was based on my stats and environment.
I should have been more suspicious. I should have checked whether the wolf was in its normal state.

During the fight, I lost my composure and didn't notice, but the wolf was in an extremely weakened state. Each of its attacks was probably a desperate one, fighting for its life.
If I hadn't confronted it and struck it down, but instead tried to hold out as long as possible, the wolf would have run out of strength first.

Of course, it's fortunate that I survived.
In that situation, having already decided to fight, I can't guarantee I would have survived without inheriting [Swordsmanship(B)].
But if I had been able to calmly assess the wolf's condition... that regret lingered.

*Ugh.*

The wound from the wolf's bite stung with every step.
At this rate, it's hard to tell who really won.

Right now, I am both the player and Allen Plake.
Due to that disconnect, I made a series of poor judgments.
Following my instincts as a player, I went to hunt the wolf with a half-hearted mindset, and swept up in Allen's emotions, I impulsively learned [Swordsmanship(B)].

The game world has become reality.
Clearly, the current situation isn't good.
A dangerous world already on the path to destruction.
And I've been thrown into it as Allen Plake, a bottom-tier character.

One might think I could just not become a hero and live in the village for a long time. That's the decision most versions of Allen Plake made.

The character "Allen Plake" mostly wasn't interested in becoming a hero. He knew all too well how weak he was.
But by refusing quests, he lost friends in the village, and eventually, when the entire village was destroyed, he realized.
Becoming a hero wasn't a goal—it was a harsh fate imposed on him.
Of course, more often than not, he died before reaching that realization.

The 100th iteration of Allen Plake was unique in that regard.
He accomplished things that previous Allen Plakes hadn't.
Although he didn't completely follow my instructions, he walked the path of fate quite diligently and autonomously.
In the end, he couldn't overcome his lack of talent and failed.

And now I've become the 101st Allen Plake.
What should I do now?

I turned my head to look in the direction of the barrier.
The massive hemispherical barrier encompassed the entire region called Basil, and thanks to it, the faint red light of the barrier could be seen from anywhere.

The barrier was the last line of defense protecting humanity from an unknown substance called Chaos, and beyond it lurked monsters known as "Chaos Beasts."
The barrier seemed like it would protect humans forever, but that was just an illusion.

This winter, the Demon King will create a hole in the barrier, and Chaos Beasts will invade through it.
And the village closest to that hole is Allen's village.
Because of that incident, Allen loses his hometown and is forced to begin his journey.

*Can I prevent that?*

With Swordsmanship(B), I could fight some Chaos Beasts.
Of course, I would need to improve my physical stats to some extent.
But if you ask if I could face the Demon King, that would be absolutely impossible.
Demon Kings are entities that can only be confronted by high-level heroes.

So I decided not to think about that for now.
Rather than thinking about the impossible, it's better to focus on what's possible first.

*I need to get stronger.*

Even if I can't face the Demon King.
I want to make Allen Plake a hero.
That's why I raised Allen Plake through 100 iterations.

Become a hero.
I'll show those who threw me here mockingly.
I'll prove that he could have become a hero if he had just listened to me.

Investing SP in [Swordsmanship(B)]?
Thinking about it, it wasn't a wrong choice.
I'm just dissatisfied that it was an impulsive decision.
In the current situation, learning [Swordsmanship(B)] was actually better than having [Premature Growth(Minor)] with no combat ability.
I can earn SP using swordsmanship and then learn [Premature Growth(Minor)] later.

Become a hero.
I already knew how to do that.
After 100 iterations, a perfect plan was already formed in my mind.

Ch.4 - Waiting
After deciding to become a hero, the first thing I did was wait. A whole three months of waiting.

"This is heavy."

With a load of firewood on my back, I finally reached my destination—a building with a sign that read "Basilica Inn." It was where Allen, an orphan, had been staying.
I opened the door and went inside.

Creeeeak.

The old inn's door opened with a harsh sound. A man who had been dozing at the counter lifted his head and opened his eyes. After watching me enter for a moment, he asked:

"Isn't that heavy?"

"It's manageable enough."

I answered as I set down the firewood I'd carried on my A-frame carrier in front of the fireplace. The season had already turned to autumn, and it was chilly at night or dawn without a fire in the hearth.

"Don't overdo it. Your leg wound is still..."

"That's fine now."

More than fine, actually. These days I was even exercising to build muscle. Allen's body was in such poor condition that he was more likely to die than survive outside, let alone become a hero. Thanks to my efforts, I'd at least built up some minimal muscle.

*I've been using "Absolute Obedience" just to exercise, so of course I've improved.*

"Absolute Obedience" turned out to be quite a versatile trait. Even during exercise, I could easily surpass physical limitations simply by giving commands. Of course, I still felt all the pain.

"Aren't you tired, Innkeeper?"

I asked the man sitting at the counter. He was the owner of this inn and the man who had taken in Allen after he was abandoned here. He was also the one who had shouted and woken me up on my first day here. Just thinking about that morning still gave me chills.

"Well, not particularly tired."

"What are you talking about? I saw you dozing when I came in."

"...I wasn't."

"Come on, go get some sleep. It's almost time for our shift change anyway."

Perhaps he really was tired, because he stood up without much resistance. At his age, staying up late couldn't be easy.

"Thank you. Good work."

After he went to his room, I sat in his place. The inn immediately fell silent.

*This is boring.*

If I had to compare it to something, it was similar to working the night shift at a convenience store. There was even less to do, and with no phone or TV to watch, it was unbearably dull. The only way to shake off this boredom was exercise, but...

*I'll save my energy for today.*

I remembered clearly. Today was the day an "event" would occur.

For the past few months, I'd stayed in this village, taking care of various small events. Most were trivial, but it was better than just waiting around doing nothing. After all, I had a reason to stay in this village for a while.

The ruins outside the barrier. That place was somewhere I'd have to visit eventually, even thinking about the future. When developing other characters, it was a location I'd always visit despite the slight inefficiency in travel routes.

Since the village was in a remote location, it was better to go there now. Besides, as someone who had been repeatedly denied access to the ruins while playing as Allen Plake, I really wanted to visit.

But to go to the ruins, several conditions needed to be met. Each one was difficult. It might take years to prepare on my own. Fortunately, all those conditions could be satisfied by just one person.

*So the question is, when will that person arrive?*

In truth, even their arrival wasn't guaranteed. After all, that person was a "playable character."

Hundred Braves was basically a single-player mobile game. However, not all other characters were controlled solely by AI. The "Crossing Paths" system was the exception.

If another player had fully developed a playable character, you could meet them through "Crossing Paths." It was a limited way to encounter other players' characters.

Of course, there was a problem. These "Crossing Paths" encounters weren't guaranteed. The probability of meeting exactly one specific character from one specific player was close to one in ten million.

However, there was a way to increase those odds. If I removed the condition of a specific player and identified the location and timing where that character would visit according to the walkthrough...I could probably meet them with high probability.

*If my prediction is correct, it should be soon.*

They should arrive by autumn at the latest. So it was about time. If they didn't come by winter...I'd have to give up on the ruins and leave this place.

But there was no need to worry too much. I'd calculated all the probabilities and possibilities. Even if they didn't come, it wouldn't be a complete disaster, and the benefits if they did were enormous.

*I hope they come, but...*

Just then.

Creeeeak.

The sound of the inn door opening reached my ears. They seemed to be trying to open it carefully, but the old door made plenty of noise anyway. I stared at the slowly opening door.

At this late hour, visitors could be divided into three categories.

First, most likely: an adventurer or hero arriving in the village late. Given the remote nature of this village with only ruins nearby, most outsiders who came here were such people. Otherwise, there were occasional merchants, but they wouldn't arrive this late.

The second possibility was the person I'd been waiting for. Technically, they'd fall into the first category.

But I wasn't getting my hopes up too much. Normally, the first case would be most likely, but today was different.

Today was an "event" day. That meant the third, unmentioned possibility was most probable.

A man entered through the open door. I recognized him as someone who had stayed at the inn before. Seeing me at the counter, he slowly approached.

The man's expression was tense. As he drew closer, a notification appeared before my eyes.

<A quest has appeared.>

[Repel the Robber]
A robber has entered the inn. Subdue or drive away the robber.
Danger level: C+
Reward: 18SP

*Just as I thought.*

The robber attack event. It was in the game too, with a fairly high danger level. Many players' Allen Plakes died here.

Some people wondered how a character could die to a mere village robber, but I understood perfectly. Despite being a robber, the man before me was a Pathfinder.

Pathfinders were adventurers who crossed the barrier to explore the realm of Chaos. They were generally stronger than ordinary adventurers.

*Don't be nervous.*

<Trait [Absolute Obedience] is activated.>

The tension that had begun seeping into my body instantly disappeared.

"Are you looking for a room to stay in?"

I asked the man with a smile. For a moment, I wondered if my tension had disappeared too completely. But the man didn't answer. Instead, his hand moved toward his waist.

*As expected.*

I only knew that a robber attack would happen; I didn't know the specific details. I had briefly worried about whether he would attack first, but that concern was unnecessary.

Swish.

Faster than the man could draw his sword from his waist, I pulled out a stick from under the counter. It was the same stick I'd used to kill the wolf. I'd kept it under the counter in preparation for this event. I'd even practiced swordsmanship with it occasionally at night.

Only beginners without decent inherited skills died from this event. If you managed to inherit even moderately useful skills, the robber wasn't much of a threat. [Swordsmanship(B)] was more than enough.

With a sound of cutting air, the stick instantly aimed for the man's neck. His expression turned to shock at the sudden preemptive attack.

"What...what the!"

"Hey, you drew your sword first."

The man's sword wasn't pointed at me yet, but it was already out of its scabbard. There was no room for denial.

"I don't want to fight either, you know?"

The quest completion condition was to subdue or drive him away. I could accomplish it just by chasing the robber away without fighting.

"So if you're going to run, run now."

I didn't want to wake up the sleeping guests with a fight either. But my rough wooden stick didn't seem convincing enough.

"You little brat!"

The man tried to knock away my stick.

*If that's how you want to play it...*

I quickly withdrew the stick before he could grab it. Then I swiftly climbed onto the counter.

Whack!

I struck the man's forehead with the stick.

"Ugh!"

After staggering momentarily, the man regained his senses and raised his sword.

*Oh?*

I had intended to knock him out, but his skull seemed quite sturdy. What now? I didn't actually know how to knock someone unconscious.

*I guess I'll just beat him until he surrenders or runs away.*

Realizing I wasn't an ordinary village kid, the man's expression grew serious. He swung his sword at me. I stepped back to avoid it.

*The difficulty was C+, so except for Swordsmanship(B), all my other stats are probably inferior.*

Besides, if I blocked the sword head-on with the wooden stick, it might easily break. I'd prepared the wooden stick because I was looking for something that wouldn't look like a weapon, but it had more limitations than I expected.

*Still, with Swordsmanship(B), there are ways around that.*

Clack!

I brought the stick against the man's next strike. The stick made a sound as if sticking to the sword—a harmony of precise angle and force control.

Feeling that sensation, I deflected the sword. And then...

Thud!

This time it was the man's solar plexus. The rapidly thrust stick dug deep into his solar plexus. Yet, perhaps due to an adventurer's instinct, the man didn't drop his sword.

*I'm envious. This body keeps dropping the stick without orders, but he holds on.*

I swung the stick again.

*There's no reason to hesitate, Allen.*

<Trait [Absolute Obedience] is activated.>

Suppressing the compassion rising in Allen's heart, I continued swinging the stick. This was a life-or-death fight, and the opponent was a robber. There was no reason for foolish compassion. Got that, you idiot Allen?

***

"Phew..."

Catching my breath, I put the stick back under the counter. The robber had fled. He had tried to fight back, but couldn't overcome the wall of Swordsmanship(B).

<Quest [Repel the Robber] completed.>
Reward: 18SP

A decent reward.

<Status>
5. Stigma
SP: 96

Still far from inheriting [Premature Growth(Minor)], but... Just as I was checking my status, I heard a voice.

"Hey."

I quickly turned my head toward the sound. It came from a corner of the inn where a sofa was placed.

Someone was sitting there.

*When did they come in?*

Even though I was focused on the fight, I hadn't heard the door open. I hadn't even noticed their presence at all.

"Finished with your business, I see?"

The figure rose from the sofa. They weren't very tall. No, they were rather short—even shorter than me, and I hadn't reached my full height yet.

Not just the small stature, but the glimpse of red hair visible despite the hood of their cloak, and that expressionless face—everything clearly indicated who she was.

I couldn't mistake her. She was the person I had been waiting for all this time, the original owner of the Stigma I had inherited.
I could finally meet her.

*The Rose Warrior, Gwen Ridwald.*

To be honest, I was happy. I could feel the muscles in my face trying to smile.

*Control your expression, idiot.*

<Trait [Absolute Obedience] is activated.>

Ch.5 - Deal (1)
"Control your expression, idiot."

<Trait [Absolute Obedience] activates.>

My expression immediately returned to normal.
It must have looked incredibly unnatural.
Still, I calmly resumed my act as an inn employee.
No, it's not an act. I am an inn employee.

"I am an inn employee."

<Trait [Absolute Obedience] activates.>

"Right?"

I casually addressed Gwen.

"Welcome to Basilica Inn. How may I help you?"

"I'm looking for a room to stay in."

"I'll show you the way."

I was about to smoothly move on when—

"Who are you?"

Her question caught me off guard.

"I'm Allen Plake. I work at Basilica Inn."

"An employee? The skill you showed earlier doesn't seem like something a village inn employee would possess."

The timing couldn't have been worse.
I hadn't planned to reveal my swordsmanship so soon.
She would have found out eventually, but I needed to prevent her from becoming too suspicious of me from our first meeting.

"I learned from adventurers who stay here. Many adventurers lodge at this inn."

"Is that so?"

Fortunately, she seemed to accept my excuse without much difficulty.
By then, we had arrived at the room.

"Here we are."

I opened the door, and Gwen went inside to look around.
She twirled around once. That light movement, combined with her small frame, reminded me of a young girl.
Though her manner of speaking was quite the opposite.

"Hmm, not a bad room."

It wasn't particularly large, but it was clean and well-organized, which seemed to please her.
Watching her, I quickly focused my mind. If I ever met a playable character, there was something I wanted to test first.

Whether I could see other characters' status screens.
If my player privileges had carried over, I should be able to see not just Allen's status but other characters' as well.

"Status."

Just like my own status window, her status window appeared before my eyes.

"So I can see it."

I carefully examined the status screen.

<Status Window>
1. Information
Name: Gwen Ridwald
Age: 29
Gender: Female
Race: Human
Stigma: Rose Pattern
Rank: Warrior

2. Abilities
Health: B-
Strength: B
Agility: A+
Magic Power: E-

3. Skills
[Swordsmanship(S)]
[Martial Arts(A)]
[Physical Resistance(A)]
[Mental Resistance(B)]
[Spearmanship(C+)]
[Dexterity(C)]

4. Traits
[Premature Growth(Major)]

Indeed, this was a well-developed Gwen Ridwald, following the standard path.
Compared to me, her status was overwhelmingly superior.
Of course, that's partly because I'm too weak, but her trait [Premature Growth(Major)] played a bigger role.
Her status was actually a level above average warriors of her age group. Especially reaching S-rank in swordsmanship without being a high-ranking warrior would be impossible without [Premature Growth(Major)].

The trait [Premature Growth] might seem strange considering her body type that didn't match her 29 years, but that's not what it meant.
[Premature Growth] was related to skill development—she could increase her skill proficiency much faster than others.
Not that it came without risks.

Thanks to this trait and her solid abilities, she was a character often recommended to beginners.
If one's goal was simply to become a warrior, no character made it easier than her.

And following beginner tendencies, she was likely following the strategy community's advice.
By my calculations, if she followed the community guides, she would visit this village by fall this year.
There were veteran players like me who raised her to get better Stigmas, but they were a minority compared to beginners.

"What are you staring at so blankly?"

Her words snapped me back to reality.
At the same time, the status window that had been displayed before me instantly scattered and disappeared.

"Nothing, I was just checking if you needed anything."

"As long as the room keeps the rain out and I can sleep, it's fine. This is perfect."

Gwen seemed satisfied with the room.
I smiled at her and said:

"Then I'll take my leave."

I carefully closed the door.
Then I took out something from my pocket that I had prepared just for this day.
Her status window and, more importantly, our conversation had confirmed it.
She was indeed the Gwen Ridwald I knew.

I slipped the item under her door.

***

"What a peaceful village."

After resting briefly on the bed to recover from her journey, Gwen went outside and contemplated the village scenery.
Adults were busy with their livelihoods, and children played freely.
This scene would have been impossible if not for the village's geographical features.

After the destruction caused by "Chaos," humanity found a slow but steady peace within the barrier. However, the peaceful period was shorter than the time of destruction.
War began within the peaceful barrier. Ironically, remote villages near the barrier remained peaceful during wartime.
The only threats to such villages were wild animals. Or perhaps the occasional adventurer passing through. While Chaos Beasts sometimes broke through the barrier, such cases were extremely rare.

"If someday I can no longer fight, spending the rest of my life in a place like this wouldn't be bad."

Not that the rest of her life would be very long anyway.
She let out a bitter smile.
As she absentmindedly watched the children playing, she heard:

"Hey, who are you?"

She looked to her right.
A young girl stood there.
The girl had tried to approach quietly, but Gwen had already noticed her.

"Hey"? There must be at least a 12-year age gap between them.
But this wasn't the first time she'd been mistaken for someone younger.
In these situations, it was best to ignore it.

"Wait a minute. I've never seen anyone as pretty as you in our village before."

Well, that was unexpectedly flattering.
Gwen turned back to the girl and said:

"Of course you haven't. I'm an adventurer."

Since she came here for personal reasons rather than warrior duties, it wasn't a lie.
Besides, revealing her warrior status would be unnecessarily burdensome.

"An adventurer? But you look about my age. You go on adventures?"

"Hard to believe, but I'm actually 29 years old."

She told the truth, knowing the girl wouldn't believe it anyway.
As expected, the girl thought it was a joke and burst into laughter.
Even Gwen found it hard to believe sometimes.

"Next year I'll be thirty..."

Watching the still-laughing girl made her feel even more complicated.

"Could you stop laughing now?"

"...Okay, I will."

Had her killing intent been too strong?
She worried briefly, but fortunately, the girl began asking about her adventures.
Gwen started sharing various stories with her.
As she told more stories, other children gathered around.

Children focused on her tales of experiences they couldn't have in this small, remote village.
Their pure eyes.
Surrounded by them, even she felt like she was returning to childhood for a moment.
Though it couldn't last forever.
She turned her head to look at the setting sun.

"The sun's about to set, so I'll stop here."

The children expressed their disappointment.
Sorry, but I have other business to attend to.
As the children dispersed one by one, and she was about to get up:

"Don't you want to ask anything about our village, big sis?"

It was the girl who had first approached her.
The form of address had changed from "you" to "big sis."

"Not really..."

Come to think of it, there was one thing she wanted to ask.

"Do you know anything about the boy who works at Basilica Inn?"

"Basilica Inn? You mean Allen?"

That seemed to be the right name.

"Yes, him."

The girl's expression darkened slightly.

"That boy..."

After hesitating briefly, the girl carefully whispered in Gwen's ear:

"There's a rumor he was bitten by a wolf and became a werewolf. He rarely comes out of the inn, and whenever he does, he seems to have grown bigger."

Gwen almost burst out laughing.
It was exactly the kind of baseless rumor that would circulate among children.
There was no way she wouldn't detect a werewolf.

"Thank you for telling me, child."

"Pff...hehe..."

"What's so funny?"

"Nothing, you just sound exactly like an old lady."

So the compliment about being pretty was a trap after all.
She turned to leave.

"Hey?"

She heard the call but ignored it.

"Are you upset?"

Yes, I am.

***

...Actually, she wasn't that upset.
She simply had somewhere to go.

"Allen. What a strange boy."

That gaze he gave her.
The werewolf rumor spreading among children.
And what had slipped under her door.

"Don't you think so, Constellation?"

There was no response.
That's how Constellations were.
Personal communication was impossible unless a critical decision needed to be made.
Especially with ordinary boys like Allen, Constellations rarely showed interest.

[The Constellation affirms.]

"Hmm?"

The Constellation that shouldn't have responded did.
That could only mean one thing.

"I see..."

She took out an envelope.
It had slipped under her door as it closed.

[Please come to the clearing west of the village after sunset.]

It definitely wasn't a romantic love letter.
The envelope contained more than just the note.
She pulled out a small figurine from the envelope.
Made of thin wire twisted into shape, it was clearly a rose.

"The Rose Pattern."

The boy clearly knew about her.
As she reached the western clearing and saw the boy standing there, she thought:

"Who are you?"

***

Thankfully, Gwen came.
That meant conditions were somewhat aligned.
Why did I go through such trouble to call her out?

Information gap.
I know about Gwen, but Gwen doesn't know about me.
I simply made her aware of this fact.
It might seem trivial, but it was the only way for me—with nothing but [Swordsmanship(B)]—to gain an advantage over Gwen.
Perhaps this was a strategy only possible because Allen was a relatively unknown character.

Gwen approached gradually but stopped at a certain distance.
Her eyes seemed wary of me.
Definitely different from when she first saw me at the inn.

She was a righteous character close to "good."
With the power to back up her righteousness, she didn't typically show hostility to strangers.
But now was different. She was clearly cautious of me.

To be honest, I was scared.
Perhaps even more than when I faced the wolf.
But unlike then, this time I had a plan.

"Don't chicken out."

<Skill [Absolute Obedience] activates.>

I felt my frozen body loosen up again.
Noticing this, Gwen's eyebrow twitched slightly.
She immediately asked me:

"Who are you?"

"Allen Plake. Just an unremarkable kid."

"An unremarkable kid who knows my identity?"

"Someone of your caliber is famous among warriors, isn't she?"

If players raised her according to the guides, she would be.
And her status screen indicated she had been developed along standard lines.
There were no unusual points—it was a textbook status screen.

"...I'll grant you that. But how do you explain this note?"

She showed me the figurine I had given her.
A rose-shaped figurine made by bending wire.
I had tried to reference the rose pattern that occupied a corner of my emblem, but looking at it now, the crooked parts bothered me.
Not that it mattered much.

"What is there to explain?"

"I didn't see you making this wire figurine while you guided me to my room at the inn. That means... you anticipated my arrival in this village, doesn't it?"

Yes, there was no excuse for that.
Even if knowing about her could be explained by rumors, preparing the figurine in advance would be impossible without knowing she was coming.
But that was also my strategy.

"That's right. I already knew you would come here."

So I boldly admitted it.
The rose figurine was a simple proof to make her believe I knew things she didn't.
Gwen's eyes narrowed.

"You're not denying it? How did you know?"

"That's a trade secret I'm afraid I can't reveal."

"Trade secret?"

"Actually, the reason I called you here is because I want to make a deal."

Waiting for her in this village.
Leaving her the letter to show the information gap.
All the processes in between—everything was for this one proposal.

"What do you want?"

"It's nothing difficult. Just take me to the Relic's Ordeal."

"Ordeal? I see, so you know about the Ordeal too."

"You're also here for the Ordeal, so it won't be a waste of your time."

"Just who are you..."

After staring at me intently for a moment, she shook her head.

"Let me hear the rest of what you have to say. If it's a deal, there must be compensation, right?"

"Of course."

I raised my hand and showed my index finger.
Then I said:

"If you take me to the Ordeal, I'll answer one question you're curious about."

"Something I'm curious about? What does that mean?"

Her tone suggested it wasn't much of an offer.
I needed to show her it was more valuable than she thought.

"It could be the location of the Relic you're looking for."

Finally, Gwen's expression changed from the poker face she had maintained until now.

Ch.BONUS - External Records (1)
--- External Record (1) ---

Title: Newbie saw a strange NPC.
Author: Anonymous
Date: 2021.06.19 16:50:15
Views: 4,921
Likes: 47

<Content>
(Screenshot attached)
I was raising that old-looking kid Gwen according to the guide, but who is this?
They're not in the guide, what should I do?
I somehow ended up about two months behind the guide, is that why?

<Comments>
- Newbies probably don't know since it's not unlocked yet. That's a character called Allen Plake. He becomes playable later... no, I shouldn't say more.
- But what is this event? I've never seen it before. Just being two months late shouldn't trigger an event like this, right?
- This is supposed to be the standard route, but there are still undiscovered events? This game is insane lol
- Anyway, tell them to absolutely refuse the trade. Even a newbie should know how important the timing is for getting the Relic from Gwen, right?
- I'm curious what happens if you accept though. I think you can always raise Gwen again, so I'd say accept.
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Ch.6 - Deal (2)
"You'll tell me the location of the Relic I'm looking for?"

"Yes."

Relic.
It referred to an object imbued with divine power that possessed special effects.
It was also something absolutely necessary to become a warrior.

Of course, it was possible to become a warrior without a Relic.
In fact, among warriors, there were those who managed with powerful Stigmas alone without Relics. But even then, they were treated as half-baked at best.
A warrior's power truly exploded when their Stigma and Relic created synergy.

In the end, high-ranking warriors absolutely needed Relics.
Not just any Relic, but one recognized by the church as 4-star or higher.
While there were no clearly defined rules, that was the reality.
Warriors could face 10 warrior candidates simultaneously, and high-ranking warriors needed to be able to face 100 such warriors at once.
That was impossible without the help of a Relic.

However, in most cases, obtaining a Relics wasn't particularly difficult.
The moment one became a warrior candidate, they received a mass-produced 1-star Relic.
Once they became a warrior, the church would provide up to a 3-star Relic based on their achievements.
And if they were deemed to have accumulated enough power and merit to become a high-ranking warrior, it was customary for the church to assign one of their 4-star or higher Relics along with the position of high-ranking warrior.

There were various other ways to obtain Relics as well.
Some inherited them directly from their masters, others killed the previous owners and took them, and some even found them lying around on the street.

But Gwen didn't fall into any of those categories.
The church didn't possess any 4-star or higher Relics suitable for Gwen's Stigma.
From the beginning, a Relic matching her hadn't even been discovered yet.
Her Relic was still unclassified by the church, hidden away in a place difficult to reach unless one knew exactly where to look.

A Relic that had to be discovered personally.
But conversely, that meant if one followed a guide, they could find it without much difficulty and become a high-ranking warrior.
That, along with her "Premature Growth" trait, was why she was beloved by beginners and why beginners were encouraged to play with a guide.

But that was from the constellation's perspective.
Gwen's situation was a bit different.
She still didn't know the location of her Relic.

"The location of the Relic. Don't you want to know?"

And the Gwen I knew wanted to obtain her Relic.
After hearing my words, Gwen stared into space for a moment.
Then she said:

"But what can I do? My constellation seems to be against it."

I had expected this. Rather, the player would be against her obtaining the Relic.
The key to developing Gwen was to delay getting her Relic as long as possible.
It was because of her trait, "Premature Growth."

"Premature Growth" might seem like a trait with only advantages and no disadvantages. It merely accelerates skill proficiency, after all.
That might be true for now. But looking at the future, it's different.
The risk of "Premature Growth" manifests the moment Gwen gets her hands on her exclusive Relic.

For all the time she accelerated for growth, her aging begins to progress rapidly.
Despite only growing a little faster than others, once she obtains her Relic and becomes a high-ranking warrior, she'll age and die within a few years.
The important thing was that the content of Hundred Braves didn't end with making high-ranking warriors.
The goal was to raise the strongest warriors and place them high in the warrior rankings, or even raise them to become saint-level warriors. For that, she needed to achieve as much growth as possible before getting her hands on her Relic.

*But...*

I wasn't asking the player—the constellation—right now.
I was asking Gwen.

"What about you? Don't you want to know the location of your Relic?"

What mattered here was Gwen's decision.
Just like Allen, characters don't always follow the player's commands unconditionally.
Of course, Allen was a bit of an extreme case.
Anyway, Gwen could certainly ignore the constellation's commands.
And if she had progressed this far in the game...

"You've noticed it too, haven't you? That the constellation isn't a perfect being."

Even if one follows a guide, this game has too many variables.
Or rather, since it's a real world, it's natural to have many variables.
A beginner's judgment makes mistakes with each of these variables.
In that process, someone like Gwen would inevitably notice.

"Right?"

Gwen let out a hollow laugh.

"Even so, there aren't many who speak about the constellation like that."

That's because I was also one of those you call constellations.

"So what's your proposal?"

"Let me make one thing clear. I won't fully trust you until I find out about that trade secret you mentioned."

"That's fine. I only need to get to the Ordeal."

"No, that means I don't believe you know the location of the Relic either."

I didn't know Gwen was this cautious.
But she continued:

"But I think it's not a bad idea to place a bet once in a while. As you said, I was planning to go to the Ordeal anyway, so I have nothing to lose."

I did it.

***

Clatter, clatter.

Only the sound of cutlery echoed across the modest table.
Though it was just two plates, forks, and spoons.

*Is this enough to fill my stomach?*

Basically, the food in this world didn't taste good.
Setting aside the cooking method of throwing everything into a pot to make stew, the ingredients themselves lacked flavor.
I could definitely feel that modern ingredients had gone through selective breeding.

*Still better than army food, though.*

I finished my portion and put down my utensils.
The Innkeeper, who was eating across from me, asked:

"Need more?"

"No, this is enough."

It wasn't a taste I particularly wanted more of.
Just as I stood up with my plate:

"By the way, Allen."

"Yes?"

"How long are you planning to stay at the inn?"

I tried to show the most affectionate smile I could and answered:

"I was thinking until I grow old and die?"

"I may not have children, but I don't plan on leaving the inn to you."

Of course, saying I'd stay at the inn until I grew old and die was a joke.
Given the upcoming developments, it was realistically impossible.
Allen Plake would have to leave this place soon.

But it did hurt a little.
After helping with the inn for years, this was how I was treated.
Of course, only a few months of that was me working directly.

"I'm sorry. But I hope you don't take it too hard."

"What?"

"I want you to go to a bigger city, not stay in this rural village. I want you to see, hear, and experience many things. Even if you eventually return to the inn."

Come to think of it, that was true.
The Innkeeper was a good person to Allen Plake.
Almost like a father.
At the same time, he was also the one preventing Allen Plake from leaving his hometown.

*He's definitely a good person, but...*

That's why I need to leave this place quickly.
Before I get more attached.
I had been hesitating about when to bring this up, but he brought it up first.
This made things easier.

"Actually..."

"Yes?"

"I was thinking of leaving soon."

He seemed momentarily taken aback by my words, but quickly regained his composure.

"Where to?"

"I'm thinking of going to Sak first. The Reim Kingdom is difficult to reach since I'd have to go through the Holy City Hylen, and I've heard Sak is a major city no less impressive than the Reim Kingdom."

Sak was indeed one of the places I had been considering.
Though I did have things to do at the ruins first.

"Sak... But I've heard the security there isn't very good."

"In the back alleys, yes."

For reference, the back alleys of Sak were among the places with the worst security in this entire world.

"So I won't set foot in those areas."

In truth, I might end up there briefly. But I couldn't tell him that.

"Hmm..."

"I'll be fine. I caught that robber not too long ago, remember?"

"That's true... So when are you planning to leave?"

This was a somewhat difficult question.
Still, I couldn't avoid answering.

"In three days."

I was planning to leave in exactly three days.
It was a hastily arranged schedule since I couldn't hold Gwen back.

"Three days?"

"Yes."

"So suddenly? Just a moment ago, you were saying you'd stay at the inn until you grew old and died..."

This time, even the Innkeeper couldn't hide his surprise.
It was the reaction I had expected.
And because I expected it, I had already thought about what to say.

"I've been thinking about leaving for a while now."

Here, Allen Plake's past was useful.

"I'm sorry, but the truth is, I wanted to find my birth parents."

Allen's mother abandoned him at the inn after giving birth to him.
The Innkeeper took him in and raised him.

"But I couldn't bring myself to do it. To leave you, who raised me, behind. Even now, I'm hesitant. That's why I want to leave as quickly as possible."

"I see... you've thought this through."

The Innkeeper seemed sad now that he was actually sending me off.
I felt a bit of satisfaction remembering how he had just said he wouldn't leave the inn to me. Still, I told him:

"I don't plan to obsess over finding my birth parents. As you said, I want to broaden my horizons by exploring the world. If fate allows, I'll meet them somehow."

"You probably will."

After hesitating for a moment, the Innkeeper said:

"Then, should I just wish you a safe journey?"

I appreciate it, but...
There are still three days left, you know?

***

"The innkeeper, is he your father?" asked Gwen, who was maintaining her sword in the room.

"No, he's the person who raised me when I was an orphan."

"Then he's even more remarkable than a father."

As she spoke, she held up her sword to examine the blade.
The lamplight reflected red on the sword.
For a moment, a chill ran down my spine, but I knew she wasn't the type to cut someone down recklessly.

"So, did you wrap things up well?"

"Yes. I've already said my goodbyes, so now I can focus on preparations."

Gwen glanced at me as I said this, then sighed.
Then she said:

"By the way, when you suddenly asked me to take you to the Ordeal, I thought you'd have some preparations in place. But you have nothing prepared at all. I feel like I've been deceived."

"Without your help, it would have been difficult even after years, let alone three days."

It was the truth.
At my shameless attitude, Gwen shook her head and stood up.

"Then, follow me."

"What?"

"Three days isn't plenty of time. There's somewhere we need to go."

Ch.7 - Relic
I followed Gwen out of the village. Perhaps because it was late, there was no one on the streets.

Gwen's small figure walked ahead of me. Though I trusted her to the extent that I knew her, following her without knowing where we were going still made me a bit anxious.

"Um, where are we going?"

"The barrier."

"The barrier?"

She raised her hand and pointed to the barrier visible in the distance. It emitted a soft glow and covered the sky. It wouldn't be an exaggeration to say that all the sky within view was wrapped in the barrier.

"You should know what a barrier is, right?"

Since barriers played an important role in this world's setting, they were frequently mentioned. So I had a general idea.

But I was curious. I wondered if there were any differences from what I knew, or if there was anything I didn't know.

"I've heard from the village elders. They say monsters live outside the barrier."

So I pretended not to know.

"You know ruins exist outside the barrier, but you don't know the specifics?"

She seemed to buy it.
After pausing briefly as if organizing her knowledge about barriers, Gwen continued.

"Yes, you're somewhat right. Monsters called Chaos Beasts live outside the barrier."

Chaos Beasts, the monsters that inhabit the area outside the barrier.
So far, my knowledge was correct.

"And we call the area outside the barrier where the Chaos Beasts live the Realm of Chaos."

As we talked briefly, we arrived near the barrier.
Though Chaos Beasts occasionally broke through the barrier, with Gwen in front of me, there was no need to worry.
Besides, Chaos Beasts weakened in the process of breaking through the barrier.

When we finally stopped walking, I could examine the barrier in detail.
More precisely, I could see both the barrier and the faint Realm of Chaos beyond it. This seemed to be my first time seeing it up close since coming to this world.
Come to think of it, I'd never seen it on Earth either, so it was simply my first time.

*This definitely doesn't feel good.*

Looking at the dark, indescribable colors and something writhing beyond made my skin crawl.
The thought of having to throw myself into that place by crossing the barrier to reach the ruins suddenly felt horrifying.
Watching me, Gwen said:

"You can feel the Chaos a little, can't you? That's because even the barrier can't completely block it."

"Chaos?"

Of course, the game had described Chaos as a substance.
But its true nature wasn't revealed in much detail.
I only knew it was a dangerous substance, and this was my first time experiencing it physically.

"The Realm of Chaos isn't dangerous just because of the Chaos Beasts. Rather, the Chaos that fills the realm is more dangerous."

I could already feel that her words were true.
Just being exposed to trace amounts of Chaos near the barrier was gradually making me feel worse.
If I were to cross into the Realm of Chaos in my current unprotected state...

"An ordinary person wouldn't last a minute in the Realm of Chaos before their mind collapsed. Then they'd become a Chaos Beast."

In fact, that was one of the main causes of death for many novice players' characters.
Transformation into a Chaos Beast due to Chaos exposure.
Of course, I had no intention of letting that happen. That's why I had waited for Gwen.

"There are two ways to endure in the Chaos. First is the Stigma. But you don't need to know about that. It's not a reliable method, and knowing about it doesn't change anything."

The reason knowing wouldn't change anything was probably because Stigmas were innate.
I did have a Stigma, but I had no obligation to tell her about it, so I had denied having one when she asked before.
In reality, my Stigma was practically useless except for what I had inherited.

She folded one of her two extended fingers.

"Second is a Relic."

*Shing.*

She drew her sword from its scabbard.
The blade gleamed even in the darkness.
It was the sword she had been maintaining since we were in the room.

"That's..."

"This is my 3-star Relic, Ignis."

Earlier, I thought it was just reflecting the lamp's light with a red gleam. But now I could see the sword emitted a faint red glow even in the darkness.
Seeing it now, I finally remembered the sword.
It was indeed the recommended sword for Gwen in her late growth phase.

"Objects called Relics contain power left by ancient gods. And that power forms a small barrier that protects against Chaos corruption."

After saying this, she sheathed her sword again.

"The method you'll use is also such a Relic."

"But I don't have a Relic..."

Gwen reached her hand into the air.

"Inventory."

Her symbol glowed in the empty space, and the space distorted.
Her hand disappeared up to the wrist, then reappeared.
In that hand was a sword.

*Oh right, there was an inventory system.*

I had completely forgotten about it.
Or rather, I hadn't noticed it.
In the game, I took it for granted as a game mechanic, but I never imagined it would exist in the game's reality.

The inventory was perhaps the most convenient feature of all.
Since I was also a playable character, I could probably use it too. For now, it would be best to hide it since I couldn't reveal my identity to Gwen.

She repeated the action of drawing swords two more times.
Soon, three swords lay on the ground.

"These are three 2-star Relics I carry as spares. I'll lend you one temporarily, so choose one."

"Really?"

"If you don't want one, that's fine too."

Of course I wanted one.
This was actually part of why I had waited for Gwen.
While I could have acquired a Relic through other means, this was simpler and faster.

I hurried over to the swords she had produced.
Being Relics, they seemed to emit a strange energy.

*Come to think of it...*

If I could see a character's status window, I might also be able to see information about the Relics.

*Item information... would that work?*

Immediately, information about the swords appeared before my eyes.
I began examining the swords from left to right.
To avoid revealing that I could see their information, I made sure to appear as if I was carefully examining each sword.

<Relic Breeze Bringer>
Classification: Weapon
Form: Longsword
Relic Grade: 2-star
Description: A sword excavated from what was once the territory of the Wind God. It has lost most of its power in the Chaos, but can still create a gentle breeze at its tip. Though the miracle it produces is minimal, it is designated as 2-star because it contains the direct power of a god, not a replica or mass-produced item.

The first sword, Breeze Bringer.
One might think, "This is a 2-star?" But the explanation was already written in the information window.
Even setting aside that explanation, this sword was surprisingly useful. Especially as one's sword skill rank increased.

Though it only created a gentle breeze, the effect of this sword in the hands of someone with a high sword skill rank was not bad.
I had personally suspected there might be hidden stats, but coming to the game world directly forced me to revise my theory.
It was probably because the gentle breeze could deceive the senses. There were descriptions stating that once sword skill rank exceeded a certain threshold, it became impossible to follow with the eyes. In such situations, artificially changing the flow of wind could be quite a good fake-out.

Anyway.
I wouldn't be using this sword.
The reason was simple: my sword skill rank wasn't that high.
At minimum, one needed a sword skill rank of A+ to make good use of it.

I turned my attention to the next sword.
This time, the one in the middle.

<Relic Sacred Replicant (87th)>
Classification: Weapon
Form: Longsword
Relic Grade: 2-star
Description: The original is the Holy Sword Sacred. This is a replica created by Heinz Armanus, a former high-ranking warrior. It is the 87th of 101 replicas produced. Even Heinz could only replicate a tiny fraction of Sacred's immense holy power. However, even this tiny fraction of holy power has resistance to Chaos equivalent to a 2-star Relic.

Sacred Replicant.
The original, Sacred, was known as the strongest sword in the game, the only one among Relics to be called a "Holy Sword."
But regardless, this replica was also quite an important sword.

*Is it really okay to lend something like this?*

This was a sword that the church lent to the top 101 warriors who showed promise for promotion to high-ranking warrior status.
Of course, I wouldn't be able to run away from Gwen with this sword, but compared to Breeze Bringer on the left, it was a sword of different status.

Still, I wouldn't be borrowing this one either.
It had great symbolic value, but its practicality as a sword was lacking. Apart from having holy power equivalent to a 2-star Relic, it had no special features.
Its structure was also the same as the original Sacred, making it unwieldy for swordplay due to its ornate decorations.

*It would also be burdensome to borrow.*

I moved on to the next sword.
And the moment I brought up its information.
I smiled faintly.

*This is the one.*

Making sure to appear as if I was thoroughly examining that sword too, I said:

"I'll take this one."

"Surprising."

"What is?"

"I thought you'd choose the middle one."

It was natural for her to think that.
The appearance of the Sacred Replicant and the sword I chose were almost complete opposites.
The sword I chose on the right looked completely ordinary, with nothing to distinguish it from a common sword.

"Thank you for lending me a Relic."

"No need for thanks. We made a deal. I agreed to take you to the ruins' trial."

Despite her words, I could notice.
The slight upward curve at the corner of her mouth. She seemed pleased with my gratitude.
This was why I had waited for her. Despite her seemingly cold attitude, she had a rather warm personality.

"What are you staring at?"

"Nothing."

"A deal is just a deal. In return, once we reach the trial, you'll tell me the location of the Relic and return the sword."

I nodded.

"Of course."

I could feel the weight of Gwen's sword in my hand.
Got the item. Even if it was temporary.

That's when it happened.

"Well then, let's go."

"Pardon?"

Where else could we be going?
I looked at Gwen with a sudden sense of foreboding.
Seeing my expression, Gwen said:

"What's with that confused look? Obviously we need to cross the barrier. It's better to experience things firsthand."

"That's true, but..."

Right now?
Naturally, I wasn't mentally prepared.

"Were you planning to just step outside the barrier in one go three days from now?"

The problem was that Gwen's words made perfect sense.
I forced a smile and said:

"Haha, let's go..."

Ch.8 - Beyond The Barrier
"Kid, aren't you coming?"

I answered Gwen who was calling me from right in front of the barrier.

"Of course I'm going."

Cold sweat trickled down my skin.
The murky color visible through the faintly glowing barrier still made me uncomfortable.
They say humans' strongest fear is fear of the unknown. Here, Chaos was exactly that unknown.
Naturally, it was a substance that didn't exist on Earth, and even in the game, its true nature was never revealed.
Now I had to enter a space filled with such a substance.

*I probably won't die.*

Because I have the Relic.
In fact, Allen Plake from the 100th cycle, who had even raised a warrior candidate, had successfully entered the Chaos realm.
He just died to a Chaos Beast during the third mission.

*So let's go.*

<Trait [Absolute Obedience] is activated.>

And Gwen would be there too. There couldn't be a safer environment.
I'd have to experience the Chaos realm eventually anyway, so this was a good opportunity.
Seeing me move, Gwen also stepped outside the barrier.

"Hoo..."

Taking a small breath, I also extended my foot beyond the barrier.
In my hand, I tightly gripped the Relic Gwen had given me.
And then I crossed the barrier.

"Gah...!"

The moment I crossed, I felt a strange sensation and suddenly couldn't breathe.
My vision spun.
It wasn't pain. Something indescribable was filling every opening in my face.

"Kuhak...!"

It was agonizing.
I felt like I was going insane from the agony.
As if all my bodily sensations were numbed, perhaps even my brain, everything started turning black.

I want to throw up.
I want to cry and expel it with my tears.
That's what my instincts were screaming.

Save me.
Someone please...

"Snap out of it!"

The sensation of my neck turning.
Belatedly, I felt a stinging on my cheek.
Only then did I realize my senses had returned.

"Where is..."

It was a forest.
Somehow I had been dragged back outside the barrier.
The ground was covered with my vomit.
Breathing heavily, I said:

"I'm sorry... I'm sorry..."

"It's okay."

Gwen handed me a cloth.

"Everyone reacts that way the first time they enter the Chaos realm."

I was about to ask if she had experienced the same, but stopped myself.
Given my pathetic state, it would just be an annoyance.
I didn't want to be rude to someone showing me kindness.
As I was wiping my face with the cloth:

"By the way, you collapsed faster than I expected."

My hand froze.
Her words pierced me sharply.

"You always seemed so composed normally."

She hit the mark.
The reason I maintained my composure was mostly thanks to my [Absolute Obedience] trait.
But Chaos didn't even give me a chance to use [Absolute Obedience], instantly breaking me down.

It was different from usual.
Normally, even as Allen Plake's mind collapsed, I as the player remained and stabilized him with [Absolute Obedience]. But Chaos attacked not just Allen Plake's mind but my player consciousness as well in an instant.
If not for Gwen, I would have certainly been in danger.

"Thank you for saving me."

"No need for thanks. I just agreed to take you to the Ordeal."

At this point, Gwen seemed almost angelic to me.
I somehow managed to get up and dust myself off.
Then I said to Gwen:

"Let's try again."

"Can you handle it?"

I nodded.
Now that I'd stabilized once, I understood.
Earlier, I had just panicked from the unfamiliar sensation.
Knowing I wouldn't die, there shouldn't be a problem.

*Stay calm. Don't panic.*

<Trait [Absolute Obedience] is activated.>

I decided to activate [Absolute Obedience] in advance just in case.
If this prevents Allen's mind from collapsing, it shouldn't affect me either.
After completing all preparations including mental preparation, I followed Gwen into the Chaos realm again.

"Hoo, hoo..."

Though it felt like something was sticking to my throat—an unfamiliar sensation—I knew I could still breathe.
My eyes, though feeling like they had thick lenses over them, could still see clearly.
Only then did I take in the appearance of the Chaos realm.

An extreme space where ordinary people couldn't even endure.
The air was murky, contaminated with Chaos, and dark red dust flew everywhere.
Thanks to the Relic I could breathe, but it wasn't comfortable.

"You should put on your hood. Those flying red dust particles are all concentrated Chaos."

Following Gwen's advice, I obediently pulled up my hood.
I still didn't know exactly what Chaos was, but I now had a sense of its dangers.

"You seem quite steady this time."

"It's a bit uncomfortable, but I can manage well enough."

"Usually people need at least five experiences to get used to it. You're unusual. After seeing you earlier, I thought you might struggle."

It was largely thanks to the effect of [Absolute Obedience], but I couldn't reveal that.

*By the way...*

Looking at the scene before me, I said:

"It's surprisingly magnificent."

We were standing on a hill-like elevation, which gave us a view of the landscape below.
From the left edge of my vision to the right, ruins filled the entire area.
Despite being uninhabited for a long time, these ruins stood distinctly separate from their surroundings, creating a somehow awe-inspiring feeling.

"Calling ruins magnificent... your taste is quite unusual."

Gwen apparently didn't feel the same way.

"That village ahead was once inhabited by people hundreds of years ago. All the spaces outside the barrier were once human territory. Well, it's just a past that has nothing to do with us, so I understand why you might just see it as magnificent."

"...I see."

"Let's head back then. We've achieved our goal just by adapting to Chaos. I thought it would take at least two days, but I didn't expect you to adapt in one go."

After staying briefly in the Chaos realm, we turned to go back.
This entry was just for me to adapt to Chaos, not to reach the Ordeal.
As we turned and walked a bit:

"Allen!"

I heard Gwen calling.
When I stopped at her urgent shout...
My vision turned completely black.

(You can't do it anyway.)

(This is my limit.)

(I'll give up.)

(There's no meaning to any of this.)

(This is the last time.)

(Give up.)
(Give up.)
(Give up.)
(Give up.)
(Give up.)

"Allen! Allen!"

My eyes opened as Gwen called Allen's name.
I saw Gwen's face in front of me.

(Give up.)
(Give up.)
(Give up.)

But why did I keep hearing these voices?
As I listened, I realized whose voice it was.
It was my voice. Not Allen's voice, but my real-world voice.

(Give up.)
(Give up.)

My cheek stung.
Gwen was mercilessly slapping my face.
Yet the voice continued.

(Give up.)

*Give up? Give up what?*

I couldn't understand.

Then an unbelievable sight caught my eye.
Gwen was pointing her sword at my face.

*Gwen?*

Gwen wouldn't point her sword at someone without reason.
But when she does point her sword, she doesn't hesitate.
Knowing this, my reaction was quick.

*Dodge!*

<Trait [Absolute Obedience] is activated.>

I immediately rolled to the side.
After rolling, I saw that Gwen hadn't even swung her sword.

"I'm sorry. I thought this would be effective."

"What is this..."

"You were showing early symptoms of Chaos transformation, so I had no choice."

Early symptoms of Chaos transformation?
Is it related to the voices I heard earlier?

Then Gwen suddenly apologized.

"I'm sorry. It's all my fault."

"What?"

"I should have warned you to watch the ground carefully. I was careless. To think you'd step in pooled Chaos..."

It seemed that was why I had lost consciousness.
But I still had questions.

"If I was showing early symptoms of Chaos transformation, why didn't you kill me?"

I knew it wasn't an appropriate question to ask someone who had saved me.
But considering Gwen's personality as I knew it, it was strange.
Gwen is warm normally, but when decisions need to be made, she's colder than anyone. There must have been a reason.

"It was different from normal Chaos transformation. It was a type I'd never seen before, so even I had to hesitate."

"What do you mean?"

"At least regarding your body, it was as if some tremendous will was resisting the Chaos transformation. But the problem was that your consciousness couldn't wake up. Usually Chaos transformation progresses at the same rate in body and mind, but in your case, it was like the inside and outside were separated..."

Inside and outside separated.
That expression seemed to accurately describe my current state.
But thinking differently, it meant that Allen's body resisted the Chaos transformation, but my consciousness couldn't.

*My consciousness was the problem?*

Until now, if there was a problem, it was with Allen, never with me.

*Why?*

Without knowing exactly what Chaos was, I couldn't determine the cause.
Why could Allen's body resist, but my consciousness couldn't until I saw Gwen's sword?
As I was lost in these thoughts, Gwen said:

"Anyway, you overcame it, so there's no need to worry. As long as you don't directly contact Chaos again, it won't happen again. And even if you do accidentally come into contact, humans who have successfully resisted once can usually resist again."

Well, I wasn't sure if my escape from Chaos transformation was due to my resistance.
The only certain thing was that from now on, I needed to watch the ground carefully.

***

Three days passed.
Gwen purchased consumables like food and cloth from the village, and I gained more experience crossing the barrier with her at night.
Now I could breathe almost without issue in Chaos if I had a 2-star Relic.

"Are you all prepared?"

We would probably be outside the barrier for at least a week.
We might not even be able to return.
So I said goodbye to the innkeeper.
Other than that, I had nothing particular to prepare.

"Yes, let's really depart now. To the Ordeal."

To be honest, I was still afraid.
The other side of the barrier was a dangerous space where a single mistake could cost your life.
Suddenly, I remembered the voice I heard in my consciousness then.

(Give up.)

Somehow, I seemed to understand the meaning of that voice.
Is there really a need to become stronger?
Is there a need to become a warrior?
It would be a lie to say such thoughts never crossed my mind.

But there was still too much I didn't know.
Knowing nothing, all I could do now was move forward.

I stepped toward the outside of the barrier.
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"Huff, huff..."

"Are you alright? Should we rest a bit?"

I thought I'd gotten used to it after a few experiences, but that wasn't actually the case.
I was only fine at first, but after walking a bit, I could feel myself getting out of breath quickly.
I keenly felt the lack of stamina stats.

"I'm fine. Let's keep going."

But I didn't want to hold us back.
I was just a little short of breath; it wasn't significantly hindering my movement.
If necessary, I could always activate "Absolute Obedience."

After catching my breath for a moment, I started walking after Gwen again.
The Ordeal was apparently located deep within the ruins of the village.
I only knew it was near Allen's village ruins, but since I didn't know the exact location, I had to follow Gwen, who had obtained a map.
This was also one of the reasons I had waited for her.

Though the ruins had lost their shape over time, crumbling and weathering away, they still maintained their general structure.
I didn't know much, but it was clear that their architectural style was more advanced than the village I had been in.
That civilization had lost its light in an instant.
We were walking through a space filled with "Chaos," the substance responsible for that downfall, with only our swords to rely on.

That's when it happened.

"Shh."

Gwen stopped walking and put her index finger to her lips.
Then she pointed to the right.

"Let's go around."

"Okay."

I answered while glancing past her.
There was a Chaos Beast sleeping there.
At first glance, it looked like a bizarrely shaped black ball of fur, but it was actually a Chaos Beast modeled after a sheep. It was also known as a "Furball."

*I see, she's avoiding the common mobs rather than engaging them.*

Gwen was bypassing the Furball without waking it.
Indeed, Furballs were just annoying if awakened, and killing them offered almost no rewards or SP—they were just trash mobs.
There was no time to waste on such things.

*That's Gwen for you.*

Though she had a warm nature at heart, she was extremely efficiency-minded in matters like this.
She wasn't the Best Beginner Character for nothing. She didn't need much guidance, handled things well on her own, and produced excellent results.
Perhaps because we were still at the entrance to the village, only trash mobs like Furballs were visible. There were no threatening enemies like Ruin Golems, so Gwen continued advancing, avoiding monsters.

Thud, thud.

Suddenly, I heard footsteps.
They were coming from ahead, but the hazy Chaos obscured our vision, allowing us to see only their silhouettes. From what I could make out, it looked like four people.
Come to think of it, this was my first time seeing other people beyond the barrier.

There were three types of people you might encounter outside the barrier.

First, warriors like Gwen. They made up the majority of those wandering outside the barriers. After all, wandering outside the barrier without being a warrior was like walking around with your liver exposed.

Second were those very people with their livers exposed—those who roamed freely outside the barriers without belonging to the cult. People called them Pathfinders.

And finally, criminals like thieves and grave robbers. There wasn't really a clear standard to distinguish them from Pathfinders. As with the bandits who attacked the inn before, Pathfinders could become bandits, and vice versa. In the end, what mattered outside the barrier was being strong enough not to fall victim to others.

Gwen possessed that strength.
But even so, she didn't forget to maintain a minimum level of caution.
She paused for a moment, focusing on the distant figures. After a while, she spoke.

"They're warriors from the cult."

At those words, I pulled down the hood I had been wearing loosely to hide my face as much as possible. Since the warriors might have stayed at the inn where I worked, there was a chance they would recognize me.
By the way, the hooded robe I was wearing belonged to Gwen. Thanks to my young age, our builds were similar enough that I could wear it without issue.

Meanwhile, Gwen had taken out a cloak with the cult's logo from her inventory when we entered the Chaos domain. She had no reason to hide her identity outside the barrier.
Within the barrier, she would conceal herself with a robe to avoid various problems that came with wandering alone in the form of a young girl, but outside the barrier, she was free from such concerns.
After all, an ordinary girl wouldn't be wandering outside the barrier in the first place.

The cult's cloak also served to identify each other.
One of the four people walking from a distance raised their hand high.
That person was also wearing a cult cloak.

"Oh? It's been a while!"

Gwen waved her hand in affirmation as a greeting.
Finally, as the distance closed, I could see the four people clearly.

At the front was a man who appeared to be a tank, holding a shield and wearing thick armor. Behind him was a man who seemed to be a warrior, holding a sword in one hand. Behind him was a woman with a bow slung over her back, waving her hand. And at the very back was a bald man holding a book. The woman seemed to be an archer, and the bald man a priest.
It was a fairly balanced party.

Gwen greeted the woman who had been waving.

"Hello, Lyutmila."

*Lyutmila?*

Lyutmila was someone whose name I knew as well.
Though not a playable character, she was one of the few high-ranking warriors who used a bow. Among the development routes for bow-using warriors, the Lyutmila route—becoming her successor—was the mainstream choice.

Unlike Gwen, Lyutmila appeared quite a bit older. Yet Gwen addressed her familiarly because Gwen's actual age was greater than one might think.
I was fine knowing this, but the problem was Lyutmila's companions.

"Who is she that Lyutmila speaks to her so familiarly..."

They couldn't accept the current situation.
Eventually, Lyutmila introduced Gwen to them.

"This is the warrior Gwen. Her title is Rose Warrior, and she was my classmate at the warrior academy."

At that, their eyes widened, apparently having heard of the Rose Warrior.

"This girl is the Rose Warrior?"

"A girl?"

"But no matter how you look at it..."

"Don't be fooled by appearances. She's at least—"

Shing

A cold sound rang out.
It was the sound of Gwen slightly drawing her sword from its scabbard.

"Lyutmila."

The killing intent that flowed out at that moment seemed capable of killing someone with its pressure alone.
Even I, standing behind her, couldn't help but feel intimidated.
Meanwhile, Lyutmila shrank back momentarily but quickly recovered. It was clear why she was a high-ranking warrior.

"Alright. But who's the kid behind you?"

When she pointed at me, Gwen answered without hesitation.

"A porter."

Her quick response was good, but not enough to fool Lyutmila.

"Seems a bit small for a porter?"

Lyutmila's eyes moved to the sword I was carrying.
I hurriedly tried to hide the sword, but I couldn't escape the archer's sharp gaze.

"That sword? Isn't that the one you used when you were a warrior candidate?"

Lyutmila spoke with a meaningful expression.

"Now I get it."

"What do you get?"

"Well... ahem. The Ridwald bloodline really is something else. How is it possible to maintain a teenage body no matter how old you get? So at that age, with such a young boy..."

Gwen's killing intent was intensifying.
Lyutmila, as if anticipating this, quickly changed her words.

"Just kidding. It must be a master-disciple relationship. I'm starting to think about a successor too. Well, see you later!"

Lyutmila hurriedly waved her hand.
Gwen waved back in response. But her expression wasn't smiling at all.
And so we parted from the four warriors and headed back toward the Ordeal.

"Hey."

"Yes, Gwen?"

"Forget everything you just heard."

"What?"

"My ag— never mind."

Sorry, but I already knew her age through the status window.

***

"How much further to the Ordeal?"

"From what I've heard, we're about halfway there."

She turned her head to look at me.

"You're adapting much faster than I expected."

Was I adapting quickly?
It seemed more like the occasional use of "Absolute Obedience" was making the difference.

"But step back for now."

"What?"

"It seems we'll have to fight this time."

She pointed to a Ruin Golem blocking the alley with its massive body.
After confirming the golem, I nodded and stepped back.

"Understood."

If she said she needed to fight, then that was that.
I was actually a bit excited.
Since coming here, this would be my first time seeing a warrior fight.

*In a way, this might be the only advantage of falling into this cursed world.*

I recalled when I first encountered Hundred Braves. What drew me into the game were the characters' unique skills and the heart-stirring ultimate cut-ins.
And now I could see them in person.
Of course, I was just watching for now, but thinking about having to face them myself someday made me feel dizzy.

*Let's see...*

But that anticipation was shattered in an instant.

Gwen approached the Ruin Golem stealthily and quietly drew her sword.
Then she raised the sword above her head. A red aura began to swirl around the blade, creating a heat haze.
After a moment, she simply swung the sword down.

A clean strike.
The red-hot sword melted through the Ruin Golem like cake, cutting it in half, and the Ruin Golem was split in two without being able to do anything.

In a way, it was a perfect victory, but it felt somewhat disappointing. It was too clean.

*I guess it's my fault for expecting too much.*

Thinking about it, Gwen's approach was correct.
Rather than waking the Ruin Golem for a flashy fight, it was better to split it in one strike if possible.
Not many people could do that, though.

"Can you help me?"

"What is it?"

"I need to extract a barrier fragment from this thing, but I don't know where it is. Can you help me look?"

Barrier fragments were small pieces found inside all Chaos Beasts.
They were particles that had fallen from the barrier and accumulated inside Chaos Beasts. When returned to the barrier stones that maintained the barrier, they could extend the barrier's lifespan, so if you returned them to the country maintaining the barrier, you could receive a certain amount of money in return.
In terms of other games, it was like gold dropped by monsters—a main source of income for warriors.

*A golem's barrier fragment, where would that be?*

Of course I didn't know. How could I?
I'd never seen such unnecessarily specific details while playing the game.
After wrestling with the golem's remains for about five minutes, Gwen finally found the barrier fragment in the left chest area of the golem.

"It's smaller than I thought..."

Gwen put the fragment into her inventory with a somewhat dejected expression.

"We've wasted some time. Let's get going again."

That's when it happened.
I began to feel vibrations under my feet.

*Huh?*

Gwen seemed to have felt it earlier.
She was turning her head in the direction of the vibrations.
Golems were coming from that direction.

It wasn't just one.
No less than three golems were approaching at once.
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It wasn't just one.
Three golems were rushing toward me all at once.

*Damn it.*

I needed to run.
But my legs wouldn't move.
Just as I was about to use [Absolute Obedience], I heard a voice.

"Stay where you are."

With those words, Gwen leaped forward.

"Gwen?"

I couldn't think of any reason why Gwen would stand and fight instead of running away. But looking closer, I noticed a man being chased by the golems.

"Help me!"

Gwen ran past the man and plunged her sword into the foremost golem.

*That sense of justice of hers.*

Meanwhile, the fleeing man appeared to be a Pathfinder rather than a Warrior, judging by his ordinary attire.

Thud

The leading ruin golem collapsed as Gwen pulled out her sword.
She had already reached the next golem before the first one even hit the ground.
The hot red light emanating from her sword left afterimages in the air—that's how fast she moved.

Quick and decisive. This was the fighting style that emerged from Gwen's [Premature Growth] trait, which had halted her physical development in adolescence.
She compensated for her lack of strength by relying on the penetrating power of the Relic Ignis, overcoming the rest with speed.
But even this fighting style had its limitations.

The most obvious was when facing opponents that the 3-star Relic Ignis couldn't penetrate.
It wouldn't matter if she could precisely strike the golem's core, but this golem had seen its companion fall and was now wrapping its long arms around its core for protection.
Because of this, even Gwen couldn't take down this golem in one strike.

*It's only a matter of time, though.*

From my experience of raising Gwen at least 20 times, I knew she wouldn't lose to monsters of this level.

Crash

The golem swung its remaining arm.
Gwen easily dodged it and instead dove in, slicing at the golem's heel with her sword.
The golem momentarily lost its balance. It was a good opportunity to attack, but Gwen didn't let her guard down.
She twisted her body to avoid an attack from another golem.

These movements were so fast I could barely follow them with my eyes.
Only intense red afterimages remained, embroidering the space like flower petals.

*So this is the Rose Warrior...*

As a player, I had thought her title of Rose Warrior came simply from her emblem.
But seeing her in action, her swordsmanship truly evoked the image of a rose.

*This is Swordsmanship[S]?*

If so, I wondered what level the S+ Gwen I had raised would be. I could understand why it took so long to reach S+.
And SS level... I couldn't even imagine it. Though rare, some did reach SS.

"Phew."

After swiftly taking down the remaining two golems, Gwen finally exhaled and pulled her sword from the golem.
The sword, which had been glowing red-hot, returned to its original color.
But she didn't sheathe it.
Instead, she gestured to the man who was quietly trying to leave the scene.

"You there."

The man froze in his tracks.
Gwen then pointed in the direction he had been heading.

"And the rest of you. Show yourselves."

A group of men appeared from what had seemed like empty space.
The largest among them spoke.

"You're quite skilled. And with remarkable perception too."

He pointed to the man who had been chased by the golems.

"Thank you for saving our comrade. Now if you'll excuse us..."

They were about to retreat when Gwen spoke again.

"You're not Pathfinders."

"Pardon?"

"You're thieves. Professional ones at that."

The man looked bewildered.

"What are you talking about? Thieves?"

"Pathfinders wouldn't travel with such poor equipment. You're thieves who stay here and ambush Warriors and Pathfinders."

"That's absurd! We're not thieves—!"

Gwen pointed to one of the men.

"Most importantly, that Relic you have. I recognize it."

At that moment, the thieves realized they had been completely exposed.

"Run!"

"I can't let you do that. It's a Warrior's duty to catch thieves and return stolen Relics."

Gwen hadn't sheathed her sword.
She raised it and charged at the thieves.

But the thieves seemed to have prepared their escape in advance.
They threw black lumps to the ground.
Immediately, dark particles from the lumps spread in all directions.

"Ugh!"

Blinded by the sudden smoke screen, I drew the sword Gwen had lent me and stayed alert.
Knowing how strong Gwen was, I figured the thieves would have fled immediately, but I couldn't let my guard down.

Then I heard Gwen's voice through the smoke.

"You're not getting away!"

I caught a glimpse of a red sword light flashing.
Then a man's scream echoed.

"Aaaagh!"

After that, there was silence.
I remained vigilant as the black smoke gradually settled, and finally the scene became visible again.

Hiss

The heat from Gwen's blade evaporated the blood on its surface. She sheathed the now-clean sword.
At her feet lay the body of one thief. He had been stabbed through the heart in one strike, his blood pooling on the ground.

"I had something I wanted to ask."

Gwen picked up the spear the man had been holding. It wasn't particularly ornate, but the faint light surrounding it revealed it was a Relic.

"At least I recovered a Relic, so that's something."

She looked around and then thrust the spear deep into a barely visible corner. Then she began a moment of silence.
During that brief time as she bowed her head, I could only watch her from behind.
After her short prayer, she turned to me.

"Let's go now."

"Yes."

I started following Gwen.
I didn't need to ask about the spear; I already knew.
Gwen had acquaintances besides Lyutmila whom we'd met earlier. Some were strong like Lyutmila and Gwen, but others were weak enough to fall prey to thieves.
The spear stuck in the corner could be considered his gravestone.

"Little one, you look curious."

It would be a lie to say I wasn't curious at all.
Since Gwen had noticed, I decided to ask without hesitation.

"You said earlier that you had a duty to recover Relics from thieves. Is it okay to leave the spear like that?"

"The spear is lost."

Is that so?

"As long as you keep quiet about it, there won't be any problem."

After witnessing that brutal scene, I had no intention of talking.
But I still had one more question.

"You knew from the beginning that the fleeing person was a thief, right?"

"Yes."

"Then was it really necessary to fight the golems?"

At that point, Gwen hadn't yet seen her old comrade's spear. So if she had known the thief was being chased by golems, she could have ignored it. But she didn't.

"You were frozen. Anyone could see you weren't in a state to run away."

"Ah..."

That was true.
Of course, I could have moved using Absolute Obedience, but from her perspective, I must have looked completely paralyzed.

She hadn't fought the golems to protect the thief. She had done it to protect me, who was standing behind her.

*She really is thorough.*

I couldn't help but admire her.

***

*Finally arrived?*

After traveling through the ruins for a long time, we finally reached what appeared to be the entrance to the Ordeal. We had followed the underground passage of the ruins for quite a distance.

"This definitely seems to be the place of the Ordeal."

A vast hemispherical space spread out underground.
In the center was a wide lake, surrounded by thick fog.
What was certain was that this place was different from anywhere we'd been before.

"It's easier to breathe here."

It felt as if there was a small barrier surrounding this space.
Whether a barrier actually existed or not, there was no way to know.

"Hmm..."

Meanwhile, Gwen was focusing on the lake, ignoring the surrounding scenery. At a glance, it was impossible to gauge the lake's depth.

"It looks like ordinary water."

Kneeling at the lakeside, Gwen scooped up some water in her hands.
The water was clear and clean, like it had come from a purifier, with no impurities. There was nothing else unusual about it.
She poured the water back into the lake.

"Come to think of it, do you know how to undertake the Ordeal?"

I shook my head.

"I don't know either."

I didn't know that either.
I had naturally assumed Gwen would know.
Or that we would find out once we reached the place of the Ordeal.
However, there was no sign of the latter.

*Surely we haven't come all this way only to turn back because we don't know how to undertake the Ordeal?*

As I worried about this, Gwen spoke.

"Then there's no choice. Don't look this way."

She suddenly removed her cloak, the symbol of a Warrior, and put it in her inventory.
Then she began to take off her top as well. After staring blankly for a moment, I quickly turned away.

"Um, Gwen? What are you doing..."

"I'm going into the water. Honestly, I'm hesitant, but this is the only method I've heard of."

In the quiet space, only the sound of Gwen undressing could be heard.
After a moment, there was a small splash.

Splash, splash.

*Is she going into the water?*

I felt bad for Gwen, but I wanted to confirm if she was entering the lake.
I might need to enter as well.
But when I turned my head, Gwen had already disappeared.
Only fog hung over the lake.

*When did she vanish?*

I waited for a long time, but Gwen didn't reappear.
Somehow, I was now alone in this space.
Given that Gwen had walked into the lake and not returned, it seemed that was indeed the way to undertake the Ordeal.

*Then I have no choice but to enter as well.*

Having made up my mind, I took off only the robe Gwen had lent me and put it in my inventory.
Since Gwen wasn't watching, I could use my inventory naturally.
I decided to keep the rest of my clothes on since it didn't matter if they got wet.

*Here goes.*

I first put my left foot into the lake.
I felt the solid bottom of the lake.
Reassured, I put in my right foot—and at that moment.

The bottom disappeared.

*Huh?*

In an instant, my vision was submerged in water.
The next moment, an unbelievable scene unfolded before my eyes.
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"Damn it."

My throat is parched.
The sun is scorching.
How much longer do I have to walk?

After sinking beneath the lake's surface, what stretched before me was a desert.
A vast desert extending so far I couldn't see its end.

"Come to think of it..."

There was no clear objective for this Ordeal.
No instructions to defeat monsters or reach a specific destination.
Then I remembered what Gwen had told me about Ordeals.

"Ordeals apparently dig into a person's greatest weakness. Overcoming that is the Ordeal itself."

My greatest weakness, huh?
If I could figure that out, I might discover this Ordeal's objective.
I opened my status window to consider what might be my weakest point.

<Status>
1. Information
Name: Allen Plake
Age: 15
Gender: Male
Race: Human
Stigma: Symbol of ???

2. Abilities
Health: F-
Strength: F
Agility: E-
Magic Power: F

3. Skills
[Swordsmanship (B)]

4. Traits
[Absolute Obedience]

"Hmm..."

No clear answer.
It was hard to pinpoint my weakest area when all my stats were terrible.
Health, strength, agility, magic power—everything was weak. Even after improving my health, strength, and agility through basic exercise, this was still the result.

Not just my abilities, but my skills and traits sections were pathetically empty too. Setting aside [Absolute Obedience], which was difficult to rank, [Swordsmanship (B)] was fairly decent compared to my pitiful stats, but that was it. Compared to warriors who faced Ordeals, I was nowhere close.

"This doesn't help me identify exactly what my weakness is."

If I had to choose, health seemed to be my lowest stat.

"If health is my weakness..."

I surveyed the desert around me.
Heat waves rose dynamically from a desert that seemed to have no end.

"I guess I should start walking?"

Yes, no matter how endless it appeared, there had to be an end somewhere. Maybe there would be an oasis along the way.
If this Ordeal was about overcoming my poor health, the goal was likely to either cross this desert or find an oasis.
That's why I started walking.

"Damn it."

And before long, I became more convinced of that possibility.
But that didn't mean I was any closer to completing the Ordeal.
Quite the opposite.

My throat is parched.
The sun is scorching.
How much longer do I have to walk?

Sweat dripped from my head onto the sand, creating tiny dots.
After briefly removing my hood, I put it back on, unable to bear the scorching sun any longer.
Looking ahead, the endless desert still stretched before me.

"Damn..."

Not even an oasis, nor a shadow to rest in.
It seemed determined to dry me out completely.
My throat was already burning with thirst.

"Inventory."

I reached into my inventory and pulled out a water bottle.
I hadn't expected this situation, but I'd brought it in case I got stranded somewhere.
With no one around, there was no reason to hide my use of the inventory. I'd already stored all my heavy luggage in it.

"I need to drink sparingly."

I had no idea how long I'd have to walk through this cursed desert.
The water I brought would have to be consumed in small sips, only when absolutely necessary.

I put the bottle to my lips.
Incredibly cool, sweet water flowed over my tongue and down my throat.
Just a little more would wet my entire mouth. I had to stop myself.

"Enough."

<Trait [Absolute Obedience] activates.>

My hand, which was about to tilt the bottle further, stopped.
Once the flow was interrupted, it was easy to put the water bottle back in my inventory.
Disappointed but determined, I continued walking through the desert.

"The sun will set soon anyway."

The sun was already low in the sky.
After sunset, I might be able to rest a bit.

***

That thought was mistaken.

Chatter-chatter-chatter

The sound came from my own head.
My teeth were chattering from the cold.

"Now I'm about to freeze to death."

The once scorching sand had cooled completely.
Just as I was trying to get some sleep, I heard the sound of sand shifting. I thought it was the wind and closed my eyes again.

Swish

Not the wind.
I hurriedly got to my feet.
The desert was so dark I could barely see a foot in front of me. Only the stars and moon in the sky provided faint illumination.

Through the darkness, I saw something glinting. Behind those two shining points, a form was revealed by the moonlight.

A wolf.
Meeting wolves even here made it seem like I had some kind of bad karma with them.
And this time, it wasn't just one. True to wolf nature, they were moving in a pack.

"Dangerous."

The wolves were just observing me for now, not attacking.
But I couldn't assume they'd just keep watching forever.
I reached into my inventory and pulled out my sword. The wolves shrank back a bit as the blade gleamed in the moonlight.

"Come on then."

There were only about five wolves.
With my [Swordsmanship (B)], I wouldn't lose to five wolves.
The problem was that the wolves seemed to know this too.
They surrounded me at a distance, never making the first move.

"What are they planning?"

***

Now I understood their intention.
These thorough hunters were trying to drain their prey's stamina.
The wolves would disappear when the sun rose, only to reappear at sunset to surround me.

"Those bastards."

Thanks to them, I'd been walking through the desert for days without proper rest.
I couldn't just ignore them and sleep. The moment I fell asleep, they would pounce and tear me apart.

"How vast is this damn desert anyway?"

The desert heat was already difficult enough, but with sleep deprivation added, my body felt like a rag.
Yet despite all this walking, I hadn't seen anything but wolves.

"Did I go in the wrong direction?"

In truth, I had no idea which way I was heading.
I was trying my best to walk in a straight line, so at least I was sure I wasn't going back the way I came.

"If testing my stamina is the purpose of this Ordeal, then it's proceeding as planned."

I took out a water bottle from my inventory.
The sloshing sound inside was cheerful.
But it also meant there wasn't much water left.

"Damn it."

Suppressing the thirst that made me want to drink immediately, I looked ahead.
I had just crossed over a sand dune.
But beyond that dune was yet another endless stretch of desert.

No, I couldn't be certain it was endless.
I could see another sand dune in the distance.
Perhaps behind that dune there might be an oasis, or the end of the desert.
But that wasn't certain either.

"I've been thinking that way as I crossed this desert so far."

Surely there must be an end beyond that sand dune.
With such thoughts, I had crossed dozens of sand dunes.
But each time, all I saw was more endless desert and the next dune.

"Will there really be an end beyond that sand dune?"

Now I doubted it.
With my current water and stamina, I could somehow reach that dune.
But the experience would surely be terrible. My journey so far proved that.
It might even be worse.

"Damn it."

I couldn't bring myself to continue.
I collapsed onto the sand.
The sand was scorching hot from the sun.
But with my legs giving out, I had no thought of getting up.

Rustle

A sudden sound.
Looking around, I saw the wolves.
They seemed to have judged that my stamina had fallen enough and were closing in.

I couldn't help but laugh bitterly.

"Ha..."

Even if I dragged myself to the next sand dune, what if that wasn't the end?
Based on my experience so far, that seemed more likely.
So I'm supposed to exceed the limits of my stamina? That's just meaningless mental fortitude.

No matter how hard you try, there are limits to how far a person can go.
And I was already low on water. If not from exhaustion, I'd die of thirst.

If this truly was an Ordeal of stamina...
Wasn't this enough?
I think I've done as much as I could.

At that moment.

"Huh?"

The space before my eyes distorted.
Dizziness? Or a mirage?

The blurrily distorted space became clear again, and I realized my surroundings had changed.
Surprisingly, it was a place very familiar to me.

"This is...?"

My room.
Not Allen's room, but my small, messy room back on Earth.
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"Huh?"

For a moment, my thoughts froze.
A car horn sounded through the silence.
My mouth felt stale, as if I'd been sleeping for a long time.

I tried moving my fingers.
They worked fine.
Next, I turned my neck to check the digital clock on the desk.
It showed 3:25. I was momentarily confused about whether it was AM or PM, but judging by the warm sunlight streaming in, it must be afternoon.

"Damn it."

My voice was terribly hoarse.
Unconsciously cursing, I struggled to sit up.
My body felt stiff from not moving for so long.

Clatter

I accidentally knocked over the chicken bucket by the bedside.
In an instant, it fell and spilled onto the floor.
Cigarette butts and ashes poured out from inside the bucket.

"Haah..."

I didn't even have the energy to clean it up right now.
There were more important things to deal with.
Understanding my current situation took priority.

My original body, returned after so long.
The stale air in this cramped room.
Feeling these familiar things, I realized.

*Have I really come back?*

My eyes caught a soju bottle, about one-third full.
I picked it up and took a sip.
Lukewarm and bitter.

This was too realistic to be a dream.
Or maybe that's only natural. This is reality, after all.
Rather, that other world had been too realistic.

But what happened exactly?
Was I walking through the desert and got attacked by wolves...
Or did I just self-destruct from pushing too hard?

One thing was certain.
It seemed I had died in that other world.

I suppressed a bitter laugh that was about to escape.
Was it really this simple?
You just die and come back?

"Ha, haha..."

I couldn't hold back my dry laughter.
I finished the remaining alcohol.

"Shit."

Then what was all my struggling for?
Fighting wolves, walking through the desert.
Making deals with Gwen...

...Come to think of it, I'd forgotten about my deal with Gwen.
She must have forgotten too, since she entered the Ordeal without asking me about the Relic's location.
But none of that matters anymore.

Nothing matters anymore.

Actually, this feeling was already familiar.
After all, Hundred Braves itself was that kind of game.
A roguelike. A genre where once you die, you lose everything and have to start over from the beginning.

Perhaps that's why this empty feeling was so familiar.
Familiar, and yet... somehow unbearable.

"To go back again..."

I shook my head.

"I just got back, after all."

I got out of bed and sat down at the computer.

I entered my password and launched a game I was familiar with.
It was a team-based MOBA game I'd played for years.
When there was nothing else to do, nothing beat this game for mindless entertainment.

*It's kind of fun, I guess.*

***

<Would you like to exit the game?>

I clicked 'Yes'.
The reason was simple.
It wasn't fun anymore.

*Our team was just too bad.*

Come to think of it, it wasn't that fun before either.
After closing the game, I went on YouTube and watched a few videos before feeling hungry.

Now that I think about it, the food in that world tasted bland.
I was looking forward to eating modern food again.
After a few minutes of deliberation on the delivery app, I ordered a chicken.

"...This is good."

Of course it is. Chicken can't possibly taste bad.
But something felt off. My stomach was full, but no matter how much I ate, I didn't feel satisfied.
After forcing down some dry breast meat, I put the chicken box down.

A half-eaten chicken box.
An empty soju bottle.
Spilled cigarette ashes.

"What a mess. What a goddamn mess."

I opened the drawer next to the computer.
Inside was a thick envelope.
I took it out and placed it on the desk.

*I pretty much know what this is.*

As I was about to leave the room, I noticed my smartphone lying on the bed.
I turned on the screen, but there were no important messages, just random notifications.
Of course, there was no one who would contact me. The phone wasn't even fully charged.
I hardly used my smartphone anyway, since I played mobile games on an app player.

*Should I leave it behind?*

After a moment's hesitation, I picked up the smartphone and put it in my pocket.
Then I settled into the wheelchair in the corner of the room.
I left the room, closed the door.
And looked back one last time.

*Should I have cleaned up since this is the last time?*

***

This is strange.
This world is strange.
Though it's always been that way.

People passing by on the streets.
Cars rushing around chaotically.
Are they really in the same world as me?

I continued moving through the urban desert.
After pushing the wheels of my chair for quite some time, I finally reached my destination.
The fact that destinations exist here was another difference from the desert.

Even if that destination wasn't an oasis or the edge of the desert.
Even if it was just the dark Han River water swirling below.

*It's a bit disappointing.*

If there's one regret, it's this.
Allen Plake, that worm.
I wanted to make him a hero and see the ending.

100 attempts. That was the limit I had set for myself initially.
I had planned to give up if I couldn't make Allen Plake a hero by the 100th attempt.
And when I wasted that 100th chance, an opportunity came. The best possible opportunity.

But I wasted that chance too.
It's really over now.
I failed to make Allen Plake a hero.
I... couldn't do anything.

*I guess it's time to end it.*

I've dragged this on for far too long.
Without any meaning.
Despite being unable to do anything.

I pulled the wheelchair forward.
Now that I was here, the bridge railing seemed higher than I expected.
Still, I could probably get over it with some arm strength.

Just as I grabbed the railing with both hands,
I felt a vibration in my pocket.

*What's this?*

I took out my smartphone.
There shouldn't be anyone who would contact me.
After dismissing the low battery notification, I saw a message.

[Restricted Number]
-What if it's not over yet?

I replied.

-Who is this?

The response came immediately.

[Restricted Number]
-Try logging into Hundred Braves.

What could this mean?
Half-doubting, I accessed Hundred Braves from the desktop.
After a brief loading period, a window appeared in the game.

<Character development in progress. Would you like to continue?>
- Yes / No

At that moment, I realized.
Allen Plake was still alive in the game.

*It's not over yet?*

But no matter how many times I clicked 'Yes', the development wouldn't resume.
I was about to close and restart the game when:

[Restricted Number]
-Simply pressing a button won't get you back.

I sent a message to whoever it was.

-Send me back.

[Restricted Number]
-Why do you want to go back? Most people would want the opposite.

I hurriedly typed a response.

-I have a reason to make Allen Plake a hero.

Making him a hero was a kind of proof.
Until I completed that proof, my existence here had no value.

But before I could even send my message,
another text arrived.

[Restricted Number]
-But it's just a game, after all.

Yes, Hundred Braves was just a game.
And once, I was trying to prove something through just a game.

But now I know that's not true.
The people I met there were all real.
Especially...

*I still haven't kept my promise to Gwen.*

I need to tell Gwen the location of the Relic.
I recalled Gwen fighting the golems to protect me.
I wanted to keep my promise after receiving her help.

-Please send me back.

After a moment, the phone vibrated.
This reply was a bit slower than the others.

[Restricted Number]
-But... do you really think you'll be able to get up if you go back?

I recalled the situation I had been in.
No motivation to reach the next sand dune. Wolves attacking from all sides.
Even if I went back, could I really stand up?
And even if I stood, could I reach the next dune?

Nothing was certain.
But getting back was the priority.

-I can get up, so please send me ba...

Again, before I could finish typing, a reply came.

[Restricted Number]
-I doubt it. I don't think you won't just give up again.

That mocking tone irritated me a little.

-What do you mean?

[Restricted Number]
-You should know better than anyone, but if you don't remember, it's better to see for yourself.

Then my vision began to distort again.
The Han River before me disappeared, and I found myself standing in front of a white wall.

*What is this? More importantly...*

I looked down at my legs.
They were completely healed.
And I was wearing high school uniform pants.
Only then did I remember where this was.

*Is this... school?*

No wonder it seemed familiar.
I was standing in the hallway of my old high school.
It seemed my body had returned to that time as well.

*Have I gone back to the past?*

The sudden change in circumstances was confusing.
It felt like someone was completely toying with me.
I was about to confront whoever it was through my phone when:

"About student Seong Yurang."

A voice came softly from behind.
When I turned around, there was a door marked "Faculty Office."
Seong Yurang... that was my name.

"He failed to place in this competition too. He seems to have no shortcomings, so why...?"

And I definitely remembered hearing this conversation before.

*Why this memory of all things...*

I wanted to burst into the faculty office and shout, but my body wouldn't listen.
Meanwhile, the conversation inside continued.

"I think it would be better to change his event to long-distance. The middle-distance he's running now is too heavily influenced by talent."

"Mr. Jo, as an educator, using the term 'talent' is a bit..."

"This is my judgment as the track team coach, not as an educator. And in sports, we can't deny the existence of talent."

I suddenly realized I was clenching my fist tightly.
My nails were digging into my palm, almost drawing blood.
Unaware of this, they continued their conversation.

"If we can't deny the existence of talent, does he have talent for long-distance?"

"That remains to be seen. But judging by Seong Yurang's practice volume and determination, there's certainly potential."

"Then... I'll leave it to you."

The conversation ended, and I heard them getting up.
The sound of slippers approached, and just as the door opened...

The scene changed again.
My instinct warned me immediately.
No. Not this memory.

*Damn it.*

I was sitting in a wheelchair.
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"I'm not sure what's causing this either."

I found myself sitting in a white room.
A doctor was in front of me, and my mother was beside me.

"This is your son's leg."

What the doctor was pointing to was an MRI scan of my leg.
White bones surrounded by interwoven muscles and blood vessels.
Though I couldn't tell exactly what was what, according to the doctor, there was nothing wrong.

"But then why can't my child stand up?"

"Well..."

The doctor glanced at me.
He probably figured it out.
As he said, there truly was nothing wrong with my legs.

"It might be psychological. I recommend seeking therapy."

The doctor expressed it indirectly.
I just kept my head down.
Back then, I simply... didn't want to run anymore.

I was afraid of running.
The anxiety of needing to place in competitions.
And the repeated failures to do so.

It wasn't that I never came close to placing.
But I was the kind of athlete who always missed placing by a narrow margin.
Even when I held hope that I'd place next time, the results were always the same.

Still, I kept running, looking only forward.
I was tired and exhausted. The outcome of the next competition was as uncertain as ever.
There was only the uncertain hope that I might place in the next one.

That's when I received the suggestion to switch to long-distance running.
Looking back, it was a pretty good suggestion.
But at the time, it felt different to me.

After receiving the suggestion to switch events, I finally looked around me.
My family with their expectations, and my uncertain future.
Everything felt like a burden.

To make matters worse, my performance in my first long-distance race wasn't very good.
The coach said it was just the first competition, but having experienced many failures in sprinting, I couldn't accept that at face value.
I was afraid. Would there ever be an end to this path?

So I gave up on myself.
Losing motivation, I initially thought I'd rest for just a week.
That week soon became a month, and eventually stretched into several months.

-Remember now? What kind of person you were?

I remember.
No, I had never forgotten in the first place.
I was garbage who chose to give up when faced with an uncertain future.

-So why not give up? It would be just like you.

I didn't answer.
I just watched my mother crying beside me.
I felt too guilty to lift my head.

-Are you ignoring me? Or have you already given up...

'Shut up.'

-Huh?

'Yes, I gave up before. I was a coward. But that's not a reason to give up now.'

He was digging into my deepest traumas.
But he misunderstood why they were traumas for me.

'I've always regretted not standing up. I wondered what would have happened if I had stood up then. That curiosity drove me crazy every day.'

I picked up my smartphone, ignored the message, and unlocked it.
The screen showed Hundred Braves.
Allen, sitting in the desert, facing wolves.

'Allen's growth was... a kind of proof for me. Because Allen seemed unlikely to become a hero no matter how you looked at him. If he didn't give up, how far could he go? That's what I wanted to know.'

-(...)

Displeased with my words,
he silently changed the scene again.
This time, we were on a road.

'If I hadn't given up on standing back then. If I had at least tried... could I have become something? That's what I wanted to see through Allen.'

A car horn.
A chilling feeling made me look in that direction.
This situation, too, remained vivid in my memory.

'Because I had already become unable to stand.'

A car that had run a red light was speeding toward me in my wheelchair.
And at that moment, I had a stupid thought.
If I got hit by a car here... I wouldn't have to run anymore.

And because of that thought, I missed my chance to move.
That day, I completely lost my legs.
I became unable to even try to stand again.
What would have happened if I hadn't given up on standing?
The means to prove that myself had vanished.

'So I have to prove it.'

Through Allen Plake.
That was the only method this foolish me had been clinging to.

-I thought you'd give up easily. Seems I misunderstood.

The car approaching at high speed.
There was no time to hesitate.
No reason to, either.

'Just standing up...'

I put strength into my legs.
My legs, weakened from sitting for so long, wouldn't listen properly.
But it didn't matter. Even if I couldn't run or walk.
Standing up was enough.

'Thinking about it now, it's really such a simple thing.'

I was someone who couldn't even do something that simple.
But I couldn't make that mistake again.

I pushed myself up from the wheelchair.
The sound of the car brushing past and smashing into the wheelchair.
With that sound, the space around me began to shatter.

'Stand up, you idiot!'

<Trait [Absolute Obedience] is activated.>

***

Finally, I was back.
It felt like I'd been in a long dream.

I didn't even need Absolute Obedience.
Allen's body still had enough strength to stand, and what mattered in the end was my will.
I immediately got to my feet.

Then I reached out and drew a sword from my inventory.
It was the Relic I had borrowed from Gwen.

I swung the sword, slashing at a wolf's face.
Though stabbing would be more certain to kill, I didn't do that.
I couldn't handle all these wolves that way.

'I don't need to defeat them all. First, I need to drive them all away.'

My mind worked clearly despite the urgent situation.
Though my body was hot, my mind needed to stay cool.
I had to fight like a character but think like a player.

And one way to do that was to use the Relic.
I gripped the sword in reverse and raised it high.
Then I whispered.

'Gravitus Replicant...!'

The moment I spoke the sword's name, I felt it.
The Stigma on my forearm was resonating with the sword.
It seemed I had successfully activated it.
Now all that remained was to trigger the sword's effect.

'Release your weight. Maximum.'

At that moment, I saw the space around the sword subtly distort.
I could no longer hold the sword.

The sword plunged into the desert sand.

BOOM!

A thunderous sound echoed.
And then an enormous shockwave began to spread.
Sand sprayed up like a fountain in all directions.
Even I could barely hold onto the sword to withstand the impact.

"Urgh!"

The echoes of the explosion resonated through the rising sand.
Through it, I could hear the wolves.
They sounded terrified.

'Yes, if you understand, then run away.'

As the sand that had risen began to settle, I could see my surroundings.
A large hemispherical crater in the sand.
The wolves had all fled.

"Haah..."

I knelt down, catching my breath.

'Let's rest a bit before moving on.'

A momentary battle.
But my stamina wasn't in good shape to begin with, so it was too much.
In the end, I chose to sit down and rest again.
Sitting on the ground, I looked up at the distant hill.

'I wonder if I've crossed 100 hills so far...'

Then the hill ahead would be the 101st.
After crossing 100 hills, I was about to give up without even trying the 101st.
I was setting limits without even attempting.

'Even though I don't know what's beyond it.'

I'll go.
As far as my strength allows.
There's no reason to fear limits that haven't even arrived yet.

'More importantly...'

I examined the sword I was holding.

'Item information.'

Information about the sword appeared before my eyes.

<Relic Gravitus Replicant>
Classification: Weapon
Form: Longsword
Relic Grade: 2-star
Description: The original is the 4-star Relic Gravitus. This was replicated by (former) hero Heinz Armanus. It can apply Gravitus's gravity control ability on a small scale to the blade itself.

'The performance is definitely impressive.'

At first, I chose it simply thinking I could adjust its weight, making it usable from now until I built more strength.
Of course, I thought gravity control would have more applications than just increasing or decreasing weight...
But I didn't expect it to be this powerful.

'This is what they call "small scale"?'

Moreover, this is only a 2-star Relic.
Even though this kind of usage would be impossible on anything but sand without damaging the blade, the power it just displayed was incredible.
I couldn't imagine the power of the original Gravitus, which could control gravity not just in the blade but in a certain area around it.

'So this is a Relic...'

I realized the game setting wasn't an exaggeration—that a hero with a Stigma compatible with a 4-star Relic could split a mountain in half.

It's a shame.
That this Relic isn't ultimately mine.
Still, after the Ordeal ends, I should return it to Gwen.
If I don't want to end up like those thieves I saw earlier.
I suddenly remembered Gwen's cold expression as she evaporated the blood on her sword.

'First, I need to finish the Ordeal.'

I still don't know where the desert ends.
I'm not even sure if there is an end. Maybe there isn't.
But one thing was certain: I wouldn't give up on this Ordeal.

'Shall we set off again?'

That's when it happened.
Suddenly, everything around me darkened.

'Huh?'

I looked up at the sky.
A drop of water fell on my face as I looked up.
I thought it might be my imagination, but then more drops began to fall.

'Rain!'

I took out a water bottle from my inventory.
Thirst was a problem for continuing to walk, so this was fortunate.

'But how should I collect the water?'

I needed something to use as a funnel.
As I was looking around for something suitable:

'Is it raining harder than I thought?'

Rain began to pour down from the sky.
And surprisingly, the rain started to pool on the ground.
As if the desert sand had never existed, the rainwater rose rapidly. Panicked, I tried to quickly climb up a sand dune, but the water swallowed me up in an instant.

A sensation of being pulled downward.
It was clearly the same feeling I had when I fell into the lake to undertake the Ordeal.
After sinking for a while... I emerged on the opposite side of the water's surface.

"Huff, huff..."

I couldn't grasp the situation at all.
I was simply overwhelmed by the enormous tree that appeared before me.

"What is this..."

What I saw after emerging from the water was a tree so massive it was difficult to simply call it a giant tree.
To compare it to something in reality, you'd need to bring in something like "Lotte Tower."

"What is this..."

Just as I muttered that:

-This? Why don't you address me properly?

The voice sounded somehow familiar.

-First, congratulations. You've passed the Ordeal.
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"Congratulations. You've passed the Ordeal."

Suddenly, a voice echoed in my head.
It was a youthful voice, hard to tell whether it belonged to a boy or girl.
But I had a pretty good idea who it might be.
That "caller ID restricted" person.

"Why don't you start by telling me who you are?"

Though I didn't know exactly who it was.

"You? I'm a god, you know."

"Some god you are, prying into other people's pasts whenever you feel like it."

"Ah, I'm sorry about that. But you agreed to it, didn't you?"

"What?"

"Anyway, congratulations on passing the Ordeal."

"Wait, what did you mean just now?"

"Hmm? What did I say?"

It seemed they had no intention of explaining.
I had no choice but to ask something else.

"You say I passed the Ordeal? But I didn't even reach the end of the desert."

I hadn't even made it over the hill.
I'd just been swept away by the rain and ended up here.

"Getting to the end of the desert was never the Ordeal. Did you think it was some kind of stamina test?"

That's exactly what I'd thought.

"Really? That's impossible. Sure, your stats like stamina were garbage, but your mental state was even worse garbage."

"Isn't that a bit harsh?"

"Do you think someone who planned to commit suicide immediately after returning to their original world isn't garbage?"

I had nothing to say.
I really had been garbage.
But something bothered me.

"Wait, original world? You know about Earth too?"

"Earth? Oh right, that's what you call the planet you live on in that world? For your information, I know nothing about that world. I just read your memories."

"You read my memories?"

"I'm the God of Regret. Of course I can."

God of Regret?
I'd heard of it before.
It existed as one of the blessings.

[Blessing of the God of Regret]
During this playthrough, the character gains increased experience from failures.

It wasn't a bad blessing, certainly better than nothing, but it wasn't efficient for most characters.
Those talented ones rarely failed at anything.
But Allen was different. He failed countless times.
For Allen specifically, this blessing was invaluable.

That's why I was using this blessing in this playthrough too.

"The Blessing of the God of Regret. So that's your blessing?"

"Of course. Who else would be the God of Regret but me? I helped you because of that blessing."

"You helped me?"

"Yes, originally my Ordeal is about finding your weaknesses through your own regrets. But since you had my blessing, I gave you a little help."

Even so, replaying someone's embarrassing past like that...
What a nasty god.
But I wasn't sure if I could have passed the Ordeal without them.

Then the God of Regret changed the subject.

"Well, since you passed the Ordeal, you deserve a reward. From your memories, it seems you already knew that."

Reward.
Finally, what I'd been waiting for.
The reason I came to the Ordeal in the first place was for the reward.
Especially since the Ordeals here tended to provide rewards that precisely addressed a character's weaknesses.

"I wonder what you'll get..."

"Aren't you the one giving the reward?"

"I have the authority to give rewards. But I'm not the one who chooses them."

At that moment.
A shadow suddenly fell over my head.
The shadow grew smaller. I hurriedly stepped back.
Something brown fell right in front of me.
It was a fruit.

*That was close!*

The tree was so large that I couldn't tell how high it had fallen from.
But judging by the dent in the ground, it must have fallen from quite a height.
What concerned me was the color flowing from the fruit's split.

"Huh? Purple?"

Even the self-proclaimed god seemed puzzled.
And for good reason—as far as I knew, purple rewards rarely appeared in Ordeals.
Even after raising hundreds of characters, I could count on one hand the number of times I'd received a purple reward.

*Gulp.*

What could be inside?
I carefully picked up the purple-glowing fruit. It was lighter than I expected.

*What's in it? It can't just be air.*

With that thought, I inserted my finger into the fruit's crack.

*Crack.*

The fruit split open easily.
Finally, I could see inside.
And I couldn't help but be confused.

*Why is there nothing?*

There really seemed to be nothing but air inside.
I stared blankly at the giant tree.

"Hmm? Why are you staring like that?"

Is this some kind of joke?

"There's nothing inside?"

All kinds of thoughts were racing through my mind.
What if I really got nothing?
Would they let me try again?

As if to dismiss my worries, the God of Regret said:

"What are you talking about? That's the Authority of Wind!"

*Authority of Wind?*

I immediately used Appraisal on the empty space inside the fruit.
An information window appeared in what I thought was empty space.

<Authority of Wind (C)>
Classification: Skill
Form: Formless
Description: An authority possessed by the God of Wind. Under the assumption that nothing blocks it, it can accelerate all matter within a certain radius.

Authority of Wind?
This was a skill I'd never seen before, not in my gameplay or even in community discussions.
Just from the description, I couldn't grasp its effect.

*I should acquire it first, right?*

It was an invisible authority.
I felt anxious holding it, afraid I might lose it.

*Skill acquisition... is this enough?*

The skill's information window disappeared from my sight.
I quickly opened my status window to check my skills.

3. Skills
[Swordsmanship (B)]
[Authority of Wind (C)]

The Authority of Wind had definitely been added to my skills.
But I had no idea how to use it.
It felt different from when I acquired [Swordsmanship (B)].
While I was checking my status:

"To think they'd give away even a part of a god's authority. As expected of someone chosen by the God of Chains."

*Hmm?*

I thought I heard a familiar name.
God of Chains?
My gaze moved down from my status to below my skills.

4. Traits
[Absolute Obedience]

The catalyst for obtaining [Absolute Obedience] was clearly...

[Blessing of the God of Chains]
During this playthrough, the character absolutely obeys the player's commands.

The God of Chains definitely had a close connection to my possession of Allen.
I was certain of it.

"Hey! Do you know about the God of Chains?"

"Hmm? Well, they are..."

At that moment.
A voice suddenly rang out.

"Still doing things you'll regret, God of Regret."

The voice came from above the giant tree.
I looked up.

***

"What a shame."

I felt like I was about to learn something.
The God of Regret clearly knew something about the God of Chains.
But just as they were about to speak, I was forcibly removed from the location of the giant tree.

*Come to think of it...*

Back at the lakeside.
I realized someone was missing.

*Is Gwen still in her Ordeal?*

Well, I'm still weak, so my Ordeal ended with just defeating wolves in the desert, but for someone as strong as Gwen, I couldn't even guess what kind of Ordeal she might face.

*What were Gwen's stats again?*

I tried to recall Gwen's stats that I'd seen before.

*Stamina B-, Strength B, Agility A+, Magic E-, was it?*

Her magic was low, but that made sense since she wasn't the type of warrior who used magic. Her other abilities were generally well-balanced.
Just looking at her stats, it was hard to guess the content of her Ordeal. Considering my Ordeal tested mental strength, hers might also test something beyond mere stats.

"She wouldn't have left already, would she?"

From her perspective, she came hoping to get a Relic as a reward from the Ordeal, but her Relic can only be obtained by going to a specific location.
So even if she finished her Ordeal first, she couldn't leave without getting information about the Relic's location from me.

*When will she come out?*

As I was debating whether to keep waiting here or go outside to hunt some manageable Chaos Beasts, my vision suddenly blurred.

*What's this? Another Ordeal?*

But the Ordeal should be over.
Then I realized.
While the injuries and physical fatigue from the Ordeal had been healed, my mental fatigue remained.
As soon as the tension eased, it swept over me like a wave.

*Wait, let me rest for a moment.*

I didn't feel capable of doing anything right now.
I sat down, leaning against a rock by the lakeside.
And my eyes closed.

***

"Hey."

Suddenly I heard a voice.

"Hey."

Someone was calling me.
I opened my eyes.
There was no one in front of me.

"Over here."

When I turned my head, I finally saw her sitting there.
Gwen was sitting against a rock, completely exhausted.
Breathing heavily, she said:

"Do you have any idea how much I rushed?"

I wondered how long I'd been asleep.
Judging by the fatigue I still felt, it couldn't have been that long.
That meant Gwen had come out earlier than I expected.

"You certainly came out earlier than I thought."

"Of course. I was so worried you might run off without keeping our deal. But when I got back, you were just sitting here sleeping peacefully?"

"It's your fault for not securing such an important deal in the first place."

"That's..."

A moment of silence passed.
Then Gwen spoke:

"Thank you."

"What's this all of a sudden?"

"For waiting."

I had intended to wait, that's true.
Though it became somewhat forced when I collapsed from exhaustion.
Still, I didn't deserve any thanks.

"I should thank you too."

"Huh?"

"Thanks to you, I was able to pass the Ordeal."

Gwen looked confused at my words.
Of course she would—she knew nothing about the content of my Ordeal.
But I couldn't deny that our deal had helped me overcome a major hurdle.

*I might have jumped into the Han River otherwise.*

I asked her:

"So, were you able to get a Relic from the Ordeal?"

Gwen shook her head.

"No, I fought off hordes of Chaos Beasts for a week... and all I got were two Magic Elixirs."

That made sense.
Even from my perspective, Gwen hardly had any weaknesses.
Still, two elixirs wasn't a bad reward.

"Aren't you going to ask? About where the Relic is?"

Gwen seemed to be contemplating something.
Finally, she spoke:

"The deal was that I could ask you one question of my choice, right?"

Ch.15 - Gwen Ridwald
"Wasn't our deal that I could ask you one thing I wanted to know?"

"Yes, anything I know."

That's true, but...
Could she possibly be asking about something other than the Relic?
As far as I knew, nothing was more important to Gwen than the Relic.

"What if it's something you don't know?"

"Then I'll give you another chance to ask a different question."

For a moment I considered whether that would count as using up my opportunity, but I didn't want to be that harsh with her.
When it came to the "Hundred Braves," there wasn't much I didn't know.
Still, I couldn't figure out what she might want to ask if not about the location of the Relic.

*Surely there's nothing more important to Gwen right now than the Relic?*

Her family, the Ridwald house, was once among the most prestigious in the Reim Kingdom. That is, until they lost their Relic, the Sword of Roses.
The Relic "Sword of Roses" was directly connected to the "Premature Growth" trait that had been passed down through the Ridwald family.

The "Premature Growth" trait stopped physical growth but allowed skills to develop rapidly.
To overcome the drawback of halted physical growth, the "Sword of Roses" was absolutely necessary.

As time passed without finding the sword, the Ridwald family gradually declined. They couldn't overcome the limitations of bodies that wouldn't grow.
Now, Gwen Ridwald, known as the Rose Warrior, remained their only hope.
The fate of her family rested in her hands.

*And yet she's asking about something other than the Sword of Roses?*

It seemed impossible.
Anyone who knew how she felt about her remaining family members and the hardships she'd endured searching for the "Sword of Roses" would find this hard to believe.

Though fundamentally warm-hearted, she never compromised when it came to her family.
She had dedicated everything to finding the "Sword of Roses." Even her youth and lifespan.
So why now?

"Then my question is..."

The question Gwen asked next was something I never expected.

"You. You're from the Ridwald family, aren't you?"

"What?"

What kind of question was this?

"Why would you think that?"

It was true that I had inherited Gwen's [Rose Mark].
But there shouldn't have been anything that gave that away.
At least, that's what I thought until Gwen answered.

"I've been suspicious since the day I first met you. No, I was fairly certain. That you had some connection to the Ridwald family."

The day we first met?
I recalled the memory of that day.

I fought with a thief, slipped a letter through the crack of Gwen's door.
Then I made a deal with her.
It had been an eventful day, but I couldn't tell which part had convinced her.

"Was it because of the rose mark on the letter?"

"No."

I threw out what seemed most suspicious, but that wasn't it.

"That helped somewhat, but the decisive factor was something else."

She suddenly drew the sword from her waist.

*Huh?*

Then without warning, she swung it at me.

Clang!

I barely managed to block the attack with Gravitus Replicant.

"What are you—"

She ignored my words.
She just silently continued her attacks.
I continued to parry them.

*Something's off.*

I recalled the swordsmanship Gwen had displayed when fighting the golems.
Compared to her technique and speed then, her current swordsmanship was severely lacking.
The meaning was clear.

*Is she matching her level to mine?*

I didn't understand why, but if that was the case, there was no reason to be afraid.
I decided to actively utilize my [Swordsmanship(B)].
As I continued blocking Gwen's sword, I finally saw an opportunity.

This time, Gwen's attack came in quite sharply.
But my body's ingrained [Swordsmanship(B)] sensed how to block its trajectory.
I placed my sword at an angle against Gwen's, then using my left hand as leverage, I swung my sword widely.

*But...*

Why was Gwen's sword here?
The sword I thought I had pushed away was in front of me again.
I was in the middle of diving toward Gwen for a counterattack and couldn't block it.

"Haha..."

Gwen's sword aimed at my neck.
It was quite menacing, but fortunately, she quickly withdrew it.
For a moment I thought I might win, but I was nowhere close. The difference in our status was impossible to ignore.

"So what's with the sudden swordplay?"

"As I thought..."

Gwen spoke with an expression of complete certainty.

"That swordsmanship, though somewhat clumsy, is definitely the Ridwald family style. Judging by how you blocked that attack, it's close to what I learned from the main family."

*This swordsmanship is from the Ridwald family?*

This shattered everything I thought I knew.
I had never seriously thought about my [Swordsmanship(B)] skill before.
Of course, there had been talk that having the same level of [Swordsmanship] didn't mean the techniques were identical. But I had assumed it was just about hidden stats.

*What if it wasn't hidden stats, but actually about [Swordsmanship] itself?*

That would explain why people with the same rank of [Swordsmanship] showed differences in performance and compatibility.
And my [Swordsmanship(B)], inherited from Gwen, had inherited her techniques.
Gwen had recognized her own swordsmanship in mine.

"So what's your answer? Are you still going to deny it?"

Deny it... Gwen seemed convinced I was from the Ridwald family. But I was at a loss.
Because I wasn't from the Ridwald family.
I was trying to figure out how to respond when it hit me.

*Wait a minute...*

Gwen's unexpected question.
The sword fight that immediately followed.
I had forgotten something important.

*Why is she asking about this instead of the location of the Sword of Roses?*

It made no sense for Gwen to abandon the issue of the Sword of Roses.
So was there some problem that would be solved if I were from the Ridwald family?
I directed my thoughts that way and tried to think as quickly as possible.

*If I were from the Ridwald family...*

That's when it happened.
I suddenly met Gwen's eyes as she seemed to be waiting for my answer.
An expression full of expectation. But it also overlapped with another expression I knew.
It was the expression I had seen in the past—my own.

*The look of someone about to give up?*

It was the expression of someone about to put everything down and give up.
As I thought about why she would have such an expression, I finally understood.
I understood why Gwen had asked such a question.

"Gwen, if you thought I would take on your duty for you... you're mistaken."

"What?"

"I'm not from the Ridwald family. I can't obtain the Sword of Roses."

For Gwen, finding the Sword of Roses was a duty.
An incredibly heavy one.
Until now, she had carried it because there was no one else who could, but she had always been looking.
Looking for a way to escape from her duty.

And the method she thought she had finally found was telling her no.
Gwen's expression began to crumble.

"Not from the Ridwald family? Don't lie. Then what about your swordsmanship?"

"I told you before. I learned it from an adventurer. He might have been from the Ridwald family."

"Then how do you know about the rose mark? How did you know I was looking for the Sword of Roses? Nothing makes sense unless you're from the Ridwald family."

The cool, sometimes warm person she usually was had completely disappeared.
Her desperate appearance was painful to watch.
But I couldn't tell her everything.

"I have no obligation to tell you that much. Your question was only whether I was from the Ridwald family."

Gwen seemed to realize this as well.
The fact that I wasn't from the Ridwald family was true.
That meant she had no choice but to return to her duty.

"I'm... sorry."

She instantly returned to her usual self.
Cool toward her goals, but warm inside.

"It's fine. This was just part of our deal. There's nothing to apologize for."

If anything, I was the one who felt concerned.
From the moment I realized she felt burdened by her duty, she had looked incredibly anxious.
But soon I realized that was an illusion.

"Are you really okay without knowing the location of the Sword of Roses?"

"Yes. One way or another, I still believe in the constellation. It will eventually lead me to the Sword of Roses."

Gwen seemed to have completely given up on me.
I thought again how strong she was.
And she was right. If a player followed the proper route, she would reach the Sword of Roses.

As our intense conversation was coming to an end:

"By the way, can I ask one more thing? You don't have to answer if you don't want to."

If I didn't have to answer, there was no reason to refuse.

"Of course."

"Then, you also know about the [Premature Growth] curse placed on our family's Stigma? Since you know about the Sword of Roses."

I nodded.
So far, these were facts anyone could figure out with some thought.

"Then, do you happen to know by when I need to release the Premature Growth to have more than two years of lifespan left?"

As I tried to understand the intent behind her question, she rephrased it.

"More specifically... by when do I need to release the Premature Growth if I want to have a child?"

This was a question I wouldn't have understood before.
But now, knowing that Gwen also wanted to escape from her duty, I could understand completely.
She just wanted to live like an ordinary woman. Since she couldn't abandon her duty, she wanted to do so during the short time she had left after fulfilling it.
And for her, the standard of an ordinary woman was having a child.

I had to answer this.

"Thirty-three. To be exact, 33 years and 6 months. If you pass that, you won't be able to have children."

Gwen smiled in response.
It was a smile that suggested her mind was at ease.
Perhaps because she now had a concrete goal.

"Thirty-three... so only four years left? I should hurry."

It wouldn't be that simple.
From the constellation's perspective, they would want to delay Gwen's acquisition of the Sword of Roses as much as possible to maximize her growth.
But that was now between Gwen and the constellation. There was no place for me to intervene anymore.

Suddenly, I remembered the Gwen I had raised.
The owner of the Stigma I had inherited.
Did she feel the same way as the Gwen standing before me?

She had lost her youth just a year after obtaining the Relic and became confined to her room, unable to fight.
I had ordered her to raise her swordsmanship skill to SS while she was raising her handicraft skill through knitting.
But although she had faithfully followed my orders until then, she firmly refused that one, and her swordsmanship rank ended at S+.

That's what became my [Swordsmanship(B)].
I had regretted more than once that if I had persuaded Gwen to raise her swordsmanship rank to SS, I could have inherited a higher rank.
But now I realized. Persuading Gwen then would have been impossible.

I recalled a line she had spoken in the story.
It was something she had said while watching children playing in the village.

*'If someday I can no longer fight, it wouldn't be bad to spend the rest of my life in a place like this.'*

A simple wish, but for her, it was the only one.

Ch.16 - Farewell
After leaving the lake where the Ordeal took place, we walked for a long time before entering the barrier again.
I could now breathe comfortably outside the barrier, having adapted, but the air inside the barrier was undeniably more refreshing.

"So, what are you planning to do now?"

Gwen suddenly asked as I was taking deep breaths.
At her question, I quickly organized my future plans in my head.

*Originally, I was going to head straight to the warrior academy, but...*

My plans had changed.
Of course, graduating from the warrior academy would make me a warrior, but there were limitations.
One thing I realized through the Ordeal was not to set limits for myself. If I truly wanted to become stronger, there were better options now than going to the warrior academy.

*So first...*

That's when it happened.
As my silence lingered, Gwen spoke first.

"If you have nowhere to go, would you consider joining me?"

It was an unexpected proposal.
I asked her:

"Join you? But weren't you planning to find the Sword of Roses? Wouldn't I just get in your way?"

"Yes, I am looking for the Sword of Roses. But even if I find it, there's still the matter of a successor."

"A successor?"

She was referring to the cult's succession system.
Due to the nature of the "warrior" position, where both the warrior and their Relic are registered with the cult, everything is returned to the cult upon retirement.
But the successor system could prevent that.

Both the warrior position and the possessed Relics—
Everything could be passed down to a successor.
Of course, it would require the cult's approval.

"I'd prefer to name my direct descendant as my successor, but given my condition, that's impossible. So I need a warrior to inherit the Sword of Roses until my child is old enough."

Indeed, even if she had a child, she wouldn't survive long enough to see them grow up.
She needed someone to hold the Sword of Roses during that gap.
Still...

"Why me?"

No, it was a genuine question.
There were plenty of people stronger than me just at the warrior academy.
So why me?

"Because you seem quite talented."

"What?"

"Seeing how far you've come with swordsmanship learned from some unknown adventurer at your age."

Is that how it looks to others?
Well, B-rank swordsmanship was indeed impossible to achieve at my age.
Thanks to that, Gwen seemed to have a misconception about my sword talent.

*But still...*

Just because someone misunderstands my talent doesn't mean I should misunderstand my situation.
[Swordsmanship (B)], which I obtained through inheritance rather than effort, is difficult to rank up. Even if I learned swordsmanship from Gwen, the rank wouldn't increase easily.
Considering Allen Plake's terrible talent, I'd probably reach A-rank later than a complete novice with natural genius.

Gwen's successor offer was certainly appealing.
But I had to think rationally.
Becoming her successor wouldn't be good for either of us.

"I'm sorry."

"I thought as much."

Gwen seemed to respect my refusal.

"May I ask why?"

"Yes, my swordsmanship is advanced for my age. But let's be objective. If I became your successor, could I become a high-ranking warrior?"

"That's..."

It would be impossible.
Of course, becoming Gwen's successor would guarantee me warrior status regardless of the academy.
But being a high-ranking warrior was a different story.

High-ranking warriors, those among the top 100 of all warriors.
Now that my goal wasn't just becoming a warrior but a high-ranking warrior, or even a saint-level warrior, I couldn't settle for being Gwen's successor.

"Then are you saying there's someone who can help you reach high-ranking warrior status?"

Gwen looked incredulous.

"Yes, there is. More precisely, that person will only provide a little help, and afterward, I'll have to progress on my own."

"If such a person truly exists... that's reason enough to decline my successor offer."

I nodded silently.
After thinking for a moment, Gwen said:

"Then, as a consolation, shall I give you an intensive swordsmanship lesson? Your skill level is quite high, but I see many areas that could be improved."

Following her successor offer, this was another good proposal.
This time, I had no reason to refuse.

"Really? But why are you being so considerate to me?"

"You never trust things at face value, do you? Too cautious, perhaps. Since you won't believe it's simple goodwill, let's say it's payment for answering my additional question."

The additional question was about when she should release her Premature Growth at the latest.
It was a question I had no obligation to answer, so as compensation, it made sense.

"Then I gratefully accept."

***

In a forest near the barrier, away from people.
In the silence, only the sound of clashing metal echoed.
And between those sounds, occasional conversations between a man and woman continued.

"Turn your left foot halfway to the right there. That will give you rotational force."

Most comments were about posture.

*Here, turn the left foot halfway to the right...*

<Trait [Absolute Obedience] activates.>

My foot turned precisely.
The subsequent movements flowed smoothly as Gwen taught.
The sword that started from the lower left moved instantly with power toward the upper right.
Compared to the swordsmanship I had been using, this was definitely more refined.

"Am I doing this right?"

"Really..."

Gwen seemed exasperated with me.
It was an understandable reaction since I was absorbing every technique she taught like a sponge.

"How do you remember every sword technique I teach you so precisely?"

It was all because of [Absolute Obedience].
Even someone as physically awkward as Allen couldn't resist the series of movements inputted by [Absolute Obedience].
Still, Allen's body kept finding exceptions and resisting, which was troublesome.

*It feels like programming code.*

This wasn't a joke.
The coding knowledge I'd learned online when trying to work from home was actually somewhat helpful.

"It's certainly impressive, but..."

Gwen, who had been clashing swords with me, suddenly twisted her blade.
Her sword was once again pointed at my neck.

"Something's off."

I felt it too.
Though I was using the same techniques as Gwen, I felt somehow lacking.
It was different from a simple difference in agility stats.

"It's like you're a beat behind. Or perhaps unnatural."

Gwen put her sword back into her inventory.

"Let's stop here for now. I've taught you everything I can."

After several days of training.
In that short time, I had absorbed all the forms in Gwen's swordsmanship.
I even learned various applications beyond that. But my [Swordsmanship] rank had stopped at B+, just one level up.
While ranking up in half a day was incredibly fast growth, it was slow considering I had absorbed Gwen's S-rank swordsmanship.

"I don't know what the problem is. What's certain is that my method can't make you a high-ranking warrior."

I thought the same.
There was a limit to simply learning Gwen's swordsmanship.
Perhaps it was because Allen inherently lacked talent for swordsmanship.

"Then it's time to say goodbye?"

Today was our last day together, as decided by Gwen.
With little time left for herself, she couldn't dedicate more time to me.
She would need to move quickly from now on.

"Gwen, I've used this well."

I handed her the Relic Gravitus Replicant.
It was the sword that had saved me during the Ordeal.
Honestly, I was reluctant to return it, but with our deal concluded, I had no reason to keep it.

*It's okay. I can acquire 2-star Relics through other means anyway.*

Even graduating from the warrior academy grants a 2-star Relic.
There was no need to cling to it when it wasn't even a 3-star Relic.
So Gravitus Replicant passed from my hand to Gwen's.

"Hmm..."

After receiving Gravitus Replicant, Gwen stood still for a moment.
She seemed to be reactivating it since I had activated it once.
But I was soon shocked.

Gwen took out her main weapon, the Relic Ignis, and swung it at Gravitus Replicant.

Sizzle.

The red-hot blade of Ignis began to sear the guard of Gravitus Replicant.
After a moment, a small piece from one end of the guard broke off.
The shape was a bit odd now, but it wouldn't affect practical use. Still...

"What did you just do?"

I couldn't understand Gwen's action at all.
Why would she cut a perfectly good Relic, even if it was just a part?
But instead of answering, Gwen put the broken piece of the guard into her inventory and muttered:

"Relic Gravitus. Completely destroyed in the realm of Chaos. Only recovered part of the sword's guard."

What on earth did that mean?
She handed Gravitus Replicant back to me and said:

"...thought it was lost, but actually it was found by a young Pathfinder wandering the realm of Chaos."

I finally understood her meaning.

"Will this do?"

"Is this really okay?"

"You never take things at face value, do you?"

She handed me a belt that could be attached to Gravitus Replicant and said:

"Then let me give you a reason. This is a farewell gift."

"A farewell gift?"

"Yes, goodbye, kid... no, Allen."

With those words, she turned around.

"Gwen..."

I closed my mouth after starting to call her.
The warmth she had shown until just now had instantly disappeared.
Her steps were unwavering, as if without hesitation.
Even her characteristically small frame cast a long shadow in the setting sun.

*Thank you, Gwen.*

In a way, I had used her.
I hadn't been entirely honest with her.
Yet she had treated me with sincerity.

How many more people like her would I meet in this world I was about to face?
None, I'd say. That's why I waited for her here for months.
Out of respect for her, I saw her off until she was completely out of sight.

*Now that Gwen has left...*

After her figure completely disappeared.
I gripped the Gravitus Replicant she had given me tightly.

*I should also go my own way.*

I turned my head to look toward the barrier.
The time spent with Gwen felt like a tutorial in a way.
So from now on... this was the main game.

A farewell.
And for me, a beginning.

Ch.17 - The Power Of Wind
The Chaos Realm was covered in dark red chaos particles.
In the middle, a sword emitting a soft light sliced through the air.
Rather than cutting, the sword felt like it was crushing as it plunged into a Chaos Beast known as a "Furball."
The creature let out a scream that almost sounded like a sheep.

"Meeeeek!"

*Not yet.*

I needed to make sure it was completely dead.
Though it looked harmless, it was still a Chaos Beast.
It had at least one defense mechanism.

"Meeeek!"

The Furball's body began to swell.
Of course, I wasn't going to let that happen.

*Activate.*

The soft light emanating from the Relic in my hand, Gravitus Replicant, suddenly intensified.
Its weight instantly increased to a level that even a decent warrior couldn't lift.
I drove it straight down into the creature.

BOOM!

There was a sound like something exploding.
The creature's bodily fluids burst outward.
I quickly used my robe to block them.
I'd learned that nothing good comes from touching a Chaos Beast's fluids.

"Phew..."

After confirming that the creature's scattered fluids had dispersed into chaos particles, I caught my breath.
Taking them down one by one was never easy.
The Chaos Beasts around this village were quite strong—just how high did they want to set Allen's difficulty level?
They were at least at the level that only a proper warrior could handle.

*Good thing I got a useful Relic.*

The only reason I could hunt them was thanks to the Gravitus Replicant that Gwen had left behind.
For a 2-star Relic, it performed quite well. If it weren't a replica, it might have even received a 3-star rating.

*It suits me well right now too.*

A sword this heavy would be burdensome for someone like me with low strength stats. But this one could be made lighter at will, allowing me to swing it freely without strain.
And the lack of decisive blows due to insufficient strength could be solved the same way—by releasing the weight at the moment of impact.
Of course, mastering that timing required practice, but if practice could solve the problem, then it wasn't really a problem.

*Since my magic stat isn't high enough to handle spells, this is probably the best sword for me right now.*

In other words, it was the ultimate sword for the current Allen Plake.
Everything was going according to plan—no, even better than planned.

*I need to hunt Chaos Beasts for a while to raise my SP and stats as quickly as possible.*

I received an unexpected Relic from Gwen.
A new goal emerged.
What was once impossible now had a glimmer of possibility.

*I'll defeat the 71st Demon King here.*

In about a month, Chaos Beasts would break through the barrier and invade.
I planned to catch the 71st Demon King leading those Chaos Beasts right here.
Starting with the invasion of Allen's village, it would gradually grow until eventually even high-ranking warriors would struggle against it.

If I could catch it here, I could eliminate the threat at its root.
The SP gained from defeating a Demon King would be a bonus.
And...

*I could protect the village while I'm at it.*

Seeing Gwen made me think about having a place to return to.
Of course, becoming stronger and reaching high-ranking warrior status was more important right now, but it didn't hurt to consider it.

*The innkeeper did say he wouldn't leave the inn to me.*

Well, I could always seize it with a warrior's authority.
I'm joking, of course.

*But still...*

I said everything was going according to plan, but there was one thing that wasn't.
I checked my status window.

[Power of Wind (C)]
Can accelerate all matter within a certain radius, assuming nothing blocks it. The range of matter is affected by proficiency and does not consume mana.

What exactly was this?
I still couldn't grasp it.
The vague text about accelerating all matter within a certain radius.
Unlike swordsmanship, there was no instinctive knowledge or sensation in my head. Perhaps this was the difference with inherited skills.

*Wind, wind...*

I closed my eyes.

*Which character used wind?*

There was definitely a warrior who used wind.
Was his name Gust?
I tried to remember how he used wind.

*...*

It wasn't working.
It felt like trying to make something impossible possible.
I felt like a kid trying to imitate a cartoon character.

*What kind of skill is this anyway?*

It didn't seem like a simple acceleration effect—I didn't feel anything whether swinging my sword or running.
But if it was literally related to wind as the name suggested, I had no idea how to use it.

*It was a purple reward, so it can't be useless.*

Perhaps my future plans would change depending on whether I could use this skill.
If only I could use it.

While I was feeling frustrated, something suddenly fell before my eyes.

*A straw?*

It was a straw that had turned a murky color from being tainted by chaos.
Being so light, it floated down slowly, swaying gently.
At that moment, I remembered a phrase from the skill text.

*"The range of matter is affected by proficiency."*

What if this "range" wasn't about spatial limitations but about the types of matter affected?
My skill proficiency was rock bottom right now. Perhaps my sword or body weren't yet within the range of what the skill could affect.
If so, maybe this tiny straw could be affected.

*Please...*

I concentrated all my mental energy on the falling straw.
But the straw, whether aware of my efforts or not, continued to fall. Its gentle swaying was annoying.

*Move a little...*

That's when it happened.
Just before touching the ground, the straw spun around once.
To an outsider, it might have looked like nothing more than a breeze, but to me, it was different.

<Trait [Absolute Obedience] has been activated.>

I ignored the notification floating before my eyes.
What mattered was the sensation I had just felt.
I tried to recreate that sensation.

Thud.

The straw that had settled on the ground lifted slightly before settling back down.

*I did it.*

It might seem like an overreaction for just lifting a straw, but it was definitely an encouraging result.
At least I prevented a hard-earned skill from becoming useless.

*So this "range" is related to weight?*

It didn't work on my sword or body but did work on a straw.
Then weight was the likely factor.

*I need to test it to be sure.*

I focused my senses on the hem of my robe.
The sensation of moving the straw was still fresh in my mind.
The hem of my robe fluttered gently.

*So that's it.*

Like the robe, I could use it on all light things like hair.
It seemed that with my current low proficiency, I could only use it on light objects.

*There's a reason it's called wind after all.*

It was a completely different sensation from telekinesis.
The weight restriction, the condition that nothing should block it, and the sensation when using it felt more like moving the air surrounding an object rather than moving the object directly.

*So raising proficiency is the priority?*

There were limitations to only handling light objects.
It would be useful if I could apply it to heavier things.
I could accelerate not only my body but also my sword.

*Speaking of proficiency...*

My gaze shifted to the Stigma section of my status.

[Premature Growth (Minor)] - 250SP

This trait was top-tier for increasing skill proficiency.
Though its effect was much weaker compared to Gwen's original, it didn't have the penalty of stopping physical growth, so it wasn't completely inferior.

*I've collected 180SP so far.*

This was the result of diligently completing quests while waiting for Gwen and hunting Chaos Beasts after she left.
It seemed small compared to the effort put in, but considering I had spent all my points on Swordsmanship (B), I'd recovered quite a bit.

*Shall I collect the remaining 70SP?*

Feeling sufficiently rested, I began searching for the next Chaos Beast.
In the next month—no, within two weeks—I needed to acquire [Premature Growth] and maximize [Power of Wind] with the remaining time.

*If I'm right, Power of Wind should complement Gravitus well.*

Looking at my current abilities, hunting a Demon King would be insane.
But with Power of Wind, Gravitus Replicant, and Swordsmanship (B+) working together, it seemed possible.

*Let's prepare as much as we can.*

I looked far into the Chaos Realm, toward where the Demon King might be.

***

Deep in the Chaos Realm.
Inside a ruin that seemed about to collapse from chaos erosion, a man sat.
With white hair suggesting he'd been through a lot, and a left arm cut off due to chaos contamination, he was a striking figure.

*Money, I need more money...*

No matter how he calculated, the balance didn't add up.

*These guys must have skimmed some off again.*

Various valuables and Relics stolen through thievery.
There seemed to be a problem in the process of bringing them into the barrier and disposing of them.
This time he had even sent someone to supervise, but still.

*I can't go myself either.*

He was wanted within the barrier, so he couldn't enter.
That left only one option.

*I'll have to pick a few and teach them a lesson.*

He twirled the dagger in his right hand.
The dagger was a Relic that had protected him from chaos for a long time.
It was a 3-star Relic that none of his subordinates possessed.
At 3-stars, it was something even most warriors couldn't obtain. Thanks to it, he had survived encounters with warriors outside the barrier.

*Except for that monster.*

He shuddered, remembering a small red-haired woman he had seen recently.
When he saw two kids wandering outside the barrier and tried to kill them by luring a golem, he only ended up losing a valuable subordinate.

*Thinking about it makes me feel worse.*

Originally, he had planned to make an example of two people, but now he thought three would be necessary.
Just then:

Tremble.

His hand shook, and the dagger fell.
He barely caught the falling dagger, but he cut his palm on the blade, and drops of blood began to rise.
The blood was dark red and murky, like chaos itself.

*Have I been in the Chaos Realm too long?*

Despite the protection of the Relic, it was the result of a normal human body being exposed to chaos for too long.

*As soon as I have enough money to buy a Sak ID, I need to cut ties with this barrier.*

Just then:

"Boss!"

A man rushed into his room.

*Perfect timing. You'll be the first.*

"When entering my room, you should knock—"

"Boss! That's not important right now."

He was about to ask what could be more important, but he hesitated.
He could see genuine urgency in his subordinate.

"What is it?"

"Those two kids we saw before!"

The man's eyebrows furrowed.
He didn't want to get involved with that woman again.

"I told you to leave them—"

But after hearing his subordinate's next words, the man couldn't help but smile.

"The boy who was with her has been wandering outside the barrier alone recently! And he's carrying what looks like a 2-star Relic!"

The man jumped up from his chair.

"That is good news."

He said to his subordinate who was staring blankly at him:

"What are you waiting for? Get the boys ready."

***

"Phew..."

No matter how many Chaos Beasts I killed, there seemed to be no end.
At this rate, it would be difficult to reach 250SP within two weeks.

*It's too slow.*

This was the downside of hunting Chaos Beasts for SP.
While I got steady SP and could collect barrier fragments for money, it was hard to gain large amounts of SP at once.

*Isn't there a good quest available?*

To gain large amounts of SP quickly, high-difficulty quests were faster.
But those don't appear easily...

<A sudden quest has appeared.>

[Bandit Extermination]
A bandit group living outside the barrier is coming to attack you. Defeat them all.
Danger level: B
Reward: 35SP

Yes, like this one.

Ch.18 - Bandit Extermination
The sound of footsteps in the sand.

The ash crumbled weakly under the man's feet.
Ignoring it, he continued approaching his target.
It wasn't close enough for such small sounds to be heard anyway.

*That's definitely him.*

Murky blonde hair.
And a frame that seemed a bit too small to be wandering outside the barrier.
Plus the Relic he was holding—it was definitely the same boy he'd seen before.

*Why is he alone?*

When he'd seen him last time, the boy had been with that red-haired monster girl.
But apparently, for the past week, he'd only been spotted wandering alone.

*Did he not follow the girl?*

Out here, beyond the barrier, the more questions you had, the better.
The more cautious you were, the higher your chances of survival.
But as a thief, missing a clear opportunity was also unacceptable.

*Anyway, that girl isn't around, so this is definitely my chance.*

This boy was incomparably weaker than the girl.
His instincts told him so.
Those instincts had kept him alive outside the barrier for years, so they were fairly reliable.

*Well then...*

He raised his hand to signal his subordinates.

*Begin the attack.*

At that moment, the archer released the arrow he had nocked.
And the subordinates who had been hiding also began to rush out with their weapons.
He calmly watched the arrow fly.

*It will hit.*

He felt certain of it.
The arrow was aimed precisely at the boy. And the boy's posture would make it difficult to dodge immediately even if he noticed.
But in the next moment, something strange happened.

Swoosh

The arrow that had been cutting through the air suddenly curved sharply just before reaching the boy.
It hadn't simply missed. The arrow had clearly bent.
His instincts suddenly began to sound an alarm.

*What was that?*

The boy was already rushing toward the archer.

***

[Subjugation of Bandit Group]
A bandit group living outside the barrier is attacking you. Defeat them all.
Danger Level: B
Reward: 35sp

Despite my stats having improved somewhat, the difficulty was quite high.
When the danger level is B, it's generally recommended that characters without proper development avoid the challenge.
But right now, my items and skills were in decent shape compared to my stats.

*Just don't get careless.*

This was definitely a good opportunity.
But I couldn't let my guard down.
I recalled my first quest.

*I almost died to those wolves.*

Of course, I was different now compared to back then.
I had been on alert since the moment the quest appeared.

*Should I stop using the Wind Authority for now?*

Two pieces of straw spinning in the air next to my head.
It was training to increase my proficiency with Wind Authority while hunting Chaos Beasts.
Though it seemed trivial, it required a significant amount of mental energy, so I wasn't confident in maintaining it while fighting at full strength.

That's when I heard it.

Footsteps in the sand.

I sensed someone's presence.
I'd noticed before that Allen's body had quite sensitive hearing.
Not that it was particularly useful.

*Are they here?*

As expected from the term "bandit group," it wasn't just one person.
There seemed to be at least nine people approaching from all directions.
I pretended not to notice them while assessing each one.

*Four with swords, some with spears or axes. And one archer?*

Of course, this might not be all of them—there could be more hiding somewhere.

*Having an archer makes things a bit troublesome.*

I wouldn't have time to worry about an archer while engaged in close combat.
Of course, anyone with common sense wouldn't shoot arrows when their allies were entangled in battle, but expecting common sense from bandits was laughable.
So my priority target was clear.

*Take out the archer first.*

Just as I made that decision.
I saw the archer nocking an arrow.

*At this distance...*

The archer would shoot before I could reach him.
But it wasn't far enough for me to dodge the incoming arrow.
Since I didn't know the archer's skill level, I needed another approach.

*I'll have to use Wind Authority.*

At the same time, an arrow flew toward me.
I withdrew the authority from the straw pieces floating in the air.
And focused all my attention on the rapidly approaching arrow.

*Now.*

I sensed something foreign to my authority.
The authority was faster than anything else.
While catching the arrow with my hand was impossible, deflecting it with authority was feasible.

"Phew..."

After successfully deflecting the arrow by concentrating all my mental energy, I exhaled from the fatigue that washed over me.
As expected, doing this while engaged in close combat was still impossible. So dealing with the archer first was the right move.
I began running toward the archer.

"Get him!"

Bandits jumped out from all around me. But they couldn't catch me.
As someone utilizing my experience as a track athlete, I was quite nimble. Plus, the Gravitus Replicant I was holding had its weight reduced by its inherent effect.
Unless they were a hero, catching me in a footrace would be difficult.

The archer seemed flustered, hurriedly nocking another arrow.
But it was too late. I had already closed the distance.
I raised my sword. I felt a strange resistance in my arm.

*I knew it.*

It was Allen's resistance.
Even though these guys had tried to kill us first, Allen was hesitating to kill them.

*Idiot.*

That's why he kept dying.
Of course, I'm not saying I have no aversion to killing people.
But in this realm of Chaos, killing enemies was an unavoidable choice. If you didn't finish them off decisively, they could turn into Chaos Beasts.

*Kill them.*

<Trait [Absolute Obedience] is activated.>

The faint resistance in my arm disappeared.
And I swiftly swung the lightened Gravitus.
As I slashed diagonally and made contact with him, I partially released its weight.

Bang!

A violent vibration transmitted to my hand.
At the same time, fragments of the man splattered onto me.
Yes, you need to be this thorough.
I smiled at the bandits who had been rushing toward me but now stood frozen.

*You brought this on yourselves by messing with me.*

Interpreting my smile as provocation, several bandits charged at me.
Of course, ordinary bandits had no chance against B+ rank swordsmanship.
Moreover, the Gravitus Replicant, with its weight momentarily released, possessed destructive power that couldn't even be blocked head-on.

"Argh!"

Two bandits who had rushed at me were instantly torn apart.
Seeing this from behind, the remaining bandits finally seemed to realize they were no match.
They each took out black lumps from their pockets. It was the same item they had used to escape from Gwen before.

*Are they running away?*

There was no reason to chase fleeing opponents.
After all, the quest objective was to repel the bandit group, not annihilate them.
But the smoke bomb-like things they were setting off were a bit troublesome.

Bang

Black particles began flowing from the black spheres that exploded upon hitting the ground.
The black particles quickly filled the surroundings, obscuring my vision.
This was problematic. It made me vulnerable to sudden attacks.

*The quest difficulty was definitely B.*

If that's the case, it wouldn't end this easily.
There might be something else.
With that thought, I remained tense in the black mist.

*...*

That's when my Wind Authority sounded an alarm.
From behind.
As I hurriedly turned my head, a dagger was already approaching my neck.

***

The archer was cut in half in an instant.
The other two subordinates who had charged in also died instantly.
Seeing this, the remaining subordinates fled without even waiting for orders.

It could be considered the worst situation.
Outside the barrier, where finding even one person was difficult.
How hard had he worked to build this bandit group?

Even when the red-haired girl had killed one of his subordinates before, he had been furious at the loss.
And now, three were dead. One of them was even a hard-to-find archer.
Yet... he was somehow getting excited.

*That's it.*

His gaze was focused solely on the Relic the boy was holding.
A sword that looked so ordinary it was hard to recognize as a Relic, with no decorations.
But he knew. Most of the boy's power came from that Relic.

He trusted his instincts.
They had never been wrong.
The boy was weak. But when wielding that sword, he was strong.
Then the answer was clear.

*I must get that sword at all costs.*

It didn't matter if he lost a few subordinates.
He wouldn't need to replenish them anymore.
He would sell that sword and buy citizenship in Sak.
And then he would quit this wretched business.

He raised his dagger.
The darkness mana bombs his subordinates had set off had filled the area with darkness.
The conditions for his victory were perfectly set.

*Amya.*

The name of the dagger he was holding.
The weapon that had protected him since he became a wanted criminal.
And also a Relic.

He instantly melted into the darkness.
With the effect of the Relic Amya, he could completely vanish as long as there was some darkness.
Having made himself invisible, he slowly approached the boy.

Finally, when he came within striking distance of the boy, he swung his dagger.
The boy who was completely unaware of his presence.
The dagger was aimed precisely at the boy's neck.

*I'll kill him with one strike.*

Just as he put strength into his hand with that thought.

Throb.

Pain shot through his right hand.
It was a different kind of pain from before, one that was unbearable.
Because of it, he had no choice but to drop the dagger.

The falling dagger.
Above it, he saw his own palm.
On his palm was a cut wound from his own dagger, and around that wound, something murky and reddish-black was spreading.

(Thief)

(Trash)

(Beyond salvation)

Voices began to echo in his head.
They weren't unfamiliar voices.
He had heard them when he cut off his left arm too.

It was a sign of Chaos Beast transformation.

*Damn it.*

***

*What's going on?*

The man dropped his dagger before it reached my neck.
I didn't understand why, but it was fortunate.
I had really almost died. You could say I was incredibly lucky.
But what happened next wasn't so good.

"Arghhhh!"

The man who had dropped the dagger began to scream.
At first, I couldn't figure out the reason for his strange behavior, but soon I realized.
The man's body was gradually swelling.

*Chaos Beast transformation!*

I had to stop the transformation at all costs.
Human Chaos Beast transformations were extremely dangerous.

There's a reason why humanoid Chaos Beasts are rarely seen outside the barrier.
For some reason, humans, unlike other animals, cannot fully accept Chaos.
If a human undergoes Chaos Beast transformation, that Chaos Beast will rampage endlessly... eventually self-destructing after causing tremendous destruction.

So I had to stop it.
With that thought, I swung my sword.

Thunk.

Something growing from where the man's left arm should have been caught my sword.
It looked more like a tentacle than an arm, something grotesque.

*Well, this has gotten messy.*

That was my thought as I was thrown aside along with my sword.
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Ch.19 - Night Of Darkness
"This is a real mess."

That was the thought that crossed my mind as I was thrown aside along with my sword.
The next moment, I hit the ground with a heavy impact.

"Gah!"

It hurts like hell.
Using Absolute Obedience to somehow suppress the pain, I lifted my head and realized I had been thrown quite far from that creature.

"Something seems broken..."

I gently touched my aching back.
Come to think of it, this might be the worst injury I've had so far.
If I had to compare it to something, maybe that traffic accident I had in the real world.
I guess I've been pretty lucky until now.

"Has my luck run out?"

This time, I could really die if I'm not careful.
Absolute Obedience, Swordsmanship (B+), Relic—none of it matters.
If I take a direct hit from that thing, I'm done for.

"This can't be just a difficulty B quest, right?"

The moment I had that thought, a notification appeared.

<Quest [Bandit Subjugation] has evolved into [Rampaging Chaos Beast Subjugation] due to specific conditions being met.>

[Rampaging Chaos Beast Subjugation]
The bandit leader has been corrupted by Chaos and transformed into a Chaos Beast. If it goes completely berserk, others in the area could be in danger. Eliminate it.
Risk Level: A-
Reward: 60SP

The risk level had suddenly jumped significantly.
The reward increased too, but I was in no position to care about that.
Risk level A- meant the probability of failure was much higher than success.

"Should I run?"

With a risk level of A-, retreating wouldn't be a bad choice.
No, most players would definitely retreat.

"What should I do?"

I watched the creature writhing in the distance and considered my options.
The important question was whether I could defeat it.
Out here beyond the barrier where just breathing was dangerous, the possibility of success mattered more than the risk of failure.

"Right now, the mutated parts are its enlarged right arm and that tentacle-like left arm."

Its face and lower body were also distorted, but they didn't seem as transformed as the arms.
So I'd need to be careful of both arms for now.

"Especially that tentacle-like left arm."

Unlike a normal arm, it was flexible and capable of unpredictable attacks.
I couldn't tell how far it could stretch either.

"I guess I have no choice but to engage it?"

I retrieved what looked like a smoke bomb from a nearby dead bandit's body.
I didn't know the exact mechanism, but I just needed to know it would explode when thrown to the ground.
I planned to use it to escape if necessary.

"Gravitus Replicant."

I reduced the sword's weight as much as possible.
Then I took a stance to run.
I was aiming for a one-hit kill through a surprise attack.

"Now!"

The creature was twisting its body in pain.
It seemed to have no interest in me.
I charged toward it with my sword.

"Die!"

Just before the creature came within range of my sword, its movements suddenly changed.
The tentacle-like left arm stretched toward me in an instant.

"Ugh!"

I instantly released the sword's weight.
The shift in center of gravity twisted my body.
Thanks to that, I was able to avoid the attack.
But the follow-up attack came immediately.

BOOM!

Its fist slammed into the ground.
The floor shook momentarily and I almost lost my balance, but I managed to hold on by stabbing my now-heavy sword into the ground.
However, that left me defenseless against the next attack.

With an impact to my side, I was thrown back again.
Fortunately, this time I managed to land without crashing hard into the ground.
That's not to say I escaped unharmed, though.

"Maybe I should have run after all?"

It's still not too late.
I could just set off this black orb and run away.
As I was hesitating, something caught my eye.

***

A dark, smelly alley.
Through the narrow passage, a bright sky was visible.

"This is..."

Such a bright sky could only be found in the Reim Kingdom.
The country where the sun never sets, the Reim Kingdom.
It was also his homeland.

"Is this a childhood memory?"

Then he heard people's voices.

"Those kinds of people are thieves by nature."

"People like that can't be reformed."

He didn't think he was a thief from the beginning.
So when did he become one?
He couldn't remember.

Was it when he secretly sold his sister's cherished doll?
When he stole bread because he was too hungry?
Or just now when he pocketed change from the store where he worked?
The only certainty was that he was now a thief.

"Haha..."

He tried to laugh, but only a wheezing sound came out.
Perhaps his ribs were broken.
The punishment seemed a bit harsh for pocketing a few coins.

"Damn it."

What's the big deal about a few coins?
The nobles who extort gold and treasures from commoners face no consequences.
Heroes get free lodging and food.
But they only come down hard on people like him.

"..."

Actually, he knew the reason.
It was because he was weak.
Because they knew he couldn't do anything.
That's why they disrespected him.

"If only I were strong..."

But he knew that was a futile thought.
To build his body, he needed to eat well.
To learn swordsmanship, he needed to hire a teacher.
Whatever he wanted to do, he needed money first.
But after feeding his sister, there was no money left for him.

"Is there a way to steal strength?"

If he could bypass money altogether and steal power itself?
But such a method...

"It's just a small dagger. Why is it so expensive?"

Suddenly, he noticed two men having a secretive conversation in a corner of the alley.

"No, young master. This is a 3-star Relic called Amya, smuggled from Sak."

"Forget it. Whether it's 3-star or whatever, I need a bigger, more majestic weapon. I don't need a dagger that looks like something for girls."

"But with this blade, you can hide in darkness as much as you want."

"Are you suggesting I should hide somewhere?"

"Well..."

The man who appeared to be the buyer didn't listen anymore and left.
The seller, left alone, finally moved away while grumbling.

"I thought the noble young master wouldn't know about the world, but he surprised me in an unexpected way. There aren't many places to sell something like this."

As the man was passing through the alley, his foot suddenly caught on something.

"Ugh!"

When he turned his head, there was a boy he had thought was a corpse and ignored.
Apparently, he was alive, just not moving.

"Damn, I hope he didn't hear our conversation earlier?"

Of course, even if he had heard, it wouldn't matter since he was just a clueless kid.
Or so he thought.

"You...!"

The boy suddenly had the dagger in his hand.

"Stop right there!"

Ignoring the shout from behind, the boy fled desperately.
He had finally obtained something that could give him power.

Things went smoothly after that.
After mastering how to use the Relic, he swept through the back alleys of the Reim Kingdom like they were his front yard.
He took what he wanted and destroyed what he didn't like.

But even though he felt invincible, he eventually couldn't hide his identity.
It was because he killed someone.
That damn doctor killed his sister during surgery.
So he killed the doctor, only to find out the doctor was quite respected.
His identity was quickly traced through the doctor's medical records, and he became a wanted criminal in the kingdom.

Once he became a wanted man, there was no place for him within the barrier.
So he went outside the barrier.

Having lost his sister, he didn't have much reason to live.
But he had no reason to die either, and since he was a thief, he naturally chose the path of a bandit.
With a 3-star Relic and decent skills, the bandit life suited him well.

However, having no goal made him feel bored.
After some consideration, he set one goal: to purchase Sak citizenship and return inside the barrier.
But...

(What will you do when you go back?)

"Good question."

He had never thought about it.

(Will you just steal again? That's all you can do anyway. Or will you kill someone again? I heard assassinations are common in the back streets of Sak.)

"..."

(What's the problem? You know what? You did nothing wrong.)

"What?"

That was unexpected.
Nothing wrong?

(Think about it. Who's really at fault? No matter how much money you earned, those noble bastards took it all as taxes.)

That was true. After paying taxes on legitimate work, he could barely feed himself.
That's why he started stealing.

(And that damn doctor. He came to operate on your sister while drunk. It's clear who was wrong there.)

The doctor. He took his sister from him first.
So he took the doctor's life in return.

(Has the world ever given you anything? You've only had things taken from you. Now even your loyal subordinates are about to leave you. How does that make you feel?)

Angry, of course.

"But what am I supposed to do about it?"

(Simple. I'll give you 'power.' All you have to do is take everything from the world.)

Power...
Yes. The reason he's in this state is because he lacked power.

"Fine, give me power."

And so he became a Chaos Beast.
His right arm grotesquely swollen, and his empty left arm transformed into something like a tentacle.
It was impossible to maintain his sanity.

But that was fine.
He had become strong enough, and his instincts were screaming at him to take everything.
He liked those instincts.

"Die!"

He swung his grotesquely transformed arms with all his might to attack the opponent before him.
He couldn't even remember who it was anymore.
He just didn't like that something existed in front of him.

The boy who was struck by the tentacle went flying.
The boy rolled on the ground but stood up unharmed.
Not strong, but quite persistent.

Just as he thought that, the boy suddenly pulled out a black orb.

"That is...?"

It was something he had definitely seen before.
But he couldn't remember what it was.
Only after the orb broke and black particles began to spread around did he realize what it was.

"Is he trying to escape?"

He extended his tentacle toward where the boy had been in the darkness, stabbing at the spot.
But the boy wasn't there.
At that moment, he sensed a presence right beside him.

"When did he get here?"

He had noticed the boy was fast before, but he was surprised again.
But hiding in darkness to approach was just a petty trick.
Even in darkness, when someone is this close, their silhouette should be visible.
As he turned to follow the boy who was moving behind him:

"Huh?"

He couldn't see him.
The boy had completely disappeared.

"Where did he—!"

As he was about to turn back to the front, the boy suddenly appeared from the darkness where there had been nothing.
The Relic the boy was swinging with both hands was already coming down on his head.

"That's!"

Only then could he see the dagger in the boy's mouth.
It was Amya, the Relic he had been using.

"So I die by my own blade?"

No, it wasn't even really his blade.
He had stolen it from someone else too.
In a way, it was a fitting end for a thief.

The boy's Relic cut him in half with tremendous weight.

***

<Quest [Rampaging Chaos Beast Subjugation] has been cleared.>
Reward: 60SP

I succeeded.
It wasn't an easy battle, but I managed to take him down.
I sustained some injuries, but that's fine since I won't need to earn SP for a while.
Because...

5. Stigma
SP: 260

I now have enough SP to learn [Premature Growth (Minor)].
After learning it, I needed to increase the proficiency of [Swordsmanship] and [Power of Wind] through training before facing the Demon King.

"Learning [Premature Growth (Minor)]."

A new item was added to my characteristics.

4. Characteristics
[Absolute Obedience]
[Premature Growth (Minor)]

I checked the effect of [Premature Growth (Minor)].

[Premature Growth (Minor)]
The speed of physical growth slows slightly. Lifespan is also somewhat reduced. In exchange, skill proficiency increases at a moderately faster rate.
([Premature Growth (Minor)] cannot be removed using the Sword of Roses.)

It matched the effect of [Premature Growth (Minor)] that I already knew.
For reference, [Premature Growth (Major)] completely stops growth, but skill proficiency increases "very rapidly" instead of "moderately faster."
The difference between "moderately faster" and "very rapidly" was quite significant, but even "moderately faster" was a blessing for me.

Plus, I received an unexpected reward in addition to the SP.
I activated Appraisal on the dagger in my hand.

<Relic Amya>
Classification: Weapon
Form: Dagger
Relic Grade: 2-star
Description: A dagger excavated from the realm of Chaos near Sak. Named Amya for its dark blade that melts into darkness. In sufficiently dark spaces, it completely blends the user with darkness. The duration of this effect depends on how dark the surroundings are.

This was also a Relic I already knew about.
I just knew it could be obtained in the Reim Kingdom a few years ago, but I didn't know it could be found here.

"Well, this is nice."

It's quite useful among 2-star Relics.
Although it depends on various environmental factors, if used properly, it can be as effective as a 3-star like Gravitus Replicant.
I put Amya into my inventory with satisfaction.

"So what's left is defeating the 71st Demon King?"

If I succeed in defeating it, I might be able to open the second succession.

"Not much time left, I see."

There were only about two weeks left until it arrived.
I needed to prepare diligently.

Ch.20 - The 71st Demon King (1)
"Whoever you are, I'm just grateful."

A man with a backpack on his back and a dagger in his hand muttered as he walked through the ruins.
He was a Pathfinder who made his living by exploring outside the barrier and excavating relics.
However, for some time now, a band of thieves had been causing trouble in the area, making exploration difficult. It was bad enough that the man had considered relocating.

That's when it happened.
Recently, word spread among Pathfinders that the thieves were nowhere to be seen.
And the rumor was true.

*The thieves really are nowhere to be found.*

After a week of exploring outside the barrier, there was no sign of the thieves.
Plus, today he had managed to salvage a few decent-looking relics.
His steps felt particularly light.

*Come to think of it, I heard a warrior came by recently. Could they have wiped out the thieves?*

However, most rumors about that warrior were hard to believe.
Things like them being a small child.
As a Pathfinder from the frontier, he wouldn't have heard rumors about Gwen Ridwald, the Rose Warrior.

*I guess I'll head back for today.*

Just as he was hurrying along...

"Excuse me..."

A weak voice came from somewhere.
When he turned his head, he saw a woman sitting there.
Blood was caked on her forehead, and she clearly wasn't in good shape.

*What should I do?*

He wasn't strong enough to take care of another injured person.
He didn't have any special combat relics, just a bracelet with enough holy power to withstand Chaos.
But...

*She's pretty...*

Doll-like white skin and long, transparent ice-like hair.
It was suspicious how such a beautiful woman ended up outside the barrier.
After a moment's hesitation, he finally made his decision.

"Take my hand."

He approached and extended his hand.

The woman smiled faintly.

***

Creeeeak.

The old door still made a loud noise as it opened.
Entering through the door, I sighed as I looked at the counter.

"Sleeping without a care in the world, I see."

The innkeeper was slumped over the counter, fast asleep.
There was no point in having someone at the counter like this.
I approached and woke him up.

"Mister. Wake up."

The innkeeper finally opened his eyes.

"Hm? Allen?"

"Yes, it's me."

"Why are you here?"

The innkeeper seemed puzzled by my appearance after so long.
Well, it had been almost a month since he'd seen me.

"Don't worry about that. Just go inside and sleep."

Though I was tired too, my increased stamina stat meant I wasn't about to pass out like the innkeeper.
However, seeing me seemed to remind him of something.

"No, I can't do that."

He suddenly went into the kitchen and returned with a bottle.
When he removed the cork from the opening, a familiar scent began to fill the air.
The smell of alcohol.

"What's that?"

"What else? It's alcohol. I've been saving it to drink with you when you returned."

"But I'm not an adult yet..."

"Nonsense. Once you've left home, you're an adult."

He poured the drink into a glass and handed it to me.

"Here, drink up."

Honestly, I didn't mind.
I was curious about what alcohol in this world tasted like.
And it had been quite a while since I'd had a drink.

*Well, if you insist...*

Just as I was about to tilt the glass, the inn door suddenly opened.

*Huh?*

A man entered the inn.
And on his back was a woman.
The woman's condition didn't look good at a glance.

"Is there a doctor in this village?"

The innkeeper also seemed to recognize the woman's condition.

"There's no doctor. But we have some basic first aid supplies at our inn. I'll go get them."

The innkeeper ran inside, and the man laid the woman down on the sofa.
I stood quietly at the counter, observing the two.

*A bit early, isn't it?*

I meant the timing of the Demon King's scouts entering the village before breaking through the barrier.
It was about a week earlier than I remembered.
What does this mean?

*If a stranger appears at this timing...*

There's a high probability that one of them is the 71st Demon King.

*The question is, which one is the Demon King?*

Of course, I had seen the 71st Demon King in the game before.
But the problem was that there wasn't just one appearance.
The 71st Demon King could change their appearance through some ability.

*For now, the man who seems fine is more suspicious...*

I needed to be cautious.
As much as I wanted to catch the Demon King, I didn't want to become a criminal by killing an innocent person.

*Even if they entered the village early, they'll still need time to prepare before breaking through the barrier.*

So for now, all I could do was keep an eye on these two and observe.
If one of them was the Demon King, they'd show signs eventually.

***

And those signs appeared sooner than expected.

"Excuse me... where am I?"

That was the first thing she said when she regained consciousness.
Yes, this wouldn't be her room, so that made sense.
But what she said next was completely unexpected.

"Is this not Ice Valley?"

I froze at those words.
Of course this wasn't Ice Valley.
In fact, Ice Valley is now...

"I don't know your circumstances, but may I tell you something unpleasant?"

It was the innkeeper.
He seemed to have noticed my hesitation.
The woman nodded with a puzzled expression after hearing the innkeeper's words.

"It's fine. I already realized this isn't Ice Valley from the warm air. So where is this?"

"You're right. This isn't Ice Valley but the Basil region."

"Basil? That's good. It's not too far from Ice Valley..."

"And Ice Valley has already been destroyed by Chaos."

The woman's eyes widened.
It was the reaction I expected.
I asked her:

"Do you know what year it is?"

"Isn't it 231 After Chaos?"

Just as I thought.

"It's currently 298 After Chaos."

A full 67 years had passed.
For reference, Ice Valley's barrier collapsed in 231.
Clearly, the woman's memories were from just before the collapse of Ice Valley.

"That can't be..."

The woman clutched her head.
She seemed to need time to stabilize.
I turned my attention to the man who had brought her.

"What condition was she in when you first found her?"

"She was collapsed on the ground. There were no Chaos Beasts that seemed to have attacked her."

No Chaos Beasts at the scene...
That certainly made the woman more suspicious.
But I continued questioning the man.

"I'm sorry, but who are you?"

I couldn't completely dismiss my suspicions about him yet.

"Well, I don't know why you're asking, but I'm just an ordinary Pathfinder."

"A Pathfinder? Have you always been in this village?"

It was strange.
I had no memory of seeing this man either inside or outside the barrier.

"Yeah. Since last month, I think? I started staying in this village, but recently I couldn't go outside the barrier because of those troublesome thieves."

The thieves were a reasonable explanation.
After all, I was the one who had eliminated them.
The timing also matched up—he said he came to the village last month, which was when I left the inn.

*That lowers the probability of the man being the Demon King.*

That left the woman.
A woman claiming to be from Ice Valley 67 years ago.
She was definitely suspicious.

But for some reason, I wasn't convinced.

***

Eyes closed.
Feeling the wind.
As if an imaginary hand was grasping the wind...

"Damn it."

I was struggling.
No matter how I tried to train the power of wind, it wasn't satisfying, so I was trying different methods.
One thing was clear: this approach wasn't working.

*In the game, when training wind magic, the text was something like this...*

But that was magic, and this was a power.
Actually, being a power, I could handle it without trying too hard to feel it.
The precision and strength were the issues.

Whoosh

I casually tossed a coin, and it started spinning in the air.
It would be nice if it spun in place like telekinesis, but instead it fluttered like a flower petal, as if riding air currents.
Worse, it was constantly falling due to lack of power.

*Even with Premature Growth, progress is this slow.*

After diligently training the power of wind for a week, I had just reached C+ rank yesterday.
But the difference at C rank wasn't very noticeable. If anything, I could handle slightly more weight, and using the ability felt a bit more natural.

*This isn't enough.*

Just as I was about to focus on training again, my wind power sensed something.
Right beside me.

"...!"

I quickly turned my head.
There was a woman peering at me.

"Eek!"

"Whoa!"

I almost drew my sword from my inventory.
When did she get so close?
I hadn't noticed at all. Was I too focused on training?

*Or could it be...*

I looked at the woman with suspicious eyes.
Her face turned pale, and she said:

"Sorry... I'm sorry."

An apology?

"For startling you..."

Now that she responded this way, I didn't know what to say.
It's not like I was certain she was the Demon King.

"No, it's fine. I was just lost in thought and got surprised."

"But what was that just now?"

Her gaze fixed on the coin in my hand.

*Did she see?*

As I was trying to figure out how to explain...

"That was magic, wasn't it?"

"...Yes, that's right."

It seemed better to call it magic than to explain about powers.
At least magic was more widely known to the public.
The power of wind was something even I, who had played this game for thousands of hours, had never seen before.

"Being able to use magic is amazing."

"No, it's not that impressive. All I can do is float a coin."

But the woman shook her head.

"What do you mean 'all'? Do you know how many people can't do that?"

"...Well, maybe 67 years ago, but now even village kids can do it."

"What?"

Her expression showed genuine confusion.

"I'm just kidding."

A palm flew at me.
My forearm stung.

*Ouch...*

I finally asked her what I'd been wanting to know.

"What brings you here anyway?"

At this late hour.
What was she doing at the counter?

"You looked tired, so I came to take over."

"I'm fine though?"

"I'm not. I've been freeloading at this inn lately."

It was thanks to the kind-hearted innkeeper.
He had temporarily taken her in when she had no money and nowhere to go.
In return, she had started helping with inn chores, from washing dishes to cleaning.

*I'm extremely uneasy about this.*

A woman who might be the Demon King was living in the same inn where I was staying and training.
Doesn't she plan to leave?

"Um..."

Come to think of it, I still didn't know her name.
The innkeeper just called her "miss."

"What's your name?"

"My name? That's right, I haven't told you yet. My name is..."

Maybe.
Maybe her name would reveal her identity.

"Weiss."

A name I didn't recognize at all.

Ch.21 - The 71st Demon King (2)
Creak, creak.

In the center of the village stood a well.
As I pulled the rope, the pulley turned, bringing up a basket filled with water.
I skillfully lifted the basket and poured its contents into a tin bucket.

*Come to think of it, this used to feel quite heavy at first.*

Now, perhaps because my strength stat had increased considerably, the basket felt light.
Reflecting on it, much had changed since I first possessed Allen's body.
It would be strange if nothing had changed after all my hard work.

*The way people look at me has changed too.*

Suddenly, I could hear voices nearby.
I'm reminded again that this guy has sharp hearing.

"Why doesn't someone just smack Allen on the back of his head?"

"Hey, what if you get caught doing that? Don't you remember how that thief got beaten half to death by Allen?"

"Well, if I don't get caught..."

"You think you won't get caught?"

The kids were still kids, but they seemed somewhat afraid of me.
I suppose I might look more like an adult now, having left the village to travel and returned.
In reality, I had been through even more chaotic realms.

*As long as they don't get in my way, it's fine.*

I returned to the inn carrying two tin buckets of water and opened the door.
Behind the counter sat Weiss.
She seemed to have completely adapted to working at the inn.

*If Weiss is the Demon King, then even this behavior would all be an act.*

The reason a Demon King would enter the village would be to scout before creating a hole in the barrier.
To check if there are any talented individuals who could resist when they invade.
But Weiss's adaptability seemed too quick for that.
She had adjusted to inn work with such determination that it was hard to believe she was truly someone who had lost her homeland.

*Speaking of which...*

That guy is here again.
It was the Pathfinder youth who had brought Weiss to the inn.
His name was Fin, if I recall correctly. He claimed he was checking on Weiss's condition, but it was obvious he was interested in her.

*Not that I particularly care.*

It didn't really bother me.
If anything, I was grateful if he was keeping an eye on Weiss for me.
With that thought, I set down the water buckets.
Weiss seemed to notice me only then.

"Allen? I was wondering where you went. You fetched water. Always so diligent."

Diligent, hardly.
These days I rarely come out of my room, busy training my wind powers.
Yet her exaggerated praise made me uncomfortable.

"I'll be in my room, so please call me at lunchtime. I'm on lunch duty today."

***

*She said she'd call me, but...*

By the time she called me, lunch was already fully prepared.
I looked down at the food in my bowl.
Various vegetables were well stir-fried with potatoes.
It looked quite delicious.

*Surely she wouldn't have poisoned it?*

She doesn't particularly suspect that I'm strong.
So she wouldn't kill an innocent person just to avoid revealing her identity.
With that belief, I put the food in my mouth.

*Huh?*

My eyes widened.
It was delicious.
I had always thought that no matter how you cooked with this world's ingredients, it wouldn't taste good. This was good enough to change my mind.

"The young lady has quite the cooking skills," the Innkeeper said, clearly enjoying the meal.

"It was worth bringing her from outside the barrier."

Why is that guy casually joining in?
Well, it doesn't matter.
I focused on finishing the food in front of me.
Opportunities to eat such good food weren't common.

Then the Innkeeper asked the Pathfinder youth, Fin:

"By the way, aren't you going outside the barrier these days? I thought you said you were a Pathfinder."

The question seemed to hit a nerve as Fin's body flinched.

"I sold some relics I brought back and have a bit of money saved up now."

He seemed like the type who only ventured outside the barrier when he needed money, rather than consistently saving up.
Most Pathfinders were like that, actually.
Being a Pathfinder in the first place meant you weren't particularly concerned with living a long life.
But his next words were somewhat unexpected.

"And I don't want to be a Pathfinder forever. I'd like to use the money from selling relics to open my own shop."

The Innkeeper chuckled at that.

"Oh my, do you know how much money it takes to open a shop?"

"Well, I'll have to start with a small stall first."

He seemed to have a simplistic view of business, but it wasn't my concern.
If it didn't work out, he'd probably go back outside the barrier.
I was about to get up from my seat when:

"By the way, is it true what they're saying about some hero who eliminated the bandit group outside the barrier recently?"

Suddenly, a topic related to me came up.
The disappearance of the bandit group would certainly be of interest to a Pathfinder.
But this talk of a hero...

*Is he talking about Gwen?*

It seemed that the elimination of the bandit group had spread as Gwen's achievement.
From my perspective, not wanting attention, this was actually preferable.

"From what guests have told me, a hero did stay at our inn recently," the Innkeeper said.

Being a friendly man, he was well-informed about news from his guests. But I didn't know he knew about Gwen.

"I think they called her the Rose Warrior? Apparently quite a famous hero."

"A famous hero? Is she still at the inn?"

"No, she's left now."

"I see. I wanted to thank her..."

The actual person he should thank was right in front of him, but I didn't bring it up.
I quietly slipped away from the table.

***

"Thank you."

I put the groceries I bought from the merchant into the basket.
As I was about to pick up the basket, another hand touched its handle.
I ignored the hand and snatched up the basket.

"Excuse me, I could carry that..."

"I'll carry it."

Weiss looked dejected.
Ignoring her expression, I started looking for the next item on my shopping list.

"Oh, Miss Weiss! Come over here, the vegetables are very fresh today!"

"Isn't that Allen next to you? Haven't seen you in a while! Are you two on a date or something?"

Allen's ears didn't miss the comments from people around us.
I didn't bother to answer, but it was a bit annoying.

*How has Weiss become so well-known in the village when she hasn't been here that long?*

Every villager we met greeted Weiss.
Each time, she responded with a bright smile.
Well, Weiss was quite pretty. Being both pretty and generous with her friendliness, it's no wonder people liked her.

After wandering around the village with Weiss for quite some time, I finally managed to purchase all the ingredients.
Though the variety of ingredients available in this remote village was limited, we'd gathered quite a feast.

"Could I prepare dinner tonight as well?"

"I'll prepare it. I was supposed to be on lunch duty today anyway."

Of course, it would taste better if Weiss made dinner.
But it's not like I can't cook at all.
At least I was confident I could do better than the Innkeeper.

"By the way, Miss Weiss."

The sun was setting in the alleyway.
We stood alone, holding the grocery basket.
It was a good environment for asking questions.

"You lost your homeland, right?"

"What?... Yes, that's right."

It had been a week since we met.
It was time to get some certainty.
Seeking that certainty, I asked:

"How have you been able to adapt so quickly?"

"What do you mean..."

"How can you be so kind to everyone?"

At that moment, Weiss stopped walking.
I turned my head to look at her.

"I, I..."

Her eyes reddened.
Only then did I realize something was wrong.

***

"I'm sorry. My question was too rude..."

Seeing her wiping tears with her sleeve made me feel guilty.
I hadn't intended this. But thinking back, my question was quite inconsiderate.
What if she wasn't the Demon King? I hadn't considered that possibility.

"...It's okay. It's my fault."

"What?"

"I was too much... I made you uncomfortable, didn't I?"

No. That wasn't it at all.

"No. You didn't make me uncomfortable."

I just wanted to ask.

"I just wanted to ask. Whether losing your homeland doesn't make you sad."

Thinking about it, this was also somewhat rude.
But I really wanted to know.
After all, until now, no such sadness had shown in her attitude.

"I see. You're asking if I'm not sad about losing my homeland..."

She lowered the sleeve she had been using to wipe her tears.
The tears had stopped.

"I am sad. How could I not be? My homeland disappeared before I could even remember, and I found myself in a strange place."

She suddenly smiled and said:

"But what can I do? My homeland is already gone, and I need to survive."

I could only stare blankly at her smile.
I hadn't realized until now that she was in a similar situation to mine.
With virtually no way to return. Yet still needing to live.

In that situation, she was smiling.
Unlike me, who had almost given up.
She was strongly hiding her sadness behind a smile.

"To survive here, I had no choice but to force myself to smile. Kindness was the only weapon I had."

She quickly found a way to survive.
That way was kindness.

"In the process, I didn't care if someone got hurt by my kindness. I was just desperate to survive."

I wanted to argue against that, but she seemed too solid in her conviction.

"So I'm sorry, Allen."

I couldn't look her directly in the face anymore.
Though her face was stained with dried tears, to me it was almost overwhelmingly beautiful.

"Can you forgive me?"

But I couldn't answer that question.
Not now, not yet.

Because I might have to kill her someday.
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In the village as the sunset approached.

"Thank you!"

Fin, a young Pathfinder, put his purchased items into his backpack.
Then he continued on his way.

*But what was I trying to buy again?*

Suddenly his memory became hazy.
His footsteps halted.

*What was I trying to buy...*

Just then, flowers at a stall caught his eye.
They were beautiful flowers, white and translucent.

*Those are...*

He approached the flowers as if entranced.
Noticing him, the girl behind the stall spoke up.

"Are you interested in the hyacinths?"

"Hyacinths?"

So the flower was called hyacinth.
Even from a short distance, he could already smell their fragrance.

*They look like her.*

They remarkably resembled the image of her in his mind.

"How much is one of these?"

"One coin per stem."

"Could I buy this entire bunch?"

The girl's expression brightened.

"Of course!"

She carefully tied the white hyacinths into a bouquet and handed it to Fin.

"Thank you."

"Would you like to know the flower's meaning?"

"Huh?"

"It seems like you're planning to give them to someone."

His ears turned red.
That was answer enough to the girl's question.

"It means 'happiness in loving.' That's what white hyacinths symbolize."

"Happiness in loving?"

"More precisely... 'the happiness of loving you with peace of mind.' I'm still young, so I don't exactly know what that means."

*The happiness of loving you with peace of mind...*

Somehow, he liked that meaning.
He clutched the bouquet of white hyacinths and bowed to the girl.

"Thank you for telling me."

He wanted to give the flowers to her as soon as possible.
With that thought, he was passing through an open square when—

*Huh?*

He spotted her.
Fair, delicate skin and ice-transparent hair.
She resembled the flowers he was holding.

"Weiss...?"

His voice calling her name gradually faded.
Weiss didn't seem to hear him.
But the boy sitting next to Weiss turned his head to look at him.

*What's this?*

Why was Weiss with that kid...
With such an expression?
He felt dizzy.

*Why?*

She was showing that Allen kid an expression she had never shown him.
He was bewildered. He quickly hid the flowers behind his back.

*That can't be right.*

Even as he thought this, he found himself backing away.
Weiss finally noticed his presence and turned to look at him.

"Mr. Fin?"

Whatever the situation was, it clearly wasn't a good time to give her the flowers.
So he chose to run away.

***

*What was that?*

Watching Fin flee, I was suddenly struck by an ominous feeling and followed him out of the square.
But Fin had already disappeared.

"Allen? Wasn't that Mr. Fin just now?"

I nodded to Weiss who had caught up with me.
When I heard someone calling Weiss's name and turned my head, Fin had been standing there.
But for some reason, he immediately ran away.

*And in Fin's hand, there was definitely...*

Flowers.
Those white flowers thrown into the bushes over there.

*Could it be...?*

***

"Damn it, shit, idiot!"

After running quite a distance, he spat out a string of curses.

*Why did I run away?*

There was no reason to flee, no matter how he thought about it.
Weiss must think he's strange now.

*There's no way Weiss would like a kid like that.*

He was the one who saved her.
He had every right to confess his feelings properly.
But a momentary misunderstanding had ruined everything.

*Why did I do that?*

It wasn't just this time.
Lately, he couldn't understand himself.
He kept doing incomprehensible things.

*Incomprehensible things?*

What were they again?
Suddenly his memory became blurry.
Like memories from a dream.

"Ugh..."

Something felt wrong.
He quickly looked around.
Where was he anyway?

*Huh?*

He finally realized where he was standing.
A dark, ruined place with hazy particles floating in the air.
Outside the barrier.

*When did I come here?*

Suddenly he felt something missing.
He lifted his arm to check his wrist.
The bracelet that should have been there was gone.

"This is insane!"

How could he have come outside the barrier without a Relic?
As an ordinary person without a Stigma, he couldn't survive outside the barrier for even a few seconds without a Relic.
It was a miracle he hadn't turned into a Chaos Beast already.

*I need to go back!*

He realized he had wandered quite far from the barrier.
As he hurriedly tried to run, his legs tangled and he fell.

"Huk! Huuuk!"

I'm going to die. I'm definitely going to die.
With such thoughts, he rolled ungracefully on the ground.
After tumbling for a while, his reason gradually returned.

*Why am I not dying?*

No Relic, no Stigma.
Yet he was still perfectly fine.

*Why?*

That's when it happened.

(You've calmed down now. Don't worry, as long as I'm inside you, you won't die.)

He looked around at the sudden voice, but saw no one.
It was a familiar voice, though.

*This is...*

His head throbbed.
Suddenly, memories began to surface.

"How much is this?"

"Young man, that's not for sale separately."

"Would ten coins be enough?"

"Fine. Just take it!"

"Thank you!"

Why did he buy a pig's heart?
What was he going to use it for?

"By the way, is it true that the bandit group outside the barrier disappeared recently? I heard rumors that some warrior did it."

"From what our guests say, a warrior stayed at our inn recently. I think they called him the Rose Warrior? Seems he's quite famous."

"A famous warrior? Is he still at the inn?"

"No, he's left now."

"I see. I wanted to thank him..."

This wasn't strange.
No, thinking about it, it was strange.

*Thank him?*

He knew his own personality well.
He was timid.
He wasn't the type who would dare to "thank" a warrior.

*When did it start?*

When did he begin doing these strange things?
As that question arose, strange memories flowed in.

"Hey, are you okay?"

"What's your name?"

"Weiss? That's a pretty name."

"How did you end up collapsed here?"

These were memories of when he saved Weiss and carried her.
For some reason, these memories had become faint.
And the question was immediately answered.

"Weiss? Something sharp is touching my neck..."

He finally realized who the voice belonged to.

*Weiss? Is that you?*

(You finally figured it out?)

***

*Abandoned flowers and Fin running away...*

I looked back at Weiss.
The crying girl from moments ago was gone, replaced by her usual kind face.

*She's definitely suspicious.*

What had Fin seen that made him run away?
He might have witnessed Weiss trying to do something to me.
My suspicions about Weiss were becoming certainties.

*I don't care about her sad story of losing her homeland.*

I prepared to activate my inventory.

*If she's the Demon King, I'll have to kill her.*

I would kill her with one strike, giving her no chance to resist.
I had honed my skills just for this purpose.
I was about to take out Gravitus Replicant when—

*Hmm?*

Something on Weiss's forearm caught my eye.
It was a bracelet with elaborate patterns.
It didn't look like an ordinary item.
Especially the symbol engraved in the center of the bracelet.

*That's a symbol often seen in ruins.*

I immediately used Item Appraisal on the bracelet.
As expected, an item window appeared.

<Bracelet of Warmth>
Category: Accessory
Form: Bracelet
Relic Grade: 1-star
Description: A Relic excavated by a Pathfinder from the ruins in the Basil region. It maintains a gentle warmth.

I hadn't expected this.

*A Relic?*

The existence of this item alone demolished all the suspicions I had built up about Weiss.
After all, Demon Kings and Relics are incompatible, making it impossible for them to wear one.

"Weiss, about that bracelet you're wearing."

"This bracelet? What about it?"

Weiss raised her arm to show the bracelet.
She really seemed unaware.

"Have you been wearing it all along?"

"You just noticed! I've been wearing it since last week..."

"No, I mean, were you wearing it when you regained consciousness outside the barrier?"

"Oh."

She shook her head.

"Mr. Fin gave this to me outside the barrier. I was unconscious, but I clearly remember him putting this bracelet on my wrist."

That makes sense.
Only one question remained.

"Weiss, do you remember when Mr. Fin rescued you?"

"When he rescued me? I remember being carried on his back..."

"What about before that? Do you remember when you first met?"

Weiss hesitated before answering.
Finally, she spoke.

"...Please don't tell Mr. Fin. The truth is, I don't remember."

With this, I could understand everything.

*The current Weiss is two people.*

First, the innocent Weiss standing before me who knows nothing.
And then...

*The Demon King Weiss parasitizing Fin.*

***

The 71st Demon King can change appearance using a certain ability.
And that ability is called "Parasite."
After infecting someone through blood, it gradually takes over their mind until it completely becomes its own.

*The problem is that it's completely undetectable.*

Because it slowly infiltrates and assimilates the mind, those around cannot notice.
Moreover, even after the host is changed, the original host only experiences hazy memories but can continue living without other side effects.
Thanks to this, in the game, if left alone, the 71st Demon King eventually takes control of even a nation's king.

*Its combat power isn't strong immediately, but if it obtains a warrior's body, that's a different story.*

That's why I wanted to eliminate it as quickly as possible.
But the problem started when I defeated the bandit group.

In the original game, the Pathfinders from the village wouldn't go outside the barrier because of the bandits.
Therefore, the body the Demon King chose for reconnaissance was that of an outsider from the bandit group.
Outsiders rarely visit this remote village. So I had planned to wait for that outsider at the inn.
However, that plan collapsed with the appearance of Weiss and Fin.

*Weiss the outsider, and Fin who had already made contact with her.*

Additionally, Weiss's story about coming from Ice Valley added credibility.
In the game, the 71st Demon King's origin is described as the destroyed Ice Valley.
The important question was whether the 71st Demon King remained inside Weiss or had already transferred to Fin.

That's what I spent the week figuring out.
I didn't want to kill an innocent person, and doing so might alert the Demon King.

*Until recently, I had to suspect Weiss.*

She adapted too well for someone who had lost her homeland.
And that unnaturally excessive kindness was suspicious.

But somehow I learned why she acted that way.

*And I now have definitive proof she's not the Demon King.*

I don't know why Fin ran away.
But I feel a bit sorry for hastily assuming that Weiss was trying to do something to me based on that.
Weiss had opened her heart to me honestly, but I didn't trust her for a moment.

*Anyway, if the Demon King isn't with Weiss...*

Then there was only one candidate left.
I need to stop Fin quickly.
By now, he's probably almost finished preparing to break through the barrier.

Ch.23 - The 71st Demon King (FIN)
Pin was probably outside the barrier.
And that guess became reality the moment I escaped the barrier.

*The Chaos Beasts are moving!*

Even the furry lumps that usually stayed in place were slowly moving somewhere.
This could only mean one thing.

*It's begun.*

But it wasn't too late yet.
If I hurried, I could still stop it.
Plus, I could roughly tell where he was.

*He'll be at the center of where these creatures are gathering.*

So I began following the Chaos Beasts.

After moving for a while, I noticed the density of Chaos Beasts increasing.
At the same time, I narrowed down his likely location.

*Is it that cathedral-like building over there?*

Most of the Chaos Beasts were gathering outside the building.
They didn't seem to be entering the cathedral.

*So how do I get in...*

Even though I'd become capable of handling the Chaos Beasts in this area, it was impossible to face so many alone.

*And I don't want to cause a commotion.*

That left only one option.
I took out a black orb from my inventory.
It was one of the orbs I'd recovered from the thieves I'd defeated earlier.

I threw it toward the Chaos Beasts.
Black particles began spreading among them.
After confirming this, I took out Amya and switched it with Gravitus Replicant.

*Amya.*

A strange sensation enveloped my body.
I'd used it a few times since obtaining Amya, but I still wasn't used to the feeling.
Still, the sensation confirmed that Amya's effect was properly applied to me.
I quietly passed through the cluster of Chaos Beasts, melting into the darkness.

*I can enter through there.*

I spotted a collapsed wall of the cathedral.
It was a bit high, but I could climb over it without much trouble.
Making that judgment, I carefully climbed over the wall and entered the cathedral.
The interior was dark without any lighting, and I could easily hide my body using Amya.

*Where is Pin?*

As I looked around the cathedral, I noticed a faint light.
An unpleasant dark red light.
It was rising from the altar at the front of the cathedral.
And a figure was blocking that light.

*It's Pin!*

Though I only saw his back, I could easily tell it was Pin.
I approached him slowly, keeping my body hidden in darkness.
I couldn't afford to make careless noise since I planned to take him down with a surprise attack.

*Just a little more...*

Just as I reached striking distance with Gravitus Replicant, Pin suddenly turned around.

"Huh? You..."

*Did he notice me?*

No need to hesitate.

<Trait [Absolute Obedience] is activated.>

I abandoned the idea of taking Gravitus Replicant from my inventory.
I immediately thrust Amya, which I was holding, toward his neck.
But Pin instantly leaned back and avoided it.

"Allen? Why are you doing this!"

"I'm sorry!"

Pin isn't at fault.
He just helped Weiss and was taken over by the Demon King inside her.
And...

*His body is already under the Demon King's control.*

Otherwise, an ordinary human without a Stigma couldn't possibly dodge my attack so well.

"Allen! Stop!"

I won't be fooled.
Even though Pin appeared flustered, his movements showed considerable composure.
For someone who would eventually act as a king of a country, this level of acting would be child's play.

"If you keep this up, I'll...!"

You'll what?
Starting to reveal your true intentions?
I already know what's controlling Pin right now.
So no matter how much you struggle...

WHAM

My vision shook.
I clearly saw Pin's fist and tried to dodge, but the next moment a headbutt came flying.
Through my shaking vision, I saw Pin taking out a dagger from his backpack.

*Damn it.*

I let my guard down.
Relying on my higher-than-average stats to press the attack was the problem.
Even if the parasitized body was ordinary, my opponent was still a Demon King.

*Back off!*

<Trait [Absolute Obedience] is activated.>

Though still dizzy, my body moved on its own.
Thanks to that, I was able to avoid Pin's attack.
I increased the distance between us.
Pin didn't bother following me and shouted from where he stood.

"Why are you attacking me, Allen!"

Why am I attacking you?

"Because there's a Demon King inside you."

"Demon King? What are you talking about?"

"You're being controlled right now. Haven't you noticed?"

I pointed to the complex magic circle drawn on the floor.
Candles were placed at each corner, and a pig's heart lay in the center, emitting that unpleasant dark red light.

"There's no way you would have prepared this magic circle yourself."

"That's..."

He couldn't deny it.
There was no reason for me to convince him anyway.
I put away Amya and took out Gravitus Replicant from my inventory.
Pin's eyes widened at the sight.

"What was that just now...?"

Instead of answering, I pointed my sword at him.

"I'm sorry. To kill the Demon King inside you, I have no choice."

From now on, I'll use [Swordsmanship (B+)] as well.
Even a Demon King can't match up in a human body.
I charged at him.

CLANG!

My sword collided with Pin's dagger.
The arm that blocked my sword was trembling.

"Even if she's a Demon King... Weiss is still Weiss!"

After trembling briefly, he gathered all his strength and pushed back my sword.

"I promised to return her homeland to her."

I shook my head.

"What nonsense... there's no way to bring back the already destroyed Ice Valley."

"There is. Weiss said it would be possible if she completes that magic circle."

How incredibly naive.

"Don't you think the Demon King might be lying to you?"

"Weiss, lying? That's impossible. Weiss has always been kind and gentle."

Wrong. He's only seen one side of Weiss.
The Demon King Weiss inside him now was quite the opposite.

Cunning, cold, and cruel.
Due to these traits, the 71st Demon King was one of the most divisive Demon Kings in the game.

*But he won't listen to reason.*

Then I have no choice but to subdue him by force.
Pin's consciousness seems to remain, but the control of his body belongs to the Demon King now.

"Allen... you?"

Pin seemed to have read the look in my eyes.
He took a stance with his dagger.

*But a dagger is still just a dagger.*

It's at a disadvantage against a longsword.
I began overwhelming him, skillfully wielding my longsword.

"Ugh..."

Once Pin started falling behind, he was helpless.
With the Demon King's help, he barely managed to block, but he started allowing wounds all over his body.
Just as I was about to deliver the finishing blow to Pin, his movements suddenly changed dramatically.

***

*Weiss is a Demon King?*

*She's been deceiving me?*

That can't be.
The image of Weiss smiling brightly flashed through his mind.
Someone as kind as her couldn't possibly do that.

(That's right. Allen is the one who's lying.)

She confirmed it as well.
But still...

*Why?*

Even with Weiss inside him helping, he was being pushed back.
Allen, who had seemed like an ordinary inn boy, was pressing him with skillful swordsmanship.

*This can't be happening.*

He didn't want to die.
He had promised to return Weiss's homeland to her.
If he did that, surely Weiss would understand his feelings.

(But at this rate, we're going to lose?)

That seemed like an undeniable fact.
He had been allowing hits from Allen's attacks all over his body.
And now, Allen's sword was thrusting toward his neck.

(Do you need help?)

There was no reason to hesitate.

*Help me, Weiss.*

(Then completely entrust your body to me.)

***

*So the Demon King has finally appeared.*

Until now, the Demon King hadn't completely dominated Pin's body.
But that had changed.
The Demon King had succeeded in fully taking control of Pin's body.

*What is this?*

As evidence, I could no longer predict his movements.
A series of irregular movements with no discernible pattern followed.

"Ugh!"

I allowed several attacks in an instant.
The flow of battle, which I had been dominating until now, was reversed in a moment.

*Why is he so strong...?*

In the game, the 71st Demon King's combat ability wasn't described as particularly high.
At most, on par with an average hero...

*But it's a bit tough for me.*

Currently, my combat ability would typically qualify me as a hero candidate.
Still, I needed to come up with some countermeasure.

*What should I do...*

While I was desperately defending, Pin's mouth opened.

"How disappointing."

The intonation was different from Pin's.
It was the Demon King.

"What's disappointing?"

"Despite your insignificant presence, you showed some interesting swordsmanship, so I went to the trouble of completely taking over this body."

Simultaneously, a fist dug into my chest.
With the heavy impact, I felt the air leave my lungs as I was knocked down.

"Kuh, cough!"

Pin, or rather the Demon King now, approached and kicked me.
Since I was immobilized from the blow to my solar plexus, I rolled across the floor.
Looking at me, the Demon King mockingly said:

"My, you seemed quite cozy with Weiss. Shame to die here, isn't it? But don't worry, I'll send Weiss along soon too."

Having completely taken over Pin, she no longer bothered to lie.
I asked her:

"Are you really okay with that?"

"With what?"

"Killing Weiss. She was the human who was your original body. Don't you feel any regret?"

The Demon King's lips curled up.

"You know quite a lot. More reason to kill you. And to answer your question, I feel no regret whatsoever. The Weiss you know is nothing but an empty shell."

She raised her hand and pointed her thumb behind her.
It was the direction of Ice Valley.

"The true Weiss is only me, who experienced the destruction of Ice Valley. I was reborn from that destruction. That naive girl doesn't even know why this world must be destroyed."

There was something troubling in those words.

*Why this world must be destroyed?*

That was something even I, who had played the game, didn't know.
But now wasn't the time to worry about such things.
Because I had just spotted a momentary opening.

*He definitely flinched.*

When the Demon King spoke the truth earlier, Pin's body flinched.
The control over his body wasn't completely transferred yet.
If so, there was still a possibility.

"Then what do you think? Who do you think is the real Weiss?"

I called his name.

"Pin?"

I immediately got up.
Now was the time.
The Demon King's body froze for a moment.
Pin had briefly regained control of his body.

I thrust Gravitus Replicant into Pin's chest.
Blood spurted out the other side.
A certain death.

At that moment, Pin's body began to be enveloped in dark red energy.
It started deforming his body grotesquely.

"Y-You! How dare...!"

Until now, the Demon King had just been fighting in a human body for amusement.
Though the 71st Demon King was a parasitic type, she still had a basic Demon King form.
What was appearing now was her Demon King form.

*If I hadn't experienced this pattern before, I might have been in trouble...*

But I already knew.
That's why I had been saving this technique.

*Gravitus Replicant.*

I reduced the weight of the sword as much as possible.

*Power of Wind.*

I felt the sensation of wind wrapping around the sword.
I swung the sword just like that.

While training with the power of wind, I had made it strong enough to handle the lightened Gravitus Replicant.
Thus, Gravitus Replicant gained even more acceleration from the power of wind.
As far as I know, there are few strikes faster than this even in the game.
But the frightening aspect of this technique isn't just its speed.

*Maximum weight release.*

Just before reaching the Demon King, Gravitus, now heavier than any sword, collided with the Demon King faster than any other strike.
The result was nothing but destruction.

A sound like dozens of dynamite exploding echoed.

The Demon King burst in an instant.
Only fragments of her body scattered around.

<You have slain a Demon King. You gain the title [Demon King Slayer].>

<You gain 200 SP as a bonus from the title [Demon King Slayer].>

<Having accumulated 500 SP, your second Stigma is inherited.>

I spoke to Pin, of whom not even a trace remained.

"I'm sorry."

Ch.24 - Demon King Slayer
Beyond the barrier, in uncharted territory where humanity had yet to reach.
Deep within stood a massive ancient castle.
Among the Demon Kings who made it their home, this fortress was known as the Demon King's Castle.

"Yaaawn..."

In a particularly isolated room within the Demon King's Castle.
A woman yawned inside that room.
She had purple hair and impressive dark circles under her eyes.
Her disheveled hair made her look like she'd just woken up, but in truth, she simply hadn't washed it in a long time. She had been up all night.

*The human world is so entertaining, I'm telling you.*

What she was peering into was a large crystal orb.
She had her face pressed against it as if she might be sucked in at any moment.

*That's right, pounce on them. Just like a dog in heat.*

As she remained engrossed in the crystal orb.
Suddenly, the orb turned red.

"Waaah!"

She clutched her eyes and rolled around after the intense red color filled her vision.

"W-what's going on!"

Red was not a good color.
It was also a color she hadn't seen in a long time.

*Red... could it be?*

She looked into the crimson-stained crystal orb with trembling emotions.
Soon, her face turned white.
Her complexion was already pale to begin with, but now she looked like she could hardly be called alive.

*Huh?*

She continued staring into the crystal.
Since this could be quite an important event, she couldn't check enough times.

*Really? The 71st Demon King is dead?*

She couldn't tell how or why they had died.
But the clear fact was that the 71st Demon King was dead.

*But the 71st Demon King was...*

The 71st Demon King, born 67 years ago from the destruction of Ice Valley.
Her ability was "Parasite."
Because of this, she was treated as a secretive existence even among the Demon Kings.

If she could develop her power to parasitize a warrior, or better yet, a high-ranking warrior, the cult's security would be practically nonexistent.
And yet, she had just died.

*How on earth?*

Being shut in her room, she had no way of knowing.
For now, informing the other Demon Kings of this fact was the priority.
She placed her hand on the crystal orb and shouted.

(This is the 16th Demon King, Violet. Just now...)

Still unable to believe it, she checked the crystal orb again.
Then she said.

(The 71st Demon King, Weiss, has died.)

***

"Who is it?"

The conference hall was silent.

"I asked who it is!"

A man sitting in his seat slammed his fist on the table.
But the heavy atmosphere remained unchanged.
Then, a woman sitting next to him spoke up.

"Do you really think they'd come forward when asked? It's obvious they'd die on the spot."

"Is it you?!"

"Of course not. I just said it, didn't I? Who would come forward knowing they'd die?"

After saying this, she looked around.
More had gathered than expected, but they didn't even fill half the conference hall.
This was the result of a Demon King meeting held after 50 years.

*Sigh.*

Some had lost contact over the years, and others had simply declined to attend.
It couldn't be helped since each Demon King was devoted to their own personal goals.
But that didn't mean they could conduct the meeting carelessly.

"Then let me summarize again."

She began to methodically organize the discussions from the meeting.

"First, the reason for this meeting is the death of the 71st Demon King, Weiss. You confirmed that for certain, right, Violet?"

The woman sitting in the farthest corner of the hall nodded.
Her complexion was still pale.

"As you all know, the 71st Demon King was our strategic weapon that we kept top secret. I imagine some of you here didn't even know about the 71st Demon King."

Several Demon Kings nodded.

"Moreover, the 71st Demon King possessed the trait 'Parasite,' which made her virtually impossible to kill without knowing her true identity. So what does it mean that she died?"

Someone could be heard swallowing.

"That's right. It means someone among us leaked that information."

And so the meeting had been flowing toward finding the leaker.
But of course, the leaker was unlikely to come forward voluntarily.

"Of course, they won't come forward on their own. But from now on, we must be more careful."

She smiled.

"Because suspicion between us will only grow deeper."

She gazed into empty space.

"The Demon Kings who aren't present here are no exception. No matter how important their personal goals are, if they harm us Demon Kings as a whole... we cannot just stand by."

And those words were also being heard by a Demon King outside the conference hall.

*I should be a bit more careful.*

***

Meanwhile, that news had also reached the cult headquarters.

The cult headquarters located in the Holy City Hylen.
The Pontiff's room was situated in the deepest part of the headquarters.
Only a select few could enter the Pontiff's room.

One of them was the Pontiff's informant who delivered important news.

"I come before you, Pontiff."

The informant who entered the Pontiff's room knelt and bowed his head.
The Pontiff looking down at him said:

"Raise your head."

The informant raised his head and looked forward.
Then he saw the Pontiff sitting on a chair in the distance.

*She's beautiful no matter how many times I see her...*

Pure white fabric so thin it seemed to reveal her white skin.
It was impossible to conceal her figure with just that.
And even though she covered her face with a veil on her head, her facial contours alone exuded beauty.

"Ahem..."

But this was as far as it went.
Having personal feelings for the Pontiff was taboo.
He was only allowed to appreciate her pure beauty.

"What information do you have this time?"

Now was the time to fulfill his role.

"Information obtained from our spy at the Demon King meeting. It seems the 71st Demon King died in the Chaos territory in the Basil region."

"The 71st Demon King? Have you found out anything about their identity?"

Information about the 71st Demon King was treated as confidential even among the Demon Kings, so the cult had been unable to discover it until now.
Yet in this situation, news of the 71st Demon King's death came first.

"Yes, we were able to learn through this Demon King meeting. It was the ability 'Parasite,' which could steal human bodies."

The Pontiff's hand trembled at those words.
The "Parasite" ability could have been a major threat to humanity.
News of a Demon King with such an ability dying couldn't have been more fortunate.

"So, which warrior killed the 71st Demon King?"

"That... we're still trying to figure out."

"The Demon King is dead, but there's no one who killed the Demon King?"

The informant spoke as if troubled.

"Well, it happens sometimes. Warriors who achieve feats but hide them because they don't want attention."

"Even so, we should at least know who killed the Demon King."

"Yes, that's why we're currently investigating warriors centered around the Basil region. However, since it happened near such a remote village in the Basil region... there's only one warrior who recently visited that village."

"Who is that?"

"Warrior Gwen Ridwald."

***

"Ms. Gwen Ridwald?"

Red hair and a small build.
Despite this, the girl who exuded a somewhat mature atmosphere turned around.

"Yes?"

"You are Warrior Gwen Ridwald, correct?"

At the cult's Basil branch.
An employee called out to her as she came to report the loss of the Relic Gravitous Replicant.

"Yes, I am. What's the matter?"

"Our branch director would like to meet you."

Gwen tilted her head at those words.

*The branch director?*

Meeting with a branch director was not a common occurrence.
Especially if it was the director of a major region like Basil, they would hold quite a high position within the cult.

*What could this be about?*

Though puzzled, she followed the employee's guidance to the director's office.
Entering the director's office, she found a middle-aged man sitting there.

"Hello, Warrior Gwen Ridwald. I am Gode Hulen, the director of the cult's Basil branch."

"Hello."

She sat down in the chair across from the branch director.
He then offered her tea.

"Thank you."

She took the tea and smelled its aroma.
It had a unique scent that was hard to find in other regions.

"Please feel free to answer while enjoying your tea."

Following the branch director's words, she took a mouthful of tea.

"You know that remote village you recently visited."

And she had no choice but to spit the tea back out.

"Someone killed the 71st Demon King near there."

Only one person came to Gwen's mind.

*Could it be that kid?*

Ch.25 - Hyacinth
The floorboards of the old inn creaked.

I thought I only needed to fix the door that had started making strange noises, but perhaps rebuilding the entire structure would be faster. Fortunately, the Innkeeper was still dozing at the counter.

*If I just open the door carefully...*

Just as I opened the inn's door—

"Allen?"

Weiss was standing there, holding a basket in one hand.

*She's back already?*

My escape attempt had been timed for when Weiss went shopping. But I was caught before I could even make my getaway.

"I told you to stay in your room. Your body hasn't fully recovered yet, really..."

She pointed at my arm, which was fixed in a splint and tightly wrapped in cloth. This was the price I paid for recklessly swinging my sword during the recent battle with the Demon King.

"I just... wanted to get some fresh air."

I scratched my head with my uninjured left arm and smiled. Weiss leaned forward.

"Weiss?"

"The innkeeper is sound asleep. In that case..."

She smiled.

"I'll pretend I didn't see you. But don't do anything dangerous."

I nodded.

"Of course."

***

"Ahhhh..."

Finally being outside made me feel alive again. Though I'd kept busy in my room—reviewing future plans and training my wind powers—I couldn't stand how stiff my body had become.

*Now I should take care of what needs to be done.*

When no one was looking, I took a flower from my inventory. It was a white flower that had withered and lost its original luster—one that Pin had thrown into a flowerbed before leaving. When I returned to the village, there were hardly any intact flowers left, so I'd managed to salvage just this one and put it in my inventory.

*It was somewhere around here...*

I remembered a girl selling flowers in one corner of the village square. Looking around for her, I finally spotted her. I approached with the withered flower in hand.

"Allen? What's up?"

The girl gave me a puzzled look as I examined the flowers at her stand.

"You've never shown interest in flowers before. What's going on?"

"Just looking for a particular flower."

But I couldn't see any flowers like my withered one at her stand. I had no choice but to show her the flower.

"Do you know anything about this flower?"

"Oh? A hyacinth?"

So the flower was called a hyacinth. But then the girl asked an unexpected question.

"But how do you have that flower?"

After considering what to say, I decided to tell the truth.

"I found it lying in the field over by the clearing."

The girl sighed.

"Oh dear. I guess that man failed after all."

"Failed?"

"Never mind. There was a man who bought all these flowers recently."

It must have been Pin.

"Are you not selling these flowers anymore?"

The girl's expression stiffened slightly.

"Well, there are some complicated circumstances."

"What circumstances?"

"..."

She didn't seem willing to tell me. Finally, I took out a few coins from my pocket.

"Here, is this enough?"

"Huh? Um?"

The girl's eyes widened.

"It's not that important, but this much is..."

It was quite important to me. I held out the coins to the hesitant girl. She reluctantly accepted them and smiled.

"I guess I have no choice but to tell you. Actually, adults have forbidden us from talking about it."

She stretched out her hand and pointed somewhere. It was toward the barrier.

"This flower only blooms at the foot of the hill near the northern barrier of the village."

Near the barrier. As long as it wasn't outside the barrier, it wasn't particularly dangerous for me.

"Thanks for telling me."

I thanked the girl and was about to hurry off to find the flowers.

"Are you planning to go pick them?"

The girl's sharp question caught me off guard. Even though I was being treated like an adult these days, approaching the barrier would seem dangerous to others who didn't know my combat abilities. Especially if this information reached Weiss or the Innkeeper, I might face more than just a scolding.

I suddenly remembered what Weiss had said when I left the inn earlier.

"I'll pretend I didn't see you. But don't do anything dangerous."

My conscience pricked me.

*Worst case scenario, I'll be confined.*

But I couldn't give up. This was something I absolutely had to do.

"Will this do?"

I held out another coin to the girl. She accepted it with a satisfied expression. Her attitude had completely changed from her earlier reluctance.

"Since you've paid well, I'll tell you one more thing. That flower only blooms during the transition from winter to spring. They'll probably all wither before spring fully arrives. So I recommend you hurry."

Not particularly useful information. I was planning to go right away anyway.

*It's still chilly, so they probably haven't withered yet.*

***

*This is more difficult than I expected.*

The northern part of the village, near the barrier at the foot of the hill. That was quite a vague location. I thought I'd be able to spot the flowers from a distance if they grew in clusters, but that wasn't the case.

*I need to hurry...*

After searching for flowers for about two hours, the sun was already starting to set. I was going to get scolded by the Innkeeper anyway, but if I returned before dinner, I might get less of a scolding from Weiss.

*Should I give up for today?*

The thought crossed my mind briefly, but I shook my head. If I went back today, who knows when I'd be able to come out again. By then, the flowers might have already withered.

*I have to find them somehow.*

I used my wind power. After continuous training in my room, my wind ability had finally reached B- rank thanks to the Premature Growth effect. As a result, I could now apply wind power to my feet to some extent.

*Though I'm not quite used to it yet.*

While I could apply it, I hadn't had enough practice. All I'd done was spin around in my small room, fall over, and get scolded by Weiss a few times.

*It's fast!*

With the sensation of wind wrapping around my feet, my steps became incredibly light. Soon I was running up the hill at a speed much faster than usual. I felt like I might soon match the speed I had as a track athlete in my previous life.

*Just a little, just a little faster...*

As I was adding more speed out of stubbornness, I encountered a problem with my wind power usage. As a result, I was thrown off balance and tumbled to the ground.

*Oh, Weiss is definitely going to scold me for this.*

Getting my clothes covered in dirt would surely earn me a scolding. That seemed more important than the pain I was feeling. As I was rolling on the ground—

*Huh?*

In my upside-down view, I suddenly spotted something white.

*Found them!*

I immediately got up from the ground and ran toward the white flowers I had just seen. They were indeed the flowers I was looking for.

*Hyacinths, was it?*

They hadn't withered yet. Looking at the hyacinths in full bloom, I couldn't help but think:

*This flower...*

It resembled Weiss. I realized the source of the strange feeling I had when looking at the withered hyacinth. Pin must have also thought of Weiss when he saw the hyacinths.

But in the end, he couldn't deliver the flowers to Weiss. Instead, he succeeded in protecting her by sacrificing his life. My original plan to ambush the Demon King using darkness and finish off the Demon King form with a secret technique had fallen apart. If Pin hadn't stopped the Demon King's movements with his own will, it would have been impossible for me to kill the Demon King.

"Pin..."

I picked a white hyacinth and looked beyond the hill. To him, who died beyond the barrier without even leaving a body behind, I said:

"I will convey your feelings for you."

***

Creeeeak.

Opening the inn door, I saw no one at the counter.

*That's a relief. Did they step out?*

Just as I was entering with that sense of relief—

"Allen."

A chilling voice called my name. Turning my head, I saw the Innkeeper sitting on the sofa. Next to him, Weiss was wearing an awkward smile.

"Where have you been?"

"I felt stuffy, so I just went out for some fresh air?"

"You're not the god of wind—how does one get fresh air for half a day?"

Well, I do have wind powers...

"Oh? What's that flower?"

At that moment, Weiss noticed the flower in my hand.

"Isn't that a hyacinth?"

She immediately stood up and approached me. Her eyes were fixed on the flower.

"You know this flower?"

"Of course. It was one of the few flowers that bloomed in my hometown. I didn't know I could see it here too."

I didn't know it was a flower from Weiss's hometown. Come to think of it, the northern part of the village was close to the Ice Valley.

"Where did you get this?"

"Oh, this is from the village..."

I was about to say the northern hill of the village but corrected myself.

"...I met Pin there."

"Pin?"

Weiss's eyes widened.

"I've been worried about him since he hasn't been around lately... Did he look okay?"

I nodded. Though it pricked my conscience, what I was about to do was lie. A necessary lie for both Pin and Weiss.

*I can't tell Weiss that another Weiss who became the Demon King killed Pin. So...*

I gave myself a command.

*Don't look sad. Smile.*

<Trait [Absolute Obedience] is activated.>

I felt the corners of my mouth lift. Good. I began my lie.

"He said he went outside the barrier recently looking for relics. Apparently, he found a pretty good one. He said he was going to take it to a big city to sell, and then use that money to set up a stall in the city."

From beginning to end, none of it was true. Nevertheless, Weiss seemed to believe it without doubt.

*Is she really the same Weiss as the Demon King? She's as gullible as Pin.*

Well, it was good for me if she believed it. I held out the flower to her.

"Pin asked me to give this to you."

"Is Pin... still in the village?"

"No, he left the village right after giving me this flower."

I held the flower out to her.

"Please take it."

Weiss's hand trembled as she accepted the hyacinth.

"Should I accept this flower? I..."

Her eyes reddened.

"I haven't even returned his bracelet yet, and I couldn't thank him properly for saving me. But I feel like I've hurt him..."

She had to accept it. Pin wasn't hurt at all. Rather, he...

"Pin asked me to tell you something along with the flower."

This time, what I was about to say was the truth. After all, it was written in the flower's meaning.

<White Hyacinth>
Classification: Miscellaneous
Form: Flower
Description: A flower that blooms after enduring the cold. It usually blooms from late winter to early spring, announcing the arrival of spring. Its fragrance is also excellent, filling a room with just a single flower. The flower's meaning is...

"I was happy to be able to love you with peace of mind."

Pin undoubtedly loved Weiss until his final moment. I had to convey that fact to Weiss. It was the only thing I could do for Pin, who had sacrificed himself. That's why I had prepared this flower. Weiss absolutely had to accept it.

"Pin..."

She finally took the flower and held it in her hand. Tears flowed from her eyes.

*This is enough.*

My mouth was still smiling due to the Absolute Obedience effect. Yet, a warm drop rolled down my cheek.

Ch.26 - Daily Life
Clatter, clatter.

The sound of cutlery clattering increased from two to three sets.
And while mealtime used to be generally quiet, now it was quite lively.

"And then this guy..."

"Allen? He did that?"

It was mostly the Innkeeper and Weiss who did the talking.
Still, compared to when it was just me and the Innkeeper, the atmosphere had improved considerably.
Especially watching the Innkeeper chatting excitedly, I couldn't imagine how he must have spent the month I was away.

"Yeah, that Allen was always such a scaredy-cat..."

The stories the Innkeeper shared were about Allen, not strictly about me.
But since Allen's memories still remained, I found it somewhat embarrassing too.

"Please stop..."

Just as I was about to stop the Innkeeper's rampage:

"He was scared? I can't even imagine that now."

Weiss stared at me intently.
What? Why are you looking at me like that?

"Now that you mention it, he does look rather delicate."

I frowned as much as I could.
But Weiss just burst out laughing.
This isn't right.

"Yeah, this delicate-looking guy suddenly went to the mountains one day and beat up a wolf. After that, the kid completely changed."

The Innkeeper's eyes suddenly deepened.

"It's like he became a different person. Even more so now that he's back from his travels."

I quietly swallowed.
I had thought that perhaps the Innkeeper had noticed I was possessing Allen's body.
But this was the first time he'd spoken about it so directly.

"Well, I suppose that's just how boys grow up!"

He laughed heartily.
I suppose that's fortunate.
I awkwardly smiled in response.

"So what was that story you were going to tell about him being scared?"

"Oh, right. Allen..."

These people, seriously.

*Even so...*

I watched the two of them chatting excitedly.

*I guess I can leave with some peace of mind.*

***

Spin, spin.

Coins were freely spinning in midair.
Now that my wind ability had reached B-, I could easily handle multiple coins.
It required quite a bit of mental energy, but there wasn't much else I could do while cooped up in the inn.

"My arm seems almost completely healed now..."

I muttered while looking at the coins in the air.

"Soon I should..."

Just then, a voice came from beside me.

"Oh, you can float quite a few now."

"Waaah!"

The coins I had been floating fell with a clatter.
When did she get here?
Even though I now knew she wasn't the Demon King, honestly, she still scared me sometimes.

"W-what is it?"

"I wanted to talk to you about something. Would you like to step outside for some fresh air? Just right in front of the inn."

If it was just right outside, I had no reason to refuse.
I got up and went out of the inn with Weiss.
Since it was still early spring, the weather was a bit chilly.
I was fine, but Weiss, wearing somewhat thin clothes, looked a little cold.

"Weiss, aren't you cold?"

"This is nothing. Ice Valley is colder than this even in summer."

So it was that cold.
Actually, in the game, Ice Valley was already destroyed, so I rarely had the chance to hear information about it.
I suddenly became curious.

"What kind of place was Ice Valley?"

It wasn't information I needed right away, but it might be helpful to know.

"What kind of place... that's a bit hard to describe. For someone like me who only lived in Ice Valley, it was just my familiar neighborhood."

"Ah, I see."

"If I had to explain, it was a harsh place surrounded by ice and cold all year round. The areas where humans could live were limited to the surroundings where hot springs flowed. But still..."

She pointed to the sky with her finger.

"The sky there was just as beautiful as it is here."

"The sky?"

I looked up at the sky.
It was a sky covered with a reddish barrier, day and night.
That's why Basil region was also nicknamed the Land of Sunset.

All regions where humanity currently lived were surrounded by their own barriers.
And depending on the attribute of the barrier stone that created the barrier, the color of the barrier also differed.
Like Basil's red barrier, but more extreme examples were the Reim Kingdom and Sak.

The Reim Kingdom's barrier stone had a light attribute. Because of this, it was bright all day with the light of the barrier.
On the other hand, Sak's barrier stone had a dark attribute. Unlike the Reim Kingdom, Sak's barrier darkness blocked even outside light, making it always dark.

*What about Ice Valley?*

I didn't know anything about Ice Valley's barrier.
I only knew that Ice Valley was destroyed when its barrier collapsed.
Weiss answered that question for me.

"Ice Valley's barrier was white and transparent, like clean frost. Thanks to that, when night fell, the moon and stars would shimmer as they spread across the barrier."

It did sound beautiful.
A sight that could never be seen again.

"...I'm sorry. I shouldn't have asked about Ice Valley."

"It's okay. I've already accepted it."

Weiss said that with a bright smile.
I'd thought this before, but Weiss was definitely strong.
As I was staring blankly at her smile:

"By the way."

"Yes?"

"Are you planning to leave here, Allen?"

It was a somewhat surprising question.
Of course I was planning to leave, but I had never mentioned it in front of her.

"How did you know?"

"The Innkeeper told me. That you want to leave."

The Innkeeper would certainly have known, I thought.
That old man, why does he talk so much, even during meals?

"Well, you're right."

I didn't want to lie.
There was no need to. I would definitely have to leave someday.

"I need to leave. I have things to do outside of this place."

Of course, the peaceful daily life here is enjoyable.
There's a reason Gwen was so attached to ordinary life.
Perhaps nothing could be happier than this.

I had prevented the 71st Demon King's invasion.
In the original game, Allen would typically leave the village after its destruction, but that's no longer the case.
I could probably settle down here if I wanted to.
But...

"I have something to prove."

I must prove it.
If I hadn't given up, could I have become something?
If I don't give up, can I become something?
I need to prove that through Allen.
That's why I raised Allen to be the 101st character.

[Goal: Become a Hero.]

For now, becoming a hero is the priority.
But I won't be satisfied with just that.
I intend to go as far as I can without giving up.

"That's admirable."

Weiss was smiling at me.

"I envy you for having something you want to do."

"No, there's no need to envy..."

"I guess I didn't need to worry after all."

"What?"

She pointed toward the inn.

"The Innkeeper asked me for a favor. He said you wanted to leave but couldn't bring yourself to do it. So he asked me to help you leave again."

"That old man, making such unnecessary requests..."

I shook my head as I spoke.

"No, that's not right. Thank you, Weiss."

The truth was, I had been postponing my departure day after day, having grown accustomed to this daily life.
But the conversation with Weiss just now had strengthened my resolve to leave.

"Well, if you didn't leave, I'd be happy to have another person around. But since you've already made up your mind, I can't stop you."

Weiss made a bitter expression, as if disappointed.

"Just do me one favor."

She took off the bracelet from her forearm.
Then she held it out to me.

"If you happen to meet Pin somewhere else, please give this to him."

I hesitated.
I couldn't accept this.
It was essentially something Pin had given to Weiss.

"Why? Can't you do even that much?"

"No, it's not that I can't do it, but I think it would be better if you kept it. If Pin comes back and you don't have it, he might be disappointed, don't you think?"

"That's certainly true."

She nodded and put the bracelet back on her forearm.

"Then at least pass on a message for me."

"A message?"

"Yes, tell him I'm waiting."

This was another impossible request.
But there was no point in piling lies upon lies.
Since I was the one who had lied, I had to take responsibility.

"That much I can do. Alright."

Only then did Weiss smile again.
At that moment, a wind blew.

Shiver.

Weiss's body trembled.

"See? You are cold."

"It is a bit chilly."

"Let's go back inside before you catch a cold."

And so my last night at the inn passed.

***

"That was quick."

"So quick it's disappointing."

"I agree."

The Innkeeper and Weiss stared blankly at Allen's room, which had emptied overnight.
They hadn't expected him to run off the very night they told him to go.

"He didn't even say goodbye properly."

"I told you. This guy is a coward."

"A coward?"

"He probably didn't have the courage to leave while looking at us. So he chose to slip away in the night."

In a way, he knew himself well.

"He'll come back, right?"

"I don't know when he'll return this time, but he will. He had ambitions to inherit the inn."

The Innkeeper let out a hollow laugh.

"And I'm sure he won't forget the life he had at the inn. He looked so happy here."

***

*This tastes awful.*

As expected, the food in this world is terrible.
Eating a bland stew at a shabby restaurant in the neighboring town, I thought:
Weiss's food must not be from this world.

I turned my head to look in the direction of the village.
The sunset was rising there.

*I already want to go back.*

I miss Weiss's warm, delicious food.
I miss the soft, cozy bed.
I even miss the strict but kind Innkeeper.

But I can't go back now.
I've enjoyed my rest until the very last moment.
Now it's time to run again.

*This should be enough to fill my stomach.*

I got up from my seat, leaving the half-finished stew behind.

*Well then, shall I go?*

I need to move diligently.

*To Sak.*

Ch.27 - Basilium
After leaving the village at dawn and stopping for breakfast in the neighboring village, I finally reached my first destination after walking for about half a day.

"Oh."

Clusters of buildings lined up together.
And people wandering the streets.
I unconsciously let out an exclamation at the sight, so different from the frontier village where I'd been staying.
Anyone looking at me now would surely see me as a complete country bumpkin.

*Well, I am actually a country bumpkin.*

Basilium, the central city of Basil.
This was my first time visiting such a large city since coming to this world.
Of course, compared to major cities like the Reim Kingdom or the Holy City Hylen, it was merely a mid-sized city, but it still had a scale that lived up to its reputation as Basil's central city.

*So where is the Cult's Basil branch?*

The Cult's Basil branch. That was one of the reasons I came to Basilium.
I had something important to do there.
But finding the Cult's branch among so many buildings wasn't going to be easy.
Due to the nature of the game being a raising simulation, the map wasn't implemented in that much detail.

*What should I do...*

Just then, a group of people passing through the street caught my eye.
Or rather, they couldn't help but catch my eye.
They were each carrying menacing weapons.
Some of them were dressed in uniquely distinctive clothing.
But what most clearly revealed their identity was the cloak they all wore in common.

*Warriors.*

The white cloak with the cross embroidery symbolizing the Cult was the same as what Gwen had worn.
And they also held the key to finding the Cult.

*Bulging backpacks and dirt they haven't yet shaken off.*

They seemed to be returning from outside the barrier.
If so, their destination was limited.

*I'll just follow them.*

I naturally began to follow them.

***

*As expected.*

Following the group of warriors, I was able to easily reach the Cult building.
However, as soon as I entered, a notice caught my eye.

*'Looking for the warrior who visited the village of Basilica in the northern borderlands of Basil.'*

Basilica was the village where I had been staying.

*What's this?*

There were too many of these notices posted throughout the Cult building for it to be a simple announcement.
It felt as if the Cult was searching with burning intensity.
And there was only one reason I could think of that would make the Cult pay so much attention to Basil, which they would normally ignore.

*They must have heard that the 71st Demon King was killed.*

I had expected this to some extent.
I knew there was some kind of network among the Demon Kings to confirm each other's life and death, and I also knew there were Cult spies within the Demon King faction.
The news of the 71st Demon King's death would reach the Cult's ears sooner or later.

*Still, this is too fast.*

With the death of the 71st Demon King, the Demon Kings would begin to suspect each other.
So I expected the Cult's spy would also keep quiet for a while.
But exceeding even that expectation, the spy immediately informed the Cult of the fact.

*That one's got some nerve.*

Thanks to that, the Cult seems to be frantically searching for the warrior who defeated the 71st Demon King, but they won't be able to find them.
After all, I'm not even a warrior. If they're looking for a warrior, they won't find me.

*For now, it's beneficial for both them and me that they can't find me.*

Just as there are Cult spies among the Demon Kings, there are also Demon King spies within the Cult. And not just one, but many.
Whoever the warrior who killed the 71st Demon King is, if their identity becomes known to the Demon King faction, intense scrutiny will surely begin.
If such scrutiny—difficult even for high-ranking warriors to withstand—were to fall on me, who isn't even a warrior yet, survival would be difficult.

*It's too early for me to be revealed now.*

Even though I killed a Demon King, it was thanks to Pin's help and a surprise attack.
Especially since the 71st Demon King was particularly weak in Demon King form due to the peculiarity of being a parasite, I was able to finish it in one blow.
It was because all those conditions aligned perfectly. Against most Demon Kings, someone like me would be finished before they even revealed their Demon King form.

*So for now...*

I said to the receptionist:

"I'd like to register as a Pathfinder."

Registering as a warrior would come later.
Apart from concerns about revealing my identity, being a warrior meant being under the Cult's surveillance.
I still had things to do outside the Cult's watchful eye.

"Register as a Pathfinder? Please wait a moment."

The receptionist called another staff member from inside.
That staff member opened a door next to the reception counter and gestured to me.

"Please follow me."

Following her, I eventually arrived at a room.
Inside was a desk and one peculiarly shaped device.

*Is that a Relic measuring device?*

It looked somewhat similar to the device described in the game when registering Relics with the Cult.

*I won't need to use it right now anyway.*

Both Gravitus Replicant and Amya were Relics with dubious origins.
If something went wrong and they were returned to the Cult, it would be troublesome.

Ownership of a Relic basically belongs to the person who first acquired it.
But there were restrictions on transferring it. First, it needed to be registered with the Cult.
Moreover, since the Cult claimed that all Relics needed to be managed by them, when transferring or trading Relics, it was necessary to report to the Cult.
I hadn't reported either Gravitus Replicant or Amya. So there was plenty of room for them to be returned.

*Fortunately, having an inventory makes hiding them not difficult.*

I just needed to be a little careful.

"Your name?"

"Allen Plake."

When asked for my name, I gave my real one.
It was easier to use my real name than to risk making mistakes with an unfamiliar alias.
It's not like my name was famous or anything.

"Where do you live?"

"I don't have a specific place to stay."

She didn't particularly take issue with my answer.
It seemed expected.
Given the nature of Pathfinders who risk their lives wandering outside the barrier, a high proportion of them were homeless vagrants.

"Do you have a Relic?"

"No."

Again, she accepted this naturally.
What she smoothly pulled out from the desk drawer was a contract.

"We'll lend you a 1-star Relic. It won't help in combat, but it will allow you to survive outside the barrier. However, you'll need to agree to the terms of the contract."

Taking the contract from her, I began to read through the items.

- <Pathfinder Contract> -

a. The Cult (hereinafter "Party A") lends a Relic to ___ (hereinafter "Party B"). The Relic is 1-star grade, and depending on performance, Relics up to 2-star grade may also be lent.

b. If Party B borrows a Relic from Party A, they shall pay ten copper coins monthly as a rental fee.
b-1. If Party B loses or resells the borrowed Relic, they shall compensate with one silver coin.

c. All Relics excavated by Party B as a Pathfinder shall, in principle, be registered with Party A.
c-1. When Party A purchases Relics excavated by Party B, they shall measure the grade of the Relic and pay a corresponding amount.
c-2. If Party B wishes to trade excavated Relics between individuals, they must report to Party A for review.

d. If Party B is found to be intentionally engaging in dangerous behavior, Party A may void this contract and revoke Pathfinder qualification. The standard for dangerous behavior shall be determined by branch directors of each branch.

- (Signature) -


It was a contract clearly divided into Party A and Party B.
But for me, whose purpose in registering as a Pathfinder wasn't to excavate Relics, these clauses didn't matter much.

"Since I'm not planning to start Pathfinder activities right away, would it be possible to borrow the Relic later?"

"Yes, that's possible."

However, clause d bothered me.

"What does clause d mean?"

"Recently, there's been an increase in suicidal individuals posing as Pathfinders, so we require your signature."

I didn't know there was such a situation.
But I understood. Even if it's just a 1-star Relic, it would be a significant loss if suicidal people kept taking them outside the barrier and dying.

"I've finished signing."

"Yes, I've confirmed. And we've agreed you'll borrow the Relic later. I look forward to your activities as a Pathfinder."

She said that, but she didn't look like she was expecting anything.
I also had no intention of engaging in Pathfinder activities, so it was mutual.

*Now that I've registered as a Pathfinder...*

It's time to recoup my investment.

***

Thud.

An old backpack landed heavily on the counter.

"These are barrier fragments. Please exchange them for money."

The backpack was filled with crystals called barrier fragments.
While diligently hunting Chaos Beasts to gather SP, I had occasionally harvested these from the corpses of Chaos Beasts. For the first few Chaos Beasts I killed, I struggled to find their exact location.
Anyway, these barrier fragments were a good way to earn cash by returning them to each country.

*If one condition is met, that is.*

The barrier fragments collected by countries are reintegrated into each country's barrier stone to extend the lifespan of the barrier.
That was the only way to slightly reduce the natural rate at which the barrier area shrinks. Therefore, all countries were implementing policies to monopolize barrier fragments.

The prohibition of private trading of barrier fragments, and the abolition of exchange fees for warriors and Pathfinders were such policies.
Even though private trading was prohibited, underground transactions continued, so they removed any reason for warriors and Pathfinders, the largest producers of barrier fragments, to deal with private traders.

That was also why I registered as a Pathfinder.
If I was going to exchange them anyway, I didn't want to pay expensive fees.

"Could you show me your warrior or Pathfinder registration card?"

I took out the Pathfinder registration card I had received earlier from my pocket and showed it.

"I've confirmed it... but you've collected quite a lot for a Pathfinder?"

Is that so?
I had left a considerable amount in my inventory and only brought a portion in a separate bag to avoid suspicion.
But apparently even that was a lot for a Pathfinder.

"I kept collecting without exchanging them, so it ended up like this."

Fortunately, the staff member didn't question further.
The exchange didn't take long, and I was handed a decent amount of funds.

*With this, I've secured enough funds to reach Sak.*

It was worth the trouble of meticulously harvesting barrier fragments.

*Well then...*

I'm hungry.

*Let's go get something to eat first.*

Come to think of it, I hadn't eaten a single meal since arriving in Basilium.
I was also curious about how city food might be different.

***

*The taste is decent enough...*

I looked outside the restaurant.

*I didn't expect it to rain.*

The rain had started falling gently while I was eating dinner.
I thought it would stop by the time I finished, but now it was pouring down.

*I'm going to get soaked.*

The robe Gwen gave me was made of water-resistant material, but because it was covered in so much Chaos Beast blood, I wasn't wearing it except when going outside the barrier.
It seemed I would have to walk to the inn in the rain and then change into spare clothes from my inventory.

*I should buy a raincoat too.*

It was while I was thinking this.
Suddenly, a small figure caught my eye through the restaurant window.

*Huh?*

That's...

I got up from my seat.
And approached that figure.

It was definitely someone I knew.
The ash being washed away by the rain, the golden hair hidden underneath that wasn't dimmed at all even in the dark rainy night.
As far as I knew, there was only one person like that.

*I thought I might meet them, but...*

No, actually I thought the probability was almost zero.
There was only one case where this character would come here.
Only if they were implementing the medicine seller route I had created.

*There are still people trying this?*

Ch.BONUS - External Records (3)
--- External Record (3) ---

Broadcast Date: 2021.07.09 22:03:15
Broadcaster: MintLemon
Viewers: 10312

[Your body temperature has dropped due to rain exposure.]

[Your stamina is continuously decreasing.]

[Increased probability of contracting status ailment 'Cold'.]

The game screen being broadcast was suddenly filled with red alerts.
The character she had been painstakingly developing since yesterday was shivering in the rain.

"Guys... what should I do about this?"

- Not sure
- You're screwed
- Seriously, who told you to take that route?

"Come on, you guys were the ones who told me to take this route!"

- Who said that?
- Wasn't me
- I said go that way, didn't say I'd take responsibility lol

"You guys are really..."

- Can't you do something about it?
- Your responsibility, right?

It was indeed her responsibility.
She already knew this route was difficult from what viewers had told her.
Then one chat caught her eye.

- Reset plz

"Ah, I don't want to reset. I'm going to finish this."

- So stubborn
- That's ridiculous, just reset already
- I can hear teeth grinding everywhere lol

There really wasn't anyone helpful.
Of course, without the viewers' help, someone like her with lacking gaming skills wouldn't have even made it this far on this route.

*Should I really reset?*

She fell into contemplation.
In truth, even she felt that her character was completely ruined at this point.
But she didn't want to give up. Somehow, she'd grown attached to this character.

*I guess you could say it resembles me...*

That's when it happened.

"Huh?"

Suddenly, an unfamiliar NPC approached her.
No, it wasn't an NPC.

"Allen Plake...?"
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Ch.28 - Fugitive
After the dinner rush, the tavern had quieted down considerably.
I sat in a corner, discreetly observing the person sitting across from me.

*Chomp chomp*

They were devouring the food before them as if possessed by a hunger spirit.
Is it really that delicious?
I couldn't tell.

*It's probably less about taste and more about extreme hunger.*

Something that clearly wasn't meant to be eaten just disappeared into their mouth.
They blinked a few times before gulping it down.
Then immediately returned to their ravenous feast.

*This is definitely how they were.*

Being young makes them inexperienced in many ways.
But their tenacity for survival was unmatched.

*Though that made surviving all the harder for them.*

If asked which character was the most difficult to raise, I'd definitely name Allen. And if asked who was the second most difficult... after some hesitation, I'd name this one.

*Especially on that route, their early survival is even harder than Allen's.*

It's remarkable they've made it this far.
That's why I never expected to encounter them here.

*This complicates my plans a bit...*

I glanced at the food in front of them.
They had nearly finished everything.

*What should I do?*

I needed to confirm something.
Whether they were truly following the route I knew about.
If they were really heading to Sak, it could disrupt my plans.
While I was lost in thought—

"Excuse me..."

A timid voice reached my ears.
When I turned to look, they appeared flustered.

"I, I mean..."

They stumbled over their words, then suddenly shifted their gaze to empty space.
Their Constellation must have intervened.

"Thank you. Thank you for buying me food. But..."

Tears began welling up in their eyes.

"I really don't have any money at all..."

I sighed.

"I don't need money."

"What?"

I hadn't bought the food expecting payment anyway.
It was rather amusing that they'd wolfed down about three portions before admitting this fact.

"If not money, then what..."

Their face turned red.
Even this victim mentality was exactly like the character I knew.
So I sighed again and said:

"I felt sorry for you."

I meant it.
Anyone who had raised this character even once would feel the same.
They were truly, maddeningly pitiful.

"...I'm sorry."

They lowered their head.

"For mistaking you for some weird person."

"It's fine."

I already knew they were the type to think that way.
Well, I could understand being mistaken for someone strange.
But what they did next caught even me by surprise.

"Well then. Thanks for everything. I'll be going now!"

They sprang up from their seat and nimbly navigated between the tables.
As expected of a character with a Stigma, even at such a young age.
But I couldn't just sit there watching.

"Wait!"

I hurriedly stood up.
They were already about to dash out into the rainy night.
I couldn't lose them now. I needed to know their destination.

*Wind Authority.*

In an instant, wind wrapped around my feet.
My steps lightened, and I caught up to them immediately.

*Grab*

"Eek!"

As I seized them by the scruff of their neck, they began struggling.

"Let go!"

"Promise you won't run away."

"I won't run away!"

Though skeptical, I released them.
If they ran again, I could easily catch them with Wind Authority.

"Why are you doing this? You said you don't want anything from me! Shouldn't we just go our separate ways?"

That's precisely what I need to know—which way you're going.
But first, there was something more important.

"Do you have somewhere to go?"

It was early spring and the weather was chilly.
With rain pouring down too.
Anyone would catch a cold in these conditions.

"That's..."

"Come with me. I'll give you a place to sleep."

They wrapped their arms around themselves.
The distance between us seemed to grow.

"You said you didn't need anything earlier. Was that a lie?"

I shook my head.
I needed to stop this before it escalated further.

"You're a boy, aren't you?"

"Are you one of those men who likes other men?"

I hadn't expected that.
But that's ridiculous.
I wish they'd stop with these absurd accusations and just give in.

*What should I do...*

Offering a separate room would defeat the purpose.
They'd just run away in the morning.
I needed some excuse to talk with them.

Just then—

"Achoo!"

Their body trembled.

"This is, well..."

I grabbed them by the nape again.

"Just come with me."

As we were about to leave for lodging, I felt a hand on my shoulder.

*Huh?*

It was the tavern owner.

"You need to pay before leaving."

Ah, right.

***

"Snooore."

After all that wariness, they fell into deep sleep the moment they hit the bed.
They must have been exhausted.

*Just how long have you been wandering?*

Their clothes were torn and filthy with grime.
Their hair, though cut short, was completely tangled.
The smell was unsurprisingly awful.

Tomorrow, first thing would be to get them washed and changed.
In this state, they'd fall ill even without the rain.

*I thought they'd be an experienced player.*

This route doesn't appear on strategy sites.
It's just an entertainment route known only to certain players.
That's why I assumed this character's Constellation—their player—would be a veteran who had deeply explored Hundred Braves.

*But their condition...*

In this state, they would have died if I hadn't found them today.
While other factors might be forgivable, dying from poor physical condition management indicates inexperienced raising.
So the player probably wasn't a veteran.

*Though I can't completely rule out the possibility, given they've made it this far on this route.*

I stared at them for a while, then mentally commanded:

*Status.*

The sleeping person's status appeared before my eyes.

<Status>
1. Information
Name: Ersiara Rodreim
Age: 14
Gender: Female
Race: Human
Stigma: Royal Crest

2. Abilities
Health: F+
Strength: F
Agility: D-
Magic Power: C+

3. Skills
[Court Etiquette(A)]
[Handicraft(C+)]
[Tea Ceremony(C)]
[Horseback Riding(C-)]
[Stealth(D)]
[Social Skills(F)]

4. Traits
[Royal Authority of Reim(Major)]

Anyone who could see this status would immediately notice.
Actually, even without seeing the status, it should be obvious enough.
That this person is female.

Earlier, I had pretended to be fooled by her efforts to cut her hair short and make her voice sound gruff. I needed to bring her to the lodging, after all.
Well, a complete stranger might have been fooled... though honestly, when she was soaked in the rain earlier, her body's contours gave it away.

But the issue wasn't just that she was actually female.
This was something you couldn't know without seeing her status.

*The third princess of the Reim Kingdom, Ersiara Rodreim.*

Hard to believe given her current appearance, but the girl was actually a princess of a kingdom.
The reason she looked like this, starving and caught in the rain, was because of her kingdom's situation.
There was a coup d'état in progress.

The royal knights had rebelled and imprisoned the king.
In the process, they left only the king alive—whom they couldn't kill—and murdered all resisting royalty.
The third princess had barely escaped from that bloody palace.

Evading assassins sent by the knights, she headed to the Holy City Hylen, only to discover it was also unsafe, filled with warriors hired by the knights.
After various ordeals, she escaped from Hylen as well, and while continuing to flee, arrived here in Basil.

*It sounds simple, but evading assassins and warriors to reach here is nearly impossible.*

That's why Princess Ersiara's standard route involves initially surrendering to the coup forces.
Submitting temporarily to preserve her life, then quietly building strength for revenge.
However, that route has limitations—the need to build power quietly isn't enough to fully realize her potential.

*That's why players like me devised the fugitive route.*

Depending on raising proficiency, it varies, but on average, surviving after escaping maybe happens once or twice out of twenty attempts.
Even after escaping, kingdom-hired pursuers continue to appear.
It's a route with no clear solution, though not entirely impossible.

But the consensus was that the rewards were meager compared to the risks.
After all, she still had to hide her identity because of the kingdom's trackers.
However, what overturned that evaluation was the "Sak route" I discovered.

While raising another character in Sak, I found a hint in the script.
A hint about a growth device that only Princess Ersiara could use.
But using that device required successfully escaping first, so it remained an entertainment route.

*Will she follow that route?*

Actually, that "growth device" in Sak wasn't exclusive to her.
With certain methods, other characters could use it too.
I was heading to Sak to use that device myself.
But if she was heading to Sak, it could cause problems for my use of the device.
That's why I wanted to ask her.

If she was heading to Sak or not.

If not, there was no need to worry.
But if she really was heading to Sak...

*Then...*

I stared intently at her.
Whether aware of this fact or not, she was sound asleep.

Honestly, I wanted to protect her.
Having raised her dozens of times and seen her die so many times, I felt that way.
After going through Gwen, my perception of characters had changed, and I had a personal desire to watch over her.

But if that interfered with my own growth...

*...*

I couldn't reach a conclusion.
So I decided to ask her tomorrow morning.
It wouldn't be too late to decide after asking.

I sat on the floor with my back against the wall and closed my eyes.
Then I commanded:

*Wake me if Wind Authority detects her trying to leave the room.*

It was a technique I often used when sleeping outdoors.

***

<Trait [Absolute Obedience] activates.>

"Let go!"

"I don't want to."

Befitting someone with a Stigma, she was stronger than other girls her age, but she couldn't overcome our physical difference.
Her body went limp as she gave up resisting.

"This feels like the worst kind of luck."

"It's your fault for following someone who fed and sheltered you."

That sounded morally questionable, but it didn't matter.
I hadn't done anything wrong.

"Ers..."

I almost called her by name before realizing I hadn't actually heard it yet.

"Hey, what's your name?"

The question seemed unexpected as she moved her lips hesitantly.
Finally, she answered:

"Elsie."

Is she really trying to hide her gender?
Actually, regardless of gender, it's not that different from her real name.
I decided to discuss her alias choice another time.

*Well then...*

I declared to her:

"You need a bath."

I'm sorry, but.
You smell pretty bad.

Ch.29 - Bathing
"Could I use the bathroom right now?"

"The bathroom? Let me check if it's available."

As the inn employee was about to leave, they suddenly asked:

"Will your little sister be joining you?"

"Little sister?"

I looked down at Elsie.
Her blonde hair was dull, probably not completely washed clean of ash and rain.
Come to think of it, her hair color was similar to mine.

"I guess she could pass as my sister."

When I didn't answer right away, the employee seemed in a hurry and promptly left.

"We charge separately for two people, just so you know."

That left just me and Elsie.
I could feel her sharp gaze from beside me.

"Little sister?"

"No, they didn't give me a chance to explain."

"You clearly hesitated though."

I sighed.
I definitely had hesitated.
Well...

"Then how would you explain our relationship?"

Elsie's face turned red.
I was curious if she had any better ideas.
But after fumbling for words, she said:

"I suppose you're right. Just call me your sister."

Just then, the employee returned from checking the bathroom.

"We've started heating the water, so you can come in about ten minutes."

"Thank you."

"The fee is five copper coins per person."

It was rather expensive just for heating water.
Then again, considering the inn where I stayed didn't even have a bathroom, it probably wasn't a common service.
But this girl absolutely needed to bathe.
With that firm resolve, I took out my coins.

"Are you really renting a bathroom?"

She grabbed the hem of my clothes.
But I nodded firmly.

"Yes."

Even now, the foul smell was assaulting my nose.
I handed the coins to the employee.

"B-but I..."

"Only she'll be going in, so charge for one person."

The employee made a slightly disappointed face but accepted the coins.
Wait, what was Elsie trying to say?
When I turned to look, she had her head down.

"What were you saying?"

"Nothing."

I thought she might have some kind of allergy.
Speaking of allergies...

"You don't have any allergies, do you?"

"Allergies? No, why?"

"Just checking. Do you have any bath fragrances? I'd like to add some to the tub."

I realized that this level of stench wouldn't disappear just from washing.

"We do, but it'll cost three more copper coins."

If it could eliminate this smell, it was worth it.
I immediately handed over three more copper coins.
The employee finally looked satisfied.

***

"I'll wait here. Soak until the smell is gone, then come out."

"I don't smell!"

"Try smelling the back of your hand."

At my words, she sniffed her hand and immediately started gagging.

"Don't just soak in the water—make sure you scrub everywhere thoroughly."

"Of course... *cough* *cough*!"

Then a question suddenly occurred to me.

"You do know how to bathe, right?"

"What exactly do you take me for?"

I thought that if she were a princess, she might not know how to bathe herself.
In those British dramas, princesses usually have attendants wash them.
But fortunately, that wasn't the case. I certainly couldn't wash her myself.

"Then stop stalling and go in. Our rental time is limited."

At that, Elsie reluctantly opened the bathroom door.
Then she turned to look at me.

"What now?"

As I stared at her, Elsie cautiously asked:

"You're really not coming in, right?"

I feel like I've said this ten times already.

"I'm not coming in."

"Really?"

Wondering how to make her believe me...
I finally just pushed her in and closed the door.
Physical solutions are always the right answer.

***

"What is going on..."

Princess Ersia, self-proclaimed Elsie, stared at the door while soaking in the tub.
The warm water she hadn't felt in ages and the subtle fragrance rising from it relaxed her body.
But she couldn't stop her thoughts.

"What's with that guy?"

The nameless man outside the door, that is.
It suddenly occurred to her that she didn't even know his name.
Though she planned to escape at the first opportunity, so there was no need to know it.

"Should I at least thank him before I run away?"

For reasons she couldn't understand, she had received quite a lot of help from him.
She had eaten a satisfying meal and slept in a comfortable bed.
If not for him, she would have spent the night hungry and drenched in rain.
He felt almost like a lifesaver.

And now she was in a warm bath.
She couldn't remember the last time she felt this comfortable.
Actually, she was only able to bathe like this because he was outside the door.
...He was still there, right?

"Um, are you still out there?"

"Yeah."

For some reason, that was reassuring.
But then he spoke from outside:

"If you're uncomfortable with me being here, I can pretend I'm not."

"No! Please stay right where you are!"

After saying it, she realized her words sounded strange.
But she decided not to worry about it.
She'd been feeling strange since yesterday anyway.

"It's all because of the Constellation."

She looked up at the empty air.
Then, words appeared in the previously empty space:

[The Constellation watches you with satisfaction.]

"What's there to be satisfied about..."

These were words only she could see.
She only knew that they came from an entity called the "Constellation," but even she didn't know much about it.
What was certain was that the Constellation had greatly helped her get this far.

She hadn't always believed in the Constellation.
But from the moment she confirmed her ancestor's last will with the Constellation's help, she began to pay attention to its words.
And when a coup really happened in the palace just as the Constellation had predicted, she had no choice but to believe.

While fleeing to this place, the Constellation had shown her all sorts of methods. She had to follow its words to survive. Those methods didn't always succeed. But even in those precarious situations, she somehow managed to survive by luck. After all those twists and turns, she arrived here in Basilium.

The Constellation had given her a destination, and to get there, she absolutely had to stop here.
But then problems arose. Too many things had accumulated from her precarious journey so far.
She had somewhat noticed it herself—that it would be difficult to survive the night.

In that situation, a man appeared.
The timing was so convenient that she was suspicious at first.
But the Constellation said:

[The Constellation commands you to trust the man.]

She had no choice but to follow.
That's how it had always been.
So she decided to trust the man, even if it meant being deceived.

What else could she do? Die?
She remembered how her sisters had met their deaths.
Rather than suffering the same fate at the hands of a stranger, she'd prefer to die on the streets.

But the man had rewarded her trust.
At least so far.

"I still can't let my guard down."

She knew how shameless people could be when trying to deceive others.
That knight commander had been like that.
Always with a solemn expression, constantly repeating "Your Highness," but as it turned out, he had been at the forefront of her father's dethronement.
The sense of betrayal she felt when she discovered that was unforgettable.

"So I shouldn't completely trust this man either."

She clearly knew that.
But for some reason, her body wouldn't listen.
She looked at the window at the top of the bathroom wall.

"From the second floor, I probably wouldn't get hurt."

If she could find something to stand on, she could escape through the window.
Then she'd say goodbye to that man.
But for some reason, her body was refusing.

"No, my body wouldn't refuse."

To correct herself, she didn't want to do it.
The bathwater was still warm, and the fragrance continued to tickle her nose.
She wanted to savor this comfort a little longer.

"What's wrong with me..."

Her mind grew hazy with the rising steam.

"What am I doing..."

***

"I'm sorry, sir, but your bathroom time is up."

I was leaning against the door, lost in thought, when I looked up at the employee's words.

"Is it that time already?"

"Yes, could you please ask your sister to come out?"

"Of course."

After entering the bathroom, Elsie had checked if I was still outside for a while, then gone quiet.
She seemed to be enjoying her bath leisurely.
I didn't want to disturb her, so I hadn't called out.
But we couldn't exceed the usage time.

"Elsie. Time's up. Get dressed and come out."

But there was no answer.
I called her again.

"Elsie, Elsie."

Was she sleeping?
I knocked on the door and called her name loudly.

"Elsie!"

Not only was there no answer, there was no reaction at all.
A bad feeling suddenly came over me.

"Could it be?"

I threw open the bathroom door and rushed in.
Thankfully, Elsie was still in the tub.
But it was too early to be relieved.

"Please!"

All sorts of thoughts raced through my mind.
Her body was already in a weakened state.
She might have been allergic to the fragrance.
With these thoughts, I rushed to Elsie, even using my wind ability, and checked for her pulse.

"It should be around here..."

Having learned CPR during my track team activities, I knew where to find a pulse.
Once I found it, I let out a sigh of relief.

"Thank goodness."

Her pulse was faint but definitely there.
So then...

"Elsie, wake up."

She had a pulse but showed no signs of waking.

"Did she faint?"

It seemed the accumulated fatigue had hit her all at once when she finally relaxed.
I couldn't just leave her in the bathroom.

"I guess there's no choice."

After making sure the bathroom door was closed, I took out my spare clothes from my inventory.
Then I gave myself an order.
It was my first time giving such an order, so I wasn't sure if it would work.

"Forget everything you see for the next five minutes."

***

Rustle.

When I turned my head, Elsie was getting up.
Her skin had become white and smooth from the long-awaited bath.
The previous stench had also been sufficiently neutralized by the fragrance.
But that wasn't what concerned me.

"Are you feeling okay?"

At my question, Elsie, who already had a dazed expression, looked even more confused.

"Huh?"

"Don't you remember? You fainted in the bathroom."

"Uh... huh?"

As if she had lost the ability to speak, she just rolled her eyes around before finally remembering something and muttering:

"I was taking a bath in the tub and..."

Suddenly, her earlobes turned red.

"...I fainted?"

She looked at me.
Her eyes were asking for the truth.

"Since she doesn't seem to remember when she fainted..."

I told her a lie.

"Don't worry. You were dressed when I found you."

At that, she put her hand on her chest and sighed with relief.
But then she noticed:

"Whose clothes are these?"

I hadn't thought of that.

"I don't even know anymore."

At least I learned something useful.
I discovered that even with "Absolute Obedience," I can't affect memories.
It seems the ability is limited only to my "body."

Ch.30 - Elsie (1)
"I'm never going to get married now..."

I spoke to Elsie, who was sitting with a look of despair.

"It's fine. I didn't feel anything special anyway."

That's the truth.
It was just like distinguishing between male and female cats.
I didn't feel anything strange.
Besides, having inappropriate feelings for a kid like her would be a crime.

"Trash."

Yeah, even I thought that sounded wrong.
I scratched my head.
I couldn't think of any excuse anymore.

After quietly observing me for a moment, Elsie said:

"Well, I'll forgive you."

"Huh?"

"I said I'll forgive you. You didn't see on purpose. You were trying to save me because you thought I was in danger."

That's certainly true.
Thinking about it, I hadn't done anything wrong.
I just...

"You probably didn't even know I was a girl. That's why you let me sleep in the same room."

That's not it?
I knew she was a girl, but I only saw her as a pitiful stray cat, which is why I let her stay.
But if I mentioned this, it would surely cause problems, so I decided to stay quiet.

"I'll forgive you. But I have one condition."

"What is it?"

"Keep it a secret that I'm a girl."

"Of course. But..."

There seemed to be a problem with that promise.

"I might be fooled, but I don't think other people will be."

Certainly, if she still had her previous grimy appearance, some people might have been fooled.
But after washing all that away, her appearance had changed.
Her fair, smooth skin and bright blonde hair seemed to radiate light on their own.

*Could it be because of her trait?*

The trait in her status.
[Royal Authority of Reim Kingdom (Great)]
As a player in the game, I couldn't feel this trait, but facing it now, I could sense it quite vividly.

*So this is what that trait was like.*

No matter what, it might be difficult to hide such a trait.
But with hair that radiant, she would stand out wherever she went.
I unfolded the handkerchief I had. Since her hair was short and her head small, this should be enough.

"Let's cover your hair before we go out."

***

The place I headed with Elsie was a shop selling dyes.

"What color do you want? Black would be the safest, right?"

As I was selecting dyes, Elsie asked with a bewildered expression:

"W-wait. Why do I need to dye my hair?"

"Were you planning to keep walking around with ashes on your head? If it rains, it'll all wash away."

"Well..."

I asked the hesitant Elsie again:

"So what color do you want?"

"...Black."

After purchasing the black dye she chose, I got some advice from the shop owner about hair dyeing.
It seemed more troublesome than expected, but not impossible.

"Let's go back to the inn to dye your hair."

Following me back to the inn with the dye, Elsie urgently asked:

"How long have you known?"

"Known what?"

"That I'm... a fugitive."

If I explained that I knew her because I was a being like a constellation, I'd only receive strange looks.
Fortunately, there was a way to explain without going into that.

"You obviously looked like someone on the run. And your hair color isn't common around here."

"You made that judgment based on just that?"

However, Elsie didn't seem convinced.
Finally, I decided to use what I'd been saving.

"I heard about the coup in the Reim Kingdom."

Elsie's eyes widened.

"You...!"

"Let's continue this conversation at the inn. Even if we lower our voices, there might be ears listening."

***

"Just how much do you know?"

Information disparity.
This powerful weapon, which I had also used when dealing with Gwen, was quite effective.
Of course, it required careful handling compared to physical force, which I preferred, but I knew how to use it when necessary.

"Close your eyes, the dye's going in."

"Answer me first..."

"Didn't dye just get in your mouth?"

"Ugh, ptooey!"

I wasn't sure what the dye was made of, but even just smelling it was incredibly bitter.

"I asked how much you know."

"That there was a coup in the kingdom, the palace was closed, and during that process, the third princess disappeared. About that much?"

Elsie's mouth fell open.
Watch out for the dye.

I silently applied the black dye to Elsie's hair as she fell quiet.
The spring sunlight coming through the window was warm, and Elsie's hair, though short, was quite soft.

"So you knew I was a princess and helped me?"

That's not it.

"Well, that doesn't really matter to me. Whether you're a princess of the Reim Kingdom or not doesn't concern me."

"Are you after something in return?"

Finding out her destination.
That could be a fair exchange, but I could have discovered that without helping her this much.
If I had left her alone, she naturally wouldn't have made it to Sak.
The reason I helped her was different.

"I told you before. I helped you because I felt sorry for you."

There was no other reason.
After meeting Gwen and living with Weiss, I had started thinking about the people of this world.
And the girl I met was, as far as I knew, one of the most unfortunate characters in this world.

I wanted to help her if I could.
Maybe that's why I had been postponing asking about her destination.
I still wasn't sure how I should act if I heard that her destination was Sak.

But one thing was certain: I didn't want her to die as a fugitive.

"I just want you, as a human being, to survive."

When I killed the 71st Demon King, Pin's death was unavoidable.
But his death was my first encounter with death.
If Elsie were to die because I ignored her, I would regret it forever.

"This should be enough."

After thoroughly applying the dye to her hair, I wrapped her head with a handkerchief.
Now we just needed to wait a bit before rinsing it out.

"You said you want me to survive."

"Did I?"

Elsie wore a rather serious expression.

"If I told you that you might die in exchange for my survival, would you still protect me?"

That was a question worth considering.

*If I might die...*

Obviously, I wouldn't protect her.
After all, my life is my top priority right now.
Even the previous Demon King subjugation was because I had a chance of winning, and I was tempted by the SP reward, not just to protect the village at the risk of my life.

But...

"It's fine as long as we don't die, right?"

Elsie was once again dumbfounded by my response.

"Think carefully. The trackers hired by the kingdom all carry deadly weapons. Even warriors from the Holy City Hylen were after me."

As far as I knew, those warriors weren't real warriors.
They were probably warrior candidates. Real warriors would earn more profit hunting Chaos Beasts than taking money from the kingdom.
If real warriors started chasing Elsie, her death would be inevitable.

*Even someone like me could defeat those guys.*

The problem was how to convince Elsie of this.
I could show her my Relic or swordsmanship to convince her.
But that might make Elsie feel more burdened.

"Listen, Elsie."

So what I'm about to say is half truth and half lie.

"The truth is, I also have somewhere I need to go. I'm just staying here temporarily. After helping you survive on your own without being discovered, I'll have to leave for that place immediately."

"You're leaving?"

"Probably tomorrow. So don't worry about me."

I unwrapped the handkerchief from her head.
Then I brought over a basin of water and started rinsing her hair.

*The dye took well.*

With this, it would be difficult to think of her as a princess.
The trackers hired by the kingdom probably hadn't seen the princess's appearance directly either.

"Ah..."

Elsie seemed uncomfortable with her black hair, pulling her bangs forward to look at them.

"Um, it doesn't look strange, does it?"

"Of course not."

Despite the black hair, the subtle aura flowing from her couldn't be hidden.
I needed to think more about how to conceal that.

"Really, it's not strange?"

"I told you it's not. It looks like your hair was always black. Whoever dyed it did a good job."

"Then, would you like to go out again?"

"Go out?"

What's with this sudden change from someone who was just talking about trackers?

*I was planning to go out again anyway.*

I couldn't keep her wearing my ill-fitting clothes forever.
I was already planning to go out again to buy clothes and other necessities.

"But will you be okay going outside?"

"I've dyed my hair now. It's not completely safe, but I want to go out."

She hesitated for a moment before continuing.

"...You said you're leaving tomorrow. So today should be fine, right?"

Ch.31 - Elsie (2)
I failed in my attempt to buy women's clothes for her.
From a fashion enthusiast's perspective, she would have looked beautiful, which is a shame.
Though in this case, Elsie's judgment was probably right.

"Come to think of it, does that mean you knew I was a woman from the beginning?"

Her sudden attack caught me off guard.
This was karma for all the lies I'd built up.

"Well, I don't particularly mind either way."

But for some reason, she casually brushed it off.

"By the way, this is delicious."

Elsie was holding skewers in both hands.
We had already eaten a hearty dinner at a restaurant earlier.
As I noticed when we first met, it's amazing how much food fits into her small frame.
If she had been born in Korea, she might have become a famous eating show YouTuber.

"Are we done shopping?"

Elsie's mouth was covered in sauce as she asked.
I nodded.
I had bought almost everything I needed while helping Elsie with her shopping.

"Then there's somewhere I'd like to go. Would you come with me?"

"Somewhere you want to go?"

"Yes, I found it while wandering around looking for a place to stay."

"It's not too far, is it?"

"It's right around here."

I had no reason to refuse.
I was curious about this place she wanted to visit.

And soon, I came to regret that decision.

*What a steep hill!*

The incline seemed to stretch on endlessly.
While it might be close in a straight line, I hadn't expected it to be uphill.
Elsie climbed effortlessly, but I couldn't openly use my wind powers.

"How much further do we have to climb?"

"We're almost there!"

After climbing for quite some time, an open space finally came into view.
And beyond that space, something sparkling caught my eye.

*What's that?*

Looking down at the scenery below, I could see a massive ruby-red crystal shining brightly.
It was Basil's barrier stone.

"When you climb up here, you can see that."

The barrier stone that single-handedly prevented the destruction of the Basil region was surrounded by high, thick walls.
Only a select few with permission could enter those walls.
But from this height, we could see the barrier stone beyond the walls.

*Is that faint shimmer around it a magical barrier?*

It seems they've taken precautions against long-range attacks from high places like this.
While I was analyzing the area around the barrier stone:

"Isn't it beautiful?"

"Huh?"

"That one red stone creating this sunset-colored sky above us."

I tilted my head back, following her gaze.
A red sky the color of sunset stretched above us.

"It certainly is."

I might have regretted not seeing this barrier stone before leaving Basilium.
After all, the barrier stone forms the foundation of the warrior system.
A warrior's most basic duty is to return barrier fragments to the barrier stone to extend its lifespan.
Warriors exist for the barrier stone, and through it, they protect the world.

For my current goal of becoming a warrior, that barrier stone was essential.

"Hey, Els—"
"Um..."

Our voices overlapped.

"You go first."

"Well, could I know your name?"

That much was fine.
One of the few advantages of being Allen Plake was not being famous.
I didn't mind telling someone like Elsie my name.

"Allen Plake. Just call me Allen. We're probably not that far apart in age anyway."

"Allen..."

Now it was my turn to ask a question.
The question I'd been putting off.

"Elsie, are you planning to stay in Basil?"

"What?"

"I'm asking if you have somewhere else you're thinking of going."

Elsie seemed to consider for a moment.
But soon she made up her mind and told me.

"Actually, I was planning to go to Sak once I saved enough money. But I don't have any money yet, and I don't know how to earn any..."

As I thought.
If she had survived this far, the player must have been guiding Elsie toward Sak.
But in her answer, I sensed an opportunity.

*The player might not be a beginner, but they lack cultivation skills.*

Another reason this route is difficult:
Elsie doesn't know how to earn money for the trip to Sak.
Because of this, she feels disconnected from the command to go to Sak.
I needed to exploit that disconnect.

"Elsie, you need to remember carefully what I'm about to tell you."

This route is probably one no one has ever tried before. No, I can guarantee it's a new route.
Because I, Allen Plake, am a necessary condition for it.

"Have you heard of the Ridwald family?"

"The Ridwald family? I've heard of them. They once led the Red Knights, but they've declined now."

"What about the Rose Warrior?"

She shook her head.

"As far as I know, the Ridwald family is still one of the few that hasn't betrayed the king. The coup forces don't bother them only because the Ridwald influence has weakened."

Elsie's eyes widened.
I continued:

"The Rose Warrior became a warrior to restore the Ridwald family. And she's about to take the final step toward that goal."

In a few years, she would find the Sword of Roses.
But before that, there was something she wanted to prepare.

"She's looking for an heir. I heard she recently left for the southern part of Basil. There's only one village in the south, and with her appearance, you can't mistake her."

I reached into my bag.
Inside was a shabby robe I had placed there earlier.
It was given to me by Gwen.
I didn't need it anymore since I could buy a new one.

"Show her this and tell her Allen Plake sent you. Ask her to take you as her heir."

From Gwen's perspective, someone like Elsie would be sufficient as an heir.
If properly trained, Elsie could become one of the top five strongest characters I've ever developed.
She's weak now, but her talent is the late-blooming type.
Gwen should be able to recognize that much.

"Did you get all that?"

Just as I was asking if she missed anything:

"Allen...!"

Suddenly, something heavy collided with my torso.
Looking down, I saw Elsie's dyed black hair.
Her hands gripped my clothes tightly.

"Thank you..."

I felt something warm on my chest.
Elsie was crying.

"Thank you so much for helping me."

Having developed Elsie before, I could understand her to some extent.
Betrayed by the royal knights she trusted, she had fled here with all her might, without a single person she could trust.
Though it's embarrassing to say myself, I was probably the first person she felt she could trust.

As she wept bitterly, I silently stroked her head.

***

That evening back at the inn.
I was checking my supplies and plans for departure.
Elsie, watching me with puffy eyes, carefully asked:

"Allen, I know this might be rude, but... couldn't you come with me to this Gwen person?"

"No, I have somewhere else I need to go."

It would also be inconsiderate to seek out Gwen for any purpose other than becoming her heir.
She and I both had our own paths to follow urgently.
We would probably meet again only after we had each achieved what we wanted.

"So tomorrow morning will really be the last time we see each other?"

"That's right."

After answering, I extinguished the candle by the bed.

"Good night, Elsie."

Then I left the room.
Although Elsie had insisted on sharing a room, now that she knew I was aware she was a woman, continuing to share felt awkward.
Of course, there were other reasons too.

*Well, shall I get going?*

Actually, saying tomorrow morning would be our last time together was a lie.
I planned to leave tonight.
When Elsie woke up tomorrow morning, she wouldn't be able to find me in this city.

*But first, let me take care of one last thing regarding Elsie.*

I opened my status window and scrolled down to the Stigma section.
There was a newly opened secondary succession Stigma.
I focused on the succession trait.
Thanks to the SP gained from defeating the Demon King, I had enough to inherit it, but I hadn't done so yet just in case.

*This should be safe to inherit now.*

I needed it right away anyway.
Without hesitation, I inherited the trait.

Ch.32 - Elsie (3)
I felt it anew—the night air was still chilly.

Moreover, even a city the size of Basilium became eerily quiet at night, adding to the gloomy atmosphere.

After wandering around the city for quite some time, I stopped walking.

*This should be enough, right?*

I looked back.

I had merely circled the city a few times; I hadn't done anything else.

Nevertheless, quite a number of people had gathered behind me.

*Were there this many?*

I tried to estimate the number of people visible.

*About eight that I can see.*

There would be even more if I counted those still hiding.

These were all people hired by the kingdom to track down Princess Ersiara.

I'm amazed at how she managed to escape from the kingdom all the way to here.

But why are they following me, you ask?

Well...

*These guys don't know what the princess looks like.*

I'd felt eyes on me since arriving in this town.

At first, I didn't understand the nature of those assessing gazes, but once I learned Elsie was here, I realized.

*They think I might be the princess.*

If they had eyewitness information from Holy City Hylen, they would know the princess was disguised as a man.

And coincidentally, I appeared around this time with blonde hair similar to the princess's—though mine is a bit duller.

*But they weren't certain.*

That's why they didn't dare approach me during the day when there were witnesses, or when I was with Elsie.

They were just observing until they could confirm I was the princess.

But now things were different. I was alone, and they had no reason to hesitate.

So I had only one thing to do.

Convince them.

I opened my mouth.

"Why are you all hesitating?"

The intimidating aura in my voice spread through the air.

***

On a deserted street at night.

Several men were moving stealthily.

"Is that really the princess?"

"What have you been hearing? They said the princess was disguised as a man. Besides, blonde hair like that isn't common around here."

They were following a blonde boy.

"But isn't the blonde a bit dull?"

"Probably covered with ash or something."

"And isn't he bigger than we heard?"

"Kids grow fast. The people from the kingdom probably remember how the princess looked before."

"So..."

The man receiving all these questions replied impatiently.

"Enough. No one's watching anyway. Let's just grab him and threaten him—that'll settle it."

Of course, even he felt something was off.

The boy wasn't doing anything suspicious, just continuously circling the town.

*He seems to be trying to lose us, but that won't work.*

As the boy walked, more trackers besides themselves kept appearing.

Among them was even a man claiming to be a warrior candidate.

But as the number of trackers increased, so did their anxiety. After all, they'd have to split the reward among more people.

It was while feeling this anxiety that the boy finally stopped walking.

Then he turned around.

*What's happening?*

Though they quickly hid, somehow it felt like the boy had made eye contact with them.

The boy, now facing them, stood quietly for a moment before speaking.

"Why are you all hesitating?"

His voice spread through the space in an instant.

Though it was just an ordinary taunt, there was something else in that voice.

Intimidation, charisma, and beyond those—dignity.

The man was convinced.

"That's the princess!"

***

*They took the bait.*

The hesitant trackers were now charging at me with fire in their eyes.

Inheritance 1: [Rose Emblem (Minor)]
Inheritance 2: [Royal Emblem (Minor)]
Inheritance 3: (Inactive)

The second Stigma I inherited was the Royal Emblem.

It was a Stigma I inherited from Ersiara, whom I had trained.

And now its inherited trait was shining.

[Authority of the Reim Royal Family (Minor)]
Grants a degree of dignity and charisma befitting the bloodline of the Reim royal family. However, activation of the Relic [Sword of the Royal Family] is impossible.

In some ways, it's a useless trait that offers almost no help in battle. If it were the original [Authority of the Reim Royal Family (Major)], I could at least activate the royal sword, but even that's impossible.

Ersiara simply had insane growth potential, but the trait itself is utterly worthless. Not to mention her other dud skills like [Court Etiquette].

That's why the Royal Emblem was once one of the most avoided Stigmas.

Until I discovered another use for [Authority of the Reim Royal Family (Minor)].

A certain fraudulent training device in Sak.

If one inherited just this trait, any character could use that device which was originally only accessible to Princess Ersiara.

There were various conditions—like not being a warrior—but still.

Regardless of all that.

I decided to apply this trait to protect Elsie as well.

From this moment on...

*I'm becoming the third princess of the Reim Kingdom.*

<Trait [Absolute Obedience] is activated.>

The trackers charged at me.

They were careless because I appeared unarmed.

*Just a little more...*

I needed to wait until as many of them as possible were within range.

Waiting patiently, I took out Gravitus Replicant from my inventory.

I made the sword as light as possible.

Then I imbued the lightened sword with the power of wind.

It was a motion that had become natural through repeated practice.

*Now!*

As the enemies were startled by the sword that suddenly appeared out of nowhere, I slashed at them with incredible speed.

They probably couldn't even see it properly.

But blood was already spraying along the path where my sword had passed.

"Argh!"

"R-run away!"

The more perceptive ones had already started fleeing.

But most chose to watch rather than escape.

*Still not enough.*

At this rate, they would continue to pursue me.

A few would be fine, but there were still too many.

*No choice?*

Just as I raised my sword toward a man who had fallen to the ground—

"You're quite skilled, Princess."

Someone who had been watching stepped forward.

He was holding a rather heavy-looking sword in one hand.

*Can he actually swing that thing?*

Moreover, the sword was emitting a faint light.

It must be a Relic.

*Should I avoid this?*

No, this was actually a good opportunity.

Judging by how the others made way for him, I could tell he was respected within the tracker group.

Nothing would be more convincing than defeating someone like him.

*Besides, if it's a Relic I don't know about...*

It's likely a 1-star Relic.

If so, I didn't need to worry much about variables.

Most 1-star Relics merely have the appearance of Relics without any significant effects.

But then I heard something irritating.

"Shall we play a bit, brother?"

A chill ran down my arm.

But I had no time to dwell on it.

The man was already swinging his sword at me.

*I'll kill this one.*

I decided to go all out.

I twisted my sword to deflect his attack.

It was a heavy blow matching his heavy sword.

But it didn't matter as long as I didn't take it head-on.

After deflecting the attack, I immediately thrust my sword to counterattack.

But the man nimbly bent his upper body to avoid it.

He dodged even with the power of wind added—he must have anticipated it.

He's experienced in fighting people.

"Hmm, quite fast, aren't you?"

While complimenting me, the man raised his knee.

His knee struck my solar plexus as I was diving in toward him.

"Ugh..."

My vision narrowed momentarily.

*Breathe!*

<Trait [Absolute Obedience] is activated.>

The pain felt like my lungs were being torn apart.

But I could force myself to breathe again.

I used my sword to block the man's next attack.

Seeing me, he smiled and said:

"Be a good princess and behave. I don't want to damage you too much."

He didn't seem to consider the possibility of losing at all.

He swung his sword again with confidence.

*We'll see.*

But I didn't think I would lose either.

His swinging sword and my Gravitus Replicant collided.

It was the man who was pushed back. That's because I had greatly increased the sword's weight just before impact.

The man made a dumbfounded sound.

"Huh?"

My wrist was throbbing.

Nevertheless, I moved on to the next action without hesitation.

Letting go of the sword, I pulled out Amya from the air.

And I drove it into the man's neck.

The sensation of crushing bone and penetrating deep.

He was definitely dead.

Having determined this, I pulled out Amya.

The man who met his death in an instant wore an expression of disbelief.

The others who witnessed the scene looked the same.

This should do it.

*Now they won't dare chase me recklessly.*

After roughly wiping the blood from Amya and Gravitus on the man's clothes, I put them back in my inventory.

The street was enveloped in silence again.

The trackers had hidden themselves once more, watching me warily.

*Time to get going, then.*

A few will probably continue to follow me.

Then they'll report accordingly.

That the princess headed to Sak.

***

"Yawn..."

A cozy bed.

Warm sunlight coming through the window.

It was too difficult to open her eyes in such a comfortable environment.

But she had to get up.

*Today is the day Allen leaves.*

Rising from the bed, she took out the hand mirror she had bought yesterday.

Her reflection was a mess.

Eye boogers everywhere, disheveled hair.

*I can't let Allen see me like this.*

She no longer remembered what she looked like when she first met Allen.

She looked for the basin of water she had prepared for washing her face.

While doing so, she noticed something placed by her pillow that hadn't been there the night before.

*What's this?*

It was a letter.

A sudden ominous feeling came over her.

*No.*

She immediately rushed out of the room.

And approached an inn employee.

"Excuse me, do you know when the blonde man staying with me checked out?"

"Oh, your brother? He hasn't checked out yet."

"Really? Could you tell me which room he's in?"

If he hadn't checked out yet, he might still be around.

Full of hope, she was soon disappointed by the employee's answer.

"Huh? It's room 201, of course."

The employee's response suggested it was a strange question.

Room 201 was the very room she had just left.

Allen had never taken a separate room to begin with.

*No way...*

After thanking the employee, she returned to the room.

All that remained was the letter.

With trembling hands, she carefully unfolded it.

~
To Elsie,

Something urgent came up, and I had to leave Basil earlier than planned.
You probably won't see me in the morning. I'm leaving this letter instead.
I only have one thing to tell you.
If you study hard under Ms. Gwen, we'll surely meet again soon.
I can promise you that much. I'll work hard for that too.
I've left some coins under the bed for you to use as needed.

Allen
~

Until the end, he was a liar.

But she couldn't blame him.

As far as she knew, he had never deceived her with bad intentions.

"Allen..."

She had done nothing for him.

Yet Allen had pulled her up from the gutter to solid ground.

So she made a vow.

Someday when she meets Allen again.

She will definitely repay him.

She will gain the strength to do so.
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--- External Record (4) ---

Broadcast Date: 2021.07.14 21:28:15
Broadcaster: MintLemon
Viewers: 20312

- ?
- Why is Allen appearing here?
- Was there an event like this?
- It's not in the wiki

Allen was helping Ersiara on screen as if it were perfectly natural.
Ersiara, who had been on the verge of death until recently, quickly regained her health.

- Is this a crossing encounter?
- Does that make sense? For that to happen, someone would have had to fully develop Allen
- Come to think of it, wasn't something similar posted on the HunBGal forum before?
- That ended with the post being deleted and people arguing whether it was fake or not

The confused chat continued.
The chat was moving faster than usual, making it difficult to even read.
Then a donation message arrived.

"Thank you for your donation, BulbousEyes!"

- Couldn't MintLemon just check Allen's information directly?

That message instantly calmed the fighting in the chat.
It was a fair point.
She could just check Allen's information herself and settle the matter.

Gulp.

Allen Plake, suddenly appearing to help her character.
Was this a hidden event, or a crossing encounter?
Either way, it wasn't ordinary.
With trembling hands, she moved her mouse cursor over Allen Plake.

Click

<Status>
1. Information
Name: Allen Plake
Age: 16
Gender: Male
Race: Human
Stigma: Symbol of ???

2. Stats
Health: F+
Strength: D-
Agility: D
Magic Power: F

Up to this point, it was at the level of an ordinary Allen Plake.
His stats were somewhat high, but it wasn't unheard of for Allen Plake to grow this much occasionally.
However, from the next section onward, unexpected things began to appear.

3. Skills
[Swordsmanship (B+)]
[Power of Wind (B-)]

At this point, those watching the screen became convinced.
This Allen Plake was no ordinary NPC.

- Swordsmanship B+ means he inherited an SS-rank one
- More importantly, where did he get that Power of Wind?
- It's in the wiki, but it supposedly appears with a very low probability in the Ordeal.
- So someone cleared the Ordeal as Allen Plake?

And then, something appeared that pushed people further into confusion.

4. Traits
[Absolute Obedience]
[Premature Growth (Minor)]

- Absolute Obedience?
- Hey, that's not even in the wiki lol
- What the heck is that?

And finally, just as the player name below was about to be revealed—

[MintLemon's broadcast is currently offline~ See you next time~]

The broadcast suddenly cut off.

- Huh?
- That's crossing the line
- Open the door, host!

--- This record is preserved before deletion by ? and distribution is prohibited ---

Ch.33 - Gate (1)
## Eastern Basil Region

A small village stood in an isolated location, separate from other towns. It consisted of a few civilian houses and a carriage station where horses and coachmen stayed.

In truth, it was too small to properly call a village. Its function was primarily as a carriage station connecting the Sak and Basil regions. Taking a carriage from here was essentially the only way to reach Sak.

The reason for this was the "Gate."
A path connecting between barriers—a Gate.
Despite its impressive name, it was merely a road created by placing barrier fragments at regular intervals. Still, for ordinary people without Relics, using Gates was the only realistic way to travel between barriers.

*Even warriors would face the same limitation.*

Unless the barriers were adjacent like the Reim Kingdom and Holy City Hylen, even warriors would struggle to travel on foot between distant barriers like Sak and Basil. This essentially forced everyone to use carriages, which meant using the Gates.

However, warriors didn't lose out by taking carriages. Even though Gates were essentially elongated barriers, the barrier fragments that composed them had limited lifespans. Sometimes Gates would break, or Chaos Beasts would squeeze through weakened sections. To minimize these risks, coachmen actually paid warriors a certain amount to ride their carriages.

Generally, the stronger the warrior, the higher the payment. Having powerful warriors aboard allowed them to charge other passengers more. Eventually, some warriors began specializing exclusively in carriage escort duty.

"Honestly, what job could be sweeter than this?"

"Exactly. We earn almost the same as those idiots risking their lives fighting Chaos Beasts."

Two men who looked like warriors were drinking and snickering in a corner of the carriage station.

*I should avoid carriages with escorts like them.*

Their original skill level didn't matter. Encounters with Chaos Beasts while escorting carriages were rare, which meant their combat instincts would inevitably deteriorate.

*They'd probably die if they encountered a strong Chaos Beast.*

Even though the chances of meeting Chaos Beasts at Gates were slim, I didn't want to bet my life on statistics. Saving money by riding with guys like that would be like crossing the Pacific on a raft. Even massive ships like the Titanic could sink—that's the nature of Chaos territory.

*I have enough money, so I should find a carriage with a decent warrior.*

I began examining the carriages, hoping to find a proper warrior, preferably one I recognized. Then finally, I spotted someone.

*That person...*

A warrior wearing a black cloak and hat was sitting quietly in a carriage. Though not a playable character, I somewhat recognized this warrior. Someone who occasionally appeared on high-ranking warrior lists during gameplay.

*Their skills should be reliable.*

With that assessment, I approached the coachman.

"Excuse me, how much is this carriage?"

The coachman glanced at the warrior in the back and replied.

"The warrior is quite high-ranked, but we settled on one silver coin."

One silver coin was enough to cover a month's lodging at an inn. Still, considering a strong warrior was accompanying us, it wasn't a bad price.

"Here you go."

I handed the silver coin to the coachman, who placed it in a chest at his feet.

"Get in quickly. The warrior seems to be in a hurry, so we agreed to depart at noon if we don't gather enough passengers by then."

Following his instructions, I boarded the carriage and sat diagonally across from the man in an awkward atmosphere. Fortunately, the reasonable price proved effective, and all passenger seats were filled before noon.

"We're departing now."

***

Several hours after departure.

"Do you know what's trending in Sak these days? Well..."

The middle-aged man beside me talked incessantly without showing any signs of fatigue. Initially, I pretended to listen out of boredom, but now his repetitive chatter was making me nauseous.

*Meanwhile...*

The warrior was resting his chin on his hand, gazing outside the bumpy carriage. His taciturn demeanor inspired confidence, but I couldn't guess what he was thinking.

*Not that it matters anyway.*

We were just traveling together until we reached Sak. Unless I challenged high-ranking warriors someday, our paths wouldn't cross again.

"Hey, young master. Young master!"

Hearing the middle-aged man calling someone, I turned my head. He was looking at me.

"Me?"

"Yes, who else would I be calling young master here?"

Young master? That was a first. I'd been traveling in shabby clothes from my hometown to Basilium, but now I was wearing new clothes purchased in Basilium.

"With that blonde hair and your aura, you don't seem like a country person. Are you perhaps a noble from the Reim Kingdom?"

I was taken aback but quickly realized this was due to my [Royal Authority of Reim] characteristic. Though less pronounced than Elsie's, it seemed my unique aura was still noticeable.

*I should have asked Elsie how she conceals it.*

Elsie probably developed techniques while on the run, which is why she barely emitted that aura in public. But I hadn't learned those techniques yet.

"It's fine, no need to hide it. Despite appearances, I've met many nobles while doing business in the Reim Kingdom."

The man laughed heartily. Since it was awkward to deny it at this point, I just smiled in response.

"So what brings you to Reim Kingdom?"

There was no need to share details.

"I'm meeting an acquaintance."

That wasn't a lie. Someone I knew one-sidedly was still an acquaintance.

"I see. And what about you, miss? What's your business?"

The man asked the woman sitting across from me. She too seemed uninterested in his chatter, staring out the window opposite from where the warrior was looking.

"Well, if you don't want to talk, that's fine."

Yes, that was the wise response. I was foolish to engage with him in the first place. And so I continued to endure my punishment.

Just then, we heard horses neighing, and the carriage slowly came to a halt.

*We shouldn't have arrived yet, right?*

Something must have happened. The warrior also removed his hand from his chin and began surveying the surroundings.

*What's going on?*

The silence suggested it wasn't a Chaos Beast. As we remained alert, the coachman opened the side door and said:

"An inspector from Sak wants to search the carriage. I ask for your understanding."

An inspector from Sak? There had never been such an event at Gates in the game. I tried to think if I had anything problematic on me. Fortunately, all my Relics were stored in my inventory.

"Excuse me."

A man approached the side of the carriage.

"There have been some unfortunate incidents in Sak recently, so I apologize, but we're conducting inspections."

The man naturally climbed onto the carriage. When I saw him, I froze.

*Why is a Demon King here?*

The 54th Demon King, Laus. He was considered weak among Demon Kings, but still not an opponent I could defeat. The same went for the warrior across from me.

*You'd need at least a high-ranking warrior.*

At minimum—and even most high-ranking warriors would struggle alone. In this situation, it was actually fortunate that the warrior across from me hadn't recognized the Demon King.

*But why would a Demon King be in a place like this...*

I tried to recall anything from the game that might explain his presence during this period, but nothing came to mind.

*Demon Kings should be busy with other matters right now.*

They wouldn't have the luxury of sending a Demon King to a place like this. As I racked my brain, he continued thoroughly inspecting the carriage.

"Hmm, it seems..."

His eyes met mine. I realized it was too late to look away.

*Stay calm.*

<Characteristic [Absolute Obedience] activates.>

My trembling hands steadied. After briefly making eye contact, he fortunately looked away.

"Nothing here."

He got off the carriage.

"You may proceed."

With this approval, the coachman started driving again. As the carriage began moving, the Demon King's figure receded into the distance. Only then could I breathe again.

*But why was a Demon King here?*

Just then, the carriage stopped again.

***

"Hey, Violet."

(Laus? What is it?)

The Demon King Laus, who had been pretending to be a Sak inspector, spoke irritably to Demon King Violet.

"How long are you going to keep me stationed here? It seems Sak has noticed me."

(It wasn't my order. There's no point complaining to me.)

"Then tell our sister when I can participate in the operation over there."

(Fine, fine, that's enough!)

There was no further signal from Violet.
Laus gritted his teeth. He was displeased that they only revealed the 71st Demon King after hiding him until his death, while using Laus himself merely for cleanup.

*If they'd fled elsewhere, they would have done so already.*

He was searching for a powerful warrior capable of killing the 71st Demon King. Even though the 71st was weak, a Demon King's regenerative abilities couldn't be ignored. Killing one by shattering it to pieces would require at least a high-ranking warrior.

*Come to think of it, that carriage earlier...*

He recalled the man riding in the carriage. The man emitted the aura of a fairly strong warrior, though not the high-ranking one he was seeking.

*Even stuck in a place like this, I should accomplish something.*

He couldn't reveal his identity as a Demon King. Doing so would cost more than he'd gain, especially since unlike the 71st, he couldn't change his appearance.

*This should be sufficient then.*

He detected a powerful Chaos Beast nearby and commanded:

"Kill them."

Ch.34 - Gate (2)
"Geez. A censor in a place like this? What on earth is happening in Sak?"

After the censor's approval, the coachman started driving again. Fortunately, it seemed none of his passengers were suspicious.

"Making us stop in the middle of the Gate..."

Although they say Chaos Beasts rarely appear at Gates, the eerie feeling characteristic of Chaos wasn't entirely absent. He too was only working as a coachman traveling through Gates because of money, and he planned to leave this job as soon as he saved enough.

"About halfway to Sak now."

Still a long way to go. While in the Gate, water and hay for the horses were limited, so it was always better to hurry.

That's when it happened. His horse suddenly stopped.

"Huh?"

He pulled the reins, but the horse didn't respond. Like a statue, it remained motionless.

"What's wrong with you?"

As he was about to get down from the driver's seat to check on the horse, he noticed its head was turned to the left. His gaze naturally followed in that direction. And he too froze.

"W-what is that...!"

It was something even he, with over a decade of experience as a coachman, had never seen before.

***

The carriage suddenly stopped again. The old man who was about to speak also fell silent, and the carriage interior was enveloped in silence.

"What's happening now?"

Just then, the warrior peering outside muttered, "Damn it."

He immediately jumped out of the carriage. I also poked my head out in the same direction. And then I saw it.

"That's...!"

It was slowly approaching us. With its enormous size and unrecognizable form, it was a Chaos Beast. Though still quite far away, judging by its speed, a collision seemed inevitable.

"Something that size..."

It's not a common one. Even decent warriors would struggle unless they attacked in groups. And there was only one warrior here.

"Damn it."

I had said it before. Crossing the Gate between Basil and Sak was like crossing the Pacific Ocean. And the carriage I chose was like a massive ship, a Titanic of sorts. But...

"Even the Titanic sank in the end."

No matter how capable a warrior is, facing that alone would be too much. Even Gwen would find it challenging. Maybe the old player version of me could handle it, but my experiences here told me otherwise.

"What's he planning?"

The warrior who got off the carriage quietly placed his hand on his sword, watching the approaching Chaos Beast. At this rate, the Chaos Beast would collide with the Gate. If that happened, the Chaos Beast's power would weaken slightly, but everyone except me and the warrior would be exposed directly to Chaos as the Gate collapsed.

"Is that what he's aiming for?"

I watched the warrior who was just standing there, doing nothing. Perhaps he was trying to catch the Chaos Beast at the cost of our lives.

"What should I do?"

My intervention wouldn't change anything. No, it might lead to the worst outcome. We all might die, including the warrior.

"But even so..."

I looked at the other two passengers in the carriage. We had only just met, sharing a carriage ride. But I didn't want them to die.

"Then..."

I had to persuade the warrior. I would help a little, so we should fight outside the Gate. Just as I was about to get off the carriage...

"Huh?"

The warrior's figure suddenly disappeared. And then...

*Swoosh*

The sound of wind being cut echoed. The man had somehow reached right in front of the Chaos Beast.

"When did he get there?"

Following the sound of the wind came an explosion. The explosion occurred outside the Gate. The man was... striking the Chaos Beast with his bare hands.

"Insane..."

It was hard to follow with my eyes. With god-like movements, the man dodged the Chaos Beast's attacks and calmly delivered punch after punch. Each time, there was an explosion like a bomb, and the Chaos Beast's form rippled.

"Help him? Yeah right."

I'm embarrassed I even thought about helping. The battle between the man and the Chaos Beast was already beyond the realm where an ordinary person like me could intervene. If I had, I would have been crushed instantly, like a shrimp caught between fighting whales.

*BOOM*

With one straight punch, the massive Chaos Beast was sent flying dozens of meters. But the man closed the distance instantly and continued his relentless attacks. Pieces of the Chaos Beast scattered in all directions, but the man seemed to have some kind of barrier, as nothing splattered on him.

"I was wrong."

My judgment that the man couldn't defeat the Chaos Beast was based on my past experiences. The Chaos Beast he was facing looked abnormally strong. The problem was that I hadn't properly experienced what a warrior was capable of.

The only warrior I had encountered was Gwen. Even she probably hadn't shown her full strength in front of me. Besides, without the Sword of Roses, she wasn't among the strongest warriors.

"I shouldn't have applied my experiences to a warrior in the first place."

I've been feeling lately that as I synchronize with this game world, my judgment as a player has been clouding. If I were still a player, I wouldn't have had such concerns. As if to prove this, the man's fist tore through space.

*CRACK*

It was the final blow. The Chaos Beast shattered into pieces. Amidst it all, the man stood as if nothing had happened. This was the caliber of a proper warrior.

"These monsters easily ignore reality anyway."

While I deal with mere bandits and thugs, warriors face Chaos Beasts the size of houses and harder than steel. High-ranking warriors can split mountains and drain lakes. At the Saint level... individuals can affect entire continents.

I had become complacent due to recent successes. The warrior I aim to become must be at least that strong. Otherwise, I'll remain a perpetual warrior candidate. Just like Allen Plake in the 100th cycle.

"He tried hard. But in the end, he couldn't overcome reality."

The wall of reality was high and thick. Even higher than the Gate between me and that warrior. For the current me, it was beyond reach even on tiptoes.

"Let's depart again."

As if it was his natural duty since he was paid by the coachman, the warrior returned to the carriage after defeating the Chaos Beast. His clothes were free of any Chaos Beast filth. The old man, who had been chatty until now, was just pale-faced.

"I said let's depart. It was quite a violent fight. Chaos Beasts will start gathering soon."

"Just a moment, Sir Warrior. I'd like to depart too, but I need to calm the horse first..."

After the coachman calmed the horse, the carriage started moving again. As the warrior had said, Chaos Beasts were gathering behind the carriage. But none seemed as strong as the one from earlier, so there was no need to worry.

"Becoming a warrior..."

I watched the warrior sitting diagonally across from me. Suddenly, memories from the Ordeal came to mind. The figure of that person always running ahead of me overlapped with the warrior.

That distance that seemed impossible to close. I need to prove it. If I don't give up, if I just keep running forward.

Can I become something? Can I become a warrior?

***

"Tch, I failed."

The 54th Demon King, Laus, clicked his tongue as he watched the exploding Chaos Beast. The warrior he saw earlier was stronger than expected. It happens occasionally. Those who push their martial arts to the extreme even without a high-grade Stigma.

"It's a shame, but let's let them go."

As mentioned before, he couldn't reveal his identity just to catch one warrior. He had merely tried to lure nearby Chaos Beasts for an easy kill, but it wasn't a big deal.

"But besides that warrior..."

He recalled the boy sitting across from him. When their eyes met, there was something off.

"What was it?"

Just as he looked back towards the carriage...

(Laus!)

"Violet?"

(I've received orders from Sister. She says to wrap up your operation there.)

As expected. She had probably forgotten about him being stationed here.

"Then where should I go?"

(Reim Kingdom. Go there and assist the 72nd Demon King.)

"Alright."

He turned his gaze away from the carriage.

"It must have been my imagination."

***

"Thank you for your service."

Finally arriving in Sak, we got off the carriage. The old man thanked the warrior repeatedly, but the warrior seemed annoyed.

"I'd like to thank him too, but..."

The man had already disappeared, seemingly bothered. I too quickly left the carriage station before the old man could catch me.

"Finally, Sak."

The air was definitely different from Basil. Compared to Basil with its earthy and grassy scents, this place smelled of iron and cement. This was because Sak had developed technology independently while cut off from other barriers.

Commonly referred to as "steampunk," that was the word that represented Sak.

Because of this, various machines were visible throughout the streets. From primitive cars to trains crossing the city. These were sights never seen in Basil.

There was another major characteristic of Sak.

"The city where the sun never rises."

If Basil was known as the city where sunset never comes due to its red barrier, Sak was literally a city where the sun never rises all day. As a result, incandescent lamps emitted red light throughout the streets.

"I can't even tell if it's day or night now."

Sak is also known as the city of freedom. With no fixed day and night, people lived according to their preferred time. After looking around the city, I finally turned away.

"Well, that's enough sightseeing for now."

I was just momentarily interested in seeing a place I had only seen in the game. Now I had to pursue the reason I came to Sak.

"Sak's growth device, which can only be used with the royal family's emblem."

I need to find it. If I have that, who knows? Maybe I can reach the end of that wall that seemed unreachable. Because it's that kind of existence.

Ch.35 - I Desire Power
The train's rattling shook the entire shop.

"Someone should just blow up those tracks," the innkeeper joked.

In reality, he lacked the courage to actually blow up the railway. But that still seemed more likely than earning enough money to relocate his shop away from beneath the tracks.

"What do you think?" the innkeeper asked.

But the man only stared at the liquor swirling in his glass.

"Looks like this fellow's drunk again."

He quickly turned his attention elsewhere. Being a regular customer, he knew the man well. Just then, someone shouted from a noisy table.

"Bring us another round!"

"Coming, just wait a moment."

The innkeeper began filling glasses with alcohol. Watching with unfocused eyes, the man listened to the conversation from the table behind him.

"Did you hear about those Blue Dragon Gang guys getting wiped out?"

"Now that you mention it, I did hear something about that. Seems they're trying to keep it quiet internally..."

"Damn. Neither the Sak government nor anyone else could touch those guys, and they get destroyed overnight?"

The Blue Dragon Gang controlled the eastern district of Sak. The residents of the east trembled at the mention of their name due to their illegal activities and thuggish behavior. Rumors were now circulating that they had been recently destroyed.

"There is someone. You know, that masked figure."

"You believe in that? Even so, how could one person take down an entire organization?"

"Besides, that guy's just another criminal in the end."

The innkeeper set down drinks at their table. With bitter expressions, they each picked up their glasses.

"Let's just drink."

"Yeah, cheers."

They clinked glasses and drank as if trying to forget something. However, one of them couldn't bring his glass to his lips.

"If that masked person really exists..." he muttered.

"I wonder if they could take care of those Company bastards."

The others choked on their drinks simultaneously.

"Keh, koff... Hey! Watch what you're saying!"

"You know better than that. What happens if that kind of talk reaches their ears?"

They frantically looked around the shop. Fortunately, only the innkeeper and the man sitting at the counter were present. And the man was practically a recluse who lived in the shop, so there was no need to worry about him.

"You'd be better off cursing the White Tiger Gang or the Vermilion Bird Gang. You know how they're able to run wild like that."

He did know. Those thugs could only operate because they had the Company—an entity that transcended the government—backing them. But that made him hope even more that the masked figure really existed. Taking down the Company seemed impossible without someone like that.

"Sorry, my mistake."

But hoping for something and saying it aloud were entirely different matters. Once spoken, a thought was no longer just your own. Despite being drunk, his earlier comment was clearly a mistake.

"It's fine. Nobody here is listening. Just don't say it anywhere else."

After drinking and chatting for a while, they got up as it grew late.

"Have a good holiday, everyone."

"Well, I'm not sure that's possible with this hangover."

"Now that you mention it, you're right."

They left the shop, chuckling.

...The man who had been watching them also stood up.

"Hey, mister."

The innkeeper called to him.
The man stopped and turned around.
Instead of answering, he held out his hand.

Clink.

***

"Why is the road so dark tonight?"

On his way home from the bar, he was clearly having trouble walking due to drinking too much. The back alley already had poor security, but tonight there wasn't even anyone in sight.

"Maybe I shouldn't have said that earlier."

He was still worried about what he'd said among his colleagues while drunk.

"I wonder if they could take care of those Company bastards."

It was a dangerous thing to say, even in retrospect. He couldn't understand why he had spoken those words aloud.

"I really need to be more careful next time."

Fortunately, no one had been around to hear him this time. If someone connected to the Company had been nearby...

"Ugh!"

Suddenly, he felt nauseous. He grabbed the wall beside him and sank down.

"Urgh."

With a burning sensation in his throat, vomit erupted. After retching for a while, he finally managed to stand up. Though his stomach felt a bit better after throwing up, he somehow felt even weaker. That's when it happened.

"Huh?"

A figure briefly appeared at the edge of his vision. It was the shape of a person.

"Who was that?"

The figure had been in the alley he'd just passed through, but now it had disappeared.

"Am I seeing things because of the alcohol?"

Or perhaps it was just someone passing by. However, for some reason, an ominous feeling came over him.

"I should get home quickly."

Between his earlier slip of the tongue and this uneasy feeling, he hurried his steps. As he walked briskly, he realized something.

"Someone is following me."

And the distance between them was closing. The pursuer had now come too close to ignore. That's when it happened.

Crack.

The incandescent bulb in the alley flickered and suddenly went out. At the same time, only darkness remained in that space.

"Damn!"

Just as the man sensed danger and tried to run, the person following him caught up. In the pursuer's hand was a gleaming blade.

"I'm going to die."

That's what the man thought—until someone intervened between him and his pursuer.

The sharp sound of metal striking metal rang out. At the same time, the sword held by his pursuer was knocked away. The next moment, a blade flashed.

Slash.

Blood sprayed upward, defying gravity. The pursuer's head fell to the ground with a dull thud. It had happened in an instant.

"Uh, uh..."

The man, who had collapsed to the ground in shock, tried to scream. But the interloper turned his head and placed his index finger to his lips. A gesture to stay quiet.

"No, wait..."

The face of the interloper who had turned around—his entire face was covered by a mask.

"A mask?"

Suddenly, he remembered.

"There is someone. You know, that masked figure."

"You believe in that? Even so, how could one person take down an entire organization?"

"Besides, that guy's just another criminal in the end."

It was possible. With the skill he had just witnessed, it seemed possible for one person to wipe out an entire organization.

"A-are you possibly that..."

"Watch. Your. Mouth."

With those final words, the masked figure turned away. Then he stepped over the body sprawled on the ground and disappeared into the alley.

"He really exists..."

The masked figure he had only heard rumors about. He had actually met him. And the figure had saved his life.

Plop. Pitter-patter.

"Huh?"

Something fell on his forehead. He looked up. It had started to rain.

"I should get home quickly."

***

A coin placed on the counter. It was payment for the man's drinks.

"I was just going to ask if he'd consider cutting back on the drinking a bit. I'm worried about his health."

Nevertheless, the innkeeper pocketed the coin.

"Well, I guess I'll close up shop now."

As he was about to go outside to close, he noticed it was raining.

"I wonder if that guy actually has a home."

He didn't know where the man lived or what he did. He just always showed up at his shop looking disheveled.

"Well, too much curiosity isn't good. He seems like a man with a complicated past."

***

Patter, patter.

In a corner of the alley, the man sat leaning against the wall. As if he had given up on everything, his eyes were empty, showing no movement at all.

He wasn't drunk. He had a body that couldn't get drunk no matter how much alcohol he consumed. Even if he got soaked in the rain like this, he wouldn't catch a cold. He had a body that couldn't catch colds.

But people who saw him regarded him as nothing more than a stubborn homeless man clinging to life. No one paid attention to him or tried to remember him. Not even himself.

There was no reason to live. He simply continued to exist because he had a body that couldn't die.

Splash, splash.

He heard footsteps approaching. But he paid no attention—until his name was called.

"Mr. Libero."

Only then did the man turn his head. There stood a boy wearing a raincoat.

"It was difficult finding you."

"Do you know me?"

"Of course. I've come to have you fulfill the promise you made to my ancestor."

Indeed. The boy emanated a faint aura of the Reim royal family. It was unmistakable.

"So, what do you want?"

The boy said with a serious expression:

"I want power."

Ch.36 - Skill Test
The rain began to pour.
Having prepared a raincoat based on my experience in Basil proved helpful.
But there was one problem.

Libero, the training device I was looking for.
I had no idea where Libero was.
He had neither a home nor a workplace.
However, I did have a place in mind.

"Where should I go first?"

After pondering briefly, I made a decision.

"I should probably check that bar first, right?"

Libero's regular bar.
That seemed like the place with the highest probability.

But when I arrived, the establishment was already closed.

"This makes things awkward..."

Now I truly had no idea.
But searching every alley didn't seem like a good idea either. Sak wasn't exactly known for its safety.
As I was walking away from the bar, something caught my eye between the alleys.

"Huh?"

A man, motionless like a corpse.
His empty eyes were fixed on the sky.
A stranger might have mistaken him for a dead homeless person. But I knew who he was.
And that he definitely couldn't be dead.

Splash, splash.

My footsteps echoed in the puddles on the ground.
But the man didn't look at me.
Not until I called his name.

"Mr. Libero."

Only then did the man turn his head to stare at me.
One might expect wariness when a stranger calls your name, but his eyes remained vacant.
As if to say, "So what if you know me?" Which was fair enough.

"It was difficult finding you."

Actually, since arriving in Sak, I'd found him more easily than I'd worried. Just good luck, I suppose.
But the journey to get here had been quite arduous.
Rejecting Gwen's offer, defeating the Demon King to open the second succession, leaving the village, and even getting entangled with Ersiara by chance.
All that effort just to meet this man—it felt somewhat ironic.

"All this trouble to meet some homeless guy."

It was true. Right now, he was indeed a homeless man.
But not an ordinary one.

"Do you know me?"

"Of course. I've come to have you fulfill the promise you made to my ancestor."

I deliberately infused my voice with the [Royal Authority of Reim].
Hearing my voice, the man finally showed some interest.
A clear difference from his lifeless eyes moments ago.

"So, what do you want?"

I didn't really know how to infuse something like the Royal Authority of Reim into my voice. I just tried to speak as seriously as possible, and it seemed to work.
If so, this would be straightforward.

"I want power."

I once told Gwen something.

"Yes, my swordsmanship is above average for my age. But let's be objective. If I became your successor, could I really become a high-ranking warrior?"

Gwen's swordsmanship was far from enough.

"Then are you saying there's someone who can help you reach the level of a high-ranking warrior?"

There was.
And he was standing right in front of me.

"Power..."

He mulled over my wish.

"What kind of power do you want? I should warn you, I don't grant impossible wishes. That's what I promised your ancestor."

"I know."

By impossible power, he meant things like political influence or intelligence.
But what I wanted was definitely something he could provide.

"The power you can give me is only one thing, isn't it?"

"Well, that's true."

He stood up.
As he straightened his hunched posture, his robust physique became apparent.
Allen's body could never match such a frame no matter how hard he tried. I felt a bit envious.
But the difference wasn't just physical.

"Let's see your level then."

The gap between his skill and mine was truly vast.
His casual "let's see your level" felt anything but casual to me.
Still, I couldn't back down. Not after coming all this way.

"Don't be nervous."

<Trait 'Absolute Obedience' is activated.>

My heart was still racing.
But the tension that had permeated my body disappeared.
Now I was in a state where I could fight.

"Inventory."

I reached into the air and pulled out Gravitus Replicant.
Seeing this, Libero expressed surprise.

"Your aura isn't that strong, but you're connected to a constellation?"

I had no reason to hide anything from this man.
Besides, perhaps because my strength stat had increased a bit, the sword felt lighter than before, even accounting for the reduced weight setting.
My swordsmanship remained at B+ rank, the same as when I learned from Gwen, but my practical skill had improved through various battles and practice.

Though still weak, I was definitely stronger than before. I would also use my 'Wind Authority,' which I'd trained to B rank during my travels.
I planned to give it my all.
But even so, the outcome was predetermined.

"Defeating that man is impossible."

Still, I intended to do my best.
That was the only way he could properly assess my level.
So...

"Please draw your sword as well."

"You're quite bold, unlike your face."

He was now completely interested in me.

"Alright. It seems you intend to go all out, so I can't face you empty-handed."

He raised his hand toward the air.
But unlike me, no sword emerged from thin air.
Instead, crimson particles flowed from his hand, gathering and forming into a sword.

"You don't seem surprised, so you must already know my identity."

It wasn't that I wasn't surprised.
I was controlling my body with Absolute Obedience, so it didn't show.
But it was true that I knew his identity.

"So you sought me out despite knowing who I am? I wonder if you're really the descendant of that coward."

He said this as he raised his sword.

"Well then, show me."

There was no need to hold back.
He wouldn't let his guard down during a fight.
So going all out from the start was the right approach.

"Gravitus Replicant."

I reduced the weight as much as possible.

"Wind Authority."

I applied Wind Authority to both my feet and sword simultaneously.
This became possible as my proficiency reached B rank.
With the help of Wind Authority, I quickly closed the distance to Libero.

Swoosh

The wind around my feet made a sound as it cut through the rainwater.
Having brought him within range in an instant, I swung my sword.
It was a slash that I could confidently say was among the fastest possible with a longsword.
And to add to that...

"Gravitus Replicant."

The sword's weight increased to an impossibly heavy level.
But the sword continued in the direction it was already moving.
It was a strike that even an ordinary warrior would hesitate to block head-on.

Clang.

However, Libero casually deflected the attack with his sword.
Then he calmly muttered to himself.

"Quite a heavy sword. It resembles Gravitus—is this a replica?"

Yes, I had expected this much.
The moment my sword was deflected, I reduced its weight again.
Then I forcibly changed direction using Wind Authority.
But this didn't work either.

"You're using some unusual power? A divine authority, perhaps?"

I gritted my teeth.
Then I twisted my foot, imbuing it with Wind Authority.
It was a technique I learned from Gwen, applied with Wind Authority.
Simultaneously, I swung my sword as before.

Clang.

This didn't work either.

"Is this the swordsmanship of the Ridwald family? It's a bit different from what I remember."

He was casually analyzing my swordsmanship while exchanging blows.

"Damn it, Wind Authority!"

It consumed more mental energy, but I needed to create a variable.
I used Wind Authority to levitate my body.
It wasn't very high, but it was enough.

"Gravitus Replicant!"

In mid-air, I used Wind Authority to rotate my body.
The rainwater caught in the wind scattered like a small storm.
At the same time, I brought down my sword toward Libero with the maximum released weight of Gravitus Replicant.

The conclusion came in an instant.
Or rather, can we even call it a conclusion when the outcome was predetermined?
He deflected my sword with precise yet restrained movement.
Gravitus Replicant, now reduced to the weight of an ordinary longsword, fell from my hand to the ground.

I lost.
It was a result I had known from the beginning.
I had also known there would be this much of a gap.
But experiencing it firsthand was different.

A wall.

It was different from the wall I had seen in warriors on my way to Sak.
While those at least allowed me to see their limits, this wall made even that impossible.
Like a massive dam, it was an existence that didn't permit climbing.

"Ugh..."

As I collapsed, having expended too much energy in a short time, he approached and handed me my sword.
I took it and put it back in my inventory.

"You certainly display skills beyond your talent."

I agree.
I showed him everything I could offer.
It would have been disappointing not to receive such an assessment.

"You said you wanted power?"

"Yes."

My talent is meager.
Everything I have now is already more than I deserve.
But even so, I need more power.

"How much power do you need?"

"Enough to become a high-ranking warrior. No, I want to aim for the level of a saint-rank warrior."

Since the Ordeal, that had been my consistent thought.
I didn't want to accept my limitations, and I had thought of Libero as a means to overcome them.
But he gave me a cold look.

"I told you clearly. I cannot grant impossible wishes."

He declared it impossible.

"Do you have any other wish? I could probably help you become an ordinary warrior."

It would be a lie to say my resolve didn't waver for a moment.
But the reward the Ordeal gave me was nothing else.
I told him:

"Then prove it to me."

"Huh?"

"Prove to me that I cannot become a high-ranking warrior. If you do, I'll accept it and back down."

He responded with an expression of disbelief.

"Look, there are things in this world you don't need to prove to know."

"No, even if that's true, I need to see the proof. Even if the proof turns out to be false..."

I recall that summer.
I recall my cowardice.
What the Ordeal gave me was the regret I had been losing.
Because I regret, I no longer turn away from the past.
As long as I regret...

"I cannot give up."

For some reason, Libero's eyes widened at that moment.
He seemed to be contemplating something.
In the silence, only raindrops continued to hit my raincoat.

"Follow me, boy."

Ch.37 - Hideout
In the continuing rain, I followed behind Libero.
Despite wearing a raincoat, my clothes underneath were already quite wet, perhaps due to the intense fight earlier.

*I'm not sure if "fight" is even the right word for what happened.*

We walked for quite some time.
The clattering of trains and hissing of steam—noises I couldn't hear in Basil—mixed with the sound of rain.

*Come to think of it, this place must have many useful devices too...*

Being a major city, there were plenty of lucrative quests here that would be good for earning SP.
But right now wasn't the time to focus on such things.
I concentrated on the man walking ahead of me.

*This comes first.*

We eventually arrived at an abandoned building.
It was impossible to tell how long it had been neglected.
The roof had completely collapsed, leaving no shelter from the rain.

"Hmm..."

After briefly looking around inside, Libero put his hand to his chin.
Then he said suspiciously:

"Someone's been coming and going here. Recently and regularly. Well, it has been a long time since I left this place."

He walked to a corner of the building and lifted up a metal plate from the floor.
Beneath it wasn't the ground, but stairs descending into darkness.

"We might have uninvited guests inside."

Saying that, he stepped onto the stairs.
I followed him down.

Drip, drip.

Water droplets fell from the ceiling, which wasn't completely waterproof.
As we descended the gloomy staircase, Libero suddenly stopped.

"There are indeed people here."

He closed his eyes and muttered:

"One, two... four of them. Just ordinary thugs."

I wasn't sure how he could tell when we couldn't see anything yet, but his words were likely true.

*Whoever they are, they have terrible luck.*

They were probably about to get destroyed by Libero.
That's what I was thinking when:

"Hey, didn't you say you wanted to be my disciple?"

"Yes? That's right."

I had asked him for power, which wasn't too different.
But I immediately regretted my answer.

"If you want to be my disciple, you should be able to drive those guys away, right?"

I'd been had.
Ignoring my dismay, he began explaining:

"They've noticed we've entered. Two of them are waiting on either side of the entrance."

Despite not having seen anything, he described the situation inside in detail.

"One guy is standing in the center of the room to catch your attention, and the one lying low in the corner is probably their leader. You should be able to drive them all out, right?"

He had no reason to lie to me.
Instead of answering, I took out my sword from my inventory.

*Might as well get it over with.*

No matter how weak I might be, I'm not going to lose to some local thugs.
I could drive away four of them without killing them.
...But I was a bit nervous about the two waiting at the door.

*In that case...*

I also took out Amya from my inventory.
This would make entry easier.

"That's Amya."

So he knew about it.
There was an explanation that it had been excavated near Sak, but I didn't expect him to recognize this mere 2-star Relic.
Since he didn't say anything more, it seemed he wasn't telling me not to use it.

*Amya.*

I used Amya to conceal myself in darkness.
Then I continued down the stairs and entered the room.
Thanks to Amya completely hiding me in the already dark space, they hadn't noticed me yet.

"Do you think they left?"

"Maybe it was just a rat."

I carefully passed by the two whispering men.

"Shh, be quiet."

The figure standing in the center of the room cautioned the two waiting by the door.

"I definitely heard something like voices. But now it's quiet."

He was quite sharp.
But I was already behind him.

*This one first.*

I made Gravitus Replicant moderately heavy.
Then I struck the back of his head with the handle of the sword.

"Ugh!"

When their comrade suddenly collapsed from an invisible attack, the eyes of the men guarding the door widened.

"W-what's going on!"

I approached them without hesitation.
Perhaps because of the lamp light in the room, Amya's duration wasn't very long.

"Huh?"

I tripped the one on the left first.
At that moment, Amya's effect wore off.
But I was already striking the face of the one on the right with the side of Gravitus Replicant.

Clang.

With a sharp sound, the man who took the blow to his face slumped down.

*So the one remaining is... that guy over there?*

The one who had been lying down earlier was now standing up.
He was quite bulky.
I confirmed that the guy I had tripped hadn't gotten up yet.

*Better end this quickly to avoid trouble.*

With that thought, I wrapped wind power around my feet.
Then I quickly approached the big guy.
He also drew his sword.

I put Amya back in my inventory and gripped Gravitus Replicant with both hands before swinging.
I didn't release the sword's weight. If I did, I might lose control and kill him.
Indeed, the big guy couldn't react at all to my quick attack empowered by wind.

"Get out of here."

I pointed my sword at his neck and said.
But the big guy didn't listen right away.
He ignored the sword at his neck and charged at me.
He probably judged that I had no intention of harming him.

"Who do you think you're—!"

But I needed to show him that was a mistake.
I don't hesitate with those who try to harm me.

*Gravitus Replicant.*

Whack.

I struck the big guy's neck with the sword after releasing its weight.
Well, he probably wouldn't die, right?
I only released enough weight to make it heavier than a baseball bat.

*Now then...*

I turned around.
The guy I had tripped earlier was standing there with a terrified expression.
I pointed at the fallen big guy and the other two, saying:

"Take them all out of here. As quickly as possible."

Fortunately, the first one who had collapsed regained consciousness, and they each dragged someone out of the room.
Then Libero, who had been waiting outside, entered the room.

"That took quite a while."

Libero came into the room and looked around.
It was quite a spacious room, but there was hardly any furniture inside.
There were only wooden boxes that seemed to have been brought by those thugs.

"If you're going to use someone else's room, you should keep it clean."

Libero clicked his tongue as he surveyed the room.

"By the way... how long has it been since you vacated this room?"

Moss covered almost the entire room.
At this point, it was practically a jungle rather than a room.

"I don't remember clearly, but the last time I visited this room was about 40 years ago."

If that was the case, it was impressive that this underground room with poor waterproofing had maintained even this condition.
Someone must have cleaned it at some point.

"Shall we clean up a bit? I don't mind staying here as is, but you probably would."

He raised both hands.
This time, he didn't create a sword.
He just raised his hands, and all the moss in the room cleanly fell off.

"You can take care of the rest, right?"

Of course.
I used wind power to blow all the moss dust outside the room.
Only then did the room seem to regain its original appearance.
Though it was still dark and damp.

"Now that the room is somewhat presentable, shall we start our discussion?"

"What?"

"About that pathetic battle just now."

Pathetic battle?
I had thought it was quite efficient, so that hurt.
But I couldn't argue with his assessment.

"Setting aside that I would have targeted the leader first..."

He pointed at my sword.

"Your swordsmanship. I felt something was off when our swords clashed earlier."

I had learned Gwen's swordsmanship perfectly using "Absolute Obedience."
So what was strange about it?

"Are you saying the Ridwald family's swordsmanship is strange?"

"No, the Ridwald family's swordsmanship itself is excellent. It's not flawless, but it cleverly emphasizes its unique strengths."

Then what was the problem?
Come to think of it, I had noticed something was off when my rank only increased from B to B+ despite copying Gwen's swordsmanship exactly.
And even with "Premature Growth," my swordsmanship rank hadn't improved since.

There must be some reason why my swordsmanship rank wasn't increasing.
Of course, it might simply be due to lack of talent, but I had sought out Libero to find and overcome that reason.
And Libero ordered me to help him find the cause:

"Swing your sword once."

I did as he commanded.
It was a strike that combined wind power with Gravitus Replicant's effect.
But Libero shook his head.

"There are too many miscellaneous elements mixed in, making it difficult to judge. Remove those tricks and just swing it simply."

I withdrew the wind power from the sword.
I also returned Gravitus's weight to a comfortable level I was used to.
Then I swung the sword again.

"I see."

After seeing that strike, Libero nodded as if he understood.

"Are you using some kind of self-hypnosis?"

Ch.38 - Swordsmanship
"Are you using some kind of self-suggestion?"

Those words flew sharply and pierced my heart.

*Self-suggestion?*

There was only one thing that could refer to.

*Is he talking about Absolute Obedience?*

I had certainly used Absolute Obedience conveniently while learning swordsmanship from Gwen.
The sword techniques engraved through commands to my body wouldn't be forgotten or performed incorrectly.
Even Gwen had been impressed by my learning ability using Absolute Obedience.

*He figured that out just by watching me swing a sword?*

Libero's eyes were indeed sharp.
But that wasn't what mattered.

*Is he suggesting that Absolute Obedience is connected to my limitations?*

It was a thought I'd never considered before.
After all, Absolute Obedience had only ever helped me, never harmed me.
But Libero had precisely targeted that fixed mindset.

"It seems you have some idea. May I ask what it is?"

This... I can't tell him.
I could reveal that I can use an inventory or that I possess a Relic, but not Absolute Obedience.
I usually thought of it simply as an ability to control my body as I wished, but when it came down to it, this was the foundation of my current existence.

"No, I can't tell you. But it's true that I have some idea."

"I see. Well, it doesn't matter either way."

He pointed at my sword again and said:

"Can you consciously release that self-suggestion?"

That was nothing special.
It would be simple if I used Absolute Obedience again.
Of course, it was regrettable to forget Gwen's swordsmanship that I had deliberately memorized with Absolute Obedience, but it didn't matter if I could learn Libero's swordsmanship instead.

<Trait 'Absolute Obedience' is activated.>

I erased the sword techniques memorized through Absolute Obedience.
Now all that remained was the [Swordsmanship(B)] I had from the beginning, and the knowledge of the Ridwald family's swordsmanship I learned from Gwen.
It seemed like there wasn't much difference, but there was actually a huge one.

"I've released it."

"You must have quite a unique method of suggestion. Now, try swinging your sword."

As he instructed, I swung my sword.

Whoosh.

The sword swung weakly.
Its trajectory was inconsistent.
Even to me, it looked pathetic.

*Was I this bad?*

I had definitely hunted wolves and caught robbers at the inn with this swordsmanship.
But after freely using the techniques I learned from Gwen through Absolute Obedience and then returning to this... it was completely terrible.
Even though I had memorized it with Absolute Obedience, I had mistakenly thought that fighting with these techniques would naturally improve my skills.

"Terrible swordsmanship. It suits your talent perfectly. No, perhaps it's even too good for you."

His words were correct.
Even [Swordsmanship(B)] was too much for Allen Plake.
I clenched my fist. It felt like all the clothes I had been wearing to show off had been stripped away.

But he continued with a smile.

"However, it's much better than your swordsmanship from before."

"What?"

How could that be?
From my perspective, there wasn't even a speck of improvement compared to my previous swordsmanship.
Yet he seemed to prefer my current swordsmanship.

"Why is that?"

"Of course, if we're talking about skill level, your previous swordsmanship was better. But I'm talking about limitations. Your previous style had clear limitations."

He created a sword.
Then he casually swung it through the air.
Though casual, it was an extremely disciplined and beautiful movement.

"This and..."

He swung the sword again.
It was the same trajectory and posture as before.
It was equally beautiful, but there was definitely some difference.

"This. Can you feel the difference?"

After briefly recalling his two sword strikes, I answered honestly.

"I can feel a difference, but I don't know exactly what it is."

"I wasn't expecting that much from you anyway. Let me explain."

He swung his sword once more.
This time it was slower than before.

"This is the first form."

The swung sword was naturally withdrawn and thrust forward again.

"And this is the second form. Then..."

He bent the sword and brought it down again.

"Third form. Let's say these three forms make up the sequence."

He flowed through these three forms as naturally as flowing water.

"Once you become somewhat proficient, you should be able to link sword techniques like this. And beyond that..."

He swung his sword again.
It seemed similar to before but somehow different.

"You can make variations like this, but that's in the realm of talent, so we'll skip it."

He pointed at me with the tip of his sword.

"But your self-suggestion is becoming the limitation of all that."

He swung his sword.

"First, the first form. It's half a beat slower from the very beginning. I suppose it takes some time to recall it from your self-suggestion?"

Then he thrust the sword forward.

"And there's a gap between the first and second forms too. Again, about half a beat. When launching a preemptive attack, the delay in the first form might not be noticeable, but the delay between the first and second forms is fatal."

He pointed upward.

"When we crossed swords above earlier. Your continuous attacks weren't bad. But thanks to that subtle half-beat gap, I was able to block them quite comfortably."

Finally, he bent his sword and brought it down.
But its trajectory was somehow unique.

"Lastly, the improvisational use of swordsmanship. If you keep using self-suggestion, this will be impossible no matter what. Of course, even without it, with your talent... well, I'm not sure."

It was a storm of criticisms delivered in an instant.
They were criticisms of Absolute Obedience, which was perhaps my very essence.

*It's frustrating, but his points are accurate.*

Perhaps I came here precisely to receive such accurate criticism.
This was something even Gwen couldn't provide.
I recalled my conversation with Gwen.


"It's certainly impressive, but... something's off."

Clearly, even though I was using the same swordsmanship as Gwen, I felt somehow inferior.
It was a feeling different from a simple difference in agility stats.


"It's like you're a beat slower somehow. Or unnatural."

"I don't know what the problem is. All I know is that with my method, it's impossible to make you a high-ranking warrior."

The cause... I finally learned it through Libero.
I never would have thought Absolute Obedience was the cause.

*But...*

I recalled my pathetic swordsmanship from earlier.
Even that was due to [Swordsmanship(B)], which would have been impossible with Allen's original talent.
I didn't want to imagine going back to that after abandoning Absolute Obedience.

"Is there no way to overcome this while still using the suggestion?"

"No."

"But without trying..."

Libero pointed his sword at me.

"Shut up. You're the one who said you wouldn't give up. Without abandoning your suggestion, you'll never reach the goal you mentioned."

I lowered my head.
He was right. I felt ashamed of my momentary weakness.

"Still, you won't regret choosing swordsmanship."

Libero smiled proudly.

"Swordsmanship was born to overcome differences in power from the beginning."

He drew his sword again.
And pointed it toward the empty space.

"Watch carefully."

He closed his eyes and raised his sword.
At that moment:

*What is this...!*

I finally realized it.
The swordsmanship the man had shown until now was nothing.
And even what he was showing now was surely just a fraction of his ability.

"From point to line..."

The tip of his sword slowly moved, creating a trajectory.

"From line to space..."

I couldn't believe my eyes.
The trajectory created by his sword was rippling and distorting space.

"From space to..."

His sword didn't stop there.

"Spacetime."

In that moment, I was enveloped in a sensation as if time had stopped.
No, it wasn't just a sensation.
When he brought down his sword, time actually stopped for a moment.

*How?*

The movement itself was clearly a simple downward slash.
But with that one slash, he had accomplished transcendent acts.

*What force was at work?*

I was trying to analyze what kind of power had caused this when he denied my thoughts.

"What you just saw required no special power. It's a realm reached solely through swordsmanship."

After hesitating briefly, he added bitterly:

"Even I couldn't reach the very end."

He couldn't hide his bitter expression.
But the swordsmanship he showed me seemed more than enough, at least to me.
Whether Allen's talent could reach that far was another question entirely.

Ch.39 - Master And Disciple
The swordsmanship Libero had shown.
It was merely a fraction of his skill.

But even that fraction was his essence.
There's no guarantee I could reach that level.
No, the probability that I couldn't reach it is much higher.

*If I could at least get somewhere close to that level...*

My obsession with his swordsmanship stemmed from my past character development experience.
After learning that inheriting the royal family's crest would allow me to become Libero's disciple, I had tried passing the royal crest to various characters.
And after making several characters Libero's disciples, I reached a conclusion.

There was no faster way to increase swordsmanship skill proficiency in this game than becoming his disciple.

Moreover, the swordsmanship learned from him somehow maintained absolute superiority over other swordsmanship skills of the same rank.
If the ranks were equal, his style never lost in sword combat.
While playing the game, I thought there must be some hidden stats, but now I understood the real reason.

*It means Libero's swordsmanship is just that powerful.*

Against opponents with similar swordsmanship proficiency, it always wins.
Essentially, the swordsmanship itself is undefeatable.

Of course, the inheritance trait of the royal crest, "Royal Authority," had no notable effects besides the hidden element of learning Libero's swordsmanship.
And the inherited skills were littered with non-combat trap skills like "Court Etiquette" and "Dexterity."
But Libero's swordsmanship was so overpowered that it buried all those disadvantages.

*Especially for pure combat types like Gwen, the effect was even more amplified.*

Magic stat is impossible to increase naturally without special methods.
For warriors like Gwen who naturally lacked magic stats, Libero's swordsmanship somehow had better compatibility.
However, Gwen already had decent swordsmanship from the Ridwald family, and thanks to her "Premature Growth" trait, her swordsmanship developed quickly even without learning from Libero, so she didn't insist on the royal crest.

For these reasons, I chose Ersiara's "Royal Authority" following Gwen's "Premature Growth" trait as a means to develop Allen.
Allen, like Gwen, had rock-bottom magic stats.
The difference was that unlike Gwen, his other stats were also at rock bottom.

But until now, Allen had struggled even to leave Basil for Sak.
It would have been difficult to reach 500 cumulative SP to unlock the second inheritance, and choosing the royal crest with no effects other than connecting to Libero as the first inheritance would have been disastrous in the early stages.

But now I had finally succeeded in reaching Libero with Allen.
Now a solid path would unfold...

*Or so I thought at one point.*

I closed my eyes against the incoming scolding.

"Have you already forgotten what I told you?"

Of course I remember.

"You told me not to bend my waist when cutting."

I remember it.
My body just won't cooperate.

*Pathetic.*

I swung my sword again.

*Don't bend the waist...*

That's when it happened.

<Trait [Absolute Obedience] is activated.>

The effect activated with my thought.
I realized my mistake, but Libero had already caught it.

"Allen."

"I know."

I knew I shouldn't use "Absolute Obedience."
But it wasn't something I could control easily.
Absolute Obedience would activate on its own just by thinking about it, even without consciously using it.

Of course, without it, I might have died to that wolf when we first met. And it had helped me countless times since then.
But right now, it was getting in the way.

*Isn't there an on/off function for this?*

I had actually tried before.

*Deactivate Absolute Obedience.*

*Stay deactivated until I ask to activate again.*

*Deactivate for 10 minutes.*

But nothing worked.
Perhaps it was a paradox where Absolute Obedience would be needed to reactivate it.
Or maybe it was a trait that couldn't be turned on and off to begin with.
The latter was more likely.

*That's just how Allen is, I guess.*

I had come to accept it naturally by now.
As I continued swinging my sword:

"That's enough guidance for today."

Libero, who had been watching me swing my sword, said.
At his words, I lowered my sword as well.
My body was already at its limit.

Libero, who had no concept of stamina, seemed unaware of the need for rest, while Allen's stamina was scraping the bottom.
Still, Libero would end the training when it was time for my predetermined meal and sleep periods.
Even those were the minimum I had set.

*This is brutally hard.*

Usually when exercising to build stamina or strength, I would use Absolute Obedience.
It was just as physically demanding, but being more mechanical than willpower-based made it mentally easier.
But with Absolute Obedience forbidden during training, I had to swing the sword solely with my own will.

*The stamina consumed when doing it yourself is too much.*

But the growth definitely felt faster than when using Absolute Obedience.
As I started swinging the sword with my own will, the sensations became more vivid.
There was a reason why my swordsmanship growth had been extremely slow despite inheriting "Premature Growth."

*But still...*

Even though it had gotten a bit faster, it was still slow.
Regardless of talent limits, the growth was just slow.
I kept making mistakes with basic swordsmanship that could be easily executed using Absolute Obedience.
According to Libero, implementation using Absolute Obedience wasn't true implementation.

"Well then, get some rest."

Libero put on his coat and left the basement.
He didn't need sleep anyway.
While I slept, he would wander the streets like a corpse as usual.

*What an incomprehensible guy.*

I knew his identity through the game.
But his actions didn't match his identity at all.

Usually, he drinks alcohol like trash and rolls around in the streets. Then when he sees injustice, he can't help but act like some agent of justice.
And then he returns to his trashy lifestyle as if nothing happened.

There were various speculations about him in the community.
That he was bound by some kind of contract.
That he actually didn't care and was just satisfying his desire to kill people.
Despite such speculations, nothing was ever confirmed.

*He was frustrating from beginning to end.*

Strong, but pessimistic.
Righteous, but not proactive.

Well, it didn't really matter.
All I needed was to learn swordsmanship from him.
I turned my eyes away from his figure leaving the basement without energy.

***

"How frustrating..."

Unaware of what his basement disciple thought of him, Libero muttered.

"How did someone like that come from that bloodline?"

It was incomprehensible.
The Royal Authority was definitely there. Plus, judging by his use of inventory, he had a constellation attached to him.
Yet his talent was barely better than an ordinary person's.
What he didn't know was that even this was the result of somehow pulling it up with "Premature Growth."

*What kind of confidence does he have with such talent?*

He recalled what the boy had said.

"Prove to me that I can't become a high-level warrior. Then I'll accept it and back down."

"No, even if that's the case, I must prove it myself. Even if the result of the proof is false..."

"I cannot give up."

It was ridiculous.
That he could say such things with such meager talent.
But he couldn't just laugh it off.
The boy's appearance overlapped with his own past.

*I thought I would reach the pinnacle of swordsmanship.*

Unlike the boy, his talent had been genius-level.
His swordsmanship improved dramatically day by day, and his goal of reaching "the pinnacle of swordsmanship" seemed possible.
Indeed, he continued to grow stronger, eventually reaching a level where no one could match him in swordsmanship.

*Except for that man.*

The ancestor of the Reim Kingdom.
The only person who could cross swords with him.
That man always said he could reach the pinnacle of swordsmanship.
And now that the man was dead, he knew it had been a lie.

He wanted to reach the pinnacle of swordsmanship.
But there were too many limitations.
So he abandoned his human body.
He made a contract with a transcendent being.
In the end, all he had left was swordsmanship.

And yet...

*I couldn't reach the pinnacle of swordsmanship.*

It had been a mere child's futile dream.
The pinnacle of swordsmanship was a place that could never be reached.
Now that he knew this fact, why was he still living?

*Perhaps I envied that boy.*

Even if it was an illusion, he envied the boy who had a goal to live for right now.
At the same time, he felt somewhat guilty.
Even if it was an impossible goal, he was living with only lingering attachments without doing anything.

That's why he accepted the boy's wish.
It was a sliver of hope that perhaps the boy could change someone like him.
So, has he changed a bit?

*Who knows.*

He smiled faintly.

*It feels like I've picked up a fool.*

That would make him a fool for picking up such a person.
Just then, his eyes caught a group of people entering a building with weapons.
They had phoenix-shaped tattoos on their forearms.

*A trivial pastime.*

He created a mask out of thin air.
After many years, no one recognized it anymore, but it was the mask of a hero popular among children when he was young.

*What was the name again...*

He couldn't quite remember.
But the shape of the mask was roughly similar.
After putting the mask on his face, he disappeared from the spot in an instant.

***

"Hey, Violet. What did you say?"

("W-well... the search for the killer of the 71st Demon King has been terminated for now.")

"Does that mean Raus, who was screening Sak, has been withdrawn too?"

("Yes, it was big sister's order. Raus went to the Reim Kingdom to help with the 72nd Demon King situation.")

"Without even telling me?"

Demon King Gineus, who was on a call with Demon King Violet, exploded in anger.
With her glossy long black hair and white skin, she could be described as somewhat enchanting, but right now, no adjective other than "irritated" was necessary for her.

"I'm already getting headaches from someone running wild here every other day. As if one isn't enough, if there are two..."

("But there's no guarantee that he definitely crossed over to Sak.")

Her black hair began to tremble.

"No guarantee? The only places connected to Basil by gates are here and Holy City Hylen!"

("Maybe... he went to Hylen? Or he might still be in Basil.")

"Evidence?"

A moment of silence fell on the other end.
Then a small voice was heard.

("I don't have any...")

"Then tell that woman immediately. If it's confirmed that the killer of the 71st has flowed into Sak, I won't turn a blind eye to the one running wild here anymore."

("What? But that...")

She cut off the communication with Violet.
Whether she would relay the message or not was uncertain, but she had made herself clear.
If it wasn't delivered, it would be Violet's fault.

Ch.40 - Actual Fight (1)
After beginning my training under Libero, half a year had already passed.
Half a year could be considered short or long, depending on how you looked at it.
During that time, all I did was train my swordsmanship under Libero.
Still, the intensity of that training surpassed any other activity I could have done.

That intense training finally bore fruit.
In the third month, I finally succeeded in advancing from [Swordsmanship(B+)] to [Swordsmanship(A-)].
To be honest, with this kind of environment, it would have been strange not to reach that level.

"Premature Growth," the best development skill in the game aside from the original.
"Blessing of the God of Regret," which increases experience gained through failure.
And on top of that, Libero, the best instructor possible.

I doubt a better environment could exist.
This supreme environment ultimately allowed even Allen Plake, historically one of the most worthless characters, to reach [Swordsmanship(A-)].
However, my growth stopped there.

*Is this my limit?*

No, I had already surpassed my limits long ago.
It was only because of this absurdly advantageous environment that I was forcibly able to reach [Swordsmanship(A-)].
As if to prove this point, during the three months that followed, I couldn't improve my swordsmanship proficiency any further.

"Do you understand now?"

I ignored Libero's words and continued swinging my sword.

"Don't you think it's been proven by now?"

This so-called master of mine offered no help, only discouraging words.
I could just ignore him, but...

"You should use more elasticity in your wrist."

At least he wasn't completely unhelpful.

*So that's what I was missing.*

I swung my sword a few more times.
Sure enough, following his advice increased the power behind my sword.
But that was it—it couldn't completely fill the sense of inadequacy I felt.

*Damn it, is just swinging a sword like this really going to change anything?*

It was frustrating.
Training with a sword under Libero's guidance was certainly good practice.
But even that seemed to have reached its limit.

"Let's end here for today."

Libero also seemed to have lost interest in my sword practice.
As usual, he put on his coat and was about to leave the basement.
Still holding my sword, I looked at him and said:

"I'll admit it."

Libero stopped in his tracks and asked:

"Admit what?"

"I've clearly reached my limit."

At those words, Libero turned his head.
He wore a suspicious expression.

"Why are you suddenly admitting your limits?"

That's Libero for you.
He immediately realized I had an ulterior motive.
Well, it was the first time I'd admitted to having limits, so his suspicion was warranted.

"I'm admitting that this method has reached its limit. Even if it's not my absolute limit, it would take an extremely long time to advance to the next level this way."

"So you're saying you have another method?"

I nodded.

"Yes. Instead of being cooped up in this basement, I want to gain practical experience."

I wasn't certain this approach would work.
But rather than staying stuck in this basement with no progress, it was worth trying.

"And what exactly do you mean by 'practical experience'?"

To his question, I replied:

"Today, I'll follow you."

His expression twisted slightly.
He looked taken aback.

"Do you even know what kind of work I do?"

Of course I did.

"You punish those who disturb the peace in Sak, don't you?"

Libero's expression hardened as he shook his head.

"No, it's just dirty murder, nothing more."

But I wasn't about to back down.

"But you're also helping people, aren't you?"

Noticing my stubbornness, he sighed and said:

"If that's what you really think, I won't stop you from coming along. As long as you follow a few conditions."

***

Libero set three main conditions.

First, I had to cover my blonde hair with a hood or something similar.
Most blondes in this area were from the Reim Kingdom, and Sak currently had poor relations with them.
Therefore, exposing blonde hair in the back alleys of Sak with its poor security could make me a target of hate crimes.
On my first day in Sak, it had been raining, so I wore a raincoat. I realized I'd been lucky.

Second, I had to keep my distance from him.
While few people paid attention to his shabby appearance, that was only when he was alone.
Unlike him, my clothes were generally neat, so walking together might draw unwanted attention.

And third, I shouldn't intervene until he instructed me to.
This was a condition I had to agree with.
Someone of Libero's caliber could gauge an opponent's strength.
He could determine whether a fight was something I could handle alone.

So I reduced my training time by half and began following Libero around.

"Hey, mister."

I followed Libero into his regular tavern.
It was the first place I'd looked for him when I was searching.
The innkeeper set down a glass and asked Libero:

"Who's the boy?"

Libero answered in a low, indifferent voice:

"My nephew."

"I never thought someone like you would have relatives. Though you two don't look much alike."

Libero didn't respond to that comment.
He just picked up his glass and took small sips.
Once, puzzled by this behavior, I had asked him:

"Why do you drink if you don't even get drunk?"

He had answered:

"If you're drunk, you can't do anything. It gives me justification."

It was a response that made me doubt my ears.
After a moment of silence, he added:

"As a secondary effect... taverns are good places to gather information. And excessive drinking provides a sufficient alibi."

He seemed to consider these mere secondary effects, but from my perspective, they appeared to be the real reasons.
For some reason, he denied this, though.

Just then, I overheard another group talking in the tavern.

"You know that merchant who recently arrived? Apparently, he got on someone's bad side and his shop was completely destroyed."

"That area where he was doing business is White Tiger Faction territory, isn't it?"

"Everyone's saying it must be the White Tiger Faction's doing, but something seems off..."

As if touching on a sensitive topic, their voices gradually grew quieter.
Then one of the group concluded:

"Maybe this isn't something we should concern ourselves with."

They chose to avoid the matter.
But Libero was different.
He stood up from his seat.

*He's making his move.*

Leaving the tavern, he headed straight for the White Tiger Faction's territory in eastern Sak.
Following at a distance, I asked:

"Do you know who this new merchant is?"

"No. But everything in Sak is in my head. I just need to find what's different from the Sak in my memory."

He was right.
He quickly found the newly established shop.
Actually, I could have found it too, since I knew the owner.

"You're that person from before..."

It was that innkeeper.
Inside the ruined shop, the man who had been sweeping debris with a broom stopped when he saw me.

"What happened?"

"As you can see, I'm ruined. Not only was my shop destroyed, but they took all my money too."

That much was obvious just by looking.
What mattered was who had done it.

"Did you see who did it?"

"No, when I arrived, it was already like this. I reported it to the police, but got no response. Well, that's to be expected. My crime was getting on the White Tiger Faction's bad side."

He was right.
The police probably thought this was the White Tiger Faction's doing.
With the White Tiger Faction colluding with those in power, no one would stand up for him.

*Except for this guy.*

Libero, who seemed to have found something in the shopkeeper's store, left and started walking somewhere.

"Are we going to take down the White Tiger Faction?"

"No. I don't want to cause that much trouble."

"I heard you already destroyed the Blue Dragon Faction."

"Those guys crossed the line."

He seemed to have his own standards.
Anyway, I was curious where we were heading.

"The culprit this time isn't the White Tiger Faction."

"What?"

"If it were the White Tiger Faction, they wouldn't bother doing this secretly. They could just openly destroy the shop. And there were traces of only one person left in the shop."

Traces of one person left in the shop.
He was following those traces.

"Catching that one person will resolve this."

Ch.41 - Actual Fight (2)
The trail ended not far away.
It led to an abandoned building nearby.

"As I thought, it has nothing to do with the White Tiger Faction."

He pointed to the walls surrounding the building.

"Their territory usually has warning marks. But this abandoned building is clean without any such markings."

He quietly stepped into the building.
I followed him inside.

One step, two steps.

Libero stopped walking.
Then he quietly pointed to a room ahead and said,

"There's someone in that room."

I gave him a look.
Asking if I could handle it.

"They're not that strong. You should be able to handle them without much difficulty. It'll be good experience for you."

Good. I'd been itching for some action after just following the beggar-looking Libero around.
I took out the Gravitus Replicant from my inventory and gripped it.

"I should add that they're awake but don't seem to have noticed us yet."

In that case, I wouldn't need Dark Night.
While Dark Night's stealth function was excellent for assassinations, what I wanted to learn was swordsmanship, not assassination.
With Libero behind me, I planned to face them head-on.

*I guess I'll go in then.*

I carefully entered the room with my sword drawn.
The room was adequately lit by a lamp.
And a shadow flickered on the wall in the lamplight.

*A woman?*

The shadow was clearly that of a woman.
But I couldn't let my guard down just because my opponent was female.
Both Gwen Ridwald and Ersia that I'd met had talents far beyond mine.
Just as I took another step forward—

"Who's there!"

The woman sensed my presence and turned around.
When I saw her face, I froze momentarily.

"You're..."

It was a face I'd definitely seen before.
The woman who had been sitting across from me on the carriage to Sak.
Though we hadn't exchanged any words, I never imagined we'd meet again like this.

"Well, if it isn't the kid from the carriage."

She seemed to recognize me too.
After a moment of surprise, she calmly assessed me.
The information she could gather was that I was alone and armed. She made her judgment based on that.

"I see. You joined the White Tiger Faction?"

"White Tiger Faction? Why would you think that?"

"I messed with a merchant they own. I thought I was being discreet and hiding well."

Of course, I'm not from the White Tiger Faction.
But her statement confirmed that she was the one who had targeted the merchant.
In that case...

"You seem well-informed. Then please return the merchant's property."

At my words, she raised the corner of her mouth in a mocking smile.

"And if I refuse?"

I had expected this response.
I moved closer to her and swung my sword.
She also drew a machete from her waist and blocked my sword.

"Then I'll have to take it back by force."

I twisted my sword and thrust it toward her.
But she turned her body and deflected the sword with her machete.
She had nimble movements and considerable skill.

"Looking at you now, you're pretty good."

She seemed to think the same of me.
But that was a misjudgment.

*Swordsmanship (A-) isn't just for show.*

I didn't need the power of wind or Gravitus's abilities.
I began to push her back using only my swordsmanship.
It was essentially a one-sided exchange.

*I've definitely grown.*

I hadn't noticed when practicing alone, but I could feel the difference.
Even without any special powers, my body felt lighter than before when wielding the sword.
The flow between sword techniques also felt more natural.

Of course, it was still just Swordsmanship (A-).
It might be nothing to those with higher-ranked swordsmanship, but it was enough to overwhelm the woman.

"W-wait...!"

Continuously pushed back, the woman threw her machete to the ground with a panicked expression. Then she fell to her knees.

"Spare me! If you spare my life, I'll return all the stolen money. I'll never do this again!"

She started begging, having judged she had no chance against me.
I held my sword to her neck and contemplated.

*If I had been weaker, this woman would have killed me.*

I didn't particularly want to spare someone who would have killed me.
But this woman no longer seemed to have the will to kill me.
As I continued to deliberate, she began to pour out her story.

"I have a younger sibling in my hometown near Basil. I did this to feed them. But if I can just return alive, I'll do anything. I'll even farm the land somehow to survive..."

Truthfully, I hadn't wanted to kill her from the beginning.
She hadn't killed the merchant, just robbed his store. If she returned what she stole, the matter would be resolved.
Killing her here wouldn't solve anything.

*If I were Libero, or if I were still thinking like a player, I would have killed her without hesitation.*

Before I realized this wasn't just a simple game, I wouldn't have felt an ounce of compassion for this woman.
She would have been just another villainous NPC.
I wouldn't have hesitated to kill her.
Especially since there was even a quest attached to her.

[Chase the Robber.]
A robber has damaged a merchant's store and stolen all his property. Chase after the robber, eliminate them, and recover the property.
Risk Level: C+
Reward: 25sp

A reward of 25sp.
To my former self, this woman would have been nothing more than 25sp.
The ironic thing is that the reason I'm hesitating now is also because of those 25sp.

*A person's life versus 25sp.*

Most of the opponents I've killed so far were those who would have killed me if I hadn't killed them first.
But this woman was different.
She had already lost her will to fight. Her life was solely in my hands.

*If I just kill her, I can get 25sp.*

Killing would be easy.
I just needed to swing my sword and cut her neck.
But...

*What am I even deliberating about?*

Gwen came to mind.
Ersia, Weiss, and Fin came to mind.
The people here aren't just NPCs.

*And I'm no longer just a player either.*

It's true that I regret losing the 25sp.
But I didn't want to abandon my humanity for the sake of sp.
I finally withdrew my sword from her neck.
And said,

"No matter where you go, I can find you. So..."

I pointed to the merchant's property she had piled up.

"Return those to their rightful place with your own hands. I'll give you two days."

"Thank you! I won't forget the mercy you've shown me."

The woman finally prostrated herself and began to cry.
Watching her, I turned to leave.
This should be considered a good resolution.
That's what I was thinking when—

<The trait "Absolute Obedience" is activated.>

*Huh?*

Against my will, strength entered the hand holding my sword.
And my body turned.
The direction was toward where the woman was.

Crack.

With the sound of crushing bone, blood spurted from where the woman's head had been.
Her head was rolling beside her.
Her expression was frozen in shock.

*What just...*

I couldn't understand what had just happened.
Suddenly [Absolute Obedience] had activated.
And as a result, I had killed the woman I had intended to spare.

*Why?*

The red blood began to splatter everywhere.
Along with the realization that I had killed someone, questions began to fill my mind.
My head felt numb with too many thoughts, and I felt dizzy.

*I...*

At that moment, Libero walked into the room.
He wore a satisfied expression.

"You're even better than I thought. I knew you were perceptive, but you might have a genius talent for psychological warfare."

He pointed to the hand of the woman who had fallen without her head.
In that hand was clearly the machete she had thrown to the ground.

"Pretending to spare her to test her true intentions. Even I was momentarily fooled. By the time I was about to help, it was already over."

No.
I wasn't trying to deceive her.
This wasn't my will.

"Your suggestion to get some practical experience was right."

His words no longer reached my ears.

*Absolute Obedience.*
Only that one phrase kept circling in my head.
Whatever had just happened, I knew I couldn't let it pass.

***

After the incident caused by [Absolute Obedience], I no longer went on practical missions.
It was out of fear that [Absolute Obedience] might activate arbitrarily again.
While focusing on sword training in the basement, I thought about it.

There were two possible hypotheses:

First was that [Absolute Obedience] had some effect or condition I wasn't aware of. But even I thought this was unlikely.
No matter how close this world was to reality, the game-like aspects such as skills and traits had been strictly maintained.
It was unlikely that [Absolute Obedience] would suddenly act outside its text description.

The second possibility was something I didn't really want to consider.
I read the text of [Absolute Obedience] again.

[Absolute Obedience]
Allen Plake absolutely obeys the player's commands.

A concise but definitive text.
It was frustrating to have been deceived by such text and possessed Allen, but it was also an absolute trait in its effect.
And the one inference I could make from this was:

I had unconsciously commanded myself to kill the woman.
That was the most likely scenario.
It was also the one I didn't want to believe, but...

*I don't know yet.*

The second hypothesis wasn't confirmed.
I wanted to believe that I hadn't thought about killing the woman.
But there was no evidence of that anywhere.

*My swordsmanship has hit a wall, and even Absolute Obedience is causing problems.*

I couldn't see a solution for either issue.

*I guess there's no choice.*

There was a saying among users:

*If something isn't working out, try throwing yourself into an Ordeal.*

Here, "Ordeal" wasn't an abstract concept but an actual in-game mechanism.
Just like the Ordeal near the Basil region, there was one near Sak as well.
Honestly, considering what I went through during the last Ordeal, I was terrified, but I had also gained a lot from it.

The power of wind that I was using effectively without mana consumption.
The connection I made with Gwen because of the Ordeal, and the Gravitus Replicant.
But most importantly, through regret in the Ordeal, I had gained the strength to move forward.

*It might be optimistic to think I'll achieve the same level of success this time, but...*

I couldn't see any other path besides the Ordeal.
I had postponed it because training with Libero was more important at the moment, but it seemed I couldn't delay it any longer.

*I guess I'll have to go and see.*

Ch.42 - Again To The Ordeal
"Master."

"What's that supposed to be?"

"It roughly means teacher."

I lowered my sword.
The decision about what to do next had already been made.
There was no reason to hesitate anymore.

"If you mean teacher, just say teacher. Why use a strange word?"

"Because I've decided it's time to leave."

At those words, Libero's casual demeanor changed.

"Have you finally accepted your limitations?"

To him, who looked somewhat disappointed, I said:

"I just have something I need to take care of first. Once I finish that, I'll be back."

The current "Absolute Obedience" problem wasn't something I could simply ignore.
That's why I was leaving for the Ordeal now, but I would definitely return.
I felt there were still things I needed to learn from Libero.

*Perhaps through the Ordeal, I might also find the limits of my swordsmanship.*

Of course, expecting that much was optimistic.
The Ordeal was exactly what its name suggested—a trial. The pain I would experience would likely outweigh any rewards.
Still, I had to go.

"When do you plan to return?"

"I don't know. But since you have no limit to your lifespan, it shouldn't matter, right?"

"It would be troublesome if you return too old."

Despite everything, he seemed to care about me.

"I'll be back before then."

The time an Ordeal takes varies greatly.
It could be over in an instant, or it could take eons.
However, those are special cases. Usually, it ends within a week at most.

*I should be able to return soon.*

With that thought, I left the basement.

***

*This is complicated.*

Leaving Sak through the barrier was different from Basil.
In Basil, where there were no watching eyes, I could simply walk out alone, but not in Sak.
Sak had built watchtowers near the barrier to guard against Chaos Beasts that occasionally broke through, which meant I had to pass through a watchtower to exit the barrier.

Passage required approval from the Sak branch of the cult.
Fortunately, the Pathfinder identification badge I had made in Basil proved useful.
I handed the badge to the staff member and said:

"My name is Allen Plake. I'm a Pathfinder."

After examining the badge and determining it was genuine, the staff member asked me:

"What's your purpose for going outside the barrier?"

"Ruin excavation."

"You're aware of the contract clauses regarding acquired Relics, correct?"

"Yes, I am."

I answered, but it didn't really matter.
My purpose wasn't to acquire Relics, and thanks to my inventory, I could hide any Relics if I wanted to.

"Then please show me your Relic."

The staff member pointed to a Relic measuring device on the left.

"Excuse me?"

"We can't let you outside the barrier without a Relic."

What should I do?
I couldn't exactly open my inventory and take out a Relic here.
Even if ordinary people wouldn't know, a cult employee would certainly recognize what an inventory was.

*If that happens, they'll question my identity as a Pathfinder.*

I still needed to maintain my Pathfinder identity.
At least while I was involved with Libero.
Just then, I remembered a clause written in the contract.

"I've been postponing borrowing a Relic due to certain circumstances."

The basic policy for Pathfinders was definitely to borrow Relics.
And I had previously delayed their offer to lend me one.

"Is that so? If we find you've borrowed multiple Relics at once, you could be fined."

She began flipping through a ledger.

"Indeed, we don't have anyone named Allen Plake here. If you borrowed something from the Basil branch where you received your Pathfinder certificate, that would be their concern."

After saying that, she stood up.

"Please wait a moment. Since you don't have any notable achievements yet, I'll lend you a 1-star Relic."

Having borrowed a 1-star Relic from the cult, I left the building.
The borrowed Relic was in the form of a ring.

<Stamina Ring>
Category: Accessory
Form: Ring
Relic Grade: 1-star
Description: The most commonly excavated Relic from ruins across the region. Slightly improves stamina and contains the minimum divine power needed for a person to survive outside the barrier.

This was a Relic that could be found everywhere in the game.
The stamina improvement effect might sound good, but the "slightly" in the text meant exactly that.
In reality, I didn't feel any noticeable improvement in my stamina when wearing the ring.

*It's just for show anyway, so it doesn't matter.*

Though I did feel a bit sorry about the money spent to borrow it.

"I'm a Pathfinder. I have permission to pass."

I handed my pass to the person watching the barrier.
He turned his gaze away from me, seemingly uninterested.
I naturally walked past the watchtower toward the barrier.

Unlike Basil's red barrier, this one was completely black.
Even in the already dark Sak, the outskirts were the darkest area, but the boundary was clearly visible due to the distinct color of the barrier.

*It's been a while.*

Even when I came from Basil to Sak, I used a gate, so I hadn't gone outside the barrier.
Going outside the barrier was essentially my first time since defeating the 71st Demon King.

*Don't let your guard down.*

I recalled my first experience stepping outside the barrier.
The outside world was a place where you could lose your life at any moment.
Being vigilant doesn't guarantee survival, but letting your guard down almost certainly means death.

"Phew."

After exhaling deeply, I stepped toward the other side of the barrier.

*The Ordeal should be nearby.*

Last time, Gwen knew the approximate location of the Ordeal, so we could reach it quickly.
But this time, not knowing its location meant it would take more time to find it.

***

*Without him, it's kind of boring again.*

No need for sleep, no need for rest.
For someone living longer days than others, teaching Allen occupied about half of his day.
Now that half was gone again.

*What did I used to do during this time?*

He looked at the empty basement and thought.
Teaching the kid had only been for about half a year.
Considering he had lived alone for a much longer time, it was a silly concern.

*Right, I did nothing.*

Reaching the pinnacle of swordsmanship is impossible anyway.
And it's not like he had anything else he particularly wanted to do.
At most, just trivial hobbies.

He had spent most of his time sprawled out on the streets.
Not just in Sak either. He had simply arrived in Sak while wandering aimlessly.
Vagrant Libero. That was his nickname.

*Such a cozy place doesn't suit me.*

He put his foot on the stairs to leave the basement.
That's when he began to hear murmuring voices from above.

"Are you sure?"

"Yeah, I heard he left the cult and headed toward the barrier."

"No wonder he was so strong. Was he some kind of warrior?"

Voices he had heard before.

*Those guys.*

Unaware that Libero was listening, they continued whispering.

"Anyway, with that kid gone, there's only an old man left in the room, right?"

"Right, so let's reclaim our hideout. If we hold the old man captive, that kid won't be able to do anything when he returns."

Libero reached his hand toward the empty air.
Crimson particles gathered at his fingertips, eventually forming a sword.

*I guess I'm better off on the streets after all.*

He stepped out of the stairway.

***

"You're back again, mister."

He sat down without answering.
A glass was placed in front of him even though he hadn't ordered.
It was the same drink he had every day.

"I see you didn't bring your nephew today?"

Libero quietly nodded.

"That's a shame. Unlike you, he was quite cute."

Libero didn't particularly care.
The manager would forget about his nephew over time anyway.
That time was incredibly short compared to how long he had lived.

As he was holding his glass, someone sat down next to him at the bar counter.

"I'll have what I had yesterday."

It was a man he had never seen before.
He had no memory of encountering him while wandering around Sak.

*A foreigner?*

It made sense if he had arrived recently.
While Allen was around, he had been cooped up in the basement during these hours.
Their living patterns probably hadn't overlapped until now.

*This guy...*

Without turning his head, he began analyzing the man just by sensing his aura.
The power he sensed wasn't particularly strong.
Not strong, but he definitely possessed both a Stigma and Relics.

*Is he a warrior?*

There was no need to be concerned.
Though he hadn't seen the limits of swordsmanship, he had enough skill to hide his own strength.
That's how he had managed to survive on the streets for so long.

"Thank you."

The man accepted his glass.
He continued observing the man.

*His Stigma is weak, but his martial arts are impressive.*

It didn't take long. Libero quickly gathered all the information about the man.
His main weapon was his fists.
And his martial arts using those fists had reached a level that couldn't be ignored.

While he was analyzing the man, the drinking man asked the innkeeper:

"Do you know anything about Demon Kings?"

The innkeeper answered matter-of-factly while wiping a plate:

"Demon Kings? Aren't they humanity's enemies outside the barrier?"

"I heard rumors that there's a Demon King inside Sak as well."

Listening to their conversation, Libero thought:

*Now that's interesting.*

***

"Jin Mu of the White Tiger Faction requests an audience with the Demon King."

In the highest building located in the center of Sak—the Company headquarters—a man was bowing deeply.
Across from him sat a beautiful woman with black hair.

"What is it?"

Her expression was full of irritation.
With so many annoying matters lately, she was determined not to let it slide if he had come to her for something trivial.

"I thought I should inform you. Recently, a man from Basil seems to be looking for a Demon King within Sak."

"Is that all?"

"The man's identity is the issue. According to my contact at the Sak branch of the cult, this man is the 157th ranked warrior. His skills are also exceptional, and he's likely to be promoted to a high-ranking warrior once he accumulates achievements."

At those words, Demon King Gineus's expression changed.

"So you're saying he came here to accumulate those achievements?"

With high-ranking warrior level skills, even she would feel threatened.
But from what she heard, the opponent didn't even know her identity.

*That's actually better.*

She also had suspicions about the man's identity.
Coming from Basil with exceptional skills, there was a high possibility he was the one who killed the 71st Demon King.
He was probably hiding that fact to avoid scrutiny regarding his promotion to high-ranking warrior, planning to reveal it all at once later.

*I clearly said what to do if the killer of the 71st Demon King came to Sak.*

She smiled with satisfaction.

"Coincidentally, there's another Demon King in Sak?"

She stood up and looked out the window behind her.
The night view of Sak, the city where the sun never rises, spread out beyond the window.
A city that looked beautiful but had terrible security in its unlit alleys.
He would surely be somewhere in there.

"I should make him act up more."

Ch.43 - Second Ordeal (1)
"Finally found it."

It was the fifth day of wandering outside the barrier in search of the Ordeal site.
After many twists and turns, I finally managed to find it.

"This really isn't easy."

I had expected it would take a long time to find without any prior information, but I didn't think I'd struggle this much.
Between Chaos Beasts and bandits, I felt like I'd already gone through plenty of ordeals before the actual Ordeal even began.

*At least I found it, that's fortunate.*

Looking back, I'm still amazed how I discovered it.
Thanks to a misstep, I slid down a hill and found the entrance at the bottom.
At the end of what appeared to be an old mining tunnel, I saw a space similar to the one from before.

*This lakeside again?*

A lake shrouded in strange, thick fog.
I couldn't be certain it was exactly the same space as before, but judging by the completely different air quality, it seemed to have at least a small barrier forming a separate space from the outside.
This must be the Ordeal site.

*If I step into this lake...*

I'll be sucked in below the surface.
And then the Ordeal will begin.

*Shall I go in?*

I'm not taking the Ordeal lightly.
I got thoroughly beaten in the previous Ordeal, so I know they're no joke.
But I'd already made up my mind when I set out to find this Ordeal.
All I needed now was a deep breath.

"Hmmm..."

Since I'd be going underwater after all.
I stepped into the lake.
The ground still felt solid beneath my feet.
But the moment I took another step, my foot slipped endlessly downward.

Gulp.

In an instant, I passed through the surface, and my consciousness sank beneath the lake.

***

*Huh?*

I couldn't open my eyes. For some reason, I felt incredibly drowsy.
It seemed I had already entered the Ordeal, as I couldn't feel any moisture around me.
All I could sense was warm air, silence, and...

*A bed?*

I somehow managed to open my eyes.
My mind was foggy, as if I'd just woken up from sleep.

*Where am I?*

An unfamiliar ceiling.
No, actually, it was a familiar ceiling by now.
It was the all-too-familiar ceiling of the inn.

Had I returned to the inn?
...I wasn't stupid enough to think that.
I'd already been tricked once before.
This must be another space where an Ordeal takes place.

*What matters is my current situation.*

It might look like the inn, but I had no idea what would happen.
I sat up in bed and reached out my hand.

*Inventory.*

I wanted to retrieve Gravitus Replicant just in case.
However, when I put my hand into my inventory, I grabbed nothing.

*Huh?*

I waved my hand around inside my inventory, but it was completely empty.

*So the restriction is confiscating all my items?*

Not a welcome limitation.
Without my Relic, I couldn't even leave the barrier.

*I guess securing a Relic is the priority.*

That's when I noticed something was off.

*Isn't my eye level lower than usual?*

I looked down.
My body seemed somewhat smaller.
When I checked my palms, the calluses that had been there were gone.

*Wait a minute. Don't tell me...*

An ominous feeling began to rise.
And as if to confirm that bad feeling, I heard that line.

"Allen! Alleeen!"

Oh damn.

"How long are you planning to sleep, Allen?"

In that moment, I had only one thought.

I'm screwed.

***

*Damn it. Of all times to come back...*

When I first possessed Allen, I struggled so much trying to adapt to this world.
Even with Allen's memories, overcoming the gap between Earth and here wasn't easy.
Fortunately, I now had memories of successfully adapting.

*But the PTSD is unavoidable.*

It's like having a dream about being back in the military.
I know this is just an Ordeal, not actually going back in time.
Still, thinking about the mistakes I made back then makes my chest sting.

*I shouldn't make the same mistakes again.*

And now, the most representative of those mistakes was happening.

<A quest has appeared.>

[Protect the Village Friends.]
A hungry wolf is attacking your friends who went exploring near the barrier outside the village.
Defeat the wolf and save your friends.
Danger level: D
Reward: 10sp

*Right, this one.*

That problematic quest.

"Planning to run away with the excuse that you're fetching water again?"

The kids were still getting on my nerves.
Back then, I got worked up and underestimated the quest, so I followed the children.
And honestly, even now that I've returned, I personally wanted to go with them.

*If I let these kids go alone, one of them will die.*

Looking back, learning [Swordsmanship (B)] was actually a good choice.
At the time, I wasn't happy with it from a gamer's perspective because it was a hasty decision.
But [Swordsmanship (B)] ultimately helped my relationship with Gwen.

"Of course the coward Allen wouldn't come with us."

So why was I hesitating?
There were two reasons.

First, there were plenty of ways to save the children without me going along.
I wouldn't get the SP reward from the quest, but I could simply inform the village adults about the wolf.
It wasn't even a healthy wolf but one near death, so any ordinary adult man could handle it without trouble.

Second, the current situation was different from back then.
It wasn't just that I had memories of the future.
There was one more major difference.

*Absolute Obedience doesn't work.*

That was the biggest limitation of this Ordeal.
Going back in time and the trauma weren't the real problems.
For some reason, I couldn't use Absolute Obedience here. That was the biggest issue.

In a way, it was what I had most wanted while training in swordsmanship—
to temporarily deactivate Absolute Obedience during training.
But I hadn't wanted it to be completely unusable.

*It was a pretty useful trait.*

Of course, I didn't think its absence would cause major problems.
If anything, knowing the future seemed like an even bigger advantage.

*For example, I know the wolf is in a dying state.*

Knowing that, I had no reason to be nervous.

*I don't know the purpose of this Ordeal, but...*

For now, I just need to do my best.
I need to show I can manage well even without Absolute Obedience.

"I'll go."

"What?"

"I said I'm going too. What? Are you deaf?"

***

The wolf charged.
I swung my rod sideways with force.
I avoided a frontal attack because I knew my strength was still lacking.

Despite early-Allen's crawling level of strength, the properly applied force made the wolf lose its balance and stagger.
Of course, it helped that the wolf was already near death.

*I don't need to end this in one blow.*

I just needed to prevent the wolf's attacks and drain its stamina.
Allen's stamina wasn't great either, but the wolf was depleting faster.
I continued using the rod to fend off the desperately charging wolf.

*This should be enough.*

Its stamina was heavily depleted.
The wolf's movements had noticeably slowed, and it was panting heavily from exhaustion.
I approached the wolf and swung my rod.
The wolf's legs gave out, and it collapsed.

*That was simple.*

Blood dripped from the metal rod I was holding.
My weapon was different from last time.
Instead of the wooden stick the leader kid had dropped, I'd brought a metal rod in my inventory.

*Come to think of it...*

I didn't freeze up at all when facing the wolf this time.
It wasn't just because I knew the wolf was dying.

*Have I gotten used to this?*

When I thought about it, it made sense.
I'd defeated Chaos Beasts, fought bandits, and even killed a Demon King.
There was no reason to be scared of a wolf now.

It wasn't that I had grown as a person.

*So Allen did grow up after all.*

Considering he used to freeze up at the sight of wolves, this was dramatic growth.
And that wasn't all.

*I thought my swordsmanship would revert too.*

The traits I acquired through succession, [Premature Growth] and [Royal Authority], were gone.
But [Swordsmanship (A-)] remained as [Swordsmanship (B+)], with slightly reduced proficiency.

*If I only had [Swordsmanship (B)] inherited from Gwen, that would be gone too.*

But the [Swordsmanship (A-)] I had before entering the Ordeal was obtained through training with Libero, without succession or Absolute Obedience.
Since it was directly learned and ingrained in my mind, I could implement it without the skill system's assistance, which manifested as [Swordsmanship (B+)].

*The situation is much better.*

The best part was having Libero's [Swordsmanship (B+)], which was far superior to Gwen's [Swordsmanship (B)], and without SP consumption.
Plus, unlike before, I wasn't injured in the wolf fight. This would be advantageous for building basic stamina and strength.

*Now, what's next?*

The situation had clearly improved.
But changes in the situation would also change the future.
I needed to pay careful attention to those changes.

*The most important thing is probably Gwen.*

I later learned that Gwen became interested in me partly because I used her swordsmanship.
Of course, I could still learn her swordsmanship now, but spending a large amount of SP for that was something to consider carefully.

*Do I take the stable path, or challenge an uncertain future?*

If I followed the future I knew exactly, I could certainly reach the same point that I had outside the Ordeal.
And that point wasn't bad at all. As far as I knew, there was no route where Allen could obtain a Relic from the beginning, kill a Demon King, and reach [Swordsmanship (A-)].
With [Swordsmanship (A-)] already in my possession, I might even reach a higher point.

But was that really the best option?
Could I create a better new route now?
Even without meeting Gwen or following that exact path, could I achieve better results?

What drew me to the latter option was the mistakes I had made in the past.
The God of Regret said humans can move forward because they regret.
I didn't want to make the same mistakes while walking the same path.

This Ordeal is a one-time opportunity.
I know I need to be careful.
But I didn't think the intention of this Ordeal was for me to walk exactly the same path as before.

After passing through the God of Regret's trial last time, I realized something.
Every Ordeal has an intended purpose.

For now, with limited information, it's probably best to aim to become a warrior like I did outside the Ordeal.
But it's not that simple.
What exactly is this Ordeal trying to accomplish?

I needed to keep pondering that as I moved forward.

Ch.44 - Second Ordeal (2)
"Is this really your first time outside the barrier?"

I nodded to Gwen's question.
Then I acted nonchalantly.

"Is there something strange about that?"

"No, it's just that people usually have trouble adjusting when they first leave the barrier."

Of course I'm fine—this isn't my first time.
But to her, I was just an ordinary country boy without any Relics.
Unaware of the truth, Gwen muttered:

"Maybe you have a good adaptability to Chaos."

I'd heard that before.
Back then, it was thanks to Absolute Obedience.

*At least the deal was successful.*

Even though I was taking a different route this time, it would have been difficult to give up on Gwen.
However, I didn't learn swordsmanship from her. I saved more SP and inherited [Premature Growth], and I easily caught the robber who entered the inn using Libero's swordsmanship.
Libero's swordsmanship was also enough to catch Gwen's interest. Though I wondered if it would serve the same purpose as Gwen's swordsmanship.

"Was it really necessary to wait three days?"

"Yes, I needed time to say goodbye to the Innkeeper."

That wasn't the real reason.
It was because of an event I encountered on the way to the Ordeal with her.

"Oh? Long time no see, hey!"

Lyutmila, a high-ranking warrior who used a bow as her main weapon.
Just like last time, we ran into her group.
But this wasn't the event I was aiming for.

*Unless I'm crazy, it's better not to get involved with high-ranking warriors.*

The power of the warrior I saw at the gate from Basil to Sak.
Even that warrior hadn't yet reached the high rank.
Wanting to get involved with high-ranking warriors after seeing that isn't being fearless—it's being thoughtless.

*It should be right after this.*

While I was reviewing my plan, Gwen finished her conversation with Warrior Lyutmila.
I didn't listen carefully since I remembered it wasn't an important conversation.

"Hey."

"Yes?"

"Forget everything you just heard."

"What?"

No, I really didn't hear anything this time.

"My age... never mind."

But her words reminded me.

*Come to think of it, she had a complex about her age.*

Due to [Premature Growth], Gwen's growth had stopped, making her look like a petite high school girl, but her actual age...
Somehow feeling Gwen's glare, I decided to stop that train of thought.

***

"We need to extract a barrier fragment from this creature, but I don't know where it is. Will you help me look?"

After Gwen defeated the golem blocking our path, I easily extracted the barrier fragment from it.
Gwen seemed suspicious, but since there were already so many suspicious things about me, I decided not to worry about it.

*What comes next is more important.*

The event I've been waiting for is about to happen.

"This is..."

At that moment, Gwen looked into the distance.
I also began to feel vibrations through the ground.

*It's starting.*

An attack by three golems.
Or more precisely, an attack by bandits.

*I'll leave the golems to Gwen and...*

I had something else to do.

*The bandits.*

I needed to find their leader.
He was currently waiting to take advantage of the golem situation.
And after witnessing Gwen's extraordinary combat abilities, he would hide quietly until Gwen discovered his position and then flee.

*It should be over there.*

While pretending to watch Gwen, I glanced sideways at the position where Gwen had found the bandits.
Dark Night has a limited casting time. He wouldn't be using it yet.

*There he is.*

I found the leader's position.
His missing left arm made him easy to identify.

*Now I just need to wait for the right timing.*

The golems rushed in, and Gwen slashed the foremost one with her Relic "Ignis."
This was my chance.
While they were distracted by Gwen's overwhelming power.
I headed toward where the leader was hiding.

*It's a bit disappointing not having the power of wind.*

Running felt frustratingly slow without it.
Still, I managed to reach his side before he noticed me.

"Huh?"

By the time he noticed me, it was already too late.
I swung the Gravitus Replicant I was holding.
Light when swinging, heavy when cutting.
It was a sword I was long accustomed to.
The blade easily severed his neck.

*Last time, this guy turned into a Chaos Beast and gave me trouble.*

I snatched Dark Night from his hand and quickly threw it into my inventory.
His subordinates finally noticed my attack and shouted:

"W-what is this guy!"

I had already planned my movements.
I cut down several of them with my sword while moving into the archers' blind spot.
A few whose abilities I hadn't yet gauged followed me.
But soon their attention turned elsewhere.

Thud.

The last golem fell to Gwen's sword.
She turned her head to look in my direction.

"They're both monsters! Run!"

Well, it was Libero's swordsmanship, though not perfect.
Combined with my practiced use of the Gravitus Replicant's effects, it was at a level incomprehensible to them.

*They said to run.*

All except one.
I spread black smoke and pursued just one of the fleeing men.
The one with the spear.

"Argh..."

When the smoke cleared, I wiped the blood from my sword on his clothes.
It would have been convenient to clean the sword with the power of wind, but alas.
I took the spear from the fallen man's hand.

"That spear..."

"I noticed you had your eyes fixed on this spear from the moment you turned your head this way. It must be something significant."

Gwen approached and carefully took the spear.

"Thank you."

She put the spear in her inventory.
Last time, I think she stuck it somewhere out of sight and prayed, which was unexpected.

*Perhaps she doesn't trust me completely like before.*

Fair enough. Back then, I only gave off slightly suspicious vibes, but otherwise had the knowledge of a completely ordinary boy.
But the amount of knowledge I possess now would naturally make her suspicious.

*It doesn't matter. Gwen is strict about separating business from personal matters.*

The deal to reveal the location of the Relic.
As long as that stands, she'll take me to the Ordeal.
That's what I was thinking when:

"But did you really need me to take you to the Ordeal? You seem quite skilled."

She hit the nail on the head.
The truth was, I needed her more for securing the Relic than for reaching the Ordeal.
With a Relic, I could easily reach the Ordeal on my own.
Now that I had Dark Night, I could probably reach the Ordeal without her.
Nevertheless, I held up the Gravitus Replicant and said:

"I don't have a Relic."

"Come to think of it, you seem familiar with handling the Gravitus Replicant. Have you perhaps used the original Gravitus..."

She let her words trail off.
Even to her, the idea that a country boy from the outskirts of Basil might have used the 4-star Relic Gravitus seemed far-fetched.

"...Never mind. Let's continue on our way."

***

Finally, we arrived at the Ordeal of the God of Regret.
Before us was a lake shrouded in mist.
I wondered if it was possible to enter another Ordeal from within an Ordeal... but I'd find out soon enough.

"By the way. Do you know how to enter the Ordeal?"

I didn't know last time, but I do now.

"If you step into the lake, you'll be pulled down beneath the water. That's when the Ordeal begins."

"I see. Then let's conclude our deal now."

"What?"

I couldn't help but be surprised.
This was different from last time.
I had thought Gwen simply forgot about the deal and entered the lake.
But thinking about it again, that wasn't the case.

*From Gwen's perspective then, it made more sense to ask after the Ordeal.*

She might have been able to obtain the "Sword of Roses" from the Ordeal.
And based on my swordsmanship, she suspected I might be from the Ridwald family.
She had planned to try getting the "Sword of Roses" from the Ordeal first, and if that failed, entrust her duty to me.

But this time, she didn't think I was from the Ridwald family.
So she had only one question for me:

"Where is the Sword of Roses?"

Once I tell her the location of the Sword of Roses, she won't enter the Ordeal.
Because the Sword of Roses isn't in the Ordeal.
Then our connection would end here.

*It's a shame, but...*

It was also true that there was nothing more to gain from her.
This time, we'd simply be going our separate ways earlier.
Still, feeling regretful, I asked her one last question:

"If you learn the location of the Sword of Roses, you'll take back the Gravitus Replicant and leave immediately, right? Then I'll have no way to return inside the barrier."

But Gwen coldly refuted my words:

"I saw you put a dagger-shaped Relic into your inventory earlier. I'll trust that you'll report it to the Order later."

It seemed there was no choice.
I returned the Gravitus Replicant to Gwen and said:

"The Sword of Roses is..."

***

*I thought I had the advantage, but...*

This time, I failed to receive the Gravitus Replicant from Gwen.
Though there are plenty of other ways to obtain a 2-star Relic, it was still disappointing.
Of course, I had prepared for this possibility when I decided not to inherit [Swordsmanship(B)]. That's why I secured Dark Night in advance, in case I couldn't get a Relic from Gwen.

*Still, I haven't deviated from the plan yet.*

After Gwen left, I remained alone and put my foot into the lake.
It was time to see how an Ordeal within an Ordeal would be implemented.

*Well then...*

My vision sank below the water's surface, and my consciousness drifted even deeper.

*Huh?*

When I opened my eyes, I wasn't in a desert.
A massive room. And in the center stood an equally massive tree.

*This is...*

This was where I had received the reward for the Ordeal from the God of Regret.

*Did the Ordeal end immediately?*

Though it seemed strange that it ended when I didn't even remember it starting.
As I was looking around:

-I didn't expect to see you again.

A youthful voice whose gender I couldn't determine.
Just hearing the voice made me suddenly irritated.
I couldn't forget the humiliation I suffered from this being.

-I thought you'd die quickly since you were so weak.

Still an annoying one.
But there was something bothering me before I could get angry.

"You remember me?"

This should be my first time seeing him in this Ordeal world.
Yet the God of Regret seemed to remember me.
To my question, the God of Regret answered:

-Seems I made another mistake. I forgot you're currently undergoing that one's Ordeal.

"That one? Do you know about the god who oversees this Ordeal?"

Like the God of "Regret," the name of a god likely reflects their nature.
If I could at least hear the name, it would be an important clue to understanding this Ordeal.

-Let's just say we're not on good terms. If I tell you more, I'll get an earful from him, so I'll stop here.

That's unfortunate.
Then I had to ask something else.
It was also the most important thing right now.

"What happened to my Ordeal? It doesn't seem like it even started?"

-Huh? Given the nature of my Ordeal, there's no point in repeating it anyway. I just let you pass. Don't worry. For fairness, you'll receive the same reward as before.

With those words, a purplish fruit fell from the tree.
When I opened the fruit, the familiar power of wind was inside.

*The first time I opened it, I was surprised to find nothing inside.*

I immediately learned the power of wind.
Like with swordsmanship, the proficiency I had gained outside the Ordeal seemed to be recognized, as the wind power's proficiency immediately rose to B-.
As the familiar wind began to swirl around me, I finally felt at ease.

*This is essential.*

Just as I mastered the power of wind:

-Oh right, that one has a nasty personality like me, so be careful...

At that moment, the scenery changed.
I was sitting by the lakeside.

*Did the god overseeing the Ordeal intervene?*

Still, I learned one important thing.
The overseer of this Ordeal was not the God of Regret.

I had actually suspected that this Ordeal might also be overseen by the God of Regret.
After all, this Ordeal seemed to dig into my mistakes and traumas.
It seemed quite similar to the God of Regret's Ordeal.

But the God of Regret clarified that this Ordeal wasn't under his jurisdiction.
In fact, he mentioned they weren't on good terms.
Of course, he might have been lying, but for now, it was a valuable clue.

*A god who doesn't get along with the God of Regret...*

Pondering this, I got up to proceed with my next plan.

"Next is the Demon King, then."

Ch.45 - Second Ordeal (3)
Allen wanted to defeat the Demon King, not just for the SP points, but because he genuinely wanted to save people.

"I want to save everyone."

If he didn't kill the Demon King, everyone in the village would die—the innkeeper, the flower-selling girl, and even Pin, whom he had to kill last time while hunting the Demon King.

"This time, I want to save both Pin and Weiss."

Previously, he hadn't known Weiss was the Demon King's original host. He only knew the Demon King entered the village in a foreigner's form. His plan had gone awry when Pin and Weiss arrived together after he eliminated the bandits. His strategy relied on surprise, and killing the wrong person would alert the Demon King.

Now that he knew Weiss was the original host, he had more time to prepare. The Ordeal had ended early, and thanks to mastering "Premature Growth," he didn't need to hunt Chaos Beasts for SP. His Wind power was also more developed than before.

"I need to find Weiss before Pin or anyone else does."

He didn't intend to kill Weiss—even though the 71st Demon King resided within her, Weiss's personality remained. Though the Demon King had called her an empty shell, Allen disagreed. The Weiss he knew was human, with real tears. To save her while defeating the Demon King, he needed to transfer the Demon King to another body.

After two weeks searching outside the barrier, Allen finally found Weiss collapsed. Though she looked unwell, he wasn't worried—as long as the Demon King was inside her, she wouldn't die. He hid nearby in the darkness, waiting.

Eventually, a bandit appeared and approached Weiss. When he reached for her, she bit his hand. The bandit drew his sword, but suddenly dropped it as if burned—the Demon King had transferred to him.

This was Allen's chance. The Demon King couldn't immediately control a new host, instead gradually consuming their mind. Allen rushed forward with Amya and subdued the bandit.

"Please, spare me! I didn't do anything to her!" the bandit begged.

"Stay still if you want to live," Allen replied.

He couldn't kill the host here and release the Demon King's body—its regenerative abilities were too powerful. Without Gravitus Replicant, Allen couldn't kill it instantly with Amya. He needed to bring it inside the barrier where its regeneration would be sealed.

As Allen was binding the bandit, he noticed a shadow moving strangely at the edge of his vision.

"Damn."

He'd made a mistake. He should have given Weiss a Relic first. Pin had saved Weiss by giving her a bracelet, prepared to become a Chaos Beast himself.

And now Allen paid the price.

Crack.

***

[1/100]

***

Warm air, silence, and a bed.

"Ugh...!"

Allen jerked upright. He was in a familiar room—the inn.

"So I've completely returned."

He was relieved the Ordeal wasn't over. Though strange to welcome the Ordeal, it was better than ending so futilely.

He recalled seeing "1/100" before losing consciousness. Perhaps some kind of completion rate? What mattered was that he had another chance.

"My approach wasn't wrong."

It was the best route for an optimal outcome—he'd just made a small mistake. But that small mistake had cost him his life.

"I need to be more thorough this time."

He wouldn't allow even the smallest error with this new opportunity.

***

"Haah..."

Allen leaned against a tree, catching his breath. He'd diligently repeated the Ordeal over several months.

As before, he killed the wolf, met Gwen, and reached the Ordeal. Though parting with Gwen was regrettable, he could defeat the Demon King without her. It was necessary for the optimal ending.

This time, however, he approached things differently. Already knowing Weiss's location, he immediately sought Relics. He obtained a decent 2-star Relic and a 1-star accessory for Weiss.

He captured the bandit possessed by the Demon King and brought him inside the barrier, where they fought intensely.

"Without the Wind power, I'd have broken bones everywhere."

Even weakened by the barrier, the Demon King was formidable. But Allen's Wind power gave him a speed advantage, and using the Relic and Libero's swordsmanship, he accumulated damage until the Demon King fell.

The Wind power also helped counteract the stiffening effect of the Demon King's presence, similar to Absolute Obedience.

<You have defeated the Demon King. You gain the title [Demon King Slayer].>

<You gain 200 SP as a bonus from the title [Demon King Slayer].>

<Having accumulated 500 SP, you inherit a second Stigma.>

Though not completely uninjured, Allen was in much better shape than last time.

"This should be enough to leave immediately."

He had saved everyone he needed to here. Though he regretted not having time to properly meet Weiss, he needed to move quickly. Last time, he'd left the inn too late, caught up in daily life.

He had already learned all he could from Libero at his current level. It would take unknown time to reach the next level, so it was more efficient to pursue other goals.

But one task remained.

"I have about a month and a half left."

This was time he would have spent discovering the Demon King's identity and recovering from injuries. Now it was free time, after which he needed to head to Basilium.

"I still need to save Elsie."

The poor girl was part of his optimal outcome. Though his connection with Gwen was weaker this time, he could send Elsie to Libero since he wouldn't be going himself.

***

"Did I arrive too early?"

Allen realized he didn't know exactly when Elsie arrived in Basilium. When he'd rescued her from the rain before, she had been nearly dead, so he arrived early this time to save her sooner.

"It's been a while since I was here."

He hadn't stayed long in Basilium before, but strangely remembered the shops he'd visited with Elsie.

"Should I wait for Elsie here?"

He wouldn't need to wait long—probably just two days before Elsie arrived.

"Until then, I'll gather more SP."

There was no time to waste. Allen began looking for small quests around town to earn SP, while keeping an eye out for Elsie.

As he passed through an alley, something caught his eye. Allen froze in place. Someone who shouldn't be here was standing before him.

"Why is he here?"

A tall man in shabby clothes—someone with no reason to be in this place.

"Libero?"
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"Libero?"

For a moment, I thought I'd seen the wrong person.
But it was definitely Libero standing there.

*Why is Libero here?*

For some reason, he approached me in a straight line.
Then he stopped, maintaining a certain distance.
Having learned swordsmanship from him, I knew.
That distance was exactly the reach of his sword.

*Why?*

After trying my best to ignore him, I finally met Libero's eyes.
His eyes were filled with curiosity.
He opened his mouth.

"Are you the one who killed the 71st Demon King?"

How did he know?
He certainly wasn't present outside the Ordeal, and he shouldn't have known that I killed the 71st Demon King.

"The 71st Demon King? What's that?"

Cornered, I tried to make an excuse.
But it wouldn't work on Libero.

"You're lying. Yet the power I sense from you is unbelievably weak..."

He sneered.

"Well, perhaps you used some trick. Or maybe you're hiding your true power."

Crimson particles began gathering in his hand.
It seemed there was no way to stop him now.

"How did you find out?"

I still needed to know how he discovered that I killed the Demon King.
This would be important even after leaving the Ordeal.
Learning this alone could be considered an achievement of the Ordeal.

But Libero's answer shocked me.

"A warrior who visited the area testified to the cult. Said there was a suspicious boy in the village."

It felt like something heavy had struck my head, making it throb.

*Gwen?*

I couldn't believe it.
But thinking about it, it made sense.
To this version of Gwen, I was merely a business transaction.
Gwen... has always been someone who strictly separates personal and professional matters.

*Damn it.*

What I thought was the optimal approach turned out to be the worst.
But it was still too early to give up.
I took out the Relic I had been using instead of the Gravitus Replicant from my inventory.
And I took my stance.

"That stance..."

Libero's eyes widened briefly when he saw my posture.

"So you have some connection to me after all."

But that lasted only a moment.
He raised his sword.

"I'd like to talk more, but it seems I shouldn't delay."

A murderous aura began flowing from him.
The sharpness of his presence was so intense it could kill with pressure alone, and I struggled just to maintain my consciousness.
If I had "Absolute Obedience," it might have been different, but I didn't have even that here.

"You'll just be a nuisance at the Demon King council."

In that moment, I could clearly see his back.

*Demon King Libero.*

A Demon King who had honed his swordsmanship to the extreme, allowing him to conceal his presence. One of the very few Demon Kings who could freely move within the barrier along with the 71st Demon King.
And simultaneously, the warrior assassin who eliminated important warriors according to the Demon King council's decisions.
That's why I was wary of the cult discovering my relationship with him.

"I had expectations when I heard you killed a Demon King... but you're disappointing."

In an instant, he cut me down and sheathed his sword.
His retreating figure was utterly hideous.

"...Demon King Libero."

Bleeding from his sword strike, I spoke.
Even though the real Libero wouldn't hear what I said to this version of him.

"Is this truly the justice you love?"

I wasn't challenging him.
I was simply curious.
The person I saw while being his disciple wasn't like this.

"Which is your true self?"

His current appearance was clearly strange.
Contradictory.
Full of paradoxes.

He abandoned pursuing the ultimate swordsmanship, yet rushes to face warriors he expects to be strong.
He claims life has no meaning, yet continues to live.
And...

*Despite being a Demon King, he's somehow obsessed with justice.*

I confirmed it.
His pupils trembled at my question.

*Is this the end of the Ordeal?*

My eyes closed.

***

[2/100]

***

"Huff..."

Once again, I was in the inn room.

*Another chance?*

Then I recalled the number I saw while unconscious.

*It changed from [1/100] to [2/100].*

That could only mean one thing.

*I have 100 chances.*

Quite a lot of opportunities.
Or maybe not so many, considering how many times I've died so far.
Especially if I'm pursuing a perfect ending.

*Damn it, things get messed up whenever something changes even slightly.*

What should I do?
Though I froze up when facing Libero and couldn't act, I did have a way to escape that situation.

*I should have received the Royal Authority of Reim Kingdom.*

It was because I didn't have Absolute Obedience.
If I had it, I could have somehow received the succession even in that situation.
No matter how much Allen's personality had grown, freezing up before a Demon King like Libero was unavoidable.

*If I could receive the Royal Authority of Reim before meeting him, it would solve the problem...*

But that would surely cause other complications.
Yet following the same path I took outside the Ordeal made me doubt if that was the Ordeal's intention.

*With 100 chances, achieving a perfect ending seems more likely.*

I've only died twice so far.
It's too early to give up.

*Let's review the plan again.*

Could there be another optimal path?
Perhaps there was an even better route.

And so my third attempt began.

***

[3/100]

[4/100]

[5/100]

[6/100]

.
.
.

[12/100]

***

The third attempt, the fourth, the fifth.
And up to the twelfth attempt.
The causes of failure were diverse.
From minor mistakes to unexpected events.

In real time, I'd spent about four years in the Ordeal, at minimum.
Actually, I wasn't really keeping track of time.
The space here had a distorted concept of time.
The first Ordeal made this clear.

The first Ordeal was divided between the desert space and my memory space.
In the desert space, where time flowed normally, time passed as it did outside.
But in the memory space, where time jumped erratically, time didn't flow.

This space was closer to the memory space than the desert.
After all, I returned to a certain point in the past each time I died.
I couldn't say that real time wasn't passing at all, but it certainly wasn't flowing at the same rate.
That was just my guess, though.

Regardless of real time, I was getting tired.
No matter how many chances I had, repeating the same six months over and over was mentally exhausting.
It's challenging because it's an Ordeal. There must be a better reward. But even that reasoning had its limits.

Plus, I learned something from the third attempt onward.
While NPCs like Weiss or Finn didn't change, the actions of playable characters like Gwen and Elsie somehow varied.
Especially Elsie, who often didn't arrive at Basilium no matter how long I waited.
It wasn't just Elsie; once, a different character came to the inn instead of Gwen.

Just when I was starting to consider compromising on my idea of a perfect ending.
On the thirteenth attempt, I finally succeeded in reaching my desired point.

I told Gwen the location of the Relic.
I saved both Weiss and Finn.
I also arranged for Elsie to meet Libero.

I wasn't there.
There was no room for me to intervene if I wanted to save everyone.
But I changed the past more perfectly.

*So what?*

This is just an Ordeal.
Changing things here doesn't change the past outside the Ordeal.
There's no way to change the past.

Suddenly, I remembered what the God of Regret had said.

-That one has a nasty personality like mine, so be careful...

Until now, I hadn't believed those words.
I was even grateful for the chance to change the past.
But with each attempt, I felt the sincerity in the God of Regret's concern for me.

And only after succeeding in changing all the past in the thirteenth attempt did I realize the true intention of the god who created this Ordeal.

*No wonder they don't get along with the God of Regret.*

This Ordeal directly contradicts the God of Regret.

*You can't change the past just because you regret it.*

Looking back can certainly provide good motivation.
But if you only look back, you can't move forward.
Or even if you can move forward, you won't reach where you want to go.

From the beginning, this Ordeal itself was a trap.
The content of the Ordeal wasn't important at all.
I spoke into the void.

"The answer: Reality is more important than this illusory past."

At that moment.
A voice came from the void.
This time, it was a mature woman's voice.

- Let's call that the correct answer for now.

Simultaneously, the space began to distort.

***

- Congratulations. You have passed my Ordeal.

I was standing in front of that giant tree again.
Having passed the Ordeal, a reward would likely fall from the tree.
But before that, there was something I wanted to ask.

"What is your name?"

- I was just about to tell you. I am the God of Reality.

The God of Reality.
Still within the range I expected.
I asked what I wanted to know.

"What exactly was this Ordeal designed for?"

It was strange in many ways.
Yes, in most cases, people would try to change the past they regretted after going back.
But what if...

"What happens if a challenger doesn't try to change the past?"

What about someone who has already let go of all regrets?
Perhaps such people might use this Ordeal to learn about the future.
Going through all 100 attempts to discover 100 different futures.

-Then they would pass the Ordeal at that moment. But don't worry.

Don't worry?

-The content of my Ordeal isn't the same for everyone.

"Not the same for everyone? Then other people..."

-Yes, you were the only one who had to go through 100 attempts. I can't tell you about other people's Ordeals, though.

"Why only me?"

-The true purpose of my Ordeal isn't simply to let go of regret. It goes further, to face the reality you've been avoiding.

The reality I've been avoiding?
Come to think of it, the God of Regret's Ordeal was also about facing the past I'd been avoiding.
But unlike the regrets etched in my mind, I couldn't think of any reality I might be avoiding.

-It's natural you can't recall it. That's why I let you pass for now.

My thoughts couldn't keep up.
What was this being talking about?

-Didn't you find it strange? This Ordeal was almost identical to reality, but there was one difference, wasn't there?

Different from reality?
Following the god's hint, I started thinking.
The Ordeal was certainly different from reality.

"Do you mean the movements of playable characters like Gwen or Ersia?"

-That could be considered correct too. But there was a more fundamental difference. Of course, the fact that you didn't notice it is also evidence of your growth.

A fundamental difference from reality...
I began reviewing my memories from all thirteen attempts.
The conclusion came sooner than expected.
It was something I paid less attention to as the attempts progressed.

"Is it Absolute Obedience?"

Ch.47 - Second Ordeal (FIN)
"Is it 'Absolute Obedience'?"

"That's correct."

So the reality I've been avoiding must be related to Absolute Obedience. Yet even now, I couldn't begin to guess what that reality might be.

"I think I've given you enough clues. Are you still avoiding it?"

Suddenly, the space around me began to ripple again. Confused, I asked her:

"Hasn't the Ordeal already ended?"

"What comes next isn't an Ordeal. This is merely my help, because I pity you."

Not an Ordeal but help?
I didn't understand what she meant.
Then, beyond my rippling vision, a scene began to appear.

*Where is this?*

It was an inn room.
But unlike the Ordeal.
I was watching Allen from a third-person perspective.

"Face reality."

With those words, Allen began to move before my eyes.

In the first cycle, Allen froze in front of the wolf and died. The second and third cycles were the same.
From the fourth cycle, he didn't even go after the wolf. But he was killed by a robber who broke into the inn.

These were all developments I knew.
They matched exactly what happened in the first through fourth cycles of Allen Plake that I had raised.

The cycles continued to flow.
He died in the village when the Demon King invaded.
He died meeting bandits on the way to Basilium.

Back then, I was just annoyed by Allen's frustrating behavior and thought it was strange.
Allen didn't listen to my commands well, but he seemed to grow somewhat with each cycle.

*Even so, his rock-bottom talent meant he could never become a hero.*

The cycles passed until the hundredth.
The hundredth Allen tried his best.
He was probably the most similar to who I am now among all the Allens.
Except he didn't have Absolute Obedience.

Yes, he had to be similar.
I finally acknowledged the reality I'd been denying all this time.
After seeing Allen's habits and judgments, I had no choice but to accept it.

"I admit it. I was the one possessing Allen through all hundred cycles."

Allen's frustrating movements made perfect sense.
A modern city-dweller suddenly dropped into a game world.
Of course he'd freeze when encountering a wolf for the first time in his life.
Violence and murder would naturally make someone with modern values hesitate.

"In this Ordeal, the hundred cycles were the same hundred cycles of Allen Plake that I raised, right?"

"That's correct. And there was actually one more decisive clue. Yet you avoided facing it until the very end. The difference wasn't just the absence of Absolute Obedience, was it?"

"...The Stigma was different."

For the first and second cycles, the Stigmas overlapped by coincidence.
No, not coincidence. The [Rose Mark] and [Royal Mark] were combinations I rarely changed regardless of which character I was raising.
But when I grew frustrated with raising Allen, I started changing the Stigmas.

Thanks to that, I had somewhat noticed from the middle.
What the cycles in the Ordeal really were.
But I unconsciously wanted to deny it.

*To think that I was that Allen.*

Self-loathing washed over me.
But at the same time, I began to understand why the deity said this wasn't an extension of the Ordeal.

*But this time, I was different.*

The conditions were almost the same.
Of course, my proficiency with swordsmanship and wind powers differed, but what mattered was that I also didn't have Absolute Obedience.

*Even if the first cycle me had [Swordsmanship (B+)], I would have frozen and died anyway.*

Meanwhile, the current me essentially didn't need Absolute Obedience.
There were occasionally situations where I missed it, but even those became fewer.

I faced reality.

*I was that pathetic idiot Allen Plake. But...*

That reality wasn't all bad.

*I've already grown a lot.*

From a pathetic idiot to at least a fool, that is.
After accepting the reality I didn't want to acknowledge, I could properly grasp my positive current reality as well.
The fog of questions in my mind began to clear somewhat.

Me through a hundred cycles without Absolute Obedience.
My thoughts reached even to things I couldn't have tried before.

"I have a question."

"I'll tell you what I can."

"How does time work in this place?"

This was most important for what I had in mind.
If time flowed the same as outside, leaving the Ordeal immediately would be the right decision.
That way I could barely make my plans work.

"Of course, it doesn't flow exactly like real time. In your case, the real time that passed during your thirteen cycles was about two days."

Two days for four years.
So for the remaining 87 cycles, it would take about a month at most.

*A month or so...*

Compared to what I could gain, it was well worth it.

"Could I experience the remaining 87 cycles as well?"

"It's not impossible, but it won't be that helpful. You can't take specific memories of events from my Ordeal to the outside."

That was an unexpected limitation.
But considering that no one else could take information from this Ordeal outside, it was better this way.
A question suddenly occurred to me.

"What about insights gained through the Ordeal? Are those erased too?"

"No, only memories of specific events will become hazy like dreams. The growth you achieve through the Ordeal will continue."

That was fortunate.
It wouldn't affect what I intended to do.
Though it was a bit disappointing not to be able to take more concrete knowledge of the future.

"Then please send me back to the thirteenth cycle."

"May I ask why?"

"Because there's still reality I want to confirm."

After a moment's hesitation, the deity of reality answered.

"Very well."

At that moment, my vision distorted again.

***

According to the deity, the information I gained here would become hazy like a dream anyway.
All I could take with me were the insights and growth I gained from them.
So there was only one thing I needed to do during the remaining 87 cycles.

*Let's see just how far my swordsmanship can go.*

I knew this Ordeal was an illusion.
I no longer clung to the past.

The Gwen here, Weiss, Elsie.
They weren't as important as their real counterparts.
For the sake of the real ones, becoming stronger was my priority.

So I had no lingering attachments.
I headed straight for Sak.
And I found Libero.

I didn't need [Royal Authority of Reim].
Just my determination to learn his swordsmanship.
That was enough.

It was the same when I first met him.
When I first asked him to teach me swordsmanship because of his promise to the previous Reim king, he didn't properly agree.
But when I showed my determination to learn swordsmanship, he finally accepted me as his disciple.

So I spent one cycle training swordsmanship under him.
Even as the world fell into chaos by the Demon Kings, I silently trained my swordsmanship. After all, I knew this world had no meaning.
What was rather unexpected was Libero himself. I expected him to leave me when the Demon Kings' invasion intensified, as he did in the third cycle.

But he remained by my side.
Like a great tree watching over a growing sprout.
Even in a world facing destruction, he stayed until the end to teach me swordsmanship.

The next cycle was the same, and the one after that as well.
And so one cycle after another passed.
Finally, the hundredth cycle arrived.

"Meeting you again."

Of course, the Libero of the hundredth cycle couldn't remember me from previous cycles.
But meeting him now felt natural.
My skill after a hundred cycles had reached a level that even Libero, seeing me for the first time, could recognize.

"How many times have you seen me?"

"This is the hundredth time."

Excluding the first cycle when I never met him, and adding the time I met him in reality, it was indeed the hundredth.

"You're completely mad. Judging by your training time alone, you seem to have reached a level almost equal to mine. Is there still something left for you to learn from me?"

To that question, I answered as if it were obvious.

"I still haven't caught up to you."

In truth, his level was still beyond my sight.
Perhaps it was impossible to catch up to him from the beginning.
But what was certain was that I had become much stronger than I was in the thirteenth cycle.

"Follow me, boy."

And so, until the final hundredth cycle.
I stayed with him.

"I wanted to beat you at least once."

There was something I tried at the end of every cycle.
To clash with him using all my strength.
Since I hadn't improved any specs other than swordsmanship, the method was purely swordsmanship.
Libero also suppressed his abilities as a Demon King as much as possible when facing me.

Of course, the result was always the same.
I could never defeat him.

"This is the end of my dedicated training with you."

Sitting defeated by him, I looked at the world reaching its end once again.
The powerful Chaos beginning to engulf the world.
No barrier or Relic could withstand that Chaos.
I would probably be swallowed up soon as well.

That's when it happened.

"The most important thing in swordsmanship is conviction."

"What?"

"Your swordsmanship is too cautious. Rotate your upper body more to be parallel with the sword. Thrust the sword deeper."

He was smiling with satisfaction.

"Then you could have at least touched me with your sword tip."

I was dumbfounded for a moment.

*I could have touched him? With my sword tip?*

I wanted to prove it.
But it was too late.
Chaos had approached right before us.

"It was fun, boy. If you ever meet me again, tell me then."

He said with a bitter smile.

"That I realized only at the end of the world."

The image of the dying world reflected in his eyes.

"A sword is ultimately a tool. The end of swordsmanship exists in the will of its master."

Chaos instantly swallowed him and me.
I'm sorry, but I won't be able to convey his last words.
After all, all the memories I've experienced will now fade away.

Ch.48 - The End Of Childhood
After completing all 100 cycles, I found myself back in front of the great tree.

"So, have you achieved everything you wanted?"

One hundred cycles.
If Libero, who had already lived for an eternity, hadn't been by my side, it would have been impossible to endure that long span of time.
By the middle, I started to cherish the remaining cycles. And by the final hundredth cycle, I felt a sense of regret.

"But there's nothing I can do. My agreement with you was only for 100 cycles."

"I'm disappointed as well. Watching you was quite enjoyable."

She had been watching the entire time?
Perhaps the gods, as eternal beings, had a different perception of time than I did.

"Then I shall reward you for successfully completing the Ordeal."

As she spoke, a fruit fell from the tree above.
This time, I wasn't startled like before.
I had the power of wind, after all.

The wind power slowed the falling fruit, and I caught it.
It was about the same size as before, but unlike last time, I could feel something inside.

*At least it's not an intangible reward.*

Though something was inside, it felt very light.
I slipped my finger into the opening of the fruit.
A blue light began to swirl from within.

*Blue...*

It was one grade lower than purple.
Well, the chances of getting purple rewards twice in a row were extremely low.
What was inside mattered more, but blue was still a win.
I carefully opened the fruit.

*What's this?*

They were pill-shaped objects.
Seven identical pills were contained inside the fruit.
I brought up the item information.

<Awakening Pill>
Classification: Consumable
Form: Pill
Description: A mystical elixir with mysterious powers. The entire pill must be consumed for the effect to manifest. Raises all abilities by two levels for 30 minutes, but has the side effect of decreasing all abilities by one level for 24 hours. If consumed multiple times, the effect is halved while the side effect doubles.

*Not bad.*

I put the pills in my inventory.
It was a fairly good reward to compensate for my weakness.
No matter how much swordsmanship I learned or how many good Relics I obtained, my poor abilities remained the same.
But with these pills, I could temporarily overcome that disadvantage.

*The "two levels" mentioned here is a bigger improvement than it sounds.*

In the early stages, basic training can easily improve abilities.
But in the later stages, when ability growth reaches its limit, improving abilities might take years of dedicated training.
And these pills could raise those abilities by two levels.
Despite the side effects, they would definitely be useful in critical moments.

"You seem quite pleased with the reward."

"Thank you."

"No need for thanks. I didn't choose the reward."

Come to think of it, the God of Regret said something similar.
That while they gave the reward, they weren't the ones who chose it.

*Then who chooses the rewards?*

As I looked up at the tree, I suddenly felt a warm sensation on the top of my head.
Someone's hand was resting there.

"Who...?"

"It's me. I want to show you one last reality."

It was the voice of the God of Reality.
But why?

"I've taken a liking to you. So I want you to know the complete truth."

I couldn't resist.
Soon, I felt something flowing into my mind.
And then... nothing changed.

*What's different?*

I had expected to be transported somewhere else, as had happened before.
But I was still standing in front of the great tree.

"God of Reality?"

There was no answer.

"Hello? Nothing has changed."

Still no response.
As I stood there confused, another voice reached my ears.

"Small matters are handled by the God of Regret, and big ones by the God of Reality."

A man's voice.
It was definitely a voice I had heard before.
I looked up toward the tree where the voice was coming from.
Someone was sitting there, but due to the shadows, I couldn't make out their form.

"Who are you?"

"I can't reveal my true name, but you might recognize me as the God of Chains."

*The God of Chains?*

I narrowed my eyes and glared at him.
But I still couldn't see his form.
No, the form wasn't important.
What mattered was how much I had wanted to meet him.

"It was you. You're the one who made me possess Allen."

The reason I possessed Allen.
It was most likely because of "Absolute Obedience."
And the source of "Absolute Obedience" was the "Blessing of the God of Chains."

"Your silence means yes?"

I shot at the figure sitting in the tree urgently.

"Then tell me. What was your purpose in making me possess him? How can I return?"

But the God of Chains didn't answer.

"At least answer this! What happened to the God of Reality?"

Finally, the God of Chains spoke.

"She lost her voice due to overexerting her power. It will take quite some time for her to recover."

"Overexerting her power?"

"Yes, originally she could only show realities that trial challengers were avoiding. But she went beyond that to reveal a reality to you."

That wasn't right.
Nothing had changed after she placed her hand on my head.
But the God of Chains said to me:

"Check your status."

*Status?*

I checked my status.

<Status>
1. Information
Name: Allen Plake
Age: 17
Gender: Male
Race: Human
Stigma: Mark of Succession

*Huh?*

It had changed.
Originally, the Stigma section showed "Mark of ???," but now it had changed to "Mark of Succession."

*So this is the true identity of Allen's mark?*

I quickly scrolled down the status window.
There, I found succession characteristics and succession skills for the Stigma.

5. Stigma
SP: 70

Main: [Mark of Succession]
Succession Characteristic: [Succession Compatibility (Large)]
Succession Skill: [Memory Transfer (Ex)] - Deactivated

*What is this...*

I checked the succession characteristic first.

[Succession Compatibility (Large)]
Possesses characteristics suitable for Stigma succession. Slightly increases the effect of inherited skills and characteristics.

This existed?
So far, I had inherited three skills and characteristics.
For [Premature Growth] and [Swordsmanship], Allen's own talent was so low that I hadn't noticed.
But thinking about it, [Royal Authority of Reim] did seem unusually powerful for an inherited characteristic.

*Then what about the succession skill...*

I wondered what kind of skill it was that I hadn't known about until now.
When I checked the skill's effect...

*Huh?*

My thoughts froze.

[Memory Transfer (Ex)] - Deactivated
One-time skill. Deactivates after use. The user can fully receive memories from a constellation.

*What?*

It took me a moment to grasp what this meant.
Of course, it wasn't something easy to accept.
No, it was something I didn't want to believe.

*It wasn't possession?*

I hadn't possessed Allen Plake at all.
It was the opposite.
I was Allen Plake, and...

"You're saying Seong Yurang's memories entered my mind?"

"Now you understand? I was planning to keep it hidden longer. The God of Regret was fooled, but the God of Reality caused trouble."

"Why did you hide this from me all this time?"

"Because you needed to be Seong Yurang."

I needed to be Seong Yurang...

"What does that mean?"

"I can't tell you all the details, but perhaps this will make sense to you."

He coldly stated:

"Without Absolute Obedience, do you think you could have made it this far?"

His words flew like sharp icicles and pierced my heart.
I slowly pondered the question.

*Without Absolute Obedience, could I have made it this far?*

Definitely not.
Though my dependence on it has decreased now, in the beginning, Absolute Obedience was all I had to rely on.
But even so...

"What does that have to do with deceiving me? Let's say I'm not actually Seong Yurang. Then Absolute Obedience..."

"Of course it was used by the player, Seong Yurang. You've been thinking you were using it yourself all this time."

"Does that make sense? How could a player use Absolute Obedience at the exact same time as my thoughts?"

"Because you believed you were Seong Yurang. Your thoughts and Seong Yurang's were exactly the same. At least until you met that girl, Gwen."

Things changed after meeting Gwen?
At that moment, I had a realization.

"Was it after I started seeing the people of this world as real people?"

"Yes, that was something I didn't anticipate. As a result, a gap began to form between the Absolute Obedience you knew and what was happening."

These unbelievable facts suddenly rushed in.
But they aligned too perfectly with my experiences to be fabrications by the God of Chains.
So what he was saying was probably true.
But questions still remained.

"What exactly do you want from me?"

I now understood that bringing the player's memories wasn't his doing, but an effect of Allen's—no, my—Stigma.
But why did he go so far as to conspire with other gods to make me believe I was Seong Yurang?
What could a god want from me so badly?

"I can't tell you that. Like the God of Reality, I too have limits on what truths I can reveal."

"Then you too will—!"

"Quiet. I have a more important role than she does. But I can tell you this much: you're still doing well."

"Doing well?"

Suddenly, the space began to shake.
Like an earthquake, the space trembled.
Looking closely, I could see the walls of the space crumbling and disappearing.

"Our conversation is coming to an end. Since the God of Reality who lent this space has lost her power, it's bound to disappear."

Not yet.
I still had things to say to the God of Chains.

"Absolute Obedience! You need to resolve that issue!"

Absolute Obedience was certainly useful.
But my dependence on it had clearly decreased.
Moreover, with my values now completely diverged from the player Seong Yurang's, problems could arise at any time.

"Isn't there a way to withdraw your blessing or something?"

"I'm sorry, but it's impossible to withdraw a blessing once given to a character. You have the player's knowledge, so you should know that well."

"Then is there another way...!"

"You have Seong Yurang's memories too. You probably know him well. So trust him."

Simply trust him?
Of course, I knew Seong Yurang well.
But the Seong Yurang in my memories wasn't particularly trustworthy.
However, contradicting my thoughts, the God of Chains said:

"He too has changed a lot after watching your progress."

*He too?*

I suddenly remembered.
The first trial, where I gained strength by watching Seong Yurang's image.
Could it be that, conversely, Seong Yurang was also influenced by watching me?
After all, he was using me to prove himself.

My vision crumbled along with the space.
The second trial was coming to a complete end.
No, it wasn't just the second trial that was ending.

*Is this also the end of me as Seong Yurang?*

I didn't feel any resistance to the idea.
I wasn't the pathetic Allen Plake of before; I had grown much stronger.
Moreover, I had already distanced myself from the Seong Yurang in my memories.

If asked who I am now, I would say neither Seong Yurang nor Allen Plake.
I am simply myself.

Back in reality, the memories of the 100 cycles in the trial had faded, except for my conversations with the gods.
But what I needed to do in reality was clear.

*Become a warrior.*

That's what I had been doing all along.

Ch.BONUS - External Records (5)
---External Record (5)---

[Blessing of the Chain God]
During this cycle, the character will absolutely obey the player's commands.

This was the blessing I had been needing all along.
To control that idiot Allen as I pleased.
And so I began the 101st training.

*I should be able to handle wolves with "Absolute Obedience" in place.*

Allen would freeze up whenever he encountered wolves, but with "Absolute Obedience," I could resolve that issue.
I was a bit dissatisfied that he had learned [Swordsmanship(B)] on his own, but it was better than watching him die stupidly in such an important cycle.
At this point, practical swordsmanship seemed more useful to him than "Premature Growth" anyway.

After that, Allen moved more intelligently than I expected.
Or rather, mostly according to my expectations.

*I knew he got smarter with each cycle, but...*

It was more pronounced this time.
Whether he trusted my "Absolute Obedience" or not, he began to forge paths more aggressively.
Thanks to that, he became the first Allen I'd raised who could enter the Ordeal.

Each hero has different Ordeal content.
Allen's Ordeal was something I'd never seen before.
An Ordeal of crossing an endless desert on foot.

Allen walked through the desert for a long time.
I only helped with "Absolute Obedience" occasionally, like when he needed to drink more water.
Somehow, I felt like watching rather than helping.

Allen walking through the desert somehow overlapped with my past self.
It seemed like a miniature version of what I was trying to prove through Allen's training.

Eventually, Allen sat down in the desert.
It wasn't that he'd reached his limit. Based on my training experience, Allen still had the strength to stand.
But I wasn't sure if he would get up. I had faced a similar situation myself.
And back then, I ultimately couldn't get up.

So I kept watching Allen.
I was curious if he could stand up on his own.
I waited and waited... until the moment I was about to use "Absolute Obedience" against approaching wolves.

Allen, who had been still for a moment, stood up on his own.
Then he used his Relic to drive away the wolves.
It was like fastening the first button of my proof.

Allen's adventure continued after that.
Sometimes he made mistakes and made different judgments than I would have, but I decided to trust him.
I only helped him with "Absolute Obedience" when he really needed me or in moments of crisis.

Perhaps because I had raised Allen for 100 cycles, there was a strange sense of kinship between us.
Thanks to that, I could immediately understand why he made certain decisions in most cases.
Even when it was difficult to understand, guessing the reasons behind his judgments was fun.

But eventually, problems arose.
It was when I was trying to minimize my interference with his swordsmanship after seeing Libero's line about the limitations of the swordsmanship I had been teaching. Still, I couldn't help using "Absolute Obedience" when things got frustrating.
The problem was when I used "Absolute Obedience" during Allen's crisis.

Recently, Allen had been making more judgments different from what I would have done.
The catalyst was when he naively spared a bandit's life.
Since I couldn't let Allen die, I used "Absolute Obedience."

And after that, Allen became wary of "Absolute Obedience."
This wasn't what I wanted.
I had been trying to restrain my use of it precisely because I was worried Allen would become wary of it.

*Damn it.*

As various unresolved problems piled up, Allen headed for the Ordeal.
Of course, even I thought this was a good decision.

His Ordeal began.
I quickly realized what the background of the Ordeal was.
It matched Allen's 1st through 100th cycles that I had raised.
But that wasn't the biggest problem.

*"Absolute Obedience" is forbidden?*

It was only natural.
The Allen from cycles 1 through 100 didn't have a trait like "Absolute Obedience."
I was anxious. Could Allen do well without "Absolute Obedience"?

Making my worries look foolish, Allen navigated the Ordeal well without "Absolute Obedience."
The current Allen was stronger than any Allen I had raised through 100 cycles.
There was only one difference I could think of.

*The first Ordeal?*

When Allen stopped in the desert.
What happened to him then?
Thinking about it, that's when Allen really started to change.

*What was he thinking? What was in his heart?*

There's no way to know.
But what's certain is that because he stood up there, he was able to come this far.
If he had given up without even trying, we wouldn't be seeing this future.

Allen, who had been trying hard to change the past (thinking the records of previous cycles were the past), finally succeeded in figuring out the Ordeal.
And just as he was about to move to the reward screen, something unexpected happened.
A loading screen appeared, and Allen returned to the 13th cycle.

*Why?*

My question was answered not long after.
He went to Libero and began training in swordsmanship.
The next cycle was the same, and the one after that too.

*He's working incredibly hard.*

At his effort, which might seem like madness, I minimized the app player on my computer.
My reflection appeared on the dark background.
There I was, making excuses about losing my legs and being unable to run, trying to prove something through Allen.

*What have I been doing?*

The proof had been completed long ago.
While I couldn't take a single step, Allen had become this strong.
I moved my cursor over the minimized app player to check on Allen again.
He had become better at wielding a sword even without me.

*Maybe I should study coding again.*

I'm not underestimating it.
Like swordsmanship, it's a field dominated by experts I might never catch up to no matter how hard I try.
But it's better than giving up without trying.

*But before that.*

I looked around at my messy room.

*I should clean up first.*

I noticed cigarette butts in a chicken bucket.
After dumping them all into a garbage bag, I hesitated briefly before throwing in the unsmoked ones too.

Just then.
My smartphone suddenly vibrated.
After dismissing the low battery warning, I saw a message.

*What's this?*

--- This record is a preserved document prior to deletion by ? Disclosure prohibited ---

Ch.49 - Libero (1)
"I wonder if he's doing well."

A month had passed since Allen left him.
Compared to the eons Libero had lived, a month was relatively short.
But that was only relative.
In reality, it didn't feel short to him at all.
If anything, it felt longer than all the meaningless time he'd spent before.

"He's probably doing fine on his own."

He was weak and without talent.
But that didn't mean he had nothing.
Knowledge from who knows where, and that unique self-hypnosis technique of his.

And above all else, that will which surpassed everything.
Even he didn't possess such determination.
With that will, he'd be doing well wherever he was. That's what Libero wanted to believe.

"Come to think of it, Sak has been acting strange lately."

This wasn't the time to worry about Allen, whose whereabouts were unknown.
The situation in Sak that was right before his eyes seemed off somehow.
Crime in the back alleys was already largely ignored in Sak, but lately, the frequency seemed to have increased significantly.

One might think security had simply become more lax, but to him, who knew the inner workings, it didn't appear that way.
The number of minor crimes hadn't changed much from before. If anything, they seemed to have decreased.

"Those guys must have instinctively sensed it's time to lie low."

However, the activities of the Four Divine Beast factions like the Vermilion Bird and Black Tortoise had become more vigorous.
Even the remnants of the Azure Dragon faction, which he had crushed before, had begun to move again.
If only one group was moving, it might be nothing, but when several groups started moving simultaneously, there was only one thing that could be deduced.

"What are you planning, Gineus?"

The Company behind them. The Demon King who controlled that Company was plotting something.
That was the only conclusion he could reach.

"A great tide is approaching."

Whether it was related to what Gineus was planning, he couldn't tell.
But judging by the current state of the city, something was clearly about to happen.

"But..."

He became aware of his clenched fist.
Opening his hand, he shook his head.

"This is just a hobby, after all."

He wasn't a hero or anything like that.
Rather, he stood on the opposite side as a Demon King.
Occasionally helping people was just a hobby for him.
Gineus seemed to dislike even that hobby of his.

"A Demon King cannot interfere with another Demon King."

Even among Demon Kings who focused only on their own interests, there existed a minimum agreement.
One of them was not to interfere with what another Demon King was doing.
That's why he was only allowed to indulge in his hobby with the Four Divine Beast factions, which were ostensibly unrelated to the Company.
And the reason Gineus couldn't touch him was also because of this agreement.

"Let's just let this pass quietly."

There was nothing he could do this time.
He had crushed the Azure Dragon faction in a fit of anger last time, but because of that, Gineus had filed a complaint against him at the Demon King council that happened to be in session.
If he beat up all the troublemakers this time, the Demon King council might become a nuisance again.

But he couldn't help feeling conflicted.

"Maybe I should go get a drink."

Perhaps his regular place could help settle his mind.

***

"Boss, it seems the government's crackdown has completely eased up these days."

"So what?"

Jinmu, the leader of the White Tiger faction, responded indifferently to his subordinate's words.

"What do you mean? We should get our share too. Right now, whether it's the Vermilion Bird or Black Tortoise factions, they're all busy making moves. Even the Azure Dragon faction, which we thought was dead, has come back to life!"

But the leader gave no answer.

"Boss! Since when did you become such a fool? The table is set, but you're not even picking up your chopsticks!"

"Shut up!"

An ashtray flew and shattered against the wall.

"I don't want to be like this either."

He too wanted to seize this opportunity to rake in money.
But there was something more important than money.
His own life.

"That Demon King... something feels off."

Of course, the White Tiger faction had grown this large thanks to the Company run by Demon King Gineus.
But this time, things felt ominous.

"The scale is too big."

Demon King Gineus had a cunning personality.
Because of that, she had conducted all her business secretly behind the veil of the Company.
But this time was different from her usual approach.

"She wouldn't have changed so suddenly."

There must be some scheme at work.
And he felt uneasy about that scheme.
It was the instinct of someone who had survived in this world for a long time.

"Listen carefully. We're not going to do anything."

"What?"

"I told you to listen carefully, you punk!"

"But boss..."

The subordinate who was about to talk back suddenly stopped.
The leader was furrowing his left eyebrow.
The subordinate knew that when he furrowed his left eyebrow, what he said was especially important.

"Then what should we do?"

"I told you. Don't do anything. Just keep the boys in check."

"Understood."

As the subordinate was about to leave the room, he heard the leader mutter to himself.

"A tidal wave is coming. We just need to avoid being swept away. Then, whatever remains after the wave passes will be ours."

***

"No! I've been protecting this shop for years!"

"It's not like you have any customers anyway, old man."

The man kicked the old man who had fallen to the ground.
The old man rolled on the floor, unable to resist.
Libero watched the scene with cold eyes.
Perhaps sensing Libero's gaze, the man called out to him.

"Hey, you!"

He didn't answer.
Libero just kept staring at the man.
That was all.
But feeling something from that gaze, the man who had been assaulting the old man clicked his tongue and left.

"Thank you! Thank you..."

Libero quickly moved away, leaving the old man who was trying to grab him.
He shouldn't get involved in the incidents happening now.
As he was heading toward the bar, it happened.

(Mr. Libero!)

It was a communication from Demon King Violet.

"What is it?"

(I'm still bothered by what Gineus said.)

"Gineus? What did she say?"

Her name appeared in sync with the current situation that she seemed to have orchestrated.
He couldn't help but be concerned.

(You remember the content of the last Demon King council, right?)

"You mean about the 71st Demon King's death?"

(Yes, and we tried hard to find out who the hero was that killed the Demon King, but we failed.)

But what did that have to do with Gineus?
As he was pondering the seemingly unrelated individuals, it happened.

(Gineus seems dissatisfied with that. If that hero flows into Sak...)

"Wait."

Libero stopped walking.
And he stared at the scene unfolding before him.
It was a sight that even he, who was trying his best not to get involved in this incident, couldn't just walk past.

"Go on, Violet."

(She said she wouldn't leave you alone.)

Libero clenched his fist.

"So this is a declaration of war?"

(What?)

He cut off the communication with Violet.
And he looked at his devastated regular bar.
In front of it stood a hero he had often seen at the bar recently.

"Hmm?"

When Libero approached him, the hero finally noticed his presence.

"Come to think of it, were you a regular at this place? I haven't been here long so I don't know well, but you seemed to be at the shop almost every day."

The hero was right.
A regular at this place. There was no other way to describe his relationship with the shop.
He was just a regular.
But the feeling boiling in his chest was too intense to just let it go.

"Who did this to the shop?"

"From what I heard from other customers earlier, it was either the Black Tortoise faction or the Vermilion Bird faction."

"I see."

He turned away.
If he didn't know which one it was, he'd just crush them both.
And...

***

"Lady Gineus, both the Vermilion Bird and Black Tortoise factions were defeated by him in an instant."

Upon hearing the news, Gineus clenched her fist under the desk.
She was already getting a bit anxious.
She hadn't expected Libero to cross the line to this extent.

"It seems the Black Tortoise faction's action of finding and destroying his regular bar was effective."

"Tell them they did well. Though I wonder if there are any survivors now?"

Anyway, it didn't matter.
Despite their grand name as the Four Divine Beast factions, they were just street thugs.
And such street thugs were abundant in Sak.

"If I can get rid of Libero, it's a small price to pay."

She asked her subordinate.

"With things escalating to this point, the heroes must have noticed too, right?"

Two major organizations crushed overnight.
Then the heroes in Sak must have noticed his existence.

"Farewell, Masked Hero."

At that moment.
An explosion was heard from somewhere.
It was a bit far from the Company building.

Boom...
Boom...

"No way?"

Her face stiffened slightly as she felt the explosions getting closer.

"Is he coming straight here now?"

She stood up and ordered her subordinate.

"Contact the Sak government and tell them to send all available heroes to the Company! Quickly!"

She thought that if someone could defeat the 71st Demon King, they could defeat Libero too.
After all, they were inside a barrier, and while Libero was skilled with a sword, his Demon King body wasn't particularly strong.
But for some reason, her instinct was warning her. She shouldn't let her guard down.
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After the commotion ended, a man quietly slipped out of the Black Tortoise Faction's building.
Wearing a mask on his face, he was completely covered in blood as if he had been drenched in it.

He thought to himself.

*Will beating these guys actually solve the problem?*

Of course not.
These people were merely replaceable tools.
He needed to cut out the root that allowed them to operate.

*Then I should just kill Gineus.*

Of course, his mind was screaming that he shouldn't do this.
For a Demon King to kill another Demon King would be equivalent to turning the entire Demon King council into enemies.
Until now, they had overlooked many things because of his usefulness, but killing a Demon King was an act of an entirely different magnitude.

*All the Demon Kings will start to consider me their enemy.*

If that happened, survival would become virtually impossible.
But... had there ever been any meaning to his life until now?
Had anything ever held as much meaning as this burning sensation in his head?

*I will kill Gineus.*

He didn't know the reason behind this decision.
His overheated mind was simply commanding him to do so.
Just as Libero made his resolve and took a step toward the Company building—

"Finally found you, masked freak!"

"Who the hell are you?!"

Several armed figures began to gather around him.
They were Warriors and Warrior candidates who had been nearby.
Libero looked around at them.

*None of them are particularly strong.*

Normally, he would have ignored them.
But he was already covered in blood.
They wouldn't just let him pass.

*In that case...*

He had no choice but to cut them down.

Slash!

His speed was too fast for them to even react.
It felt as if time had stopped for everyone except Libero.
Moreover, his sword had slashed even the Warriors who had been standing at a distance from him.

"How...?"

"I know it! That guy is a Demon King!"

After sheathing his sword, Libero continued walking, leaving the incapacitated Warriors behind.
The swordsmanship he had just displayed was something he could do even before becoming a Demon King. Yet they were convinced he was a Demon King after seeing it.
A question suddenly occurred to him.

*Come to think of it, why did I...*

Become a Demon King?

He had become a Demon King during the Chaos Era.
Since the numbers assigned to Demon Kings were based on the order they were created rather than their strength, he was the 13th Demon King.
But that wasn't what mattered.
It had been 500 years since he became a Demon King.
Perhaps that's why he sometimes couldn't clearly remember why he had become one.

Still, he managed to recall one reason.

*I became a Demon King for the infinite lifespan.*

Then why did he need an infinite lifespan?

*That was...*

At that moment, a Warrior blocked his path.
It was the same Warrior he had seen at the tavern earlier.
And he was strong enough to earn some of Libero's respect.
Only then did he succeed in recalling why he had become a Demon King.

*Was it because I needed power?*

That must have been it.
The fact that he had been facing strong Warriors since becoming a Demon King—
It was all to reach the pinnacle of swordsmanship and gain power.

*But why won't this burning sensation subside?*

He had recalled his purpose for becoming a Demon King.
Yet his mind was still fixated on killing Gineus.
For now, he manifested his sword.

Whether to capture Gineus or to become stronger—
One thing was certain.
He needed to defeat the Warrior before him.

***

*This guy is a Demon King?*

He stared at the man standing before him.
He certainly looked menacing, covered in blood.
But that was all; he didn't particularly seem strong.

*A masked freak. This is definitely the one, but...*

His Warrior rank was 157.
People around him had often said he had what it took to become a High-Ranking Warrior. However, there was only one reason he couldn't achieve that status.

*I lack achievements.*

To become a High-Ranking Warrior, one needed not only skill but also accomplishments that surpassed those of ordinary Warriors.
Single-handedly defeating numerous Chaos Beasts or consecutively defeating powerful ones.
But among all possible achievements, capturing a Demon King was the most highly regarded.

Of course, capturing a Demon King was nearly impossible for an ordinary Warrior.
Demon Kings generally possessed power comparable to High-Ranking Warriors and had exceptional regenerative abilities.
However, that didn't mean humanity had never captured a Demon King before.

From number 1 to 70.
The numbers assigned to Demon Kings were based on their order of creation, not their strength. In fact, the earlier numbers tended to have weaker Demon King bodies.
As a result, of the first 13 Demon Kings born during the Chaos Era, only 3 were believed to have survived.

One of them was the 13th Demon King, infamous as the Warrior Slayer.
He could freely move within barriers and was said to be so powerful that even High-Ranking Warriors were helpless against him.
The Order had been trying to capture the 13th Demon King, but his elusive nature made it difficult.
Then recently, he had received enticing information: the masked freak in Sak was the same person.

This was different from other insignificant Demon Kings.
Capturing a Demon King recognized by the Order, like the 13th, might instantly elevate him to High-Ranking Warrior status.
This was an opportunity sent from heaven.

*I can't let this chance slip away.*

He recalled the years spent training his fists.
He felt the power flowing from the Relic in his hand.
And he believed in himself.

*Let's see what you've got.*

The masked man created a sword out of thin air.
It was an unpleasant, dark-colored blade.
The man approached, swinging the sword.

*I'll just smash that sword head-on.*

His fist, enhanced by the Relic, was harder than steel.
He thrust his fist directly against the sword.
But then something unexpected happened.

Time began to flow slowly.
Or more precisely, it felt like only his time was slowing down.
The man before him was still moving quickly.

*This is...*

He had definitely heard about this during his time at the Warrior Academy.
Before the Chaos Era, there was a swordsman who could bend space and stop time with just his sword.
Back then, he thought it was just a story distorted over time. Even if it were true, he never imagined he would encounter a figure from 500 years ago.

"Could you be...!"

But the rest of his words never left his mouth.
The man's sword had already sliced through his neck.

"An opponent of this level isn't enough."

To reach the pinnacle of swordsmanship, he needed a stronger opponent.
The man's gaze bypassed the other Warriors gathering around him and focused on the Company building.

***

"What is that..."

A massacre was unfolding at the base of the Company building.
The problem was that most of the humans dying there were Warriors.
Although there might not be any High-Ranking Warriors among them, they were still being defeated far too easily.

"Damn it!"

She had thought Libero would maintain some restraint even if he went on a rampage.
She assumed he would just destroy one organization and be done with it.
But that wasn't the case.

*Was he always like this?*

Wasn't he always gloomy and lethargic, following the Demon King council's orders without question except for his strange hobbies?
Now he was charging straight toward her with fire in his eyes.

*Why?*

Had there been some catalyst for his change?
She couldn't think of anything.
She was simply terrified.

"Is he insane?"

Right now, he frightened her more than any Warrior.
Despite being a Demon King herself.

Then it happened.
Suddenly, the street noise disappeared.
Only occasional screams could be heard.

*No way...*

And then sounds began to come from the stairs.
Crashing noises and screams.
He was coming up.

*Stay calm, Gineus.*

The opponent must have sustained some injuries from previous fights.
And who was she? The 67th Demon King.
In a pure battle of Demon King bodies, she wouldn't lose to an old-generation Demon King like the 13th.

*But if I release my Demon King form, my identity will be exposed...*

She hurriedly opened a box in the corner of the room.
Inside was a weapon she had prepared just in case.
It was a weapon called a pile bunker, which fired stakes using compressed gas.

*It can only be used once since the gas needs to be pre-compressed, but...*

Still, among the weapons she had created, none matched its power.
She aimed it at the stairs.
If she hit him properly, she might be able to kill him in one shot.

And at that moment, he finally appeared from the stairway.
Covered in blood, his appearance evoked the image of a demon.
Though startled for a moment, she couldn't back down.

*This is actually a good opportunity to kill him.*

Since he came to kill her, her justification was clear.
Moreover, if it became known that she could kill even a Demon King, the value of the pile bunker, still in its prototype stage, would increase.
A smile formed on her lips.

*Die for my sake, Libero!*

Boom!

Steam erupted from the pile bunker.
With a heavy impact, the stake was fired.
The stake, already released from her, flew in a straight line toward Libero.

At a speed impossible to dodge.
The moment the stake reached Libero, his sword touched it.
But even with his strength, deflecting the stake was impossible.

"Ugh..."

The stake hit Libero.
However, it wasn't the center of his chest that she had aimed for.
Libero had managed to alter the stake's trajectory at the last moment, and it ended up merely shattering his right arm.

*Damn it.*

She had failed to kill him in one shot.
There was no time to hesitate.
As if to prove this, Libero was already charging at her, casually creating a sword in his left hand.

*Demon King form!*

Her body began to change rapidly.
Wings grew from her back, and horns from her head.
Though not visible from the outside, the internal structure of her limbs was also changing.

*Quickly, faster...!*

Above all, she needed to be in her Demon King form to fully use her techniques.
Whether those techniques would work on Libero, another Demon King, was questionable, but it was worth trying.
However, Libero didn't give her that time.

"Kyaaah!"

The sword Libero swung with his left arm cut off her left arm.
From her perspective, she had managed to avoid vital spots thanks to the agility of her Demon King form.

"Stop! Enough, Libero!"

Libero paid no heed.
His eyes were already unfocused.
He was simply slashing at her by inertia.

*This guy's state is abnormal!*

Indeed, if he had been in a normal state, he wouldn't have thought of killing Warriors and then coming to kill a Demon King.
That would be equivalent to turning his back on both humans and Demon Kings—essentially suicide.

*If there's a mental vulnerability...*

Libero swung his sword like a storm, and her body repeatedly regenerated.
But that regenerative ability was reaching its limit.

However, her transformation into her Demon King body was now complete.
In that case...

"Hey, Libero. How about we have a chat?"

Demon King Gineus, reflected in Libero's pupils, smiled.
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"Hey, what's the date today?"

The sentry sitting in the watchtower answered my question.

"If my memory serves me right, it's January 27th."

January 27th.
I left Libero around the end of November.
So about two months have passed?

*It hasn't been as long as I thought.*

Before jumping into the 100th trial, when I roughly calculated the outside time in years, it wouldn't have been strange if more than a year had passed.
But it seemed the time inside the trial didn't exactly correspond to the outside world.

*Let's head back to Libero first.*

Fortunately, the swordsmanship I trained in during the 100th trial remained with me, even if not perfectly.
Even that was a complete transformation compared to my swordsmanship before the trial.
Still, I felt regret. The trial ended faster than expected, and I wished I could have spent a few more months learning swordsmanship from him.

*I think there was something important I needed to tell him too.*

In truth, my memories had become hazy, and I couldn't recall what I wanted to say.
But I remembered it was something important to him.
Perhaps if I spoke with him again, I might remember.

With these thoughts, I entered Sak and immediately sensed something was off.
The city was eerily quiet.
It felt as if everyone was tense, holding their breath.

*What's going on?*

As I walked through the streets, I noticed destroyed buildings everywhere.
Judging by the damage, they seemed to have been destroyed about a month ago.

*What happened here?*

I hurried toward the basement where Libero and I had stayed.
Just as I stepped onto the basement stairs, I sensed movement inside.
Someone was there.

The old me probably wouldn't have noticed.
But after training with Libero, I could now detect hostile presences better—even roughly estimating their numbers.
Though I still couldn't pinpoint each person's exact location like Libero could.

I descended the stairs silently.
Last time, they detected me because I couldn't hide my footsteps.
But now I could conceal them, even if I couldn't completely mask my presence like he could.

Entering the basement, I addressed the figures lying on the floor.

"Hey."

They jumped up in surprise.
One of them spoke before even properly opening his eyes.

"We've been working diligently in the room as instructed! We haven't done anything wrong! Absolutely not!"

Then he opened his eyes.

"Huh? You're that monster kid from before?"

"What? I thought you were that man from before."

Only then did I realize these guys had some connection to Libero.

"By 'that man,' do you mean Libero? What happened?"

"Oh, you don't know. We were just trying to reclaim our hideout, you know? But that man threatened us with a menacing-looking sword."

He pointed at the pizza boxes scattered around.

"He told us not to cause trouble and to work diligently. Said he'd let us have this place. But if we weren't working diligently when he returned, he'd kill us all."

"It was just words, but he was so intimidating. How could we possibly cause trouble?"

In reality, Demon King Libero had no reason not to kill them.
Yet he gave them the hideout and ordered them to work diligently.
Which meant...

*What a severe justice enthusiast.*

He was only suppressing his true identity due to his role as a Demon King and the pressure from the Demon King Council.
At his core, justice was what drove him.

*He kept denying it, saying it was just a hobby.*

As if that could be just a hobby.
If that were the case, every warrior in the world would be unemployed.
But at that moment, an ominous thought crossed my mind.

*But the current situation outside seems like...*

It was as if his presence had vanished.
The destroyed city.
Everyone tense, holding their breath as if justice no longer existed.

"Do you know where he went?"

"We don't know either. We saw him occasionally until two weeks ago, but we haven't seen him lately."

Of course, they wouldn't know the whereabouts of the elusive Libero.

"Then do you know why the outside looks like that?"

"Well... we've only heard rumors, so it's not accurate. But they say it's because of that masked weirdo."

Masked weirdo?
That referred to Libero.
Perhaps I could learn about his whereabouts.

"What did the masked weirdo do?"

But I was also anxious.
The strange atmosphere outside was because of him?
What on earth did he do?

"The Vermilion Bird Faction and Black Tortoise Faction disappeared in a single day. That was fine, but it turns out the one people called the 'Apostle of Justice' was actually a Demon King."

"What?"

I already knew he was a Demon King.
But what mattered was how his identity had been exposed.

"He killed all the warriors and headed to the Company. Now he's at the top floor, killing every warrior who comes after him. The Sak government has acknowledged the severity of the situation and requested the Church to dispatch warriors."

Damn it.
I understood the situation immediately.
I already knew how politics worked in Sak.

The Company, a massive corporation colluding with the Sak government.
And the Death God Faction, an illegal armed group serving as the Company's pawns.
Libero had been opposing this Death God Faction.

But dealing with just the Death God Faction wouldn't solve all of Sak's problems.
To address the root issue, one had to confront the Company, but the problem was that its leader was Gineus, a Demon King.
Libero couldn't touch Gineus because of the limitations of being a fellow Demon King.

Clearly that changed when Gineus somehow crossed a line.
The destroyed buildings outside were likely her doing.
Libero finally couldn't hold back and charged at Gineus.

*That's an irrational decision.*

It wasn't just charging at Gineus—he had harmed quite a few warriors in the process.
That was essentially suicide.

*Why did he make such a decision?*

Perhaps if my memories from the trial remained, I might understand him.
But with those memories gone, I couldn't comprehend it.
One thing was certain: his situation was still dire.

*If he had succeeded in eliminating Gineus, he would have fled Sak and gone into hiding.*

But he hadn't done that.
That could only mean one thing.

*Could he have fallen victim to Gineus's ability?*

Gineus's ability typically doesn't work well on fellow Demon Kings.
But in Libero's current irrational state, it might have affected him.

*If that's the case...*

What should I do?

The Sak government had requested warriors from the Church.
Now that they knew they were dealing with a Demon King, the Church would dispatch an expedition including Saint-level warriors.
It was only a matter of time before they arrived to eliminate Gineus and Libero.

*Yet even Gineus hasn't left, which means...*

The possibilities narrowed further.
Gineus might also be in a compromised state after confronting Libero.
She too might have sent a rescue request to the Demon King Council and was focusing on recovery.

If Gineus was truly weakened, there might be a chance.
With one exception.

*If only I could fix Libero's mental state.*

There was no time to hesitate.
Whether the Demon King's side arrived first or the warriors did,
Libero would die either way.

I had to save him.
I still had words to convey to him, things to learn from him.

***

Slash.

Libero's sword withdrew after decapitating the warrior.
It had been a week since he took his stand on the top floor.
Initially, many warriors came to capture the Demon King, but their numbers had significantly decreased.
They must have figured out the situation—many went in, none came out.

Looking at Libero's back as he stood motionless with his sword, she thought:

*Poor guy.*

Of course, she was the one who had reduced him to this state, but she wasn't in great shape either.
She had managed to control Libero using her mental domination ability, thanks to his already broken mental state.
But her condition was also serious.

*Damn, recovery is slow inside this barrier.*

For a week, she had left defense to Libero and focused solely on recovery.
Yet she had only managed to regenerate up to her knees.
The result of being brutally slashed by Libero.

Escaping Sak in this condition was impossible.
Moving Libero was also impossible due to the constraints of mental domination.
Her mental domination worked more like persuasion.

*I convinced him that by holding out here, he could fight stronger opponents.*

Libero's pursuit of the ultimate swordsmanship was already famous among Demon Kings.
He had been renowned even before becoming a Demon King.
That's why he silently took on the role of facing strong warriors.

*He already burned his bridges coming here.*

He was prepared to die.
Trying to persuade someone like that to flee wouldn't work.

"Violet! Did you ask again?"

(Gineus. No matter how many times I ask, no means no.)

"It's not too late. Tell them they can still save me if they come now. The warriors dispatched by the Church haven't arrived yet."

In truth, they could arrive at any moment.
Holy City Hylen wasn't that far from here.
They were probably just taking time selecting which warriors to send.

"You said they were considering it last time. Ask them to reconsider once more. I can give them as much of the Company's assets as they want."

She wasn't lying.
If she could escape from here, she would gladly give away the Company's assets.
Though she wondered if the Company would retain its value.
But Violet's answer was unexpected.

(No, the Demon King Council wasn't deliberating because of you. It was because of Libero.)

"What?"

(Your value isn't worth exposing several Demon Kings for a rescue. But Libero is different. He's one of the primordial Demon Kings, an irreplaceable asset.)

That made even less sense.

"Then why aren't they coming to save him?"

(Initially, we planned to rescue him. Even though Libero attacked you, it was clear you provoked him first. But after careful consideration, we reached a conclusion.)

Violet's voice, delivering this verdict, was uncharacteristically cold.

(This is the end for Libero. He's broken beyond repair.)

Ginevia looked at the back of the man standing motionless.
Twisted like a spring amidst contradictions, and after all that twisting,
He had finally broken.

*You and I are no different. With no one to save us, here we'll...*

At that moment,
Someone appeared on the stairs.
Someone whose footsteps, or even presence, she hadn't detected.

Slightly dull golden hair.
A young man with an inexplicable air of nobility.
Though not fully grown, his frame was developing well.

*Who is he?*

The aura he emitted was negligible.
At best, he might qualify as a warrior candidate.
Yet he was approaching Libero with confident strides.

*Another ephemeral? Coming to commit suicide?*

Whether aware of her thoughts or not, the young man continued approaching.
He stopped precisely at the edge of Libero's sword range.
Ignoring her completely, he addressed Libero:

"I've come to save you, Master."
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Clouded pupils.
And above all, his strength flowing without restraint.
That's how I knew his condition wasn't normal.

*How terrible.*

The corpses of warriors were scattered throughout the room.
Those bodies, accumulated since a week ago, had begun to decay and emit a putrid stench.
I still couldn't quite believe that Libero was the one standing in the midst of it all.

*It must all be because of that bastard.*

I shifted my gaze to the other Demon King across from Libero.

Demon King Gineus.
He possessed the same captivating appearance I'd seen in the game graphics.
Though his horns and wings were broken, and his limbs severed.

*If I cut off that creature's breath, Libero should regain his senses too.*

Of course, Libero, under his control, wouldn't just stand by and let that happen.
I need to break through Libero and kill Gineus.
It wouldn't be easy. I'd have to give it everything I had.
Before pouring everything into it, I tried speaking to Libero one last time.

"How about giving me some kind of answer?"

But there was no response.
Instead, the wretched-looking Gineus behind him answered.

"It's useless. I don't know what relationship you have, but he's already under my mental control."

I obviously knew that much.
That's why what I needed to do next was already decided.

*Thirty minutes should be enough to settle this one way or another—either I die or she does.*

I took out a "Pill of Awakening" from my inventory.
And swallowed it.
I could vividly feel my abilities increasing.
It was fascinating, but definitely a rapid growth that would put strain on my body.

*Status.*

2. Abilities
Health: E+
Strength: D+
Agility: C-
Magic Power: F

Since the body I used during the Ordeal wasn't my own, my abilities weren't much different from when I left Libero.
However, those abilities were rapidly increasing.

2. Abilities
Health: D
Strength: C
Agility: C+
Magic Power: E-

Good. My abilities had definitely improved.
My agility still couldn't keep up, but in terms of strength, I'd nearly caught up to just below Gwen's level.
Of course, it was thanks to the Pill of Awakening, but now my abilities were beyond what any ordinary person without a Stigma could achieve.

I'd maximized my abilities as much as possible.
Next, I drew out the Gravitus Replicant.

*It's been a while.*

The memories of the 100th cycle felt like an incredibly long dream, making this moment feel welcome.
The way it fit perfectly in my hand made me wonder what I would have done without it.

*Weight seal.*

The sword's weight decreased.

*Power of Wind.*

The power of wind also began to swirl around.
It was a much fiercer wind than before the Ordeal.
Of course, unlike swordsmanship, I was only able to improve my wind power proficiency until the 13th cycle when I challenged the first Ordeal. After that, I had to focus solely on swordsmanship and couldn't challenge the first Ordeal.
However, whether the power of wind itself originally suited me or not, my proficiency had increased surprisingly quickly.

Thanks to that, my power of wind now boasted a B+ rank.
It could now be considered one of my proper strengths.
I wrapped the power of wind around my feet. Then I kicked off the ground.

Libero's sword distorts space.
That's why its range is longer than it appears.
However, even the space he could distort was ultimately limited to some extent.
The moment I entered that range, his attack came flying.

*Here it comes.*

My movement, wrapped in the power of wind, is momentary but matches agility B+.
However, Libero's sword was so fast it made even that seem insignificant.
I hurriedly raised my sword.

*I may not remember the theories of swordsmanship...*

But swordsmanship honed into my body through hundreds of years of training had to remain.
I held my sword at an angle to deflect Libero's blade.

"What just...!"

Gineus's eyes widened as he watched.
Of course they would. Until now, no warrior had succeeded in blocking Libero's sword.
But I was different.

My swordsmanship wasn't on Libero's level.
But I knew his swordsmanship better than anyone else.
After all, the swordsmanship I used was his.

*I may not be able to win with swordsmanship, but it's enough to block.*

The boost from the Pill of Awakening must have helped too.
I continued running while parrying Libero's incoming attacks.
Libero, seeming to realize I was different from his previous opponents, began to focus more on me.

*Now's my chance!*

A gap created after deflecting Libero's attack.
I took out Amya from my inventory.
And in the same motion, I threw it with the power of wind.

However, my target wasn't Libero.
Taking advantage of his increased focus on me, I aimed for Demon King Gineus.

*If I can just break the mental control somehow...!*

Amya flew, greatly accelerated by the power of wind.
But at that moment.
I suddenly felt as if time was flowing slower.

*This is...!*

Someone seeing this for the first time would have been startled.
But I vaguely retained memories from within the Ordeal.
I had also seen his demonstration in reality.
However...

*It's still impossible.*

Libero, moving alone in the slowed time.
His suddenly extended sword blade struck down the flying Amya.
Amya was deflected and ended up stuck in the wall.

*Is he telling me not to take my eyes off him?*

I swallowed as I watched Libero casually deflect Amya and turn his attention back to me.
It seemed impossible to bypass Libero and defeat Demon King Gineus.
The only option left was to defeat Libero himself.

*Is that even possible?*

Though not exact, people estimated Libero's sword skill rank to be SS or higher.
Some even said if an Ex rank existed, he should be given that.
In contrast, my sword skill rank after training with him for hundreds of years in the Ordeal was...

*Just A+*

Of course, it wasn't something to be called "just."
Originally, my swordsmanship had hit a limit at A- even with Premature Growth, the blessing of the God of Regret, and Libero's guidance.
I had overcome that limit twice.

But that doesn't mean I wasn't disappointed.
I had already seen my status before leaving the Ordeal.
In that status, my swordsmanship was clearly S rank.
The same rank as Gwen's current level.

It dropping to A+ was likely due to forgetting the theories I learned from Libero.
In reality, the swordsmanship that occasionally came out following my instincts couldn't possibly be considered A+ rank.

It was impossible to learn theory from Libero again now.
Then I needed to sharpen those instincts as much as possible.
If I added the power of wind and Gravitus Replicant to that...

*I have a chance.*

If Libero had been in his normal state, it would have been impossible.
But the current Libero was under Gineus's mental control.
And perhaps because of that, his movements were slightly slower than usual.

Now I understood.
Why Libero said my half-beat delay from Absolute Obedience was a fatal weakness.
Once swordsmanship reaches a certain level, that delay can bridge the gap between A+ and SS.

*Well then, let's give it a try.*

I abandoned the idea of avoiding Libero.
I charged toward him.
My attack range is smaller than Libero's. If I stayed far away, all I could do was block.

*I can't just keep blocking forever.*

Victory requires attack.
I deflected his half-beat slower strikes while quickly approaching him.
Even with that half-beat delay, Libero's swordsmanship was threatening, but as long as I knew his style, it wasn't a problem.

Finally, I entered my attack range.
It was still slightly beyond my sword's reach.
But I too could use Libero's swordsmanship.

*From line to space.*

I expanded the power of wind I had wrapped around Gravitus Replicant.
It extended out in the form of a sword aura.
It looked quite similar to Libero's.

A sound like compressed air exploding.

My sword collided with Libero's.
The attack was blocked.
But there was some progress.

*He's wavering.*

Probably because I used his swordsmanship.
His pupils were dilated.
I couldn't stop here.

*Power of Wind.*

I wrapped the power of wind around my right foot and left arm.
Then I rotated diagonally and swung my sword down quickly.
I accelerated, and accelerated again.

I didn't stop accelerating.
I kept adding speed with the power of wind on top of my already built-up momentum.
Gradually, I was enveloped in a sensation as if time around me was flowing slower.

*From space to time.*

In the slowed space, only Libero and I were moving at the same speed.
Our exchange continued to accelerate.
In the midst of movements that kept getting faster without limit, I reached a certainty.

"Is this your limit?"

Why am I directly stating the limit?
Because it's not my limit.
What I'm referring to...

Is the limit of Libero under Gineus's control.
I could still accelerate further.
At that moment, Libero's time finally stopped.

Libero's sword swinging down from the right.
But only my sword was moving.
My sword thrusting straight in.

Libero had no way to block.
Not unless he broke free from the mental control himself.

*I did it.*

Not me.
This time too, it was that damn teacher.
His sword began to move again.

He had broken free from the mental control.

"You've become much stronger, Allen."

"Of course."

"But you should rotate your upper body more to be parallel with the sword. Thrust the sword deeper."

He smiled with satisfaction.

"Then you might have been able to at least touch me with the tip of your blade."
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The blazing sunlight.
I open my eyes.
And immediately sense something strange.

*This isn't Sak.*

This kind of bright sunlight could only be in one place.

*Is this the Reim Kingdom?*

He looked down at his body.
It was completely that of a young boy.

*This is... I see.*

He realized.
This was a memory from 500 years ago, now weathered and gone.
A memory from peaceful times, before Chaos had appeared.

"Libero!"

Hearing someone call him, he turned.
There stood a young girl.
Bright golden hair like sunshine and blue eyes.
Her appearance perfectly displayed the characteristics of the Reim royal family.

"What is it, Princess?"

"I've been looking everywhere for you! Where on earth have you been?"

"I was practicing swordsmanship."

At his words, she leaned in close and sniffed him.

"Ugh, you definitely smell like sweat."

"Why would you smell me?"

"Never mind that! Hurry up and continue the story you were telling me last time."

By story, she must mean that one.
The tale of a righteous hero who appears in the nights of the Reim Kingdom to defeat villains.
It was a story circulating among children outside the castle that he had modified slightly. After all, tales with too much bloodshed seemed inappropriate.

"Where did we leave off last time?"

"Um... the part where the Masked Hero raids the corrupt nobleman's wealth?"

"Ah, that's right."

He began to unfold the rest of the story.
Though he was considered a genius in swordsmanship, his storytelling skills were rather lacking.
Yet the princess enjoyed his stories nonetheless.

*Couldn't it have been anyone else but me?*

Such thoughts occasionally crossed his mind.
Perhaps it was because he was the only one her age she could be friendly with in the palace.
But that didn't mean those moments weren't happy for him.

Beautiful golden hair shining in the warm sunlight.
The occasional sound of her delicate laughter.
Her fragrance mixed with the fresh scent of grass.

Those happy times gradually disappeared as they grew older.
As the princess aged, he was gradually distanced from her.
Of course, the princess would occasionally seek him out. But after this happened several times, the royal family transferred his father's position.
From the Royal Knights who guarded the royal family to the Black Knights.

The kingdom had several knightly orders.
Most notably, there was the Red Knights led by the Ridwald family, who possessed powerful Stigmas and Relics. Besides them, there were the Green, Blue, White, and Black Knights.
Among them, the Black Knights were an order unknown to the outside world.

A knightly order that carried out the kingdom's dirty work.
Though not publicly known, most nobles were aware of their existence, which created a certain pressure.
When his father was transferred to the Black Knights, he naturally became part of them as well.

"But aren't the Black Knights heroes in a way? Like that masked hero you told me about when we were young."

That wasn't true.
They might be said to execute dirty work, but in reality, they were merely dogs of power.
However, he didn't want to tell the princess that.

Though it was ugly, he wanted her to remain ignorant of his true nature.
He wanted her to think he was simply executing justice. That's what he hoped.
Yes, just like that masked hero.

Though he too was tormented by his guilty conscience, it was better than seeing her disappointed face.

"Princess, you must not meet with him."

"You filthy dog, how dare you keep eyeing the princess!"

Did he love that princess?
He thinks he probably did.
There's no other way to express it but love.

But it was an impossible love.
He knew that. She probably did too.
That's why he didn't believe her when she told him.

"When I become queen, let's live together in the palace. Like we used to. If I'm queen, no one can oppose me, right?"

And indeed, her words couldn't be kept.
Though it wasn't her fault.
The encroachment of Chaos had begun.

Chaos—an unidentified crimson substance.
It began at the edges of the world and slowly tightened its encirclement.
Entire countries would disappear overnight.

Refugees from foreign countries formed long lines, and the kingdom, following the newly crowned queen's insistence, accepted them.
As a result, public safety deteriorated to the extreme, leaving him inevitably busy.
The queen too was frantically searching for ways to stop the encroaching Chaos.

And not long after, a new threat emerged.
The appearance of Chaos Beasts.
Born from lands consumed by Chaos, they began invading the kingdom even faster than Chaos itself.

This led to a new proposition.
To abandon the kingdom.
The queen's faction argued it was too early to abandon the kingdom, while the relocation faction insisted they should leave promptly.
The arguments were evenly matched, and eventually the queen permitted those who wished to leave to do so.

Thus, the Green Knights and Blue Knights left the kingdom.
Those who remained to fight were the Red Knights and White Knights.
The White Knights focused on medical care, while the Red Knights, led by the powerful Ridwald family, held back the Chaos Beasts.

But even that had its limits.
Despite the support of the White Knights, gaps began to appear in the Red Knights' defense.
Eventually, even the Black Knights had to step forward to fill those gaps.

"Who is that guy?"

"I heard he was demoted to the Black Knights after messing with the princess."

"If he's from the Black Knights, it makes sense we wouldn't know him."

His exploits on the battlefield quickly spread.
A commoner without a Stigma sweeping through Chaos Beasts with swordsmanship alone.
Even the head of the Ridwald family wanted to see his face.
But he had no time for such things.

"I need to defeat more Chaos Beasts."

This wasn't enough.
To make her smile, he needed to prove they could adequately protect the kingdom.
But his strength was still insufficient.

*If only I had a Stigma...*

But there was no way to acquire a congenital Stigma later in life.
The only option left to him was to further hone his swordsmanship.
He thought that if he could reach what they called "the pinnacle of swordsmanship," he might somehow manage.

...That's what he thought.
Until "Chaos" approached right to the kingdom's doorstep.
The intensified invasion of Chaos Beasts, and beyond them, "Chaos."
Stopping that unidentified substance called Chaos seemed virtually impossible.

The time remaining was at most six months.
In that desperate situation, even most people who had supported staying in the kingdom turned to the relocation faction after witnessing Chaos firsthand.
He was no exception.

"Your Majesty."

At least one thing she said was right.
That if she became queen, no one would object to them meeting.
Though they were both busy and couldn't live together, he could at least go to her with what he needed to say.

"Libero? What is it?"

"Abandon the kingdom. I'll stay behind to buy time, which should be enough for everyone to escape."

"What are you saying..."

The queen's eyes widened.
But Libero had waited long enough.
Truly perilous times were approaching.

"You must leave the palace before it's too late."

"But what about our promise?"

She seemed to be referring to the promise that they would live together in the palace when she became queen.
Though he found it endearing that she still cared about that promise, he couldn't yield.

"We can build a new palace elsewhere. I'll join you there after buying enough time."

But she didn't seem to believe him.

"That's a lie. You think you can hold back all those Chaos Beasts and return alive? Be reasonable."

He knew it wasn't reasonable.
But still...

"There's no other way!"

He accidentally shouted.
He realized his mistake immediately.

"I apologize! In front of Your Majesty, I..."

"There is another way."

Unexpected words from the queen's lips.

"Another way?"

He listened intently.

"I've actually made contact with the God of Light. He says there's a way to save the country."

The God of Light?
The God of Light was both the guardian deity of the Reim Kingdom and the god who lent light to people through contracts.
She made contact with such a deity?

"There are two conditions. First, I must gather the wishes of all citizens into myself. It won't be easy, but I plan to go to the square and begin prayers."

He suddenly felt uneasy.
For some reason, he had a premonition that the method to stop Chaos couldn't be so simple.

"And what's the other condition?"

"The other one is... the extinction of my existence after gathering all those wishes."
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"And the other one... is the extinction of my existence, which embodies that wish."

No.
That can't be.
That's...

"If you do that, you still won't be able to keep your promise!"

"That's..."

She lowered her head.

"But if my sacrifice can save the kingdom..."

"No. If anyone sacrifices themselves, it should be me alone."

"Then are you saying your sacrifice could actually stop that Chaos?"

She raised her hand, pointing outside the terrace.
In the distance where her finger pointed, Chaos was approaching.
Probably in six months, regardless of the Chaos Beasts, Chaos would completely devour the kingdom.
And stopping it with his swordsmanship... was impossible when thinking rationally.

"Then are you saying the God of Light can stop it?"

She nodded.

*Damn it.*

In truth, leaving the palace was only a temporary solution.
If they couldn't stop Chaos eventually, it would devour the entire world someday.
But if the God of Light could stop it...

"Your Majesty, I understand your intention, but please grant me one request."

"Yes?"

"Begin your prayer only after you've given birth to the child in your womb."

Her face turned red.

"So you knew..."

"Did you think I wouldn't notice? You can start praying later, and until then, I'll handle all the Chaos Beasts that come."

He drew his sword and pointed it at the distant Chaos.

"And if I become able to cut through Chaos... you'll stop the prayer."

"Alright. Then I want you to make me a promise in return."

She placed her hand on her belly.

"If you fail to cut through Chaos... grant one wish for me and my child."

"Just one? I would do anything for the little one."

Of course, he didn't want it to come to that.
He would definitely, absolutely succeed in cutting through Chaos.
Looking at him, she said:

"I believe in you, Libero. You've always been my hero."

From that day on, he began cutting down Chaos Beasts with even more passion.
Who knows? Perhaps by continuing to cut, he might reach the pinnacle of swordsmanship.
If that happened, he might be able to cut through that disgusting substance.

Three months passed.
The Queen gave birth to her child.
And without taking time to recover, she immediately began her prayer.

He had no time to go see her.
He only heard news of her, unable to return until he cut through Chaos.

Before long, only he and the head of the Ridwald family remained active on the battlefield against the Chaos Beasts.
People were growing weary amid the increasingly fierce attacks of the Chaos Beasts.
Nevertheless, his sword continued to gain speed.

*From line to space.*

He cut where his sword couldn't reach.

*From space to time.*

He cut what should have been impossible to cut.
And yet...
He couldn't cut through Chaos.

Cutting, and cutting again.
Chaos gradually accumulated in his body.
Starting from his fingers, deformities began to appear.
Though he didn't know what this phenomenon was, it was clearly not good.
But he couldn't stop.

Toward the pinnacle of swordsmanship.
He cut and cut again.
He cut down the insufferable Chaos Beasts.
Time was running out. He needed to reach the pinnacle of swordsmanship as quickly as possible.

It was probably around the fourth month of cutting down Chaos Beasts when he heard the voice.

(Do you want to reach the pinnacle of swordsmanship?)

He didn't know who it was.
But at that time, he was desperate.
Desperate enough to borrow the hand of a devil.

*Of course.*

(Then what do you need to reach it?)

*Time.*

(Then I can give you time.)

He should have ignored those words then.
He shouldn't have made such a hasty contract.
It was an unfair contract from the beginning.

When he regained consciousness after awakening as the Demon King, a month had passed.
By then, she had already finished her prayer and created the barrier.
After her existence had already vanished.

He fell into self-loathing.
He harmed himself over and over.
But perhaps due to the Demon King's regenerative abilities, he couldn't easily take his own life.

Eventually, regret consumed him.
He couldn't save her.
She believed he was a hero, but he couldn't become one.
It was all because he lacked strength.
If only he could have reached the pinnacle of swordsmanship...

Regret began to move his empty shell of a body.
Now he had infinite time.
In that infinite time, he trained his swordsmanship, and finally reached the truth.

*There was no such thing as the pinnacle of swordsmanship.*

From the moment he realized this, his life became meaningless.
While honing only his swordsmanship in endless time, his memories and personality had already eroded. Perhaps that too was an effect of becoming a Demon King.

During that time, other Demon Kings continued to emerge, and now only a few Demon Kings created during the Chaos era remained besides him.
A Demon King council formed around the new Demon Kings, and regulations between Demon Kings were established.
Having lost his sense of purpose, he merely moved according to their orders.

He still had some lingering hope.
If he fought someone stronger than himself, perhaps he might see a way to reach the pinnacle of swordsmanship.
He still couldn't let go of his obsession.

He had lived such a meaningless and contradictory life.
Until he met that boy.

"I came to have you fulfill the promise you made with my ancestor."

The promise he made with her.
That too was something he had forgotten over the long years.
Though he didn't know how this boy, his descendant, came to know about it, he couldn't refuse to keep it.

And unexpectedly, each day spent with the boy began to change him.

"No, even so, I must prove it. Even if the result of that proof turns out to be false..."

The boy never gave up.
Despite his obvious limitations, he tried and tried again.
And he accomplished more than just one or two things that way.

Even when he finally hit a wall, the boy tried to find a new path.
He followed him into battle for "practical experience," and in the end, disappeared somewhere on his own.

How could someone with such clear limitations and a finite lifespan try so hard?
He couldn't understand it.
Perhaps that's why he was drawn to the boy.

Above all, the biggest change from spending time with the boy was that emotions buried deep in his heart began to revive.
Of course, not all of his eroded memories returned.
Because of this, even he didn't know why he acted the way he did.
His heart simply commanded him.

And when the boy left, and he saw his regular establishment destroyed by Gineus, those emotions finally exploded.
And so, without even knowing the reason, he ended up here.
He had clearly come to kill Gineus, but...

*What am I doing?*

For some reason, he was crossing swords with the boy.
Even as they exchanged blows, the boy continued to accelerate his sword.
Of course, by his standards it was still far from enough, but the boy was accomplishing things that should have been impossible with his talent.

*Line to space.*

He thought this much might be possible.
It wasn't impossible to gain such insight in two months.
But when the boy's speed increased and caught up to him, his thinking changed.

*Space to time?*

This wasn't something that could be achieved in just a few months.
Even with hundreds of years of effort, it would be questionable...

*Hundreds of years of effort?*

His eyes narrowed.
He read the karma accumulated in the boy's swordsmanship.
The boy's sword clearly contained hundreds of years of training.

*How? No, why would he do such a thing?*

At that moment.
The boy's sword moved even faster.
He couldn't understand.

*How on earth?*

Then he felt a hot sensation in his chest.
He still didn't know the true nature of that sensation.
Only that this boy had ignited that flame.
But in this moment, he wanted to surrender himself to that flame.

His body instantly became lighter.
The boy's sword slowed again, and he easily deflected the thrust.
His head also felt clearer than before.

Now he understood.
The identity of the hot sensation in his chest.
The reason why he had been wearing a mask and saving people all this time.
It wasn't just some hobby.

*She believed I was a hero until the end.*

Of course, he failed to be a hero for her.
What he most wanted to protect was already lost long ago.
But he still had things left to protect.

"You've grown much stronger, Allen."

"Of course."

"But rotate your upper body more so it's parallel with the sword. Thrust deeper."

He smiled with satisfaction.

"Then you might have been able to touch the tip of my blade."

He had forgotten until now.
Obsessed with the "pinnacle of swordsmanship" itself, he had forgotten why he wanted to reach it in the first place.

*A sword is ultimately a tool. The pinnacle of swordsmanship exists in the will of its master.*

But he realized this too late.
It was now impossible for him to become a hero.
He sheathed his sword and said:

"What are you hesitating for? Stab me."

He had already come to a point of no return.
So this was the best option now.
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"What are you hesitating for? Stab me."

Libero said this while presenting his chest.
But naturally, I couldn't bring myself to stab him.

"What are you saying? I still need you."

"I'm sorry about that. That I can't be of more help."

I couldn't understand.

"Then just help me!"

There was still so much he could do.

"You still need to teach me more swordsmanship. That was my wish that you agreed to grant."

"I told you before. Impossible wishes can't be granted."

He wore a bitter expression.

"Now it's my turn to be impossible. This is as far as I go."

"What do you mean 'as far as you go'..."

"I've turned my back on both the Demon King's side and the hero's side. No matter where I flee, survival is impossible now."

He wasn't wrong.
No matter how strong he was, he was alone.
Whether it was the Demon King's faction or the hero's faction, if they came after him in numbers, he couldn't survive.
But I didn't like it.

"So you're just giving up that easily...!"

When he broke free from Gineus's mind control on his own, I thought he had finally found enlightenment.
I too vaguely remembered the content of the Ordeal through his words, which were identical to what he said during it.

"The end of swordsmanship exists in the wielder's Will! Isn't that what you realized?"

I didn't know exactly what his Will was.
I didn't know his past, after all.
But after watching him for quite some time, I had a general idea.

"Didn't you want to become a hero and protect something?"

"You know well."

"Then the end of swordsmanship is right there! Why are you giving up without even trying...!"

"I'm not giving up."

He placed his hand on my head.

"I just see the possibility in you."

He asked me.

"Allen, where is the end of your swordsmanship?"

The end of my swordsmanship.
That meant the Will behind my wielding of the sword.

"To become a hero."

"Is that really all?"

"What do you mean 'all'..."

"I'm asking if you have a reason why you must become a hero."

A reason why I must become a hero.
Of course I had one.

*That was the goal set for the character Allen Plake.*

But that was only the initial reason.
If asked whether that remained my only reason all this time, it wasn't.
I had been constantly changing.

And now I knew the truth.
I wasn't just some character called Allen Plake.
I was Allen Plake, and I was myself.
Now I had a clear reason why I needed to become a hero.

"To protect the people I care about."

Chaos Beasts, Demon Kings, war.
This world is far too dangerous.
To protect precious bonds in such a world, I needed the power represented by heroes.

And beyond that, I wanted to prevent this world's destruction.
According to the game's story, complete destruction of the world by Chaos would come soon.
That was also the reason why most character development ended.
From a player's perspective, that might just be seen as a game mechanic, but now I couldn't dismiss it so easily.

I didn't think I could do it alone.
But if I wanted to contribute even a little when that time came, if I wanted to save the bonds that could help even a little...
I needed power.

"Indeed... what I felt was kinship."

Libero smiled with satisfaction.

"Allen, the Demon Kings are plotting something in the Reim Kingdom. It's still in the preparation stage, but if successful, it could destroy the Reim Kingdom."

I knew that.
I had the player's knowledge in my head.
The problem was...

"Is your strength enough to stop it?"

Yes, that was the problem.
Even though I had raised my swordsmanship to A+, that alone wasn't enough to stop it.
But if I could prevent the Reim Kingdom's destruction, I wanted to.

*The kingdom's destruction directly leads to Princess Ersia's death.*

But as I just said, my current strength wasn't enough to prevent the Reim Kingdom's destruction.
It was on a completely different scale from the 71st Demon King's invasion.
Of course, there was one possibility.

"My power alone isn't enough. But if you helped..."

"I'd like to help too, but I can't. As I said earlier, my chances of survival are slim."

He pointed to his chest.

"Stab me. I know that heroes with constellations receive rewards for killing Demon Kings."

The reward he mentioned was SP.
Indeed, 200 SP wasn't easy to accumulate. If I killed him and Gineus too, I could probably reach the conditions for inheriting the third Stigma.
But if that came at the cost of Libero's life... it felt too insignificant.

"Think coldly. We don't have much time."

He looked outside the building.

"Heroes dispatched from the Order just arrived in Sak. There seems to be a Saint-rank hero among them. It won't be long before they get here."

Thinking coldly, stabbing him would be the right choice.
Even if we joined forces, defeating a dispatch team including a Saint-rank would be nearly impossible.
But my arm refused to move.

The memory of the Ordeal had become as hazy as a dream.
Just like Libero's memories.
Yet just as Libero clung to his past memories, I couldn't easily forget the hundreds of years I spent with him.

That's when it happened.

"What are you hesitating for!"

Libero raised his voice.

"I'm telling you I'll entrust the end of my swordsmanship to you. Or does that seem so ridiculous?"

"The end of your swordsmanship to me?"

"If the end of swordsmanship lies in Will, then it doesn't matter who wields the sword."

He was sincere.
So much that my hesitation seemed foolish.

"Stab me. That is the end of my swordsmanship."

"I understand."

Once I made my decision, I didn't hesitate.
I gripped my sword firmly and thrust it forward.
What I needed was conviction.

Rotating my upper body to align with the sword.
I thrust deeply.
The sword pierced through his ribs and precisely through his heart.

"That's it, Allen."

He was smiling.

"Now I have nothing left to teach you. I've kept my promise."

I pulled out my sword.
His body collapsed lifelessly.
And a cold message appeared in the corner of my vision, announcing his death.

<You have slain the second Demon King. Title [Demon King Slayer] has been updated.>

<You gain 200 SP as a bonus from the title [Demon King Slayer].>

Something hot flowed down my cheek.
My chest felt tight and I couldn't breathe properly.
A clear abnormal status—in the past, the constellation would have used Absolute Obedience.
But as the Chain God said, he no longer interfered with me.
And truthfully, I no longer needed it.

There was still something I had to do.
I swallowed my tears and walked past Libero's corpse.
I had to kill the root cause of all this.
After all, everything was because of this bastard.

"Demon King Gineus."

I had no intention of letting her die easily.

*Hey constellation, use Absolute Obedience. Tell me to kill that thing.*

<Trait 'Absolute Obedience' is activated.>

This should make mind control useless.

"W-what! How can a human resist mind control?"

Gineus was flustered.
But that wasn't enough.
I drove Gravitus into her regenerating leg.

"Kyaak!"

Though her appearance resembled a human, her internal structure must be different as the sword didn't penetrate well.
It didn't matter anyway.

*Weight release.*

With that, Gravitus severed Gineus's leg with its tremendous weight.

"What are you doing!"

She still didn't seem to understand her wrongdoing.
Or maybe that's just how she was.
Either way, I had no intention of giving her a clean death, whether she repented or not.

Thud.

I severed her other leg as well.

"Stop! I was wrong, just kill me quickly! Like Libero!"

Hearing her mention Libero's name made my anger surge.
I took out a random 1-star dagger from my inventory and drove it into her mouth.
She started screaming, but that was better.

"I'll make your death as painful as possible."

With my power, I couldn't kill her instantly anyway.
So I just kept mutilating her in my rage.
But despite that, the Demon King's vitality was tenacious, and she still clung to life.

"P-please... kill me..."

She must have regenerated her tongue.
I was about to finish her off anyway.
Not by my own will.

*The heroes are coming up.*

They were calmly ascending the building.
Thanks to that, I had a little more time to torment Gineus.
I was grateful.

My hands were covered in her blood.
My tearful rage still hadn't subsided.
But it was time to end this.

"Go to hell."

I drove my sword into Gineus's tattered heart and twisted it.
Then another message appeared in the corner of my vision.

<You have slain the third Demon King. Title [Demon King Slayer] has been updated.>

<You gain 200 SP as a bonus from the title [Demon King Slayer].>

<Having accumulated 1000 SP, you inherit the third Stigma.>

I killed two Demon Kings at once.
I gained 400 SP.
I inherited the third Stigma.
And yet...

"Fuck."

I felt like shit.

***

"The 13th and 67th Demon Kings have died."

Her crystal ball turned red twice.
Demon King Violet announced in a somber voice.

That day, more than half of the Demon Kings had gathered for the council.
More than when the 71st Demon King died last time.
Particularly, both the 1st and 5th Demon Kings appearing at the council was unprecedented since its establishment.

"I'm sorry, Mr. Libero. That I couldn't save you..."

Violet's hands trembled.
As the 16th Demon King and the council's communicator, she had spent hundreds of years with Libero.

"I knew Gineus was plotting something..."

She knew but couldn't do anything.
Interference between Demon Kings was regulated by the council.
The 5th Demon King spoke to her.

"That guy was bound to break down eventually. If anything, he lasted longer than expected."

His expression was calm.
This wasn't the first time a Demon King had died.
But even his eyes showed a hint of sadness.

"He never really fit in as a Demon King from the beginning."

That was a fact everyone knew.
Libero's existence was contradictory to anyone who saw him, seeming like he might fall apart at any moment.
That's why they all bowed their heads.

"Let's pray for his peace. For Libero, the last knight of the Reim Kingdom."

Ch.56 - Expedition Team
A week ago, a request for assistance from the Sak government arrived at the Church headquarters in the Holy City Hylen.

The message detailed the appearance of an infamous Demon King known as the "Warrior Slayer." He had killed a rank 157 warrior, and many other warriors who sought him out afterward had also been slain.

However, the Church's first reaction to this request was skepticism. The Demon King's behavior differed significantly from his previous patterns.

Until now, he had always concealed his identity, wandering around and killing powerful warriors in one-on-one combat. But this time, he was openly revealing himself and staying in one place. Due to this change in behavior, various discussions took place within the Church.

A Demon King revealing himself inside a barrier was a rare opportunity. Therefore, the decision to subjugate him was unanimous. Even if it might be a trap, they believed it was worth attempting. However, determining how much force to send wasn't easily decided.

The opinions were divided into two main camps: sending an advance party led by a high-ranking warrior in case it was a trap, or immediately dispatching a Saint-rank warrior to minimize the chance of missing the opportunity. In the end, they decided to send a Saint-rank warrior.

This was because Stella, the 4th ranked Saint-level warrior, had accepted the mission. Unlike the 1st and 2nd ranks who were unreachable in the Chaos realm, and the 3rd who was on another mission, she was available. There was also confidence that someone of her skill could overcome unexpected situations.

In the worst case, even if multiple Demon Kings appeared, she could perish with them. Of course, Sak wouldn't survive unscathed in that scenario, but that was only the worst-case scenario. Thus, a delegation of five warriors was formed.

Two high-ranking warriors as vanguard and tank, a high-ranking archer to restrict the Demon King's movements, an upper-ranked healer, and finally Saint-rank Stella who could annihilate the Demon King with her powerful magic.

It was a fairly stable delegation for one assembled in just a few days. They departed from Hylen for Sak. Using a carriage specially processed with barrier stones meant they didn't need to go through Basil using a gate.

Inside the bumpy carriage, the high-ranking warrior asked, "I heard you've captured Demon Kings several times, Lady Stella?"

He was a young warrior who had only recently attained high-rank status. This meant his talent and skills were exceptional, but while he had reached his position by defeating powerful Chaos Beasts in succession, he had never encountered a Demon King. To him, warriors like Stella who had captured Demon Kings multiple times seemed to exist in a different realm.

"Well, that's right."

"Could you tell us how you captured them?"

Stella replied indifferently, "It was simple. While two big guys held it down from the front, I blasted it with magic."

"Pardon?"

In truth, it hadn't been as simple as she described. To overcome a Demon King's regenerative abilities outside a barrier required hitting it with multiple non-standard spells, which was taxing even for her magical power. She had to cling to consciousness and deplete her life force to pour out enough magic to capture the Demon King.

However, there was no reason to fear this expedition. Her Relics were better now than they were then. Her magic had also improved, contrary to her aging body.

And...

"There's no need to fear Demon Kings. They're certainly strong with considerable regenerative abilities, but inside barriers, they're not much. That's why humanity has survived until now."

The Demon King they were going to capture was, for some reason, holed up in a building inside a barrier. Without unexpected variables, they could capture him relatively easily. Especially since the Warrior Slayer was known to be an early-stage Demon King without a particularly strong demonic body.

"Still, we shouldn't let our guard down. We'll arrive soon, so get ready."

A black hemispherical barrier appeared ahead—Sak's barrier.

*It's been almost eight years.*

For the past eight years, she had devoted herself solely to magical research, rarely participating in actual combat. This was because no significant incidents had occurred. The Church also didn't bother her unless a Demon King-level situation arose.

It had been a long time since her last battle, but her senses felt familiar, like meeting an old friend. She habitually took gloves from her robe and put them on.

The carriage soon entered Sak's barrier. The watchtower recognized it as a special Church carriage and let them through. As they entered Sak's downtown, the building in question came into view. It was impossible to miss, being the tallest in Sak.

*They said he's on the top floor, right?*

Just then, the archer who had been staring at the building's rooftop flinched and said, "It's not just one."

Among warriors, archers and similar ranged positions cultivated the ability to detect an opponent's presence as one of their skills. This was because they needed a broad view of the battlefield from the rear. Although she specialized more in combat than detection, as one of the few high-ranking archers, her detection skills were still excellent.

"What do you mean?"

"There are two Demon Kings on the top floor."

"What?"

How could a country's government fail to distinguish whether there was one Demon King or two? Then again, apparently no warrior who had gone up to the top floor had returned alive.

"What's the identity of the other Demon King?"

"I can't tell that much..."

A Demon King's aura was so powerful that she could detect it, but even distinguishing between two Demon Kings wasn't easy.

*Should I increase the power?*

Her planned tactic was to launch a preemptive strike on the top floor with her magic. Her magic could inflict powerful damage over a wide area, but she had calculated that targeting the top floor would minimize collateral damage. However, if she needed to increase the power beyond what she had planned, the situation would change.

*I'll have to accept some damage to Sak.*

As they were moving within casting range, the archer's eyes widened.

"There's one more inside."

Stella was about to curse when the archer corrected herself.

"This one is human. The aura is faint, but they're fighting the Demon Kings as equals."

"A human?"

It seemed Sak still had warriors capable of facing Demon Kings. This meant they couldn't recklessly bombard the top floor.

"Let's go up."

They couldn't just wait for the battle upstairs to end. With two high-ranking vanguards, they could potentially help if needed. Just as they reached the building entrance, the archer stopped.

"What's wrong?"

"The fighting has stopped."

"Is it over? Who won?"

The next course of action—whether to use magic on the top floor or continue into the building—depended on the outcome. However, the archer's response was unexpected.

"Neither has fallen."

"What?"

"They just stopped fighting."

It didn't make sense.

"Damn it, they were fighting until just now and then they stopped?"

Rushing in without understanding the situation would be dangerous.

"Let's go up slowly and gather as much information as we can."

But as they ascended, the situation became more puzzling.

"The Demon King's aura has disappeared."

Clearly, the human who had stopped fighting had killed the Demon King. And then...

"The other Demon King seems to be in combat too, but I'm not sure if 'combat' is the right word..."

"If not combat, then what?"

"It's more like torture, or venting anger. The opposing Demon King has completely lost its fighting ability."

When they finally reached the top floor, the archer said, "...The Demon King is dead."

This time, they didn't need the archer to tell them. Everyone could sense that the Demon King's aura that had been felt from the top floor was now completely gone. And what they saw confirmed it.

"He's younger than I expected."

"Did we lose our achievement to such a young boy?"

In their view, a boy was standing up unsteadily with a sword in his hand. His frame was fairly adult-like, but his face still had boyish features. Above all, he was crying.

"Killing a Demon King and then sobbing..."

As they approached the boy with confusion, the archer noticed something.

"Wait, that boy..."

"What is it, Lyutmila?"

She was certain she had seen him somewhere before. Back then, he had been much younger.

"That child was with Gwen..."

He was definitely the boy she had seen outside the barrier in the Basil region. And the sword he was holding...

*Gravitus Replicant?*

She couldn't believe it. The boy she had seen then had looked too weak to even wield a sword. Even Gwen's claim that he was a porter had seemed unconvincing.

*And now he's killed two Demon Kings?*

His aura had definitely changed, but it still wasn't strong enough to kill a Demon King. How had he managed to kill two?

"Lyutmila."

"Yes?"

"I can tell that boy isn't ordinary."

Stella wasn't considering the boy ordinary either. But ultimately, there was only one thing to do now.

"Let's escort him to the Holy City Hylen and think about it later. As things stand, he's likely to become a target for Demon Kings."

The mission to defeat the Demon King in Sak was complete. Now it was time to carry out the new mission.

"Hey, boy."

When Stella called out, the boy who had been unable to take his eyes off the Demon King's corpse finally looked up.

"You are..."

"I am Saint-rank warrior Stella. From this moment, I am securing your safety and escorting you to the Holy City Hylen."

For reference, the boy had no option to refuse.

Ch.57 - Holy City Hylen
After being abandoned outside the barrier for 500 years.
Once a road connecting Sak and the Holy City Hylen, now a specially crafted carriage was racing along what remained of the barely visible path.
Inside that carriage were five warriors and myself, bound at all limbs.

*So it's come to this after all?*

Libero and Gineus.
I had killed two Demon Kings.
And immediately afterward, I was discovered by the cult's warriors at the scene.

*Being escorted to the Holy City...*

Actually, this worked out well.
In the case of the previous 71st Demon King, I killed him so quickly that my identity wasn't revealed, but this time was different.
They must have been monitoring Libero and Gineus through some means.

*Then they must have figured out my existence as well.*

Whether they could connect me to the 71st Demon King was uncertain.
But killing two Demon Kings was enough to make me a threat to them.
Especially if the killer was a boy who hadn't fully matured yet—they would be desperate to kill me.
So heading to the Holy City Hylen with these elite warriors was, in a way, the best scenario for me.

The Holy City Hylen was the safest place from Demon Kings.
It had the largest and strongest barrier, rendering most Demon Kings powerless.
Moreover, as it was also called the City of Warriors, it had an overwhelming number of warriors compared to other barriers.

*But going to the Holy City doesn't have only advantages.*

First, going to the Holy City meant I would be under the cult's surveillance. That would make free actions, like meeting Demon Kings like Libero, impossible.
And there was also the matter of my treatment. I wouldn't know the details until we arrived, but my position was certainly ambiguous.

*Can't be helped.*

This was inevitable.
There was a limit to operating without registering as a warrior.
Actually, I probably should have registered as a warrior long ago.
The benefits of being a warrior were more than I thought.
The only reason I hadn't registered was because of Libero.

*Libero...*

As I was thinking about him—

"Hey, kid."

It was the archer.
Of course, she was someone I knew as well.
Not just as a renowned high-ranking warrior, but someone I had met before.

"You know me, right?"

Of course I did.
High-ranking warrior Lyutmila.
I had met her with Gwen on the way to the Ordeal.
But I didn't answer.

"Forgotten? Well, it doesn't matter. That's not what I'm curious about."

She began questioning me on her own.

"That sword must have been given to you by Gwen. But taking down a Demon King with just a 2-star Relic doesn't make sense. What exactly did you do?"

Again, I had no reason to answer.
Because...

"Lyutmila."

Stella interrupted Lyutmila's questioning.

"Not here. We don't know who might be listening. The only place this boy can reveal the truth is in the Pontiff's chamber."

She was right.
Any conversation outside the barrier could potentially be eavesdropped on by Demon Kings.
In fact, the same was true even inside the barrier, and the only absolutely safe place was the Pontiff's chamber.

"...Understood."

Lyutmila accepted the correction obediently.

After traveling for quite some time, the carriage finally arrived at the Holy City Hylen.
Though I say "quite some time," it was actually twice as fast as going through Basil and using the gate.

*Is that the barrier of the Holy City Hylen?*

Unlike other barriers, the Holy City Hylen's barrier was transparent.
However, some kind of magic prevented seeing inside.
The interior could only be seen after entering the barrier.

*This exceeds my expectations.*

The landscape of the Holy City Hylen was completely different from Basil or Sak.
Starting with the size of the city, buildings were densely packed everywhere I looked.
If I had seen Basilium after seeing this, I wouldn't have thought Basilium was a city at all.

The most impressive part of the landscape was the spire rising from the center of the city.
Below that spire was a massive temple-like structure built of white stone.
If Basil had an exotic rural feel and Sak an Oriental steampunk vibe, the Holy City Hylen felt like an advanced Mediterranean civilization.

Noticing that this was my first time in Hylen, Stella said:

"There's a reason it's called humanity's largest and final city."

Unlike before, her voice was quite bright and cheerful.
In fact, as one of the few Saint-class warriors, I knew this was her actual personality.

She began a brief explanation about Hylen.
How refugees from all directions flocked to Hylen during the Chaos period.
And how the stone buildings constructed back then still remained today.

While she was talking, our carriage entered the main street of Hylen.
The main street seemed to lead to the massive temple in the center.

"That's the end of the tour."

Stella lowered the carriage curtain that she had partially raised.
Darkness fell inside the carriage once more.

"Normally I'd wave to people outside, but today we have a walking classified document with us."

The carriage, following the main street uphill, finally stopped at our destination.
Stella took out a hooded cloak from the luggage compartment.
It looked similar to the cloak Gwen used to wear.

"Put this on before getting out."

As I took it, she said:

"It's a special operations cloak with perception-lowering magic. Of course, how I use it is up to me."

It seemed a bit different from Gwen's.
I put on the cloak and pulled down the hood.
I had no way of knowing if the perception-lowering effect was working.

"Follow me."

I followed them to what looked like a reception room.
After waiting briefly in the reception room, Stella left as a representative.
So I was left in the reception room with the warrior group minus Stella.

"Hey."

It was Lyutmila.
She spoke to me as soon as Stella disappeared.

"What's your name?"

The reason for her interest was clear.
She was still looking for her successor.
Unfortunately, archery wasn't my specialty.
And...

"I'm sorry, but I can't tell you my name."

I looked around at the warrior group and said:

"I know it's rude, but I can't easily trust people I've never met before."

How many spies from the Demon King's side were among the warriors and the cult?
I swear there were more than I could count on both hands.
The player's knowledge told me so.

*That means I can't trust these people either.*

Hearing our conversation, the swordsman bristled.

"Are you treating us like ordinary warrior nobodies?"

He stood up.

"Everyone here except that guy over there is high-ranking."

He pointed at the recovery warrior huddled in the corner.
As I was about to ask him if he thought high-ranking warriors couldn't be spies—

"Enough."

It was the tank warrior who had been listening silently.
The heavy armor covering his entire body added to his gravitas.

"The boy is right. I haven't seen many loose-lipped people live long."

At his weighty words, the swordsman sat back down.
Just then:

"Why the atmosphere?"

Stella returned after reporting the results ahead of us.
She surveyed our mood.

"Hmm..."

But she soon shook her head and said:

"It's probably nothing. Anyway, boy."

She pointed at me.

"The Pontiff wants to see you."

I had expected this.
Capturing two Demon Kings wasn't something that could end with just a report.
Escorting me here wasn't just for protection but to determine my treatment.

*So we're bypassing the Apostle meeting?*

That's fortunate.
I had suspected there might be at least one spy from the Demon King's side in the Apostle meeting.
Going directly to the Pontiff suggested she had made the right judgment.

*Even so...*

I was a bit nervous.
Even in the player's memories, the Pontiff was treated as a mysterious figure.
I had been amazed when I first saw the Holy City Hylen, and I couldn't imagine what the Pontiff would be like.

"Saint-class warrior Stella, with the boy who defeated the Demon Kings, to see the Pontiff."

A voice came from inside.

"Enter."

The door opened, revealing the Pontiff's chamber.
Surprisingly, it was a room without any decorations.
A pure white room made entirely of white stone.
She was sitting at the end of the room.

*The Pontiff.*

The thin, pure white fabric that revealed her fair skin was insufficient to hide her figure.
Clearly a beautiful appearance by anyone's standards.
But beyond that, an inexplicable mystique emanated from her.

*What is it exactly?*

Even in the player's memories, little was known about her existence.
Only that she led people to establish the Holy City Hylen, and afterward organized the cult to lead the warriors.
But what was certain was that she essentially held my fate in her hands.

"It's an honor to see you again. Saint-class warrior Stella."

Stella knelt before the Pontiff and bowed her head.
I followed her actions exactly.

"It's an honor to meet you. Pathfinder Allen Plake."

There was nothing to hide anymore.
It was the opposite of my meeting with Gwen.
When I know extremely little about the other party, being as honest as possible is the best strategy.

*Though I do have some plans.*

There had been ample time during the carriage ride here.
During that time, I wasn't just sitting bound and staring blankly.
I continuously revised and reviewed my plans for the future.

"Raise your heads."

I raised my head at her words.
And met her eyes through the veil.

*Whether I can save the Reim Kingdom depends on my immediate treatment.*

I need to steer the conversation in the direction I've planned.

"A Pathfinder, how surprising. Is it true that you killed two Demon Kings?"

"It is true. And there's something else I'd like to tell you."

It was time to reveal what I had been holding back.

"I also killed the 71st Demon King."

Ch.58 - Treatment
"I was the one who killed the 71st Demon King."

Stella, who was standing beside me, was more surprised by those words.
She flinched and turned her eyes to look at me.
As a Saint-rank warrior herself, she must have heard about the death of the 71st Demon King in some way.
However, she had no means to connect that event with me.

"The 71st Demon King was... killed by you?"

The Pontiff's gaze also swept over me from behind her veil.

"I may not have the ability to gauge your skill level, but if you've killed two Demon Kings, I suppose that would be sufficient to kill the 71st as well."

Though she said this, she still seemed somewhat doubtful.
If not for the report that I had taken down two Demon Kings, I would have faced nothing but suspicion.

"Skill aside, the matter of the 71st Demon King was treated as classified information even within the church. Either way, this means you're certainly not an ordinary Pathfinder."

That was her way of telling me to reveal my true identity.
Not the surface identity of "Pathfinder Allen Plake," but my real one.

*I don't mind anyway.*

I was planning to reveal it to persuade her anyway.
I'm just doing it a little earlier than planned.

"That's correct. I am not an ordinary Pathfinder."

I took out Dark Night from my inventory.
My purpose wasn't to show her Dark Night.
My goal was to demonstrate that I could use an inventory.

"I have a Constellation."

The mere existence of a Constellation carried a certain persuasive power.
After all, there were no ordinary humans among those who had Constellations attached to them.
Except for Allen Plake, that is.

That's why I used to assume that Constellations attached themselves only to special humans.
But now my thinking has changed somewhat.
While it's true that Constellations attach to special humans, the existence of a Constellation is also sufficient to transform a human.
I myself was the best proof of that.

I had moved beyond ordinariness.
Beyond simply possessing a Constellation's memories, I had become extraordinary in my own right.
Though I'm not sure how the Saint-rank warrior beside me would see it.

"As I thought..."

The Pontiff seemed to have anticipated this to some extent.

"Then tell me. From killing the 71st Demon King to capturing the 13th and 67th—tell me everything."

This was just the beginning.
But before that...

"Before I start my story, I have one condition."

I turned my head toward Stella.
She was watching me from the corner of her eye.

"I'd like this warrior to leave the room. I would prefer that only you, Pontiff, hear what I'm about to say."

After considering for a moment, the Pontiff said:

"Warrior Stella. Please leave the room now."

"But Pontiff, this person is a complete outsider. I can't leave you alone with—"

But the Pontiff shook her head.

"He's a human chosen by a Constellation. That means the gods themselves trust him."

Stella reluctantly bowed her head.

"If that is your wish, Pontiff, I understand."

She obediently left the room.
She seemed somewhat disappointed about not being able to hear the conversation.
Once we were alone, the Pontiff asked:

"Is this satisfactory now?"

"Thank you for your understanding."

It might seem like an overreaction to send Stella away as well.
But the story I was about to tell, especially about what was to come, was something she shouldn't hear.
Her influence was as vast as her rank as the 4th warrior in the hierarchy.

"Then I'll begin."

I started to unfold everything that had happened until now.
From meeting Gwen, passing through the Ordeal, and defeating the 71st Demon King.
While I didn't go into every minute detail, it was still quite a long story.

Next came the story of going to Sak and meeting Libero.
I revealed without filtering that he had been a Demon King.
Upon hearing this, the Pontiff made an unexpected comment.

"To think the 13th Demon King was the last knight of the Reim Kingdom..."

"The last knight of the Reim Kingdom?"

In the Constellation's memories, Libero was treated as just one of the Demon Kings.
The most I knew about his past was that he had made a promise with the previous king of the Reim Kingdom.
I had never heard him referred to as "the last knight of the Reim Kingdom."

"You know about the promise he made with the previous king, but not about this?"

I remained silent.
It was true that I didn't know much about his past.
This was a limitation of the Constellation's memories. While they were quite detailed about the present and near future, they contained almost nothing about events from 500 years ago.

"Five hundred years ago, during the time of Chaos, he was a knight who fought fiercely against the Chaos Beasts for the Reim Kingdom until the very end before disappearing. His name was Libero."

The Pontiff began to tell a brief story about him.
It was a past befitting him.

"Even though he became a Demon King, he still wanted to protect people even after his transformation."

I wasn't trying to justify the evil acts he committed during his time of corruption.
But when his true self returned, he clearly wanted to protect people.
That must have been his true nature.

"Yes, I'm sure he did. However, it would be better not to reveal the identity of the 13th Demon King. It wouldn't have a positive impact on people."

"I understand."

The fact that a hero from 500 years ago had been slaughtering warriors as a Demon King... even I thought it was better to keep that hidden.
I continued with the story of how I defeated the 67th Demon King.

"And that's how I defeated the 67th Demon King."

It was truly a long story.
But I didn't feel tired throughout the telling.
Even I was amazed by the path I had walked.

*Without the Constellation's memories, this would have been impossible.*

I could understand why the God of Chains had tricked me into believing I was the Constellation.
Because I thought of myself as the Constellation, I was able to move forward with such conviction.
Of course, that doesn't make his actions any less cunning.

"So you've killed three Demon Kings?"

"That's correct."

"But something is strange."

The Pontiff tilted her head.

"There's no lie in your words. But there's something missing."

She seemed to have noticed.
The fact that I was deliberately avoiding one particular thing while telling my story.
The Constellation's memories.

*Damn, is she going to make me reveal everything?*

As I tensed up, the Pontiff said:

"You've been honest about everything else, so if there's something you want to keep hidden, you must have a good reason. I'll respect your decision."

That was a relief.
My honesty with her up to this point had paid off.

"Thank you."

With that settled, there was only one thing left.
I waited for the Pontiff to speak first.

"I believe that you've killed three Demon Kings. So what matters now is how to proceed from here."

Finally, the main point.
This was essentially why I had come here and why I had shared so much information with the Pontiff.
The decision from this point forward could determine the future.

"You have two main options. Either accept full recognition for your achievements and quickly become a high-ranking warrior, or give up the credit and choose to live quietly."

The two choices before me.
At first glance, the former seemed more attractive.
After all, becoming a high-ranking warrior wasn't something easily achieved.

The warrior system appeared to allow anyone with skill to rise in status, but it wasn't quite that simple.
It had become increasingly rigid over the 500 years of its existence.
And at the center of this was the Warrior Academy.

The Warrior Academy was an educational institution directly under the church that specialized in training warriors.
Upon admission, students were given the title of warrior candidate, and upon graduation, they received a Relic along with the title of warrior.
Most of the education was conducted in subsidiary institutions, focusing thoroughly on practical training, making the education period very short—just one year.

In contrast, to become a warrior from a warrior candidate through conventional means, even with outstanding skills and achievements, it would take at least one year, and typically 3-5 years.
And the same applied after officially becoming a warrior. Graduates of the Warrior Academy quickly built up achievements using their unique connections and Relics given upon graduation.

Of course, that didn't mean they could easily reach the high-ranking warrior status.
From that point on, it was truly a matter of skill. The issue was that most talented warrior candidates went through the Warrior Academy.
That's why the majority of the 100 high-ranking warriors were graduates of the Warrior Academy.

*So if I want to become a high-ranking warrior without going through the Warrior Academy, this is a good opportunity.*

But the important question was whether that was truly my goal.

*When I first picked up a sword, that was my goal.*

But my goals had continuously changed.
At first, it was just to become a warrior.
Then, it was to go as far as I could, whether as a high-ranking warrior or a Saint-rank warrior.
And now...

*Being a high-ranking warrior isn't what matters.*

Becoming a high-ranking warrior doesn't make me stronger.
Well, actually, if I became a high-ranking warrior, the church would provide me with an appropriate Relic, so I would get stronger.
But even so, there were too many disadvantages.

*First of all, acknowledging that I killed the Demon Kings is dangerous in itself.*

Thanks to that, I could rise to high-ranking warrior status, but from that moment on, I would face scrutiny.
And I'm not just talking about the Demon Kings.
Other warriors around me, and beyond Gwen and Elsie, the Constellations of Crossed Paths I would meet.
If they started to keep an eye on me, my actions would be significantly restricted.

Of course, until now, I had used them more than they had bothered me.
But I couldn't be optimistic that there wouldn't be any "veterans" among the other Constellations I would meet.
Even though I had the Constellation's memories and could avoid some issues, I didn't want to tolerate even the smallest interference.

And I also questioned whether I truly had the skills befitting a high-ranking warrior.
In terms of swordsmanship alone, I might be sufficient for high rank, but that alone wasn't enough to face a Demon King.
With the 71st Demon King, Libero, and Gineus, it was all thanks to favorable circumstances, not because my skills overwhelmed them.

So there was no reason to cling to a position like high-ranking warrior.
What's important right now is preventing the fall of the Reim Kingdom.
It would be virtually impossible to prevent that while also facing scrutiny from others.

That's why I made this decision.
In fact, it was a decision I had already calculated in my mind.

"I, Allen Plake, will acknowledge all the achievements of killing the three Demon Kings. And..."

You're thinking this is different from what I just thought, aren't you?
Why am I acknowledging it?

*[Royal Pattern], please grant me the skill [Optical Modulation (C)].*

It was just like when I first inherited the skill [Swordsmanship (B)] through succession.
I could feel the knowledge and sensations related to [Optical Modulation (C)] seeping into my body.
And now I could somewhat imitate the technique that Princess Ersiara would learn.

"What do you think?"

I was no longer a boy with murky blonde hair and blue eyes.
Instead, I had transformed into a more mature-looking man with black hair and black eyes.

Seeing my appearance, the Pontiff smiled with satisfaction.
And then she said:

"Not a bad appearance at all."

I'm sure it wasn't. Both people I used as a base were quite good-looking.
My current appearance was the result of combining the images of Libero and Seong Yurang in my mind.

"Instead of Allen Plake, I will enroll in the Warrior Academy under the name Seong Yurang from Sak."

I wonder if that Constellation bastard knows I've decided to use the name Seong Yurang?
Even if he finds out, he has no right to complain.
After all, he's the one who used his real name as his account name.

Ch.59 - Rose And Cat
On the outskirts of the Basil region.
Two girls were passing through ruins outside the barrier.
Well, one of them only appeared to be a girl, but wasn't one by age.

The one who wasn't actually a girl had red hair that reminded people of roses.
People called her the Rose Warrior.
Her name was Gwen Ridwald.

"Sniff..."

Walking behind her, sniffling, was a black-haired girl.
She had come to Gwen a year ago after being introduced by Allen, and was currently positioned as her successor.
Without turning her head, Gwen called out to her.

"Hey, stray cat."

In truth, the girl's identity was someone Gwen, who came from a knight family of the Reim Kingdom, shouldn't treat so casually.
She was none other than Ersia, the third princess of the Reim Kingdom.
But right now, the girl was just a homeless stray cat and her disciple. And...

"What?"

A short answer.
Gwen didn't particularly like this Ersia.
Calling her a stray cat was actually her being lenient—she had almost called her a thieving cat but backed off a step considering she was a princess.

"Just wondering if you're feeling better."

Still, she was undeniably her successor.
Though they bickered every day without fail, as a master, she could at least show this much concern.
Ersia, for her part, did respect Gwen as her master.

"I'm fine. I was just a little angry, that's all."

"Angry?"

Gwen was on her way back from taking Ersia to an Ordeal in the Basil region.
But after passing through the Ordeal, Ersia had been pale-faced and sniffling for some reason.

"The god, that bastard, showed me memories of that day again."

At this, Gwen's expression hardened as well.
If she was talking about "that day," it must mean the coup that had occurred in the kingdom.
The coup would affect the Ridwald family too, given their close ties to the royal family.

"So what made you angry?"

"My own helplessness."

"Just being able to escape in that situation means you did your best."

She meant it sincerely.
Escaping to Basil while shaking off trackers hired by the kingdom was nearly impossible.
Especially for a princess who had never even left the Reim palace before.

"The fact that you made that judgment in the first place is remarkable."

At this, Ersia stopped walking.
Then she spoke in a gloomy voice.

"It wasn't my judgment. If it hadn't been for the Constellation, I probably wouldn't have survived."

"But the Constellation's words don't have any binding force. In the end, running away was your choice."

"That's..."

Gwen also stopped walking.

"Coming to me instead of going to Sak was your decision too."

Ersia could have stopped if she had wanted to on her way here.
But she didn't.
She didn't stop and came all this way through her determination.

"What's always important is your judgment. So what is it you want to do?"

"I want revenge on the knights who staged the coup. That's why I'm learning swordsmanship from you."

Ersia started walking again.
Gwen smiled.
She was already absorbing Gwen's swordsmanship well.

It felt distinctly different from when she had taught Allen.
Allen had absorbed well too, but he seemed to have some inherent flaw in his swordsmanship.
But Ersia was growing as if with a tailwind, her natural talent adding to what she was learning.

*I wonder what that guy is up to these days?*

She was thinking about Allen when:

"Actually, the Constellation approved of me coming to you."

She hadn't known that.
It seemed the boy had succeeded in charming even the Constellation.
She recalled the boy's uniquely smooth smile.

*I am curious.*

He had been someone whose thoughts were impossible to pin down.
Even his stated goal of becoming a warrior—she didn't know the reason behind it.
She had asked at the inn where he worked, but they didn't know either.

*Weiss, was it?*

The woman with transparent hair, who hadn't been there when she visited the inn, had said:
He wanted to prove something.
Was that "proof" about becoming a high-ranking warrior?
If so, perhaps he had already completed his proof.

*Then what on earth is he doing now?*

News had reached her recently.
The shocking news that a boy named Allen Plake had captured three Demon Kings as a Pathfinder.
It was indeed he who had captured the 71st Demon King.
And he didn't stop there—he had apparently also killed the 13th and 67th Demon Kings in Sak.

Recognized for these achievements, he had exceptionally become a warrior without going through the warrior candidate process.
And not just any warrior, but a high-ranking warrior at position 100.
Considering that even among high-ranking warriors, those with experience killing Demon Kings were rare, the rank of 100 might seem low, but given that he had originally been a Pathfinder, it was a dramatic ranking.

While the world's attention focused on his skills that had elevated him to a high-ranking warrior in an instant, no information about him had been released.
People began to pay attention to whether he would continue to rapidly rise in the warrior rankings, but this too went quiet.
Allen Plake had disappeared as soon as he was appointed a high-ranking warrior.

There were various speculations.
That he was satisfied with being a high-ranking warrior and quit his warrior activities.
That he actually didn't have the skills to be a high-ranking warrior and was under the protection of the Order.
That he was carrying out a secret mission for the Order.

Of course, none of these were certain.
They wouldn't be unless Allen himself appeared and revealed the truth.

*He must have something in mind.*

Somehow, she didn't think he was doing nothing.
He must be doing something somewhere.
The speculation that he was carrying out a secret mission for the Order seemed more convincing.

*I just hope he's safe.*

She didn't know how strong he had become.
But she knew how severe the checks against high-ranking warriors could be.
Moreover, in Allen's case, he had killed three Demon Kings. Threats from Demon Kings would also start pouring in.

*Yes, hiding was a good decision for now.*

What happened after he disappeared would be up to Allen.
She had other things to worry about now.
First, training her successor behind her.
And ultimately, finding the Relic.

*For now...*

She turned her head to check on Ersia.
Blonde hair was beginning to grow among her black hair, glittering.
And the blue eyes characteristic of the Reim royal family remained.

"Stray cat."

"Yes?"

"I'm thinking of sending you to the warrior academy this year."

Over the past year, Ersia had shown enough enthusiasm, and thanks to that, Gwen had taught her almost all the swordsmanship she could.
Keeping her until next year would not be efficient.

"The warrior academy?"

"It's an Order-run institution for training warriors."

"But I don't need to become a warrior..."

"You need power for your revenge, right? Then go to the warrior academy to learn more practical combat and make connections that will strengthen you. Getting a Relic assigned according to your achievements upon graduation will also help."

While one might somehow pick up a 1-star Relic wandering outside the barrier, getting a 2-star or higher Relic is difficult.
And even if you get one, the chances of it having effects that suit you are low.

In contrast, the Order possesses an enormous pool of Relics.
They assign graduates Relics that suit them well from among these.
The 3-star Relic [Ignis] that Gwen possessed was also assigned to her upon graduation.

"Then... I'll go."

Ersia seemed to have made up her mind as well.
But there was something to resolve before that.

"But are you planning to keep dyeing your hair periodically?"

The warrior academy is quite a prominent place.
It's where talented young warrior candidates from all over the world gather.
No matter how much Ersia's appearance had changed as she grew, her distinctive bright blonde hair would stand out.

But regularly dyeing long hair would be a waste of time and not good for her health.
And as it was now, even after just a few days without dyeing, the blonde was starting to show.
That's why what she was about to suggest was shaving her head.

"Ersia, I think..."

"I probably won't need to dye it anymore."

"Huh?"

Her head began to distort.
Her black hair instantly turned red, and her face also changed into a familiar form.

"How is it? Pretty similar, right? It's an ability I gained through this Ordeal."

The face she had changed into was Gwen's face.
Though she didn't want to admit it, it was quite similar.
Of course, it being similar and her being angry were separate matters.

To Ersia, who was making all sorts of expressions with Gwen's face, Gwen said:

"Hey, thieving cat."

Now she definitely had grounds to call her a thieving cat.

"Oh? Are you calling yourself a thieving cat right now?"

It seemed her successor hadn't been beaten in quite a while.
It had been about four days since she was last hit, right before entering the Ordeal.

That day, Ersia rolled on the ground nearly to the point of death, recalling the memory of the day she met Allen.

Ch.60 - Just Wait A Little Longer
Her sisters and brothers died before her eyes.
She just wanted to survive.
That's why she fled the palace, following the constellation's words.

They pursued her tirelessly.
Even here, to the Holy City Hylen.
So while it might appear to be just a beautiful city to others, it wasn't for Princess Ersiara.

*I will, I absolutely will...*

She would have her revenge.
Entering the warrior academy was also for this purpose.
She would definitely gain power and take revenge on them.

"Elsie."

Suddenly, Gwen called out to her.

"Yes?"

"Relax your expression. People are staring."

She must have been unconsciously frowning.
Indeed, when she touched her face, it felt somewhat stiff.

"I'll be careful."

"Elsie, I told you. Truly strong people know how to hide their strength."

That was certainly true.
But since she hadn't yet met anyone truly strong, it was hard to grasp.
Even Gwen, by her own admission, wasn't at the "real" level.

*I'll probably meet them at the warrior academy?*

Promising talents from across the country gathered there.
Moreover, the professors, though retired from active duty, were once renowned experts.
And perhaps...

*I might even meet Allen.*

Of course, meeting him as a student was impossible.
He had already risen to the position of high-ranking warrior, a place beyond her reach now.
But because of that, he might be in Holy City Hylen.
After all, Hylen was also a city of warriors.

Indeed, warriors could commonly be seen on Hylen's streets.
Many shops also sold products targeting warriors.
This was a stark difference from other cities that she hadn't noticed when fleeing the Reim Kingdom due to lack of time.

"Once you enter the academy, they'll provide all the equipment you need."

Gwen told her as she kept getting distracted by the shops.
While the items in the stores looked impressive, there weren't any practical things she actually wanted to wear.
But she was curious about something.

"About the entrance exam. Isn't it unfair if people can use real Relics?"

Before coming to Hylen, she had heard about the warrior academy's entrance exam from Gwen.
Gwen was also a graduate of the warrior academy, so she could provide vivid details about the exam.
Of course, the content of the exam might not be exactly the same now.

"It's not a problem. In fact, some warrior candidates can't exert their full strength without Relics. They consider the ability to use Relics as part of one's skill."

"But what if someone with no skill shows up with a 5-star Relic?"

"First of all, 5-star Relics aren't easy enough to handle for someone with no skill. Just think about the [Sword of the Royal Family]. How demanding are the conditions to wield it?"

"Ah..."

The Sword of the Royal Family, passed down through the Reim royal family.
Indeed, that sword required extremely demanding conditions for activation.
Because of this, no royal had successfully activated it for nearly 100 years.

"And don't worry too much. The professors judging are all veterans. Even if you don't use a Relic, they can fully recognize your potential."

"Yes..."

"Have confidence. Your potential is among the best I've seen in warriors."

Gwen placed her hand on her head.
While this was natural considering their teacher-student relationship, their appearances didn't match.
Unlike when they first met, she was now almost the same height as Gwen.

She naturally brushed Gwen's hand away.
Not because it looked ridiculous.

"I've told you many times, touching disrupts the optical camouflage."

***

The first place they visited was the Hylen Church headquarters.
Specifically, the warrior registration office within the massive Hylen Church headquarters.
One had to register as a warrior candidate here first to qualify for the warrior academy entrance exam.

Of course, for those who wanted to become warriors based on whether they passed the academy, the warrior candidate qualification might seem unfair.
However, the annual warrior academy entrance exam consumed quite a budget, so the warrior candidate qualification served as a minimal filter to prevent indiscriminate applications.

Still, becoming a warrior candidate wasn't that difficult.
The standard had merely risen from the Pathfinder level, where one needed nothing, to having the minimum combat ability to fight Chaos Beasts.
The interviewer judged whether the applicant had the skills to fight Chaos Beasts. And that standard wasn't very high.

Ersiara would probably pass easily.
If only Gwen hadn't failed to anticipate one thing.

"I thought we arrived early, but..."

Despite arriving two weeks before the entrance exam, there were many people at the church headquarters seeking to become warrior candidates.
As a result, Ersiara had to wait quite a long time for her interview.
After the long wait, it was finally her turn.

"I'm Elsie from Basil. I don't have a family name."

While some countries like the Reim Kingdom and Sak had identification cards,
many warriors came from places like Basil where IDs didn't exist, so the church didn't require them.
The interviewer simply wrote down the name "Elsie" on paper.

Seeing this, Ersiara firmly decided.

*From now on, my name is completely Elsie.*

At least until she completed her revenge.

Actually, the name Elsie was something she came up with on the spot when Allen asked.
Honestly, even she thought it was a hastily chosen name.
But she didn't want to discard it. Allen would probably remember her as Elsie.
In a situation where she had changed her appearance using [Optical Camouflage], if she changed her name too, he wouldn't recognize her. That was also why she insisted on keeping her black hair color.

"Do you have a Relic you use?"

Elsie handed Gwen's sword to the interviewer.
The interviewer then placed the sword on a strange-looking device.
It appeared to be a Relic measuring device.

"Confirmed 2-star Relic [Breeze Bringer]."

He returned the Relic to Elsie.

"Now I'd like to see your basic combat ability."

He pointed to a scarecrow standing in a corner.

"This scarecrow is processed to have similar strength to a common Chaos Beast. You have one minute. Please inflict as much damage as possible by any means."

Elsie gripped the sword firmly and approached the scarecrow.
While the scarecrow looked like an ordinary piece of wood, if it had similar strength to a common Chaos Beast, it would certainly be tougher.
This didn't matter to her, as she intended to strike with all her might anyway.

*Thwack*

The scarecrow was deeply gashed by her downward strike.
Even with maximum force, it didn't completely split, indicating it was indeed tough.
But that was as far as it went.

Elsie's sword dance began to swirl.
It was a fierce dance, as if filled with rage.
The scarecrow quickly became tattered.

"Th-that's enough."

The interviewer stopped her just as 20 seconds had passed.
The scarecrow was already damaged beyond recognition.

"I'll register you as a warrior candidate."

The interviewer's face was somehow pale.
Watching him hurriedly complete the paperwork, Gwen placed her hand on Elsie's head.

"Elsie."

"I know."

"Good."

"But didn't I tell you not to put your hand on my head?"

Gwen lowered her hand with an embarrassed expression.

***

On their way out after registering as a warrior candidate,
they glimpsed another interview room.
Since warriors used many types of weapons, the church headquarters had interview rooms for each type.

Among them, what caught her eye was the archery interview room.
There was no particular reason.
It was just that quite a crowd had gathered there.

"Gwen, didn't you say archery wasn't very popular?"

Gwen had definitely said so.
She clearly remembered the reason too.
Most high-grade Relics took the form of swords.
Bow-shaped Relics were extremely rare.

"Yes, normally that would be true. But this year is different."

"What?"

"Lyutmila, one of the few high-ranking warriors who uses a bow, failed to find a successor among last year's graduates. So the opportunity carries over to this year."

She looked at the archery interview room with cold eyes and said,

"Most of those people are rejects from swordsmanship. They're crawling in thinking archery might be a bit easier."

But that seemed odd.

"But if it gets this crowded, isn't that counterproductive?"

"Yes. That's why most of them will naturally be weeded out again."

Gwen's gaze lingered on a black-haired man.

"Gwen?"

Elsie called out to Gwen, who was standing in a daze.
Only then did Gwen turn her gaze away from him.
And then she muttered to herself.

"It can't be. There's no resemblance at all. He wouldn't be here in the first place. And he wouldn't use a bow."

Elsie looked at the man after hearing Gwen's incomprehensible muttering.
A man with black hair and black eyes.

*Allen?*

For some reason, she thought of him.
Even though the man had a much larger build and different features.
But...

*Allen wouldn't be here.*

She too turned away.
And began to follow Gwen.

The black-haired man left behind.
The moment the arrow left his hand, wind stirred at his fingertips.
And the arrow flew like lightning, lodging precisely in the target.

"Oh, quite impressive. You pass."

The examiner watching asked,

"What did you say your name and origin were?"

"Seong Yurang from Sak."

He turned his head to look at the two women walking quite far away.
And said with a hint of regret,

"I promised we would meet again."

It seemed that would be difficult to keep.
Even if it happened, it would be later.

*It's for your sake. Please wait a little longer.*

Ch.61 - Entrance Examination (1)
The morning sunlight streamed through the curtains.
I sat up in bed.

*Finally, the day has come.*

Outside the door, I could hear the commotion that had been going on since morning.
People had come for admission to the Warrior Academy.

*Quite a crowd has gathered.*

I had gotten a sense of the numbers last week when I registered as a warrior candidate for the entrance exam.
Even then, quite a few people had gathered.
But that was just the tip of the iceberg.
There were people who came to take the test every year as long as they weren't disqualified by the age restriction.

*It makes sense—graduation guarantees becoming a warrior.*

There was no reason for a warrior candidate not to take the exam.
Of course, most of those who came just for that would fail the test.

It was different from the interview for warrior candidate registration.
The Warrior Academy admitted only 64 students per year.
Excluding the 16 students from the Magic Tower who made up the magic department, there were only 48 spots in the combat department.
This was due to the elite nature of the Warrior Academy.

To be more specific, there were four swordsmanship classes with 8 students each, totaling 32.
The archery class had 8 students, and the spear class had 8 students.
This was because most high-grade Relics took the form of swords.
Among the 100 or so 4-star and above Relics registered with the Church, fewer than twenty weren't swords.

*So usually people learn swordsmanship first, but...*

I took out a bow and quiver from my inventory and began to maintain them.
After much deliberation, I had decided to take the entrance exam in archery rather than swordsmanship.
I was concerned that if I used swordsmanship carelessly, someone might become suspicious of my identity.

*Especially Libero's swordsmanship is too distinctive.*

If I ever needed to use swordsmanship, it would be better to use the Ridwald family's style.
As Libero said, the Ridwald family's swordsmanship was quite advanced.
And now, even if I couldn't perfectly copy Gwen's swordsmanship like I did when using Absolute Obedience, I could adapt it in my own way.

*Though it's best if I don't have to use it at all.*

I pulled the bowstring.
It felt sufficiently taut.
But why a bow all of a sudden?

Certainly, my archery skills were meager compared to my swordsmanship achievements.
If I had talent in archery to begin with, I would have used a bow instead of a sword.
There was also the limitation that it was difficult to find high-grade Relics for archery.

But just because I lacked talent didn't mean it wasn't suitable for me.
First, I had the power of wind. While it was a skill that helped when wielding a sword, its basic limitation was in weight, making it highly efficient with projectiles.
Beyond that, the power of wind was a skill that helped in occupying high ground or creating distance.

And above all... the third inherited Stigma.
This one's inheritance characteristics had excellent compatibility with archery.
Of course, I had originally inherited this Stigma with different intentions, but somehow it matched well with my current situation.

Of course, even with all that, my level was still far below my swordsmanship.
But that didn't really hinder my purpose.
My goal was to quietly graduate from the Warrior Academy and obtain warrior status quickly and easily.

"Well, I should get going before it's too late."

I tied the bow and quiver I had finished maintaining to a leather strap and slung them over my shoulder.
Then I left the room.

***

"There really are a lot of people."

Elsie looked at the crowd of warrior candidates.
Hundreds of applicants had gathered for a test that would select only 48 people.
She had never seen so many people gathered in one place except during royal events.

"They're just trying their luck."

Gwen said, looking around at the crowd.

"Most of them probably haven't even fought a Chaos Beast. They're just coming to take the test because they have the basic qualifications as warrior candidates."

At that moment, applicants began entering the building one by one from the front.
Watching them, Elsie lowered her voice and asked Gwen.

"You mentioned the test involves fighting Chaos Beasts, right? Does that mean there are Chaos Beasts inside that building?"

"Of course not. The barrier in Hylen is so powerful that most Chaos Beasts couldn't even use their powers here. The test doesn't take place in real space."

"What?"

"Remember the lake where you took the Ordeal in Basil?"

It had been quite some time since she took the Ordeal, but there was no way she could forget.
The content of the Ordeal had been quite harsh for her.

"You mean that strange misty lake?"

"Yes, there's a similar lake inside that building. The difference is that the deity who owns it has made a contract with the Magic Tower so they can control the environment from the outside."

"A contract between a deity and humans..."

This concept felt unfamiliar to her, having only encountered a deity for the first time during her previous Ordeal.
But not to Gwen, who had already studied history at the Warrior Academy.

"It's nothing strange. The fact that you can use light magic is also a remnant of a contract your ancestors made with the deity of light. Before Chaos, there were many such contracts between deities and humans."

"I see."

As they continued their conversation, applicants began to emerge from the building one by one.
For some reason, they all had pale, ashen faces.

"That's the natural reaction for humans seeing a Chaos Beast for the first time."

For humans born and living within barriers, the realm of Chaos was an unknown territory.
The Chaos Beasts, mysterious creatures living in that unknown realm.
The fear one feels when first encountering these bizarre creatures was beyond imagination.

"It happened to you, and it happened to me too."

Gwen and Elsie were no exceptions.
But from the moment they learned these creatures could be defeated, they were no longer unknown.

Nevertheless, Gwen advised Elsie.

"Elsie, don't let your guard down. Even when you think you know your opponent, there might be more to them than you realize."

It wasn't a difficult statement to understand.
But it wasn't exactly clear what she meant either.
In the end, Elsie would have to take the test herself to find out.

***

Inside the test space.
A slaughtered Chaos Beast dissolved into particles and disappeared.
Elsie exhaled heavily.

"Whew..."

The first one to appear was a seemingly weak Chaos Beast.
Elsie was already familiar with its form.
So she cut it down with her sword without much thought.

However, the Chaos Beasts that appeared became increasingly powerful.
They were still beings that could be cut down with a sword.
Even if they weren't easy to cut, swinging quickly and repeatedly would eventually kill them.

But naturally, there was a limit to this approach.
The eighth Chaos Beast was that limit.

The creature, covered in hard armor all over its body, was completely impervious to her sword.
There were no visible gaps to thrust into.
Meanwhile, each of its attacks was heavy and powerful.

*If I had Gwen's sword, I could cut through it.*

[Ignis] would have melted through the creature's armor.
But she didn't possess such a Relic.
The Relic she carried, [Breeze Bringer], could only create gentle breezes at best.

*But...*

Gwen had told her.
While handling Relics well was certainly a skill, the professors evaluating them could recognize individual potential even without that.
In truth, Elsie herself didn't know what her potential was.
But she knew what she needed to do.

*I just need to show the best I can do.*

Her eyes changed.
This entrance exam was a test she absolutely had to pass if she wanted to gain power.
Gwen had said she could pass easily, but Elsie couldn't be complacent.

*I will defeat this creature.*

This wasn't reality anyway.
Whether her sword broke or she herself broke.
It didn't matter.
So she decided to use that to her advantage.

She cut, and cut again.
In fact, it was questionable whether "cutting" was the right concept.
Her sword still couldn't even scratch the creature's armor.

Her bones and muscles screamed in protest as she repeatedly struck the hard surface.
Nevertheless, she persistently swung her sword.
Her seemingly frenzied sword strikes looked as foolish as trying to cut stone with a sword.

But eventually, the stone crumbled.
The reason was that she had been concentrating her attacks on a single spot, though it looked like she was swinging wildly.
The moment a small gap appeared, Elsie quickly thrust her sword in.

*Please!*

With that, the Chaos Beast's movements stopped.
Soon, it dissolved into particles and disappeared.

"Just... cut through everything..."

As she was catching her breath, a new Chaos Beast began to form in front of her.

"Whatever it takes..."

It was of a completely different size from the previous Chaos Beasts.
As the growing Chaos Beast took shape, Elsie understood the meaning of Gwen's words.

*Now I understand, Gwen.*

She couldn't see any way to win.
She wasn't confident she could cut through this one.

*It is indeed frightening.*

But she didn't want to back down.
She gripped her sword firmly.

***

"Elsie. No family name, origin: Basil."

Professor Setia, who had been looking at the documents, raised her head to observe Elsie fighting the Chaos Beast.
Then she said:

"Not bad."

She was the guidance professor for Swordsmanship Class 2.
For the swordsmanship classes, each guidance professor selected students they wanted to teach.
In essence, she had cards to select eight students.

"Does 'not bad' mean you won't select her?"

Huff, the guidance professor for Swordsmanship Class 3, asked from beside her.
He had already lost interest in Elsie.
There were many candidates from noble families born with famous Stigmas, so why bother with a nobody from Basil?
He was only curious about what his competitor, Setia, had to say.

"I'm just a bit conflicted. Her swordsmanship is excellent, and her determination is impressive. She seems to have sufficient potential. But her swordsmanship is too emotional. With that style, she might actually hinder teamwork."

Warriors weren't meant to fight alone.
That's why group battles had a high proportion in the evaluations.
She was considering this factor.

"What do you think?"

This time she asked Sigrid, the guidance professor for Class 1.
He was seriously observing Elsie.

"Well, I'd like to agree with her for now. She has great potential, but she might be too much for me to handle."

He turned his gaze to the woman sitting at the far right.
She was watching Elsie with interest, her feet propped up on the desk.

"What about you, Freyja?"

To his question, Freyja, the guidance professor for Swordsmanship Class 4, answered as if it were obvious:

"Looks fun. I'll take her."

***

"Another lake, huh."

I looked down at the misty lake inside the building.
I'm starting to develop a trauma just from seeing these lakes.

"I really don't want to go in..."

But they said it's not functioning as an Ordeal right now, so it should be fine.
I dipped my foot into the lake.

Ch.62 - Entrance Examination (2)
The arrow flew through the air with a whoosh, embedding itself in the flying Chaos Beast. The creature fell from the sky and dissolved into particles.

Unlike the Swordsmanship Division's entrance exam, the Archery Division's test featured different types of Chaos Beasts. While the Swordsmanship Division focused on close-combat enemies, the Archery Division's test included flying targets and long-range attackers. This difference reflected their distinct battlefield roles.

"At the very least, they should be able to take down flying Chaos Beasts like that one," said Lyutmila as she observed the candidate's performance.

Despite her comments, she wasn't actually the Archery Division's professor. She merely held a temporary teaching position at the Rose Warrior Academy while searching for her successor. The actual Archery Division instructor was someone else.

"Though plenty of them can't even manage that much..." muttered Kyle, the Archery Division's instructor sitting beside her. He scribbled something on the applicant's document.

"Potential pass. That performance was more than adequate."

"Wait a minute, Kyle. Are you judging based on taking down just one target?"

"I'm the instructor, so I make the final decision on who passes."

"But I'll be teaching archery alongside you, so my opinion should count for something..."

Kyle pointed at Lyutmila's blank sheet of paper.

"We're halfway through the applicants and you haven't written anything down."

"That's because none of them have caught my interest."

"Lyutmila, as I always say, your standards are too high."

He sighed before continuing.

"Your Relic doesn't even have particularly strict requirements. Do you realize how blessed you are? Just pick someone who can shoot decently, pass on your legacy, and enjoy a comfortable retirement."

He simply couldn't understand Lyutmila. There had been plenty of promising candidates among last year's graduates. That was to be expected—when rumors spread that Lyutmila was preparing to retire, archery prodigies from across the country had flocked to the academy. Yet she had found none of them satisfactory and let them all graduate without choosing a successor.

"Do you ever plan to get married? When are you going to find a man?"

"Argh!" Lyutmila screamed in annoyance, slamming her fist on the desk. "I can pick just about any man, so don't worry about that!"

Her response only made Kyle more concerned. He deliberately shifted his attention back to the applicant.

*Well, that's to be expected.*

The eighth Chaos Beast was different from the previous ones. It had tough hide that ordinary arrows would struggle to penetrate. As predicted, the applicant was having difficulty with it.

Average archers couldn't defeat such an opponent. You'd need the assistance of a Stigma or Relic to stand any chance. Unfair? Perhaps, but they couldn't deny candidates the opportunity to demonstrate their Stigmas or Relics. Besides, defeating the first seven Chaos Beasts already guaranteed a passing grade. The eighth was merely a bonus.

*Pass if you can, no big deal if you can't.*

The applicant ultimately failed to defeat the eighth Chaos Beast. They seemed to have a Stigma related to rapid firing, but it proved ineffective. With the surrender signal, the applicant disappeared from view.

"Haah..." Lyutmila was about to take a breather when the next applicant entered the space.

"Isn't this too many candidates?"

"You know they're all here because of you, right?"

Kyle shook his head and checked the next applicant's information.

*From Sak. Name: Seong Yurang.*

***

*Where am I?*

When I opened my eyes after entering the lake, an alien landscape spread before me. Or perhaps it was actually familiar to me.

*Outside the barrier?*

Dark red particles floating everywhere. Scattered remnants of civilization. The outside world beyond the barrier was well-represented.

*Though they haven't simulated actual Chaos.*

That made sense. There was no guarantee that everyone taking the Rose Warrior Academy entrance exam would have a Stigma or Relic. Still, this unfamiliar environment would be disorienting enough for most candidates.

"So I need to defeat that thing first?"

A small Chaos Beast was visible nearby. The test seemed quite straightforward—there was nothing else moving in the vicinity.

I nocked an arrow to my bowstring. Then I released it. The arrow flew swiftly, piercing through the Chaos Beast.

So far, I hadn't needed to use the power of wind or my inherited trait. The Chaos Beast wasn't particularly fast or tough-skinned. But I doubted they would all be this easy.

As the first Chaos Beast dissolved into particles, the next one appeared. I was already nocking another arrow.

***

The seventh Chaos Beast was a creature called Squitch that darted frantically through the air. It was practically impossible to defeat with a sword, which was why archers and mages typically handled this type.

*I could probably cut it down using Libero's swordsmanship, but...*

There would be no point in using swordsmanship during an archery test. I needed to defeat it with my bow.

Of course, despite practicing archery diligently for months, my limitations were clear. With my pure archery skills alone, I struggled to hit even stationary targets at a distance. Fortunately, I had received a bow Relic from the Church that improved accuracy, and my wind power also helped with precision, allowing me to hit slower targets reliably.

*But when they move that quickly, it's a different story.*

The good news was that I wasn't alone in this difficulty. Not many people could hit such a fast-moving target with just one or two shots. Only the lucky ones or those with prior experience against Squitch could manage it.

I fell into the latter category. While I had no direct memory of facing Squitch, I must have encountered it many times during my 100 attempts at the second Ordeal. Thanks to those faint memories, I could somewhat predict its movements.

*It's difficult, but I can hit it.*

After several missed shots, I finally managed to hit the Squitch. Using my player knowledge, I made a rough calculation.

*To take down a Squitch, you need at least [Archery (B-)]...*

[Archery (B-)] was sufficient to get into the Rose Warrior Academy. However, considering the increased competition due to Lyutmila's presence, I needed to demonstrate more. While I didn't need to dominate the competition, I wanted to secure my acceptance.

*Then the next one is crucial.*

That's when the eighth Chaos Beast appeared. Unlike the previous ones, it had a substantial body with thick hide. It seemed deliberately designed to be impossible for archers to defeat.

*So it comes down to whether I can defeat this one?*

I had probably already passed the minimum requirements by defeating the previous beast. But taking down this one would virtually guarantee my acceptance.

I nocked an arrow. It was clear that a normal shot wouldn't penetrate the creature's hide. Hitting the same spot multiple times? I wasn't that kind of prodigy. I was just an archery novice barely managing thanks to my wind power and Relic.

But I had one more advantage that others didn't—my inherited trait. I applied it to the arrow I had nocked.

<Trait [Overload (Minor)] activated.>

A black energy began to envelop the arrow.

[Overload (Minor)]
Temporarily enhances a weapon's performance. In exchange, significantly reduces the weapon's durability.

This trait enhanced the performance of whatever weapon I used. The difference between this and the original [Overload (Major)] was simply efficiency—the original could enhance a weapon three times before breaking it, while my inherited [Overload (Minor)] would break it after just one use.

*But there's a way around that penalty.*

The most obvious example was what I was using right now—not the bow, but the arrow. For consumable items like arrows that were used once and discarded anyway, the penalty of [Overload] was essentially meaningless.

"This should work..."

The arrow, infused with the black energy of Overload, flew through the air. The arrow itself contained divine power equivalent to a 1-star rating, but that power was amplified by the Overload effect. It successfully penetrated the Chaos Beast's hide.

But one wasn't enough. I continued firing arrows in rapid succession. There was no point in conserving arrows, which were merely consumables.

After about a dozen arrows had pierced it, the Chaos Beast finally collapsed and dissolved into particles. I nocked another arrow, preparing for the next one.

I could have stopped there and still passed. But part of me was curious about what would come next. Depending on what appeared, I might fire one more shot.

But when I saw the next creature, an expletive reflexively crossed my mind.

*You've got to be kidding me.*

Ch.63 - Entrance Examination (3)
After Elsie's entrance exam ended.
The applicant who entered the swordsmanship exam hall was a girl with black hair and black eyes, just like Elsie.
However, that blackness appeared much darker and deeper compared to Elsie's.

Her impression was similar as well.
Unlike Elsie, who maintained a certain vivaciousness despite enduring various hardships, this girl had a somewhat cold impression about her.

"Yoo Seora. She's from Sak and was discovered and raised by an Apostle."

"Then her skills must be somewhat guaranteed."

As if to prove the professors' words, Yoo Seora showed quite decent skills, cutting down through the seventh Chaos Beast without much difficulty.

"Fairly decent swordsmanship."

In a way, this was expected.
The "Apostles" who discovered her were those who acted as the Cult Leader's hands and feet, carrying out direct missions around the world.
And one of their missions was to discover children with the potential to become warriors from all over the world.

Since the discoveries were based on the Cult Leader's prophecies, most of the discovered children possessed outstanding talents.
In fact, more than ten high-ranking warriors, including the second-ranked warrior, were known to have been discovered by Apostles.
However, based on what she had shown so far, there was something slightly lacking.

"So far, there's nothing particularly special about her."

She must have something more.
The professors expected this, and she finally revealed it against the eighth Chaos Beast.
Her sword, shrouded in black energy, cut right through the eighth Chaos Beast's armor.

"As expected."

The Relic she wielded was a sword the professors recognized.
The Relic Sacred Replicant.
It was one of the 101 swords created by Heinz Armanus, a former high-ranking warrior who now serves as the headmaster of the Warrior Academy, by replicating the holy sword.
Although it was treated as a 2-star weapon, it was a sword with no special characteristics other than its holy power.

She had cut through fairly solid armor with such an ordinary sword.
Her ability was proven by that alone.
If only what happened afterward hadn't occurred.

"Hmm?"

There was a crack in the sword she had swung.
At least in terms of strength, it should be no different from the original holy sword.

"Does she lose the durability of her Relic as a cost for using her ability?"

"What kind of unreasonable ability is that..."

Even if this was a virtual space and it might be fine, things would be different in actual combat.
Using up one's Relic, which is like life itself to a warrior, was a very inefficient and reckless act.

And then the ninth Chaos Beast appeared.
No, it was questionable whether it could be called a Chaos Beast.
Yoo Seora froze immediately upon facing it.

"This is the normal reaction."

It was that applicant named Elsie who was strange for charging at such an opponent without the slightest hesitation.
In front of "that," ordinary humans would inevitably freeze.
Faced with this expected outcome, the professors exchanged opinions.

"I won't take her."

Said Sigrid, the guidance professor of Class 1.

"She's decent, but that seems to be the limit of her swordsmanship talent. Her ability also seems to have clear limitations."

Then Huff, the guidance professor of Class 3, also agreed.

"If you say so, then it must be true. I'll pass as well. I've never liked the ones picked by Apostles anyway."

Only Setia, the guidance professor of Class 2, and Freyja, the guidance professor of Class 4, remained.
Among them, Freyja spoke first.

"Hmm, I'm also unsure. She seems like she could do something interesting..."

She appeared to be contemplating something.
While she was deliberating, Setia interjected.

"Then I'll take her."

Although it usually didn't matter since the professors' fields rarely overlapped, priority was basically given to the class that achieved higher results in the previous year.
Therefore, once Setia decided to take her, Freyja had no chance.

"Well, can't be helped then."

Freyja chose to give up cleanly.
However, Sigrid looked at Setia, who had made a somewhat incomprehensible choice, with a subtle gaze.
It was an expression rarely seen on his face, which usually maintained a calm demeanor.

***

At the archery exam hall.
The two professors supervising the exam were evaluating the Seong Yurang applicant.
And that evaluation was almost in its final stage.

"So he has acceleration-type abilities and enchantment-type abilities too? His shooting skills seem to be covered by his Relic and acceleration abilities, but they still appear lacking. However, since that's simply due to a lack of proficiency... he essentially passes."

Just as Kail was muttering this and moving Seong Yurang's documents to the pass pile, Lyutmila asked him:

"About the ninth Chaos Beast. They say it appears in the sword and spear exam halls too, right?"

Since she didn't have a Relic when she entered the Warrior Academy, she couldn't get past the eighth Chaos Beast.
As a result, this was her first time seeing the ninth Chaos Beast.
No, could it even be called a Chaos Beast in the first place?

"That's right. Whether it's a sword, spear, or bow, it would be the same for that guy."

"How many years has it been since they started including that in the exam?"

"It was subjugated 52 years ago, and since it was already there when the current headmaster took the entrance exam, it would be somewhere between 40 and 50 years ago."

That raised a question.
Even Lyutmila, who wasn't actually present at the location, could feel the pressure from its presence...

"Has anyone ever beaten that thing during all this time?"

"The story goes that the current first and second-ranked warriors defeated it, but only the professors who supervised the exam at that time would know the truth."

"Well, those two are monsters, so they could have."

As a high-ranking warrior nearing retirement, Lyutmila had quite a long career.
She was also one of the few archers among the high-ranking warriors.
Thanks to that, she had been deployed on expeditions with those two several times.

And the skills of those two that she had witnessed were... simply on a different dimension.
In fact, if one were to name two reasons why Demon Kings don't freely invade humanity, those two could be cited.
If only those two could defeat such an opponent, the implication was clear.

"So it's essentially an unbeatable opponent?"

"Of course. It's a Demon King, after all."

"What?"

Startled, she looked at the monster in front of the applicant.
The creature's form was so distorted it was unrecognizable.
Only then did she recall what Kail had just said.

"When you said it was subjugated 52 years ago, were you referring to the 31st Demon King?"

Kail nodded and answered.

"That's right. If they've made it this far, they've been filtered enough, so now we're checking how they react in front of humanity's historically strongest enemy."

In reality, if they had made it this far, their acceptance was already confirmed.
The appearance of the Demon King was just an event in the exam that had been passed down like a tradition.
And most applicants would either have their will broken in front of the Demon King or, in severe cases, even faint.
Of course, the number of applicants who made it this far wasn't that many.

"Wait, so those two already had the ability to defeat a Demon King even before entering the academy?"

"That's what it means, right?"

Kail answered nonchalantly.
His eyes were already fixed on the applicant.

*Is this guy unable to gauge how strong his opponent is?*

There was no sign of tension in the Seong Yurang applicant.

*Or could it be...*

***

*Are these people insane?*

Facing the ninth Chaos Beast, or rather, the 31st Demon King, I was at a loss for words.

*They put a Demon King in an entrance exam?*

I had expected something to come up since I had made it this far and demonstrated some basic skills, but I never thought that "something" would be a Demon King.

Of course, most students wouldn't recognize it as a Demon King.
They would just perceive it as a Chaos Beast with an overwhelming power difference.
But I knew it was a Demon King.

*It's obviously impossible for me to defeat it with archery in my current state.*

Moreover, the environment here was set outside the barrier.
Defeating a Demon King in its full state would be difficult even if I used Libero's swordsmanship.
...Actually, I was curious to test if I really couldn't win, but I didn't want to reveal Libero's swordsmanship here.

Still, separate from that, I was a bit curious about the 31st Demon King.
Since the content of the entrance exam couldn't be seen in detail from the player's perspective, the player's memory only contained settings about the 31st Demon King, not the experience of directly confronting it.

*For example, whether an arrow with Overload could penetrate its skin.*

Opportunities to face a Demon King were rare.
If I entered the academy, there might be more such opportunities, but it wasn't certain.
I nocked an arrow to my bow.

*Overload.*

A dark energy began to swirl around the arrowhead.
If I could pierce the Demon King's skin with this, it might lead to a new strategy.
With that thought, I released the bowstring.

Crack.

The arrowhead... crumbled into black particles.
The arrow shattered the moment it touched the Demon King's skin.
It seemed hopeless.

"I'll stop here."

I quickly declared surrender before the Demon King could rush at me.
Even in a virtual space, I didn't particularly want to feel terrible pain.

***

The arrow, seemingly applied with an enchantment, flew but failed to penetrate the Demon King's skin and shattered.

"As expected."

Though he had briefly held expectations for the applicant named Seong Yurang, he ended up shaking his head.
Fortunately, the applicant also seemed to notice the skill difference after firing just one arrow and promptly declared surrender.
He ended the test before the Demon King could reach the applicant.

"Wait, Kail!"

"Huh?"

By the time Lyutmila tried to stop him, Kail had already ended the test.
Seeing this, Lyutmila clicked her tongue in disappointment.

"It could have been quite interesting."

"What do you mean?"

She, who had shown barely lukewarm reactions to the applicants so far, displayed a completely different response.
But from Kail's perspective, the recent applicant wasn't much different from the others he had passed.
If anything, his archery skills might have been inferior.

"Are you saying that guy had the ability to defeat the Demon King?"

"No, not that. But that guy had composure."

Composure?
But he had urgently called for surrender.
However, Lyutmila seemed to have seen something else in the process.

"His attitude just now. He was urgent but not panicked. The moment he confirmed that the arrow couldn't penetrate the Demon King's skin, he immediately called for surrender. As if he had planned it in advance."

Hearing her words, it did seem that way.

*Indeed, someone who was active in the field until recently is different? I wouldn't have checked that aspect.*

Still, his judgment wasn't wrong.
The applicant was not yet a student of the school.
In such a situation, it was better to respect the applicant's decision to surrender.

*But I am curious...*

If he hadn't accepted the surrender and let it continue, would he have seen something different?

***

Fortunately, the examiner seemed to quickly catch my signal.

"Phew..."

I let out a sigh.
When I opened my eyes, I was outside the exam hall.
The only issue was that there was no lake nearby.

"Why are you doing this to me?"

In front of me, once again, was that giant tree.

Ch.64 - Contract
Once again, I faced that enormous tree.

"Why do you keep doing this to me?"

That's when it happened.
A man's voice came from somewhere.
It was a low but gentle voice, with a somewhat courteous feeling to it.

"I apologize. I've developed a bit of interest in you, Allen Plake."

This deity seemed quite polite.
But I couldn't let my guard down.
These beings were unpredictable, after all.

"...Do you know me?"

Still, there was no need to be hostile from the start.
Especially since the Deity of Reality I met last time had helped me, even sacrificing himself.
And this deity didn't seem to have called me with harmful intentions either.

"Yes, I've heard about you from other deities."

Of course, there was one issue I needed to address.

"Then could you stop calling me by that name? It's an identity I need to keep hidden right now."

"You needn't worry about that. This space is absolutely invisible to the outside world."

That was fortunate.
But considering what the Deity of Regret and the Deity of Reality had said before, and this deity's expression "heard from other deities," it seemed there was active communication among them.
No, what even was this space to begin with?

I had many questions, but for now, one thing was most important.

"So what is it you want to know about me?"

I needed to understand why I'd been brought here.
The deity finally asked me a question.

"While watching your trial, I wondered why you don't use a sword. With your swordsmanship, you could have done quite well."

But that question seemed odd.

"Couldn't you just read my memories for that?"

"That's something only the Deity of Regret can do."

"Wait, don't deities know everything?"

"Perhaps only the Deity of Reality is like that? No, even she doesn't know everything."

It seemed I had some misconceptions about these deities.

"So you're saying you aren't omnipotent beings?"

"Within our own concepts, we're close to omnipotent, but beyond that, we become even less capable than humans—that's what we deities are."

"You all..."

Come to think of it, I'd never really thought about deities in practical terms.
When I first went to the first Ordeal, I just treated the Deity of Regret as some game element.
It was only during the second Ordeal, through the sacrifice of the Deity of Reality and my conversation with the Deity of Chains, that I began to recognize deities as real entities.

*What exactly are these beings?*

Even in the Constellation's memories, in the game's lore, deities weren't covered in much detail.
That made sense. The contracts between humans and deities were formed before "Chaos."
After 500 years, those records no longer exist, and the deities have vanished, leaving only barriers and Stigmas as traces.

This place, the Ordeal, was the only space where one could meet these deities.
Until now, I'd thought of it as just a place to receive rewards, but perhaps I could learn about the true nature of deities here.

"What... exactly are you?"

But that hope was ultimately dashed.

"I'm sorry. That's all I can tell you. I could reveal more if I were prepared for annihilation, but you wouldn't want the Warrior Academy to be paralyzed because I temporarily ceased to exist."

Indeed, if he disappeared and this place stopped functioning properly, it would be a major blow to the Warrior Academy.
The academy's greatest advantage was the practical experience gained through virtual reality.
Just as I had faced the Demon King earlier, the spectrum of practical experience was quite broad, so I didn't want to give that up either.

"Then could I at least know what kind of deity you are?"

"It's a rule that I cannot reveal my name to humans who haven't passed the Ordeal. That would be difficult too."

It seemed impossible to learn anything more here.

"I understand. So what you want is to know why I don't use a sword, right?"

If getting more information was impossible, I should focus on resolving the matter at hand.
Since I was called here for the deity's personal business rather than passing an Ordeal, I couldn't expect a reward either.
But I didn't want to answer the deity's question without getting something in return.

"However, I don't want to tell you without receiving something in exchange."

I didn't want to blindly trust him, even if he was a deity.
I was even skeptical about the contract he supposedly made with the magic tower.
It would be better to have some compensation.

"What do you want? I'm sorry, but since you didn't formally complete an Ordeal, I can't give you an Ordeal reward."

I wasn't expecting that anyway.

"I'd like to make a contract with you. To help me conceal the fact that I'm hiding my swordsmanship and using a bow instead."

If not for this condition, I wouldn't consider telling him.

"A contract..."

After seeming to ponder for a moment, the deity spoke.

"Do you know exactly what a contract is?"

That was an unexpected and vague question.
To me, a contract was just a contract.

"Is there some other meaning to contracts that I don't know about?"

"At least for contracts with deities, yes. It might seem unfair, but for a contract with a deity, humans need to provide something in return."

But something seemed off.

"Is my reason for not using a sword insufficient as payment?"

"Yes, that's merely an item to be placed on the scales. Separately, a fee is required."

A fee?
I couldn't even guess what he might demand.
As I hesitated, he spoke.

"How about using a Relic as payment? That sword you possess. It seems quite precious."

There was only one sword I treasured.
I took out Gravitus Replicant from my inventory.

"You mean this?"

"Yes. As payment, I'll keep that sword until you graduate from the academy."

That wasn't a bad condition.
Of course, it pained me to part with Gravitus Replicant, but it was also true that I wouldn't be using it for a while.
There was no reason to refuse.

"Alright. Let's make a contract with this as payment."

And so, the contract with the unnamed deity was established.
I explained to him why I was using a bow.

*Status.*

<Status>
1. Information
Name: Allen Plake
Age: 17
Gender: Male
Race: Human
Stigma: Mark of Succession

2. Abilities
Health: D-
Strength: C-
Agility: C
Magic Power: F

3. Skills
[Memory Transfer(Ex)] - Deactivated
[Swordsmanship(S-)]
[Power of Wind(B+)]
[Optical Modulation(C)]
[Archery(C+)]

4. Traits
[Succession Compatibility(Large)]
[Absolute Obedience]
[Royal Authority(Small)]
[Premature Growth(Small)]
[Overload(Small)]

5. Stigma
SP: 70SP

Main: [Mark of Succession]
Succession1: [Mark of Rose(Small)]
Succession2: [Mark of Royalty(Small)]
Succession3: [Mark of Raven(Small)]
Succession4: (Deactivated)
Succession5: (Deactivated)

My status best reflected my current situation.
My swordsmanship had risen to S- after the final battle with Libero.
It was certainly remarkable growth compared to when I first inherited [Swordsmanship(B)].
But the problem was that "swordsmanship" is ultimately just "swordsmanship."

Swordsmanship alone can't accomplish everything.
I realized this from Libero's end.
Swordsmanship is just a tool. I shouldn't be bound by tools but should move toward my goals.

"I want to protect this world."

This was essentially an extension of what I'd told the Pontiff.
I want to help fulfill Gwen's wish to have a child.
I want to prevent the crisis in the Reim Kingdom to save Elsie's life.
I want to prevent the world's demise for the sake of the inn I'll return to.

"But I can't achieve all that with swordsmanship alone."

That's why I chose archery.
Of course, there were various complicated circumstances involved in enrolling at the Warrior Academy, such as the checks and balances between the Demon King and warriors, and the fastest and surest way to obtain warrior status.
But gaining another means of attack was also a major reason.

"If I master archery, I'll have more options in battle."

The Constellation's knowledge was helpful here.
When developing a character, you need to consider their growth curve.
Where are the rapid growth phases, and where are the limits?

My swordsmanship had essentially reached its limit.
Investing more in swordsmanship now wouldn't be efficient.
My abilities were also improving steadily through training, but the progress was barely noticeable.

In such cases, it's useful to add another weapon to your arsenal.
That's why Gwen was learning not just swordsmanship but also martial arts and spear techniques.
Even though there's a big difference between my S- swordsmanship and C+ archery, they serve different purposes.

"And my archery will probably be sufficient to graduate from the academy."

It's not that I have a talent for archery.
If I did, I would have abandoned swordsmanship for the bow long ago.
But perhaps because it's still early, my archery skill was growing at a decent pace.

Even now, with the support of the Power of Wind and Overload, my archery was performing at around B-rank efficiency. By the time I graduate from the Warrior Academy, it might reach A-rank effectiveness.
That would be enough to qualify for graduation, if not excel.
If I could get a good Relic too, it would be usable in actual combat.
But still...

"My primary weapon will always be the sword. But I want to save it for crucial moments."

Until now, I've always given my all in confrontations, but I can't do that anymore.
I wanted to keep an ace up my sleeve for any possible situation.

"That's why I'd like you to help me a little."

That was my reason for using a bow.
And this was a contract for that purpose.

In fact, the contract was already essentially established.
He had already taken my Gravitus Replicant, accepting the contract.
But I wanted to hear his answer.

"Of course. The contract has already been made, hasn't it?"

That was the answer I was waiting for.
With that, our contract was fully established.
It was an unexpected gain.
This would further reduce the chances of my identity being discovered.

At the same time, my vision began to ripple.
It seemed I was about to leave this place.
Finally, I heard the deity's voice.

"May blessings be upon your..."

***

"Deity of Chains."

"Why are you calling me?" a man answered from atop the enormous tree.

"Does the boy really need my Ordeal?"

"That's for you to judge. No matter how broad my concept is, I can't be more expert than you within your concept."

"Well, my concept is difficult even for me."

"That's unavoidable as long as you're not human."

"True enough."

"You have a year left to think about it. It might even help you recover your divine status."

Ch.65 - Entrance
A month after the entrance exam results were announced.
The streets of Hylen seemed a bit quieter now that those who failed the exam had left.
Of course, Hylen had always been a bustling place to begin with.

*Time to say goodbye to Hylen for now.*

Gwen gazed at the scenery of Hylen through the inn window.
Hylen, the city of warriors.
She probably wouldn't return here until the end of the year.
Until then, she would need to keep herself busy.

*But before that...*

She knocked on the door.

"Elsie! Come out now!"

"Just a moment!"

"You said 'just a moment' thirty minutes ago! We really need to go now."

It had been an hour since they started preparing for the entrance ceremony.
Elsie still hadn't emerged from her room.

*What's taking her so long?*

Judging by the rustling sounds coming from inside, she seemed to be doing something.
But Gwen couldn't think of anything that would take this much time.
Even packing wouldn't take long since Elsie could just stuff everything into her inventory.

"I'm counting to three, then I'm coming in."

She couldn't wait any longer.

"One, two..."

"Gwen? No, don't!"

"Three."

Gwen inserted a dagger into the gap and forcibly unlocked the door.
Then she opened it and went inside.

"Elsie?"

She looked Elsie up and down.
How should she put it?
It was a complete disaster.

"Don't tell me you can't even put on your uniform properly?"

From the blouse to the skirt, nothing was right.
Moreover, the clothes that had been neatly ironed were now completely wrinkled from her constant fidgeting.

"But in the palace, people always helped me, and after that, I never wore clothes like these..."

Elsie's face turned red as she started making excuses.
Gwen could understand her explanation to some extent.
She knew that Elsie had been disguising herself as a boy for quite a while.
But still, she hadn't expected it to be this bad.

"You should have called me for help earlier."

She quickly closed the door she had forcibly opened.
Then she began examining Elsie's clothes.

"I'm sorry. I didn't want to ask for help with something as simple as getting dressed."

"Simple? You're enrolling in school. Clothes are important for a girl."

"But I don't particularly want to be an ordinary girl..."

Gwen's hands, which had been adjusting Elsie's clothes, suddenly stopped.
Elsie turned her head to look at Gwen.

"Gwen?"

Gwen had an expression Elsie had never seen before.
But she quickly forced a smile and said:

"I'm sorry. I shouldn't impose my thoughts on you. But clothes are still important. At the very least..."

Her hand lingered on Elsie's chest area.

"Shouldn't you wear underwear? Don't you think?"

"...But it's uncomfortable."

Gwen's hand moved toward her inventory.
Before Gwen could pull out the Relic Exis, Elsie hurriedly took off her blouse.
Then she began putting on underwear with clumsy hands.

"Look at that. It's not just your height that's bigger than mine now."

Gwen grumbled but still helped Elsie.

"But that's only for now. Just wait until I find the Sword of Roses. I'll quickly turn the tables. I'll definitely become a tall, glamorous beauty."

"Yes, I'm sure you will."

Having heard this countless times while traveling with her, Elsie just went along with it.
Finally, after getting fully dressed, she stood in front of the mirror.
But her reflection looked somehow strange to her.

"Is this really okay?"

It was the first time she had seen herself looking like a proper girl.
Short but glossy and smooth blonde hair.
A slender face with almost no baby fat remaining.
And above all, the girl's school uniform that seemed to accentuate her figure.

She couldn't get used to it at all.
But Gwen said to her:

"You look pretty. That's a good thing."

"But being pretty doesn't really help with revenge..."

"Didn't Allen promise to meet you again someday?"

Apparently, when Allen introduced Gwen to Elsie, he left a letter saying they would meet again someday.
Considering he had parted ways with Gwen without saying such things, she felt a bit jealous.

But even in her eyes, that promise was necessary for Elsie.
She must have become quite dependent on Allen while receiving his help.
But Allen had to leave her. He had his own things to do.

In that situation, the promise to meet again was probably unavoidable.
It was a promise meant to give Elsie some hope for the future, even though he had to let her go now.
Whether that promise could be kept was another matter.

"Do you want to meet him looking like a mess?"

"No, that's not it."

Elsie touched her short hair as she spoke.

"I'm just worried Allen might not recognize me. That's also why I'm not growing my hair out."

Gwen let out a hollow laugh at those words.

"You're worrying about the strangest things. Save those worries for after you meet. You can recognize Allen first, can't you?"

Of course, Allen would have grown somewhat in the past two years.
But probably not as much as Elsie had changed.

"I guess you're right."

Elsie finally smiled, seeming more at ease.
Seeing this, Gwen thought:

*This is kind of annoying, though.*

But the truth was, there was no guarantee Elsie would be able to meet Allen again.
Allen had disappeared after becoming a high-ranking warrior.
The most likely opportunity would be at Elsie's graduation competition, but even that wasn't certain.
Gwen gave a bitter smile and said to Elsie:

"If you're ready, let's hurry. We're late."

***

"I'll be going now, Gwen."

In front of the Warrior Academy, where outsiders were completely prohibited except during graduation competitions or festivals.
Before entering the school, Elsie turned to look at Gwen one last time.
The time they spent together wasn't very long, and they had their share of arguments, but Gwen was still a precious mentor to her.
She had learned a lot from her, not just swordsmanship.

Despite Gwen's small stature, she still seemed mature even now that Elsie had grown taller than her.
She wondered where Allen had gone, refusing to even become the disciple of someone like Gwen.
It seemed puzzling.

"Right, I'll see you at the graduation competition."

On the other hand, Gwen couldn't help but worry about Elsie.
She had seen how Elsie couldn't even dress properly that morning, and having grown up in the royal palace, Elsie sometimes showed a lack of common sense.
But she couldn't stay by her side forever.

*I feel like a parent.*

It was a strange feeling.
Nevertheless, she finally turned away from Elsie and took a step.
She had many things to do as well.

*Come to think of it...*

Flower petals were floating in the warm spring breeze.

*It's spring.*

She had been so busy rushing around that she had hardly paid attention to the seasons.
It had only paused briefly after meeting Allen.
From autumn when she met Allen to winter when they parted.
From spring when she met Elsie through summer, autumn, winter.
And spring again.

Just then, she saw a boy in front of her.
A black-haired boy wearing the Warrior Academy uniform.
He was definitely someone she had seen before.

*The one I saw at the Order headquarters before...*

The boy who was shooting arrows.
Judging by his uniform, he must have been accepted into the Warrior Academy.
There must have been quite a lot of competition this year because of Lyutmila, so he must be quite skilled.

*But why?*

It was something she had felt before, but there was a familiar aura about him.
Even though his build could be explained by growth over time, his hair color and face were completely different.
And there was no reason for Allen, who had already become a high-ranking warrior, to enroll in the Warrior Academy...

That's when it hit her.

"Ah..."

There was a sufficient reason.
From his perspective, the Warrior Academy would be the quickest and easiest way to obtain a new identity.
It made sense considering his preference for moving quietly due to his lacking physical condition.
Plus, it would explain why he was using a bow instead of a sword.

*But...*

She asked the constellation:

*Surely I'm overthinking this?*

No answer came.

*I thought so.*

She couldn't just stop a passing boy and question him.
There was no evidence besides the similar aura.
In the end, she passed by the boy without saying anything.

"It's been a while."

Words that drifted past her like a whisper.
She quickly turned around.
But the black-haired boy was simply walking forward.
Leaving the falling flower petals behind, moving steadily ahead.

*Allen?*

That back view was definitely Allen.
But she couldn't bring herself to stop him.
She understood his determination to enroll in the Warrior Academy even after defeating three Demon Kings.

Suddenly, she felt envious of Elsie.
This meant Allen would keep the promise he made to her.
Though Elsie wouldn't know that yet.

*I'll see you next time, I guess.*

She had already planned to come see Elsie at the graduation competition at the end of the year, so she would see him again then.
She wanted to talk more at that time.
She was curious about what he had been doing all this time, how far his swordsmanship had progressed. She had many questions.

But not now.
She too turned her head and began walking in the opposite direction.
A momentary reunion. And simultaneously, their second farewell.

Ch.66 - Hero Academy (1)
"Gwen..."

Unlike Elsie who had clearly grown, Gwen looked exactly the same as she did two years ago.
With Elsie not by my side, I unconsciously ended up acknowledging Gwen.
I was worried she might try to stop me, but fortunately, she seemed to understand my situation.

After entering the school, the entrance ceremony followed.
Should I say it was as expected?
The ceremony was boring.
Still, being able to see the headmaster, Heinz Armanus, wasn't bad.

He was a former high-ranking warrior and the creator of numerous replica swords.
The Gravitus Replicant that I received from Gwen and had been using well until now was also a replica of the original Gravitus that he had created.
Of course, I didn't have it anymore.

"By the way..."

I looked around the school grounds.
Considering the size of Hylen, the school occupied quite a large area.
Though it still couldn't compare to the Church headquarters building.

"A school, huh."

The grass had deepened in green with the arrival of spring.
And the distinctive buildings constructed for educational purposes.
Students moving between them seemed to have quickly become friends, chatting comfortably with each other.

It felt strange somehow.
Of course, being at the Warrior Academy as a high-ranking warrior was one thing, but there was another reason too.
Probably because Seong Yurang's memories still remained in me like my own.

"I never had a proper school life before."

During my time in the track team, I was too focused on training to pay attention to school life.
After injuring my leg, I refused to attend school out of fear of people's stares.
And naturally, I never went to college.

This place had an atmosphere similar to a university.
I, who had been wandering alone until now, was now in a place filled with peers.
Of course, having received Seong Yurang's memories and spending a long time in the second Ordeal, I wasn't sure if my mental age was similar to theirs.

"I wonder if Seong Yurang went to college?"

According to the Chain God, Seong Yurang had changed because of me.
Changed probably meant in a positive direction.
I wanted to believe that.
And if Seong Yurang had changed, perhaps he might have gone to college.

"I hope things worked out well for him."

I think part of me is still made up of Seong Yurang.
That was inevitable from the moment I received Seong Yurang's memories through the skill of the succession mark.
So even though "I" here and "Seong Yurang" on Earth were separate individuals, I couldn't help but cheer for him.

"Anyway."

Right now, I needed to focus on myself rather than on Seong Yurang, whose recent situation I couldn't even know.
On the warrior candidate of the Warrior Academy, Seong Yurang.
As the headmaster said in his boring speech, I had no intention of wasting my year at school.

"So my first class is archery."

Since I didn't know the geography of the school well yet, it seemed necessary to find the classroom in advance.

***

With that thought, I headed to the archery classroom.
The classroom was quite elongated, probably because it needed lanes for archery practice.

"One, two, three... nine lanes?"

The number matched exactly when adding the number of archery class students plus the professor.
The fact that the door wasn't locked suggested that students could come and practice anytime.

"I don't know which lane is mine, so I'd better not touch anything."

Just as I was thinking that, I heard the sound of air being cut.
And an arrow stuck in the center of the target.

"Someone was here?"

I hadn't noticed because the target caught my eye first when I entered the classroom.
No, perhaps his presence was just that quiet.
He was quite skilled.
It wasn't just a guess; he was someone I already knew.

"Wilhelm."

A playable character.
That meant he might possess a constellation.
Of course, unlike Elsie who couldn't reach Basilium without a constellation, his coming to the Warrior Academy was practically confirmed, so there was no basis yet to conclude that he had a constellation.

"Based on my experience so far, it's probably right to assume he has one."

Both playable characters I had met so far had constellations in our crossed encounters.
Then it would be right to assume this guy had one too.
But I couldn't be sure yet whether this was truly a crossed encounter, and I didn't know exactly what the mechanism of constellations was.

"For now..."

It seemed best to be cautious until I had a better understanding of him.
I went to the lane farthest from him and started shooting arrows.
Fortunately, Wilhelm was also focused on archery and didn't speak to me.

As I continued shooting for a while, other students began to gather one by one.
Around that time, both Wilhelm and I stopped shooting.
And shortly after, the professor entered.

Professor Kail, the instructor in charge of the archery class.
And a woman following behind him.

"...Why is that woman here?"

It was Lyutmila.
The Warrior Academy was a place where even high-ranking warriors couldn't enter if they were outsiders.
So her presence here meant...

"Does she want to train her successor herself?"

Such a system did exist.
While the orthodox way to designate a successor was through the graduation competition, one could become a temporary professor after passing the school's review and then select students while teaching them directly.
In this case, there was the advantage of having first pick and being able to train the successor to one's liking.
Of course, this system had various penalties attached to it, along with the restriction that only high-ranking warriors could use it.

Anyway, that wasn't the important thing.
What was important was that she was someone who had recently seen me as Allen Plake.
And as a top-tier archer, her ability to detect presence was extremely good.

"But if I don't create any reason for suspicion, it should be fine."

Fortunately, most of my powers, including my wind authority, couldn't be sensed unless I used them.
So if I didn't create any reason for suspicion in the first place, it would be fine.

Moreover, the first class seemed to be just checking basic archery skills.
They started shooting from the first lane where Wilhelm was, and finally, it was my turn.
I released the bowstring I had been holding in tension.

***

The time given to students at the Warrior Academy was one year.
In reality, it was about 9 months from spring to late autumn, rather than a full year.
This was possible because the Warrior Academy focused solely on practical training.

Most students in the magic department learned magic at the magic tower before coming here.
The martial arts department also evaluated basic skills during the entrance exam.
Thanks to this, they could focus solely on practical education for a year.

But occasionally, there were students who lacked basic skills, and even if they had the basics, sometimes they didn't align with practical application.
To somewhat correct this, lectures on basic martial arts were placed at the beginning of the curriculum.
And the professors in charge of these were the advisors of each class.

For the archery class, Kail and the temporary professor Lyutmila were in charge of the archery lessons.

"With you here, the overall level of the kids is indeed higher."

After the first class, after checking the skills of the 8 students in the archery class, this was what Kail said to Lyutmila.
Of course, they had checked to some extent during the entrance exam, but after conducting the test directly, it became even more evident.

But it still felt a bit lacking compared to last year.
It was because all the talented archers had gathered last year.
This year's students felt like a second-tier compared to last year.

"It might be too early to judge, but..."

If last year they had selected mostly those who were almost complete, this year they had focused on those who might lack basic skills but showed potential.
They would have to wait and see, but he hoped that at least one of them would satisfy Lyutmila.
The sooner Lyutmila created a successor and retired, the sooner he could retire from his professorship at the Warrior Academy.

He couldn't even remember how long he had been in charge of the archery class.
Even Lyutmila had been his student.
Countless ordinary and genius students had passed through him, and most of them became warriors and disappeared outside the barrier.

"I still remember when I first saw Lyutmila."

At that time, Lyutmila didn't have a Relic, and her archery skills were far inferior compared to other students.
But Lyutmila had a shining talent.
And she worked harder than anyone else.
In the end, she was able to get her hands on a 4-star bow that had no owner upon graduation.
But even she...

"They say a frog forgets its time as a tadpole..."

As soon as he mentioned that this batch of students had a high level, Lyutmila started criticizing them.
From simple basics to even saying their attitude was annoying if there was nothing else to criticize.
There wasn't a single student among the 8 who hadn't been criticized.

"At this rate, she'd criticize me too elsewhere."

Maybe she actually was.
He needed to ask other professors about it sometime.

"But come to think of it, there's still one left?"

He hadn't heard that name from Lyutmila's lips yet.

"Lyutmila, what about that guy? Candidate Seong Yurang."

Candidate Seong Yurang.
A candidate with acceleration and enchant series Stigmas, who still seemed to lack basic skills but Lyutmila seemed to show some interest in.
During the entrance exam, Lyutmila had given an unexpected evaluation.

"Does he seem to have some potential? You're basically the one who passed him."

They would have selected him even without her, but it was true that Lyutmila had strongly advocated for his acceptance.
He was also curious about what Lyutmila had said.
So Kail was looking forward to Lyutmila's evaluation.
Surely she, who had been in the field until recently, could see things that he, with somewhat less practical experience, couldn't.

"Seong Yurang?"

Finally, Lyutmila spoke.

"He's just covering up with his acceleration ability, but his basic skills, no, his proficiency in archery is terrible. I'd believe it if someone said he's only been learning archery for a few months."

He knew that too.
But what he expected from Lyutmila wasn't that.

"What about his potential?"

"Huh?"

At his question, Lyutmila looked puzzled and said:

"There's nothing like that? He's practically useless without his acceleration and enchant abilities. He doesn't show talent for the bow, nor does he have good physical specs."

Kail was starting to feel confused.
But this was still within the range he had expected.
He asked Lyutmila more specifically:

"Remember when you said he had composure? Have you noticed anything related to that?"

"I'm telling you, there's nothing! What you saw is all there is. He does have a certain skillfulness or confidence, as if he's been around, but that's it."

If she said so, it was likely true.
She was one of the few high-ranking warrior archers, and her ability to assess others was excellent.

"So there were no variables after all."

It didn't matter though.
He might not satisfy Lyutmila, but he seemed sufficient to graduate from the academy.
He was just a bit disappointed that a promising candidate to satisfy Lyutmila had disappeared.

"But come to think of it, something does feel strange."

Lyutmila suddenly muttered.

"What is it?"

"That guy. There's a sense of déjà vu... something similar to those from the Reim royal family... no, that's not it. I definitely..."

After thinking for a moment, Lyutmila shook her head.

"Damn, I can't figure it out. Must be my imagination."

Ch.67 - Hero Academy (2)
*Somehow I managed to get through it?*

It was my first archery class.
I tried my best to conceal my presence while shooting the bow.
As a result, my accuracy was terrible.

*Still, better than raising suspicions from the first class.*

From now on, I planned to slowly demonstrate abilities like the power of wind, but only to the extent that wouldn't arouse suspicion.
The coming year somehow felt both long and short at the same time.
If I put in the effort, I should be able to spend it quietly.

*Quietly indeed.*

I picked up my spoon while looking at the cadets chattering in the distance.
Groups had already formed throughout the dining hall.
This wasn't just limited to the magic department students clustering with others from the same magic tower.

Just as magic had its towers, Hylen had several institutions for martial arts education.
I had Libero, and I hadn't attended any formal archery training since I needed to learn it urgently, but most students in the combat department had gone through such educational institutions.
That's why they could form groups from day one.

*How lonely.*

Of course, I wasn't the only one in my situation.
Wilhelm sitting far away eating alone, and a few others caught my eye.
I was used to wandering alone and eating by myself for a long time, so it didn't really matter.

*The food is quite delicious too.*

I thought it would be worth about 4 stars by Allen's Guide standards.
Being in a big city, their food culture seemed well-developed.
For reference, 1-star was the Innkeeper's cooking, 2-star was my cooking, 3-star was the food from Basilium's restaurant, and 5-star was Weiss's cooking.

As I was diligently shoveling food into my mouth, a shadow suddenly fell across the table.
I looked up.
A girl with short black hair was standing there.

*Elsie?*

It was Elsie.
She had grown taller and seemed to be using optical modulation to change her appearance. That was originally her skill, after all.
But she couldn't fool me.
Or rather, for some reason, she didn't look that different from how I remembered her.

Carrying a bowl of food, she sat down across from me.
Come to think of it, she would have learned swordsmanship separately from Gwen, so she was also one of the cadets without a group.
But even so, I didn't understand why she chose to sit in front of me.

*Are there no other seats?*

That wasn't the case.
For now, it would be best to assume it was a coincidence.
If it wasn't a coincidence, that could be problematic.
I tried to ignore her and continue eating.
But...

*She's making me nervous.*

Elsie wasn't even picking up her utensils, just staring at me intently.
What was her problem?
Finally, I stopped eating, looked up, and asked her:

"Is there something you want to say?"

Then Elsie finally spoke.

"What's your name?"

"Seong Yurang."

"Seong Yurang? Seong Yurang... Seong Yurang..."

After repeating my fake name several times, she said:

"You just remind me of someone I used to know."

For reference, my original face and current face look nothing alike.
So what exactly made her think I looked similar?
I needed to find that out.
It might even be necessary to hide my identity from Lyutmila.

"What looks similar?"

"I'm not sure. Maybe it's the vibe?"

The vibe, huh. Since I was indeed the same person, I could understand why she might think that.
I should think about ways to completely change my vibe.
Still, if it was just the vibe, that was fortunate.
It couldn't serve as definitive evidence.
As I was thinking this:

"Are you also good at lying, Seong Yurang?"

"Pardon?"

"No, I mean, do you lie a lot? The person I knew did that."

What was she trying to say?
Somehow my conscience was pricking me, but I tried to play dumb.

"He promised me we would meet again soon. I wonder if that was a lie too?"

I had kept that promise.
She didn't know it, but I was meeting her right now.
However, I couldn't tell her that.

"What do you think?"

I answered with an awkward smile.

"Whoever it is, they sound like a bad person. But I think they're probably trying to keep their promise. They just have circumstances."

Hearing this, Elsie smiled.
It was a smile that made my heart ache.

"I think so too. Actually, that's what I've been thinking."

Looking relieved, she finally picked up her spoon.
She scooped up some risotto and put it in her mouth.

"This is delicious. Not as good as the food we ate on that rainy day, though."

I couldn't bear that smile any longer.
It kept overlapping with the face I saw when I left Elsie that day.
I finally stood up, leaving my food unfinished.

"I'm busy, so I'll be going now."

Being around Elsie was dangerous in many ways.
I needed to intentionally keep my distance.

***

After lunch, the afternoon class was tactics.
Like the archery class, it was more about the course overview and temporary team assignments rather than actual lessons.
The difference from archery class was that it wasn't limited to just the archery section.

The tactics class consisted of one sword section, two archery section students, two spear section students, and four magic department students.
Within each class group, they were further divided into two teams: four from sword section, one from archery, one from spear, and two from magic.
The focus of this session was team formation, and all students gathered in one place.

I felt it during the entrance ceremony too, but even the so-called elite group of 64 students wasn't actually that small.
Especially unlike the entrance ceremony, everyone was carrying weapons for class, making the space feel more crowded.
Most of the gathered cadets looked tense.

*Well, this team assignment is quite important.*

The tactics class was the most important among various classes.
Since the Hero Academy valued cooperation among candidates, most evaluations were based on team performance in tactics class.
Of course, the initially assigned teams would change through multiple evaluations, but if you found a good team from the start, you might stay together.

Furthermore, it was easier to recruit someone into your party after graduation if you had been in the same team at the Hero Academy.
You would already know each other well.
Of course, this only applied if you both thought highly of each other.

*I should at least pull my weight.*

Pulling my weight with archery rather than swordsmanship.
That wasn't as easy as it sounded.
But it wasn't impossible either.

The team assignments began to be called out one by one.
The sword sections were already determined except for being split into two later, and now they were assigning spear, archery, and magic department students.

The spear section assignments finished first, followed by the archery section.
From my perspective, it didn't really matter which section I was assigned to.
Except for one.

Sword Section 4 with Elsie.
Originally I thought it wouldn't matter if I was assigned there, but during lunch I realized clearly.
I absolutely couldn't be in the same team as her.

The two archery section students assigned to Sword Section 1 were called, and then Sword Section 2 assignments began.

"Candidate Wilhelm Rosemond, Sword Section 2."

Wilhelm, whose name was called, headed toward the Sword Section 2 students.
And the next moment, my name was called.

"Candidate Seong Yurang, Sword Section 2."

That was fortunate.
At a glance, the students in Sword Section 2 didn't look bad.
Compared to Section 1, which almost always got first pick, the lineup was slightly less impressive, but still quite solid.

*Come to think of it, was Setia the professor in charge of Sword Section 2?*

One might think that for sword sections, the strongest candidates would be assigned to the section with the professor who had priority, but that wasn't the case.
The criteria for "strong" weren't clear, and each professor had their own preferences.

Sigrid of Sword Section 1 selected universally strong candidates based on growth potential.
Setia of Sword Section 2 strategically selected candidates purely for Hero Academy evaluations.
Huff of Sword Section 3 selected based on family background and bloodlines rather than skill.
Finally, Freyja of Sword Section 4 had selection criteria that were difficult to understand.

In terms of evaluation results, Setia's Sword Section 2 wasn't bad.
Of course, since these were temporary assignments, the sections could change based on evaluations.

*But...*

My gaze lingered on one particular student in Sword Section 2.

*Was that person in Sword Section 2?*

A girl with long black hair and a cold impression.
She was also the owner of the third Stigma I had inherited.

*Yoo Seora.*

I walked toward Sword Section 2 and stood next to Wilhelm.
I could feel the evaluating gazes of Section 2 students.
And simultaneously, I saw Elsie glaring at me from a distance.

*Well, at least I'm not in her section.*

I decided to think positively for now.

Ch.68 - Mock Battle (1)
The tactical class was divided into two main parts: theoretical lessons and practical training. While it would be better to learn theory and practice simultaneously, the limited resources of the "Lake" meant that only one group could have practical training per day.

Two days after attending tactical theory classes with the Swordsmanship Class 2 students, it was finally our group's turn for practical training. Our group consisted of 16 people: 8 from the swordsmanship class, 2 from the spear class, 2 from the archery class, and 4 from the magic department. We were divided into Team A and Team B, with 8 members each, for the mock battle.

"Team versus team mock battle."

That was the evaluation method for the first half of the semester. The format was simple: eight teams of 8 members each would compete in a league format. Individual rankings for the second semester evaluation would be determined based on wins, losses, and personal achievements.

Of course, these rankings didn't necessarily represent one's strength as a warrior. This ranking was calculated based on combat against other people. For warriors who mainly fight against Chaos Beasts, combat against humans was secondary. Nevertheless, the first semester evaluation was done this way to encourage growth through competition.

"Even so, human combat tactics are quite important."

Although a warrior's main enemies were Chaos Beasts, that wasn't always the case. The Demon Kings themselves were basically intelligent humanoid enemies, and warriors might have to fight against other warriors who sided with them. Being familiar with their tactics would certainly be helpful.

I turned my head to look over the members who had become part of Team B with me. Wilhelm from the archery class was naturally placed in Team A, and Yoo Seora from Swordsmanship Class 2, whom I somewhat knew, was also in Team A. Most of the people left in Team B were those I had only heard of or didn't know at all.

"Well, I'll figure them out step by step."

For a while, we would only have mock battles, not evaluations. Today's mock battle was a team deathmatch format with no special rules, continuing until the last candidate was eliminated. It was also the best format for assessing individual capabilities.

"Besides, the archer's position is in the rear, so it should be easier."

That was the advantage of being an archer. I could observe the battlefield with a wide field of vision from the back. That's why in many warrior parties, even if the strongest warrior was the leader, the command during battle often fell to the archer.

"The problem is that I'm not yet at a stage where I can command."

I knew nothing about my teammates right now. Moreover, since they knew nothing about me, they wouldn't listen to my commands. So this mock battle would just be everyone fighting here and there.

"I'll just observe from hiding as much as possible."

Of course, I would help when needed. But since it was just a mock battle, I had no intention of going all out.

The mock battle took place in an artificially created forest inside the "Lake." A barrier divided the forest in the middle, separating Team A and Team B. During the waiting period, I moved as far as possible to the edge of the forest. Then, with the sound of a trumpet from somewhere, the mock battle began.

"Wind's power."

I used the power of wind to jump onto a sturdy-looking tree branch. Then I moved nimbly between branches, climbing the tree. But I didn't go all the way to the top. The middle section with enough leaves was good for hiding.

"This height is sufficient for observing the situation."

I could see the entire forest where the mock battle was taking place. There were some blind spots, but that couldn't be helped.

"By the way..."

As soon as the barrier disappeared, a battle broke out in the middle of the forest. It seemed both teams had at least one hot-headed person. I focused my eyes and could see the figures fighting from quite a distance.

Come to think of it, Allen's—no, my eyes were quite good. My hearing was also quite sharp, as I had noticed before. Perhaps I had sacrificed strength, stamina, and talent in exchange for keen senses.

"Good, that's a win."

Team B won the first battle. It was an expected victory. While all four swordsmanship students from Team B had rushed out, only one had come from Team A. The victorious members began to move forward. However...

"Their targeting is wrong."

According to standard tactics, they should first locate the enemy's mages. Mages could potentially annihilate an army single-handedly depending on how they were used. But the four swordsmanship students from Team B were moving forward as one group.

"At this rate..."

They weren't even winning particularly quickly for a 4-vs-1 situation. Since they hadn't yet identified their opponents and had almost no teamwork, confrontations were lengthy. At this rate, by the time they discovered the enemy mage, the mage would have completed all necessary casting.

The situation was different on Team A's side. Apart from the unfortunate two who encountered Team B's swordsmanship quartet, the remaining one spear student and two sword students had scattered and entered Team B's field. I checked on our team's two mages.

One combat mage and one support mage. Fortunately, they seemed to understand the basic tactic that these two roles should stick together, as they were positioned in the same place. The spear student had also stayed behind to guard the mages after confirming that the swordsmanship quartet had departed.

"With that setup, they could hold out for quite a while even if discovered."

It wasn't a force that could be defeated alone. They would need to call in other teammates. In that case, they could at least buy time.

"If it weren't for that one person."

My gaze settled on a girl cutting through the forest. She was constantly scanning her surroundings while moving forward. And in the direction she was heading were our team's mages.

"Not good."

Of course, the current Yoo Seora had a major flaw. She was still stuck in her "basic build." Why is that a flaw? To explain that, you need to understand this first.

"Basic build" and "standard build" are different. A standard build is synonymous with the "common rule build," universally acknowledged as good through user research. But a basic build was different.

What would have happened to Gwen or Elsie if they didn't have a constellation attached? Gwen might have found her Relic faster without a constellation, since her constellation's purpose was to delay her acquisition of the Relic as much as possible. In Elsie's case, she would be living as practically a prisoner in the Reim Kingdom.

That was the basic build—the path a character would walk without constellation intervention. And unfortunately for Yoo Seora, learning swordsmanship was part of her basic build.

"That doesn't mean the current Yoo Seora doesn't have a constellation, though."

Sometimes there are players who want to see the ending with a basic build. What looks like a basic build might actually be a twisted build. But putting all that aside, Yoo Seora couldn't survive on her basic build in the first place.

Of course, it wasn't as extremely improbable as Elsie's kingdom escape route. With just a little help from a constellation, Yoo Seora could survive. After that, with the Apostle's help, she could walk a decent path, if not a flowery one. However, Yoo Seora without a constellation was set to die by default.

"The fact that she's here means..."

She must have a constellation. But for some reason, the constellation was raising her on the basic build. Why?

"How would I know?"

Either they're twisted, neglecting her, or have other plans. Whatever it was, it wasn't my concern. Unlike Elsie, who would die if left alone, Yoo Seora was walking a decent path now that she had entered the warrior academy.

"Her constellation will handle it."

The important thing was that even Yoo Seora on her basic build was strong enough in a mock battle environment where Relics could be used freely as disposables. If she encountered the spear student, the outcome was already decided.

"I need to check her."

At this distance, my arrows wouldn't reach. Even if they did, the accuracy would be significantly reduced. I wrapped the power of wind around my feet again and began closing the distance.

After diligently moving between branches, I managed to get within range before Yoo Seora discovered the mages. I positioned myself again on high ground with plenty of shade. I would have liked to use an optical modulation skill for stealth, but regardless of skill proficiency, it was impossible with my F-grade mana.

"Still, it should be hard to spot me from a distance."

I confirmed there were no other Team A students nearby. That meant there was no one to check me. If Yoo Seora's attention was drawn to me, that would actually be a win.

Just as I drew my bow, something flashed at the corner of my vision. Fortunately, I had something faster than my limbs.

"Wind's power."

I deflected the incoming arrow using the power of wind. After narrowly avoiding the immediate danger, I turned my head toward the direction the arrow had come from. It was from Team A's side. I saw another arrow rising from there.

"What the..."

It was from a place that seemed twice my effective range. Naturally, it was a distance I couldn't reach with my strength, let alone with any accuracy. Yet Wilhelm was casually making such ultra-long-range snipes.

"So this is what a playable character is capable of?"

I deflected the incoming arrow again using the power of wind. The accuracy was so deadly that without the wind's power, it would have hit me right in the head.

"What should I do?"

As versatile as the power of wind seemed, it had its limits. With my current proficiency, it was impossible to both assist my shooting and block incoming arrows simultaneously. If I had to choose one...

***

Confirming his flying arrow, Wilhelm couldn't believe his eyes.

"What's that?"

There was no point in attacking the mages who were immune to ranged attacks due to the Magic Shield support spell. That's why he decided to check the enemy archer. The guy's archery had seemed quite clumsy during the first class, but having passed this year's particularly fierce entrance exam, he might be hiding something.

And that judgment was correct. The guy had avoided his arrow with an unknown ability. But something seemed odd. He shot another arrow to confirm.

"What the...!"

He confirmed it. The guy was making his arrows curve without even moving his body.

"Seong Yurang, was it?"

For some reason, the guy who still looked relaxed exuded an inexplicable strength. He drew his bow again.

"Let's see what you've got."

Ch.69 - Mock Battle (2)
Whoosh!

A sound of wind reached her ears.
The moment Yoo Seora turned her head, an arrow flew past her and struck nearby.

*An archer?*

She quickly scanned her surroundings but couldn't spot any archer.
They must be hiding at a considerable distance.
Though she wanted to go after them immediately, she had a more important task at hand.

*I need to crush these guys first.*

Right in front of her were two opponents—a spearman and a mage.
She couldn't tell what kind of magic the mage might use.
But anyone admitted to the Combat Magic Department at the Warrior Academy shouldn't be underestimated.
The Combat Magic Department was just as competitive as the Martial Arts Department.

*I need to end this quickly.*

In magic, there exists what's commonly called "casting."
Casting is the act of materializing one's contract with a deity allocated to their bloodline, known as mana.
The method varies depending on the contracted deity and magic tower, but what remains constant is that it requires considerable concentration and time.

*That's a weakness even Stella, the 4th ranked warrior, can't escape.*

Unless one could directly handle divine power.
The standard approach was to take out a mage before they could complete their casting.
To do that, she needed to break through the spearman protecting them.

Of course, there was one more obstacle besides the spearman...

Ping!

A second arrow missed her and struck a tree on the opposite side.
This confirmed her suspicion.
Regardless of where the archer was positioned, they were clearly at a distance that couldn't guarantee accuracy.

*Overload.*

There was no reason to hesitate.
A dark energy began to swirl around her sword.
Not knowing how long the battle might last, she moderated the intensity of the overload to prevent her sword from breaking in one go.

At the same time, a third arrow came flying.
This arrow's trajectory was fairly accurate, but she was no longer standing where she had been.
With an accuracy that couldn't hit a stationary target, hitting a moving one would be nearly impossible.
So she didn't need to worry about the archer.

"Ugh!"

The spearman who blocked her sword with his spear let out a groan.
Her sword, wrapped in dark energy, was overwhelmingly heavy.
Though not without penalty.

*About 9 more strikes.*

In 9 strikes, her sword would be destroyed by the overload.
She had to settle this before then.
She swung her sword carefully.

Her strikes were powerful, but that made them all the more important.
She couldn't afford to waste them carelessly.
Fortunately, due to the difference in strength, she had the initiative in the attack.

2 strikes, 3 strikes, 4 strikes... 5 strikes.
Finally, the perfect opportunity she'd been waiting for presented itself.
She raised her sword to deliver the finishing blow.

***

"Damn it."

I dedicated all my wind power to defense and tried sniping with pure skill alone.
But my proficiency was still lacking.
In truth, the moment my first two shots missed, the outcome was practically decided.
No matter how close I got, I didn't have the skill to accurately snipe one of two people engaged in close combat.

Yet I couldn't withdraw my wind power with Wilhelm's pressure continuing.
I'm not particularly talented at rapid firing, and if I momentarily withdrew my wind power to shoot, I'd end up with an arrow in my neck.
Rather than simply drawing the bow, I needed to find another approach.

*Using sword skills suddenly would be insane.*

I needed to find a solution that didn't involve swordsmanship.
While pondering this, an arrow flew by and struck the tree beside me.

*Huh?*

That wasn't one I had deflected with my wind power.
It meant the arrow had missed me from the start.

*So he's not perfect after all?*

Even though Wilhelm's Stigma enhanced his shooting precision to the extreme, he was still human and capable of making mistakes.

*Maybe...*

The next shot might miss too.
It was a gamble, but also the only option available right now.

There was no time to hesitate.
I didn't know when the next arrow would come, and Yoo Seora was already overwhelming the spearman.
If I hesitated any longer, the opportunity would be lost.

*Overload.*

I applied overload to the arrow nocked on my fully drawn bowstring.
Dark energy began to swirl around the arrow.
I had to assume I'd only get one chance.
I carefully aimed at Yoo Seora.

*Wind power.*

Wind wrapped around the arrow.
At this moment, I had no wind power dedicated to defense.
I poured all my wind power into hitting Yoo Seora.

*Please hit.*

In that instant—

"Ugh!"

His arrow didn't miss this time.
The precisely flying arrow struck my neck.
Fortunately, perhaps due to the simulation's consideration, I felt no pain.
But the result was the same.

Instant death.
The moment the arrow pierced my neck, I was judged as instantly killed.
As my consciousness faded, I felt myself being transported somewhere.

But that was fine.
Though slightly disappointing, I had accomplished my goal.
I had nearly finished assessing the members of Teams A and B.

And I had already done my part.
Before Wilhelm's arrow pierced my neck, I had already released my bowstring.
The arrow was already on its way toward Yoo Seora.

*The rest is up to them.*

***

*Now's the time.*

The perfect opportunity created through their recent exchange.
If she thrust her sword now, she could certainly eliminate the spearman.
Yet something felt off.

*What is it?*

But she couldn't pinpoint the reason for this unease.
Not only could she not identify it, she couldn't afford to hesitate any longer.
If she missed this chance, she wasn't sure another would come within her remaining 4 strikes.

*Overload.*

Her sword grew even darker.
And just as she was about to swing it—
She heard the sound of wind being cut.

It was an arrow from the archer whose presence she knew but had dismissed as non-threatening.
But this time was different.

*It's fast?*

Earlier, she would hear the arrow flying before it struck, but not this time.
By the time she noticed, it was already too late.

"Gah...!"

The rapidly approaching arrow pierced her neck.
Wind swirled around the arrow, with dark energy floating like feathers around it.
She recognized what it was.

*This is...?*

Her consciousness faded instantly.

***

*I hoped they'd handle it well, but...*

The first mock battle ended in defeat for my Team B.
The cause was the sword department members getting wiped out by a single mage after clustering together.

Of course, the win or loss held little significance.
This mock battle wasn't even part of the evaluation, and such simple team deathmatch formats weren't very meaningful anyway.
Still, watching our team's sword department members left me feeling a bit frustrated.

*Good thing I have Seong Yurang's memories.*

If I didn't have memories of team battle games, I might have started criticizing them immediately.
Knowing that criticism can also have the negative effect of dividing the team, I was able to hold back.
Besides, there was no guarantee we'd keep this team formation.

*There was quite a power difference.*

Particularly, just having Yoo Seora and Wilhelm on the same team made Team A excessively strong.
Fortunately, the tactical class professors seemed to share this assessment.

"We will exchange candidate Wilhelm Rosemond from Team A with candidate Seong Yurang from Team B."

Wilhelm accepted the decision without complaint.
Though separately, he seemed to have something he wanted to say to me.

*If he has something to say, he'll say it himself.*

Several other team members were also exchanged, and now the real 2-A team was formed.
While member changes could still occur through evaluations, this lineup would likely remain for the first semester.
For the next semester, we would compete against seven other teams with these members.

*From now on is what matters.*

Not that I was staking my life on the evaluations.
From the moment I entered the school with archery, evaluations were merely secondary.
However, even though my goal was to obtain the warrior position as quickly and easily as possible, I didn't want to waste the entire year.

*Growth through practical experience.*

Nowhere else in the world could one freely use the virtual reality "Ordeal" like here.
The Warrior Academy was the only place where one could build skills through experiences extremely close to real combat.
I had no intention of wasting the practical training I would receive during this year.

*Let's try various approaches.*

After all, I wasn't particularly attached to grades.

***

After several more mock battles, the league that counted toward evaluations finally began.
Through the mock battles, I was able to roughly understand the members of Team 2-A.

Yoo Seora with her overload characteristic needs no explanation.
The remaining three from the sword department were: Dalton, a tank-type who handled sword and shield; Rick, a traditional swordsman; and Jake, uniquely specialized in throwing knives as a trickster-type swordsman.
The one from the spear department wasn't exceptionally outstanding but worked well with Dalton who handled sword defense.
All of them could be considered much better than I was before my second Ordeal.

As for the two from the magic department...
Honestly, there wasn't much I could understand.
While there were playable warriors of magical origin, the game never provided detailed information about magic.

Moreover, my own magical power was so minimal that I never considered learning magic.
As a result, the only magic I was learning as a skill, optical modulation, was limited to just covering my head.
Nevertheless, since mages were important assets, understanding them was crucial.

"So you can only use Fireball as an attack spell? No other magic?"

The combat mage was quite upset when I asked this.
Apparently, Fireball was actually quite difficult to manifest.
As someone who rarely encountered mages and knew little about them, I had no way of knowing this.

*I just thought mages were the ones constantly dropping meteors from the sky.*

But after several mock battles, I realized that Fireball itself was a sufficiently powerful spell, despite requiring considerable casting time.

I also roughly understood the support mage.
Support magic basically included Magic Guard and Heal, along with various interference spells depending on the situation.
They seemed quite versatile.

...And so, after the tactical meeting for the first evaluation scheduled for the next day—

"Seong Yurang."

Someone called out to me as I was about to leave the community room, a multipurpose meeting space.
It was Yoo Seora.

*What's this about?*

Ch.70 - Yoo Seora (1)
"Seong Yurang."

What could she possibly want to talk about?
Was she dissatisfied with something from our recent tactical meeting?
I figured I'd have to hear her out.

"What is it?"

"It's about you. You have the raven mark, don't you?"

That was a rather sudden question.
But it was also one that made sense.
I had occasionally been using Overload during our recent mock battles.
Actually, I had used Overload to kill her in our first mock battle, so it was strange that she hadn't brought it up until now.

*I suppose there's no reason to hide it.*

It was an ability I would be using frequently from now on.
Since I didn't have this power during the previous incident, it was essentially the only power I could use without reservation.
I answered her as calmly as possible.

"That's right. I have the raven mark."

She made a curious expression in response.

"I thought so..."

She looked me up and down.
Then hesitated for a moment.

*She didn't just call me here to ask about the raven mark...*

I couldn't just keep waiting for her to speak.

"If you have something to say, don't hesitate. We're on the same team after all."

With my prompting, she finally spoke.

"Could you show me your archery skills?"

That was an unexpected request.
But I had no particular reason to refuse.

"Alright. Follow me to the archery training grounds."

***

The archery training grounds were always open except during late night hours.
They were kept open for any student in the archery class to use.
And I had been wearing out those training grounds with frequent use.

When had it started?
The decisive moment was probably during the 100th iteration of the second Ordeal.
It seemed I had become what you might call a "training maniac."

Though I was still mediocre, my archery skills were improving the more I practiced, and I had become addicted to the training.
As a result, whenever I had nothing else to do, I spent most of my time devoted to archery practice.
But there was someone else similar to me.

*That guy is here again.*

It was Wilhelm.
He too was cooped up in the archery training grounds every day.
Of course, the intensity of his training was different from mine.

Small targets appeared at random positions above the bullseye, perhaps set by some kind of magic.
He was hitting them as soon as they appeared.
His shooting was so perfect that even this training seemed insufficient for him.

"That person is..."

Yoo Seora, who had come with me, recognized Wilhelm as well.
But Wilhelm didn't seem to pay any attention to us.
He appeared to be focused solely on his training.

*That's what a real sniper looks like.*

I decided not to pay attention to him either.
Though it was true that I couldn't help but be distracted by him at first, I had grown accustomed to his presence now.
Moreover, today I wasn't here to train but to demonstrate archery to Yoo Seora.

Without wasting time, I took the bow from my back and held it in front of me.
Then I pulled an arrow from my quiver and nocked it.
It was a practice arrow, not the Relic arrows used in mock battles.

"I'll show you now."

I activated my inherited trait on the arrow at my fingertips.

*Overload.*

Black energy began to swirl around the arrow.
One advantage of Overload was that it could be activated on ordinary objects, not just Relics.
Seeing this, Yoo Seora showed a clear reaction.

"I'm going to shoot now."

After taking another breath, I released the string.
With the sound of the drawn string returning to position, the arrow flew.
Enhanced by Overload, the arrow, despite being an ordinary one, made quite a loud noise as it embedded deeply into the target.

*That should be enough, right?*

However, for some reason, Yoo Seora kept staring at the arrow stuck in the target for a long time.
Just as I was about to ask if I should shoot again, she spoke to me.

"As I thought, the raven mark and archery go well together."

Of course they do.
It's no coincidence that Yoo Seora's standard build is an archery build.
Unlike Wilhelm, who is strong but has defined limits no matter how he develops, Yoo Seora has no growth ceiling, making her more explosive.

Yet the current Yoo Seora was insisting on a swordsmanship build.
Yoo Seora's swordsmanship build... to borrow the assessment of Seong Yurang, who had failed with that build twelve times, it was a build with no practical use.
So I asked Yoo Seora:

"From your 'as I thought,' it seems you already knew to some extent."

Instead of answering, Yoo Seora nodded.

"Then why do you continue to use swordsmanship?"

I saw her expression twist slightly.
Naturally, there was no answer.
She herself probably didn't know the reason.
If there was one reason she could give, it would be only one.

*Because the Constellation ordered it.*

It somewhat overlaps with Elsie's case.
She too was saved from a crisis in her childhood thanks to the Constellation.
That's why she follows the Constellation's orders no matter what.

*It's not my place to interfere.*

Whatever I might say to her here, she wouldn't listen.
There were only two possibilities:
Either the Constellation would change its instructions, or she would realize that the Constellation isn't perfect.

***

*Why do I continue to use swordsmanship?*

Yoo Seora pondered Seong Yurang's words.
Why had she been so insistent on swordsmanship?
In truth, part of it was that she had grown accustomed to it by now.

But the origin was clearly that day ten years ago.
The day she was saved by the being known as the Constellation.
He had ordered her to learn swordsmanship.
He promised to make her a warrior if she learned swordsmanship.
And he had kept that promise well until now.

Her swordsmanship was undeniably strong.
The Raven Guild's Stigma, originally meant to enhance the quality of consumables like potions and pills, showed devastating effects on weapons as well.
Thanks to this, her swordsmanship was invincible in the mock battle environment of the Warrior Academy.

*There's nothing wrong with my swordsmanship.*

Most swordsmen from other teams couldn't last three exchanges against her.
Right now, using swordsmanship was working fine.
In fact, she was clearly performing better than Seong Yurang, who was using Overload with archery.
Even Professor Setia, their advisor, acknowledged her performance.
So there was nothing wrong with her swordsmanship.

*Isn't that right, Constellation?*

After this particularly difficult battle, where she had barely subdued her opponent after nine exchanges, she looked upward.
She didn't know where the Constellation was.
But the Constellation had always answered her questions.
Had always given her confidence.
But why...

*Why aren't you answering?*

Her tightly closed lips tensed.

***

Today again, I had found a spot in the shade of a tree.
Perhaps judging that my influence on combat wasn't that significant, our team's tactics supervisor, Professor Setia from Swordsmanship Class 2, had essentially left me to my own devices.
However, there was definitely something that bothered me.

*She's a failure as an advisor.*

Participating in tactical meetings with her, I clearly felt it.
She was subtly encouraging Yoo Seora to keep wielding a sword.
Well, that was probably the reason she had brought Yoo Seora into her class in the first place.

*She must have realized that the penalties of Overload almost disappear in mock battles.*

She was blinded by her own achievements rather than the growth of her students.
Well, I suppose losing to Sigrid from Swordsmanship Class 1 every year could do that to someone.
But that didn't justify her actions.

*Even if the advisor ordered her to take up a bow, it's uncertain whether Yoo Seora would listen...*

I watched as Yoo Seora dispatched a swordsman from another team using Overload.
This match was against Team B from Swordsmanship Class 1, led by Professor Sigrid.
Even Yoo Seora seemed to struggle this time, exchanging nine blows with the opposing swordsman.

*Still, she's definitely strong.*

The swordsman she faced was no pushover.
Having defeated such an opponent single-handedly, Setia would be elated.

*From Yoo Seora's perspective, she might start to doubt whether her swordsmanship has limitations.*

With the output of Overload that Yoo Seora just demonstrated, her limit would be about ten exchanges.
Nine exchanges was very close to that limit.
She might have started to doubt her direction a little.

*And that doubt is surprisingly correct.*

Yoo Seora shouldn't end with just doubt.
She needs to correct her course.
But it wasn't my place to correct it.

*Tomorrow's match.*

It was against Team 4-B.
And Team 4-B is... the team with Elsie.
She would finally face her first hurdle.

*It will be a watershed moment.*

Either her trust in the Constellation would be somewhat shaken.
Or her will would be broken.
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Ch.71 - Yoo Seora (2)
A month had passed since the league began.
The rankings had more or less been established.
Team 2-A, which Yoo Seora and I belonged to, was ranked fairly high.
It was all thanks to Seora going wild with her Overload ability.

And finally, that unavoidable match arrived.
A match against Team 4-B, which Elsie belonged to.
Regardless of Seora, this was an opponent I personally dreaded facing.

Not because Team 4-B was strong.
On the contrary, despite having Elsie, they were ranked near the bottom.
This was due to teammates who completely did their own thing and Freyja's virtually non-existent tactical direction.
Nevertheless, I couldn't help thinking:

*We're screwed.*

I had that intuition the moment I faced Elsie before the match began.
Her eyes were like those of a predator stalking its prey.
I felt like I'd be torn to shreds the moment she spotted me.

*I'll need to buy more today.*

Of course, if Elsie came after me, I could use the power of wind to escape to higher ground.
But the battlefield created by the Ordeal wasn't always a forest.
In fact, during the previous match, we had trouble when a desert was generated.

*I'll decide after seeing what the battlefield looks like.*

With that thought, I stepped into the lake once again.

***

The battlefield resembled a ruined city.
There were many obstacles blocking the line of sight.
Elsie kept surveying her surroundings while moving through enemy territory.
She wasn't particularly looking for enemies.

*Where is Allen?*

Of course, there was no guarantee that the candidate she was looking for, Seong Yurang, was Allen.
There were many differences between the Allen she knew and Seong Yurang.
Height, build, face, weapon—nothing matched.
They could essentially be considered completely different people.

*But somehow, the atmosphere feels similar.*

There was a distinct Allen-like aura about him.
Seong Yurang had various other atmospheres mixed in, but Allen's was definitely among them.
That was the only reason she connected Seong Yurang with Allen.

However, she also knew she shouldn't make judgments based on that alone.
That's why she had been waiting for this opportunity to obtain definitive evidence.

*If I corner him, he might have no choice but to draw his sword.*

She had never seen it when she was with him, but according to Gwen, he used the Ridwald family's swordsmanship.
She was confident she could recognize the Ridwald family's swordsmanship if nothing else.

*The problem is finding him.*

She had been observing matches where Seong Yurang participated whenever possible.
What she learned was that Seong Yurang didn't often take the initiative.
He usually hid in elevated positions at the rear, observing the situation.

*Where are you?*

As she was searching for Seong Yurang, a candidate blocked her path.
A swordsman wielding dual swords.

Unfortunately, she didn't have time to waste dealing with him.
She needed to reach Seong Yurang as quickly as possible.

"Move."

The guy didn't seem inclined to step aside.
Well, no choice then.
She raised her Relic, Breeze Bringer.

***

"Phew..."

Yoo Seora sheathed her sword.
There was no need to use Overload against an opponent of this level.
Just as she was about to move on:

(Seora, there's an enemy ace nearby who eliminated Rick. Jake is currently engaging them, so go assist him.)

It was an order from Professor Setia.
There was only one person who could be the enemy ace.
That short-haired girl.

For some reason, Seora felt a chill whenever their eyes met. The girl's swordsmanship was definitely threatening.
She had seen her while observing other matches.
The way she swung her sword as if possessed by madness hardly seemed human anymore.

*Can I win?*

She had defeated many opponents until now.
But she wasn't confident she could overcome that madness-infused swordsmanship.

*But maybe...*

She had never reached her limits yet.
She thought that perhaps this time she might gain some insight.
Though she wasn't sure what that might be, she decided to follow Setia's orders.

She began moving quickly according to Setia's guidance.
Moving as fast as she could, she soon succeeded in finding Elsie.
However, Jake, her teammate, had already been defeated by Elsie.

*Am I too late?*

But Elsie hadn't escaped unscathed either.
Fighting Jake, a trickster-type swordsman, after her battle with Rick had apparently been tough for her too.
Various cuts were visible on her body, and she seemed to have lost a lot of stamina.

*This might be easier than I thought.*

She wasn't being careless.
It was just an objective assessment.
The important thing was not to give her opponent time to recover.

She drew her sword from her inventory.
And as she always did, she applied Overload to her sword enough to last ten exchanges.
Elsie said to her:

"Move..."

It sounded like a warning.
But Seora, having already decided to fight, didn't hear it.
Without hesitation, she swung her sword.

"Ugh...!"

Elsie barely blocked her sword, groaning as if struggling.
Seora had complete control of the situation.
She immediately followed up with another swing.

*I'll overwhelm and crush her in one go.*

Though Elsie blocked again, her movements didn't look comfortable.
It felt like she would break at any moment with just a little more pressure.
Seora swung for the third time to maintain her momentum.

*She blocked again?*

Seora gritted her teeth as she watched Elsie somehow block her sword despite looking like she would collapse at any moment.
She swung her sword again, determined to break through this time.
But once again, she was blocked.

*Why?*

She couldn't understand.
The opponent who had been crumbling was now reviving like a rekindled ember.
And then, something even more incomprehensible happened.

"I told you to move!"

It was Elsie who went on the offensive.
Surprised by this sudden change, Seora retreated.
But Elsie pursued her relentlessly, swinging her sword.

*What...!*

She barely managed to block the attack with her sword.
The fifth exchange.
She knew this wasn't good.
To properly use Overload, she needed to maintain the initiative in attacking.
But...

*I can't.*

She simply couldn't counterattack.
Elsie's consecutive attacks weren't particularly fast or perfect.
But the spirit behind her sword was ferocious.
Seora tried to retreat as much as possible, attempting to avoid rather than parry the attacks, but ultimately she allowed an attack through due to her greed.

"Ugh!"

Her side was properly slashed.
But Elsie showed no sign of stopping her sword.
Seora had no choice but to block Elsie's sword with her own.

Eight exchanges, nine exchanges...

She hadn't been this helpless even against the supposedly skilled swordsman from Class 1.
She was simply being overwhelmed.
Despite being superior in strength, technique, and speed.

Ten exchanges.

Her sword finally broke.

*Oh no!*

Simultaneously, Elsie's sword pierced through her body.
It wasn't her first time dying in the virtual space.
But it was her first time being so overwhelmingly defeated.

"What was that just now...!"

Just as she was about to ask how Elsie had done it, she realized Elsie's eyes were no longer on her.
No, even during the fight, Elsie's eyes had been looking at something else, not her.

*Where?*

As Elsie pulled the sword from her body, she asked:

"Where is All... I mean, where is Seong Yurang?"

Seong Yurang?
That name came out of nowhere.
At the same time, her consciousness began to fade.
It seemed she had been completely processed as dead.

***

*She's completely lost her mind while I wasn't looking.*

That was my impression after watching the battle between Yoo Seora and Elsie.
I had roughly guessed Elsie would win, but I hadn't expected such an overwhelming result.
Originally, Elsie had a vengeful personality in Hundred Braves, but due to my intervention, she seemed to have evolved to a completely different level for some reason.

*I can't face her like this.*

Now was my chance, while she was exhausted.
I waited for Yoo Seora to be processed as dead after overlapping with Elsie, then released the drawn bowstring.
An arrow with Overload applied to it was fired toward Elsie.

It was quite a distance.
But I had learned quite a bit from watching Wilhelm's archery over my shoulder.
I had no problem sniping at this distance.

Whoosh.

The arrow flew quickly.
At that moment, Elsie turned her head.
Her gaze pointed exactly in my direction.
And the arrow pierced between her eyebrows.

*Sorry, Elsie.*

I turned away from the sight of her collapsing lifelessly.
I thought that when I could reveal my identity later, I should properly apologize to her in person.
Though I was a bit afraid of the aftermath.

*I wonder if Yoo Seora learned anything from this.*

Of course, it's not really my concern.
It's not directly related to her life like it was with Elsie.
This was clearly something that the Constellation and Seora needed to resolve.
But for some reason, I was concerned.

*Why?*

It wasn't just Seora.
Elsie, Wilhelm... even Gwen.
It felt like I was missing something.

*Something feels unnatural.*

I couldn't figure out what it was, even by the end of the match.

Ch.72 - Yoo Seora (3)
The sword sliced through the air swiftly.
With each movement, beads of sweat fell from the tips of her hair, dampening the floor.

*I need to be faster than this.*

Yoo Seora couldn't understand it.
Why had she been so overwhelmingly defeated?
Her speed, strength, and technique had clearly been superior.
Yet she still couldn't help but lose.

*I should have won.*

She knew better than anyone that her swordsmanship was full of flaws.
But despite those flaws, she had been confident she could win in a single match.
Until now, no one had lasted more than ten exchanges with her.
Except for that person yesterday.

*Was there something wrong with my swordsmanship?*

Once the first doubt appeared, it was difficult to stop.
The doubt began to swell.
And eventually, beyond wondering why she couldn't defeat Elsie, she began questioning her entire approach to swordsmanship.

*Is it right for me to keep insisting on this style?*

She recalled why she had taken up swordsmanship in the first place.
The Raven Guild had fallen into chaos during a Chaos Beast attack.
Following her Constellation's orders, she had desperately fled the scene to request help from a nearby warrior.

Fortunately, that warrior had been a high-ranking, powerful one who could sweep away all the Chaos Beasts with a single sword.
But it was already too late.
The Raven Guild had been irreparably damaged by the incident.

The Constellation made a proposal.
She should take up the sword herself, develop the strength to protect the guild, and restore it.
Having witnessed the miracle performed by the high-ranking warrior with a sword, the proposal seemed incredibly appealing to her.

After that, there was no path for her except the way of the sword.
Of course, she had occasionally thought that the Raven's mark might be more suited to archery than swordsmanship.
In fact, that guy Seong Yurang seemed to be putting it to good use in archery.
But it wasn't easy to doubt the Constellation she had believed in all this time.
She feared that the moment she doubted her Constellation, everything she had worked for would feel like a betrayal.

*Learning archery now... it's already too late.*

Her sword movements stopped.
Breathing heavily, she lowered her sword.
She no longer had the motivation to continue practicing swordsmanship.

*What should I do?*

She didn't know.
It seemed she couldn't reach any conclusion on her own.

*I...*

She couldn't help but look up at the empty sky again.

*Please answer me, Constellation.*

But no answer came.

***

*I really don't understand what's going on.*

I couldn't quite put my finger on what was strange.
After pondering for a while, I finally headed to the archery training ground to clear my head.
Maybe shooting some arrows would help me figure things out.

*Is that guy here today too?*

Wilhelm was in the first lane of the archery training ground, shooting arrows as usual.
The fact that he was still at it well over a month into the semester was impressive.
But even someone like him must have other things to do besides archery.

*Does he not have a Constellation?*

With that thought, I picked up a bow.
Though Wilhelm was impressive, I could confidently say I had practiced just as much.
The evidence was in the calluses on my fingers and the slight change in Wilhelm's gaze toward me.

During the first archery class, he had barely paid attention to me due to my terrible shooting skills.
But my archery had improved considerably, and now I could confidently say I could shoot at least at the class average without borrowing the power of wind.
Just as my arrow hit the center of the target—

"Seong Yurang."

For a moment, I doubted my ears.
But then I heard the voice again.

"Sorry to interrupt, but do you have a moment?"

It was Wilhelm.
This was the first time he had spoken to me first during training.
That probably meant it was something important.

"What is it?"

I lowered my bow and looked at Wilhelm.
He always had a serious expression, but this time he looked particularly grave.
He spoke to me in his characteristically serious voice.

"I'd like to consult with you about something."

Consult?
I couldn't guess what kind of consultation he wanted suddenly.
But I had no choice but to accept.

"Alright. But what kind of consultation?"

"It would be better to discuss that after we move somewhere else. Other people might come in here."

Though somewhat puzzled, I decided to follow his suggestion and change locations.

***

"Seong Yurang, I know you have a Constellation. I saw you using your inventory last time."

This was definitely a conversation topic best kept private.
I had been trying to keep it secret, but apparently Wilhelm, with his keen archer's eyes, had caught me secretly using my inventory.

"That's right, I do have a Constellation. So what did you want to talk about?"

There was no point in denying it to Wilhelm anymore.
Besides, I was curious about what he had to say.

"First, let me be clear. I also have a Constellation."

That was unexpected.
Everything he had shown until now suggested he didn't have one.
But apparently that wasn't the case.

"You have a Constellation?"

"No, perhaps it would be more accurate to say I had one."

Had one?
This was getting harder to understand.

"What do you mean?"

"Exactly what I said. My Constellation used to give me advice. We even communicated occasionally. But..."

He continued with a sad look in his eyes.

"Lately, my Constellation hasn't been responding at all."

My first thought was simple.
His Constellation had quit the game.
Sorry to say, but if it were any character other than Wilhelm, it might be different, but with him, it was entirely possible.

"Do you also think my Constellation abandoned me?"

He must have guessed as much himself.
Wilhelm was good at archery, but that was it. He was ultimately a character with limited growth potential.
Moreover, most of Wilhelm's events consisted solely of archery training.

*Many users listed him as a character that wasn't fun to develop.*

So it wasn't impossible that his Constellation had given up on developing him.
If not for the current situation, that is.

"Wilhelm, when was the last time you were in contact with your Constellation?"

I felt like I was beginning to understand the source of the unease I'd been feeling.
But to confirm it, I needed to know when Wilhelm had lost contact with his Constellation.

"Probably... around last winter, I think."

"Last winter?"

Last winter coincided with when I killed Libero and Gineus.
If my guess was correct, this wasn't a problem only Wilhelm was experiencing.

Come to think of it, there was no reason Elsie wouldn't recognize me. If she had a Constellation, she could see my information easily.
The same went for Gwen.

...Of course, they might have recognized me but pretended not to.
But besides them, there was one more strange person.

*Yoo Seora.*

I was certain she had a Constellation.
But what if she was now unable to contact it?
That would somewhat explain her insistence on swordsmanship.

And I had the most definitive way to prove this.
In fact, I had been sensing something was off for a while.
Because...

*Seong Yurang, answer me.*

For some time now, my own Constellation had also been unresponsive.
I had thought it was just watching over me out of respect.
But maybe that wasn't it.

*SEONG YURANG!!!*

There was no answer.

*So that means...*

I understood the source of the unease.
It seemed that all connections between Constellations and characters had been severed.

*What the hell is going on?*

I wanted to jump into the Ordeal right away and demand an explanation from those so-called gods.
But right now, there was something more important.

*Yoo Seora's situation might be more serious than I thought.*

Until now, I had been assuming that Yoo Seora still had her Constellation.
But if her communication with her Constellation had also been cut off, her condition might be worse than I had imagined.
I needed to check on her immediately.

"Wilhelm, I'm not certain, but you're not the only one who's lost connection with your Constellation. There must be some other cause, so don't worry too much. I'll try to find out what's happening."

I quickly wrapped up Wilhelm's consultation.
Wilhelm seemed momentarily confused but soon regained his composure.
Then he smiled and said:

"Is that so? Thank you for saying that."

Judging by his reaction, there was no need to worry about Wilhelm.
I stood up and said to him:

"Well, I have some urgent business to attend to."

I remembered Yoo Seora's face when she called me after the tactical meeting that day.
Her expression had already been crumbling then.
That might have been her last call for help.

*Damn it.*

It was my fault for carelessly leaving her to her Constellation despite the warning signs.
But I had no idea how to convince someone who had already lost faith in their Constellation, especially as a mere human.

*What should I do...*
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Ch.73 - Yoo Seora (4)
It was already late evening, the sun completely set.
Hylen was bustling with activity, as expected of a major city.
Of course, to her on the school rooftop, those sounds seemed distant.

*Is this truly the right path for me?*

She gazed up at the night sky with a sorrowful expression.
Thanks to Hylen's transparent barrier, stars shone clearly in the sky.

*Some of those stars have already died out.*

She was afraid.
Afraid that her constellation might already be a dead star.
That she had been clinging to an extinguished constellation all this time.

*Please answer me, Constellation.*

Her eyes pleaded desperately, like begging for life.
But there was no answer.
Yoo Seora's face gradually grew cold.

*Do you intend to keep your mouth shut?*

She began moving forward.
One step, then another, toward the edge of the rooftop.
Until she finally reached the very edge.

*Even now?*

She looked straight down.
For a moment, she felt dizzy.
It wasn't terribly high, but not a height one could guarantee survival from falling.

*Hurry and say something. Stop me.*

She was sincere.
She had already come to a point of no return.
At the very least, she wanted confirmation whether the path she had walked was right or wrong.

But there was no answer.

*So this is the end.*

She leaned forward.
The ground below became perpendicular to her line of sight.
Just as the sensation of falling enveloped her body.

*Huh?*

A wind blew from somewhere.
And someone embraced her.

"Damn it!"

The voice was somewhat familiar.
She turned her head to look at the person holding her.
It was Seong Yurang, a member of her team.

*Why?*

Rather than wondering how he had found her, she first wondered why he was embracing her.
After all, she was already falling.
This would only result in a double suicide.

...Or at least, that's what should have happened.
At that moment, a miracle occurred.
Their falling speed began to decrease.

*What's happening...?*

***

I finally realized why I had been concerned about Yoo Seora.
It was a sense of kinship.
Her wandering, uncertain figure overlapped with Seong Yurang in my mind.
And the moment I saw her throw herself from the rooftop, there was no time for rational thought.
I used the power of wind to rush forward and grab her as she fell.

"Damn it!"

But her fall had already gained considerable speed.
I was trying to reduce our falling speed with wind power, but perhaps due to Yoo Seora's added weight, the wind power seemed less effective than usual.

Crack.

It was incredibly fortunate that there was a tree beneath us.
Between my wind power reducing our speed as much as possible and the branches absorbing the impact, we were able to minimize the damage.
In the end, though it hurt, we managed to tumble onto the ground alive.

*That was a close call.*

A double suicide was out of the question.
As I lay on the ground catching my breath:

"Why?"

Yoo Seora asked.
I answered as if it were obvious.

"When someone's trying to die, you save them first and ask questions later."

She was asking the obvious.
I thought it was an odd thing to say to someone who just saved you, but with Seong Yurang's memories, I could understand her position.
After all, I had tried to kill myself immediately upon entering the first Ordeal.

*Well, for now...*

We'd gotten past the immediate crisis.
But it would be optimistic to think Yoo Seora would change on her own from here.
I had already failed to grasp her situation due to carelessness.
I couldn't make the same mistake again.

"Ms. Yoo Seora, when was the last time you communicated with your Constellation?"

She seemed slightly taken aback that I knew about Constellations, but soon answered.

"...Three years ago."

This was insane.
Three years ago was before I even received Seong Yurang's memories.
That meant her current problem was different from what had happened to me and Wilhelm.

*She was abandoned.*

I should have considered this earlier when I saw her development state.
But perhaps because I had adapted more to this world than to being Seong Yurang the player, it hadn't occurred to me quickly.

*So she's still following her Constellation's orders from three years ago?*

Yoo Seora was remarkable.
Unless she was a character with an unusually high dependency on her Constellation, she wouldn't have gone this far.
Considering that even Seong Yurang had abandoned characters before, it made my heart ache a little.

*But Yoo Seora must have noticed the truth to some extent.*

Otherwise, she wouldn't have made such an extreme choice.
It meant that sugary lies and empty comfort wouldn't work on her now.
There was only one approach left.

"Then your Constellation abandoned you three years ago."

A direct confrontation.
There was no other way.

"I appreciate you saving me, but who are you to speak so carelessly about my Constellation?"

"I wonder, does your Constellation even remember you?"

Of course, they might remember her.
As one of their failed characters.
That failure experience might even serve as important groundwork for raising Yoo Seora next time.
But that meant nothing to the Yoo Seora standing here.

"That's..."

"See? You don't know much about these Constellations."

Yoo Seora bristled at that.

"And you do?"

"Yes."

I certainly do.
I possess the complete memories of a Constellation.
Though I couldn't proudly claim to be a Constellation like before, I was still half of one.

"My Constellation was a chain-smoker and an alcoholic. A fool who regretted their failures and projected themselves onto me."

"How did you..."

"How I know isn't important. What matters is that they're imperfect beings just like us."

Yoo Seora's eyes widened at that.

"Imperfect beings?"

"You must have known it too. After all, the path of the sword they ordered you to follow is full of flaws."

Yoo Seora fell silent.
I took that as confirmation.

"If that's the case, then does it matter which Constellation you have?"

"What do you mean?"

Now came the main point.
The direct approach to save her somehow.
I made my opening move.

"How about we make a bet?"

"A bet, suddenly?"

"Yes, the winner becomes the loser's Constellation."

Yoo Seora looked bewildered at the suggestion.
It was certainly a response-worthy proposal.

"But I don't even know exactly what a Constellation is."

"It's simple. A Constellation is a being that can give orders. But those orders have no binding force."

She looked even more confused.

"Then what's the point?"

What do you mean, what's the point?
She herself was the greatest evidence of their significance.

"And yet you've been bound by the words of such a supposedly meaningless Constellation for three years?"

Yoo Seora's expression hardened.
She seemed to finally understand.
She asked me:

"Let's say that's true. What's the contest for this bet?"

The contest.
Having chosen the direct approach, there was only one thing I was confident in.
Though it was a bit unfair.

"Swordsmanship. Let's compete with swords."

Yoo Seora was surprised again.
She began to consider it.
She was probably examining whether this bet was a trap.

But she would have to accept it.
She didn't know my swordsmanship skills yet, and she had nothing to lose in her current state.

*It is a trap, so hurry up and accept.*

After contemplating for a while, Yoo Seora finally spoke.

"Fine. Let's give it a try."

With this, I was halfway to success.

***

"Are you really sure about this?"

Yoo Seora kept asking me repeatedly, still concerned.
Of course, I had no issues with it.

"I'm fine, really. I'm actually quite good with a sword."

"No, I mean are you sure it's okay for me to use Overload?"

I had set a rule for the bet that we must both use our full strength.
That included Yoo Seora's Overload.

"Overload or whatever, use everything you've got. I'm really good with a sword, I promise."

I was being sincere, but Yoo Seora didn't seem to believe me.
Well, it didn't matter.
I'd just have to show her.

"Let's go in then."

The Ordeal was normally unavailable except for class purposes, but thanks to my previous contract with that nameless god, I could easily access it.
I felt somewhat indebted to that god who had demands, but there was no choice.
The Ordeal was the only place where I could draw out Yoo Seora's full strength without exposing my swordsmanship to outsiders.

*Might as well stretch my body a bit.*

I was feeling a bit stiff lately from just using a bow from a distance.
Of course, I'll go easy on her, so there's no need to worry.
Though I'm not sure how it will feel from Yoo Seora's perspective.

Ch.74 - Yoo Seora (5)
"I really can't figure out what this man is thinking."

If there had been a Constellation, would they have been able to understand him?
Somehow, she felt that even a Constellation wouldn't have been able to grasp this man's thoughts.
Who could possibly understand someone from the Archery Division who wanted to challenge her to a sword duel?

Of course, it was true that her heart had already closed off to the Constellation.
The moment she threw herself from the rooftop, her relationship with the Constellation had ended.
In the end, all she had left was this wager.

"But what's the point of this wager?"

Seong Yurang was right.
The position of Constellation, without any binding authority in its commands, was meaningless.
So this wager would be meaningless regardless of the outcome.

Still, she was curious.
Why had he proposed such a meaningless wager?
And why was swordsmanship the chosen discipline?

Her guilt toward Seong Yurang, who had thrown himself to save her.
And her curiosity about his wager.
Those were the reasons she had followed him.

"Then, please take up your sword."

Seong Yurang said with a smile.
She had noticed it before, but what was with that relaxed attitude?
Usually when she encountered him at school, he sometimes seemed awkward, but his demeanor completely changed when it came to combat.

"Even though he's not even strong."

Just that strange ability he had used to save her moments ago, and his Overload, which seemed weaker than hers, with less potent blood.
His overall physical abilities and archery skills were below standard even in the Archery Division.
Yet in combat, he maintained that relaxed attitude against candidates stronger than himself, consistently doing his part.

"So what's he thinking this time?"

From Yoo Seora's perspective, Seong Yurang wasn't exactly cold-blooded, but he was something of a strategist.
In mock battles, this wasn't obvious because Professor Setia overshadowed him, but still.
So what could he be thinking now?

"I guess I'll just have to find out directly."

She picked up a sword as he suggested.
But seeing the sword she chose, Seong Yurang smiled awkwardly and said:

"That's not your full strength, is it?"

The sword she held wasn't a Relic.
She had planned to match him since Seong Yurang was also holding what appeared to be an ordinary sword, not a Relic.
Besides, she was confident she could defeat someone from the Archery Division like Seong Yurang without using a Relic.

"I told you, the condition of the wager is to use your full strength."

...Whatever.
She had no choice but to follow his words.
Using her full strength wouldn't disadvantage her anyway.

"Is this enough?"

She drew out her Relic, Sacred Replicant.
It wasn't a sword with any special features, but since its original was said to be a legendary blade, no other sword could match its durability or sharpness.
Seeing the sword, Seong Yurang nodded.

"Then let's begin."

Seong Yurang raised his ordinary-looking sword.
Though she couldn't understand what he was thinking, Yoo Seora also raised her sword to face him.
However, Seong Yurang didn't seem inclined to attack first.

"Is he yielding the first move too?"

She still couldn't understand him, but she was tired of questioning everything.
She just needed to show that she could defeat him even without using Overload.
With that thought, she accepted the initiative.

She reached Seong Yurang in an instant.
There was already a huge difference in physical ability between them.
She swung her sword at Seong Yurang without even using Overload.

"Huh?"

But Seong Yurang blocked her sword.
And not just barely—he seemed to have plenty of room to spare.
She had thought the Archery Division was still focusing on basics and not teaching electives like swordsmanship.
Yet his swordsmanship already showed solid fundamentals.

"Has he learned swordsmanship somewhere before?"

But fundamentals alone shouldn't be enough to block consecutive attacks.
Indeed, while Seong Yurang had blocked her first attack, he didn't seem able to counterattack.
She continued her assault.

Yet Seong Yurang defended against all her following attacks as well.
By the time Yoo Seora sensed something was wrong, Seong Yurang finally spoke.

"I told you to use your full strength."

She was about to do just that.
She used Overload to strengthen her sword.
She had a total of ten exchanges before her sword would break.
If she couldn't finish him within that limit...

"No, that's impossible."

He was from the Archery Division, and she was from the Sword Division.
It made no sense that she, who had defeated even the ace of Sword Division 1, couldn't defeat him.
Yet Seong Yurang's continued composure somehow made her uneasy.

"Why?"

Seong Yurang was actually withstanding all her Overload-enhanced sword strikes.
And there was something familiar about his swordsmanship.
It was definitely a style she had faced relatively recently.

"No way?"

It was just like that time.
On the fourth exchange.
Suddenly, Seong Yurang's demeanor changed.

"Is this really your best?"

After deflecting her sword, Seong Yurang switched to offense.
That's when Yoo Seora realized.

"This swordsmanship...!"

It was the same as that person called Elsie who had defeated her so thoroughly.
No, it was different somehow.
Seong Yurang's swordsmanship lacked the madness she had felt from that person.

"Where did this skill come from?"

It was a clean swordsmanship she had never seen before.
He made only the necessary movements at the necessary moments.
Yet there were no gaps in his sequence of sword forms, making it impossible to break through.

"Why is someone like him in the Archery Division?"

Yoo Seora finally understood why he always seemed so relaxed.
He was actually strong.
Strong enough to defeat any candidate who challenged him.

"You expect me to win against this?"

Could there be a more absurd wager?
Winning was impossible.
In an instant, their ten exchanges ended, and her sword was destroyed.

"It's over."

Now she understood.
The swordsmanship she had been so confident in... was nothing.
Rather than feeling upset, she felt a strange sense of relief.

Now she had nothing left.
She was certain of that.
If this was reality, she wouldn't care even if Seong Yurang's sword pierced her.

"Just end it."

But contrary to her wish, Seong Yurang didn't finish it.
Instead, he lowered his sword and spoke to the air.

"Please restore Yoo Seora's sword."

And her destroyed sword was restored.

"Why? This is a virtual space, isn't it? The sword would be restored when we leave anyway."

"Because the wager isn't over yet."

"What do you mean..."

The result of the wager was clearly decided.
It was obvious that she couldn't defeat him.
So what was he talking about?

"I told you. The condition of the wager was to use your full strength."

Hearing that, anger rose from her sense of injustice.
Clenching her fist, she almost shouted:

"You seem to have some strange misconception about me, but this is my limit! I'm not someone amazing like you!"

There was no way she could win.
She had truly given her best.
What he was doing was just deception.

"Someone amazing like me?"

But he smiled bitterly and said:

"I never thought I'd hear such words. And from you, of all people—I'm honored."

It sounded too sincere to be deception.
Even she, who had been angry just moments ago, felt her anger subside at his bitter expression.

"Honored? What do you mean?"

"Do you really think that's your limit?"

She nodded.

"Then I'll provisionally claim victory in this wager, if you have no objections?"

"I suppose so."

For some reason, it felt a bit unsatisfying, but she had no grounds to object.
Then he spoke.
No, he commanded.

"Then as Constellation, I order you: Have more confidence in yourself."

"What?"

"What you lack isn't speed, strength, or technique. It's confidence."

He pointed at Sacred Replicant.

"You normally divide your Relic's durability to strengthen it for ten exchanges, right?"

She nodded.

"That's what I mean by lacking confidence. Why prepare for the next exchange?"

She thought he was joking, but he was serious.

"But what if that attack misses?"

At that, Seong Yurang tilted his head, then swung his sword in a large diagonal arc.

"If you swing like this, how could it miss?"

That made sense.
But at the same time, it was nonsense.

"Such an attack is easy to block."

"No? It can't be blocked."

What was he saying now?

"As far as I know, Overload has the drawback of consuming durability, but it's the most powerful enhancement ability in this world."

"So?"

"If you divide its power into ten attacks, you might have a slight advantage over others, but if you pour it all into a single attack?"

In reality, outside of mock battles, the very idea of destroying a Relic with Overload was unreasonable.
That's why she had never tried it.
Of course it would be strong, but...

"And after that?"

"Why think about after? That one hit would end anything anyway."

"Anything?"

"Yes, though there would be some limitations with your current 2-star Relic. Still, there shouldn't be any warrior candidate you couldn't defeat."

He spoke confidently.
At that moment, she understood the implication of his words.

"Does that include you?"

He smiled.
Somehow, it looked like a genuinely happy smile.

"I wonder. I don't know either. Why don't we find out?"

He was right.
This was a virtual space after all.
Such opportunities didn't come often.
There was no reason not to try.

She applied Overload to her restored Sacred Replicant.
Unlike usual, it was with an intensity that would allow only a single exchange.
Then, a level of power she had never felt before began flowing from the sword.

"This is..."

Seong Yurang was right.
Perhaps with this... she could cut anything.
Even Seong Yurang, who had seemed unbeatable.

"Here I come."

She recalled the movement Seong Yurang had shown earlier.
A large diagonal swing that the opponent couldn't dodge.
It really did seem like that would be enough.

"Let's try it."

She took a deep breath.
Stepped forward.
And swung her sword in a wide arc.

A black energy slash that seemed to tear through space cut diagonally.
Seong Yurang stood in its path.
Even he, who had been so relaxed until now, wore a serious expression.

"This is it...!"

In that moment, she recalled.
The sword strike of a high-ranking warrior she had seen that day.
With just a 2-star Relic, she was matching that strike.

"Yes... this is it."

Wind suddenly gathered around Seong Yurang's sword.
At the same time, the shape of his sword strangely elongated.
And then...

"Did time stop?"

In the frozen time, he moved.
Her sword strike, which seemed like it would split the world in half, was slowly absorbed into his sword.
And eventually... it vanished.

"What...?"

When it was all over, her sword was destroyed.
And Seong Yurang stood there unharmed.
Of course, he was sweating profusely and breathing heavily, but the very fact that he had survived such a ferocious attack was strange.

"If you had been holding a 3-star Relic, it would have been impossible for me to block it."

He said that as if it were nothing.

"But since a 2-star is your best right now, I'll take this as my victory in the wager."

He was more underhanded than she'd thought.

Ch.75 - The Meaning Of A Bet
"This should be enough, right?"

His gaze had changed from before the bet. Those eyes that had seemed almost lifeless now looked somewhat alive. Though somehow, they were intimidating enough that I couldn't meet them directly.

"Did I do something wrong?"

It was Yoo Seora who accepted the bet. And I simply won that bet fair and square. That final attack from Yoo Seora was one that even I might not have been able to block if I had made a small mistake.

"Overload is naturally that kind of technique."

As I mentioned before, Seong Yurang had demolished Yoo Seora's swordsmanship build twelve times. But there was a reason why Yoo Seora's attempt to become the next Allen Plake ended after twelve tries. Though it couldn't be called a practical official build, her challenge had borne some fruit.

"The so-called Sword Demon Yoo Seora."

It was an extreme type of build that treated Relics as consumables during battle. Originally, using Overload in multiple smaller bursts was just an inferior version of other warriors' abilities with the penalty of durability consumption. However, the moment all of Overload's power was concentrated into a single attack, it transformed into a terrifying enhancement with the highest coefficient.

A lethal strike impossible to block even if you knew it was coming. Though it had the drawback of consuming one Relic per attack, from a tactical perspective, that wasn't a major issue. Trading one Relic for one Demon King was relatively cheap.

"The problem is..."

Those conditions need to be met first. I questioned whether the Demon Kings would allow her attack knowing its destructive power. It would be impossible for Yoo Seora to create such a situation alone.

"In the end, she needs a leader."

And Yoo Seora's purpose was also an issue. Her goal was to revive the guild; she had no particular reason to actively hunt Demon Kings. Of course, persuading her wasn't impossible, but...

"I'm still not used to this."

I've mostly acted alone until now. There were some I briefly traveled with, but those were temporary arrangements. But persuading Yoo Seora here was different.

"It means I'll be taking her along as a companion from now on."

She was certainly a valuable asset. I just wasn't used to how to treat her. That's why I hesitated.

I glanced sideways and saw Yoo Seora. She was still glaring at me. I reluctantly apologized to her.

"Alright, I was wrong to hide my swordsmanship skills..."

"Constellation."

"Huh?"

For a moment, I thought she was calling me. I turned my head, then blushed and looked away again. Apparently, she still had something to say to the Constellation.

"I'm calling you. Constellation."

Or not?

"Were you just calling me?"

Yoo Seora raised the corner of her mouth and said:

"Yes, that's right. You won the bet, so now you're my Constellation."

I could feel something going wrong. It was similar to what I felt when talking with Elsie at the restaurant.

"Wait, this is serious!"

With Elsie alone being difficult to handle, adding another one? This couldn't continue. I needed to fix this somehow.

"But the bet wasn't really about who becomes whose Constellation; it was more about hoping you'd realize that Constellations aren't that important."

I began my desperate explanation.

"And I also wanted to show you through the bet that your combat ability is stronger than you think. So the result of the bet isn't really important."

In reality, I wasn't even sure if I could block her sword when I proposed the bet. The result had no meaning whatsoever. But such excuses didn't work on Yoo Seora.

"I know. But a bet is a bet. You're my Constellation now."

But I couldn't back down either. If I did, I could easily imagine the hell that would follow.

"Then as your Constellation, I order this: From this moment on, I am not your Constellation."

"But didn't you say a Constellation's orders have no binding power?"

I'm doomed. Somehow it always seems to happen this way. I always trip over my own words.

"Fine. I'll be your Constellation. Let's say that."

I reluctantly agreed for now. Strictly speaking, I was half a Constellation anyway. But this approach wasn't good.

"At the very least, how about not using the title 'Constellation'? It might cause unnecessary misunderstandings..."

"Then what should I call you?"

Well, what would be good? First, to dispel this atmosphere, changing how we address each other seemed best.

"How about we start by speaking more casually to each other?"

It was awkward to keep using formal speech while being on the same team. In fact, some other team members had already switched to casual speech with each other. So it wouldn't be strange if she and I did the same.

"Alright. Then I'll call you Seong Yurang, right?"

Despite how awkward it should have felt, her confident attitude made it not feel awkward at all. Rather, her excessive confidence felt strange. I might be a Constellation, but it didn't feel like I was above her.

"Yes, I mean... good, you can call me that."

If anything, I was the one feeling awkward. Seeing me like this, Yoo Seora burst into laughter.

"This isn't right."

I tilted my head in confusion. Then I started thinking about how to handle this situation. Yoo Seora stopped laughing and gradually became serious. She asked:

"So, what am I supposed to do now?"

"What do you mean?"

"You're my Constellation. Shouldn't you give me some advice about my direction or something?"

That's when I realized it. I was the subordinate here. But I didn't feel bad about it.

"You saw earlier. Your swordsmanship has plenty of potential. Just keep doing what you've been doing."

With the Constellation's memories, I was familiar with being a Constellation. It felt natural even. The only difference was that the subject was now a real person instead of a game character.

"Swordsmanship... I understand that my swordsmanship is strong. But can I really revive the guild with this swordsmanship?"

This was definitely a topic that needed to be addressed. It was also an issue that had to be resolved if I wanted to make her my companion.

I understood her concern. To revive the guild, she needed the strength to protect it from habitual Chaos Beast attacks. However, her Overload wasn't cost-effective for that purpose.

But it's fine.

"Of course. Strong people gather under strong people. For most enemies, you won't even need to step in."

"That's certainly true."

She looked at me. I wasn't sure why she was looking at me that way. But the conversation wasn't over yet.

"However, there's one prerequisite regarding those strong enemies."

"Prerequisite?"

"The strong enemies I'm talking about are the Demon Kings."

I saw her expression harden.

"You don't need to be so scared. If you focus only on the guild, the Demon Kings probably won't bother you."

"Then why does it involve Demon Kings?"

"Because even if you don't know it, your guild won't be safe. No, forget the guild—this world won't be."

Yoo Seora wore an expression of confusion. Well, it was an excessively large-scale story. Even I felt that way sometimes. But I couldn't convince her without explaining this.

"This will probably be a long explanation. But before that..."

There was one thing I needed to establish first. It was a bit late, but still.

"I order you. You must not speak about my swordsmanship skills or anything else you've seen or heard here."

I couldn't back down on this point. For some reason, Yoo Seora had turned a bit pale. I didn't think I had threatened her that much.

"You understand, right?"

"I understand...!"

She suddenly switched back to formal speech.

"I don't get it."

Ignoring that, I began explaining how the world was heading toward destruction because of the Demon Kings. Since I was explaining based on knowledge Seong Yurang had gained through the game, I didn't know every detail, but the general information should be correct.

After finishing my somewhat incomplete explanation, Yoo Seora asked:

"But if they're so strong that even you can't handle them, then I..."

For some reason, she had reverted to the formal title, and unlike before, there was no playfulness in it. I decided to address that later and answered her question first.

"I'm not as strong as you think. I was able to block your attack earlier only because it was swordsmanship. If it had been a different type of energy, I would have been deleted on the spot. The same would be true even if you had been holding a 3-star or higher Relic."

"Hmm..."

"Don't look at me like I'm pathetic. You're abnormally strong. And even you would die instantly if you got hit in the head with an arrow."

In fact, she had been taken out by my arrow in our first mock battle. In contrast, I could partially distort ranged attacks using the power of wind.

"Anyway, to summarize, I plan to stop the Demon Kings. If you help me, I'll help you revive your guild."

I explained to her as best I could why she should help me. If she didn't come around even after this persuasion...

"I'd have no choice but to ask the god to erase her memories, though it would be a shame."

Based on what the real-world god had done, erasing memories within the Ordeal didn't seem too difficult. Given our contract, the god would likely comply.

Fortunately, that didn't seem necessary. She nodded with a serious expression.

"I understand. It seems I have no choice but to follow your orders, Constellation."

That's good enough. Except for one thing.

"Didn't we already settle the matter of titles and formal speech?"

"Did we? But you really do feel like a true Constellation..."

"Still, no."

Yoo Seora nodded glumly. With that, things were more or less settled. I spoke to the empty air again.

"Now please let us out."

As I said this, I added one more thing in my mind:

"But first, I'd like to have a word with you."

There was something I needed to discuss.

Ch.76 - Let's Talk
When I opened my eyes, I was once again beneath that giant tree.
Looking around, I was relieved to see no sign of Yoo Seora.
Honestly, I had prepared myself for rejection, but fortunately that wasn't the case.

*Either she's truly comfortable with this, or she's decided to act like she is.*

Then again, these beings are gods—what would they have to fear from me?
Even if they couldn't influence the outside world, within their own Ordeals they still acted as absolute authorities.
Whether they would be honest with me was another question entirely...

*There's no harm in asking directly.*

I looked up at the giant tree with narrowed eyes.
Then a voice came to me.

"What is it, Allen Plake?"

"I have some questions."

"Perhaps you want me to erase Yoo Seora's memories?"

So that was possible too.
But erasing memories wasn't necessary.
What I needed to ask was far more important.

"Since last winter, all connections to the constellations have been severed. Do you know anything about this?"

For me, it wasn't a big deal since I didn't depend much on Seong Yurang.
But for others who relied on their constellations, it was a different story.
And beyond that...

*The constellation system itself is suspicious from the start.*

Coincidentally, every character I'd met had a constellation attached to them.
At first, I thought it was just random chance.
But when coincidences keep repeating, they become patterns.

*This is too strange to ignore.*

I was getting curious about what was really going on.
And the only ones who might know were the gods.
Especially...

"I'm sorry. That falls under the Chain God's jurisdiction, so I don't know much about it."

The Chain God.
That's who I needed.
I had suspected this god might be involved, since he was the one who bound Seong Yurang and me with the "Absolute Obedience" ability.
It seems I was right.

"Then please call the Chain God."

But the nameless god was silent for a moment.
Somehow, it seemed troubled.
After waiting a while, the voice spoke again from the void.

"That would be difficult."

"Difficult? What do you mean?"

Until now, this god had appeared naturally in other gods' Ordeals.
Was there some reason it couldn't appear now?
My suspicions grew.

"He has finished his work and entered a rest period."

And at such timing, this "work"...
There could only be one meaning.

"Is this 'work' related to cutting off the connections to the constellations?"

"No, that's not it. Rather, it's the opposite."

"The opposite... you mean work became necessary because the connections were cut off?"

"Yes... but I cannot tell you the nature of that work as it's not my jurisdiction."

If he wasn't the one who cut off the connections to the constellations, what kind of work was it?
Considering what he had said before, someone with such an important role entering a rest period must have completed something significant.
But this nameless god clearly had no intention of telling me what that work entailed.

"So when does this rest period end?"

Why the connections to the constellations were cut off, and what work he had done.
The only way to find out was to ask the Chain God directly.
I could only hope the rest period wouldn't be too long.

"It will take at least half a year for him to recover enough to speak with you."

Half a year?
That was faster than I expected, but still not a short time.

*At least it's within the period I can freely use the Ordeals.*

My contract with this nameless god lasted until I graduated from the warrior academy.
Until then, I could enter the Ordeals whenever I wanted.

"I'm sorry I couldn't be of more help. But I can tell you one thing—whatever it is, it's surely work for the benefit of this world."

It was an apologetic tone unlike the other gods.
But whether it was for the benefit of the world or not was for me to judge after hearing it directly.
I said to him:

"When the Chain God awakens, please let me know when I enter the Ordeal."

I couldn't force the issue any further.
I decided to back down for now.
Though it was a bit ridiculous to say I was "backing down" when there wasn't much I could do against a god anyway.

"Thank you for understanding."

Understanding? Hardly.
I stared at the upper part of the giant tree where the Chain God usually appeared and said:

"Then please send me back now."

***

*Damn it.*

I walked out of the lake, trying to organize my increasingly complicated thoughts.

"Seong Yurang?"

While I was talking with the god at the giant tree, time wouldn't have passed.
That's why Yoo Seora and I emerged from the Ordeal almost simultaneously.
But Yoo Seora seemed to notice that my state was different from just before exiting the Ordeal.

"Did something happen?"

"No, nothing happened. I'm just a bit tired."

I tried to make an excuse.
Fortunately, Yoo Seora seemed to believe me.
Or rather, she didn't feel the need to doubt me.

"Let's head back. It's getting late."

We were already well past curfew.
Besides, Ordeals weren't supposed to be used by regular students outside of class hours.
We needed to hide ourselves.

I took out Amya from my inventory.
Yoo Seora didn't seem surprised by this action.
By now, she seemed to accept whatever I did without question.
I held Amya in my right hand and extended my left hand to Yoo Seora.

"Can I hold your hand for a moment?"

We needed to maintain contact for her to benefit from Amya's effect.
But for some reason, Yoo Seora, who had been calm until now, showed a different reaction.
She looked surprised.

Ah.
I realized that suddenly asking to hold hands without explanation could be misunderstood.
I quickly explained about Amya.

"This is a Relic that conceals our presence. But for you to be affected too, we need to maintain contact."

Yoo Seora nodded in understanding.
I added:

"Just holding my sleeve should work too."

Thinking about it, there was no need to hold hands.
Yoo Seora grabbed my sleeve, and I activated Amya's effect.
There was a simple way to check if Amya was working.

"Can you see me?"

She nodded, looking puzzled.

"Then it's working properly."

If only I had been affected, I would have disappeared from Yoo Seora's sight.
But if she could still see me, that meant Amya's effect had been applied to her as well.
Now we just needed to make it back to the candidate dormitory before Amya's effect wore off.

***

*Seong Yurang...*

The black-haired man walking ahead of her, whose sleeve she was holding.
To be honest, she couldn't figure out who he really was.

*Black hair from Sak. Plus, he has the same raven mark.*

Of course, she had never heard his name before.
Perhaps he was a distant relative.

*But he uses the same swordsmanship as that woman, Elsie.*

Though she didn't know what that swordsmanship was, it didn't seem common.
Moreover, there was somehow a similar atmosphere between the two.
Could there be some connection?

*Hmm...*

No, there probably wasn't any connection.
Maybe they just happened to learn the same swordsmanship.
The similar atmosphere was probably just her imagination.
There was no way he could be similar to that crazy woman.

To her, he seemed to stand in a completely different place from that woman.
That feeling made all her previous speculations about him meaningless.

*Just how much does he know, and to what extent?*

He could freely use the lake that was normally off-limits to candidates.
He knew about her past that even she didn't know.
And he had effortlessly blocked her attack at full strength.
Of course, up to that point, it was somehow understandable.

He knew something about the nature of constellations.
For some reason, he also knew about the future.
And in quite detail.

*Almost like a constellation.*

No, she didn't want to use that expression.
She had already been abandoned by her constellation.
For her now, the power or knowledge that made Seong Yurang seem like a constellation wasn't that important.
What mattered was Seong Yurang's attitude.

*He was definitely sincere.*

As she had felt before, he had considerable talent as a strategist.
If he wanted to deceive others, he could do so easily.
In fact, she had been deceived by him this time, and he was currently deceiving the entire warrior academy.

*But...*

He never deceived others with malicious intent.
Even when deceiving, his purpose was pure and just.
That's why anyone who had seen his true self would no longer be deceived by him.

*No, if he deceives, I would willingly be deceived.*

Even if she couldn't know his specific intentions, they would never be bad.
It would be to save someone, or even to save the world.
She wanted to describe him in one word:

*Warrior.*

Yes, that fit better than constellation.
The very existence she had admired since losing her caravan.
In her eyes, he had already reached that status.

That's why when he had extended his hand earlier, she couldn't easily take it.
Although she was a bit happy, she still didn't think she was worthy of reaching him.
Just holding his sleeve now seemed appropriate for her position.

*Come to think of it...*

The school at night was quiet.
Of course, this wasn't a time when candidates were allowed to wander around.
It was to prevent various unfortunate incidents.

*Unfortunate incidents...*

She looked at Seong Yurang's sleeve that she was holding.
In the cool night air, filled with the sounds of insects, her complicated thoughts gradually settled, and she became aware of the current atmosphere.
It felt strange.

"Our next match is the day after tomorrow, right?"

Seong Yurang suddenly asked quietly.
She managed to collect herself and answered:

"Yes, I mean, that's right. I think so."

"You did well today. I'll let you know the specific details of what to do next after tomorrow's tactical meeting. Even if it was a virtual space, mental fatigue remains."

He seemed to be making some kind of plan.
Indeed, she was quite tired now, as he said.
And...

"We've arrived."

They had finally reached the dormitory.
The time it took to get to the dormitory felt long when she recalled her complicated thoughts, but short when she remembered holding Seong Yurang's sleeve.

"Hey, Yoo Seora? Amya's effect is gone now. You can let go."

"Ah."

Only then did she release Seong Yurang's sleeve.
Seong Yurang put the dagger he was holding back into his inventory.

"Good night."

Seong Yurang waved as he said that.
Though she felt some inexplicable regret, there was nothing she could do.
She also waved and said:

"See you tomorrow."

He had told her today.
That in exchange for helping her, she was also necessary to him.
So as long as she was needed by him, there was still time.

*I just need to become someone necessary to him.*
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Ch.77 - Contact (1)
A few days later, at the mock battle.
As usual, I had positioned myself on the high ground in the latter part of the battlefield.

*What a boring position.*

Perhaps because I had recently pushed my swordsmanship to its limits after a long time, I felt twice as stiff as normal. I was itching to draw my sword and get into the fray with the candidates, but doing so would only ruin everything.

*At least stay put until this match is over.*

Of course, I didn't mean I would pick up a sword. Even considering I was using a bow, I had been taking a rather passive approach to combat. That was all part of the plan, though.

*I need to keep my evaluation as low as possible.*

And I wasn't the only one.

*She's doing well.*

I had clearly taught Yoo Seora how to utilize her full combat potential. However, she wasn't using any of it. She was using the same swordsmanship as before, which naturally had its limitations.

*Her evaluation was bound to drop naturally anyway.*

The opposing teams had completely figured her out after her bout with Elsie. They knew she could only last ten exchanges at most. Thanks to this, her opponents focused solely on lasting through those ten exchanges without panicking.

*It might be considered a failure, but...*

The current Yoo Seora clearly wasn't giving her all. I did feel somewhat guilty toward our teammates, but if someone asked whether this situation was entirely my fault, it wasn't.

*That damned Setia probably calculated this too.*

The upcoming mid-term trade event—she plans to discard Yoo Seora then. She intends to use her just enough and then throw her away.

*That's actually a favorable decision for me.*

I had advised Yoo Seora to let herself be released from the team, just as Setia intended. The priority was to get away from Setia. But couldn't she raise her evaluation instead?

Well, even if she did, where would she go? Sigrid, the orthodox swordsman, wouldn't favor Yoo Seora. I didn't want to go to Professor Huff's side, and he wouldn't accept commoners like Yoo Seora and me anyway. That left only one option.

*Come to think of it, I should make contact with that person soon.*

I had been putting it off since the timing didn't matter much, but with the trade event approaching, I couldn't delay any longer. While not the decisive reason, that person was partly why I enrolled in the academy. Conveniently, I would have a connection with them soon.

***

*They figured it out faster than I expected.*

Setia, the guidance professor of Swordsmanship Class 2, bit her lip tightly. Beside her, various professors including Professor Huff of Swordsmanship Class 3, as well as professors of archery, spearmanship, magic, and tactics, were watching the mock battle.

"So ten exchanges really is her limit."

"She was only useful in mock battles; her ability had no practical use from the beginning."

For a while, Yoo Seora had attracted attention with her excellent swordsmanship and relatively strong enhancement abilities. She had performed better than Setia had expected. Thanks to her, they had defeated Swordsmanship Class 1's B team, Setia's rival, but as a result, Yoo Seora had been analyzed more quickly.

*Especially that match was decisive.*

She had deliberately made sure Yoo Seora wouldn't use up all ten exchanges. However, in the previous battle with the candidate named Elsie, Yoo Seora's limitations had been clearly exposed. That had completed the analysis.

*She won't be able to perform like before anymore.*

Setia's plan to showcase Yoo Seora at her peak before she was properly analyzed had gone awry. But considering that Yoo Seora had performed better than expected, it wasn't a huge loss. The league was already past its halfway point, and both teams under her guidance had performed very well so far. Especially in the B team, the archery candidate Wilhelm had been outstanding.

*I should focus on making solid trade plans.*

In principle, the candidate's wishes should be prioritized during trades. If a candidate wants to go to a specific professor's class, efforts should be made to accommodate that. But Setia had no intention of easily allowing this.

*I'll try to persuade her first, but...*

If that didn't work... there were many other methods.

***

In the multipurpose classroom created for liberal arts courses, the only sound was wooden swords clashing against each other. The swordsmanship elective had finally begun after the middle of the first semester.

I was exchanging sword strikes with Wilhelm, my assigned partner. Wilhelm quickly deflected my sword and thrust forward. I didn't block—or rather, couldn't block it.

"Ah, lost again."

This should look natural enough. I hadn't been going easy on him that much. I had just tried to use only the three basic forms we learned in the first class.

*His stats are ridiculously good.*

People often think archers are dexterity-focused characters, but that wasn't the case in Hundred Braves. While dexterity was important, strength was ultimately the most crucial. Even in terms of dexterity, I was actually inferior to him without using the power of wind.

*Though I wasn't completely holding back.*

If I had given my all, I could have won using just the three basic forms we learned today. But there was nothing to gain from that, so I deliberately created openings. This was only possible because of the significant difference in swordsmanship between Wilhelm and myself.

*By the way...*

Apart from Wilhelm, who seemed to approach everything with enthusiasm, the other archery class students didn't seem particularly interested in sword practice. And Freyja, the guidance professor of Swordsmanship Class 4, was merely watching us. She made no attempt to manage the class, her long, dull gray hair framing a consistently bored expression.

*Is she not interested at all?*

After teaching us three basic forms, she just observed our sparring. Actually, given her attitude, it was hard to say she was even watching us. Her gaze wandered constantly—to the sky, to the ground—making it impossible to tell what she was actually looking at.

*That's what makes her scary.*

As the class was about to end, she finally stood up and spoke. Her tone suggested she was talking to herself, but her volume was definitely meant for everyone to hear.

"A swordsman I once knew said something."

The archery students' attention turned to her. She continued, seemingly oblivious to their gazes.

"That a sword is ultimately just a tool."

What was she suddenly talking about? As we stood there puzzled, she asked:

"Do you understand what this means?"

A sword is ultimately just a tool. It sounded like such an obvious statement that no candidate stepped forward to answer.

*Though I feel like I've heard that somewhere before.*

As she scanned the silent candidates, her eyes lingered on me. But I didn't answer. She smiled resignedly and said:

"Well, I didn't expect much. What I wanted to say is that if you don't need swordsmanship, there's no point in learning it."

No need to learn swordsmanship. It wasn't something a professor in charge of a swordsmanship class should say, but she wasn't wrong. There were probably many students who couldn't reach a useful level of swordsmanship no matter how much they trained.

"If you don't want to learn swordsmanship, do whatever you want wherever you want. I don't care. I'm already annoyed enough focusing on those who actually need swordsmanship."

This was a more unorthodox teaching method than I had expected.

*Though that doesn't mean she lacks skill.*

If Professor Sigrid of Swordsmanship Class 1 had produced the current #1 ranked hero of Saint rank, she had produced the #2 ranked hero. If there was a problem with her as a professor, it was just one thing:

*Should someone like her even be at the Hero Academy?*

After all the other students had left the classroom, she and I, as if by agreement, remained and faced each other. She raised the corner of her mouth in slight surprise and said:

"I didn't expect you to approach me first."

"Strictly speaking, you approached me first."

"You mean 'a sword is ultimately just a tool'?"

I nodded. The moment she had uttered that line, her identity could only be one thing. Seeing my response, she gave a bitter smile.

"Hmm, but it seems you already knew about me before that. And more specifically than what could be deduced from just that."

She hit the mark. But...

"If you knew about me, it's only fair that I knew about you too, right?"

The fact that I had concealed my identity to enroll in the Hero Academy was known with certainty by only three people: the Pontiff, Gwen, and...

*This woman.*

A spy planted by the Demon King's side in the Order. Simultaneously, a spy planted by the Order in the Demon King's side.

I had never planned to hide my identity from her. She was someone with that kind of ability. So I had come to meet her first.

"Do you have something to say?"

But her next words caught even me by surprise.

"Then instead of an apology, let me first tell you something."

With a bright expression I had never seen during class, she said:

"I'm your biggest fan."

"What?"

Ch.78 - Contact (2)
"So you're saying you're my fan?"

Her statement wasn't easily accepted.
After all, a Demon King was declaring herself a fan of a warrior who had slain three Demon Kings.
Though whether she could truly be considered a Demon King was questionable.

Anyway, we moved to her office to have a more detailed conversation.
Even though no one was around, this wasn't the kind of discussion to continue having in the multipurpose classroom.
Sitting on her desk, she smiled casually and said:

"Yes, I became your fan after investigating your past achievements."

Certainly, my accomplishments of defeating three Demon Kings in the past few years were impressive.
But the important question was what that had to do with her becoming my fan.

"But you're a Demon King."

"Just because we're both Demon Kings doesn't mean I am them or they are me."

Now I was certain.
This person perfectly matched the Freyja in Seong Yurang's knowledge.
She was an individualist even among the individualistic Demon Kings, a woman who always insisted on doing things her way.
However...

"That's still no reason to become a fan."

There was no reason for her to become my fan.
Of course, if she had taken a liking to me, that would be fine, but this kind of interest was unexpected.
I wanted her to explain further.
But what she brought up seemed completely unrelated.

"Hmm, to tell the truth, I was a bit sad when Libero died. I learned swordsmanship from him when I was young."

That seemed strange as a reason for becoming my fan.
No, it would be more natural to think the opposite.

"Then why..."

"Because he didn't look sad at all when he died."

Libero not looking sad when he died?
I recalled his final moments.
He was indeed smiling.

*I wonder why he was smiling.*

His end was clearly miserable.
He had killed countless warriors against his will and was killed by the disciple he had trained.
Yet he smiled in his final moment.

"What do you think is the greatest weakness of Demon Kings?"

Another abrupt question.
I finally gave up trying to steer the conversation and answered her question.

"Weakness?"

While each Demon King might have their own specific weaknesses, if I had to name a universal one...

"Warriors and Relics?"

She shook her head and held up two fists.
Then she bumped them together.

"No, that's just like fighting fist against fist."

Then she opened one fist wide.

"I'm asking about a definite weakness that would be like scissors against these fists."

A definite weakness for Demon Kings?
If such a thing existed, the extermination of Demon Kings would have ended long ago.
And even if it did exist, I didn't expect to learn about it so easily.
As my suspicion grew, she said:

"The weakness of Demon Kings is... time."

"What?"

Time?
That was the opposite of what I understood.
Time was supposed to be the Demon Kings' greatest weapon.

"Aren't Demon Kings immortal beings unaffected by time?"

She made a bitter expression.

"Of course not. They may not die, but they still live through the same time as you do."

She spread her arms wide.

"And the most important thing while living through such eternal time is purpose. Time without purpose gradually eats away at Demon Kings... until it completely breaks them. Libero was one of those Demon Kings."

His purpose was to reach the pinnacle of swordsmanship.
But upon becoming a Demon King, he realized he could never reach that pinnacle.
Libero wasn't the only such Demon King.

"Most Demon Kings are the same. They all become Demon Kings with some purpose, but those purposes are mostly meaningless or impossible. So they all live with false purposes."

False purposes.
They were varied.

"For example, Gineus's purpose was to amass wealth. Some guy locked up in a back room lives for voyeurism. And most of the others... aim for the world's destruction."

Now I understood why she said time was their weakness.
And why she brought this up.
Freyja's eyes gleamed as she spoke:

"For those living with fake goals, Libero's death was a new stimulus. Unlike the early Demon Kings, the new generation of Demon Kings had never seen one die after achieving their goal."

"So that's why you became my fan?"

But her definition of "fan" seemed different from what I understood.

"Yes, so..."

I immediately sensed something was off again.

"Kill me too!"

I should have known.

***

The Demon King's Castle.
In the most remote room.
In the dark room, only light from a crystal ball illuminated a girl with purple hair.

"Hmm..."

The crystal ball was filled with a hazy color.
That was because she was trying to see the Holy City Hylen.
The Holy City Hylen was, with few exceptions, the only place she absolutely could not see.

"I wonder if there's any way to see it."

She had already tried many times and given up long ago.
But recently, she felt like trying again.
Of course, it wouldn't be easy just because she tried again.

While she was struggling with the crystal ball, the 59th Demon King, Ael, who had been watching from behind, finally spoke up.

"If that were possible, humanity would have been destroyed long ago."

She was right.
If Violet could look inside Hylen where the cult headquarters was located, she could have already destroyed the cult.
But reality wasn't so convenient.
The reason she was trying again was because there was someone she wanted to see.

"You know, I felt this when the early Demon Kings left, but after seeing Libero go, I have a strange feeling."

"What does that have to do with the 15th one?"

"It's just my intuition. I've watched the Demon Kings before me leave. Somehow, I feel like she might be next."

Ael let out a mocking laugh.

"Staring at that crystal ball all day has turned you into a prophet. But there's no way that bat will die. The second-ranked warrior is on her side."

"No one thought Libero would fall to a disciple who used the same swordsmanship as him either."

Everyone had predicted that Libero wouldn't last long.
He had endured for a long time without any real purpose.
And the end of such Demon Kings was usually similar.

*Complete mental collapse followed by extermination by warriors.*

Everyone had expected Libero's end to be like that.
In fact, he had been on the verge of it.
But his death overturned all expectations.
He died with a smile on his face.

"That's true, but..."

Ael spoke with frustration.

"Honestly, I don't understand why they keep that willful one alive in the first place. If you think about it, there are plenty of spies in the cult besides her."

"..."

"And if anyone would leak our information, she's the most likely candidate, right? I think she was definitely behind what happened with the 71st Demon King."

That wasn't just Ael's opinion.
Most of the newer Demon Kings shared this thought.
From their perspective, there seemed no reason to keep the 15th Demon King alive.

Of course, there was a rule that Demon Kings shouldn't interfere with each other's affairs.
But now that the Demon King Council held authority above that rule, the only reason she hadn't faced sanctions was...

"Still, she's the only Demon King who can enter the Holy City Hylen. That alone makes her worth keeping alive."

Violet removed her hands from the crystal ball and wiped the cold sweat from her forehead with her sleeve.
This attempt had failed as well.
The powerful barrier around the Holy City Hylen was so strong that it was amazing any Demon King could enter at all.

"Anyway, what were we going to watch?"

She remembered that Ael had come to her room for a reason.
Ael's expression brightened.

"That house we saw last time! Let's see what happened!"

"You mean the house with the twin sisters?"

It was the house they had been most excitedly monitoring recently.
Violet changed the location shown in the crystal ball.
Looking at the scene that unfolded, she said:

"But is this right?"

"Honestly, even as a Demon King, I'm not sure."

Ch.79 - Joining The Table
*I can't believe she just asked me to kill her out of nowhere.*

I never intended to kill Libero in the first place.
I actually wanted to save him.
The situation back then just couldn't be helped.

*She's just satisfied with her own interpretation.*

If she wanted to save the Reim Kingdom, she should have done it with her own hands.
Instead, she dumped it on me and left.
Not understanding this, Freyja spouted such nonsense.
And worse...

*She doesn't even know what his true purpose was.*

When she asked me to kill her, I first asked her to tell me what her purpose was.
While users had already analyzed Freyja's character, nothing was known about her purpose.
And then I learned the reason.

"Purpose? I don't have anything like that. Can't you just kill me now?"

She never had a purpose to begin with.
Obviously, without knowing her purpose, there's no way she could die with a smile like Libero did.
Besides, I didn't come to kill her—I came because I needed her.

*I needed to switch to her team.*

It's not like I urgently need SP right now anyway.
And killing Freyja was something that required careful consideration.
Unlike the numerous Demon King's spies in the cult, she was the only cult spy on the Demon King's side.

*At least our conversation went well.*

I can't kill her right now.
So I gave her the task of finding something that could be called her purpose.
I also told her about myself, Yoo Seora, and several other students who might attempt a trade.

That wraps things up for now.
Now I just need to wait for the results of the trade.
With that thought, I set my plate down on the desk.

Mealtime, twice a day.
The food wasn't as good as Ms. Weiss's, but it was the next best thing.
It was the only healing time during my busy school life.

*Come to think of it, I can't make excuses for eating alone anymore.*

We'd already reached the point where I'd gotten somewhat close with the new people I'd met.

*Not that it bothers me much.*

I already have plenty of things to worry about.
I barely have enough time for archery practice.
So I wanted to be alone, at least while eating.

*And I could also plan my next steps...*

But today wasn't my day, it seemed.
A plate was casually placed in front of my seat.
I looked up to see who had put it there.

*Wilhelm?*

He was someone who, like me, always ate alone.
Yet for some reason, he came and sat in front of me.

*What's this about all of a sudden?*

After awkwardly taking a few spoonfuls while sitting across from me, he finally spoke.

"Thank you."

What?
I tried to recall anything I'd done that would make him thank me.
All I could remember was the barely-worth-mentioning counseling session we had before.

*And even then, he hurried off in the middle of it to save Yoo Seora.*

Still, that was the only thing that came to mind.
He wasn't the type to come find me and say thanks just for occasionally passing him water during archery class.

"Is this about that counseling session from before?"

Wilhelm nodded.
So that was it.
But...

"I hardly did anything though. I just said I'd look for the cause."

And I still haven't found that cause.
I only learned that it was related to the Chain God, and that he had performed some work related to it.
If anything, I ended up with more questions.

"Did you perhaps reconnect with your constellation?"

"No, that's not it."

I had hoped, but it was disappointing.
Then what could be the reason?

"I haven't been able to reconnect, but thinking about it, I don't think that bastard constellation would want me to be depressed either."

"And that's related to my counseling?"

"The effect of counseling is more powerful than I thought. Just sharing my concerns with someone else helped organize my thoughts."

I'm not sure if that's enough reason to thank me.
I just listened to him; he was the one who organized his thoughts.
If anything, I wanted to thank him.

*Thanks to him, I was able to save Yoo Seora.*

If Wilhelm hadn't requested counseling that day, would I have realized that his connection with the constellation had been cut off in time?
The probability was extremely low.
I saved Yoo Seora by the skin of my teeth.

So I should at least express my gratitude too.

"Actually, I also..."

Just then, someone placed a plate next to Wilhelm.
My words froze in my mouth.
It was Yoo Seora.

"It's the 2nd Division archery team."

She smiled brightly at Wilhelm and me.
Come to think of it, until recently, she had a stiff and cold impression, but she seemed to have brightened up a bit after that incident.
Well, it made sense since her biggest worry had been removed.

But that didn't make the suddenly close distance any less awkward.
Moreover, this was the first time she had joined for a meal.
I guess she felt comfortable joining since Wilhelm was already here.

"What were you about to say?"

"Nothing, it's nothing."

Yoo Seora tilted her head and looked at me.
I calmly put food in my mouth.

"Don't you two always eat separately? Don't you have friends?"

"Kugh...!"
"Of course not."

Unlike me, who choked, Wilhelm answered calmly.
I somewhat admired him for that.

"By the way, how about we eat together as 2nd Division members from now on?"

To be honest, I wanted to decline.
But I was wondering how to politely refuse when...

"I'll pass."

Wilhelm stood up.
He must have sat down after me, but his plate was already empty.

"I don't have enough time to train."

But you spend all day at the archery training ground...
Wilhelm was more of a manly man than I had imagined.
Yoo Seora, sitting next to him, was also staring blankly at his retreating figure.

*Should I... coolly refuse like that too?*

That's when Yoo Seora's lips moved.

"This is actually better."

Did I hear that wrong?
I thought I heard her say that, but I wasn't sure.

"What did you just say?"

"Huh? I didn't say anything."

She smiled at me.

"Well, since we can't help it, let's eat together, just the two of us."

This is still uncomfortable.
At the same time, I started to get a dangerous feeling.
As I felt my stomach turning and was about to get up...

Thud.

Someone placed a hand on my shoulder.
It was a small hand, but it had quite a bit of strength behind it.
For some reason, I felt a chill run down my spine.
The strange fear I'd been feeling since my sword match with Yoo Seora had arrived right beside me.

"Oh, you still have a lot of food left?"

I carefully turned my head to check who was standing next to me.

"Ms. Elsie?"

She was smiling, but somehow it didn't look like she was smiling.
Eventually, she put her food down next to me.
Seeing this, Yoo Seora's expression wasn't very good either.

*I'm screwed.*

If before I had a feeling that things might go wrong, now I was truly screwed.
The two who had become like enemies after the last mock battle had met.
I needed to escape as quickly as possible.

*Ugh...*

But Elsie's hand pressing down on my shoulder was stronger than I thought.
The strength from her player character status gave her thin arms a destructive power that contradicted their appearance.
When I finally gave up trying to stand, she immediately sat down next to me.

"May I join you?"

I might have considered refusing Yoo Seora.
But Elsie was different.
I quickly nodded in agreement.

"Of course."

My fate was sealed the moment I failed to escape.
Now the only option left was to finish eating as quickly as possible.
Just as I hurriedly put food in my mouth...

"No? This is our 2nd Division Team A gathering. Please move aside."

"Keck..."

I choked again.
Elsie's gaze, looking at me as if enjoying my discomfort, made my chest hurt even more.

"Right, Seong Yurang?"

I nodded for now.
Then Elsie tilted her head and asked:

"Oh? When did you two start speaking informally to each other?"

"We're on the same team, so it's natural."

"For people who seemed so awkward until the mock battle, that's surprising."

Elsie didn't seem to be here for the meal in the first place.
The energy flowing from her was the same madness I felt during the mock battle.
However, Yoo Seora, who had been overwhelmed by that energy before, wasn't backing down this time.

"Anyway, please move aside quickly."

"What are you saying? Aren't the teams changing today because of the trade event?"

"That's..."

I desperately tried to signal Yoo Seora with my eyes.
I had told her that I would somehow negotiate with Professor Freyja.
But bringing that up here would be problematic.

"Do you have something to say?"

"..."

Fortunately, Yoo Seora followed my cue.
Instead, she brought up a different topic.

"By the way, what's your relationship with Seong Yurang? You two seem to know each other."

Then Elsie looked at me and said:

"Why don't you answer that, Mr. Seong Yurang?"

No, I couldn't understand why Elsie was so fixated on me in the first place.
There were times when I suspected she might have figured out my identity, but that didn't seem to be the case.
So how should I answer?

"I'll be going now."

I had finished eating anyway.
I hurriedly got up from my seat.
Both Yoo Seora and Elsie looked visibly disappointed.

It was a necessary choice for survival.

*I hope the trade goes well...*

I had asked Freyja to send Elsie to another class if possible.
I figured that since Elsie had been performing well in the mock battles, many professors would want her.
And as I had felt before and just confirmed now:

*Yoo Seora and Elsie should never be put together.*

Later that afternoon.
After seeing the results of the trade, I rushed to Freyja's office.

"Why is Elsie still here?"

Freyja smiled as if it couldn't be helped and said:

"Ah, for some reason, everyone was reluctant to take her. They said she's hard to control?"

Ch.80 - Team Play (1)
"Team play."

Originally, it wasn't something I paid much attention to.
The situation didn't call for it, and I didn't particularly prefer it either.
But after essentially recruiting Yoo Seora as a teammate, things changed.

"I should give it some thought now."

At this point, I couldn't just push her away.
And even if I tried, I doubted Seora would quietly back down.

So I had no choice but to make the most of having accepted Seora.
That was also partly why I moved to Freyja's side.
From now on, I'd be able to employ tactics more to my liking.
That was the plan, but...

"Nothing is ever easy."

I looked around at the team members gathered for the tactical meeting.
Everyone was frozen like mice trapped in a cage of beasts.
The only exceptions were the two who qualified as the beasts.

"Wouldn't this work?"

A knight positioned in the center of enemy territory, a queen protecting the king from the rear line.
And other chess pieces surrounding them.
This was the formation Elsie had created on the tactical board.

"So who's the knight?"

To Seora's question, Elsie replied with a smile.

"You, of course. The ace we brought in from Swordsmanship Class 2, right?"

The current situation was clearly not good.
This was exactly why I had tried to send Elsie to a different professor.
But that ultimately failed, and even sending her to another team within Group 4 failed due to Elsie's stubbornness.

"What are you saying? Didn't you beat me? You should be the one taking the lead."

"No, shouldn't the queen protecting the king be stronger than the knight?"

Elsie was definitely strong.
I could clearly imagine how much Gwen Ridwald must have struggled mentoring her for over a year.

"I should apologize to her when we meet again."

But Seora absolutely refused to yield to Elsie.
Though that wasn't necessarily a good thing.

"But my loss was already two weeks ago. If we fought again, I bet I could win."

"Someone who couldn't even land a proper attack before losing couldn't have gotten that much stronger in just two weeks."

"If you don't believe me, I'm fine with settling this right now."

No, that's not fine.
Until now I'd been quiet out of fear, but I needed to stop this.

"Seora, that's enough. Are you trying to destroy your Relic?"

I didn't mention it, but along with the Relic, the entire surrounding area would be destroyed too.
Of course, I believed Seora wasn't entirely serious, but I had to intervene just in case.

"Seong Yurang? Are you taking her side now?"

No, I'm just scared to stop you.
That thought rose to my throat, but I managed to swallow it back down.

"That's not it..."

"Then why don't you decide for us? I heard in tactics class that in many parties, the archer has a certain level of command authority."

"That sounds like a pretty good idea."

For once, the two agreed on something.
There was an issue with their agreement, but...
No, thinking about it, there wasn't really a problem.

"Either way, they're acknowledging my command authority."

I had already received some recognition of my authority from Freyja.
But whether other team members would follow that authority was a separate issue.
In a way, these two powerful individuals had resolved that problem.

"Is this actually beneficial?"

I examined the tactical board Elsie had roughly set up.
The most powerful queen protecting the king.
Other chess pieces scattered around, and a knight roaming enemy territory.

"A fairly standard tactic."

Come to think of it, the tactics of the previous 4-B team that Elsie belonged to also had this kind of orthodox formation.
Elsie had probably been in charge of tactics since then.
But the composition of 4-B at that time was too unbalanced for such standard tactics.

"It's the same now."

So we couldn't use such orthodox tactics.
That meant it didn't really matter which of Elsie or Seora was stronger.
They both used swords, but their natures were completely different.

"Seora has powerful single strikes, but that's her limit. Elsie lacks power but has good combat endurance."

Based on this, there was one optimal conclusion.
I reached for the tactical board and began moving the chess pieces.

"It's a bit risky, but..."

Theoretically, this should work.

***

A while later, it was time for 4-B team's first mock battle after the trade.
Their opponents were the 3-A team led by Professor Huff.
And 4-B's support mage, Rian, didn't look too happy.

"Is this really right?"

The smirking face of Seong Yurang flashed through his mind—the guy who had been pressured into presenting tactics by those two women.
And those tactics were unlike anything he'd seen in class or anywhere else.

"Normally, support mages should always be paired with attack mages..."

For some reason, Seong Yurang had instructed him to follow two swordsmen.
Well, he could have accepted that much somehow.
But the problem was those two particular swordsmen.

"Is it really right to put those two together?"

The two women walking in front of him.
Yoo Seora and Elsie.
Even after entering the mock battle, they were still arguing over every little thing.

"With them looking like that, there's no way they'll work well together."

As he was clutching his head, the two turned around and said:

"Oh? You've fallen behind again?"
"If you keep lagging like that, you'll die?"

No, teamwork wasn't the issue after all.

"That bastard Seong Yurang."

***

"No matter how I think about it, this doesn't seem right..."

Meanwhile, the same sentiment was being expressed by the party consisting of two swordsmen and one spearman.
Theoretically, a party composed of two swordsmen and one spearman was quite balanced.
But the problem was that this arrangement left no guards at all for the mages.

"That guy's archery skills are just average. Does he think he can win without an attack mage?"

All that would be left with the attack mage was just that archer, Seong Yurang.
Without close-range defense, they'd be finished the moment their position was exposed.

At that moment, one of them spoke in a light tone:

"Who cares? Our team is just a dumping ground anyway. A perfect combination was impossible from the start."

"That's true. Even this Yoo Seora they brought in as an 'ace' is basically just Class B's leftovers."

"And Seong Yurang was probably just thrown in as an extra."

As they were chatting and laughing, they noticed birds suddenly taking flight in the distance.

"Looks like they've already started fighting over there."

It was the direction where Seora, Elsie, and Rian's party had headed.

"Come to think of it, Rian is the most pitiful one. Stuck with those two aggressive women..."

Suddenly his words were cut off.
His mouth was clearly moving, but no sound could be heard.

"Wait, what's..."

Their conversation was drowned out by an enormous explosive sound.
When the reverberations finally subsided and they could hear again, they couldn't continue their conversation.

In the distance, on the opposite side of the battlefield.
About half of the forest that had been intact was now swept away.
And it had happened in an instant.

"Was there someone like that in Class 3?"

Even among the elites led by Professor Sigrid, no one had demonstrated such destructive power.
Or was it someone who had newly joined Group 3 through the trade?
As they were speculating, Seong Yurang's voice echoed:

("Good. The 'Tank' team has eliminated the enemy's mage party.")

"Tank" was the nickname Seong Yurang had given to the Seora, Elsie, and Rian combination.
They didn't know what it meant, but at the time they had thought the name was ridiculous.
But now their thoughts had changed.

"That tank is insanely powerful...?"

***

"What the hell...!"

Professor Huff, who witnessed the catastrophe, jumped up in surprise.
Freyja said to him:

"Didn't you criticize me for using undignified language before?"

"...I misspoke."

Huff sat back down.
It was unlike him to get excited, but what he'd just seen was impossible not to react to.
He asked Freyja:

"As much as I hate to admit it, isn't this the first time we've seen such power since that student you taught?"

"Well, yes."

"Then did you know about this when you selected him during the entrance exam?"

Freyja shook her head.

"No, I just thought he'd be interesting back then."

"Then that was..."

"Who knows? Only he would know, I guess."

Huff gritted his teeth at Freyja's noncommittal answer.
But he couldn't show his frustration.
He began to coolly analyze the battlefield situation again.

"It seems that attack was a one-time thing at most."

With the 2-star Relic already broken, another attack of the same power would be impossible.
And Elsie, who was with them, also appeared to have depleted her stamina from rampaging on her own during their approach.

"So what's left is 2 swordsmen, 1 spearman, 1 archer, and 1 attack mage?"

He had already confirmed that the support mage was with Seora's group.
That meant the attack mage definitely didn't have a support mage with them.
Perhaps the match wasn't decided yet.

Just then, a piece of information reached him:

("Professor, we've discovered another enemy party. It consists of 2 swordsmen and 1 spearman.")

At that moment, Huff sensed that the advantage might still be his.

Apart from Seora and Elsie, all of Freyja's swordsmen were below standard.
Moreover, the fact that they were all gathered in one place meant that there was probably only an archer with the attack mage.
Therefore, he ordered:

("Ignore them and find the mage first!")

***

"Good. The 'Tank' team has eliminated the enemy's mage party."

Looking at the explosion in the distance, he muttered to himself.
Bell, the attack mage of 4-B team, anxiously asked him:

"Are we really going to be okay?"

Even if Seora had indeed eliminated the enemy's mage party, that didn't guarantee victory.
The remaining two swordsmen and one spearman weren't reliable.
Plus, she was now separated with just Seong Yurang, without any proper guards.

"We're doomed, absolutely doomed..."

When she was positioned alone with Seong Yurang, she remembered the looks that Seora and Elsie had given her.
Those looks were clearly ones of sympathy.
And now she was acutely aware of what those looks meant.

"Yes, we'll be fine."

Seong Yurang answered calmly.
She should have made it clear when he had commented that she could only use Fireball.
That Fireball wasn't the kind of high-powered magic he seemed to think it was.
Or should she tell him even now?

"That would be better, right?"

She gathered her courage and spoke:

"Um, I don't think you've properly seen my Fireball before. Fireball isn't really that..."

"No, I've pretty much figured out what kind of magic it is. I brought you along considering that, so don't worry."

"What?"

His eyes had changed in an instant.
It was a look she had never seen before, even during all the mock battles they'd had together in 2-A team.
He quietly said to her:

"Try to set your worries aside and focus on casting."

Ch.81 - Team Play (2)
To be honest, putting Yoo Seora and Elsie together was quite a gamble.

They were always fighting at the drop of a hat, so there was no guarantee they wouldn't fight during the mock battle.

However, looking at their combat abilities alone, I thought they would complement each other well.

*They can compensate for each other's weaknesses.*

Elsie has excellent stamina and mental fortitude, giving her good combat endurance.
She's mastered the Ridwald family's swordsmanship to a high level, and her stats aren't bad either, so she could defeat most ordinary swordsmen.
However, without the Sword of the Royal Family in her possession, her power was still lacking.

Yoo Seora was perfect for compensating for Elsie's lack of power.
Unlike Elsie, Yoo Seora had powerful strikes, but her durability was like a glass cannon.
And Elsie could perform the role of transporting that glass cannon to its destination.

Finally, what completed this combination was a support mage.
Normally, they would be attached to attack mages who serve as the team's artillery, but with Yoo Seora as a mobile instant artillery, there was no need to stick with an attack mage.
His role was to support Elsie, strengthening the combination, and creating favorable conditions for Yoo Seora to launch her attacks.

I nicknamed the three of them "Tank."
Of course, I had some doubts about whether it would actually work, but the first trial seemed successful.
However, if there was a problem...

*There's only one actual shell.*

Still, they fulfilled the important role of annihilating the enemy mage line.
The rest of the enemies would be dealt with by our side.

*It would be nice if the three idiots could hold off one or two enemies...*

I didn't expect that much.
Somehow, it would be better if I and these two one-trick fireball mages handled it.
That's why I brought this mage from Team 2-A in the first place.

*I think we'll have good combat synergy.*

Just then, I saw the enemies approaching our position.
The ones near the three idiots were also heading straight for us.
Well, with archers and mages left unprotected, that was to be expected.

Strictly speaking, our position hadn't been discovered yet.
But it was only a matter of time before we were found if we stayed here.
It was impossible to flee with a mage whose physical stats weren't high.

*I never intended to run anyway.*

That's why I had taken a position on high ground with some cover from the beginning.
From the start, I planned to respond to the enemy's formation from here with the mage.

"Try not to worry and focus on casting."

I'll handle the basic response.
I nocked an arrow to my bowstring.

*Overload.*

Black energy began to swirl around the arrow.
It was weaker compared to Yoo Seora's, but this was enough for pinpoint killing.

*Power of Wind.*

The Power of Wind accelerates projectiles like arrows while increasing accuracy.
The arrow, imbued with these two powers, flew.

It was an undoubted hit.
An enemy swordsman collapsed and disappeared as the arrow struck him.
Of course, the enemies would have figured out our position now, but that didn't matter.

*If we're going to be discovered anyway, it's better to take one down first.*

Now the real battle begins.

"Bell, whenever your casting is complete, fire a fireball at enemies with thick armor or shields."

What I needed wasn't a mage capable of mass destruction.
Yoo Seora was already performing that role, almost like an upgraded version.
Instead, I needed a mage who could flexibly check opponents with defense strong enough to resist my arrows.

Whoosh.

And fireball was quite suitable for that purpose.
The enemy tank hit by the fireball began to burn.
The rest could be handled with my arrows.

"This is actually..."

Bell, the one-trick fireball mage, seemed to fully understand my strategy.
Just as she was about to say "not bad," an arrow whizzed past her.

"Eek!"

An enemy archer was still alive.
But I had a countermeasure.
I just hadn't explained it to her thoroughly.

"Stay as close to me as possible!"

I had deflected that arrow just now.
For Bell's protection, she needed to be within the range of my Power of Wind.
However, the problem with that was...

*I can't use the Power of Wind for sniping.*

With reduced accuracy and penetration, I couldn't properly hit enemies at a distance.
But...

*It doesn't matter much if they get close.*

While a few of my arrows missed, the remaining two enemies had approached quite close.
One spearman and one swordsman.
Neither wore heavy armor, so they could easily dodge slow fireballs.
So I had to be the one to take them down.

*The spearman first.*

I could handle a swordsman in close combat.
But that wasn't the case with a spearman.
Therefore, the spearman was the priority.

*Overload.*

After several misses, an arrow finally pierced his chest.
That took care of the spearman.
Now only the swordsman remained.

"This is the end!"

He had already approached very close.
I quickly nocked an arrow with movements that had become familiar over the months.
Then I drew the bowstring.

This was my real specialty as an archer.
An opponent approaching rapidly with quick steps to prevent me from aiming properly.
He probably intended to swing his sword with his next step.
But it was useless against me.

*I can see all your movements.*

I didn't originally have good dynamic vision.
But there's something called muscle memory.
Since I began mimicking Libero's swordsmanship using the Power of Wind, I could somewhat see sword movements.
So no matter how close the enemy got...

"Argh!"

I could hit them.
An arrow shot at point-blank range.
Its power was sufficient.

The enemy swordsman died and disappeared.
At the same time, Bell, who had been looking for the archer, shouted:

"I found the archer's position!"

Bell pointed to some distant location.
But taking down the remaining archer wasn't my role.
Just as I was about to inform my scattered teammates of the archer's position...

A surrender signal came from the enemy archer.

***

"Point-blank shooting?"

Lyutmila, the temporary archery professor who had been watching, widened her eyes.
Kyle, the archery instructor beside her, asked:

"That was certainly impressive, but enough to surprise you?"

Lyutmila was a high-ranking warrior who had been active until recently.
Because of that, she was rarely impressed by the archery skills of candidates.
Until now, at most, there was only Wilhelm with his monstrous accuracy.

Yet she was moved.
She nodded and said:

"That guy just now, he read the enemy swordsman's movements perfectly. Even another swordsman would have had difficulty reading them."

Most archers fight at a distance from their opponents.
A one-sided situation where the opponent's attacks can't reach, but they can attack.
There was no reason to give that up.

Of course, that was the orthodox and correct tactic.
That's why it made no sense for an archer to escort a mage alone.
It was impossible to maintain distance from enemies while escorting a mage.

But that didn't apply to candidate Seong Yurang.
Unlike typical archers who were accustomed to fighting at a distance and had difficulty hitting fast-moving targets at close range, he was different.
He didn't panic at point-blank range and read the opponent's movements to plant an arrow.

"This is..."

At that moment, Sigrid, the instructor of Swordsmanship Class 1 who was also observing the mock battle between the two teams, said:

"It was a planned strategy from beginning to end. Impressive."

That was the same thing Lyutmila was about to say.
Two unorthodox swordsmen, one archer, and one mage meshed like clockwork gears to achieve a thorough victory.
It wasn't orthodox, but it was a flawless strategy.

"Was this your strategy, Freyja?"

Freyja shook her head.

"You know I have no talent for tactics."

"Then there must be a candidate among them who came up with this strategy."

Sigrid gazed at the surviving candidates of Team 4-B.

***

"No, what on earth did you do in the rear?"

Lian, the support mage, asked Seong Yurang and Bell.
The three idiots, who had been in despair throughout the mock battle, could only watch the situation blankly.
From their perspective, both the front and rear lines had done something unbelievable.

"I only took down one person wearing armor. The rest..."

She looked at Seong Yurang.
He scratched his head awkwardly.
Seeing this, Yoo Seora said:

"You finally..."

In that moment, Seong Yurang's gaze changed.
Yoo Seora immediately fell silent.
After silencing Yoo Seora and instantly returning to his usual gentle gaze, Seong Yurang calmly said:

"Thanks to Bell taking care of enemies my arrows couldn't penetrate, I was able to easily catch the rest."

This mock battle wasn't the end.
There were several more matches ahead.
And through those matches, individual rankings for the candidates would be determined.

"Now that we know we can do it from this match..."

It wasn't impossible to overturn the rankings set in the first semester during the second semester, but there was no reason to choose the difficult path.
Especially for Elsie, who lacked power until she obtained the Sword of the Royal Family, and for Yoo Seora, whose Relic would become her strength, achieving good results was important.

"Let's do well from now on."

Ch.82 - The End Of Lies (1)
The next mock battle was against Team 2-B, led by Setia.
Since we had almost completely changed Team 2-A's members, Team 2-B's composition hadn't changed much.
Again, Wilhelm was the notable candidate.

Unlike last time when I couldn't do anything because of Wilhelm's interference, this time was completely different.
The "tank" could ignore Wilhelm's long-range attacks thanks to the support mage's Magic Shield.
And as for the mages, I stuck right beside them using my wind power, making it impossible for him to interfere.

Naturally, the result was our victory.

"But it seems the enemies had analyzed our tactical characteristics and prepared accordingly."

I pointed to the chess pieces placed on the tactical board to review today's battle.
Based on the previous mock battle where the two clustered mages were wiped out by Yoo Seora's attack and the rest lost to the defensive battle by me and Ms. Bell, they had devised their own strategy.
They spread their personnel out to avoid being wiped out by Yoo Seora in one go.

However, that wasn't a good choice.
Even without Yoo Seora, Elsie alone could pick off enemies scattered like that.
Wilhelm did manage to take down three idiots with his god-like archery, but that wasn't a significant loss to our forces.

"Damn, we want protection from archers too."

To their grumbling, I explained:

"Ordinary swordsmen and spearmen don't get protection from archers. They constantly check the enemy archer's position and move using cover."

"But those two women..."

"Or you could try developing one-on-one skills like Ms. Elsie, or one-against-many abilities like Ms. Yoo Seora."

That silenced them.
Of course, they must be the most frustrated.
I understood that.

*I wasn't as strong as Ms. Elsie or Ms. Yoo Seora either.*

I understand how they feel.
But I couldn't expect them to grow like I did.
Looking back, my growth process was absurd.
So the best advice I could give them was just the basics.

"You three should practice coordinating with each other. That alone will make you a decent force."

Calling them the "three idiots" is half in jest.
Despite their foolishness, they had enough strength to enter the Hero Academy.
They were born with much better bodies than mine.

"Of course, the next mock battle is against Team 1-A. I don't expect you to win against their elites. But if you can at least coordinate minimally..."

I moved my hand across the tactical board.

***

"Certainly..."
"We could probably manage this much, couldn't we?"

They seemed to accept my strategy.
What matters now is whether they can coordinate well enough to execute it.
Still, there was plenty of time left until the next mock battle.

*I can only hope these guys will definitely coordinate by then.*

Our current combination of "tank" and "two-person battery" wasn't bad.
But that alone didn't guarantee victory against the elite Team 1-A.
No, we were much more likely to lose.

*Team 1-A has been undefeated so far.*

Team 1-A is an elite team composed of outstanding candidates.
This had been a tradition since Sigrid became a professor.
To beat them...

*I'll have to borrow the hands of the three idiots.*

And if my prediction was correct, they would definitely have roles to play.

*The mock battle against Team 1-A...*

It could be considered the most important mock battle.
Points weren't just awarded based on wins and losses, but also according to who you defeated.
Perhaps through this mock battle, we could raise Yoo Seora's ranking to the top tier and Elsie's to the upper tier.

"But how is Seong Yurang so skilled at tactics?"

It was a sudden question from the mage, Ms. Bell.

"What? What do you mean?"

I had never thought about it.
That my tactics were skilled.

"How should I put it... Sometimes meticulous, sometimes bold—it feels extremely proficient."

I looked around at the other team members.
I saw Yoo Seora quietly nodding.
The others seemed to agree as well.

*Me, skilled at tactics?*

The reason I had never thought so was clear.
I had often made poor judgments while traveling alone.
Starting with the wolves at the very beginning, the incident with the 71st Demon King, and most recently, failing to rescue Libero.
The thought that I could have made better judgments always lingered in my mind.

*But...*

Now I was making bold tactical decisions.
It was somewhat different from my usual cautious self.
And the reason this was possible was clear.

*Is it because the mock battle space isn't reality?*

At some point, I had started approaching mock battles with a gaming mindset.
The nature of mock battles was similar to the team battle games that Seong Yurang used to enjoy, so it was natural to feel that way.
That was the difference between me and the other candidates.

*While it's certainly an advantage...*

I questioned whether I could maintain this advantage outside of mock battles.
After all, I could make bold and cold judgments because it was just a mock battle.
In reality, where failure directly affects teammates' lives... honestly, I didn't want to make such bold decisions.

*That's why...*

I've always acted alone.

***

After the review of today's mock battle and the meeting for the next one, I was left alone in the conference room.
Yes, this was what I was used to—more than teamwork.

*Strictly speaking, I'm not alone even now.*

I spoke quietly.

"Elsie, how long are you going to hide?"

Then, from a dark corner of the conference room, Elsie revealed herself.
She must have been hiding using optical camouflage.
But she was hiding too close and was detected by my wind power.

"How did you notice?"

There was no reason not to tell her.
It was an ability I hadn't revealed to Elsie even when I was Allen.
Telling her wouldn't affect her discovering my identity.

"You know that ability I have that makes arrows miss? I detected you with that."

"Is that ability some kind of all-purpose tool?"

Considering it could also accelerate swords, it did seem close to all-purpose.
But that wasn't the important thing.

"So, why are you following me around?"

For the past few months, she had been tailing me whenever possible, hiding with optical camouflage.
Until now, I had tried to ignore her, but I felt I couldn't leave it alone anymore.
It was time for some conversation with her.

*I need to make it clear that I'm not Allen.*

I trusted Gwen Ridwald, which is why I revealed my identity to her.
I was forced to tell Yoo Seora that I could use swordsmanship, but through our subsequent deal, I made sure she would keep it secret.
But as for Elsie...

*I can't tell her.*

It's not a matter of trust in Elsie.
I don't want her involved in what I'm planning to do.
If she discovered my identity, it was obvious she would try to follow me.

"Answer me. Why are you following me?"

But Elsie didn't answer.
She just stared at me with her eyes.
That cold gaze, so unlike her, suddenly made me afraid.

"If there's no reason, would you please stop following me?"

I turned my body.
I took a step to flee from there.
That's when it happened.

"Ugh...!"

Something touched my back.
And pressure was applied to my waist.
I didn't need to look back.

"Ms. Elsie?"

She was hugging me from behind.
I was flustered and tried to break free from her arms, but her strength stat had already surpassed mine.

"Um, why are you—"

"It really is you."

"What?"

I felt something warm against my back.
Judging by the sensation, it was her face.

"This scent... I was right."

"What are you—"

Then, a small, restrained but clearly anguished sound escaped from her throat.
It was painful just to hear.

"Please stop!"

I couldn't run away from that cry anymore.
I gave up trying to break free from her arms and let my arms fall limply.
It was a kind of surrender signal.

I had no choice but to say:

"Yes, it's me."

At the same time, I heard what sounded like sobbing from behind me.
And I felt my back getting wetter.
I had sensed it little by little before, and I had expected this moment would come someday.
But...

*It was faster than I thought.*

Originally, I had planned to deceive her until graduation.
But she figured out my identity much faster than expected.
And...

Even though I hadn't deceived her for that long... the guilt was not small.
It hurt more than I had thought.
Even though I knew it was a lie for her sake, her tears soaking my back pained me.

"Why... did you have to deceive even me?"

Perhaps a bit early, but it seemed the time had come to explain to her why I had to deceive her.
It would have been better if she had remained deceived, but it wasn't too late.
I had to explain my circumstances and persuade her.
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In the dark meeting room.
It was hard to breathe with Elsie hugging me tightly from behind.
Nevertheless, I had to explain to her.
The reason why I had to hide my identity from her.

"There were too many restrictions when acting as myself rather than Seong Yurang. That's why I needed another identity."

'Allen Plake' is now a high-ranking warrior who has defeated three Demon Kings.
Elsie would know that too.
The emergence of a new high-ranking warrior was a significant event.

"So can you understand? Elsie."

"I already guessed that much from the beginning. But that's not what I'm asking about."

Her embrace tightened even more.
My ribs were starting to struggle. Was this some kind of death threat?

"If not that, then what..."

"I just asked you a moment ago, but you don't remember? Then I'll ask again. Why did you have to deceive even me?"

"Well, I'm sorry, but I wanted my disguise to be perfect—ack!"

Now I was certain.
This was indeed a death threat.
This girl was planning to kill me if I spouted any more nonsense.

"Elsie? What exactly is the problem..."

"Yoo Seora. You showed her your swordsmanship, didn't you? Why was it okay for her but not for me?"

Elsie seemed to have figured out something about my relationship with Seora.
Well, considering she had been following me around recently, it made sense.
She might not have witnessed us becoming companions directly, but she could have inferred it from our conversations.

"I had no choice. It was the only way to save Seora."

At that, Elsie loosened her grip a little.
At least I could breathe more easily now.

"That's just like you to say that. Since I've also received your help, I'll forgive you that much."

"Then this is..."

"But I can't help feeling pissed off."

Suddenly my body was lifted.
As if using the power of wind, my body rose effortlessly.
Come to think of it, lifting and throwing an adult man was nothing to the current Elsie.

But it was definitely a problem for me.

"Wait—"

Before I could stop her, I was thrown upside down.
At this rate, I'd land headfirst on the ground.
Desperate to survive, I activated the power of wind.

Wind swirled around my body, and I managed to change my position in mid-air.
And... I landed quite stably.
When I looked up, Elsie was glaring at me as if she wanted to kill me.

*Maybe I should have deliberately tumbled a few times?*

That regret came too late.
Fortunately, Elsie seemed to give up, sighing and shaking her head.

"That ability really is all-purpose. Are you some kind of wind god?"

It is indeed that person's power.
But this wasn't the time to admit it.

"Look, Elsie? I'm sorry."

"You apologize so quickly."

"I may not have expressed it, but I've always been sorry to you."

Especially when I shot an arrow at her head during the mock battle.
I had been meaning to apologize for that someday.

"But do you think a simple apology is enough?"

Of course not.
I was already on my knees before her, but apparently that wasn't enough.
I said to her:

"I'll do anything. Just tell me."

...I regretted my words the moment they left my mouth.
But it was too late to take them back.

"Anything?"

I had no choice but to nod.
Finally, Elsie smiled.
The problem was that it was a somewhat creepy smile.

"Then, how about speaking casually with me? I didn't realize before, but now that we've met again, we seem to be about the same age..."

In reality, Elsie and I were only a year apart.
She had been malnourished and quite thin back then, but Gwen must have taken good care of her nutrition because she now had a fairly solid build.

"Above all, it feels strange that you speak casually with Yoo Seora but use formal speech with me."

Yeah, that could be annoying.
I could completely understand that.
It was also something I could easily do.

"Alright. Let's speak casually from now on."

In the worst case, I had imagined being beaten to death by Elsie.
Speaking casually was something I could definitely do.

"That's good... I mean, that's good... this feels awkward."

But the person who had suggested speaking casually was the one feeling awkward.
Of course, Seora, who had immediately spoken casually with me, was the unusual one.

"Since it's awkward, I'll maintain formal speech for now. That's not the important part anyway."

That's not the important part?
I couldn't guess what wish she was going to make.
Whatever it was, I'd have to grant it.

"So we're companions now, right?"

But... this was something I needed to think about.
More precisely, it depended on what she meant by "companions."
I asked her as carefully as possible.

"What exactly do you mean by companions, Elsie?"

"I mean the relationship between you and Yoo Seora. Or are you two lovers rather than companions?"

And the meaning of companion that Elsie mentioned was exactly what I was concerned about.
This was one wish I couldn't grant.

"I'm sorry, Elsie, but being companions isn't as simple as you think."

It was a concern I had even when accepting Seora as my first companion.
Becoming a companion meant she would share in my dangers as well.
And the dangers I carried were by no means small.

"But you accepted Yoo Seora as a companion. Why not me?"

"For the same reason I showed her my swordsmanship. I had no choice to save her."

She possessed an ability that made it difficult for her to survive alone.
It was an ability that required someone to look after her, and I volunteered to be that someone.
But Elsie's case was different.

"But Elsie, you..."

"If becoming companions isn't simple, what's the problem?"

"You don't know how dangerous the path ahead of me is."

In a way, it was all because of me, 'Allen Plake.'
I had killed three Demon Kings and declared my next destination as the Reim Kingdom during my conversation with Libero.
Moreover, with the death of the 71st Demon King, the Demon King's forces were now concentrated on the Reim Kingdom, where the 72nd Demon King resided.
The Reim Kingdom in this cycle would likely be too dangerous for Elsie to handle.

"It's for your own good, Elsie. I don't want to drag you into that danger."

Originally, I had planned to spread rumors that Allen Plake was elsewhere and resolve everything in the Reim Kingdom as Seong Yurang.
But now that was impossible.
The only option left was to persuade Elsie.

"I'm not strong enough to guarantee your life in that danger. So..."

But Elsie wasn't easily persuaded.

"Don't talk nonsense. I'm not the same person I was two years ago. I no longer need your protection."

Of course, I had no intention of backing down either.
I declared:

"No, you're still weak."

No matter how high Elsie's talent stats were compared to her relatively low initial stats, no matter that she had learned the Ridwald family's swordsmanship that even Libero had highly praised from Gwen...
Compared to the danger lurking in the Reim Kingdom now, she was still weak.

But Elsie paid no attention to my declaration.

"How can you be so sure?"

She drew a sword from her inventory.
It was Breeze Bringer, the Relic that Gwen had given her.
She wasn't about to attack me right now, but the atmosphere had become quite tense.

"Unless you prove it by facing me directly, I won't accept it."

It seemed there was no other choice.
For some reason, Elsie showed no signs of backing down.
If that was the case, the only option was to show her directly, as she suggested.

"Well, this place isn't suitable..."

If we caused a disturbance here, there might be witnesses.
Facilities could also be damaged.
But there was a place I had used before for something like this.

"Let's go to the Ordeal. We can clash freely there."

***

The school at night after sunset.
For some reason, I felt déjà vu.
Though everything was the opposite of last time.

First, unlike before, we were now on our way to make a bet, not returning from one.
And the one who proposed the bet was not me but the other party.
But the biggest difference was...

*This time, that opponent is Elsie.*
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Allen and I were moving toward the Ordeal, our bodies concealed by the effect of Dark Night.
For the record, to avoid repeating my previous mistake, I had suggested from the start that Elsie hold onto my sleeve.
Though in the current atmosphere, even that was quite awkward.

Elsie was the one who first broke the uncomfortable silence.
Even though we were moving stealthily, there wasn't anyone particularly visible around us, so speaking quietly was fine.

"First the all-purpose wind ability, and now a dagger with stealth effects... aren't you totally carried by your items?"

I couldn't deny it.
I was compensating for my lacking physical stats almost entirely with items.
Not to mention the Awakening Pills and, though I didn't have it now, the Gravitus Replicant.
But still...

"Items are part of skill too, you know?"

"Well, that's true... but it's a bit unsightly."

"Don't worry, I won't use those items."

"So you can claim afterward that you weren't going all out?"

No, that's not it.

"I can win without those items just fine."

Truthfully, considering the stat difference between Elsie and me, it would be a bit tight.
But as Libero said, "swordsmanship" was born to overcome differences in power from the beginning.
And my swordsmanship had reached a level sufficient to overcome the gap with Elsie.

"You're overflowing with confidence. But I want to see you go all out."

"I'll think about it after seeing how you do."

While we were bickering like this, we finally arrived at the Ordeal.
I looked down at the mist-covered lake with Elsie for a moment.

"You know, Elsie, I have rather unpleasant memories every time I see this lake."

"That's surprising. I feel the same way."

"You went to the Ordeal in Basil?"

"Yes, though it was basically Gwen throwing me into the lake."

The Ordeal in Basil was the Ordeal of the God of Regret.
I could guess what memories Elsie had seen there.

*The scene of the kingdom falling that day.*

If that was the case, I could somewhat understand why Elsie was being so stubborn.
But understanding didn't mean I would back down.
The current kingdom was beyond what Elsie, who had built up her strength solely for the kingdom's revenge, could handle.

*I'll have to make her realize that directly.*

This was something she had requested, not me.
If words wouldn't get through, I had no choice but to show her directly.
Elsie and I stepped into the lake almost simultaneously.

My consciousness faded instantly.
I made a request to the god.

*I'd like the same conditions as last time.*

At the same time, I had some hope.
Perhaps the God of Chains had returned?
But there seemed to be no such news.

*I guess not.*

For now, I needed to focus on the task at hand.
The space of the Ordeal unfolded before me.
Elsie was standing in the middle of it.

"By the way, how can a student use the Ordeal freely?"

"Because I made a contract with the god. Unlike usual, this space can't be observed from the outside."

The Ordeal at the Hero Academy had been modified through a contract with the Magic Tower so that professors and observing students from outside could look in.
However, because I had made a contract with the god, I could temporarily exclude that function.

"Wow, you say that so casually. Is this god that annoying one?"

By annoying god, she probably meant the God of Regret.

"No, it's a different god. The god here is much more reasonable compared to that one."

Though I couldn't know their true intentions.

"Then... does that mean I can call you Allen here?"

Come to think of it, even after figuring out my identity, Elsie had been calling me "you" and such.

*Was that her own way of being considerate?*

I nodded.
In this space, it didn't matter if she called me that.

"Should I call you Ersiara then?"

"No, I prefer Elsie."

Fair enough, I felt the same way.

"Well then, Allen. Are you ready?"

She took out her sword, Breeze Bringer, from her inventory.
I too had no choice but to take out a sword.
It wasn't much compared to the Gravitus Replicant I had left with the god, but it was a decent ordinary sword with a fairly good make.

*At least it won't break against Elsie's attacks.*

I raised my sword.
It was time to settle this.

Though it was a reunion I hadn't wanted according to my plan, I was still glad to see Elsie again.
Even the trivial conversations we had on our way here.
No, simply being with Elsie made me somewhat happy, reminding me of memories from Basilium.

But now it was time to return to being Seong Yurang.
Because that was for Elsie's sake.

The next moment.
Sword clashed against sword.
I could definitely feel that I was at a disadvantage to Elsie in terms of strength.
But it wasn't a major problem.
I just had to naturally deflect Elsie's sword.

"I heard from Gwen. Your swordsmanship back then was decent, but seemed to have hit some kind of limit."

The exchanges didn't connect rapidly.
After our swords clashed, she quickly pulled back to assess me.
She was being cautious, unlike her usual self.

"But... looking at you now, that doesn't seem to be the case anymore."

Back then, my swordsmanship rank was only B+ at best.
But now I had reached S-, having surpassed that limit several times over.
It wasn't just beyond limits—it was more accurate to say I had broken through the impossible.

"I can hardly even call your current swordsmanship that of the Ridwald family anymore."

That's right.
The swordsmanship I was using now was a form where I had patched Libero's partially lost swordsmanship—lost when the memories of the second Ordeal disappeared—with the Ridwald family's techniques.
It would be difficult to call this the Ridwald family's swordsmanship.

*By the way...*

Elsie quickly clashed her sword against mine.
Unlike before when she would pull back, she immediately followed up with the next strike.

*Is this the real start now?*

Elsie's rapid succession of strikes.
Her current swordsmanship rank had reached A.
Rank A was a level I hadn't reached even in the cheating environment of Libero's guidance, the Premature Growth trait, and the God of Regret's blessing.

"You've worked hard, Elsie."

Honestly, even when I sent Elsie to Gwen, I hadn't thought she could grow this much in such a short time.
But the current Elsie wouldn't have been out of place in Swordsmanship Class 1, clearly among the top ranks in the swordsmanship division.

"Yes, because I desperately wanted to become your companion."

What was with this obsession about being a companion?
As I continued to block, her sword became faster and faster.

*She's definitely fast.*

It was a speed that would have made even Yoo Seora feel pressured.
It was the result of Elsie's already outstanding agility combined with the Ridwald family's swordsmanship.

*The Ridwald family's swordsmanship itself is excellent. It's not flawless, but it cleverly emphasizes its unique strengths.*

That was what Libero had said about the Ridwald family's swordsmanship.
Since ancient times, the warriors of the Ridwald family could wield the powerful Sword of Roses, but only for an extremely short period.
Therefore, their swordsmanship had evolved to deliver more attacks in a short time.

*At this rate...*

It seemed difficult to block with just basic forms.
Then I would need to draw out a bit more power.

*Power of the Wind.*

Wind began to swirl around my sword.
With this, I could somewhat imitate Libero's swordsmanship that transcended space and time.
From that moment, I gradually began to match Elsie's speed.

"Is this also that wind ability? Isn't it too versatile?"

I think so too.
I don't know how much training it took to reach this level of proficiency, but...

*It's about time to end this.*

As the acceleration continued, the swordsmanship finally entered the realm of time.
Elsie's swordsmanship began to slow down, while my sword moved quickly in that slowed time.
However, I couldn't help but be surprised by what I saw.

*She's keeping up, even if just a little?*

The fact that she could still swing her sword, albeit slowly, at this speed.
That alone was impressive enough.
But it didn't stop there—Elsie was even managing to barely parry my sword.

*How much effort did she put in?*

Even Ersiara, whom Seong Yurang had raised using Libero's route, hadn't achieved this level of growth in such a short time.
That's not to say Gwen was superior to Libero as a teacher.
This was achieved solely through Elsie's effort.

*Now I understand.*

The reason Yoo Seora had been pushed back by Elsie wasn't because of speed or swordsmanship.
It was because of this inexplicable tenacity Elsie possessed.
With that tenacity, she had achieved growth that would have been impossible in any other timeline.

*So I wasn't the only one who broke through the impossible.*

It was at that moment.
Elsie, gritting her teeth and deflecting my attack, thrust her sword from an angle.
Or more precisely, that's how I perceived it through the power of the wind.
If I hadn't known the effect of Elsie's Relic, I might have accepted that perception as reality.
But I was aware of the effect of Elsie's Relic.

*She's ruthless.*

It was an ability she could have used earlier.
Yet Elsie had been saving it until now to catch me off guard.
I ignored the gentle breeze created by Elsie's Breeze Bringer.
And easily blocked the real attack.

No matter how much Elsie had also surpassed her limits...
She wasn't yet ready to defeat me in swordsmanship.
Of course, in two years, who knows?
While my swordsmanship had stopped growing, Elsie's talent still had much room for development.

*If she grows well and activates the Sword of the Royal Family...*

It might not be impossible for her to reach the level of a Saint.
But...

*Not yet.*

Finally, time completely stopped.
Elsie's body, having failed in her surprise attack, froze completely.
I moved alone and pointed my sword at Elsie's neck.

This was the end.

Ch.85 - The End Of Lies (4)
"I lost quite spectacularly."

Having poured all her strength into the duel, Elsie collapsed to the ground.
She didn't even have the energy to maintain her optical modulation, so her appearance had reverted to its original form.
Blue eyes and golden bob hair that ended at her shoulders. With the dirt and dust from battle covering her, she looked exactly like the Elsie I knew.

*Though she's grown quite a bit.*

I leaned against a nearby tree, trying to catch my breath.
It seemed I was a bit tired too, probably because it had been a while since I'd had such an intense sparring match.
My stamina stats were lower than Elsie's to begin with.

Then Elsie, lying down and staring blankly at the sky, spoke.

"All this time, I've wanted to become your companion, Allen."

When I told her I'd grant her anything, she immediately brought up wanting to become my companion.
Why was she so fixated on becoming my companion?
It was something I found difficult to understand.

"Hey, Elsie. Why are you so obsessed with becoming my companion?"

I had thought her determination was purely driven by revenge against the coup faction.
But through this battle, I realized.
Her goal already lay beyond revenge against those who staged the coup.

"Because I'm indebted to you. I thought long and hard about how to repay that debt. And what I finally came up with was..."

And that goal was...

"To become your strength. Your letter with the promise that we'd meet again soon. And introducing me to Gwen, such an excellent teacher. Everything pointed to that one path."

"So that's why you trained so hard with the sword? Without even taking care of yourself?"

I hadn't noticed until now, but with her optical modulation gone, it was finally revealed.
Elsie's body was covered in injuries.
Two years ago when I rescued her, she had been starving and weakened, but she wasn't covered in bruises and wounds like this.
Even Gwen wouldn't have been this harsh on her; Elsie must have pushed herself.

"Yes, I really had to work hard. Gwen told me quite a lot about you. Though your meeting was brief, you made quite an impression on her. Come to think of it, Gwen wanted to see you again too."

There was no need to worry about that.
I did meet Gwen on the day of the entrance ceremony.
...Though I did feel bad that we couldn't have a proper conversation.

"When I first resolved to become your strength, I didn't know, but according to Gwen, you were stronger than I thought. So even though I knew nothing about swordsmanship, I worked hard. Because I knew you wouldn't have been idle after leaving Basil in such a hurry."

Indeed, I had been through a lot during that time.
I became Libero's disciple and learned swordsmanship.
I challenged the second Ordeal and experienced eons of time.
And I killed two Demon Kings.

"I worked so hard... but a few months before entering the warrior academy, I heard the news. They said you had defeated three Demon Kings. Do you know how I felt then?"

"..."

"Don't worry. It wasn't that negative. It just woke me up. I realized that to be of use to you, I needed to do more. From then on, I trained almost to the point of death for months. Because I didn't know when I would meet you again."

At that moment, I could see her eyes reddening.

"Then when I came to school and saw you disguised as Seong Yurang. My rational mind couldn't be certain, but my instincts were already convinced you were Allen Plake. I was just happy to finally see you again. And I could understand that you must have had your reasons for hiding your identity."

Elsie's words became increasingly intense and rapid.

"So I decided to wait. Until the day you would ask me to become your companion. I firmly resolved to wait, but... shamefully, when you took Yoo Seora as your companion first, I couldn't bear it anymore. It felt like I was being abandoned by you. But..."

Tears streamed down her face.

"Now I feel somewhat relieved. Because I've confirmed firsthand how weak I am. Even after all that effort, I still wasn't good enough to be your companion."

Her expression now seemed truly resigned.
The tears she shed looked as if they were washing away her remaining attachments.
Meanwhile, I had achieved the purpose I had set when entering this Ordeal.
However...

*I didn't know until then.*

Until entering the Ordeal, I didn't know.
How hard Elsie had been working all this time.
How sincere her wish to become my companion was.
I had been ignorant.

*But now I know.*

I entered this Ordeal with the purpose of showing her the difference in our strength.
While that was somewhat successful, I now felt ashamed to call it a success.
Elsie had shown me so much through our battle in the Ordeal.

The effort she had made to become my strength.
Now I understood how desperate she had been.
She had always been sincere toward me.

I didn't want to deceive her anymore.
At least for her, it was time to end this false act.
From today, I would no longer return to being Seong Yurang for Elsie.

*Optical modulation release.*

The skill covering my face, optical modulation, disappeared.
My original thin-featured face and dull golden hair returned.
Seeing this, Elsie gave a bitter smile.

"You've become a bit more manly. I remember you used to have such delicate features that you could be mistaken for a woman."

Elsie didn't know, but I had actually used that to my advantage when cleaning up after her.
At that time, I didn't think of this as my body, so I wasn't even embarrassed.

"That face suits you better. You're certainly intelligent and capable, but you have that kind, somewhat inadequate-looking face."

I couldn't tell if that was an insult or a compliment.
But what was certain was that I agreed with her opinion.
And what I was about to say had to be said with this appearance.
But before that...

*God, can you make this space into the place I'm thinking of?*

It didn't take long for the space to change.
The blue sky disappeared.
And instead, a sunset-colored sky spread above us.

"This is..."

Elsie looked surprised.
Of course, this was a place she knew well.

"Remember?"

She would definitely remember.
After all, she was the one who had brought me here.
Basilium, the hill with the best view in the area.

"Of course I remember."

We had returned to that hill, both as adults now.
Though Elsie was crying now just as she had been then.

With this, my appearance, the location, everything had returned to Allen Plake.
So now I could say it.

"Elsie, become my companion."

Elsie, who had been absently taking in the scenery of Basilium, widened her eyes again.

"What? But you clearly said you couldn't accept me as a companion..."

Wrong.

"That was Seong Yurang talking. I, Allen Plake, want to accept you as my companion."

At that, the corners of Elsie's mouth turned up slightly.
She seemed happy, but unable to fully express it.

"No, as we confirmed in the battle just now, I'm weak. If I become your companion, I'll only be a burden..."

That was wrong too.
This Seong Yurang fellow was wrong about everything.
He was someone who mistakenly thought he knew everything because he had knowledge as a player.

"No, you're strong enough. If you get good grades and obtain a decent Relic, you could become a valuable asset."

Besides, Elsie was a typical late-bloomer character.
She would continue to grow stronger.
At this rate, she would surely surpass me someday.

And if she succeeded in resolving the kingdom's issues and obtaining the royal sword...
She might become one of the strongest beings.

Despite this, if I denied her, there was only one reason.
The responsibility that comes with accepting her as a companion.

It was something I had pondered a lot during the mock battle.
Could I really take responsibility for my companions in real combat?
To be honest, I still hadn't found the answer to that.
It was something I would have to continue contemplating.

But at least regarding Elsie, I was now certain.
I could take responsibility for her.
No, I wanted to take responsibility.
That's why I extended my hand to her, still lying on the ground.

"I apologize for everything Seong Yurang said. So... will you be my companion?"

"Companion..."

She grabbed my hand without hesitation.

"Of course. I've been waiting for these words for the past two years."

Though Elsie's face was already covered in tears,
her bright smile looked so beautiful.
So beautiful that I could barely look her in the eyes.

"So, are you satisfied now?"

The whole thing started because I agreed to grant one of Elsie's wishes.
In the end, what mattered was whether she was satisfied.

"No, I'm not satisfied."

At those words, I turned my head to look at Elsie again.
For some reason, she was wearing that dangerous-looking smile again.
I suddenly had an ominous feeling.

"Let's start with being companions first."

"Start with?"

"It's nothing. I'm just happy to finally be your companion."

The sunset sky unique to the Basil region dyed her golden hair red once again.

Ch.86 - Intermediate Reward
"You said this was a virtual space, right?"

That was what Elsie said after becoming my companion and the atmosphere had settled down a bit.
I felt a moment of unease at her words, but fortunately, Elsie didn't do anything too extravagant.
She was just enjoying the food of Basilium to her heart's content.

"A space where I can eat as much as I want—I like it."

Elsie was walking with both hands full of skewers bought from street vendors.
The problem was that this wasn't her first meal.
From the restaurant where we first met to all the other restaurants she wanted to visit.
She devoured an amount that seemed impossible for a human being.

*Well, it doesn't matter since this is a virtual space.*

No matter how much she ate, it wouldn't cost real money.
And she seemed excited by the fact that she didn't have to worry about gaining weight, so she could eat as much as she wanted.
Though it did seem a bit excessive.

*Just how much can her stomach hold?*

For reference, only I, who had made a direct contract with the deity, could somewhat interfere with the trial space through requests.
Everything else was implemented exactly as it would be in reality.
Which meant that the amount Elsie was eating now was the same amount she could eat in reality.

"What should we eat next?"

She can still eat more?
This was becoming somewhat astonishing.

"But don't you think we've tried almost every food in this city...?"

I too had to eat quite a lot following her around.
I'd already asked the deity to empty my stomach five times.
At first, I felt a bit burdened calling upon the deity for such trivial matters, but by the third time, I realized this was no trivial matter.

"I guess Basilium isn't that big of a city after all. It felt so huge two years ago."

No, Basilium is definitely a large city.
It's one of the five major cities of humanity.
It's just that Elsie's stomach is excessively large.

Still, thinking about Elsie outside recently made me feel a bit of dissonance.
Far from eating a lot, she was eating even less than Yoo Seora.
I thought her eating habits had completely changed, but seeing her today, that didn't seem to be the case.

"Why do you hold back so much outside when you can eat like this?"

Elsie's footsteps suddenly stopped.
She turned her gaze and said:

"That's... a bit embarrassing to talk about."

I also felt it might have been a bit rude to ask after I'd done so.
If I ever meet Gwen again, it might be better to ask her then.

"By the way, it would be nice if I could eat the school cafeteria food freely like this too."

"Let's try that next time if we get the chance."

I felt awkward asking the deity to change the setting to the school now.
The content of my contract with him was to help hide my identity.
These trivial matters were beyond that scope.

"Really? I can eat as much of that delicious food as I want?"

It seemed she had been holding back quite a lot.
I also agreed that the school's food was delicious.
But...

*Still, Weiss's food tastes better.*

I was about to wonder if the deity could recreate Weiss's food when—

"Who were you just thinking about?"

"No, it's nothing."

For some reason, my instinct immediately sensed danger.
I tried to smile as naturally as possible.
Elsie threw away all the skewers she had cleanly emptied.
If this were reality, I would have scolded her, but since this wasn't real, it didn't matter.

"Is that so? Well, I think I'm finally full... but my legs are a bit sore, maybe from walking around too much."

We had indeed walked quite a distance.
But I wasn't sure if that would really make Elsie's legs sore.
Her strength stat had already far surpassed that of an ordinary person.

*But I guess it's possible.*

Under normal circumstances I might doubt it, but we had just finished an intense battle.
Perhaps she was still feeling the aftermath.

*It would be a bit much to ask the deity to heal her...*

Come to think of it, what Elsie seemed to want most in this space was to eat to her heart's content.
Then I suppose we were about done here.
She seemed to be in a much better mood now.

"Well then, shall we rest somewhere—"

"Shall we leave the trial now?"

"What?"

For some reason, Elsie looked serious at my casual suggestion.
Was there something else she wanted to eat?
I was starting to feel afraid.

"Um, Allen? You don't look so well."

"I think I ate too much. My stomach doesn't feel great."

"Ah, then I guess we have no choice."

Elsie licked her lips but ultimately gave in.
That was a relief.

"Then I'll look forward to the next opportunity."

"Yes, next time..."

That's when it happened.
The trial space began to collapse.

*But I didn't even ask to be let out yet?*

And what appeared before my eyes was the great tree.

***

"What's going on?"

Suddenly transported in front of the great tree, I asked the deity.
Then I heard his voice.

-I apologize for moving you so suddenly. But I couldn't bear to watch anymore...

"You couldn't bear to watch?"

-There's something I'd like to ask. Do you like men? As romantic partners, I mean.

It was an unexpected question.
But not a difficult one to answer.

"No, I'm normally attracted to women."

The memories of Seong Yurang in my head were the same.
He too was heterosexual with experience dating the opposite sex.
But why was he suddenly asking this?

-Your physical functions are normal too, so why on earth...?

I have no idea what he's talking about.

"Is there a problem?"

-That's obvious... No, there's no problem. I just realized once again that there are still humans in this world that I don't understand.

Humans that are hard to understand.
Having witnessed Elsie's eating capacity firsthand, I could relate.
If even humans have trouble understanding each other, how much more so for a deity?

"I understand."

-I was just starting to calm down when that... Well, never mind. I called you here because I had other business.

Business?
There was only one thing I could think of.

"Has the God of Chains returned?"

I had asked him to let me know when he returned.
If the God of Chains had really returned, it would be quite early.
But the answer was negative.

-No, the God of Chains is still resting. The rest period I mentioned last time won't change much.

Then what could it be?

-I called you because there's something I want to tell you. It's related to my trial.

"Your trial?"

I couldn't help but frown.
Of course, thanks to the trial's help, I was able to be here, but personally, it wasn't a particularly good memory.

*I didn't even think this place was still functioning as a trial.*

After the contract with the magic towers, this place's main role became a training ground for warrior academy candidates.
The place had lost its function as a trial to the extent that I had never heard of candidates talking to the deity here.
So why suddenly mention a trial to me?

-You don't need to worry. It's not much of a trial. In fact, my trial has already been progressing without your knowledge.

"It's already been progressing?"

-Yes, my trial is naturally integrated into the warrior academy's curriculum. That was the content of the contract I made with the magic towers.

This was the first I'd heard of it.
But the fact that he could reveal this to me meant...

"Have I passed the trial?"

-Passed... not exactly, but you have achieved some results. I called you today to give you an intermediate reward.

"An intermediate reward?"

It was a bit disappointing not to have passed the trial, but the existence of an intermediate reward I'd never heard of was quite hopeful.

-Yes, I'll give it to you right now.

At those words, I looked up at the great tree.
I was trying to spot a falling fruit.
And indeed, I saw one fruit falling.

*Blue?*

It was the same grade as the awakening pill I received from the second trial.
But considering this was just an intermediate reward, it wasn't bad.
I used the power of wind to safely catch it.

*I wonder what's inside this time.*

From the rattling sound, it was clear there was a physical object inside.
But its weight was still light.
I inserted my finger into the gap of the fruit to open it.

*What's this?*

Once again, there were pill-like objects inside.
The difference from last time was that these were packaged.
No, rather than pills, they looked more like vitamins...

*Vitamins?*

At that moment, I realized.
What these really were.

"Excuse me?"

If I were to judge whether they were useful or not, they weren't useless.
But whether they were related to combat power...

-Of course they are. Pregnancy leads to a temporary loss of combat power, after all.

That's true, but...

*Are you my father?*

I put my hand on my forehead and looked at the great tree.
The deity spoke as if making an excuse:

-Don't look at me like that. I only have the authority to give rewards, but it wasn't my will that chose it. However...

At that moment, I thought I heard a whistling sound from somewhere.
And the deity continued:

-Personally, I think it's the item you need most. Whether it's your will or someone else's.

"Wait, what do you—"

-Then I wish you safety. You still have trials to overcome.

The next moment, I found myself outside the lake.

"Allen?"

Elsie looked at me curiously.

"What are all those things in your hand?"

"Just ordinary pills."

Ordinary pills? There's no such thing in this world.
But I put them into my inventory as naturally as possible.

"Let's head back to the dormitory then."

I offered my sleeve to Elsie again.
Then, as I was about to take out Amya from my inventory,
I suddenly felt warmth in my hand.

"Elsie?"

For some reason, she was holding my hand.

"What's the big deal? Companions can hold hands, right?"

Well, she's right.
It would be stranger to have weird feelings about this.
I tried my best not to pay attention to Elsie's hand as I took out Amya.

*By the way, trials still remain...*

Since it was a trial connected to the warrior academy, there wouldn't be major risks.
But if I could get rewards from it, that would be quite exciting.
I added figuring out the content of the third trial to my list of things to do.

Ch.87 - Underdog (1)
'I wonder what the third Ordeal is all about.'

The Ordeal of the warrior academy that had never been revealed even in Hundred Braves suddenly happened to me.
For several days after that incident, I pondered quite a bit to figure out the nature of the Ordeal.

'There are probably two clues.'

First, I had already achieved a certain level of accomplishment.
If so, there should be clues among my recent achievements.
As for recent accomplishments...

'Could it be my archery achievements?'

But that didn't match the second clue.
The second clue was that the Ordeal progresses in connection with the warrior academy.
If that's the case, it wouldn't be an Ordeal limited to the narrow concept of 'archery.'

'Then...'

Based on my experiences so far, it might have a rather vague concept.
Even the gods I've met so far had nebulous concepts like regret or reality.
If so, my achievement might not be in something specific like archery, but in things I've taken for granted.

'Perhaps I'll figure it out as I continue my school life.'

Right now, there was something else I needed to focus on.
It was preparing for the final mock battle against Team 1-A.
That was definitely not something to be taken lightly.

While pondering the nature of the Ordeal for several days, I didn't neglect that preparation.
I continued to hone my archery skills and also checked on the achievements of my other team members.
Fortunately, everyone seemed to be working hard in preparation for the next mock battle.

'They've gained confidence recently.'

When I first met them, they had no confidence to speak of, but now it was different.
Through tactics where each person performed their role in the right place, we made the impossible possible.
Of course, that didn't guarantee we could beat the undefeated Team 1-A, but at least seeing the possibility was a big improvement.

I was going around checking on my teammates one last time.
First was the "tank" combination consisting of Yoo Seora, Elsie, and Rian.
This was the combination I worried about most when first forming the team.

'Though it seems better now.'

For some reason, the two had been arguing less frequently lately.
It started when Elsie, who used to initiate attacks often, changed her attitude.

These days, Elsie had become... relaxed, for reasons I didn't understand.
She would even laugh off confrontations when Yoo Seora picked fights with her.
Yoo Seora was puzzled by Elsie's changed attitude, but she seemed satisfied with it now.

'I guess this means they're okay now.'

As I was watching the two with satisfaction, the support mage Rian approached me.
For some reason, his complexion had clearly deteriorated over the past few weeks.

'Is something wrong?'

Since he hadn't had any problems before, I hadn't been particularly worried.
But seeing his complexion now made me a bit concerned.

"Is there a problem?"

"Can't you do something about those two?"

He turned his head and quietly looked in the direction of Elsie and Yoo Seora.
Even now, they were engrossed in their sparring.
Although they were training with wooden swords, it was good to see both giving their all.

"They seem much calmer compared to before. What's wrong?"

Perhaps he knew something I didn't.

"You think that looks calm?"

"Pardon?"

I checked Elsie and Yoo Seora again.
The two were engaged in intense sparring, but I couldn't sense any emotional aspect in it.

"They look calm to me."

"Yes, I suppose they're calm. But that calmness looks to me like the calm before a storm...!"

The calm before a storm?
I couldn't see it with my eyes.
Perhaps he detected something with magic since he was a mage.
If so, I could understand to some extent.
After all, my magic levels were terrible.

"So please, get me out of here..."

"If you notice anything strange between them, please let me know right away."

"You're doing this on purpose!"

For some reason, his pale complexion had turned quite red.
That should be fine then.
I left him behind, his condition seemingly improved.

***

The attack mage Bell seemed to be focusing on reducing the casting time of her Fireball.
However, from my position with zero knowledge about magic, I had no way of knowing how things were progressing.
In the end, I just checked her face and headed elsewhere.

"Hello."

"Oh, if it isn't our team leader?"

Though technically, a professor like you should be the leader.
I looked at Freyja sitting at the podium.
Although she had many aspects that made her unsuitable as a teacher, there were still parts of her that could be trusted.

'She has the skill to have trained the second-ranked warrior, after all.'

Although she didn't possess the high-level swordsmanship of Libero, her skill in 'teaching' swordsmanship tailored to individuals was excellent.
Even if the process was somewhat harsh.

"Save... save me..."
"Enough already..."
"Stop this crazy professor."

The three idiots were rolling on the floor in front of her.
It seemed the training was progressing properly.

"Looks like things are going well."

"They have clear limitations, but they should be somewhat useful now."

I had brought them to Professor Freyja because they wanted to train but didn't know how.
The main framework of the practice was to refine the basic swordsmanship of the three and to coordinate their teamwork.
Freyja ordered the three lying face down on the ground.

"Show me once. Let's see if that's enough."

At those words, the three idiots jumped up.
How much had she drilled them to get such a quick response?
Well, to achieve results in such a short time, I suppose this level was necessary.

Following Freyja's orders, the three performed their coordinated routine and then asked proudly:

"How was that? We've improved a lot, right?"

They had indeed improved considerably, having put in the effort.
Though it probably wasn't even a quarter of the effort that Elsie or I had put in.

"You have. See, you can do it if you try."

I decided to praise them since they had genuinely grown.

"Do you think this is enough?"

That was the important question.
In the end, it had to work in the battle against Team 1-A.
And somehow, I had ended up being the leader who had to make that judgment.

"You've definitely improved, but..."

I looked around at them, their eyes shining toward me.
Their eyes seemed to beg me to save them from hell.
But...

"I'm sorry, but I think it's still not enough."

In the match against Team 1-A, "sufficient" wasn't good enough.
That's why not just these three, but all the other team members were continuing to work hard.
So we couldn't stop here yet.

"Thank you for your hard work, Professor Freyja."

Instantly, the trio's gaze turned to resentment.
It can't be helped.
I looked at their gaze with satisfaction and turned away.

***

"Hmm..."

Sigrid, the guidance professor of Swordsmanship Class 1, examined the tactical board.
What he was focusing on wasn't his own team, but Team 4-B.
It was a team that had recently emerged as an unexpected strong contender and would soon face his Team 1-A.

"It's certainly unusual."

Team 4-B's composition was unlike any he had seen before.
Usually in mock battles, teams would place a mage as the king—someone who lacked mobility but could turn the tide of battle in an instant—and protect them.
But this team was different.

'Interestingly, the swordsmanship candidate Yoo Seora is taking on the traditional mage role.'

No, she was more like an upgraded version of a traditional mage.
With excellent physical abilities giving her good mobility, plus none of the casting time that was a chronic weakness for mages.
Moreover, by using her like a mage, the team could employ another mage with special capabilities.

'A Fireball specialist, was it?'

It seemed the magic tower treated her as a heretic.
A mage who could only use Fireball would find it difficult to fulfill her role as a mage.
However, she fit perfectly into this team.

'So it seems these two are essential to Team 4-B's composition, but...'

He looked at the king on the tactical board.
It was neither Yoo Seora nor Bell.
It was the final irreplaceable member of Team 4-B.

'Seong Yurang.'

There was no candidate who could replace this one either.
Of course, looking purely at archery skills, though constantly improving, he fell far short compared to candidate Wilhelm.
However, he possessed two differentiating factors that other archery candidates couldn't match.

'The ability to defend against ranged attacks, and point-blank shooting ability.'

When he was in Team 2-A, these two abilities received no attention at all.
That was because he had no special role, and if an enemy approached, he simply had to create distance.
But when he came to Team 4-B, his role changed completely.

Despite being an archer, he doesn't run away.
Instead, he uses his advantageous range to check enemies from afar, and even catches those who break through arrows and fireballs with his point-blank shooting.
Even sniping from a distance could be defended against with his abilities.
Once Yoo Seora somehow smashed through the mage side, there was no way to counter such an archer and mage combination.

'That would be true for other teams.'

But his team was different.
Of course, no candidate could withstand Yoo Seora's attacks.
No candidate could endure a Fireball with their bare body.
But Seong Yurang would be quite a match.

'Irreplaceable means that if even one is missing, everything collapses.'

What his team needed to target was already decided.
He placed his finger on the opponent's king.

'Take down the king, and it's over.'

***

After several days passed, the day of the mock battle finally arrived.
The candidates from Teams 1-A and 4-B gathered at the Ordeal for the mock battle.
There seemed to be an unusually large number of candidates who came to watch.

'Because these are the two teams with the highest win rates recently.'

In particular, Team 1-A was undefeated, having never lost a match.
Perhaps some candidates came with the expectation that Team 4-B might be able to defeat Team 1-A.

'Can we win?'

Even I couldn't be certain of that.
But one thing I could be certain of was that we had done our best to prepare.
Whatever the result, I wouldn't have regrets.

'Of course, winning would be better.'

If we could win this, it would greatly help determine Yoo Seora and Elsie's rankings within the school.

"Let's go then."

I stepped into the Ordeal together with my teammates.

Ch.88 - Underdog (2)
'The battlefield...'

The scenery before my eyes changed.
What unfolded was an urban area.

'Thank goodness.'

In the worst case, I had expected terrain with almost no cover like a desert or tundra.
If it had been that kind of terrain, our chances of winning would have been practically nonexistent.
At least we'd overcome the first hurdle.

"Then please move according to the plan."

We only had one strategy.
Our team had limited resources to begin with.
But that strategy had worked well so far.

'It won't be any different even if we're facing Team 1-A.'

We decided to use that strategy again—the one we were best at.
So everyone except Bell and me set off to fulfill their respective roles.
The barrier dividing the center of the battlefield was lifted, and the match began.

***

The situation wasn't looking particularly good.

(Seong Yurang, there's still no sign of the enemy mage.)

There are two reasons why mages are used as strategic weapons in mock battles.
First is the destructive power and mass annihilation capability of magic.
Second is their role in forcing the opponent to allocate resources to counter them, causing losses to their fighting strength.

The basic tactic is usually to commit some forces to create a standoff against the mage.
But Sigrid didn't create a standoff—he completely hid his mage.
If that's the case, he probably didn't allocate much of his forces there.
I could be certain of this because I was confirming it with my own eyes.

'Did he throw all his forces at us?'

Enemy forces were closing in from all directions, tightening their encirclement.
Their target was obviously Bell and me.

'So this is his strategy.'

It was a strategy I had somewhat anticipated.
In our team's tactics, I was the easiest to target.
Even without Sigrid, the opposing team in our previous battle against Team 2-B had used similar tactics.

'The difference is in the quality.'

The opponent was Team 1-A.
There was a clear qualitative difference compared to the candidates from Team 2-B.
That was evident just from the formation of their encirclement.

'It's quite systematic.'

Unlike Team 2-B, who had tightened their encirclement irregularly one by one, these opponents were executing a properly trained encirclement technique.
It would be impossible to escape this encirclement with Bell.
Nevertheless, I had no intention of changing our tactics.

"Keep searching for the mage on that side."

Leaving the mage unchecked was too risky.
We needed to eliminate the mage somehow.
But I couldn't send the trio of fools, who had no resistance to magic, to deal with the mage.
They had other roles to play as well.

"Where are you now, Trio?"

I couldn't openly call them the "trio of fools," so I gave them the nickname "Trio."
They liked the name, thinking it sounded cool.

(We found the archer's position. But there's an enemy between us.)

Unlike the "Tank" team that had safely escaped the encirclement, they seemed to still be inside.
But there was no problem.
I had trained them for situations like this.

"Don't be afraid and break through. No matter how strong the opponent is, they won't be able to handle three of you working together."

In truth, saying they "won't be able to handle" was an exaggeration to boost their confidence.
Team 1-A had plenty of people who could easily handle a 1-vs-3 situation.
But even so, if there was one advantage...

'They're probably underestimating them.'

Those three hadn't shown anything in the mock battles so far.
They were our secret weapons, in a way.
And according to my strategy, I soon received a message.

(We won! That Swordsmanship Class 1 guy wasn't so tough after all!)

Getting excited about three people defeating one.
But I didn't have the luxury to nitpick such trivial matters now.
Their mission didn't end with just breaking through the encirclement.

"Then please keep the archer in check as planned."

This would be the end of their direct combat.
If even two enemies grouped together, their chances of winning would drop dramatically.
So from now on, their mission was to keep the enemy archer in check.

'It's fine if they can't capture the archer directly.'

Just keeping them in check is enough.
That alone would mean I wouldn't need to use my wind power for defense.
Then everything else would depend on Bell and me.

'At most, there are four of them.'

Of course, they're much stronger than the opponents we've fought so far.
But that's only when evaluating swordsmanship.
The basic compatibility between swords and bows doesn't change much.

"Bell, it's not much different. We just need to take them all down before they reach us."

I nocked an arrow to my bowstring.

***

'So they're using the same tactics...'

Sigrid surveyed the battlefield through the eyes of the Archery Class candidate.
Of course, there was a difference—the trio who had been useless in previous mock battles had managed to defeat one of Team 1-A's swordsmen and break through the encirclement, but that didn't significantly affect the overall situation.

'And even though they broke through, there's nothing they can do.'

All of his forces were already forming the encirclement.

'This decides the outcome.'

He confirmed the sight of three swordsmen and one spearman tightening the encirclement.
Since it was impossible to block a fireball anyway, he didn't equip them with heavy armor.
If they weren't defenseless, fireballs, which aren't that fast, could simply be dodged quickly.

'Then all that remains is Seong Yurang.'

His archery skills are certainly threatening.
He might be able to overcome the disadvantage even if four guards rushed him at once.
But Sigrid decided to eliminate that possibility completely.
He added one final trump card to the encirclement.

'It's a shame to end it like this, but...'

He had been looking forward to this.
Even for someone who had been a professor at the Hero Academy for quite some time, this was a type of candidate he had never seen before.
Even the professors in charge of tactical education were curious about which candidate had come up with these tactics.

'In the end, a candidate is just a candidate, I suppose.'

***

Whoosh.

The arrow left my hand.
It flew toward someone who hadn't noticed me yet.
Like before, I intended to eliminate one of them before they spotted me.

Wind power with overload.
An arrow aimed precisely at his neck.
But at that moment.

He swung his sword with abnormal reaction speed.
My arrow was deflected helplessly by his sword.
At the same time, he turned his head in the direction the arrow had come from, and our eyes met.

"...Get ready for battle!"

I alerted Bell, who was casting a fireball, that our position had been revealed.
There would probably be less room for error than in previous battles.
As if to prove this, the moment my position was identified, they quickly began to tighten the encirclement in a straight line.
I hurriedly nocked another arrow.

'The spearman first.'

I was too greedy just now.
I had intended to take out the one who seemed skilled through a surprise attack, but I had underestimated him.
I couldn't make the same mistake again.
Without being greedy, I needed to eliminate the spearman first, who would be difficult for me to handle.

Twang!

The arrow left my hand.
The arrow imbued with wind power flew quickly toward the spearman.
And then...

'Huh?'

The arrow hit an invisible curtain in front of him and fell.
It was a Magic Shield.
What this meant was clear.

'This is insane.'

It seemed Sigrid had decided to invest everything in capturing Bell and me.
He had secretly mixed a support mage into the encirclement team.
This was unexpected.

"Bell, can you make the fireball faster?"

But she shook her head.
Her fireballs weren't hitting at all due to the opponents' quick movements.
Of course, it wasn't her fault. She was originally specialized for heavy armor opponents, while I was supposed to handle these types.

'What should I do?'

An excessive investment directed at Bell and me.
It wasn't a situation I had anticipated, but I was past the point of being flustered.
What I needed to do right now was clear.

(Tank, hurry back to me!)

There was still no news of capturing the mage.
But having confirmed that there really was no one near the mage, we didn't need forces like Yoo Seora or Elsie.
The three fools would be enough.

(Trio, you must find the mage!)

With that, the tactical adjustment was briefly completed.
And from now on, there was only one thing I needed to do.
Understanding this, Bell said:

"Go quickly!"

The moment the enemies wore no armor at all, her role was essentially over.
Nevertheless, she didn't stop casting fireballs until the very end.
It was to provide covering fire as I escaped.

"I'm counting on you, Bell."

If the enemies' goal was to capture me, then I just needed to avoid being captured.
If I could escape toward where Yoo Seora and Elsie were and join up with them, we might have a chance.
Just as I was about to leave...

'What's this?'

Something unexpected caught me.

'A barrier?'

A barrier had formed around me.
It seemed to be the work of a quite skilled support mage.
But I didn't have the luxury to admire their skill.

I couldn't escape.
That meant one thing.
I had to hold out here somehow until Yoo Seora's group arrived.

Could I do it?
Honestly, it would be difficult.
Maybe if I could use a sword.

But if I had to answer...

"Seong Yurang?"

"It's a barrier. We can't escape."

"Then..."

"Don't stop casting. This isn't over yet."

Since when did I start calculating whether something would work before even trying?
The situation was actually better now since there was no penalty for dying.
Whether it works or not, you have to try to find out.

"We won't know unless we try."

Ch.89 - Underdog (3)
My instinct sharply pointed toward defeat.
But it was also true that you never know until you try.
It was a feeling I'd grown accustomed to by now.

*There's still some distance left.*

Although I couldn't escape, there was still quite a bit of distance between us.
I nocked an arrow to my bowstring.
Then I fired another arrow toward the spearman.

Why would I shoot again when I just confirmed he had Magic Shield?
Well, since I couldn't run away, there was nothing else I could do until they reached me.
Plus, I had a bit of confidence from Seong Yurang's knowledge.

Thwack!

The arrow, imbued with wind power, flew swiftly and accurately, embedding itself in him.
Overload reinforced the arrow's power, allowing it to penetrate his leather armor.
There was no interference from Magic Shield during the process.

*Just as I thought.*

Of course, barrier magic is an advanced spell difficult to use at the trainee level.
But barrier magic requires intense concentration and large amounts of mana.
I figured he might not be able to cast Magic Shield while maintaining the barrier spell.

Fortunately, my judgment was correct.
The spearman with an arrow in his chest soon disappeared into particles.

*Now I just have three swordsmen left?*

Reducing the enemies from four to three was quite an encouraging achievement.
But the situation remained desperate nonetheless.
In the meantime, the three swordsmen had already closed in on me.

*Monsters, all of them.*

They were all incredibly fast.
Of course, they were slower than Elsie, who specialized in speed, but the important thing was that there were three of them.
And I couldn't use my sword in this situation.

*Wind power.*

I wrapped my body in wind power.
It would be too late to start accelerating later.
I needed to start accelerating now.

*Perhaps I'm a bit late, but...*

My wind power only becomes useful when it has fully accelerated.
But in my current state, I wasn't confident I could reach the desired speed in time.
Especially when facing three opponents attacking simultaneously rather than just one.

Trying to reduce their numbers by at least one, I drew my bow again.
Since they had already approached quite close, I didn't need to adjust my aim with wind power.
I fired an arrow enhanced only with Overload at one of the approaching swordsmen, reading his movements.

It wasn't point-blank, but it was close enough to be difficult to react to.
But suddenly, the man's forearm glowed.
A translucent circular shield formed from his forearm.
With a dull sound of arrow hitting shield, he blocked my shot.

*Equipment advantage?*

I don't know how much they've invested just to catch me.
Still, the arrow I just fired wasn't completely ineffective.
The impact of the Overload-enhanced arrow was strong enough to push him back quite a bit.
With this, the number of opponents I had to face simultaneously was temporarily reduced to two.

*Two left...*

Could I handle them at my current speed?
Just as I wondered this, the tip of the sword raised by the one charging at me extended dramatically.

*So this is what makes the Sword Class 1 different?*

His attack range had increased significantly.
That meant I had even less room than before.
But in times like this, it was important to reassess the situation.

*Where's the other one?*

I quickly turned my head to check the other opponent.
There was someone attacking me from the front, but I wanted to assess the situation once more before dodging.

*As expected.*

The sword of the opponent on the opposite side was also emitting an ominous light.
These guys weren't planning to give me even a moment's respite.

*They're trying to overwhelm me at once.*

A tense situation without a moment's respite.
In such circumstances, the one who managed to create a small opening was an unexpected figure.

*Bell?*

She had no weapons to speak of.
But she threw herself at the opponent behind me.
He cut her down with his sword all too easily, but that action created a small opening.

*With this...*

A small gap created among the three enemies.
It was just a fleeting moment, but enough to open up a possibility.
I raised my bow and aimed at the opponent attacking with his extended sword.

*My acceleration is sufficient.*

At least sufficient to target a moving opponent.
Next was using my Sword Skill S- sense to predict his sword path.
By predicting the sword path, I could naturally predict his movement as well.

A point-blank shot where not even a single miss could be tolerated.
I had to read his movements and pierce his vital point precisely.
I focused more intently on his movements.

That's when it happened.

*His center of gravity shifted!*

He shifted his center of gravity to his left leg.
It was a preparatory movement to swing his sword using his left foot as a pivot...
Or rather, it was meant to look that way—a feint.

*Thorough.*

He didn't underestimate me as an archer.
It meant he didn't see me as an ordinary archer capable of point-blank shooting.
They were facing me as if I were another swordsman.

I might have fallen for it properly if I wasn't careful.
If my sword skill rank wasn't S-, that is.

I read through his feint.

*A thrust.*

He mixed feints into his center of gravity and steps.
But the decisive factor was how he was holding his sword.
That was clearly a grip for thrusting.

*If he follows up with a thrust here...*

He pretended to swing his sword fiercely while turning his body, then abruptly twisted again.
However, having predicted this movement, I calmly moved my bow.
And the moment he went into the thrusting motion.

*From here on, it's a linear attack.*

Due to the nature of thrusting, his upper body balance was tilted forward.
Given the angle, it was difficult to aim for his neck or heart.
So from the moment I anticipated the thrust, there was only one spot I was aiming for.

Between the eyebrows.
I had been targeting that spot from the beginning to the end of his movement.
His expression turned to shock as he realized this.

Crunch!

Before his thrusting sword could reach me.
The arrow, blackened by Overload, pierced through his head.
There was no time to wait for his death to be confirmed.

*There are still two more left.*

No time to rest.
I immediately turned around.
I saw the one behind me swinging his sword.

*Dangerous.*

Quite a strong light was flashing from the sword.
I had seen that light before while observing previous matches.
It was an enhancement ability with considerable power, though not as strong as Yoo Seora's.

Blocking was impossible from the start.
It was already too late to dodge.
Then there was only one option left.

*Deflect it.*

I raised the arrow I was holding.
The shaft of the arrows used by warriors was made of metal rather than wood, so although thin, it wouldn't break easily.
Since even deflecting his attack would be quite burdensome, I didn't use Overload, which would reduce durability.

"Ugh!"

A sharp sound like steel tearing through steel.
But the impact transmitted to my arm told me the arrow shaft was still withstanding the shock.
When the impact stopped, I quickly moved my eyes to check the arrow's condition.

*At this rate...*

The arrow looked ragged from his sword strike.
But the arrowhead was still intact.
There was no time to spare. The opponent who had been pushed back after blocking with my arrow was also approaching me.

I didn't distance myself from the one who had just attacked me.
My right arm was throbbing with pain since I hadn't used Libero's swordsmanship to completely deflect the impact. I shifted the arrow to my left hand.
And instantly dove into him.

He froze in surprise, not expecting me to deflect his attack.
He was someone with somewhat lacking combat experience.

*Overload.*

I directly stabbed the enhanced arrowhead into his neck.
Now only one remained.

The last opponent swung his sword, approaching me rapidly.
Having just succeeded in a lunging attack, I couldn't dodge.
In the end, the only means to block the attack was the bow in my hand.

Clang!

I gripped the bow with both hands and blocked his sword.
However, having blocked in an unstable posture, I, with my relatively inferior strength, was strongly repelled.

"Kuh...!"

After being thrown back and rolling on the ground once, I hurriedly raised my head.
I could see him approaching me quickly again.
But I couldn't nock an arrow.

The bow had been damaged from the previous defense.
This was why most relic bows, despite being quite sturdy, shouldn't be used as blunt weapons.
Of course, things were different here.

*It'll recover when I return to reality anyway.*

I barely managed to get up and crudely blocked his attack again using the bow.
The wind power had been reset by the previous impact.
I was outmatched by him in every aspect now.

*I can't beat this one too.*

He greatly surpassed me in both strength and speed.
The match was essentially decided.
Nevertheless, I held out until the end.

I wouldn't use the sword.
I wouldn't use Libero's swordsmanship either.
The moment I used those two, the very purpose of hiding my identity and coming here would be compromised.

Just enduring while getting battered.
Yet I didn't feel any regret.
Because...

*I may have lost this fight, but we won the mock battle.*

At the moment I was repelled by his attack just now.
The barrier that should have been there didn't exist.
At the same time, I finally heard the communication.

(This is Elsie. I found and dealt with the enemy's support mage on the way. Yoo Seora is heading straight to you, so please hold on a little longer.)

My role from the beginning wasn't to take down all these guys.
It was to hold out until Yoo Seora arrived.
And that role was now complete.

"Did you take down three of them alone?"

I didn't take them down.
I just killed three of them because I had no choice while trying to hold out.

"Go, Yoo Seora."

I almost added "mon" at the end.
Yoo Seora rushed past me as I lay there pathetically.
I watched as she swung her sword.

A sword blackened by Overload.
As expected of the original, unlike the Overload I used, it emitted a terrifyingly intense light.
She took a big step forward and swung that sword diagonally.

*I should fix her form later when I get the chance.*

Her form wasn't quite satisfactory yet.
But the power was undeniable.
The opponent created a shield from his forearm again to block Yoo Seora's strike, but it was like paper.

*The very concept of blocking doesn't apply at this level.*

Nothing remained where Yoo Seora's strike had swept through.
Soon, reports came in one after another.

(I caught the hidden attack mage!)

(The last remaining 1-A team has declared surrender.)

Like I said.
You never know until you try.

Ch.90 - Afterparty
The final match had ended.
We rented the barbecue area on campus, all of us in high spirits.
I didn't even know such a facility existed at school, but the idiot trio—no, the trio—knew about it.
For once, their habit of constantly hanging out around campus proved somewhat useful.

We got all the basic ingredients from the cafeteria and started the barbecue.
Meat sizzling on the grill.
When I looked up from the meat, I caught sight of Elsie sitting across from me.

*That's...*

She was completely fixated on the meat.
Usually during meals, she would constantly give me uncomfortable stares, but strangely today, her eyes were glued to the meat.
I recognized that look from when we were in the Ordeal—today, her eyes showed a determination not to hold back.

*Fine by me.*

The more she focused on eating, the more comfortable I felt.
It had always bothered me to see her eating so little, which was unlike her.
I was also feeling tired, probably from using too much concentration during the recent mock battle.

*Let's try to relax a bit today.*

Just as I was thinking that, someone held out a glass to me.
It was Yoo Seora.

"What's this?"

I noticed she was also holding a glass.
Inside was a translucent liquid that swirled around.
The smell hit my nose instantly.

"What else? It's alcohol."

The distinctive smell of alcohol wafted into my nostrils.
I couldn't help but be surprised by the sudden appearance of alcohol.
After all...

"Isn't drinking prohibited inside the Rose Warrior Academy?"

Freyja, who was sitting a little distance away, answered my question.

"It's fine! As long as a supervising professor is present, it's perfectly allowed."

Now that I looked, she was holding bottles of alcohol.
Apparently, she was the one who had brought the drinks.
Bell asked me as I stood there looking confused.

"Is this your first time drinking?"

It was my first time in a way, but also wasn't.
I almost drank with the Innkeeper before, but Pin and Weiss had interrupted us, and when I followed Libero to bars, I was focused on swordsmanship and never touched alcohol.
But that was only limited to my current body.

With Seong Yurang's memories, alcohol was familiar to me.
Painfully familiar, in fact.
Alcohol was what he had guzzled day after day, shut in his room like a derelict.

"No, that's not the case. I've had plenty to drink."

It was ambiguous whether I should say I had or hadn't, but saying I had seemed more appropriate.

"That's good then. Today's a good day, so let's drink without holding back."

She was passing a glass to Elsie.
Taking it, Elsie finally tore her gaze from the meat and began examining the drink with curiosity.
Seeing this, I sensed danger.

*Elsie probably has no experience with alcohol.*

Gwen, despite her mature speech and behavior, had a childlike palate that kept her away from alcohol.
If that was the case, Elsie likely never had the opportunity to try alcohol.
And if Elsie, of all people, got completely drunk... I didn't want to imagine it.

*Is there any way to stop her from drinking?*

Still, maybe Elsie would dislike the bitter taste of alcohol on her first try.
I clung to that hope, however briefly.

"To 4-B team's great victory!"

Glasses clinked together, and we drank the alcohol.
As I drank, I kept an eye on Elsie across from me.
But I couldn't detect anything unusual as she downed her drink.

*Her face isn't even changing color?*

No, the lack of any reaction was unusual in itself.
For a first-timer to show no reaction at all might mean she has a high tolerance.
If so, maybe I didn't need to worry so much.

Just as I was starting to relax, feeling the warmth of alcohol after so long, Bell suddenly asked a question.

"But how did you do it? There were clearly three swordsmen left after I died."

Come to think of it, she had died midway and hadn't seen me dealing with them.
And she wasn't the only one who missed it.

"Yeah, you're an archer. How did you handle three swordsmen from Class 1?"

The trio seemed curious about this too.
Meanwhile, Elsie, who knew I was hiding my swordsmanship, looked at me with concern.
But it was fine. I hadn't used swordsmanship during that encounter.

"You know I specialize in close-range shooting. I somehow managed the first swordsman with that, and for the second one..."

Deflected a sword with an arrow?
I'd done it naturally in the moment, but thinking about it now, it wasn't exactly normal.
It would be better to dress it up a bit rather than explain it straightforwardly.

"I had no way to block, so I just held up the arrow in my hand and somehow managed to deflect it. I took advantage of his surprise to deal with the second one, and for the third, Yoo Seora came running in to help."

So I maintained that I had faced them as an archer all the way through.

"You say that so casually?"

But Bell didn't seem to find it natural at all.
When I glanced at Elsie, she also had a horrified expression.
Only Yoo Seora seemed to be smiling comfortably.

"We're Rose Warrior Academy candidates. That level of skill is possible."

"No, no matter how you look at it, to so casually handle the swordsmanship class's students..."

"But this person can't do long-range sniping properly," Yoo Seora said, suddenly hitting a sore spot while defending me.
I'm sorry, but that actually hurt a little.
I had picked up the bow with the goal of eventually mastering long-range sniping, but my accuracy at a distance was still somewhat lacking.

"Still, we won thanks to Seong Yurang, so let's toast to him."

They were about to toast, but that was a bit awkward.
This victory wasn't something I achieved alone.

"It wasn't thanks to me. We wouldn't have won if each of you hadn't fulfilled your roles properly."

During the mock battle, everyone had diligently followed my instructions.
If the trio hadn't broken through the encirclement to keep the archers in check...
If Bell hadn't sacrificed herself to buy time...
If Yoo Seora hadn't rushed in without hesitation when I gave the order to finish off the last opponent...

Then this outcome would have been impossible.

"This isn't my victory, but our victory."

Suddenly, everyone fell silent.
I wondered if I'd said something wrong.

"How should I put this... That was a very leader-like thing to say."

Bell spoke up.
Then the trio chimed in as well.

"As expected, you're suited to be a leader, bro."
"I knew it from the beginning."
"It shows in your face, doesn't it?"

Suddenly I was "bro" to them.
It felt strange since I'd never asked for such a title.

"We've already toasted to our victory, so let's toast to our leader."

They raised their glasses on their own initiative.

"To our leader!"

Wait, who decided I was the leader?
Still, I went along with the mood and raised my glass.

*Leader, huh...*

I had certainly entered the Rose Warrior Academy to graduate quietly.
But after saving Yoo Seora and getting entangled with Elsie, something seemed to be gradually attaching itself to that goal.
Whether that was right or not, I still wasn't sure. It was something I needed to think about carefully.
But at least it didn't feel bad.

*Let's just rest a bit today.*

The last mock battle of the first semester was over.
The second semester would mainly consist of practical training against Chaos Beasts in the Ordeal, and individual competitions based on first semester grades.
It would probably pass quickly.

*I have a lot to think about.*

I took a sip of alcohol and looked around.
Elsie, steadily stuffing meat into her mouth as if nothing had happened.
Yoo Seora, smiling with a much brighter expression.
And... Freyja, endlessly producing empty bottles.
It was a scene that made me think, just for a moment, that things might be fine just as they were.

...They were not fine.
First of all, Elsie, who had seemed fine while drinking, was actually not fine.
The reason her face hadn't changed color was because she was using optical modulation.
The only fortunate thing was that her drunk behavior was more subdued than I expected.

"Do you know what a cow says when it laughs?"

I wasn't particularly curious.

"It goes 'moo-haha.'"

Pfft.

"Then what does a cow say when it cries?"

When a cow cries, obviously it—

"Moo-wah."

Where on earth did she learn these ridiculous jokes?
One thing was certain—they weren't from someone Elsie's age.

*Is it Gwen?*

No one would naturally like this kind of humor from the start. I thought about how much Elsie must have suffered.
But right now, I needed to stop Elsie's rampage.
Oblivious to my concerns, Elsie proudly posed her third question.

"Then what does a cow do?"

I decided to figure out the answer to cut off her rampage.
I analyzed the pattern of her previous questions and combined them with all the vocabulary I knew.
And I reached a conclusion.

*Sod—*

No, that couldn't possibly be it.
That's a dish from Seong Yurang's world.
It was probably Seong Yurang's dirty knowledge distorting the word "do."

*Right, it must be a different answer.*

But I couldn't let her give the answer.

"Elsie, cheers!"

As a quick solution, I clinked glasses with her, and Elsie downed her drink.
After that, she just smiled brightly without saying anything.

*Did that work?*

It seemed to have worked.
Confident of this, I said:

"Elsie seems quite drunk, so I'll take her back first."

I couldn't leave her here in that state.
The dormitory wasn't far anyway.
Just as I stood up to support Elsie, I heard:

"I think I've had too much to drink too..."

Looking to the side at the voice, I saw Yoo Seora, who had seemed fine until just now, grabbing my sleeve.

"No, your pronunciation is still quite clear for someone who—"

"I'm drrrunk."

What is she saying?
She's definitely not sober.
Just as I made that assessment:

"Elsie?"

Somehow Elsie had moved to my side and was holding my hand.

"Um, Elsie. Your hand..."

"You said before that it's okay for teammates to hold hands."

True, I had said that.
But this situation was awkward.

*Who should I support first?*

As I was conflicted, I heard the trio muttering:

"As of now, I withdraw my support for our bro."
"I agree."
"Unanimous decision."

I had no idea what they were talking about.
They were keeping their distance, clearly not intending to help.
And they weren't the only ones.

"Let's start cleaning up, shall we?"
"Ah, it feels good to drink after so long."

The mage duo also got up, saying they would clean the dishes.
I was the only one trapped, held firmly on both sides.
Just as I found myself in this life-or-death crisis:

"Bell, help support Elsie."

It was my savior—no, it was Freyja.
Bell reluctantly approached to support Elsie.
But for some reason, Elsie wouldn't let go of my hand.

*This girl's drunk behavior...*

Then Freyja continued:

"Yoo Seora, I know you're not that drunk, so go back on your own."

At that moment, I saw Yoo Seora flinch.
She opened her eyes slightly and moved them toward Freyja.
Their eyes met.

Thud.

Her hand fell limply from my sleeve.
At the same time, Elsie's hand also released me.
In an instant, I was freed from both sides.

*How did she do that?*

After Bell dragged Elsie away and Yoo Seora disappeared, looking back several times, Freyja quietly said to me:

"Want to stop by my office for a bit?"

At that moment, I realized.
The final boss still remained.

Ch.91 - Freyja (1)
"So what's the matter?"

It had been a while since I'd visited Freyja's office after our last deal.
Though I'm not sure if that could even be called a deal.

"I wanted to talk to you about that assignment you gave me last time."

Assignment.
It was an unusual case of a student giving an assignment to a professor, but I had indeed given her one.

"You mean finding out your goal?"

"Yes, that."

"Did you make any progress?"

She nodded.
I found her response quite interesting.
Perhaps I was about to learn about her goal that had remained unknown until now.

However, she trampled my expectations mercilessly with her words.

"I still want to die."

Her expression looked infinitely serious as she said this.
I almost thought that her purpose might really be just to die.
As she had mentioned before, "Demon Kings" are beings who have lived for extremely long periods of time, though there are differences between individuals.
Because of this, it's often difficult to understand their thinking with human values.
That's why it was hard for me to understand her thoughts with my value system.

"Is... dying really all you want?"

"Yes, thinking about it, that's what I've wanted from the beginning."

The warm atmosphere from our after-party had now turned cold.
She stood up and opened her office drawer.
Then she took out a sword.

"Won't you kill me after all?"

She held out the sword to me.
But I didn't take it.

"Why me?"

"Because I had a feeling. If I'm going to die anyway, it would be better to die at the hands of a future great hero."

"If that's the case, you could ask him, your former disciple..."

She shook her head.

"No, that guy is wrong. With your level of intelligence, you might already know."

As she said, I already knew.
The 1st and 2nd ranked warriors are not playable characters.
However, they possessed strength that even playable characters couldn't reach, and because of them, the Demon Kings couldn't freely invade humanity.
But at the same time...

"Those guys could capture all the Demon Kings, but they're neglecting to do so."

Those once-active heroes had stopped their activities and disappeared at some point.
Since then, the balance between the Demon King's side and humanity's side had been maintained without breaking...
But the Demon King's side had already begun moving to break that balance.

"But you're different. You've already captured three Demon Kings, and you plan to confront them head-on in the future."

Her reasoning based on my past actions was quite accurate.
I was trying to prevent that, and furthermore, I was planning to break the balance from my side.
Certainly, if I could gain SP by killing her, it would be quite helpful.

"So kill me."

She grabbed my hand and forcibly made me grip the sword.

"There's no reason to hesitate now. The team competition is over, so my role is finished, and even if I suddenly disappear, people who know my personality wouldn't be very suspicious."

Everything she said was right.
There was no reason I couldn't kill her here.
If I swung the sword now, it would be over.

"Then let me ask you one last time."

I raised the sword.

"Is dying really your goal?"

She nodded.

"Yes."

Well, I have no choice then.
I swung the sword I had raised.
And then I confirmed it.

*As I thought.*

It was as I had expected.

"I'm not going to kill you, so stop frowning."

"Huh?"

I withdrew the sword that I had stopped just short of her neck and said:

"Would someone whose goal is to die make such a face?"

It's true that this is a situation where killing her wouldn't be a problem.
But I didn't particularly want to kill her.

"But who doesn't frown when they're about to die?"

"Libero was smiling until the moment of his death. You said it yourself. That you were inspired by Libero's final moments."

"That's..."

That's why I tested her by pretending to cut her neck.
To see if she could really die with a smile if I simply cut her down.
However, the result of that attempt was a failure.

"You're very drunk. Submitting something like this as an assignment."

I was feeling the effects of alcohol too.
But at this moment, I was more clear-headed than ever.

"I won't kill you until you can die with a smile."

"What are you saying? You're a warrior. You should kill me, a Demon King."

"No, my goal isn't simply to kill Demon Kings. That's just part of the process; my goal is to prevent the world's demise."

And...
I returned the sword to her.
Taking it, I told her:

"Besides, what kind of Demon King can casually touch a Relic?"

At the same time, no Demon King can enter the Holy City Hylen.
You say there's an exception right in front of me?
No, there are no exceptions.

"You're not a Demon King to begin with."

That was something I knew for certain.
I knew through Seong Yurang's knowledge that even if I killed her, the achievement for defeating a Demon King wouldn't appear, and SP wouldn't drop either.

She looked surprised at my words, then narrowed her eyes and examined me.
Then, shaking her head as if in disbelief, she said:

"If you're not just guessing... how on earth did you figure it out?"

If I had to say how, it would be thanks to having the memories of the Constellation.
But I didn't particularly want to bring that up.
So I decided to smoothly evade the question.

"I was going to keep pretending, but it seems I need to reveal it now."

Actually, when I first went to find Freyja, this was the information I wanted to use as leverage.
If this were revealed, all the Demon Kings would turn against her, and simultaneously, the cult would likely abandon her once they judged her to be of no more use.
But that became unnecessary due to her sudden request to be killed.

"But what does it matter if I'm not a Demon King?"

"What?"

"In the end, I've lived a long time like those Demon King bastards, and I still just want to die."

She was stubborn.
I shook my head and spoke to her again.

"I don't care whether you're a Demon King or not. It's just that, contrary to what you say, you somehow seem to have lingering attachments."

"Attachments... you might be right. But I have no idea what they are. Maybe it's because I'm not a Demon King. I've just survived for a long time; I never had any goals in my life."

No goals in life.
Hearing those words, I realized.
The assignment I had given her was wrong from the beginning.

"Then I'll change the assignment."

Asking someone with no goals to find a goal.
The order was completely wrong.
For her current state, creating a goal should be the priority.

"In some cases, like with Libero, unavoidable goals arise due to circumstances. But in most cases, goals are set by oneself."

The only goal this game gave me was 'become a warrior.'
It was I who chose to strive to become stronger and set the goal of preventing the world's demise.
If becoming a warrior had been my only goal, I wouldn't be who I am now.

"I'll give you a new assignment. Instead of finding a goal, create one yourself."

"Create one? But I can't think of anything..."

"The goal doesn't have to be that grand. Even people with less grand goals value their remaining lives. Think about something you find fun, or something that gave you even a little fulfillment."

It won't be an easy assignment.
Having lived for so long, she's probably tried most things worth trying in the process of drifting without a goal.
And the destination she arrived at was ultimately death.

*But if she succeeds in creating even one goal...*

I can save one 'person's' life.
At least I could prevent her from dying meaninglessly.

"Something I find fun... something that gave me fulfillment?"

After muttering that for a moment, she nodded as if she understood.

"Alright. Then this will be the last assignment."

That's good enough.
Now the rest is up to her.
It was a moment when I could let go of some of my concerns.

"Yawn..."

The effects of alcohol were starting to return, and drowsiness was setting in.
I was also tired from being harassed by Elsie and Yoo Seora earlier.
It seemed like it was time for me to head back.

"Then I'll be going now..."

My wrist was grabbed.
With such brute strength, escape seemed impossible.
In that case, I had no choice but to resolve this verbally.

"Excuse me, didn't we finish our conversation?"

"I have one potential answer to the assignment that I want to test."

She already came up with an answer?
She was much more proactive than I thought.
Of course, it would be good if that resolved her assignment, but the word "test" made me a bit uneasy.

"Test?"

"When I thought about what I find fun, something came to mind."

Keeping me standing there, she opened the drawer and this time, instead of a sword, took out several bottles of alcohol.
I wondered if it was appropriate for a professor to keep so much alcohol in her office drawer, but having seen a sword come out of the upper drawer earlier, I didn't have the energy to nitpick.

"I quite enjoy drinking."

Well, she did look happy at the barbecue party earlier.
But I questioned whether I had any obligation to join her.

"Can't you drink alone?"

"That doesn't taste as good."

Well, with Seong Yurang's memories of drinking alone regularly, I couldn't really empathize.
But I suppose that differs from person to person.

"If you can't drink anymore, at least sit in front of me. As the one who assigned the task, that much is fine, right?"

I'm not sure if drinking is suitable as a life goal.
But I didn't want to block her when she was showing motivation for once.
One day like this should be fine.

I reluctantly sat on the sofa across from her in the office.
She brought out glasses and poured drinks.
The problem was that there were two glasses.

"I said I don't need to drink, didn't I?"

"One glass is fine, right? Let's just toast."

Well, one glass should be fine.
The quiet office was different from the barbecue area earlier.
Only the sound of glasses clinking echoed.

And then I lost consciousness.

***

"What on earth..."

Professor Sigrid of Swordsmanship Class 1 was repeatedly watching the mock battle that had taken place during the day's Ordeal.
Team 1-A candidates surrounding from all directions, and in the middle were an archer and a mage.
In a normal situation, this would be considered a confrontation with a predetermined outcome.

But this time was different.
At the moment when three swordsmen rushed in simultaneously (excluding the spearman who had died from an arrow), the archer subdued two of the three in an instant.
It happened so quickly that one would need to watch it several times to understand what had occurred.

*First, eliminated one swordsman with an arrow.*

This seemed understandable considering his specialty in close-range shooting.
But that only applies if the opponent is an ordinary swordsman.
He had instructed his swordsmanship class candidates to always mix in feints when facing Seong Yurang, as they would against a swordsman.

When Seong Yurang's arrow first pierced a swordsman's forehead.
He wondered if his student had disobeyed instructions.
But after watching several times, he could confirm that feints had definitely been used.

*Then he must have accurately read the feint.*

He had anticipated that the attack would be a thrust rather than a slash.
That was hard enough to believe, but what happened next was even more astonishing.
Seong Yurang deflected a sword with his arrow.

Of course, this isn't an impossible action.
Given the properties of warrior-grade arrows made of iron, such applications had been thoroughly researched.
But what's important was the power of the attack he blocked.

*He didn't completely avoid damage, but this level of reduction is miraculous.*

After blocking it, instead of creating distance, he dove in and stuck an arrowhead in his opponent's neck.
It was a movement that seemed to consider even the next attacker rushing in.
There was something noteworthy here too.
An excessive calmness.

*These aren't the movements of an ordinary candidate.*

Until this mock battle, he had judged that Seong Yurang, being a candidate, would lack practical experience.
But watching him fight fiercely, he had to reverse that judgment.

*In terms of practical experience alone, he's better than not just candidates but even most active warriors.*

To accumulate that much practical experience, he would normally have had to be very active before entering the warrior academy.
But he had never heard of such an archer.
In a way, that was natural.

*First of all, it's clear this guy wasn't originally an archer.*

Rather than an archer, he was someone who fought in close combat on the front lines.
And there was evidence to specify what weapon he had handled.

*He tried to eliminate the spearman first.*

It means he finds spear techniques more difficult to deal with than sword techniques.
If so, the weapon he used was likely a sword.
And combining all this...

*A swordsman who has been very active recently.*

There was only one person who came to mind.
But it didn't make sense readily.
After all, someone with such achievements would have no reason to re-enter the warrior academy, especially while changing their main weapon.

*If there had to be a reason... a dual identity?*

That would make sense.
If that's the case, even if he's figured it out, it would be better not to reveal it.
The other party is humanity's newly rising hope.
Besides, he had personally experienced his abilities.

But what worried him was something else.

*Did Freyja take him knowing this?*

There was no room for doubt.
With Freyja's abilities, she would have recognized his identity from the moment she first saw him.
Taking such a person means...

*She's been quiet for a while, but now...*

He clenched his fist painfully.
He had a reason to meet candidate Seong Yurang as soon as possible.

*I can't let her have her way.*

Ch.92 - Freyja (2)
I groaned as my head throbbed with pain.

Even with Seong Yurang's memories, this was a hangover I hadn't experienced in a long time. For my current body, it was actually the first time.

*Come to think of it...*

I had answered that I'd drunk alcohol before, but thinking about it now, that was incorrect. That was just Seong Yurang's memory; my body had experienced alcohol for the first time yesterday. No wonder I hadn't properly gauged my tolerance.

*What happened last night?*

I remembered the first glass of alcohol Freyja poured me. But while I recalled that it was quite strong, everything after that was a blur. When I opened my eyes, I found myself lying on the sofa in Freyja's office.

*I messed up.*

Despite everything, Freyja was still someone I couldn't completely trust. Or rather, it wasn't so much about trust as it was about understanding her. Even if she wasn't a Demon King, she had lived for nearly as long as one, developing values different from ordinary humans.

I forced my uncooperative body to move so I could assess the situation. When I turned my head, I saw Freyja sleeping on the opposite sofa.

*She's completely passed out.*

Her limbs were sprawled everywhere, and she was even snoring. That's when I noticed the empty bottles piled in front of her. Each one had been drained to the last drop.

*She drank quite a bit at the barbecue too, didn't she?*

I wondered if she'd always had such a high tolerance, or if it had developed over the centuries. Though curious, it wasn't worth waking her up to ask.

I carefully got up to check if my body was okay and if anything was missing.

*My body seems fine apart from the hangover, and I didn't have anything with me since everything was in my inventory, so it looks like I'm good.*

Fortunately, nothing had happened during the night. Relieved, I stood up and was reaching for my coat on the sofa when—

"Yaaawn..."

Freyja woke up from her slumber.

"You're up early?"

"Yes."

Though it wasn't exactly early—the sun was already high in the sky. I watched her stretch while I fixed my disheveled clothes. She observed me for a moment before speaking.

"Are you planning to go out looking like that?"

Looking like what?
I turned toward the mirror in the office. It reflected my hangover-stricken appearance. But that wasn't the important part.

*Oh no...*

My optical camouflage had deactivated. It normally wouldn't even deactivate during sleep, but apparently passing out from drinking was too much for it. Fortunately, I discovered this in front of Freyja, who already knew my identity.

"I was just joking about your appearance. It's a shame to hide such a handsome face behind that middle-aged man look."

Middle-aged man look. She was referring to the fake face I'd created by combining Libero and Seong Yurang's images. It hurt a little since I'd thought it looked decent enough.

"Thank you for letting me know."

I still expressed my gratitude for informing me about the deactivated camouflage.

"It's nothing. I told you before, I'm your fan."

That fan talk was still something I couldn't understand. From my perspective, my track record was full of mistakes and nothing to be particularly proud of.

"Thanks to that, I enjoyed my drinks last night with your face as a side dish."

Since she wasn't directly insulting me, I decided not to comment on that. Instead, I asked what I'd been curious about earlier.

"By the way, how do you have such a high tolerance? Are you sure you're not actually a Demon King?"

Demon Kings like Libero don't get drunk on alcohol at all. But she wasn't a Demon King. Though I wasn't sure if she was an ordinary human either. Still, her alcohol tolerance made me question what I knew about her.

"Hmm, I've always been good at drinking, but unlike Demon Kings, I'm not completely immune to getting drunk. So I deliberately built up my tolerance to avoid showing them I was intoxicated."

It seemed to be half natural constitution, half effort.

*Come to think of it, with her sleeping and all, she does seem more human-like.*

That was to be expected since she wasn't a Demon King. But she was far from ordinary, which made these mundane aspects of her seem quite strange.

"Ugh, this hangover. Even with increased tolerance, hangovers never get any better."

She gathered the empty bottles. When I approached to help her, she waved me away.

"I'll clean up, so you can go ahead. I drank it all, so I should clean it up. I guess making drinking my life's purpose wasn't the best idea."

"At least you remember your assignment. You were quite drunk yesterday, so I wasn't sure if you'd remember."

She chuckled lightly at that.

"Of course I remember. More importantly, shouldn't you hurry back? From what I saw yesterday, you've already caught the attention of two people."

Two people?
She must be referring to Elsie and Yoo Seora.
I wasn't entirely sure what she meant by "caught their attention," but I understood her general point.

*It definitely wouldn't be good if those two found out I spent the night in Freyja's office.*

I hadn't even been able to escort them back yesterday.
Not escorting them and instead drinking in Freyja's office wasn't something I could be proud of.
It would be best to return to the dormitory before they started looking for me.

"Then I'll head back first."

"Sure, I'll pray for your safe return."

Leaving behind the fake Demon King who was somehow praying for me, I left her office. I hadn't walked far when I encountered someone.

"So you were here, Candidate Seong Yurang."

It was Sigrid, the professor of Swordsmanship Class 1.
His gaze moved past me toward Freyja's office.

"So I'm already too late?"

What did he mean by "too late"?
Before I could ponder this question, he spoke to me.

"I know your identity, so could we have a chat?"

***

*I guess pushing myself in that last mock battle was the problem after all?*

Sigrid claimed to know my identity.
If he had figured it out, it must have been from yesterday's mock battle.
However, I wasn't sure if he truly knew my exact identity.

"What do you mean you know my identity?"

I needed to confirm first.
If his claim was based merely on speculation, I might still be able to deny it.
Despite my lingering hangover, I focused as much as possible.

"That calm and skillful combat you displayed in the final mock battle. That's not something an ordinary candidate could show. It would be impossible without abundant—even excessive—combat experience."

"I did hunt quite a few Chaos Beasts before coming here. What's the problem with that?"

"For someone like that, you first registered as a warrior candidate with the church this spring. Your records say you're from Sak, but isn't Sak a place where you can't leave the barrier without the church's permission?"

He seemed to have investigated me thoroughly from last night until this morning.

"My hometown is Sak, but I've been in Basil for the past few years. There, you can go outside the barrier without the church's permission."

"Why didn't you obtain warrior candidate qualifications? With your skills, it wouldn't have been difficult."

"I didn't know much about it."

It was a somewhat evasive excuse, but fortunately, Sigrid moved on to the next topic.

"Then how do you explain deflecting a sword with an arrow shaft?"

"I blocked it by chance."

"Yes, to an untrained eye, it might look like you blocked it by chance. But after watching it several times... I realized it was all an act."

I hadn't underestimated Sigrid's eyes.
I just didn't expect him to replay that moment so carefully multiple times.
Even I had hesitated in that split second.

Should I deflect the sword with the arrow shaft and take a chance at victory?
Or should I give up and focus on concealing my identity more thoroughly?
But after seeing Bell throw himself to buy time, and the trio who had trained according to my orders and done their part, I couldn't throw the mock battle.

So I chose a compromise: acting.
I deliberately made it look like I blocked his strike by chance, even taking some damage to make it seem more believable.
However, Sigrid sensed something odd in that movement and eventually discovered traces of swordsmanship.

"Adding to this the fact that you were more reluctant to face spear techniques than sword techniques, I can deduce that you're a swordsman who's been making quite a name for himself recently."

His words were accurate.
They proved that my true identity wasn't Seong Yurang the archer.
However, he still couldn't be certain that I was Allen Plake.
Or even if he was certain, I had to try to disprove it.

"You're right, I'm not Seong Yurang."

So I decided to strike first.

"I'm the 2nd ranked warrior—"

"Wait."

Sigrid let out a hollow laugh.

"Not just swordsmanship and strategy, but your deception skills are also top-notch."

"If you don't believe me, there's nothing I can do."

"Right, I don't believe you. Those guys are already satisfied with what they've achieved. They have no reason to return to this school to try something again. But you're different, aren't you?"

His eyes looked sad as he spoke.

"Allen Plake, humanity's rising star. It's an honor to meet you like this."

An honor to meet me.
He extended his hand for a handshake.
But I couldn't trust him so easily.

*I still don't have enough information about this man.*

Seeing my cautious attitude, he eventually withdrew his hand and said:

"Caution isn't a bad thing. But it's alright. I took up your valuable time not so much to confirm your identity, but because there's something I wanted to ask."

Something he wanted to ask?

*Is he finally getting to the point?*

The current situation was decidedly in Sigrid's favor.
He held information about my identity, while I lacked information about him.
The best course of action would be to try to negotiate whatever conditions he was about to propose.

"What is it?"

But his question was completely unexpected.

"Did Freyja... die happily?"

As he asked this, his expression was sadder than I had ever seen before.

Ch.93 - Freyja (3)
"Did Freyja... die happily?"

That question wasn't easy to understand.

"What do you mean?"

"No need to hide it. I'm sure about the proposal Freyja made to you."

A proposal.
Could he be referring to the proposal I knew about?
I still wasn't certain.

"Didn't she ask you to kill her?"

He was exactly right.
How on earth did he know about that?
I wasn't sure, but one thing was clear—he was misunderstanding something.

"Yes, she did make that proposal."

"I thought so. Then she died happily..."

"But I didn't kill her."

I saw his eyes widen.

"You didn't kill her? Didn't she tell you? That she's the Demon King?"

She did tell me that.
No, she tried to deceive me.
Though I wasn't fooled.

"Well, she is the Demon King..."

But should I really tell Sigrid about this?
Of course, I wouldn't be revealing that she was the Demon King, but rather that she wasn't.
Still...

"Not the Demon King? Do you believe that too?"

Now it was my turn to be surprised.
My expression wouldn't show through the optical modulation, but still.

"Professor, do you believe she's not the Demon King?"

"I have no proof. Perhaps it's a foolish belief. But at least that's what I believe."

By now, I was growing curious about Sigrid and Freyja's relationship.
He knew about her identity as the Demon King and that she wanted to die. Beyond that, he even believed she wasn't the Demon King.
They must be more than just workplace colleagues.

"Sigrid, what's your relationship with Freyja?"

"My relationship with Freyja..."

He fell into thought for a moment.
Then finally spoke.

"To me, Freyja is a benefactor, a teacher, and a colleague. I suppose I can tell you since you already know about her identity. It's a long story. Would that be alright?"

Of course. I needed to hear it.
I never expected to find someone who knew about Freyja's past.
Perhaps his story might provide hints about Freyja's assignment.

"I want to hear it."

He began his story as if reminiscing about the past.

***

I met her because of my reckless adventurous spirit as a child. There were many urban legends about the underground passages of Holy City Hylen. I used to roam those passages daily, regardless of scolding from adults.

Of course, most urban legends were fabricated by someone. But occasionally, some were true. One of those was the rumor about the underground witch, and eventually, I succeeded in meeting her while exploring the underground passages.

If I hadn't met her then, I would have certainly died. The place where she was confined was truly deep underground, and I fell there after slipping through a gap, severely injuring my leg.

She used string and sticks to stop the bleeding in my leg and stabilized it with a splint. It was basic first aid, but it saved my life. I survived by eating preserved food there, waiting for the guard who supposedly visited once a month.

While living with her, she asked me about my life goals one day. But I was young then and didn't really have any goals. So I gave a vague answer.

I said I wanted to become a warrior.

Then she asked if I'd like to learn swordsmanship. I didn't take the offer too seriously, but since I didn't know when the guard would come and I was bored, I decided to accept.

Holding a shabby stick, limping on one leg, I learned swordsmanship from her. At that time, I didn't know how exceptional that swordsmanship was. I just learned it playfully to pass the time.

As time passed, the expected date for the guard's arrival approached. That day, after learning swordsmanship from her, I lay down to sleep, and she asked me.

If I could kill her.

When I asked why she would request such a thing, she answered that she had no goal in life. She had lived for too many years in that state and no longer wanted to live. Naturally, that wasn't something a young child who had barely lived could understand.

I was scared. The kind woman who had treated my leg and taught me swordsmanship was asking me to kill her. So I desperately pretended to be asleep. Then I really fell asleep, and when I was awakened by the guard the next day, she was nowhere to be seen.

I never saw her again after that. But I didn't forget the swordsmanship she taught me, and based on that surprisingly strong technique, I entered the warrior academy and became a warrior. By that time, I rarely thought about the woman I had met vaguely in my childhood.

After becoming a warrior, it was a series of hardships. It was because of that warrior ranking. To climb even a little higher in rank, I hunted Chaos Beasts, again and again. While others could rise in rank by defeating just one Demon King, an ordinary person like me, with only swordsmanship, had to defeat hundreds of Chaos Beasts.

Eventually, I managed to reach the vicinity of high-ranking warrior status through countless Chaos Beast subjugations, but that was my limit. I had already reached retirement age as a warrior. After failing to become a high-ranking warrior and facing retirement, I received an offer to become a professor at the warrior academy.

At first, I didn't really want to do it. I wasn't a high-ranking warrior, just an ordinary person, and I doubted whether the talented students at the warrior academy would respect me. My concerns ended when I visited the warrior academy. There, I met her, who had started as a professor a little before me.

It had been a very long time since I had met her, but I could recognize her at a glance. Her appearance hadn't changed at all from my memory. But after the initial joy, I realized her identity. I had seen her a long time ago, but she hadn't aged at all. There was only one such being.

The Demon King. I wanted to deny that fact, but she recognized me too and approached me. She said she wanted to hear my answer from back then. She told me that, as I might have guessed, she was the Demon King.

To be honest, I hesitated momentarily. If I killed her, I could still make it onto the high-ranking warrior list. But I didn't want to kill her. Although I had forgotten for a while, the memory of her treating my leg and teaching me swordsmanship was too warm.

In the end, I decided to deny that she was the Demon King. There was no way she could be the Demon King. Even if she was, she must be different from other Demon Kings. So I postponed her proposal again. I decided to watch with hope.

And that thought seemed fine at first. She had chosen to be a professor at the warrior academy after the church's confinement ended, working as a double agent out of stubbornness, and she seemed happy at that time. Come to think of it, she was smiling when she taught me long ago too. I thought perhaps she could become an ordinary professor.

But that shattered when that guy entered as her disciple. She proposed to him to kill her too. But for some reason, he refused that proposal, and now that he's risen to the 2nd rank in the warrior hierarchy... he's become like that.

Was it the influence of her disciple changing his mind as soon as he reached the 2nd rank? She gradually lost her enthusiasm as a professor. I couldn't properly judge whether that was good or bad. It was painful to see her not looking as happy as before, but at the same time, she stopped making such proposals to candidates.

But one thing was certain: it couldn't last forever. I could see her reaching her limit as time passed. She seemed to be returning to that desolate state when I first encountered her underground.

But recently, her eyes regained some vitality. For a while, I thought it was because of Candidate Elsie, but I realized at the last mock battle that it wasn't. Who would have thought Allen Plake would hide his identity and enter the school? Then there was only one conclusion I could draw.

"She must have proposed to you to kill her too."

"So you assumed I had killed her?"

The story was quite long, as he had said.
But it was certainly helpful.
His story gave me a lot to think about.

*There are many strange parts that he might not have noticed.*

Why did she choose to work as a professor after the church's confinement was lifted? Surely there were many more flexible jobs if she was going to work as a double agent.

Why was her obsession with asking to be killed limited to her "disciples"? If she wanted to die, there were warriors, and though not a good method, there was suicide. But all the people she asked to kill her were her disciples.

After hearing his story, I thought about these questions for a moment. And finally, I could determine what I needed to do right now.
My head, which had been dizzy from the hangover, cleared as if there had never been a hangover. It felt like the puzzle pieces were finally fitting together.

"Thank you. Thanks to you, I think I have some idea about her assignment."

"Assignment?"

"Yes, I told her that if she really wanted to die, she should complete an assignment first."

The questions weren't completely resolved.
It was a problem I could never solve alone.
All that remained was to guide her to solve the assignment.

"But let me tell you one thing: she is not the Demon King. I can be certain of that."

Hearing my confident statement, Sigrid began to show a somewhat warm expression as I left his office.

***

"Freyja! Are you in there?"

I knocked on Freyja's office door.
A small voice came from inside.

"What is it?"

"I want to talk about the assignment."

"...Come in."

When I opened the door and entered, Freyja was sprawled on the sofa as if exhausted.
She seemed to still be suffering from the hangover.
I felt sorry for her, but I didn't want to hesitate.

"Freyja, you said you learned swordsmanship from Libero, right?"

"Yes, I did. Although I can't replicate his swordsmanship, most of the basics of my technique come from his teachings."

"Would you teach me that swordsmanship?"

The memory of the second Ordeal had evaporated like a dream, and most of what remained of Libero's swordsmanship was just muscle memory. Thanks to the "enlightenment" I gained, I could imitate his technique to some extent, but I couldn't fill the gaps in the theoretical part.
So I had tried to save Libero somehow. And when he died, I had a feeling I wouldn't be able to learn his swordsmanship anymore.
But that intuition was wrong.

"Freyja, please."

There was still one person who remembered his swordsmanship exactly.

"Do... you have to do this now? And as I said, I can't replicate Libero's swordsmanship either."

I know that.
In fact, at this point, I'm the only one who can even imitate Libero's swordsmanship after undergoing training beyond his.
But what I need now isn't replication.

"Even just the theory would be fine. Please teach me Libero's swordsmanship."

"But why now..."

"It can be tomorrow, or next week, as long as you teach me."

And then I uttered the key word that would draw out her assignment.

"Please, Master."

Ch.94 - Freyja (4)
"You can see inside the Ordeal as much as you want if you have a professor's authority."

"No, you won't be able to see because of my individual contract with the god."

Freyja, who had agreed to teach me Libero's swordsmanship, asked if it was okay to show me her sword techniques, and I found myself heading to the Ordeal once again.

"You made a contract with the god of this place? It's not strange coming from you, but..."

Well-aware of my past actions, she nodded in understanding.

"So, you want me to teach you Libero's swordsmanship?"

"Yes, you don't have to demonstrate it yourself. Theory is enough."

"Theory... I didn't learn it that systematically from Libero myself."

She placed her hand on her chin thoughtfully.

"I'm not sure where to start, but can you give me a sword first?"

She didn't have a constellation with an inventory, nor could she create swords from thin air like Libero.
I handed her an ordinary sword I had requested from the god.

"It's a bit long, but this should work."

As soon as she finished speaking, the sword automatically shortened to her preferred length.

"Ha, these gods really have impressive abilities. Though in the end, they're no different from old men locked in their rooms."

*You're not much different from an old person yourself...* The words almost escaped my lips, but I somehow managed to hold them back.

"Still, we're using this space thanks to the god, aren't we?"

"Well, I'm not sure if the god created this place or is merely parasitizing it."

With those words, she raised her sword.

"First, let's see how well you can use Libero's swordsmanship."

***

A short while later, Freyja wore an expression of disbelief.

"Wait, you're at this level and still want to learn more swordsmanship here?"

In our sparring, she hadn't beaten me once.
Although her strength and speed stats were higher than mine, the difference in swordsmanship was evident.
She had knowledge of Libero's swordsmanship but hadn't reached enlightenment, so she couldn't fully implement it.

"Swordsmanship is all I have. No matter how much I improve, it's still not enough."

I had developed my archery skills significantly, but that was just meant as a smokescreen. Swordsmanship was still my only real means of properly facing the Demon Kings.

"That's... true. Honestly, the fact that you've been defeating Demon Kings with just swordsmanship is close to a miracle."

"Yes, and to increase the probability of that miracle even slightly, I need to learn Libero's swordsmanship that you know."

"But you seem more proficient in Libero's swordsmanship than I am right now."

I shook my head.

"My implementation of Libero's swordsmanship is just a trick. I've learned most of the basic forms, but I haven't learned what comes after them."

Freyja nodded in understanding.

"Indeed, if you asked whether your swordsmanship just now was perfect, it wasn't."

That was exactly what I wanted from her.

"Which parts weren't perfect? That's what I need right now."

Freyja began to theoretically explain the deficiencies in my swordsmanship.
I started to engrave each of her points into my mind.
Her theories were definitely helpful.

*This part that I developed by referencing the Ridwald family's swordsmanship is meaningless in Libero's style.*

Of course, some of her guidance contradicted what I had learned from Libero.
In most of those cases, she would defer to my knowledge.

"Of course, Libero was incredibly strong when I first met him, but he must have grown considerably since then."

In the end, it was impossible to learn all of Libero's swordsmanship through her.
Still, it was helpful.

"Come to think of it, when I first met Libero..."

Besides Libero's swordsmanship, she also told me stories about when she first met him.
It was around the time when Demon Kings first began to appear and their existence started to become known—about 450 years ago.

"Back then, the only known characteristic of Demon Kings was that they didn't age. You might know this, but the early Demon Kings weren't that strong. The heavy name 'Demon King' was attached to them because of what the 12th Demon King did."

What the 12th Demon King did was quite infamous.
His notoriety still persisted to this day.
And his infamy spread to all other Demon Kings under the name "Demon King."

"Those who don't age. As soon as I heard that rumor, I knew I had to find them. Having lost all my kind to Chaos in my childhood, I realized at some point that while I wasn't a Demon King, I wasn't quite human either."

She gave a bitter smile.

"So I successfully made contact with those who don't age, the Demon Kings, and sought a sense of belonging in my relationship with them. The sight of the early Demon Kings each pursuing their own goals seemed quite admirable to me. Unlike me, who lived without any purpose, just not aging."

So she followed other Demon Kings, trying to experience as much as possible.
She learned swordsmanship from Libero and traveled the world with a Demon King named Violet whom I'd never heard of before.
It seemed to have been an enjoyable period, but it didn't last forever.

"As time passed, some left, and new Demon Kings appeared one by one. The Demon King Council was formed, and the atmosphere among them changed. It gradually diverged from the image of Demon Kings I knew. And then... that incident happened."

"That incident?"

"The collapse of Ice Valley. From that point on, the direction of the Demon Kings changed definitively, and I grew increasingly distant from them. Eventually, I walked into the cult of my own accord and allowed myself to be captured."

I knew from Sigrid that she had been locked up by the cult.
However, I didn't know it had been voluntary.

"Is that where you met Professor Sigrid?"

"Did you hear that from Sigrid? Well, yes. He was an unexpected stimulus for me when I was locked up alone, having lost all will. Teaching him swordsmanship was a coincidence. I can't deny that's why I'm a professor now."

I listened to her words and swung my sword again.
It was swordsmanship improved by applying all the advice she had given me.
Watching me, she said:

"Libero would be proud if he saw this."

But there was something slightly off about her statement.

"He might be, but I couldn't have perfected it to this extent without you. You're my teacher too."

"Teacher..."

As her voice trailed off, I said:

"About the assignment I gave you. Don't you already know the answer?"

"What do you mean?"

"I mean what you're doing now. Aren't you doing it because you enjoy it?"

Freyja frowned.

"Being a professor at the Warrior Academy?"

"Yes, if you were just disappointed with the current Demon Kings, there are many other good positions in the cult."

"Well, I happen to have a talent for teaching swordsmanship."

That was true.
Even Sigrid, who was merely average, reached near high-level warrior status after brief instruction from her, and his current teaching was somewhat based on Freyja's education.
But that alone wasn't enough of an excuse.

"There's still something crucial. If you want to die, why limit it to being killed by your student?"

"...Did Sigrid tell you that much?"

I nodded.
She lowered her head.

"I regret that. At that time, Sigrid was just an ordinary boy. The problem was that he was my first student."

She smiled and said:

"Yes, the moment I taught him, I realized it. I definitely wanted to leave something behind. After all, it had been my complex for 400 years."

*Leave something behind?*

"I told you, I'm different from ordinary humans in my very species. So, having lost my entire clan, it was impossible for me to have children. But that sense of loss that had tormented me for 400 years... was filled by the existence of a student."

This was unexpected.
Until now, I only knew that she wanted to have students, but I didn't know the reason.

"I thought I had found my life's purpose. That's why I decided to become a professor at the Warrior Academy, and being a professor was quite fulfilling... until I made another mistake with a talented student."

The talented student must be referring to the one currently ranked second.

"He said to me, 'Don't you already know the reality?' That as a Demon King, I couldn't stay at the Warrior Academy forever. My not aging would be discovered in at most ten years. So wasn't I asking him to kill me?"

And he refused to kill her.
After that incident, she realized there was a limit to her teaching career.

"Even after that, I couldn't give up being a professor. It was my stubbornness to continue teaching at least until my not aging was discovered. Time passed quickly, and the day of discovery was approaching."

She looked at me and said:

"That's when you appeared. I wanted to end it. This crazy play that continued despite knowing that my life's purpose was unattainable. So I decided to die by your hand."

"But in the end, I became your student. Don't you think you would have regretted it if you had died yesterday?"

"That's... true."

She smiled.
It was a painfully sad smile.
At the same time, it felt frustrating.

"Just reveal that you're not a Demon King. Then you can continue being a professor, can't you?"

"If I did that, the Demon Kings would no longer leave me alone. Right now, I'm protected by the few remaining early Demon Kings because I'm considered one of them, but if it's revealed that I'm not a Demon King, they'll use every means to kill me."

"What if I bring down the Demon Kings first?"

At those words, she burst into laughter.
But seeing my serious expression, she stopped laughing.

"Are you serious about that?"

"Of course. Though I'm not doing it for you. As I said before, my goal is to protect this world, and that just happens to be part of the process."

"But..."

"I know you were disappointed by your former student. Still, I hope you'll trust me."

I smiled at her.

"Whatever happens, isn't it better than dying without even trying?"

Finally, she smiled genuinely.

"Indeed, it is."

Ch.95 - Vacation
Freyja's assignment ended sooner than expected, and vacation began.
Some students took the opportunity to return to their hometowns.
They must have accumulated a lot of fatigue from participating in mock battles while receiving education. They would need to relieve some of that fatigue during this vacation to handle the second semester schedule.

However, I didn't have that luxury.
There was something I needed to do during this break.
For that purpose, Elsie, who had nowhere to return to anyway, and Yoo Seora, who also didn't go back to her trading company, remained at the school.

"Damn, I should've left."

In the Ordeal facility we borrowed while the school was quiet, Seora rolled on the ground, uttering regretful words.
Then she looked at me with resentful eyes.

"What? Should I add more?"

With just one comment from me, she returned to her docile state.
She seemed to be getting well-trained smoothly.
Elsie, on the other hand, was different.

*Is Gwen raising a monster?*

Her stats must be similar to Seora's, but there was a huge difference in mental fortitude.
Knowing that physical fatigue inside the Ordeal disappears once you leave, she was pushing herself to the extreme.
Particularly, the training she was doing now related to her specialty, optical modulation.

Her skill, optical modulation, is a type of magic that uses light mana to change her appearance.
Usually, that's the best use for it, but if developed further, it could also make parts or all of her body transparent, as she had been doing while following me recently.

The problem was that until now, she could only do it while standing still.
When moving, she needed to perceive her surroundings and update the modulation with each movement.
Therefore, it was originally impossible to use during combat.

*But...*

"The high-ranking warrior Allen Plake isn't so special after all."

This madwoman had actually succeeded in doing it.
The time she could maintain it was only about one second, but that second was enough to secure victory.
In the moment she disappeared and reappeared, she was swinging her sword from my blind spot.

*Sorry for not being special.*

Indeed, my talent was nothing compared to hers or Seora's.
Seora's talent was exceptional, and while Elsie's optical modulation might seem inferior to my "Dark Night" in combat, the story would be different in the Reim Kingdom where the sun never sets.
That's why I needed their help.

*But she still has a long way to go.*

It was an attack where Elsie even used the power of Breeze Bringer to disrupt my wind authority.
However, Elsie's swordsmanship was still within my predictable range.
When I simply deflected her sword, she tumbled and fell to the ground.

"You did well with the feint. But if you make it obvious that it's a feint, then it's no longer a feint."

If she just fixed that, her attack might have been successful.
It's not as easy as it sounds, but with Elsie's talent and effort, she could certainly reach that level.

"Let's end here for today."

Even during vacation, it wouldn't be good to push them too hard.
Although there's no physical fatigue in the Ordeal, mental fatigue would still accumulate.
And I still needed to do my personal training as well.

"What, is it my turn already?"

As I approached, Freyja, who had been watching us from a distance, grumbled.
However, she didn't seem to dislike it that much.

"I look forward to working with you today as well."

***

"By the way," Freyja asked while carefully observing my swordsmanship.

"Are you really planning to go to the Reim Kingdom?"

I nodded.

"Of course, I'll need to spread some false information too."

It can't be a completely implausible destination.
It should be somewhere their operation is ongoing.
They won't be completely fooled, but they'll have to pay some attention to it.

"So you're going after all. Do you know what's happening there?"

"Of course. That's why I have to go. If I don't stop it there, there won't be another chance."

"That..."

After examining me briefly, she continued.

"You know something."

She must have been making guesses based on my actions.
I had preemptively killed the 71st Demon King and then immediately headed to Sak to contact Libero.
That I had quite a bit of information for whatever reason.

"Then leave the false information to me."

"But didn't you decide to give up your Demon King identity?"

"It's fine, I think I can keep up the pretense for about two more years. At least during that time, I want to help my disciple."

If that's what she wanted, I had no intention of stopping her.
She had just found a small purpose for herself.
And it was undeniable that she was the best person for the job.

"Thank you for taking it on."

"No need for thanks. I'm just disappointed I can't go with you."

"No, it's just a dangerous place. There's nothing to be disappointed about not coming."

She tilted her head.

"But you're taking them with you, right?"

"Them?"

"Yoo Seora and Elsie. Weren't you planning to take them?"

That was the plan.
Seora could definitely be used strategically, and Elsie would be able to pull her weight by graduation.
And depending on how the operation in the Reim Kingdom unfolded, Elsie could potentially be a wild card.

"Yes, that's the plan."

"If that's the plan... you haven't told them yet?"

That was quite on point.
I hadn't yet told them where our next destination would be.

"I haven't told them yet."

"When are you planning to tell them?"

"I should tell them soon."

Having accepted them as companions, I should tell them.
But I'm hesitating a bit.
Taking them into such danger, that is.

"Can you really tell them? Especially Ersiara."

Ersiara.
So she knew Elsie's identity too.
However, I couldn't easily answer that question.

*Should I really tell Elsie that our next destination is the Reim Kingdom?*

The Reim Kingdom had a deep connection to her.
Even though I had accepted her as a companion based on her efforts and achievements, I was still reluctant to take her to the Reim Kingdom.
Would she be happy about me going to the Reim Kingdom?

She's currently thinking about revenge against the kingdom and becoming my companion as separate matters.
She even said she didn't want my help anymore.
Can I really tell her about our destination being the Reim Kingdom...

"Do you really consider that person a proper companion?"

"What?"

"What's the problem? I thought you were quite a leader during the mock battle, but now you're fretting over something so trivial."

It's not trivial.

"That was just a mock battle. Reality is different from mock battles. In reality, death is final."

"A leader doesn't have that kind of responsibility? It's natural for a leader to be responsible for the lives entrusted to them."

"Responsibility... I'm not sure. Confidence and arrogance are separated by a fine line. Whether I can truly be responsible for all their lives. To be honest, I think it's realistically difficult."

Freyja clicked her tongue.

"You're a coward."

"A coward?"

"I don't want to touch on this because it's pathetically obvious, but considering you helped me, I'll give you some advice."

She raised her hand and pointed.

"Who do you think you're deceiving? Yoo Seora? Elsie? Or me?"

She shook her head.
And then she spoke to me, whom she was pointing at.

"Don't be mistaken. No one here is being deceived by you. Whether you're Allen Plake, Seong Yurang, or any other name doesn't matter. Everyone believes in and follows you as a person."

Believes in me as a person?

"The one you're deceiving is yourself. You're foolishly thinking that you're using them."

I'm deceiving myself?

"After telling you this much, you should understand now, right? Think about it. No, there's nothing to think about. Make a decision as quickly as possible. Those kids aren't fools either."

At her words, I looked at Elsie and Yoo Seora resting at a distance.
They were chattering non-stop about something.
It looked peaceful, but suddenly I remembered something I had heard recently.

*Come to think of it, didn't they call it the calm before the storm?*

That's what Lian, a support mage, had said.
I wondered if that referred to the storm brewing between those two.

***

"How does his swordsmanship even work?" Yoo Seora asked while resting and watching Seong Yurang's swordsmanship.
Elsie sighed and added to her comment.

"It even seems more refined than before. Although the swordsmanship itself is impressive, it felt inferior to Master Gwen in terms of completeness. Now they seem almost equal."

Seora turned her head in surprise.

"Gwen? Do you mean the Rose Warrior?"

"Yes, though she's quite small for such a grand title."

"You had quite an amazing person as your master."

Seora looked dejected. Elsie said to her:

"Even so, we can't even reach that person yet, so what's the point? At least you said you could take him down if you got a better Relic."

"The problem is there's no reason to do that. The risk of consuming a 3-star Relic is too great."

After answering, Seora asked Elsie:

"By the way, Elsie, have you known Seong Yurang from before?"

It was evident from Elsie's attitude toward Seong Yurang and their conversations.
It almost felt like they had known each other for a long time, or even... like former lovers.
Of course, that was a misunderstanding amplified by her suspicion...

"Yes, we lived together briefly a few years before coming here."

Elsie began to amplify that misunderstanding.

"When I was soaked and starving, he gave me warm food, washed me, and let me sleep in a cozy room. He bought me clean clothes, dyed my hair..."

She was already lost in memories, not noticing Seora's restlessness.

"And then one day he just left with only a letter. I heard later that Master Gwen suffered the same fate. He's a habitual offender. So when I met him again, I tried hard to be helpful, but by then he had already caught three Demon Kings..."

"Wait, what did you say?"

"When I was soaked..."

"No, three Demon Kings. What does that mean?"

Elsie tilted her head and said:

"He caught three Demon Kings. Why?"

"Seong Yurang caught three Demon Kings?"

"Don't tell me you've been following Allen without knowing even that?"

Seora turned her head toward Seong Yurang, who was talking with Professor Freyja in the distance.
Her face had already turned completely pale.

"Allen? If you say Allen, do you mean Allen Plake? But he's a high-ranking warrior."

"Yes, that's him. Seong Yurang is basically a fake identity for identity laundering."

"No, then..."

Seora had only been following him because she knew he was incredibly skilled in swordsmanship and information gathering, but she had no idea his true identity was Allen Plake, the high-ranking warrior who had defeated three Demon Kings.
If that was true...

"What is he trying to do going to such lengths?"

"What do you mean? Haven't you heard that either? He said he's going to defeat all the Demon Kings and save the world."

"No, I know that, but the specific next plan..."

"I don't know."

With that confident statement, Seora realized.

"Certainly, he must have a plan. I guess I should trust him for now..."

"But I told you. That person is a habitual offender."

Allen was looking in their direction with a stern expression for some reason.
Looking at him, Elsie said:

"If he's thinking something foolish right now, I'll definitely correct him this time."

Ch.96 - No One Is Fooled
The vacation, already short, felt even shorter.
Teaching swordsmanship to Yoo Seora and Elsie, while learning from Freyja, had been quite enjoyable.
While learning swordsmanship, I was also able to hear information about the Demon Kings from Freyja.

There was a Demon King named Violet in the Demon King's Castle who connected the network between Demon Kings.
Currently, while the early Demon Kings retained their authority in the Demon King council, they lacked real power, and the later Demon Kings dominated the atmosphere.
I was also able to obtain information about other Demon Kings she knew.

Regarding her information gathering ability, it seemed to be a characteristic of her clan.
The reason for the qualifier "seemed" was because even she wasn't certain. While her ability wasn't ordinary, she had no memory of directly contracting with a god, so the conclusion remained that it was a clan trait.
Regarding that ability, she could only explain it as feeling like a sixth sense opening when she concentrated.

The vacation passed by in a blur, and soon it was coming to an end.
The second semester was starting the following week.
And on that day, I was once again in the Ordeal.

"It's been a while."

Of course, I wasn't alone.
I turned my head to see Elsie, who was visibly excited.

"What do you mean 'a while'? You've been here all vacation."

"No, it's been a long time since I've been alone with you, Allen."

She was right that this time was different from usual because I hadn't brought Yoo Seora and Freyja.
But there was a reason for not bringing those two.

"Well, this fulfills our promise, right?"

The space I had asked the god to create this time was the school cafeteria.
I was trying to keep my promise to let her eat as much school food as she wanted before the vacation ended.

"Yes, though there's still one more left, but as they say, the Ice Valley is best enjoyed after a meal."

"There's one more left?"

Had I made another promise with her without realizing it?
As I was trying to recall, Elsie spoke.

"No matter how hard you try, you won't remember. Let's fill our stomachs first."

With those words, she began selecting food with an excited expression.
Watching her, I reluctantly got some food for myself as well.

"I always thought this menu had such a teasing portion size, but it's nice to just grab three plates at once and eat."

Elsie showed her impressive appetite as usual.
Where did all that food go?
Watching her eat as if she were inhaling the food, I recalled something.

*Do I really consider her a comrade?*

Of course I do.
I value her quite dearly.
If I were to count the people I've built bonds with in this world, there wouldn't be many like her.

*But...*

Telling her about my next destination was another matter entirely.
How would she react when I revealed that I was going to the Reim Kingdom?
That was partly why I had entered this space alone with her.

"Elsie, how do you feel about me helping you?"

Elsie stopped eating and looked at me strangely.

"Why are you suddenly asking that in the middle of a meal?"

"Well, you said before that you wanted to repay me for helping you."

It was somewhat embarrassing to say it myself.
But I had to ask.

"So, do you feel any resistance to me helping you further?"

"That's a really strange question."

Now that I said it out loud, I realized it was strange.

"No, I mean, it was just an innocent question. I absolutely didn't have any bad intentions..."

"It's okay. It's just like you to ask that. I don't know how you manage to worry about such pathetic things without rest..."

She pointed her fork at me.

"Of course, it's true that I'm receiving help from you again by learning swordsmanship. The debt I owe you is growing with each bit of help I receive."

"Then..."

"But if I don't receive this help, it would be impossible for me to repay you at all. So stop thinking about useless things."

I had to close my mouth at her point.
Even I thought it was quite a pointless worry.
But I still couldn't find the courage to bring up the Reim Kingdom.
I didn't want to disturb Elsie while she was enjoying her meal.

*I should probably tell her next time when Yoo Seora is with us too.*

With that, I turned my attention back to the food.
However, Elsie seemed to notice that my eating wasn't going well.
Eventually, she put down her fork mid-meal.

"I'll stop eating here."

"Why? Isn't that not enough? If we ask the god, we can reset your feeling of fullness."

"I told you earlier. The Ice Valley is best enjoyed after a meal. I didn't come here just to fill my stomach."

She stood up and said:

"Follow me, I'll show you what the other promise was."

Following her, I eventually arrived at a certain place.
It was her dormitory room.

"Come in."

"But this is..."

"This is the Ordeal, so there's no punishment for entering a female candidate's room."

At her words, I reluctantly entered her room.
As soon as I entered, she locked the door.
Of course, since it was locked from the inside, I could unlock it and leave if I wanted to, but what mattered was why she locked it.

"Um... Elsie?"

"Of course, since this is the Ordeal, there's no need to lock the door, but it's about the atmosphere, you know."

"Atmosphere?"

Ignoring my question, she took off the thin outer garment she was wearing over her uniform.

"What are you doing..."

At that moment, Elsie's blouse suddenly slipped down as she was fidgeting with something behind her.
The setting sun coming through the window illuminated her translucent skin.
Her neckline, visible through her golden hair which she had grown to her shoulders, shone brighter than her hair itself.

*Wait, this isn't the time to just be looking.*

Just as I was hurriedly trying to avert my eyes:

"You've seen it before anyway. Is there anything to be concerned about?"

"No, but back then you were a child, and now you've grown quite a bit..."

"Grown? Where? Would you like to be specific?"

She smiled.
And her hand moved.
My gaze naturally followed her hand.

*Her chest?*

No, this wasn't right.
Feeling my face heat up, I hastily said:

"Your height has increased, and your figure has... matured. You're different from before. It's a time when you should be more careful about your actions."

"I am being careful, aren't I? Have you ever seen any other man approach me?"

It was true that I hadn't.
But that wasn't because Elsie was being careful; it was more like others were being careful around Elsie.

"But who do you think needs to be careful?"

"What?"

"Come to think of it, it's annoying again. Someone's out there charming Gwen Ridwald, Yoo Seora, and Teacher Freyja... and you're telling me to be careful?"

She approached me step by step.
I unconsciously backed away until my back hit the door.
While I was debating whether to unlock it or not, Elsie kept approaching, and finally stopped right in front of me.

"Wait, Elsie, put your clothes on. Let's talk."

Of course, we were touching now.
Just the two of us in this room, in this world.
This was dangerous.

"This is dangerous."

"What's dangerous?"

"That's..."

At that moment, her hand wrapped around my neck.

"How long are you going to look away?"

She naturally turned my face toward her.
I saw Elsie's serious gaze.

"No one is fooled, Allen."

"Elsie?"

"So it's okay to be a little more honest."

That was almost the same as what Freyja had said.
The only difference was the current situation.

"First, about what you said was dangerous earlier."

At that moment, she put strength into her arm and pulled my face down as if hanging onto me.
Then she whispered in my ear:

"This is the Ordeal, so it's not dangerous at all."

Hearing those words, my ears and neck heated up.
Before being honest, I asked her one last time:

"Are you sure this is okay?"

"Yes, it's okay, so let's be honest one layer at a time, slowly."

One layer at a time, slowly.
That gentle expression was enough to convince me.
So I decided to be honest, at least for the first layer.

Perhaps I might find some answers.

***

*Did I really end up doing it?*

I did end up doing it because of Elsie's seduction, but it wasn't smooth sailing.
Neither Elsie nor I had any experience.
To be honest, I'm not even sure how everything transpired.

*It was chaotic.*

But thanks to the hero's stamina being far superior to an ordinary person's, by the time we finished, the sun had completely set.
Of course, that only applied to Elsie; in my case, I had to replenish my stamina several times by begging the god.

*Sorry, I can't be honest about that.*

I looked at Elsie, who had fallen asleep from exhaustion.
Only the moonlight coming through the window gently illuminated her.
As her hair had returned to its golden color, unlike usual, it reminded me of when I first met her.

*She was so scruffy back then.*

I had fed her, bathed her, and put her to bed.
Come to think of it, that was when I started deceiving her.
Even then, she wasn't easily fooled.

*Actually, thinking about it, she was never really fooled.*

Even when I disguised myself as Seong Yurang, she noticed my identity.
I was even shocked when she confirmed it by my scent.
And even now...

*She probably already knows, doesn't she?*

Looking at her sleeping peacefully, I opened my mouth:

"My next destination is..."

Of course, she's sound asleep right now.
Even if I say it now, I'll have to say it again later.
But if I can't say it now, I won't be able to say it then either.

"The Reim Kingdom."

I finally felt a bit more honest.
At that moment, a voice was heard:

-It's been a while.

*It has been a while. God of Voyeurism.*

-Please don't misunderstand like that. This is my Ordeal, not an inn.

*So what's the matter? It doesn't seem like the God of Chains has returned.*

-No, not yet. But I wanted to let you know that my Ordeal is almost coming to an end.

*Is there a reward or something?*

-No, that's not it. I just wanted to personally express my gratitude and offer my encouragement.

Gratitude and encouragement at this timing?
I looked down at Elsie.
What exactly was the nature of this Ordeal?

*You're really not the God of Voyeurism.*

-I'll say it again, that's a misunderstanding.

*Anyway, the Ordeal isn't over yet, right?*

Although I couldn't pinpoint it exactly, I did feel like I had achieved something by being a bit more honest with Elsie.
Yet the Ordeal wasn't over...

-Not yet, it's still a bit lacking. Let's call it the final step to reach your destination.

*You can't tell me what that step is, can you?*

-No, but I would like to caution you. The final step probably won't be easy, which is why I'm offering my encouragement.

His words meant that the true third Ordeal was approaching soon.
Given that none of the Ordeals had ever been easy, I wondered what significance his encouragement held, but it didn't feel bad.
If the Ordeal was unavoidable anyway...

*I hope this Ordeal will fill something too.*

Just as the previous ones have.
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And so, the vacation came to an end.

The second semester began, and as expected, it focused on individual evaluations. Most assessments were similar to the entrance exam—entering an Ordeal alone, defeating Chaos Beasts, and coming back out.

*This isn't really the best evaluation method for me.*

Without my sword, my combat ability isn't that great. Of course, even if I could use a sword, fighting Chaos Beasts emphasizes stats more than human opponents, so it wouldn't be absolutely advantageous. Still, I was already quite familiar with facing Chaos Beasts, so my early grades weren't too bad.

*Especially since many candidates are surprisingly unfamiliar with the realm of Chaos.*

It goes without saying for me, but Elsie had also been traversing Chaos for the past two years following Gwen. Yoo Seora was also familiar with Chaos from following merchant guilds since childhood.

However, candidates without such experience struggled just to function in the Chaos realm simulated within the Ordeals. Thinking back to my first experience stepping into the realm of Chaos, I could understand their difficulties.

*Thanks to that, Seora is maintaining her position at the top.*

Of course, since Seora lacked powerful follow-up attacks, she was at a disadvantage when it came to eliminating multiple Chaos Beasts. Because of this, she couldn't climb higher than her first semester ranking and remained at 4th place among the 32 members of the swordsmanship class.

Meanwhile, Elsie was the one rising through the ranks.

*She was in the mid-20s before the mid-term trade, but...*

After the trade, as team 4-B continued to secure victories, her rank shot up to the top 10, establishing her in the middle tier. After defeating team 1-A and entering the upper ranks, she continued to rise rapidly in the second semester, showing the results of her vacation training and successfully breaking into the top 10.

Her hard work during the first semester had definitely paid off.

*If she maintains this ranking, we should be able to obtain decent Relics smoothly.*

Of course, a high rank doesn't guarantee a good Relic. But in the "graduation performance"—which has a tight schedule making it difficult to show everything one possesses—rank can be an indicator of approximate strength. And that graduation performance was an important event where the successors to the warriors would be named and the Relics they would receive would be finally determined.

*That's not the only thing I need to worry about, though.*

I resolved quite a few problems during the first semester. But two major issues still remained.

*First, the absence of the constellations.*

I glanced at Wilhelm, who was maintaining his bow some distance away. Fortunately, in his case, the absence of his constellation wasn't having a major impact, but there would be cases like Seora where that wasn't true. I wasn't sure how this situation would develop, but for now, all we could do was wait for the God of Chains.

*And second, the third Ordeal.*

The unnamed god had warned us in advance, even adding that it would be difficult. Since we were frequently entering Ordeals due to the school schedule, we probably couldn't avoid the third Ordeal. I had no intention of avoiding it anyway, since there would likely be rewards for completing it.

What mattered was its content and timing.

*Will it be the kind of Ordeal I can pass without Gravitus?*

I had already experienced going through an Ordeal without Gravitus during the second trial. That experience was, in a word, uncomfortable. There was no sword better suited to me, a user of wind power, than Gravitus.

Of course, Gravitus wasn't absolutely necessary to pass the Ordeal in the end, but if this Ordeal focused on combat ability, it would be quite difficult without Gravitus.

*Perhaps the warning about difficulty included that aspect as well.*

That's probably too optimistic.

I needed to prepare sufficiently to pass the Ordeal without Gravitus. For that reason, I was focusing on training my wind power again after a long time. I was trying to apply wind power to regular swords, not just the lightened Gravitus.

...That's when I heard the professor's voice.

"It seems all candidates are ready."

Along with such personal efforts, the Warrior Academy's educational schedule continued as well. What we were facing now was a cooperative subjugation class that occasionally took place between individual evaluations.

Across from me, Wilhelm had finished maintaining his bow and was getting up. It seemed his preparation was the last.

Opposite us was team 2-B, including Wilhelm. The cooperative subjugation class was conducted with the team we belonged to in the first semester. Of course, we were only sharing the Ordeal space with team 2-B because our class times overlapped; I was still with team 4-B, the last team I belonged to in the first semester.

"Is everyone on our side ready too?"

I checked on the members of team 4-B who had returned after the vacation. Elsie and Seora, the mage duo, and the trio who still wore foolish expressions.

In truth, since our team was composed with human opponents in mind, it wasn't the optimal combination for cooperative Chaos Beast subjugation. But since this class didn't count toward our evaluation, there was no need to worry too much.

*It's not like we'll have trouble keeping up with the class.*

Besides, even if not optimal, there were aspects that carried over from human combat. Seora could fulfill the role of dealing burst damage like a mage, and the rest of our capabilities were sufficient to keep up with the class level.

However, there was something that bothered me.

*What if this weren't just a simulation?*

That kept nagging at me. Somehow, I had ended up as the leader of team 4-B. I suppose it happened naturally since I was always at the forefront, formulating strategies and giving directions. I can't deny that Seong Yurang's gaming experience helped with that.

*But reality isn't a game.*

In the Ordeal where our cooperative class is taking place, death isn't permanent, so I can make bold decisions with a gaming mindset. But if this were reality, would I be able to give them such bold commands? If they died because of my decisions, could I bear that responsibility?

Of course, a leader must bear it. Freyja said so before, and I agreed. But acknowledging it and actually bearing the weight felt remarkably different.

To be honest, I'm afraid. The position of leader, responsible for others' lives, is that heavy. But I don't think this position is unsuited for me either.

*It might actually be more fitting for me than direct combat.*

My body is ordinary compared to the others. Even with Premature Growth, wind power, Gravitus, and awakening pills, there are limits. If so, it might be better for major tasks to borrow the strength of those like Elsie or Seora, whose limits are set much higher than mine.

*But still...*

In my field of vision, Chaos Beasts appeared. I had assigned that area to the three fools, believing they could survive on their own.

However, there were more Chaos Beasts than expected. And unlike Seora or Elsie, those three still lacked the ability to handle such unexpected situations. They were annihilated in an instant by the Chaos Beasts.

It wasn't my fault. I had formulated a rational strategy, but they were simply unlucky. Not just unlucky—their lack of training and skill also played a part.

*It's an unavoidable sacrifice, but...*

Could I really accept it that way in a real situation? Even if it's unavoidable, a sacrifice is still a sacrifice. At that moment, the image of the trio dying flashed through my mind.

*What if it had been Seora or Elsie?*

I imagined them in place of the trio. Of course, those two wouldn't die so easily, but what we'll face in real combat won't be at the level of these Chaos Beasts. If things go wrong, we might even face a Demon King.

*Rather than that...*

I'd feel more at ease if I moved more myself. I picked up my bow. Even if this wasn't real combat, I needed to test my tactics now rather than changing them after entering actual combat.

*Let me do what I can on my own first.*

***

*That guy...*

Freyja was observing the candidates inside the Ordeal. Among them, her gaze lingered on Allen, who was moving more proactively than he had shown in the first semester.

*If only it were just being proactive...*

At that moment, a professor—or rather, a professor-in-training—approached Freyja.

"Hmm?"

It was Lyutmila, the archery class professor-in-training.

"Lyutmila?"

"Hello, Freyja."

She came and stood beside Freyja, who asked her:

"Don't you have a class right now?"

Lyutmila shrugged and replied:

"I left that to Kyle. I'm just a professor-in-training, and I have the right to prioritize selecting my successor."

"That successor being..."

Freyja scanned the Ordeal. There were two archers there: Wilhelm and Allen.

"Wilhelm?"

Of course, Allen's archery was distinctive and not bad, but it clearly deviated from orthodox methods. If Lyutmila was looking for someone to inherit her "archery," Wilhelm would be more suitable than Allen.

However, Lyutmila shook her head.

"Well, it's too early to reveal that. I can't deny that Wilhelm is the likely candidate, but there's one more person who still interests me."

It was somewhat unexpected, but at the same time, Freyja understood. She wasn't much different herself.

*Does that guy attract attention wherever he goes?*

Just as she was thinking this:

"By the way, Freyja, your face hasn't changed at all since I saw you a few years ago."

Though unintentional, it was a question that struck at her vulnerability. However, having heard such questions before, she answered calmly:

"It's all makeup technique. If I removed it, you'd see a wrinkled old lady."

"I doubt that. If you don't mind, please teach me that makeup technique sometime."

"That would be difficult. It's my secret technique, you see."

As the two were exchanging trivial conversation, a signal indicating the end of the practical training sounded. Turning to look at the candidates, Freyja saw Elsie and Seora quickly gathering around Allen.

*As expected...*

Allen had clearly pushed himself too hard during the recent training, not just moving proactively. Elsie and Seora would have noticed this too. So this issue should be resolved between them and Allen without her intervention. She had already warned Allen before.

*In a way, this might be Allen's final challenge...*

That's when it happened.

*What was that?*

Something registered in her intuition. She asked Lyutmila beside her:

"Didn't you feel something just now?"

"Pardon?"

Lyutmila's expression showed she had no idea what Freyja meant. Apparently, only Freyja had felt it.

*What was that just now?*

She began to feel a sense of incongruity.
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"Haa, ha..."

I caught my breath.
Just then, a notification appeared indicating the class had ended.
The Chaos Beast I'd just defeated must have been the last one.

*I could probably handle this much on my own.*

Even in the midst of battle, I kept track of my teammates.
They all survived. For some reason, they were quickly gathering around me as soon as class ended.

"Seong Yurang."

The first to arrive was Yoo Seora, who had been nearby.
For some reason, she wore a worried expression.
Then, pointing at my leg, she said:

"...What happened to your leg this time?"

I looked down at my leg.
I noticed what appeared to be a torn wound.
It happened because I tried to handle everything myself.

"This is nothing. It's not even a critical wound."

It was just a small tear, so it would heal quickly.

"But if I had helped, you wouldn't have been injured in the first place..."

Just then, Elsie arrived, running from quite a distance.

"What happened to your head?"

She looked thoroughly angry.

"Elsie?"

"What's wrong with you? You were doing so well during the first semester."

From the situation, it seemed Yoo Seora and Elsie were upset that I had essentially abandoned them.
If that was the case, I did have some excuses.

"I can handle this much on my own to some extent."

In reality, I was able to annihilate most of the Chaos Beasts by leveraging the swift mobility of the wind power in various locations.

"Is that why the person who 'handled it' injured their leg?"

But that damn leg became a stumbling block again.

"This is just an Ordeal anyway. Once we go outside, everything will return to normal."

"Yes, it's just an Ordeal. Which means there was no reason for you to push yourself so hard."

She then began to scrutinize each of my actions one by one.

"That group of armored Chaos Beasts earlier. Even I could see that it would have been more efficient for Miss Yoo Seora to handle them."

"But what if even one survived? Then Yoo Seora would be defenseless."

Yoo Seora shook her head and said:

"That probability is extremely low."

"But the probability still exists."

"That's..."

No matter how low the probability, as long as it exists, it's not impossible.
Once you're dead, regret comes too late.
So it's better to eliminate that probability altogether.

However, that idea wasn't without its flaws either.

"If you consider every worst-case scenario like that, tactics become a mess. Like just now."

Elsie precisely targeted the contradiction in my actions.

"And you, you hardly considered the probability of variables happening to yourself."

"No, I did consider it. I definitely wouldn't die to Chaos Beasts of this level."

"Maybe not to Chaos Beasts of this level. But what if this wasn't a simulation? What if the opponent was a stronger Chaos Beast, or even a Demon King?"

That was similar to the concerns I had been having.
The difference was that the subject and object were reversed.

"I guarantee you this. If things continue like this, you'll definitely try to handle everything alone again."

I couldn't refute that.
I couldn't be certain that I wouldn't do it again.
To me, Elsie delivered what felt like the final blow:

"That's not what you call a comrade."

Comrades are precious.
But because of that, my actions had the opposite effect.
I understood what Elsie was saying.

*But...*

That's when it happened.

My body was enveloped in the unique sensation of the Ordeal.
It seemed time was up.
The simulation was over, so we were being sent outside the Ordeal.

*Right, let's think about this properly once we're outside.*

***

With that thought, I closed my eyes, and when I opened them, the space around me had changed.
However, this wasn't outside the Ordeal.
Nor was it the familiar space with the giant tree—it was another familiar space.

*Is this... the waiting area?*

A waiting area separate from the simulation space.
But something was off.
For some reason, there were too many candidates in this space.
Moreover...

*The atmosphere feels strange.*

For some reason, everyone seemed filled with confusion.
Sensing that something was amiss, I tried to look for Elsie and Yoo Seora who should be somewhere around.
That's when I caught snippets of conversation.

"Is what just happened real?"

"Hylen's barrier breaking... what does this mean..."

At the same time, I froze.

*What?*

The conversation continued.

"That thing we saw earlier, was that really a Demon King?"

After being frozen for a moment, I finally began to understand the situation.
Warrior Academy candidates continued to pour into the waiting area. Not just candidates, but ordinary citizens were starting to mix in as well.
Combining the conversations I'd overheard with the current situation, there was only one possible conclusion.

*The Ordeal has become a shelter.*

It was easy to understand when thinking about other Ordeals outside the barrier.
Due to the characteristic of Ordeals being divine private property, there's a small barrier surrounding the lake. So even if Hylen's barrier breaks, the Ordeal's barrier remains functional.

*Though it's not invincible.*

Barriers aren't invincible.
The collapse of Ice Valley first proved that, and if what I just heard is true, even Hylen's barrier, known to be the strongest, has collapsed.
In such a worst-case scenario, thinking that the fragile Ordeal barrier would hold is optimistic at best.

*If what they're saying is true and a Demon King has invaded...*

Combat personnel must be outside right now, trying to hold back the Demon King and Chaos Beasts.
Fortunately, the combat personnel in Holy City Hylen outclassed those of any other city in both quality and quantity.
It's not for nothing that Holy City Hylen is called the city of warriors. But I was still perplexed.

*Why attack Hylen at this point in time?*

Setting aside how they broke through Hylen's solid barrier, I couldn't understand why they chose this place.

*Weren't they focusing on conquering the Reim Kingdom?*

That's what all the news I'd heard suggested, and considering the current situation of the Demon Kings, that should have been the case.
After all, Demon Kings had avoided direct confrontation with humans for the past few decades.
Of course, that was just to minimize attrition warfare with Saint-level warriors, but they were secretly carrying out various operations behind the scenes.

One of those was the 71st Demon King, whom I thwarted early on, and after that failed, they focused on the 72nd Demon King and the Reim Kingdom operation.
The Reim Kingdom operation was undoubtedly important to them. If it succeeded, the 72nd Demon King would become almost unstoppable.
But it was also an operation that consumed a lot of time. That's why I had been preparing thoroughly at the Warrior Academy with some leeway.

But the fact that they left the Reim Kingdom to invade Holy City Hylen suggested three possible assumptions.

*First, the assumption that the 72nd Demon King has completed their awakening.*

But that doesn't make sense.
The awakening of the 72nd Demon King isn't something that can be accelerated just because they focus on it.
Moreover, even if the awakening was complete, there's no reason for them to immediately invade Holy City Hylen. They would need to secure the Reim Kingdom first, and if they had done that, there would have been news before something like this happened.

*Then second, the Reim Kingdom operation failed for some reason, and they invaded Holy City Hylen out of desperation.*

If this scenario is correct, the situation would end with them being subdued by the warriors of Holy City Hylen.
But this was too optimistic a thought.
Above all, such a situation had never occurred in the Hundred Braves game, which was key.

*Because they have more operations than just this.*

The ending that users had reached in Hundred Braves was always the unconditional demise of the world.
It could never be a desperate invasion.
Then I needed to change my thinking a bit.

*Final assumption. They possess a weapon that can definitely conquer Holy City Hylen.*

Originally, that would be the 72nd Demon King, but it's too early now.
Then they might have found another weapon.
A weapon that could definitively conquer the heart, Holy City Hylen, without needing to conquer surrounding countries one by one.

*If that's true...*

This world might be in danger.
To prevent that, I needed to at least assess the situation outside.

*The question is whether to take Elsie and Yoo Seora with me...*

Just then, I heard someone speaking loudly.

"Once you enter this place, no one except warriors can leave! If you have someone to find outside, please let us know!"

It seemed they had locked the Ordeal to prevent candidates or civilians who had taken refuge from going back outside and experiencing disaster.
Then I had no choice.
Elsie and Yoo Seora weren't officially warriors yet.

*But I can go out.*

While I have the status of a warrior candidate as Seong Yurang, I still retain my status as the high-ranking warrior Allen Plake.

*I'll just check the situation outside first.*

I can decide what to do next after assessing the situation.

***

The first thing I saw when I left the Ordeal was the sky.
What's so special about the sky, you ask?
Well, the building where the Ordeal was located had a ceiling.

*What is this...*

The outer walls of the building surrounding the Ordeal had been blown away.
Not just the outer walls. Most of the buildings in the Warrior Academy, no, in Holy City Hylen, had been destroyed.
The sight of crimson Chaos particles pouring in from outside the barrier and scattering over it all was like looking at a scene from hell.

"Shit."

A curse I hadn't uttered in a long time escaped my lips.
Of course, I had somewhat anticipated this scene from the moment I heard that Hylen's barrier had broken and a Demon King had invaded.
But the feeling of seeing it directly was completely different.

*What the hell happened?*

The only place still intact was this small space surrounded by the Ordeal's barrier.
Everywhere else was literal chaos.
People who were suddenly exposed to Chaos had transformed into Chaos Beasts, and as they went berserk, sporadic destruction was occurring.

"This is..."

Cold sweat flowed, and my fists clenched.
It was the first time I was seeing such a scene with my own eyes.
If I hadn't stopped the 71st Demon King in my hometown, a similar disaster would have occurred, but the scale was different.

This was Hylen, called humanity's last and greatest city.
And that Hylen had already met its demise.
In the midst of it all, my legs naturally gave way.

Questions like "why" or "how come" weren't important anymore.
In the current situation, the only question left for me was "what" to do.

And that question...

"Damn it."

Had no answer.
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Screams, thunderous noises, and crimson particles scattering through the air.
All of these things pointed to the end.

*Damn it.*

My head started to ache.
In the face of this sudden apocalypse, my thoughts froze momentarily, and my legs, drained of strength, refused to move as I was overwhelmed by the scene.

*But...*

I couldn't just sit here paralyzed.
That would make passing the first and second Ordeals meaningless.

*Even though the first Ordeal wasn't actually my memory...*

I can't deny that it became the driving force that allowed me to move forward.
Become a hero with the ordinary body of Allen Plake. It seemed like an impossible goal, but after trying, I eventually succeeded.
No matter how impossible something seems, you never know until you try.

*And next is understanding the current reality.*

I couldn't accomplish anything by just despairing at the desolate scene before me.
I needed to calmly reassess the current situation.
That's what I learned from the second Ordeal.

*First...*

The Holy City Hylen was quieter than I expected.
It might sound strange, but considering Demon Kings had invaded, it was definitely quiet.
I couldn't directly see any Demon Kings anywhere, and at the same time, there were hardly any heroes fighting against them, except for some injured people inside the Ordeal barrier.

*But judging by the scale of destruction, there must have been battles with the Demon Kings.*

The barrier was breached while I was receiving cooperative tactical training in the Ordeal, so at most it happened three hours ago.
For the city to be destroyed to this extent within three hours, there must have been battles between Demon Kings and heroes.
But the fact that I couldn't see any now meant...

*I see.*

As blood began flowing to my head again and strength returned to my legs, I was able to stand up.
I had some assumptions, but it would be best to hear directly from an eyewitness.
And fortunately, there was someone nearby who could tell me exactly what happened.

*That person should be able to tell me the situation accurately.*

As I walked toward her, people who noticed me began whispering.

"That man came out of the lake, right?"

"Does that mean he's a hero?"

"What good is being a hero? Everything's already over."

By the way, since emerging from the Ordeal, I had disabled my optical camouflage and returned to Allen Plake's appearance.
If the Demon Kings had attacked first, it was already a situation beyond what I could handle with a bow. In that case, I didn't want to waste the false identity of Seong Yurang that I had carefully created.

"It's been a while."

When I approached her and greeted her, she responded with a bitter smile.

"You arrived quite late."

She was Stella, the rank 4 Saint-class hero and also the strongest mage.
And my assumptions about the current situation were quite related to her.

"How much of this destruction was your doing?"

Her bitterness deepened.

"Half... maybe a bit more?"

As I thought, most of the collapsed buildings were her doing.
Her magic was powerful, but not the kind that could be used within a barrier like this at a manageable scale.
But in a situation like this, it was probably an unavoidable choice.

"That means the hero side has been almost completely wiped out."

I didn't mean that she was responsible for that.
Rather, it was because of this that she had resorted to large-scale destructive magic as a last measure. Because there was no other option left.
If that was the case, the important question was:

"Are all the Demon Kings dead?"

Most of the heroes in Hylen had been wiped out.
Despite that, if it was this quiet, I could assume the Demon Kings had been wiped out as well.
However, Stella shook her head.

"No, I failed. Even for someone like me, to generate enough power to definitely kill Demon Kings, half the city was my limit."

After saying that, she coughed slightly.
A few drops of blood mixed with her cough.

"And that was only by pushing my life force to the extreme."

She spoke of it helplessly, but that wasn't really the case.
For a single mage to cast a spell wide enough to annihilate multiple Demon Kings was something worthy of becoming a legend.
But legends can only be passed down if there are people left to tell them.

"How many Demon Kings are left?"

"We were somewhat lucky. From what I can sense, there are only about three left."

Only about three left.
That was relatively hopeful news.
But I questioned whether "only" was the right expression.

*Of course, three is much fewer than the number of Demon Kings that invaded, but...*

The problem was that now there were hardly any heroes left to face them.
That meant our options were very limited.

"Can the barrier here hold those three until reinforcements arrive?"

There was no choice but to wait for reinforcements from elsewhere.
Even though this was Hylen, known as the city of heroes, not all heroes were in Hylen.
Especially among Saint-class heroes, most were scattered here and there except for Stella.

"I wonder if reinforcements will even come."

But Stella was pessimistic.

"They targeted the church headquarters simultaneously with the invasion. All the apostles of the Apostle Council are dead, and the Pontiff is missing. The command of the church is effectively in the hands of the branch directors of each barrier. Do you think they'll immediately dispatch reinforcements to Hylen, which has already fallen?"

"But there are many resources here like Relics. And Saint-class heroes like you are still alive."

"They don't know I'm alive. Even though I am, I don't have much life force left, so it doesn't matter. And the same goes for the Relics. By the time they arrive, most of the Relics will have been destroyed."

She was right.
But there was still something worth considering.

"What about the Saint-class heroes? Even without orders from branch directors, if they come here..."

"Ranks 1 and 3 won't come. Rank 2 might, but as far as I know, he's currently somewhere difficult to contact. And below rank 5... several died in previous battles, and only two or three remain, so expecting them to come would be too optimistic."

Too optimistic. That was certainly true.
There was no guarantee that reinforcements for the Demon King's army wouldn't arrive by then.
So we couldn't just sit around waiting for people who might or might not come.

*In the end...*

I looked outside the purgatory-like barrier.
Then I turned my head back to look toward the solitary lake.

"There are still so many people in there."

Not just people, but also connections precious to me were still in there.
If the Ordeal is destroyed in this state, they will disappear along with it.
I had to prevent that at all costs.

"If two out of the three were gone, would the barrier here hold?"

"It depends on how strong those two are, but if they're average Demon Kings, then it's possible."

"Then I just need to defeat one of them, right?"

One might be possible.
Of course, the possibility would vary depending on which Demon King I faced, but considering I was in good condition while they had probably fought with heroes a bit, it seemed quite doable.
And above all...

"Aren't you concerned about your life?"

"If this life can prevent destruction, that's enough."

My goal is to prevent the world's demise.
If that means sacrificing someone like me to save those in the Ordeal, then so be it.

"It would be much more helpful for the other candidates to survive than for someone with my meager talents."

The Demon King's side must have also lost many troops in this invasion.
So there was still a chance.
If Yoo Seora, Ersia, Wilhelm, and many other candidates survived, that is.

"Is that what someone who defeated three Demon Kings and is now casually going to hunt another one should say?"

Stella challenged me, but I laughed it off.

"You're right, it is funny."

The one who knows me best is myself.
No matter what great achievements I've made, I shouldn't confuse them with reality.
Until now, it was closer to just being lucky.

"Then I'll be going."

With that, I turned away from her.
I had gathered almost all the information I needed.
Now the rest was up to me.

"Didn't he just say he defeated three Demon Kings?"

"He seems to know Stella too?"

"Then is that man who I think he is?"

There was increased murmuring around us, perhaps from people who had overheard my conversation with Stella.
Somehow, the way people looked at me seemed to have changed a bit.
Most of those gazes were filled with expectation.

"Maybe he'll defeat the remaining Demon Kings for us."

"But he doesn't look very strong."

"Then maybe he can use magic?"

I couldn't help but laugh.
I'm not particularly strong, nor can I use magic.
But I still intend to try defeating a Demon King.
As I was about to leave the Ordeal barrier:

"Allen Plake."

Suddenly, Stella called my name.
I turned around to look at her.

"Rank 50 hero who defeated three Demon Kings."

"I'm not rank 50, I'm rank 100."

"Let's just say about half of those above you are dead."

I wondered if hero rankings even mattered in this situation, but I decided to let it go.
What she was trying to do now was more important.

"It looks like he's going to find a Demon King alone. Would someone follow and help him? I'm a bit worried."

At that, several people who had been sitting down began to stand up.
They didn't rise just because Stella had ordered them to, especially with the church's command structure completely broken.
They stood up only because of their expectations of me.

"Let me tell you something first."

I needed to make something clear.

"I'm not as strong as you think. I can't guarantee your lives against a Demon King. Will you still follow me?"

But they paid no heed to my words.

"I'll still follow. I have someone precious in the Ordeal too."

"I have nothing to lose anyway. If I can get revenge on the Demon Kings, that's enough."

"And you know what? No one expects you to be responsible for their lives. On the battlefield, everyone must ultimately look after themselves."

If that's truly how they felt, there was nothing I could do.
Each of them had their own reasons for following me.
But somehow, that last statement stuck with me.

*No one expects you to be responsible for their lives...*

Before leaving the Ordeal barrier, I turned my eyes one last time to look at the lake.

*Elsie, Yoo Seora.*

I worried about them briefly.
But I quickly turned my eyes away. To protect them, I needed to move forward now.
And so I left the Ordeal barrier.
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A team hastily assembled from a few warriors who barely survived the collapse of Hylen.
While they would certainly be more helpful than me being alone, the fact remained that this was a hastily formed team.

"Is there an archer among you?"

They looked at each other before shaking their heads.
Well, nothing to be done about it. Having someone in the archer role would be better regardless of who took it.
It was much more efficient to have someone positioned behind the front lines to assess the situation and keep the enemy in check.

"Then I'll take the archer role."

They accepted my words without particular suspicion.

"Were you an archer? Indeed, you don't have the build to take down a Demon King in close combat."

"Yes, an archer makes sense."

The only remaining disappointment was that even with this arrangement, we couldn't replace a mage.

*If only Yoo Seora were here.*

She could have substituted for a mage to some extent.
No, in some aspects, she could even perform functions that mages couldn't.
But disappointment aside, we needed to formulate a strategy suited to our current situation without a mage.

*It will depend on who we're up against.*

So we began focusing on searching for the remaining Demon Kings.
Fortunately, I had a decent aptitude for at least one aspect of an archer's talents—scouting.
Though I couldn't pinpoint an enemy's location by their energy alone like Libero could, I was perfectly capable of detecting presences through sight and sound.

After an hour of continuous searching...
Just as those following me were about to start doubting me, I finally managed to locate one of the Demon Kings.
It was deep inside one of the few buildings still standing.

*That's definitely a Demon King.*

Now that we were this close, I could begin to sense the distinctive energy of a Demon King.
Libero was a very unusual case. Perhaps due to being an early Demon King, he possessed very little power as a Demon King, relying solely on his swordsmanship, which made him blend in with humans without standing out.
The 71st Demon King also had relatively little power as a Demon King, perhaps due to her parasitic ability.

*But this energy...*

It was unmistakably a Demon King's energy.
And what's more, a familiar one.
The problem was that I hadn't encountered that many Demon Kings.

*The 71st, Libero, Gineus.*

And if I included brief encounters, there was the 54th Demon King Raus whom I met in the carriage to Sak, and the 31st Demon King I saw during the entrance exam.
The disconcerting fact was that four of them were already dead Demon Kings.

*But this isn't Demon King Raus's energy...*

This was an energy that gave me a distinctly bad feeling.
Of course, there might be other Demon Kings with similar energy.
To confirm their identity, I'd have to find them directly.

"Let's keep going."

And finally, when we infiltrated the building and confirmed their identity, I couldn't help but freeze.
Because this being shouldn't be here.

"Gineus?"

Long jet-black hair, broken horns, and torn wings. It was definitely Gineus.
But she was someone who shouldn't be here.
She was a Demon King I had already killed.

*I couldn't have been mistaken.*

I received the death notification message, and I unlocked the third inherited Stigma with the SP I received as a reward.
So why was she here?
While I hesitated in confusion...

"Now's our chance! Attack!"

The warriors following me rushed past me and began charging.
They naturally assumed that I, as the archer, would remain in the back.
And I could understand why they were rushing.

*Is Gineus injured?*

She was sitting against the wall with a deep cut across her chest.
They wanted to defeat her quickly before she could recover. But...

"Everyone, cover your ears!"

Her combat power doesn't lie in physical strength.
At that moment, she, who had seemed to be collapsed helplessly, smiled.
And she whispered something softly.

*...*

I could block out sound completely using the power of wind, but I could tell what she said by reading her lips.

*"Kill each other now."*

Her mind control is powerful.
She could even exert control over other Demon Kings if she could "persuade" them through conversation.
If she used that on humans...

*Damn it*

Just a whisper was enough to take control of multiple humans.
That was actually how she was able to dominate the economy by running a company in Sak.
And now it had led to a catastrophe.

"W-what? Why are you suddenly—!"

Fortunately, some followed my instructions and covered their ears.
But those who had even slightly doubted my instructions were all under her mind control.
In an instant, those who had been comrades were attacking each other.

"It's mind control! To break it, we need to kill the Demon King!"

But my instructions seemed to fall on deaf ears.
Those who were suddenly attacked began swinging their swords at their former comrades.
Come to think of it, calling them comrades was a bit ambiguous. They had only started following me an hour ago.

"Die!"

"Damn it, I'm in my right mind!"

The situation had deteriorated to the point where it was impossible to tell who was under mind control and who wasn't.
This was the result of a lack of bonds and trust between comrades.
In this situation, there was only one thing I could do.

*I'll have to target the main body myself.*

At least I was far enough away that I wasn't caught in the fighting.
The quickest way to minimize casualties would be to eliminate Gineus as fast as possible.
With that judgment, I drew out Amya and began approaching her.

At that moment, I noticed a change in the movements of several people under mind control.
It seemed she had issued a new order to intercept me as I started approaching her.
But I had drawn Amya not so much to deceive Gineus as to escape from the sight of the warriors under mind control.

*Power of wind.*

Unless it was Elsie's optical modulation, I couldn't deceive a Demon King with something like Amya anyway.
That had already been proven with the 71st Demon King.
So I didn't try to hide my approach from Gineus and rushed forward quickly using the power of wind.

*Even without Gravitus...*

I had a Relic I'd picked up from someone who had just fallen.
The 2-star Relic Sharp Cutter.
A fairly light sword with increased cutting power due to holy energy.

*Power of wind.*

Having instantly approached Gineus, I transferred the power of wind to the sword.
And I used an ability I didn't have back then.

*Overload.*

The cutting power imbued in the sword began to emit as an ominous black energy.
From here, speed was crucial.
With the sword's insufficient weight, it was impossible to tear the opponent apart in one blow like with Gravitus. So I needed to pack in as many attacks as possible in a short moment.

*With the current Overload, the sword can withstand 8 strikes.*

I needed to deliver eight attacks at once.
If Gineus had even a moment to recover in between, the attack would be in vain.
Of course, that wasn't as simple as it sounded. If I hadn't complemented Libero's swordsmanship from Freyja, I wouldn't have even been able to attempt such an attack.

*The acceleration is sufficient.*

Libero was able to drive even a healthy Gineus to death.
If I had inherited even a fraction of his swordsmanship, I should be able to defeat Gineus in this state.

And though I don't know how she reappeared...

*You disgust me every time I see you.*

I swung my sword.
Despite her injuries, she retained a Demon King's characteristic agility, and my strike slightly missed, cutting off her left arm.
But that wasn't a problem. It was a part I would have had to cut eventually.

*I'll just change the order.*

Besides, from now on, not even a Demon King's body could keep up.
As the acceleration of the wind power gradually increased, my swordsmanship finally entered the realm of time.
Though it was somewhat delayed because my opponent was a Demon King, time eventually stopped.

Now even I couldn't control myself.
I could only entrust my body to the sense I had acquired through training in the second Ordeal and Libero's swordsmanship that I had complemented through Freyja.

I swung the sword, and without the slightest gap, the next strike followed.
When that ended, immediately the next strike, and then the next.
After the 8-hit combo ended, the sword, destroyed by the Overload, shattered into particles and scattered.

"Haa... ha..."

The breath I had been holding burst out violently.
Gasping for breath, I checked Gineus's condition.

*I did it.*

It wasn't just the sword that had been shattered.
Demon King Gineus's body was also shattered beyond recovery.
I wasn't in perfect condition either.

*This...*

I can't use this often.
At least not against Demon Kings.
I was certain of that.

When I wiped my philtrum with my sleeve, blood stained it.
Even though I could accelerate with the power of wind, it didn't mean there was no strain on my body.
While Libero, despite being an early Demon King, had a sturdier body than ordinary people and possessed some regenerative ability, I was a human who until recently had a body even weaker than an ordinary person.

*If I use this consecutively, my body will be destroyed.*

But Gineus's death notification didn't appear.
It wasn't that Gineus hadn't died.
Being shattered to this extent was certainly enough to declare her dead. But the fact that no notification appeared meant...

*The situation is indeed unusual.*

I turned my head to check on the warriors who had followed me.
I was worried that someone might have become a Chaos Beast in the earlier commotion, but they were still warriors after all.
Once Gineus died and the mind control was completely lifted, they first ended the lives of their comrades who were in the process of becoming Chaos Beasts.

Suddenly, I recalled my first experience outside the barrier with Gwen Ridwald.
I had almost gone berserk then, and when I came to my senses, Gwen had her sword at my neck.
So this was the basic protocol for warriors.

"Let's go back."

The two survivors weren't in great condition either.
There were support mages inside the Ordeal barrier, so we needed to return quickly for treatment.
As I took the lead again, one of them said to me:

"You weren't an archer."

"No, I'm sorry for deceiving you."

"No, I'm not blaming you. Without you, we would have been annihilated. I'm just grateful to you for saving my life."

After those words, we didn't speak at all as we carefully made our way back to the Ordeal, trying not to encounter the other two Demon Kings.
We had only traveled together because we shared the same goal of defeating the Demon Kings; there was no particular bond between us.
And we had felt that limitation keenly through this battle.

*If it hadn't been an injured Gineus, we wouldn't have even been able to attempt a subjugation.*

Of course, it's true that our composition wasn't well-suited against Gineus.
But it was only because Gineus was injured that I could defeat her. If it had been another, stronger Demon King, we would have had no choice but to retreat.
Even without the mind control, it was hard to imagine that they would have worked well together.

*But if I had brought Yoo Seora or Elsie...*

They followed my orders without hesitation in the mock battles.
Though I'm not sure if they would follow so well outside of mock battles.

*Those guys really...*

Lost in thought for a moment, I shook my head.
It was impossible for them to come out of the Ordeal right now anyway.
There was no point in worrying about it.

*I've finished everything I needed to do anyway.*

I had reduced the number of Demon Kings to two, so all that remained was to return to the Ordeal barrier and wait for any reinforcements that might come.
With that thought, I was about to take a step forward when suddenly the ground shook.

*What...?*

After barely regaining my balance and looking up, I saw a black figure in the distance.
From the direction of the city center, which had been completely reduced to ruins by Stella's magic, it was gradually rising and growing in size.
And its appearance was something I already knew.

*Why is that here too...!*

Following Gineus, another Demon King who was supposedly already subjugated had appeared.
But its level of danger was on a completely different scale from Gineus.

"The 31st Demon King?"

The Demon King known as humanity's strongest enemy ever was rising up.
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"Why on earth?"

The 31st Demon King was reportedly vanquished in Ice Valley 52 years ago.
While there was a possibility that the 31st Demon King had actually survived that battle, seeing Gineus—a Demon King I had personally defeated—reappear made me consider other possibilities.
Like the Demon Kings finding a way to resurrect their fallen comrades.

"This is dangerous."

If that were true, there might be more Demon King forces remaining elsewhere, not just here.
And in the worst case, they might even be able to resurrect Libero.

"But that's the worst-case scenario."

While being overly optimistic should be avoided, being too pessimistic wouldn't help either.
For now, I should focus on the immediate threat.
The 31st Demon King.

"It's continuously regaining strength."

The creature had been growing in size for a while now.
It had survived Stella's large-scale magic and seemed to be recovering its power ever since.
If left alone, it would likely become unstoppable.

"There was a reason I eliminated it during the entrance exam."

It was clearly an opponent beyond my capabilities.
Could a small Ordeal barrier withstand such a being?
I wasn't certain, but my intuition wasn't good.

"The Ordeal barrier isn't far. I should seek Stella's advice first."

Stella was one of the few remaining veterans who had experience fighting Demon Kings.
Though she hadn't personally defeated the 31st Demon King, she would certainly know more about it than I did.
From the Hundred Braves' perspective, information about the 31st Demon King was limited since it had already been defeated.

"Let's hurry back to the barrier."

The two following me were in no condition to fight, both physically injured and psychologically drained.
When I urged them, they finally tore their eyes away from the distant 31st Demon King and began following me.
Even so, they were still trembling from the overwhelming pressure emanating from the Demon King.

"Even if we have to face the 31st Demon King..."

These two wouldn't be of much help.
So...

***

"The 31st Demon King, you say?"

Shortly after arriving at the Ordeal barrier, Stella responded with a bitter expression.

"I did hear sighting reports before casting my spell, but I never thought they'd be true."

I wasn't sure if she would believe news delivered by me—someone who wasn't even born when the 31st Demon King was defeated.
But apparently, there had already been several sightings.

"Can this barrier withstand the 31st Demon King?"

This was the crucial question.
If she determined it could hold, there would be no need to worry.
But her dark expression already denied that possibility.

"Not a chance. It destroyed even the barrier at Ice Valley. Once it fully recovers, this small barrier will be finished."

Hearing our conversation, despair spread among those listening.
Understandably so—Stella's words were essentially a death sentence for them.
Some were already suggesting abandoning the barrier.

"Let's leave this place."

"What about the people in the lake?"

"We need to survive first, don't we? We can go out and call for reinforcements."

The argument sounded quite reasonable.
If staying meant certain death, leaving to call for reinforcements made sense.

But that argument wasn't without flaws.

"But outside there are still two Demon Kings and Chaos Beasts..."

"We'll die if we stay here anyway. But if the able-bodied warriors band together, we might be able to escape Hylen."

"Able-bodied warriors? What about civilians and the injured?"

"Taking them along would drastically reduce our survival chances."

The heated atmosphere suddenly cooled.
A wall had formed between the able-bodied warriors and the others, and in that cold atmosphere, even the one who had suggested leaving fell silent.
Naturally, everyone's gaze turned to Stella.

"What do you think, Lady Stella?"

She answered without hesitation, as if the question didn't require much thought.

"I agree with forming a team of able-bodied warriors to leave this place. It's certainly better than everyone dying here."

The warriors who wanted to leave smiled at her response.
Meanwhile, those who would be left behind despaired.
But she added one more thing:

"That's why I'm staying."

The man who had been advocating for leaving asked in surprise:

"Lady Stella? What do you mean?"

"I have almost no mana left. And having used my life force as a substitute, I don't have much of that left either. As I am now, I'll die soon. Am I still considered an able-bodied warrior?"

"That's..."

"Allen Plake, 49th ranked warrior. What do you think of the current situation?"

My rank had gone up by one.
It seemed she had removed herself from the warrior rankings.
At this point, the rankings had become completely meaningless.

"Right, warrior rankings aren't what matter."

What matters is the current situation.
Thanks to Stella's words, everyone's attention was now on me.
As she implied, I now held the highest authority here.

"What should I say?"

As Stella said, having only the able-bodied warriors leave would be the safest and most rational approach in the current situation.
But regardless, I didn't like how things were unfolding.
Especially this constant delay.

So I asked Stella:

"How much has the 31st Demon King recovered?"

The longer we waited, the more strength it would regain.

"It's at about 30% now. But why..."

The more it recovered, the lower my chances would be.

"You... don't tell me!"

My chances of defeating it.

"We can discuss escape after I attempt to defeat the 31st Demon King."

The order was wrong.
Discussion could come later. Dealing with the 31st Demon King was more urgent now.
The others seemed to understand this to some extent.
However...

"Allen, just because I praised you, don't mistake that for your actual strength."

Stella, who could gauge my power to some extent, looked at me disapprovingly.

"Even if it's only at 30% power, that creature was humanity's greatest enemy. Countless high-ranking warriors were sent to Ice Valley, and only after many lost their lives was it finally defeated. Your chances of winning are at most 10%."

"Yes, I'm aware of that."

I had already assessed that much.
In fact, 10% was probably a generous estimate.

"But even that 10% can't be ignored. If I succeed and save everyone here..."

"Your life isn't worthless enough to gamble on a roll of the dice. Think again, Allen Plake. Just as you value others' lives, there are those who value yours."

She was right.
There certainly were such people.
The innkeeper waiting at the inn, Weiss.
Libero, who, though dead, had passed his Will to me.
And Elsie and Yoo Seora inside the Ordeal.

"Gwen would probably be sad if I died too."

But I feared the regret I would feel if they died more than their sadness if I died.
Call it selfish if you want. It's clearly selfish thinking.
So I should at least apologize.

"I'm sorry. Stella, if I don't return, could you tell those who value my life? That I'm sorry for being a coward and leaving alone again."

Stella shook her head at my words.
But it wasn't a refusal; it was more like resignation.

"Well, if that's your decision, I can't stop you. I don't have enough of a connection with you to value your life that much."

With that, I was ready to go.
I turned my head one last time to look at the people.
Perhaps because of the Demon King we were facing, or because a new option of simply leaving had emerged, no one seemed willing to follow me this time.
That was fine. I had already seen the outcome of fighting alongside allies without bonds or trust during the battle with Gineus.

Just as I stepped outside the Ordeal barrier:

"Allen."

I heard someone calling me.
In my current urgent situation, I wouldn't normally turn around for anyone calling me.
Unless it was someone who shouldn't be here.

"Elsie?"

When I turned around, Elsie was standing there with an angry expression.
And right behind her was Yoo Seora, looking somewhat frightened.
Seora also seemed angry, though she appeared intimidated by Elsie.

"If you move even one step from there, you won't be in one piece, understand?"

With that declaration, Elsie began striding toward me.
Feeling uneasy, I asked about their presence.

"Why are you two here? I thought only warriors could leave the Ordeal?"

"When we discovered you were gone, we made a contract with that self-proclaimed god. We asked to be let out of the Ordeal."

"Contract?"

Contracts with gods shouldn't be made lightly.
Moreover, Elsie didn't know it was a real god.
So she couldn't have understood the significance of such a contract.

"...What were the terms of the contract?"

"In exchange for letting us out, we had to make you come to your senses."

"What?"

By then, Elsie had reached me.

"Yes, I'll listen to any excuse you have. Go ahead and tell me. Why were you trying to go alone again?"

The unexpected terms of the contract with the god caught me off guard.
But right now, I needed to deal with Elsie first.

"Because this time it's truly dangerous."

"And it's fine for you to go to such a dangerous place?"

"If it means protecting everyone here... then yes, it's fine."

"That's the problem."

I couldn't help but frown at that.

"What's the problem? Is it wrong for me to want to protect the world, even at the cost of my life?"

"That thought itself isn't the problem. The problem is that you think you're the only one who thinks that way."

She placed her left hand on her chest and pointed at Yoo Seora with her right.

"We're human beings just like you. How you think of us and how we think of you are no different."

Her eyes were red, and her voice had become impassioned.

"I told you before. No one is being deceived by you. We're not being used by you. We simply want to help you of our own accord."

Yoo Seora, who had been watching silently, nodded and spoke:

"You said that trying to establish a trading company would be meaningless if the world ended. If anyone else had said that, I would have dismissed it as nonsense."

If she wanted to establish a trading company, she first needed to save the world.
That was what I had said to persuade her.
Until now, I thought she was following me because of those words. But she denied that.

"Honestly, the scale is so large that I can't really believe what you said. But I wasn't believing in that story; I was believing in you as a person."

That wasn't all she had to say.

"And about the trading company. You said strong people gather under strong people, right? Well, I won't be satisfied with just those who gather under me. So if I establish a company later, I plan to use your name as a co-representative."

Honestly, I hadn't anticipated such a plan at all.
It was a bit of a shock, but being a co-representative was something I could certainly do.
I don't know much about it, but it doesn't seem too difficult.

"Come to think of it, Elsie also..."

Just as she was about to reveal Elsie's plan, Elsie interrupted:

"Did you hear that? We're going to use you too. In the end, no matter what, one person's strength alone isn't enough."

"Wait, what was Seora about to say about you?"

"That's..."

After hesitating briefly, Elsie finally spoke:

"Since I'm asking you to be honest, I guess I have no choice. I heard everything you whispered like a coward while I was sleeping. About how the next destination was the Reim Kingdom."

I felt a pang of regret.
I had planned to tell them eventually, but I hadn't expected her to have heard it already.
But what Elsie said next was even more unexpected:

"You know what? I've suspected it since you left me that letter two years ago saying we'd meet again. I'm not as kind-hearted as you. I've been planning to use you all along."

I suppose that wasn't impossible.
Elsie had always been quite perceptive; I had never successfully deceived her.
Then I heard Yoo Seora muttering:

"Wait... while you were sleeping?"

"We'll discuss that later."

"When is later?"

While Elsie was momentarily distracted by Seora, I berated myself.
I was making a mistake.
Despite not being Seong Yurang, I still hadn't broken the habit of treating this world like a game.

I thought I had come to value them and think of this as reality rather than a game.
But that wasn't the case. I had never properly considered what they were thinking.
Even when I did think about it, I only thought in terms of Elsie as a character, not as a human being like myself.

"So that's why."

The disconnect I always felt despite considering them companions.
In truth, we were already companions.
They call it using each other, but when people help each other, and that help is bound by bonds and trust, they become companions.

No one was being deceived by me.
Only I was deceiving myself.
We were already companions, but I was imposing a false ideal of companionship on myself.

"Elsie."

It was time to apologize.
Not through someone else, not in a letter...
But directly.

"Yoo Seora."

When I called their names, the two who had been bickering looked at me.

"I'm sorry for acting like a fool until now."

I now know that was wrong.
And I won't do it again.

"Finally, you're back to normal."

Elsie smiled.
Yoo Seora also nodded with a smile.
I guess that counts as an apology.
Of course, as a leader, I'll need to continue making amends for this mistake.

"There's something we need to prioritize now."

Even while I was talking with them, the 31st Demon King would have continued recovering.

"Defeating that creature is our priority."

I pointed at the 31st Demon King, which was now faintly visible in the distance.
Originally, it wasn't visible from here, but as its size increased, it became visible even from this location.
As a result, the anxiety here was intensifying.

"Let's continue our conversation later and deal with that first."

Honestly, I wasn't sure if we could defeat it.
But I didn't regret talking with them.
No matter how much the 31st Demon King had recovered in the meantime, going with them would give us better odds than going alone.

"One of us might die."

Perhaps we'll all die and fail.
But they volunteered to be my companions knowing that risk.
Being responsible for your companions' lives doesn't mean unconditionally preserving them.

"I need to respect their wishes."

They too are beings with their own will, just like me.
So there was no reason to hesitate anymore.

"Let's go."

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Stella smiling contentedly.
When she noticed my gaze, she waved once as if saying goodbye... and then slowly lowered her head.
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After escaping the Ordeal's barrier, we hurriedly began moving toward the 31st Demon King.
For us right now, time was life itself.

*I need to hurry.*

The more time passed, the lower our chances of defeating that thing.
It was rapidly recovering and growing larger even now.
The closer we got, the more we could feel it in the surrounding air.

Fortunately, using Yoo Seora as our mage position showed its advantages in this situation.
Close-combat warriors like Seora naturally had higher stats compared to mages.
We could run faster and longer.

*The mobility is completely different from traveling with a mage.*

We continued running without rest, approaching the 31st Demon King.
Along the way, we made sure to pick up Relics scattered throughout the streets.
While visiting the cult headquarters that served as a storehouse would have been more convenient for obtaining Relics, we simply didn't have time for that now.

*Even if we got high-ranked Relics, there's no guarantee we could use them immediately.*

Unlike one-star and two-star Relics that can be used relatively universally, three-star Relics come with certain conditions. Four-star Relics have quite demanding requirements, and five-star Relics are essentially unusable except by specific individuals—often called "exclusive weapons" in the community.
Besides, even if you could use them, high-ranked Relics required a considerable adaptation period to fully draw out their power due to their high thresholds.

*So for now, let's be satisfied with gathering Relics for Seora to use as disposables.*

The purpose of gathering Relics wasn't to obtain high-performance ones, but rather to increase the "ammunition" for Seora.
Since Seora's "Overload" was classified as a trait rather than a skill, there were virtually no penalties besides the destruction of the Relic itself.
This meant that a supply of Relics directly translated to her combat power.

*With enough Relics, she can deliver attacks stronger than most mages' spells one after another without casting time.*

Delivering attacks in succession—that was the most important part.
Demon King bodies have excellent regenerative abilities, so we needed to either inflict enormous damage at once or continuously pour on damage without pause.

"You understand, right? Seora."

Of course, the swordsmanship I taught Seora focused on powerful single strikes, ranging from heavy to medium sword techniques.
The movements were larger and took longer to execute compared to other sword styles, but they were still nothing compared to the time magic required.
However...

Seora hesitated slightly before asking me.

"But are three strikes really enough?"

Her strikes were powerful, but they also placed considerable strain on her body.
That's why she could only deliver three consecutive strikes at most.
But I had a way to overcome that limitation to some extent.

I took out the solution from my inventory and handed it to her while saying:

"Right before we enter combat, when I give the signal..."

***

In a blind spot near the 31st Demon King.
Yoo Seora was moving independently according to Seong Yurang's—no, Allen Plake's—plan.

"Phew..."

To be honest, the current situation was somewhat bewildering.
The sudden invasion of Demon Kings and the destruction of Holy City Hylen.
When she first emerged from the lake, she had been overwhelmed by the devastation outside.

But Elsie hadn't panicked in that situation and had steadfastly persuaded Allen.
Seeing her like that gave Seora courage, and now she decided to trust Allen's plan.

*I was half-doubting it before.*

The world's demise was coming?
Though she had already experienced the collapse of her guild due to Chaos Beasts, the collapse of a guild and the end of the world were different matters.
But seeing this landscape with her own eyes made her realize.

*If things continue like this, the world really might end.*

Apparently, the 31st Demon King hadn't even recovered halfway yet.
But its body was already enormous, with dozens of tentacle-like appendages writhing from that massive form.
The sight was enough to instill fear in her.

*I feel like I've seen this somewhere before...*

In fact, she had already encountered the 31st Demon King during the entrance exam.
But the Demon King she faced then hadn't even begun its recovery, so it was much smaller than what she saw now, which is why she didn't recognize it.
She only felt an inexplicable sense of déjà vu.

*Still...*

Seong Yurang, no, Allen...
Oh, whatever.
Even if Seong Yurang's true identity was Allen, she was more accustomed to the name Seong Yurang.

*Yurang said I could definitely do this with my abilities.*

Plus, he had given her a pill.
It looked suspicious, but apparently consuming it would temporarily enhance all her physical abilities.
With this, she could increase the number of Overload strikes she could deliver.

So now she was just waiting for the signal.
The signal to begin the hunt.
And just then, that signal flashed from across the Demon King.

*It's starting.*

An arrow fired by Yurang flew with Overload energy wrapped around its tip.
However, the Demon King detected it and blocked it with a tentacle.
The power in the arrow must have been quite strong, as the tentacle shattered upon blocking it, but it regenerated instantly.

*Its regeneration is incredibly fast.*

That was to be expected given how quickly the Demon King's body was growing.
But the arrow Yurang had just fired wasn't meant to damage the Demon King.
It was simply intended to divert its attention.

*Overload.*

She applied Overload to the pill Yurang had given her.
A dark energy began to swirl around the pill.
The already suspicious pill became extremely suspicious, but its effectiveness would certainly be much better.

*Originally, Overload was an ability used by the Crow Guild on consumables like this.*

She swallowed the pill.
Soon, her senses began to change from normal.
It was due to her rapidly increasing physical abilities.

*With this, I definitely...*

Did the pill have a confidence-boosting effect too?
For some reason, she began to feel overflowing confidence.

*Let's give it a try.*

While the Demon King's attention was focused on Yurang, she emerged from the blind spot and quickly began approaching it.
No matter how wide-ranging her attacks could be, the closer she got, the more damage she could inflict, so she needed to get as close as possible.
The Demon King seemed to notice her approaching, but didn't particularly turn its attention to her.
It was going according to Yurang's plan.

*'If Elsie and I draw its attention from the opposite side, it won't pay much attention to you. Your Overload doesn't show any signs until it's activated.'*

Apparently, Yurang and Elsie possessed characteristics that could draw the Demon King's attention.
It seemed to be the unique authority she felt from both Yurang and Elsie.
Though it still bothered her a bit, it was true that it allowed her to approach the Demon King more closely.

*Overload.*

She applied Overload to the two-star Relic she was holding.
A black light began to swirl around the Relic.
At the same time, the Demon King, seemingly realizing it needed to counter her, swung its tentacles toward her.

But it was already too late.

*What was it called? A battle cry?*

Due to her Overload trait, she had developed a habit of fighting cautiously, and correcting that was her biggest challenge.
Don't hesitate, swing the sword with absolute confidence that you can cut through anything.
One of the methods Yurang had devised for this was a battle cry.

*What was it again?*

Besides just shouting, there was a specific battle cry Yurang had mentioned jokingly.
She remembered him begging her not to use it because it embarrassed him when she did.
But who cares?

*I like it.*

Just then, she remembered the battle cry.
She stopped running and planted her feet firmly on the ground.
Then, as Yurang had taught her during the break, she swung her sword wide and shouted:

"Sky Slash!"

For a moment, it seemed like the world split in half.
No, it just felt that way.
Was she hallucinating because of the pill?

That couldn't be it.
While the world hadn't split in half, the tentacles flying toward her had been sliced in two, and a diagonal line had been drawn across the Demon King's main body.
The power must have increased due to the pill as well.

*With this, I might really be able to slash the sky.*

Suddenly, she remembered something Yurang had said before.

*'Why worry about what comes next? No one can stop you anyway, right?'*

He was right.
She dropped the sword that had crumbled to dust except for the hilt and took out a new one from her inventory.
The Demon King had completely turned toward her now, but she wasn't afraid.

"Sky Slash!"

***

That damned "Sky Slash" ringing in my ears made me dizzy.

"I'm pretty sure I begged her not to use that."

Of course, it was my fault for jokingly shouting it in the first place.
If it helped her swing her sword with confidence, then that was fine.
Above all, I didn't have the luxury to worry about such things right now.

"Now it's our turn, Elsie."

Seora is doing well right now.
Her strikes were cleanly cutting through the Demon King's tough tentacles and clearly inflicting damage.
Thanks to her, the Demon King now appeared busy trying to repair the damage it had received from Seora.

But that alone wouldn't be enough to deliver the finishing blow to the Demon King.
While Seora's strikes were powerful, they wouldn't be able to deliver a decisive blow to the Demon King's main body.
What do I mean? The massive form covered in tentacles that we see now isn't its main body.

Its main body moves freely within that enormous outer shell.
That was the information I had heard from Stella about this creature.
If we couldn't completely kill that main body, its outer shell would just keep regenerating.

*So no matter how much Seora attacks, she can't destroy the main body inside the shell.*

Seora's attacks are certainly powerful, but she's noticeably slower compared to speed-type warriors like Elsie.
Unless extremely lucky, the main body inside the shell wouldn't be hit by Seora's attacks.
That left only one option.

To enter the outer shell directly and cut down the main body.
Seora's role was to draw the Demon King's attention and damage the outer shell to weaken it.
Elsie and I needed to break through the shell and enter inside during that time.

*Overload.*

For that purpose, I applied Overload to all five awakening pills in my hand.
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# "Overload"

**<Awakening Pill> - Overload**
Classification: Consumable
Form: Pill
Description: A mystical medicine with mysterious power. Must consume the entire pill for effects to appear. Increases all abilities by three levels (overload) for 30 minutes, but has the side effect of decreasing all abilities by two levels (overload) for 24 hours afterward. Taking multiple pills reduces effectiveness while multiplying side effects.

The original effect that raised abilities by two levels had now become an effect that raised them by three levels.
The side effects were also amplified to two levels, but that didn't matter since this was a battle that needed to be settled within 30 minutes anyway.

"Elsie."

I handed Elsie the remaining two pills.
The pills had diminishing returns, so taking more than three would have no effect anyway.
So I gave the remaining two to Elsie, who would play a role just as important as mine.

"These aren't suspicious drugs, are they?"

The pills, surrounded by a dark aura due to the overload effect, did look suspicious even to me.
But proving her question was just a joke, Elsie popped both pills into her mouth without hesitation.
I also put all three pills in my mouth without delay.

"Oh, this definitely gives you a whoosh feeling."

Elsie said with wide eyes.
She must be feeling her physical abilities rapidly increasing.
I felt the same after taking three pills.

*What kind of expression is 'whoosh feeling'?*

But I had to admit the expression seemed fitting.
My physical sensations had definitely changed in an instant.
I opened my status to check my abilities.

2. Abilities
Health: B (Overload)
Strength: A- (Overload)
Agility: A (Overload)
Magic Power: D- (Overload)

*The performance is certainly impressive.*

My current stats were comparable to Gwen's when I met her before.
Only my agility was one level lower; all my other stats were higher than hers at that time.
Of course, since Gwen had the Premature Growth enhancement, that might not be the case anymore.

"Let's get started then."

Elsie urged me as I was checking my status.
I was planning to do that anyway, but I had gotten distracted by my stats.
I asked Elsie to confirm:

"Do you think you can do it now?"

Elsie nodded confidently.

"Of course. I feel overflowing with magic power."

The Awakening Pill increased all abilities, so it boosted not just physical abilities but magic power as well.
Of course, magic power wasn't particularly useful for Yoo Seora or me, but it was different for Elsie.
I checked Elsie's status as well.

2. Abilities
Health: A- (Overload)
Strength: A (Overload)
Agility: S+ (Overload)
Magic Power: A (Overload)

...These were ridiculous stats.
It reminded me again that this pill was a reward from the Ordeal.
All abilities at A or above. With stats like these, she could challenge not just high-rank beings but even saint-rank ones.

*Though saint-rank isn't just about stats.*

Plus, the Awakening Pill's effects were only temporary.
There's no item anywhere that could permanently raise abilities to this level.
And reaching such stats without items would be nearly impossible.

Anyway, rather than getting drunk on these temporary abilities, it was important to make the most of them.
Elsie's current magic power was at a level that even decent mages would find hard to achieve.
Moreover, she had practiced techniques to fully utilize such magic power.
But still...

"I'll start now."

Perhaps it was because I was her teacher.
I still felt uneasy.

"I wasn't asking if you had enough magic power. I was asking if you remembered everything I taught you."

After all, this wasn't something you could do just because you had enough magic power.
But Elsie nodded with a serious expression.

"Whether I can do it or not, I have to do it. And I did succeed a few times during practice."

She succeeded a few times.
That meant she failed dozens of other times.
But she was right—whether she could do it or not, she had to do it now.

"From point to line, from line to space. I just need to do that much, right?"

I nodded at her words.

During the break, I taught Elsie Libero's swordsmanship.
Being a playable character, Elsie had quite a talent for swordsmanship, and since the sword style she originally used was also from the Ridwald family like mine, teaching her wasn't particularly difficult.
Elsie absorbed the swordsmanship so well that I couldn't help thinking this was why her Sak route was so powerful.

However, Elsie could only reach the realm of space.

In fact, reaching that far in such a short time was already remarkable.
I had reached the realm of space only after experiencing 100 cycles in the Ordeal, and I could only awaken to the realm of time after directly confronting Libero.

*That doesn't mean Elsie can quickly reach the realm of time as well.*

Perhaps Elsie might never be able to reach the realm of time.
Even in my case, I could only mimic reaching the realm of time by relying on the power of wind. I still don't know how Libero, a genius of swordsmanship, reached the realm of time with just his body.
That technique was completely lost after Libero.
Therefore, the path to the realm of time was essentially blocked for Elsie, who didn't possess acceleration-type abilities.

*So I have to fulfill that role.*

Certainly, Elsie's agility stat was high right now.
Even I would need to accelerate using the power of wind for quite a while to enter the realm of time against the current Elsie.
But as long as she was limited by stats, there was no guarantee she could cut through to the 31st Demon King's main body inside the tentacles.
So Elsie's role was...

"If it's just opening a path, I can definitely do it."

To open a path for me to reach the Demon King's body.

"You always emphasized it yourself. The most important thing in swordsmanship is conviction."

She raised her sword without hesitation.
Light began to sparkle at the tip of her sword.
Perhaps due to her increased magic power, it was shining more intensely than ever before.

"From point to line."

The light at the tip of Elsie's sword began to extend.
Eventually, that light stretched long enough to reach the sky.
She exchanged a final glance with me.

"Now, from line to space."

Simultaneously, her sword was swung.
To the Demon King, it might have looked like she was just swinging her sword through empty air.
But from my perspective, that strike was completely different.

*That's the path.*

The extended light was distorting the surroundings, creating a path.
All I had to do now was use the space she created.

*Power of wind.*

Even before confirming the path, as soon as she swung her sword, I was already rushing forward.
Her swordsmanship was fundamentally connected to mine.
This level of coordination was entirely possible.

*The space created by Elsie's sword is my space too.*

In time that seemed to flow slowly as if stopped.
Elsie's light colored the surrounding space, and I ran right behind it.
Despite her high A-rank magic power, since I was running almost alongside it, the light felt just comfortably warm.

Eventually, the light reached the Demon King's outer shell.

Elsie's invisible attack fired from a distance.
The Demon King didn't notice it.
Not until it created a hole in its outer shell, which had been weakened by Yoo Seora's attack.

It was a small hole that would have been instantly repaired under normal circumstances. But this time, the situation was a bit different.

*From space to space.*

I suddenly appeared at the end of that invisible sword strike.
It was a technique beyond common sense created by two users of Libero's swordsmanship.
From its perspective, it must have seemed like I teleported along Elsie's sword strike.

*Success.*

Feeling the Demon King's confusion, I continued moving with the power of wind.
And before the small hole created by Elsie's sword strike could be repaired, I quickly entered inside.

But the next moment.
After entering the creature's interior, I couldn't help but be surprised.

*What is this...?*

What unfolded before my eyes was an unexpected landscape.
That's because I hadn't heard about the interior from Stella.

*This is...*

There was a reason why the main body couldn't be struck from the outside.
It was because the space inside was ridiculously vast.

*Is this like the universe?*

An endlessly stretching dark space.
The scenery here was like looking at the universe.
The only difference was that there were no stars or dust here.

My gaze eventually turned to one spot.
In fact, I had no choice but to look there.
Because in this vast space, only that was floating.

*Is that the main body of the 31st Demon King?*

An object that appeared to be the main body of the 31st Demon King floating in the void.
It had a somewhat unsettling appearance.

*A fetus?*

A translucent red cocoon floating in the void, pulsating like a heartbeat.
What was inside clearly had the form of a fetus.
But I couldn't hesitate after coming this far.

*If I stop here, I'll be ejected from the realm of time.*

My method of entering the realm of time is through acceleration using the power of wind.
If I stopped accelerating here, it would be impossible to re-enter the realm of time.
While the cocoon was moving slowly now...

I had to enter the realm of time.
I accelerated even more using the power of wind and quickly approached the cocoon.
By the time I got close to the cocoon, I had entered the realm of time, and it was difficult to properly control my body.

*Overload*

I applied overload to the Relic I was holding.
And relying on the sensations coming through the power of wind, I thrust my sword.
At the same time, the sensation was transmitted through the sword.

*Thunk.*

The sword that deeply pierced the cocoon.
The sword penetrated the fetus inside.
Simultaneously, the cocoon's pulsation stopped.

*Did I finish it?*

That's what I thought at that moment.
Then a voice came from somewhere.

-Is this as far as it goes?

It was a colorless voice with no gender or age.
I couldn't even tell which direction it was coming from.
But somehow, I knew for certain that it was the voice of this fetus.

"You're not dead yet?"

-Die? I'm just returning to Chaos.

That statement bothered me a bit.

"Returning to Chaos?"

Then it spoke as if it were obvious.

-It's a natural principle. All humans come from Chaos.

"What does that..."

-You'll know eventually. All causality will eventually flow to the end of the world.

I was confused by its incomprehensible words.

-Hah...

It suddenly sighed.

-So this place was a fragment of the chain. How amusing.

"Chain? That's..."

As I tried to extract information about that familiar word that suddenly appeared, the universe began to collapse.
At the same time, the outside scenery became visible through the gaps in the collapsing universe.

"Hey!"

I shouted into the void, but there was no answer from it.
Instead, all I could see was the giant outer shell of the 31st Demon King turning into particles and disappearing, and Elsie and Yoo Seora standing around it.
Seeing the 31st Demon King's outer shell collapsing, Elsie and Yoo Seora were running over.

Yoo Seora exclaimed triumphantly:

"I did it!"

"You're talking like you did it all by yourself."

Elsie and Yoo Seora were running hard.
But I was feeling something strange.
It wasn't that the 31st Demon King wasn't dead.

*It definitely died.*

As proof, the main body had stopped pulsating, and eventually its outer shell had turned into particles and disappeared.
However, for some reason, the achievement for the death of the 31st Demon King wasn't appearing.

*Something's wrong.*

Not only that, but the air flowing now somehow felt ominous.
I quickly looked around.
Seeing me, Elsie also sensed something was wrong and stopped in her tracks.

"Allen? What's wrong?"

There had been a sense of unease since meeting Guineus.
That unease had never diminished and had continued until now.
And just now, a hypothesis about that unease had occurred to me.

*Could this place be...*

It had just called this a fragment of the chain.
Fragment, something that's not connected but separated.
If that's what it was trying to say...

At that moment.

The ground shook with a loud noise.
The vibration was so strong that I barely maintained my balance as I looked toward the source of the sound.
There, I saw a huge shadow.

*That's...!*

It existed only in Seong Yurang's memories; I had never seen it directly.
But there was no way I wouldn't recognize it.
The massive body, scales that seemed made of steel, and huge wings on its back.

*The 72nd Demon King.*

That appearance, like a gigantic dragon, was its form after completing its awakening.
Such a being was now rising from the ruins of the cult headquarters.

"Allen, what on earth is that..."

I had missed it.
If the Demon King had targeted this place instead of the Reim Kingdom, there was a high possibility that the 72nd Demon King would also be here rather than in the Reim Kingdom.
Once the 72nd Demon King successfully invaded the Holy City Hylen, there would be no better place for it to awaken than the cult headquarters.

"If that one is still here..."

Of course, you can't prove something without trying.
But sometimes you can know things without proof.
Like simple addition or laws of physics.

This was one of those things.

*It's over.*

The 30 minutes would soon pass, and the penalty would begin.
Moreover, we had used all the Awakening Pills for this subjugation.
It would be impossible to stop that being.

*Most world-ending scenarios are caused by that one.*

I could only blankly watch as it took flight.
Massive energy began to gather in its mouth as it hovered in the air.
That energy gradually shrank into a spherical form and slowly descended toward the ground.

There was no way to stop it.
Watching that small sphere descend to the ground, I called out to the void:

"Hey, God of Observation."

The sphere touched the ground.
And the next moment, nothing remained around us.
It was the annihilation of Hylen.

"This is an Ordeal, right?"

-Well done. But that's not my name.

***

Back at the great tree again.
I was sitting leaning against the tree, my legs weak.

"May I ask just one question?"

-If it's something I can answer, by all means.

"Is there some rule that Ordeals always have to be this terrible?"

-That's what makes it an 'Ordeal.'

I almost nodded without realizing it.
But even for an Ordeal, the difficulty of this one was excessive.
I had some idea when it warned me it would be difficult, but this one far exceeded my expectations.

Yes, dealing with the 31st Demon King was somehow manageable.
But that last part was really too much.

"Hiding the 72nd Demon King at the end—wasn't that just setting me up to fail?"

That was an opponent I could never defeat no matter what I did.
That's why it had to be defeated in the Reim Kingdom before it awakened.
But to deploy such a being along with the 31st Demon King...

-I'm not sure what you're talking about. You completed my Ordeal perfectly.
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"I'm not sure what you're talking about. You have perfectly completed my Ordeal."

"What does that mean?"

I could understand somehow completing the Ordeal.
But no matter how I thought about it, it didn't feel like I had completed it "perfectly."
After all, I died there without being able to save Holy City Hylen from destruction.

*And since all the other talented people in the Ordeal barrier would have died too, the world probably walked the path to destruction.*

Yet the deity was saying I had completed it "perfectly."
That story perhaps meant...

"Was the goal of the Ordeal not to prevent the world's destruction?"

Something other than preventing the world's demise.
If so, perhaps the condition for completing his Ordeal was among my other actions.

*The 31st Demon King? Or developing Libero's swordsmanship to the point where it could be coordinated with Elsie?*

Though I achieved it using the awakening pill, I had also reached high ability scores.
But all those things seemed too ambiguous to be the deity's Ordeal.
Of course, they weren't easy, but compared to the concepts of regret and trials that had defined previous Ordeals, they seemed too peripheral.

"It seems you're on the wrong track. Let me give you a hint."

"A hint?"

"Yes. Do you remember when you properly realized that space was my Ordeal?"

When I realized it was an Ordeal.
Actually, I noticed something was strange from the moment I first heard the news that Demon Kings were invading.
There was no information in Seong Yurang's memories about Demon Kings being able to invade Hylen during this period.

And that sense of déjà vu grew stronger with the appearance of Gineus, whom I had already killed. The same was true for the 31st Demon King who appeared after Gineus.
But that was merely déjà vu; I hadn't reached the realization that this was inside an Ordeal.

*I was thoroughly deceived.*

They say there are dreams within dreams.
It's the same principle.
I left the Ordeal, but that too was still within the Ordeal. That's how he deceived me so perfectly.

*But I realized it the moment I heard the word "fragment."*

The "chain fragment" mentioned by the 31st Demon King.
Of course, the word "chain" bothered me too, and I still couldn't understand what it meant.
Perhaps it was just the ramblings of a dying Demon King.

But it's true that the word "fragment" led me to a realization.
What if this place was an Ordeal, separated from the real world like a fragment?
It was a thought without definite proof, but conversely, there were too many things that couldn't be explained if this wasn't an Ordeal.
So I could say that the moment I realized it was an Ordeal was:

"Right after I captured the 31st Demon King."

"That's right. Then until that point, you thought that place was the real world. The same goes for the people there."

The deity was right.
I thought that place was the real world, so I was willing to sacrifice my life to prevent its destruction.
And ultimately, that was because I thought the people there were real.

*Elsie and Yoo Seora too.*

If I had thought this was just a simulation-like Ordeal, I would have unhesitatingly mobilized them as combat forces.
Perhaps I might have even returned directly to the Ordeal and made a contract with the deity to bring them out.
Even if they had come out on their own, I wouldn't have hesitated about taking them with me.

But I couldn't do that because I believed they were the real Elsie and Yoo Seora.
That's why I agonized and was persuaded by them.
In the end, I was able to achieve the best outcome while believing their lives were real.

*That means...*

At that moment, I had some sense of understanding.
Considering what this nameless deity had shown me so far, there was a certain consistency.
Like what happened during the interim reward, and the words he had spoken to me at various points.

*He's a bit different from the God of Regret or the God of Reality.*

They mainly talked about things limited to "me."
But this one was different.
From our first meeting, he didn't seem to know much about "me."
However, he had always talked about the people around me.

That couldn't be a coincidence.
The consistency in him that had been so difficult to find until now was finally falling into place.
If that was the case, there was only one name I could guess.

"Are you the God of Destiny?"

"Correct. I gave you a hint, but I didn't expect you to get it in one try."

Honestly, I didn't think I'd get it in one try either.
There were many concepts I could have guessed, like trust or friendship.
But the only concept that unified them all was "Destiny."

"I am the deity who oversees the concept of Destiny. But since Destiny ultimately belongs to humans, I'm also a pitiful deity who doesn't fully understand the concept I oversee."

A deity who oversees human Destiny.
Moreover, being a deity, he doesn't properly understand the concept of Destiny, and because he can't leave the Ordeal, he can't interfere with people outside.
He's limited to watching the warrior academy students within the Ordeal.

*But then isn't he really a voyeuristic deity?*

"Ahem, I'm only doing this because I have no choice. It's not like I wanted to shut myself in here."

I decided to believe him for now.

"So when you say I perfectly completed your Ordeal, does that mean I met your criteria for Destiny?"

It was somewhat puzzling.
The deity himself didn't know much about Destiny, yet he said I had perfectly completed his Ordeal.
I couldn't understand the criteria.

"To explain that, I should first tell you this: This wasn't just your Ordeal. Destiny isn't something you can create alone."

"Does that mean Elsie and Yoo Seora also..."

"Yes, I drew them into this Ordeal too. Those you fought alongside were not virtual but real. Of course, after the Ordeal ends, it will remain as a faint memory like a dream for them."

Hearing that made me feel somewhat relieved.
I had been feeling empty at the thought that they were just illusions of the Ordeal.
But fortunately, those who scolded me, believed in me, and fought alongside me were the real Elsie and Yoo Seora.

"And the Ordeal wasn't just for you and them, but for me as well. Learning about Destiny by watching you—that was my Ordeal."

After a brief pause, the deity continued.

"To be more precise, as you probably know from receiving the interim reward, the Ordeal had already begun the moment you met me. It started the moment I felt both liking and curiosity toward you."

Then he began to tell the story from when he first met me.

"If the God of Regret found you interesting, and the God of Reality found you pitiful, the emotion I felt when I first saw you was liking."

"Liking?"

"Yes, because you cherished the bonds you had formed and were striving to protect the world for their sake. That image of you willing to sacrifice your life and honor for that purpose seemed so beautiful according to my concept of Destiny at that time."

That was still true now.
I was still prepared to sacrifice my life and honor for that purpose.
But despite that, there was a clear difference between who I was then and who I am now.

"So at first, I wondered if you even needed my Ordeal. But as I continued to watch you within the Ordeal... I realized something. Destiny isn't one-sided."

As expected of the God of Destiny.
What I had barely realized through numerous conflicts, he had already understood.

"At that time, you were just cherishing those bonds from your own perspective. You were afraid to think about how others felt about you. That's why you always ran away like a coward, as if cutting those bonds."

Yes, I was a coward.
Though I cherished bonds, I always chose to cut them because I wasn't confident I could protect them.
That's why I always ran away, and why I maintained that pointless disguise when I met Elsie again.

"That wasn't proper Destiny. Fortunately, Ersiara noticed it first and reached out to you. Because of that, you finally faced the bonds you had been avoiding. But..."

I know.
That wasn't the end.

"Even then, I was still thinking of bonds one-sidedly."

I stopped running away, but I still tried to turn my head and avoid facing them.
I didn't consider at all how they thought of me.
I just tried to take responsibility and embrace everything myself.

And the God of Destiny knew this fact.

"So you threw me into this Ordeal."

Not a simulation but a real battle situation.
Moreover, a situation I could never overcome with my power alone.
In such a situation, he tried to give me enlightenment using Elsie and Yoo Seora.

"That was quite an elaborate Ordeal."

However, he partially denied my words.

"Elaborate, yes. But I can't say everything you experienced was according to my intention. If it had been, you certainly wouldn't have passed my Ordeal."

"What?"

"I wasn't the one who offered the contract to Ersiara. She approached first, asking to be let out. Of course, she probably didn't know she was dealing with a deity."

That was unexpected.
I hadn't thought that Elsie, who was relatively ignorant about deities, would take the initiative to make a contract with one.

"You turned away from them, but they made their own efforts to turn your gaze back to them. To be honest, they played a more active role in this Ordeal than you did."

Embarrassingly, that was true.
If they hadn't tried so hard, I would never have been able to face my bonds properly.
And though it wasn't the goal of the Ordeal, capturing the 31st Demon King would have been impossible too.

"That's why I said earlier that this Ordeal wasn't just yours. Even I only realized it during the Ordeal. And that's when I finally understood."

The deity continued.
This time, about his own Ordeal rather than mine.

"Destiny... isn't such a simple concept. It's more complex than regret, reality, or any other concept. Perhaps it's a miracle that it can be expressed in just two words like 'Destiny.'"

That statement might have sounded like resignation at first glance, but I knew it wasn't.
As I listened to his words, I too was coming to understand Destiny.

"You asked me earlier about my criteria for Destiny. To answer that... there are none. At least now I know there's no correct answer for Destiny. However, I can be certain of one thing."

He gave up on defining the concept of Destiny.
Instead, he offered the answer he had found.

"I like your Destiny now."

It wasn't the "correct answer" but simply "an answer."
But I liked that answer too.

"I like it too."

A lot has happened over the past few months.
Though they weren't life-threatening events, they felt quite difficult for me who wasn't used to them.
But I could proudly say it was worth it.

*Because I made comrades.*

Perhaps my reason for entering the warrior academy wasn't to learn archery or to cleanse my identity. I thought about how I might have been... lonely, after years of wandering alone and losing Libero, with whom I had become somewhat close.
If the letter I left for Elsie hadn't been in my mind back then, it would certainly be a lie.

*Maybe I wanted to see Elsie again.*

She was one of the few bonds I had formed in this world.
And among those bonds, she was the only one I could meet while maintaining my optimal growth path.
And looking at the results, that choice was right.

"But you shouldn't stop here."

"Of course not. To protect these bonds, I must prevent the world's destruction."

It's not just Elsie.
Other bonds that I had to leave for the sake of growth are also precious to me.
And someday...

*I want to return to the inn.*

Personally, I'd like to invite Elsie and treat her to Weiss's cooking.
For that, I first needed to prevent the world's destruction.

"Good. Then I'd like to offer you the only help I can give. Last time it was a minor interim reward, but this time I'll give you the final reward for completing my Ordeal."

I now looked up at the sky with familiarity.
At that moment, I noticed something in the branches of the great tree.
It was a figure shrouded in dark shadows.

*That's...*

Though it was too dark to see clearly, I could be certain.
It was someone I had met before.
And at the same time, someone I had been desperately waiting for for months.

"God of Chains?"

Then he tossed a fruit into the air, caught it, and said:

"Let's put the reward aside for a moment. I heard you've been looking for me?"

Ch.105 - Chain Fragment
"Let's put aside the reward for now. I heard you were looking for me quite desperately."

"You know it well."

I truly did search for him desperately.
After hearing that he had disappeared, I would ask about him every time I entered an Ordeal.
That's how important he was to me.

"The connection between the warriors and constellations has been completely severed. You know about that, right?"

The connection between warriors and constellations suddenly broke off.
Because of this, Wilhelm and other warriors were thrown into confusion, and others elsewhere might be experiencing the same turmoil.
I had postponed addressing this major issue until now because it was a problem I had no way of solving.

So I had been waiting for the God of Chains to resolve this issue.
As the God of Destiny had mentioned before, he had been working on this problem, which was why he had been on a break until now.
And the most important question I needed to ask him upon his return was this:

"Will this problem continue in the future?"

Despite him completing his work, the constellations had not returned.
But I couldn't tell if this was temporary or permanent. Or perhaps he could still resolve the issue now.
Either way, I needed to know since it would certainly affect my future plans.

-For now, I should say it will continue. But don't worry about it. The current situation is natural.

"Natural, you say?"

-Yes, if you truly want to save this world.

Natural if I want to save this world?
It was nearly impossible for me to accept that statement with my common sense.
Or perhaps I should say, with Seong Yurang's common sense.

"By my calculations, 100 player accounts would have been disabled. Is that right?"

-That's correct.

"And you're saying that's natural?"

-Yes, it's natural.

He continued with remarkable composure.

-Don't you know by now, Allen Plake? This world and that world aren't so different. I don't think you still believe this is just a game world.

"I know that much, but..."

-So are you saying it's normal for that world to influence this one, but abnormal for this world to influence that one?

At that moment, I was at a loss for words.
Until now, I had naturally thought exactly as he said.

*I still haven't broken free from the fixed idea of possession.*

Recently, I've clearly recognized that I merely received Seong Yurang's memories, but my essence is Allen Plake.
Yet despite this, I was still prioritizing the Earth world in some corner of my mind.

-Well, that was ultimately what I intended by making you mistake yourself for Seong Yurang. People tend to act more proactively when they believe they've come from a higher dimension.

My head was spinning.
It wasn't that I didn't understand what he was saying.
But there were still parts I couldn't comprehend.

"I understand this much. But why would that be natural? Even if there's no hierarchy between dimensions, isn't influencing another dimension unnatural?"

At least according to Earth's common sense, that's true.
Until now, Earth hadn't felt enough suspicion to recognize this world through "Hundred Braves."
But this incident was different.

-Then, I should stop playing with words. It seems time to reveal my identity to some extent.

At those words, the God of Destiny interjected with surprise.

-God of Chains. Are you sure that's alright?

But contrary to such concern, the God of Chains calmly replied.

-It's fine. I won't reveal my name anyway. And knowing the truth won't change much for someone like him. Rather, it's a truth he would have had to learn eventually.

*A truth I would have had to learn eventually?*

-First, let me tell you this. I manage the dimensions of this world. While I don't govern the concept of dimensions itself, dimensions are included in the concepts I oversee.

A god who oversees dimensions.
Actually, I had somewhat anticipated this.
The way other gods treated the God of Chains, and the mention that he had been working on this incident, suggested as much.
But what I hadn't expected was that dimensions weren't the only concept he governed.

*What exactly is his identity?*

I was quite curious, but judging from his attitude, it seemed I wouldn't find out now.
For now, it would be best to listen to what he had to say.
It must be extremely important information.

-Let's return to your question about whether interference between different dimensions is natural. To answer that... no, it can never be natural. Neither our influence on that dimension nor their influence on ours.

"Then why are you forcibly maintaining it?"

-Because their interference was crucial for us.

*Their interference was crucial?*

-Let me ask you one thing. Would you believe that all fates in this world are predetermined to flow toward a single outcome? And what if that outcome is the destruction of this world?

For some reason, that overlapped with what the 31st Demon King said as he died.

"All causality ultimately flows toward the end of the world..."

If we substitute causality with fate, and the end of the world with destruction, the meanings align quite well.
But honestly speaking...

"I'd rather not believe that."

The God of Chains immediately replied.

-You don't need to believe it.

That was quite a satisfactory answer.
Though the reason behind it would be more important.

-At least not anymore. We introduced interference from an external dimension to somehow twist this predetermined fate.

As I suspected.
They connected the two dimensions through the game "Hundred Braves" to save this world that was destined for destruction.
After all, players from Earth weren't bound by this world's causality.

-But there was a problem...

I could somewhat anticipate that problem from our conversation so far.

"Because it wasn't a natural act?"

-Yes, directly connecting two different dimensions was close to madness, no matter how much divine power we expended. So the method we devised was... copying the original dimension, splitting it, and creating countless dimensional fragments.

*Countless dimensional fragments?*

For some reason, that reminded me of the term "Chain Fragments."
But it was difficult for me to easily understand his words.
Noticing this, he added further explanation.

-Since you have Seong Yurang's knowledge, it might be easier to understand if I call them servers rather than dimensions.

"Ah."

-I see you understand. We minimized interference by allowing each player to interfere with only one dimension, one person. And we selected individuals who had the potential to greatly influence the world even on their own.

Now I was beginning to understand the nature of the game "Hundred Braves."
Why it specifically took the form of a single-player roguelike game.
However, one question remained unanswered.

"Then what exactly are the Crossing Encounters?"

It was a clearly anomalous system in the single-player game "Hundred Braves."
The Crossing Encounters system that allowed meeting beings from other dimensional fragments.
That wasn't properly explained by what he just said.

-Do you know when the Crossing Encounters were added?

As far as I knew...

"Weren't they there from release?"

-They were actually added during beta testing. It was an unintended bug.

"A bug?"

-Dimensional fragments that had reached their end should naturally disappear. Or rather, they should have. But reality was different. Characters who had grown sufficiently to bring major changes to their dimension's fate remained even after their fragment disappeared, and were absorbed into other dimensional fragments.

Now I was starting to understand.
That also explained why Crossing Encounters only allowed meeting fully developed characters.

-It was an unintended byproduct, but the result was acceptable. It allowed us to increase interference from other dimensions. The gap in fate accumulated more and more because of it.

But the next moment, his voice darkened again.

-But despite all those struggles, fate ultimately remained unchanged. So we decided to make one last desperate attempt.

*Desperate attempt?*

-That was you, Allen Plake.

I was somewhat taken aback by the sudden mention of my name.
He added an explanation to my confusion.

-A timid country boy with meager potential. That was the limit of what kind of human could have external dimensional memories directly implanted.

While it felt somewhat offensive, it was also true that this was how I had come this far.

-But your potential was too meager. The implanted external dimensional memories didn't adapt well to the sudden environmental change either. In the end, the Allen Plakes kept failing, and our patience wore thinner. But then...

Though I couldn't see well because of the shadow, his gaze was once again fixed on me.

-Should I call you the 100th iteration, or Seong Yurang? Perhaps both are correct. Anyway, he showed a markedly different performance compared to the Allen Plakes from other dimensions.

That was certainly true.
That Allen Plake managed to reach warrior candidate status despite going through several near-death experiences.
Of course, by my current standards it might not be much of an achievement, but for the character of Allen Plake at that time, it was a unique record.

-But at the same time, we could also collect information from other dimensions.

"Information from other dimensions?"

-He posted on the community that he would commit suicide if the 100th attempt failed too.

Ah.

-When we saw that, we had to make a decision. Whether to hold onto you or not.

Then I already knew about that decision.

"So you held onto me. Using your blessing as bait."

-Yes, it was a carefully crafted plan. As you know, the plan ultimately succeeded. And the outlook isn't all bad. In fact, it's shining brighter than any other dimension so far. But... the problem was that it shone too brightly.

"Shone too brightly was a problem?"

-It was something even I didn't anticipate. The surrounding fragments began abandoning their own fates and attaching themselves to this dimension where you are.

Now I was starting to understand.
The reason why my Crossing Encounters seemed strange.
Why each warrior had a constellation despite the probability supposedly being low.

*Because they weren't Crossing Encounters to begin with.*

Then...

"Is that also why the players' connections were severed?"

That seemed like a plausible reason for the phenomenon.
But the God of Chains denied it.

-No, that was precisely an issue from that dimension. Too many users became aware of your existence, exceeding the permitted interference threshold. They cut off the interference from their side first. But it was a good thing in its own way.

"A good thing?"

-As I said at the beginning, it was a natural thing that had to happen eventually.

It was difficult to understand.

"A natural thing?"

-Yes, a natural thing. To restore this dimension back to the original dimension, we needed to completely sever the interference from the external dimension again.

"Restore this dimension back to the original dimension?"

That implied one thing.

-It means we're entrusting this world to you, Warrior Allen Plake. You have already become a being who has transcended fate. Thanks to you, we no longer need the connection to that side.

*A being who has transcended fate...*

In truth, knowing this fact didn't make much difference from before.
I had been treating this world as a real world, not as some concept like a dimensional fragment.
So what I needed to do going forward wouldn't be much different either.

Except for one thing.

"So in the end, all connections between warriors and constellations have been severed?"

I would need to keep this in mind for future plans.
The presence or absence of constellations makes a big difference.
However, he partially denied this.

-No, not all of them.

"Not all?"

-The connection between you and Seong Yurang still remains, albeit imperfectly.

"What?"

-For some reason, I couldn't completely sever that one. I couldn't finish the work.

What could this mean?
But one conjecture did come to mind.

"What if he's projecting himself onto me right now?"

It was a conjecture I could reach because I had his memories.
If that were really the case, couldn't I also say:

"What if severing the connection from him would also be interfering too much with that world?"

Of course, I didn't think that he, who had already regained his senses because of me, would still be obsessively fixated on me.
But what if he was simply supporting me, someone who was both the target of his past projection and a being similar to himself?

-There's certainly a possibility.

...Even so, according to the God of Chains, that connection would need to be severed eventually for the sake of the world.
And the method for that had just occurred to me.

"Won't it all end when I succeed in saving the world?"

Whatever the case, preventing this world's destruction was the priority.
So what I needed to do remained unchanged.
Feeling my shoulders grow a bit heavier, I said to the God of Chains:

"Then send me back to reality now."

-I will. But before that...

He lifted up the fruit.

-You should take this with you.

Ch.BONUS - External Records (9)
---External Record (9)---

"It's a bit chilly."

If I had known it would get this cold already, I would have dressed more warmly before coming out. Still, as long as I kept pushing the wheels of my wheelchair diligently, I felt a little less cold.

That was also one of the reasons I didn't use an electric wheelchair. Although I couldn't use my legs, I still wanted to move by my own power. ...In truth, the bigger reasons were that it was cheaper, lighter, and gave me more freedom to go places, but anyway, that was part of it too.

Just then, I felt my smartphone vibrate in my pocket. I took it out.

*Mom?*

The phone, now properly charged, displayed my mother's number on the screen. I answered the call.

"Son."

"Oh, Mom."

"Did you eat lunch?"

"Yeah. But what's up?"

Of course, parents don't really need a reason to call their children.

"Just checking in. Wondering if you're doing okay these days."

"What's that about? I'm living pretty diligently these days, so don't worry."

It was true. I had been keeping busy lately with coding studies and English lessons. As for university, I was still thinking about it since getting around in a wheelchair would be inconvenient.

"I know, I believe in you, son. Are you outside right now? I can hear traffic."

"Yeah, I came out for a bit. It was getting stuffy staying inside all the time."

"Good, you should get some fresh air occasionally. Just don't go too far. It could be dangerous."

"Of course."

In truth, I had come quite far. I hadn't planned to come this far, but I guess I got excited about going out after so long.

"I'll hang up now. Take care, son."

"You too, Mom."

I hung up and held my smartphone while looking ahead. The Han River was flowing there. The feeling of déjà vu was probably just my imagination.

*This place could have been my end.*

I placed my hand on the railing. It was higher than I had thought. Not impossible to climb over, but there was no reason to do so.

*I thought I would never be able to stand up again.*

Just a month ago, I was completely broken. I had cowered in fear of failure without taking a single step forward. And like a coward, I had tried to prove myself through a game character.

But...

*I won't go back to that again.*

Of course, falling hurts quite a bit. But it's wrong to not run because you're afraid of falling. I was still sitting in a wheelchair, but I was different from who I was a month ago sitting in front of a computer.

After all, I had managed to stand up again.

*In a way, it was all thanks to Allen Plake.*

Thanks to him, I succeeded in getting back on my feet, and I occasionally checked on Allen Plake's progress afterward. But the frequency gradually decreased.

*He seems to have found his stability, in his own way.*

Of course, that's relative for Allen Plake. Whether he would reach an ending that no one had ever seen before remained uncertain. But since there was nothing more I could do to help him, I decided to focus more on my own affairs.

So I hadn't logged into Hundred Braves for the past two weeks. Because of that...

*What's that?*

A truck stopped in front of me. It had this phrase written on it:

'We condemn the irresponsible service termination of Hundred Braves.'

I hadn't even known about Hundred Braves' service termination.

*What is this about...*

I picked up my phone and searched for "HunB" on the portal. An article appeared at the top.

['Hundred Braves' Service Terminated After One Week of Maintenance?]

What could this mean? I closed the portal window and opened the Hundred Braves app.

*If that's true...*

I would be somewhat—no, very disappointed. I hadn't seen Allen Plake's end yet. In a way, he was a character I had briefly identified with. That's why I was still cheering for him and wanted to confirm his ending.

*Please...*

I desperately tried to deny reality. Of course, having seen the article, I knew it wouldn't connect. But still, I had to check for myself.

[Welc%me b@ck to Hun^red Br*ves.]

This possibility existed too.

*It's connecting?*

Despite the noise, it was definitely connecting. Moreover, the interface displayed was Allen Plake's. The location was the Warrior Academy in Hylen.

*Did the Ordeal just end?*

It's impossible to check your character while the Ordeal results are being calculated. So I waited for Allen Plake to appear on the screen.

And finally, he appeared. As I had last confirmed, he was still disguised with black hair.

*I guess that's fortunate?*

There was still some noise, but I could recognize that it was Allen Plake. The problem was why only I could connect to Hundred Braves.

*What should I do?*
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Ch.106 - Graduation Competition (1)
As consciousness rose to the surface, my eyes opened.

*Where am I?*

I was outside the lake.
I stood there with the other students.
It seemed I had finally escaped the real Ordeal.

*Is this really real?*

The spaces created by those beings for the Ordeals are so similar to reality that they're practically indistinguishable.
Because of that, there was essentially no way to confirm it.
However...

*They don't have any reason to deceive me anymore.*

The Ordeal was over, and I had received the reward for the third Ordeal from the god of Destiny.
So there was no reason for such mischievous tricks anymore.

*Then all that's left is to move forward.*

Just like with the other two Ordeals before.
No matter how stagnant things were before an Ordeal, completing one always gave me the strength to move forward.
However, this time there was one last thing to do before moving on.

*The graduation competition.*

It would be the final punctuation mark to solidify my disguise as "Seong Yurang," and an event where we could increase our strength by acquiring Relics for myself and my companions.
And ultimately, the reason I had actively participated in mock battles throughout the first semester to raise my individual ranking was precisely for this graduation competition.
After all, only those with high rankings could participate in the graduation competition, and the higher the ranking, the stronger opponents you could match with.

*In that sense, Yoo Seora and Elsie's current rankings are just right.*

If they maintain these rankings, they can avoid the few extremely strong top-tier students while still facing fairly strong opponents.
But that doesn't mean Yoo Seora and Elsie couldn't defeat those top-tier students.
Their performance in the third Ordeal proved that.

They subdued the 31st Demon King in the third Ordeal, who was considered humanity's strongest enemy in history.
Of course, it's true that the 31st Demon King had only recovered about half of his strength, and they had help from the cheat item of overloaded awakening pills.
Plus, since he was an enemy who had been defeated before, I already knew his weaknesses precisely.

*But that's enough.*

Even before bringing them in as companions, I knew about their potential through Seong Yurang's knowledge, but in this Ordeal, I was able to confirm it with my own eyes.
The awakening pills we used there still remained unused in reality.
And above all, there were countless ways to draw out their potential even without the awakening pills.

*Especially the Sword of the Royal Family.*

That was one of the important reasons for the Reim Kingdom operation that would begin right after graduation.
Princess Ersia's specs could be divided into before and after obtaining the Sword of the Royal Family.
The sword was absolutely necessary considering the plans for after Reim Kingdom.

Even though Elsie and Yoo Seora had the potential to defeat the top-ranked students, not doing so was for that future purpose.
I had chosen to create a disguise identity to prevent the Demon Kings' interference as much as possible.
If that was the case, I needed to control the power I displayed to some extent.

*Not showing off too much, while still obtaining the optimal Relics.*

I would need to plan thoroughly.
Especially for Elsie, since she could get the Sword of the Royal Family if the Reim Kingdom operation succeeded, there was no need to be greedy. But for Yoo Seora, the Relic she would obtain this time was important.
And regarding that Relic, I had already determined which one in my mind.

*For that, I need to guide Yoo Seora's battle pattern to be sufficient to be assigned that Relic.*

With that thought, I looked at Yoo Seora.
We had already left the vicinity of the Ordeal and arrived at the school cafeteria.
Yoo Seora, in the middle of eating, noticed my gaze and tilted her head.

"It's nothing."

"Oh, okay."

What kind of response is that?
I've felt this before, but for some reason, this person never seems to doubt anything I say.
In the end, even her proposal to make me co-representative of the Raven Company showed how much she trusted me.

*Come to think of it...*

Just as the god had said, her memories of the Ordeal seemed to have disappeared like a dream. Despite participating in my Ordeal, she wasn't saying anything about it.
But the expression "disappeared like a dream" probably didn't mean complete erasure of memories. Similarly, I had lost most of my memories of the 100th cycle in the second Ordeal, but the swordsmanship I learned from Libero remained vaguely intact.
If that was the case, it wouldn't be bad to check how much she remembered.

"Co-representative of the Raven Company."

At that moment, Yoo Seora's body flinched.
With a slightly pale face, she asked me:

"Did I ever tell you about that...?"

I nodded.
After thinking to herself for a while, Yoo Seora muttered:

"I do feel like I told you, but... wasn't that a dream? I'm pretty sure it was a dream?"

She seemed to be mistaking the events of the Ordeal for a dream, literally.

"That makes sense because even after slashing the sky so excitedly, my body is fine, and there were Relics everywhere..."

"Hey, Yoo Seora."

It's fine if she thinks it was a dream.
After all, I showed them a pathetic side of myself there, if only briefly.
But there was one thing I needed to address.

"Are you really going to shout that in reality too?"

"Huh? What do you mean?"

"That... sky..."

"Sky Slash?"

Of course, I was the one who taught her that phrase.
But it was just a joke, and I didn't know she would actually shout it.
So please...

"You're not really going to shout that, are you?"

"Should I not?"

Yes.

"Well, if you shout it, you'll unintentionally draw aggro..."

"Isn't aggro guaranteed the moment you use Sky Slash anyway?"

"That's true, but..."

"And you said confidence is the most important thing in swordsmanship. Shouting this gives me confidence somehow."

It seemed too late to persuade her.
Well, nobody in this world would know the term anyway, so it should be fine.
If I can just endure it.

That's when it happened.

"This is strange."

This time, Elsie spoke up while pausing her meal.
Today too, her plate had a slightly smaller portion of food.
But that probably wasn't what she found strange.

"Sky Slash... I'm sure I've heard it before too. But I'm certain that was in a dream?"

Elsie also seemed to think of the events in the Ordeal as a dream.
To confirm this, I said to her:

"Yes, it was probably a dream. I heard about the Raven Company co-representative thing when Yoo Seora was mumbling under the influence of alcohol during our last gathering."

"Ugh..."

Yoo Seora's complexion became even paler.
To comfort her, I said:

"It's okay. I'm prepared for that much. Just as I use you, you can use me too."

At that moment, both of them tilted their heads simultaneously.

"What's wrong with you two?"

"No, I was just wondering if you might be sick."

"Are you really okay?"

I'm perfectly fine.
If anything, mentally, I'm in a much better state compared to before the third Ordeal.
Anyway, I continued without paying attention to their concern.

"'Use' might be the wrong word. We're comrades after all. So let's help each other in turn. No matter whose problem it is, we can't solve it alone."

That was one of the things I realized through the third Ordeal.
But since they had lost their memories of the Ordeal, they would have forgotten that I had realized this.
Even though I was able to realize it all thanks to them.

"Thank you. I was finally able to realize it because of you. From now on, I won't make the same mistakes as during the mock battle."

Due to my suddenly changed attitude before and after the mock battle,
And the sudden apology that followed, the two seemed bewildered.

"What are you thanking me for... no, I didn't do anything!"

Yoo Seora seemed genuinely confused.
In contrast, Elsie quickly recovered from her surprise.

"What do you mean you didn't do anything? Do you know how much trouble this blockhead has caused us? I can't believe he's only just realized it now."

"That's certainly true..."

"I don't know what happened. Did you have some kind of dream? But anyway, it's fortunate that you've realized it now."

I think it's fortunate too.
If I had continued in that state, there would have been nothing we could do.

"Yes, it's fortunate."

I smiled.
Elsie also smiled with satisfaction and said:

"It seems like you can finally be honest in reality too."

***

*Hmm?*

My head felt slightly dizzy.
Lyutmila, the temporary professor of the archery class, opened her eyes that she had closed without realizing.
The mock battle she had been watching was completely over.

In the waiting space that was inside the Ordeal but separate from the mock battle.
Only she, Freyja, and a few professors were standing there.
Since it wasn't such an important class, not many professors were observing.

*By the way...*

She felt as if she had just dreamed something.

*What was it?*

Fragments of dream-like memories that passed in an instant.
She tried her best to gather those memories that were about to scatter.

The invasion of the Demon Kings.
The revival of the 31st Demon King.
A sword strike that cut the sky and a beam of light that soared into the sky.
And the destruction of Hylen by an unidentified giant Demon King.

*What is this?*

If this was a dream, it was completely absurd.
It was full of nonsensical content.
But for some reason, she remembered only the starting point of that dream.

"Freyja."

"What is it?"

"Didn't you ask me if I felt something about me?"

Then Freyja answered with an unreadable expression.

"No, I never asked that. Did you have a dream?"

After answering, Freyja immediately left the waiting space of the Ordeal.
Left alone, Lyutmila watched Seong Yurang as he exited the Ordeal.

*Why?*

She couldn't understand the reason.
But in those dream-like memories, she was certain she had seen a blonde young man.
It was probably Allen Plake.

*But why do they overlap?*

For some reason, that Allen Plake seemed to overlap with Seong Yurang's appearance.
Perhaps that was why she had been concerned about Seong Yurang all this time.
Though she couldn't understand the reason at all.

*I need to be rational.*

The selection of a successor was a decision that needed to be made carefully.
In Wilhelm's case, if he had enrolled last year, she would have chosen him as her successor without hesitation because of his definite skills.
So she had to avoid making choices based on uncertain intuitions as much as possible.

*The graduation competition.*

Everything would become clear with the graduation competition anyway.
With the current archery class rankings, the two were in first and second place respectively.
If things continued this way, she would definitely be able to see the match between the two during the graduation competition.

*I'll decide after seeing that.*

If Wilhelm wins, she can choose Wilhelm without any doubt.
But what if Seong Yurang wins?
To be honest, that possibility seems almost non-existent.

*But if...*

She shook her head.
That would be something to think about when the time comes.

Ch.107 - Graduation Competition (2)
"Huu..."

I let out a shallow breath.
Then, with my bow drawn, I waited for the target to appear.

Zing.

*It's here.*

I released the bowstring I had been pulling.
The arrow flew and pierced the target.

*Not yet.*

It wasn't time to stop.
I nocked another arrow from between my fingers onto the string.

Ziing.

The moment a new target appeared, I aimed and shot.
This arrow also struck the target.

*Next.*

I nocked another arrow and fired at the newly appeared target.
Without relaxing my tension, I repeated the process again and again.
Though the movements weren't particularly large, sweat had already formed on my face.

"Huu..."

I exhaled the shallow breath I had taken and aimed my bow at targets appearing from all directions.
Drops of sweat fell, staining the sandy floor of the archery training ground.
After hitting countless targets, I felt it.

*I'm reaching my limit.*

In the brief moments between 5-6 seconds.
I had hit over a dozen targets by pushing my concentration to its limit. It was thanks to the bow now feeling completely natural in my hands.
But even that was finally reaching its limit.

Twang.

At last, an arrow missed its target.
The magically appearing targets disappeared, and my score was displayed.

<Shooting Training -Advanced->
Targets Hit: 20

*20 targets...*

It seems what I had hit wasn't just over a dozen, but exactly 20.
This was important primarily because it was the goal I had set for myself.

*That took a while.*

I could definitely feel my progress slowing the more my archery skills improved.
When I first entered advanced training, it didn't take long to hit 15 targets, but increasing that number one by one afterward took quite some time.
I felt that archery had also reached the same plateau I experienced when learning swordsmanship from Libero.

*Status.*

When I checked my status, it was clearly evident.

*Archery (A-)*

My archery rank, which had been at B+, had now reached A-, acknowledging my recent growth.
That was the level I had achieved after a year of learning archery from Lyutmila and secretly observing Wilhelm's training.

...To be honest, it was quite a satisfactory achievement.
A- was the same rank I had achieved in swordsmanship after awakening Premature Growth and enduring months of hellish training from Libero with my inherited B-rank swordsmanship.
Of course, reaching A- in swordsmanship then and reaching A- in archery now felt somewhat different.
They say all martial arts eventually converge to one point. I didn't think that applied to everyone, but it seemed to apply to my archery at least.

*Thanks to that, I somehow managed to reach A-.*

A- was definitely a rank where I could pull my weight as an archer.
Of course, from here on, progress would slow down just like with my swordsmanship, making it harder to increase my rank further, but I wouldn't have time for that after graduation anyway.
So what mattered most was that I had reached the A- rank before graduation.

*This is enough.*

With this, I could consider my goal of training in archery, one of my objectives since enrollment, achieved.
It was an accomplishment made possible by the combination of my trait [Premature Growth], [Blessing of the God of Regret], Lyutmila's guidance, and the abundant practice environment.

*And...*

I couldn't leave him out either.

Ziing.

It seemed Wilhelm had also finished his archery training.
Similarly drenched in sweat, he lowered his bow.

<Shooting Training -Expert->
Targets Hit: 41

He was truly on another level compared to me.
From the time he enrolled, his archery was already at A-.
And it wasn't just the starting point that was different; his limits were different from mine.

*He could probably reach Archery S+ eventually.*

Of course, that would be if he continued to hone his archery skills steadily until his later years.
But there was quite a difference between what was possible and what was impossible.
That difference also significantly affected the rate of growth.

*Already reached Archery S-...*

While I went from Archery C+ to A-, he went from A- to S-.
At first glance, the gap between my previous and current rank might seem larger, but considering that going from A+ to S- is several times harder than going from C+ to A-, he was truly a monster.
Of course, he had put in a tremendous amount of practice as well.

"Seong Yurang."

He called out to me.
With his innate talent as an archer, he probably already knew I was watching him.
My pretense of only glancing at his archery over my shoulder rather than openly watching was just for show anyway.
So I decided not to pretend I hadn't been watching him.

"What is it?"

"Your archery has improved quite a bit."

We had clearly started practicing at the same time.
The fact that he was evaluating my archery meant he had been watching me while hitting expert-level targets himself.

*He really is a monster.*

I clicked my tongue and replied.

"Improved? Even so, I'm just at the level you were when you enrolled."

"No, honestly, I couldn't even imagine you reaching your current level. But you did it. And in less than a year at that."

I didn't feel particularly bad about it.
Deception is only used when there's malice toward the other person, and Wilhelm had no such intention now.
Rather, he said those words because he had witnessed my efforts until now.

"But it doesn't seem impossible to me. I've been watching you practice all this time. You're the first person I've felt has a similar or greater amount of practice than me. I can't imagine what kind of life you've lived."

"It wasn't an easy life, that's for sure."

"Not an easy life, huh..."

Wilhelm fell into thought for a moment.
Then he spoke.

"Then if I don't live an easy life, could I become like you?"

It was such an absurd statement.
Wilhelm, born with genius talent in archery, envying me who had barely achieved Archery (A-).

"What do you mean by that?"

"It might sound pathetic and privileged, but I've lived an easy life, born into a good family."

"So what does that have to do with wanting to be like me..."

"I can see my own limits."

At that moment, I understood.
I understood the nature of Wilhelm's current concern.
It was a problem with Wilhelm that I was also aware of.

*Lack of potential.*

Wilhelm is better at archery than anyone else.
But that's all there is to his character.
Unfortunately, with limited archery-related Relics, he was a character with essentially a fixed build.

*No wonder users ranked him among the least fun characters to develop.*

His build options were limited to either reliably inheriting his family's bow or timing it right to inherit Lyutmila's bow.
However, until now, this problem hadn't been highlighted to Wilhelm because of the existence of the Constellation.
Wilhelm was a character who diligently followed the Constellation's orders rather than thinking about his own path.

*But now he doesn't have the Constellation.*

That gave Wilhelm a new perspective.
He began to think about his own path.

*And he's come to see that limited path as his limit.*

Well, if you call it a limit, it could be considered one.
After all, he was bound to be weaker than characters like Elsie or Gwen who were of royal descent.
But that didn't mean he was weak.

*At least not compared to me.*

I asked him.

"What do you think is the limit of your archery?"

He answered without hesitation.

"If we're talking about expert targets, around 100 targets, I suppose. No, if I continue to dedicate myself to archery until I die, there might not even be a limit at the expert level."

That would be around Archery (S+).
So he already had a good understanding of himself.

"Then what do you think is the limit of my archery?"

"To be honest... I'd say you've already reached your limit. Maybe you could go up one or two more levels, but that's it."

He was accurate.
He had a proper grasp of both his and my levels.
So I could tell him this.

"Anyway, you're stronger than me. Both now and in the future. So what's the problem?"

"Of course, there's no problem. But..."

He wore a bitter expression, rare for him.

"No, let's stop here. I feel like I've only said inconsiderate things to you."

"Wilhelm?"

"I'm not sure myself. Whether it's right for me to be having these concerns."

He raised his bow again.
It seemed he was about to resume training.

"Maybe it would be better to focus on improving my archery rather than worrying."

He drew the bowstring.

"But..."

His posture showed not the slightest tremor.
With that unwavering stance, he asked.

"If I lose to you in the graduation competition, could you counsel me again?"

At that moment, I realized.
He was trying to use me as a means of proof.
And he was asking for my consent now.

*Why even ask for consent?*

I decided to accept his challenge.
After all, the probability of him losing to me wasn't very high anyway.

"Of course."

***

The second semester, which didn't have much time left, also passed quickly.
During that time, I continuously reviewed and prepared my plans for the future while training.

"The graduation competition brackets are out."

When the graduation competition brackets were announced, Elsie informed me, and I checked them.

*This is...*

The brackets were within the range of my expectations.
But if there was a problem, it was that within that range, they were at the worst possible level.

*Elsie's opponent is too strong, and Yoo Seora's is the opposite.*

Since the Relic Elsie would get this time wasn't that important, I didn't need to worry too much about her.
But Yoo Seora's situation was problematic.
My strategy was to not reveal all of Yoo Seora's capabilities while still showing the parts necessary to obtain the target Relic.

*But if the opponent is too weak...*

There was a high probability she wouldn't even be able to properly reveal those necessary parts.

*I might need to come up with a second plan.*

Fortunately, I did have some alternative methods in mind.
I weighed the pros and cons of these methods while continuing to scan the brackets.
And in the lower part of the bracket, I found my name.
It was the bracket for the top 4 of the archery class.

*Wilhelm Rosemond - Seong Yurang*

In fact, since Wilhelm and I were ranked 1st and 2nd in the archery class, this matchup was almost a given.

*But still...*

Perhaps because of the promise I had made with Wilhelm recently.
My eyes lingered on that matchup a little longer.

Ch.108 - Graduation Competition (3)
The graduation competition was the final course at the Hero Academy.
It was an important event where students could be designated as successors to other heroes or receive Relics from the Order.
It was also the only time of year when outsiders were allowed to enter the Hero Academy.

Heroes from all over the world began to gather for the occasion.
They typically operated in small groups independently, and the Order rarely summoned them unless there was a major crisis, so seeing them gathered like this only happened during the graduation competition.
Spectators also flocked to the Hero Academy to catch a glimpse of these heroes.

"Look at that sword. How can anyone even swing something like that?"

"That's Hugo with the superhuman strength."

"The hero ranked 86th?"

The sword that Hero Hugo carried was impossibly large for any normal person to wield.
Yet he held it with ease.

"I heard it's the heaviest sword in the world."

"No, Gravitus must be much heavier."

"What are you talking about? I heard Gravitus is the lightest sword."

Technically, both were correct.
Gravitus, the original of Gravitus Replicant, was simultaneously the heaviest and lightest sword.

"But why is he here? He's nowhere near retirement age."

"I heard many heroes come regardless of retirement status. It's like a reunion for Hero Academy graduates."

"Really? So we might see high-ranking heroes too?"

"Those people probably won't come. I've been watching this event for ten years and never seen one. They must be incredibly busy."

More heroes arrived one by one through the crowd.
Of course, excluding high-ranking heroes, there were many heroes, and since ordinary people rarely had the chance to see them, it was difficult to recognize who was who.
People simply assumed they were heroes based on their entry into the Hero Academy after identity verification.

However, heroes with distinctive features and fame, like Hugo with his oversized greatsword, were recognizable even to those who had never seen them before.
A prime example was Gwen Ridwald, the Rose Warrior.

With red hair flowing down to her waist.
Her small frame was draped in a cape symbolizing her status as a hero.
From what she had told me before, wearing it meant fewer troublesome encounters with bandit groups.

Her appearance was unmistakably that of Gwen Ridwald.

*She looks exactly the same as when I saw her three years ago.*

It was because of her trait [Premature Growth (Major)].
Due to this trait, her skill proficiency increased very rapidly, but her physical growth had essentially stopped.

*I wonder if she's reached Swordsmanship S+ by now.*

When I first met her, her swordsmanship rank was S.
Considering her swordsmanship limit was close to SS, she should have had enough time to reach S+ by now.

*However...*

The constellations were currently absent.
So I couldn't be certain what variables might have emerged.

*Perhaps there's something I need to intervene in.*

Just then.
Suddenly, Gwen turned her head.
The people around her began to murmur excitedly.

"Gwen looked at me!"

"She's smiling in our direction, right?"

But I knew.
The one Gwen was looking at was none other than me.

*Hello.*

I greeted her with my eyes.
She responded in the same manner.

*It's been a while.*

This was the extent of conversation possible between us right now.
I was grateful that Gwen seemed to understand this fact.

"Isn't Gwen so pretty?"

"Is that your type? That's criminal."

"But her actual age is—eek!"

With Gwen's fierce glare, the nonsense around us concluded, and other heroes continued to enter after her.
Among them were quite a few heroes I recognized.
From several famous heroes to the mage Stella whom I had actually met before.

*It feels a bit strange seeing Stella.*

I had seen her during the Ordeal.
There, she had sacrificed almost all of her lifespan to annihilate half of Hylen along with most of the Demon Kings before breathing her last.
Considering the power of magic she displayed then and her final sacrifice, seeing her walking around alive and well now felt somewhat awkward.

Many heroes entered the Hero Academy, and soon it was time for the closure of outside admissions.
The number of gathered people had continued to increase, reaching its peak for the day.
This was the time I had been waiting for.

*Though I don't particularly enjoy attention...*

Having slipped out of the Hero Academy earlier in the morning to blend with the crowd, I finally stepped out from among them.
Then I lowered the hood covering my head.
Instantly, people's attention shifted toward me.

"Who is that?"

"He doesn't look particularly special."

My dull, faded blonde hair was different from Elsie's sun-like golden locks.
My build wasn't remarkable compared to other heroes, and I wasn't carrying any notable weapon.
Moreover, I lacked the intimidating aura that emanated from other heroes. After all, my status was barely that of a strong ordinary person.

"Is he really a hero?"

"Probably just someone lucky enough to graduate from the Hero Academy."

People's interest seemed to be waning.
But ordinary civilians weren't my target anyway.

*There should be some who recognize me.*

Mainly spies from the Demon King's side.
There was no way they wouldn't be monitoring an event like this.
And the reason I deliberately showed myself to them was to make something clear.

*That Allen Plake and Seong Yurang are completely different, separate individuals.*

"Allen Plake" had been off the grid for quite some time.
Given his achievements so far, one could assume he was satisfied and had essentially retired, or that he was lying low while preparing his next move.
But I couldn't be certain that the Demon King's side would only consider these two possibilities.

*I have to assume they can think of anything I can think of.*

With their spies planted throughout the world and the existence of Demon King Violet, their intelligence capabilities weren't far behind mine.
No, they might even have more detailed information about the current world than I did, with only my knowledge of the future giving me an edge.
It would be reckless to assume they couldn't think of what I had thought of.

*So I need to deceive them once more, using abilities they don't know about.*

I took out a badge issued only to high-ranking heroes.
The badge had a gem embedded in it that responded only to the hero's own magical power.
I showed the badge to the gatekeeper of the Hero Academy and said:

"Hero Allen Plake."

Simultaneously, the gem embedded in the badge glowed with a faint light.

***

*I wonder if I can see well from here.*

Lyutmila, the temporary archery instructor and a high-ranking hero nearing retirement, chose a seat with a good view of the competition.
Normally, Hero Academy professors were supposed to manage the candidates rather than watch the games directly, but as she was still a temporary instructor and finding a successor was her priority, she was exempt from that duty.

"Isn't that Lyutmila?"

People around her began to recognize her.
She was famous as a high-ranking hero, but also because most attendees were her peers who, like her, were approaching retirement.

"You were here last year too, and now again this year."

"That's because she hasn't found a successor yet."

"I think you need to lower your standards a bit."

"What about you?"

"I'm not a high-ranking hero like you. There are plenty of promising newcomers better than me without having to lower my standards."

She envied that. She was about to retort by asking if any promising newcomer would want an old-timer like him when—

"Wait a minute..."

Someone caught her eye.
Red hair and a small frame.
An unmistakable figure.

*What's Gwen doing here?*

Gwen had never attended a graduation competition before.
Many attended not just to designate successors but also for the reunion aspect, but Gwen never wasted time on such things.
She had always been busy traveling to become stronger and to recover her family's Relic to restore the Ridwald family.

*Though I suppose she must be nearing the end of that journey by now...*

Even with Gwen's ageless body, she couldn't be a hero forever.
Of course, whether to designate a successor or burn the rest of her life searching for the Relic was Gwen's choice...
And Lyutmila had some idea of what that choice would be.

"Gwen."

"Hmm? Is that Lyutmila?"

Her old-person-like speech pattern hadn't changed.
Well, maybe she really was old now.

"It's been a while since I saw you in the Basil region."

"Indeed it has. I've had a busy two years since then. No time to attend graduation competitions."

"I figured as much."

It was understandable, as she hadn't just missed the last two years but had never attended before.
But the important question was why she came this year.

"So what brings you to the graduation competition this year? Finally looking for a successor?"

But Gwen shook her head.

"No, I'm not looking for a successor. I've already found one."

That she had already found a successor.
Actually, Lyutmila had somewhat anticipated this answer.
She already had a guess about Gwen's successor.

"Is your successor perhaps that blonde boy from before?"

Until then, Gwen had maintained a calm expression all day, but she suddenly turned her head.

"How did you...where?"

"Well, you were together when we met in Basil."

At that moment, Lyutmila was inwardly certain.
That Allen Plake was Gwen's successor.
It had already seemed likely when Allen Plake was seen carrying Gwen's Gravitus Replicant, but this confirmed it.

"I'm envious. Where did you find such a monster..."

"No, that boy is not my successor."

"Huh?"

Gwen sighed and said:

"I offered to make him my successor, but he refused. Said there was someone who could teach him better than I could."

"What nonsense..."

As far as Lyutmila knew, Gwen might lack in terms of Relics and physical abilities, but her swordsmanship was second to none.
And that was her assessment from years ago—she couldn't even imagine how far Gwen had advanced her swordsmanship by now.
For someone to refuse becoming Gwen's successor, claiming there was someone who could teach better...

"Is he insane?"

"He is indeed."

But that wasn't the end of it.

"Then who is your successor?"

Gwen casually raised her short arm and pointed to the center of the arena.

"That one."

There stood a female student holding a sword.

*That person is...*

Black bob-cut hair reaching her shoulders and a neatly worn candidate uniform.
Despite her soft appearance, there was a strange intensity in her eyes.

"Candidate Elsie?"

"Yes, that impudent one."

Ch.109 - Graduation Competition (4)
Unlike the usual venue, the graduation competition was held in the dueling arena outside the Ordeal.

The Ordeal, being a place that could be influenced from the outside due to its contract with the magic tower, wasn't suitable for a completely fair match. So Elsie, standing in the center of this arena, was entirely on her own.

*Finally, the graduation competition...*

She turned her head to look around.
Countless warriors sat in the stands surrounding her. Most were active-duty warriors, and this was her first time competing one-on-one with so many people watching.

*It would be a lie to say I'm not nervous.*

She wondered how Allen would feel in this situation.
Sometimes he seemed like a being who had transcended nervousness.
She'd find out soon enough during his competition, but right now, her own match took priority.

*I'm nervous, but...*

She spotted a familiar face in the crowd.
A red-haired girl—well, not exactly a girl anymore.
It was her master, Gwen.

*You haven't changed at all.*

She already knew about Gwen's "Premature Growth" from Gwen herself, but seeing her again after so long brought back memories. That youthful yet somehow mature, indifferent face. Despite her expressionless appearance, she was surely interested in her disciple's competition.

*Then I should show you.*

Gwen had told her that no matter how much she learned from her, there would eventually be limits. That's why she needed to attend the warrior academy, clash with promising talents from around the world, and build connections.

*That was certainly true to some extent.*

Though one particular promising talent and connection had played a major role.

[I'll begin the competition after counting to three.]

A magically amplified voice echoed throughout the arena.
Elsie turned her head one last time to look at someone she had spotted earlier.

*It's been a long time since I've seen that appearance outside.*

That blonde hair that might seem dull at first glance, but could also appear calm. His face had become somewhat more masculine, but still retained a thin, boyish quality.

*Should I really call him a warrior?*

She didn't mean it in the sense that he held the position of warrior.
There were countless people called warriors sitting around him.
But among them all, only he truly embodied the word "warrior."

*Then I should strive to become a worthy companion to a warrior.*

Her opponent was ranked several levels higher than her among the candidates.
Even if she gave it her all, her chances of winning weren't very high.
However...

[Three, two...]

She gripped her sword.
Nervousness could no longer hold her back.

*No matter how strong they are, they can't be stronger than Allen, right?*

[One, begin!]

***

As Elsie's match began, the sound of clashing swords echoed throughout the arena.
Gwen and Lyudmila watched with bated breath.

They weren't the only ones holding their breath.
Most of the warriors in the stands briefly focused on the match when it started.
But that attention was only temporary, and their interest soon drifted away.

"What's this? The difference in skill is too great."

"Is she one of those who got carried through the first semester team trials?"

The surroundings quickly filled with various idle conversations again.
And for good reason...

"Her opponent is quite strong," Gwen remarked.

Elsie's opponent was strong enough even for Gwen to acknowledge—not in the sense that Gwen would have trouble against them, but that the Elsie she remembered would struggle.

"Indeed, winning will be difficult," Lyudmila agreed.

Though she was in charge of the archery division, she knew about some promising talents from the swordsmanship division.
And this opponent wasn't just difficult to beat—they were on another level.

*The Steel Clan, wasn't it?*

A clan with extremely rare magical power flowing through them.
Not common elemental magic like light, flame, or darkness, but magic that controlled steel.
Of course, as powerful as it was, it had limitations—to control even a small piece of steel required living with that steel in hand for a long time. But when someone who met that condition also possessed talent for swordsmanship, their power was beyond imagination.

*It's literally surreal.*

Not just imbuing a sword with magic, but controlling the sword with magic.
This allowed for unrealistic sword movements with the precision of controlling one's own body.
Moreover, the power behind each strike was enhanced by magic.

*It seems they haven't completely mastered the sword yet.*

This wasn't the full power of someone who had completely mastered their sword.
Lyudmila knew what a Steel Clan member with complete mastery looked like from watching the high-ranking warrior Hugo fight.
The sight of him wielding a greatsword as easily as a one-handed sword was truly surreal.

*But the important thing is...*

Even without complete mastery, they were overwhelming Elsie.
Their swordplay was like a hurricane, with unpredictable movements.
Because of this, Elsie hadn't shown any signs of counterattacking so far.

"Hmm..."

Elsie was miraculously withstanding the attacks for now.
But at this rate, the outcome seemed obvious.
So Lyudmila decided to ask Gwen a practical question.

"Gwen, are you really going to choose her as your successor?"

She wasn't saying Elsie was weak.
Rather, she was suggesting that even her current opponent, the Steel Clan candidate, was stronger.
Since Gwen's swordsmanship was universally recognized, no one would refuse to be her successor.
Only Allen Plake, who had refused, was crazy enough to do that.

"Well..."

But Gwen's response was indifferent.
This was somewhat unexpected.
Lyudmila had thought Gwen was also the type to be picky about choosing disciples.

"Do you have some kind of relationship with Candidate Elsie?"

If that was the case, there was only one thing to suspect:
That regardless of skill, there was some connection between them.
And Gwen confirmed this.

"That was indeed why I took her as my disciple. She was a talent recommended to me by none other than Allen."

But what followed was something even Lyudmila hadn't expected.

"He recommended her?"

"Yes, he sent me someone physically weak who knew nothing about swordsmanship."

As she spoke, she watched Elsie.
Elsie had failed to defend several times and was now rolling around, nearly in tatters.
Meanwhile, her opponent remained unharmed.

"To be honest, I was skeptical, but I accepted her because it was Allen's recommendation. And yet..."

At that moment, Elsie successfully defended but was sent flying by the force.
She tried to regain her balance in mid-air, but the arena wall was already too close.
She collided with the wall with a painful sound.

"Do you think she can get up again?"

That impact would have caused significant damage to her body.
Of course, as long as she could stand up, the competition could resume.
There were skilled support mages standing by who could heal any injury as long as it wasn't fatal.

But still...

"Normally, she wouldn't be able to."

She had already felt the overwhelming difference in skill.
And with her injuries, even standing would be painful.
Most people wouldn't think of fighting again in such a situation.

"But she got up anyway."

Despite this, Elsie rose to her feet again.
And raised her sword once more.
Even in a situation where her will should have been broken, the intensity in her eyes was stronger than ever.

"Then I should see how much she's grown from here on."

***

*Puhh...*

She wasn't laughing.
She was just spitting out a blood clot that had been blocking her throat.
Only then could she breathe properly.

*Am I reaching my limit?*

It hurt.
Her entire body felt like it was being torn apart.
But this kind of pain wasn't unfamiliar.

*I've been through the brink of death many times before.*

While escaping from the Reim Kingdom, she had nearly died.
If Allen hadn't saved her then, she would certainly have died.
But she was definitely alive now.

*But I suppose losing here wouldn't be a big problem.*

She had already heard this from Allen.
The only important thing in this graduation competition was Yoo Seora's Relic, and in her case, she was already decided as Gwen's successor, so she didn't need to feel pressured.
In other words, it was okay to lose.

*No, maybe he was even saying I should lose.*

If she used her optical camouflage ability, she might have a chance.
But that was a strategic weapon that would be useful in future operations.
So she should refrain from using it in front of so many people.

*But still...*

Losing and giving up were different things.
Just because she couldn't use her optical camouflage didn't mean she had to give up.
And her heart was far from ready to give up.

*I don't want to give up.*

If she gave up here, it would be extremely shameful.
To Gwen, to Allen.
And... to herself.

*Someone who wants to reclaim her kingdom can't kneel here.*

Allen had a saying he used to repeat:

*Proof.*

Not giving up and proving yourself has value in itself.
So at this moment, she wanted to borrow that and say:

*I'll prove that your choice, my goal... isn't in vain.*

She had already risen to her feet and raised her sword.
Getting up was already familiar, so it wasn't that difficult.
But what she had to do now was a bit harder.

*This is quite a difficult proof.*

As soon as she got up, her opponent charged at her again.
He was already in a stance to swing his sword.

*No, that stance must be a feint.*

His sword moves freely.
So he could swing his sword without taking such a stance.

*Then...*

The timing would probably be a little earlier.
Even knowing this, the power behind his sword was too much for her to block.
Nevertheless... there was a weakness. Or rather, it was more her strength than his weakness.

*I've experienced freely moving swords many times before.*

The wind power that Allen uses.
At first glance, her opponent's movements seemed similar to that.
But...

*It's different.*

Subtly different.
Because of that difference, Elsie had been on the defensive against his unpredictable attacks until now.
But now she seemed to understand the nature of that difference.

*It's...*

She turned her body and placed her sword at an angle.
Her opponent's sword slid along her sword and went past her.

*Compared to Allen's swordsmanship, it's still amateurish.*

At first, she couldn't distinguish between "openings" and "amateurishness."
It was probably because she was used to sparring with Allen.
But now she could tell the difference.

*Now all that's left is...*

To use it to her advantage.

"Tch..."

Her opponent tried to recall his sword using magic after his attack missed.
Normally, the match would be over when an attack misses, but not for him.
He could easily bring his sword back and counter her counterattack.

*But I've experienced that many times too.*

As she learned to deal with it, Allen eventually had to make all sorts of variations.
So the movements of someone who didn't even make variations were within her predictable range.
However, predicting it didn't mean she could win.

*Trying to interfere with his sword retrieval with my sword would just waste my counterattack opportunity.*

After wasting the opportunity, her opponent would regroup, and even if he was more amateurish than Allen, he would become more solid.
It would be difficult to withstand that in her current state.

*I need to end this now somehow.*

The sword was only for counterattacking.
She couldn't use the sword.
Then...

*Crunch*

So what she chose instead of the sword was her teeth.
Literally, she bit her opponent's arm with her teeth.

"What the hell..."

And to her stunned opponent, she thrust her sword.

*I won.*

Even though there was a strong metallic taste of blood in her mouth.

*Was that enough proof?*

She turned her head to look at the stands.

***

*I knew he wouldn't give up, given his personality...*

That's why I told him it was okay to lose, rather than telling him to give up.

*But I didn't expect him to actually win.*

Well, he survived after his family was massacred by the knights he trusted, living on the edge of life and death.
I already knew about his tenacity, but I had forgotten about it since our relationship had improved recently.

*I should thank the God of Destiny again later.*

I can't imagine what would have happened if I hadn't come to my senses.
I'm truly grateful.

*By the way...*

Although I was already attracting quite a lot of attention, I started to feel a different kind of gaze.
I turned my eyes in the direction of that gaze.
There, I saw a familiar face.

*Gwen?*

No.
The gaze was coming from beside her.

*Lyudmila, is it?*

I already knew Lyudmila was suspicious of me.
But it doesn't matter.
I was about to deceive everyone, including Lyudmila.

*Shall we begin?*

I stood up as I watched Elsie, who had been healed by a support mage, get up looking fresh.
It was time to start what I had prepared.

Ch.110 - Graduation Competition (5)
"Did I win?"

It was clearly a match with an absurd difference in weight class.
Yet the result was the opposite.
In the final moment, Elsie had read her opponent's attack.

"You've grown a lot."

Gwen finally spoke with satisfaction.
But her expression remained impassive.

"Though that temper of yours hasn't changed."

Elsie casually spat out her opponent's blood.
Looking at her, Rutmila asked.

"What exactly did you raise?"

But Gwen shook her head.

"All I gave that kid was my swordsmanship. She was always like that."

"She was always like that?"

"Though it seems someone else's influence has been added to it."

It was at that moment.
Elsie, standing in the arena, looked somewhere into the audience.
Rutmila's gaze naturally followed hers.

"Huh?"

Her shoulders froze.
A certain figure had entered her line of sight.

*Allen Plake?*

Dull blonde hair.
A thin but rather mature face.
It was slightly different from when she had escorted him to Hylen, but still recognizable at a glance.

*He came here?*

But something felt off.
Of course, Seong Yurang was a participant in the competition...

*Wait a minute.*

Thinking about it, the strange thing was herself.
Why was she naturally suspecting Seong Yurang to be Allen Plake?
The two had completely different appearances. Even the weapons they used were different.

*But still...*

Of course, it wasn't impossible.
Appearance could be disguised somehow, and considering that Seong Yurang wasn't good with a bow at first, there was a possibility.
But the important question was why she felt Allen Plake in Seong Yurang.

*It's just the atmosphere.*

A certain atmosphere that naturally flowed from Seong Yurang.
It was similar to what flowed from Allen Plake.
That was the reason.

*If so, an opportunity might come soon.*

Seong Yurang's turn in the competition would come soon.
Then she could confirm the relationship between the two.
After all, the same person couldn't exist in two places at once.

At that moment, Allen Plake's gaze shifted.
It was a fleeting glance, but her instinct told her he had noticed her stare.
And right after, Allen Plake stood up from his seat.

*Is it beginning?*

She began to feel more confident in her intuition.

***

"Wilhelm."

A deep voice calling his name.
Wilhelm turned his head.

"It's been a while."

His father stood there.

"Father."

"Yes, it's been a long time."

He was born into the Rosemond family, renowned for archery.
His father, a high-ranking warrior, rarely returned to the mansion due to his duties, and Wilhelm had honed his archery skills with instructors at the estate.
Even before leaving for the warrior academy, he hadn't seen his father, so it had been almost three years since they last met.

"You've been busy, I see."

"You know it yourself. To maintain a high-ranking warrior position with just archery skills, one must be more diligent than anyone else."

"Yes, I know."

He had felt it keenly during his time at the warrior academy.
The position of an archer wasn't that influential.
There were hardly any situations where an archer could turn the tide of battle alone.

*Except for that strange guy.*

Seong Yurang.
That guy had shown strategies that deviated from the orthodox archer category.
Despite being an archer, he acted in tandem with a mage and fought swordsmen at close range.

And now he was going to face him in this competition.

"How is your opponent this time?"

But honestly speaking, Seong Yurang was...

"Weak."

That was an undeniable objective fact.

*Even if he's improved, his archery skills are still far below mine. And his physical abilities, except for that strange acceleration ability, are just slightly above average.*

Of course, he couldn't ignore the eccentric feats the other had shown despite such poor conditions.
Like facing three swordsmen alone.

*But will such eccentricity work in a one-on-one match?*

Eccentricity was just that—eccentricity.
In most cases, the guy had merely existed as a small part within a tactical framework.
Could such a person show his eccentricity against an orthodox archer like himself?

*It would be difficult.*

He wasn't going to let his guard down.
Just as the other had observed and grown by watching him at the archery training ground, he too had been analyzing the other's every move.
Including all his eccentric tactics.

"So I won't lose."

"That's right. You are an archer of the Rosemond family. You must never lose to anyone with a bow."

Wilhelm thought the same.

"Then I'll return victorious."

As he was about to leave, his father spoke.

"There's one last thing I want to confirm."

"Please speak."

"If Rutmila also chooses you as her successor, which side will you choose?"

That was quite an important question from his father's perspective.
While Rutmila's warrior rank was 75, his father, the head of the Rosemond family, was only ranked 81.
So Rutmila's existence was a significant source of anxiety for him.

"That..."

To him, Wilhelm replied.

"I'd like to think about it after the competition."

He wasn't indirectly refusing.
He genuinely wanted to think about that issue after the competition.
Because...

*Why am I feeling uneasy?*

He was certain of his victory.
Yet he felt anxious somewhere.

*Come to think of it, I agreed to have a consultation if I lose.*

Perhaps he had been anxious from that moment.
And at the same time, he envied something that the other had and he didn't.

*I don't know.*

His mind was getting complicated.
Thinking that this wasn't good, he stepped into the arena.
Instantly, his mind cleared.

*Let's win first and think later.*

As he had practiced, his mind was cold, suitable for archery.

***

Wilhelm walked out from the west side of the arena.
To Rutmila, he was a disciple she had taught archery to for a year, and his father, Lord Rosemond, was a colleague who had served as a high-ranking warrior in the same era.
So Wilhelm was quite a significant figure to Rutmila.

However, despite that, Rutmila's interest was elsewhere.

*Seong Yurang...!*

Seong Yurang walking out from the east side of the arena.
He had the same black hair as always.
His face also didn't match Allen Plake's at all.
Yet...

*The feeling is still similar.*

For some reason, the atmosphere they exuded was similar.
She couldn't guess exactly what it was, but there was another element that could confirm it now.

*Has Allen Plake not returned?*

Allen Plake had left his seat, and Seong Yurang had appeared.
And Allen Plake hadn't returned.
The implication was clear.

*As I thought...*

It was at that moment.
A figure appeared in the corridor of the opposite audience stand.
A man with dull blonde hair.

*...Allen Plake?*

There were two Allen Plakes.
No, that couldn't be.

*That means...*

It had been her mistake.
From the beginning, Allen Plake and Seong Yurang were different people.

*And the atmosphere I feel from Allen Plake is still the same.*

Of course, that atmosphere was still felt from Seong Yurang as well.
The reason for her mistake was that the two coincidentally had the same atmosphere.

*Then all the interest I felt towards Seong Yurang was just...?*

Was it just because she had mistakenly thought Seong Yurang was Allen Plake?
There was no way to know that now.
It was best to watch the competition for now.

*But can he really beat Wilhelm?*

Having taught both of them, she couldn't think of many scenarios where that would happen.

***

*Allen, did this work?*

In the middle of the audience, Elsie was seated.
More precisely, she wasn't just sitting but was using optical modulation to appear as Allen.
And besides that, she had also been asked to release a bit of her princess aura that she usually kept hidden.

*I don't quite understand that, but...*

For now, she was following that request as well.
If Allen had tried to deceive her, she would have noticed immediately, and there was no such indication in Allen's request this time.

*And now Allen and I are complete comrades.*

They had to trust each other.
That's why Elsie willingly cooperated with Allen's plan.
But...

*This is scarier than I thought.*

The moment she entered the audience stand, modulated to look like Allen.
Gazes poured in from all directions.
They were far beyond the level of simple interest.

*Compared to this, the gazes during my competition were nothing.*

It wasn't even comparable.
It felt as if everyone here was looking at her.
Thanks to this, she clearly understood the necessity of a disguised identity.

*Now the real thing begins.*

Her own competition wasn't that important.
What mattered was the mission that had just begun.
The Reim Kingdom operation had already started.

*From now on, failure is not an option.*

Simply not giving up wasn't enough.
If she had proven her qualification as a comrade by not giving up, now she had to perform her role as a true comrade.

*From now on, I am Allen.*

Amidst the pressing gazes, she began to hypnotize herself.

*No, I... I am Allen Plake.*

***

*Oh.*

Entering the arena, I looked at the audience and inwardly exclaimed in admiration.
Because there was another me there.

*I was worried she might not be able to withstand the gazes, but...*

It seems my worry was unnecessary.
Well, as I confirmed during her competition, her willpower is incredible.
It seemed she wasn't wavering at all except for the first few seconds.

*No, beyond not wavering...*

That's just me.
How is she acting so perfectly?
I wondered if this might be why Elsie doesn't fall for my deceptions easily.

*Maybe I can learn more about acting by observing her.*

I've felt limitations in always acting with exaggerated confidence, but now I have a textbook.

*Well, that's that.*

For now, I need to focus on the competition in front of me.
I turned my gaze to Wilhelm ahead.

*A competition between Allen Plake and Wilhelm...*

Anyone familiar with the game "Hundred Braves" would know how absurd this statement is.
Wilhelm, despite being boring to raise, was a top-tier character in the archer category, while my performance was notoriously terrible.

*But still...*

I don't intend to just lose.
Most people here were skilled enough to notice if someone deliberately lost.
Even Wilhelm would notice.

*Especially since I made a bet with Wilhelm.*

Wilhelm, who was usually serious, now wore an even more serious expression.
If I were to lose pathetically to him in this competition where our bet was at stake, he wouldn't be satisfied either.
And from my perspective, there was something to gain as well.

*Even though my chances of winning are almost non-existent...*

It would be a good experience for me as an archer.

*When would I get another chance to compete with Wilhelm?*

Waiting for the competition to begin, I nocked an arrow to my bowstring.

Ch.111 - Graduation Competition (6)
"Seong Yurang."

In the arena surrounded by countless warriors, Wilhelm, who stood facing me, called my name.

"Why are you calling me?"

"Aren't you nervous?"

"Nervous..."

I looked around. Indeed, fighting in front of so many warriors would naturally make someone nervous.

*If it had been me three years ago, I might not have even been able to stand properly.*

Forget standing properly—I would have been lucky not to faint. I was someone who froze even before a dying wolf, unable to do anything without "Absolute Obedience." But I wasn't that person anymore. I had come too far to be nervous about something like this.

"I've always been the type who doesn't get nervous easily."

But there was no need to reveal the real reason here.

"Is that so? I envy you."

Wilhelm said this as he nocked an arrow to his bowstring.

Silence.

Then came the countdown.

[Three, two, one...]

Wilhelm and I raised our bows, aiming directly at each other.
Unlike swordsmanship where force can be controlled, in archery, once an arrow leaves, it cannot be recalled. For safety, barriers had been placed over our vital points.

The victory condition was to inflict sufficient damage to the barrier covering those vital points. So I aimed for his vital spot—specifically his head, which had the largest surface area.

[Begin!]

Bang!

A sound almost like a gunshot.
My arrow left the string and cut through the air toward Wilhelm. The same was true for him, and his arrow was also flying toward me at the same time.

And then...

Crack.

Midway between us, my arrow collided with his and shattered. Our first shots had canceled each other out. Rather than me hitting his arrow, it was Wilhelm who had hit mine.

*He predicted my shot by analyzing my aim, line of sight, and movements.*

That was quite impressive. But even so, I couldn't imagine doing the same. Intercepting an opponent's arrow with another arrow was almost supernatural.

*As expected of archery (S-).*

There was no time to waste. I pulled several arrows from my quiver, nocking one and holding the rest between my fingers. Since the first shot had missed, I needed to focus on speed rather than accuracy now.

The sound of air being cut.

It was Wilhelm again. He fired an arrow before I could even finish aiming. But that wasn't a problem.

*Wind's power.*

Using the power of wind, I deflected his arrow while standing in place. At the same time, my arrow left the string. At this distance, I no longer needed the wind's power for aiming.

*However...*

It missed. It wasn't that I shot poorly. Wilhelm had simply rolled to the side as he fired.

He doesn't have defensive abilities like my wind power. So his only way to avoid my arrows was to move actively. Normally, someone would be too busy dodging arrows to launch an attack.

But he was different. Even while rolling, he fired an arrow at me. It flew directly toward my vital point.

*Wind's power.*

I deflected it again and fired another shot. But Wilhelm read it in advance and dodged. Simultaneously, he fired another arrow.

*Can he read the arrow's path just by watching my gaze and aim?*

I thought as I used the wind's power to deflect his arrow again.

*I suppose it makes sense. After reaching swordsmanship (S-), I can read an opponent's sword path too.*

I can easily read someone with swordsmanship (A-). Similarly, to Wilhelm with archery (S-), my archery (A-) is just at that level. So he could dodge all my arrows even without abilities like the wind's power.

*I lack experience in archery versus archery combat.*

During simulations, I mainly protected mages from enemy archers. I usually left dealing with enemy archers to frontliners who had a clear advantage. Now that lack of experience was showing.

*If only I knew how to deceive his arrow-reading ability.*

The method wasn't completely beyond me, but it was too late to apply it now. I'd have to be satisfied with identifying an area for future growth.

*In that case...*

There was only one thing I could aim for. Wilhelm would eventually have a moment of vulnerability—when he ran out of arrows and needed to get new ones.

*Right now.*

This was my chance, just as his last arrow left his hand. I focused all my nerves on my hands and arms. Even if I shot now, he could still predict the path and dodge.

*But I can at least control the tempo.*

I needed to deny him time to draw new arrows. For that, I had to push my rapid-fire technique to its limit. Just as I drew the bowstring—

An arrow appeared from thin air at his fingertips. His inventory.

*So he knows how to use it.*

I hadn't seen him use his inventory during practice. I had hoped he might not have thought to apply it to archery, but apparently he had just been hiding it from me.

*This makes things more difficult.*

He began firing arrows without delay using his inventory. I had no choice but to abandon rapid fire and focus more on my wind power, as his rate of fire increased.

*Still...*

Based on the situation so far, I wasn't at that much of a disadvantage. After all, I was blocking all his arrows with my wind power, while he was relying on prediction to dodge mine. If the situation remained like this, I might actually have the advantage.

*That is, if he can't find a way to break through my wind power.*

But as if reading my thoughts, Wilhelm quickly found a method.

*What is this...?*

The wind's power is more sensitive than sensory organs like the eyes. So I was completely relying on it to detect and block arrows. This time too, I tried to sense his arrow with the wind's power. But...

*Why does it feel like the arrow is coming from behind...?*

An arrow clearly shot from the front was detected by my wind power as coming from behind. If the detection was wrong from the start, I couldn't deflect the arrow as intended.

"Ugh!"

I managed to deflect the arrow through improvisation. Fortunately, it missed my body. But immediately another arrow followed.

*The arrow has a strange spin.*

That was what was deceiving my wind power. Moreover, the spin was so irregular that I couldn't learn to counter it.

*Wind's power.*

In the end, I chose to dodge rather than block the arrows. I wrapped wind power around my feet and stepped quickly. Thanks to that, the arrow targeting me just grazed past.

*Damn it.*

I had avoided the immediate arrow, but I had essentially revealed my weakness to Wilhelm. Proving this, Wilhelm began firing more arrows with spin at me in succession.

*What should I do?*

I didn't have the capacity to dodge and fire precisely at the same time like Wilhelm. That left only one option.

*Close combat.*

I don't mean getting close to hit him with my bow. There were too many eyes watching for that. I just meant closing the distance to where I could land effective shots while dodging his attacks.

*The problem is...*

Wilhelm was anticipating this too. As I tried to close the distance, he began widening it. He even predicted my movement patterns and placed arrows to intercept me.

*It's been a while since I felt this sensation.*

This was a feeling I rarely experienced in swordsmanship anymore. I'd probably only feel it against someone like Gwen now. But in archery, I was feeling it clearly.

*A wall.*

Wilhelm's archery skill felt like a wall before me. Perhaps that was natural, considering the difference in our talent and the time we'd spent honing our archery skills.

*Until now, I've been barely compensating with my wind power.*

But the moment he broke through my wind power, that wall rose again. Now I was just standing on tiptoe before it.

*Can I overcome it?*

Well, if I entered an Ordeal and trained under a good master for hundreds of years like with swordsmanship, maybe. But such opportunities don't come easily, and more importantly, it wouldn't help me now. However...

*I might be able to punch a hole in the wall.*

Although Wilhelm was trying to maintain distance from me, the accelerating nature of my wind power meant the gap between us was steadily closing. If I kept reducing the distance, eventually Wilhelm might come within my effective range.

*I need to be careful.*

If I got reckless and one of Wilhelm's arrows hit my vital point, it would be over. So I needed to approach him cautiously, even if it took time. It was a battle between whether I could get close enough to him or whether he could hit my vital point first.

*Left this time? No, a feint?*

No, Wilhelm's gaze suggested a real attack disguised as a feint. Having observed Wilhelm for quite some time, I could read him to some extent. Not enough to hit him with my arrows, but enough to dodge.

*Then I'll go straight ahead.*

That's what I thought, but I was wrong. The arrow flew straight at me, contrary to my expectation. It was aimed precisely at my vital point, forcing me to redirect my wind power from acceleration to defense.

*I can always accelerate again later.*

But this arrow also had spin. Despite being deflected, it still managed to hit me.

"Ugh...!"

The arrow lodged in my right arm. For a split second, I thought I was in serious trouble. An injury to the right arm is critical for an archer.

*Damn.*

At least it wasn't fatal—I could still use my arm. I could still draw the bow somehow. But I wasn't sure about my accuracy.

*Still...*

Thanks to my forward charge, I had closed the distance as much as I'd aimed to. But with my injury, I wasn't confident I could hit him even at this distance. The more promising option seemed to be closing in once more.

*What if I finish this with the bow itself at close range?*

Hitting Wilhelm's arrows with my own seemed impossible no matter how I thought about it. But if I swung my bow, I might be able to block his arrow once. If I could just get close enough...

*What am I thinking?*

I couldn't show myself blocking arrows with my bow in front of all these people. Besides, I didn't really want to do that either.

*Winning isn't what matters here.*

What's important to me now is the experience of facing Wilhelm's wall. Forcibly breaking through with swordsmanship wouldn't help me grow further here. So what I needed to stick with was archery.

*Sideways.*

I gave up on approaching him head-on again and jumped sideways. Wilhelm's arrow passed through where I had been. He had expected me to charge straight at him once more.

*No, I'll face you with archery until the end.*

That's the only way this has meaning. I dodged Wilhelm's attack while drawing the arrow I had nocked. A tearing pain shot through my right arm.

*Damn it.*

But I had to endure it. More than endure—I had to focus. Focus on making this arrow hit Wilhelm's vital point.

*Now...!*

The moment Wilhelm jumped. In mid-air, his trajectory had to be fixed. I released the arrow.

Bang.

A tingling sensation in my arm from the injury. In that moment, I realized it had missed.

*Damn.*

Wilhelm, on the other hand, remained calm. While I was focusing on my shot, his arrow had already arrived in front of me. Too late to dodge.

*Wind's power.*

I tried to deflect the arrow heading for my head. But it curved in a strange direction... and struck the barrier near my heart.

And so the competition ended.

***

*Did I win?*

Wilhelm looked at the arrow he was still holding with a dazed feeling. It was an arrow he had prepared to fire in case Seong Yurang hadn't been defeated by his previous shot. But now its purpose was gone.

"As expected of Wilhelm."

Seong Yurang said while receiving treatment from support mages who had rushed over.

"I lost in the end. I actually expected it, though."

Expected it...
The same was true for him. There was that much difference between Seong Yurang's archery skills and his own.

*Plus, I had countermeasures ready.*

He had put spin on his arrows to deceive the ability Seong Yurang was using. It had worked well, and ultimately led to his victory. Yet somehow, he didn't feel satisfied.

*Why?*

Why didn't winning feel as good as it should? He looked toward the audience. Everyone was focused on him.

*Of course they are—I won.*

But something was missing in their gazes. It was similar to the way his father usually looked at him.

*What is it exactly...*

His eyes scanned the audience, searching for what was missing, until he finally found it. It wasn't his father, nor anyone he knew. But that gaze was something he had never received before, yet had always wanted.

*But why...*

A man with dull blonde hair. He was directing that gaze not at Wilhelm, but at Seong Yurang. While Wilhelm had never received such a look from anyone, Seong Yurang was receiving it.

*Did I... really win?*

He wondered.
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"Hmm..."

The match had finally concluded.
As everyone expected, Wilhelm was the victor.
Of course, it was unthinkable that Wilhelm of the Rosemond family could lose to anyone in archery.
However...

*I'm surprised it was so evenly matched until the middle.*

At least that's how it appeared to Gwen, who didn't know much about archery.
To be precise, it seemed that way until Wilhelm broke through Allen's defense.

*I have no idea how he managed to break through it though.*

As mentioned earlier, she wasn't knowledgeable about archery.
But she did have a friend who knew a great deal about it.

"A Rosemond is truly a Rosemond. To think he'd break through in that manner."

"In what manner?"

"He twisted the bowstring to put a precise spin on the arrow. That's how he tricked Seong Yurang's ability. But it's not as simple as it sounds."

It wasn't simple, nor was it something just anyone could do.
That's why she had said a Rosemond is truly a Rosemond.

"When you add spin, the arrow's trajectory naturally changes. Normally, it would be impossible to target an opponent's vital point accurately while adding spin. But Wilhelm calculated all the trajectory changes caused by the spin. And not just with consistent spin, but with irregular patterns each time."

That was an incredible talent.
No, it was the result of overwhelming practice added to talent.
Of course, for the Rosemond family, this was the level everyone expected.

"Truly worthy of the Rosemond name."

It was certainly impressive.

*Indeed, a Rosemond...*

Gwen observed Wilhelm.
If she weren't planning to retire and if she valued party play, he would certainly be a talent she'd prioritize recruiting.

But that was all.

*He doesn't excite me.*

The Rosemond family was certainly prestigious in archery, but that was it.
They were a family without elements that could break free from "expectations" in the name of "anticipation."
In contrast, his opponent Allen was different.

*I thought he was just creating a smokescreen when he suddenly hid his sword and chose archery...*

His archery skills had improved considerably in that one year.
At that level, while he might struggle in high-tier warrior parties, he could potentially be quite popular among the upper ranks of regular warrior parties.
Was it talent or an enormous amount of practice?
Considering his swordsmanship, she didn't really think it was talent.

*He truly never stops working hard.*

That must be possible because he has a clear goal.
She recalled what he had said to her.

*He said he wanted to become a high-tier warrior.*

With those words, he had declined becoming her disciple.
And she understood his refusal, believing it impossible to make him a high-tier warrior.
Yet, he eventually appeared as a high-tier warrior.

*He's already achieved that goal.*

So what would be his next goal?
Was there anything more he could achieve from his current position?
Of course, above high-tier warriors there were saint-tier warriors, but was that possible for him?

*I really don't know.*

Not that it was impossible, but she truly didn't know.
Although the recent duel was purely about archery, as someone who had reached a certain level in swordsmanship, she could glimpse Allen's sword skills in that brief moment.

*In the final moment.*

Allen hesitated briefly.
Whether to charge straight at Wilhelm.
It was just a momentary hesitation that didn't manifest in action, but she saw it.
Not simply because her sword skill proficiency was higher, but because traces of the Ridwald family swordsmanship still remained in Allen.

*Has he come so close to my level?*

He's not yet at a level where he could reach her.
Even with more effort, it's uncertain if he could reach her.
But what's important is that this achievement seemed impossible for the Allen she saw three years ago.

*I can't predict him.*

That's why she was looking forward to it.
He might still have something hidden.
The elaborate creation of his Seong Yurang identity proved that.

*Expectations...*

She finally took her eyes off Allen.
Then she turned her gaze to the fake Allen sitting across from her in the audience, who had the same look in his eyes.
Somehow, he looked more haggard than the real Allen who had actually fought in the arena.

*That must be Elsie.*

She couldn't fail to recognize her own disciple.
And the fact that Elsie was disguised as Allen clearly meant one thing.

*So the promise was kept after all.*

The promise Allen had left for Elsie to meet again.
Elsie had been quite hopeful about that promise, and it ultimately motivated her relentless training.
In a way, it could be said that this promise made Elsie who she is today.

*However...*

She hadn't thought of it as a "real" promise.
She had considered Allen to be similar to herself. If it had been her, she would have used that letter solely to give Elsie hope so she wouldn't collapse without her, before leaving.
Whether it could be kept or not would be secondary.

*But Allen ultimately kept his promise to her.*

Allen revealed his identity to Elsie. That's why Elsie was disguised as Allen.
It could have been the other way around, but that would be impressive for Elsie in its own way.
Either way, it didn't really matter which was the case.

*You look happy.*

Though she was becoming more haggard in real-time, happiness was visible in the look Elsie gave Allen.
No one could have predicted that a princess who had lost her family and barely escaped from her homeland with her life could regain such happiness.
But Allen had made it happen.

*A little...*

She was envious.
She was somewhat envious that Elsie had met Allen again, but she was even more envious of how happy Elsie looked.

*Someday, I too...*

Before it's too late, I want to release the Premature Growth.
Have a child.
Live happily in a peaceful place...

That's how I want to live.

*But you know, Allen.*

Recently, a variable had emerged.

*Why...*

She gazed into empty space.

*Why won't the constellation respond?*

Until now, she had believed in and followed her constellation.
Although the constellation hadn't guided her to the Sword of Roses yet, it had definitely guided her on a path to become stronger.
And she knew that to revive her family, she needed to grow as much as possible before releasing the "Premature Growth" trait. Only then could she reach a higher warrior rank.

*No matter how much I want to be happy, I can't abandon my family.*

Moreover, she had heard through Elsie that a coup had occurred in the Reim Kingdom.
She wanted to intervene, but she couldn't risk what might happen to her powerless family if she did.
In the end, the only option was to build up her strength.

*But...*

Communication with the constellation had been cut off.
At this rate, both building her strength and recovering her family's sword would become uncertain.

*You said at age 33, in June.*

That's what Allen had told her.
While she didn't completely trust his words, the timing she had been estimating wasn't much different.
And that time was now approaching.

*Already the year after next.*

To have a child, she needed to release the Premature Growth before then.
But to do that...

*Is there only one way?*

She looked at Allen as he left the arena.

*He might know something.*

It was at that moment.
Suddenly, Lyutmila, who had been sitting beside her, stood up.

"Lyutmila?"

"Just a moment, I'll be right back."

With those words, she disappeared behind the audience seats.
From Gwen's perspective, who had noticed Lyutmila's gaze earlier, she had a good idea where she was going.
So she gave a look to Allen, or rather Elsie, across the audience.

Flinch.

Elsie trembled upon receiving that look.
Gwen communicated with her eyes.

*What are you doing? Hurry up and go.*

Elsie then stood up and disappeared outside the audience seats.
Now that Seong Yurang's competition was over, there was no reason for Elsie to remain seated in the audience.
Just as she turned her attention to the next competition with relief...

"It's been a while."

Suddenly, a familiar voice was heard.
Well, not exactly familiar as it had been quite some time since she'd heard it, and it had matured somewhat.
But she could still recognize the owner of that voice.

"It has been a while."

He sat down next to her, in the seat where Lyutmila had been sitting.
Though his face was hidden under a hood, it was definitely Allen Plake.

"You didn't say a word to me until now, what's the matter?"

She was genuinely glad to see him.
But she wanted to be a little mischievous.

"I apologize. I had my reasons."

Of course, she knew that.
She understood it too.
So she wasn't really angry.
If anything made her slightly upset...

"If you had reasons then, is this okay now?"

It was the fact that he had deliberately approached her to speak.

"It's not completely okay, but I have something I must tell you."

Something he must tell her?

"What do you want to say?"

"I want to tell you not to worry too much."

Gwen's eyes widened slightly, which was rare for her.
Of course, that was exactly what she needed to hear right now.
But she hadn't expected Allen to be the one to say it to her.

"What do you mean..."

"There are many ears listening around us, so I'll tell you the details later."

Indeed, as he said, this place with so many people gathered wasn't good for secret conversations.
However, this was just the surface meaning.
She grasped the hidden meaning beneath that surface.

*Is he trying to use me?*

Speaking despite many listening ears meant either it wasn't important or... it was a lie.
Allen was about to lie to her.
But it wasn't to deceive her, but to deceive others who might be listening to this conversation.

*Fine, use me as much as you want.*

Because at least that one statement he made to her wasn't a lie.

*"Don't worry too much"...*

That was his way of saying he would help her somehow.
In other words, it was a proposal to become allies.
She decided to hear his proposal.

"Then tell me roughly what you mean."

"Yes, first of all, I plan to head to the Central Sea Islands. But before that, I still have things to do in Hylen."

"That means..."

"Yes, I'd like you to go to the Central Sea Islands first and establish a foundation. Let's discuss the details there."

There was a mix of truth and falsehood in those words.

*At least it's true that he'll head to the Central Sea Islands later.*

So he's asking her to go to the Central Sea Islands first.
Perhaps the sword of her family that she needed to find was also related to the Central Sea Islands.

*And it's false that he has something left to do here.*

He probably plans to go somewhere else as Seong Yurang.
And she could guess where that place might be.

*The Reim Kingdom?*

It was the place with the most unsettling rumors recently.
He probably wanted to divert attention by spreading false information that Allen Plake was heading to the Central Sea Islands before going there.

*Is that all for now?*

She had pretty much understood everything he had said.
But there was still one final step remaining.

"By the way."

She wasn't generally the type to trust others easily.
Especially someone like him who was adept at using others.

*Can I trust such a person...*

That was a decision she should have made on her own.
But she asked Allen.

"Can I trust you?"

Allen replied.

"You don't have to trust me. But I want to help you, and I want to trust you."

She didn't sense any falsehood in his words.
Of course, she wasn't one to trust unconditionally, but this time was different from usual.

*Beyond whether I can trust him or not...*

She wanted to trust him.
Not just because Allen Plake was the only hope she had left.
Not because she had other feelings for Allen Plake.

*Because he's Allen Plake.*

That was the only reason.
She wasn't referring to his achievements.
She was referring to his actions so far.

*He hasn't moved solely for his own benefit.*

Though she didn't know the details, Allen right after parting with her couldn't have been very strong.
Nevertheless, he took the risk of defeating a Demon King near a village.

With Elsie too, he didn't just save her.
He introduced her to himself and gave her hope through a promise.

She liked these aspects of him.
Gwen Ridwald valued justice while being cool-headed and principled.
So she wanted to give Allen Plake a chance.

"Then I'll trust you too."

With this, she became his ally.
Though it would take some time before they met again.

"Thank you."

With those words, he rose from his seat.
She asked him one last question.

"Are you leaving?"

As he did in the spring two years ago.
As he did this spring.
Are you leaving again?

"Yes."

He affirmed her question.
But then he added.

"But I'm sure we'll meet again this time too."

It was a promise.

"Alright, I'll see you at the Central Sea Islands."

Gwen's expression still appeared expressionless.
But she was definitely smiling.

***

*It was certainly nice to see her after so long.*

I recalled Gwen's face and voice, which were exactly the same as three years ago.
Though our conversation was brief, it was definitely enjoyable.
I felt regretful that we had to part ways again like this.

*But with this, things are settled with Gwen.*

Gwen was also one of the people who would be quite confused by the constellation's disconnection.
Resolving her confusion and bringing her in as an ally was also one of the goals of this competition, and it seemed to have ended successfully.

*Then there's one thing left.*

I checked the match schedule again as I headed somewhere other than my seat where Lyutmila would be.

*It's almost time for Yoo Seora's competition.*

My original appearance that I briefly revealed.
There was one last thing I had to do with that appearance.
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"I'm back."

Having finally finished his competition, Wilhelm returned to his father in the audience.

"You've grown much stronger."

"Of course."

It was only natural. After all, it had been three years since his father had last seen his skills. It would be strange if he hadn't improved during that time.

*But still...*

He examined his father's gaze again. That look devoid of any emotion, as if everything was merely expected. That gaze hadn't changed at all from three years ago. This wasn't the look he had hoped for.

*What's the problem here?*

He hated that look in his father's eyes.
That's why he had worked so hard, trained endlessly—to change the way his father looked at him.

"Your opponent was too weak."

Yet his father's gaze hadn't changed at all. He had clearly done his absolute best, but what more could he possibly do?

*Damn it.*

Uncharacteristically, anger welled up inside him.
Thanks to that, he blurted out something to his father.

"Do you think I could beat you now, Father?"

No, this wasn't a slip of the tongue.
It was something he had desperately wanted to ask his father.
After all, this was the direct reason he had devoted himself to archery for the past three years.

*Thanks to that, I've become strong enough. So now...*

But his father was resolute.

"No."

"Why not?"

"Your archery skills have nearly caught up to mine. And thanks to your youth, you have flexibility in battle. But there are still many areas where you're inexperienced."

Inexperienced areas?

"But I completely defeated him."

"Well, weren't you just lucky? If his arrow hadn't missed at the end, if he had properly dodged your arrow... what would have been the outcome then?"

"That's..."

Even he wasn't certain.
Perhaps his father was right—maybe luck had been on his side.
And he himself had noticed some issues too.

*Certainly at that moment, he...*

Just as he was about to recall his competition with Seong Yurang...

"It's ultimately a matter of experience. After graduation, keep gaining experience without rest. Then you'll surpass me soon enough."

"What?"

Just now, his father had acknowledged it himself.
That he would surpass him soon.
Surpassing his father. Then someday...

"Of course. You're a Rosemond like me, and you started holding a bow earlier than I did and grew up in the best environment. You must surpass me."

But his father's following words were somewhat different from what he had expected.

"Don't forget. You are a Rosemond. In archery, you must always be the strongest."

He lowered his head slightly and continued.

"Shamefully, I wasn't the strongest. In the end, I remained below Lyutmila in rank."

"What does that have to do with me..."

"It doesn't matter whether you inherit my bow or Lyutmila's. As long as you're the strongest in archery, that's enough."

That was the moment.
Suddenly, a headache struck him.
He couldn't face his father any longer.

"I'm sorry, but I need some fresh air."

He hurriedly left the audience seats.
He reached the outer corridor of the arena where there were hardly any people.
Standing there, he took deep breaths with a pale face.

*I am...*

Surpassing his father was simply expected.
Being the strongest in archery was enough.
Because that's what it meant to be a Rosemond.

*I am... a Rosemond...*

Now he was beginning to understand.
Why he felt so terrible right now.
Why his father's gaze had always remained the same.

*No one expects anything of me.*

No matter how well he shot, how much he practiced.
Even if he became the strongest archer, it could all be summed up in one phrase.
Because he was a Rosemond.

Just a Rosemond.
No one expected anything more from him.
Not even...

*I don't even expect more from myself.*

In the end, his path had already been determined.
No other path existed, and he would simply continue forward along the predetermined route.
A tediously monotonous life.

*Seong Yurang said the constellation hadn't abandoned me, but...*

Did the constellation really have any expectations for me?

*I wonder.*

He had always been afraid.
Afraid that the constellation's gaze upon him, though invisible, might be the same as his father's.
But now he thought he understood.

*Whether Seong Yurang's words were true or false doesn't matter.*

Surely the constellation must have had the same look in its eyes.
He hadn't changed much from when the constellation was present until now.
All he ever did was practice archery; all he knew was archery.
Anyone watching him do the same thing for years would surely grow tired of it.
But...

*Then what am I supposed to do?*

He couldn't see any escape from this path.
After all, archery was all he had ever done.
Should he just shut up and keep practicing archery?

*I don't want to.*

He wasn't complaining about others not having expectations for him.
He hated the reality that even he himself couldn't expect anything from himself.

*Being the strongest in archery alone isn't enough.*

He thought of Seong Yurang.
Someone who clearly received the kind of gaze that he himself never did.
And in truth...

*It wasn't a complete victory.*

In the final moment of his competition with Seong Yurang.
He had definitely expected Seong Yurang to charge straight at him.
After all, that's what he had mostly shown in their previous mock battles.

*If he had charged at me then...*

The arrow he released would certainly have flown toward Seong Yurang's vital point.
Could Seong Yurang have avoided that arrow?

*I'm not sure.*

He had put spin on his arrow to counter Seong Yurang's ability, but it wasn't a complete counter.
Perhaps, like the arrow that struck Seong Yurang's heart at the end, it might have hit him by luck.

*But still...*

For some reason, he felt that the Seong Yurang of that moment wouldn't have let that happen.
He had no concrete evidence.
It was just that all his senses from that moment pointed to it.

*What was that sensation?*

The moment when Seong Yurang approached him despite taking an arrow to his right arm.
He felt a strange energy emanating from Seong Yurang.

*It was like...*

The sensation of facing a massive beast.
A beast that could tear down a huge wall just by colliding with it.
He hadn't expected such a beast to dodge sideways and choose the bow instead of charging into him.

*What if he had approached me while deflecting my arrow with his bow?*

Suddenly, he recalled what the guy had shown in their mock battle.
He had used his arrow shaft to deflect a sword, albeit imperfectly.
If that hadn't been mere luck...?

*No, that couldn't be possible.*

Even so, the assumption that he might have tried to deflect his arrow with the bow was too extreme.
After all, deflecting a spinning arrow from that distance would be challenging even for high-ranking swordsmen.

*But still...*

In the end, he wasn't sure if winning like that had been a good thing.

*If I had lost instead...*

He might have been able to consult with Seong Yurang.
Perhaps... that guy might have known a different path.
Of course, he had no basis for that thought.

*So there's no way out after all.*

Even if he inherited Lyutmila's bow, not much would change.
It would perform better than the Rosemond family bow, but that was all.
In the end, as his father said, becoming the strongest in archery was the end goal.

*Seong Yurang...*

No, it wasn't Seong Yurang.
The beast he had glimpsed beyond Seong Yurang at that moment.
Defeating that would ultimately be impossible.

But there was no solution.
His limitation ultimately lay in the "bow."
And there was no way to overcome that.

*In the end, I have no choice but to live the damn life of a Rosemond.*

Just as he was about to return to the audience seats where his father was...

"Wilhelm."

Suddenly, he heard someone calling him.
Even though there had been no one around until just a moment ago.
Moreover, the voice came from right behind him.

*I didn't even sense their presence?*

While detection wasn't his specialty, he had decent awareness of presences as part of his qualities as an archer.
Of course, he couldn't notice everything, but failing to notice someone approaching this close was problematic.
He quickly put distance between them and turned around.

"Who are you!"

Then he saw a man standing where he had been.
Well, it was a male voice, but the gender wasn't certain.
The hood the person wore was shrouded in deep darkness, concealing their face.

"You are..."

The man didn't seem particularly strong.
But for some reason, an unusual energy flowed from within the man's robe.
He introduced himself like this:

"Would you understand if I said I am an Apostle?"

***

"Hmm..."

In the waiting room of the arena.
Yoo Seora gripped her long-time companion sword, "Sacred Replicant," and swung it through the air.

*Sky Slash, Sky Slash...*

Although Seong Yurang had told her not to use "Sky Slash," she couldn't help that the name rolled off her tongue so easily.
A professor supervising the candidate trainees approached her and said:

"It's about time to get ready."

"Yes."

Following her instruction, Yoo Seora sheathed her sword.
Then she put on the white cloak that identified her as a candidate.
Come to think of it, she wouldn't be wearing this cloak much longer. Once she became a regular warrior, she would receive the black cloak symbolizing her warrior status.

*Of course, I need to get through this competition first.*

For the past few weeks, she had practiced intensively with Seong Yurang to prepare for this competition.
According to him, she was the most important part of this competition.
And...

*The plan has already begun.*

In fact, Elsie was currently sitting in the audience in Seong Yurang's place.
Moreover, during the preparation for this plan, she had heard the story about Seong Yurang and Elsie, or rather, Allen and Ersiara.

*I was a bit surprised.*

To think they both had different original appearances.
Especially when she learned that Elsie's true identity was Princess Ersiara of the Reim Kingdom, she could hardly believe her ears.
After all, just today she had seen her bite her opponent's sword with her teeth.

*That fierce woman is a princess?*

But when Elsie showed her original hair color, she had no choice but to accept it.
It was unmistakably extraordinary golden hair that shone like sunlight.

*Not that I envied her being a princess.*

After hearing her circumstances, she felt nothing but sympathy.
Losing her royal family to the knights she trusted, relying only on the constellation, and fleeing the kingdom at the risk of her life.
Then, on the verge of death, she barely managed to meet Allen.

*She had circumstances quite similar to mine.*

She too had lost her guild and family to Chaos Beasts.
And after that day, she also lost her smile.
Yet Elsie somehow maintained an almost constantly bright personality.

*Perhaps that's because...*

It might have been possible because she met him earlier.
If only she herself had met him a little earlier...

*No.*

It's foolish to dwell on hypotheticals about the past now.
She should focus on the present.

*Come to think of it...*

What surprised her most was something else.
As she walked out to the arena, she spotted a figure among the audience under Hylen's clear sky.

*Seong Yurang.*

A man with dull golden hair leaning against the corridor connecting the audience seats to the outside.
When she heard that was his original face, she was most surprised.
Because...

*He looks completely different.*

The name Seong Yurang still felt more familiar to her.
Perhaps because it followed the naming style used in her hometown of Sak.
But his face seemed to suit the other identity better.

*He called himself a constellation, didn't he?*

In a previous bet with him, he had wagered that he would become her constellation.
Although he canceled that condition after the bet, she still occasionally teased him by calling him constellation.
But now she knew there was a term that suited him better.

*Of course, he knows a lot and can do many things, but...*

He was clearly different from a constellation that only gives commands from the sky.
He fought before anyone else, and recently, he had begun fighting alongside them.
The best word to describe him, and the reason she followed him, was definitely...

*Warrior.*

In her eyes, he was already a warrior.
And now it was his turn to make her a warrior.
But before that, there was something she needed to do for him.

*I feel a bit sorry for my opponent.*

She looked at her opponent across from her and placed her hand on her scabbard.
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He said.

"You can't prove it until you fight."

And from now on, her strategy would use that to her advantage.

*I must succeed.*

For the past few weeks, she had practiced extensively for this strategy alone.
It required complete concentration, and there could be no room for error.
The moment she showed any weakness, the strategy would fail.

*Focus.*

The strategy had already begun the moment she entered her opponent's field of vision.
One might wonder what could have started when they hadn't even clashed yet, but for her, it had definitely begun.
She was already focusing every nerve from the tips of her toes to each strand of hair.

*First, the gait.*

In swordsmanship, footwork is crucial.
Everything from positioning relative to your opponent to attack and defense begins with footwork.
That's why a swordsman's skill is evident from the way they walk.

*He told me to eat away at the opponent's space.*

She still wasn't quite sure what that meant.
But she didn't need to worry about it. For her sword, space didn't seem particularly important.
Unlike ordinary swordsmen, her sword didn't need to concern itself with such things—Allen's instruction was simply to walk as boldly as possible.

*As boldly as possible.*

Wide, unhesitating strides that suggested she could attack at any moment, without looking for an opening.
Her expression and posture also needed to maintain unwavering confidence.

*Have conviction.*

That had been her greatest weakness, as he had pointed out.
Until now, she had been quite cautious because of Overload's characteristic of destroying Relics.
But now things were different.

*Sky Slash.*

Just thinking of those words made confidence well up inside her.
Moreover, she could now enhance her Relic without hesitation, even in reality.
This was the graduation competition, after all.

*Even if it breaks, I'll probably get a new Relic anyway.*

Of course, she doubted any warrior would readily pass down their Relic to someone who destroyed them.
But Allen had personally told her not to worry about that.
If he said so, then there was no need to worry.

*So...*

The final step.
She drew Sacred Replicant from its scabbard.
Then she used the one ability given to her.

*Overload.*

At maximum power.
A malevolent energy began to swirl around the sword.
Yes, at this level, soon...

*There should be a reaction.*

***

His opponent was Yoo Seora.
When he first saw the matchup, his mind was filled with nothing but despair.
Half the students participating in the competition would inevitably face opponents ranked higher than themselves, but he had hoped it wouldn't be him.

*And of all people, it had to be Yoo Seora.*

With other opponents, he might at least have a chance to cross swords.
But he had already experienced Seora's power in practice matches and knew her strength was on a completely different level from other students.

*It'll be over in one strike.*

Hers was an attack that couldn't be blocked in any conventional sense.
In a match against her, the concern wasn't about losing—it was about surviving.

*What should I do?*

He had already requested a change of opponent, but to no avail.
It seemed his only option was to forfeit if he couldn't handle it.
But...

*I don't want to forfeit.*

This was his hard-earned opportunity in the graduation competition.
Even if he passed it up, he could still become a regular warrior, but he would lose the chance to inherit from established warriors.
Though he wasn't sure if that was more valuable than the threat to his life.

*I'm not even sure if someone like me could receive an inheritance anyway.*

There were already many candidates above him.
Would his turn ever come after all of them received their inheritances?
And even if it did, would such an inheritance truly be beneficial?

*Maybe it would be better to just quietly receive a Relic from the church.*

He had heard many cases of warriors whose careers were ruined after receiving problematic Relics through poor inheritances.
Of course, inheritance meant succeeding not just the Relic but also the warrior's rank, so it wasn't entirely without appeal.

*Let's do this.*

Even someone as strong as her had a weakness.
Specifically, her Relic would be destroyed by the power it couldn't contain.
So despite her impressive showing in practice matches, this time might be different.

*If she cares about preserving her Relic.*

The Relic she used was a sword created by Heinz Armanus, the headmaster of the Warrior Academy and former warrior, who had replicated a sacred sword.
Known to exist in 101 copies, these swords were famously distributed to promising warriors or candidates who lacked Relics.
Would she really destroy such a sword in front of other warriors?

*I doubt it.*

Unless she had substantial backing.

So he decided to participate in the competition but to check just one thing:
Whether she would use that ability or not.

*If she doesn't use it, I might have a chance.*

But the hope he carried began to crumble the moment he entered the arena.

*What is this...?*

Seora's presence in the arena was different from before.
For some reason, each step she took forward made him feel as if the space he occupied was being swept away.
It felt like standing in a space where he shouldn't be.

This wasn't right.

*Don't be intimidated.*

The competition hadn't even started yet.
He was clearly intimidated by her sword, which she hadn't even drawn.
He managed to move his feet and continued walking toward the center of the arena.

As Seora drew closer, her lips moved slightly.

*What did she mutter?*

At that moment, the atmosphere around Seora changed even more.
If before it had felt like water rising to his knees, now it felt like it had reached his chest.

*Why?*

Even Seora shouldn't feel this powerful without using her ability.
That had been true until the early days of the academy.
But the strength emanating from her now was overwhelmingly real.

*This is like...*

It was like when he had once encountered a high-ranking warrior by chance.
No matter how hard he tried to find a weakness in her, there was none to be found.
Her demeanor seemed as natural as if it were ingrained in her body.

*No, I still don't know for sure.*

Still, he didn't want to forfeit.
Forfeiting in front of so many warriors would surely bring him tremendous shame.
Even if she really used that ability...

Click.

Seora drew her sword.
Soon, an ominous energy began to seep into the blade.
It was her ability.

*So she's using her ability after all.*

He still wasn't certain.
She might adjust the intensity to prevent the Relic from breaking immediately.
But the energy infusing the sword grew increasingly dense.

*Damn, is she planning to go all out?*

The energy no longer just seeped into the sword but began to surge around it.
It was so intense that he could feel it on his skin.
Having experienced her strike in practice matches, he knew exactly what this meant.

*If she swings that sword now, it will reach all the way here.*

Fear began to consume him.
His psychological state was already vulnerable, having had his space devoured by her.

*Can the support mages even block that? Even if they can, I'll still lose. Is this match even worth fighting?*

Faced with such overwhelming power, any thought of resistance had vanished.
Negative thoughts kept amplifying in his mind, until finally they emerged from his mouth.

"I forfeit."

Yes, nothing was more important than his life.

***

"I forfeit."

With those words, I, who had been leaning against the corridor connecting the audience seats to the outside, felt slightly relieved.

*I guess this establishes the prerequisite for our plan.*

You can't prove anything without actually fighting.
But not everyone can risk their life for proof.
Using this to make a weaker opponent forfeit after demonstrating Seora's power—that was the prerequisite for this plan.

*Of course, she could have launched an attack against someone like him.*

But I doubt the support mages here could block it.
And only Seora and I knew that. Well, maybe even Seora herself didn't fully understand.
So this plan was, in a way, also for that unfortunate guy's benefit. We didn't want bloodshed in the competition.

*That was a close call, though.*

Seora entered the arena and intimidated her opponent just as I had taught her.
But when she muttered "Sky Slash," I couldn't help but feel a bit alarmed.

*I told her to stop doing that.*

However, it did boost her confidence significantly.
Thanks to that, she was able to elicit the forfeit more easily.
Perhaps I should give up trying to change this habit of hers.

*No, giving up isn't an option.*

If I hear "Sky Slash" during combat, it might break my concentration.
To prevent that, I can't give up yet.
I need to find a way to help her stop relying on that word.

*I'll think about that later...*

For now, there was something more important.
It was time to move to the next phase of the plan.

*Seora's competition ending like this won't accomplish anything.*

I planned to use a rule that exists in the graduation competition.
A rule created for the benefit of those whose opponents forfeit, leaving them unable to demonstrate their skills.

*It's actually a kind of privilege.*

And then came the announcer's voice, indicating that the rule had been applied.

[Due to the forfeit, student Yoo Seora is granted the status of challenger.]

The challenger rule.
Since forfeits were rare in graduation competitions, this rule was unfamiliar even to the warriors in the audience.
The conversations around me confirmed this.

"Challenger? Was there such a rule?"

"I heard it was created when Stella's opponent first declared a forfeit... but this is my first time seeing it too."

For their benefit, the announcer explained the rule in detail.

[Warriors present here are eligible to receive a challenge from candidate Yoo Seora. If you wish to accept her challenge, please raise your hand to express your intention. Once a sufficient number of volunteers have gathered, candidate Yoo Seora will personally select her opponent.]

The warriors began to show interest, sensing entertainment.

"We can fight a candidate?"

"When I was a candidate, I dreamed of standing in the graduation arena just once."

"But is she really that strong? She didn't seem worth forfeiting over."

But there were also warriors who didn't want to participate.

"Wouldn't it be embarrassing to lose?"

"Are you scared?"

"There was something strange about that candidate's sword just now. It's clearly an ordinary Sacred Replicant, but..."

Despite this, hands continued to rise throughout the venue.
The announcer confirmed each volunteer one by one, noting their names.

[...Hugo, ranked 86th among warriors.]

When a high-ranking warrior appeared, exclamations erupted.
Naturally, this was a rare spectacle for the warriors.
But not for Seora and me.

[Are there any more volunteers?]

No, there was still one more.
For Seora to properly demonstrate her ability and obtain "that Relic," she needed a worthy opponent.

*Well then...*

Sorry to dampen the excitement, but Seora's opponent had already been decided.
I stepped forward from the corridor where I had been leaning and raised my hand.
As the number of volunteers was already dwindling, the announcer quickly acknowledged me.

[The blonde gentleman near the corridor?]

I told him my name.

"Allen Plake."
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"Allen Plake? That person?"

"He's much younger than I expected."

"I heard he never showed himself before, so why now?"

The arena instantly began buzzing with murmurs.
The commotion was incomparably greater than for any other warrior who had appeared so far.

[Yes, Warrior Rank 100. Are you Mr. Allen Plake?]

I nodded.

"But why is he here? It's not time for retirement, so is he a graduate of the Warrior Academy?"

"No, I heard he's just a country bumpkin from Basil. Well, he's probably just here because he was bored."

"Is that so? Well, at such a young age he became a high-ranking warrior. He can afford to be leisurely. I'm jealous."

My image was being distorted in an instant.
But there was no need to correct it.
It was both troublesome, and I'd rather be underestimated than overestimated.

[Then I'd like to ask the warriors who just raised their hands to do so again.]

The warriors who had lowered their hands after being called began raising them again.
However, their gazes were already fixed on me.
Some warriors who had definitely raised their hands earlier didn't raise them this time.

*That's to be expected.*

Now that I've raised my hand, the pool of candidates has narrowed considerably.
Especially since Hugo, who outranked me, had also raised his hand—the chances for warriors below him were practically nonexistent.
Regardless of winning or losing, opportunities to cross swords with a high-ranking warrior were rare.

"Will it be Hugo or Allen Plake?"

"Based on rank, Hugo seems more likely, but personally, I'm more curious about Allen. We don't know anything about him except that he killed three Demon Kings."

"That's true. How amazing must he be to have killed three Demon Kings? He doesn't look that impressive from the outside."

They had already narrowed down the candidates to Hugo and me.

[Now it's time for candidate Yoo Seora to choose her opponent.]

At those words, Seora turned her head and pretended to scan the audience.
For reference, she wasn't particularly talented at acting, so I had to coach her over the past few weeks.
Thanks to that, she had improved somewhat, though there were still awkward moments.

*Or maybe not.*

The look in her eyes as she gazed at Hugo seemed quite genuine.
I had been thinking about assigning Elsie to coach her acting next time, but perhaps my guidance had been sufficient.
However...

*Isn't that enough already?*

No, at this point it wasn't acting anymore.
The evidence was in the shape of her mouth.

Sky Slash.

In that moment, I realized.
She was currently in a state of overconfidence.
Because of this, she was clearly caught in a needless internal conflict about whether she could defeat Hugo as well.

*Oh no.*

Of course, Seora was definitely conscious of our strategy.
The outcome of that conflict was predetermined.
But I wanted more certainty.

There was only one way.
I turned my gaze toward Hugo instead of Seora.
As if he had been aware of me, Hugo turned his eyes to me as well.

*Please.*

I bowed my head respectfully.
Of course, I couldn't guarantee he would comply.
But knowing Hugo as I did, the probability was higher that he would.

*He'll want to confirm my skills too.*

It's true that sparring with a candidate is a rare opportunity.
But is it as valuable as confirming the skills of the mysterious Allen Plake? Probably not.
Especially from his perspective, where martial prowess is paramount.

*As expected.*

He lowered his hand.
With that, Seora's gaze naturally turned to me.

"Did Hugo just yield?"

"Whatever the reason, it's good for us if we get to see Allen Plake's skills."

"Maybe Hugo wanted to see Allen Plake too?"

Thanks to Hugo's concession, there was now plausibility in Seora choosing me over Hugo, despite his higher rank.

*Was that just acting?*

I smiled at Seora.
At that moment, her expression subtly soured.
It seems I'll need to clarify this matter with her later.

*Let's finish this first.*

Now comes the main event.
What's about to begin is a match between Seora and Allen Plake.
In other words, a staged performance.

*We practiced this for weeks.*

The people we needed to deceive were none other than former and current warriors.
Especially the principal, Heinz Armanus, who was once a high-ranking warrior.
Mediocre acting wouldn't cut it.

*Of course, mostly Seora will go all out while I adapt to her moves.*

Still, we needed to practice our coordination beforehand.
Seora's attacks were quite challenging even for me to handle.
So we practiced our coordination in the Ordeal space hundreds of times.

*Now it's time to show the results.*

What I was about to do would have been impossible without all that practice.
I jumped down from the audience seats to the arena and looked around.
Somehow, I felt more nervous than when I had participated in the competition as Seong Yurang.

*Well, the stakes are different.*

Back then, losing was acceptable, but this time, losing isn't an option.
What do I mean?
This is Seora's debut performance, but it's also Allen Plake's debut.

*Since I've already lied about going to the Central Sea Islands, I should make sure they're properly aware.*

I can't let them underestimate me.
Without revealing all my power, I need to show them that there's definitely something there.
And that show has now begun.

*First, my weapon...*

I pulled out a sword from my inventory.
It was a bit light but fairly sturdy—an ordinary 1-star Relic with no special effects except for having holy power.
Most warriors here would probably recognize it.

*This is a sword that even warrior candidates can borrow from church branches.*

While Pathfinders might only get bracelets, warrior candidates could borrow this sword. For a fee, of course.
Anyway, I chose such a common sword to prevent people from thinking my skills depended on equipment.
And as intended, the audience was already stirring.

"Isn't using that sword disrespectful to the candidate?"

"He must be confident. Let him be."

Of course I'm confident.
We practiced this many times.

Ignoring the murmurs, I stood before Seora.
Come to think of it, this was the first time I was facing Seora completely as Allen Plake, not as Seong Yurang.
Then I should naturally greet her.

"Pleased to meet you. I'm Warrior Allen Plake."

I noticed a slight twitch at the corner of Seora's mouth.
I know it's difficult, but I hope she can bear with it.
Fortunately, it soon transformed into a natural smile.

"Nice to meet you. I'm Warrior Candidate Yoo Seora."

Her smile looked so natural.
Considering that Seora usually didn't smile as easily as Elsie, it almost seemed awkward.
But it looked much better.

"Then, I look forward to our match."

Somehow it really felt like we were meeting for the first time.
Well, Seora would be more familiar with me as Seong Yurang, so this appearance must feel strange to her.
However, as I looked into her eyes now, I didn't sense any discomfort from her.

"Likewise, I look forward to it."

The current Seora was just her usual self.
Perhaps I was the only one making a fuss about it.
If so, all that remained was the competition.

[Then we will begin the match according to the challenger rules.]

With that, the countdown began.
Seora took her stance, ready to attack as soon as it started.
The energy of Overload began gathering in her sword again.

*Still terrifying.*

It was intimidating even in the Ordeal space, but feeling it directly in reality gave it a different sensation.
Certainly, this level of power would make opponents turn pale and forfeit.
And that judgment was correct.

*The actual power feels just as intense.*

Or perhaps even more so.
That's why I steeled myself and raised my sword.
Even for me, blocking Seora's attack with a 1-star Relic was no easy feat.

*Moreover, Seora's swordsmanship has improved compared to before.*

Thanks to my guidance, she could put more power into her sword.
And above all, she had gained confidence.
Now even I would have difficulty blocking it without retrieving Gravitus Replicant.
If we hadn't coordinated and practiced in the Ordeal for weeks, that is.

[Three, two...]

I had already wrapped the wind's power around my sword.
Invisible to the naked eye.
That was one of the advantages of wind power.

*Next is...*

Overload's turn.
But this was a technique I personally wanted to keep secret.
If I were to reveal it, it should be as Seong Yurang.

*In the match with Wilhelm, I only needed to block, so I didn't use it, but...*

To block Seora's strike with a 1-star Relic, this was absolutely necessary.
For that, I needed one more device.

*Optical modulation.*

Since I was currently in Allen Plake's form, there was room to spare from the optical modulation I usually used on my face.
And as long as I wasn't making something completely transparent like Elsie, it was sufficient to hide the sword's Overload.
With optical modulation applied to the sword, all preparations were complete.

[One... begin!]

The signal announcing the start of the match fell.
Simultaneously, the space where Seora stood distorted slightly.

*Such brute force.*

Reaching the realm of space with swordsmanship.
In my case, I could forcibly expand my attack range using wind power, and in Elsie's case, she could mimic it by extending optical modulation if she amplified her magic power.
As for Libero, I still don't know how he did it.

*But to distort space with pure strength alone...*

The sight was overwhelming.
It's not for nothing that it's called the strongest enhancement technique.
However, I wasn't just standing there in awe.

*One beat faster.*

I couldn't block that attack with a 1-star Relic if I moved simultaneously.
This was a fact I had learned through numerous trials and errors in the Ordeal.
I had already started moving my body before even observing Seora's sword distorting space.

*Overload.*

I applied Overload to the 1-star Relic I was holding.
This would break the Relic after just one use, but for that one time, it would become quite sturdy.
Now I just needed to block Seora's attack.

But there was one thing I hadn't anticipated.

"Sky Slash!"

An unexpected line came from across the field.
Well, I had somewhat expected it, but I had hoped it wouldn't happen.
That's because my concentration faltered a bit at that moment.

*I could die if I mess up.*

That thought came first.
But regardless of that thought, my body was moving on its own to survive.
Thanks to weeks of practice.

*Slash!*

An attack that cut through the space between Seora and me.
Fortunately, I managed to put my sword against that attack.
But the sword was about to tear apart, unable to withstand even that brief moment.

*Still not enough acceleration.*

The fragments emanating from Seora's strike made it painful even to breathe.
But it was all within the calculated range.
Even in that precarious moment, I maintained the acceleration from the wind's power.

*Just a little more...!*

It was all a calculated, coordinated performance anyway.
But in a situation like this, where my life depended on a 1-star Relic, prayers came naturally.
And at that moment, finally...

*Good.*

Seora's strike stopped.
In truth, it was just powerful—the speed itself wasn't special, so entering the realm of time wasn't difficult.
The danger lay in having to do it with a 1-star Relic.

*What remains is...*

I focused all my attention on withdrawing Seora's strike.
The 1-star Relic was rapidly tearing apart, and I had to carefully change the plane from the tip of the sword to withdraw the strike.

*Crack, crack.*

Of course, I had practiced this many times.
But it remained difficult no matter how many times I did it.
In that brief gap, sweat poured down like rain, and the breath I had taken before entering the realm of time was quickly depleted.

*Still, I'm almost done.*

Finally, the last remnant of Seora's strike barely hit the guard part of the sword.
A small spark flew.
That was the end.

*No matter how many times I practice, it's never easy.*

I stood at the end of the massive scar Seora's attack had carved into the ground, catching my breath.
And that scar ended exactly at me.
Only my chaotic footprints remained on the floor, with no impact behind me.

*Anyway, there's no chance of failure.*

I dropped the sword, which was now just a hilt, feeling a tingling sensation.
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A massive crack was carved into the center of the arena.
It was hard to believe such power came from just a 2-star Relic.
But what truly captured the warriors' attention was something else entirely.

"He blocked it?"

Blocking an attack itself wasn't particularly extraordinary.
Most attacks could be defended against unless they were magic from a Saint-rank warrior like Stella.
That last attack could have been blocked if several support mages had properly deployed barriers, or if a warrior with exceptional skill and a 4-star or higher Relic had faced it.

But Allen Plake was different.
He had completely absorbed that strike with just a 1-star Relic.
And he did so without dispersing any of the impact to his surroundings.

"Is that even possible?"

"What did he just do?"

For most ordinary warriors, it happened in the blink of an eye.
To their eyes, Yoo Seora's sword strike simply appeared to be sucked into Allen's sword hilt.
Only a few skilled individuals, including Gwen, could properly see what had happened.

*That guy...*

She had already risen from her seat.
She looked surprisingly shocked, quite unlike her usual self.

*...what was that?*

In truth, she had already assessed Allen's sword skill level when he dueled Wilhelm as Seong Yurang.
He had nearly caught up to her own level.
And that assessment hadn't changed.

*That exchange was clearly choreographed.*

Few here would notice it, but her eyes caught it.
He had moved in a beat earlier, as if he already knew what was coming, accelerating at precisely the right speed to match.
But she wouldn't have needed to resort to such tactics.

*His swordsmanship still has clear room for improvement.*

As someone who had reached Swordsmanship S, this was her assessment of Allen's S- level.
However, even she couldn't fully evaluate certain aspects of Allen's abilities.

*But what kind of swordsmanship was that?*

There was something important to understand.
Just because her swordsmanship skill was higher than Allen's didn't mean she could automatically defeat him.
Even with the same skill level, the type of swordsmanship could determine victory or defeat.

*But that swordsmanship...*

She would guarantee it could easily devour swordsmanship even a full rank above it.
Of course, Allen would struggle with that due to his lacking physical abilities, but conversely, it meant he was compensating for those physical limitations with his swordsmanship.
In short, it was a style that could make the impossible possible.

Gwen had traveled extensively in her limited time, honing her swordsmanship to its peak.
While the Ridwald family's swordsmanship was excellent, she hadn't been content with it, learning other styles and adapting the family techniques to suit herself.
Yet even she had never seen Allen's style before.

*If I had to find something similar...*

It resembled the legendary tales of the Reim Kingdom's last knight.
Five hundred years ago, a man who, without any Stigma, cut down countless Chaos Beasts with just his body and a sword at the edge of the horizon as the Reim Kingdom fell to Chaos.
For some reason, Allen's style resembled the descriptions of that knight's swordsmanship.

This was something she knew because of her Ridwald family heritage.
When most knight orders had abandoned the kingdom, only the Red Knights led by her ancestors, the White Knights who handled medical care, and the Black Knights to which that man belonged had remained.
Her ancestors had stayed on the front lines until the man disappeared into Chaos, witnessing his feats firsthand.

*His sword cut what couldn't be reached, and severed what couldn't be cut. But even he couldn't cut Chaos in the end.*

Until now, she had thought these were just typical legendary exaggerations.
But after seeing an almost identical swordsmanship before her eyes, she had no choice but to believe the legend.

*Could the person Allen mentioned be the Reim Kingdom's last knight?*

No, that was impossible by common sense.
That man had vanished into history 500 years ago.
But she already knew that common sense didn't apply to Allen.

*That's not what matters.*

Even if Allen had met that man, mastering that swordsmanship to this level in less than two years was absurd.
She thought it would take at least a hundred years to reach that level with that style.

*What on earth have you done, Allen?*

She couldn't understand how it was possible in just two years.
But what was even more incomprehensible was the accumulated karma in Allen's swordsmanship.

*At least several hundred years' worth.*

The physical time of two years wasn't important.
Only the effort Allen had poured into his swordsmanship mattered.
It was on a completely different scale from what an ordinary person could endure.

*I thought he had no talent whatsoever...*

Perhaps the ability to put in that much effort could be considered talent in itself.

*Come to think of it, that man was described similarly.*

The Reim Kingdom's last knight.
He too was apparently an extraordinary hard worker.
It was said that with enough time, he might have even been able to cut Chaos itself.

*I wonder if that guy is also going to protect the Reim Kingdom.*

They were so similar that she could believe he was that man reincarnated.
Of course, that man ultimately failed to cut through Chaos, and the Reim Kingdom barely survived thanks to the sacrifice of the "Nameless King," whose existence had now vanished from memory.
But there was a difference between that man then and Allen now: the presence of companions.

*Even excluding me since I'll be heading to the Central Sea Islands first.*

Elsie, and probably...

*That person is his companion too.*

The warrior candidate who had delivered that powerful strike against Allen.
She showed no sign of frustration even though her attack had been nullified by Allen.
Instead, she merely looked slightly exasperated.

*That's trust.*

She already knew Allen would block her attack.
No, rather, Allen had to block it.
That was the role each of them played as companions.

*As a result, the candidate successfully demonstrated her power, and Allen showed his skill as well.*

It was quite an elaborate plan.
By simply blocking one attack, Allen had shown his level without revealing much about what he possessed.
This would likely make the Demon Kings more wary of him.

*Then I should step up my game too.*

It meant they would pay at least a little more attention to the Central Sea Islands.
However, there was one thing that bothered her, something that other ordinary warriors had also noticed.

"The one who blocked it is a monster. The candidate is pretty amazing too. That attack was definitely enough to make an opponent surrender."

"Did she call it 'Sky Slash' just now?"

"I think so. Pretty cool name too."

"You think?"

From what she could hear around her, Yoo Seora's strike was receiving nothing but praise.
That was understandable, as its power had reached the level of a high-ranking warrior even by her experienced standards.
But there was one critical flaw.

"But where did the sword go?"

Just like Allen's sword, which had nothing left but the hilt after receiving her strike,
The sword that delivered that strike was also reduced to just a hilt.

"Did she just destroy a Sacred Replicant for that one attack? Just to launch that?"

"And in front of Heinz himself, the one who made the sword?"

"More importantly, destroying a Relic with one attack? Isn't that problematic?"

The dark energy that had strengthened the sword when launching the attack.
Gwen was familiar with that ability too.
The Raven Guild had still been thriving when she first became a warrior.

*Overload, wasn't it?*

An ability that greatly enhances an item's power at the cost of significant durability.
The Raven Guild had once achieved tremendous growth by using this ability to strengthen consumables.
Until, for some reason, most of the clan suddenly lost their abilities. And the final blow to their decline came from the Chaos Beast attacks.

*But using Overload on swordsmanship?*

Using it on consumables like arrows would be understandable.
But using it on a sword, and not just any sword but a Relic, was an idea most wouldn't dare consider.
Especially the concept of putting all the Overload into a single strike.

*Could it be...?*

She turned her gaze toward Allen.
There stood a man who repeatedly came up with ideas that others couldn't.
That made sense, at least.

*But what is he thinking?*

She still couldn't understand why he would destroy a Relic during the competition.
Would any warrior want to inherit his Relic knowing they'd likely reduce it to dust?

*And he destroyed a Sacred Replicant of all things.*

Of all things, it had to be a Sacred Replicant.
That was a sword directly replicated from the holy sword by Headmaster Heinz Armanus, who had the greatest influence in assigning Relics if there were no inheritance candidates.
No one was more knowledgeable about Relics than him, who had replicated and used countless Relics.

*What are you aiming for, Allen?*

If it was just about destroying a Relic, any other sword would have done.
Why specifically the Sacred Replicant?
Why did it have to be that sword...

*Could it be?*

At that moment, a thought flashed through Gwen's mind.
It was another idea that most wouldn't consider.
But as far as she knew, there was a clear problem with that idea.

And at that moment,
Allen finally spoke.

"Warrior Rank 100. Warrior Allen Plake."

It was a self-introduction.
Of course, everyone knew his name, but this was a matter of courtesy.
The person he was about to address outranked him significantly.

*Far more than just outranking him.*

Allen turned his body completely.
He raised his head to look at the highest seat in the arena.
And then he addressed the figure sitting there.

"I have a request for (former) Warrior and Warrior Academy Headmaster, Mr. Heinz Armanus."

Heinz Armanus.
The creator of all Replicant series Relics.
Thanks to him, many young warriors had been equipped with Relics, ushering in the current golden age.

*Almost every warrior here has benefited from him in some way.*

She too had primarily used the Gravitus Replicant, which he had created by replicating the Gravitus, in her youth.
Now Allen was attempting to make a direct request to such a figure.
This would have been impossible if he hadn't defeated three Demon Kings, if he hadn't just demonstrated his power.

And finally... Heinz spoke.

"Allen Plake. I've heard much about you. You defeated three Demon Kings? Impressive."

Though amplified by magic, his voice conveyed vigor that belied his wrinkled, aged appearance.
Allen met his gaze confidently and expressed his gratitude.

"Thank you. But it was only possible because of the Gravitus Replicant you created."

Heinz's eyes gleamed at this.

"Oh? You had that one? Given the original, it must have been quite difficult to handle. Did you defeat all three with it?"

"Yes, I did."

The audience in the arena began to stir.
This was because Heinz's Replicant series maxed out at 2-stars. This meant Allen had claimed to defeat three Demon Kings with just a 2-star Relic.
But when Heinz spoke again, the arena immediately fell silent.

"I thought it had potential when I made it... It seems to have found a good owner. I'm glad."

He nodded with satisfaction.
Then he asked Allen:

"So, what is it you wish to request?"

The request.
Gwen had some idea what it might be.

"I felt it during the recent duel. The Sacred Replicant you created, Mr. Heinz. It would suit this candidate well."

As expected.
But that wasn't all.
Heinz tilted his head and asked:

"Is that all? Given the skill she just demonstrated, I could even consider a 3-star for her. Are you sure just one 2-star Relic is enough?"

Allen shook his head.

"I'm not talking about just one sword. I'm referring to the entire Sacred Replicant series."

But Gwen knew there was a problem with Allen's request.

*Well, the Sacred Replicant is...*

Heinz was also aware of this issue, which is why he told Allen:

"I'm sorry, but that won't be possible. Most of the 101 Sacred Replicants already have owners."

Heinz was right.
Most of the 101 Sacred Replicants already had owners.
One had just been destroyed by Yoo Seora, and she herself owned one.

"Or are you asking me to recall swords that already have owners? If you really want, I could do that."

Despite this, Heinz was quite favorable toward Allen.
Recalling swords that already had owners was an extraordinary measure, but as the original owner of the swords, it wasn't impossible for him.
Yet Allen continued to shake his head.

"No, that's not it."

It was completely incomprehensible.
What was he trying to say?
In the tension that filled the arena, Allen finally spoke:

"The Sacred Replicants aren't limited to just 101 swords, are they?"

Ch.117 - Relic Assignment (2)
Relics.
Among them, 4-star and 5-star Relics possess extraordinarily powerful abilities.
However, not just anyone could become stronger by possessing them.

*After all, ordinary people can't even use them in the first place.*

Relics are fundamentally objects imbued with divine power.
Lower-ranked Relics contain such minimal power that anyone can use them, but as the rank increases, the conditions required of the user become more stringent.
By the time you reach 4-star and 5-star Relics, most cannot be used without possessing a specific Stigma.

*The Ridwald family's Sword of Roses and the Reim royal family's Sword of the Royal Family are prime examples.*

Those two Relics cannot even be activated without the respective family's Stigma.
And that was precisely Yoo Seora's biggest problem as a swordswoman.

*There are almost no sword-type Relics I can use.*

From a gaming perspective, this made sense since Seora was originally intended to be an archer character.
But this world isn't a game.
So it would be more accurate to say that Seora's family simply wasn't specialized for combat from the beginning.

*That can't be helped.*

If she couldn't use Relics ranked 4-star or higher, she needed to acquire lower-ranked ones.
Of course, Seora could use 3-star Relics without much burden, but unlike 2-star Relics with many of Heinz's replicas, 3-star Relics were already in short supply.
It would be impossible to receive enough 3-star Relics to use them without concern.

*Then what I should aim for is 2-star Relics.*

And among 2-star Relics, excluding special cases like the Gravitus Replicant, there was one sword that came closest to 3-star rank purely in terms of "caliber."
That was the Sacred Replicant that Seora had just broken.

*The only problem is...*

Because Sacred Replicants had such balanced and versatile performance among 2-star Relics, most of the 101 already had owners.
But I could probably overcome that problem too.
This was my gambit to achieve that.

"There aren't just 101 Sacred Replicants, are there?"

I could clearly see it.
Heinz Armanus's expression stiffened momentarily.

*As I thought.*

I felt somewhat sorry for Heinz.
This was likely a secret he had been keeping.
But it was something I absolutely had to do for Seora's sake.

He tried to hide his surprise as he asked me, "What do you mean? There are only 101 Sacred Replicants..."

He seemed to be trying to deny it, but I had already read his expression.

"Master Heinz. I already know everything."

This wasn't certainty based on Seong Yurang's knowledge.
At first, it was merely speculation.
But I had some confidence in that speculation.

*The very notion of 101 swords was contradictory to begin with.*

There are people who try something 100 times, but rarely does someone stop precisely at 101 attempts.

*Especially since replicating the holy sword was a form of proof for Heinz.*

It was similar to how Seong Yurang had trained Allen Plake.
The Sacred Replicant was a sword created by Heinz, who had never been able to create a Relic exceeding 2-star rank despite countless attempts at replication, in his effort to overcome that barrier by replicating the legendary holy sword.
That's why, unlike other Replicant series, there existed as many swords as his countless replication attempts.

Making 100 attempts is difficult but not strange.
And making 101 attempts would be reasonable if there was a special reason.
But what's harder to explain is stopping precisely at 101.

"Sacred Replicant. There are more than 101, aren't there?"

So I made my gambit.
And...

"I suppose there's no helping it."

Heinz shook his head resignedly and said:

"A total of 125 blades. That's the number of all Sacred Replicants I've created."

My gambit had hit the mark.
However, the number was somewhat unexpected.

*125 blades?*

It was fewer than I had anticipated.

"It's different from what's commonly known. After all, my attempts beyond the 101st were unofficial and conducted in secret."

Unofficial? Secret?
Was there a reason someone of Heinz's stature needed to be so secretive?
Heinz answered my unspoken question:

"I'll reveal the truth here. My 125th attempt was successful, and I finally succeeded in creating a Relic with a 3-star rank."

That was the opposite of what I had expected.

*So a genius truly is a genius.*

I had assumed he was reluctant to reveal his attempts beyond the 101st because they had all failed.

"Thank you for your honesty. I apologize for my rudeness. But may I ask why you've kept this hidden until now?"

I bowed my head respectfully.
Heinz nodded, accepting my apology, and answered:

"If I reported it to the Order, they would take it away under the pretext of safekeeping."

Ah.
The reason was simpler than I expected.
Though I could understand his reasoning.

*Now all that remains is to seal the deal?*

Even if it was true that there were more than 101 Sacred Replicants, it would mean nothing if Seora couldn't inherit one.
I gave Seora a meaningful look.
From this point on, it would be better for the potential inheritor herself to take the lead.

*You can handle this well, right?*

Seora immediately knelt on one knee.
It might not have been as proper as Elsie's posture with her "Court Etiquette" skill, but her sincerity was unmistakable.
The Sacred Replicant was the final piece she needed to achieve her goal of revitalizing the guild as a swordswoman.

*I should probably slip away now.*

Seora's competition slot was nearly the last one.
Soon after the graduation competition ended, the formal meeting between the candidates and the warriors would begin.
So I needed to return to being Seong Yurang before then.

"Please, I beg you to grant me inheritance."

As I left the arena, I heard Seora's desperate voice behind me.

"Hmm... since everything's been exposed anyway, it would be unreasonable for me to keep holding onto them. Come to think of it, my keeping them all this time was rather pointless."

And then Heinz's voice, sounding somewhat relieved.

"I will grant all 24 Sacred Replicants, excluding the original 101, to Warrior Candidate Yoo Seora."

Twenty-four—not abundant, but not a small number either.
And unexpectedly, one 3-star Sacred Replicant was included among them.
With this, everything I had planned for the graduation competition was accomplished.

*No, there's still one small thing left.*

***

An unusual withdrawal from the graduation competition.
And the resulting match between a warrior candidate and a high-ranking warrior.
The ripples created by that match were considerable, and people were still buzzing about it even after the graduation competition had concluded.

"If Allen Plake could block that attack with just a 1-star Relic, how strong must he be?"

"But all he did was block. We didn't even see him attack."

"That's true, but... he's still probably stronger than you."

Students were gathered throughout the arena.
The warriors had come down from the stands and were mingling with the students.
Among them, Yoo Seora was attracting the most attention.

"She was quite impressive."

"And to break a Sacred Replicant in front of Master Heinz—has she lost all fear?"

Surrounded by warriors, Seora could only manage an awkward smile.
Naturally, they hadn't gathered to pass on their Relics to her.
Their purpose was to recruit her into their parties.

"What do you think? Want to join our party?"

"We happen to have an opening for a swordswoman."

However, Seora had to decline all these offers.
She knew her swordsmanship wouldn't work in a standard swordsman position.
In the end, only one person could truly maximize her potential.

*Seong Yurang.*

She glanced at the black-haired man visible in the distance beyond the warriors.
Personally, she wished he would help her with the current situation too, but she already knew that was unreasonable.
She had to navigate this situation on her own.

"I'm sorry, but I've already agreed to form a party with my classmates from the academy."

Though this line was also one he had taught her to use in difficult situations, it seemed to work well.

"I suppose that makes sense, since you're still young."

"Well, I understand... but remember that a warrior's prime years are surprisingly short."

They understood because most of them were also graduates of the Warrior Academy.
There was an inevitable bond between comrades who had fought in mock battles together during academy days.
But that didn't mean they would back off so easily.

"Well, never mind that. Where are you from, miss?"

Seora's expression turned pale.

***

*How enviable.*

Elsie thought as she watched Seora.
Unlike Seora, she found herself in the opposite situation—without a single warrior approaching her.

*Well, that's to be expected.*

Following Allen's instructions, she hadn't shown any useful abilities like optical camouflage during the competition.
Instead, driven by her desire to win, she had resorted to biting her opponent's arm.
No one would eagerly approach someone who had done that.

*I expected this, but it's still a bit lonely.*

Seeing the crowd around Seora made it feel even more so.

*Maybe I should ask Allen to visit the lake one last time when this is over.*

Stress is best relieved through food.
After all, this situation was partly due to Allen's instructions.
As she was thinking this:

"Elsie."

She turned at the voice calling her name.

"It's been a while, Master."

Gwen nodded.

"Yes. Almost a year now."

They had exchanged glances from the stands earlier, but this was their first proper meeting, so they chose not to dwell on it.
However, a lengthy silence followed.
It had been quite some time since they'd met, and Gwen was naturally taciturn.

"Your swordsmanship has improved considerably."

Surprisingly, Gwen was the first to break the silence.

"Hehe... if you of all people say so, I must have improved a lot. Though I still can't match you, Master."

"That's only natural."

"But I might have already surpassed you in other ways?"

"Huh?"

Elsie was wearing an inexplicably shy expression.
After a moment of confusion, Gwen followed Elsie's gaze and understood.

"Elsie, I think you're misunderstanding. I don't have those kinds of feelings."

"For someone who doesn't, you looked pretty happy earlier."

"That's..."

This girl's intuition was frighteningly sharp.

"Yes, I was happy. But I'm not so desperate that I'd steal what my disciple is eating. Once your Premature Growth is resolved, men will be lining up anyway."

"Hmm..."

"Well, not all men are the same. You'll need to choose carefully. He should be kind, have a sense of justice, and be somewhat handsome..."

To this, Elsie said:

"Thank you."

"Huh?"

"Just... something I wanted to say to you as your disciple. You taught me, and you even came to watch me today."

Without that, she would surely have felt lonely.
From a certain point, she had no one to talk to except the Constellation.
Though perhaps not as much as Allen, Gwen was precious to her.

"Elsie."

Gwen placed her hand on Elsie's head.
Elsie had grown taller, and now Gwen had to reach up to pat her head.
The sight might have appeared somewhat comical to an onlooker.

"Gwen?"

"I hope you find happiness first."

"What about you, Master?"

"Don't worry. I'll find happiness soon too. It's just not my turn yet."

Gwen smiled faintly.

"You've become quite feminine. Thanks to him, I suppose."

Though Elsie had been biting a sword with her teeth just moments ago, she looked sufficiently beautiful in Gwen's eyes now.
But knowing that she shouldn't voice those words directly to Elsie, who carried as many scars as herself, Gwen forcibly pushed the thought back inside.

*I envy you.*

She removed her hand from Elsie's head and turned away.

"Well then, I'll see you again."

Elsie already knew from Allen that Gwen would be heading to the Central Sea Islands first.
Elsie would go there with Allen after resolving the issues in the Reim Kingdom, so they would meet again then.
There was only one thing Elsie could say to Gwen now.

"I might consider it—that issue with him."

"What?"

"I might turn a blind eye for you, Master."

Gwen's cheeks turned slightly red.

"W-what are you..."

"I'm just joking, of course."

"Elsie, there are jokes you can make and—"

Elsie quickly changed the subject before Gwen could continue.

"I'll try to visit you as soon as possible."

A quick deflection.
But there was sincerity in those words too.
This was probably what Elsie had wanted to say all along.

Noticing this, Gwen calmed her emotions and responded calmly:

"Yes, I'll be waiting for that day."

***

*So Elsie met with Gwen.*

Well, the two had spent quite a long time together and were particularly close.
Elsie herself had said Gwen was the person most important to her after me.
Since they wouldn't see each other for a while, it was good they could say their goodbyes.

*Seora seems to be in a bit of trouble, but... she probably doesn't need my help.*

She needs to be able to handle that much on her own.
Besides, I had something I needed to do right now.
And it seemed that was about to begin.

"Seong Yurang."

It was Lyudmila.
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"Hello, Professor Lyudmila."

I greeted Lyudmila who had come looking for me.

"Have you found a successor this year?"

I didn't particularly intend to tease her.
It was just that I couldn't be certain why she had come to see me.
There were many others with archery skills comparable to mine, so she might have sought me out merely out of curiosity.

"A successor... I was actually thinking of Wilhelm, but he's nowhere to be seen."

That was true.
For some reason, Wilhelm had been absent for a while.
Perhaps he had already agreed to inherit his family's bow.

*If the Constellation were here, he might have inherited Lyudmila's bow.*

When the Constellation is absent, the default is to inherit the Rosemond family bow.
That would explain his absence from this place.
Lyudmila seemed to understand the situation the same way.

"Then..."

The options had narrowed.

"Could I possibly become your successor?"

"Well, if we're just looking at archery skills, there's no particular reason to choose you."

She said this while glancing around.

"But then again, the same goes for everyone else."

Fair enough—she had rejected all the promising candidates who gathered last year.
From her perspective, none of the others besides Wilhelm would be satisfactory.
What was surprising was that she had come looking for me.

*I wasn't really expecting this.*

She probably took interest in me because she sensed a bit of Allen Plake in me.
But today's performance had completely separated Allen from Seong Yurang.
So I thought she would no longer have any reason to be interested in me.

*Was there something else that caught her attention?*

Lyudmila had come looking for me.
I wasn't sure if she would choose me as her successor, but it was clear she still had some interest.

"What brings you here, then?"

Why had she sought me out?
To my question, she answered:

"I was curious."

"About what?"

"About your identity."

Her words were extremely vague.
Was she still suspecting that I was Allen Plake?
Or did she just have lingering questions about me?

*Whatever the case...*

In the end, what I could tell her about my identity was limited.

*Yes, I've often wondered about my own identity too.*

Simply put, I am just Allen Plake.
But it's hard to ignore that I have Seong Yurang's memories.
I actually lived as Seong Yurang for the past few years.

*But I wasn't Seong Yurang.*

So am I just Allen Plake then?
No, that's not quite right either.
This whole dilemma was meaningless anyway.

"I am simply myself."

That was the answer I had settled on.
You can criticize me for running away from the problem.
But I had much more important things to deal with than this kind of existential crisis.

"That's enough."

Perhaps this wasn't the answer about my identity that Lyudmila wanted.
But regardless of what answer she wanted, this was all I could give her.

"'I am simply myself'..."

She nodded as if understanding something after hearing my answer.

"So that's why it felt that way?"

She looked me in the eyes and said:

"Because you are simply yourself. That's why you could remain so composed in any situation."

That was somewhat correct.

"Even if the earth splits open or lightning strikes, who I am doesn't change."

No matter how powerful my rivals are or how strong an enemy appears before me.
In the end, I remain unchanged.
So I don't compare myself to others. I don't get scared.

*It's not simply because I'm strong.*

I'm not getting cocky just because I defeated three Demon Kings.
I'm still incredibly weak.
I only have a slight advantage in sword-to-sword combat, but there are still far too many opponents in this world that I cannot defeat.

*There's no point in cowering before such opponents.*

Of course, I wasn't always like this.
At first, I was a coward who would cower even before a dying wolf.
But since then, I've been through a lot.

From the first Ordeal to the 71st Demon King.
Then the second Ordeal in Sak and the Libero incident.
In terms of experience, the second Ordeal was overwhelmingly more significant.

*That's when Absolute Obedience essentially became unnecessary.*

However, at the same time, "I" had my limitations as "myself."
That's why I needed companions.
Yoo Seora, who was already stronger than me; Elsie, who would become stronger than me if the operation in the Reim Kingdom succeeded; and Gwen, who would burn more fiercely than anyone once she reclaimed the Sword of Roses.

*And I learned through the third Ordeal.*

That Ordeal created by the god of Destiny was somewhat terrible, but it left me with something quite important.
That my connections are also part of "me."
So I decided not to turn my back on those connections.

Now I could be somewhat certain.

"So to you, I am simply myself as well."

Being me as Seong Yurang doesn't make me any less me.
To her, "I" am ultimately Seong Yurang.
The reason I don't force Yoo Seora to call me Allen is partly to prevent any potential slip-ups, but also because to her, I am "Seong Yurang."

"My archery skills are exactly as you see them."

I'm not hiding anything.
Setting aside swordsmanship, since I've now proven that I'm different from Allen, let's just talk about archery.
After all, for her, Seong Yurang only needs to focus on archery.

"You mean that sloppy archery."

Being called sloppy was a bit hurtful.
I had practiced for a year, training as hard as Wilhelm.

*Well, I suppose it's only been a year.*

And against someone of Lyudmila's skill level, I couldn't argue with being called sloppy.
Rather, her next words were more puzzling.

"However, I'm quite interested in that ability of yours."

"Which ability are you referring to?"

I had shown her two abilities.
Overload and the power of wind.

"The wind magic."

It seemed to be the latter.
But wind magic?
I suppose magic is also about borrowing power through contracts with gods, so outwardly there might not be much difference.

"Yes, what about it?"

"If you use it well..."

She looked away and said:

"It might complement my bow quite nicely."

Her bow referred to the 4-star Relic, Resonance.
But I had never thought that the power of wind would complement her bow well.
That's because all my knowledge about bows came from Seong Yurang's game knowledge.

*I didn't know this was the real world.*

Most people don't carefully read the settings of items in games, do they?
But those settings were actually quite important, and items I thought just had some hidden stats actually had effects that created variables in reality.
And in the case of Lyudmila's 4-star Relic, Resonance...

*To be honest, it wasn't rated very highly.*

Most Relics are in the form of swords, so there aren't many bow-type Relics.
Among the few 4-star bow-type Relics, Resonance wasn't highly regarded.
There were even rumors that its hidden stats might be equivalent to a 3-star.

*Of course, when Lyudmila used it, it seemed much better than the Rosemond family bow...*

Strangely, once it left Lyudmila's hands, the bow's performance dropped dramatically.
Yet Lyudmila was saying that such a bow would complement my wind power quite well.

*What kind of function does the bow have?*

I was somewhat curious.

"What do you mean by 'complement well'?"

"Hmm, I think you'd have to try it yourself to understand the details. But I believe it will complement well."

At this point, what she was proposing seemed clear.

"Are you offering me the position of successor?"

Lyudmila nodded.

"If I wait until next year, I'll probably get a lot of grief from Kyle. And I don't want to give it to just anyone."

Certainly, inheriting a Relic from her wouldn't be bad for me.
The question is whether I could use it.
As she said, I'd have to try it to find out.

*If necessary, I also have the reward from the Ordeal given by the god of Destiny.*

I've hardly had any occasion to use it, but this might be a good opportunity to try it out.
Though it would be best not to use it if possible.

"Alright. If I can use that bow, I'll inherit it."

Whatever its effect, as a 4-star Relic, it would be better than receiving a 2-star Relic from the church.
That is, if I can use it.

***

"Wilhelm! Wilhelm!"

In the corridor outside the stands.
A middle-aged man's voice was echoing.
It belonged to Lord Rosemond.

"Wilhelm, where are you?"

For some reason, Wilhelm had gone out for some air and hadn't returned.
Of course, at the time, he had thought nothing of it, assuming Wilhelm had gone back to his classmates, but now the graduation ceremony was over and Wilhelm was still nowhere to be seen.

*Where could he be?*

The other candidates were all gathered in the center of the arena to meet the warriors.
But Wilhelm was nowhere to be seen.

"Wilhelm!"

It was then.
Suddenly, a figure appeared before him.

*Hmm?*

A pure white robe that seemed detached from reality, giving off a sense of incongruity.
Inside the hood was darkness with no discernible end.
It felt like facing a ghost.

*This one...*

As a warrior who had been active for a long time, he already knew this figure.

"Are you an Apostle?"

Apostle.
A special group within the church that works as the hands and feet of the Pontiff, discovering warriors around the world and retrieving Relics, among other tasks.
But at the same time, a group about which little else was known.

"Lord Rosemond, it's been a while."

The figure didn't deny being an Apostle.
So it was safe to assume that was correct.

"High-ranking warrior Yulen Rosemond greets the Apostle."

Whether this person was an Apostle or not wasn't important to him right now.
For some reason, he strongly felt that Wilhelm's disappearance was connected to this figure.

"Apostle, have you by chance seen my son, Wilhelm Rosemond?"

The Apostle answered immediately.

"I came to talk to you about that very matter."

As expected, it was related to this figure.

"Where has Wilhelm gone?"

"Stop looking for Wilhelm."

"What?"

Stop looking?
That wasn't the answer he had expected.

"What do you mean?"

"It's the decision of the Apostles. You don't need to know."

"But he is my son."

"Didn't you just want your son to become the strongest with a bow?"

At those words, he was left speechless.

"That's..."

"We will make your son the strongest with a bow. No, perhaps not just with a bow."

"What on earth..."

"You don't need to know anything more."

With those final words, the Apostle turned away.
And delivered a final decree to Lord Rosemond.

"Warrior Yulen Rosemond. When your retirement is decided, return the Relic to the church."
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The competition had finally come to an end.

Most of the warriors who had gathered from around the world dispersed, and some of the candidates who had been chosen as successors completed their graduation procedures early to follow them. Those who remained at the academy were either those whose succession procedures weren't complete or candidates who hadn't received succession at all.

*Once the succession period ends, the Church will start distributing Relics.*

Elsie, who hadn't received a Relic this time, would likely be given one by the Church. And if I couldn't properly handle this bow, the same would apply to me.

"You're still slow at gripping the bow."

Lyutmila's sharp criticism flew at me.

Since I was definitely slower compared to Wilhelm, I had nothing to say in my defense. By the way, Wilhelm hadn't shown his face since the graduation competition.

*He must have decided to inherit the Rosemond family bow.*

He probably returned to the Rosemond mansion with his father. So what I needed to focus on now was my bow—or rather, Lyutmila's bow for the time being.

*Resonance, a 4-star Relic.*

That was the name of the bow in my hands. Despite its 4-star rating, the bow stave felt remarkably slender. It was light enough that even with my meager strength, I could pull it all the way back. But the more peculiar aspect was elsewhere.

*It has multiple bowstrings.*

While normal bows have a single string, Resonance had thirteen strings attached to it. It looked less like a bow and more like some kind of musical instrument. The item description explained why:

<Relic Resonance>
Classification: Weapon
Form: Bow
Relic Grade: 4-star
Description: A harp once used by a legendary bard said to have been a servant of the God of Music. However, the bard perished in the endless struggle against Chaos, and in an age where music became a vulgar joke, the harp was transformed into a weapon to fight against Chaos.

So it was originally a musical instrument. But due to some external force, it now had the form of a bow, albeit with thirteen strings.

"But why do you think this would suit my abilities?" I asked.

No matter how I thought about it, I couldn't see the connection between this weapon and the power of wind.

Lyutmila answered my question as expected: "Because there's a story that the God of Music himself was a servant of the Wind God."

The God of Music was a servant of the Wind God...
If her story was correct, then the external force that transformed the harp into this form was likely the Wind God. After all, the Wind God had been involved with various weapons, such as creating the "Breeze Bringer."

"Even so, how am I supposed to use wind with—"

Lyutmila suddenly asked, "What do you think is the difference between a bow and a harp?"

It was quite an abrupt question, but surely it had some hidden meaning.

*The difference between a bow and a harp...*

No profound hidden meaning came to mind. If I had to think about it, the difference would be their purposes—a weapon versus an instrument—but that answer seemed too simple.

"Is it that a harp has multiple strings?" I ventured.

"Well, that's part of it," she said, raising her arm and mimicking drawing a bowstring. "Why don't you try shooting it first? That might be faster."

I followed her suggestion and raised the bow. Just as I was about to reach for an arrow from my quiver, she suddenly offered me one of her arrows.

"Use this."

I took the arrow from her. It looked crude, seemingly carved from bamboo. There didn't appear to be anything special about it.

"This is..."

"It's not a special Relic, just an arrow I custom-ordered. I still have plenty stacked in my storage."

"But which string should I nock it on?"

"The very back one, of course."

I nocked the arrow on the string and swallowed nervously.

*Can I really use this bow?*

I felt a bit tense. I still didn't understand the true nature of this bow, and Lyutmila was only giving me cryptic hints. So the most important thing now was whether I could draw the string at all.

"Well then..."

I calmly began to draw the bowstring. This was my first time handling a 4-star Relic, and I didn't have any information about how Allen Plake had used this bow.

*Please let me be able to handle it.*

Despite my tension, the string drew back gradually. Surprisingly, I felt no resistance at all while drawing it. In fact, perhaps because the bow stave was thin, it felt even easier to draw than the bow I used before.

*Is this right?*

I'd never even touched a 4-star or higher Relic before, so I didn't know how resistance would manifest. But right now, I definitely didn't feel any resistance. So I released the fully drawn string.

*Swoosh*

The arrow cut through the air and stuck precisely in the target.

"Slightly off," she commented.

Not exactly precise, then. Still, I'd managed to shoot it successfully—I thought.

"Did I succeed just now?"

Lyutmila shook her head and handed me another arrow.

"Success? Hardly. Try one more."

I took the arrow from her. This arrow looked identical to the previous one. I nocked it on the string and fired again.

Still no resistance.

"Was this one a success—"

"One more."

She handed me a new arrow each time I shot. After about nine shots, I finally noticed something.

*The arrows...*

They were getting shorter. Since she handed them to me one by one, I hadn't noticed, but after repeated shots, I could tell that the tenth arrow was definitely shorter than the first one I'd received.

Still not understanding her intention, I silently fired that arrow too. I fired two more arrows after that.

*This is the thirteenth.*

When she saw me fire the thirteenth arrow, she stopped handing me arrows and spoke.

"So, can you tell the difference now?"

She was referring to the question she'd asked earlier—the difference between a bow and a harp. But having little experience with musical instruments, I still couldn't come up with a plausible answer.

"I'm sorry, but could you give me one more hint?"

She shook her head as if she had no choice, then showed me her palm.

"Here's a hint. For an archer, this should be enough."

I still didn't understand. It wasn't as if there were words written on her hand. Her hand was just a bare hand, with perhaps more calluses than most people.

*Calluses?*

Of course, calluses are natural for an archer. Even I, with my relatively short archery career, had developed calluses. But the calluses on her hand were somehow different from mine.

*The position is strange.*

At first glance, they might seem similar, but they were clearly in different positions. Apart from the typical archer's calluses, she had an additional callus that seemed even thicker.

*That's...*

Now I understood. I knew what those calluses were, and what the difference between a bow and a harp was.

"A bow mainly bends at the stave, while a harp makes sound by vibrating the strings, not the frame."

Some people mistakenly think arrows fly due to the elasticity of the string. I too had this misconception until I actually saw a bow being used. But a bow is clearly a weapon that utilizes the elasticity of the bow stave.

*While a harp has only the strings moving.*

Lyutmila nodded and said, "Correct. If you couldn't figure it out with that much of a hint, I would have been disappointed."

She extended her hand to me.

"Now hand Resonance back to me. I'll show you how it's really used."

The real usage method. Clearly, what I'd been doing so far was nothing. I obediently returned Resonance to her.

"Watch carefully."

After taking back Resonance, she placed her finger on the longest string. However, it was quite different from the grip used when drawing a bowstring. As if plucking a harp string, she placed her finger on the string with a serious expression.

*What's going on?*

It was the most serious expression I'd seen on Lyutmila's face. But then again, I'd never seen her properly use a bow before, so perhaps it was natural. The Lyutmila before me now wasn't the temporary professor, but a high-ranking warrior and archer.

Her finger plucked the bowstring.

The bow stave didn't bend at all; the string was plucked like a harp. But no harp-like sound came from it. Instead, the sound came from somewhere else entirely.

*Twang*

I turned my head at the sound. I saw the longest arrow rolling on the floor. And the target where the arrow had been stuck was completely shattered.

*What just...*

She had simply plucked the string, yet the place where the arrow had been stuck was destroyed. Moreover, only one of the thirteen arrows had responded to that pluck.

*Is it some kind of remote mine?*

She proceeded to pluck the second and third longest strings. Similarly, the second and third longest arrows also created shockwaves that shattered the targets. Now I understood.

*The arrows resonate with the strings according to their length.*

The name "Resonance" finally made sense. This bow was fundamentally based on resonance. That must be why the arrows were all different lengths.

*Each arrow length is assigned to a string length that resonates with it.*

The ability to control the timing of each arrow's explosion at will was certainly better than arrows filled with explosives. However, there was still something lacking.

*But at this rate, it seems a bit weak?*

It was certainly powerful enough to pierce the skin of weaker Chaos Beasts. But for a 4-star Relic, its power seemed somewhat lacking. It probably wouldn't work against stronger Chaos Beasts.

*Besides, borrowing the Ordeal just for this kind of test seems...*

That's when it happened.

This time, she frowned as she drew the string. It was still just one string, but the result was different. As if there were three arrows of the same length, three arrows vibrated simultaneously.

And then...

They exploded with tremendous vibration. The vibration from the three arrows began to amplify each other, releasing an enormous shockwave around them. If this hadn't been within the Ordeal, the building might have collapsed.

"Phew..."

After creating such a spectacle, Lyutmila exhaled heavily and lowered her hand from the string. Blood dripped like raindrops from her fingertips.

"Lyutmila, are you okay?"

"I'm fine. This much is unavoidable. But it's been a while since I used it, and just plucking three arrows at once has left me in this state..."

She casually handed the bow to me, and I took it. After giving me the bow, she nonchalantly took out a handkerchief to wipe the blood and said:

"The fifth and sixth strings. Each has one arrow connected to it. Try it."

"With my bare hands?"

"No, why use bare hands when you have a more convenient ability?"

That made sense. I carefully placed my finger on the string. Even though I was using the power of wind, I thought I'd need some sense of plucking.

*But this...*

It was completely different from when I was drawing the string to shoot arrows earlier. Despite placing my finger on it, the string didn't move at all. It felt almost like placing my finger on a solid iron rod.

*I guess I have no choice but to use the power of wind.*

I wrapped the power of wind around my finger and concentrated all my focus on it. I used the power of wind to sense the string and pulled.

*Twang.*

It worked. One arrow shattered the target. Following Lyutmila's instructions, I also plucked the sixth string using the power of wind.

*Twang*

It worked again. Perhaps, as she said, the combination of the power of wind and Resonance was indeed good. My hand naturally moved toward the seventh string.

"That one has three," Lyutmila said.

The meaning was simple. Like the fourth string that Lyutmila had pulled earlier, this one was linked to three arrows.

"Try it if you want."

I was planning to try anyway, though I wasn't confident after seeing how Lyutmila had struggled with it. I placed the power of wind on the seventh string and... pulled.

"Ugh!"

As expected, it was impossible. Rather, the force I had exerted was bounced back, causing an intense headache. I barely managed to steady my swaying vision.

*Damn it.*

This was my first experience with a Relic's resistance. It was fortunate that this Relic had decent compatibility with the power of wind; if it had been any worse, I would have been afraid to even touch it.

*But still...*

The string did vibrate a little just now. It wasn't a mistake caused by my swaying vision. The three arrows that were still slightly vibrating proved it.

"Hmm."

Lyutmila, watching me with her finger wrapped in a handkerchief, made an intriguing sound. She must have noticed it too.

*I guess the power of wind (minor) isn't enough after all.*

While my skill window now only showed the proficiency of the power of wind, when I first obtained it, it clearly had "(minor)" attached to it. Perhaps that was where the limitation lay. If so, there was only one option left.

*I'll have to use what the God of Destiny gave me.*

The reward given to me by the God of Destiny after the third Ordeal. If I used that, it might be possible. And it was already bound to me.

*It's been a while since I got a new skill.*

I activated the skill. Immediately, I tasted blood in my mouth. But it was a risk worth taking to get this bow.

*Power of Wind*

The power of wind had definitely changed. Although I still felt some resistance, I could pluck the string sufficiently.

At that moment, the three arrows that were stuck far away resonated and exploded. I felt fatigue amid the rushing shockwave. But I tried my best to hide it as I asked her:

"...How was that? I did it, right?"

Ch.120 - Relic Assignment (5)
# Succession Proposal

Relic: Resonance (4-star, bow)
Owner: Lyutmila Greendenwald (Warrior)
Successor: Seong Yurang (Warrior Candidate)

Submitting this proposal for the succession of the Relic Resonance.
Supporting evidence: Seong Yurang's Resonance usage recorded in the "Lake."
Warrior candidate Seong Yurang can effectively use Resonance with wind-based magic...

"Hmm..."

Lyutmila paused her pen while writing the proposal.
In truth, the word "effectively" wasn't quite right.

*That boy clearly...*

He had felt resistance.
Though he pretended otherwise, she, as the bow's owner, could tell perfectly well.
It was the same sensation she felt every time she drew the bow.

*Especially when he released that final bowstring, it was quite severe.*

The final bowstring with three arrows merged together.
His first attempt to release it was essentially a failure.

*To be honest, until then I wasn't sure he would succeed.*

But on his next attempt, something changed in him.
Suddenly, a different kind of peculiar wind emanated from him, and he finally succeeded in releasing the bowstring.
And afterward, clear exhaustion was visible on his face.

*Was it simply fatigue?*

The caliber of a Relic could be considered absolute.
Ordinary humans cannot use Relics no matter how hard they try.
Yet he had suddenly become able to use one.

To pay merely with fatigue? That's impossible.
There must be some other price he paid.

*However...*

That was his decision.
That whatever price he paid was worth using Resonance.
He himself must have made that judgment.

And if possible, she wanted to respect that decision.

*I wasn't much different.*

She raised her right hand, the one not holding the pen.
It was an ugly hand, calloused and repeatedly split open.
Even now, whenever she used Resonance, the calluses would instantly tear open and bleed.

It hurt.
Even when not using the bow, a constant dull pain lingered in her fingers.
Because of this, she, originally right-handed, had to learn to hold pens and forks with her left hand.

That was her price.
That's why she had hoped that Seong Yurang, who could manipulate wind, might be able to shoot the bow without such a price.
But in the end, he too had his own price to pay.

*I don't know what that price is, but...*

Just as she endured the chronic pain in her hands to release the bowstring, he too must have had similar resolve.
She didn't want to disregard that resolve.
So she continued writing the proposal.

...can use it effectively.
Therefore, I am confident that he is the right successor for the Relic Resonance.

Now all that remained was for this proposal to pass through the Apostle council.

***

Underground at the cult headquarters.
In a secret chamber located in the deepest part of the cult, figures in white robes had gathered.
They were known as the "Apostles."

All wore identical white robes, and magic concealed their faces, making it virtually impossible to tell who was who.
Unlike the Demon Kings who were numbered, they didn't even have designations to distinguish one another.
This reflected their ideology that prioritized their role as the Pontiff's instruments over their individuality.

Nevertheless, they had minimal roles assigned, and the one who appeared to be the meeting chair spoke first.
The voice was like that of a man's, but distorted—flat and dry.

"Chaos Force Year 513, 4th quarter. Let us begin the regular Apostle meeting."

Regular Apostle meeting.
Unlike the Demon Kings, they held meetings quarterly.
Given their important role in the cult, there were matters they had to handle periodically.

And one of those was reviewing warrior succession candidates.

"First, we need to handle... the succession candidates from the Warrior Academy that comes every 4th quarter."

"Understood."

That response came in the same distorted voice, but with a hint of weariness.
The Apostle who seemed to handle paperwork placed several documents on the desk.
All were related to successions at the Warrior Academy.

"Let's start with the 3-star Relics."

For 3-star Relics, barring extreme cases, succession was almost always approved.
Their importance was relatively low.

"Approved."

"Approved."

"Approved."

Thus, most Relics were approved by the chair in a simplified process.
But from 4-star Relics onward, things were different.

"Next is the Relic Resonance. Owner is Warrior Lyutmila, successor is Candidate Seong Yurang."

4-star Relics were not only much fewer in number compared to 3-star ones, but succession required testing whether the candidate qualified to use them.
Usually, one Apostle would witness this qualification test, but for the Warrior Academy, they simply submitted records from the Ordeal trials, which made things simpler.

"The evidence submitted is the record stored in the Lake."

And the Apostles had means to access such records from the Lake.
The Apostle poured water from the Ordeal Lake into a basin and shone a lantern beneath it.
This projected the Lake's record onto the ceiling.

In the projection, Seong Yurang was shown plucking the bowstring.
Then three arrows embedded in the distance burst forth simultaneously.
It was clearly a demonstration of using Resonance.

"There are no signs of external manipulation."

"If the picky Lyutmila chose him, we needn't question his archery skills."

"No, judging from the graduation competition, his archery skills are quite lacking."

"Then perhaps Lyutmila, having lost Wilhelm, chose him reluctantly?"

A silence fell.
Insufficient archery skills were valid grounds for rejecting succession.
But one Apostle watching the replaying record spoke up.

"Many can draw that bowstring, but almost none can release it. She must have chosen correctly."

"That's true. Then, those in favor of succession?"

Most of the Apostles raised their hands.

"Those opposed?"

None.
They had already given Lyutmila considerable leeway to find a successor.
If they had to wait another year, it would cause administrative difficulties.

"Then what warrior rank for successor Seong Yurang?"

Succession wasn't just about inheriting the Relic.
It was possible to inherit part of the owner's warrior rank along with the Relic.
And if the owner was a high-ranking warrior, this was quite significant.

"Lyutmila is currently ranked 75th. According to precedent for the last 75th-ranked warrior's succession, the successor was placed at 300th."

From 75th to 300th.
The difference was more than just numbers, but 300th was still quite high for a newly minted warrior.
Not too low for a high-ranking warrior's successor, not too high for a newcomer.
That was the 300th rank.

"Let's set it at 300th. Ranks will adjust to match his abilities over time anyway."

Again, there were no objections.
Thus, Warrior Seong Yurang's rank was set at 300.
However, after several more high-grade Relic successions were decided, his rank was pushed down to 305.

"Is that all for successions?"

The paperwork Apostle nodded and gathered the documents.

"Then, as mentioned earlier, let's discuss Wilhelm."

Regular meetings weren't just about routine tasks.
They also exchanged information about their duties and addressed important recent matters.
And one of the most important recent issues was Wilhelm.

"Wilhelm has been secured safely. Thanks to our thorough investigation of the Rosemond family."

"But what are we to do with Wilhelm now?"

"For now, keep him on standby underground while he adapts to the 'Thorn.' That's as far as the Pontiff's orders went."

The Pontiff's orders.
The absolute directive that moved the Apostles.
The Apostles held regular meetings and reviewed successors because the Pontiff had ordered it.

"Understood. Has the Pontiff said anything about Yoo Seora?"

"Nothing different from before. Contact with Yoo Seora is now forbidden."

"But my investigation shows that Yoo Seora had no connection with Allen Plake before the graduation competition..."

"Remove your emotions, Apostle. I know you essentially raised the boy, but an Apostle should not harbor such trivial attachments."

"Understood."

The admonished Apostle bowed his head in contrition.
The chair continued.

"Besides, your assumption that losing Yoo Seora from our grasp has anything to do with Allen Plake is just your conjecture."

"That's... true."

Confirming his contrition, the chair moved to the next topic.

"And regarding the information that Allen Plake will head to the Central Sea Islands, the Pontiff has made a decision."

They had learned of Allen Plake's intention to go to the Central Sea Islands from his conversation with Gwen during the recent graduation competition.
This was naturally reported to the Pontiff, and her decision had just come down.

"The Pontiff said to send as many warriors as possible to the Central Sea Islands to assist him."

"But the Reim Kingdom's movements are also somewhat strange..."

"Apostle, these are the Pontiff's orders. The Pontiff surely knows that too. But despite that, if she directs warriors to the Central Sea Islands, she must have her own reasons."

Apostles were beings who followed only the Pontiff's orders.
Doubt had no place, even if the orders seemed incomprehensible.

"After all, she's the one who has been saving this world all along."

With those words, the chair slowly rose from his seat.
The other Apostles rose simultaneously.

"Then let's conclude this meeting. For humanity, for the divine..."

They all chanted the prayer in the same monotone voices.

"For the world."

***

"With succession over, we'll be graduating soon."

The student cafeteria had a very different atmosphere now.
I was having a meal with Elsie.

"Yeah, graduation is coming up."

In truth, I was already a warrior rather than a candidate since the succession was complete.
But Elsie's Relic assignment wasn't finished yet, so I decided to stay until graduation.
Besides, there was no benefit to leaving early for the Reim Kingdom.

"By the way, I wonder if Yoo Seora is doing well?"

She must have noticed my unease.
Yoo Seora had been invited to lunch with Headmaster Heinz to receive her Relic succession.
To be honest, I was worried, but I had to trust Heinz's good nature.

"Well, there's no way for us to help now."

Of course, I had earnestly listed about ten things she shouldn't do before she went.
But I was still worried about Yoo Seora.

*How on earth did those Apostles raise her?*

They must be capable in their own way, but I have my doubts.
Separately, there are aspects that make me uneasy.
Especially from what they showed at the Hundred Braves, it seems clear there must be at least one spy for the Demon King's side among them.

*For some reason, they also cleanly gave up on Yoo Seora.*

They had invested generously in her, providing skilled swordsmanship instructors and more.
But according to Yoo Seora, all contact with them had recently been cut off.

*Did they realize I had made contact?*

No, that's impossible.
I had contacted the Pontiff directly to avoid that.
Only a few comrades and the Pontiff know that I am Seong Yurang and Allen. Then the Pontiff must have given them direct orders.

*They don't move well without the Pontiff's orders anyway.*

And the Pontiff is clearly in opposition to the Demon Kings.
So I didn't need to worry too much about those who follow her orders.
Besides, I'm already quite busy focusing on the Reim Kingdom.

"Let's go back to that place then."

"That place" meant the Ordeal.
I wasn't planning to do anything special; I had recently created a simulation of the Reim Kingdom inside the Ordeal for practical training.

"Um..."

"Yes?"

"Since we're graduating soon, and we can't really practice properly without Yoo Seora anyway..."

She maintained her characteristically playful gaze while turning her head away shyly.
This probably means what I think it does.

*I'm fine with it, but...*

Besides, this could be considered an important element in the relationship between Elsie and me.
But I'm still a bit afraid.
In the Ordeal, I could regularly replenish my stamina, but if we were to do this in reality later...

*But my stamina stat doesn't increase much here either.*

I should probably start seriously considering this issue.

Ch.121 - Graduation
The weather had grown a bit chilly.
Autumn was probably reaching its end.
Though this was inside an Ordeal, it seemed to share some sense of the seasons with the outside world.

*Perhaps it's the consideration of the God of Destiny.*

There was no particular reason for the Ordeal to care about our sense of displacement.
In fact, the God of Regret's Ordeal had blatantly been a desert without warning.
But the God of Destiny still did his best to eliminate any sense of spatial dissonance.

*That's probably because of me and Elsie being in this space.*

The cool air touched my face where it peeked out from under the blanket.
But inside the blanket was the opposite—warm.
We were lying under the covers in the Basilica Inn, manifested within the Ordeal.

*Snore, snore*

Elsie slept with her face buried against my neck.
Each time she breathed, her warm breath touched my neck, and her fine, cotton-like blonde hair occasionally tickled my chin.
My right arm was pinned under her, but even though my strength stat was lower than hers, her weight hadn't changed, so it didn't feel particularly heavy.

*The issue wasn't about strength stats anyway.*

Today I had put in quite an effort too.
This wasn't my first experience anymore, and I'd become rather skilled.
Besides, whenever I reached my limit, Elsie's provocations would bring me back from the brink of death.

*"You know what? I'm a virgin again this time too. Want to check?"*

I knew that without having to check.
Of course, what we did last time was also inside an Ordeal.
But hearing it from her own lips was a different kind of stimulation.

*"I am a princess of the Reim Kingdom after all... Shouldn't you show a more appreciative and savoring attitude?"*

That wasn't something I could control.
It was Elsie's fault for being a princess yet having such a sensual body.
Besides, she was the one deliberately saying provocative things to stimulate me.

In the end, when she asked me to call her Ersiara and suggested changing the location to the inn we had stayed at two years ago, I nearly went mad.
No matter how hard I tried not to, the image of Elsie from two years ago kept overlapping in my mind.
And the timing of those stimulations was so artful that I kept burning up like fire again just when I was about to die...

...but it was still too much.
It wasn't Elsie's first time either, and she seemed even more talented than me in this area—if I let my guard down even slightly, my mind would become hazy with pleasure.
So I had to replenish my stamina at least eight times.

*What will we do outside?*

If there was one thing I could use to my advantage, it was that while my stamina was considerably lower than Elsie's, my recovery speed was strangely fast.
If that was the case, it would be better to divide Elsie's overflowing sexual desire into smaller portions rather than taking it all at once.
Since Yoo Seora would also be accompanying us on our journey, time and place would be issues.

*But still...*

I don't dislike it.
No, that's probably stating the obvious.
How many men would say they dislike being with a woman?

But Elsie was no longer just a woman to me.
She was a comrade I could trust and rely on.
And...

*Lovers... are we not that yet?*

Come to think of it, neither of us had confessed yet.
Of course, I like her, and she likes me too.
But we had never spoken those words aloud.

*But we've already done everything else?*

In fact, I felt like things had progressed a bit too quickly.
We went straight to the bedroom before even holding hands.
No, does using "Night Veil" to hold hands count as holding hands?

*That's not what's important right now.*

What's important is Elsie's soft skin against my bare skin.
And even more important than her soft skin was Elsie's warm body temperature.
I was receiving quite a bit of help from that.

*Elsie...*

I'm someone who doesn't have many deep connections.
Whenever connections started to form, I always had to leave for the next place.
Even Libero, the first person I wanted to stay with as a "master" who would teach me until the end, ultimately had to be killed by my own hands.

To someone like me, Elsie was special.
She had made efforts I couldn't even imagine to reach me, who had only thought of connections one-sidedly.
And through her, I came to understand a little about what "destiny" means.

The connection between Elsie and me could be considered the simplest kind of connection.
We mean the same thing to each other.
Holding her in my arms inevitably made me happy and gave me a sense of security.

*At the same time, it becomes the driving force to move forward.*

After all, the reason I want to somehow save this world is because of this happiness.
Elsie, and all the other connections beyond her.
Because of these connections, I've felt many emotions even in difficult battles and been able to move forward.

*I should acknowledge what needs to be acknowledged. Destiny is just as important as regret or reality.*

That was the greatest reward I gained from the Hero Academy.

- I appreciate you saying that.

Just then, I heard the voice of the God of Voyeurism—no, the God of Destiny.
It was still a polite and calm male voice that didn't match his name.
If he had a physical form, he would probably look like a scholarly man wearing glasses.

- As I've told you many times, I am not the God of Voyeurism. Voyeurism, or rather observation, is merely a tool to develop my concept.

*Well, I'll accept that.*

More importantly, what I wanted to do was express my gratitude.
Once I graduate from the academy, I won't be able to use this Ordeal anymore.
Since I've been indebted to him quite a bit, I wanted to express my thanks one last time.

- Ah, no need for thanks. Everything I did was ultimately based on our contract. Beyond that, I'd rather thank you for helping develop my concept.

If he says so, then I don't need to.
It seems he had already read my thoughts about wanting to express gratitude.
Then I might as well bring up another topic.

*By the way, I tried using the reward from the Ordeal you gave me last time. I did feel the cost, but it didn't feel as significant as what was written in the skill description.*

- The cost related to lifespan varies greatly between individuals, so it might feel that way. Besides, you are... no, this won't do.

*What won't do?*

- To explain that, I would have to delve quite deep into things you don't know. Just understand that there's nothing wrong with the skill description. It's an area even we can't tamper with.

It still felt a bit unsettling.
But I didn't think he would deliberately hide something from me, given how clearly he showed his favor toward me.
Then it must be quite important information that I have no way of knowing yet.

*Is it knowledge from 500 years ago?*

I knew almost everything about the time period of the Hundred Braves game.
If there was information I didn't know, it was likely from 500 years ago, during the Chaos era, or even before that.

- But there's no need to be anxious. If things continue as they are, you'll eventually learn this information. When you get close enough, a god other than myself might tell you.

Another god.
From the context, it would mean a god different from the ones I've met so far—Regret, Reality, and Chain.

*Actually, the very nature of these gods is questionable.*

The only information I had about them was that they existed only within Ordeals, and at least within them, they were omnipotent in their own concepts.
They weren't entities that directly appeared in Hundred Braves, and chronologically, their existence outside the Ordeals was said to be before Chaos, so I had no way of knowing.
There was still so much I didn't know.

- Knowing but being unable to tell is quite a sad feeling.

It wasn't the God of Destiny's fault.
He too seemed to be bound by some constraints.

- But thanks to you, my concept has recovered considerably, so I can now tell you one piece of information that you might be able to deduce.

*Information I might be able to deduce?*

- Yes, incomplete information, but with the knowledge you possess, you might be able to complete it.

The constraints binding the gods.
Because of this, the gods couldn't tell me information I didn't know unless it was related to the concept they governed.
However, it didn't mean that what they could tell me within the information I already knew wasn't helpful.

*Most of it was important information that I had overlooked, forgotten, or was avoiding.*

So it would be good to listen carefully to this information as well.

*What is it?*

- The god worshipped by the Cult and we are somewhat different entities.

*Different entities?*

This was unexpected information.
Unexpected, but not completely contrary to what I had been thinking.
After all...

*I've never really thought about the god worshipped by the Cult.*

From the beginning, I had only thought of them as a single group.
This was largely influenced by Seong Yurang being close to an atheist.
So I naturally thought of the Cult as just an organization that operated heroes rather than one that worshipped a god.

And in fact, what the God of Destiny just said was something I already knew, though I had overlooked it.

*After all, the god worshipped by the Cult is a monotheistic deity.*

This is a fact that appears in the game's settings.
The god worshipped by the Cult is also called the God of Creation, a monotheistic deity.
In contrast, the gods I met in the Ordeals had different names and were multiple.

*I already knew they were different... but why emphasize this?*

- I cannot tell you that. But let me give you one more piece of advice: there is no such thing as good and evil in this world.

*No such thing as good and evil?*

- You, the heroes, the Demon Kings, the Cult, even we gods cannot be judged solely by good and evil. From my perspective as the God of Destiny, I would like to say that judging by connections is most correct... but I don't have connections with all of them either.

What is he trying to say?
All beings cannot be judged solely by good and evil.
That too was something I already knew and couldn't deny.
But I wondered why he was emphasizing such a thing.
To my confusion, the god said:

- But there's no need to be confused. At least I see you as a righteous person and am supporting you. I want you to make judgments that you yourself believe are right.

*Judgments that I believe are right?*

- Yes, the path ahead of you will surely be rough and difficult. But that doesn't mean failure. Even the God of Chain has bet everything in this world on you, which shows you are progressing well.

I am progressing well right now.
That was something the God of Chain had said as well.
But the God of Destiny was trying to add something else to it.

- So there's no need to be swayed by what the world defines as good and evil. This absolutely does not mean that the Cult is evil and the Demon King is good. The Demon King's side is clearly trying to destroy the world right now. I just want you to make your own judgments and have confidence in them.

Make my own judgments and have confidence in them.
Certainly, this was something worth remembering going forward.
Perhaps I could reach new truths based on this.

And if I were to apply this right now...

*Certainly, there might be no good and evil, but you, God of Destiny, seem like a good god.*

At least better than the God of Regret with his bad taste for stimulating people's trauma, and the God of Chain who always looks down on people from atop a giant tree.
But now it was time to say goodbye to him as well.

*I've been indebted to you and your Ordeal for the past year.*

- Likewise. Then, our contract ends here.

As he said.
Now that I was graduating, the contract we made when we first met had reached its term.

Cooperating to hide the fact that I was concealing my swordsmanship and acting as Seong Yurang.

That was the content of the contract, and its term was until I graduated from the Hero Academy.
The price was telling him why I wanted to hide my swordsmanship.

*Come to think of it, did I tell him that I wanted to learn archery rather than swordsmanship, which had reached its limit?*

Of course, that was one of my purposes for entering the Hero Academy.
But thinking about it now, I wasn't honest back then.
I was hiding my loneliness even from myself.

*But...*

The God of Destiny at that time said he couldn't read my thoughts.
It was because they didn't fall under the concept he governed.
But considering what just happened, there was a contradiction.

*He read my thoughts of gratitude toward him.*

In a way, it makes sense.
That would be a thought related to "destiny."
Then he must have known from the beginning that I was feeling lonely.

*Is that right?*

- ...Yes. But since entering the Hero Academy for archery was also somewhat true, it was sufficient as payment. Now I'll return what I received as a fee at that time.

The fee for the contract, separate from the payment.
That was entrusting Gravitus Replicant to him until graduation.
Now I should get it back.

But then:

- However, a fee is just a fee. I'd like to extend our contract.

*Extend?*

- Yes, it's nothing special... but gods are beings that cannot act on their own will without a contract. Without extending the contract, I don't think I can protect your records stored in the Ordeal. So I'd like to extend the contract.

If that was the case, there was no harm for me.
If what he said was true, I would be uneasy about terminating the contract now.

*Alright. Let's extend it then.*

- Thank you. I've placed the sword in your inventory, so you can check it.

As soon as I heard that, I reached into my inventory.
It seemed he had placed it there without my knowledge, as my hand grasped a familiar sword hilt.
It was a cool and heavy sensation.

*It's been a while.*

Even though most of my memories have faded, this is a sword I used for hundreds of years.
Naturally, it was more precious to me than the bow I received from Lyutmila.
Now I probably won't take it out unless absolutely necessary.

*Still, I missed it.*

While I was savoring the reunion with my sword:

"Allen?"

Elsie seemed to have woken up, perhaps because I moved my arm to reach into my inventory.

"What are you looking so happy about..."

Her expression, which had been smiling at my face, suddenly turned cold.
Her intuition must have activated, as she quickly grabbed my hand that was in the inventory.
Gravitus Replicant came out with it.

"Is this... the Gravitus Replicant you said you used before?"

"Y-Yes."

For some reason, a chill ran down my spine.
Elsie looked back and forth between my expression and the sword, then said:

"To think I'd have to compete with a sword for your affection. I didn't expect this."

"Wait, what are you saying?"

"Nothing. I guess I'll just have to try harder."

At that moment, Elsie's hand moved under the blanket.

"Wait, Elsie...!"

"Be quiet."

She bit my lips.

Ch.122 - Departure
"I hereby congratulate all the young candidates here on officially becoming warriors..."

It was finally graduation day.
Just like at the entrance ceremony, Heinz Armanus, the headmaster, was in charge of the graduation speech, and its content was quite lengthy.
But it wasn't that boring.

"Everyone must have acquired at least one Relic by now. Please cherish and use those Relics meaningfully."

Though he didn't explicitly mention it, Heinz's gaze remained fixed on one person.
That person was Yoo Seora, who had inherited the 125th Sacred Replicant that he had treasured and kept hidden.
Under his gaze, Seora's lips moved slightly.

*Seong Yurang, save me...*

Whatever happened during that lunch invitation, Seora was completely frozen in front of Heinz.
Sorry, but there's nothing I can do to help.
I was simply focusing on Heinz's speech.

*But honestly...*

It doesn't really feel real.
Becoming a warrior, that is.

*That's to be expected, I suppose.*

I was already a high-ranking warrior, and I no longer had much interest in the warrior status.
The warrior academy was merely a means to obtain a new useful identity, and I didn't find any meaning in this easily acquired warrior status.
Though I would certainly use it effectively, regardless of whether I felt any meaning in it.

*For someone else, this might feel like an end goal.*

I looked around.
There were several people with expressions full of accomplishment at having become warriors.
I wasn't trying to criticize them. Everyone has different goals.

*Those types will just do the minimum activities as warriors, then retire and live off their pensions.*

But my goal wasn't there.
The road ahead was long, and my objective was still not in sight.
So my journey could be considered as just beginning at every moment.

*All preparations are complete.*

I gained the ability to use archery, and obtained a 4-star Relic Resonance.
I passed the third Ordeal and received a skill as a reward.
And most importantly... I gained companions.
I've gathered all the power I could possibly gather.

*Even so...*

Perhaps these powers might not be enough.
No, they probably won't be enough.
But now I can at least put up a fight.

*There's no way to know without proving it.*

Thinking this, I glanced sideways at Elsie, who was standing a bit apart.
She appeared to be looking straight at Heinz.
If I didn't know about her skill, I would have just thought that and moved on.

*This girl...*

***

The speech ended.
And we were given black cloaks symbolizing that we were warriors of the church.
They were the same as what Gwen used.

"Oh, now I finally feel like a real warrior," Elsie said, moving her body as if swinging a sword while wearing the cloak.
She seemed quite energetic, as usual.
Meanwhile, Seora was sitting down, looking completely exhausted.

"I thought I was going to die..."

She looked like someone who had just survived meeting her partner's parents.
Actually, since the Sacred Replicant was like a child to Heinz, the comparison was somewhat apt.
But fortunately, it seemed Seora hadn't made any major mistakes.

*By the way.*

There was something I'd been suspicious about when looking at Elsie earlier.

"Elsie, were you sleeping while standing earlier?"

"What? What do you mean..."

Elsie made a face like she didn't understand.
But I had my reasons.

"I heard you snoring."

Elsie appeared to have her eyes open, but considering her optical modulation, I couldn't take that at face value.
And what added certainty to my suspicion was her breathing.

"Your breathing sounded exactly like when you're sleeping."

"You could distinguish just my breathing from that distance?"

Elsie wore an expression of astonishment.
But I didn't think she needed to make such a face.

"You identified me by smell before, didn't you?"

"No, you... how should I put it... you have a distinctly different smell from other people."

A distinctly different smell.
I wasn't sure what that meant.
To me, smell and breathing sounds seemed similar in terms of identification.

"He definitely does have a different smell."

However, Seora supported Elsie's claim.
If even Seora said so, I had nothing more to say.

"What kind of smell is it?"

"Huh? It's hard to describe... if I had to say, it's similar to Professor Freyja's smell. Anyway, it's distinctive."

Suddenly, Freyja's name came up in Elsie's conversation.
For reference, Freyja had already left Hylen some time ago to spread false information to the Demon King's council.
I was a bit worried about her, but regardless of my concern, I trusted her to some extent.

*Similar to Freyja's smell...*

Even trying to recall, all I could remember about Freyja was the smell of alcohol.
I still didn't understand.

"Isn't there something wrong with your sense of smell?"

"No? Anyone would agree that your hearing is stranger than our sense of smell!"

Strange, she says.
That seemed a bit harsh, but thinking about it, my hearing was indeed superior compared to others.
I could hear even distant whispers relatively well.

But then a problem arose from a slightly different direction.

"Wait, if you know what her breathing sounds like when she's sleeping, how much have you two..."

Seora's face turned bright red.
Ever since I told her about how Elsie and I met two years ago and our relationship, her misunderstandings seemed to be getting worse.
Well, thinking about it, they weren't really misunderstandings.

*I should probably explain to some extent.*

Since the three of us would be traveling together for a while.
This awkward atmosphere was definitely not good.
Even though there should be no secrets between companions, this was ultimately a matter of privacy.

*Maybe we could hide it if we just refrain from certain activities outside.*

So I tried to explain to her.

"This isn't about that, two years ago..."

"I knew it!"

I hadn't finished speaking yet.
But Seora had already chosen to escape from reality.

"There's no way I should be getting between two people who are like that."

No, you should be.
Of course, I'll try to ensure those situations don't occur too often, but I can't promise anything.
Maybe I should have just been honest from the start.

"Seora, that's..."

"Oh, this might be more fun than I thought."

Elsie seemed to have already entered enjoyment mode.
Even though she was right next to me, somehow it felt like she was watching from a distance.

*Whatever.*

Anyway, our original goal of hiding the private relationship between Elsie and me from Seora seemed to have succeeded.
It was a bit strange, but probably a success.
Let's think about this issue gradually.

*For now, there are more important things.*

We were now in a quiet open space in Hylen, having left the warrior academy.
While we couldn't help it until now, it would be better to move as diligently as possible from now on.

"Have you rested enough?"

Seora still seemed to have some fatigue left, but not to the extent that she couldn't move.
After all, she was a warrior too. She quickly hid her fatigue, dusted off her cloak, and stood up.

"We have many places to visit. Let's move quickly."

We need to go to the church headquarters to register our party and collect the various benefits given to warriors.
We also need to buy supplies necessary for our journey in advance.
And...

*Let's leave Hylen as quickly as possible.*

It didn't matter until now, but it's different after forming a party.
We would be a party worth noting among the new parties.
Elsie hasn't shown much of her capabilities yet, but Seora's abilities were clearly demonstrated during the graduation competition.

A strike comparable to a high-ranking warrior, gaining Allen Plake's attention, and even inheriting 24 swords from the Sacred Replicant series from Heinz.
And I too had inherited a 4-star Relic from Lyutmila, a high-ranking warrior in her own right.
Despite forming a party with peers, which would usually get us treated as rookies, there was no guarantee everyone would think that way.

*No.*

It's better to assume that we'll definitely attract some attention.
So we should quickly leave this place before that attention builds.
That means we need to move efficiently.

"But you're the slowest one here."

That's true. Perhaps due to my speed stat, my steps were the slowest among the three of us.
Of course, if I used the power of wind, I could go faster, but I didn't want to use that in everyday situations.
They were also good at matching their pace with mine even without me using it.

So why was I slightly lagging behind now?

It wasn't because of my walking speed.
It was because I had turned around briefly while walking.
To take one last look at the warrior academy.

*I probably won't come back here again.*

For a definite start, a definite farewell is necessary.
That had been my principle since I first left my village.
So I completed my definite farewell to the warrior academy.

"Alright. I'll be right there."

And then I hurried to catch up with Elsie and Seora, who were waiting for me ahead.
This was a definite start.

Ch.BONUS - External Records (10)
---External Record (10)---

*Something's definitely strange.*

After assessing the situation on the Hangang Bridge last time, I spent quite a while thinking.
"Hundred Braves" had gone into indefinite maintenance and hadn't reopened its servers, making service termination seem likely.
Yet somehow, in my case, I was still able to access Hundred Braves, albeit incompletely.

*Allen Plake.*

He had been accomplishing feats that seemed impossible for Allen Plake—competing with Wilhelm using a bow, inheriting the Relic Resonance, and more.
Truthfully, Resonance isn't considered that great of a bow, but as they say, even a mediocre fish is better than nothing—it's certainly better than being assigned a two-star weapon.

*Of course, Allen will handle most things on his own.*

Not interfering and just watching—that was one way to play Hundred Braves.
And it was the method I was currently insisting on.

*I'm curious to see how far Allen Plake can go with his own strength.*

The problem was that this game had become "that problematic game."

*Of course, there are no legal issues with Hundred Braves' service termination.*

All the terms regarding service termination were agreed to by the users.
I had also looked up various posts analyzing this situation legally and reviewed the game's terms again.

(The company strives to protect members' personal information. However, information used to introduce yourself such as nicknames, character images, and status information that are not related to personal information may be disclosed.)

That's not it.
I did wonder if this was right when Allen used my real name as his alias, but it was my fault for setting my account name as my real name without hesitation.

(The company continuously collects users' play experiences, and the retention period is until the end of the service.)

This wasn't it either.
This is just a common clause you'd find anywhere.

(The company will make its best efforts to repair or restore without delay any equipment failures or data loss/damage that occurs during service improvements for continuous and stable service provision, unless there are unavoidable reasons such as natural disasters, emergencies, or failures and defects that cannot be resolved with current technology.)

This was it.
Of course, there were regulations regarding compensation during service interruptions, but strictly speaking, this still qualified as indefinite maintenance rather than service termination.
However, the problem was that the regulation was far too ambiguous.

*"Unavoidable reasons" and "best efforts" are way too vague.*

Thanks to that, the current situation had no legal issues yet.
Users had tried to find other legal loopholes, but apparently, they couldn't find even the slightest flaw.
After a month had passed, I finally had to make a decision.

*There must be something going on for sure.*

The only flaw in a game that was perfect no matter how hard users tried to find loopholes—I possessed that flaw.

*And the game company hasn't even contacted me.*

Have they not figured out my issue yet?
Or do they feel there's no need to interfere?
Or perhaps...

*This will make things clear now.*

The game's official community.
The boasting board where hardly any new posts were being made anymore.
I wrote a post to upload there.

*For the title...*

Actually, any title would draw enough attention.

(Status of my 101st Allen Plake from a user who has raised Allen Plake 100 times.)

*This should do it.*

I pressed the post button.

--- This record is preserved before deletion by ? and disclosure is prohibited ---

Ch.123 - Wax-Chandler Boy
"Ugh."

The boy's arms trembled as he carried a basket full of oil.
Despite this, he didn't stop but rather quickened his pace.

*Just a little more, just a little more.*

Finally arriving at his home.
The boy carefully placed the heavy basket on the desk.
Some oil splashed during the process, but that was nothing compared to his trembling arms.

*If I had a Stigma, I could have moved this more easily.*

No, if he had a Stigma, he wouldn't be cooped up at home doing these menial tasks.
He would surely be a warrior, embarking on grand adventures.
But without a Stigma, it was just an empty fantasy.

As if to prove this, a voice called out to hurry him along.

"An, you don't have time to be resting!"

At this point, he wasn't sure if he was the son of this household or a slave.
Thinking this, he left the house again.
Even if he took a detour, it would be better than staying home and getting nagged.

*Why does our family have to be candlemakers?*

Candlemaker.
It referred to the profession of making candles.
It was a skill in its own right, and the boy's family was the only one making candles in the Reim Kingdom.
The problem was...

*Where in the Reim Kingdom do people even use candles?*

It was in stark contrast to Sak, a country where the sun never rises.
The Reim Kingdom was a country where the sun never sets.
So candles were only occasionally used in some dark rooms, but rarely otherwise.

*Of course, when it's bright all year round.*

Well, not exactly all year.
For one day out of the year, there was a day when the sun set in the Reim Kingdom.
That day was the approaching Nameless Festival.

And that was precisely why the boy was suffering now.

"Look, the candlemaker is passing by!"

"Ugh, he smells like oil."

The voices of ill-mannered children came from around him.
The boy deliberately ignored them.
When he was younger, he would get angry and chase after them, but he was too old for that now.

*Besides, they'll be using our candles during the Nameless Festival anyway.*

The Nameless Festival was both a national commemoration and a festive event.
When the kingdom's sun set, people gathered in the streets holding candles.
The reason the boy was working so hard now was to make those candles.

*I told them we should make more in advance.*

It was the same every year.
They could make plenty in advance, but instead they waited until orders flooded in at the last minute, causing this hardship.
Of course, he knew there was no money in the house until orders came in around this time, but he thought they could at least borrow some money more flexibly.

*At least when I become a candlemaker, I'll do it differently.*

It was while he was thinking this.

*Huh?*

As he passed through the stalls being set up in the square, a figure caught his eye.
It was an elderly woman with a hunched back and white hair.

*Grandma Mari, has she already started working?*

Grandma Mari was a sculptor.
Not the kind who made large statues, but one who carved wooden figurines to sell to children.
But there was something about her sculptures that made them seem alive, even if they lacked some detail.

*I'll watch for a bit.*

The grandmother's sculpting skills never got boring no matter how many times he watched.
He carefully approached her.
But no matter how much he tried to conceal his presence, she noticed him.

"Is that An?"

"How did you know?"

The grandmother recognized him without even turning her head.
She pointed her carving knife at the ground.
There was nothing there.
But she said:

"Shadow."

"Shadow?"

In the Reim Kingdom, where light shines from all directions, it's difficult to see shadows.
But looking carefully, his shadow was faintly visible.

"In the Reim Kingdom, light shines from all directions, so shadows are three-dimensional. I can tell who someone is just by their shadow."

The grandmother made it sound easy, but it clearly wasn't a simple skill.
The boy gave up trying to understand the technique and decided to observe her carving instead.

Tock, tock.

The wooden figurine took shape with each seemingly casual cut.
It was gradually taking the form of a woman.
But the most peculiar part was elsewhere.

*As expected, she's not carving the face.*

She casually placed the figurine with its blank face on the table.
That was considered complete.
This had always been the most puzzling part for the boy.

"Aren't you going to make the face?"

The grandmother continued carving indifferently as she answered.

"I don't make it."

"Why not?"

"Because it's the Nameless Queen. We don't know her name, her face, nothing. So this is as far as I can go."

But that seemed a bit strange.
Other sculptors often carved the Nameless Queen's face.
Of course, most of those faces were all different.

Some carved her with a mature woman's face, others with a young girl's face.
And those sculptures sold for much higher prices than the grandmother's faceless ones.
Here, the small figurines the grandmother sold were only sold cheaply to children.

"And I..."

The grandmother continued speaking without stopping her hands.

"I want the children not to forget. The fact that 500 years ago, she saved the kingdom by sacrificing her very existence."

That was the story of the "Nameless Queen."
He knew it well, having heard it like a fairy tale since childhood.
Nevertheless, he quietly continued listening to the grandmother's story.

"500 years ago. It was when Chaos was encroaching upon the kingdom. Most people abandoned the kingdom and headed to Hylen. The last knight disappeared beyond Chaos, and there was no hope left in the kingdom."

500 years.
It was a story so old that it was difficult for him to comprehend.
But occasionally, when he thought about standing in the same historical place, it gave him an odd feeling.

"During that time, she left the palace without even recovering from childbirth. And she began to pray in the middle of this square."

She raised her head and pointed to the center of the square.
There stood a statue of the Nameless Queen in prayer.
And that statue, too, had no face.

"The weather was overcast with dark clouds. The Nameless Queen prayed for days and nights, enduring the rain and wind, without eating or sleeping. Then, people who had initially lost all hope gradually began to gather around her."

The grandmother finished another figurine of the Nameless Queen while telling the story and placed it on the table.

"On the fifteenth day, a miracle happened. The dark clouds that had covered the kingdom cleared, and the sun rose. Chaos was blocked by the veil of light surrounding the kingdom. But..."

She looked down sadly at the figurine of the Nameless Queen and said:

"The Nameless Queen was nowhere to be found. No one could remember her appearance, or even her name."

That was the conclusion of a story he had heard dozens of times.
The ending never changed.
After all, that's why she was called the "Nameless Queen" – a name that wasn't really a name.

And the Nameless Festival was a day to commemorate the disappearance of the Nameless Queen.
For some reason, once a year, on the Nameless Festival, light disappears from the barrier that maintains the Reim Kingdom.
On that day, people gather in the square, each holding a candle.
Just like that day 500 years ago.

The light created by hundreds of candles gathered together isn't as bright as usual, but it's bright enough to illuminate the kingdom.
That's why it's fair to say the Reim Kingdom is a country where the sun never sets.
Even on the Nameless Festival, the only day when the sun sets, people illuminate the kingdom by holding candles.

"So why don't you get back to work now? Candlemaker boy."

"Ugh..."

After watching the figurine being made, he finally got up.
She was right.
He had work to do now.

*Yes, I should get back to work.*

Being a candlemaker doesn't earn much money, nor is it easy work.
But despite that, he liked being a candlemaker.
He would probably feel it more clearly when the Nameless Festival arrived soon.
After all, everyone would gather in the square holding candles made in his home.

"Take care, Grandma Mari."

"Yes, dear."

The boy dusted off his dirt-covered pants, picked up the basket he had brought, and headed to the opposite side of the square.

As she continued carving the now-familiar figurines, the grandmother watched the boy leave and thought:

*But something seems strange these days.*

The atmosphere in the square wasn't the same as before.
The royal family members who used to come out to inspect the square around this time hadn't been seen for a long time.
It was a noticeable change because opportunities to meet those who lived inside the royal palace were not common.

*What on earth is happening inside the royal palace...*

Her intuition, honed by years of experience, was signaling something was amiss.
Nevertheless, there was nothing she, just an old woman, could do.
All she could do was carve figurines at her street stall.

"Excuse me..."

At that moment, someone addressed her.

"Hmm?"

She turned her head, slightly startled.
There stood a man and a woman.
The problem was that she hadn't noticed their presence until they were right next to her.

"What can I do for you?"

"Are these figurines for sale?"

The woman pointed at the figurines and asked.
Black hair, but not the facial features of someone from Sak.
Well, with the current cold war with Sak and the closed borders, it was impossible for people from Sak to enter.

"Yes, one copper coin each."

She offered the figurine without much suspicion.
However, the woman seemed surprised at the price.

"That cheap?"

"It's just a toy for children made by an old woman."

"But..."

At that moment, the man placed a coin on the table.
However, it clearly wasn't the color of a copper coin.
She wondered if it wasn't a coin from the Reim Kingdom, but looking again, it was indeed a Reim Kingdom coin.

"Keep the change."

"But this is too..."

"Then please give me ten figurines. They seem worth at least ten copper coins each."

At his words, she reluctantly handed over ten figurines.
He took them and casually tossed them into thin air.
Having seen and heard much in her years, she knew what this meant.

*Was he a warrior?*

She had heard that only some special warriors among warriors possessed such abilities.
Even if an old woman knew about it, it probably wouldn't make much difference.

"Thank you."

After tossing nine figurines into thin air, he handed the last one to the woman standing beside him.
The woman took the figurine, seemed lost in thought for a moment, then tucked it into her pocket.
Then they left the stall together.

It was at that moment.

*Hmm?*

Something unbelievable caught her eye.
The faint shadow cast by the woman as she left.
It seemed to match exactly with the shadow cast by the figurine on the table.

*This is...*

She tried to recall the face of the woman she had just seen.
And then she carved it onto the face part of a figurine.
But soon she shook her head.

*This isn't the right face.*

Her intuition told her so.

*But...*

She moved her chisel with skilled hands.
It had been a while since she had concentrated this much.
Sweat dripped like rain.
Before the sweat could touch her fingertips, she removed the chisel from the figurine.

*Is this close enough?*

It was just a slightly modified version of the woman's face she had just seen.
But somehow, she felt that this face would be the closest to the Nameless Queen's face, whom she had never seen.

*I told An I wouldn't carve faces, and yet...*

In the end, she had carved a face after all.
Thinking she would give this to the candlemaker boy later, she carefully placed the figurine in a cloth pouch.
Then, as if nothing had happened, she continued carving figurines.

Ch.124 - Demon King Conference (1)
Deep within the realm of Chaos stood an ancient, nameless castle of unknown origin. This place, commonly referred to as the Demon King's Castle by the Demon Kings themselves, was currently hosting several of them for a meeting.

The "Demon King Conference" was an irregular gathering that sometimes occurred once a year, sometimes once every fifty years. This particular meeting was the first in two years since the death of Libero.

"None of you have changed at all."

"Well, that's because we're Demon Kings, right?"

Demon King Violet, who had responded to this obvious statement, turned her head to look around. Each time she moved, her distinctively dull purple hair swayed like a curtain.

"So is this everyone for this meeting?"

Attendance at the Demon King Conference wasn't mandatory. The fundamental rule among Demon Kings was to guarantee each other's freedom. Even so, the number of Demon Kings gathered at the castle this time was quite small.

"We've waited long enough. Let's begin the connection."

The reason for the small attendance was related to what Violet was about to do. As she caressed a crystal orb she had carefully brought from her room, a figure began to appear within it. It was the image of a woman.

"Hello, Levia."

She was the 33rd Demon King, Levia, who currently led most of the later-generation Demon Kings in their operations. She was also known as "Big Sister" among the later Demon Kings who followed her. Due to the one-way nature of Violet's crystal orb, she couldn't see Violet's side, but she looked straight ahead and spoke.

"The connection seems good, Violet. How many Demon Kings are at the meeting?"

In response, Violet began listing the numbers of the Demon Kings in attendance.

"Eleven have gathered here."

Compared to the total of 72 Demon Kings, this might seem small, but not all 72 were still alive. Excluding most of the later-generation Demon Kings who were out in the field for operations, this was almost everyone. Except for one.

"Hmm, is Number 15... not there?"

Number 15 referred to Freyja.

"No, she isn't."

Unfortunately, she hadn't come. But Violet secretly considered this fortunate. Currently, public opinion about her among the Demon Kings wasn't very good. This was due to suspicions of confidential information leaks from the 71st Demon King all the way to Libero. Since these were merely suspicions, they couldn't find and punish her, but most Demon Kings currently considered her the culprit.

*It's probably better that she didn't come.*

As if to cement this atmosphere, Levia said:

"Then we can discuss the operation more thoroughly."

And so the meeting began. The castle side shared information obtained from the cult's spies, and Levia, representing the later-generation Demon Kings conducting operations, listened to this information.

"First, information about this year's Warrior Academy graduates."

The Warrior Academy was an institution that consistently produced elite warriors among the official warriors. Therefore, the Demon King Conference always checked on the graduates through spies planted among the warriors.

"First, from this year's swordsmanship class, several swordsmen with high-level potential, though not saint-level, have graduated."

Violet began reading through the organized content. It listed several noteworthy candidates—or rather, warriors who had now graduated. Most of them were from Sigrid's Swordsmanship Class 1.

"...They say he's from the Steel Clan. Considering Hugo, currently ranked 86th among warriors, his potential seems sufficient."

"But now that Libero is gone, and considering the Steel Clan's slow growth rate, there's no need to worry about him."

Without Libero, who could conceal his presence as a Demon King and kill warriors with swordsmanship alone within a barrier, actively countering warriors wasn't cost-effective. Besides, there were two other important operations currently underway. They were already short on Demon Kings.

"And interestingly, this year there was also a promising student from Freyja's class. There was even a withdrawal during the graduation competition, which hasn't happened in a long time."

"A promising student from Freyja's class... and a withdrawal?"

The atmosphere suddenly turned cold. This was because the current description wasn't the first of its kind. The current 2nd ranked warrior—though he had mysteriously disappeared—still haunted the Demon Kings with nightmares from their first encounter with him.

"What level is he at?"

"Since he only showed one diagonal slash during the graduation competition, it's hard to judge precisely, but based on that single strike alone, he already seemed to be at least high-level."

"Already at high-level..."

"However, he had a weakness. It seems the consumption of his Relic was severe, as it broke immediately after that single strike."

"The Relic broke?"

Consuming a Relic in a single attack carried significant risk, especially for swordsmen whose swords were like their lives. If that sword wasn't just an ordinary sword but a Relic, its practicality would be even lower.

"And more than that... the challenger who emerged due to the withdrawal rule was also problematic."

"Challenger?"

"It was Allen Plake, they say."

With those words, the atmosphere that had begun to lighten froze again.

"Allen Plake suddenly appeared at the graduation competition?"

The holy Allen Plake, who had been missing for a year, suddenly appeared at the graduation competition. Even Violet hadn't been able to track his whereabouts at all, so he must have been in Hylen the whole time, but since there had been no sighting reports from the spies in Hylen, this appearance was quite significant.

"Based on his conversation with Warrior Gwen, it seems he might have stopped by to try to recruit her, as they apparently knew each other before."

"More importantly, if it was the challenger rule, there must have been at least some combat. His combat ability..."

"...They say he completely annihilated a high-level strike while holding a 1-star Relic, without a trace. The description was as if the strike was sucked into his sword and disappeared in an instant."

And this description was familiar to the Demon Kings.

"That's Libero's swordsmanship."

The Demon Kings already knew that Allen Plake could use Libero's swordsmanship to some extent. But previously, he had only been able to imitate it poorly, not use it properly. The fact that he could now annihilate a high-level strike with a 1-star Relic meant that, somehow, he had grown stronger during his absence.

Of course, Allen had been able to grow thanks to Freyja, who knew Libero's swordsmanship at least theoretically. But from the Demon Kings' perspective, there was no way to know this.

"So he continues to grow even on his own."

"Clearly he's not satisfied with being just a high-level warrior."

"Then his next move will be important..."

His next move was somewhat within the range of their expectations.

"It must be here, right?"

"Here" referred to the Reim Kingdom, where Levia was currently located. As he died, Libero had told Allen Plake that the Reim Kingdom was in danger. So if Allen Plake hadn't ceased his activities, his next destination would naturally be expected to be the Reim Kingdom.

However, Violet shook her head.

"No, it seems the Reim Kingdom is not his destination."

"Not the Reim Kingdom?"

"Perhaps he knew about the operation in the Central Sea Islands as well. After making Warrior Gwen his companion, he sent her to the Central Sea Islands first."

The Demon King's Castle side, having already known this through their spies, remained calm. But on Levia's side, beyond the crystal orb, there was a stir. This was because the operation in the Central Sea Islands was being conducted in utmost secrecy.

"Even if Libero's warning about the Reim Kingdom operation was unavoidable, how did he know about the Central Sea Islands?"

"I suppose there must have been someone on our side who leaked the information...there's no other explanation, right?"

Though she tried to phrase it diplomatically, the suspect seemed clear. But Violet continued, trying to change the subject.

"Because of this, the Pontiff has now ordered the Apostle Council to gather warriors in the Central Sea Islands, and this will soon be issued as a directive from the cult to the warriors."

The situation was clearly not good. Currently, they had concentrated most of their Demon Kings in the Reim Kingdom to focus on finalizing operations there. The Central Sea Islands had been somewhat neglected.

"If warriors flood into the Central Sea Islands now..."

The operation in the Central Sea Islands might fail. Of course, if the operation in the Reim Kingdom succeeded, the Central Sea Islands operation might not be necessary, but there was no guarantee that their efforts would ensure the success of the Reim Kingdom operation. The success of the Reim Kingdom operation ultimately depended on whether the 72nd Demon King awakened.

If he failed to awaken, the only large-scale operation left for them would be the one in the Central Sea Islands. So from their perspective, it was difficult to abandon the Central Sea Islands. There was only one solution.

"Leave only part of our forces in the Reim Kingdom, which is in its final stages, and redirect most of our forces to the Central Sea Islands."

That was the best option. This way, fewer warriors would head to the Reim Kingdom. Then, the Demon King forces, which weren't particularly relevant to the 72nd Demon King's awakening anyway, could leave just a portion behind.

However, Violet disagreed with Levia.

"But considering the relationship between Allen Plake and Libero, I don't think he would abandon the Reim Kingdom..."

"Relationship? Between a Demon King and a human? Have you forgotten that he was the one who killed Libero, Violet?"

"Libero was the one who asked to be killed first."

A sudden confrontation began. This was unusual for Violet, who typically had weak self-assertion. But since it wasn't the first time Violet had shown obsession with Libero and other early Demon Kings, Levia eventually took a step back.

"Well, let's say that's true. But even so, there's no guarantee that Allen Plake won't head to the Central Sea Islands."

It was impossible to know how strong Allen Plake might be. In fact, according to witnesses who had seen him directly, Allen Plake didn't particularly exude the aura of a strong person. However, his master, Libero, was someone who could hide not only his own strength but even his aura as a Demon King. Naturally, they couldn't let their guard down with Allen Plake either. If such a person headed to the Central Sea Islands instead of the Reim Kingdom...

"No, I think it's more likely he'll head to the Central Sea Islands. The Pontiff's directive would apply to Allen Plake as well."

But Violet continued to refute Levia until the end.

"The exact directive that came down to the Apostle Council was: 'Warrior Allen Plake will be heading to the Central Sea Islands, so gather other warriors there as well.' This suggests that Allen Plake has already spoken with the Pontiff."

"That's contradictory in its own way..."

As this seemingly endless debate continued:

"It's been a while since the last Demon King Conference."

A figure appeared at the Demon King's Castle. With dull ash-gray hair and a relaxed smile, it was Freyja.

"Why, were you having secret conversations without me?"

Ch.125 - Demon King Conference (2)
The atmosphere at the Demon King's meeting was already tense, but it became downright hostile with Freyja's arrival. Most of the murderous intent was emanating from beyond the crystal ball.

Facing this hostility head-on, Freyja spoke with feigned innocence.

"Levia? That expression... are you actually happy to see me?"

Levia frowned.

"You..."

But she quickly regained her composure and replied.

"No. Let's just say I am. You're quite late, though."

"Indeed. I rushed all the way from the Holy City Hylen, but I'm still late."

This was obviously a lie. She had actually arrived earlier and had been eavesdropping outside the door before entering.

"So, why have you come to this meeting?"

"A Demon King attending a Demon King meeting is a matter of personal freedom. And if you're asking why I'm here, I came to provide some information."

"We've already received plenty of information from other spies. I'd be grateful if you didn't leak our information to the other side."

Normally, Levia wouldn't have been so openly suspicious. But with the Central Sea Islands operation having been leaked, she wasn't about to let a suspect who walked in voluntarily slip away. So she pressed Freyja harder.

"Once or twice might be coincidence, but after the 71st Demon King and now the Central Sea Islands... not to mention countless other minor information leaks. Is there any other Demon King who could have such frequent contact with the cult?"

Violet tried to stop her.

"That's enough, Levia. We don't have definitive proof yet."

But despite Violet's defense, Freyja opened her mouth.

"Yes, it was me."

Freyja admitted her actions so readily that even Violet was left speechless. In the silence, only Freyja continued speaking.

"But I didn't just 'leak' information. I merely exchanged it. There's information in this world that can't be obtained by eavesdropping alone—information that comes with a price."

Faced with her brazen attitude, Levia calmly asked:

"So, what is this information that comes with a price?"

Indeed, among the information Freyja had brought in the past, much of it had been helpful. So despite Freyja being a thorn in her side, Levia still had some expectation for useful intelligence. And Freyja delivered information that might meet that expectation.

"Allen Plake is heading to the Reim Kingdom."

This was precisely the information they needed. The problem was that trust in Freyja had hit rock bottom. Unless it was new and clear information, they weren't inclined to accept what she said at face value, especially when they had just been debating this very topic.

"Your source?"

"Allen Plake himself."

At this, Violet and the other Demon Kings' eyes widened.

"You met him in person?"

Freyja nodded.

"I met him directly and exchanged some information about the Central Sea Islands."

That made sense. It explained how Allen Plake knew about the Central Sea Islands operation. But since she admitted meeting him personally, they couldn't just leave it at that.

"Was there no other information besides him heading to the Reim Kingdom?"

"No, there wasn't."

Levia couldn't readily believe this claim either.

"Seize Freyja and torture her. Until she spits out more information. And above all, until she tells the truth."

In fact, Freyja's information hadn't been entirely useful for quite some time. Recently, her intelligence occasionally contained misinformation. This started after she became a professor at the Warrior Academy and began taking on disciples.

"Don't tell me you actually think you've become a real professor just because you've been playing the role?"

The few Demon Kings remaining in the Demon King's Castle who followed Levia restrained Freyja. While bound, Freyja replied:

"Well, I consider myself a professor in my own way."

"I wonder if your disciples think the same? No, how can a Demon King even have warrior disciples in the first place?"

"I'm the one who made that impossible thing a reality..."

At that moment, her restraints tightened, and Freyja let out a groan of pain.

"Freyja, have you been among humans so long that you've forgotten what you are?"

"Besides our longevity, what makes us any different from humans?"

"Freyja...!"

As the argument intensified:

"That's enough."

It was Violet. She had stood up, unable to watch any longer.

"Demon Kings all have freedom, and we must not harm one another. That's the rule. No matter how important your work is, not everyone has to follow you, Levia."

"But she leaked the Central Sea Islands operation. She interfered with my work."

"The punishment for that should be decided through a meeting. You're being too emotional right now. Is it because she just touched on the fact that you were once human too?"

"That's..."

"Release her restraints for now. She doesn't seem to be resisting anyway."

The two Demon Kings restraining Freyja released her.

"Phew..."

Freed from her bonds, Freyja stretched as if working out stiffness. Violet addressed her in a cold voice:

"But Freyja, to be honest, we can no longer unconditionally trust your information."

"That might be a little upsetting?"

Yet Freyja's expression didn't look upset at all. Though she couldn't see this expression directly, Levia suppressed her rising emotions and said:

"Then the decision is simple. Allen Plake went to the Central Sea Islands."

She had already decided to treat Freyja as an enemy and not to believe her information.

"Therefore, the Demon King's forces will also head to the Central Sea Islands to support the operation until the Reim Kingdom's plan is decided."

Thus, their strategy was determined. All that remained was deciding how to deal with Freyja. But regardless of what they decided, Freyja was already laughing inside.

*Finally, things are getting interesting.*

***

"Here it is."

At the cult headquarters in Hylen, I received a glass vial from an employee. Inside the vial, a strange luminous liquid sloshed around.

"What's that?" Elsie asked, genuinely curious.

"A potion."

It was something that could only be produced by the cult, one of the special benefits available to those who officially became warriors. Strictly speaking, I had paid for it, but becoming a warrior meant being able to regularly purchase potions up to a personal limit.

"I'm asking what it is."

Right. I realized that "potion" wasn't such a common term. I was familiar with it because of Seong Yurang's gaming knowledge.

"Simply put, it's a healing medicine. A miraculous treatment that mends bones and grows new flesh just by applying it."

"Oh..." Elsie's eyes began to sparkle. But there was more.

"And when applied, it even removes scars."

I looked at Elsie's body. Though she kept them covered, she had many scars from her time fleeing the Reim Kingdom and from training harshly under Gwen. Such scars could also be removed with potions.

But Elsie shook her head.

"No, I'll do that later when everything is over. I don't want to get rid of these scars yet."

"If that's how you feel..."

If that was her resolve, I had no intention of forcing her.

"But can I ask for one thing?"

"Hm?"

She silently raised a finger, pointing at the potion in my hand. Then she pointed at my other hand that wasn't holding a potion. Finally, she pointed at herself.

*This is...*

She wants me to apply it for her, I guess. I've always had enough sense to understand this much, even if I pretended not to in the past to deceive myself. But Yoo Seora seemed clueless.

"What is it? What's going on?"

"I think she wants one of the potions for herself."

I quickly handed a potion to Elsie.

"Oh, me too, just one!"

I passed one to Yoo Seora as well. Elsie looked at me with a satisfied smile.

*This girl...*

Communicating with gestures that Yoo Seora couldn't catch—this was a recent habit Elsie had developed. I felt sorry for Yoo Seora, but having decided to hide my relationship with Elsie as much as possible, this was necessary to prevent the party from falling apart.

"And Yoo Seora, about you."

"Hm? I don't need another one..."

Feeling apologetic, I handed Yoo Seora another potion and said:

"Could you use Overload on potions too?"

This was just a suggestion. The Overload on potions must be a kind of trauma for her. Evidence of this was her slightly stiffened expression now.

The decisive blow to the Raven Guild's downfall was, of course, the attack by Chaos Beasts. But even before that, the Raven Guild was already on the path to decline. In fact, their inability to resist the Chaos Beast attack was because they lacked the capital to hire skilled warriors. And the cause of that was the divine punishment placed on their clan.

"But if I use Overload on potions, divine punishment..."

They bought potions from warriors, enhanced their performance through Overload, and sold them at high prices. As a result, warriors ended up buying their monthly quota of potions—which they wouldn't need if they had support mages—to sell to the Raven Guild. But there was a limit to potion production, and eventually, warriors who truly needed potions couldn't buy them.

And so divine punishment fell upon them. The clan's special trait, Overload, suddenly disappeared—except for Yoo Seora alone.

That's why Yoo Seora feared using Overload on potions. Even though she was highly dependent on the constellation, she refused this one command. So this was merely a suggestion.

"It should be fine as long as you don't resell the Overloaded potions."

This was a "fact" I knew through Seong Yurang's knowledge. But if she couldn't do it, I had no intention of forcing her. I could use Overload myself, though it would be slightly less efficient.

"...I'll give it a try."

I was grateful she accepted the proposal. With this, we could somewhat overcome our party's weakness of not having a support mage through Yoo Seora's Overload.

"Thank you."

"Huh? Well... I trust you."

It seemed Yoo Seora's trust in me had surpassed her trust in the constellation. While that wasn't unconditionally good, it didn't feel bad either. I no longer intended to deceive her anyway.

"Oh."

My body flinched at Elsie's exclamation, which seemed to see right through my expression. Right, except for my relationship with Elsie, there wasn't much I was hiding. Probably.

"Shall we get going then?"

To leave Hylen's barrier, like in Sak, we needed to get a pass from the cult headquarters. Of course, there were ways to sneak out, like when Elsie escaped from the Reim Kingdom, but that carried too much risk. Creating a disguised identity was partly to minimize such risks.

*I spent months becoming Seong Yurang, so I might as well make the most of it.*

With that mindset, I had taken advantage of all the benefits available to warriors, including potions. All that remained was getting the pass.

"Your destination is the Reim Kingdom... I see."

However, the employee issuing the pass seemed troubled.

"Is something wrong?"

"Well..."

The employee hurriedly dipped his pen in ink.

"Actually, it hasn't been announced yet, but..."

At that moment, a magically amplified voice echoed throughout the cult headquarters:

"This is a directive from the Pontiff. From now until the situation is resolved, all warriors' passes are restricted to the Central Sea route, except in special cases."

Wait, what is this about now?

Ch.126 - Crossing Paths
"This is a directive from the Pontiff. From now until the situation is resolved, all warriors' passes are restricted to the Central Sea Islands, except in special cases."

What on earth was this about?
I couldn't make sense of the situation.
That was because this event wasn't even in Seong Yurang's knowledge.

*Why is this happening?*

A directive from the Pontiff was absolute for warriors belonging to the cult.
It could be considered payment for the various conveniences warriors enjoyed from the cult.
The problem was that such directives weren't very common.

"Hey! What's going on here?"

As if to prove this, warriors from all over the cult began gathering around the pass officer.
The officer shook his head with a pale face as he defended himself.

"I don't know the exact reason either! This is all the Pontiff's directive contained."

Despite the gathering crowd of warriors, I kept thinking.

*The Pontiff definitely knew I was going to the Reim Kingdom.*

After all, I told her so myself.
Of course, thinking that the current situation was caused by me might seem like an overinflated ego.
But the timing was just too perfect.

*Did she actually believe what I told Gwen?*

I had told her to go ahead to the Central Sea Islands because I would head there soon.
But I thought someone of the Pontiff's caliber would be able to filter through that.
I didn't even think the Demon Kings would believe those words literally.

*No, she couldn't have just believed it.*

The Pontiff had been leading the cult for hundreds of years because of her abilities.
There's no way she wouldn't have noticed my intentions.
That means this must also be part of her plan.

*I'll have to play along for now.*

Whatever her plan is, it's probably not good for the Demon Kings.
And anyway, I had no way to overturn the Pontiff's directive once it was issued.
Having made my decision, I stretched out my arm.

"For the Central Sea Islands, right?"

"Excuse me?"

I snatched the signed pass.

"Well, good luck with everything."

After offering words of comfort to the officer who would have to deal with the influx of warriors, I checked on Yoo Seora and Elsie.
Yoo Seora looked pale among the crowd, while Elsie seemed slightly annoyed.

"Let's go."

"Seong Yurang? But..."

Before she could say more, I grabbed her wrist and began pushing through the gathering crowd.
Elsie calmly followed behind us.
We managed to escape the cult headquarters before more people gathered.

"We need to hurry a bit more."

Just as I was about to quicken my pace—

"Wait a minute."

Yoo Seora asked.

"Suddenly heading to the Central Sea Islands?"

"Huh?"

At her question, I finally understood the situation.
I showed her the pass.
It clearly stated "For Reim Kingdom."

"If people find out that only our passes aren't for the Central Sea Islands, it'll be troublesome."

"Ah."

Since passes were issued by party, people might even try to join our party if they found out.
That's why I deliberately asked the officer if the pass was for the Central Sea Islands, even though I knew he had signed it for the Reim Kingdom.
It seemed Yoo Seora had been fooled as well.

"Elsie, you weren't fooled?"

"Well, I would have made the same judgment."

Yoo Seora looked disgruntled at this.
I said to her:

"Anyway, let's hurry. The gates for the Reim Kingdom and the Central Sea Islands are different. The faster we leave, the less attention we'll attract."

Using the power of wind would look too suspicious.
We just needed to walk a bit more briskly.

*I'm not sure exactly what the Pontiff's plan is, but...*

While I'll play along, my own priorities come first.

Of course, the Central Sea Islands are important too.
Even if we block the threat to the Reim Kingdom, we'd still be in danger if the Central Sea Islands fall.
Even if the Reim Kingdom is destroyed by the 72nd Demon King, there might still be a way to protect Hylen if we defend the Central Sea Islands.
But...

*I can't give up on either of them.*

With the Pontiff's directive, stopping the destruction of the Reim Kingdom would fall almost entirely on the three of us.
To others, this might seem impossible.
But I could see some possibility.

Not a high probability, but you can't prove anything until you try.
Even if we have to run away disgracefully, there's a difference between trying and giving up without even attempting.
And the Demon Kings in the Central Sea Islands would only start moving in earnest after confirming the awakening of the 72nd Demon King, so it wouldn't be too late to deal with them after preventing the Reim Kingdom's destruction.

*Perhaps the Pontiff is using this to prepare more thoroughly.*

Another interpretation is that there's time until the Reim Kingdom's destruction to stop the operation in the Central Sea Islands.

*But I don't really want to do that.*

The Pontiff's intentions remain unclear.
What is certain is that I'm heading to the Reim Kingdom.

It's Elsie's precious homeland.
It's the place Libero wanted to protect even at the cost of his life.
And it's where many people live.

That's why I want to protect it no matter what.

***

"I come before the Pontiff."

In the Pontiff's room.
A figure wrapped entirely in white robes knelt on one knee.
It was an Apostle. However, since the Apostles who served as the Pontiff's hands and feet had neither names nor numbers, it was impossible to know exactly who this person was.
They only had their duties.

"Here is the list of warriors who received passes and left Hylen before the directive, as requested by the Pontiff."

The Apostle, following his assigned duty, produced a register compiled from each gate.
The air around the Pontiff rippled, and the register left the Apostle's hands and arrived before the Pontiff.
She opened the register.

"I see..."

Then she commanded the Apostle:

"You may leave."

As soon as she finished speaking, the Apostle rose and left the Pontiff's room.
Alone in the room, the Pontiff looked at the list and said:

"So he went to the Reim Kingdom after all. More greedy than I thought."

At that moment, the air rippled again.
The list began to disintegrate into particles.

"It doesn't matter much either way."

With those words, she stared into the void with empty eyes and said:

"Not much time left, is there?"

***

Outside the barrier of the Reim Kingdom, in a hidden place where the Demon King's army resided.
A Demon King entered the space prepared for the 33rd Demon King, Levia.
It was the 54th Demon King, Raus.

"Sister."

At his call, Demon King Levia turned her head.

"What is it?"

"I've returned from my errand."

His expression showed some dissatisfaction.
After all, he had gone from inspecting the gate from Basil to Sak, only to come to the Reim Kingdom and run more errands.
But this was possible because he was a Demon King of lower rank whom people couldn't easily distinguish.

"You're later than expected. Report."

This task involved contacting a spy among the warriors to confirm information from the recent Demon King meeting.

"Yes, I confirmed that warriors' travel has indeed been restricted to the Central Sea Islands."

"So that information was true."

"It was quite a drastic directive, but there was no mention of Allen Plake in it. Because of this, most warriors were confused, but as rumors spread that Allen Plake was heading to the Central Sea Islands, warriors began leaving for there one by one."

This could certainly cause problems for the operation underway in the Central Sea Islands.

*Perhaps we should move most of our forces there.*

The operation in the Reim Kingdom was already out of their hands.
The conclusion depended on whether the 72nd Demon King could awaken.
And that was beyond their control.

*Then let's leave minimal forces here just in case.*

She asked Raus:

"What about the other thing I asked? Information about those who recently entered the Reim Kingdom's barrier?"

"That hasn't changed much. It seems only about five warrior parties have entered the Reim Kingdom in the past month."

"Five..."

That was according to her plan.
She had advised the knight commander of the royal knights, who had succeeded in a coup with her help, to implement isolationist policies using the long-standing cold war with Sak as an excuse.

This diverted the citizens' attention from the royal palace to Sak, their common enemy.
And the Chaos Beasts gathering due to the Demon Kings' presence in the Reim Kingdom could be dismissed as Sak's machinations.

The same applied to warriors.
Although they couldn't prohibit warriors from entering due to the cult's transnational authority, the negative view toward foreigners meant few warriors wanted to come to the Reim Kingdom.

"However... there's a promising warrior in a party that just entered the Reim Kingdom today, one who was mentioned at the Demon King meeting."

"Promising? You mean that one from the Steel Clan?"

"No, the warrior Yoo Seora. The one who triggered the Challenger Rule and showed a high-level strike."

Levia responded indifferently:

"Wasn't the price for that strike a Relic?"

"But that penalty was somewhat mitigated when she received 24 Sacred Replicants from Heinz."

"Sacred Replicant. Just a fancy name for fake holy swords. Of course, even that would be too much for a novice warrior to use recklessly."

She didn't consider Yoo Seora a threat.
Raus silently added more information:

"...There's also a swordsman and an archer. The archer lost to a Rosemond family archer in the graduation competition but inherited the bow of high-ranking warrior Ryutmila."

"Ryutmila's bow... By the way, two swordsmen and one archer? No mage?"

"None."

"Amateurs."

The composition was terrible.
Without a support mage, they'd be vulnerable to ranged attacks, and even if they bought expensive potions monthly, there would still be limits.
Plus, beginners forming a party with just three people...

"They'll disappear somewhere in the chaos on their own."

Three is the minimum number to form a party.
That means if even one person becomes unable to fight, it's over.
There was no reason to worry about such a party.

"Let's select which Demon Kings will remain at the royal palace and have the rest head to the Central Sea Islands as quickly as possible."

"Understood."

Raus accepted her decision.
But his expression was somewhat dark.
There was something he hadn't told her.

On his way back after hearing about the directive near Hylen.
Wanting to earn merit to show Levia, he had sent a fairly strong Chaos Beast against three warriors traveling through a gate.
But the result was devastating.

When the black-haired female swordsman swung her sword, the massive Chaos Beast was split in half, and another female swordsman rushed in to finish it off by cutting it to pieces.
It happened in just a few seconds.
And the black-haired male archer simply looked calmly in his direction.

*There's no need to mention my failed attempt and damage my image.*

But their appearance was quite different from Levia's assessment just now.
Whether that would affect their operation wasn't certain, but he judged it wasn't that simple.
After all, even if each of those three possessed the power of a high-ranking warrior, stopping the Reim Kingdom operation would still be nearly impossible.

*It doesn't matter.*

Ch.127 - Reim Kingdom (1)
The gate from the Holy City Hylen to the Reim Kingdom was similar to the one from Basil to Sak—merely a series of barrier fragments placed at regular intervals. Even so, it formed a small barrier that effectively prevented Chaos Beasts from approaching.

*Though first-time travelers might still feel afraid.*

It was probably similar to a deep-sea tunnel, passing through the normally inaccessible realm of Chaos. Of course, it was much scarier since it was transparent, allowing you to see everything outside, and you couldn't completely rule out the threat of Chaos Beasts attacking.

"Oh, that Chaos Beast over there looks cute," Elsie said.

She clearly didn't share my concerns.

"It has ten heads. How is that cute?" Yoo Seora replied.

Seora seemed disturbed by Elsie's unusual taste. Her expression was slightly contorted as she sat in the carriage, though not just because of Elsie's strange preferences.

*Come to think of it, it's been a while since Seora left the barrier.*

After the Raven Company was destroyed by Chaos Beasts, she was rescued by a warrior and placed in the cult's orphanage. There, she was selected by an Apostle and raised as a warrior candidate. Throughout that process, she likely never had a reason to leave Hylen's barrier.

*She must be recalling memories from her past.*

Though they were childhood memories, they would still be vivid for her—the Raven Company that traveled beyond the barriers, and its eventual end. That was what drove her now.

*Actually, Elsie is the strange one right now.*

I looked at Elsie, who was still wearing a bright smile. We were heading to the Reim Kingdom—her homeland, but surely a place with many traumatic memories for her.

Yet Elsie was smiling as if she had shaken off all of that. What was she thinking? Was she forcing herself to smile?

"Do Chaos Beasts mate?" she suddenly asked.

I had worried for nothing.

"Elsie, such vulgar questions..." Seora began with a reddening face.

But the coachman sitting at the front answered before she could finish scolding Elsie.

"Of course they mate. I've seen it a few times."

This was information even I didn't know. "Hundred Braves" certainly didn't cover Chaos Beast mating habits. Thinking about it, Elsie's curiosity might actually be quite important. I asked the coachman:

"Does mating mean they reproduce?"

"I don't know about that. But I doubt it. I've never seen baby Chaos Beasts."

"I see..."

According to the coachman, Chaos Beasts mated regardless of species. Of course, even within the same type, each Chaos Beast looked completely different, making it difficult to identify whether they were the same species. But what the coachman had seen involved creatures that appeared to be different species. If that was the case, their mating seemed to be for pleasure rather than reproduction.

"Fascinating," Elsie responded with interest.

Meanwhile, Seora pretended not to be listening, though her neck had already turned bright red.

*I've noticed before, but she really has no tolerance for this sort of thing...*

Just as I was thinking I should be more careful, something caught my eye beyond Seora.

I made a quick decision. "Please stop the carriage!"

It was a Chaos Beast approaching at frightening speed. Even at this distance, its size was considerable—it must be quite large in reality.

The coachman stopped the carriage at my request.

"Warrior sir, what's the matter?"

"Left side. A Chaos Beast is approaching. We'll need to take care of it."

The coachman turned his head left and spotted the Chaos Beast. His face instantly turned pale.

"Eek! How can it be that size?!"

"Elsie, Seora! Prepare for battle!"

At my command, Elsie and Seora jumped out of the carriage in perfect unison. The coachman urgently said to us:

"But with something that size, wouldn't it be better to run...?"

"No, it would definitely catch up to us."

The beast was clearly targeting us and moving at a speed that made outrunning it with a carriage impossible.

*We have no choice but to fight.*

I instructed Seora: "Seora, prepare an Overload strike."

Overload strike was the name I gave to correct her "Sky Slash." Seora seemed a bit disappointed, but it was better for me this way.

"Understood."

She quickly pulled out a Sacred Replicant from her inventory. Twenty-four wasn't a large number, but we needed to use them when necessary. Besides, if we accumulated enough achievements, we could always get more 2-star Relics.

"Elsie, I'll leave the finishing blow to you."

Elsie nodded instead of answering verbally. The Chaos Beast was about to reach the gate, so there was no time to waste.

"Sky... Overload Strike!"

It seemed she hadn't completely corrected herself yet. Maybe she never would. I'd need to reconsider this.

Regardless, her strike instantly sliced through the space in front of us. The blade energy, extended by the overload, cut through the massive Chaos Beast as easily as cutting tofu. The coachman's eyes widened at this high-level strike, having assumed we were just fresh graduates from the warrior academy.

"Elsie."

"Yes."

Elsie rushed toward the halved Chaos Beast. With her on it, I didn't need to help. Before the beast could even begin regenerating, she started mercilessly slicing it to pieces.

*The new Relic really suits her well.*

The vicious-looking sword in Elsie's hand seemed more suited for tearing apart enemies rather than cutting them. It also had the effect of slowing the Chaos Beast's regeneration.

However, Elsie looked like a demon in that moment. The girl who had been smiling sweetly in the carriage was nowhere to be seen. She was just silently chopping the Chaos Beast to pieces.

Clack, clack.

I heard a sound and realized it was the coachman's teeth chattering. He must have been shocked by Elsie's appearance. I understood.

"Is this enough?" she asked.

"More than enough."

More than enough indeed. Not even a Demon King could recover from being reduced to such a pulp.

Elsie walked out from inside the Chaos Beast, completely covered in its crimson blood. Even though Elsie had high resistance to Chaos, the blood of a Chaos Beast could be dangerous if left on for too long.

*Wind power.*

I used my wind power to remove all the blood from Elsie as she approached. She returned to her clean appearance.

"Now, let's get back in the carriage."

As I confirmed that Seora and Elsie were getting into the carriage, I looked once more at the distant hill. Elsie asked me curiously:

"What are you doing? Hurry up and get in."

"I was just about to."

"What were you looking at? Are there more Chaos Beasts?"

"No, I was just wondering if we could see Basil's barrier from here."

"Of course not. It's too far away."

...I couldn't tell her that I had been looking at the Demon King on the hill. The coachman was here, and I didn't want to frighten him further.

*That one was definitely the same one I saw at the gate from Basil to Sak...*

The truth was, I had first spotted Demon King Raus, not the Chaos Beast. That's why I had sensed the distant Chaos Beast would come toward us and stopped the carriage. Demon King Raus had the ability to guide nearby Chaos Beasts.

*If he reports what he just saw...*

I thought we might face some interference.

*We'll need to move more carefully.*

***

The process of entering the Reim Kingdom wasn't entirely smooth. They were currently under an isolation order. However, as warriors backed by the cult, a transnational organization, entry wasn't impossible.

*This is why the warrior status was necessary.*

Being a warrior is a beneficial status in many ways, except for being bound by the Pontiff's orders. However, in the Reim Kingdom, even warriors faced certain restrictions.

"You need to agree to this contract for entry."

The contract they presented contained various clauses:

*Do not cause disturbances within the kingdom.*

*Do not commit any crimes, including misdemeanors.*

These might seem like ordinary clauses, but there was a hidden trap among them:

*Do not spread false information to citizens of the Reim Kingdom.*

This was just a mechanism to prevent Reim Kingdom citizens from learning about the situation in other countries. While the current isolation order was supposedly due to the cold war with Sak, it was merely an excuse to divert citizens' attention from the royal family.

*If any of these clauses are violated, the royal family reserves the right to detain the warrior.*

These strict clauses and the current unfriendly atmosphere toward outsiders were why most warriors avoided the Reim Kingdom. However...

"Here you go."

Elsie, Seora, and I all signed the contract. After all, we had things we needed to do in the Reim Kingdom.

And so, we finally set foot in the Reim Kingdom.

Ch.128 - Reim Kingdom (2)
"Hey! Stop right there!"

"What if I don't want to?"

Wherever you go, the loudest sounds in the alleyways are always children's voices.
That would probably be true even in the middle of a battlefield.
But this place was far too peaceful to be considered a battlefield.

"How much is this?"

"Ten copper coins."

There was clearly a coup happening inside the royal palace.
Yet daily life outside the palace walls seemed incredibly peaceful.
Everyone was simply going about their everyday lives.

"It's strange."

Yoo Seora was the first to speak up.
Even such a comment couldn't be tolerated here.

"Seora."

When I gave her a warning look, she closed her mouth.
We were already attracting enough attention as it was.
We needed to be careful with our words.

*Especially Seora is drawing a lot of attention.*

While Elsie and I were disguised with black hair, our facial features didn't quite match the Sak style.
But Seora, with her black hair and facial features, was the epitome of Sak beauty.
Because of this, she was attracting many stares—both admiring and suspicious—just by walking around.

"Let's find lodging first."

It seemed difficult to move freely around the kingdom with Seora in tow.
Sorry, but it would be better for Seora to stay at our lodgings until the final battle.
And...

*Fortunately, I don't see any watchers.*

There were only ordinary citizens looking at us out of curiosity.
No one seemed to be following us consistently.
If that's the case, we could focus on our mission without pretending to hunt Chaos Beasts.

"Elsie, do you think you can find us a place to stay?"

Due to the nearly three-year isolation policy, most inns had closed down.
Apparently, only one inn that had an agreement with the religious order remained open.

"Well, I'm not confident."

I supposed that made sense.
She had mostly lived within the palace walls.
When she fled from the Reim Kingdom, she probably didn't have time to familiarize herself with the geography.

"Then we'll have to ask around."

I reluctantly began asking nearby citizens for directions.
Though it wasn't easy due to their wariness of outsiders, they all gave correct directions, so we were able to find the inn without much trouble.

The problem came after that.

***

"One silver coin per day."

The lodging fee was exorbitantly expensive.
One silver coin would cover a month's living expenses at an inn in Basil.
Of course, there would be price differences between Basil and the Reim Kingdom, but even considering that, it was too expensive.

*Is this inflation?*

I had noticed it earlier on the streets as well.
The current prices in the Reim Kingdom were quite abnormal.
It seemed the coup leaders had pumped a lot of money into the economy to pacify the public.

*And since this inn essentially has a monopoly on accommodations for foreigners...*

I could understand why it was so expensive.
But if we were to get three rooms, that would be three silver coins per day.
We had about a week left until the Day of Returning Light when our operation would begin.
Twenty-one silver coins was no small expense.

*We've already spent so much on potions, equipment, and passage fees...*

While I was contemplating this:

"Wouldn't two rooms be enough?"

It was Elsie.

"Two women can share a room."

I had been thinking the same thing.
But having one bed per person would be better for recovery from fatigue.
So I was considering getting three rooms despite the extra cost.
But Elsie seemed fine with sharing a room, so Seora's opinion would be the deciding factor.

"Seora, would that be okay with you?"

At my question, Seora seemed to be considering it.
As expected, even between women, sharing a bed would be...

"Couldn't we just use one room?"

An unexpected suggestion burst from Seora's lips.

"W-what do you mean?"

Even Elsie, who rarely got flustered, was taken aback.
I was also slightly surprised and asked Seora:

"Just one room?"

But Seora maintained her calm expression as she spoke.

"We're comrades anyway. There's no strange feelings between us. Sharing a room shouldn't be a problem, right?"

That should be the case, in theory.
No, actually it shouldn't.
Even among comrades, predicting what might happen between men and women is difficult.

Elsie and I knew that well.

"But it's still improper for men and women to share a room."

The irony was that Elsie, who said this, was the most improper one.
But Seora remained unconcerned.

"Could it be that you view Seong Yurang in an improper way?"

"That's... of course not."

Elsie finally turned to me.

"But wouldn't Seong Yurang prefer to have his own room? I think he might need his own space to rest..."

Her eyes were somehow sparkling.
Come to think of it, she seemed to emphasize "own room" and "rest alone."
This look... I see.

*If I get my own room, it creates a space separate from Seora.*

She really is the most improper one.
And Seora's next words were also correct.

"That's for him to decide."

It seemed the decision was up to me.
Whether to use one room or two...

*What should I do?*

Using one room was indeed improper, as Elsie said.
But the problem was that Elsie was even more improper.
If we split the rooms, I wasn't confident I could handle Elsie.

*And this isn't the Ordeal—this is reality.*

I'd prefer to build up my stamina before dealing with Elsie in reality.
Otherwise, it might be life-threatening.
So I asked the innkeeper:

"Do you happen to have a cot available?"

"Seong Yurang?"

Elsie gave me a pleading look from the side, but it was no use.

"Yes, a cot can be rented for 10 copper coins."

"Then I'll take that and one room, please."

***

"Elsie."

"Yes?"

Despite the lodging incident, Elsie didn't seem particularly disappointed.

"Are you okay? We ended up all sharing one room."

"Well, it can't be helped. In fact, that was probably the most rational decision."

I had worried she might be upset, but it seems I misunderstood Elsie.

"Though I am a bit disappointed."

I had expected her to be disappointed, which is why I'd taken her out while leaving Seora at the inn.
Officially, we were out to buy food to eat at the inn.

"By the way..."

Elsie spoke with a still-calm face.
But I could easily tell that her calm expression was false.
It would be nearly impossible for her to remain calm while looking at the scenery here.

"It's really peaceful."

Contrary to her feelings, the Reim Kingdom was indeed peaceful.
I agreed with that assessment.
Compared to Basil with its rampant bandits, or Sak with its streets full of thugs and vagrants, the Reim Kingdom appeared incredibly peaceful.

*However...*

Just then, a voice came from a tavern we were passing.

"The king! He must be dead, I tell you!"

Elsie's steps halted at that moment.

"Because of that guy, we lived in such anxiety. Looking at how good life is these days, it's more convincing that he's dead and the Knight Commander is ruling instead."

Elsie's expression, which she had somehow maintained until now, began to crumble.
Of course, the casual remarks the man made were all true.
Objectively speaking, Elsie's father, the king, wasn't a good ruler. People apparently called him the "Drinking King" because he loved alcohol and partying.

"Elsie."

But none of that matters right now.
We shouldn't be fooled by this temporary false peace.
When I called her name, she composed herself again, knowing this.
Then she resumed walking.

As we walked silently through the streets, we eventually reached a plaza.
In the center stood a statue the size of a person.
Around it, street vendors were setting up one by one.

"Are they preparing for the Day of Returning Light?"

"Yes, it's only a week away. And the festival itself starts three days before the main event."

"I see."

While looking at the surrounding stalls, Elsie and I were drawn as if enchanted toward the statue in the center of the plaza.
It depicted a woman kneeling, hands clasped in prayer.
The peculiar thing was that the statue had no face.

"There's no face?"

"Of course not, it's a statue of the Nameless Queen."

"The Nameless Queen?"

"You don't know?"

Elsie asked, seemingly surprised.
I suppose until now I had appeared to be someone who knew everything.
But I can't help it if the knowledge isn't in Seong Yurang's memories.

"Then I should give you a brief explanation."

She began to explain the story from 500 years ago involving the Nameless Queen.
She told me how the queen began to pray and ultimately sacrificed her existence to protect the Reim Kingdom.
After hearing the story, I finally realized:

*Perhaps Libero's trigger, the promise with his ancestor...*

It was likely a promise with the Nameless Queen.
As I thought about this, I felt emotions welling up inside me.
And it seemed Elsie, as her descendant, felt the same.

"She sacrificed her existence for the Reim Kingdom. No one remembers her face or name. That's why she's the Nameless Queen, and why her face cannot be carved."

But there was something strange about this.

"But I noticed earlier that some statues do have faces carved. Are those also the Nameless Queen?"

Those statues were also in praying postures.

"Yes, technically. Some people find faceless statues frightening, so..."

That made sense.
But those various faces lacked consistency.
And most importantly, none of them resembled Elsie.

*I would have thought she'd resemble her ancestor...*

Just then, Elsie suddenly tugged at my sleeve.

"Hmm?"

"Over there..."

She was pointing to a stall where an elderly woman sat.
The woman was carving small wooden statues about the size of a fist.

"That statue. We saved some money today, so could you buy me one?"

Of course, there's no reason not to.
I was a bit concerned about the kingdom's prices and the typical markup for souvenirs, but if it was less than one silver coin, it shouldn't be a problem.
And...

*I noticed that's the only faceless statue I've seen so far.*

If it could lift Elsie's spirits, that would be good.

Ch.129 - Reim Kingdom (3)
"Do you like it?"

I asked while watching Elsie fiddle with the statuette.
She smiled brightly and answered, "Of course. It's practically the first gift I've ever received."

Suddenly, I felt relieved that her first gift wasn't some one-coin trinket. I definitely made the right choice spending ten coins each on these.

"I'm glad you like it."

As I said that, I checked the bundle. Potatoes, corn, and various vegetables. This should be enough to get by for a few days.

"Elsie, I'll need you to take this."

I handed her the bundle.

"Huh?"

"It's about to begin."

I had signed the contract to enter the Reim Kingdom, but I had no intention of behaving myself. Elsie understood what I meant and accepted the bundle.

"Have you already found one?"

I nodded.

"That guy from the tavern earlier."

"That bastard?"

Yes, that bastard. The one who said the king was probably dead.

"I don't like it, but..."

For the sake of our plan, I'd need to save him.

"You remember everything, right?"

By "everything," I meant the plan we had prepared in advance. Elsie would return to our lodgings first, and I would be late because I had something to do. Then, Elsie would sneak out through the window, transform into me, and re-enter the lodgings.

"Yes, of course."

"Then..."

I asked just to confirm, but I trusted Elsie. And Elsie trusted me too. So there was no need to waste more time here.

"I'll be back."

I might miss him if I delay any longer. I started walking, recalling what Libero had taught me in Sak. First... how to land gracefully.

***

"The streets seem brighter than usual today."

On the way from the tavern to his home, the man's steps were unsteady, likely from drinking too much. Being in the Reim Kingdom where the sun shone all day long made him conscious of people's stares, but he needed to hurry.

"It'll be night soon."

Night in a kingdom where the sun shines all day? By Reim Kingdom law, six hours of each day were designated as "night." Unlike Sak, where people could do whatever they wanted on the streets 24 hours a day, the Reim Kingdom restricted citizens' movement during these "night" hours.

"At least the public safety is better than Sak because of it."

Of course, that was before the isolation edict. He couldn't hear any recent news about Sak's condition anywhere. That topic could get you dragged away by the knights if discussed carelessly.

"Fools."

Several of his acquaintances had been taken by the knights. Apparently, they too had been taken away for discussing matters that violated national security.

"They should have watched their mouths."

But he had no time to worry about them now. He needed to hurry if he didn't want to be caught after nightfall. People on the streets were already disappearing one by one.

"About 20 minutes left?"

He checked the clock on the distant clock tower. Twenty minutes wasn't too little time. If he walked briskly, he could certainly reach home.

The streets were as bright as midday, but not a single person was in sight as he hurried along. Then, some figures appeared before his eyes.

"Those are..."

Knights. Wearing green clothes, they must belong to the Green Knights. But their gaze seemed strange somehow.

"No way?"

He hadn't done anything wrong. It wasn't even night yet, and his usual conduct had never disgraced the royal family. Yet the soldiers were looking straight at him.

Very slowly, he saw one soldier's mouth open.

"Seize him!"

The soldier's finger was pointing directly at him.

"Why?"

Bright daylight. Soldiers rushing toward him. But he could do nothing.

Thud.

His legs gave out, and he collapsed. He tried to call for help, but the words wouldn't come out properly.

"Help... someone help..."

He didn't know what he had done wrong. But it seemed certain he would soon share the fate of his acquaintances who had been taken away. At least until someone appeared before him.

Tap.

Something that seemed to fly down from somewhere landed on the ground and drew a sword from its waist. The blade gleamed brightly in the barrier's light. Then came the sharp sound of sword meeting sword.

"Argh!"

The figure's strength must have been extraordinary, as the charging soldier was pushed back with his sword and fell down. Seeing this, the other soldiers shouted:

"W-who are you?!"

They seemed confused by the sudden appearance. But the figure standing in front of the man didn't even answer them. It just stood there, wrapped in a ragged black cloak with the hood pulled low.

"Tch, it's just one person! Don't be scared!"

The soldiers began charging all at once. But the figure wasn't flustered at all. Rather, it calmly began countering the soldiers' attacks.

"What kind of monster is this?!"

The figure handled the sword with incredible skill. Yet it didn't take a single life. It simply disarmed the soldiers one by one with overwhelming swordsmanship, neutralizing them.

"I'll hold him off! Get reinforcements!"

Finally, the soldiers seemed to realize they couldn't win. Only a few brave ones stayed to hold off the mysterious figure, while the rest fled to call for backup.

That's when the mysterious figure finally spoke.

"Hold me off? Please."

At the same time, the sword flashed once more. And in an instant, it subdued all the soldiers standing before it. Somehow, all the soldiers lost consciousness and collapsed.

"Phew..."

Now only the mysterious figure and the man sitting on the ground remained on the bright street. After confirming this, the figure finally turned around. Now the man could see the figure's front.

"A mask?"

The figure wore a mask on its face. With the mask on, it approached the man, sword still in hand.

"Um, well..."

No matter how much the figure had helped him, it was impossible not to be afraid after witnessing what had just happened.

"Thank you for helping me, but..."

The figure approached the man and suddenly asked:

"Aren't you going to ask who I am?"

"Should... I ask?"

"Yes."

For some reason, it was a firm answer. The man couldn't refuse when confronted like that. There was no reason to refuse, either.

"Who are you?"

"Call me the Masked Hero."

With those words, the figure turned again and disappeared through an alley. The man, who had been staring blankly at the sight, came to his senses and hurriedly got up. This was no time to be sitting around; he needed to get home.

His mind seemed completely sober now, though his legs were still trembling. The man headed home, promising himself to be more careful with his words from now on, though he had no idea why this had happened today.

And from the next day, stories about the Masked Hero began to spread throughout the Reim Kingdom.

***

"Mr. Masked Hero."

In our lodgings, Elsie, sitting on the bed and biting into a potato, called out to me as I entered through the window. I scolded her.

"Elsie, I told you not to talk while eating."

I don't understand why she keeps doing this when she has court etiquette skills. At that moment, Yoo Seora, who was eating steamed corn beside her, asked:

"By the way, isn't 'Masked Hero' too childish?"

That was actually hard to deny.

"What are you saying? It's a hero from an ancient fairy tale of the Reim Kingdom!"

Elsie was right. The Masked Hero is a hero from the Reim Kingdom's fairy tales. Since it's a fairy tale for children, it's naturally somewhat childish.

"An ancient fairy tale?"

However, Yoo Seora seemed interested in that.

"What's the story?"

"Well... I actually don't remember it well since I heard it when I was very young. But Seong Yurang will probably tell you. He's the one who came up with this plan, after all."

"Elsie?"

I tried to escape somehow, but Yoo Seora was already looking at me with eyes full of interest. It seemed I had fallen victim to Elsie's deflection.

"I guess I have no choice."

It's not that difficult to tell a fairy tale anyway. Besides, we can't leave this room during the night hours.

"But you're going to bed right after this. We have things to do tomorrow."

The atmosphere became like I was really telling a bedtime story to children. In that atmosphere, I began telling the story of the Masked Hero that I had heard from Libero. And as the story progressed... Elsie's expression hardened.

"Um, Seong Yurang?"

Elsie interrupted my story during the episode where the Masked Hero was engaged in a bloody battle with human traffickers.

"Something seems off."

"What is?"

"Well, it's somewhat different from the Masked Hero fairy tale I know."

She had a rather pale expression. I asked her:

"What's different?"

"The fairy tale I heard was more righteous and full of dreams, hope, and peace..."

"Justice, dreams, hope, and peace are different things."

Especially justice and peace.

"No, I know that, but this is a bedtime story for children. I can believe this might be the original version, but it's definitely different from the fairy tale I heard. The content is unnecessarily detailed too."

Indeed, the fairy tale reading that I had reluctantly started had gone on longer than expected. As proof, Yoo Seora, who had asked for the story, was already fast asleep.

"Is that so? Anyway, we should get some sleep too."

"That's true."

With those words, I went down to the makeshift bed by the window. When I closed the thick curtains on the window, the room became as dark as night. Just as I lay down to sleep:

"Um..."

I'm sorry, but this makeshift bed is for one person only. For one person.

"Elsie? Even with Yoo Seora right there..."

Of course, I don't dislike it, but it's risky with Yoo Seora sleeping nearby. Honestly, that might add to the thrill, but this isn't right.

"It's okay. Yoo Seora seemed quite tired from our long journey."

"Aren't you tired?"

"I have a different kind of stamina for this."

At this point, it might be unavoidable. To be honest, I was in a state of mind where one round might be okay.
So I turned over, pinning Elsie down, and said:

"Let's make a promise."

"What?"

"Just one round."

That's when it happened.

"What's just one round?"

Yoo Seora was looking down at the makeshift bed, half-awake with her eyes partly open.

"This is... well..."

"It's the Reim Kingdom's traditional wrestling."

Ch.130 - Ridwald Mansion (1)
It had been four days since I arrived in the Reim Kingdom.
There had been some complications from the first day, like getting caught trying to wrestle with Elsie by Yoo Seora, but fortunately, I managed to smooth things over somehow.
In the end, the mission was more important anyway.

"The kingdom is bright today too."

Elsie commented as we went out together again. Meanwhile, Yoo Seora, who hadn't been able to leave our lodgings for days, was in quite a miserable state.

"I-I want to go outside too..."

But after some coaxing and comforting, she quickly calmed down.

"Just hang in there for a few more days."

"Yes, and I'll bring back something even more delicious today."

"Really?"

Yoo Seora, who had been on the verge of tears, immediately brightened at the mention of tasty food.
I felt a bit sorry seeing her pitiful state, but it couldn't be helped. Even without an isolation order in effect, the perception of Sak in the Reim Kingdom wasn't particularly good.
Besides, today we needed to visit an important place.

*And speaking of which...*

I could hear whispers from the street.
I wasn't sure if Elsie could hear them too, but with my unusually good hearing, the voices came through clearly.

"The Masked Hero... isn't he cool? I heard he appears out of nowhere from the sky."

"What does he look like?"

"I heard he has blonde hair."

"Huh? But in the fairy tale, he has black hair."

For reference, in the original story Libero told me, the Masked Hero had blonde hair.
But somehow, as the story was passed down to Elsie's time, his hair had become black.
That wasn't the important part, though.

*The rumors are spreading well.*

It seemed like using the Masked Hero, a famous character from Reim Kingdom fairy tales, was a good choice.
Plus, the man I saved on the first day turned out to be quite loose-lipped, which helped.
Since then, I had been carefully but deliberately acting as the Masked Hero to create rumors.

*However...*

Not everyone was favorable toward the Masked Hero.
In fact, most adults, except for children, didn't like the existence of the Masked Hero.

"Isn't he just some crazy criminal? I heard the first person he saved turned out to be a criminal later. He claimed he wasn't, but who would believe that?"

"Exactly. I heard he only operates at night. I'm worried children will learn bad things."

Their reactions weren't wrong, and I had anticipated them.
In fact, I wanted these kinds of reactions.
The Masked Hero I knew from stories wasn't universally praised.

*That should be enough for the Masked Hero part. Now for the next phase of the plan.*

The next phase was separate from the Masked Hero operation.
But it was equally important for the success of our mission.
Walking through the bright streets of the Reim Kingdom, I finally arrived at our destination.

It was a fairly large building outside the royal palace.
However, it looked quite old, as if it had been built a long time ago.
A tattered flag with a red rose was hanging on the outer wall of the building.

"Is this the place?" Elsie asked.

I answered, "Yes, this is your master's family home."

This was the mansion of the Ridwald family and the base of the enemy's knights.
As Elsie and I approached the main gate, two guards blocked our way.
They asked in a polite tone:

"What business do you have here?"

I answered them:

"My name is Seong Yurang, the warrior. I've come to meet the head of the family."

When I revealed that I was a warrior, the guard immediately bowed his head.
I didn't particularly want that, but since a warrior of the church outranked the guards of the declining Ridwald family, it couldn't be helped.

"I apologize, Warrior. If you could state your business, I will relay it to the family head immediately."

Business, huh?
But I couldn't tell the guard my true purpose.
I might as well use the other reason I brought along.

"Tell them that the disciple of Gwen Ridwald, the Rose Warrior, has come with news of her."

After saying that, I looked toward Elsie.
The guard was surprised at the mention of Gwen's name, and even more surprised to hear that Elsie was her disciple. He replied:

"Understood!"

He hurried into the mansion and disappeared.
Not long after, he reappeared.
With the head of the Ridwald family.

"Please come in, Warriors."

***

After entering the mansion, we quietly followed the family head.
Her flowing long red hair swayed as she walked.
It was almost the same color as Gwen's hair.
But there was a big difference between her and Gwen.

*She's mature.*

Though she was relatively young for a family head—only in her thirties or so.
But her body was mature, unlike Gwen, who was from the same Ridwald family.

*But where are we going now?*

We followed her to a garden located in the center of the mansion.
It seemed to be a place where soldiers and knights trained, as there were wooden swords and other equipment.
The family head picked up one of the wooden swords.

"You said the lady with you is Gwen's disciple?"

Before I could grasp the situation, she pointed her sword at us and said:

"Would you please pick up a sword?"

I finally understood what was happening.
It seemed Elsie did too.
She looked at me, and I nodded.

"Alright."

Elsie picked up one of the wooden swords.
After taking her stance, she said to the family head:

"You may come now."

"Very well."

The family head stepped toward Elsie and swung her sword.
It wasn't the modified style tailored to Gwen's preferences, but the traditional swordsmanship of the Ridwald family.

*Clack*

But in the end, it was still from the same school of swordsmanship, and Elsie blocked it with ease.
However...

*As expected of Ridwald family swordsmanship.*

The Ridwald style focuses on delivering many attacks in a short time.
This was true for the traditional style as well.
Despite having her first attack blocked, the family head continued to unleash a series of attacks on Elsie.

But those attacks were, of course, ineffective.
There was an unbridgeable gap in swordsmanship between Elsie and the family head, regardless of their stats.
Elsie continued to block all the family head's attacks, then paused briefly before switching to offense.
She was giving the family head time to switch to defense.

*Swoosh*

The modified style I taught her would have been more effective in this offensive.
But she used Gwen's swordsmanship instead.

The family head recognized this style and, since Elsie wasn't using her full strength, managed to block the first attack.
But that was it.
She couldn't block Elsie's next attack.

"Is this enough?" Elsie asked, withdrawing her wooden sword.
The family head smiled and said:

"You are indeed Gwen's disciple."

***

In the reception room of the mansion.
The interior was quite clean compared to the exterior, suggesting it had been well-maintained.
The family head personally brought us tea as we sat in the reception room.

"I apologize for earlier."

"No, it's fine. Such thoroughness is a virtue for a knight commander and family head."

I genuinely believed that.
In fact, I would have been disappointed if she had accepted us without question.
She seemed to sense my sincerity and smiled as she set down her cup.

"Please make yourselves comfortable."

Elsie and I picked up our cups at her invitation.
Elsie, apparently using her court etiquette skill, looked quite elegant.
But I, a mere country bumpkin, probably looked quite ridiculous.

*But at least I know to smell the tea first.*

Confidently, I inhaled the hot steam from the tea and ended up coughing for quite a while.
The disapproving look from Elsie was an added bonus.

"Ahem..."

The family head also seemed unable to contain her laughter at my behavior.

"Ah, I'm sorry. That was rude of me."

"No, it was my fault."

It was indeed my fault for sticking my nose into the cup and inhaling hot steam without any manners.
After I put down my cup, the family head said:

"It reminds me of when my sister first learned to drink tea. I couldn't help but laugh then too."

Sister?

"Speaking of which, you said you came to tell me about my sister?"

I finally understood who she meant by "sister."

*So the family head is Gwen's younger sister.*

But it didn't match up at all.
Unlike the childlike Gwen, her sister was already a mature woman.
It seemed that despite being sisters, one had the rose mark and the other didn't.

"Yes, this person will tell you about Gwen."

I pointed to Elsie.
The family head's eyes shifted to her.

"You've certainly learned my sister's swordsmanship properly."

Her gaze was complex.
She looked happy, sad, or perhaps some other emotion entirely.
But Elsie calmly told Gwen's story despite receiving such a gaze.

How she became Gwen's disciple, how strong Gwen had become.
Where she had gone now.
And most importantly, whether she had found the Sword of Roses.

When the story was finished, the family head nodded and said:

"I see. So my sister hasn't found the Sword of Roses either."

Her expression seemed resigned.
It might have seemed like Gwen had given up on finding the sword since she took the time to train a disciple despite her urgency.
But having spoken directly with Gwen, I knew that wasn't the case.

"No, the reason she took a disciple was to create an intermediary who could pass the Sword of Roses to her child and teach swordsmanship."

She hadn't given up on finding the Sword of Roses.

"And she has essentially already found the Sword of Roses."

More precisely, I will definitely find it for her as soon as the Reim Kingdom matter is settled.
The family head looked at me suspiciously and asked:

"I'm sorry, but what is your relationship with my sister...?"

The business of conveying Gwen's news was done.
It was time to move on to the main purpose.
But before that, there was something I needed to tell her.

"First, let me clarify: I am Allen Plake, a high-ranking warrior. Gwen and I are colleagues."

Even if I said this, she probably wouldn't know since the isolation order had been in place for a long time.
But there was significance in mentioning that I was a high-ranking warrior.

"But since you might not know who I am by that name, another name you might recognize is... the Masked Hero."

Her eyes widened even more.

"And I know that you're planning to infiltrate the royal palace on the Day of Returning Light."
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"You are..."

My eyes, which had widened momentarily at being called the Masked Hero, instantly changed to a hostile gaze.
The operation they were secretly preparing could be punished as treason if discovered.
That's why they had been meticulously hiding their preparations, yet somehow I, a complete stranger to them, knew about it.

"Where did you hear such nonsense?"

As expected, the family head immediately denied everything.
It made sense, considering the fate of the entire Ridwald family hung on this conversation.
Even if she were speaking to her sister Gwen, she would have been cautious.

Meanwhile, her question put me in a difficult position.
I knew this information thanks to Seong Yurang's knowledge.
But I couldn't reveal that fact to her.

"Well, I'm afraid I can't tell you that."

"So it was just speculation after all?"

No, that's not it.
While I couldn't reveal my sources, I could at least explain the specifics of her operation.

"The Day of Nameless is when everything, including barriers, loses its light. Even the knights guarding the royal castle will lose their power. You plan to take advantage of that opportunity."

"Anyone could guess that much..."

"Yes, the royal castle's side would have anticipated it too. Knowing this, you planned to infiltrate through old underground passages rather than launching a frontal assault."

"That's..."

"But here's the problem. Those knight bastards have anticipated even that."

The family head looked surprised at my words.
But she quickly composed herself and countered.

"Those guys don't know all the passages. Some forces should be able to pass through and infiltrate the palace."

"And then what? How do you plan to fight after that? Even if the palace knights lose their power, that doesn't make you any stronger."

"I know that...!"

The family head rose from her seat.

"We know! But do you understand our desperation to grasp even that small chance? If we miss this opportunity... we won't be able to save His Majesty's life..."

"I suppose so."

Elsie had come of age this spring.
She was now eligible to inherit the throne.
From the coup faction's perspective, it would be easier to manipulate the young Elsie as a puppet than the current king.

You might wonder why I mention Elsie being here?

Yes, Elsie is indeed here.
But Princess Ersia was still in the palace.
More precisely, a fake Princess Ersia, though the enemy knights had no way of knowing that.

"Do you mock us while knowing this?"

"No, I'm not mocking you. I just think your expression 'small chance' is incorrect."

"What?"

"This operation will definitely fail if it proceeds as planned. Everyone will die."

That's how it had always been in Hundred Braves, at least.
Of course, there was something they didn't know.

"Do you think the knights succeeded in their coup using only their own power?"

At my words, she seemed to realize something.
Yes, that's it.

"They borrowed the power of Demon Kings. And there are likely still Demon Kings inside the royal castle."

I don't know how many there might be.
Perhaps too many for Yoo Seora and me to handle.
But compared to facing them with just the enemy knights, at least we had some chance, however small.

"Demon Kings?"

She must have suspected this to some extent.
But she had been desperately denying it.
Otherwise, they would have had no chance of success at all.

"That can't be. It can't..."

To her continued denial, I said:

"You need to act like a proper family head."

Family head.
At those words, her eyes became clear.
She sat back down and said:

"I got too excited. I apologize."

"It's fine. It was a normal reaction."

"But as family head, I shouldn't have acted that way."

I wonder how many perfect family heads truly live up to her standards.
Anyway, I also needed to apologize for something.

"I'm sorry for pointing out flaws without offering solutions."

The family head leaned forward.

"Solutions? What do you mean?"

"It's clear you have no chance against the enemy knights alone. But I do have something of a solution."

In truth, it wasn't a perfect solution.
There was definitely a chance of failure.
But it was certainly the best solution I could offer right now.

"What is it?"

"A frontal assault."

Her body, which had been leaning forward, fell back.
Her expression darkened instantly.

"Did you even listen to what I've been saying?"

"I heard everything clearly."

Though most of it was information I already knew.

"And you still think a frontal assault makes sense? Especially if there are Demon Kings inside, as you claim?"

I nodded and said:

"It's possible."

"It's impossible. Unless my sister finds the Sword of Roses..."

"I came instead of her."

"You are..."

"A high-ranking warrior."

My confident attitude.
She was beginning to realize my words might not be lies.
And as someone who knew that a high-ranking warrior might offer hope, she was listening.

"It seems you're ready to hear my frontal assault plan."

Strictly speaking, it wasn't just a frontal assault.
But there was no need to explain that detail.
I began explaining my plan for the siege of Reim Kingdom.

"First, one of my companions will destroy the castle wall."

That companion was, of course, Yoo Seora.
The family head seemed shocked at how casually I mentioned destroying castle walls, but I continued.

"My companion and I will handle the Demon Kings. You and your people should enter through the destroyed wall and deal with the knights inside the castle as planned."

I excluded Elsie because she had a different mission.

"You'll face the Demon Kings?"

She looked at me with disbelief.
That made sense, as I didn't outwardly display much strength.
If anything, I might appear only slightly stronger than an ordinary person.

But that didn't matter.

"I've captured three Demon Kings."

Of course, I've never fought them fair and square.
But I don't plan to fight fair this time either.
Inside the barrier, Demon Kings can't exert their full power, and I intended to exploit that.
Even so, our chances of success would drastically decrease depending on how many Demon Kings there were.

"If that's true..."

She closed her eyes as if resigned to my confidence and said:

"I have no choice but to believe you. As I said earlier, this is our last chance."

When she opened her eyes again, they were filled with determination.

"But you must deliver on your promises, as much as we trust you."

Elsie, who had been silent until now, answered:

"Of course."

To the family head looking at her, she said:

"We want to protect the kingdom more than anyone."

She emanated a unique pressure that she usually kept hidden.
I gave Elsie a look, and she withdrew the pressure.

After confirming this, I told the family head the last fact I hadn't mentioned.

"Even so, the current enemy knight forces aren't enough."

It was nearly impossible for the declining enemy knight order alone to defeat the remaining knights in the palace.
We definitely needed to reinforce our strength.
And that was already part of the plan.

"But who would help with such a dangerous operation?"

"I plan to mobilize the Black Knights."

"But the Black Knights already rejected my proposal..."

She stopped mid-sentence and looked at me.
She was probably starting to get it.
That this too was part of my plan.

"Yes, that's right. I have a way to persuade them."

However, to persuade them, I needed one more piece of information.
And that...

"If you help me with one thing."

The Ridwald family could probably help with this.

"What is it?"

"I need information about Reim Kingdom's last knight."

Information about Libero's past.
There was some mention of it in Gwen's story, as she was from the Ridwald family.
But even that was mostly fragmentary information, not specific details.

"Reim Kingdom's last knight?"

Please let it be there.
The Black Knights' participation would significantly impact the operation.
After being lost in thought for a moment, the family head asked me:

"Is that really all you need?"

"Yes."

"Then follow me. Our ancestors must have recorded something about this in the library."
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"The library is quite large."

It wasn't just empty words.
The Ridwald family library was certainly large compared to the size of the mansion.
The head of the family responded to that comment with a bitter smile.

"Yes, since our mansion is outside the royal castle. It's difficult to go to the library inside the castle. However, books are quite expensive, so there are hardly any recent publications. Most are ancient texts passed down from our ancestors."

Ancient texts.
I thought it might not be a bad idea to read them sometime later.
But that would have to wait until after saving the Reim Kingdom.

*Actually, if it's ancient texts, there would probably be more in the Central Sea Islands.*

In the end, there was only one piece of information I needed right now.
The last knight of the Reim Kingdom.
The story of Libero.

*Libero...*

Just as I was thinking about him...

"Here it is."

The head of the family found a book in the corner and brought it over.
Elsie had already pulled out several books and was reading them.

"However, the story related to the last knight will appear around the middle."

"Thank you."

I took the book from the head of the family and opened it.
But I immediately had to furrow my brow.

"The writing..."

I don't mean it was bad handwriting.
Just that some of the characters were different from the ones I knew.
The head of the family seemed to notice this and said:

"Ah, I just realized. This book contains quite a bit of the kingdom's ancient language... May I have it for a moment?"

I reluctantly handed the book to her.
She flipped through a few pages and said:

"I remember the contents fairly well. My sister and I read this book countless times when we were young. Shall I summarize it for you instead?"

A summary.
I would have preferred to read the book thoroughly if possible.
But judging by its thickness, it would be impossible to finish it today.
Besides, it seemed the story of Libero wasn't the only thing in there.

"Yes, please do."

She then began to tell the story of the last knight.

"He was originally meant to join the Royal Knights. His father was also a member of the Royal Knights. But when his contact with the princess became too frequent, the royal family transferred his father to the Black Knights."

"Was that princess the Nameless Queen?"

"Yes, that princess later became the Nameless Queen. Therefore, this book doesn't mention the princess's name or appearance, but there were suspicions that the last knight continued to meet secretly with the princess even while he was in the Black Knights."

The story continued until it reached the time of 'Chaos.'

"During the time when Chaos approached the kingdom, the kingdom became internally divided. There was the Queen's faction that followed the Nameless Queen's assertion to resist until the end, and the Relocation faction that insisted they should abandon the kingdom as soon as possible."

The Queen couldn't force even the Relocation faction to stay in the kingdom, and eventually allowed them to leave.
Thus, apart from the Royal Knights, only the Red Knights, White Knights, and Black Knights remained in the kingdom.
Those who remained in the kingdom fought desperately against the invasion of the Chaos Beasts.

"The Chaos Beasts that invaded ahead of Chaos. Our Red Knights were at the forefront of that battle. Particularly, the Sword of Roses wielded by the head of our family at that time was practically the only hope for the Reim Kingdom. The previous king who could wield the Sword of the Royal Family had already retired due to old age, and the Nameless Queen had no talent for martial arts."

However, there was one more knight, or rather, one more person who was active on the battlefield besides the Red Knights.

"The last knight. Although they say the head of the Ridwald family was the only hope for the Reim Kingdom at that time, it was actually he who slew the most Chaos Beasts. This is certain as it was recorded by the head of our family who stood on the front lines with him."

He cut down an unbelievable number of Chaos Beasts for a single person.

"Back then, the sun still rose and set in the Reim Kingdom. But the last knight slew Chaos Beasts day and night, collapsing into sleep from exhaustion, and returning to the battlefield as soon as he regained consciousness."

Even until Chaos approached right up to the Reim Kingdom.
He continued to slay Chaos Beasts.

"He cut where his sword couldn't reach. He cut what normally couldn't be cut. Yet he couldn't cut Chaos itself. It seems our family head noticed that something was wrong with the last knight's body. By today's standards, it would have been the accumulation of Chaos."

The accumulation of Chaos.
Now we're safe inside the barrier, but most people accumulate Chaos within their bodies just by being near it.
And when that accumulated Chaos exceeds a critical point...

"The last image of him that my ancestor recorded wasn't very pleasant. That's why the fact that he went berserk due to Chaos wasn't made public. However, it seems that even as he was being swallowed by Chaos, he took dozens of Chaos Beasts with him. That's how strong his will was."

That will was probably because of his promise with the Nameless Queen.
And I was beginning to guess the content of the promise that I had only vaguely known as granting the wishes of descendants.

*Either Libero would cut down Chaos, or if he couldn't, the Nameless Queen would sacrifice her existence to save the Reim Kingdom.*

That's why Libero was so desperate.
He clung to the pinnacle of swordsmanship so desperately that he even forgot why he was pursuing it in the first place.
But in the end, he couldn't cut down Chaos.

"He eventually disappeared beyond Chaos. That's the end of his story."

Actually, the story I knew about him didn't end there.
But the end I knew wasn't much different either.
Even after 500 years, he hadn't reached the pinnacle of swordsmanship and couldn't cut down Chaos.

*However...*

One thing is different.
Though he disappeared, his swordsmanship hasn't completely vanished.
I inherited his swordsmanship and am carrying on his will.

"The pinnacle of swordsmanship lies in will..."

Those were the words he left me.

"Pardon?"

I shook my head at the head of the family who tilted her head at my muttering.

"No, I just remembered something someone I know said. I've heard enough about the last knight. This should be sufficient."

"I'm glad to hear that."

She closed the book and looked at me with a warm gaze.
More precisely, she seemed to be looking at Elsie behind me.
Elsie was deeply focused on whatever book she was reading.

"She's my sister's disciple. And you said you were my sister's colleague?"

She examined me thoughtfully and said:

"Well, my sister has always been quite particular about appearances."

"Excuse me?"

"Of course, she was even more particular about skill."

She wore a happy smile.

"My sister... wasn't fortunate. Because her Stigma manifested."

"What do you mean?"

"The Rose Stigma. It grants tremendous talent, but it's a cursed Stigma that stops physical growth and drastically shortens lifespan. Finding the Sword of Roses might allow physical growth, but the faster one grows, the shorter their lifespan becomes."

"Then what do you mean by 'wasn't fortunate'?"

I was a bit confused.
Given Gwen's characteristic of leaving her family early to travel the world, most of her family members hardly appear in the story, but most of them didn't possess the rose mark.
The current head of the family was a case in point.

"Normally, Stigmas are passed through blood, so many families try not to dilute that blood. The royal family practiced inbreeding until the current king. But our family desperately needed to dilute this cursed blood. No matter how much demonic talent one gained, no matter how powerful the Sword of Roses one could wield, there was no happiness in it."

Beneath her happy expression, there was still a trace of bitterness.

"We tried everything. Marriages were arranged with various bloodlines from all over the world. Fortunately, those efforts bore fruit, and now the Rose Stigma rarely manifests properly in the Ridwald family. Everyone just has a slightly shorter lifespan, but they can have children, raise them, and live a proper life. Except for the occasional exception."

"And that was Gwen."

"Yes, my sister was unfortunate. Everyone in the family thought so. But it seems she herself felt differently."

She didn't give up.
Instead, she set out to find the lost Sword of Roses to undo her premature growth and restore her family.
And while wandering, she met me at a shabby inn in Basil.

Small stature with long red hair.
And eyes that seemed cold.
I was recalling the first time I met her when...

"Please take good care of my sister."

"Of course. I intend to take responsibility until the end."

I've received a lot of help from her as well.
And now that we've properly become colleagues, I'll take responsibility seriously.
I also felt a bit guilty.

*I kept suggesting sword training to Gwen even in her old age.*

Although she refused, I still felt guilty.
Of course, it was Seong Yurang who did that.
But since the current me isn't entirely separate from Seong Yurang, I bear some responsibility.

"Then can I call you brother-in-law?"

"What?"

At that moment, Elsie, who had been engrossed in her book, turned her head.
And cold sweat began to run down my spine.

"No, you misunderstand. When I said 'take responsibility,' I didn't mean it like that..."

As I was desperately trying to explain to the head of the family...

"Well, Master did say she might make an exception for you."

"Elsie? What does that mean?"

I felt like I'd misheard something.
But Elsie just grinned and shook her head.

"It's nothing."

Nothing indeed.
It was clear they must have had some strange conversation when I wasn't around.
The only time that could have happened was during the graduation competition, and it was astonishing that they had such a conversation in that brief moment.

"Perhaps..."

The head of the family looked back and forth between me and Elsie and said:

"It seems I've said something inappropriate. I apologize."

"No, I should apologize for saying something that could be misunderstood."

And so the commotion ended with the head of the family's apology.
That concluded our business at the Ridwald mansion for now.
I needed to leave soon and buy something delicious to bring back to the lodging before nightfall so Yoo Seora wouldn't get upset.

***

"Well, we should be going now."

Two warriors leaving the Ridwald family mansion.
One was Gwen's disciple, and the other was her colleague.
Their visit was perhaps a stroke of fortune for the head of the family.

*I almost lost everyone in my family on the Day of Returning Light.*

The words of the man who identified himself as Allen Plake, a high-ranking warrior, were shocking.
But he clearly had evidence to support his claims, and in the end, she had no choice but to believe him.
Moreover...

*That one...*

Her gaze lingered on the female warrior walking beside the man.
And she recalled the pressure that woman exuded.
The identity of that familiar pressure was clear.

*She was... the princess.*

It was unclear why the princess, who should have been inside the royal castle, had become Gwen's disciple and was adventuring as a warrior.
But the head of the family's instincts told her that woman was definitely the princess.
And she had always wanted to help the royal family, including the princess.

*But the princess chose to trust and help me first.*

If that wasn't a stroke of fortune, what was?
...No, it was all thanks to that man.
Rather than attributing the credit to heaven, it would be better to thank the man completely.

*Thank you.*

She expressed her gratitude to the man's receding back.
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"Today too... potatoes? Why?"

My heart ached seeing Yoo Seora unable to hide her disappointment.
I had wanted to bring something more delicious today.
But...

"It seems the regulations have gotten stricter because of the Masked Hero."

Apparently, the curfew hours had been extended starting today.
Because of that, by the time we went out, restaurants were already closing up shop, and we had no choice but to quickly buy some steamed potatoes and hurry back.
I felt sorry for Yoo Seora, who had probably endured breakfast and lunch of potatoes and corn while waiting for a tasty dinner, but there was nothing we could do.

"It's, it's fine. We only have a few days left anyway."

She seemed to have accepted the reality.
I watched her bite into a potato and said:

"At least what I bought today is new potatoes, not last year's..."

"New potatoes or old potatoes..."

She chewed.

"Actually, new potatoes do taste better."

Seeing her eat the potatoes without complaint, Elsie and I also relaxed and began our late dinner.
In truth, Elsie and I had eaten a rather filling lunch, so I didn't eat much, but I couldn't let that show.

"So, I hear the Masked Hero operation is going well?"

I nodded.

"It seems the royal palace has officially started taking notice."

The Masked Hero was no longer just a rumor.
It had become an issue that even the royal palace had officially begun to monitor.
So we could say we'd achieved our target goal in good time.

"Then next is..."

Yoo Seora's gaze shifted to Elsie.
Even while chewing on a potato, Elsie said:

"Yes, it's my turn."

Until now, I had mainly played the role of the Masked Hero and carried out the operations, but now it was Elsie's turn to take over.

"I'm pretty full now, but it would still be dangerous to go out right now, right?"

I nodded in agreement.
Right now would be when security was at its tightest.
Even though Elsie could use optical modulation to become invisible, it would still be risky.

"Let's wait a bit before you go out."

"What should we do until then?"

"Hmm..."

In the case of the Masked Hero story, Elsie had already told Yoo Seora the fairy tale version rather than my bloody edition.
She had also told her about the Nameless King, so I was thinking about telling the story of the last knight of the Reim Kingdom next.

"I'm curious about that traditional wrestling from the Reim Kingdom you mentioned before."

*Cough*

Elsie started coughing as if the potato had gotten stuck in her throat.

"Well, that's..."

"Why? You said it was a martial art that helps with operational abilities. Isn't it?"

Of course it wasn't.
It was just something I had blurted out in confusion while trying to change the subject.
But it seemed difficult to deny it now.

"Of course. Wrestling is truly a contest of strength, technique, and endurance."

That wasn't technically wrong.

"But it would be hard to teach you today. Elsie knows it properly, but she's about to leave soon."

"Hmm... since you said it has a long tradition in the Reim Kingdom, I guess that makes sense."

Fortunately, Yoo Seora seemed to accept my excuse.
In the end, we decided to pass the time with me telling the story of the last warrior of the Reim Kingdom.
As time passed and Yoo Seora began to nod off, Elsie said:

"She's not a child, but she falls asleep at this hour every time."

Sometimes she really does seem like a child.
Her mind is so pure too.
But I suppose that's a good thing in its own way.

"I'll be going then."

As Elsie prepared to leave, I said:

"Be careful."

"Of course."

In that moment, Elsie's body instantly became transparent.
In the Reim Kingdom where it's always bright because the sun never sets, we couldn't use darkness techniques, so moving around stealthily was entirely Elsie's role.
Especially during times like now when security had been tightened.

*Creak*

The window opened by itself and closed by itself.
Watching this, I drew the curtains.
I didn't particularly plan to sleep until Elsie returned, but at least pretending to sleep would be the safest option.

***

*Tap*

*Hmm?*

I must have dozed off a little.
When I opened my eyes, I could see the opposite bed through the dim light coming through the gap in the curtains.

"Yoo Seora?"

Yoo Seora was sitting on the bed, looking at me.
Startled, I opened my eyes wide, and she was equally startled.

"You, you scared me!"

I asked her:

"No, what are you doing in the middle of the night?"

"Well..."

She twirled her long hair with one hand and said:

"I closed my eyes for a moment and fell asleep, but I woke up again soon after. I was worried about Elsie, and I couldn't fall back asleep."

"That makes sense. But why were you staring at me so intently?"

"Well... because you look interesting?"

Interesting?
At first glance, it sounded almost like an insult.
But I knew Yoo Seora didn't mean it that way.

"Interesting? In what way?"

"Well, I guess because you're a man? You look different from me."

"By that logic, you and Elsie look different too."

"That's true."

I couldn't understand her thought process at all.
While Elsie was difficult to understand due to her peculiar tastes and occasional rampages, Yoo Seora was generally quite sensible but would sometimes have moments of pure innocence that were baffling.
Neither was a major problem, though.

"By the way, how long has it been since Elsie left?"

"Let's see, since I woke up, about 30 minutes I think?"

Then at least more than 30 minutes had passed.
It was about time for Elsie to return.
But there was no sign of her anywhere.

*Did she get caught?*

Of course, I had a fair amount of trust in Elsie.
But regardless of trust, I couldn't help but worry.

Until I heard certain voices.

"That Masked Hero, there are so many of these all over the streets..."

"But is what's written there true?"

"Of course it's a lie. Even for the Masked Hero."

The conversation was coming from the alley outside the window.
It seemed Elsie was carrying out her mission well.
However, their next exchange was concerning.

"This must be the place, right? The inn where the recently arrived warriors are staying."

"If they're not here, then we can be sure."

So we were under suspicion after all.
The timing of the Masked Hero's appearance coincided almost exactly with our arrival.
Even though I had changed my hair color, that alone wasn't enough to completely avoid suspicion.

*Not much longer...*

We just needed to hold out a little longer to protect the Masked Hero's identity.
To do that, we needed to somehow get through this crisis.

"Yoo Seora."

"Yes?"

"I'll teach you the traditional wrestling of the Reim Kingdom."

"But you said Elsie needed to be here..."

"I know a bit too."

With those words, I climbed onto the bed where she was sitting.

"Seong Yurang?"

She seemed surprised by my sudden boldness, but there was no time to waste.
I could already hear them coming up the stairs.

*What techniques were there again?*

I don't know much about wrestling techniques.
But Seong Yurang's knowledge included a few famous wrestling moves.
First, I grabbed her arm and put my leg over her upper body.

"This is an armbar."

"Eek!"

I succeeded in making Yoo Seora scream as intended.
But that scream was a bit strange.

"Kyahng."

Don't make such weird sounds.
Or is it actually better?
I tightened my grip on her arm.

"Ahnggh...!"

For a moment, my rational mind detected danger.
Her arm was currently passing between my legs.
It would be dangerous if I reacted here.

"This... feels kind of good."

Ignoring Yoo Seora's strange preferences, I released the armbar.

"Huh? That's it?"

"Let's change positions."

I changed my position and wrapped my left arm around her slender neck.
I didn't know if I should use this on a woman, but I had no choice.
My knowledge of techniques was limited.

"This is a guillotine choke."

"Huk! Hnnggh!"

Yoo Seora started making strange noises again.
From outside the door, whispering voices could be heard.

"She sounds like she's about to die."

"What kind of techniques are an armbar and guillotine choke anyway?"

They're not particularly strange techniques.
If anything, Yoo Seora was the strange one.
Why on earth was she enjoying this?

*Come to think of it, she's much stronger than me.*

Yet Yoo Seora was submitting to having her carotid artery choked without resistance.

"Heungh!"

Looking at her now, she was even drooling.
Starting to feel genuinely concerned, I released the guillotine choke, and her body went limp on the bed.

"Haahh..."

Then she sat up and said:

"So you've been keeping something this good a secret?"

"Y-yeah."

"I can't be the only one feeling good, so it's my turn now, right?"

At that moment, I felt a threat to my life.
But the presence outside the door still hadn't disappeared.
For now, it seemed best to let Yoo Seora do as she pleased.

"Do I do it like this?"

It was an armbar.
Naturally, Yoo Seora didn't know how to control her strength, and I was engulfed in pain that made me feel like I was about to lose consciousness.

"Y-yes! But ease up on the strength a bit."

"Like this?"

"Good, like that."

I was just about to catch my breath.

"Hmm, this still feels a bit lacking though?"

Pain like my arm was about to be dislocated.
Gritting my teeth and enduring the pain, I said:

"That's enough! Enough, let's change to a different position!"

But soon I came to regret those words.
Outside the door, after hearing my groans following the position change, someone said:

"The woman seems to be more formidable."

"That level of play is a bit too much for me..."

"Anyway, the man is definitely inside, so let's head back."

It seemed we had succeeded.
But the guillotine choke still wasn't released.
I tapped the bed three times and said:

"I submit! I submit!"

*Clunk*

At that moment, the window opened.
Of course, it was Elsie who appeared there.

"What are you two doing right now?"

The guillotine choke.
From a glance, the position looked like I was on top of Yoo Seora, and she had her arms wrapped around my neck.
Looking blankly at that scene, Yoo Seora cheerfully said to Elsie:

"The traditional wrestling of the Reim Kingdom."

Ch.134 - Hostage Situation (2)
"What on earth did you teach Miss Yoo Seora?"

Elsie asked with a look of disdain as she reset my dislocated shoulder and applied a potion to it.
To be honest, I felt just as pathetic about myself.
But at the same time, I really had no choice.

"Armbar and guillotine choke."

"What's that?"

"...Wrestling techniques from my homeland."

Yoo Seora's eyes lit up when she heard this.

"Then how amazing must the traditional wrestling techniques of the Reim Kingdom be?"

Elsie shook her head as if she had given up.

"I'll demonstrate them to Seong Yurang myself later."

There was a murderous glint in Elsie's eyes as she said this.
It seemed she wasn't going to let this slide easily.

"I'm sorry, Elsie, but you know I had no choice."

"That may be true, but as I always say, understanding something and being pissed off about it are two different things."

"Sorry."

"It's fine. The misunderstanding is cleared up, and you did well enough."

She finished applying the potion and then slapped my shoulder.
I say slap, but honestly, her slap hurt.
If not for the potion she had applied beforehand, I'm sure it would have left a bruise.

"Ouch... So, did you complete the mission?"

"Of course. I scattered them all over the Reim Kingdom. Even if they mobilize all their knights, they won't be able to collect them all."

"Great. Then we should be able to see the reaction tomorrow morning."

I could confidently say that tomorrow morning, the streets would have quite a different atmosphere than usual.

***

"What is this?"

The next morning, people on the streets began picking up papers from the ground one by one.
The palace guards tried their best to stop them, but there were already too many papers scattered across the streets.
They were all distributed by Elsie throughout the city the night before.

"Is this for real?"

The papers had something written on them in black ink.
It was what Yoo Seora had been writing during the days she spent alone in her room.
The content was simple:

- I have kidnapped the princess. (Masked Hero)

Despite the simplicity, the message was incredibly shocking.
Because of this, murmurs wouldn't stop among the people.

"The princess was kidnapped? By the Masked Hero?"

"That criminal..."

"He's not even a hero to begin with. But is it really true that he kidnapped her?"

It is true.
After all, the princess is right beside me.

"Hehe..."

She seemed proud of what she had done.
Well, I was also feeling proud seeing our plan succeed.

*Indeed, this method worked well.*

There was a reason why we chose to scatter papers everywhere rather than spreading rumors like we did when the Masked Hero first appeared.
In a rigid place like the Reim Kingdom, rumors were difficult to spread.
When rumors about the Masked Hero first spread, the Reim Kingdom wasn't prepared, so it was possible to spread them, but I judged it would be harder the next time.

*And...*

Among the people's murmurs, voices like these began to be heard:

"What does the royal family say about this?"

"I don't know, has anyone heard anything?"

Information spread simultaneously to an unspecified number of people like this is advantageous for public discourse.
Even if it's disadvantageous to the palace, if so many people raise their voices at once, it would be impossible to secretly arrest them all as they've been doing.

*If we've succeeded this far...*

Now all that remained was to wait for the palace's reaction.
The real princess is with us.
Let's see what they'll do.

*I have a rough idea, though.*

***

A day passed like that.
As controversy about the princess's whereabouts spread among the people, the kingdom declared definitively about the princess's whereabouts.
They said the princess was safe in the palace, and the Masked Hero's words were lies.

But people didn't believe those words at face value.
After all, it was true that the princess hadn't been seen much recently.
Moreover, the next morning, different papers were found scattered on the streets.

-The royal family's words are lies. I have the princess with me. (Masked Hero)

Despite guards patrolling the kingdom all night, the Masked Hero had scattered papers again.
At this point, people couldn't simply believe the royal family's words.
They were all worried about the princess.

However, even for the coup faction, it was impossible to punish all the people in the kingdom for worrying about the princess.
There was no reason to punish them either.
Besides, they had a simple solution to resolve this controversy.

A fake princess.

So they simply declared to the citizens.
Three days before the start of the Nameless Festival, which is tomorrow, they would show the citizens that the princess was safe when the festival begins.

*Of course, that princess will be a fake.*

Because the real one is here.
I looked at Elsie lounging in our lodging.

*The plan has been perfect so far.*

The remaining part of the plan tomorrow, when the fake princess appears, depends on Elsie.
And whether it will succeed or not was uncertain.
From that point on, it would be completely beyond my abilities, entirely dependent on Elsie's acting skills.

"Let's all go to sleep now."

Actually, Yoo Seora had already crashed.
It seemed she had exhausted herself after furiously reacting when Elsie teased her earlier about gaining weight from staying in the room too much.
Meanwhile, Elsie was just staring blankly at the ceiling.

"Elsie."

"Yes?"

"Are you okay?"

Elsie turned her head to look at me while lying on the bed.

"I'm fine. I was just thinking about tomorrow's operation."

"Don't think too much. We've practiced enough, and tomorrow's condition is quite important."

"That's true. Then I should go to sleep too."

At those words, I completely closed the curtains in the room.
The room became pitch dark.

"Good night, Elsie."

As I said that and lay down on the cot, suddenly Elsie spoke quietly from the bed.

"How about we have one round?"

What is she talking about all of a sudden?

"Of what?"

"The traditional wrestling of the Reim Kingdom."

It couldn't possibly be actual wrestling.
So it must be that.
But there was a problem with doing that now.

"I just said it. Tomorrow's condition is important."

"That's why. I can't do anything in this pent-up state."

"What about stamina?"

"One round won't affect me at all, right?"

That might be true for Elsie, but it's a bit different for me.
But since there's almost nothing I can do tomorrow anyway, I guess it doesn't matter.
However, there was still one obstacle remaining.

"What about Yoo Seora? Won't she wake up?"

"Can't you distinguish her breathing with your excellent hearing?"

"That's true, but Yoo Seora is a bit difficult. There's hardly any difference between her shallow sleep breathing and deep sleep breathing."

I've been trying to distinguish Yoo Seora's breathing patterns since we started sharing a room.
But the conclusion of that effort was that Yoo Seora's breathing sounds almost the same whether she's in light sleep or deep sleep.
Maybe she's always in a deep sleep state.

"Well, can't be helped. But we just need to be quiet, right?"

Just be quiet, she says.

"Can you be quiet?"

I've never seen her being quiet before.
Elsie smiled and said:

"I just need to be physically quiet, right?"

She took out a piece of cloth from somewhere and started covering her own mouth.
At this point, I had no reason to refuse either.
Yeah, one round should be fine.

*But before that...*

I reached into my inventory and took something out.
It looked like a vitamin package.

"What's that?"

Elsie paused covering her mouth and asked me about it.

"This isn't the Ordeal. It would be troublesome if a child were to be conceived in such an important situation."

"If you use that, a child won't be conceived?"

"Yes."

"Absolutely?"

"About 99.9 percent."

She blinked and said:

"Pleasure without responsibility. Isn't that too overpowered?"

Well, some say the pleasure is slightly reduced, so I wouldn't call it that overpowered.
From my perspective, having only experienced this with Elsie in the Ordeal, I wouldn't know since this is my first time using it.
As I was opening the package, Elsie suddenly said:

"Come to think of it, I almost forgot to tell you."

She smiled mischievously and said:

"I'm still a virgin."

***

After a passionate silent night, morning came.
One round became two, two became three, and I only remember passing out eventually.
Yet somehow Elsie had returned to her bed at some point.

*Finally, today...*

After watching Elsie for a moment, I got up from the cot.
I found that Yoo Seora was already up and stretching.
Yoo Seora tended to wake up early, just as she went to bed early.

"Good morning."

"Yeah, it is."

Her response was strangely cold for some reason.
Well, considering the operation planned for today, that was understandable.
With that thought, I shook Elsie, who was sound asleep in bed, to wake her up.

"Elsie, wake up. We need to get ready."

"Mmm, hmm..."

"The fake princess is making an appearance, so the real princess can't be missing."

At those words, Elsie's eyes opened.

"Of course not."

She clearly had the most important role in today's operation.
But there was no anxiety or impatience in her eyes.
Only the same strong gaze with underlying determination that showed her resolve.

Ch.135 - Hostage Situation (3)
In the plaza outside the royal palace of the Reim Kingdom, a festive atmosphere filled the air ahead of the Nameless Festival. Children played more excitedly than usual, and adults chatted with bright faces.

"Yes, this is what a festival should be," Elsie said, watching from a distance. "And we have to ruin it."

"That's right."

Public opinion about the Masked Hero wasn't particularly favorable. Whether he had actually kidnapped the princess or not, abducting an innocent princess was clearly an evil act. Moreover, since the kingdom had announced they would present the princess today, people seemed increasingly skeptical of the Masked Hero's claims.

*This is all according to plan.*

It couldn't be helped. This was necessary to save everyone here.

"Let's wait for now."

So we watched the festival, waiting for the royal party to appear. Our wait stretched from morning through lunch, until evening when the festival was in full swing. Finally, there were signs that something was about to begin.

"The knights are here."

Knights dressed in blue and green uniforms began entering the plaza first, likely securing the area before the royal party arrived. They patrolled every corner, checking for potential threats.

The crowd seemed to sense something was happening. The boisterous atmosphere momentarily stiffened, but everyone appeared expectant. After all, this was a rare opportunity to see the princess in person.

Then it happened.

"The princess approaches! Please clear the center of the road!"

The announcement, which had been audible from quite a distance, now sounded much closer. Soon after, knights in golden uniforms appeared.

*The Royal Knights.*

They were the central group colluding with the Demon Kings and the main perpetrators of the coup. Originally meant to protect the royal family from the closest position, they had instead murdered them. Then, using deteriorating relations with Sak as an excuse, they issued an isolation order and locked the palace gates.

This distorted peace had lasted three years. In a few days, their reign would end—whether by the Demon Kings' hands or mine.

The crowd's murmuring grew louder as an ornate carriage appeared at the end of the Royal Knights' procession. It was decorated with golden lion sculptures, the symbol of the Reim Kingdom.

The carriage slowed as it reached the plaza and came to a complete stop near the statue of the Nameless King. One of its doors opened, and a man stepped out.

"The Knight Commander...!"

Seeing his face, Elsie let out a quiet but clearly angry hiss. Though her face remained unchanged due to optical camouflage, I could imagine her expression. The Knight Commander was the one who had led the Royal Knights in the coup that killed her family.

*Vengeance. That's the greatest driving force for Elsie.*

It's the same in any route. Whether she stays in Sak and submits to her enemies or flees, she lives only for revenge.

*I wonder what she's like now.*

One thing was certain: this Elsie had changed considerably after meeting me. Perhaps she had found other motivations besides revenge. But the drive for vengeance definitely remained.

*I can feel it.*

Uncontrollable anger was swirling within her now. It was natural, meeting her sworn enemy after years of fleeing the Reim Kingdom. And...

*Anger can be a good driving force in its own way.*

But anger alone cannot be a perfect motivation, especially for a delicate operation requiring absolute perfection like this one. So I said to her:

"Anger is good, but don't get swept away by it."

"Of course not."

I thought she would understand, but as I said, I was double-checking to ensure absolute perfection. She would understand that too.

The Knight Commander walked around the carriage to the other side and opened the door. Inside was a woman.

As the woman's appearance was revealed, gasps of admiration spread through the crowd. At first glance, she resembled Elsie and appeared to be around the same age. Objectively speaking, she was beautiful. However...

*She's quite different, for sure.*

The fake princess. Her skin wasn't like Elsie's porcelain white but rather a pale, sickly white. While Elsie was slender yet firm, this woman was thin as a skeleton. But the biggest difference was her hair color.

Elsie had grown her hair since military academy days, and it now barely passed her shoulders. The impostor's hair flowed down to her waist. But unlike Elsie's radiant gold, her blonde hair seemed faded and washed out. She looked fragile, as if she might break at the slightest touch.

"Let me help you down."

She took the Knight Commander's outstretched hand and carefully descended from the high carriage. Her dress fluttered elegantly before settling. To anyone who didn't know better, she perfectly embodied the image of a "princess."

The crowd began to accept that the Masked Hero hadn't kidnapped the princess after all.

"I knew it."

"How could even the Masked Hero infiltrate the sealed palace and take only the princess?"

"I told you, only fools believed that."

After confirming the fake princess had fully descended, the Knight Commander spoke as if to drive the point home:

"Behold! The princess is here."

In response, the plaza instantly filled with cheers. Satisfied with the reaction, the Knight Commander smiled and shouted again:

"From now on, anyone spreading false rumors will be imprisoned!"

More cheers erupted as the atmosphere grew heated. This seemed like the perfect timing.

"Elsie."

At my signal, Elsie nodded and used optical camouflage to conceal herself.

*Now then...*

I took out the Relic Resonance from my inventory. It was a bow with multiple parallel strings—a design I still couldn't get used to. I placed my fingers on the outermost string.

*Power of wind.*

I felt wind swirling around my fingertips. But this wasn't enough. I needed to resonate with at least three arrows.

Reluctantly, I used the skill I received from the God of Destiny, causing the taste of blood to fill my mouth. But the wind power at my fingertips noticeably intensified. I plucked the bowstring.

Immediately, three arrows I had previously placed around the plaza resonated simultaneously. The resulting wave propagated through the air toward the plaza.

*That's Do.*

I skipped one string and moved my finger to the next, plucking it. Again, the arrows resonated.

*Mi.*

Two more to go. I plucked the fifth and eighth strings in the same interval.

*Sol, Do.*

As you might have guessed, these were musical notes. While researching how to use Resonance, I discovered each bowstring had its own note. The resonance created by the arrows matched these notes.

What was this sound?

*Ding dong dang dong.*

It was the chime that typically precedes announcements. I thought it would be most effective for getting people's attention.

*Now for the announcement.*

I brought my mouth to Resonance's strings. This was another application of Resonance that Lyutmila had taught me—a substitute for the voice amplification or communication magic used by mages.

"Hello, everyone."

My voice echoed throughout the plaza. Everyone started looking around, trying to locate the source of the sound. The voice was being amplified by arrows placed in four directions, making it difficult to pinpoint.

"Look up," I told them.

People began looking upward. Someone shouted:

"There he is!"

They were pointing to the rooftop of a building near the plaza. Elsie, disguised as the Masked Hero, stood there.

"It's the Masked Hero...!"

The crowd's murmuring grew louder. The Knight Commander shouted:

"Silence! Anyone who doesn't quiet down will be imprisoned!"

The plaza finally quieted. In the relative silence, the Knight Commander called out to the Masked Hero:

"You've been causing trouble lately, and now you've become so arrogant that you're spreading false rumors about kidnapping the princess. Unfortunately for you, the princess has been safely in our care."

As he spoke with a smug expression, I had no choice but to reveal the truth. Well, he probably already knew it himself.

"Don't you know that's a fake princess? How pitiful."

The Knight Commander's expression twisted with rage. His face reddening, he pointed at the Masked Hero and ordered:

"Shoot that person!"

The knights and soldiers with bows began firing at the Masked Hero on the rooftop. But strangely, their arrows passed right through.

"W-what...!"

Of course they did. Elsie was actually crouched in a blind spot behind where the image appeared. The Masked Hero they saw was just an illusion she created.

Seeing the Knight Commander's obvious confusion, I continued:

"I have the real princess with me."

The Knight Commander furiously retorted:

"Nonsense! Anyone can make such claims! Go up there and capture that person immediately!"

Knights began entering the building where Elsie was positioned. Seeing this, I said:

"There's no need for such trouble. I'll come down myself."

With those words, Elsie jumped from the rooftop. She landed in the center of the plaza, in the space created by the fake princess's presence, directly across from her with the statue of the Nameless King between them.

To the knights approaching her, I warned:

"It would be better not to come closer. You'll regret it."

The knights hesitated. As the Knight Commander was about to issue another order:

"You said anyone can make claims? Then let me show you something beyond mere words."

With that final statement, I removed my mouth from Resonance's strings. The rest was up to Elsie.

Elsie pulled back the hood covering her head. Her sun-bright golden hair shimmered under the bright light of the Reim Kingdom. Finally, she removed her mask.

"I am Princess Ersia La Rodreim."

Ch.136 - Hostage Situation (4)
"I am Princess Ersia La Reim."

The atmosphere froze in an instant.
If anyone other than Elsie had said those words, the situation wouldn't have been like this.
It would have been dismissed as nonsense, and they would have been arrested immediately.

But Elsie was different.
Her appearance and voice carried an intimidating presence worthy of a princess of the Reim Kingdom.
That presence was enough to freeze everyone there in place.

Even the Knight Commander was no exception.
He too froze momentarily upon seeing Elsie.
But soon regaining his composure, he pointed at Elsie and shouted.

"What are you all doing? Seize her immediately!"

But the knights couldn't follow his order.
The intimidating aura Elsie was emitting was so intense it felt almost ominous.

Elsie spoke to the troubled Knight Commander.

"Why are you pretending not to know? Even citizens and your subordinates who have barely seen me before recognize me, so shouldn't you know that I'm the real princess?"

"What nonsense are you spouting?"

"Then how about I tell the truth? For example, what you did three years ago."

Elsie smiled menacingly and began approaching the Knight Commander.

"If you think back to that time, wouldn't you remember me? Not that I think you've forgotten me."

The Knight Commander began to back away slowly.

"No, it can't be..."

That's when it happened.

"Knight Commander, maintain your dignity."

A voice similar to Elsie's but ice-cold in comparison echoed through the air.
It came from the false princess.
And somehow, her voice also carried an inexplicable intimidating presence.

"Your Highness..."

At those words, the Knight Commander regained his composure and stood straight.

"I apologize for the unseemly display."

"It's fine. This person touched on your trauma, so it's understandable. But from now on, I will deal with this fake princess myself."

"But..."

"This is a royal command."

Even if she was a fake princess, she had to be treated like the real one in front of the citizens.
So the Knight Commander had no choice but to follow the fake princess's orders.

"You don't actually believe you're the real princess, do you?"

The fake princess responded to Elsie's provocative words.

"I am the real princess."

Her demeanor as she said this was remarkably composed.
It was as natural as calling water water and fire fire.
Elsie frowned at her attitude.

"Do you really believe that?"

"It's not about belief. I am the princess."

Two different intimidating presences.
There was certainly a subtle difference between them, but ordinary citizens couldn't possibly distinguish it.
Both presences were too overwhelming to differentiate.

"Fine. If you truly think that way, then I cannot forgive you."

"What do you mean?"

"Originally, I only wanted to punish the knights who overthrew the palace and deceived the citizens with false peace for three years. If you were merely being used, I was willing to let you go."

Her intimidating presence now carried an additional threat.
It was enough to make an ordinary person struggle to stand their ground.
But even so, the fake princess didn't flinch.
Instead, she counterattacked.

"The delusions of a madwoman."

She maintained her expressionless face as she spoke.

"And... even if you were the real princess, do you think the citizens would welcome you if you appeared like this?"

She looked around at the surrounding citizens as she spoke.

"You're underestimating the citizens. They don't like a princess simply because she's a princess. Suddenly appearing and claiming to be the princess won't make them like you."

"And what do you have to show besides the title of a fake princess?"

"Of course I do. For the past three years, while Father has been ill, it's been me and the Knight Commander who have handled the actual duties. But where were you during those three years and what were you doing?"

"That's..."

She had fled outside the kingdom, escaping her pursuers.
She had met a master and trained to improve her skills.
She had entered the warrior academy and become a warrior.

Elsie had certainly done many things.
But if asked whether those things meant anything to the citizens here, the answer was no.
Meanwhile, the fake princess had, at least in the eyes of the citizens, done meaningful work.

"You have nothing. You were nowhere to be seen during the time when the kingdom was threatened and shaken by Sak, but now that peace has come, you appear, blinded by desire for the princess's position."

There was no hint of pretense in her words.
If anything, her words felt more sincere than Elsie's.
As a result, public opinion had already shifted.

"What are the knights doing? Get that fake princess out of here!"

"Impersonating the princess? Hang her immediately!"

"She even committed crimes under the childish name of Masked Hero!"

There seemed to be no way to reverse this public opinion.
Except for one thing.

"The Sword of the Royal Family."

Elsie mentioned that one thing.

"If you're truly qualified to succeed the royal family, you should be able to activate the Sword of the Royal Family."

The atmosphere froze again at the mention of the "Sword of the Royal Family," even though it was too late to show any remorse.
After all, the Sword of the Royal Family held significance beyond the mere position of princess—it represented the throne of the Reim Kingdom.
By mentioning it, Elsie had crossed a river of no return.

The citizens fell silent at this weighty topic.
Even the Knight Commander did the same.
Only the two princesses could speak in this situation.

And there seemed to be no reason for the fake princess to accept this challenge.
After all, public opinion had already completely shifted.
She could have just branded Elsie as a schizophrenic and ended it there.

But she opened her mouth and spoke.

"Very well, then let's prove it that way."

It was an unexpected answer.
But with one condition.

"However, we will secure your person in the royal palace. And at the upcoming Day of Namelessness, if I activate the royal sword and succeed to the throne... I will execute you."

The battle for public opinion had effectively ended in Elsie's defeat.
Nevertheless, she gave Elsie a reprieve until the Day of Namelessness.
The citizens could only admire the fake princess's mercy.

And I had to watch bitterly as Elsie was bound by the knights.
Even while being restrained, Elsie didn't glance in my direction.
After all, that was... the "plan."

***

When I opened the door to our lodging, Yoo Seora was sitting alone on the bed.
Judging by how she was hugging her legs and curled up, unlike her usual self, she seemed quite anxious.

"I'm back."

After carefully examining behind me as I entered, she asked.

"Where's Elsie?"

I answered.

"The plan was successful."

"I thought so."

The plan had succeeded perfectly.
To lose the public opinion battle to the fake princess, get captured, and infiltrate the palace in advance. To make them believe they had completely subdued the Masked Hero. To lull them into a false sense of security.
Those were the main objectives of this plan.

With Elsie's acting skills, it would have been harder to fail.
Moreover, both Seong Yurang and Elsie already knew that the fake princess and the Knight Commander wouldn't kill Elsie.
Of course, there was still a small chance she could be killed accidentally.
But the key to this plan lay elsewhere.

"Losing to your nemesis one more time."

Even if it was intentional, it was hard to imagine how difficult that must have been.
Nevertheless, Elsie was the one who first proposed this plan.
I tried to dissuade her several times, but she insisted on this plan with firm resolve.

So in the end, I had to approve this plan.
Elsie's determination to achieve her revenge was so strong that I couldn't break her will.
In fact, even from a rational perspective, this was the most effective role for Elsie, who wouldn't be much help in a siege battle.

And... the plan ultimately succeeded.

"It succeeded."

The plan was successful, and everything has been going smoothly according to plan so far.
But despite that, I didn't feel good.
As Elsie always used to say:

"Understanding something and being annoyed by it are two different things."

The plan must proceed properly.
I still have things I need to do.
But I can't help worrying about Elsie.

I can still feel Elsie's body heat from last night.
But when I become aware of reality, all I feel is the dry air.
That discrepancy made me even more miserable.

Elsie.
I want to rescue her as soon as possible.
But the plan inevitably had to wait until the Day of Namelessness.

I didn't know.
I didn't know that Elsie's absence would make me this anxious.
Until I met Elsie again, when I was traveling alone, it didn't bother me at all.

Have I become weaker?
Have I become so weak that I'm this anxious without Elsie?
If so, is it right to feel nothing in this situation?

As I paced around the room without Elsie, something touched my back.
It was a warm sensation.
And its owner was, of course, Yoo Seora.

"Seora?"

I hurriedly turned my head to look at Seora, who was hugging me.
Her reddened ears and the glossy black hair surrounding them caught my eye.

"What are you doing?"

"The ancient wrestling of the Reim Kingdom."

"I'm not in the mood for jokes."

But Seora didn't let go of her arms wrapped tightly around me.

"Last night, Elsie told me. If she doesn't return, and if you look depressed because of it, I must comfort you."

"What are you talking about?"

It seemed that Elsie had said strange things to Seora until the very end.
But wait a minute...

"Last night...?"

"Yes, I saw everything. The ancient wrestling of the Reim Kingdom."

"Weren't you asleep?"

"When I was young, Chaos Beasts attacked while I was sleeping. Since then, I've never been able to sleep deeply."

I finally realized why I couldn't distinguish her breathing.
At the same time, I felt sorry.

"I'm sorry, I thought you were asleep..."

"It's okay. I learned something good."

"Huh?"

"The ancient wrestling of the Reim Kingdom. You just hug tightly like this, right?"

It was silly, but I nodded.

"Yes, that's it. You learned well from Elsie."

The warmth started from my back and gradually spread throughout my body.
And something different from warmth was also felt on my back.
It was warm and moist.

Come to think of it, that made sense.
Seora was also a comrade who followed Elsie well.
Just as I was anxious, she must be anxious too.

So I need to shake off this anxiety first.
The fortunate thing was that as the warmth spread through my body, the anxiety was strangely subsiding.
If we stay like this a little longer, maybe we can return to normal.

"Seora."

"Yes?"

"For Elsie's part, we can only trust her now. That means we need to focus solely on our plan. Only then can we see her when she successfully completes her mission."

"Yes..."

"So let's stay like this for a moment, and when we feel better, we'll go back to normal. From then on, let's give it our all."

For now, I just wanted to feel this warmth a little longer.

Ch.BONUS - External Records (11)
--- External Record (11) ---

Title: Hello. This is the Hundred Braves operations team, 100 warriors, 100 stories.
Sender: hndbrvs.ops@hundredbraves.com
Date: 2021.12.25 14:10:17

Hello, user 'Seong Yurang'.
This is the Hundred Braves operations team.

We are contacting you regarding the post you recently uploaded to our official website forum.

Currently, Hundred Braves is undergoing an indefinite maintenance period due to a critical issue.
We understand you must have been surprised that your account remains accessible despite this situation.
We apologize for this.

In truth, we were aware of this issue, and it was actually intentional.
Of course, we apologize for not providing you with sufficient explanation beforehand.

However, you may or may not be aware that your account's character, Allen Plake, is at the core of the current problem affecting our game.
Therefore, to resolve this issue, we needed to ensure that your account specifically remained active.
There is a possibility that the game's problem could be resolved when this character reaches the ending.

While we apologize to users who have been waiting through this indefinite maintenance period, we had originally planned to quietly wait for your account to reach its ending.
However, because we tried to keep this matter quiet, you publicly shared your account's situation, which is now spreading uncontrollably through various media channels.

Nevertheless, we would like to express our gratitude to you.
Thanks to you, we've thought of another approach.

The Hundred Braves operations team would like to turn this indefinite maintenance into a kind of event centered around your Allen Plake character.
To that end, we would like to propose streaming your account.
If streaming is unfamiliar to you, we can arrange for assistance from our official game partner streamer, 'MintLemon'.

Of course, we fully respect your opinion on this matter.
Whether you agree to this proposal is entirely up to you.
However, if you do agree, we promise to provide you with appropriate financial compensation.

If you would like to discuss this proposal, please reply to this message.

Thank you.

--- This record is preserved prior to deletion by ? and disclosure is prohibited ---

Ch.137 - Black Knight Order (1)
The royal palace of the Reim Kingdom consisted of two buildings.
The inner castle where the royal family lived, and the outer castle surrounding it.
Between the inner and outer castles, there were other buildings as well.

One of these buildings was a tower originally built to imprison high-ranking criminals.
But now, with the palace dungeons completely full, ordinary people had long since begun to be confined there too.
In this tower, whose original purpose had faded away, she was imprisoned.

Lying on the floor, staring blankly at the ceiling.
She muttered incomprehensible words.
She didn't even spare a glance for the knight commander who had come to see her.

The knight commander spoke to her.

"You've grown even more beautiful since I last saw you, Princess."

Though her hair wasn't as long as the fake princess's, compared to that dull, lifeless hair, Elsie's hair was vibrant, flowing like golden waves.
Her once childish face had matured enough to be called that of a woman, yet her porcelain skin remained unchanged. Though he wouldn't know about the numerous scars hidden beneath her clothes.
And above all...

Feeling the knight commander's gaze scanning her body, Elsie suppressed the rising disgust within her and said:

"Princess? Don't you have another princess now?"

At those words, the knight commander sighed.

"You mean that fake princess?"

"Now you openly call her fake with your own mouth."

"Of course. That thing is merely something wearing human skin, hardly worth calling a person."

Anger welled up at his hypocrisy, but she knew it wasn't time yet.
She just needed to wait a little longer.
If she waited just a bit more here, the time would come.

"So, what did you want to say?"

The knight commander had been pacing in front of the prison cell.
He clearly had something to say.
If so, she wished he would say it quickly and leave.
She was trying to look only at the ceiling, but his disgusting face kept appearing in the corner of her vision.

"What I want to say... Do you understand your current situation, Princess?"

"I do. I lost to the fake princess and got imprisoned."

"Then do you know that I can do whatever I want with your life?"

As if she would.
That wasn't even true to begin with.
It was the fake princess who had kept her alive, not the knight commander.
And likewise, it was the fake princess who could kill her, not the knight commander.

But there was no need to provoke him about that here.

"So what do you want me to do?"

"Actually, I regretted losing you. Even as I ordered your immediate execution upon discovery, I regretted it. I thought, if only I hadn't lost you, if I had kept you alive and made you mine..."

Crazy bastard.
The "something wearing human skin" he mentioned earlier must have been referring to himself.
Otherwise, he couldn't have such thoughts so shamelessly.

"But what luck! You who had escaped came back on your own feet. Had I known this would happen, I wouldn't have accepted the fake princess."

With those words, he laughed as if momentarily deranged.
He looked both happy and regretful.
Either way, there wasn't much difference in that he looked like a madman.

Elsie glanced at him coldly and said:

"So what you want is me?"

The knight commander finally stopped his unpleasant laughter.
Leaning against the bars, he said:

"Correct. If you give yourself to me, I'll get rid of that monstrous fake princess. That way, you can save your life too."

At first glance, it might sound like a sweet deal.
In fact, temporarily submitting to the knight commander after the coup was one of her routes.
The problem was that, knowing all the facts, it only sounded disgusting to her.

*As if you could get rid of the fake princess?*

Nonsense.
The fake princess wasn't an ordinary being as he thought.
And at this point, having been deliberately captured after being defeated once, she had no intention of submitting to someone like the knight commander.

*Even if it costs me my life.*

Dying rather than submitting to such a man, or submitting and staying alive.
For a moment, she wondered which Allen would choose, but at least to her, the former seemed better.
Anyway, since she trusted Allen, there would be no need to agonize between the two.

So she said to the knight commander:

"Get lost."

"What?"

"I said get lost, Mr. Pervert."

The knight commander's face instantly turned red.
His hands gripped the bars tightly.

"Princess, it seems you still don't understand the situation."

He spoke threateningly.

"Only I can save you. That means only I can kill you too."

But Elsie replied, unfazed:

"If you're so confident, why don't you come in? For a knight commander, you're too scared of a woman to enter the cell."

There was a clear killing intent in her eyes as she spoke.
It was a calm ferocity like that of a beast in a cage.
She was still now, but the moment he entered the cage, she would immediately tear him apart.

"You..."

The knight commander couldn't enter the cell.
He had heard rumors about her rampaging as the Masked Hero, and had seen it himself.
So he had no choice but to back away from the bars and say:

"Fine, you don't seem to grasp the reality of death yet. Let's see if you can remain so calm until the Day of Namelessness."

After kicking the bars once as a warning, he turned and disappeared.
Now that he was finally out of sight, Elsie smiled and said:

"That's better."

***

"It's been so long since I breathed outside air..."

It was Yoo Seora's first time outside in almost a week.
Since it was festival season and the curfew had been lifted after the Masked Hero was captured, the atmosphere had relaxed considerably, so I decided it was safe to bring her out.
There was no longer any reason to be suspicious of her just for being a recently arrived warrior.

*For now, it's thanks to Elsie's plan.*

And her plan was expected to play an important role in the place I was now visiting.
It was the Knights' building located outside the royal castle, similar to the Ridwald mansion.
I had simply come following the information I heard at the Ridwald mansion; the small, almost shabby building didn't even have a flag hanging.

*The Black Knights.*

While the Royal Knights openly appeared before the public and handled royal affairs with dignity, the Black Knights mainly dealt with dirty work that the public shouldn't know about.

I knocked on the door of the Black Knights' building.
There was a specific pattern to follow, which I had also learned at the Ridwald mansion.

Knock, knock-knock, knock-knock-knock.

A voice came from inside.

"What is it?"

A somewhat harsh voice.
The atmosphere was different from the Ridwald mansion.
But I answered without being intimidated.

"I'd like to meet the commander."

"The commander... For what purpose?"

"The real Masked Hero has something to discuss with him."

"The real Masked Hero...?"

"Yes, the real one, not the princess disguised as the Masked Hero."

After a moment of silence, laughter was heard.
Then footsteps approached, and the door opened.

"You're an interesting one."

It was a tall man dressed entirely in black.
He introduced himself:

"Yes, I am the commander."

***

"Where have all the other members gone?"

The Black Knights' building was strangely empty.
The only person there was the man who had introduced himself as the Black Knights' commander.
He sat on the sofa across from me with a relaxed expression.

"The members? I sent them all home. There's nothing for them to do here anymore anyway."

"Nothing to do means..."

"We were originally knights who only took direct orders from the royal family. Since the royal family fell, those orders disappeared too. Other knight orders started taking over the dirty work, making us unnecessary."

"I see."

Moreover, since the Black Knights mainly carried out executions in person, their public image wasn't good either.
From the perspective of the Royal Knights, who were trying to create a positive image after the successful coup by distributing wealth and such, using the Black Knights would have been undesirable.
That's why they cleverly used the isolation decree to legally capture opposition forces.

"So, what did you want to tell me? Mr. Real Masked Hero."

"I'll be direct. I want you to reassemble the Black Knights members and help me and the Knights of the Enemy."

At those words, his smiling face twisted slightly.

"The Knights of the Enemy? Are you talking about that foolish plan?"

According to the head of the Ridwald family, she had already tried to persuade him.
And at that time, he had rejected the plan.

"Go back and tell her my thoughts haven't changed."

But this time, it wasn't that plan.

"No, it's different from that plan. I thought it was foolish too, so I modified it a bit."

Actually, it might be more than a bit.
But anyway, it was clearly a different operation from before.
So it was worth trying to persuade him again.

"Modified it?"

"Yes, the plan you heard probably involved using the underground passages of the Reim Kingdom."

"It did."

But that plan had been modified.

"The new plan is a frontal assault."

"A frontal assault?"

Before he could laugh dismissively, I continued:

"We will break down the castle walls. We will handle the Demon Kings inside. You just need to deal with the knights weakened by the Day of Namelessness."

The plan I laid out in a rush.
It wasn't a complicated plan, but each part might sound absurd.
However, my expression was as serious as could be.

The commander seemed to realize my words weren't a joke.
He probably knew that the current Royal Knights had borrowed external power, such as that of the Demon Kings.
But he wouldn't have expected me to know that too.

"Who... are you?"

"I am the Masked Hero."

"I'll believe that. Given your current demeanor, it's not strange to call you the Masked Hero. But..."

He continued with serious eyes:

"That alone isn't enough for me to help you."

"What do you mean?"

"For the past three years, the knights have returned to their families. Because our knight order's roster was never made public, they were able to return to normal lives, albeit awkwardly. Most of them have had children, opened shops, and are living peacefully."

Indeed, they might have been among the ordinary citizens I had met since coming to the kingdom.
Thinking about this, I continued listening to him.

"Of course, they probably know deep down. The state of the kingdom. Though it appears peaceful, it's actually slowly dying. And they all probably share the same feeling: if they could save it, they would want to save the kingdom. Our Black Knights couldn't have existed without loyalty to the kingdom."

But reality wasn't so simple.

"We alone had no way to reclaim the kingdom. As you said, external forces were clearly involved. Moreover, the plan brought by the Knights of the Enemy had too slim a chance of success. No, it was an impossible plan. That's why I rejected her plan. The lives of my members were too precious to risk on such a venture."

He pointed at me and said:

"So if you want our help, you must prove it. Prove that the plan has enough potential to risk the lives of my members. If you really can break down the castle walls and face the Demon Kings, give me a name that can prove it."

A name...
Actually, for the castle walls, it was mainly Yoo Seora who was planned to break them down.
The important thing was whether we could face the Demon Kings.

*High-ranking warrior Allen Plake?*

He would know that a high-ranking warrior might be able to face a Demon King.
But I wasn't confident this would convince him.
After all, the name "high-ranking warrior Allen Plake" didn't convey a will to protect the Reim Kingdom.

Then I needed a name that conveyed not just power but my sincere desire to protect the Reim Kingdom.
Only then could I persuade him.
And I had actually prepared such a name in advance.

"The Last Knight of the Reim Kingdom."

At that name, the Black Knights commander's eyes widened.

"I have inherited his sword."

Ch.138 - Black Knight Order (2)
"The last knight of the Reim Kingdom... That's certainly a legend few would know these days."

After his momentary surprise, the Black Knight Commander quickly regained his composure.

"Which order was his father in?"

I answered confidently, "He was in the Royal Knights, but was transferred to the Black Knights."

"His real name?"

"Libero."

"Oh? Very few would know that... Did you hear it from the Ridwald family? Did you think that would convince me?"

He clicked his tongue.

"What nonsense. I'll give you credit for studying the legends. But inheriting the sword of a man who vanished 500 years ago? That's a delusion not even found in novels."

His tone was rather harsh.
I had to restrain Yoo Seora, who was about to flare up in response.
Then I said to him:

"What if I show you?"

"Even if you show me, how would I know? His swordsmanship was lost 500 years ago."

"But you do know what kind of swordsmanship it was."

I recited a passage written in his legend.

"He cut where the sword could not reach. He cut what could not be cut."

"That's just typical legendary exaggeration."

"What if it's not exaggeration?"

It seemed I had no choice but to demonstrate.
I knew from the head of the Ridwald family that the Black Knight Commander was suspicious by nature, but I hadn't expected it to be this severe.
I stood up from my seat.

"What are you trying to—"

"Just watch."

I wasn't sure if he'd even be able to see it.
Anyway, I drew out Gravitus Replicant.
In truth, I wasn't perfectly replicating Libero's swordsmanship but rather roughly imitating it using the power of wind. Since my goal was just to demonstrate, I needed to use the lightest sword possible to hide the differences.

*Power of wind.*

Wind began to swirl around the sword.

"Well then..."

Gravitus was the lightest sword.
That made it the most efficient when using the power of wind.
For an average person, just a slight movement of the sword could accelerate beyond perception, reaching the realm of time.

*Click*

All the Black Knight Commander saw was me drawing the sword and then sheathing it.
But then a heavy thud sounded from behind him.
When he turned his head, he saw the chair with its upper part cut off, and that piece lying on the floor.

"Reality is stranger than fiction."

***

The Black Knight Commander only fully acknowledged my swordsmanship after touching the fallen chair piece and examining the cut surface.
However, once he confirmed it with his own eyes, everything proceeded quite smoothly afterward.
After all, the last knight of the Reim Kingdom was a legendary figure to the Black Knights.

"I apologize for my rudeness until now."

"It's fine."

As I said at the Ridwald mansion, it would be more concerning if he had no suspicions at all.
Of course, this time was more troublesome than before.

"So, could you explain your plan in more detail?"

At his request, I began to elaborate on the plan.
The Black Knight Commander listened to my plan with a serious attitude.
Occasionally he looked dazed when something outlandish came up, but he seemed to accept it because I could use Libero's swordsmanship.

"That's the extent of the operation."

To be honest, compared to what we'd done before, parts of this plan were rather crude.
Most notably the part about breaking down the walls.
But how each knight order would fight after entering would be up to them to strategize.

"And there's one more thing I'd like to mention."

He nodded, indicating he would listen.

"The part about breaking down the walls must remain secret."

This was something I had requested of the enemy knights as well.

Information will leak no matter what.
But we can't completely withhold the operation from subordinates.
So we hide the part that seems minor to the attackers but crucial to the defenders.
It might seem like a small detail, but such nuances can make a big difference later.

"That's certainly true."

The Black Knight Commander understood this well.
That concluded our conversation.
The Black Knights could be assembled at any time, and since the commander himself had been refusing to join forces with the enemy knights until now, there was no need to worry about regathering them.
With this, the preparations for the siege were more or less complete.

"I'll see you on the Day of Namelessness."

"I hope nothing goes wrong until then."

All that remained was a bit of waiting.
Which was the hardest part, especially without Elsie.

***

In the Reim Kingdom, the sun neither rises nor sets.
Therefore, in a prison with no visible clock tower, there was no way to tell time.
Naturally, there was no way to know the date either, and Elsie simply lay in her room, passing the slowly flowing time.

"Anger is a good driving force. But you shouldn't be swept away by it."

What she was muttering was what Allen had told her just before the operation began.
It was, in a way, an obvious statement.
But being so obvious made it easy to forget.

"I have enough anger."

Since fleeing the kingdom, she had never forgotten her anger for a moment.
Because she didn't want to forget her anger, she had learned how to keep it alive, and how to conceal it.
Thus, anger always pooled thickly deep beneath her eyes.

"But I shouldn't be swept away by it."

Come to think of it, Professor Freyja's advice had been similar.

"Elsie, I acknowledge your determination. But sometimes you tend to get too caught up in your emotions."

However, understanding something and putting it into practice were different matters.
At least until Allen had been by her side.

*It was thanks to Allen.*

It was thanks to Allen that she could propose this operation.
Somehow, when Allen was beside her, her mind became calm.
Of course, that didn't mean her anger subsided.
Instead, by being at Allen's side, she learned how to control anger with anger.

That's why she could accept defeat against her nemesis in this operation.
It would have been impossible for her former self.
But it became possible because Allen was by her side.

*But...*

Now Allen wasn't by her side.
How many days had passed since she was imprisoned?

*I'm not sure.*

The slowly passing time gradually stole Allen's warmth from her body.
Even though she had filled herself with Allen's warmth on their last night together, the prison at the top of the tower was too cold.
As Allen's warmth gradually disappeared and she couldn't control her anger, all she could do was repeat what Allen had told her.

"I shouldn't be swept away..."

It probably wouldn't be much longer.
As she was thinking this, still muttering the same words, a phenomenon finally occurred that allowed her to know the date.

*This is...*

It was a phenomenon she hadn't experienced in a long time since escaping the Reim Kingdom.
The light of the barrier coming through the small window was gradually darkening.
What this meant was clear.

*Finally, it's the Day of Namelessness.*

Only then did she rise from her place.
Her limbs were numb from not moving for so long.
But they would recover quickly after stretching a bit.

*I wonder if Allen's side went well?*

He still had the task of persuading the Black Knights.
But she had no doubt that he had succeeded.

She approached and stood by the small window.
Outside the window, candles began to light up one by one along with the darkening barrier.
These candles gradually increased in number, slowly reilluminating the entire Reim Kingdom that had darkened.

*It's beautiful.*

Suddenly, she thought it would have been nice to see this sight with Allen.
But it was clear that if she had seen this sight outside with Allen, they wouldn't have been able to protect the kingdom.
Once they protected the kingdom, they would have another chance to see this sight together later.

But still...

"It's still a shame."

Understanding something and feeling regret were different things.
Feeling this, she waited for the siege that would soon begin.
Steeling her heart for the role given to her.

***

I had been waiting for this day.
No words could better express the current situation.
For days since Elsie was taken, I had sincerely been waiting for today.

And of course, I wasn't the only one.
Naturally, my comrade Yoo Seora had also been waiting for today.
The enemy knights who had been sharpening their swords to reclaim the kingdom had been waiting for today.

And perhaps even the people gathered in the streets with candles had been waiting for this Day of Namelessness since last year.
But I had to ruin their Day of Namelessness.
It was unavoidable for their own sake.

I confirmed that the enemy knights and Black Knights had gathered as planned.
As I had requested, the enemy knight commander and Black Knight commander hadn't mentioned breaking down the walls, and their subordinates currently thought they would use the underground passage.
They were still on the surface since the order to advance hadn't been given yet.

Unfortunately for the coup forces waiting underground, there would be no order to advance through the underground.
Because Yoo Seora and I would break down the walls before that.

"Ready?"

Yoo Seora nodded.

*I'll go first.*

I drew out Resonance.
And placed my finger on the bowstring.
Taking advantage of the momentary darkness of the Day of Namelessness, I had secretly embedded arrows in the walls using Dark Night.

*Power of wind.*

The power of wind wrapped around my fingers, and soon I tasted blood in my mouth as the power level rose.
Without hesitation, I released the bowstring.
Shock waves spread from various points on the wall, causing resonance.

I didn't hesitate to release the other strings as well.
Despite using the power of wind, the strain was quite strong, and a headache soon came over me.
But I eventually released all the strings.

This created cracks.
All that remained was to bring down the walls.

"Yoo Seora."

An ominous dark energy was already swirling around her sword.
Overload.
She raised her sword at an angle and shouted:

"Sky Slash!"

That name that never changed despite all my training, and eventually returned to the original.
And with that cry, the cracked wall split like a cake.

With a slight vibration, and a single sword strike, one side of the wall instantly collapsed.
The festive atmosphere of the Reim Kingdom quickly turned to screams at this shocking sight.
Even the enemy knight commander and Black Knight commander, whom I had informed beforehand, were frozen at the sight.

But only for a moment; soon they regained their senses and gave orders.

"Charge!"

"Charge!"

The enemy knights and Black Knights began charging through the collapsed wall.
Their morale seemed higher than ever.
They looked as if they had already won.
But...

*This is just the beginning.*

The regular members, except for the commanders, wouldn't know.
That there were Demon Kings inside.
To prevent their morale from dropping when they saw the Demon Kings, Yoo Seora and I needed to step up.

I said to Yoo Seora:

"Let's go save the Reim Kingdom."

"And Elsie too."

"Of course."

After this final exchange, we overtook the knights who had started charging and entered through the wall.
The outer wall had collapsed, but the inner wall remained.
And so the siege began.

Ch.139 - Siege Assault (1)
Inside the Reim Kingdom's castle.

A man sat in one of dozens of rooms whose purpose was now unknown. With the Nameless Festival already begun and light vanished from the barrier, the room was dark, making the man's face barely visible.

Finally, a voice reached him.

"Hello, Mr. Laus. What can I do for you?"

"Violet, can you connect me to my sister?"

"Well, I can, but things are quite urgent on her end right now..."

"What?"

"It seems the 2nd-ranked warrior's hideout was in the Central Sea Islands."

He had seen the 2nd-ranked warrior before, albeit from a distance. And it was a sight he didn't particularly wish to see again.

"That madman was hiding there?"

"Fortunately, he doesn't seem to be taking direct action, but it's inevitably causing complications with the operation... Ah, it looks like a connection is possible now."

With those words, another voice came through.

"Laus, is everything intact there?"

Her tone suggested things weren't intact on her end.

"Sister, are you alright there?"

"I asked if everything is intact there."

"Yes, it's fine. The princess who escaped earlier returned and caused a commotion, but we captured her quickly."

"Laus, Allen Plake isn't here."

Allen Plake wasn't in the Central Sea Islands?
That implied other possibilities with serious implications.
Of course, even if he came alone to attack this place where several Demon Kings remained, what could he possibly do...

That's when it happened.
The castle suddenly shook slightly.
As he was trying to process the vibration—

A larger tremor overwhelmed him before he could think.
There was only one explanation for a tremor of this magnitude.
The castle wall had collapsed.

"What was that just now?"

Levia asked, but he had no time to answer.
He shouted to Violet, who had been listening to the conversation.

"Broadcast to all Demon Kings in the kingdom! We're under attack! And tell the 72nd not to leave the White Tower, and seal it off!"

***

The castle wall collapsed in an instant.
It had seemed like a wall that would withstand any external attack.
Yet it crumbled with shocking ease.

The sight filled the hearts of the watching Knight Order of Justice and Black Knight Order members with complex emotions.
At the same time, it ignited their morale.
They had just witnessed the power of the reliable ally their commanders had told them about.

"Charge!"

"Charge!"

Emboldened by their high spirits, they began their assault.
Currently, most of the coup forces' main troops would be in the underground passages of the castle.
It was best to advance as much as possible now.

"We're under attack!"

They had once been knights who protected the Reim Kingdom together.
But now they had become enemies.
One might expect hesitation, but there was none in their charge.

If they retreated now, the kingdom's future was predictable.
The current peace was merely temporary and false; if it continued, the country would eventually rot from within.
And though they didn't know it, if they retreated now, the Reim Kingdom was destined to fall to the Demon Kings.

"Surrender and your lives will be spared!"

Despite everything, the commander of the Knight Order of Justice showed mercy.
Not everyone inside the castle walls had chosen to be there willingly.
That's why he intended to spare those who surrendered.

"Argh!"

But there was no mercy for those who fought back instead of surrendering.
Most knights inside the castle used light magic, and having lost their light due to the Nameless Festival, they were helpless against the Ridwald family who used fire magic.
The Knight Order of Justice following the Ridwald family, along with the Black Knight Order, were overwhelming their enemies with their heightened morale.

However, that morale couldn't last forever.
There was something the commanders already knew about, but the regular members didn't—
The Demon Kings.

"W-what is that...!"

The Demon Kings no longer concealed themselves in human form.
They revealed their Demon King forms without restraint.
The sight was deeply shocking to those encountering Demon Kings for the first time.

Bodies two to three times the size of humans.
Their forms bore hardly any resemblance to humans.
Above all, they exuded an overwhelming pressure that went beyond mere physical revulsion.

"That's... a Demon King?"

Even the commander of the Knight Order of Justice felt the same.
Of course she knew about Demon Kings, but this was her first time seeing one in person.
She too couldn't help but freeze before such a being.

The only fortunate thing was that the enemy troops had also momentarily frozen.
But once the enemy realized the Demon Kings were on their side, they quickly recovered.
Just as the tide of battle seemed about to turn—

"Sky Slash."

The darkened sky of the Reim Kingdom split.
Or rather, it felt as if it had split.
The attack was that brutally powerful.

With a sickening sound, even the Demon King's body, which should have been several times harder than a human's, was cut apart.
This was the third Sacred Replicant used up.
But it made no sense to spare a mere 2-star Relic when slaying a Demon King.

A volley of arrows followed instantly, embedding themselves in the Demon King's split body.
At first glance, it seemed like a meaningless attack.
The arrows merely stuck in the flesh, causing almost no damage.

But in the next moment, a sound like a plucked string rang out.
The three arrows lodged in its body resonated.

With a high-pitched sound, blood and flesh exploded from the creature's cut surface.
This was why the warrior Lyutmila had risen to the ranks of high-level warriors, differentiating herself from other archers.

'But for the finishing blow...'

Yoo Seora had inflicted a mortal wound with Sky Slash.
And the Resonance had destroyed the creature's insides, paralyzing its regenerative abilities.
Yet the Demon King wasn't dead.
This was how resilient ordinary Demon Kings were, even inside the barrier.
So it needed an additional finishing blow.

'Gravitus Replicant.'

Make the weight as light as possible.

'Power of Wind.'

Make the speed as fast as possible.

'It's been a while.'

It was a technique I hadn't used in a very long time.
The accelerated strike happened so quickly that ordinary observers couldn't even perceive it.

'Weight release.'

The Gravitus Replicant became too heavy even for my current strength to handle.
By the time they realized what had happened, it had already shattered the Demon King to pieces.

And so, one Demon King died pathetically.

With the appearance of two beings clearly stronger than Demon Kings, and knowing they were allies, the Knight Order of Justice and Black Knight Order regained their morale.
Meanwhile, enemy soldiers began surrendering one by one.

Watching the battle unfold while searching for other Demon Kings, I also looked for Elsie.
But she was nowhere to be seen.
Fortunately, it seemed the operation was proceeding as planned.

By now, Elsie was probably...

My eyes lingered on the white spire visible in the distance.

Inside the White Tower.

***

A faint vibration could be felt from the floor.
Elsie knew it was the signal.
Soon the outer castle wall would be destroyed, and the siege would begin.

But she had a different task.
While Allen and Yoo Seora diverted the attention of all the other Demon Kings, she had to reach the White Tower.
And there...

"Now I must end this."

She took out two pills from her inventory.
They were awakening pills Allen had given her.
With these, she could gain considerable strength for 30 minutes.

'Though there's a severe penalty after those 30 minutes, apparently.'

So everything had to be finished within 30 minutes.
With that resolve, she swallowed the pills.
At the same moment, she heard the sound of the castle wall collapsing.

'It's beginning.'

Escaping now would be easier.
She grabbed the iron bars of her cell with her bare hands.
Thanks to the awakening pills, she could feel her strength had increased dramatically.

"Nngh..."

The iron bars were quite thick.
Thick enough to seem immovable even to her enhanced strength.
But as she gritted her teeth and summoned her power, the bars began to bend.

'Just a little more...'

Maintaining her focus, she continued to widen the gap until finally the bars were bent enough for her to pass through.
She quickly wiped the large beads of sweat from her forehead with her sleeve.

'Optical Modulation.'

Now invisible, she slipped through the bent bars.
There was only one place she needed to go now.

The White Tower.

***

In the most remote corner of the castle stood a pure white spire that contrasted with the surrounding gray walls.
The spire, pointed like it could draw blood from a giant, appeared to be merely decorative, with a structure that seemed impossible for people to enter.

However, this ornamental-looking spire held a secret.
Behind the spire was a magically hidden door leading underground.
A man in white robes was now trying to seal that door.

It was because of the attack.
Moreover, a direct order from the Demon King to seal it meant the enemy must be quite powerful.
Even if they were losing the battle, they would try to protect what was inside as much as possible.

'And perhaps...'

If "that" succeeded properly, they might even be able to sweep away the current invaders.

'Yes, if we succeed in creating the real one.'

As he was going through the sealing procedure with these thoughts, he suddenly felt a dull impact on the back of his head.

He turned around.
But there was no one there.
At least, that's how it appeared to his eyes.
But he could recognize her.

"Princess...?"

Naturally, the sealing process hadn't been properly completed.
Elsie, who had knocked him down, was puzzled that the White Knight Order member had recognized her in the final moment, but she opened the door to the spire.

At that moment, someone's voice came from the distance.

"Sky Slash!"

It was Yoo Seora's voice.
Simultaneously, a Demon King was being split in half.
Soon, three arrows flew in and embedded themselves in the creature.

It was indeed a battle on a different scale.
According to Allen, he too could handle such fights if he had the Sword of the Royal Family, but right now he couldn't help in that kind of battle.
So she had been assigned a different task.

While Allen and Yoo Seora risked their lives fighting the Demon Kings, she was to infiltrate the underground White Tower and prevent the possible awakening of the 72nd Demon King.
Leaving Allen with his drawn sword behind, she stepped into the White Tower to fulfill her mission.

Ch.140 - External Records (12)
# External Record (12) #

Broadcast Date: 2021.12.29 18:11:47
Broadcaster: MintLemon
Viewers: 210,312

"Is this normally how many viewers you get?"

"No, this is the first time I've seen numbers like this too."

I was at streamer MintLemon's studio for the broadcast.
MintLemon froze when she saw the viewer count.
But since I rarely watched internet livestreams, I had no frame of reference for these numbers.

"How many viewers do you usually get?"

"On a good day, about ten thousand. Last time, when I met Yurang's Allen Plake and it spread through the community, I hit twenty thousand."

"So two hundred thousand is..."

"You'd probably only see numbers like this for an official tournament final."

Hearing that, I finally began to grasp that this was indeed an official broadcast.

"Are you really sure about this? If needed, I could handle the interaction while you just watch..."

"No, it's my account. I've been the one watching over it from the beginning."

After receiving the proposal from the management team, I spent a lot of time deliberating whether to do an official broadcast.
Of course, there was the issue of having to reveal my real name since I'd thoughtlessly used it for my account, but what concerned me most was the fairness issue.
No matter how they framed it as an event, I wondered if other users would accept the current situation where only I could log in.

*But...*

In the end, I accepted their proposal.
Not because of the monetary compensation they promised.
Rather, I declined that offer because it would have made things look even more suspicious.

Just being recognized as the first user among a million who raised Allen Plake to the 100th cycle and triggered the event—that was enough for me.
And fortunately, the users who had half given up on the game responded positively to this event.

- Will the server reopen after this is over?
- So HunB had a plan all along!

Of course, not everyone felt that way.

- They abandoned the game for a month calling it "maintenance," and you think they had a plan?
- So this is all because of this guy?

Whenever comments like that appeared, MintLemon would say:

"Don't worry about it too much. In the end, HunB's management team is the one at fault here. Yurang hasn't done anything wrong."

Well, if I had to nitpick, there was one thing I did wrong.
I posted screenshots of Allen Plake directly to the official community without going through management.
That's partly why we were doing this broadcast now.

But I was prepared to take responsibility for that action.
And that was the biggest reason I agreed to the broadcast.
I thought that even those criticizing me might change their minds if they saw the Allen Plake I had raised.

I wanted to show people how Allen Plake had grown until now.
That was ultimately my motivation for deciding to do the broadcast.
Since he had changed so much for me, I wanted to share that with others.

"First, before we start streaming the game screen, I'll show you screenshots of our progress so far."

I began showing the viewers the screenshots I had selected in advance.

"This is when I first met Gwen Ridwald."

Meeting Gwen Ridwald.
Clearing the first Ordeal.
And defeating the 71st Demon King.

- You're saying you started by defeating the 71st Demon King with Allen Plake?
- This is so fake
- Looking at his stats and skillset though, it might actually be possible
- Absolutely not, we're talking about Allen Plake here
- But he has Absolute Obedience
- That's what makes it fake
- If you're jealous, you should have raised a character to 100 cycles first
- Raising Allen Plake to 100 cycles is insane to begin with lol

The chat was a bit noisy, but I decided to move on.
Yes, I could understand why they might feel that way for now.
The next screenshot was from when I met Princess Erciara.

"Ah, this is..."

For reference, that Erciara belonged to the streamer MintLemon sitting next to me.
Some viewers in the broadcast seemed to remember that moment.

- The host went for that 5% survival rate route out of greed and crashed lol
- But didn't it actually work out better in the end?
- What's the point of the character being happy if the game crashed?

At this point, my Allen Plake had actually stolen Erciara's Sak build.
Although it wasn't my doing, I still felt guilty about it.

"I'm sorry about that time."

"No, I should be thanking you. Without that Allen Plake, my Erciara would probably have died."

The chat exploded in response.

- Stop rubbing it in
- Do they think they're actually Allen and Erciara?
- Is the guy handsome by any chance?

I hurriedly moved on to the next screenshots.
This time it was Sak.

"This is probably where the event really began."

Here, Allen Plake met the 13th Demon King Libero, learned swordsmanship from him, and grew stronger through the trials of the 100th cycle.
Of course, he still wasn't particularly strong compared to other characters, but he had become strong enough to stand on their battlefield.
And then...

"This is where he defeated the 13th and 67th Demon Kings."

- Oh my...
- Why do I feel sorry for a Demon King?
- Yeah, I've been killed by him quite a few times
- Was he always this kind of character? I had no idea.

Surprisingly, the reaction was sympathy for the 13th Demon King.
It was unexpected considering the 13th Demon King had been like a grim reaper, guaranteed to kill anyone who challenged him.
Importantly though, from this point on, there were no more comments claiming Allen's victories over Demon Kings were fake.

*The viewers now understand what kind of effort Allen has put in.*

Anyway, a major anomaly occurred in the game from this point.
This caused 100 accounts connected to mine to become unplayable.
And eventually, the company shut down the server.

"I don't actually have many screenshots after this point."

I had returned to my daily life and mostly neglected Allen's side of things.
I only knew that he had enrolled in the Rose Warrior Academy to create a new identity, and recruited Erciara and Yoo Seora as companions there.
After that, he headed to the Reim Kingdom.

"Currently, he's about to engage in battle at the Reim Kingdom."

I finally turned off the screenshots and switched to the game screen.
There was Allen Plake.
Next to him stood a black-haired character, Yoo Seora.

- They're going to attack the Reim Kingdom with just Allen Plake and Yoo Seora?
- With all those Demon Kings inside? Impossible.
- Server reopening soon, sweet!

But at that moment:

[Equipped Relic 'Resonance'.]

- Isn't that Resonance?
- He inherited Resonance
- But aren't they both archers then? Yoo Seora is an archer too.

Resonance in Allen's hands.
The viewers still seemed to be taking it in stride.
After all, Allen had shown plenty of unusual feats so far.
But they couldn't maintain their composure after the next message.

[Using skill 'Sublimation'. The skill effect temporarily raises the rank of 'Wind Authority' by one level. In exchange, you lose some of your lifespan.]

This was a skill other users had never seen before.

- What kind of skill is that?
- Rank? What does rank mean?
- If it's a temporary enhancement that uses lifespan, isn't it just a worse version of Premature Growth?
- This isn't even on the wiki?

I explained to them:

"He got it from a trial inside the Rose Warrior Academy."

- ???
- A trial inside the Rose Warrior Academy?
- Was there a trial there?
- According to the lore there are training trials inside, but they shouldn't give rewards?

But for some reason, Allen had received a reward.
Users had mixed opinions about that reward.
But then:

[3 arrows resonate through Resonance's 'Harmony'.]
[3 arrows resonate through Resonance's 'Harmony'.]
[3 arrows resonate through Resonance's 'Harmony'.]
[3 arrows resonate through Resonance's 'Harmony'.]
[3 arrows resonate through Resonance's 'Harmony'.]
[3 arrows resonate through Resonance's 'Harmony'.]
[3 arrows resonate through Resonance's 'Harmony'.]

['Western Wall' has become vulnerable.]

The skill from Allen's Relic Resonance.
Users focused on the '3 arrows' part.

- ?
- Isn't 3 arrows only possible for Wilhelm?
- When I picked up Resonance with Allen Plake near Basil once, it didn't work. Resonance was useless so I just died.
- Maybe it's because of that Sublimation thing from earlier?

And Yoo Seora's following attack didn't give the chat a moment to pause.

[Yoo Seora's strike has completely destroyed the 'Western Wall'.]

- ???
- Wait, is Yoo Seora using a sword build?
- Mom, something's wrong with this game
- But can they win even with this? There must be tons of Demon Kings and soldiers inside

['Enemy Knights' and 'Black Knights' respond and begin charging. Their morale is sufficiently high.]

- He persuaded the knights?
- Aren't the Enemy Knights usually locked in the dungeon and killed?
- How did he convince the Black Knights?

But the most surprising moment was yet to come.

- But what about the Demon Kings?
- Can Allen Plake and sword-build Yoo Seora handle them?
- Absolutely impossible

Demon Kings began appearing one by one.
Yoo Seora's strike dealt significant damage to a Demon King, but their characteristic was rapid health regeneration.
But then a series of messages appeared:

[Using skill 'Sublimation'. The skill effect temporarily raises the rank of 'Wind Authority' by one level. In exchange, you lose some of your lifespan.]

[3 arrows resonate through Resonance's 'Harmony'.]

[The '47th Demon King's' regeneration slows down.]

And Allen's attack didn't stop there.

[Equipped Relic 'Gravitus Replicant'.]

[The sword becomes lighter due to 'Gravitus Replicant's' effect.]

[Skill 'Wind Authority' activates.]

[The sword becomes heavier due to 'Gravitus Replicant's' effect.]

These messages appeared in rapid succession.
And simultaneously, another message popped up:

<You have defeated a Demon King for the fourth time. Title [Demon King Slayer] has been updated.>

<You gain 200 SP as a bonus from the title [Demon King Slayer].>

- ???
- What just happened?
- ?

Allen Plake defeating a Demon King so effortlessly, even within a barrier.
This image was completely different from the Allen Plake the viewers knew.
However, one important issue remained before his strategy could be considered successful.

- But if they can't subdue the 72nd, isn't this a disaster?
- They seem busy enough with the Demon Kings, who's going to deal with the 72nd?
- Isn't the White Tower already locked?

But at that moment, another message appeared on screen:

['Erciara Rodreim' has discovered the hidden location 'White Tower'.]

- Oh
- Allen, you had a plan all along
- But can Erciara handle it alone?

Seeing that message, I turned toward MintLemon.
She was already clutching her hands tightly under the desk as if in prayer.

"I think Erciara can probably handle it on her own, don't you?"

Allen Plake had already grown strong enough not to need my help.
Then the same must be true for his trusted companion Erciara.
So all we could do now was cheer them on.
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Ch.141 - Siege Assault (2)
"This is the White Tower..."

Elsie opened the hidden door in the white spire and entered.
What unfolded before her was a white staircase.
No, not just the stairs—the walls and ceiling were all completely white as well.

*This isn't a place I'd want to stay for long.*

A space of nothing but white—it seemed like one could lose their mind at any moment.
This place was only accessible to the White Knights, and they spent much of their time here.
How on earth did they maintain their sanity in such a place?

Thinking this, she continued down the stairs until she came upon an open room.
It too was filled entirely with white.
Inside, members of the White Knights in white robes were moving about.

*The White Knights.*

They were individuals who had honed healing magic using light to its extreme limits.
Five hundred years ago, during the battle against the Chaos Beasts, they had supported the enemy knights with their healing magic until the very end.
Surely their techniques had advanced even further by now.

*But...*

For some reason, they were now hiding the 72nd Demon King.
Unlike five hundred years ago, they had now become a threat to the Reim Kingdom.

*Still... I should just pass through for now.*

The 72nd Demon King was in the deepest part of the White Tower.
If she were to confront each White Knight along the way, the 30-minute time limit of the awakening pill would quickly expire.

With that thought, she entered the room.
For some reason, everyone in the room simultaneously turned their heads toward Elsie, despite her using optical camouflage.
The sight froze her in place.

"Princess?"

They clearly recognized Elsie.

"It's the real princess."

"Why would the real princess be here?"

They began to gather around Elsie with methodical steps.
As if they could see her, they were converging on her with precision.
Because of this, Elsie had no choice but to speak.

"Can you see me?"

To her question, they answered:

"We cannot see you. We merely sense you."

"Sense me?"

"Yes, the blood of the true Reim royal family flows with an authority that cannot be completely hidden, no matter how one tries."

That was something she herself had felt to some extent.
That's why she had been trying so hard to hide that authority.
However, she hadn't known that it was inherited through the blood of the Reim royal family.

"But..."

There was one exception she had recently experienced.

"What about what the fake princess possessed?"

The pressure the fake princess had exuded.
It was clearly different from her own, but similar enough that someone unfamiliar might confuse them.
At her question, the White Knights smiled.
It was a smile that some might find chilling.

"We're grateful that you appreciate our work."

"Work? What do you mean by 'appreciate'?"

"Didn't you feel that its authority was similar to yours, Princess?"

Elsie shook her head and replied:

"No, it felt different to me. Only the uninformed public might be confused."

For some reason, the more she spoke with them, the more unbearable the creeping sensation became.
She intended to end the conversation as quickly as possible.
But hearing her words, they began to ramble even more freely.

"Indeed, the real one sees through the fake."

"Where did we fall short?"

"No need to be too disappointed. Let's examine the differences again."

These incomprehensible exchanges.
But she had no time to waste on such conversations.

"Step aside."

When dialogue proved futile, she had no choice but to issue a command.

"This is the princess's order. Move aside or I will kill you all."

Only then did they begin to back away from her.
But their murmuring didn't stop.

"She's definitely different from the fake."

"How can we better replicate this authority?"

They continued to follow Elsie, muttering as she moved forward.
When she reached what appeared to be a door leading to the lower level, they began to block her path one by one.

"What are you doing?"

Elsie spoke to them once more, as if granting mercy.

"Let me remind you again. If you don't move, I will kill you."

But they remained motionless, blocking the door.
Elsie had no choice but to ask:

"What exactly is the problem?"

They answered:

"If you go down there, you'll find our precious works."

"Works?"

Come to think of it, they had mentioned something about their "work" earlier.

"Are you talking about the fake princess?"

"That's one of them."

They themselves admitted the princess was fake.
From Elsie's perspective, she couldn't understand them at all.

"Then why are you stopping me? I'm the real princess."

"That's precisely because you are the real one."

For some reason, that sounded like they valued the fake over the real.

"What does that even mean?"

To Elsie's question, one of them asked in return:

"Have you heard of alchemy?"

She had heard of it.

"Isn't it about making gold from something that isn't gold?"

"Yes, that's correct. Then, if one were to make gold from something that wasn't gold, would it be exactly the same as gold that was gold from the beginning?"

It wasn't a difficult question.

"If what was made is truly gold, then they should be the same."

"Precisely. But would the meaning that gold holds also be the same?"

The meaning that gold holds.
Most people would say they're the same.
But they shook their heads.

"To the alchemist who created it, they would certainly be different. Something that was gold from the beginning versus something that was transformed into gold."

Elsie was beginning to understand them.

"To us, the fake is more precious than the real."

But understanding and comprehension were different things.

"You're all insane."

She should have known from the moment she saw their eyes.
Eyes devoid of vitality, dull and vacant.
They couldn't possibly be the eyes of normal people.
And she was beginning to suspect what they might have done.

No further dialogue was necessary.
Both she and they knew this.
So Elsie drew her sword.

And she began to cut down the White Knights who rushed at her one by one.
She tried to avoid vital spots, but soon the floor was stained with blood.
At first, Elsie thought they might back down after such a threat, but no one retreated.

"Please stop."

She pleaded, but they kept swarming toward her.
Even though they couldn't properly see her due to the optical camouflage, they were driven by the single-minded determination to stop her.
Elsie could only swing her sword in their midst, cutting down those who tried to get close.
But...

*Why aren't their numbers decreasing?*

As that question crossed her mind, she caught sight of something.
It was the image of someone using light magic to forcibly heal wounds inflicted by her.
The healing wasn't proper, so the wounds looked grotesque, and their movements seemed uncomfortable.
Yet, as soon as they healed their wounds, they rushed at Elsie again.

Seeing them act as if they felt no pain, Elsie gritted her teeth.
She realized this approach wouldn't work.
Time was limited, and she had to subdue the 72nd Demon King before awakening.

"I... didn't want to do this."

In that moment, a fierce glint flickered in her eyes.
Her swordplay became much more aggressive than before.
She no longer focused on avoiding vital spots.
The strength she gained from the awakening pill was enough to crush bones and flesh in a single strike.

Ear-piercing screams filled the air.
Crimson blood stained the all-white room.
White Knights who forcibly gathered their organs, reattached their flesh, and charged at her again.

In this gruesome scene where she might lose her sanity if she let her guard down for a moment, Elsie continued to swing her sword.
At some point, she was completely covered in blood, but there was no one here to wipe it off.
She could only cut down everyone who rushed at her until she could move forward.

As she swung her sword in a trance-like state, Elsie realized at some point that she could now move forward.
There were still those on the floor, with half-severed necks, trying to recover their legs first, but she ignored them and moved on.

The white room was now covered in blood and flesh.
Occasionally, when a hand tried to grab her ankle, she cut off the wrist and continued forward.
Then she opened the door to the lower level.

Again, there was a white staircase.
As she descended, their "works" finally revealed themselves.

"As I thought..."

The things in the iron cages could hardly be called human.
If anything, they resembled Chaos Beasts.
No, perhaps they were artificially creating Chaos Beasts.
After all, special vacuum tubes placed around the room contained something that looked like Chaos.

"Princess?"

"It's the real princess."

The knights' reactions here were the same as those upstairs.
Even the look in their eyes was the same.
If so, Elsie's task was clear.

She silently pointed her sword at them.
There was no time to waste.
If they stood in her way, she would cut them down and move on.

The intensity in her eyes momentarily froze even the madmen there.
But only for a moment—they began to swarm toward Elsie.
And Elsie cut them down as she moved forward.
Her steps never faltered as she advanced.

But this time too, because they clung to her so persistently, she could only reach the door on the other side after cutting down everyone.
If she went down through this door, the 72nd Demon King would likely be below.
She opened the door and looked back one last time.

There was a white room turned into a sea of blood, and test subjects trapped in iron cages.
Each subject seemed to have a number.

*Those test subjects...*

Would they want to live like that?
As if even just existing was painful, the room, now silent of the White Knights' voices, was filled with their groans.

*Wouldn't it be better to give them a merciful death?*

Such thoughts crossed her mind briefly, but she decided to worry about that later.
The 72nd Demon King was the priority now.

The 30-minute effect of the awakening pill would soon wear off.
She didn't know when the 72nd Demon King might successfully awaken.
So she had to hurry at all costs.

*The 72nd Demon King.*

In truth, she already knew the identity of the 72nd Demon King.
They had even faced each other and spoken before.
And at that time, she had been defeated by her.

Finally descending the remaining stairs, she arrived in another white room like all the others.
In the center was a powerful magical barrier protecting the Reim Kingdom's barrier stone, and in front of it stood a blonde woman.
With drained blonde hair and pale skin.
She spoke as if she had been expecting Elsie's arrival.

"Hello, real one."

The fake princess.
She was the 72nd Demon King.

Ch.142 - Siege Assault (3)
"You knew I was coming."

She reluctantly deactivated her optical camouflage.
Since the fake princess had already noticed her, there was no point wasting mana on maintaining the camouflage.
The fake princess said to her:

"The presence of you royals is impossible to ignore, even if I wanted to."

Allen had actually told her about this.
Someone of the Demon King's caliber could easily detect her presence.
What was strange was that this ability wasn't limited to Demon Kings but extended to the White Knights on the upper floors as well.

*Those guys...*

It probably had something to do with their research.
They had been researching how to turn the fake princess into the real one.
To do that, they must have studied the unique presence of the real princess countless times.

And because of that, more time had passed than she'd expected.
She only had about 8 minutes left.
In those 8 minutes, she needed to end the fake princess—no, the 72nd Demon King.

That's why Elsie raised her sword without further words.
Eight minutes wasn't so short that she couldn't afford a single word, but she couldn't take any chances.
Allen had trusted her with this important mission. There would be no excuse if she failed due to carelessness.

*And I don't want to lose.*

She had already figured out what this person was about from their conversation in the plaza.
She wasn't being used by the Knight Commander or the White Knights.
She was simply obsessively fixated on becoming "real."

Death was the only thing to give such a person.
She began gathering light mana into her sword.
The light extended, taking the form of a larger blade.

Seeing this, the fake princess said:

"For a princess to develop such combat ability. Should I be impressed, or... is that also thanks to your remarkable bloodline?"

"Well, it is thanks to my remarkable bloodline."

At least what she was showing now was.
The innate light mana was possible because of the Reim royal bloodline.
But that wasn't all she had.

She approached the fake princess using her speed enhanced by the awakening pill.
It wasn't as fast as Allen using the power of wind, but it was enough to exceed normal human perception.
Of course, the fake princess could hardly be considered a normal human either.

She swung her sword.
The intensely glowing light blade extended to cut down the fake princess.
But the fake princess blocked it.

"Is that all your remarkable bloodline amounts to?"

In her hand was an ominous glowing sword of light.
It looked similar to the royal sword she had seen in her father's hand as a child.
Unlike the royal sword, however, this one had no physical form, and its light wasn't the pure golden color of the original.

*But still...*

She's formidable indeed.
Elsie distanced herself from her opponent again.
Allen had told her that while the fake princess hadn't reached awakening, as a Demon King, her skills would be equal to or greater than Elsie's even with the awakening pill.
And that became clear when their swords clashed.

*She's definitely stronger than me.*

Of course, even the other Demon Kings outside required the combined strength of the powerful Yoo Seora and Allen to defeat them.
There was no way the 72nd Demon King would be weaker than herself.
But being stronger didn't mean Elsie couldn't win.
The killing intent in her eyes intensified.

*But I will win.*

She charged at the fake princess again.
Their swords clashed repeatedly.
The light produced by both was similar in size, and the colliding beams illuminated the white room with flashes.

As they exchanged blows, the fake princess suddenly began speaking.
It was something she had never mentioned anywhere else.
A story she desperately wanted to tell only to Elsie, the "real" one.

"Did you know? The bloodline of Rodreim disappears the moment it escapes that filthy inbreeding."

Elsie knew that much.
It wasn't a topic people brought up, but it was clear just from looking at the family records.

However, this wasn't unique to the Reim royal family; it happened quietly in other prestigious families too.
Stigmas were passed through blood, and naturally, diluting the blood of those with powerful stigmas was frowned upon.
The problem was that the fake princess's tone suggested something more.

That the bloodline would completely "disappear" if they stopped inbreeding.

"What do you mean by that?"

The fake princess smiled, looking both bitter and mocking.

"Exactly what I said. The moment blood outside the Reim lineage mixes in, a cursed blood hidden somewhere in the bloodline manifests. The hair and eyes turn completely black. Yes, just like the people of Sak who are unilaterally treated as enemies in the kingdom."

She spat out words while continuing to exchange sword strikes with Elsie.

"That's why the Reim royal family has always been careful. They didn't want anyone to know there was an impurity in their bloodline. But... your father, the previous king of Reim, was promiscuous."

By now, the fake princess's eyes had also filled with murderous intent.
In that moment, her sword pierced Elsie's shoulder.

"Ugh!"

Excruciating pain swept through Elsie's body.
The arm pierced by the light sword didn't fall off, but it was instantly mangled.
Elsie immediately took out a potion from her inventory and poured it on her shoulder.

The potion immediately mended bones and grew new flesh, but it didn't eliminate the pain.
Nevertheless, Elsie quickly regrasped her sword as soon as she applied the potion.
Watching her, the fake princess continued:

"He often disguised his identity and went out at night for pleasure, but no one failed to notice he was the king. That distinctive aura of your remarkable bloodline gave him away. That's how the king's illegitimate children began to be born outside the palace one after another. Then the royal family decided."

She said with a maniacal smile:

"To send all the illegitimate children to the White Tower to be used as test subjects for the White Knights."

Elsie now properly understood her identity.

"So you were one of those illegitimate children."

The test subjects above must have been the same.
Which meant, in other words:
Half-sisters.
A relationship where their fates might have been reversed.

"Yes, from birth until now, I've always been... the fake princess."

That was the moment.
Elsie charged at her again.
And this time, using the swordsmanship she learned from Allen, she struck from outside the normal range, half a beat faster.

"Kuk!"

The fake princess's blood splattered.
But the color of those droplets was strange.
It was too black and murky, a color difficult to describe.
It was almost like... Chaos.

"It was truly horrible. They knew they couldn't turn a fake into a real one through conventional methods. So what they focused on was Chaos."

Illegitimate children injected with Chaos.
Among them, those on the upper floors who had ceased to be human were relatively lucky.
Most people exposed to Chaos go berserk and die on the spot.
But the fake princess...

"I... survived for a week after being injected with Chaos. It was a terrible time I never want to imagine again. Of course, it's not something I can forget even if I want to."

"A week...?"

"Yes, but the worse pain came afterward. When I survived for a week after being injected with Chaos, they put the royal sword inside me."

"What do you mean..."

She was naturally regenerating the part Elsie had cut off.
Her method wasn't like that of other Demon Kings.
It was like the White Knights from the upper floors, using light magic to directly cauterize and suture the flesh.

It had to be painful.
But she showed no signs of feeling any pain.
And the reason was in her answer:

"Exactly what I said. They cut open my stomach, rummaged through my organs to create a space, and put the royal sword right in there."

It was a foreign object.
No, beyond that, it was a large, sharp sword.
In terms of pain alone, it would have been unsurprising if she had died instantly from shock.
But she survived this time too.

"It was excruciating. To make matters worse, the holy power contained in the royal sword began to clash with the Chaos already permeating my body, destroying me from the inside. If I hadn't heard the voice then, I wouldn't have survived."

"Voice?"

"Yes, a voice. It was definitely a god. I accepted his offer, and that's how I became a Demon King. And most importantly, I gained the power to become real."

Her power began to intensify.

"My hair turned completely white from the experiments."

After deflecting Elsie's sword, she cut Elsie's thigh.
But Elsie immediately poured potion on the wound.

"But that made it easier to dye it blonde."

The fake princess was already insane.
Despite occasionally receiving fatal wounds from Elsie, she quickly restored her body.
Despite the pain, over and over again.

"Most importantly, I gained the ability to absorb the royal sword."

The fierce battle continued.
Elsie sprayed potion on her wounds whenever she was injured, while the fake princess used light magic to repair her injuries.
It was clear that neither side was in a normal state.

But at the same time, both possessed a determination that far exceeded normalcy.

"If I absorb all the original power contained in the royal sword and make it mine, it would be the same as making the royal sword mine."

"Then the royal sword is still..."

"Yes, it's still inside me."

That smile was madness.

"I carry the royal sword within me. Therefore, I am the kingdom."

At that moment, the light mana Elsie had infused into her sword collided with the light sword created by the fake princess.
Light crossed with light, but ultimately Elsie was pushed back.
Not only was she pushed back, but unable to withstand the fake princess's sword pressure, she rolled across the floor.

"I will become king. When I become king, I'll be able to have a name too."

Her voice was filled with anger.
All her past resentment was being spewed out with her agitated voice.

"Soon, I will absorb all the power contained in the kingdom's sword."

She had been waiting for this moment.

"I am neither test subject 13 nor the 72nd Demon King. My name is Ersiara Rodreim!"

She had deliberately kept Elsie alive to show this moment to the "real" one.
To show the "real" one how the fake becomes real and the real becomes fake.
Just as she was about to extract the last bit of power from the sword for her awakening...

Suddenly, Elsie's voice, which had been quiet until then, was heard.

"Do as you please."

For some reason, the voice came from behind rather than from where Elsie was kneeling in front.

"I have a different name now."

The name Ersiara feels unfamiliar now.
Elsie is better.
No, in truth, she would have been fine without a name if she could just have her revenge.
It's just that Allen called her Elsie, someone who would have been fine without a name.

Just before the awakening pill's effect ended.
Elsie had used her expanded mana range to fix an afterimage in place while moving behind the fake princess.
This was possible because the fake princess had been swept up in her anger.

In contrast, Elsie knew how to use anger.
She wrapped light mana around the edge of her hand.
And thrust it into the fake princess.

"So this is it."

She felt something hard in her hand.
A cool, solid object felt among the warm, soft organs.
It was definitely the royal sword.

Yes, she would acknowledge it.
That the kingdom before the coup wasn't entirely beautiful either.
The royal family, over something as trivial as black-haired genes, hid it by capturing illegitimate children and putting them in the White Knights' laboratories.
And the White Knights, who had taken a wrong turn at some point, were already engulfed in collective madness.
But that wasn't reason enough to destroy the kingdom.

"I will succeed to the throne."

At that moment, an enormous amount of light began to pour out from the fake princess's abdomen.
The light was so intense it pierced through the White Tower and reached the surface.
It was the light that had traditionally signified the birth of a new king.

Ch.143 - Siege Assault (4)
"Laus! This isn't what we heard! Make a decision quickly!"

The urgent voice of an ally came through Violet's communication.
Laus clutched his head at the sound.

*Damn it.*

Contrary to expectations, Allen Plake hadn't come alone.
The person who accompanied him was a graduate of the Hero Academy who had appeared in previous meetings.
And now she was cutting a Demon King in half with a single sword strike.

*They said she had an ability that consumed Relics.*

Yet she was freely using her Relics without concern.
It seemed strange for a rookie hero who had just received her Relic.

*What should I do?*

Inside the barrier, the restrictions on power were too severe to face them.
But if he escaped outside the barrier, he could get away easily.
Now that the Central Sea Islands also seemed to be in danger, perhaps it would be better to abandon this place and help over there instead.

*It was uncertain whether the 72nd Demon King could awaken anyway.*

Above all else, he wanted to live.
He hadn't become a Demon King just to die in a place like this.
He wanted to survive and witness the World's Demise.

*I guess there's no choice then.*

He looked down at the other Demon Kings fighting below.
This battle seemed unwinnable.

*Holding out longer won't change anything.*

The outcome ultimately depended on the 72nd Demon King in the White Tower.
And the White Tower was currently sealed.
Even if they lost this battle, if the 72nd Demon King successfully awakened inside the White Tower, they could still win the war.

*Then I should withdraw from this battle.*

He didn't want to participate in a battle that was already lost.
Just as he was about to unfurl wings from his back to escape beyond the barrier—

"Laus! There's an intruder in the White Tower!"

"What?"

"It seems to be the real princess!"

The real princess suddenly appeared in the White Tower?
He looked toward the prison tower outside the royal castle.
The princess should have been locked up there.
And there had been no reports of her escape.

*What's going on?*

The princess had somehow escaped without anyone knowing.
Moreover, she had infiltrated the White Tower without being caught.
But still...

"Will anything change just because the princess entered?"

She was just the real princess, after all.
Even if the 72nd one hadn't reached awakening yet, he wouldn't lose in combat.
But the situation Violet reported was different.

"They're evenly matched."

"What?"

"Their powers are almost equal."

That changed everything.

"Damn it."

He immediately turned toward the White Tower.
He didn't want Allen Plake and Yoo Seora on the ground to turn their attention to the White Tower, but with an intruder already inside, he had no choice.
He needed to rush over and help the 72nd Demon King.

Just as he reached the white spire, a wind blew from somewhere.
And a man blocked his path.

Dull blonde hair.
A black cloak with gold embroidery indicating he was a hero.
It was Allen Plake.

"I can't let you interfere."

Interfere?
If he was talking about interference, he must know the princess had gone inside.
He was blocking the way to prevent him from interfering with the princess.

He didn't look that strong.
But for some reason, this man gave off a feeling similar to Libero.
Judging by his achievements so far, this was someone who couldn't be evaluated merely by his outward appearance of strength.

*I might die if I fight him.*

He didn't particularly want to fight a battle where he might die.
Moreover, fighting inside the barrier would be suicidal for someone like him who relied more on controlling Chaos Beasts than his own power.
He was considering escape when—

"Laus."

It was Levia's voice.

"I'll overlook your unauthorized attack on the gate's heroes, but there were parts you didn't report, weren't there? If your operation fails, I'll hold you responsible."

In the end, there was nowhere to run.
So...

*I have no choice but to fight?*

He fully released his Demon King form.

***

"Sky Slash!"

Yoo Seora's strike cut through the sky—no, the Demon King.
I rushed toward the Demon King to finish him off.

"It's fortunate they're not good at cooperation."

She was right.
Demon Kings were so prone to individual action that cases of them cooperating on operations like this were rare.
As a result, they weren't accustomed to coordinated attacks.

*But still...*

I anxiously looked at the White Tower.
Elsie would be fighting in there.
What worried me was that Elsie had a limited time to fight properly.

Thirty minutes.
That was the duration of the awakening pill I had given Elsie.
During that time, Elsie would be able to fight on equal terms with the 72nd Demon King.
And with Elsie's will and the variable of optical modulation added, I judged she could defeat the 72nd Demon King.

But...
There should only be about five minutes left, yet there was still no sign that Elsie had won.
If Elsie had won, "that light" should have appeared by now.

Of course, I believed without doubt that Elsie would win.
But believing and being anxious are different things.
And Yoo Seora seemed to notice my anxiety.

"Go help her."

"Seora?"

"If you're that worried, go help her directly. I'll handle the Demon Kings as best I can."

"But..."

At this rate, her Sacred Replicant would be completely depleted.
Nevertheless, Yoo Seora smiled casually and said:

"You shouldn't spare Relics when it comes to saving a comrade."

She was right.

"Then I'll leave it to you!"

I wrapped the power of wind around my feet.
And began heading toward the white spire.

That's when I saw it.

*What's that?*

I noticed a figure approaching the White Tower from above the royal castle.
Wings sprouting from its back.
It was a Demon King.

*Damn it!*

I accelerated even more.
Adding so much speed that it was hard to control, I instantly blocked his path.
Now I could see his face clearly.

*Demon King Laus.*

He's not one of the stronger Demon Kings.
Even a hero who had been in the same carriage with him on the gate from Basil to Sak hadn't recognized him.
But still, a Demon King was a Demon King.

Fighting an uninjured Demon King alone without Yoo Seora's help.
If the opponent was Laus, it might be doable, but it was still dangerous.
However, I had a reason why I couldn't back down here.

"I can't let you interfere."

In this situation, it was impossible to go help Elsie.
I had to stick with the original plan and leave the lower part to Elsie.
But at the very least, I could prevent this guy from going to interfere with her.

*Gravitus Replicant.*

I made my sword lighter.
Then I made it heavier again as I clashed with him.
Even so, the difference in strength was clear.

*I'm being pushed back.*

No matter how powerful my strike was using Gravitus Replicant and the power of wind, with my basic stats being lower, I couldn't inflict significant damage on a Demon King in perfect condition.
Even if I did damage him, the Demon King would quickly regenerate.
And while Laus was considered weak, that was only in terms of combat ability—his durability was not much different from other Demon Kings.

Still, I didn't want to use an awakening pill here.
I had given Elsie two pills because she absolutely needed them, which left me with four.
As a useful item that could potentially turn the tide, I wanted to save those four for later.

*And for now, it's enough just to hold him back.*

If all I needed to do was hold him back, it didn't matter if I was slightly outmatched in strength.
With that assessment, I began to face him in earnest.
Five minutes remaining.
With the belief that Elsie would somehow succeed within those five minutes.

Laus asked me:

"Are you really Allen Plake?"

Having failed to inflict any significant damage on him, he was questioning my identity.

"I am. Why?"

This is the real me, without any inflation.
But in the end, he was no different, being held back by me.

"Get out of my way."

"You think I'd move just because you tell me to?"

"The princess is probably dead by now anyway."

"If you really think so, why are you trying so hard to get in there?"

No matter what he said, I had no intention of letting him pass.
The fight continued, and finally, when the five minutes were almost up.
At that moment, I felt something from below the ground.

And...
A massive beam of light rose from below, piercing even the barrier in the sky.
It was the light signifying the activation of the Sword of the Royal Family, which had traditionally indicated the birth of a new ruler.

At the same time, it meant Elsie had successfully seized the Sword of the Royal Family.

*She did it.*

Having taken the Sword of the Royal Family from the 72nd Demon King, there was no hope left for the Demon Kings here.
That should have been the case.
But Demon King Laus, who had been staring blankly at the pillar of light, suddenly had his lips curl upward.

"Is that true, Violet?"

He was definitely smiling.
And then unbelievable words flowed from his mouth.

"The 72nd one also succeeded in awakening at the same time?"

Ch.144 - Siege Assault (5)
"Ugh..."

It was good that she had activated the Sword of the Royal Family.
But the next moment, the Sword of the Royal Family caused an explosive resistance inside the body of the fake princess who was the Demon King.
And Elsie, still gripping the sword, was thrown back by the impact and crashed into the wall.

*I need... I need to pull myself together.*

Her head throbbed and her body felt like it would shatter at any moment, but somehow she managed to get up.
She hadn't finished yet.
She couldn't lose consciousness here.

Rising to her feet, she strained her eyes to refocus her blurry vision.
Finally, the scene before her came into view.
The floor was cratered, probably from the recoil earlier, and in the center lay a mass of blood.

*That's...*

Though now unrecognizable, it was the fake princess.
Thanks to the enormous explosion of light from within her stomach, she had been reduced to a lump of flesh.
Yet despite this, she continued to writhe.

The sight was both pitiful and horrifying.
Having just learned about her tragic fate, Elsie even felt a sense of compassion.
But she had to finish this.

Regardless of her tragic fate, she was still the Demon King who had tried to destroy the world.
Just as Elsie raised the Sword of the Royal Family, which emitted overwhelming power proving itself a 5-star Relic, something unexpected happened as she was about to swing it.

"AAAAARGH!"

A scream that filled the space.
The shockwave from that scream made Elsie lose her balance.
Simultaneously, the mass of blood began to swell, emitting an intense light.

"Ersia La Rodreim! The true princess!"

An eye, suddenly enormous.
That bloodshot eye was glaring at Elsie.

"I curse you! I curse your father!"

It wasn't just the eye that had grown.
The mass had expanded enormously, reaching the ceiling of the spacious white room.

"And I curse the kingdom! I curse this damned world too!"

Massive black wings.
And black scales like steel covering a reptilian body.
The form seemed familiar, like something she'd seen in a dream before.

*What should I do?*

Energy began to gather at the mouth of the creature that had just spewed curses.
Meanwhile, Elsie was already suffering the penalty after the duration of her awakening pill had expired.
Her body felt much heavier than usual.

*If I take a direct hit in this state, I'll die.*

But she couldn't retreat.
Behind her was the barrier containing the Reim Kingdom's barrier stone.
And that powerful barrier could only be deactivated by someone who had activated the Sword of the Royal Family.
That's what deactivation meant, though it didn't mean it couldn't be destroyed.

"If the 72nd succeeds in awakening, it will destroy the Reim Kingdom's barrier stone first. If that happens, the fall of the Reim Kingdom will be inevitable. So you must absolutely prevent it from awakening."

Allen's order to absolutely prevent it from awakening.
But the being before her clearly seemed to have succeeded in awakening.
If so, there was only one option left.

*I have to prevent it from destroying the barrier.*

The 72nd Demon King asked her:

"Do you... wish to perish along with the Reim Kingdom?"

"No, the Reim Kingdom will not perish."

At least not while she was still here.

"Nonsense. Look at the state of your body."

Indeed, Elsie's body was far from normal.
She had used potions to heal her fatal wounds, but having treated them hastily, nothing was properly healed.
Moreover, her vision had been constantly shaking since she'd collided with the wall earlier.

"Do you think you can do anything in that condition?"

To be honest, she wasn't sure herself.
But there was something Allen always said.

"We won't know until we try."

"Do as you please. If I can eliminate you too at once, all the better for me."

At that moment, the energy gathered in its mouth blasted forward.
Elsie gritted her teeth and thrust the Sword of the Royal Family into the ground before her.
A massive curtain of light formed in front of her.

*I'll endure it.*

Just blocking wouldn't improve the situation.
But blocking was all she could do in her current state.
Even that was incredibly difficult.

Elsie held onto the sword thrust into the ground, enduring with desperate strength.
If her concentration slipped even slightly, she would be swept away by the creature's attack.
Nevertheless, she didn't give up and continued to block its attack.

When even a small part of the attack slipped through, she could see the barrier behind her fluctuate, so she expanded the curtain of light.
This meant she had to withstand more of the attack, consuming more magical power.
It would have been impossible without the 5-star Relic, the Sword of the Royal Family.

"I thought I had drained almost all its power..."

The 72nd Demon King released another burst of energy at her.

"Does that cursed sword still have power left?!"

Her magical power was already depleted.
Now the attack began to drain her life force instead.
Still, Elsie didn't back down.

*I don't mind if my existence disappears.*

If she could protect the kingdom.
She was willing to sacrifice herself.
That would be the ultimate revenge.

Of course, she wanted to kill the hateful Knight Commander.
She wanted to kill the fake princess too, if possible.
But the best way to get revenge on all of them was to become the ruler herself and protect the kingdom they tried to take.

But truthfully...

She didn't want to disappear.
If she vanished, Allen would surely be lonely.
But she had already asked Yoo Seora to take care of things if she didn't return.

To comfort Allen if she couldn't come back.
She had taught her well how to comfort him, so she should be able to do it.
Despite her awkwardness in many things, Elsie believed Seora could do that well.

*I'm reaching my limit now.*

She could barely see ahead anymore.
She was only blocking the creature's attacks by relying on the Sword of the Royal Family in her hands.
The next attack would probably be her limit.

"You...!"

Fortunately, it seemed the opponent was also reaching its limit.
Its voice sounded quite exhausted.
Even if it had awakened, it couldn't have completely recovered from the damage caused by the explosion the Sword of the Royal Family had triggered inside it.
Moreover, it had been unable to move from that spot, only spewing energy from its mouth.

*The Nameless King.*

As she squeezed out her last remaining strength to block the final attack, she thought of the legend.
Of the Nameless King who sacrificed her existence to protect the kingdom.

*Were you happy too?*

There was no answer, of course.
But one thing was certain.
Though leaving was sad, Elsie was happy in her own way.

*Thank you, Allen.*

Without him, she wouldn't have had a single happy memory.
It would have been impossible to protect the kingdom even by sacrificing her existence.
That's why she was satisfied.

Because she had received love beyond what she deserved.
Because she had experienced happiness because of it.
So now...

At that moment.

"Sky Slash!"

A familiar technique name.
But it wasn't Yoo Seora's voice.
It was the voice she had so desperately wanted to hear.

"Allen?"

Through her fading vision, she saw his sword shattering from the overload.
It was definitely his beloved sword, Gravitus Replicant, which she had sometimes jokingly been jealous of.
After neutralizing the 72nd Demon King's attack with that strike, he rolled and landed beside Elsie.

"Elsie!"

Tears were already flowing from her eyes.
Even knowing this wasn't the time to cry, she simply couldn't hold back.
Her already blurred vision quickly filled with tears.

"Allen..."

"I'm sorry, I was late because I had to defeat the one above. If I had been a little stronger, I could have come earlier."

"Al..."

She wanted to say it was okay.
But her words wouldn't come out properly due to the overwhelming emotions.
She could only feel Allen's hand gently stroking her head.

"Elsie, you can rest now."

As he said this, his hand moved toward the Sword of the Royal Family that she was still gripping tightly.

"Your job is done now. Let go of the sword."

But her hand wouldn't release the sword, as if frozen.
It wasn't over yet, he said, but it wasn't over.
She could still block one more time.

"Elsie, you passed your limit long ago. If you continue like this, you'll die."

It was okay to die.
She was so happy to see Allen in her final moments.
So...

"Allen, run away."

"Elsie?"

"You need to survive. We still have the Central Sea Islands, right?"

She could die happily.

"Miss Gwen and Miss Yoo Seora need you. The Innkeeper and Miss Weiss are waiting for you in your hometown."

Allen, who was awaited by so many people, shouldn't die.
Meanwhile, she was alone now.
She already knew that her father had actually died during the coup three years ago.
So if her life could save Allen, that would be worth it.

"Elsie."

But Allen's warm hand enveloped Elsie's hand.

"What did I tell you?"

"...Not to be swept away by anger?"

But why was he bringing that up now?

"Yes, but it's not just anger you shouldn't be swept away by."

His hand was warm.
The warmth started from her hand and gradually began to warm her entire body again.
As it did, her emotions began to settle.

"Even good emotions like joy or love, if they're excessive, can cloud your judgment."

"But why are you suddenly..."

"You told me yourself. That we're all the same humans. That how I think about you and how you think about me aren't different."

At that moment.
Suddenly her hand began to loosen.

"Yes, that's what you taught me."

He said, gripping the sword released from Elsie's hand with both hands.

"From here on, I'll prove it to you."

He raised the Sword of the Royal Family.

"That you don't need to die."

Ch.145 - The End Of Swordsmanship
I was a bit late.
It was because I hesitated about whether to take the awakening pill.
And because of that, Elsie had already gone beyond her limits.

*Elsie, you did well.*

When I took the sword that had been supporting her body, Elsie collapsed.
She had been holding on through sheer willpower, right at the brink of death.
Yes, if she wasn't going to fight anymore, I'd rather she rest properly like that.

*I'll handle things from here somehow.*

Gripping the Sword of the Royal Family with both hands, I glared at the 72nd Demon King before me.
Its massive bulk, two wings proportional to that size, and thick black scales.
It was the perfect embodiment of what one would call a dragon.

And I had seen this creature before.
It had appeared at the end of the third Ordeal, devoured the Relics stored at the cult headquarters, and reached awakening.
But thinking about it now, that too was one of the devices indicating that place was an Ordeal.

*Of course, absorbing multiple weaker Relics would be faster for its awakening than absorbing a single Sword of the Royal Family...*

This creature wouldn't give up on the Sword of the Royal Family.
Above all, it was obsessed with becoming the "true princess."
That's why I could use as a strategy the fact that it would keep Elsie alive to show that it was becoming the "true princess."

*And Elsie performed that strategy well.*

The situation had worsened a bit when she stole the Sword of the Royal Family just as the creature completed its awakening.
But it seemed the creature was still suffering from the damage it took when the sword was stolen.
If so, I had a decent chance.

*I have a plan anyway.*

The creature spoke to me.

-How noisy, chattering away in front of your enemy.

It spoke as if it had shown mercy.
But I knew better.

"Well, you must have recovered quite a bit during that time too."

The creature's body trembled.
I seemed to have provoked it.

-But what exactly can you do with that sword?

It pointed at the Sword of the Royal Family I was holding.
I answered calmly.

"I can use it."

-Use it? You mean simply swinging it around?

"I guess I wasn't clear enough."

I clarified.

"Activate."

A faint light began to flow from the Sword of the Royal Family.
This was thanks to the [Royal Authority (Minor)] I had inherited.
Not only that, but the [Succession Compatibility] trait of the [Succession Mark] was assisting the [Royal Authority (Minor)], which normally wouldn't be able to activate the Sword of the Royal Family at all.

-You...

The 72nd Demon King was momentarily confused by this sight, but soon realized.
That this was my current limit.

-What? So you can't properly activate it after all?

"Not yet."

But I still had one more card left.
It was the skill I had received from the God of Destiny as a reward for the Ordeal.
I wasn't sure if it would work on a 5-star Relic since I hadn't tried it yet.

[Sublimation]
Increases the rank of a skill or trait by one level for a certain period of time. In return, you lose some of your lifespan.

Sublimation—perhaps the most useful skill for someone like me who relies heavily on inherited skills.
Of course, the penalty was quite significant.

Losing lifespan.

I hadn't yet felt how much lifespan I was losing each time I used it.
But I knew for certain that apart from the taste of blood in my mouth and a slight fatigue, it wouldn't hinder the immediate fight.
So I decided to use it actively when needed.

*Sublimation*

The taste of blood filled my mouth.
At the same time, I felt the Royal Authority within me grow stronger.
The 72nd Demon King seemed to notice this as well.

-What is that just now...!

"Activate!"

At that moment, light erupted from the Sword of the Royal Family.
The sword was definitely responding.
In contrast, my consciousness began to twist.

"Keuugh!"

Light flooded my mind completely.
The cold, painful light made it feel like my head would split open.
And the light that had filled my head flowed back out as the sword's light flickered.
My consciousness grew hazy with the numbing pain and emptiness.

*This is...*

It's difficult.
Even though I had used Sublimation to raise the rank of [Royal Mark (Minor)] by one level, that alone wasn't enough to fully handle the 5-star Relic, the Sword of the Royal Family.
An unimaginable pain began to surge through my head.

(What is a king?)

Auditory hallucinations began with the light.
Every time the light flowed out and back in, I heard these voices.
The voice changed each time.
It was as if the thoughts contained in the sword were speaking to me.

(I never wanted to be king.)

No, perhaps these were just someone's laments.

(Why did the God of Light choose us?)

My head felt like it would burst.
It was a violent rejection, as if threatening to kill me if I didn't let go.

(Why must only the legitimate Reim royal family become rulers?)

Nausea washed over me, but since my stomach was empty, only thin liquid came up.

(Because their hair was golden like the sun.)

(For such a trivial reason?)

(Because someone was needed to lead everyone, no matter who it was.)

In an instant, multiple voices became entangled in my head, creating chaos.
The sword's flickering also continued to destabilize.
Seeing me like this, the 72nd Demon King mockingly said:

-It's a sword that cannot be used without the Royal Mark! You're no different from me!

Not yet.
There was still more I could try.
Compared to the pain Elsie had endured until now, this much was bearable.

*All of you, shut up.*

I spoke to the echoing voices in my head.

*Yes, I don't have what it takes to be king.*

Elsie will be the one to become king.
However...

*Libero said...*

That the ultimate swordsmanship lies in will.

*The strike I'm about to deliver also carries Elsie's will.*

Her will as a king to protect the kingdom.
That will was contained in this sword.

*So please, just help me this once.*

Then all the voices I had been hearing fell silent.
At the same time, the sword lost its light.
But soon, a single voice was heard.

(Can you really bear her will?)

It was a female voice that resembled Elsie's.
I answered.

*Of course.*

Then other voices began to follow.

(You shouldn't take this lightly.)

(Your body might not be able to handle it.)

Whether I can handle it or not is for me to decide.
And in the current situation where Elsie is dying, there's only one criterion:
I just need to not die.

(If you truly think so.)

(And if it's for the kingdom.)

(We permit it.)

Simultaneously, an enormous light began to pour out from the sword.
It was different from the light of succession.
But that surging golden light definitely contained the will to protect the kingdom.

"See, it works."

The 72nd Demon King cried out in shock.

-How could you...!

Sensing that the situation was becoming dangerous, the 72nd Demon King began gathering breath in its mouth again.
I took my stance, intending to cut it down.

The creature would likely release its breath before I could reach it.
So I needed to cut it down immediately using Libero's swordsmanship.
But...

*The power of wind won't work.*

The sword was too heavy, perhaps because of its greatsword form.
Therefore, it was difficult to achieve sufficient acceleration with the power of wind.
And I had never tried to implement Libero's swordsmanship without the power of wind.

In truth, unlike Libero, I didn't believe in karma.
I thought that no matter how hard you try, there are limits.
So just as I imitated him using the power of wind, I thought Libero must have had some other method.

But...

*There wasn't one.*

He sought to cut what could not be cut.
To do so, he transcended space and time.
Libero transcended time and space with just his sword.
Yet the legend said this about his sword:

*In the end, he couldn't cut Chaos.*

But there was one fact not mentioned in the legend.
That his swordsmanship wasn't over yet.

*The ultimate swordsmanship lies in its will.*

I had inherited his will.
At the end of the sword I was now swinging was the culmination of his swordsmanship.
If his will had truly been passed on to me, then the strike I was about to deliver was as good as his.

*So... I'll borrow your strength.*

I took my stance.

*I will protect the kingdom.*

With that single thought, I swung the Sword of the Royal Family with all my might.
I didn't know the technique, but I tried to make it as similar to his strike as possible.
With the same will to cut Chaos and protect the kingdom.

And at that moment, for some reason, I saw Libero.
He was wavering before me like an illusion, swinging a jet-black sword.
Or perhaps it really was just an illusion.

But what was certain was that the creature's breath that had been extending toward me had stopped.
Though the breath had stopped, the Sword of the Royal Family continued to move.
And so Libero's swordsmanship, which had sought to cut the impossible, transcended time and space in that moment...

And manifested here in the Reim Kingdom, 500 years later.

(This swordsmanship...?)

A voice came from the brilliantly shining Sword of the Royal Family.
This was probably the voice of the Nameless King.
As if answering, Libero's illusion also spoke.

(I was delayed cutting Chaos, sorry for being late.)

The sword strike cleaved right through the 72nd Demon King.

-Kraaagh!

The 72nd Demon King disintegrated in the blazing sunlike light.
But my gaze wasn't on it.

*Libero?*

Particles of light scattering with a brilliant radiance.
That form was definitely Libero.
And beside him stood a woman.

*The Nameless King?*

Those particles of light gradually lost their form and scattered, eventually washing over me.
It was a warm light, like the path of light Elsie had created for me in the third Ordeal.
The light passed through me and flowed into the barrier stone of the Reim Kingdom inside the magic barrier.
The barrier stone seemed to shine more brightly somehow.

*What was that just now...*

It was too vivid to be just an illusion or hallucination.
But the White Tower, where everything had ended, was already wrapped in silence.
There was no trace of the vision or voices anywhere.

*Now's not the time to be thinking about this.*

There was no time to be lost in sentiment.
Elsie's condition was critical.

"Elsie, are you okay?"

Elsie had lost consciousness, but fortunately, she was still breathing.
I carried her on my back.
And hurriedly began to leave the White Tower.

"Just hang on a little longer."

Ch.146 - External Records (13)
# External Record (13)

Broadcast Date: 2021.12.29 18:11:47
Broadcaster: Mint Lemon
Viewers: 249,178

What exactly were Allen Plake, Yoo Seora with her sword-throwing build, and Ersiara Rodreim without the King's Sword planning to do?
The siege battle began with such concerns.
However, the battle unfolded with one surprise after another.

-How many Sacred Replicants is she using?
-Is it even possible to chain them like that?
-I guess the sword-throwing build is viable after all;;

Yoo Seora kept pulling Sacred Replicants from her inventory.
It made viewers feel like she had an infinite supply of swords.
And with those swords, she single-handedly overwhelmed the Demon Kings with her firepower.

-But Allen Plake definitely has his limitations.
-So he can't defeat Demon King Raus alone?
-Those first three Demon Kings were truly a strategic victory.

Allen Plake, on the other hand, appeared weaker compared to her.
Of course, considering Allen Plake's initial specs, the fact that he could fight on par with a Demon King was already unbelievable, but compared to Yoo Seora, he definitely seemed weaker.

But soon, a message appeared that diverted everyone's attention from the exploits of these two.

['Ersiara Rodreim' has inherited the 5-star Relic 'Sword of the Royal Family'. Light symbolizing the change of the Reim Kingdom's ruler stretches toward the sky.]

This meant that Ersiara, who had entered the White Tower, had defeated the 72nd Demon King.

-She defeated a Demon King?
-Without even having the Sword of the Royal Family?
-Even though she has high growth potential, she should still be weak at this point, right?

To these viewers, Mint Lemon said:

"She took the Sak route. More precisely, it veered midway and she received training from Gwen Ridwald. After that, she enrolled in the Warrior Academy... and at that point, as you all know..."

-What's the Sak route?
-It's the snake oil route. Escaping from the kingdom.
-But how does one get trained by Gwen?
-I think Allen Plake intercepted the Sak route
-But she would have died without Allen Plake back thenㅋㅋ Can't really complain about him intercepting

But even though Ersiara had inherited the kingdom's sword, one problem remained.
The viewers seemed to notice it too.

-Why isn't there a message about defeating the 72nd Demon King?
-Yeah, that's weird?
-Shouldn't it appear if she inherited the Sword of the Royal Family?

It was definitely strange.
Then a hypothesis crossed my mind.

"What if the 72nd Demon King awakened simultaneously?"

Of course, the probability was extremely low.

-No way
-That can't be
-Impossible

But no matter how low, probability still exists.
And as if to prove it, Allen Plake's movements were becoming increasingly urgent.

'Allen...'

I believed he would make the right decision.
If my thoughts were correct, Ersiara, who would still be underground, would be in danger every moment.
If the Allen Plake I knew was right, Ersiara would be precious to him.

Of course, the game doesn't explicitly depict romantic relationships between characters.
Even if they have children, it only shows them pregnant at some point.
It's probably because it's a game for all ages.

But from Allen's actions so far, I could tell.
He currently cherishes Ersiara.
And finally, a message appeared.

[Consumable item 'Awakening Pill' has been used. All stats temporarily increase.]

Using his increased stats, he finally subdued Demon King Raus.

<You have killed a Demon King for the seventh time. Title [Demon King Slayer] is updated.>

<You gain 200SP as a bonus from the title [Demon King Slayer].>

This was already the fourth Demon King killed here.
That accumulated 800SP.
But he hadn't yet reached the inheritance of the fourth Stigma.

'The required cumulative SP increases for later Stigmas.'

The second Stigma, the Royal Symbol, required 500 cumulative SP.
The third, the Raven Symbol, required 1500 cumulative SP.
The fourth Stigma required 3000 cumulative SP.

And regarding the currently accumulated SP, he didn't seem to want to use it yet.
After all, Yoo Seora's randomly inherited skill wasn't very cost-effective.
That signature skill of the sword-throwing Yoo Seora build had an extremely high SP consumption, but wasn't very efficient for Allen who had properly inherited Libero's swordsmanship.

'He adopted the Raven Symbol from the beginning because of Overload.'

Overload was almost Yoo Seora's only characteristic, so inheriting the Raven Symbol guaranteed inheriting Overload.
And Overload was a suitable characteristic for Allen, who needed a way to compensate for his innately weak stats by any means necessary, even if it consumed Relics.

'So he's saving his SP for the next Stigma?'

That seemed like the more rational decision to me as well.
If only he could overcome the current crisis.

'If the 72nd Demon King really has awakened...'

Fortunately, no death message for Ersiara had appeared yet, but the current situation was dangerous.
Moreover, even if Allen went down, he had almost no means to defeat the 72nd Demon King.

'Gravitus Replicant with Overload, plus inheriting Yoo Seora's skill?'

No, that would still be difficult.
Nevertheless, Allen was running down the White Tower without hesitation.
And finally, he discovered Ersiara in critical condition.

'Her stats...!'

I immediately selected Ersiara to check her current status.

[Health is completely depleted.]
[Mana is completely depleted.]

It was impossible to be alive with both of these states coexisting.
Except for one case.
Her skill section. As expected, the skill I anticipated was there.

[Indomitable(S)]

Indomitable, a skill that allows one to continue fighting for a certain period even after depleting both health and mana.
Moreover, it was an S-rank, something even I had never seen before.

-Indomitable can go up to S-rank?
-How long can one endure with S-rank?
-What's Phantom Sword Technique(A)?
-I've never seen this version of Ersiara before

That's when it happened.

[Equipped Relic 'Sword of the Royal Family'.]

Allen received the Sword of the Royal Family from her.

-Why would he do that?
-Even if Gravitus Replicant is gone, aren't there better Relics than that?
-He can't even activate it anyway.

What was he trying to do?

'Sublimation?'

The skill that suddenly crossed my mind.
But that couldn't activate the 5-star Relic, the Sword of the Royal Family.
Sublimation raises the rank of a characteristic or skill by one level, but his [Royal Authority] characteristic was only 'Minor'.

'Even Medium rank can't activate a 5-star Relic.'

Of course, there were other paths to obtain 'Medium' characteristics besides Sublimation.
But there had never been a successful case of using a 5-star Relic with that.

'So even if Allen has the Sword of the Royal Family...'

That's when it happened.

[Using skill 'Sublimation'. The skill's effect temporarily raises the rank of 'Royal Authority(Minor)' by one level. In return, you lose some lifespan.]

And following that message, another one appeared.

[Due to the effect of characteristic '???', the effect of 'Royal Authority(Medium)' is enhanced. You can incomple$! activ^te the Sword of the Royal Family*.]

What could this be?
As I wondered, effects began to flash on the screen.
The Sword of the Royal Family started to flicker.

-What is that!
-The visual effects are insane!
-Host!

The chat window suddenly became noisy.
But I was just seriously watching Allen gripping the Sword of the Royal Family.
Right now, he was once again trying to prove something that seemed impossible.

<The rank of 'Swordsmanship' rises from S- to S.>

The message that appeared on the screen at that moment.
And simultaneously, everything on the screen froze.
The only thing moving was his sword strike.

-???
-What was that just now?
-Is this really the Allen Plake I knew?
-Doesn't this look similar to the 13th Demon King cutscene?
-That was cool but it was basically an instant kill move so it was frustrating;;

The Demon King disappearing with particles of light.
A new message appeared on the screen.

<You have killed a Demon King for the eighth time. Title [Demon King Slayer] is updated.>

<You gain 200SP as a bonus from the title [Demon King Slayer].>

<Having reached 3000 cumulative SP, the fourth Stigma is inherited.>

There seemed to be no way to win no matter how I thought about it.
Yet he overcame it, and escaped the collapsing White Tower carrying Elsie.
Viewers couldn't help but be excited by that sight.

-Honestly, there haven't been any updates since Allen Plake was added, but at this rate, I'd be fine if they temporarily closed the serverㅋㅋ
-For real, this is more fun than playing myself
-Can we see the ending at this rate?

It wasn't just them who were excited.
I had been excited about Allen even before they were.

I hope he doesn't die.
I hope he survives until the end and achieves his goal.

"Will Ersiara be okay?"

Meanwhile, Mint Lemon seemed worried about her Ersiara.

"That's..."

The current Ersiara is definitely in critical condition.
Even I, with extensive HenB play experience, couldn't give a definitive answer.
But...

"Let's trust Allen."

After all, he was carrying Ersiara and running at full speed.
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Ch.147 - Sunrise
As I emerged to the surface, the battle on the ground seemed to have already ended, leaving everything quiet.

Yoo Seora, who was guarding the entrance to the White Tower, waved at me, but when she saw Elsie's condition on my back, her eyes widened in shock and she ran over.

"Elsie? Elsie!"

I held her back with one hand and said, "Keep it down. She's just unconscious."

But regardless, she needed treatment quickly.
I transferred Elsie to Yoo Seora's back, as I would soon face the penalty from the awakening pill.
We were about to head to the Reim Kingdom's branch of the religious order where she could receive treatment.

"The sky?"

Yoo Seora was the first to notice the change in the sky.
The darkened sky over the Reim Kingdom was gradually brightening.

*Strange, the Day of Namelessness shouldn't be over yet.*

Not even half a day had passed, let alone a full day.
Yet the sky of the Reim Kingdom was regaining its light.

*Could it be...*

A theory formed in my mind.
Perhaps the Day of Namelessness had something to do with Libero.
After all, the barrier of the Reim Kingdom was created at the cost of the Nameless King's existence.
But Libero had continued to remember that Nameless King.

If so, what this theory implied was...

*So Libero's lingering thoughts have completely disappeared now.*

The remnants of Libero and the Nameless King that I had just seen.
They seemed to have completely vanished now.
There would be no one left who remembered the Nameless King.
At the same time, the barrier of the Reim Kingdom had become complete.

*Elsie said she wanted us to spend next year's Day of Namelessness together after she protected the kingdom.*

That would be difficult now.
I'd have to find some way to console her when she woke up.
But anyway...

"The Princess?"

"It's the Princess!"

As Yoo Seora and I ran through the castle grounds with Elsie on her back, people inside the castle began to notice us one by one.
Most were from the enemy knights and the Black Knights who were resting after their victory in battle.
I could see the Royal Knights' commander captured in a corner, battered and broken, but his execution would be Elsie's responsibility.

"The Princess's condition!"

"While we were fighting, the Princess also...!"

The barrier's light began to shine warmly upon them.
As they rested under that light, they started to rise one by one when they saw Elsie.
Then they shouted:

"The Princess is gravely injured!"

"Clear the way!"

Those cries spread faster than we could run.
They must have reached beyond the kingdom's walls in no time.

"The Princess is gravely injured!"

"Clear the way!"

The terror at the palace during the Day of Namelessness.
The light announcing succession.
And now the barrier suddenly brightening.
Though the citizens of the Reim Kingdom were confused, they responded to those shouts.

"The Princess is gravely injured!"

"Clear the way!"

Those voices spread throughout the Reim Kingdom in an instant.

"The Princess is gravely injured!"

"Clear the way!"

Though Elsie was covered in blood, her golden hair rippled like a golden wave under the light of the Reim Kingdom's barrier.
Seeing this, the citizens who heard the cries naturally cleared the path.
Thanks to them, we were able to reach the religious order's Reim Kingdom branch faster than expected.

"Quickly, call all the healing mages!"

"I'm sorry, but we need to know the symptoms..."

"Magic depletion, life force depletion, and injuries all over her body!"

Realizing the severity of the situation, the staff immediately summoned all the healing mages in the building.

"Her condition is critical!"

"How is she even still alive?"

"If we inject magic from outside in this state, it could cause shock. Let's start by injecting life force to aim for slow but natural recovery!"

Listening to their urgent conversation, I finally felt relieved.
Now that treatment had begun, with Elsie's willpower, she would surely survive.
Thank goodness.

"Seong Yurang...?"

I heard Yoo Seora's voice beside me.
I'm sorry, but my eyes keep closing too.
It must be the side effect of forcibly using the Sword of the Royal Family.

"Wait, I need to rest for a bit too."

My body was already under tremendous strain, and now the penalty from the awakening pill had hit me as well.
I couldn't hold on any longer.

*Cough*

I finally vomited something up, overcome by the nausea that had been building since I activated the Sword of the Royal Family.
As I was about to lose consciousness, Yoo Seora caught me.

*This is...*

I felt something soft and warm against my head.
Before I could identify what it was, my consciousness faded.

***

*Ugh.*

My left arm is numb.
And that pain woke me up.
With my eyes still closed, I thought about why my arm was numb.

*Warmth?*

Someone was lying on my left arm.
The only people it could be were Elsie or Yoo Seora.
But Elsie would probably still be bedridden.

"Yoo Seora."

I spoke to the presumed culprit.

"My arm is numb."

"...It's not me."

Yoo Seora's answer.
But it came from my right, not my left.

I opened my eyes.
There I saw Elsie, asleep with her head on my left arm while sitting in a chair.

"Elsie?"

Why was Elsie here?
Well, she could be here, but shouldn't she be lying down?
The last time I saw her, she was nearly dead.

"Is it okay for her to be here?"

I brushed aside her hair to check her face.
Her sleeping face had surprisingly good color.
In fact, she looked healthier than I'd ever seen her before.

"The healing mages say she's completely healed now. Actually, she started moving around even before she was fully recovered."

"I see."

As expected, her recovery ability was extraordinary from the start.
I was worried, but seeing her healthy appearance put me at ease.
Yoo Seora then said to me:

"Shouldn't you be more worried about yourself?"

"Huh?"

"You've been unconscious for almost two weeks."

What on earth was she talking about?

"Two weeks?"

I had expected to be out for just a few days.
That's why I was impressed by Elsie's amazing recovery.
But two weeks changed the story.
With a warrior's body, Elsie should naturally have recovered her health by now.

"The mages who treated you said that although Elsie's condition was more critical, you were harder to treat."

"Why?"

"Don't you remember? You collapsed while bleeding from your eyes, nose, and mouth."

I remembered vomiting something, but I didn't know it was blood.

"They said most of the blood vessels in your body were burned as if exposed to intense light."

I froze at those words.
I knew I had forcibly used the 5-star Relic, the Sword of the Royal Family, but I didn't realize the price for using it briefly would be so severe.
The implication was clear.

*Even with Sublimation, forcibly using a 5-star Relic is practically suicide.*

Perhaps I was just lucky this time.
Still, I'm glad I survived.

"Mmm..."

Perhaps because of our voices, Elsie was waking up.

"Allen?"

I raised my right hand to greet her.

"Sleep well?"

Sorry, but my left arm is numb, so I hope you'll get up soon.

"Allen!"

She fulfilled my wish by immediately getting up.
Then she rushed over and hugged me.

"What do you mean 'sleep well'? I'm the one who's been waiting for you to wake up!"

I'm sure she was.

"Sorry."

My shoulder was already wet with her tears.
Seeing her crying right after waking up made me feel sorry for her, so I stroked her head with my hand.
At the same time, I began to say things I hadn't been able to tell her.

"You did well, Elsie."

It was mostly praise.
This operation couldn't have succeeded without Elsie.
And...

"It's over now."

Elsie's revenge was complete.
I didn't know if the Royal Knights' commander had been executed yet, but the outcome was now clear.
However, Elsie said to me:

"What are you talking about?"

"Huh?"

"We still have the Central Sea Islands left."

The Central Sea Islands.
She was right.
There were still many things I had to do.

"That's right, Gwen Ridwald will be waiting."

Plus, there was something I learned during this battle.
There weren't as many Demon Kings in the royal palace as I had thought.
And their leader, Demon King Levia, was nowhere to be seen.

*That means...*

Our plan to send them toward the Central Sea Islands had worked.
While I wasn't sure exactly what was happening in the Central Sea Islands, something was definitely going on.

"We should hurry."

Fortunately, after lying down for two weeks, my body seemed to have recovered enough to move.

"When are you planning to leave?"

But I had something to ask Elsie.

"Elsie, what are you planning to do?"

"What?"

"Are you planning to follow me to the Central Sea Islands?"

At my question, Elsie's arms tightened around me.
She held me close as if she didn't want to let go.
But this needed to be clarified.

"Your Majesty."

Her father, the previous king of Reim, was already dead.
That meant Elsie was now the queen of the Reim Kingdom.

"Do you intend to leave your kingdom at a time like this?"

The national power had already been weakening for three years.
And with this siege, the Reim Kingdom's strength had hit rock bottom.
In this situation, the Reim Kingdom would have no ability to respond to threats until the warriors returned.

"But I've finally become strong enough to be of help to you..."

"You know as well as I do, Your Majesty. Right now, your people need that strength more than I do."

"That's..."

Elsie finally dropped her head onto my shoulder.

"Alright. But you have to come back as soon as possible."

I promised her:

"Of course."

She then lifted her head from my shoulder and faced me.

"I'll be back soon."

"Yes. I'll be waiting."

Her face drew closer to mine.
Just as our lips were about to meet—

*Click*

It was the sound of a door closing.
Startled, I looked to the side, but no one was there.
Only then did I remember that Yoo Seora had been beside us.

"Elsie, you knew she was there."

"It's fine."

"No, I don't think it's fine for me."

I had been uneasy ever since I decided to hide my relationship with Elsie from Yoo Seora.
She had already caught us spending the night together.
And now I would be heading to the Central Sea Islands with Yoo Seora alone, without Elsie.

"It's really fine. While you were asleep, Yoo Seora and I already came to an agreement."

I don't think it's right to reach an agreement without the person involved.

"What kind of agreement?"

"Are you curious?"

"Of course—"

At that moment, my mouth was covered.
It was soft and warm.

*Right, I won't see her for a while.*

I should savor her warmth as much as possible.
But before that...

There was something else I hadn't said besides praise.

"I like you."

"You said it so quickly."

"Sorry."

"It goes without saying, but I like you too."

Indeed, knowing something and saying it aloud were different.

"I like you."

The words kept circling in my mouth.
It seemed to be the same for Elsie.

"I like you too."

Ch.148 - Daily Life
Near the castle walls by the city gate.
A large crowd had gathered there.
They were there to witness the execution of the former Royal Knight Commander.

"Former Royal Knight Commander, Blake."

Standing on the wall, where everyone was looking up, Elsie pointed the Sword of the Royal Family at her former nemesis and spoke.

"Do you have any last words?"

"I have committed a capital offense."

"What crime did you commit?"

"I borrowed the power of Demon Kings to overthrow the royal family, deceived the citizens for three years, and threw the country into chaos."

The former Royal Knight Commander bowed his head to the ground before Elsie's feet, confessing his crimes.
Elsie spoke to him in a cold voice.

"If you've committed a capital offense, then you must die."

"Th-that's not what I meant. I'll do better from now on. I'll do anything Your Majesty commands."

"Well, I find it hard to believe that someone who betrayed once won't betray again."

At those words, the Knight Commander began banging his head against the ground.
Soon, bright red blood began to flow from his head.

"That's not true! I don't know how to make you believe me, but I swear I will never betray you again!"

His blood pooled like a puddle.
But Elsie noticed something.
The speed at which he was banging his head was gradually slowing down.
Moreover, it didn't seem like he was hitting very hard anymore.

"Then can you do this as well?"

"Just give the order!"

"Keep banging your head on the ground until you die."

At that, he instead lifted his head.
His expression had hardened.

"Your Majesty, I'm sorry but that..."

"Didn't you say you would do anything?"

"If you spare my life..."

But Elsie's expression remained unchanged.
Seeing her face, he seemed to realize his fate was already decided.

"Damn you, woman."

His expression twisted viciously.

"Your father was the worst king, obsessed with alcohol and women!"

"I know."

"Your family! They committed vile incest to maintain their pure bloodline and locked away their bastards in the White Tower as test subjects!"

"I know that too."

"How can you stand there so proudly knowing all that! Do you think you're so different from me?"

To him, Elsie replied:

"At least I didn't sell the country to Demon Kings, deceive the citizens, and drive the nation to the brink of destruction."

"Fine, I admit that wrong. But does that erase the sins committed by your father and family?"

"I told you, I know everything. Sins don't disappear. As king, I must take responsibility and carry them all. I plan to reveal all the wrongdoings of the previous dynasty and apologize to the citizens."

The impact of such a revelation would not be small.
But if she didn't speak of it, the citizens would be even more disappointed.
Perhaps a second coup could happen someday.

"You're still so young! Do you think you can bear all that alone?"

It would be difficult. Perhaps as difficult as holding out against the 72nd Demon King.
But that was a separate matter from punishing this heinous traitor.
Elsie ignored his continued shouting and said:

"Then, I will proceed with the execution as planned."

The Sword of the Royal Family gleamed before the traitor who had brought the country to the brink of destruction.
And the former Knight Commander's head fell to the ground with a heavy thud.

"Clean this up."

She ordered a knight from the Order of the Enemy who stood nearby.
Currently, the Order of the Enemy was temporarily fulfilling the duties of the Royal Knights in place of other knight orders that needed to regain trust.
Incidentally, the Black Knights had refused, saying they wanted to remain in their original position.

"So the Reim Kingdom is gradually returning to normal."

She stood on the wall and looked out over the Reim Kingdom.
The western wall, destroyed during the siege, remained unrepaired.
After all, the wall had been built to defend against foreign invasions before the barrier existed.
Now it was practically useless.

*I should use the money for repairing that to restore the economy first.*

The economy had suffered the most during the past three years.
Though things had seemed to improve temporarily when more money was circulated, considering the upcoming reopening of borders, they needed to stabilize prices again.
The status of the Reim Kingdom's currency, which had been used as standard currency in other countries except Sak, had also fallen.

*There are so many problems to solve.*

She couldn't solve all these problems alone.
Some issues would require citizens working together.
But in all these processes, she was crucial.

"Your Majesty!"

"Stay strong!"

"We support you!"

The new ruler of the Reim Kingdom.
Ercia La Rodreim.
In these times, she was the only one the citizens could depend on—the one who had risked her life to defeat the Demon Kings and save the kingdom.

She smiled at the cheering citizens.
Then she turned back toward the inner wall to return to her duties.
Her blonde hair, now grown past her shoulders, rippled like a golden wave in the wind.

*I'll be waiting, Allen.*

Until the day she could return to being Elsie again.
She would protect the Reim Kingdom here.
Because she believed in him.

***

"Is this for the Central Sea Islands?"

"Yes, for the Central Sea Islands."

At the Reim Kingdom branch of the Order.
This time I obtained a travel permit under the name Allen Plake.
It was clear that the Demon Kings would have discovered my disguised identity after this recent operation.

"Seong... I mean, Allen."

Yoo Seora had also decided to call me Allen now.
Seong Yurang was just an alias, and the real Seong Yurang was still back on Earth.
My identity was closer to Allen anyway.

"Are you sure we can leave already?"

"Why? Because of my body?"

My body could move now, but given how severe my internal injuries had been, I wasn't completely recovered.
Considering that many Demon Kings would be gathered in the Central Sea Islands, it would be better to approach in optimal condition.
But it's fine.

"It's okay. Even if I'm not at my best, I can still use my sword without problems."

Of course, after my recent battles with the Demon Kings, I realized I needed to improve my specs more.
Even though my swordsmanship had risen to S-rank, with my stats in such a terrible state, it was still difficult to inflict proper damage on the Demon Kings.

But Yoo Seora wasn't just worried about my body.

"Don't you need to stay with Elsie longer?"

She now knew exactly about the relationship between Elsie and me.
That's why she was concerned.
After all, I was planning to leave the Reim Kingdom the very day after regaining consciousness.

But this was also fine.

"I've already made a promise with Elsie. I promised to return soon. And she understands why I need to get to the Central Sea Islands quickly."

The reason I needed to hurry to the Central Sea Islands.
Above all, it was because of Gwen.
Even at this moment, her lifespan was continuing to decrease.

*I need to hurry as much as possible.*

The reason I didn't tell her the location of the sword was because it wasn't that simple.
From preparation to obtaining the sword, quite a complicated procedure was necessary.
And that was impossible for her without her constellation, so I had to help her.

Gwen had said she wanted to have a child normally.
For her wish, there wasn't much time left, and considering the time she would need to find a man she liked, there was never enough time.
It wasn't just about having a child—I wanted to maximize the time she could spend with her child.

"By the way..."

Speaking of promises with Elsie, I suddenly became curious.

"What was that agreement between you and Elsie?"

"Huh?"

"Elsie said she made some agreement with you while I was asleep."

Suddenly, Yoo Seora's face turned red.

"I-I didn't make any such agreement!"

She looked obviously suspicious.
But if she didn't want to tell me, I wasn't going to press her.
If Elsie had agreed to it, it probably wasn't anything harmful to me.

"Then you're not uncomfortable with it? Knowing about the relationship between Elsie and me."

Since I would be traveling with her for a while, I wanted to confirm with her again.
If she felt awkward, I could make accommodations.

"Of course not. That's personal, and we're professional colleagues."

She seemed determined to separate personal and professional matters.
That's Yoo Seora for you.
Except for her strange side, she was quite sharp.

*Well, she did successfully revive the company on her own.*

Then I could rest assured.

"Let's get going then."

"Right now?"

"Yes."

Leaving for somewhere had become routine by now.
And I would return to the Reim Kingdom soon to pick up Elsie anyway.
So this was just a temporary farewell.

*I'll be back soon.*

I looked at the distant castle walls.
Elsie was standing there, her golden hair fluttering like a flag symbolizing the Reim Kingdom.

***

An elderly woman carving a small wooden statue in the square.
A shadow was gradually approaching her.
And that shadow called out to her.

"Grandma Mari!"

"Is that you?"

She seemed not to have noticed this time, being focused on her carving.
When she turned her head at the familiar voice, there stood the candle-maker boy.

"It's been a while."

"Hehe, the atmosphere at home has been crazy lately."

"I can imagine. Now that the sun doesn't set even on Nameless Days."

Naturally, he could no longer make a living just by making candles.

"So, has everything been resolved well?"

"Well, actually I'm not sure yet. But a merchant from Basil who came recently said that our family's candles could sell well in other countries too."

"Oh, that's quite fortunate."

"Yes, now we make them every day instead of just for Nameless Days."

"Yes, all thanks to Her Majesty."

Even as she spoke, her hands didn't stop working.
And the boy noticed something different about the statue she was carving.

"Huh? It has a face now?"

Not just the statue she was currently carving, but all the ones placed beside it had faces too.

"Didn't you say you would never carve faces before?"

"I did."

"Then why..."

"That was about the Nameless King. Look at the carving again carefully."

The boy picked up one of the statues on the table at her words.
The statue was in a similar pose as before, with hands clasped forward.
But the shape of the hands was somehow different.

"There's a space between the hands?"

She answered:

"It's a place to insert a sword."

"A sword?"

"Her Majesty protected the kingdom by wielding a sword herself."

The boy finally realized the identity of this statue.

"It's Her Majesty!"

The young queen who had protected the kingdom and newly ascended to the throne.
Adults said they shouldn't unconditionally like her because of the bad things the royal family had done in the past, but among children his age, she was already popular for her beautiful appearance.
Besides, even adults seemed to approve of what she was doing.

"Yes, it seems a new era has come. So I should bid farewell to the hero of the past and carve the hero of the new era."

At those words, the candle-maker boy's eyes widened.

"Hero of the new era..."

After muttering for a moment, the boy asked:

"Could you teach me too? Carving, I mean."

"Suddenly? Why?"

"Even after you die, Grandma Mari, someone will need to carve the heroes of the new era."

At those words, she flared up angrily.

"Hey now, I've still got a long time before I die, you brat!"

"I-I'm sorry!"

But she liked the boy's thinking.

"Then bring that box over there and sit beside me."

Watching the boy run to get the box, she remembered.
The two people who had bought a statue for one silver coin that day.
And the woman who had carefully put the statue in her pocket.

*I wonder if Her Majesty still has it.*

Ch.149 - Fourth Ordeal (1)
"Ahem..."

I cleared my throat unnecessarily.
It was partly because of the dust in the carriage, but mainly because of the awkward silence.
The journey to the kingdom had been lively thanks to Elsie, but now the carriage was completely silent.

*Even though she said it wasn't awkward...*

I couldn't help but be conscious of Yoo Seora in the corner of my vision.
Though I was pretending not to notice, she kept glancing at me from the corner of her eye.

*That girl...*

While pretending to look out the window, I turned my eyes toward her.
When our eyes suddenly met, she became flustered and hurriedly looked out the window.
And even though the carriage wasn't particularly hot, she started fanning herself for some reason.

*She's obviously feeling self-conscious.*

I wondered if this was really okay.
I doubted the atmosphere would remain this awkward until the battle, but it still made me uneasy.
At the very least, we should probably stop sharing the same lodgings.

Just then, the coachman suddenly spoke from his seat.

"You two have a nice atmosphere going."

I tilted my head at his words.

*Nice? This?*

His comment only made the atmosphere even more awkward.
Yoo Seora's neck was now completely flushed red.
I felt this was getting dangerous.

"You're misunderstanding. We're just colleagues."

The coachman laughed heartily and replied.

"Ho ho ho. That's how it always starts—colleagues become 'oppa,' and 'oppa' becomes 'honey.'"

I had actually already experienced that progression with Elsie.
I didn't regret it, but considering the current atmosphere with Yoo Seora, I did wonder if I should have shown more restraint.
Besides, I had no intention of developing that kind of relationship with Yoo Seora when I already had Elsie.

But the problem was Yoo Seora herself.

"Oppa?"

She asked with a puzzled expression.

"Isn't 'oppa' just what you call older brothers?"

The coachman laughed even louder and said:

"It can be used for anyone who seems reliable, regardless of age, miss."

"Anyone who seems reliable?"

After pondering for a moment, she opened her mouth.

"Op—"

"Yoo Seora, stop."

She probably didn't mean any harm, but hearing that term of endearment that even Elsie didn't use would definitely make me feel strange.

"Why? I think it sounds pretty good. It feels like it would roll off the tongue better than 'Allen.'"

"No. Just no. Absolutely not."

To be fair, "oppa" isn't exclusively used between lovers, so I was probably overreacting.
But in the current atmosphere, it still felt dangerous.

"Well, if you say no, I guess I can't help it."

The coachman spoke with disappointment.

"Oh, what a shame. I never expected the gentleman to be the one refusing. But it's alright. The last couple I drove also denied it like this, but when they returned, they were clinging tightly to each other."

"Clinging tightly? Are you referring to Reim Kingdom's traditional wrestling?"

This time, it was the coachman who looked dumbfounded.

"Pardon?"

"But doing that in a carriage seems a bit inconsiderate, don't you think?"

For reference, she still thought that Reim Kingdom's traditional wrestling just meant hugging each other.
That alone was enough to make her embarrassed.

"Ha, haha... You're more straightforward than I expected, miss..."

The coachman was clearly taken aback by Yoo Seora's suddenly direct manner of speaking.
Fortunately, we had just arrived at our destination.

"We're here! We've arrived!"

He stopped the carriage and asked:

"Are you sure this is where you want to get off?"

I stuck my head out the window to look around before answering.

"Yes, that's right."

This was the midpoint between the Reim Kingdom and the gate leading to the Central Sea Islands.
If you're wondering why we were getting off midway, it was because we had a place to visit briefly.

"Yoo Seora, get out."

She had been staring into space with a flushed face, but finally came to her senses and got out of the carriage.
I was a bit worried if things would really be okay like this.

***

Before heading to the Central Sea Islands.
No matter how urgent our journey, there was one place we needed to visit.

"Found it."

An Ordeal near the Reim Kingdom.

"This is like the one at the warrior academy..."

The Ordeal took the form of a lake, just like the others.
Seeing it, Yoo Seora seemed to be reminded of the warrior academy.
She was somewhat correct.

"That was also a type of Ordeal."

"A type of Ordeal?"

"It didn't function properly, but it's essentially no different from this lake."

Of course, it had worked properly for me specifically.
Thanks to that, I was able to get a reward.

Reward.

Yes.
The reason for visiting the Ordeal was for the reward.
With Gravitus Replicant destroyed, I was currently without a decent sword.

*I hope it gives me a usable weapon.*

So far, from Ordeals I had obtained the power of wind, an awakening pill, and Sublimation.
All had been extremely useful, but none were weapons.
Yet this was actually unusual.
Ordeals typically yielded Relics.

*What I need right now is a 3-star weapon I can use.*

While 4-star or 5-star weapons occasionally appear in Ordeals, the probability is extremely low, and there's no guarantee I could use them.
Even if I could somehow manage to use a 4-star weapon with Sublimation, that would only work if the weapon's attributes matched well with the Sublimation ability.
So right now, I needed a 3-star weapon that I could actually use.

*And...*

I spoke to Yoo Seora, who was just standing there blankly.

"What are you doing? Aren't you going in?"

"Me too?"

"Of course."

While it might be a bit challenging, there's nothing to lose by entering an Ordeal.
There was no reason not to let her enter as well.
We could even exchange rewards if necessary.

But there was one thing to be careful about.

"If the Ordeal seems like it's going to take too long, you need to exit immediately."

We couldn't afford to be too late getting to the Central Sea Islands.
I also planned to abandon the Ordeal midway if it seemed like it would take too long.

The problem was that inside an Ordeal, the concepts of time and space are distorted, so they don't perfectly align with real-world time.
I couldn't fully explain this to Yoo Seora right now.
Even I didn't know how much time would be distorted.

"Three days maximum. If the Ordeal seems like it will take longer than that, get out no matter what."

This should be sufficient, as long as it wasn't an unusual Ordeal like the second one.

"But..."

When I came to my senses, I noticed Yoo Seora was about to do something strange.
Taking off her warrior cloak and putting it in her inventory was one thing, but she was now unbuttoning her blouse.

"What are you doing?"

She struggled with a stubborn button as she answered.

"We're going into water, right? I don't want my clothes to get wet."

"But you don't need to take off your clothes..."

"We're colleagues, so it doesn't matter. Or does it bother you?"

Of course we're professional colleagues.
So it shouldn't... who am I kidding?
Regardless of our professional relationship, Yoo Seora was quite beautiful with a mature figure.

But that wasn't the issue I wanted to address.

"I just told you. This is exactly like the one at the warrior academy. It's water, but it doesn't actually get you wet."

To prove it, I took off my cloak, dipped it in the water, and pulled it out.
The cloak wasn't wet at all.

"Oh."

"What do you mean 'oh'? I just told you that."

"But just because they're the same type of Ordeal doesn't mean they both won't get things wet."

"Well..."

To be fair, this was my fourth Ordeal.
So I naturally assumed the fourth Ordeal wouldn't get things wet either.
But from Yoo Seora's perspective, experiencing a proper Ordeal for the first time, I could understand why she might think differently.

*But she could have at least dipped her sleeve in first before deciding to undress.*

Thinking about it, Gwen had done the same thing at the Basil Ordeal.
She too had jumped straight to the solution of undressing rather than testing the water first.
What was it with Gwen and this girl that made them so casual about undressing?

"If you understand, put your cloak back on and go in."

"I see."

She took her cloak out of her inventory and put it back on.
Then she stepped toward the lake.

"But Seong—"

She disappeared beneath the surface in an instant.

"It's Allen, not Seong Yurang."

I clicked my tongue at her persistent use of the wrong name and stepped toward the lake myself.
My body, along with my consciousness, immediately sank beneath the surface.

***

*Is this... inside the Ordeal?*

When I regained consciousness, what entered my vision was an empty space.
Literally a void where nothing existed except me.

*It's somewhat similar to the White Tower.*

Though I didn't particularly want to recall it, it was similar in that everything around was just white.
The difference was that there were no walls here.

*What kind of Ordeal is this?*

I still couldn't figure it out.
At least the first Ordeal had a desert setting.
This time, I was just thrown alone into an empty space.

*What am I supposed to do alone...*

That's when it happened.
I sensed something behind me.
Perhaps I wasn't alone here after all.

Click.

I drew out the Sacred Replicant I had temporarily borrowed from Yoo Seora.
Then I spun around instantly.

Clang!

Two swords collided.
The timing of the other person's turn matched mine exactly.
And the identity of the person I saw when I turned was...

*Me?*

It was me.

Ch.150 - Fourth Ordeal (2)
"Seong Yurang...!"

Consciousness returned.

"...No, Allen."

But Allen was already gone.

*I wanted to ask him one last thing.*

After regaining her senses, Yoo Seora looked around.

An empty white space where nothing existed.
She was left all alone in that space.
Even Allen, who had experienced four Ordeals, couldn't hide his confusion in this space, so how could she not be confused?

*Where is this...*

She tried to recall her memories.
The knowledge Allen had shared with her about the Ordeals.
He had said that every Ordeal had a purpose, and you could pass the Ordeal by achieving it.

*But...*

She couldn't see anything that could be called a purpose here.
There was only herself, nothing else she could interact with.

*What am I supposed to do?*

This time, she recalled the instructions Allen had given her.
After all, Allen's instructions had been the source of her actions.

That's how it had been since she lost her constellation.
Not everything, but most of her actions had been carried out according to Allen's instructions.
She was used to it, and she liked it that way.

*He told me to pass the Ordeal, right?*

The instruction Allen had given her this time was to pass the Ordeal.
So what she needed to do now was pass the Ordeal.
But how could she pass the Ordeal?

*I'm not sure.*

And in fact, Allen's instructions didn't end there.
If there was no sign of the Ordeal ending within three days, she should exit the Ordeal.
So she might end up waiting for three days and then leaving the Ordeal.

*So...*

Just as she was about to wait for three days as Allen had ordered.

"What should I do while waiting?"
"What should I do while waiting?"

For some reason, her voice echoed back to her.
No, it wasn't an echo.
Someone was behind her.

"Who are you!"
"Who are you!"

Startled, she turned around and backed away.
Then an unbelievable sight appeared before her.
It was herself.

"You...!"
"You...!"

I wish she would stop copying me.
Hearing her own voice from someone else felt strange.
Or was it not someone else?

"Who are you?"
"Who are you?"

The other person asked the same question.
If asked like that, there was only one answer.

"I am me."
"I am me."

Of course.
That fake seemed to be under the delusion that she was the real one.
Then she had no choice but to show her.

*That I'm the real one.*

She drew a Sacred Replicant from her inventory.
But the other did the same.
The way the other simultaneously opened her inventory and drew a Sacred Replicant felt almost like looking in a mirror.
Of course, unlike a mirror, the other wasn't reversed.

*She can use the inventory and has a Sacred Replicant too?*

Then could she copy this as well?

*Overload.*

Immediately, her sword was enveloped in an ominous black light.
It was the light of Overload, which dramatically increased performance at the cost of greatly consuming the Relic's durability.
Somehow, the other's sword was also emitting the same light.

*I still have one more.*

The technique Allen had taught her.
At the same time, the technique she was most confident in.
Could the other copy that technique too?

She shouted.

"Sky Slash!"
"Sky Slash!"

The two sword strikes collided diagonally.
Two sword strikes that would be considered top-tier among decent swordsmen collided.
Naturally, the two wielders couldn't remain unaffected.

"Ugh!"

A tremendous shockwave swept through the space.
To survive, she had no choice but to surrender herself to the shockwave.
After all, the space here seemed infinite.

She floated for a while, then rolled for a while.
When she finally stopped bouncing and rolling on the ground, she was quite far from where she had been standing.
Similarly, the other had been thrown far away as well, appearing as small as a dot.

The tingling sensation remaining in her arms and shoulders.
At this point, even she had to admit.
That wasn't someone else or a fake, but herself.

*So I'm supposed to defeat myself now?*

The only thing here was another version of herself.
The only condition for passing the Ordeal that came to mind was defeating the other.
But was it even possible to win against an opponent who made exactly the same moves as herself?

For a moment, the thought of giving up crossed her mind.

Having already crossed swords once.
The sensation left in her hand screamed impossibility.
But at the same time, Allen's image also crossed her mind.

*He said we won't know unless we try.*

Of course, her senses were sharply pointing to impossibility, but nothing was certain.
There were still elements worth trying.

She raised her sword again.
And began running toward the other again.
The other did the same.

*Screech*

The space groaned.
Sword met sword.
She was thrown back again, but she regained her balance and immediately charged back in.

What should she do?
To win, she clearly needed to do something she hadn't done before.
But whenever she tried something new, the other seemed to have the same idea and copied her exactly.

*So I really am me, huh.*

No matter how much she swung her sword, it was always a stalemate with no conclusion.
Then there was only one option left.

*Normally, this is something I should never even think about, but...*

That's why it might work now.
This wasn't just something she couldn't think of—it was something that common sense dictated should never be done.
She swung her sword downward.

*Slash*

Again, the sound of space being cut.
But this time, the swords didn't clash.
The path she chose for her sword was one that would never intersect with the other's if they chose the same path.

However, what this meant wasn't entirely good.
It meant that the other's sword path was ultimately the same as her own.
It meant that at the same time as she cut the other, the other also cut her.

*Failed...*

Consciousness evaporated instantly from the fatal blow, without even feeling pain.
But the next moment, her consciousness returned immediately.
The place was still the same empty space.

*This is...*

Her body was completely restored.
And in front of her stood the other, also completely restored.
The other also had the same blank expression as her.

This revealed one thing.

*So even if I die, I don't fail.*

But she still didn't know the condition for success.
And even if defeating the other was the way to pass the Ordeal, she couldn't think of a way to defeat her.
Because the other was a perfect "me" who had the same thoughts and moved the same way no matter what she thought.

*Then...*

Was there really a way to finish this within three days?
If it were Allen, what judgment would he have made?
Would he have realized early on that there was no way to finish this Ordeal within three days and left?

*If so, Allen must be waiting for me outside by now.*

She had heard they needed to reach the Central Sea Islands as quickly as possible.
So he had said it would be better to finish the Ordeal as quickly as possible if possible.
Then wouldn't it be better for her to give up now and leave?

She shook her head.

*There must be meaning in Allen giving me three days.*

Besides, Allen had said.
Sometimes the growth gained during an Ordeal is a greater reward than what you get after passing it.
Perhaps there was some meaning even if she couldn't pass this Ordeal.

With that thought, she raised her sword again.
Three days ahead.

"Let's do this."
"Let's do this."

She began clashing swords again.
Hoping this Ordeal had meaning.

***

"You are..."
"You are..."

Another me who suddenly appeared behind me.
When I opened my mouth, the other did the same.
It's a fairly attractive voice, but knowing it's my own voice makes it a bit creepy.

So I decided to close my mouth.
And smiling, I thought.

*Let me verify first. Is it really a perfect copy of me?*

As I thought that, I noticed the other was wearing the same smile.

*Is that what my smile looks like?*

Combined with that smug face, it somehow looks unpleasant.
My face instantly contorted.
But seeing the other's face contort at the same time somehow irritated me.

*My face is your face.*

Of course, the other probably knows that too.
That's why she's making that sad expression.
Now she's even making the same expression that says "Even if I look a bit unpleasant, I'm still pretty good-looking, right?"
I was a bit annoyed at seeing my own unfiltered self that even I didn't know.

*Anyway...*

This is a minor issue.
Verification comes first.

*Wind Authority.*

I applied Wind Authority to the Sacred Replicant I was holding.
Then Wind Authority began to swirl around the other's Sacred Replicant as well.

*Oh.*

It's a divine authority, yet it's well replicated.
So I immediately moved on to the next.

*Optical Modulation.*

As my face changed, the other's face changed as well.
Even the changed face was perfectly identical.

*Overload.*

Naturally, the other performed Overload without any problem.

*Sublimation.*

The Wind Authority grew even more intense.
The other could use most of my skills exactly as I did, including Sublimation.
Since I've never directly seen myself, it was quite unfamiliar, but I could tell that she was perfectly copying my abilities.

*No, is "copying" the right word?*

The other is probably also thinking about verifying me.
Right now, we're both just doing the same actions, so saying one is copying the other isn't quite right.
But still...

*Can she copy this too?*

What I was about to do wasn't a simple skill.
Libero's swordsmanship, which had recently risen to S-rank.
Could she copy that too?

The distance between us had widened after we crossed swords once and backed away.
Nevertheless, I moved my Sacred Replicant with Overload activated.
Then time around me began to flow slowly.

But I wasn't the only one moving within it.
The other was moving too.
And our swords collided at exactly the midpoint between us, despite the distance.

*Even the swordsmanship is identical.*

This confirmed it for certain.
The other is completely identical to me.
Then it would be impossible to defeat her from the start.

*Because she'll grow just as much as I do.*

This was a clear fact that didn't need to be proven.
So the goal of this Ordeal probably isn't to defeat her.
And predicting such a goal, it would be better for me if she grew along with me.

*This is quite an interesting Ordeal.*

It's an interesting Ordeal.
It's probably as interesting as the second Ordeal.
But as interesting as it is, it's also unfortunate for me right now.

"What a shame."
"What a shame."

Because I don't have much time right now.

Ch.151 - Fourth Ordeal (3)
In the empty space, there was only me and another me.
From the perspective of someone trying to pass the Ordeal, it was natural to think about fighting and winning.
Of course, that was probably what the Ordeal intended as well.

*It's a rare opportunity to see yourself through someone else's eyes.*

It's different from simply swinging a sword in front of a mirror.
Actually clashing swords with yourself.
This could be a good opportunity to directly find your own shortcomings and immediately test improvements.

*I don't know which deity it is, but...*

That's why I said this Ordeal would be as interesting as the second one.
Because meaningful growth was possible within the Ordeal.
Perhaps the goal of the Ordeal wasn't to defeat another version of yourself, but the growth that comes from facing yourself.

However, I wondered how long ordinary people could endure fighting themselves in an empty space.
Only perverts like me would enjoy this.
But even I had a problem.

*If I want to achieve meaningful growth here, three days promised to Yoo Seora wouldn't be nearly enough.*

Even in the second Ordeal, I spent hundreds of years.
And now, having already reached the realm of Swordsmanship S, a level beyond all limits, I would need to spend almost the same amount of time to grow even a little more.
And I didn't have that kind of time right now.

*It might have been fun if I had come here after everything was over.*

No, wait.
If everything were over, I wouldn't need to become stronger.
But thinking differently, even if it wasn't necessary, it would still be fun.

*Whatever the case, once I entered, there was no choice.*

I had promised Yoo Seora three days.
Considering that Seora would also stay for the full three days, I could focus on the Ordeal during that time.
Three days might not be enough for noticeable growth, but it should be sufficient to fill in some gaps in my swordsmanship by observing myself from a third-person perspective.

*Let's make these three days count.*

I drew my sword again.
There was no time to waste if I wanted to make the most of these three days.
If I used the power of wind and Libero's swordsmanship, I could engage in quite a few sword matches, but considering the time needed for analysis, improvement planning, and application, three days was still frustratingly short.

*By the way...*

The other me standing opposite was also raising his sword.
His expression looked joyful.
Which meant I must be wearing the same expression.

*Do I really look that happy?*

Well, I hadn't been able to train much since leaving the warrior academy, but even considering how starved I was for practice, wasn't I enjoying this too much?

*I guess I need to fix that a bit.*

Seeing myself from a third-person perspective was a bit scary.
Now I understood why Elsie and Yoo Seora were horrified whenever I tried to train during our academy days.

***

"Sky Slash!"
"Sky Slash!"

Sword met sword.
Both attacks at full power.
Yoo Seora was thrown back by the impact.

"Ugh..."

They had clashed countless times already.
It felt like half a day had passed.
In reality, it might not even have been a few hours.

*When will three days be up?*

In this space where even the sense of time felt distorted, she had once worried about how to count three days to leave on time.
Allen always carried a pocket watch, but she didn't.

But now, even that worry was long gone.
Time passed so slowly here.
If she left when it felt like three days had passed, it would probably be barely two days in reality.

Anyway.

*I still can't defeat her.*

Of course, she had grown.
Looking at her swordsmanship from a third-person perspective, she began to see her shortcomings that weren't visible before.
But the problem was that her opponent grew just as much as she did.

*How am I supposed to beat that?*

It was a bit embarrassing to admit about herself, but her opponent was too strong.
Those attacks were impossible to block without equal strength, and failing to block meant instant death.
Moreover, because this was an Ordeal, even the Relic power consumed through Overload was being restored.

*Is it even possible to win?*

The thought that she absolutely couldn't win was already dominating her.
She was still holding on because of Allen's instructions, but that would only last until her mental strength gave out.

*I need a short break.*

Despite fighting for hours, she didn't feel physically tired, probably because this was an Ordeal.
But mental strength was different.
Fighting another version of yourself for hours in a completely empty space took a significant mental toll.

*I can't go on anymore.*

She had endured much longer than an ordinary person would.
Only someone with incredibly strong mental fortitude like Elsie, or someone who abnormally enjoyed training like Allen, could endure longer.
But she was neither of those.

*I am...*

She looked at her other self, who was also sitting down and staring at her from across the space.
Jet-black hair and eyes of the same color.
Objectively speaking, it was a beautiful face.

But she wasn't very satisfied with what she saw.
She realized it had been quite a while since she'd looked in a mirror, but seeing herself from a third-person perspective made her look less attractive than she remembered.
Besides...

*I don't know what Allen thinks, but.*

In her eyes, Elsie was prettier than her.
With shining golden hair like sunshine and skin white as jade.
A small face with large, delicate features.
Her figure wasn't as tall as her own, but it was well-balanced with curves in all the right places.

*It's no wonder Allen fell for her.*

She wasn't as perceptive as Elsie.
But even so, she had noticed the relationship between them long ago.
There was no clear evidence, but sometimes the distance between those two felt so close that she couldn't squeeze in between them.

*Probably since the warrior academy, or even before.*

Until now, she hadn't been certain, but after hearing it directly from Elsie, she could be sure.
They had been in that kind of relationship since then.

Betrayal?

She didn't particularly feel that.
In a way, it seemed natural for those two to be dating, and hiding that fact from her was consideration for the party.
But...

She was a little envious.

...To be honest, "envy" was a more accurate word than "envious."
The emotion she felt when she saw them lying in the same bed that day was clearly jealousy.
She had already known about Elsie and Allen's relationship, but she couldn't leave Allen, so she had suppressed those feelings.

Did she like Allen romantically?
If asked that question...

She could probably answer yes.

Of course, she had no confidence that she could love Allen more than Elsie did.
Unlike Elsie, she had grown up purely under the Apostle and didn't know how to properly treat a man she liked.
So for Allen's sake, she had no choice but to yield him to Elsie.

Yielding.

No, was it really yielding?
As mentioned earlier, Elsie was prettier than her and could love Allen better.
Perhaps she had simply lost to Elsie?

*I'm pathetic.*

She felt pathetic for having such thoughts.
In fact, Elsie wasn't unaware of her feelings, and Elsie had even offered a "compromise" for her sake.
She had a beautiful heart as well.

In contrast, she was always awkward.
Even when she was with Allen, conversations quickly became awkward and died out.
And crucially, she couldn't smile prettily like Elsie.
All she could manage was a stiff, awkward smile.

*Yes, that's it.*

That very smile her counterpart was wearing.
Could she somehow fix that awkward, stiff smile?
With that thought, she began moving her face in different ways.

*Like this? Or maybe pull the corners of my mouth a bit more...*

It was still awkward.
But it seemed a little better than before.

*No, that's not it.*

It was hard to tell from this distance.
With that thought, she finally stood up.
Her counterpart did the same.
And they began approaching each other.

*This isn't how I should walk either.*

Elsie walked more lightly, more gracefully.
But no matter how much she tried to imitate it, she couldn't.

*That might not be the issue.*

Anyone looking at her now would see someone lacking confidence.

*Confidence...*

Come to think of it, Allen had emphasized that from before.
That she lacked certainty.
Thanks to that, she could now use Sky Slash with confidence.

*Sky Slash.*

Yes, think about that moment.
When swinging her sword, she was overflowing with confidence.
Thinking of that, she straightened her back and pushed out her chest.

*And...*

Taking a confident posture made her expression much more natural.
This version of herself looked unfamiliar to her eyes.
It was completely different from what she saw in small mirrors.

*Is this really me?*

Long, extended arms and legs.
And features filled with confidence.
This version of herself was prettier than she had thought.

At that moment, her counterpart spoke.

"Pretty."
"Pretty."

The words escaped her mouth without thinking.
Even as she stepped back in surprise, she thought to herself.
She should have more confidence.

*Whether I'm pretty or not, having confidence definitely looks better.*

She smiled.
Moving her facial muscles in various ways to appear as natural as possible.

Before she knew it, she had forgotten about her sword and was focusing entirely on examining her face.

***

*I wonder if Yoo Seora is doing well?*

I took out my pocket watch to check the time while thinking.
It had been exactly three days since we entered the Ordeal.

*I should leave soon.*

For the past three days, I had devoted myself to sparring with myself without a moment's rest.
Thanks to that, I was able to fill in several weaknesses in my swordsmanship.
But that didn't mean I had no regrets.

*If I had just 100 years... no, even 50 years more...*

Perhaps my swordsmanship could have reached a new realm.
But I didn't have that kind of time now.
Regardless of the time dilation in this place.

*Besides, time would be flowing at the same rate for Yoo Seora.*

I promised her three days, so if I wasn't there when she came out, she would find it strange.
So as regrettable as it was, it would be better to leave now.
Even if I greedily stayed a few more days to spar with myself, not much would change.

So I spoke to the empty air.

"I'll stop here."

This time, there was no voice mimicking me.
That's because I was already standing beneath the great tree.

Ch.152 - Fourth Ordeal (4)
"It's been a while since I've seen something this good."

It was a voice coming from atop the giant tree.
If the first trial had the voice of a child, the second trial a mature woman, and the third trial a polite man, this time it was a somewhat rough, husky male voice.

I answered him.

"You prepared an interesting trial, though I regret not being able to stay longer."

"Well, I doubt anyone but you would describe my trial as 'interesting.' Though it seems your companion is enjoying herself in her own way."

"You mean Yoo Seora?"

I hadn't been particularly worried about Seora.
However, I hadn't expected that she would be enjoying this trial.
Since she didn't have a watch, I had assumed she would leave the trial much earlier than the perceived three days.

"Yes, though her methods differed from yours. The purpose of my trial isn't just about fighting, after all."

"Not just about fighting..."

No matter how I looked at it, this trial seemed specifically designed for combat.
Facing yourself directly to find your weaknesses.
Growth through that process.

"With your mind so full of swordsmanship, it's natural you'd think that way. Besides, you're already a special case who can view yourself from a third-person perspective."

"A special case?"

"Most who enter my trial feel terror when confronting another version of themselves. It's something that should never exist. And once they realize it's exactly the same as themselves, that terror turns to disgust."

Those words didn't apply to me.
But I could understand them well enough.
Concepts like doppelgangers and self-loathing were already part of Seong Yurang's knowledge.

"It could be because of their skills, perhaps their appearance, or something else entirely. And surprisingly many people break down in my trial. They become frustrated when reality doesn't change no matter how much they fight against themselves."

"Then is the solution to this trial accepting reality?"

"That would be the first step, though it might be painful for some. But if it ended there, my trial would be no different from the God of Reality. The trial doesn't end simply by accepting reality."

He continued in a calm but firm tone.

"If you accept reality and give up, I won't acknowledge that. Accepting yourself and taking one step forward from there. What you've been doing during these three days in my trial—what you've already been doing in the trials of reality—that is the purpose of my trial."

"What I've been doing in the trials of reality?"

"Hahaha! When I heard about it from the God of Reality, I couldn't stop laughing. Not just accepting reality but overcoming it by training your sword for hundreds of years through your own will. You had already passed my trial at that point."

I had already passed this trial back then?
That was unexpected.
But if I had already passed the trial, there was one thing I could ask.

"What is your name?"

The name of a god.
It was a bit anticlimactic, but if I had truly passed the trial, he should be able to tell me his name.
And he answered.

"Yes, I'll tell you my name. I am the God of Martial Arts. Martial arts isn't just about techniques like swordsmanship. It's about making yourself the sword, becoming stronger and more solid."

The God of Martial Arts.
It was certainly within the range of what I had expected.
Though I hadn't thought I would pass his trial like this.

He spoke with apparent joy.

"In that sense, I thoroughly enjoyed your 'martial arts.' You repeatedly surpassed your own limits and inherited Libero's sword, building up remarkable martial prowess. I too found the three days all too brief."

I smiled at his words.

"I'm also grateful for the interesting trial you prepared."

And I felt the same regret.
But...

"Unfortunately, I must leave now."

"Indeed. You have much to do."

"But before that..."

Suddenly, another voice came from the tree above.

"It's been a while."

It was a familiar voice.
I looked up toward the top of the giant tree.
There, a familiar silhouette sat on a branch.

"God of Chains."

A god with whom I once had a troubled relationship.
When I fully believed I was Seong Yurang, I thought he was the one who had brought me here, and when communication with the constellation was cut off and he went on hiatus, I thought it was his doing.
But now that all misunderstandings had been cleared...

*No, he could have prevented those misunderstandings in the first place.*

He certainly had the ability to do so.
But the fact that he deliberately didn't means he was still in the wrong.
So I decided not to forgive him for past events.

"What brings you here this time?"

He answered:

"Weren't you about to call for me? I simply saved you the trouble by appearing first."

He still wasn't particularly likable.

"So, what is it?"

But he was right.
I had been about to call for him.
Getting useful weapons wasn't my only purpose for entering the trial.

"I have something to ask."

"I hope it's something I can answer."

I felt the same way.
I wasn't sure if my question would be within the range of what he could answer.

"If I manage to stop all the Demon Kings, will that be the end?"

It was time I needed information about this.
After all, Hundred Braves had five major endings.

First was the Dead Ending.
Literally meaning the player's character dies.
While most other endings could technically fall into this category, the community typically used "Dead" to refer to deaths by Chaos Beasts rather than during the apocalypse.

Second was the 72nd Demon King.
The 72nd Demon King of the Reim Kingdom successfully awakens and conquers other barriers one by one, absorbing their Relics.
The ending concludes with the 72nd Demon King breaking down Hylen's final barrier after absorbing all other Relics.

Third was the Central Sea Islands.
This ending occurred regardless of whether the 72nd Demon King was stopped.
But what was certain was that if both threats couldn't be prevented, this one would bring destruction faster.
While the 72nd Demon King had to absorb Relics step by step, this threat would target Hylen directly.

Fourth was the Demon King Victory.
This meant that despite stopping both the second and third endings, the Demon Kings ultimately won through the efforts of the 71st Demon King and others.
This ending had many different variations.

And finally.
The Completion Ending.
Unless you were playing a character with a predetermined death like Gwen, this was typically considered the "completion" ending.
The screen simply faded to black, and a results screen appeared indicating the end of a playthrough.

But was that truly a happy ending?

"What happens to the world afterward?"

If Hundred Braves ended there, what about the world beyond that point?

After a moment of silence, as if gauging whether this was a question he could answer, the God of Chains replied:

"Destruction. And we call it the predetermined destruction."

"Predetermined destruction?"

"As I mentioned before, this world is already destined for destruction. The Demon Kings' destruction only hastens it. And what you're referring to is precisely that predetermined destruction."

So that was it.
The only remaining threat was the Central Sea Islands.
But resolving that alone wouldn't solve everything.

"Then is there a way to prevent this predetermined destruction?"

"It's only a possibility, but I believe you can do it. That's why we've entrusted the fate of the world to you."

"I suppose you can't tell me how?"

"Of course not. In fact, even I'm not entirely certain about that part."

It seemed he couldn't tell me the method after all.
But learning about the existence of the predetermined destruction was a significant gain.
And it seemed there was indeed a way to prevent it.

"But I will tell you this much. You were planning to find her in the Central Sea Islands anyway, weren't you?"

"Her?"

"The Sage of Water."

So he knew about that too.
Well, even just considering the fourth Stigma I inherited, I needed her help to use it safely.
It was predictable that I would seek her out.

"Why bring her up now?"

"She might help you find that method."

I was going to find her anyway.
Having another reason to do so was actually good.

"I see. I hope that's true."

"Is that all you wanted to ask?"

"Probably. Isn't that all you can tell me?"

"Hmm..."

After hesitating briefly, he said:

"Actually, there is one more thing."

"Oh?"

"News from Earth. I thought you might be curious."

"Of course I am."

Even though I was no longer Seong Yurang in terms of personality, his memories still occupied part of mine.
Despite being a different person, I was still rooting for him.
However, I didn't know what had happened after he realized I had changed.

"It seems your guess was right—the connection with him hasn't been severed. His desire to see your conclusion was too strong. So I decided to turn this situation into an event."

"An event?"

"A large-scale event caused by the anomaly that is you. Even the server shutdown was incorporated as part of the production."

Wait, is that allowed?
Who am I to deserve this?
While I was carrying out the important mission of preventing destruction here, on Earth I was just one of many characters.

"And Seong Yurang agreed to this?"

"He's quite actively streaming right now."

He must have really changed.
I couldn't have imagined him doing something like that before.

"And things seem to be going well with the woman he's streaming with."

"Woman he's streaming with?"

"Have you heard of MintLemon?"

I searched through Seong Yurang's memories.
Then I recalled seeing her on a video site.
She was definitely a streamer who mainly broadcast Hundred Braves.

"That guy Seong Yurang, he's doing well for himself."

"All thanks to you."

"Still, I'd like to give credit to Seong Yurang."

No matter how much effort I put in, in that world I was just a game character.
Few people would change because of a mere game character.

"Well, you've grown far beyond a mere game character."

"Grown beyond?"

"You're different from other Allen Plakes now. When people say 'Allen Plake' over there, they're referring specifically to you."

"What do you mean..."

Well, it makes sense that a broadcast that turned even the shutdown of a major game like Hundred Braves into an event would have significant impact.
But...

"Three million. That's the cumulative number of viewers who have watched the stream so far. And it's still rapidly increasing."

Even I, who knew little about internet broadcasts, could tell this was an absurd number.

"And that's just for the live stream. If you include videos uploaded to streaming sites, your influence is considerable."

"But is this allowed? Didn't you say that actions affecting dimensions were prohibited?"

"It's fine. The Earth side seems to have judged your influence as positive. And if that positive influence continues, perhaps..."

He stopped mid-sentence.

"It's better not to speak of uncertainties."

With that, he changed the subject.

"Now you need a reward for passing the trial. You did pass it, after all."

His way of changing topics was just like when we met last time.
But if he decided he couldn't tell me something, that was that.
So I quietly used my wind power to catch the fruit he dropped.

This time, the fruit was quite heavy.

*Is it a Relic?*

With this weight, I could get my hopes up.
As I opened the fruit, golden light began to shimmer from within.

*Wait, golden light?*

Ch.153 - Alber
"Phwah!"

Yoo Seora emerged from the lake, her face breaking the surface.
Even though it wasn't real water, she was squinting hard.

"Stop making a fuss and come out."

At that, Yoo Seora walked out of the lake with an embarrassed expression.
I asked her:

"What were you doing that made you forget three days had passed?"

When I finished my three-day Ordeal and received my reward.
The God of Nothingness said she was still inside her Ordeal.
So I asked the God of Nothingness to end her Ordeal around now, and as a result, she came out of the lake a few minutes later than I did.

"Well..."

Her face turned red.
I couldn't gauge what exactly she had been doing from her expression.

"I mean, I didn't have a watch or anything..."

I knew that already.
I just didn't expect her to spend more than three days in that empty space.
I wasn't really trying to scold her.

"You did well."

If anything, I was praising her.

"Huh?"

For some reason, Yoo Seora looked confused despite receiving praise.

"Anyway, that space would be difficult for an ordinary person to endure for even a day, let alone three days."

"Really?"

Yoo Seora scratched her head.

"Anyway, what reward did you get?"

"Oh, that..."

Yoo Seora took something out of her inventory.
It was a sword.
No, not a sword.

"A scabbard?"

There was just a scabbard without a sword.

"Where's the sword?"

"This is all there is."

At her words, I brought up the item information for the scabbard.

<Relic Reincarnator>
Classification: Equipment
Form: Scabbard
Relic Grade: 3-Star
Description: A scabbard created by an ancestor of the Armanus family, known as the God of Weapons. When storing a sword, it slowly restores the durability of the stored sword. It can also completely restore a sword-type Relic that has been destroyed due to complete durability loss, but only once. However, at least a minimal portion of the sword blade must remain.

'This is...'

To be honest, it was ambiguous.
It might seem well-suited for Yoo Seora's Overload, but it didn't really match her current style.

'Unless you're willing to swing Sky Slash with the resolve to completely deplete durability and destroy the weapon, its advantages disappear.'

So the durability recovery effect wasn't very efficient for her.
Since only one sword could be sheathed at a time, I wasn't sure how slow "slowly" would be.
But the last line caught my attention.

'It can completely restore a sword-type Relic that has been destroyed?'

Reading that description, one sword immediately came to mind.

'Gravitus Replicant.'

The sword that was completely shattered when I rescued Elsie.
But there was a problem...

'I couldn't bring back even a piece of Gravitus.'

The situation had been too urgent.
There wasn't time to recover Gravitus's remains and put them in my inventory.
I had to quickly escape from the collapsing White Tower while carrying Elsie.

'No. I shouldn't dwell on it.'

This scabbard could restore any Relic once.
It would be a waste to use it on Gravitus Replicant, which was only a 2-Star Relic.
No matter how attached I was to that sword, I needed to separate personal feelings from practicality.

'But still...'

I thought I had already let it go in my heart, but apparently not.
Well, I had grown quite attached to it, and it hadn't been long since I reclaimed it after it was held as collateral for a transaction fee.
It would be hard to forget so quickly.

"Allen?"

Yoo Seora called out to me.

"Why do you suddenly look like you've lost your country? Is this reward that bad?"

I must have failed to control my expression.
I couldn't tell her it was because of a sword I lost recently.

"No. This scabbard is plenty good. Not enough to change your existing Sky Slash technique that uses Overload in one go, but still very good in that it can be used to restore a high-grade Relic if one gets destroyed in the future."

"Oh."

Yoo Seora also made a satisfied expression and put the scabbard back in her inventory.
Then she asked me:

"What about you? What did you get?"

"I..."

As I reached into my inventory to take it out, I hesitated momentarily.
I didn't really want to take it out.
But I supposed I had to.

'It's not like I'll never use it.'

I finally took out a sword from my inventory.
It was a sword with an intricately decorated hilt.
Moreover, for some reason, the blade seemed to emit a subtle glow.

"Ohhh..."

Even Yoo Seora let out an exclamation of admiration at first glance.

"So what kind of sword is this?"

What kind of sword?
The answer came not from me but from elsewhere.

-Nice to meet you, Miss Yoo Seora. This is the first time I'm speaking directly with you.

Startled by the sudden unfamiliar male voice, Yoo Seora looked around warily.
Of course, it was a very familiar voice to me.

-To answer your question from earlier, this sword is where I reside.

Yoo Seora seemed to realize then that the voice was coming from the sword.

"You reside in the sword?"

-That's right. My name is...

"Alber."

For the record, there was no special meaning.
I just used the first letter of the sword's name.

-What? That's not my name...

I gripped the sword's handle tightly.

-...

Finally, some peace and quiet.

<Relic Alber Linea>
Classification: Weapon
Form: Sword
Relic Grade: 4-Star
Description: A sword inhabited by the God of Destiny. It has no special powers, but possesses immense divine power as it houses the God of Destiny. The divine power grows stronger as the God of Destiny develops his concept.

What resided in the sword was none other than the God of Voyeurism... no, the God of Destiny.
According to the God of Chains, after I left, he kept whining about wanting to see my journey, so they had no choice but to put him in a weapon and give it to me.

'I certainly needed a weapon, and I'm grateful it's 4-Star, but...'

The God of Destiny, despite his politeness, was too noisy.
And true to the nickname "God of Voyeurism" I gave him, he wanted to observe my every move.
So I ended up throwing the sword into my inventory.

There was no particular reason I didn't tell Yoo Seora he was the God of Destiny.
I just thought she might not be familiar with the concept of "gods."

Even I don't know exactly what gods are, but I do know that she shouldn't have to lower herself just because something is a god.
The God of Destiny also seemed to want to join the journey as a companion rather than in his role as a god.

"A talking sword. I think I've heard of those before. Ego Swords, right?"

"Yeah, Ego Sword. This guy is Ego Sword Alber."

The God of Destiny responded to that.

-Oh, a name for me. Names are certainly important elements in destiny.

I quickly threw the sword back into my inventory.
He's certainly a good god.
But having to keep him in hand all the time was a different story.

"Let's get going then."

That should be enough checking of each other's rewards.
From now on, all that remained was to diligently make our way to the Central Sea Islands.
We'd have to travel on foot without a carriage for a while.

Just as we were about to depart.

"Hey, Allen."

Suddenly, Yoo Seora spoke again.

"What?"

When I turned around, she was somehow frozen in place.
In that stiff posture, she asked:

"Do I look different in any way?"

"Different?"

Her clothes were the same.
The strength I sensed from her wasn't much different from before the Ordeal.

'What on earth did she do for three days?'

Anyway, there didn't seem to be anything different about her.
Except for her strange expression and stiff posture.
As I was pondering this for a while.

-Tell her she looks prettier.

A whispering voice suddenly came from thin air.
Apart from being startled by a man's whispering voice in my ear, I inadvertently followed his advice.

"You do look prettier, I guess?"

Despite being in my inventory, he could still see outside and speak.
As I stood there perplexed, Yoo Seora started grinning for some reason.
It was a moment that made me worry about what lay ahead.

***

"Honestly, when I first challenged you to a sword duel, I wondered what I was thinking. Though you were Seong Yurang back then."

-I was watching then too. Allen was truly the epitome of a thug at that time.

"A thug... pfft."

This was wrong.
The sound just wouldn't stop.
I thought things might get a bit quieter after Elsie stayed behind in the Reim Kingdom, but somehow it had become noisy again.

"So you were watching back then too?"

-Yes, that place was my...

Having already given up on putting him back in my inventory, I gripped his hilt tightly.
He quieted down for a moment.
But soon he brought up another topic.

-By the way, Miss Yoo Seora, weren't you curious about exactly what part of you Allen thought had become prettier?

"That... maybe? But I didn't mean anything special by it..."

This seemed to be Alber's—no, the God of Destiny's—time for revenge.
But I could easily talk about Yoo Seora's pretty features.
I could just state the facts without any special meaning.

"Your long black hair is pretty, you're tall, and though it's a bit embarrassing to say, your figure is quite feminine..."

But Yoo Seora's reaction was strange.
Her face had turned redder than I'd ever seen before.

'Why is she acting so nervous?'

Maybe I shouldn't have mentioned her figure.
What exactly was the problem?

-From my perspective, both of you are hopeless.

That's rich coming from the one who created the problem in the first place.

"Allen?"

Suddenly, Yoo Seora called out to me.

"I smell salt."

At her words, I turned my gaze forward.
I focused on the horizon.

'That's...'

It was no longer just the horizon.
A thin line of blue.
It was the sea.

"The Central Sea."

This meant we had reached the end of the land route.
From here, there was a sea route with gates lined up over the water.
And that sea route could only be traversed by boat.

But...

"Wait, don't tell me..."

I looked around the emerging coastline in disbelief.

'The mechanical ships of the Central Sea Islands.'

These were ships that would automatically navigate once a lever was activated, allowing one to reach the Central Sea Islands without a navigator or much effort.
And even though the Reim Kingdom's isolation policy had been in place for a long time, there should normally be at least a few ships remaining on the coast.

'Not a single one?'

But my eyes couldn't spot even one mechanical ship.

Ch.154 - Central Sea Route (1)
I hadn't expected this situation.
I never thought there wouldn't be a single mechanical ship docked at the shoreline.

*What's going on here?*

According to Seong Yurang's knowledge, there should always be at least one ship anchored along the coast between the Reim Kingdom and the Central Sea Islands.
This had always been maintained.
Even after the Reim Kingdom's isolation decree.

*The Central Sea Islands must have been managing it.*

But now, not a single mechanical ship was visible along the shoreline.

*Is the situation in the Central Sea Islands that serious?*

I was starting to worry about Gwen, who should already be in the Central Sea Islands.
And for her sake, I needed to get to the Central Sea Islands as quickly as possible.
The dilemma was that I needed a ship to do so.

"What should we do?"

Yoo Seora asked, having assessed the situation as well.
But it's not like I had any particular solution either.

"What can we do? We'll just have to wait for now."

Of course, there might be mechanical ships at the shoreline near the Hylen-Central Sea Islands gate.
But it was too far to walk there.
So waiting seemed to be our only option.

*Damn it.*

I never expected to be held up here.

*If we get delayed here for too long...*

As I scanned the shoreline again, something caught my eye—a patch of blue that looked out of place in one corner of the shore.

*What's that?*

It wasn't water.
It was something covered with blue cloth.
And it was floating on the sea, swaying with the waves.

"Could that be a ship?"

"A ship?"

I started running to confirm what it was.
And the closer I got, the more certain I became of my guess.

*It is a ship...!*

Judging by its size and shape, I couldn't think of it as anything else.
It was a ship covered with blue cloth.
I quickly reached the vicinity of the ship.

*It would be a problem if the ship departed.*

But that worry turned out to be unnecessary.
The ship showed no movement other than floating and bobbing on the sea until I arrived.

"Huff, why such a hurry..."

Yoo Seora, who had followed behind me, seemed to have spotted the ship as well.
In front of her, I slowly began to pull back the blue cloth.

*This is...*

As I expected, it was a ship.
But not an automatic mechanical ship.
It was a real vessel with a steering wheel and various control devices instead of levers.

*But is there no one here?*

As I had suspected when it was covered with blue cloth, there was no one visible on the ship.
However, judging by the condition of the cloth and the ship, it didn't seem to have been docked here for very long.
So the owner must have hidden the ship with the cloth and gone somewhere briefly.

*But I don't know how to operate this...*

-I suppose we'll just have to wait then.

To the God of Destiny, no, to Alber who said that, I replied:

"Stay right here."

I placed my sword on the vessel.
Then I took out the Sacred Replicant from my inventory.

-Pardon?

"I'll search the area with Seora to see if anyone's around."

I had no intention of just waiting patiently.

"If the owner returns to the ship, can you let me know right away?"

-Well, that should be possible, but...

"I'm counting on you."

With those words, I left to search the surrounding area.
There were ruins of an old port city nearby, so there was a good chance someone could be there.

***

Ego Sword Alber, left alone on the deck.
As he felt the salty sea breeze against his entire body, he thought:

*I'm a god too, you know.*

Of course, he wasn't that impressive of a god.
Before the destruction, during the time when all gods of this continent interacted with humans, he was just a god living in a small fountain.
A modest god who survived on the wishes contained in coins people tossed.

*Well, destiny isn't such a grand concept anyway.*

But still, he had been a god who governed destiny.
Even if he didn't fully understand the human concept of "destiny" at that time, he liked it.
Sometimes he felt sad or angry about it, but all those emotions were interesting to him.

That's why when it came time to choose who would oversee the trials at the military academy, he confidently stepped forward despite being a minor god.
Even though his divine status continuously diminished due to the contract with the wizards of the magic tower, he was happy.
Because he could learn more about destiny.

And it was Allen Plake who dramatically developed his concept of destiny.
Though Allen had shown awkwardness with relationships at first, he gradually grew and showed new aspects of himself.
When he finally completed his trial and left, the God of Destiny could feel it.

That a bond had formed between them as well.
He wanted to observe his journey up close.
So he kept asking the God of Chains, and finally his wish came true.
Moreover, Allen had even given him a name.

*That's what I thought, but...*

Now he was left alone on a ship with no one around.
Naturally, being a sword without feet, moving on his own was impossible.
All he could do was shout with all his might.

*I'll scream immediately the moment an outsider appears.*

Without even 0.1 seconds of hesitation.
He would shout right away.
Having become a companion on Allen Plake's journey, he couldn't allow himself to be stolen by someone here.

*Of course, if he returns before that, that would be the best...*

At that moment, the ship moved.
It was an unnatural movement different from the motion of the waves.
And the next moment, the deck floor lifted.

"Huh, why is the tarp...?"

Simultaneously, he screamed.

-Aaaaargh!

***

-Aaaaargh!

A scream echoed from the direction of the ship.
This voice belonged to Alber.

*Wind authority.*

Upon hearing the voice, I immediately wrapped the wind authority around my feet.
Then I kicked off the ground and headed toward the dock as if flying.

"Alber, what's happening!"

Then I spotted a figure standing on the docked deck.
That figure was holding Alber in hand.

"Hey!"

Landing at the dock where the ship was anchored, I pointed the Sacred Replicant I was holding at the person and said:

"Put Alber down."

Now that I looked closely, the person was wearing a hood from a cloak symbolizing a warrior.

*Is this person a warrior?*

If so, we might be able to communicate.

"That's my relic. If you're a warrior too, you should know not to handle someone else's relic as you please."

The person replied:

"If it were registered as your property with the Order, that would be true. But Alber, was it? It's hard to believe this talking sword really belongs to you."

A woman's voice.
The gender, which had been uncertain due to the silhouette completely covered by the cloak, became clear.
However, regardless of that, I didn't particularly like what she said.

"What did you say?"

"Well, you seem too weak to possess a sword with this level of divine power."

Too weak.
That couldn't be helped. Certainly, based on the stats I outwardly displayed, I might appear that way.
If that was the case, I had no choice but to show her that wasn't entirely true.

"Then why don't we find out?"

I jumped onto the deck while gripping the Sacred Replicant.
However, the person seemed quite confident and didn't flinch at all.
Though her face was hidden by the hood, I could glimpse a smile at the corner of her visible mouth.

Just as the battle was about to begin, Yoo Seora's voice suddenly rang out.

"Allen! Stop!"

At that voice, the person's body flinched for some reason.

"Seora? But this person took Alber..."

"She could be the owner of the ship. What's more important right now? Alber or the ship?"

Well, obviously...

"The ship is important."

That's Seora for you.
She knows how to make the right judgment when it matters.
So I withdrew my sword.

-Um... Master?

Alber, held in the person's hand, called out to me.
But being called "Master" in a male voice made me less inclined to rescue him, to be honest.

"Alright. Then let me ask this first. Is this your ship?"

Instead of answering, the person asked me a question:

"Allen... Allen Plake. Are you that Allen Plake?"

I nodded as if it were obvious.

"So what?"

After slowly looking me over, the person suddenly started laughing.

"Puhaha!"

As I was about to be taken aback by that laughter, she lowered her hood.
Finally, her face was revealed.
Blue hair the color of the sea and blue eyes.

"Well, it doesn't seem to be a lie. If it were a lie, only someone like Allen Plake would be brazen enough to lie so shamelessly."

"Lie?"

"That's what they say."

I wonder what kind of rumors have spread about me.
From what she was saying, I sounded like some notorious con artist.

"Anyway, yes, this is my ship."

She casually operated the ship's devices to start the engine.
The ship began to vibrate with a rattling sound.

"You're trying to get to the Central Sea Islands, right?"

I nodded at her question.
Seeing me, Yoo Seora asked:

"Is it okay to trust her so quickly?"

I told her:

"We don't have any other options anyway. No one knows when another ship might come."

"That's true, but..."

And while I couldn't explain it to her, I already knew who this person was.
Blue hair, blue eyes, and that consistently composed expression.

*Lucy Terasia.*

A playable character and the owner of the fourth succession Stigma.
She gripped the ship's wheel nonchalantly and said:

"Big sis over there, if you're coming aboard, hurry up. From the looks of it, you seem to be in quite a hurry."

"Big sis?"

As Yoo Seora reacted excessively to being called "big sis," I extended my hand to her.
Forgetting her anger, Seora grabbed my hand.
And then she boarded the ship without a word.

After Seora boarded, I spoke to the woman at the helm:

"That's right, we're in a hurry. So let's get going first."

To the Central Sea Islands.

Ch.155 - Central Sea Route (2)
The boat cut through the waves with a rumbling vibration.
Floating on the sea at regular intervals were glowing barrier fragments, like buoys.
They were gates on the sea, protecting ships from the Chaos Beasts lurking beneath the water.

*They serve as navigation markers too, I suppose.*

Meanwhile, Yoo Seora sat quietly on the deck with a rather unpleasant expression.

*Seasickness.*

It seemed that even with a warrior's sturdy body, Seora couldn't escape motion sickness.

"Seora."

"Hmm?"

"Tell me if you're struggling."

Her ears turned red at that.
Then she smiled and said:

"I might be... feeling a little unwell..."

I'm not sure what she was expecting, but it wasn't going to be a particularly pleasant solution.

"I'll hold onto you if you need to throw up over the side."

"No, I'm actually fine."

Even as she said that, Seora was clearly trying hard to hold back what was coming up.
In contrast, the blue-haired warrior, Lucy, was silently gripping the helm.
Watching her, I spoke to Alber Linea.

"You saw that woman disembark from this ship before, right?"

-Yes, of course.

"Then you must have known this ship belonged to her."

-Yes.

The shameless fellow.
I asked him:

"Then why didn't you tell me?"

-Well, I wanted to witness the touching scene of you fighting to protect me...

"First of all, stop calling me 'master.'"

Of course, as his title suggested, I was indeed the master of the sword he resided in.
But it didn't sound right to me.
Not simply because he was male or a god, but because while I might own a sword with a personality, I didn't want to own the personality itself.

-But don't I have the freedom to call my master "master"?

He seemed absolutely unwilling to change.

*Anyway...*

Setting aside the trivial matter of titles, there was still the issue with Lucy.
Thanks to her, we were on this ship now, but many questions remained.

*First, why did she come to meet me?*

Could she have just happened to be on the mainland?
No, this ship appeared to have been docked at the port for several days.
And during that time, she hadn't done anything else—she'd just stayed on the ship.

As if waiting for someone to arrive.
And as soon as she recognized me, she set sail.
That meant she must have been waiting for me.

And there was another definite piece of evidence that confirmed this.

*You said there were mechanical ships sunk beneath the sea, right?*

-Yes, that's correct.

*And they hadn't been sunk for long?*

-Judging by the minimal sand accumulation on most of them, that's right.

Just as I thought.
The mechanical ships that had been docked here were deliberately sunk by someone.
Of course, there was only one person who could have done it.

*Lucy.*

The person calmly handling the helm up front.
She had methodically planned to get me on this ship from the beginning.
Yet I willingly boarded her ship because I trusted her to some extent.

*She might be a bit extreme, but she's fundamentally on the side of good.*

Still, I couldn't figure out why she had done this.
Why had she come to meet me here, even going so far as to sink all the surrounding mechanical ships?
What was her intention?

*Though the intentions are probably not her own.*

She was likely carrying out someone else's orders.
And the identity of that someone was fairly clear.
There was only one person she would follow such troublesome orders for.

The problem was that I didn't know that person's intentions either.

Just then, Seora pointed ahead and said:

"A barrier!"

What she pointed to was a dome-like barrier with a blue hue, as if made of water.
It was none other than the barrier of the Central Sea Islands.

*That's probably related to what's happening inside.*

It was about time to ask.

"Lucy."

When I called her name, Seora looked surprised.

*Why are you surprised?*

Meanwhile, Lucy continued calmly holding the helm.

"Allen, do you know her?"

"No, this is the first time I've met her."

"Then how...?"

I couldn't exactly say I'd raised her myself.

"She's a high-ranking warrior."

She's someone who would have reached high-ranking warrior status and beyond even if left alone.
Unlike Elsie or Gwen, her abilities and talents were powerful without complicated conditions.

*Easy difficulty level for raising.*

In some ways, she might be even easier to raise than Gwen.
However, due to the fun of raising her and mainly because of her character story, she wasn't recommended for beginners.
When she was released, countless posts criticizing the scenario team appeared.

"A high-ranking warrior..."

Seora marveled, seemingly forgetting that I was also a high-ranking warrior right beside her, and that she herself could be promoted to high-ranking warrior if her achievements were recognized.

But there were more important matters than correcting that.

"Lucy, answer me. What's the situation in the Central Sea Islands?"

That was the most important thing right now.

Lucy answered in a cold voice:

"You're asking that now?"

"Now?"

At that moment, she suddenly turned the helm.
As a result, Seora and I, who had been relaxed due to her stable navigation, were thrown onto the deck.

"Lucy? What are you—!"

-Master! Hold on tight! I don't want to get cold in the sea!

Just then, I caught sight of the scenery beyond the deck.

"The gate?"

The barrier fragments were spreading apart.
The ship was moving away from the gate.

"Lucy!"

I shouted while trying my best to maintain balance on the floor.
I couldn't understand what she was trying to do.

Click.

Suddenly, Lucy released one hand from the helm and pulled out a sword from her inventory.
It was a greatsword almost as tall as she was.
Then she turned toward Seora and me.

"Lucy?"

Her eyes held unmistakable killing intent.
But it wasn't directed at me.

"Everyone get down!"

With her shout, a shadow leaped from the sea and lunged at the ship.
It was a Chaos Beast.

Seora had lost her balance on the floor.
Only Lucy and I could face the Chaos Beast.

*In that case...*

Just as I gripped Alber, Lucy leaped from the helm.
Then she swung her greatsword with tremendous strength.

BOOM!

With an explosive sound, the Chaos Beast burst apart.
At the same time, I deflected the falling debris with my wind power.

Tap.

Lucy, who had jumped up, landed lightly back on the ship.
Then she straightened the helm, effortlessly stabilizing the ship that had tilted sharply.

I immediately checked if Seora was safe.
In her condition, she could have easily been thrown overboard when the ship tilted.

"Bleeegh..."

Fortunately, she was still on the deck.
Though she was throwing up everything inside her.
Still, she'd probably feel better after that.

*For now...*

There was something more urgent.
I pointed my sword at Lucy, who had resumed steering the ship, and asked:

"What exactly are you doing?"

Without even turning her head in my direction, Lucy focused on navigation and answered:

"Allen Plake, the man who deceived even the Pontiff."

Unbelievable words suddenly came from her mouth.

"I deceived the Pontiff?"

I recalled what she had said before we departed.
She had described me as if I were some great con artist.

*If it's a lie, only Allen Plake would be brazen enough to lie so blatantly.*

If that was actually true...

"You deceived the Pontiff by saying you would go to the Central Sea Islands. And then you didn't show your face until now."

It seemed to be true.
For some reason, I had become a notorious con artist who had deceived even the Pontiff.
But there were many strange points. Before getting into those...

*I never deceived the Pontiff in the first place.*

I clearly told the Pontiff I was heading to the Reim Kingdom.
And while I did spread false information afterward about going to the Central Sea Islands, I didn't think someone of the Pontiff's caliber would prioritize that information over what I had told her directly.
Yet for some reason, the Pontiff chose the latter information.

*Even so, that's not deception.*

It could simply be considered a "misunderstanding."
Yet she claimed I deceived her?

"Did the Pontiff herself make this claim?"

It was hard to believe.
After all, she was the Pontiff who stood in opposition to the Demon Kings.
I never imagined such a Pontiff would suddenly become hostile toward me.

"Besides, I've arrived at the Central Sea Islands now, even if it's late. Isn't that enough?"

Moreover, I hadn't been doing nothing—I had been saving a kingdom.
There should be plenty of room for extenuating circumstances.
Nevertheless, Lucy delivered a cold reality:

"It's already too late. There's currently a warrant out for you in the Central Sea Islands. Once caught, no matter what excuse you make, you'll be sent to the Holy City Hylen."

That's why she had taken this sudden action.

"So you can't enter the Central Sea Islands through the official gate."

She swerved the helm sharply again to avoid an attacking Chaos Beast and said:

"So let's take a different route, even if it's a bit dangerous."

We were now circling widely around the gate, following the curve of the Central Sea Islands' barrier.
If what she said was true, entering through the gate now would indeed be dangerous.
And I could somewhat guess where she was heading.

*The Library Island, perhaps.*

I needed to visit there anyway, so it wasn't a bad idea.
But...

-The route looks quite dangerous, doesn't it?

"If you know that, then help out a little," Lucy shouted as she sharply turned the helm to avoid a Chaos Beast charging from the front.

"Urgh..."

Yoo Seora's face turned even paler with the ship's violent movements.
Watching her, I gripped Alber tightly.

*Is there no other choice?*

-It doesn't seem so.

To be honest, I couldn't fully trust everything Lucy said.
I'd have to assess the situation properly after entering the Central Sea Islands.
But while I might not trust Lucy's words, I did trust Lucy herself.

*After all, she's risking her life right now.*

She seemed calm as she worked the helm diligently.
But that was just due to her talent; the situation was no less dangerous for her.
I couldn't refuse to help Lucy when she was putting her life on the line to get me into the Central Sea Islands.

*Power of Wind.*

Wind began to swirl around Alber.
On the ship rocking with the waves, droplets of seawater began to scatter with the wind.
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"That is..."

Central Sea Islands.
The Demon King's forces were stationed across the sea, facing off against the heroes.
Even there, that light was observed.

"The light of royal succession."

Demon King Levia bit her lip painfully.
That light meant that the 72nd Demon King had finally lost the Sword of the Royal Family.
Even though the 72nd Demon King's awakening had been uncertain, it was disappointing nonetheless.

Still, when she heard those words from Violet, she had held a small hope.

"It seems the 72nd Demon King also succeeded in awakening simultaneously."

If the awakening had succeeded, then their objective had been achieved.
That is, if the awakened 72nd Demon King hadn't been killed by Allen Plake.

"Allen Plake...!"

According to Violet, Allen Plake had activated the Sword of the Royal Family after killing Demon King Laus.
Surely only someone with the royal family's mark could use the Sword of the Royal Family, so how could he have activated it?
Did he also possess the royal family's mark?

"That might be possible, but..."

Having already experienced many failures due to carelessness.
She couldn't afford to be careless anymore.
She needed to consider all possibilities.

"It's absurd, but what if he has some kind of master key ability."

Of course, such a thing shouldn't be possible.

"Still, there is one ability I've confirmed."

He could change his appearance through some method.
And he had created a false identity called Seong Yurang using that method.
Of course, now that his cover was blown, that disguise was meaningless.

"But..."

If that was the case, something was strange.

"Freyja, about Allen Plake heading to the kingdom... did you hear that directly from the one who was pretending to be Seong Yurang at the hero academy?"

"Now you believe me? I was just telling the truth. You were the one who didn't believe me."

Her blood boiled at Freyja's mocking tone.
She had already realized that she had been deceived by Freyja.
But the current situation was still strange.

"To create a fake identity as an official hero, not just an ordinary person, he must have had contact with the Pontiff."

If so, they must have discussed his next destination during that contact.
Yet the Pontiff had indicated the opposite about Allen's destination—what did that mean?
Had Allen deceived even the Pontiff, or had the Pontiff deliberately directed the heroes to the Central Sea Islands knowing Allen would go to the Reim Kingdom?

Looking at the results, both possibilities seemed plausible.
Allen Plake's plan had succeeded, even if by a narrow margin.
But if it was the latter, something didn't add up.

"If she had sent orders to the Reim Kingdom instead of the Central Sea Islands, Allen Plake could have won more decisively."

Yet she had gathered the heroes toward the Central Sea Islands—did that mean she trusted Allen Plake that much?
That Allen Plake could handle the Reim Kingdom situation alone?
Or had Allen Plake actually deceived the Pontiff?

"This is unsettling."

Whatever the case, the current situation wasn't favorable for her.
Both the already fallen Reim Kingdom and here at the Central Sea Islands.
The Central Sea Islands hadn't fallen yet, but for some reason, a strange atmosphere was developing.

"Why are they..."

She thought while looking across the sea at the Central Island occupied by the heroes.

"Showing no intention to attack?"

As this standoff continued, time was stretching on.
From her position, needing to bring about the world's end quickly, she was growing impatient.

"Should I strike first?"

Perhaps they were waiting for Allen Plake.
If Allen Plake also came to the Central Sea Islands in this situation, things would become even more hopeless.

"What should I do..."

While she was pondering this, a subordinate suddenly arrived with unbelievable news.

"What did you say?"

***

Behind Violet, who was peering into a crystal ball.
Freyja stood leisurely watching her and said:

"How is it? Pretty interesting, right?"

"This person is certainly... interesting."

Her crystal ball contained the image of Allen Plake.
He had finished his business in the Reim Kingdom and was about to depart for the Central Sea Islands.

"It's interesting. But also disappointing."

She couldn't see everything simultaneously.
Until the situation in the Reim Kingdom fully erupted, she had been focused on the Central Sea Islands where the standoff with the heroes continued.
So she regretted not seeing what Allen Plake had done after entering the Reim Kingdom.

All she had been able to see was the scene where he defeated the 72nd Demon King while wielding the Sword of the Royal Family.
But even with just that, her attention was focused on him.
And more than the fact that he had used the Sword of the Royal Family, she was drawn to the swordsmanship he displayed at the end.

"That was definitely Mr. Libero's."

She still couldn't forget Libero's final moments.
The satisfied smile on his face as he willingly gave his life to Allen.
And Allen, having inherited Libero's will, had honorably carried on that will in the Reim Kingdom a year later.

"To be honest, I still don't understand this feeling."

It wasn't that she particularly wanted to die like Libero.
But for some reason, she found herself longing for the expression Libero had worn at the moment of his death.

"Freyja."

As it happened, there was one more Demon King in her room who had directly formed a connection with Allen, besides Libero.
Violet asked her:

"Do you still want to die?"

She smiled and replied:

"Well, I still think I should die someday, having lived terribly long. But as you know, lately I've found life quite enjoyable."

That was probably thanks to Allen Plake.

"If I meet this person, could I become happy like Ms. Freyja or Mr. Libero?"

She felt somewhat envious.
Of course, sitting in a corner looking into a crystal ball and chatting with Demon Kings was also something she wanted to do, but... doing that forever wasn't always fun.

"But..."

Meeting him directly would be impossible, since he was a hero.
So for now, she could only watch.

"Well, I'm going."

Freyja, who had been sitting behind her, stood up.

"Going? Where?"

"Hylen."

"Are you returning to being a professor?"

At those words, Freyja's expression turned somewhat bitter as she said:

"It's been fun, Violet."

They had been like friends for almost 500 years.

"Freyja? What are you suddenly saying?"

"I won't be coming back to the Demon King's Castle. I think I'll live as a professor for the rest of my life and die as one when I want to die."

"I'm asking what you're suddenly talking about?"

"Because I'm not a Demon King."

This strange confession from a colleague and friend who had spent long years together as a Demon King.
But her expression looked serious.

"There's no way a Demon King could enter Hylen's barrier, right?"

"That's..."

Freyja calmly said this while putting on her outer garment.
Violet could only stare at her blankly.
It seemed Freyja had already firmly made up her mind.

"Take care, Violet."

"Are you really going?"

"Yes, I want to continue being a professor. And I have something to discuss with the Pontiff for my favorite disciple."

Her expression looked so happy that it was impossible to stop her.
Knowing how she used to habitually ask to be killed, Violet couldn't bring herself to stop her.
So if she couldn't stop her, she could at least reveal one thing she had kept hidden all this time.

It might already be too late.
Perhaps she should have said it long ago.

"I actually knew."

"Knew what?"

"That you're not a Demon King."

She had known that much already.

"Maybe you did."

Freyja spoke as if it were nothing.
To her, Violet said:

"Demon Kings can't get pregnant."

Freyja's expression hardened again.

"You were watching?"

"Yes. At a rural inn in Basil. I saw you giving birth to a child."

"Then you also know the outcome?"

She stroked her belly, which had never swelled again after that.

"How did you succeed in getting pregnant..."

The child was already dead when born.
She had told Allen that pregnancy between her species and humans was impossible, but she had tried herself.
However, the child she bore after breaking through the extreme odds was ultimately stillborn.

So she gave up thoughts of having a child.
And as a second-best option, she chose the path of being a professor.
That was the only thing that could somewhat fill her emptiness.

Violet had something she needed to tell her.

"Do you know?"

It was something she had been too afraid to say until now.
To say it, she would have had to reveal that Freyja wasn't a Demon King.
If she had, Freyja might have left forever.

But now it was okay.
Freyja seemed determined to leave anyway.

"That child is still alive."

It was a miracle.
Perhaps God had helped.
But what was certain was that the child was still alive.

"Violet? What do you mean..."

"Allen Plake."

Freyja's eyes began to waver.
But only for a moment, before she smiled.

"That's even better."

She had already embraced Allen Plake as her disciple.
That feeling had simply grown larger and filled her completely.
In the end, nothing had changed.

"It's been fun."

Violet knew this too.
So she decided to let her go.

"I've had fun too."

In the room after Freyja left.
Left alone, Violet looked at the crystal ball and opened the small jar Freyja had left behind.
Inside was a familiar food.

Tteokbokki, a traditional food from Sak.
Apparently it had spread widely and could be found in any region now.
And it was also Violet's favorite dish.

"Who will bring tteokbokki now?"

Freyja used to bring it whenever she visited the Demon King's Castle.
This was troublesome.

"Maybe I should try making it myself."

Just as she put a piece of rice cake in her mouth:

"Ah, ah. Can you hear me?"

It was Demon King Levia.

"Yesh. I can hear you."

"What are you eating again? Well, it doesn't matter. Listen, this is important news."

As she listened to the story, Violet's fork, which was about to pick up another piece of rice cake, stopped.

Gulp.

"What did you just say?"

***

In the Holy City Hylen, the Pontiff's room.
An Apostle dressed entirely in white walked in, knelt, and reported:

"Hero Allen Plake has defeated the Demon Kings and saved the Reim Kingdom."

Silence fell.
After some time passed, the Pontiff finally seemed to finish her thoughts and spoke:

"A miracle indeed."

Despite her sending all the heroes to the Central Sea Islands, he had steadfastly headed to the Reim Kingdom.
Moreover, he had managed to save the Reim Kingdom with just three people.
It could only be described as a miracle.

"He has deviated from my expectations."

A miracle—meaning it had deviated from her expectations.
It was truly a singularity that had appeared after a very long time.

"Then the course of action remains the same as before."

Something she rarely did.
But when an anomaly she couldn't predict appeared, like this time, there was no choice.

"I will issue new orders to all heroes."

There was no other option but to issue orders.

"Issue an arrest warrant for the traitor Allen Plake. And demote his rank to 101st, stripping him of his high-ranking hero status."
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"I did wrong. I'll live harder. Please spare me just this once."

Yoo Seora had been sitting on the deck, desperately hugging a structure while muttering incomprehensible words for some time.
Meanwhile, I was busy keeping the Chaos Beasts at bay with Alber Linea in hand as they occasionally tried to climb aboard.

"Lucy! How much longer until we enter the barrier?"

"Not much longer! See that fog ahead?"

Just as she said, I could see a sea surrounded by fog in the distance.

"We just need to reach that point?"

"Yes, we'll sneak in through the foggy waters."

But entering through the foggy waters meant...

"Won't that mean we can't see the Chaos Beasts either?"

The fog looked quite thick.
So thick that we wouldn't be able to see what was right in front of us.

"Can't be helped."

"What do you mean it can't be helped?"

Did she have some kind of plan?

"We'll just have to leave it to the gods."

She said this calmly while turning the helm to avoid a Chaos Beast.
But hearing those words only made me more anxious.
The "god" she mentioned was already in my hands.

-Save me. Save me. Save me.

It was essentially no different from Yoo Seora.

*Is this really okay?*

I wasn't particularly fond of such extreme methods.
Of course, I wasn't one to talk after charging headfirst into the Reim Kingdom palace, but doing something myself and leaving it to others are different matters.

*The problem is that this is our only option right now.*

If what Lucy said was true and the Pontiff had issued orders against me, nowhere would be safe.
Even the Reim Kingdom, which had been under lockdown until recently, wouldn't remain safe forever.
So I had no choice but to complete my original mission in the Central Sea Islands and then clear up the misunderstanding with the Pontiff.

*And perhaps if I meet her at Library Island, I might get some help.*

The ship had already entered the foggy waters.
There was no turning back now.

Thud

Something hit the bottom of the ship.
Probably a Chaos Beast.
Lucy seemed to be holding the helm firmly to avoid losing direction.

*Now I really have no choice but to pray for divine help.*

That's when it happened.

-God?

Suddenly, Alber reacted.
At the same time, the blade began to emit light.

"Alber?"

It was a light composed of multiple colors.
A colorful light that resembled an aurora.
The light gradually spread out, enveloping the ship.

"Is this... a barrier?"

-Yes. I tried creating a small barrier.

Alber casually said something incredible.
Lucy, still holding the helm, spoke with disbelief.

"I thought this when I held it earlier, but what kind of sword is that anyway?"

"It's just Alber."

Except that Alber happens to be a god.

Anyway, thanks to the small barrier Alber created, the Chaos Beasts no longer approached the ship.
And so we entered the inner part of the barrier.
The fog extended even inside the barrier, and Lucy, apparently deciding there was no need to maintain speed, slowed the ship down.

-I suppose the barrier is no longer necessary?

"I guess not."

-Ding-a-ling.

What kind of sound effect was that?

"Stop making weird noises."

-I needed to inform you that I'm entering power-saving mode...

"Power-saving mode?"

-Yes, I've used up almost all my divine power with that barrier.

I suppose creating and maintaining a barrier, even a small one, while being confined to a sword wouldn't be easy.

"Good job, Alber."

The sword had already gone quiet.
With it falling silent, the ship was once again enveloped in stillness.
Only the vibration of the ship and the sound of ocean waves remained.

*As for Yoo Seora...*

She too seemed to have run out of energy from the arduous journey and was curled up in a corner, sleeping as if she had passed out.
It would be better to let her rest like that until we arrived.
It's funny—she was the one who tried to take off her clothes to stay dry during the Ordeal, but now she was completely soaked in seawater.

*Well, I'm no different.*

I could remove the water with my wind powers, but I couldn't get rid of the salt that had permeated our clothes.
We'd need to change into fresh clothes as soon as we arrived.

*Are we almost there?*

The silhouette of an island began to appear through the thick fog.

*Library Island.*

One of the many islands that make up the Central Sea Islands.
And "she" would likely be there.

"The Sage of Water."

For the first time, I saw Lucy show some emotion.

"She's the one who told you to bring me here, right?"

There was no one else who could give such orders to Lucy.
That's why I had quietly followed her.
After all, I had several reasons why I needed to meet her anyway.

"I don't know how you knew, but..."

Lucy calmly docked the ship at a wooden pier.
Then she jumped off and began tying the ship to a post.

"Get off quickly. She's probably waiting at the library right now."

After confirming that Yoo Seora wasn't just asleep but completely unconscious, I hoisted her onto my back.
Her clothes were soaked with seawater, and I could feel quite a lot through them, but this wasn't the time to worry about such things with an unconscious companion.

*So, a library...*

In the game, it was only described as one of the largest existing libraries, but due to graphical limitations, it wasn't properly depicted.
I couldn't help but feel excited.
And that excitement soon became reality.

*Indeed, it's incredibly huge.*

A small island surrounded by fog.
The building at the center of the island looked larger than any decent mansion.
It resembled a small castle.

*Is the Sage of Water inside?*

I suddenly realized what kind of entity she must be.

"It's me. Lucy Terasia."

As Lucy spoke, the sound of mechanical devices turning could be heard, and the massive doors of the library opened automatically.
I followed her inside.

A library where time seemed to stand still, filled with silence.
The library was spacious, but there was no one in sight.
Yet the floor was spotless, as if someone had been cleaning it.

*Or perhaps it's an environment where dust doesn't form in the first place.*

The causes of dust would be two things:
People and the influx of external dust.
But here, there were no people, and all the windows were closed.
It was a space so isolated from the outside world that I wondered if we were even allowed to enter.

As we entered the main hall through a long corridor from the entrance, I noticed someone standing on the second-floor balcony.
Curly blue hair that reached down to her waist, a large monocle over her left eye, also blue.
And finally, her indifferent expression as she looked down at us.

Her identity was clear.

*The Sage of Water.*

And at the same time...

"Thanks for bringing him. Luel."

The sister of the warrior Lucy Terasia, speaking to her almost petulantly.
Luel Terasia.

"It was hard work, sister."

After saying that, she looked at me and said:

"Allen Plake. Thank you for coming all this way. However..."

Her expression darkened.

"You must already sense that the current situation is not favorable for you."

***

I left Yoo Seora temporarily with Lucy.
Then I moved to Luel's study with her.

Upon entering the study, she said:

"I apologize. There's nowhere proper to sit."

She was right.
Like the library outside, her space was surrounded by books with no place to sit.

"I usually stand all day reading books."

Well, even though she wasn't a warrior, she shared the same Stigma as her sister Lucy.
Standing all day wouldn't strain her physical capabilities.

"But it would be better to sit somewhere for a calm discussion."

She climbed to the top of a bookshelf ladder and perched there.
After looking around for a place to sit, I eventually settled on an empty desk.

"Good. Let's first summarize the situation so far."

"Yes, let's do that."

It was exactly what I needed.
The misunderstanding with the Pontiff and the warrant issued for me.
I hadn't been able to properly organize everything after hearing it all so chaotically on the ship.

Moreover, what I needed more was...

"And I'd like to know exactly what's happening in the Central Sea Islands right now."

Information about the situation in the Central Sea Islands was also necessary.
While I understood that my situation was dire, the fact remained that I still needed to resolve the issues in the Central Sea Islands.
Plus, there were some strange aspects to all this.

"Understood. Let me first explain your current situation again."

She once more conveyed the grim circumstances to me.

"You are currently wanted for the crime of deceiving the Pontiff."

"That's a misunderstanding. If I join the front lines in the Central Sea Islands right away, perhaps it could be resolved..."

"I doubt it. Even if it's a misunderstanding, it's impossible for you to join the front lines in the Central Sea Islands right now."

What was she talking about?

"Impossible to join?"

This was one of the strange aspects I had been pondering.
In a situation where they were confronting Demon Kings, it seemed odd to put a warrant out for someone like me who could be a significant asset.
Even if the warrant was real, I had thought it might be a way to get me to participate in the battle.

*Though if that were the case, there would be no reason to bring me to the library away from their eyes.*

It seemed the warrant against me was quite serious.
As if to prove this, she said:

"Right now, if you're caught, you'll be sent to the Order without a chance to explain yourself."

"But I saved the Reim Kingdom."

That was an achievement everyone would acknowledge.
It was an accomplishment worthy of being called heroic, though I'm embarrassed to say it myself.

"Yes, you did. But while you were saving the Reim Kingdom, public opinion among the warriors had already solidified. Perhaps if you had kept quiet, it might have been different, but by saving the Reim Kingdom, you've only worsened the already negative public opinion."

"Worsened it?"

It sounded absurd.
Nevertheless, she explained point by point.

"If you had told the Pontiff you were going to the Reim Kingdom, some of the warriors headed for the Central Sea Islands might have gone to the Reim Kingdom instead. But you didn't. You deliberately went to the Reim Kingdom and narrowly raided an empty house after all the Demon Kings had left for the Central Sea Islands. What reason could there be for that?"

Damn it.
Things were taking a strange turn.
Even I could only think of one reason for such actions.

"To monopolize the achievement?"

"You understand well. Meanwhile, in the Central Sea Islands, quite a few warriors were sacrificed in the process of recapturing the Central Island. So naturally, public opinion about you is at its worst right now."

"But..."

This was strange.
I could understand the public opinion.
But I couldn't understand why the Pontiff would allow such opinions to persist.

"This is beyond a simple misunderstanding."

It was almost as if the Pontiff was actively creating this situation...

"Then is it a misunderstanding?"

Suddenly, an unfamiliar voice was heard.
It was a male voice coming from the entrance of the study.
I quickly got off the desk and regarded the figure with caution.

*Who is it?*

Could there be someone else on this remote island library besides Lucy and Luel?
Just as I was thinking this, the figure gradually emerged from the shadows of the doorway.

A slender yet somewhat robust build.
And hair as transparent as ice.
He was someone I already knew.

Warrior Rank 2.
Schultz.

Stella, who was once my comrade, called him "the beanpole."
Freyja and Sigrid described him as "someone who's already satisfied."
Yet ironically, he remained one of humanity's "strongest" and a source of fear for the Demon Kings.

He said to me:

"The Pontiff betrayed you. What else could it be?"
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'The Pontiff betrayed me?'

A headache swept through my mind from the shock.
But I couldn't afford to stop thinking.

As if to help me, Luel chimed in.

"Earlier you spoke as if you had deceived the Pontiff, but that was just to explain the current situation. I know you didn't actually deceive her."

"You knew?"

But that wasn't actually helping me; it was reinforcing Schultz's claim.

"To be precise, I knew that the Pontiff betrayed you."

And then Schultz said:

"You're not the first one she's betrayed."

"What?"

Not the first to be betrayed?

"Consider yourself lucky your head is still attached."

His words were becoming increasingly difficult to understand.
Or perhaps my subconscious was refusing to understand them.
According to them, the Pontiff had habitually betrayed warriors and even taken their lives.

*But...*

If what they said was true, I should have noticed something earlier.
After all, I had already experienced raising hundreds of characters through Hundred Braves.
But in all that time, the Pontiff had never suddenly shown this kind of attitude before.

"Why so suddenly with me?"

Luel answered my question.

"You really don't know? You've already accomplished something close to 'impossible.' It's only natural the Pontiff would fear you."

An achievement close to impossible.
Directly preventing the destruction of the Reim Kingdom with just three people.
And considering all my previous accomplishments, my achievements would be considered bug-level exploits by other characters' standards.

"Besides, I told you. You're not the first. Not just you, but previous generations including myself have already suffered the same fate."

The two of them spoke to me as if I was being dense.
But even I knew when to accept reality.

"I understand."

The Pontiff betrayed me.
And it wasn't the first time she had betrayed a warrior.
I decided to accept all of this for now.

That left one question.

"Why is the Pontiff doing this?"

The Pontiff had been fighting against Demon Kings for hundreds of years.
I couldn't understand why she would secretly betray warriors.
There seemed to be no reason for it.

Schultz answered my question.

"Power, of course."

"Power?"

"Where do you think the Pontiff's power comes from?"

The Pontiff's power.
The power that allowed her to reign over the depths of Hylen and command apostles and warriors.
If I thought about the source of that power...

"Is it because she saved people during the destruction?"

But Schultz refuted this.

"She only saved the people of Hylen who followed her. The Reim Kingdom, Sak, Basil, and these Central Sea Islands were each saved by different people."

That was true.
She couldn't have gained her current power just by saving Hylen.

"Then..."

The warriors represented her power.
While apostles had their special qualities, ultimately the strongest power came from the warriors.
So why did these warriors gather under the Pontiff?

*The barrier fragments?*

Most warriors live by hunting Chaos Beasts to obtain barrier fragments and returning them.
But even if most warriors did this, it didn't mean they constituted much of the Pontiff's actual power.
One high-ranking warrior could handle 100 ordinary warriors.
And it wasn't the church but the governments of each barrier that exchanged the fragments for money.

*If not that, then...*

There was only one answer.
The threat to humanity and the main enemy that high-ranking warriors faced.
That was...

"The Demon Kings."

Schultz nodded.

"Yes, the Demon Kings give the church its reason to exist. Governments might manage to supply barrier fragments somehow, but the Demon Kings are different."

Now I understood.
Why the Pontiff had betrayed me.
No, why she had sent warriors to the Central Sea Islands while knowing I was going to the Reim Kingdom.

"The Pontiff is hostile to the Demon Kings, but at the same time, she knows that if they disappear, her power will disappear too."

That's why she betrayed me.
And...

"You were also victims of that same check and balance."

"That's right."

"And that check..."

Schultz confirmed my suspicion.

"I told you earlier. Consider yourself lucky your head is still attached."

The characteristic arrogance had disappeared from his expression.
All that remained was frustration and helplessness.

"Veron, or should I say Number 1, is said to have gone into hiding, but that's not true."

In this context, if he wasn't in hiding, it could only mean one thing.

"He's dead."

"Yes, deliberately killed by the Pontiff and her apostles."

I had suspected this since hearing his words earlier.
His former party consisted of the swordsman Veron, the spearman Duke, and the mage Stella.
Among them, only he and the swordsman Veron had mysterious whereabouts.

"After that, we had no choice but to stop adventuring."

They hadn't been satisfied with stopping.
They had been forcibly stopped by someone.

"Once we stopped adventuring, we had no reason to stay together, so we decided to go our separate ways."

He continued with a bitter expression.

"Stella entered the magic tower to focus solely on research. Duke began bullying new warriors. Anyone who showed even a bit of talent would inevitably face his interference."

That was something I already knew.
Duke, the spearman ranked 3rd among warriors.
He was considered a major obstacle in the development process of Hundred Braves.

But I didn't know then.
That his interference was a mechanism to prevent triggering the Pontiff's checks.

"It was to prevent a second Veron. I don't know if it was right, but I didn't even have the courage for that. I just didn't want to stay in Hylen anymore. So I decided to hide."

He hid here on Library Island, shrouded in mist.
And as far as I knew, he never showed himself even when playable characters visited the library.
The fact that he revealed himself meant...

"The fact that you've shown yourself means you had something to tell me?"

I hoped it would be help.
But his powerless gaze never changed.

"Yes, I had something to tell you."

He warned me in a dry voice.

"You should stop too."

A warning, not help.
But I had no intention of accepting his warning.

"And if I refuse?"

The Pontiff's interference didn't matter to me.
If we couldn't prevent the destruction, everything would end anyway.
Even if the Pontiff killed me after preventing the destruction, stopping the destruction was still the absolute priority.

"I must prevent the World's Demise."

"World's Demise? What are you talking about?"

He wouldn't know.
That the end of this world was always the World's Demise.
But I had no evidence to convince him of this.

He only told me about another harsh reality that might occur even if I prevented the destruction.

"I don't know about any World's Demise. But this isn't a problem you can resolve just because you're okay with it."

"That's..."

"What about the companions who might die or get hurt because of you?"

Suddenly, the faces of my companions flashed through my mind.

Elsie.
Yoo Seora.
Gwen.

They were all precious companions to me.
But...

"It'll be fine. They've already accepted those risks."

I had confirmed that through the third Ordeal.
Of course, given the current situation, I would ask them again, but that was a concern for later.
He seemed to recognize the determination in my eyes.

"They're truly your companions, then."

But he spoke to me again.

"But just because you're prepared, do you think you can handle the grief when you lose them?"

He sneered.

"You've never lost anyone yet."

"No, I have."

I definitely had experience losing someone precious.
While Libero wasn't my companion, he was certainly important to me.

"But even then, I didn't give up."

Of course I was sad.
I shed tears from sadness, but I had to move forward.
The dead were already dead, after all.

"It will be the same no matter who dies. Even if I die, my companions will surely continue moving forward."

Just as I inherited the sword along with Libero's will.
It was as if we were all holding one sword together.

"Aren't you the pathetic one, hiding away in a corner after losing just one companion?"

"Did you just say 'just one'?"

The atmosphere had become heated.

"Um, Mr. Schultz, Mr. Allen."

Finally, Luel tried to intervene between us.

"Fine, if you're really going to do it, you should have this level of determination..."

He turned his back to me as if giving up.
Then he said:

"Your companion, Gwen Ridwald, is currently being held captive on Central Island."

"Gwen is...?"

When I looked at Luel with wide eyes, she nodded.

"If your determination is real, try to save her."

I asked him:

"Aren't you going to help?"

"No. I'm already a has-been. Besides, I left my weapon elsewhere. There's a reason the church no longer pursues me."

It seemed difficult to persuade someone who went that far.
But as he was leaving Luel's study, I said to him:

"By the way, there's one thing I wanted to tell you."

I actually owed him a debt of gratitude.
Well, not directly, but still.

"Thank you for not killing Freyja."

At my words, he turned his head.
I couldn't help but be startled.
For a moment, the ferocity that he must have possessed in the past flashed in his eyes, which had been filled only with helplessness.

"Killing a Demon King who begged me to kill her wasn't interesting. That's all."

He asked me with sharp eyes:

"Did you kill her?"

"No, I didn't."

"Good. I wanted to be the one to kill her. When she can beg not to be killed."

With that, he turned his head again and left the room.
I could see why the Demon Kings feared him so much.
Regardless of his character, he was an oddball who took pleasure in killing Demon Kings.

"I don't understand how someone like that can now just stay cooped up here."

Luel said this while looking at the doorway he had left through.

"But even though people don't change easily, they can also change surprisingly easily depending on their environment."

Her eyes looked somehow sad.

"Luel."

I called to her.
It was also why I had come here, and there was something I absolutely had to do before going to rescue Gwen.

"Actually, there's something I'd like your help with."

It was related to the fourth Stigma.

"I want to learn how to handle Blood Magic."
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# "Blood Magic?"

At my words, Luel's eyebrows rose suspiciously.

"How do you know about that?"

I answered calmly.

"Just as you have knowledge as the Sage of Water, I too have my own methods."

Once again, the information game had begun.
This strategy was similar to the one I used against Gwen.
The information gap.

No, strictly speaking, it wasn't a gap.
In truth, she probably knew far more than I did.
But that's precisely why this strategy could be effective.

*Sage of Water.*

It would be fair to say there was virtually nothing she didn't know.
For someone like her, knowledge she wasn't familiar with would hold significant meaning.
For example...

"Memories from another dimension, perhaps."

Her eyes, which had been half-closed until now, suddenly widened.
They almost resembled the monocle she wore over one eye.

"Another dimension... that is quite interesting."

I'm sure it is.
No matter how knowledgeable she might be about this world, she wouldn't know about other dimensions.
But she shook her head.

"While certainly interesting, I'm afraid a trade won't be possible."

This rejection was unexpected.

"Why not?"

I had been certain that knowledge from another dimension would guarantee her acceptance.

She explained to me:

"Blood Magic is innate. Even if I taught you how to use it, you wouldn't be able to. That would be an unfair trade, to your disadvantage."

After saying this, she looked around and continued.

"Is there something else you'd like in exchange? There's plenty of other knowledge here that could be useful to you."

Though she glanced around as she spoke, all that knowledge was undoubtedly stored in her head.
But what I needed now wasn't something else.

"Please teach me how to use Blood Magic."

"As I said, Blood Magic is—"

I finally pulled Alber Linea from my inventory.

"You..."

Luel flinched in surprise.
I could see her legs tense on the ladder.

"Stay seated."

I had no intention of harming her.
There was no need for her to dangerously stand up on the ladder.
Before she could misunderstand further, I placed my finger on the blade.

*Just a slight touch.*

I moved my finger slightly across the edge.
A small red line appeared on my finger, with tiny droplets of blood beginning to form.

"Could it be..."

Luel seemed to realize what I was attempting.

[Blood Magic (Minor)]
A type of magic usable only by an extremely small number of clans. Allows control over blood using magical power.

This was a trait I had inherited from the [Twin Orca Mark].
And the [Twin Orca Mark] was also the mark possessed by the sisters Lucy and Luel.
While Lucy was the only playable character, Luel would certainly know about it.

*Blood Magic.*

Magic is not fundamentally a power that creates something new.
Whether it's light or darkness, water or fire.
It's merely controlling natural elements using magical power.
In a way, it wasn't much different from the wind authority I used.

However, unlike wind authority which could be used instantaneously on any target, controlling natural elements with magic required a synchronization process.
Magic types like light or darkness were omnipresent, and their synchronization happened so quickly it was barely noticeable.
In contrast, magic like steel magic took decades to synchronize with just one sword.

And Blood Magic wasn't a type that synchronized quickly either.
Because of this, the blood one could control was limited to their own, and since I had only recently inherited Blood Magic, my concentration was still weak.
Nevertheless...

*This should be enough for a demonstration.*

The droplet of blood on my finger slowly began to move.

*Up to this point, it might be indistinguishable from wind authority...*

Wind authority had a weakness.
It couldn't accelerate in a direction that was blocked by something.
So it was impossible to make blood that had left the skin flow back inside.

*But with Blood Magic, it's possible.*

The droplet of blood at the edge of the wound began to seep back into the cut.
Seeing this, Luel said:

"It is Blood Magic indeed."

But while her expression showed slight surprise, her demeanor remained composed.

"But the Blood Magic application you want to learn as a swordsman is body enhancement, isn't it?"

She was right.
What I was aiming for was physical enhancement using Blood Magic.
No matter how much I maximized my will and technique, I realized during my battle with Demon King Raus that my current physical condition had many limitations.

*And conveniently, the fourth inherited Stigma was related to that.*

Warrior Lucy, who wielded her sword with tremendous strength.
Her incredible power came from physical enhancement through Blood Magic.
There was a reason I had postponed this until the fourth inheritance.

*Premature Growth had to be received first for maximum efficiency, the Royal Mark was essential for meeting Libero, and Overload was Yoo Seora's unique trait, guaranteeing its inheritance.*

It wasn't that physical enhancement through Blood Magic had less merit than Overload.
After all, Relics don't just grow on trees.
But Blood Magic had a fatal flaw.

"It's too dangerous."

Physical enhancement using Blood Magic was extremely dangerous.
Controlling one's own blood flowing within the body couldn't possibly be safe.
If I had successfully inherited Lucy's skill [Body Enhancement], it might have been different, but attempting to use body enhancement on my own without it would be tantamount to suicide.

And I had failed to inherit [Body Enhancement].
Lucy's inherited skill had been randomly assigned to something else.
However, failing to inherit it didn't mean there was absolutely no way to learn body enhancement.

*Luel Terasian.*

While she didn't have as much aptitude for body enhancement as Lucy, her theoretical knowledge was more solid.
So if I could reach the Central Sea Islands, learning body enhancement from her wasn't impossible.

*Though one more condition would be necessary.*

The reason she refused, saying it was too dangerous.
Even if I learned body enhancement directly from her, theory and practice were different, making it equally dangerous.

"I can teach you body enhancement, but you'll likely die. No, you will die. Unless you have natural talent like my sister... like Lucy."

But I confidently replied:

"I probably won't die."

Probably.
After all, I had the final condition necessary for learning body enhancement.

[Water God's Blessing]
For this playthrough, the character always has a slight regenerative ability.

A slight regenerative ability.
Literally a regenerative power so minor it couldn't compare to potions or healing magic.
That's why this blessing hadn't been particularly noticeable until now.

*Though it did help when I forcibly used the Sword of the Royal Family before.*

This blessing was more effective for internal injuries, like when all my blood vessels were scorched, rather than serious external wounds.
Perhaps I owed my survival then to this blessing, though that hadn't been my intention when I selected it.

The danger of Blood Magic was similarly more internal than external.
Moreover, if I learned proper usage from Luel, the damage would accumulate slowly rather than causing severe harm at once.
Such gradually accumulating damage could be somewhat offset using the Water God's Blessing.

*As evidence...*

The cut I had made on my finger was slowly but surely healing.
Luel seemed to notice this as well.

"The wound...?"

This should be enough.

"Now please teach me Blood Magic. I want to rescue Gwen as soon as possible."

If I could have easily joined up with Gwen, I would have obtained the Sword of Roses with her before learning Blood Magic.
But knowing she had been captured, I needed to be fully prepared.

*Things have escalated beyond measure.*

The warrant for my arrest.
Gwen's capture.
And the persistent threat of the Demon Kings.

I couldn't ignore any of them.

*Then there's only one way.*

It would be difficult to get cooperation from the cult and other warriors.
The only option was to somehow break through the warriors and rescue Gwen.
After all, I had to defeat the Demon Kings here no matter what.

*That's the only way to prevent the world's demise and resist the Pontiff who betrayed me.*

The problem was that defeating the Demon Kings of the Central Sea Islands would require Elsie wielding the Sword of the Royal Family—my and Yoo Seora's power alone wouldn't be enough.
So Gwen with the Sword of Roses was absolutely necessary.

*I can deal with the Pontiff after somehow pushing back the Demon Kings.*

Then I would eliminate the source of her vain power lust first.
So...

"I want to master Blood Magic."

At my request, she nodded as if she had no choice.

"Very well. But it won't be easy."

She said as she descended from the ladder.

"Even my sister, who had natural talent, took three years to be able to use it in actual combat."

"That's fine."

None of the things I'd obtained so far had been easy to acquire.
And my goal wasn't to use it as skillfully as Lucy, but just enough to overcome physical limitations when they arose.

*Though that won't be easy either.*

It would be great if I could learn it faster, but I had allocated about two weeks.
If I couldn't master it within that time, I would have no choice but to proceed with the operation.

*I'll have to grit my teeth and learn it somehow.*

Luel was looking at me with eyes that seemed to be analyzing me.
After observing me for a moment, she said:

"Alright. Take a moment to prepare yourself mentally. I'll tell my sister and the others not to enter the room, and then I'll be back."
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A vast plain stretched out before her.
And she was inside a carriage traveling across it.

*Where am I?*

Yoo Seora blinked at the unfamiliar space that suddenly appeared before her.
Just a moment ago, she was...

*What was I doing?*

She definitely seemed to have been in tremendous pain.
But only an unidentifiable salty taste remained in her mouth, and she couldn't remember what situation had caused it.

*Anyway...*

She began looking around.
She noticed other carriages running alongside hers, and the cargo loaded behind them.
Finally, she spotted the emblems engraved on the carriages.

*A raven emblem.*

Now she understood.
This was the Raven Company.

*Does that mean the Raven Company has been revived?*

That's good news.
It seems to have grown quite large too.
But...

*Where is Allen?*

Of course, the revival of the Raven Company was important.
But to her now, Allen was equally important.
Even if the Raven Company had successfully flourished, she would be quite sad if he wasn't there.

Fortunately, Allen was nearby.

"Seora."

Allen, sitting next to her in the carriage, called her name.
His relaxed appearance looked so reassuring.

"Yes?... I mean, what?"

She almost reverted to formal speech for a moment.
Seeing her like that, Allen smiled.
Then he said:

"Want to do it here?"

"Do what?"

He suddenly grabbed her forearm.

"Allen?"

"Wrestling. I'll teach you properly this time."

Her face suddenly flushed for some reason.

"W-wrestling?"

Suddenly, Elsie's words flashed through her mind.

"I like Allen, but I don't particularly want to monopolize him."

"Elsie? What do you mean?"

"I've already conceded a little to Gwen... adding one more wouldn't be too bad..."

"But doesn't Allen like you?"

"Of course he does. But as they say, great heroes have always been known for their romantic appetites. If he ends up alone with Yoo Seora, what will happen is obvious."

That's why she had made concessions under the name of agreement.

"As I asked before, you need to fill in for me with that person. Despite appearances, he gets quite lonely."

"But what do you mean by 'fill in'?"

"Hmm... the most effective method would be wrestling, I suppose."

"Wrestling? Like hugging each other tightly? That's enough?"

Even that was embarrassing enough for her.
But Elsie denied it.

"No, that's not proper wrestling."

"It's not? Then what is proper wrestling?"

"Proper wrestling... Allen will probably teach you."

And that moment suddenly arrived.

"I'll teach you wrestling."

"W-wait a minute...!"

She wasn't mentally prepared yet.
Nevertheless, Allen began undressing her with wild hands.

*I had no idea.*

She never knew that Allen, who seemed so gentle, had such a wild side.
As his hands undressing her finally reached her underwear.

"N-not there...!"

Her body trembled.

*Huh?*

Her eyes opened.
Which meant she had been keeping them closed all this time.

"You're awake?"

Standing before her was Lucy, the blue-haired warrior.
She was just about to put her hand inside Seora's underwear to remove it.

"What are you...?"

She couldn't make sense of the situation.
The memory of being on a ship was coming back to her now, but that didn't smoothly connect to the current situation.

"Since you're awake, change your clothes yourself."

Lucy removed her hand from Seora's underwear and pointed to Seora's clothes thrown aside.
They were all soaked with seawater.
Seora finally understood the situation.

*Oh, she was changing my clothes because they were all wet.*

Her face turned red.
She had felt it in her dream and imagined something strange.

"Ugh..."

Lucy handed her spare clothes and said:

"To be honest, I'm a bit disappointed, sis."

"Huh?"

"You look so charismatic, but in front of Allen, you end up blushing and throwing tantrums..."

Apparently, she had vocalized her entire dream through sleep-talking.

"Um, could you leave, please?"

It wasn't because she was mortified about her sleep-talking.
She just didn't want to show her undressed body, even to another woman.

"Alright."

Lucy nodded with a mischievous smile.
Then she obediently got up and headed for the door.

Just as she was about to leave the room.
She suddenly turned her head back as if remembering something.

"Oh right. Don't enter Luel's study."

Her expression had become quite serious.
So Seora could tell it was an important matter.

"Why not?"

"Luel is teaching Allen Blood Magic. And it could be dangerous if they're disturbed even slightly."

"Blood Magic?"

This was the first time she'd heard of it.
Lucy explained:

"You don't need to know. It's something only a select few born with the ability can use anyway. It's just surprising that Allen possesses it. Besides..."

Her expression darkened slightly.

"It will probably be difficult. Learning it in a short time is nearly impossible."

Then she shook her head and corrected herself.

"No, in my opinion, it is impossible."

Lucy was declaring it impossible for Allen to learn Blood Magic.
But Seora objected.

"No, we don't know yet."

As Allen always said, you never know until you try.
And Allen had always overcome seemingly impossible things.
So this time might be no different.

"Well, there's no harm in thinking that way. Or is there? Maybe it's better not to expect too much, so it hurts less when it fails."

Lucy returned to her characteristic relaxed smile.
And just before leaving the room, she said to Seora:

"By the way, sis, you have quite an amazing figure."

Only then did Seora realize she was naked.

*That little brat... I still don't like her.*

***

Blood Magic is extremely dangerous.
I knew that much.
Moreover, even in Seong Yurang's memories, there was no experience of learning Blood Magic as Allen Plake.

*To begin with, it's impossible to accumulate the SP needed to inherit the fourth Stigma as Allen Plake.*

Usually, either Allen Plake dies or the world ends before that happens.
And my first impression of learning Blood Magic as Allen Plake was...

*Fuck.*

It was a profanity I had hardly used recently.
But it came out involuntarily.
Controlling the blood flowing through your body in real-time was dangerously impossible.

"Now slowly raise your right arm."

I raised my arm according to Luel's command.
However, it wasn't raised using muscle power.

*Only Blood Magic.*

It meant controlling the blood in my right arm to lift it.
This needed to be mastered before I could progress to the stage of adding Blood Magic to arm strength.
But even this basic stage was overwhelming for me.

*Damn it.*

I made a mistake.
It seemed my mental focus had wavered for a moment.
I hurriedly grabbed a nearby bucket and lowered my head.

*Cough*

A handful of blood spewed out through my esophagus.
Needless to say, what just happened was a serious injury.
Enough to bring an ordinary person to the brink of death.

"Ugh..."

I collapsed onto the floor.
The blessing of water was healing my body, but that "minimal regeneration" wasn't very noticeable in my current state.
So it was Luel who provided my primary treatment.

"Stay still."

Cold potion was spread on my back, and Luel's warm hand was placed on top.
Then she used magic to absorb the potion along my blood vessels to various parts of my body.
I definitely felt my condition improving.
But...

"At this rate, how long will it take to master Blood Magic?"

I'm still struggling with the basics.
Of course, even Lucy took a month to learn the basics of Blood Magic, but I needed to hurry.
Moreover, it took Lucy three years to use it in actual combat.

*And while she overflowed with talent, I don't have even a shred of it.*

What I'm trying to do is like a sparrow trying to outpace a stork.
And naturally, the result seemed obvious.

*Just endlessly spitting blood like this.*

Apparently, Lucy didn't use such an ugly and extreme method.
After all, she was a genius.
Even learning steadily and safely, she could fully master Blood Magic in three years.

But I'm different.

*I'll have to spit some blood, can't be helped.*

If I can learn faster this way, it doesn't matter.

Luel said to me:

"I can heal you right now, but if you keep repeating this, your lifespan won't last."

"It's fine. I'll judge my own lifespan."

If it gets significantly shortened, I'll feel like I'm about to die soon.
But at this level, it felt less taxing than when using Sublimation.

However, Luel said to me:

"No, I can roughly gauge your lifespan."

"You can gauge it?"

"There are various indicators in the human body that show durability. And judging by those, you still have a lot of lifespan left."

It was a relief to hear I had a lot left.
I had been worried there might not be much remaining since I had used Sublimation so frequently.

"But if more than half gets cut from here, we're stopping this madness immediately."

She had a point.
While having Blood Magic would be nice, it wasn't like I couldn't attempt to rescue Gwen without it.
However, half of my vitality seemed a bit unsatisfactory.

"One-fourth of my vitality."

"We'll stop when one-fourth is cut?"

"No. When one-fourth remains."

Luel fell silent for a moment.
After finishing my treatment, she slapped my back and said:

"Let's make it one-third."

She wouldn't back down any further.
Since she was the one teaching Blood Magic, I had no choice but to answer:

"Fine, whatever."

The basic treatment was done.
But before the next attempt, I needed to rest a bit.
There was no point trying again without stabilizing first; I'd just end up spitting blood again.

"By the way, Luel."

Since I had to lie down anyway.
There was actually something else I needed to ask Luel.
Whether it was appropriate to ask the person who had saved me, I wasn't sure.

"Why did you save me?"

"I wonder. Does a person need a reason to save another person?"

She spoke calmly.
To her, I said:

"There might be reasons not to save someone."

And the Luel I knew...

"Wouldn't it have been better for you not to save me?"
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"Wouldn't it have been better if you hadn't saved me?"

At that, Luel's eyebrows twitched slightly.
Realizing my mistake, I quickly added:

"Of course, it's a rude question to ask someone who went out of their way to save me, but I'm just genuinely curious."

She quickly regained her composure and replied:

"No, I have no idea what you're talking about."

But I didn't miss the momentary flicker of unease that crossed her face.

*So she was disturbed... which means...*

There must be something that bothers her about it.
And she didn't clearly deny it either—she just pretended not to understand and moved on.
She's uncertain right now.

*I should probably just observe carefully for now.*

She was a useful person who could provide necessary information about Blood Magic and other things, but at the same time, she could be dangerous.
If I pushed too hard, there was no telling how things might turn out.
That question was probably as far as I should go.

*If she hasn't completely changed her mind yet...*

This was something I needed to think about.
Based on the fact that she saved me, I thought she might have completely changed from the typical Luel of Hundred Braves, but it seemed that wasn't entirely the case yet.

*Still, the fact that she's having doubts gives me some hope.*

Maybe there was a possibility.
A possibility of changing the story of the twin sisters whose narrative the game's writing team had been unanimously "praised" for by players.

*Cough*

Regardless, there still seemed to be no hope regarding Blood Magic.

"Let's end here for today."

Luel's complexion didn't look good as she said this.
I was glad I had stopped when I did earlier.
If I were to have more conversations with her, it would have to be tomorrow or later.

"Thanks again for today."

"Pardon?"

"For teaching me Blood Magic."

Luel sighed and replied:

"It's nothing. After all, this is just a fair exchange for the knowledge from another dimension that you possess."

With those words, she walked out of the study.

***

*"Would it have been better if I hadn't saved you..."*

Luel thought as she walked down the corridor of the library.

*Perhaps it would have been.*

This had become clear during their conversations over the past few days.
He was firmly determined to destroy the plan she had been preparing.
If she hadn't been tempted by knowledge from another dimension, she probably wouldn't have helped him further.

*Besides, mastering Blood Magic in two weeks is impossible anyway.*

No, to be honest...
At this point, she had no reason to keep him alive.
Killing him in some way would have been better for her plans.

*So why am I doing this?*

Her arms tightened around the books she was holding.

*Just for knowledge from another dimension?*

That couldn't be it.
While she loved all knowledge, she loved different types to varying degrees.
Even if she learned about another dimension, it wasn't certain that it would help resolve the current situation.

*Then why?*

Why was she saving and helping Allen Plake?
Lost in thought, she arrived at a statue in a corner of the library.
It was a statue in the shape of an owl.

"I command as the Sage of Water."

The voice that flowed from her lips was distinctly different from her usual tone.
Though her voice was normally calm and composed, this one was deeper, heavier, and carried an intimidating presence.

"Open the door."

At her command, the sound of machinery moving could be heard, and the owl statue began to rise.

*Click*

As the owl statue rose, an elevator was revealed beneath it.
She stepped onto the elevator, which began to descend.
After descending for quite some time, the elevator stopped at an underground room.

*This place is still too damp.*

This was her secret space, passed down from the previous Sage of Water.
Here, she conducted various experiments and carried out operations in secret.

*First...*

It would be best to make contact.
She headed toward a large device in the center of the room.
The device had numerous levers and something resembling a telephone receiver attached to it.

*Click*

She picked up the receiver and held it to her ear.
All she could hear was static noise.

*Did they change the magic communication formula again?*

The formula for communication magic was quite complex.
But because it was so complex, creating new formulas was difficult, so people typically rotated through a few formulas periodically.
Therefore, interfering with communication magic wasn't an easy task.

*I wonder what it is this time...*

However, even these formulas followed certain patterns depending on the caster, making them somewhat predictable.
For reference, Sak's government confidential communication network had a pattern where dots appeared around Sak's emblem, one more each month.
If they made it that simple, prediction was very easy.

*Last time it was tteokbokki, so...*

This person's characteristic, however, was that there was no pattern to their formulas.
Moreover, being a genius in communication magic, most of their formulas were newly created each time.

*But it doesn't matter since they always inform me after changing it.*

Sure enough, there was a record of reception just before the formula changed.
It was...

*Allen Plake?*

Why his name, of all things?
Though it felt a bit unsettling, she began moving the levers.

*If it's Allen Plake, then this lever goes like this...*

After adjusting the levers for a while, she picked up the receiver again.

-Nyom nyom...

An unidentifiable sound came through the receiver.

-Chop chop...

Determining that it was indeed Violet, she spoke:

"Violet."

A thud followed by a scream came from the other end.

-Kyaak!

She must have been looking at something strange again.

"It's me, Luel."

-Luel? You finally contacted me! What have you been doing all this time?

Violet addressed her like an old friend.
After a moment's hesitation, Luel replied:

"...I saved Allen Plake."

-I see. Well, I thought as much when I saw Lucy taking him away.

Her library was in a location that Violet couldn't see due to a special fog.
Therefore, Violet wouldn't know what had happened here.

-But why did you save him?

This question was inevitable.
After all, saving Allen Plake had a negative impact on their operation.
But she had prepared an answer in advance.

Her voice lowered as she spoke:

"Do you really think the cult would take Allen Plake to their headquarters if they captured him?"

They probably would.
From her perspective, knowing the true identity of the Pontiff, she could make that judgment.
But for the Demon Kings who didn't yet know the Pontiff's true identity, it was different.

"They wouldn't. They would try to make Allen Plake participate in the battle at the Central Sea Islands somehow."

So, she was going to tell a small lie to Violet, regrettably.

"There's only one reason they issued a wanted notice: by taking the initiative to capture him themselves, they're trying to avoid the Demon Kings' vigilance."

-Taking the initiative?

"Think about it. If they put up a huge welcome sign for Allen Plake at the Central Sea Islands, how would the Demon Kings react?"

-They would try to stop Allen Plake somehow... Oh! So that's how it works.

"Yes, so I chose the next best option. I kidnapped Allen Plake and brought him under my watch."

Of course, there was no need to help him after bringing him in.
There were plenty of opportunities to kill him too.
But she didn't mention that to Violet.

-As expected of the Sage of Water. But... what now?

"That's..."

Her voice rose again.

In truth, preventing Allen Plake from joining the warriors didn't solve all their problems.
After all, the Demon Kings were still being pushed back from the Central Island by the warriors.
Though they had belatedly reinforced their forces, they still couldn't find the right timing to cross the sea and recapture the Central Island.

*Without some variable, it will be difficult.*

Ultimately, they needed to recapture the Central Island for their operation.
But it was clear which side had the advantage: the warriors defending on land or the Demon Kings who had to cross the sea to invade.
That's why the Demon Kings were waiting for some variable to emerge.

"Just wait a little longer."

There was no choice.
The current situation was too uncertain.
But Violet said to her:

-Luel, I'm sorry, but I don't know how long Levia will wait for that.

Of course not.
They were desperate to destroy the world.
Besides, she also had reasons to proceed with this plan quickly.

*There's probably not much time left.*

Soon, before that day comes...

*I must destroy the world.*

That was the only way.
At least, that's what she thought.

Until she met that man.

*Allen Plake.*
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Allen Plake.

His achievements so far were simply unbelievable.
Moreover, with the Pontiff herself beginning to actively counter him, it had been proven that he had already surpassed the impossible.
So...

"Two weeks. Just give me two weeks."

He somehow seemed to already know her plan.
Memories from another dimension, he had said... and there was also the mysterious source of his information.
If that was the case, he might have a solution other than the rapid destruction of the world.

That thought occurred to her.

*I'll need to make my judgment within these two weeks.*

Of course, his lifespan would likely drop below 1/3 before then.
But if he really succeeded in learning Blood Magic, she thought it might be worth trusting him just once.

*The probability of that is extremely low, but...*

Considering his achievements so far, even that somehow seemed possible.

"I'll execute the operation in two weeks at the latest."

So she wanted to confirm his potential a little more.

-Okay, I'll let them know about the two weeks for now.

Fortunately, Violet seemed to accept the specific deadline of two weeks.

-But... what about Allen Plake?

"Huh?"

She asked a different question.

-You must have talked with Allen Plake. What's he like?

An image of Allen Plake flashed through her mind.

"He's weaker than I expected, and lacks talent."

She wondered how he had achieved his feats so far with such a body.
If there was anything she felt from him...

"I think he's a decent person. Though I'm not certain..."

That was all.
But Violet seemed to catch the emotion hidden in her words.

-You seem happy.

"What?"

-Nothing, I just find myself wanting to see him sometimes lately. Of course, as the Demon King, all I'd get is my head chopped off if I met him.

There was a hint of loneliness in Violet's voice.

"Violet? Perhaps..."

-It's nice talking to you after so long! I'll be waiting for your next call.

At that moment, the communication magic was cut off.
Only static could be heard through the receiver.

*Violet...?*

Her voice had sounded unusually lonely.
Well, she had been doing the same thing in her room for hundreds of years, so it was strange that she hadn't felt this way before.
Still...

*I hope nothing's wrong.*

As she briefly considered what might have happened, she looked up to where Allen would be.

*Right, let me solve my problems first.*

***

Clatter.

In the Great Library's dining hall.
The sound of utensils clattering on the table echoed.

*The taste is honestly...*

The broth was somehow both sweet and bitter.
The vegetables were undercooked and had a raw smell.

*Not great.*

Well, it wasn't made by a professional chef but by Lucy, so that was understandable.
The problem was that all her cooking had been like this so far.
But Lucy ate the food without any issue and asked me and Yoo Seora:

"How is it? Pretty good, right?"

Yoo Seora tried to answer first.

"It's not good at—"

I cut off her words.

"I think it's tastier than yesterday. If you cooked the vegetables a bit more, it would be perfect."

Yoo Seora, who had just regained consciousness and was trying this food for the first time, didn't yet know.
That it was impossible to change Lucy's cooking philosophy.

"Really? But if I cook them any longer, they get mushy and unpleasant."

No, I wanted something in between.
If the vegetables were fresh it might be different, but the library's long-stored vegetables needed to be properly boiled in broth or they would smell.
But Lucy's taste buds didn't seem to notice this fact.

*Whatever.*

I'd given up on expecting good taste in the current situation.
As long as I could get some nutrition, it didn't matter.

"It's delicious as it is."

Lucy smiled brightly at that.
Meanwhile, Yoo Seora looked at me strangely and said:

"Allen? What happened to your taste buds?"

It couldn't be helped.
I didn't have time to prepare meals while focusing on training with Luel, and leaving it to Yoo Seora was equally unreliable.
Lucy, on the other hand, had relatively more time and knew how to make nutritionally balanced food, even if it didn't taste good.

So I was trying to stay on Lucy's good side so she would continue making food for me.

"Lucy, you have to understand. She's just really picky about food."

Of course, Yoo Seora actually had normal taste buds—she was the one who would tear up even when eating plain potatoes in her room.

-Indeed, Miss Yoo Seora's taste is quite unique.

Alber agreed with this as well.
Yoo Seora's face turned pale.

*The rule of three.*

When three people gather, they can move the world.
It's also a very useful rule to exploit.
By now, Yoo Seora was probably thinking that her sense of taste might not be normal.

*But Alber, were you awake?*

-Ding-a-ling.

*Hey, hey!*

While I was silently screaming at Alber who had fallen back asleep:

Clatter.

Yoo Seora finally put another spoonful in her mouth.
With tears welling in her eyes, she said:

"It... it does taste good."

She didn't need to go that far.
I felt a bit guilty.

*Sorry.*

Meanwhile, she looked around and asked:

"Where is Miss Luel?"

At the table were only me, Yoo Seora, and Lucy.
Schultz wasn't there because Yoo Seora didn't know about him, but it was indeed curious that Luel was nowhere to be seen.

Lucy answered the question.

"Luel..."

Her expression darkened slightly.

"She always eats alone, just grabbing something quick."

Hearing this, Yoo Seora muttered with understanding:

"Well, with food like this..."

But Lucy's answer wasn't exactly accurate.
Luel didn't eat meals at all.
She had a body that didn't need to eat in the first place.

*Though that doesn't make her a Demon King.*

Her lifespan was almost the same as a normal human's.
She just didn't need to get nutrition from food.
Lucy's strange sense of taste was probably due to this as well.

*She probably never had anyone to eat with.*

That's how her taste buds developed differently from the norm.
There was nothing to be said about that.

*It's not like I'll be eating this food for much longer anyway.*

I was actually grateful that she cooked for us at all.
After emptying my plate as much as possible, I said:

"Thanks for the meal."

At that, Yoo Seora's expression, who had been picking at her food, filled with despair.

***

Click, click-click...

The sound of mechanical devices moving.
Eventually, an owl statue rose up.
The person who emerged from there was, of course, Luel.

*It's already late at night.*

Being underground made it difficult to keep track of time.
Though she didn't need to consume food, she still felt fatigue and needed to go to bed.
She would have to guide Allen again tomorrow morning.

As she was about to return to her bedroom:

"Luel."

Someone called her from behind.
When she turned around, her blue-haired sister was leaning against the wall.

"Sister? What brings you out at this late hour..."

"What about you? What are you doing underground until such late hours every time?"

"That's..."

She couldn't say she was contacting the Demon King.
Her sister Lucy was a hero who needed to defeat the Demon King.

"It's my duties as the Sage of Water."

That's what she always said.
The duties of the Sage of Water were beyond Lucy's interference.
However, she noticed Lucy's expression darkening whenever she mentioned this.

"Ah, I see. Sorry."

Her sister apologizing to her.
It was enough to make her heart ache, considering how bright her sister usually was.
But it was okay.

"It's fine, Sister."

Feel free to doubt me all you want.
Feel free to curse me all you want.

*I am indeed a bad person.*

No matter how necessary it might be, someone trying to destroy the world couldn't be a good person.
The only good one was her sister, who had traveled the world fighting Demon Kings.
She was the villain who deserved to be cursed by everyone in the world.

"You should go to bed now. You've been working hard preparing breakfast for Allen and Yoo Seora lately."

"What about you, Luel?"

"I'm about to go to bed too. I need to teach Allen Blood Magic again tomorrow morning."

At that, Lucy asked:

"Do you really think he can master Blood Magic?"

As someone who had learned Blood Magic herself, it was a reasonable question.
Blood Magic had taken her a long time to master despite her abundant talent.
It seemed impossible that Allen could learn it in such a short time.

Luel shook her head.

"If we're talking about probability, it's nearly impossible."

"Then why are you teaching him Blood Magic?"

"It's all part of a deal. In two weeks, whether he can handle Blood Magic or not, I'll receive my compensation."

"If it's a deal... I guess it can't be helped."

Of course, she knew that the reason she was teaching Allen wasn't just because of the deal.

*While realistically the chances are close to impossible, for some reason I think he might be able to do it.*

But her personality wouldn't allow her to say such embarrassing things to others.
If it were Lucy, she might have said it boldly.

"But you know..."

Just then, Lucy spoke up.

"Honestly, I know my cooking isn't that tasty. But I was impressed seeing him eat it and saying it's delicious."

Luel also knew that Lucy's sense of taste was somewhat off.
Saying her cooking was delicious would be difficult for most people.
But considering the will of that man who kept vomiting blood into a bucket, it made sense.

"Well, regardless of his skills, he seems like a decent person."

"Is that so?"

Luel's reaction remained impassive.
But there was a subtle smile on her lips.
If Lucy said someone was good, they must truly be a good person.

*That's good then. Whatever happens in the future, at least I was able to save the life of such a good person.*

She turned her head to hide her expression and said:

"Good night then, Sister."

"...Sleep well."
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*Static crackles.*

Violet's crystal ball, now disconnected, began to emit static noise.
She switched the crystal ball back to the screen she had been watching moments ago.
But there was no one there anymore.

*Freyja...*

Outside the barrier of Hylen, now empty.
That meant Freyja must have already entered Hylen.
In the end, she hadn't been able to see her final moments.

*Perhaps I'll have occasion to see her again later.*

Even as a professor at the Warrior Academy, she wouldn't stay in Hylen forever.
Surely someday she would see her again, even if only through the crystal ball.

*But still...*

The recent communication with Luel was quite concerning to her.

*Luel...*

Judging by their tone during the conversation, Luel and she were among each other's few longtime friends.
Or more precisely, the Sage of Water had been her longtime friend.

The reason for this distinction was that the Sage of Water who had existed for so long wasn't just one person.
The Sage of Water had been passed down through generations by selecting those with aptitude in the Central Sea Islands and inheriting all knowledge, including memories.
And Luel was the current Sage of Water.

*They were quite pitiful sisters.*

The previous Sage of Water had designated twin sisters as the next candidates.
Being chosen as the next Sage of Water was quite an honor, but the problem was that neither of them wanted to become the Sage.

The Sage of Water was an extraordinary figure with knowledge of everything in the world.
But the two sisters preferred adventure over possessing all the world's knowledge.
They preferred exploring new worlds on their own two feet.

Yet fate dictated that one of them had to become the Sage of Water.
So the younger sister, who had higher aptitude as the Sage of Water and relatively lower aptitude for Blood Magic, sacrificed herself for her older sister.
It was an entirely rational conclusion.

*The younger sister, trapped in the library, ultimately became unhappy.*

While her older sister became a warrior and wandered the world, the younger sister was lonely.
Even when her sister occasionally returned and shared new discoveries, most were already knowledge in her head.
Nevertheless, she smiled as if hearing them for the first time.
Even if she already knew these things, hearing them alongside her sister's adventure stories was quite enjoyable.

But when her sister left again for her duties as a warrior, the younger sister was once more left alone in the library.
The only friend she could claim was Violet.
Among the knowledge possessed by the previous Sage of Water was how to access Violet's communication network.

That's how the two girls, both shut away in their rooms, quickly became friends.

"You know, today I observed geese flying over the sea."

"I was observing a boy living in a rural inn in Basil."

The two shared countless conversations.
While she had only formal exchanges with the previous Sage of Water to supplement each other's information, it wasn't like that with Luel.
They shared everything from trivial matters to their deepest concerns.

But at the same time...
She also had to watch the rift between the twin sisters grow deeper.

"Sister, what are you doing? You should be out having adventures."

"But Luel, aren't you lonely?"

"Not at all. Besides, you promised to have adventures for my share too. Instead of staying cooped up here, you should be traveling as much as possible."

At first, it was just consideration.
The older sister's consideration hoping her younger sister would be less lonely, and the younger sister's consideration hoping her older sister would have more adventures.
But when this consideration continued for years, it eventually became stressful.

"When I'm home, you ask me every hour when I'm leaving. How do you expect me to stay sane?"

"Then we should set a schedule. Once a year, when you'll come and when you'll go."

"That's not what I meant... but fine. I suppose setting a schedule would be better."

Thus, the older sister's time at the library was reduced to just a few days a year.
Simultaneously, the paths of the two began to diverge.
One as a warrior. The other as the Demon King's collaborator.

*Perhaps the two have reached a point of no return.*

The younger sister, Luel, had already firmly decided to cooperate with the Demon King.
In the worst case scenario...
Lucy might have to kill Luel.

*But...*

That was only until recently.
Somehow, she could notice that Luel's demeanor had subtly changed during their recent call.

*Probably because of Allen.*

Why did she save Allen in the first place?
No, saving him was understandable, but why was she still keeping him alive?

*Is it betrayal?*

Of course, it wasn't complete betrayal yet.
But she could sense that Luel had begun to waver.

*What is it about Allen that's making someone as stubborn as you hesitate?*

The Sage of Water's plan was a massive scheme that had been ongoing for hundreds of years, passed down through generations.
Yet that plan was being shaken by one girl's change of heart.

*Should I report this?*

If she told Levia about this, Levia would immediately lead the Demon Kings to Library Island.
Without any major variables, everyone there would be eliminated by the Demon Kings.
The problem was...

*There is a major variable.*

The second-ranked warrior who had disappeared.
It was suspected that he was hiding on Library Island.
If he was really there, and if he joined forces with Allen Plake and other forces, victory couldn't be guaranteed.

*I think it's better not to report it.*

Of course, even if she did report it, Levia would make her own judgment.
But she decided not to tell.

*Freyja...*

It wasn't just because she suddenly thought of her.
Anyway, it wasn't.
This was simply her exercising her freedom of action according to the Demon Kings' rule that one cannot force action as long as no harm is done to each other.

*I'm curious too.*

Her crystal ball moved back to the fog-covered library.
She couldn't see inside, but just knowing Allen Plake was in there made her feel strange.

"Allen Plake."

She murmured his name without any particular meaning.

***

Honk!

The cry of a goose could be heard from afar.
And from the nearby beach, the sound of breaking waves tickled her ears.

*It's peaceful.*

Considering the situation outside, this fog-surrounded Library Island was strangely peaceful.

*I'd like to stay here forever if possible.*

Of course, that would be impossible given her goal of revitalizing the Crow Company, and being here alone would be a different story.

*How did Luel manage to live alone in a place like this?*

Impressive. That's what she was thinking when—

"Hey, sis!"

A cheerful voice called from behind.
It was Lucy.

"Lucy?"

"What are you doing spacing out here?"

"Just looking at the sea."

"What's that, acting like an old person."

"Old..."

Come to think of it, that made her angry.

"How old are you anyway?"

"Sis?"

"How old are you to keep calling me 'sis'?"

A high-ranking warrior would surely be older than her.
Yet being consistently called "sis" was starting to irritate her.

"T-twenty..."

"Tch."

She suspected as much, but the girl was actually younger.
Though she could be lying.

"Really?"

"I'm really twenty. Why?"

"But you're a high-ranking warrior."

"Ah, that...!"

Lucy grinned widely.

"I'm actually quite a genius. I became the youngest high-ranking warrior ever."

"The youngest high-ranking warrior?"

"Yes, no one has broken my record since the warrior rankings were established."

The youngest high-ranking warrior.
Honestly, it was a title that left her speechless.
After all, becoming a high-ranking warrior required not only genius but also significant achievements.

*To accumulate such achievements at a young age...*

She must have traveled extensively.
She would have had to wander 365 days a year without rest, slaying Chaos Beasts.

"You're more impressive than I thought."

"You're just realizing that now?"

She puffed out her chest as she spoke.

"To be a sister worthy of the Sage of Water, I need to be at least this good!"

But her expression seemed somewhat sad.
Perhaps that's why she quickly changed the subject.

"By the way, how did you end up becoming Allen's companion?"

"Allen?"

Yoo Seora's cheeks flushed slightly at his name that came up suddenly.

*I suppose I should start with that if we're going to talk about Allen.*

The Constellation.
It was an inseparable part of her meeting with Allen.

"Do you have a Constellation too?"
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"Did you also have a constellation?"

Lucy nodded in response.

"I did. Though at some point, I stopped hearing its voice. It was quite useful, so that's a shame."

So she had a constellation too, it seemed.

"But when you say 'also'..."

Just like me, she meant.

"Yeah, I had a constellation too. Until it abandoned me, that is."

"Your constellation abandoned you?"

Lucy seemed slightly disturbed by this.
Well, she probably had similar thoughts when her constellation left.

"Don't misunderstand. I know all the connections with constellations were recently cut off because Allen said something happened. But my constellation abandoned me long before that."

Her constellation had definitely abandoned her.

That's why I had despaired.
Even the one who had saved me abandoned me.
I was completely lost.

"Allen was the one who saved me then. He said he would become my constellation."

Originally, it was a punishment from a bet.
But now I knew that punishment was actually Allen's consideration.

"Become your constellation... Is that person really so amazing that you'd follow him like a constellation?"

"Yes, he might even be far more amazing than my original constellation."

"More than a constellation? That's interesting."

Lucy listened to my words with fascination.
For some reason, Yoo Seora saw herself in that expression.

*Come to think of it...*

This must have been how I looked when listening to Elsie talk about Allen at the warrior academy.
Envying Elsie who had met Allen first and built a relationship with him, while still enjoying hearing stories about him.

I felt somewhat smug.

"Hmph...!"

"What's with that unpleasant smile all of a sudden?"

"Unlike Elsie, I have no intention of sharing with you."

Maybe Elsie was like that because she grew up in the Reim Kingdom where polygamy existed, but I grew up in Sak where monogamy was clearly the norm.

"Huh?"

However, Lucy made a face of clear disgust at those words.

"Are you talking about Allen?"

"Yes...?"

"Sorry, but I'm not interested in Allen."

My momentary smugness deflated immediately.

***

In Luel's study.
After coughing up blood and collapsing again, Luel said to me:

"By the way, I heard you told Lucy her cooking was delicious."

"Ah, yes. It was edible."

"I know my sister's food isn't good."

A moment of silence passed.

"Sorry for lying."

"No, the fact that you could eat that food and still call it delicious is impressive in itself."

"Was it that bad?"

It was certainly a bit difficult on the first day, but lately I seemed to have gotten used to it and found it somewhat edible.
Yoo Seora still ate with tears in her eyes though.

"Well, shall we start again?"

I've rested enough.
Time to try again.

*Blood Magic.*

Focusing on the blood flowing through my body, I raised my right arm and lowered it.
Then I repeated the motion, changing the speed from slow to fast.
By now, I could easily raise and lower my arm.

*Then...*

It's time to move to the next step.

*A straight punch.*

I clenched my fist.
The flow of blood changed slightly.

"Ugh."

There was some impact in the process, but I could still endure it.

*Next...*

I bent my arm using Blood Magic and thrust it forward.

*Success.*

I succeeded in throwing a punch using Blood Magic.
Some might question calling such a simple thing a success, but considering how difficult it was to even lift an arm before, this was significant progress.
Literally the fruit of blood-spitting effort.

*Now what remains is applying this to holding and swinging a sword.*

That was the main goal, after all.
If I couldn't reach that level, it would all be for nothing.
Besides, Lucy had said that using Blood Magic in actual combat took longer than simply manipulating it.

*Of course, that's until you can strengthen your entire body simultaneously.*

In contrast, I was focusing on strengthening just my right arm, not my entire body.
Thanks to that, I was able to handle Blood Magic limited to my right arm in just a week.

*Still, just the right arm is enough for now.*

I'm right-handed anyway.
If I can somehow manage to swing a sword using Blood Magic in the remaining week, that's all that matters.

*However...*

There was one concerning factor.

*Cough.*

Though I succeeded, blood welled up again from the internal injury I suffered when clenching my fist earlier.
It wasn't much, but it meant that Blood Magic was steadily chipping away at my lifespan.

After spitting out the remaining blood, I asked Luel:

"How much of my lifespan is left?"

Luel hadn't told me about my remaining lifespan until now.
I was fine with that since it helped with my training.
But now that I'd reached this turning point, I needed to know.

"Your lifespan is..."

After hesitating briefly, Luel said:

"This might sound strange, but it's unchanged."

Just as she said, it sounded strange.

"Unchanged?"

I've coughed up blood dozens of times regularly over the past week.
It made no sense that my lifespan hadn't been reduced at all.

"Luel, tell me properly."

Luel sighed and said:

"Yes, I'll be more precise."

It seemed what she just said wasn't the whole truth.

"At most, maybe 1 percent has been reduced."

"1 percent?"

"And that's being generous. It's essentially unchanged, as I said before."

What could this mean?

"How is that possible..."

"There is one way it could be possible."

She held up one finger and said:

"If you're not an ordinary human."

Not an ordinary human...

"A Demon King?"

No, that couldn't be.
I could pass through barriers without issue and use Relics perfectly.
Luel also denied that possibility.

"You're not a Demon King."

Something neither Demon King nor human.
Then something flashed through my mind.
Someone who had a long lifespan like a Demon King but could pass through barriers without issue and use Relics.

*Freyja?*

In her case, she wasn't a Demon King but simply belonged to a race with long lifespans.
But according to her, her race was already extinct...

"You seem to have thought of something. Let's check first, shall we?"

Luel asked me as I stood there confused:

"Do you have any particularly good senses that differ from others?"

Senses?

"Yes, especially senses related to vision and hearing. They possess senses that ordinary people don't have."

Come to think of it, Freyja had said something similar.
She said she could sense things others couldn't.
And I did have something that came to mind.

"My hearing is certainly better than others..."

"How much better?"

"I can distinguish sleeping sounds from a distance, or understand conversations from the audience while standing in the middle of a competition venue."

"You knew that wasn't normal, right?"

"Well..."

From Seong Yurang's perspective, it did seem abnormal.
But from his perspective as someone from Earth, there were so many other abnormal things that he just overlooked it.
Later, he got so used to it that he didn't even notice until Yoo Seora and Elsie pointed it out.

"This confirms it. Your hair color isn't gray but rather a dull blonde, which was confusing, but that could be explained by some human blood mixing in."

"Gray?"

"Yes, their hair is pure gray without any other colors mixed in."

I immediately recalled Freyja's hair color.
Her hair was gray too.

*That means...*

I also had some blood of her race mixed in.
However, thinking about it that way, there was one strange point.

"But isn't that race unable to have children with humans?"

At least, that's what Freyja had said.
But Luel shook her head.

"No, it's not impossible. Just extremely unlikely."

"Not impossible?"

"How much do you actually know about them?"

Her question about how much I knew about them.
But I couldn't answer.
I knew almost nothing.

*Did I decide there was no need to care after hearing Freyja say they were extinct?*

I never even thought to ask Freyja more about that race.
I only knew they lived long lives, not even realizing that blood of that race flowed in me.

"Actually, I don't know. Nothing except that they live long lives."

"I see."

But Luel smiled warmly.

"That's alright. Not knowing something just means you have the opportunity to learn."

She told me:

"I'll tell you about your bloodline."

"My bloodline?"

"Yes, about those who were called the first humans."
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"The first humans are literally the first humans. To be precise, they were the humans that existed before the current humans."

"Humans that existed before the current humans?"

"Well, to explain that, I should start with how this world was created."

She brought a chalkboard from somewhere.
Then, pointing at the empty chalkboard, she said:

"This is the primordial world."

"Huh?"

"To be exact, in the beginning, this world didn't exist. It was filled only with Chaos, a substance that mediated between dimensions and merely filled space."

She drew a dot in the middle of the chalkboard and continued.

"In the midst of this Chaos, a seed of creation emerged. That is the 'Progenitor,' the deity worshipped by the cult and the creator of this world."

"Progenitor..."

"Though gender didn't exist for such a being, let's refer to her as female for now. She spent quite a long time alone in the Chaos. That is, until she created other gods after developing the emotion of loneliness."

She made the Progenitor's dot larger and began placing smaller dots around it.

"The other gods were all created by receiving portions of her concepts. Gods of major concepts like light, darkness, and water were mostly born during this time."

"So not all gods were created this way?"

"Correct. Some gods were born when these initial gods shared their concepts. And though it's unusual, there are also gods who were created in reverse by humans."

I could guess one such case.

*The God of Destiny, perhaps.*

After all, the concept of destiny would have emerged only after humans came into existence.

"But even after creating these gods, there was a problem. Since they were ultimately parts of herself, they weren't really different from her. Conversing with such gods was essentially like talking to herself."

I think I understand the feeling.
I experienced something similar during the fourth Ordeal.

"She pondered what the problem might be, observing other dimensions as well. That's when she saw humans in one particular dimension."

She drew a human figure on the chalkboard.

"And so the first humans were born. Not just conceptual masses, but animals with the form of 'humans.' However... the first humans also had a flaw."

"A flaw?"

"The flaw was that they had no flaws. They had bodies, but their minds were still derived from the gods. They too failed to satisfy the deity and were abandoned."

She drew an X mark above the head of the first human.

"So the current humans were created."

She drew another human figure next to the first one.
Then she drew something like a tangled thread in the chest area.

"What makes them different from the first humans is... they contain a small amount of Chaos within them."

"Chaos?"

That was something I couldn't have imagined.

"There's Chaos inside our bodies?"

"Yes, all current humans have a certain amount of Chaos within them. This allowed humans to possess uncertainty, unlike the gods."

Uncertainty.
It was both an advantage and a disadvantage.

"The lifespan of current humans exists because of this Chaos. The concept of lifespan didn't exist for the first humans. Moreover, what's even more fatal is that they lost their immunity to Chaos."

"Wait, how does having Chaos inside make us lose immunity to it?"

Of course, I already knew what happens when humans are exposed to Chaos.
Their bodies collapse, their sense of self disappears, and they become Chaos Beasts.
But I couldn't understand how this related to the Chaos within us.

Luel answered my question:

"Chaos has a tendency to return to Chaos. When in contact with external Chaos, the boundaries that constitute a person gradually break down due to the Chaos inside and outside... until they collapse completely."

After explaining this, she pointed to an empty space on the chalkboard again.

"So the newly born humans couldn't survive in this space filled with Chaos. That's why the Progenitor finally created the current world for them."

She drew a circle in the center of the chalkboard.
That was our current world.

"A world without Chaos, filled only with her concepts like light and darkness, water and fire. In this world, she began to create not just humans but other plants and animals, finding joy in the process."

She drew a few trees and animals on the chalkboard.

"It was truly a golden age. Gods roamed the earth, making contracts with humans who needed help and giving them power. Most Relics containing divine power were also created during this period."

She spoke with a smile as if reminiscing about that happy time, but then her expression hardened.

"Until they were discovered."

She pointed to the first humans drawn next to the current humans, with the X mark above their heads.

"The first humans continued to survive outside the Progenitor's attention. They formed their own groups, living in remote areas away from human settlements. The exact location would be somewhere above the Ice Valley."

She drew a circle in an area slightly north of where the Ice Valley was located.

"Now, what do you think humans felt when they discovered them?"

Humans with eternal lifespans living in a place unknown to them.
The emotions that humanity would have felt upon discovering them were obvious.

"Envy, jealousy, resentment."

"Exactly. That's why the people of Ice Valley, who first discovered them, kidnapped some of the first humans. And... to monopolize the potential secret of immortality, they killed all the remaining first humans."

She spoke calmly, but it was quite a shocking history.

"Even so, to go that far?"

"Humans are more cruel animals than you can imagine."

Luel wore a bitter expression.

"Moreover, they didn't just kidnap them; they subjected the first humans to all kinds of torture and live experiments. It must have been a hellish scene, but the first humans, who lacked the same sense of self as humans due to the absence of Chaos, didn't even resist."

But there was something that bothered me about her words.

"Wait, what do you mean by not having the same sense of self as humans?"

I might be different since I apparently have human blood mixed in, but Freyja, the only first human I knew, wasn't like that. She clearly had emotions similar to humans.

"You've met gods before, haven't you?"

"Yes, and?"

"Didn't you feel that their way of thinking was a bit different from humans?"

That was true.
In fact, it was more than just a bit different.
Gods tended to be fanatically obsessed with their respective concepts.

"That slightly different part is the original nature of gods. However, they too have developed emotions and a sense of self through interactions with humans, becoming what they are now."

"Then..."

"Yes, emotions and a sense of self began to develop in the first humans after they had contact with humanity. If there are any first humans who have survived until now, they would be indistinguishable from humans."

I was finally getting a clearer picture of the first humans.
At the same time, I became curious about my parents.

*It seems Freyja couldn't have children.*

So was there another surviving first human?

I was thinking about this when:

"As far as I know, there is one surviving first human."

That was exactly the information I needed.

"You know of one?"

Did she mean Freyja?
Or someone else...

"She is..."

Luel spoke the name with a dark expression.

"The Pontiff."

***

"What a bother."

Lucy muttered as she rolled down her sleeves after finishing the morning dishes.
Although washing dishes didn't physically affect her at all, it was still a bit annoying.

*Now what...*

There was quite some time left before she needed to prepare lunch.
Which meant it was free time.

*Luel is probably teaching Allen in the study.*

Yoo Seora was surprisingly reading books about commerce in the library.
She was completely alone right now.

*If not now, I probably won't get another chance.*

While Allen was keeping Luel occupied in the study.
Though she felt sorry for Luel, there was something she wanted to check.

*The basement.*

The basement where Luel had spent most of her time locked away before.
She couldn't enter because it was related to the duties of the Sage of Water, but whenever she thought about it, she was dying of curiosity.

*What on earth is down there?*

And before leaving, the Constellation had left her a hint.

*Will this really work?*

She had arrived at the owl statue.
Then she reached into the shadow behind the owl's ankle.

*It's still here.*

Fortunately, it seems Luel hadn't discovered it.

What she pulled out was a conch shell.

*The Conch Shell of Memory.*

A mysterious conch shell that remembers the last voice it heard.
She had obtained it from a hidden place through the Constellation's advice.
And its purpose was clear.

*I'm supposed to record Luel's voice and use it to enter the basement, right?*

That was the intention of none other than the Constellation.
If so, there must be something in the Sage of Water's basement that she needed to know.

*What could it be...*

For some reason, she felt tense.
Of course, it might turn out to be nothing special when she checked.
No, it should be nothing special.

She wanted Luel to remain the ordinary Luel she knew.
The girl who smiled brightly and promised her adventures.
But just as she herself had changed over time, Luel might have changed a bit too.

*First, I need to check if the voice was recorded properly.*

This was because of the conch shell's limitation.
Since it only recorded the last sound it heard, if another voice had been mixed in between when Luel entered the basement yesterday and now, it would be useless.

-As the Sage of Water, I command. Open the door.

Fortunately.
Luel's voice was recorded accurately.
Or rather, judging by the unusually low tone, it must be the voice of the Sage of Water.

*Then...*

Being careful not to make any noise, she brought the conch shell to the owl statue.

Click, click-click.

The sound of mechanical devices moving began to be heard.

*Success.*

Eventually, the owl statue rose upward, revealing an elevator.

*But...*

She hesitated one last time while looking at the elevator.

*Is it really right to go down there?*

Suddenly, she remembered what Yoo Seora had said.

*Allen had evaluated me as better than his own Constellation.*

Is a directive from the Constellation necessarily right?
Of course, her Constellation had rarely given incorrect instructions before, but she had doubts.

The decision to go down to the basement or not felt like a very important one.

*Luel...*

For the sake of her beloved sister.
Which would be the right choice?
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"The Pontiff is also one of the first humans?"

I'm confused.

"If the Pontiff is one of the first humans..."

Certainly, many things would be explained.
Like how she could have survived until now in a human body, not as a Demon King.
But...

"Then could she possibly be my mother?"

Luel shook her head at those words.

"No, as far as I know, she became infertile due to experiments in the Ice Valley."

That was somewhat of a relief.
At least the mother I'd never seen wasn't someone I was currently at odds with.

*Then who could it be?*

I was trying my best to calm my complicated thoughts when it happened.

-Sage of Water.

The voice came from Alber Linea.
It was a voice more composed and clear than usual, closer to the God of Destiny than to Alber.

"Is that the God of Destiny?"

Luel answered that voice.
Her voice too was deeper than usual.
Probably her speaking as the Sage of Water.

-It's been a long time. We had many conversations at the fountain 500 years ago.

"Yes, we did. Back then, neither of us knew much."

-What do you mean you didn't know much? Even then, you were called the Sage of Water.

They seemed like old acquaintances.

"I apologize. That was modesty. But now you seem to know much more than when you were at the fountain. Though for some reason, you're trapped in a sword."

-This was the only way to escape the Ordeal. Besides, my concept has developed quite a bit through my master.

"Does the man you call master understand how you feel? No, you must know. Anyway, I'm glad you seem happy."

I was also thinking how fortunate it was that they seemed to be getting along well.
Suddenly, Luel's expression turned serious.

"So why did you suddenly call for me?"

That was directed at Alber who had summoned her.
Alber responded with a vibration of the sword.

-I've been listening to everything so far. But I think the story is still incomplete.

"Incomplete?"

-Yes, especially the story about how you killed the progenitor.

At that moment, I felt it.
The divine power contained in the sword was visibly being consumed.

*Alber?*

To my concern, Alber answered.

-It's alright. There's a story you absolutely need to know to save this world.

So he asked the Sage of Water again.

-You know that after the demise, there were limits to what knowledge we gods could share.

"That's true. But how are you so sure that this person will make the right choice after learning it?"

She seemed somehow angry.

"Look at me. Even I, after realizing the truth, decided to bring about the world's demise."

Or perhaps she looked like she was crying, though no tears were visible.

"Truth isn't always good. Sometimes there are truths that are terrible just to know. And it's enough for me alone to carry such terrible truths."

She spoke as if spitting out the words.
She looked incredibly pitiful.
At this point, I didn't want to leave it just to Alber.
And...

*That just now was Luel.*

It wasn't the voice of the Sage of Water.
It was the voice of the girl named Luel, as if crying out for help.
So I said to her:

"Tell me."

"What?"

"Tell me. What is this truth that makes you think you must destroy the world?"

I already knew she was trying to bring about the world's demise.
But I didn't know why she felt she had to do it.
So I wanted to know.

"I'll help you. If the world really needs to be destroyed, I'll help destroy it. But..."

If that's not the case.

"If you're just worrying needlessly. If you're just scared without even trying and thinking about destroying the world."

I pointed Alber at her.

"Then I'll make you come to your senses."

***

Click.

Clank.

The elevator doors opened upon reaching the basement.

*So this is the place.*

Lucy, the blue-haired warrior, stepped out of the elevator.
Her expression was tense, and her pupils trembled as she looked around.
Perhaps still hesitant, her limbs didn't move well.

*It's quite humid here.*

Being underground on the island, it was very humid.
Though there were many lights installed, prioritizing practicality and making it bright for a basement, the cold and humidity hadn't been addressed.

*She's been cooped up in a place like this for years?*

She always went down to the basement so naturally that Lucy had assumed it was a more cozy and comfortable space.
But that wasn't the case.

*I should talk to her about this later.*

There were plenty of tools that could solve the cold and humidity issues.
With the money she had as a high-ranking warrior, she could certainly afford them.

*I'm glad I came down here.*

Though she too had fought fierce battles against Chaos Beasts and Demon Kings, her sister didn't need to suffer like this.
It's fortunate she discovered this now, even if a bit late.

*But...*

What was that?

Her gaze fixed on a strange device in the center of the basement.
It was a complex apparatus with many levers attached.

*Looks like something I shouldn't touch.*

If she disturbed the settings even slightly, Luel would be upset.
But apart from the levers, a handset hanging there caught her eye.

*This is...*

A handset.
A communication device that had begun to be introduced in places like Sak where technology had advanced during the Chaos period.

*Is this connected to Sak then?*

It was just simple curiosity.
Without much thought, she picked up the handset and held it to her ear.

Then she heard someone's voice.

-Violet, how much longer do we have to wait?

It was the voice of a mature woman.

-She asked us to wait two weeks, so about one week left.

And then the voice of a woman around her age followed.

*Violet? Who's that?*

As she was thinking this:

-Damn, couldn't that guy just take the Central Island first and then wait?

-Schultz might be there.

-That guy only showed himself once last time and hasn't been seen since.

Lucy finally realized who they were.

*Demon Kings?*

Why was Luel's device connected to the Demon Kings' communication network?
No, it was too early to panic.
It might just be a means to monitor the Demon Kings' movements.

*But...*

Why did she feel so uneasy?

-What's this static noise?

Lucy sensed that it was probably caused by her.
So she hurriedly tried to put the handset back down.

-Ah, she must be listening directly.

That was a strange thing to say.

*They knew I was listening?*

Moreover, they seemed completely unfazed.

-Hey, Sage of Water.

They even knew Luel's identity.
And judging by their tone, it was as if they were colleagues.

*Why on earth?*

And the next moment, the woman's voice that came through solved Lucy's question.

-Aren't you done with the preparations yet?

They really were colleagues.
Her twin sister, Luel, was in league with the Demon Kings.

-I know you're listening, so answer.

She finally put the handset down.
Then her legs gave out and she collapsed to the floor.

Haa, haa...

She began to catch her breath after eavesdropping on the conversation.
Her face had already turned completely pale.

*Luel with the Demon Kings? Why?*

It felt terrible.
She was a warrior who had to defeat the Demon Kings.
She couldn't accept the fact that she might have to kill Luel with her own hands.

*No. That can't be.*

The image of the pure girl who had asked to go on adventures together flashed through her mind.
She didn't want to believe that her sister had become one with the Demon Kings.

*Maybe she's being blackmailed.*

She might be doing something against her will due to threats.

*They mentioned preparations.*

If so, she just needed to find out what preparations were being made.
There must be some clue somewhere here.

*Luel...*

She began to look around.

*What are you thinking?*

There was a lot of junk scattered around.
Among them were the Relics she had obtained for Luel.

*Were these also used for those preparations?*

She had gotten them because Luel said she needed them.
Come to think of it, she had never asked what they would be used for.

*But what are those talismans?*

Talismans stuck all over the sword-shaped Relic.
Those talismans had unidentifiable red markings on them.
Probably drawn with Luel's own blood.

*I can't make sense of this.*

She needed something more definitive to understand Luel's plan.

As she looked around again, something caught her eye.

*What's this?*

She finally found it.
It was a plan that Luel must have spent considerable time creating.

*She prepared this much?*

From the procedure of the plan to alternatives in case of failure.
And even realistic drawings of the Central Sea Islands and the Holy City Hylen.
It was clearly a plan that Luel had led.

*Unsealing the control room of the Central Island to lift it into the air... and then causing the barrier of the Central Sea Islands to collide with the barrier of Hylen...*

What could this possibly mean?
Her gaze shifted to the top of the document, which she had been trying to ignore.

There, in large letters, was the name of the plan:

[World Demise Plan]

***

*He's asking me to tell him why the world must be destroyed?*

I can't.
I don't want him to know the reason.
I don't want someone who has achieved such brilliant accomplishments to be broken by a single truth.

But...

*Those eyes.*

They were such righteous eyes.
It was difficult to refuse that gaze.

*Perhaps it was decided from the moment I saved him.*

When I decided to save him.
I can't deny that there was a small hope.
The hope that perhaps Allen Plake could save me from this hell.

*Maybe I'm disqualified as the Sage of Water.*

It was a hasty judgment.

The man I saved was weaker than I thought.
I couldn't imagine that such a person could find a way other than the world's demise.
Even if he found one, could he really accomplish it?

Everything was uncertain and negative.

*But...*

For some reason, I want to confide in him.
This is probably Luel's heart speaking.

So I'll tell him.
If this breaks his spirit, he might even help with my plan.
Of course, the part of me that is Luel might be sad if that happens, but that was perhaps the karma that began when I saved him.

So...

"Alright. I'll tell you."

Ch.167 - Twins (6)
After organizing the knowledge in her head for a moment, she opened her mouth.

"Then I suppose I should start with the story of how we killed the Progenitor."

"You killed the Progenitor?"

This was something I had already heard from Alber.
But from the context of everything she had told me so far, I couldn't see any reason why they would have needed to kill the Progenitor.

"Yes, we had to kill the Progenitor. There was a reason for it."

"What reason?"

"The Progenitor didn't consider this world particularly important."

"Didn't consider it important? But the Progenitor created this world."

To my question, she pointed at everything she had drawn on the blackboard and answered.

"Let's think of this world as a sandcastle someone built on a beach."

"A sandcastle?"

"Yes. It might seem strange to compare the world to a mere sandcastle, but in reality, this world was nothing more than that to her."

This world, just a sandcastle.

"But even if it's a sandcastle, if she made it herself..."

"Even if she made it herself, how long could that affection last?"

She spoke with a cold expression.

"Eventually, she would grow tired of it. When that happens, destroying the sandcastle and building a new one is only natural. Besides, we had already seen a previously built sandcastle crumble."

By previously built sandcastle, she probably meant that.

"The first humans?"

"Yes, they were clearly creatures created by the Progenitor, yet she abandoned them."

While they were being killed and experimented on by humans, the Progenitor stood by.
No, it would have been better if she had merely stood by.

"The deity helped humans harm them."

"Why?"

"There was no significant reason. Simply because the humans of the Ice Valley asked the Progenitor for power. And since it wasn't difficult for the Progenitor to grant power, she handed it over to them without much thought."

The problem was that it didn't end there.

"From the beginning, she had no intention of maintaining this world for long. She began recklessly scattering her concepts everywhere, and the world began to burn."

It was like the history of wars on Earth.
Since various weapons, including nuclear bombs, were placed in human hands, wars became increasingly dangerous.
The problem in this world was that power was given indiscriminately to anyone, even more so than on Earth.

"Every day was war, and with each war, dozens or hundreds died. But it seemed impossible to quell that fervor. In the end, there was only one solution."

"So that's why you killed the Progenitor."

"Yes, if we killed her, the supply of weapons would be cut off. We thought peace would gradually return. Of course, we didn't anticipate the current situation back then."

However, she didn't regret it.

"Still, if we hadn't killed her then, the world wouldn't have lasted even 100 years."

Thanks to killing her, the world had endured for 500 years even after the Chaos.

"The party formed to kill her consisted of five members. Myself, the swordsman Glen, the spearman Tel, the archer Korkus, and finally the Pontiff—five in total."

Some of those names were familiar to me.
They occasionally appeared in texts about Relics and such.
Glen, in particular, was the most familiar name.

"If you mean Glen, the one with the holy sword Sacred..."

"That's right. He was the first owner of that sword. He received that sword from the Progenitor and took many lives on the battlefield. Afterward, while suffering from tremendous guilt, risking his life to kill the Progenitor was the only way for him to somewhat cleanse his sins."

She also told me the stories of the spearman Tel and the archer Korkus.
But in the end, what caught my attention was the Pontiff.

"The Pontiff... why did she kill the Progenitor?"

Wasn't the cult supposed to worship the Progenitor as a deity?
Then why did the Pontiff kill the Progenitor?
Or conversely, why do they worship the Progenitor now?

To these questions, Luel answered.

"I don't know. We barely rescued her from the Ice Valley, but until then, there was no will in her eyes. She just helped us like a tool, somehow using the vast holy power she possessed."

If even Luel didn't know, it was safe to assume no one else did either.
Probably only the Pontiff herself knew.

"We succeeded in killing the Progenitor that way. I've simplified it, but there were so many events in between. Like Korkus dying during the process."

But the problem remained.
If there hadn't been a problem, the world wouldn't be on the brink of destruction due to Chaos now.

"We hadn't anticipated what would happen if the Progenitor died. We never thought the world would begin to collapse simultaneously with the Progenitor's death."

That's how the destruction began.

"Chaos began to infiltrate the world. While humans with physical bodies or Relics with form were unaffected, the concepts of the Progenitor that made up most of this world lost their power to exist."

But there was a solution.
And in that situation where trying to prevent disaster had brought about an even greater calamity, it was fortunate that there was a solution, even if temporary.

"The Progenitor was dead, but her divine status still remained. We decided to seal that divine status to prevent it from disappearing as well. As long as that remained, it was possible to reduce the tsunami of Chaos to mere waves."

Moreover, though it came later, it was possible to block the waves of Chaos with the barriers of each country.
So the method of first slowing down the pace of destruction was correct.

Nevertheless, Luel's expression darkened further.

"But we had to sacrifice Glen in the process. In exchange, a powerful seal that wouldn't easily break was created."

The history after that was something I roughly knew as well.
Each country somehow created barriers in their own way and survived the Chaos.
Thanks to this, I was beginning to understand the nature of the predicted destruction.

"But that seal wasn't eternal?"

If so, everything made sense.
The destruction that came at the same timing every time in the Hundred Braves.
If the reason was that the divine seal was breaking, it was perfectly understandable.

Luel also affirmed my speculation.

"That's right. According to my calculations, the seal will reach its end in one year at the earliest, two years at the latest."

The timing of the seal breaking also roughly coincided with the predicted destruction.

But something still felt off.
If that story was true, there was one part I couldn't understand.
It was about the starting point of this whole story.

"But how does that become a reason why the world must be destroyed?"

The world would naturally be destroyed in two years at the latest anyway.
So why try to destroy the world early?

Of course, I didn't think Luel had no reason.

"It's because of other dimensions."

But that was a reason I hadn't expected at all.

"Other dimensions?"

"Don't you know about the existence of other dimensions?"

Of course I do.
I have Seong Yurang's memories from another dimension called Earth.
But I couldn't imagine what connection that had with the destruction of this world.

Luel pointed to the round world on the blackboard and began explaining again.

"Originally, this world should have been destroyed the moment the Progenitor died. But we've forcibly delayed that until now. Do you think there would be no price for that?"

She took a rubber hair tie from her pocket and began stretching it with her hands.

"There's probably an undeniable amount of energy accumulated in the current seal. If the seal can't withstand it and bursts soon, where will that energy go?"

"Don't tell me it will travel to other dimensions through Chaos, which acts as a medium between dimensions...?"

"That's right. Many other dimensions will likely be damaged or even destroyed by the aftermath."

That's why she was trying to destroy the world proactively before the seal exceeded its limit and burst.

"If it's a world that must be destroyed anyway, I don't want to cause harm to other dimensions."

She wore a sad expression.

"Do you understand now? The reason why this world must be destroyed."

No, I still don't understand.

"Wasn't there a way to extend Glen's seal further?"

"It might be possible if we sacrifice another renowned individual. However, given the tightly accumulated energy now, it wouldn't last long."

A renowned individual.
If that's the case, perhaps even I could do something now.

"Even if it doesn't last long, if my sacrifice could extend it by even 10 years... wouldn't that be better?"

But Luel shook her head.

"Would those 10 years really be meaningful? This world is doomed to be destroyed anyway. The damage to other dimensions would only increase during those 10 years. Perhaps because of those 10 years, even the other dimension you know might be destroyed."

Luel logically countered my question.
Indeed, as the Sage of Water, she must have spent hundreds of years looking for ways to prevent destruction.
But even she couldn't find a method, so she ultimately chose the lesser evil.

"Then..."

I wanted to suggest other methods, but nothing came to mind.
Luel said to me:

"I'm sorry. This is the truth I didn't want to tell you, a burden I was supposed to bear alone."

The terrible truth I finally learned.
Luel's decision to destroy the world was entirely rational.
Even if some might think, "What do other dimensions have to do with us?", I couldn't think that way.

*Seong Yurang.*

I have his memories.
He had just risen again not long ago, and I didn't want to destroy his world.
Rather than that, it would be better if only this world met its destined end...

It was at that moment.

-Allen Plake.

It was Alber.

-I don't know what you think, but in my opinion, you don't seem like the you I know right now.

*The me you know?*

No, that's a misunderstanding.
Of course, I've always jumped into seemingly reckless fights and seized even the slightest possibility in battles that seemed impossible, but...
This time is different.

*There's no possibility.*

-If that's what you think, I can't help it, but please consider just one thing.

He said to me.

-Since when did you discuss impossibility before even trying?

At that moment, I snapped back to my senses.

*Damn it.*

I had been too intimidated.
Surprised by the enormous scale of the story that suddenly entered my mind, I had lost myself.
If it weren't for Alber, I would have given up right here.

*This is a bit embarrassing.*

-It's alright. Occasionally showing such a pathetic side is also like you, master.

*...You're getting an "Overload" later.*

-What?

Though I said that, I was grateful to Alber.
For bringing me back to my senses.

I raised my head again and was about to speak to Luel.

"Lue..."

No, I was about to speak.
If only the door to the study hadn't been violently thrown open at that moment.

"Luel, why...!"

It was Lucy.

Ch.BONUS - External Records (14)
## External Record (14) ##

"Mr. Yurang."

During a short break in the broadcast.
Mint Lemon called out to me as I was pouring and drinking water.

"Yes? What is it?"

"Looks like we won't be seeing Ersiara for a while."

"Ah, I suppose not."

Allen left Ersiara behind in the kingdom.
It was because she was needed there.
Perhaps that's why Mint Lemon seemed a bit gloomy.

*She won't be able to see her own character for a while.*

I should probably offer some words of comfort.

"It's unfortunate. But I think we'll see her again soon."

"Really?"

"Yes, Allen seemed to really like Ersiara. He'll definitely return."

Of course, that was assuming he didn't die along the way.
Besides...

*The situation isn't good.*

Suddenly, a wanted order came down from the Pontiff.
This was something I'd never seen before, and viewer reactions were intense.
But this wanted order also gave some hope in a way.

*It's essentially a new branching point.*

The fact that something unprecedented had happened meant there was a possibility of reaching an ending that had never been achieved before.

*If we can somehow overcome this, that is.*

I swallowed my water and stared at the screen with a solemn expression.
Allen had obtained [Relic Alber Linea], a weapon never seen before, in the fourth Ordeal.
And now he was on Lucy Terasian's ship with Yoo Seora.

That's when a chat message caught my eye.

-No, I'm telling you that's really my Lucy.

I wasn't sure if it was true, but I asked Mint Lemon:

"Could you show me that person's chat history?"

"This person?"

"Yes."

The user's chat history appeared on the broadcast computer screen.

-If it's the Central Sea Islands, does that mean we can see Lucy too?
-Huh? She actually came to meet them?
-That's Lucy! After all the work I put into raising her!

They seemed to be Lucy's actual owner.

There was something I wanted to ask them.

"Excuse me, Water-nim?"

-?

"Does that Lucy have the Memory Conch Shell?"

A chat message appeared in response.

-Yes, of course. That's necessary to see the ending.
-It's a shame that Luel has to die, but...

Just as I suspected.
It would be difficult to make Lucy kill Luel with commands alone.
But with the Memory Conch Shell, Lucy could be made to kill Luel for certain.

*If she didn't have that...*

And if Allen were there.
Perhaps they could have prevented Lucy from killing Luel and seen a new ending.
But if Lucy already had the Memory Conch Shell, everything became uncertain now.

*I'll have to leave it to Allen.*

The ship they were on was entering the fog of Library Island.
Once they go in there, players won't be able to observe anything except for notifications that pop up.

"Allen..."

Just as I muttered his name to myself.

"Yurang-ssi?"

"Yes?"

"No, it's just that sometimes when I look at you, it seems like you see Hundred Braves as a real world rather than a game."

That was an unexpected comment.
I had never thought of myself that way.
But thinking about it, it did seem true.

"I must be addicted to the game."

Why was I still so immersed in Allen?
This was just a game...

"In our broadcast, game addiction is rewarded."

Mint Lemon said with a calm expression.

"Pardon?"

"Here, games are essentially work. Game addiction means work addiction."

"Ah, I guess that's true."

"Yes, and watching your Allen, I'm starting to feel like it's more reality than a game too. I find myself cheering for him."

She pointed to the chat window and continued.

"Sometimes when I play games where the protagonist struggles from the bottom, I think about this."

"Like Dark S*uls or Seki*o?"

"Yes, games like those. When I watch those protagonists, I start wishing their world was real. If all that suffering was just for a game, it would be a bit unfair, don't you think?"

It seemed like a very unique perspective.
But at the same time, it was quite relatable.

"I think our viewers are starting to feel the same way."

It seemed that way. Even now, people were in an uproar because Allen had disappeared into the fog.

"That's a good thing, right?"

"Yes, absolutely!"
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Ch.168 - The End Of Tragedy (1)
"Luel..."

Lucy's eyes were trembling.
And her stance, gripping the greatsword with both hands, radiated unmistakable hostility.

*She must have discovered Luel's secret.*

That must be it.
But it's happening faster than expected.

*Usually she doesn't discover it until after Luel leaves the library to execute her plan...*

Wait, leaves the library?

That was something I hadn't considered.
The current Luel, unlike her original self who stayed locked in the basement, had been spending a lot of time in the study to teach me.

*Did Lucy use that opportunity...?*

Just then, Lucy shouted.

"Why are you trying to destroy the world...!"

It was like a lion's roar.
But at the same time, it felt like a desperate scream.

"Why... have you sided with the Demon Kings...!"

To her sister's wailing, Luel coldly replied.

"You don't need to know, sister."

But I knew what was in her heart.
I understood why she was coldly pushing Lucy away.
After all, she had already shared the truth with me.

*She thinks it's enough if she alone plays the villain who destroys the world.*

But the problem was that there was something she didn't know.

*If things continue like this, Luel will die by Lucy's hand.*

If Lucy discovered Luel's plan, what followed was always the same.
Luel dies at Lucy's hands.
That's why the twin sisters' story was always criticized and not recommended to beginners.

*Damn it.*

This isn't good.
This time, I wanted to prevent that tragedy from happening.
That's why I had been trying to somehow change Luel's mind.

*But it's too late.*

I couldn't change Luel's mind.
And Lucy had noticed Luel's plan earlier than expected.
The tragedy was already beginning to unfold.

"Luel, try to explain yourself. There must be a reason why you need to destroy the world."

Lucy was repeating what I had said before.

"If you really must destroy the world, I'll help you. So please, at least tell me why."

But Luel coldly shook her head at her.

"No."

Lucy was far more precious to her than I was.
So it seemed she had no intention of telling her the reason, even if it cost her life.
And I couldn't tell Lucy the reason either.

*It would be troublesome if Lucy switched sides too.*

Meanwhile, Lucy, who had lowered her head in shock, raised it again.
As if realizing things had gone past the point of no return, tears were flowing from her eyes.

"Luel...!"

With Lucy's cry, her eyes became bloodshot.
At the same time, the veins on her face and neck bulged.
It meant she was drawing on her Blood Magic to its fullest.

*What should I do?*

That pressure made me hesitate briefly, but in the end, there was only one option.

*I have to stop her for now.*

Though I said it was too late, it wasn't completely over yet.
Perhaps while blocking Lucy's attack, I could still change Luel's mind.

*Resonance.*

I drew my bow.
I needed to keep her at bay while there was still distance between us and Lucy.
Lucy shouted at me.

"Allen Plake, get out of the way! This has nothing to do with you!"

Of course, as she said, the current situation had nothing to do with me.
It was between the sisters.
But...

"Even if it's not my business, I can't just stand by and watch sisters try to kill each other."

I nocked an arrow to the bowstring and aimed at Lucy.
Lucy finally shouted at me as if it were her last warning.

"You don't understand! You don't know what she's plotting."

No, I do know.

"She's plotting the world's destruction, right?"

At that, her expression completely twisted.

"You traitor. So you're the one who corrupted Luel...!"

"That's a misunderstanding..."

"Shut up! Do you think I'll be fooled by you too?"

This was troublesome.
She seemed to be mistaking me as the cause of Luel siding with the Demon Kings.

*No, this might actually be good.*

At least her target had shifted to me.
Buying even a little time to change Luel's mind was a good thing.

Having made that judgment, I pulled the bowstring without hesitation.

*Sorry about this, Luel...*

Once a battle started in the library, there was no helping it.

*Overload.*

Black energy began to swirl around the arrow.
If this hit various places in the library, quite a lot would be destroyed.

"So you're an archer!"

Just as Lucy took a stance to approach me, the arrows were fired toward her.

One shot, two shots, three shots.

It was rapid fire that I had somehow learned by watching over Wilhelm's shoulder.
Thanks to practicing whenever I could during our travels, it was quite refined now.

"Tch."

It seemed to be enough of an attack to suppress Lucy's charge.
She gave up on charging and rolled sideways to avoid the arrows.
But arrows were flying there too.

*Don't stop.*

The moment I stopped suppressing her, Lucy would instantly close in on me.
And in close combat with her, I couldn't give myself high odds due to the overwhelming difference in strength.

*I can only hope Luel changes her mind before then.*

But it seemed there wasn't much time.

"Don't interfere!"

Lucy finally threw her greatsword into her inventory.
Then, using her physical abilities amplified by Blood Magic, she knocked away the arrows with her bare hands.
Moreover...

Crack!

That was the sound from beneath her feet.
At the same time, fragments of the library floor shot up like a spray of water.

*This is insane.*

Lucy was approaching me with a tremendous shockwave.
I hurriedly switched weapons.

*Alber.*

-You called, master?

*Can you do anything?*

Lucy was charging with incredible momentum.
Of course, her strike would be weaker than Yoo Seora's sky slash, but I had to remember that what I had managed to receive in the graduation competition was her sword energy.

Sword energy and physical strength were completely different stories.
Sword energy's power is determined at the moment the sword strike ends, but physical strength continues to exert force as long as the blades remain locked.
It would take more strength to deflect it.

So if possible, I wanted Alber's help.

-If there's something I can do... a barrier perhaps?

But it seemed he couldn't offer much help.

*What barrier in this situation? No, forget it.*

It was my fault for expecting anything.

-No, a barrier could definitely be useful.

At the same time, he spread an aurora-like barrier around me.
I was about to tell him not to waste holy power when...

*Huh?*

Lucy's movements noticeably slowed as she entered the barrier.

*How?*

-Barriers are typically used to block Chaos, but since they work on the concepts that make up the world, they can be applied in other ways. In this case, my barrier repels anyone who doesn't have a deep connection with you.

It was a more useful barrier than I expected.
Thanks to it, I gained enough time to reach the realm of time.

*The realm of time.*

Lucy, who had been charging with a space-ripping boom, was now moving almost as if frozen.
That was because I had already reached the realm of time.

I had finally properly inherited Libero's swordsmanship during our previous visit to the Reim Kingdom.
Although it still took quite a bit of time to reach the realm of time, it was much better than acceleration through the power of wind.
In the past, I wouldn't have been able to respond to such a sudden attack.

*Now then...*

I moved Alber to meet Lucy's greatsword as it was drawn from her inventory.
Lucy's eyes filled with shock.

"How?"

Instead of answering, I barely managed to deflect her heavy greatsword.

-This is quite difficult.

Although Alber was complaining, being a 4-star Relic, he wouldn't break easily.

Huff

I caught my breath momentarily.

*Here she comes.*

Her attacks continued immediately.
I used Alber again to receive her attack.
Lucy asked me in apparent shock.

"What is this strange swordsmanship...?"

That's rude, calling it strange.
And...

*If I have time to answer, I should counterattack.*

I wrapped the power of wind around my feet.
Then, after deflecting her sword, I extended my blade toward her.

"Ugh!"

Surprised by the sudden counterattack, Lucy instantly distanced herself from me.

*Good.*

Just as I raised my bow again toward her who had created distance...

"Please step aside. This is between my sister and me."

It was Luel.

I wish she'd change her mind instead of saying such dispiriting things.
Of course, I knew that wouldn't be easy.

"No. As I told Lucy, I don't want to see you die."

"Why? Have you also been persuaded after learning the truth?"

"Of course not."

I continued firing arrows at Lucy while speaking to her.

"At least I'm not the type of person who declares something impossible without even trying."

Luel seemed taken aback.

"You still haven't given up? Even after hearing what I just said?"

"Did you want me to give up?"

"That's..."

"No, you didn't."

If that wasn't the case, she would have had no reason to save me.
She originally had no intention of revealing the truth of the world to me.
So there was only one reason she saved me.

"You were hoping there might be another way."

At that, hope flickered in her eyes.

"Is there another way?"

I'm sorry, but that's not it.

"I don't have another way yet."

But I do have time.

"I know exactly when the seal on the divine will break. You told me."

"What?"

"I'll tell you the details later, but we have about one year and nine months left."

That was much more time than the "as soon as one year" she had mentioned.

"So we can try for at least another year, right?"

"But... how can I believe that?"

This is frustrating.
So I shouted.

"Memories from another dimension! Everything I've experienced, even this current situation, was all in my memories!"

I hadn't revealed this to anyone until now, partly because I didn't want to expose my weapon, but also because there was a high probability no one would believe me.
But Luel was different.

*She already knew about the existence of other dimensions.*

And she's smart.
So even if I told her that in my world, this place was considered a game world, she would understand the gist of it.
Of course, that explanation would come later; persuasion was the priority now.

"You made a promise with Lucy."

A secret that only she and Lucy would have kept.
That should convince her.

"You promised to go on adventures together."

At those words, the veins on Lucy's body bulged even more.

"Luel! You even told this human about that!"

She began charging with her greatsword, taking my arrows head-on.
But her reaction convinced Luel that Lucy had never told me about that secret either.

"Die!"

Her greatsword came swinging with full force.

This is dangerous.

Just as I made that judgment...

"I'll believe you."

With Luel's voice, a blue veil appeared before me.

"There's certainly no way to prevent destruction in my knowledge. But..."

Her veil was blocking Lucy's sword with incredible strength.

*This is...*

Thanks to this, I realized.
All this time, the reason Luel died at Lucy's hands in Hundred Braves was...

*She had been yielding.*

So that Lucy could adventure for at least one more year.
Just like when she became the Sage of Water, she had been yielding.

Although she had given up on this world to protect other dimensions, she couldn't give up on her sister Lucy.

And now she was speaking firmly.

"Maybe I should have been searching. Through adventure."

By now, she too was crying, just like Lucy.

"Sister, I'm going to leave this place now."

"Luel?"

"I'm going... to try adventuring too."

At the word "adventure," the strength drained from Lucy's hands gripping the greatsword.
Looking at her, Luel finally smiled.

"We promised when we were little. To go on adventures together."
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The sound of waves washed in and out.
She was lying on the beach that day too, basking in the sun.

Splash.

The sound of breaking waves reached her ears.
At the same time, she heard someone's voice beside her.

"Hey. What do you want to be when you grow up, sis?"

It was the innocent voice of her younger sister.
She looked up at the blue sky—no, at the barrier—and answered.

"Well, I haven't really thought about it yet."

"Really?"

"Yeah, and it's still a long time before I become an adult."

Apparently, she and her sister belonged to a special clan born with Blood Magic. Because of this, the adults wanted her to train in Blood Magic and become a warrior.

*But being a warrior is too dangerous...*

She was born in the Central Sea Islands and had spent her entire life safely inside the barrier. Naturally, anything outside the barrier could only be an object of fear.

*It's a bit awkward to bring that up in front of the adults though.*

Besides, even though they were twins, she was still the older sister. She wanted to look cool in front of her younger sister at least.

"I guess I'll just become a warrior if I have to."

"If you have to? As expected, you're amazing, sis..."

Of course, she was actively looking for excuses not to become a warrior.
But suddenly, she became curious.

"What do you want to be?"

Her sister also possessed Blood Magic, but due to a chronic illness, she couldn't formally train in martial arts like she did. Come to think of it, she had never known what her sister wanted to do.

"Me? I..."

Suddenly, her sister sat up beside her.
She was looking out across the sea.

"Luel?"

"Oh, sorry! I thought I saw something beyond the fog."

"Beyond the fog? I don't see anything."

The area beyond the fog was a place even adults warned against approaching, saying it was dangerous because visibility was poor. But she had heard that somewhere in the middle was a library where the great Sage of Water lived.

"I guess it was just my imagination."

She smiled sheepishly.
Then she pointed toward the sea.
No, it was somewhere beyond the sea.

"When I grow up, I want to go on adventures."

To go on adventures.
But it seemed like such a vague dream.

"Adventures? Where to?"

"Anywhere! I want to leave this island and see many things."

She began talking about the world outside the island with an excited voice.

"I want to visit the Reim Kingdom, the country where the sun never sets. They say they still have kings and knights, and incredibly large castles there. It must be amazing."

"I also want to visit Sak, the country where the sun never rises. Technology is so advanced there that they have things called trains, and the night streets sparkle like the night sky reflected in the sea."

"Oh, and I can't leave out the Holy City Hylen. It's the capital of all humanity and the city of warriors! I can't even imagine how tall the tower where the Pontiff resides is supposed to be..."

"And finally, I want to visit Basil. They say there are endless open plains there. And the sunset-colored sky that meets them is beautiful. Yes, the end of an adventure should definitely be a sunset."

Her sister's expression was filled with anticipation for adventure.

*Luel...*

But she knew.
She knew that Luel, with her chronic illness, wouldn't be able to travel that much.
That fact... she didn't want to tell her.

So she lied to Luel.

"If you go on an adventure, I'll become a warrior and go on adventures with you."

After all, Luel would never be able to leave this island anyway.

"From what I've heard, Sak doesn't have very good security, and there are many bandits in Basil. I can't let you go adventuring alone."

"Really? Well, I'd love that, but if you don't want to..."

"No, it sounds fun to me too now that I've heard about it. This adventure thing."

Luel's mouth spread into a wide smile at those words.

"Hehe. Then it's a promise?"

"Huh? Yeah, of course."

At that time, she didn't know.
What consequences that promise would bring.
After all, in her eyes, she could only see...

Luel's blue eyes that resembled the sea.

***

"Lucy?"

Lucy had been staring blankly into space for a while, leaning against the bookshelf.
When I called out to her, focus finally returned to her eyes.
I asked her:

"What's wrong? Did something happen?"

Lucy shook her head and replied:

"No, I was just remembering something from the past."

For just remembering something from the past, she had been silent for quite a long time.
But that wasn't important right now.

"You heard everything I just said, right?"

"What did you say?"

"About the current situation. Wait, don't tell me..."

Could it be she wasn't listening?
Just as I was about to explain again:

"Oh, that the world's destruction is certain and we only have 1 year and 9 months left?"

Oh, so she had been listening after all.

"Yes, that's the end of the explanation about our current situation."

Of course, unlike Luel, Lucy had been on the side opposing the world's destruction from the beginning.
But she wanted to know why Luel had tried to destroy this world, and after discussing it with Luel, I had no choice but to tell her.

"So, Luel, you were planning to bear all this alone?"

Luel turned her gaze away and said:

"Well, I was enough on my own to destroy the world..."

Her attitude suggested she felt she had done something wrong.
She probably felt considerable guilt for hiding these secrets from her sister all this time.

But Lucy sighed and said:

"I'm relieved. You're still the same sister I knew."

"Huh?"

Luel's eyes widened.

"What do you mean?"

"You're still too kind."

Lucy stated firmly.

"Yes, you're right. If you had told me the truth earlier, I would have helped you destroy the world."

If she had, Luel's plan would have been much easier.
A crisis like the one they just faced wouldn't have happened either.

"But you never told me until the end. Even though I... even tried to kill you."

So Lucy was right.
Although Luel had tried to destroy the world, her desire to bear it alone came from her kind heart.

Strangely, Luel denied this to the end.

"No, that's not it. It was just a rational decision that it was better for one person to suffer than for both of us."

She still thought she had done something wrong.
Just as I was about to tell her otherwise:

"Yes, it's your fault."

Lucy suddenly changed her attitude.

"Lucy?"

"If that's what you want to hear, I'll say it. After all, you didn't consider how I would feel when I killed you. That's your fault."

It was similar to what Schultz had once told me.

"Have you thought about how I would feel if you died? Even if it's a short period of less than two years, in that hell, one day would feel like a year."

Having experienced raising her in the game, I had indirectly felt that pain.
Until the completion of her development at the time of destruction, Lucy begins to rampage with guilt over killing her sister, ignoring the player's commands and slaughtering the Demon King and Chaos Beasts day and night.

"You're right. I was wrong."

Luel seemed to finally realize her true mistake.
Her real mistake wasn't trying to destroy the world, but not considering her sister's feelings.

"I thought this would make you happier, sis. But in the end, that was just my own selfish thinking."

Her head dropped.

"I'm sorry, I'm so sorry."

That's when it happened.
Lucy began striding toward her.
Her expression seemed angry, or perhaps sad.

"Luel."

She embraced Luel.

"I'm sorry. I've been sorry for a long time."

"Sis?"

"So let's make up now. I'll forgive your mistakes, and you forgive mine."

The blue-haired sisters buried their heads in each other's shoulders and cried.
The sight was beautiful, but also heartbreaking.

*I should give them some space.*

I said to Yoo Seora, who was standing beside me:

"Let's step outside for a bit."

She had rushed over after hearing the commotion Lucy caused, but by then the situation was already resolved, and she had been listening to the explanation with Lucy.

"But Allen, the plan..."

She was right—we were supposed to make a plan after explaining the situation, but that seems difficult right now.

"Since Luel has changed her mind, we have some time. Let's start again after they've composed themselves. We'll definitely need Luel's help."

"Alright."

Yoo Seora nodded and headed for the study door.
I followed her, thinking:

*Thank goodness.*

That we could somehow prevent the tragedy.
But still...

"Phew..."

I exhaled the breath I'd been holding.
As soon as we left the study, I said to Yoo Seora:

"Can I lean on your shoulder?"

"Allen?"

"Let's go to my room first."

To be honest, I feel like I could collapse at any moment.

***

Cough.

I coughed up blood into a bucket.

"Allen, are you okay?"

Yoo Seora looked at me with worried eyes.

"I'm fine. At least I won't die..."

But it's very difficult.
When Lucy was about to swing her greatsword at me at the end, I had pushed my Blood Magic—which I hadn't fully mastered yet—to its limit.

"Yoo Seora, could you overload a potion for me?"

Yoo Seora took out a potion from her inventory and overloaded it.
I took it and began gulping it down.
While getting healed by Luel would normally be more effective, drinking the potion was sufficient for treatment.

*I don't want to disturb Luel right now anyway.*

The reconciliation between the sisters was a very important element for our plan.
So I wanted to give them ample time to fully restore their relationship.

"Ugh."

The potion seemed to be taking effect in my body.
I lay down on the bed before losing consciousness.

*I guess there's no helping it.*

My vision gradually blurred.
Somehow, this situation felt similar to what happened in the Reim Kingdom.
But this time, the internal injuries were much milder compared to last time, so I should be able to get up again soon.

*Come to think of it...*

I could see Yoo Seora at the edge of my blurring vision.
I remembered that she had been by my side the last time I collapsed too.

"Yoo Seora."

"Allen?"

"Stay by my side."

Though she could be lacking at times, there was no one I trusted more than her.
If she was by my side, taking a short rest wouldn't be a problem.

"What are you..."

For some reason, I heard Yoo Seora's flustered voice as my eyes closed.
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"What did he just say?"

Yoo Seora blinked.
Allen's last words were definitely strange.

"Stay by my side?"

What could that possibly mean?

"For some reason..."

She felt a bit odd.
Her face was burning hot and her body started to tremble uncontrollably.
As she pondered why she was reacting this way, she finally realized.

"Wait, was that... a confession?"

Stay by my side.

Come to think of it, Elsie was always the one sticking close to him.
She herself had always just orbited around the two of them.
But now...

"Me too?"

Perhaps she had finally reached the same position as Elsie.

"Ugh..."

This was bad.
Just thinking about it made her feel like her brain was about to melt.
Her ears were already burning red and about to burst.

Knock

She even thought she heard strange sounds in her head.

Knock knock

It wasn't coming from inside her head.
Someone was knocking on the door.

"Who could it be?"

Of course, the likely visitors would be Lucy and Luel.
But she couldn't be certain, and even if it was Lucy and Luel, she couldn't completely trust them.
Especially now when Allen was completely defenseless.

So she drew out a Sacred Replicant and asked:

"Who is it?"

A familiar voice answered from the other side of the door.

"Seora? Is Allen in there with you?"

It was Luel's voice.

"He is, but..."

He's collapsed and sleeping.
But Luel's help might be needed.
She'd heard that Luel could use healing magic.

"Would you like to come in?"

"Yes."

The door opened with her answer.
Both Luel and Lucy were standing outside.

"Allen? Why is he..."

Luel seemed to assess Allen's condition after seeing him collapsed on the bed and smelling the blood permeating the room.

"What happened?"

"He said he was fine, but... he drank a potion with Overload and then collapsed."

After hearing this, Luel spoke to Seora, who was still on guard.

"Let me check his condition. If he said he was fine, he probably is, but Blood Magic is always more dangerous than you'd expect."

"But..."

She still didn't know.
Whether she could fully trust Luel.
Allen hadn't yet told her that Luel was completely their ally.

Fortunately, Luel seemed to understand this.

"If you don't fully trust me, I can borrow your hands."

"What?"

"It's not difficult. Just follow my instructions."

"Alright."

If Luel could check Allen's condition without approaching him herself, that would be ideal.
While considering what to do, she felt relieved and waited for Luel's instructions.

"First, unbutton Allen's shirt."

That command was unexpected.

"What?"

"Don't misunderstand. To accurately check his condition, we need proper contact."

When she thought about it, that made sense.
Maybe she was the one being strange.

"I'm sorry."

Yes, for Allen's sake, it couldn't be helped.
She carefully placed her sword beside Allen and reached for his shirt buttons.

"So..."

She first reached for the top button near his neck.
And the moment she grabbed it.

"How do I... unbutton this again?"

Her mind suddenly went blank.
After holding the button for a while, Luel asked with a concerned voice:

"Is there a problem?"

"No, I'm fine."

That helped clear her mind a bit.
Right, forgetting how to unbutton something was ridiculous.
She naturally undid the first button.

"Oh?"

And came face to face with Allen's bare skin.
Of course, it was just a small part, but it was enough stimulation for her.

Flush.

Her heart, which had calmed down while being wary of the twin sisters, started racing again.
At the same time, her hands, which were about to move to the next button, began to tremble.

"Are you sure you're okay?"

"What? Yes, I just have a slight hand tremor..."

Despite her trembling hands, she somehow managed to undo another button.

"Urgh...!"

The lean muscles hidden under Allen's seemingly thin body were revealed.
She had indirectly felt them during their wrestling match before, but seeing them in person was a different experience.

"No, this isn't the time."

She barely regained her composure and undid the next button.

"Ah."

This was her limit.
If she undid any more, her brain might fry.

"Is this enough?"

To which Luel replied:

"I don't think just three buttons will do."

"Then how many..."

"It would be best to undo all of them."

She was doomed.

"I can't."

She decided not to think about anything anymore.
With even the back of her hands turning red, she started undoing the rest of the buttons.

"I can do this."

It's just undoing buttons.
How hard could it be?

...It was hard.
Her fingers kept slipping.
She thought she had pulled the button all the way out, but it slid back in.

But she didn't give up.

"Think about all the battles you've fought, Seora."

Yes, she couldn't surrender to something like this.
Three more, two more, one more...

And finally, she undid all of Allen's buttons.

"Phew..."

See, she could do it.

Just as she was feeling proud of herself:

"Now place your hand on Allen's chest."

"What?"

"I told you at the beginning. We need proper contact."

She thought that might have been mentioned.
Actually, she couldn't remember clearly.

"R-right."

After hesitating briefly, she finally steeled her resolve.

"If it's for Allen..."

She finally placed her hand on his chest.

"Ah."

It was warm.
She could feel his chest muscles moving with each breath.
And beneath that, his heart was beating softly.

"This is hard to endure for long."

She felt strange.
So strange that she thought she might die.

"What should I do next? His heart is beating..."

"Now take my hand with your other hand. I'll check Allen's condition through you."

"Okay."

Since it wasn't an unreasonable request, she took Luel's hand.

"Hmm..."

Luel closed her eyes and said:

"His overall condition seems better than I expected."

"Really?"

"Yes, but just to be sure, move your hand a bit."

"Move my hand?"

"I'd like you to place your hand on various parts of Allen's body, preferably everywhere."

That was a request on a different level from the previous ones.

"Can a human heart beat this fast? Seora, are you sure you're—"

"I'm fine."

But she had to do it.
Allen had fallen asleep trusting her.

"Is this good?"

She slowly began to move her hand.

"Good. Now move it slightly upward from there."

Luel gave her detailed instructions.

"Now downward. A bit more."

After thoroughly examining Allen's upper body, Luel smiled and said:

"He's fine. He's recovering steadily. Given Allen's natural recovery abilities, I don't think I need to intervene further."

"But wouldn't it be better if he received treatment and woke up earlier?"

"Hmm, I'm not sure."

Luel looked at Allen's peaceful sleeping face and said:

"Even with healing magic, mental fatigue can't be healed. He must have accumulated a lot of fatigue while mastering Blood Magic over the past week, so I'd like him to rest for at least a day."

She pointed to the window.

"It's almost evening anyway, so let's let him rest for today. And... judging by how all his muscles are relaxed, it seems he's completely at ease and resting. Such opportunities will be rare in the future."

"He's completely at ease?"

"Yes, probably because you're by his side."

Luel gave a bitter smile.

"Even when I was treating him during his Blood Magic training, he always maintained a minimum level of tension."

Yet now, Allen was sleeping without any tension.
That meant he trusted Seora that much.

"He trusts me?"

She finally understood what Allen meant with his last words.

"So when he asked me to stay by his side..."

That's what he meant.

"I almost misunderstood."

As color finally returned to her face, Luel and Lucy left the room.

"We'll be going now."

Luel was holding a bucket containing the blood Allen had coughed up.

"We'll bring dinner here, and if you need anything..."

She called out to someone in the air.

"Alber."

-Got it. If any suspicious person comes, I should shout again, right?

It was the voice of Allen's ego-sword.
Though not visible, perhaps because it was in the inventory, it seemed it could still speak from there.

"So it should be fine if you need to step out briefly."

"Thank you."

Just as she expressed her gratitude for Luel's consideration:

"Have a good time, sis."

Lucy said with a strange expression just before leaving the room.

"Lucy?"

She was just going to guard Allen, so what did "have a good time" mean?
Not that she disliked the idea.

"Is it actually good?"

Allen's peacefully sleeping face.
As Luel had just said, it wasn't a sight easily seen.
It was also proof that Allen completely trusted her now.

"Then I should live up to that expectation."

She would protect Allen.
Because they were comrades, and future co-owners of the trading company.
And because he was someone precious to her.

She gripped her sword and resumed her vigilance.

***

Night had already begun to fall.
Luel had brought dinner and later collected the empty dishes, and except for brief trips to the bathroom, she had been guarding Allen continuously.

"Mmm..."

Perhaps because her stomach was full, drowsiness began to set in.
Alber spoke to her:

-You can take a short nap if you'd like. I'll wake you if I sense anything.

"No, I can hold out."

With her level of stamina, she could probably go without sleep for two to three days.

-If you say so.

But she did have one question.

"What enemies could even come here?"

This place was hidden by fog.
Of course, she knew less than Allen did, so she couldn't be certain, but as far as she knew, only the twin sisters, Allen, and herself were on this island, so she didn't expect anyone else to appear.

"Still, I shouldn't lower my guard just in case."

Just as she tightened her grip on her sword:

"A presence?"

She suddenly sensed someone outside the door.
The footsteps were heavier than Lucy's or Luel's.

"Who could it be?"

Ch.171 - While Asleep (2)
She rose from her seat and drew her sword from its scabbard.

A low, resonant sound of a blade being unsheathed.
The problem was that the person beyond the door seemed to have heard it too.

"This isn't Allen. Who is it?"

It was a man's voice she'd never heard before.

"Who are you?"

There was no lock on the door.
So it was entirely possible for this unknown man to barge in at any moment.

"Hmm, pardon the intrusion."

Suddenly, she felt a chill flowing through the gap in the door.
At the same time, her entire body stiffened and goosebumps rose on her skin.

*What in the world...!*

She still had no idea who the other person was.
But her senses were screaming that he was incredibly powerful.

*But I have to protect Allen.*

As she tried to force her unwilling body to move and take a stance, the man spoke again.

"Allen is in there too, I see."

Somehow, he had figured out that Allen was inside.

*However he discovered that...*

She put her Seong Yurang into overload.
But at that moment—

-Miss Seora.

Alber called to her.

"Alber?"

-This is an opponent you cannot defeat.

"But whether I can win or not..."

-Besides, he has no hostility toward you.

"No hostility?"

Then a voice came from outside the door.

"I don't know who you are, but that's correct. I just came to talk with Allen."

After saying that, he added:

"But it seems he's resting now. I don't want to disturb him."

In that brief moment, he seemed to have completely assessed Allen's condition.

"Who are you, exactly?"

"I was about to tell you. The name's Schultz. When Allen wakes up, tell him I stopped by."

"Schultz? That Schultz...?"

But the man's footsteps were already fading away.

"Wait, why are you here!"

She rushed desperately toward the door.
And flung it open.

"Please wait—"

But he was already nowhere to be seen.

*Schultz.*

A name without titles, characteristic of Ice Valley.
If that really was his name, there was a good chance he was the man she knew.
A cold-looking man with transparent hair flowing in the wind.

*I saw him when the Raven Guild was attacked by Chaos Beasts.*

Happening to pass by, he had swept away all the Chaos Beasts with just a single sword.
The crazed smile on his face then, along with his appearance covered in blood like a wrathful deity, had been shocking to her.

And to be honest, he was still a frightening man to her.
She had just felt his strength firsthand, after all.
But...

*I never got to thank him.*

She had learned his identity later, but by then he had already risen to the rank of Saint and disappeared.

*I wanted to thank him this time.*

It was disappointing.
Still, now that she knew he was hiding here, there was some possibility of meeting him again.
If necessary, she could ask Allen to relay her thanks.

*For now, I have something much more important.*

She turned back toward where Allen was lying.

-Do you know him?

"Yes, I suppose you could say he's someone I owe a debt to."

That was the extent of their connection.
And she'd had many such connections until now.

The Apostle who had taken her in from the orphanage and raised her.
The Constellation who had helped her become a warrior.
They were all people she had once been indebted to.

*But they've all left me now.*

All she had left was Allen.
Of course, she had admired Elsie for letting Allen go so readily, but when it came down to it, she absolutely didn't want to let Allen go.
Just as he had said to her, she wanted him to stay by her side too.

"Allen."

He wouldn't know.
How anxious she had been all day when left alone at the inn in the Reim Kingdom.
How worried she had been watching Allen go to rescue Elsie.

"It was awful."

Worrying that they might leave her behind in the room and just go.
That Allen might not return from the basement of the White Tower.
Even as she worried, all she could do was believe in him.

*Because that's what being comrades means.*

Needing each other and believing in each other.
But...

*Why can't I be satisfied with just that?*

She wasn't sure when it started.
Maybe it was from watching Elsie and Allen together.
At some point, she definitely became dissatisfied.

-Then tell him directly.

"But Allen already has Elsie..."

Of course, Allen had asked her to stay by his side.
But that was only as a comrade, not as a romantic interest.

-How frustrating. How exactly do you see this man?

"Allen is someone who always has a plan and doesn't easily bend his will..."

-No! You're completely wrong. If there were a god of flexibility, it would be him!

Alber suddenly began passionately arguing with her.

-He's probably the person I've seen change the most while growing. If that weren't the case, he probably wouldn't have survived until now. I'm sorry to make this comparison, but honestly, he's closer to a reed than steel.

"A reed?"

-Forget I said that. Anyway, he's even someone who learned he wasn't himself and just accepted it with an "I see."

It was a statement she couldn't understand.
But she got the general idea.

"So you're saying if I just mention the agreement with Elsie, it'll be fine?"

-That's exactly it!

"So what is that agreement?"

It was Allen's voice.
He had opened his eyes at some point.

"Looks like I slept quite late."

***

"So from what Luel saw, there wasn't anything seriously wrong with my body, but since it was getting late, you decided to just let me rest for today?"

"..."

"And Schultz just said to tell me he came by before leaving?"

"..."

"Seora?"

"Huh?"

This wasn't working.
Seora's current state wasn't normal.

*I'll just assume what I asked about is correct since I was just summarizing.*

As for Schultz, since it was already late at night, it would be better to visit him tomorrow.
So dealing with Seora's condition was the priority.

"Are you feeling sick somewhere?"

Seora shook her head.
With her face flushed bright red, it wasn't very convincing, but if she said she wasn't, then she probably wasn't.
That left only one likely cause.

"Is it because of that agreement with Elsie?"

Seora's face turned even redder.

*So that's it.*

It had been bothering me since I heard about it from Elsie.
Until now, I'd been waiting for Seora to bring it up first.
But thinking about it, given her personality, she probably wouldn't mention it first.

*Then I should ask her directly.*

I asked her:

"Can I know what that agreement was? Or is it something I absolutely shouldn't know?"

"No, it's not exactly that..."

"Anyway, in this state, it could affect our mission. If possible, it would be better to resolve the issue before moving on."

Looking at Lucy and Luel's case, and considering that Seora had found out about my relationship with Elsie, it was clear.
If people are close, secrets will eventually come out.

*But if it festers too long, the wound can get worse.*

It's better to cut it out as soon as possible.
Though I wouldn't force it if she refused.

Fortunately, Seora nodded.

"Alright, I'll tell you."

"Thank you."

After hesitating for a moment, Seora said with a bright red face:

"It's about... w-wrestling..."

"Wrestling?"

Why was wrestling suddenly coming up here?

"Not just wrestling, but the ancient wrestling of the Reim Kingdom."

"The one where you hug each other tightly?"

"No, Elsie said that wasn't it. She said you deliberately taught it wrong, and that if I asked you to teach me properly, you would."

What was this about?

"Elsie said that?"

"Yes, she said you'd be lonely when she left. And when that time came, I should..."

That was definitely strange.
I couldn't imagine Elsie saying such things.

*Though it's true I'm lonely.*

Even now, I want to see Elsie again soon.
But for the sake of the mission, I could endure that temporary loneliness.
So...

"Seora, you don't need to force yourself. Just because Elsie ordered it doesn't mean you have to—"

"It wasn't an order. It was an agreement."

"An agreement?"

"I'm not forcing myself, Allen. I..."

At some point, despite her expression, her eyes had turned red.

*Ah.*

I realized.
Elsie hadn't been considerate of me, but had noticed Seora's feelings long ago and was being considerate of her.

"Seora?"

At that moment, she turned away as if trying to hide her expression.
And she started walking quickly to leave the room.

"Seora!"

The thought that I needed to stop her flashed through my mind.
Maybe it overlapped with the image of her I saw on the school rooftop that day.
Of course, she wouldn't make the same extreme choice as then, but if I let her go now, the atmosphere between us might become irreparable for a while.

*Wind Authority.*

So I caught her.

"I'm sorry, I'm sorry... I didn't understand your feelings."

"You don't need to apologize. I'm the one who was wrong. Even knowing you had Elsie, I still..."

"It doesn't matter. If Elsie really did make that request, then your happiness comes first for me."

I also knew that Seora wouldn't lie about something like this.
And Elsie herself had mentioned the agreement too.
So the agreement probably did exist.

If that was the case, there was no problem with me accepting Seora's feelings.

"I'll teach you."

"Allen?"

"The wrestling that only people who love each other do."

Seora's face began to flush hot.
I was already worried seeing her like this, but first I took her to the bed and laid her down.

"Just a moment..."

There was something bothering me.

-I am, well... yes, a tree. Think of me as a talking steel branch.

If that's what he said, then that's what he was.
It wasn't like I could do anything about him anyway.

"Allen?"

"It was nothing."

I carefully took her hand as she lay on the bed.
I was already familiar with this from my experience with Elsie, but still, since everyone is different, I needed to be careful.

"Seora."

As I called her name, Seora smiled awkwardly and said:

"Could you call me Seora without the family name from now on?"

Now that she mentioned it, that was true.
Until now, I had been conscious of our relationship as comrades and deliberately used her full name, but there was no need for that anymore.

"Seora."

Now she looked satisfied.
I said to her:

"You know what? The tight hugging isn't exactly wrong."

And then I embraced her.
The night was long, and we wouldn't have another opportunity to share body heat like this for a while.

"It's just not all there is to it."

"Can you teach me everything?"

"I'll try my best."

Sorry, but everything might be a bit difficult.
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*Crack*

A strange sound came from somewhere.
Is this really okay?

*It should be fine, right?*

Worst case, I could just get Luel to heal me with her magic.
If someone asks how this happened, I'll just honestly say we were wrestling and...

*Speaking of Yoo Seora, or rather, Seora...*

She was still sleeping peacefully.
Well, she must be tired after staying by my side yesterday, and after all that commotion throughout the night.

*I wonder if she's really okay.*

I just realized something.
How she reacted when she showed me wrestling last time.
And it was clearly evident last night too.

*Isn't her taste a bit too unique...*

Getting bent, pinned down.
At first I wasn't sure if this was right, but as I got drawn into her strange reactions, I later found myself naturally bending her joints.

*She'll be fine, right? She's a warrior after all.*

A warrior's body has fundamentally different strength than an ordinary person's.
Though that doesn't mean they feel less pain.

*It simply means she's a pervert.*

She was troublesome in a different way from Elsie, who pounces on me like she's going to devour me.

*Well then...*

Let me think about today's tasks.

Strategy meeting.
Blood Magic training.
Conversation with Schultz.

Of course, I don't know what else might come up.
But I knew what needed to be prioritized.

*Schultz.*

I'm not sure why he came looking for me.
But considering he's been quiet all this time, the reason he personally sought me out couldn't be trivial.

I carefully slipped out of bed so as not to wake Seora.
Then, pulling a fresh shirt from my inventory, I thought:

*How can I increase my stamina...*

***

*Is this the place?*

I had already explored the library's structure.
And this was the only room that showed signs of occupancy while not being used by Lucy, Luel, or Seora.

*Well then...*

I knocked on the door and said:

"It's Allen. I heard you were looking for me."

Then Schultz's voice came from inside.

"Come in."

I opened the door and entered.

*The room...*

There was no furniture visible in the room.
Only Schultz sat cross-legged in the center.

"Sorry there's nowhere to sit."

"It's fine."

I sat down on the floor in front of him.

"So, why were you looking for me yesterday?"

"Because I had something to tell you. And something to apologize for."

"Apologize?"

That was quite surprising.
I couldn't think of anything he needed to apologize to me for.

"Yes, I've been hiding in fear all this time."

There was a sense of determination in his expression as he spoke.

"But if you're truly determined not to give up and face the Pontiff..."

I immediately sensed that I had gained another ally.
He would surely make a good comrade.
However, his next words were somewhat different from my expectations.

"We will kill the Pontiff instead."

"What?"

"Going after the Pontiff is too dangerous. So we, who have already lost comrades to her, will take on that risk. You don't need to."

It was his way of being considerate.
But it was also arrogant.

"No, we want to help too. We need to increase our chances as much as possible right now."

"...Do you really think you'll be of any help?"

"Surely even a little..."

That's when it happened.
Suddenly, a cold whirlwind surrounded him.
At the same time, something fell before my eyes.

It was a few strands of my bangs.

*What is this...*

As I stood there bewildered, Schultz spoke casually:

"Just now, I could have taken your head."

A chilling sensation ran down my neck at his words.

"Don't misunderstand. When I called myself a has-been, it was by the standards of facing the cult, not by your standards."

His threat had made that abundantly clear.
Besides, as the former second-ranked warrior, it was natural for him to possess such power.
But there was still one reason I couldn't back down.

"I may not be much help, but I have a reason why I must go."

"A reason you must go?"

"Yes, there's something I absolutely need to ask the Pontiff."

His expression hardened at that.

"Something to ask? What is it?"

The Pontiff might know something about the predicted apocalypse.
So rather than just killing her, I wanted to somehow extract information from her.

*I can't tell him it's about the predicted apocalypse though.*

As Luel said, knowledge of the predicted apocalypse is dangerous.

"You can't tell me? Well, it doesn't matter."

Schultz spoke firmly to me as I remained silent.

"There won't be any opportunity to ask her anything. If we get even the slightest chance, we must end her immediately."

It seemed difficult to persuade him with the reason that I needed to ask the Pontiff something.

*Then I'll have to use my last option*

It was a method I was planning to propose to him even if he hadn't approached me first.

"Then we'll have to make ourselves useful to you."

"Have you forgotten already? You can't..."

"The Sword of the Royal Family. Aren't you underestimating its existence too much?"

Elsie with the Sword of the Royal Family is undoubtedly strong.
With a bit more skill, she could certainly challenge even saint-level opponents.

"But one person isn't enough."

"Then what about the Sword of Roses too?"

Finally, his expression changed.

"We're planning to execute the rescue operation for Gwen Ridwald by next week at the latest. If we succeed, we can increase our strength through the Sword of Roses while also proving my abilities."

"So you're asking me to wait just one week?"

"That's right. Whether you refuse or not, I intend to join your battle."

He stared into my eyes for a while before speaking.

"You're crazy. But..."

He gave his characteristic eerie smile.

"I like it. If you were a Demon King, I'd want to kill you by any means necessary."

That was probably a compliment.
It must be.

"So you accept my proposal?"

"You're going to follow regardless of whether I accept or not."

"That's true."

He laughed as if in disbelief, then closed his eyes.
Wrapping cold air around himself, he said:

"Then get out of here. Come back after you rescue your comrade first."

"Of course."

I got up.
As he said, I had no time to waste now.
Further conversation with him would have to wait until after rescuing Gwen.

***

After meeting with Schultz, I arrived at the dining hall.
Seora was already there.

"Allen?"

Her face turned red when she saw me.

"Looks like you slept well."

I greeted her casually.
She nodded with a flushed face and asked me:

"Where did you go?"

"I just met with Schultz."

"Already?"

"What do you mean, already?"

She thought for a moment and said:

"I owe him a favor from before."

Ah.
That's right.
When her caravan was attacked by Chaos Beasts, he was the one who defeated them all.

"Did you want to thank him?"

"Yes, but it happened so long ago that he probably doesn't even remember..."

A simple thank you shouldn't be a problem.

"Anyway, if our operation succeeds, he's agreed to join us. Schultz, Stella, and his other comrades too."

Seora looked surprised.

"Really?"

"Of course."

Luel had apparently been listening to our conversation as well.

"You keep accomplishing things I never imagined possible."

She said while bringing food.

"I never thought you could persuade that old recluse."

To be precise, it wasn't persuasion.
It was more of a unilateral declaration.

"By the way..."

Lucy, who was munching on food across the table, spoke up.

"Sister Seora, you look like you have great color today."

"Color?"

Seora looked puzzled.
Lucy gave her a mischievous look and said:

"Last night must have been pretty good, huh?"

Seora's face turned so red I was worried about her.

"L-last night nothing..."

Leaving her malfunctioning, I called Lucy's name.

"Lucy."

When I glared at her, Lucy reluctantly turned away.

"Tch."

She probably realized I was a match for her after our previous confrontation.
And just then, Luel joined in on the attack against her sister.

"But sis, don't you have a man? You must have met many while traveling around."

This time it was Lucy's face that turned red.

"Luel, you! Do you think I travel around just to meet men? Besides, no one wants someone who reeks of Chaos Beast blood like you."

"But sis, you're an adult now. Shouldn't you be seeing someone?"

"I just turned twenty! It's natural not to have anyone yet! Besides, I'm married to adventure, so I don't need a man!"

The two seemed to be bickering, but considering they wouldn't even do that before, they'd clearly grown closer.

*I was right to give them time.*

Though the atmosphere did seem to be getting a bit heated.

"Really? But sis, you don't even like adventure that much."

"That may be true... but you're an adult now too. Are you okay without a man?"

"Me? I..."

Luel's cheeks turned red.
I think it was the first time I'd seen her embarrassed.
Even Lucy seemed surprised by Luel's reaction.

"Luel? What's wrong with you?"

Just then, Alber's voice rang out.

-Master, this is not good at all.

*What's not good?*

-Personally, I don't care for mindless harems...

Alber was suddenly saying something incomprehensible.
But I could sort of understand what he meant.

*No way?*

No, that can't be possible.

-Don't deny reality.

*Then what should I do?*

-First of all, pretending not to notice like you're doing now is not a good approach.

That's certainly true.
I learned how that approach ends through my experiences with Elsie and Seora.
As a result, I became responsible for both Elsie and Seora.

So I needed to prevent adding one more person here.

Alber offered a solution.

-Reject her firmly.

But there was one issue with that solution.

*What if our assumption is wrong?*

-No, I'm quite certain, but...

Alber, who was about to say that, suddenly sighed and said:

-Well, can't be helped. Just repeat after me.

As expected of Alber.
He had a plan.

-The truth is...

"The truth is..."

-I'm g—

"G..."

I pulled Alber out of my inventory.

-Master? But this is the only way...

*Don't cross the line.*

Then I casually overloaded him.

-Argh!

Alber started screaming.
My sudden action seemed to have startled everyone else.

"Allen? What are you doing at the dining table?!"

Lucy shouted as if scolding me.

"Is it an enemy?"

Luel began scanning the surroundings.

"If it's strong enough to make Allen overload Alber...!"

Seora also overloaded her Sacred Replicant while looking around.
The dining hall instantly turned into chaos.

Meanwhile, Alber started making strange noises.

-Ugh! My blade is getting sensitive! If anything touches me, I'll shatter!

I'm not sure if he reflected on his actions.
But since he was making sounds I didn't want to hear, I decided to release the overload.

-Heuugh.

I threw the strange-sounding sword back into my inventory.
Then I apologized to everyone who had already risen from their seats.

"I'm sorry for the disturbance."

At least thanks to that, we moved past the awkward topic.
It would be better to think more about Luel's situation.
Besides, we only had Alber's suspicion so far.

Now there was something more important.

"Let's start discussing the rescue operation for Gwen in earnest."

Ch.173 - Operation Meeting (2)
# Operation to Rescue Gwen

This time, just like in the Reim Kingdom, we needed a delicate operation.
Though I was certainly stronger now than I was then, this time our opponent was a bit different.

"First, we need to establish one thing."

So before planning the operation, I set one precondition.

"In this operation, we'll inevitably have to face warriors, but unless absolutely unavoidable, we operate on the premise of not harming them."

Lucy frowned at this.

"Isn't that too soft? There will probably be many high-ranking warriors on the Central Island."

Yes, this precondition might seem like arrogance.
Even without certainty that we could win against high-ranking warriors at full strength, fighting while trying to spare them would be an extremely difficult path.

"But if we kill them, it might be easier now, but things will get harder later."

"What do you mean?"

"We might be able to change public opinion."

The current public opinion that brands me as a traitor.
While completely reversing it might be impossible, at least creating doubt might be possible.
And the way to do that was to show them I'm on their side.

"Once we get the Sword of Roses and rescue Gwen, I plan to strike against the Demon King's forces."

With Gwen wielding the Sword of Roses, it should be possible.
At least it was in the Hundred Braves.
With Gwen with the Sword of Roses, Yoo Seora with her sword build, Lucy, and myself, we'd have enough power to drive out the Demon Kings stationed in the Central Sea Islands.

"If we harm the warriors in this process, our plan to change public opinion will be ruined."

"But what can we gain from slightly shifting public opinion in our current situation?"

Well...

"We might not gain much, but the Pontiff will lose a lot."

Luel was the one who answered that question.

"As I've mentioned before, the Pontiff's power base consists of two main elements. One is the warriors, and the other is the Apostle Council."

She wiggled her middle finger from her two outstretched fingers as she spoke.

"Of these, the warriors make up most of the Pontiff's power due to their sheer numbers. But they're not blindly loyal followers of the Pontiff; they're just following orders. That's why they're influenced by public opinion."

She folded her middle finger.
Then wiggled her index finger.

"Of course, the Apostle Council won't be affected by public opinion at all. They're a group that blindly follows the Pontiff. Plus, they're quite powerful in combat, having somehow subdued the number one ranked warrior. But..."

"Just excluding the warriors to some extent would be a significant achievement."

If we could completely turn the warriors against her, that would be ideal, but that was unrealistic.

"Hmm, I understand for now."

After hearing this far, Lucy reluctantly nodded and asked.

"So, are you prepared for the consequences? Despite thinking about the future, this decision could cost one of us our lives."

To her question, I nodded with a serious expression.

"I've been prepared since I convinced you all to stop the world's destruction."

But I added one thing.

"However, if your life is in danger, you can ignore this premise. I said it already—unless it's unavoidable..."

Of course, it would be good if we could change public opinion.
But that wasn't as important as my comrades' lives.
Apart from personal matters, every one of my current comrades was an irreplaceable part of our fighting force.

"Now let's move on to the specific operation."

Having established our basic policy, it was time to formulate the plan.

"Sis, the map."

Lucy pulled out a large map from her inventory as Luel requested.
It was a detailed map of the Central Sea Islands.
I looked for three locations on the map.

"First, here's the Library Island where we are."

Around the Library Island, the approximate range of the fog was marked.
My finger moved through the fog toward the center of the Central Sea Islands.
There, the largest island in the Central Sea Islands was located.

"And here is the Central Island where the Sword of Roses is sealed."

My finger then moved to an island a bit farther away.

"Finally, here is the Prison Island where Gwen is being held."

Central Island and Prison Island.
These two islands were the most important.
The order in which we approached them was crucial.

"Should we rescue Gwen from Prison Island first, or obtain the Sword of Roses from Central Island first...?"

This part was a bit complicated.

"Actually, there are problems either way."

Currently, most of the warriors' forces are stationed on islands surrounding Central Island.
So if we raid Prison Island first to rescue Gwen, the warriors will gather at Central Island, making it difficult to break through.
The warriors might not know about the Sword of Roses being there, but the place already has many troops and is geographically easy to gather at.

Conversely, if we strike Central Island first, we might be able to get the Sword of Roses with the element of surprise.
But the problem was that it would be relatively easy for the warriors to predict where I would head next after obtaining it.
If I headed to Prison Island after getting the Sword of Roses, Prison Island would likely be prepared.

After discussing the problems with both approaches, Luel said:

"If we had an exceptionally fast means of transportation, it might be possible..."

"Actually, about that..."

Then Seora raised another issue.

"What if they take Gwen as a hostage?"

That was certainly a troublesome point.
But I had something in mind.

"Then we'll take the Central Sea Islands as our hostage."

It wasn't a very warrior-like approach, but it couldn't be helped.

"What do you mean?"

I answered Lucy, who was confused by this vague plan.

"The barrier stone of the Central Sea Islands should be in the deepest part of Central Island. We'll need to penetrate to the deepest part to steal the Sword of Roses anyway."

"But while we're holding that hostage, won't we be stuck on Central Island?"

That was a sharp observation.
But I had thought about that too.

"Then we'll move Central Island toward Prison Island."

This time, Luel looked surprised.

"You don't mean..."

"Yes, I'm going to use part of the world destruction plan."

Using that, we could directly move Central Island itself, where the barrier stone is located.

"That would certainly satisfy the need for fast transportation, but wait a moment..."

Luel took out a pencil and started drawing something on the map.
She measured the distance from Central Island to the barrier and drew a new circle with the same radius using Prison Island as the axis.

"This is where the barrier would be if we moved Central Island to Prison Island."

Given the considerable distance from Central Island to Prison Island, the barrier would move quite a bit.
But only a few islands would end up outside the barrier.

"And they're all islands located in the foggy waters."

The foggy waters were uninhabited except for us on Library Island due to the danger of zero visibility.
So it wouldn't matter much if those islands left the barrier.

"On the other hand..."

Her finger moved to islands that would newly enter the barrier when the island moved.

"These islands are where the Demon King's army is currently stationed."

That was also part of my plan.
To draw the Demon Kings inside the barrier and weaken them.

My own recollection of the Central Sea Islands map was vague, but Luel's calculations made it precise.

"Moving an island..."

"But if we succeed..."

Seora and Lucy seemed surprised by the unexpected plan but were also accepting it.
Now only Luel remained.

"Luel, can you do it?"

In the end, only she, who had originally devised the world destruction plan, could move the island.
Handling the complex mechanisms in the deepest part of Central Island would be impossible without the knowledge of the Sage of Water.
That's why even the Demon Kings depended on her for this plan.

Fortunately, Luel nodded.

"Of course."

With this, our general plan was complete.
All that remained was to work out the details.

"Now let's plan how to infiltrate to the deepest part, and how to hold out while moving the island to Prison Island."

Working out the detailed operation took much longer than the general plan we had just established.
Luel was a great help in this process.

"This area might be blocked off despite what the map shows, given the residential characteristics."

"And consider the slope based on the contour lines."

She carefully caught details that I might have missed.
In response to her points, Seora, Lucy, and I came up with countermeasures.

"For moderate obstacles, I have the power of wind, and Lucy has her physical specs, so we'll be fine. As for Seora... she'll probably just smash through if necessary."

"What about me? Come to think of it, I probably can't keep up with your speed even without obstacles."

"For Luel... should Lucy carry you?"

But naturally, there were disagreements.

"But I use a two-handed sword, so carrying Luel would be difficult."

"That's true. Then a one-handed sword user should carry her."

"Right. How about you carry her?"

Lucy pointed at me.

"Me? I don't mind, but..."

But Seora seemed to mind.

"I'll carry her instead."

"Seora?"

"I have more strength, and Allen uses a bow too."

That made sense too.
Except for one problem.

Luel pointed out that problem.

"Given your current role, Yoo Seora, you'll mainly be confronting other warriors outside the deepest part."

"That's right?"

"Then it would be better if either your sister or Allen, who will be penetrating to the center of Central Island, carries me."

Luel ultimately needed to reach the deepest part of Central Island with me.
So it seemed there was only one choice.

"Then I'll carry you."

"That seems best."

Yoo Seora finally nodded in agreement.
She knew how to separate personal feelings from the mission.

The strategy meeting continued after that, and we decided to wrap it up after sunset.

"Let's finish here for now."

"Isn't this enough?"

Lucy said, sounding tired.
Luel scolded her:

"No, there are still insufficient parts. But let's think about them as we go. We still have quite some time before the operation begins."

She was right.
There was still almost a week left before the operation would begin.
During that time, I needed to raise my Blood Magic proficiency as much as possible.

"Luel."

Luel looked at me and sighed before saying:

"You're not planning to rest, I see. Alright."

As she said, I planned to focus solely on training without rest from now on.

"I'm counting on you."
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"Blood Magic."

I could distinctly feel the blood in my right arm.
If I wanted to use this in actual combat, I couldn't afford any delay.

I immediately swung my sword.

Slash.

That strike was much faster and stronger than when I had only imbued it with the power of wind.

"Good."

While I'd been managing to compensate for speed with the power of wind, strength had been a problem since losing Gravitus Replicant.
But now that issue was somewhat resolved.

"As for internal damage..."

I couldn't feel much from just one swing.
Anyway, if Luel accompanies me, she could cast healing magic in real-time, so I probably don't need to worry too much.
And apparently my lifespan, though not infinite due to being mixed-blood, was quite long.

"This should be enough."

Luel spoke to me with admiration.

"Even if it's just your right arm, I didn't expect you to master Blood Magic in just two weeks."

"It was possible because I had an excellent teacher."

"Well, that's true, but it would have been impossible without your abnormal training regimen."

Is that so?
I had been training until I coughed blood for days, even cutting back on sleep, but I never thought of it as abnormal.
Wasn't it just appropriate training for the current situation?

"It's definitely not normal. If you were an ordinary human, you would have already exhausted your lifespan and died."

She said while examining my physical condition.

"Only about 10% of your lifespan. That's being generous, but that's all you've lost. Fascinating indeed."

She placed her hands on various parts of my body with curious eyes.
Then she casually asked:

"Could I possibly dissect you later?"

"Dissect?"

"Yes, the risk would probably be lower than your current training."

No matter what, I didn't want to be dissected alive.

"Is that really necessary?"

"No, not necessary, just curiosity."

That was somewhat reassuring.

"No."

"That's a shame."

She seemed genuinely disappointed.
A bit scary.

"Well, we should get on board now."

Seora and Lucy were already on the ship.
Lucy appeared to be fiddling with various devices on the vessel, while Seora had been giving us sharp looks for a while.
Probably because Luel had been touching me all over.

"Though she's never directly said anything about it."

Well, Luel's touches weren't for personal reasons.
Most were to check my physical condition.

"Everyone's aboard, shall we depart?"

Lucy, standing at the helm, asked when we were all on board.
Before answering, I asked everyone:

"Is everyone fully prepared?"

This probably wouldn't be an easy fight.
It never has been.

It was like that when I defeated the Demon King for the first time.
It was like that when I crossed swords with Libero.
Most recently, it was like that when I saved the Reim Kingdom.

Victory was never certain in these critical moments, but I've overcome all of them so far.
And now I was facing another major hurdle.
I didn't even know what awaited beyond this challenge.

But...

"There's no reason to give up in advance."

Seong Yurang is watching.
Not just him, but many people from Earth as well.
And above all... I don't want to give up.

"Gwen."

I promised to meet her again.
I told the Sword of Roses not to worry.

I could still see it clearly.
That small but sturdy back that walked ahead when I first began my journey.
Her eyes, filled with sadness because she couldn't fulfill her wish, which was smaller and more ordinary than anyone else's.

As I was thinking about this:

"I'm ready."

"Me too."

-I'm also rea-

Fortunately, everyone seemed prepared.
Naturally, I was ready too.

"Good, let's go."

-Aren't you going to wait for me?

"You're already prepared anyway."

-That's true, but...

With a rumbling sound, the ship began to move forward.

The foggy sea where nothing was visible ahead.
After sailing for quite some time, the ship finally emerged from the fog.
Then the true appearance of the Central Sea Islands came into view.

The Central Island directly ahead, and the Prison Island a bit further away.
Looking at Prison Island, I said in my heart:

"I'm coming to save you now, Gwen."

However, for our plan, we needed to stop at Central Island first.

"Lucy."

Everyone was already familiar with the plan.
There was no reason to slow down.

"Full speed ahead."

"Got it."

She pulled the lever with all her might.

***

Prison Island.
It was known as the "Warriors' Prison," where warriors who committed serious crimes were mainly incarcerated.
As such, it was thoroughly equipped with devices to contain warriors with strong powers and well-defended against external intrusions.

That's why Prison Island was also called "the island from which escape is absolutely impossible."

Inside Prison Island, a voice echoed through the corridor.

"Hey, rookie. Not paying attention?"

It was the voice of a senior guard handing over duties to a new guard.

"I'm sorry."

"You think sorry cuts it? No one's going to be responsible for your life here."

Warriors are dangerous even with their limbs bound and magic sealed.
Even a moment's carelessness could lead to a major incident.

"I'll stay alert."

"Good, that's what I want to hear. The area ahead houses S-class prisoners."

Even for a veteran like him, entering that area made him break into a cold sweat.
So before going in, he needed to discipline the rookie.

"Put on your gas mask now."

After confirming the rookie had put on his gas mask, he also put on his own.
Then he carefully unlocked the S-class detention area.

Hissss...

The sound of gas flowing from inside.
This gas was a kind of psychoactive agent, used to make the imprisoned warriors lethargic.
Of course, it couldn't subdue them completely, but it was meant to neutralize any will to escape.

"Look carefully and remember. If you notice any changes in these guys, report immediately."

"Understood."

"Don't just answer, take something out and write it down."

Watching the rookie take out a notebook from his pocket, he began his explanation.

"First, this guy. Kelan Rublin. A possessor of tremendous water magic and..."

"The one from the Sak-Central Sea Islands gate collapse incident."

"You know your stuff. That happened before you were even born."

He smiled behind his gas mask at the rookie's unexpectedly knowledgeable response.

"More knowledgeable than I thought."

If he could just fix his scattered attention, he'd make a fine guard.
With that assessment, he continued explaining about the inmates.

Then:

"Hm? Who's this little kid?"

They had stopped in front of the cell of the most recent inmate.
Inside was a red-haired girl huddled in the corner.
She looked too young to be a serious criminal.

But the senior guard said:

"Little kid? Despite appearances, she's a veteran warrior with ten years of experience. Ended up here for choosing the wrong companion."

"Companion?"

"Allen Plake. You know, that con man who deceived the Pontiff. Apparently she was his companion. The guy himself has disappeared without a trace, so I don't know if she really considered him a companion."

"But is that enough to warrant S-class imprisonment?"

"Well, if we're just talking about her alone, probably not..."

He pointed to a door further beyond the S-class detention area.
Beyond that door, after unlocking several complex locks...

"EX-class detention area. Allen Plake will probably be imprisoned there after his trial in Hylen."

"I didn't know there was an EX-class detention area."

"Well, we don't really need to know about it. The warden personally patrols that area."

Even this S-class detention area was quite frightening for him, who only had the combat ability of an average warrior.
Still, it was a more stable and less dangerous job than hunting Chaos Beasts.
But the EX-class detention area was said to have different air inside.

Not just that gas flowed there like here, but that the air itself felt different.
And only the warden, a current Sacred-rank warrior, could naturally enter and exit that space.

"Let's head back out now."

This was enough for the S-class detention area patrol.

"I'll report that everything is nor-"

For some reason, the rookie's condition seemed a bit strange.

"Rookie?"

He was standing still, seemingly lost in thought.
He was clearly distracted by something again.

"Didn't I tell you to stay alert?"

The moment he placed his hand on the rookie's shoulder:

"Huh?"

He felt a strange sensation in his right arm.
Simultaneously, red, warm liquid splashed before his eyes.

"Damn it... who are you?!"

He drew the sword at his waist with his left arm.
But his sword was also deflected by the rookie's blade.

"Ugh!"

The rookie said to him:

"What do you mean who? I'm the Demon King."

What kind of situation was this?
He knew that guards here went through strict selection and long "education" by the Apostle Association.
And it should have been obvious during that process whether someone was a Demon King or not.

"Well, thanks for the tour."

No, perhaps nothing was certain.
Given the long-standing confrontation with Demon Kings in the Central Sea Islands, variables could certainly emerge.

"But you're the one who needs to pay attention."

The figure swung his sword one last time.
It was an unstoppable strike.

Clang!

If not for someone else's intervention.

"Step back."

The resonating voice through a gas mask accompanied the sound of swords clashing.
The figure was wearing a black cloak that fluttered.
And on that cloak was a star symbolizing Sacred-rank.

"Warden?"

The guard tied his bleeding right sleeve with his left hand while retreating as instructed.

"No choice then."

Realizing his opponent was the Sacred-rank warrior warden, the Demon King began transforming his body.
But the warden didn't remain idle either.

Hissss

An enormous amount of steam suddenly escaped through the exhaust valve of his gas mask.
Simultaneously, his sword was swung.

Slash.

With that mechanical strike, the Demon King's tough body was cut through too easily.

Hiss

Steam blasting through the exhaust valve again.
Each time, his body moved with superhuman motion, like a steam engine.

"What is this..."

He dismembered the Demon King in an instant.
Why was such a person confined to a place like this?

Huff. Huff.

Only the sound of heavy breathing from inside the gas mask echoed through the S-class detention area.
Then the warden muttered:

"Damn it. What is the Pontiff planning? This is why I said I'm not good at prolonged battles..."

It was clearly a forbidden curse against the Pontiff according to the cult's regulations.
Yet the warden was uttering those words without hesitation.

"I didn't hear anything."

Just as he thought that:

"Oh, you're still here."

The warden turned his head to look at him.
But he couldn't read his eyes through the gas mask.
All he could do was beg.

"I'm sorry. Please spare me."

"What did I say?"

"Nothing, you didn't say anything."

"That's right."

Thank goodness.
It seemed he would be spared for now.

Click, click.

Meanwhile, the warden approached him.
He picked up the guard's severed arm.

"This is your arm, right?"

When he nodded, the warden placed the arm against the cut surface.
In his other hand, he was holding a potion that he had taken out at some point.

"This will be quite painful."

At that moment, as the potion seeped into the cut surface of the arm, an excruciating pain washed over him.

"Argh!"

The warden easily lifted him with one arm as he collapsed.
He was losing consciousness from the pain.
Only the murmuring voice of a girl reached his ears.

"Allen Plake..."

That voice, devoid of reason, sounded like the sleep-talking of an innocent girl.

"You promised we'd meet again..."

Ch.175 - Central Island Conquest (1)
The Central Sea Islands.
A coastal outpost near the Central Island.

*Finally, the sun is setting.*

A soldier, steeped in boredom, shivered.
He had been waiting for this moment all day.
The setting sun meant it was time for the shift change.

*Today was another terrible shift.*

He had always worked as a guard, but recently, with the prolonged standoff against the Demon Kings, his working hours had increased dramatically.
They had tightened security by increasing the number of guards on duty simultaneously.
Of course, the total security force remained the same.

*What should I eat for dinner tonight?*

Regardless, his thoughts here were mostly peaceful.
After all, he was responsible for watching the direction of the Foggy Waters.
The Foggy Waters were in the opposite direction from the islands outside the barrier where the Demon Kings had set up camp, and due to the impenetrable fog, hardly any ships passed through.

So he spent his days simply watching the peaceful sea.

*I wonder when the next guard will arrive...*

Today seemed a bit different, though.

*Huh?*

Suddenly, a ship appeared through the fog.
It was a mechanical vessel approaching at considerable speed.

*That blue mechanical ship is...*

He recognized the vessel.

*The twin sisters' ship?*

Of course, since the older sister was a warrior who mainly traveled abroad, and the younger sister had been chosen as the Sage of Water and stayed at the Library Island in the Foggy Waters, it wasn't common to see their ship.
He hadn't seen it many times either, but the twins were famous among the Central Sea Islands residents, so the memory remained clear.

Whoever it was, he needed to inspect the vessel.

*What a bother.*

Though annoyed at the next guard who hadn't yet arrived, he reluctantly descended from the outpost and activated a small patrol vessel.
Then he steered toward the approaching blue ship.

As the mechanical ship drew closer, he pulled a lever.

Blink, blink, blink.

The signal light began flashing, indicating that the ship should stop.
The blue vessel responded by reducing speed and coming to a halt.

"I'll need to conduct an inspection."

He called out, then attached a ladder and climbed aboard the blue ship.
Two figures were standing on the deck.

*The one at the helm must be the older sister, and the one sitting behind must be the younger one.*

He had seen the older sister once before, but this seemed to be his first time seeing the younger one.

*The younger one is quite impressive too.*

He already knew about the older sister's famous beauty, but he had always imagined the younger one would look rather gloomy.
However, seeing her in person, she had a bright, intelligent face with beautiful features.

"Is it just the two of you?"

"What about it?"

Lucy at the helm answered.
Her tone was somewhat rough, but that was typical of seafarers in the Central Sea Islands, so it wasn't particularly offensive.

"Then I'll need to inspect the cargo."

He found the door leading below deck and opened it.
Though the setting sun provided some light, it was still dark inside.
However...

"Is there a problem?"

Luel's question came from behind him.
It was an ordinary question, but for some reason, it sent chills down his spine.

"No, there's nothing here."

It wasn't a lie.
There was no need to lie anyway.
Despite the darkness, he could tell the space was completely empty.

*I felt something strange though...*

An atmosphere, or perhaps a smell.
There was something in that space that he had never experienced before.
Well, it was probably just his imagination.

"You're clear to pass through."

***

*He's gone.*

I released the Night Veil effect that had been covering Yoo Seora and me.
Night Veil had a limited duration, which was why I had to end it.
Of course, the Central Island was quite bright even from a distance, limiting the effectiveness of Night Veil, but it could still be useful occasionally.

But...

"Seora."

"Yes?"

"I'm sorry, but..."

Her hand, which had been holding mine to receive the Night Veil effect, was squeezing very tightly.
And due to her strength being greater than mine, it was quite painful.

"Oh, sorry."

She hurriedly released my hand.

"It's okay."

I understood that she couldn't help being tense.

"Lucy, how's the harbor?"

Lucy answered:

"Just as I remember. It's bright."

As expected.
We had easily penetrated the sea security using Night Veil because of the darkness.
But it wouldn't be the same on land.

*We'll be subject to identity checks as soon as we land.*

In that case, while I could somewhat alter my appearance using optical modulation, Seora would be caught.
There was only one option left.

*A frontal assault.*

Somehow this had become my specialty.
And in this operation, Seora would be the one to kick things off.

"Are you ready?"

Seora nodded.
With little time left before reaching the dock, Seora and I pulled up the hoods attached to our cloaks.

Rumble, rumble, rumble.

The rhythmic vibration of the ship.
Meanwhile, our atmosphere was tense and motionless.

Splash, splash.

From outside, we could hear waves beginning to crash against the shore.
A sign that we were approaching our destination.

"We'll be arriving shortly."

Luel's voice confirmed what we already knew.
It was about to begin.

I silently took Seora's hand again.

"Allen?"

She looked at me in the darkness, surprised.

"Don't die," I told her.

Of course, the principle was to capture warriors alive no matter what crimes they had committed.
They might be needed in the worst-case scenario.
But situations where killing became necessary did exist.

*For example, when not killing means you'll die yourself.*

Seora's role in this operation was intimidation.
Not just pretending, but making the opponent feel their life was truly in danger.
Paradoxically, this was the most effective way to avoid combat and harm to the warriors.

But it was also the most dangerous role.
While few would have the courage to attack her first, I couldn't guarantee that no one would.
And there was no guarantee she wouldn't die if someone did.

We were lucky in the Reim Kingdom.
Everyone risked their lives in that operation, but in the end, no one died.
However, there was no guarantee we'd be lucky this time.

*This time, someone might really die.*

This might be the last time I feel this warmth.
But...

"Now you tell me?" Seora asked.

"Weren't you already prepared?"

I was.
I had been prepared for that possibility for a long time.
But anxiety was a separate matter.

*I'm only human, after all.*

This was different from the playful battle during the graduation competition.
In a real situation, even I naturally feel tense.
Considering how I froze in front of a dying wolf, this is actually remarkable progress.

"Of course I'm prepared. I just needed some warmth."

That's why I needed Seora's warm hand for a moment.
Thanks to that, my mind seemed to calm down a bit.
And it appeared the ship had arrived at the dock.

"But regardless of preparation, I'm ordering you. Don't die."

Because if she died, I would be sad regardless of how prepared I was.

"Yes, of course."

I could see Seora's smile in the darkness.
Her once awkward smile had become quite natural.
I'm glad she looks happy even in this situation.

I'm happy too.
Despite this desperate situation.
Because I have comrades, because we can still try something.

"Let's go."

I said, releasing her hand.
Then, sharpening my senses, I stepped onto the deck.
Lights illuminating the ship greeted us.

"We request that you two identify yourselves!"

The other side was being polite since they didn't know who we were yet.
I could be polite for the first few words as well.

"Hello. My name is Allen Plake."

Murmurs spread among the warriors at my sudden revelation.

"Allen Plake? That Allen Plake?"
"The former high-ranking warrior?"
"They say he's killed more Demon Kings than you can count on one hand."

They were clearly flustered.
My name already carried a notorious reputation.
Partly thanks to the Pontiff.

"The one who even deceived the Pontiff..."
"Anyway, he's someone we need to capture!"
"Damn, someone call for reinforcements!"

It wasn't a reputation I particularly liked, but I had to use it if I could.
Thanks to it, I had succeeded in seizing the initiative.

"Seora."

"Yes."

She drew Sacred Replicant from her inventory.

"Move aside."

Her voice was low and threatening.

"Is that black-haired woman Yoo Seora?"
"Seora of the Sky Slash?"
"I heard even Hugo, who saw it directly during the graduation competition, shook his head saying he couldn't fully block it."

They still didn't seem to fully understand the current situation.

"Why did she suddenly draw her sword?"
"Is she going to attack us?"
"No way. Would she harm fellow warriors?"

To them, Seora declared:

"If you don't move, I'll kill you all."

At that moment, a murderous aura swept through the area.
She had applied maximum overload to her sword.
Black energy enveloped the blade and began distorting the surroundings.

That wasn't all.

"Sky Slash."

She turned her body and swung the sword horizontally.

SHWAAAK.

With a burdensome sound, the night sea's mist split apart.
Simultaneously, the water surged like a tsunami under the sword pressure.
Even after seeing it multiple times, it was incomparably stronger than my [Overload (Minor)].

Seeing this, those at the dock seemed to grasp the situation.

"Damn it!"
"Everyone move if you don't want to die!"
"Did someone call for reinforcements?"

Thanks to them creating space by quickly backing away, an opening appeared on the dock.

Lucy charged through that opening first.
I hurriedly picked up Luel and followed behind.
Seora was last.

Behind her, the wave she had created earlier was returning.
She jumped from the ship that was being pushed by the wave, drawing a new sword from her inventory.

"Aaaaah!"
"Don't push!"

Yoo Seora looked like a moving disaster, with a massive wave crashing into the shoreline.
Faced with such a clear threat to their lives, the warriors chose to flee.
It wasn't very warrior-like, but it was a rational choice... and one that suited me just fine.

*I don't really want to kill them anyway.*

The few reckless warriors could be subdued by Lucy.

"Move aside, you idiots!"

Lucy's crude language was a minor issue.

"Allen, the encirclement is starting to tighten," Seora informed me from a slightly higher path she was running on.
The news of my appearance had caused warriors to begin gathering.

"Luel."

"Yes. Just a moment..."

We already knew we couldn't reach the core simply by running like this.
That's why we needed to make the most of Luel's knowledge.

"Turn right at the next alley."

We followed Luel's directions.

"And if you look at this wall... Allen, stop!"

I stopped in front of an old wall.
Looking closely, there were some characters engraved on it.
Still being carried on my back, she placed one hand on those characters.

"As the Sage of Water, I command. Activate."

Suddenly, the island began to shake with a tremendous noise.
Then the ground started to move.

"What's happening! Where are we?"
"I've never seen this place before!"

The confused voices of our pursuers could be heard from a distance.
This was possible for only two reasons:

Because the Central Island wasn't naturally formed but was a mechanical island made up of all kinds of devices.
And because the designer of that island was none other than the Sage of Water.

"Now, please proceed to the next location!"

Luel shouted after removing her hand from the wall.
And so we set off again toward the core of the Central Island.
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Broadcast Date: 2021.01.02 21:46:18
Broadcaster: Mint Lemon
Viewers: 180275

The past few days have been nothing but torture.
The main reason was Allen, who hadn't emerged from the foggy waters.
All we could see were occasional notification windows, and the rest of the time had to be filled with casual conversation with Mint Lemon.

Of course, in most cases, Mint Lemon skillfully led the broadcast as a professional.

"It seems like a given that Allen and Ersiara are now in a relationship."

That was obvious.
Even without direct descriptions, it was easy enough to guess from things like them sharing a room.
But the Library Island, shrouded in fog, made even that impossible to confirm.

"Should we start a betting pool on whether our Allen Plake will cheat or not?"

"What?"

"A bet. With this feature, viewers can gamble their points."

"No, I know what betting is..."

I might not watch many livestreams, but I've seen them a few times on video sites.
That wasn't the issue.

"Isn't that topic a bit inappropriate?"

"Why? I think it would be fun."

She casually manipulated the program to start the betting.
A betting graph appeared on the screen.

"By the way, Yurang, which side would you bet on?"

"Me? Well..."

Glancing at the graph, I saw the "will cheat" option was overwhelmingly popular.
In that case, I should at least take Allen's side.

"I'll bet on 'won't cheat.' Somehow, I think Allen is the faithful type."

"Really?"

"Do you think differently, Mint Lemon?"

She nodded.

"Call it a woman's intuition? That guy Allen is 99 percent likely to be a player."

That statement was a bit shocking.

"Wouldn't that make Ersiara pitiful if that happens?"

"Well, it's a bit sad, but Ersiara is the official wife anyway, right?"

She spoke as if it were obvious.
I became curious about her reasoning.
After all, her comment had thrown the chat into chaos.

-But didn't he abandon her this time?
-He chose Yoo Seora this time, so obviously it's Seora
-No, he's going to rescue Gwen. Gwen's the one.

While she was getting upset at those comments, I asked her:

"Why do you think that way?"

"Because she's the first one he met."

"Actually, Gwen was the first one he met."

"Does the order matter?"

"If it doesn't, then there's also Yoo Seora later..."

At that, Mint Lemon's cheeks puffed out.
She was clearly about to sulk.

"Fine. Ersiara is the official wife."

Finally, her expression softened.

At that moment.

*Ding*

A notification appeared.

['Luel Terasian' has joined the party.]

That was an unexpected message.
It was also an event I'd never seen before.

"Luel joined the party?"

Luel was, in a way, a villain.
A villain trying to bring about the end of the world, at that.
For such a villain to join the party...

-What? Is this the world destruction ending?
-What's happening? Did Allen suddenly turn evil?
-He's gone dark mode

Mint Lemon also wore a worried expression.

"Yurang, this..."

But I still believed in Allen.
There must be some circumstance behind this.

And then it happened.

[High-ranking warrior 'Lucy Terasian' has joined the party.]

They were twin sisters, one of whom was supposed to die.
Yet somehow, both were now in Allen's party.
There could only be one reason for this.

*He succeeded.*

I didn't know how he did it, but Allen had succeeded.
When someone joins the party, their status is reported through notifications, and for a while after, both sisters' statuses remained normal.
At this point, it seemed safe to say Allen had definitely convinced both of them.

Moreover, another notification soon appeared.

<Acquired skill [Body Enhancement Technique(C)]>

He had inherited the [Blood Magic] trait but failed to inherit the body enhancement technique, which was a shame, but now it was perfect.
However...

*Even if Allen's party seems perfect now, that doesn't mean victory is guaranteed.*

Allen probably intends to rescue Gwen and give her the Sword of Roses.
But that seemed nearly impossible, just like during the siege of Reim Kingdom.
If there was any possibility...

*Surely he's not planning to kill the warriors?*

I didn't want to think that.
It didn't seem likely either.

*Then perhaps...*

Allen's party's ship emerged from the foggy waters.
And that ship headed toward the Central Island first, not the Prison Island.

-Where is Allen going?
-Shouldn't he be going after the Cult Leader?
-Central Island all of a sudden?

I explained to the viewers:

"He's probably going to rescue Gwen."

-But shouldn't he attack Prison Island first?
-Yeah, that crazy guy is on Prison Island. Is it possible to win against him head-on?
-Why aren't you stopping him?

No, I had no intention of stopping him.
The strategy I had in mind probably matched Allen's.
And I believed in him.

"No, this is probably the best approach."

Though it does seem a bit crazy.

"I think he plans to move the island itself."
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*Creeeeak*

The massive groaning sound echoed as a section of the island rotated.

Luel was currently utilizing the island's mechanisms to their fullest potential. She was straightening paths that needed to be traversed and creating new ones where none existed before. Simultaneously, she was making the pursuers lose their way.

"Where did they go?"
"Damn it, where are we now?"
"Over there! Catch them!"

However, with so many warriors flooding in, it was impossible to completely shake them off. Besides...

*They've probably figured out my destination by now.*

No matter how much I twisted and turned using the Central Island's mechanisms, my destination was obvious.

The innermost part of the Central Island.

Eventually, the warriors would start gathering there. But that wasn't a problem. I had already prepared countermeasures for this.

"As the Sage of Water, I command you. Activate."

Luel rotated another section. Most of her actions were meant to shake off pursuers or create new routes. But occasionally, some rotations seemed to serve no purpose at all.

Those were precisely for the "countermeasures."

*In a way, this island can be viewed as one giant cube.*

She was currently rotating the cube to create her desired configuration. And that desired shape was...

*Click, click-click.*

"What's happening! The entrance is moving!"
"Why is it rotating?!"

At the last moment, she shifted the entrance in a completely different direction—right in front of us.

*We've arrived.*

Finally, the entrance to the innermost part appeared before our eyes.

"Allen, please put me down!"

Luel got down from my back and headed toward the entrance. It was securely locked with a locking mechanism. There were only two ways to open such an entrance.

One was to break it rather than open it. This was the method typically used when Gwen came directly to search for the Sword of Roses. After all, it was impossible for anyone but the Sage of Water to unlock the mechanism directly.

However, considering how dangerous what lay inside was, I didn't want to break it if I could avoid it, especially for future considerations.

The remaining option was for Luel to directly unlock it using the Sage of Water's knowledge. This was the most orthodox method and seemed problem-free, but it had one drawback—it took time.

"As expected, it's quite an intricate puzzle."

Unlike the mechanisms she had easily operated until now, this lock was designed to take time even for her to unlock.

"How long—"

I was about to ask her for an estimated time but closed my mouth. She had already started concentrating, her expression serious.

"Then let's begin our standoff."

While Luel worked on unlocking the mechanism, we had our own task to handle.

"Found them!"
"Why is the innermost entrance in a place like this?"
"Damn! Stop them anyway!"

The warriors had finally caught up to us. It was time to establish a proper confrontation. I also needed to convey my intentions.

"Everyone, please wait."

I stepped in front of Yoo Seora and spoke.

"Surely we can have a brief conversation before fighting?"

But some weren't amenable to that idea.

"While we talk, the Sage of Water will unlock everything!"

That wasn't entirely wrong, but it wasn't completely right either.

"Well, the three of us could kill all of you and still have energy to spare, so why would we need such a roundabout method?"

This was the truth. The humans who had caught up to us numbered only about 30. We could kill them all and then unlock the mechanism without any issues.

But there was only one reason we weren't doing that.

"We don't want to kill fellow warriors."

The warriors began to stir at my words. Not in a positive way, of course.

"Is not killing us enough?"
"You betrayed us because you were blinded by glory!"
"If it weren't for you, we would have been in the Reim Kingdom..."

They seemed unwilling to listen to me. That was the public opinion, I suppose. To them, my betrayal was already an established fact.

So I needed a different approach.

"That's right. I betrayed the Pontiff."

I had no intention of escaping the traitor label. I knew from the beginning that it wouldn't be that simple.

But so what?

"But do you really think you can stop us?"

Some heated warriors began to charge forward.

"You bastard!"
"How dare you!"

But naturally, none of them were a match for me.

I didn't need the power of wind or Alber's barrier. Libero's swordsmanship alone was enough to knock away their swords and kick them down.

"Argh!"

The warriors fell helplessly. At the same time, I detected incoming arrows with my wind power and curved them to the ground.

"Let me say it once more. You cannot stop us as you are now."

Warriors who had been instantly defeated by me. Arrows that had been powerlessly driven into the ground. The scene backed up my words.

And it brought about the result I had hoped for.

A sense of powerlessness. The warriors facing us were overcome by it. No matter what they did, the outcome was already determined.

I continued addressing them.

"Of course, stopping all of you without bloodshed might be impossible, but if you're willing to bleed, I have no choice."

Now, all that remained was to firmly instill that sense of powerlessness while simultaneously...

"We have something we must do. And it might even benefit you."

...planting hope.

"What do you mean?"

The fact that they were curious meant I was already halfway there. Time to be direct.

"We plan to strike at the Demon King as soon as we retrieve one of our comrades."

Strike at the Demon King. They wouldn't have expected this. After all, I had committed the grave sin of deceiving the Pontiff and had been expelled from the high-ranking warriors. I had no reason to go after the Demon King anymore.

Of course, that wasn't the part they questioned.

"How does that help us?"

In the end, what mattered to them was their own benefit, not my motives. I began to explain.

"If you have even a bit of intelligence, you would have noticed that being here doesn't significantly help your warrior ranking."

It was obvious when you thought about it.

"There are too many warriors here. So even if you survive this battle, how much will your 'rank' really increase?"

"But if we don't come here, our rank will plummet..."

"Yes, that's why most warriors reluctantly came to the Central Sea Islands. As a result, even if you survive, your rank won't rise much. On the other hand, what about the danger of facing the Demon King?"

I declared to them:

"I guarantee that more than half of those here will die. Even high-ranking warriors won't be completely safe."

Of course, I couldn't completely avoid danger either. I was just prepared to fight with that in mind.

Now, I needed to provoke the discontent within them.

"You've been stuck here for months for a battle where the risk overwhelmingly outweighs the reward."

After discontent, I stirred up anxiety.

"How long do you think this standoff will last? As you all know, the Demon Kings have infinite lifespans."

These were all grievances and anxieties they had harbored from the beginning. They were enduring because they had no other option. But I was offering them a way out.

"We'll take the initiative and strike at the Demon Kings first. Even if we fail, you lose nothing."

This wouldn't change my image or public opinion. Only the current atmosphere and situation would change.

But that was good. While their feelings toward me remained unchanged, the fact that they made a different decision would make them feel like they had "made a rational judgment on their own."

"We have no choice."
"I hope he's not lying."
"Yeah, it's impossible to stop him anyway."

The atmosphere had completely changed from before. This could be considered a success. Now, if Luel could just unlock the mechanism...

"Allen, I'm done."

It seemed she had finished. Now it was truly time to enter the innermost part. But before that...

"Seora."

There was one thing to decide. Whether she would stay here or come with us inside. The original plan was for her to remain here and prevent outside warriors from breaking through the door.

"The atmosphere is good for now."

My persuasion had been even more effective than originally planned. It seemed like this atmosphere might continue until the end of the operation. If that was the case, there was no reason for Seora to risk staying here alone.

"So you should—"

"I'll stay."

She said, overloading her sword.

"Those who arrive later won't know. That they can't defeat us."

"But..."

That's when it happened.

"If you're that worried, I can stay too."

It was Lucy. She rested her greatsword on her shoulder and said:

"Time's running out, so you and Luel should get going."

But according to the plan, she was supposed to enter the innermost part with us. So I looked at Luel, who had devised the detailed plan. Her approval was needed.

"Sis..."

Worry was evident in her expression. Lucy spoke to her:

"It doesn't matter whether I stay here or go with you, right?"

Thinking back to the strategy meeting, that was indeed the case. Apart from autonomous security dolls, there weren't many threats in the innermost part, and I could handle them alone.

It was just that Luel had decided one of them should come with us because she had judged that Yoo Seora alone was sufficient to keep the outside in check. But if Lucy joined Yoo Seora, there wouldn't be a significant change to the plan, and it would be more reassuring.

"Don't worry. Your sister is incredibly strong."

She smiled as usual and gave a thumbs up. Luel finally nodded.

"Alright."

When I reached her side, she said:

"I'm sorry, Allen."

She seemed to feel guilty. Probably because Seora had almost been left alone outside due to her concern for her sister.

As she lowered her head, I placed my hand on top of it and said:

"It's okay."

Everyone has emotions, and sometimes they get swept away by them and make mistakes. Like how I was trying to persuade Seora to come with us just now. But our comrades corrected our mistakes.

"Our comrades corrected us. That's what a team is for."

Anyone can slip up. That's natural, which is why we need a team.

"Team... you're right."

She returned to her serious expression and said:

"Then we should hurry for our role, right?"

She stretched her arms forward. I carried her on my back, as I was accustomed to. As she said, our role was urgent now.

*For the sake of the two holding the fort outside, we need to move the island as quickly as possible.*

With Luel on my back, I began running down the corridor leading to the innermost part of the Central Island.

Ch.177 - Central Island Conquest (3)
Whirrr...

Security puppets appeared from somewhere.
They had wooden bodies animated by the magic flowing through them.
Their sole purpose seemed to be repelling intruders who had penetrated to the innermost area.

Whoosh

I dodged the arm one of them swung at me while simultaneously swinging Alber Linea.

Thud

My hand tingled with the dull impact.
But the security puppet received an equally strong shock, flying into the wall and getting embedded there.

"Are you sure this is really okay?"

This place needed to maintain its defensive functions even after our current operation ended.
So I felt a bit reluctant about taking out the security puppets responsible for that defense.

But Luel nodded and answered.

"It's fine. There are dozens more of these guys in storage anyway."

"Dozens?"

"Yes, and they have some self-repair capabilities too."

That made me a bit afraid.

"Just how advanced was the Sage of Water's technology?"

To be precise, it was different from Sak's regular scientific technology like trains.
The ancient technology of the Sage of Water was magical engineering powered by magic.

"Advanced enough to amplify the weak divine power of the Water God using magic circuits, creating a barrier second in size only to the Holy City Hylen's?"

I was speechless.

"But that's ancient history. He lost most of his knowledge as the price for creating that barrier. The technologies I possess were mostly restored by later Sages of Water."

"So how much technology has been restored now?"

"Don't expect too much. Just barely enough to move this ark."

But there was something that caught my attention in her words.

"Ark?"

"Yes."

"By ark, do you mean this island?"

"Oh, you knew the island could move but didn't know its original purpose?"

"Original purpose?"

I didn't know about that.
The only purpose I knew for this island was... ramming it with its barrier intact into Hylen's barrier to destroy it.
That was how Luel had used this island in Hundred Braves, after all.

Luel explained to me.

"This wasn't originally an island. It was an ark meant to carry people away to escape this world's demise."

"So this is where they escaped to?"

"No, the ark was always here. And the demise I'm talking about isn't the one from 500 years ago."

If not that demise, then...

"You mean the predicted demise?"

"Yes. This ark was built by previous Sages of Water to escape from that."

"But escape to where?"

If the predicted demise were to happen, there would be nowhere to escape to.
But that was just my common sense; the Sage of Water might have known something more.

And her answer was indeed beyond my common sense.

"To another dimension. As you said, there's nowhere in this world to escape the demise."

I continued subduing the security puppets while she continued her explanation.
She kept gesturing directions with her hand.

"But isn't that still a valid strategy now? Going to another dimension?"

"Ah, that... At the time the ark was built, it hadn't been proven impossible yet. They hurriedly built the ark and left it to future generations to determine if it could actually be used."

That made sense. If it had been possible, she wouldn't have tried to destroy the world so readily.

"Eventually, later Sages of Water researching dimensions with the gods discovered that physical dimensional travel was impossible, and the ark plan was abandoned."

So the ark became just an island here.
People began to settle on and around the ark, and it could no longer move.
Until today, that is.

"Still, thanks to that, we're able to use it today."

Thanks to them building this ark, we could attempt to rescue Gwen.
Of course, if I hadn't persuaded Luel, it might have become an ark of world destruction instead.
Anyway, I was grateful.

"Thank you."

"No, you shouldn't thank me... Although I do possess all the knowledge of the previous Sages of Water, I'm clearly different from them."

"Sorry. I didn't think about that."

Because she occasionally spoke like the Sage of Water, I naturally equated her with the Sage.
But thinking about it, she and I weren't that different.
I had inherited Seong Yurang's memories too, after all.

*And I'm different from Seong Yurang.*

Of course, I couldn't deny that part of me was mixed with Seong Yurang.
But I was clearly different from the Seong Yurang on Earth.
The same applied to the Sage of Water.

"It's okay. There's nothing wrong with saying thank you. Besides, looking at your existence, it seems the gods' plan has somewhat succeeded."

"The gods' plan?"

That phrase couldn't help but concern me.
I still didn't know much about the beings called gods.
And according to her, it seemed related to me.

"What is it?"

"I don't know exactly. The Sage of Water cut off contact with the gods after the ark plan failed and they decided on world destruction. I only know they kept trying something using dimensions, and that it was related to entities called constellations."

She said she didn't know exactly, but that was actually enough.
I already roughly knew that the gods were behind connecting players to characters.
But hearing it from someone else's mouth made it feel more certain.

However, I still had one more question about the ark.

"What about the Sword of Roses? Why did it have to be that sword?"

I knew the Sword of Roses functioned as a kind of key.
But I hadn't yet heard why it had to be that specific sword.

"Actually, it didn't necessarily have to be that sword. Any relic with 5-star level divine power would have worked. But the only ones who could entrust such a relic to me were the Ridwald family."

"Only the Ridwald family?"

"I tested people one by one through Ordeals. To see what choice they would make when they learned the truth about the world. In that situation, only the head of the Ridwald family at that time agreed to entrust their relic to me."

That was unexpected.
There was no family more dependent on their relic than the Ridwald family.
Luel explained this mystery.

"At that time, he had traveled the world trying to break the Ridwald family curse but couldn't find a way. So we made a deal. I promised that the Ridwald family would definitely have a place on the ark."

"But even on the ark, the curse..."

"He thought that perhaps in another dimension, there might be a way to break the curse."

That was a fairly rational choice.
If only later Sages of Water hadn't hidden the Sword of Roses for their world destruction plan after the ark plan was abandoned.

"The Ridwald family probably can't forgive the Sage of Water no matter what."

I couldn't deny that.
But...

"You said it yourself earlier. You're different from the Sage of Water."

"That's true, but..."

"Gwen is an extremely rational and just person. She's certainly capable of understanding your situation if she hears your story."

After all, Luel hadn't wanted to destroy the world.
At the same time, she hadn't chosen to keep the Sword of Roses from the Ridwald family all this time.

"I hope so..."

At that moment.

"Here it is, the control room at the innermost part...!"

I stopped following her and set her down on the ground.
She immediately began unlocking the control room door.

*Then I...*

Would have to deal with the approaching security puppets again.

Thump, thump, thump.

Security puppets running across the stone floor, making it vibrate.
I raised Alber Linea and began to face them.

*These would definitely be tough for ordinary warriors at this level.*

Their specs were better than mine.
They were harder and stronger than me.
Even their judgment was mechanically fast.

*Body Enhancement.*

But that was before I gained Body Enhancement through Blood Magic.

Thwack

The puppets were split apart by Alber Linea, which I swung like an axe.
Luel, glancing at the scene, said:

"I should mix in some with durability enhancement magic next time."

"Luel?"

"In the future, of course."

She seemed to have finished unlocking the door.

"It's done."

The door opened simultaneously.

"Got it!"

I answered while swinging my sword widely to push back the attacking puppets at once.
Then I hurriedly entered through the open control room door.
The door closed as soon as I entered.

"Huff..."

As I stared at the door, maintaining my guard, Luel said:

"Those guys won't be able to get through that door either."

Only then did I take my eyes off the door.
And turned to look at the control room.

*This is...*

The control room was extremely spacious.
Moreover, it seemed all the ark's magic circuits converged here, creating an incredibly complex appearance.

*Anyway...*

I turned my head toward the direction Luel's voice had come from.
There she was.

"Hurry up."

Luel urged me.
Next to her was a familiar sword embedded in place.

*Finally found it.*

A red blade with decorative elements wrapped around it like rose vines.
There was only one sword that looked like that.

*The Sword of Roses.*

However, I couldn't pull out that sword right now.
To pull it out, I needed the qualification of [Rose Crest (Major)].
Of course, I might be able to pull it out using Sublimation, but remembering what happened with the Sword of the Royal Family, that seemed too dangerous.

*Besides, there's no reason to pull it out right now anyway.*

Currently, the Sword of Roses was acting as a kind of "key" to start the ark.
So my role now was something else.

"Allen, please turn the Sword of Roses to start it up."

It seemed that just turning it required only simple strength.

"I turn it clockwise, right?"

"Yes."

Following her instructions, I grabbed the hilt of the Sword of Roses.
As I did, I began to feel a mysterious, subtle energy from the sword.

*Is it responding somewhat to my Rose Crest?*

Well, due to the Crest of Succession, my Rose Crest was stronger than the usual "minor" crest that was inherited.
But now wasn't the time to worry about such things.

*Gwen.*

Thinking of her, I forcefully turned the Sword of Roses.

Click, click-click.

The sound of mechanisms turning beneath the floor.
Simultaneously, the control room was bathed in the blue light of magic.
And the front of the control room began projecting the view outside the ark.

Looking at the Prison Island still visible in the distance, I made my promise once more.

*I will definitely save you.*

Ch.178 - Prison Island (1)
Allen and Luel had entered the deep entrance, leaving Yoo Seora and Lucy behind to continue their standoff with the warriors.

"They just keep coming," Yoo Seora said.

"Damn it, they really do," Lucy replied.

Of course, Yoo Seora could sweep away any number of warriors with a single sword strike as long as they weren't high-ranking. The problem was that she didn't particularly want to do that.

But her feelings and reality were different.

"What are you all doing up front!"
"There are only two of them!"
"How do we know what Allen Plake is doing in there?"

Those who arrived late hadn't directly heard Allen's provocation and still had fighting spirit. Lucy was dealing with them directly, but she also seemed to be having trouble controlling her strength.

"Stop charging at me, you idiots!" she shouted.

Yet ordinary warriors continued to fall before Lucy.
When they realized they couldn't subdue her with their power, they began to doubt Yoo Seora who was standing behind her. After all, the reason most warriors weren't moving was because of her, as she stood there infusing her sword with a terrifying energy.

"That one in the back, maybe she's actually weak?"
"Come to think of it, I've never seen her use her sword."

Fortunately, there were people who told them the truth.

"What are you talking about? We saw her split the sea earlier."
"Besides, Hugo said he'd have trouble blocking her."

That's when it happened.

"Did I say that?"

A low voice was heard from somewhere. Those who recognized the voice froze.

"H-Hugo?"

A man with a particularly noticeable build among the crowd. He was holding a massive greatsword as large as his own body. It was Hugo, ranked 86th among warriors and a member of the Steel Clan.

"I'm sorry! I absolutely didn't mean to insult you, Hugo..."

"It's probably just another rumor that got distorted."

Hugo responded casually. It was true that he had highly praised Yoo Seora after seeing her at the graduation competition. But he had never said he would have trouble blocking her.

"Of course I can block it."

If her power was the same as it was then, that is.

Exclamations erupted from those around him.

"Ohhh..."
"That's Hugo for you."
"I knew it!"

Just as the atmosphere was about to change...

"But I don't think I could protect the surroundings while doing so."

He recalled the swordsmanship Allen Plake had shown that day. That technique that had absorbed and completely annihilated Yoo Seora's attack. Without that, it would be impossible.

Since that day, that swordsmanship had remained imprinted in his mind.

*What kind of swordsmanship was that?*

No matter how hard he tried to imitate what he'd seen, it was impossible to replicate that technique. Even when he employed his Steel magic, it was the same. That's why he concluded:

"Even if we succeed in defeating her here, we won't be able to beat Allen Plake."

As frustrating as it was, Allen Plake was currently above him.

"So stop showing off, all of you."

Thanks to his words, the atmosphere that had been about to boil over settled down again. However, contrary to his own words, he alone stepped forward.

*But there's something strange about Allen Plake's plan.*

The Sage of Water and Allen Plake had gone into the deepest part and hadn't come out. Even if they took the barrier stone hostage, holing up in there wouldn't accomplish anything. Meanwhile, messengers to the surrounding islands, Prison Island, and the religious order had already departed. The situation would become increasingly unfavorable for him.

*If there's a means to actively control the situation...*

That blue-haired kid. Lucy Terrasian. It had to be her.

The entrance could be guarded by Yoo Seora alone. There was no reason for Lucy to be here too. She must have some other mission.

In that case...

"Lucy Terrasian. It's been a while."

"Oh, aren't you the guy with the disgustingly heavy sword?"

"Your manners are still the same. Just a brat with disgustingly strong power."

Lucy bared her fangs at him. He made her a proposal.

"How about we cross swords? To see which is stronger—the weight of my sword or your strength."

He intended to keep Lucy here. That was the best he could do right now.

Of course, Lucy had no particular reason to refuse the offer, as she didn't actually have any special mission.

"Fine. I've been curious about that too."

As soon as she finished speaking, Hugo charged at Lucy. Even if she had refused, he had planned to tie her down anyway.

Steel magic. It was magic that could manipulate metal. Of course, it took a long time for his magic to permeate the metal, but once it had sufficiently done so, that magic became the strongest in battle.

Whoosh.

The massive greatsword quickly cut through the air. It would be difficult for an ordinary person to even lift such a sword, but it was possible thanks to his Steel magic. And that greatsword collided with Lucy's slightly smaller greatsword.

Crack!

The sound came from beneath both their feet.

"Not bad."

Their destructive power was evenly matched. But Lucy's strength was slightly greater afterward.

"Ugh...!"

He deflected Lucy's sword and stepped back. But Lucy, enhancing even her leg muscles, quickly caught up to him.

Clang!

The two swords collided powerfully again. The shockwave swept through the surroundings. This repeated several more times.

*She really is strong.*

She remained at the high-ranking warrior level only because of her youth. In terms of pure strength, she was stronger than him.

*But she still lacks experience.*

She tended to try to solve everything with brute force. Therefore...

*Steel magic.*

At that moment, his greatsword suddenly stopped, defying its weight. Then it instantly bent in the opposite direction.

Swish.

"That was a good fight, after a long time."

Fighting someone stronger than himself was a rare experience. His sword had stopped near Lucy's neck.

"I'd like to fight you again when you become stronger."

He hadn't fought to kill Lucy in the first place. He didn't particularly want to kill a fellow warrior either. But he had stalled for enough time.

*By now, reinforcements from other islands should have departed.*

Currently, the warrior faction was forming battle lines on islands near Central Island to confront the Demon King's army. There were several high-ranking warriors among them, and if they arrived, they might be able to subdue Allen Plake.

*On the other hand, Allen Plake's strategy...*

He had tied down Lucy. Whatever her role was, there should have been some loss during this time...

*Huh?*

For some reason, Lucy was smiling.

"It was a good experience for me too, mister."

She didn't seem particularly urgent. That meant...

*This kid didn't have any particular role?*

At that moment, a voice suddenly came from somewhere.

-Ah, ah.

It was a voice that wasn't familiar, but he had definitely heard it before.

"Allen Plake?"

Where was the voice coming from? Someone pulled out an arrow that had been stuck in a corner.

"The voice is coming from this arrow?"

But it wasn't just that arrow. His voice was coming from arrows embedded throughout the island.

-The island is about to shake. Please be careful.

As people were puzzled by these words...

Boom!

Suddenly, everyone's bodies tilted to one side. The island had begun to move.

*What in the world...!*

The island was moving at an incredible speed. At this rate, reinforcements from other islands would be delayed in arriving. Moreover...

*Is this heading toward Prison Island?*

His stated goal was to free his comrade Gwen Ridwald from Prison Island. At this speed, when Central Island reached Prison Island, the prison's defenses wouldn't be fully prepared. The Prison Island authorities would naturally have thought Allen Plake would attempt to hole up in the deepest part.

*Just how far is he...*

He looked at Yoo Seora beyond Lucy. And from Yoo Seora's appearance, he recalled Allen's appearance at the graduation competition.

He had created a completely new identity, even re-enrolling in the Warrior Academy. He casually dueled with Yoo Seora under the challenger rules, received several Sacred Replicants, and recruited her as his ally. Somehow, he had even managed to have Seong Yurang and Allen in the same space, deceiving everyone.

*He was always one step ahead.*

A shiver ran down his spine.

*And this time is no different.*

The current situation was clearly unfolding according to his plan. But...

*Why?*

What was he trying to accomplish by going this far? At least it was clear that it wasn't for honor like a warrior ranking.
If he really was going there to defeat the Demon Kings...

*Could it be?*

At that moment, a seed was planted in the minds of the warriors, including him. It was a seed that could reverse the public opinion that Allen had been targeting.

***

The top floor of Prison Island. The warden's office was located there.

"Allen Plake has occupied the deepest part of Central Island. And he's holed up there since then?"

"Yes."

"And his condition is the release of his comrade Gwen Ridwald from Prison Island?"

"That's right."

Karkel, the warden of Prison Island, placed his hand on his chin as he confirmed the current situation. After thinking for a moment, he said:

"Hold off."

Looking at Central Island visible in the distance through the window, he continued:

"Tell him that I cannot make a decision until the Pontiff's judgment comes down."

Those were the guidelines. If he didn't follow them, he too would become a criminal like Allen and be imprisoned here on Prison Island.

*Though I don't like it.*

He too had noticed something. That there was something strange about this Allen Plake incident.

*Even if he deceived the Pontiff, treating his comrade as an S-class prisoner is unusual.*

Especially if the reason for the deception was simply to monopolize achievements.

*The Pontiff is reacting too sensitively right now.*

He never particularly liked the Pontiff, but recently, with the prolonged war against the Demon King's forces, distrust had been building. And then Allen Plake's Central Island terror incident occurred.

*Moreover, it seems Allen Plake hasn't harmed a single warrior.*

Even if such a person was holding the barrier stone of the Central Sea Islands hostage, he didn't think he would really destroy it.

At the same time, he could somewhat predict the Pontiff's judgment.

*She will abandon the Central Sea Islands.*

The Pontiff had always been that way. Her goal was solely the continuation of the world. She didn't care at all about humans otherwise.

*Ice Valley was the prime example of that.*

If Allen Plake really intended to destroy the Central Sea Islands, they would become a second Ice Valley. And he wasn't particularly happy about that.

*Because I've seen the monster it created.*

Schultz. His eyes gave him chills every time he saw them. Those eyes were filled with pure anger.

Hiss...

Steam lightly puffed out through the exhaust valve of his gas mask. At the same time, he clenched his steel hand.

*But that won't happen.*

At this rate, he would likely receive orders from the Pontiff to reject Allen Plake's conditions. If that happened, Allen Plake would probably withdraw. However...

*It's a shame.*

That wasn't what he wanted either.

*I wish he had directly invaded Prison Island instead.*

Even if it meant eventually capturing him and imprisoning him here, he wanted to talk to him directly at least once. Of course, he didn't want to know what Allen knew.

...It would surely be dangerous knowledge. Knowledge that someone who had locked himself in Prison Island to survive wouldn't know.

But he was curious about what kind of person Allen was. Whether he was truly someone capable of standing against the Pontiff. That's what he was most curious about.

But a siege, of all things.

"What a shame."

Just as he uttered those words, he suddenly sensed something.

*Hmm?*

He turned toward the window. And his eyes widened.

*Is the island approaching?*

It wasn't an illusion. Central Island was rapidly approaching Prison Island.

Clap, clap clap...

He began to applaud. His subordinate beside him asked:

"Warden? What's happening?"

He answered:

"A distinguished guest is coming. Prepare to welcome them."

Ch.179 - Prison Island (2)
"We've arrived."

Luel spoke as she gradually reduced the speed to prevent the Central Island from completely colliding with Prison Island.

*Indeed, that was fast.*

At this rate, it would take quite some time for warriors from other islands to arrive.

Now it was time for negotiations.
Of course, I could storm Prison Island directly, but that seemed unlikely to succeed given that I'd need to defeat the warden.
So first, I'd take the Central Sea Islands hostage and try to rescue Gwen.

*Well then...*

I waited for the ship to come to a complete stop.
Then I brought the Relic Resonance to my lips.

"You there, holding the arrow in front of the entrance"

I could see him startle.

"Yes, you. I'll give you five minutes to take that and cross over to Prison Island. If you fail to do so, the Central Sea Islands are finished."

After freezing for a moment, he understood the situation when people around him shouted and began running.
The warriors naturally cleared a path for him.
Meanwhile, I continued speaking.

"There should be a warden of Prison Island, someone named Karkel. Deliver the arrow to him."

Then, in response, the bowstring on my end vibrated.

-Y-yes, sir!

It wasn't a voice but merely a vibration, though thanks to the power of wind, I could interpret it somewhat.
I planned to attempt negotiations with Karkel using this method as well.

*Karkel.*

His figure was already visible on the control room screen.
He was waiting for me on Prison Island.

The gas mask he always wore even outside the gas chamber.
The black suit and gloves covering his entire body.
And the black cloak with a star-shaped badge symbolizing a Saint-rank warrior.

Anyone who had sent a character to Prison Island in Hundred Braves would recognize him.
Of course, since he stayed holed up in Prison Island from beginning to end, little was known about him except that he was incredibly strong and possessed a Relic...
But his strength was proven by the fact that once a playable character was imprisoned on Prison Island, they could never escape.

*I'd really prefer not to fight if possible...*

That would depend on the upcoming negotiations.
If negotiations failed, I had no choice but to fight.
I was determined to rescue Gwen somehow.

By now, the arrow had passed through several people and arrived before Karkel.
But Karkel didn't take it.

-Hold it right there. As far as I know, that arrow can be detonated remotely.

The face of the person holding it turned pale.
I spoke to him.

"I see you're well-informed."

-Of course. There aren't many high-ranking archers among the warriors.

"I apologize. That was an oversight on my part. I've been rude."

In truth, even if the arrow exploded in his hand, it wouldn't pose much of a threat.
But this showed me how cautious he was.

"Come to think of it, I forgot to introduce myself. I'm..."

-Allen Plake. You're holding the barrier stone of the Central Sea Islands hostage, and your condition is the release of Gwen Ridwald, correct?

He was accurate.

"That's right. But I won't give you much time."

Once reinforcements from other islands arrived, the situation would become quite difficult.
The maximum time I could hold out here would be...

"One hour. I'd appreciate your decision within that time."

What I heard from the other side was laughter.

-Ha, haha...

"Is there a problem?"

-A problem? Yes, there is. But it's on your side.

My problem?
As I wondered, he stated firmly.

-What's the point of taking hostages? You have no intention of harming them anyway.

He was asserting that I wouldn't touch the barrier stone of the Central Sea Islands.

"Do you really think so?"

-Cute threat. But my opinion remains unchanged. You won't touch the barrier stone.

Damn it.

Luel, who had been watching from the side, asked.

"What's wrong?"

I answered her.

"He hit the nail on the head. He figured out that we won't damage the barrier stone."

I thought he might fall for it since I was now branded as a heinous criminal who had deceived the Pontiff.
But it seems public opinion changed faster than expected during our conquest of the central core.
Probably because I hadn't harmed any warriors' lives in the process.

*That might be good in the long run, but...*

Not right now.

-So, are you planning to hole up there for an hour and then retreat?

Well, if words won't persuade him...

"No, that won't happen."

-Are you saying you'll fight us directly?

"Yes, if you won't release Gwen. I have no choice."

I'll have to fight.
Of course, a frontal assault on Prison Island would be costly.
The warriors of Central Island wouldn't just stand by either.
But I had to try.

-How reckless.

"I'm sorry. But I have no intention of backing down."

-No, I wasn't criticizing—I was expressing admiration. I no longer have such things left in me.

Admiration... was it really admiration?
Or was he mocking me?
I wasn't sure, but I was about to express my gratitude.

-How about facing me one-on-one?

At that moment, murmurs arose around me.
Like me, the people around him must have been surprised too.

"One-on-one, you say?"

-Yes, I'd like to minimize unnecessary casualties as much as possible. If you find this disadvantageous, feel free to storm in. Though the outcome won't change.

Naturally, I couldn't help but feel it was disadvantageous.

My opponent was a Saint-rank warrior.
And we consisted of several High-rank warriors.
Obviously, teamwork would be more advantageous than a one-on-one fight.

*But...*

This proposal was incredibly appealing.
As he said, it was the method that would minimize collateral damage.
No need to kill warriors, no need to lose comrades.

*Besides, it's not like I have no chance of winning.*

My gaze turned to the red sword stuck in the middle of the control room.

*Sword of Roses.*

When Gwen wielded it, she had the power of a Saint-rank warrior during her brief period of youth.
But what did that have to do with me?

*If I use it directly, I might not be as strong as Gwen, but I should come close.*

Having made that judgment, I said to Luel.

"We'll have to go with Plan B."

Luel asked with a worried expression.

"Plan B... you mean fighting directly?"

"More precisely, Karkel and I will duel one-on-one. There won't be a better opportunity."

"But for that..."

I approached the Sword of Roses stuck in the center of the control room.
It was a sword that hadn't been drawn since the head of the Ridwald family had placed it there.
Gripping the sword with both hands, I said.

"Yes, I'll need this."

The Sword of Roses still emitted a strange energy.
Or perhaps that strange energy wasn't coming from the sword but had been inside me all along.

*Premature Growth.*

[Premature Growth (Minor)]
Slightly slows down physical growth rate. Lifespan is also slightly reduced. In exchange, skill proficiency increases somewhat faster.
([Premature Growth (Minor)] cannot be removed using the Sword of Roses.)

The first trait I inherited.
Also a trait that had helped me tremendously, knowingly or unknowingly, until now.
Without it, my swordsmanship and archery ranks would be at least one level lower.

*At the same time, it's also a curse placed on the Ridwald family.*

That curse was now resonating slightly with the Sword of Roses.
But as stated in the skill description, Premature Growth (Minor) couldn't be removed using the Sword of Roses.
The same applied to activating the Sword of Roses.

However...

*The Mark of Succession.*

Specifically, the trait [Succession Compatibility].

[Succession Compatibility (Major)]
Possesses traits suitable for Stigma succession. Slightly increases the effects of inherited skills and traits.

Thanks to this, I was able to have some reaction with the Sword of Roses.
Of course, even so, activating the Sword of Roses was still impossible.

To activate the Sword of Roses, I needed one more piece.

*Sublimation.*

[Sublimation]
Raises the rank of a skill or trait by one level for a certain period of time. In exchange, you lose part of your lifespan.

It was just like when I activated the Sword of the Royal Family last time.
I needed to use all three of these to barely activate the sword.
The problem was that even after activation, my body would be under significant strain.

That's why I needed Luel.
She needed to offset some of the strain on my body with healing magic while I wielded the sword.

"I need your help."

"...Understood."

"Thank you."

After hearing her response, I applied force to turn the Sword of Roses counterclockwise.
The magical light that had been filling the control room gradually got sucked into the sword and disappeared.

"Now..."

All I had to do was draw it.

*Sublimation*

I applied Sublimation to Premature Growth.
As I tasted blood in my mouth, I felt the resonance with the Sword of Roses grow stronger.
This gave me confidence that I could draw it, though it would be strenuous.

*Activate.*

At that moment, everything before my eyes turned red.

***

"What an absurd fellow."

In the Library Island of the Foggy Sea.
Schultz, who remained alone there, muttered as he heard the sound of Central Island moving in the distance.

*Allen Plake.*

He recalled the young man.
The one who somewhat resembled Freyja.

*Freyja.*

She was quite important to him.
She was the first and last Demon King he had spared.

*A Demon King who begged to be killed.*

For him, killing Chaos Beasts and Demon Kings was as natural as eating food.
However, when faced with food that asked to be eaten, he couldn't help but be perplexed.

He didn't particularly want to eat it.
...That is to say, he didn't particularly want to kill her.
So he decided to let her live until she wanted to die.

But...

*Perhaps it's about time.*

Seeing Allen Plake, he became convinced of this thought.
She couldn't possibly be unhappy with a disciple like him.
Somehow, he could imagine it.

*And this might be my last chance.*

To be honest, he didn't have high expectations for Allen Plake.
After all, Prison Island was defended by Karkel, a Saint-rank warrior.
And Karkel... was by no means an easy opponent.

*Allen can never defeat that eccentric fellow.*

It would be impossible no matter what method he used.
Karkel's warrior ranking was low only because he was holed up in Prison Island; he wasn't someone even Schultz himself could easily defeat.
So he was quite confident about his bet with Allen Plake.

*We who have allowed the Pontiff's distortion to continue will end it. Allen Plake.*

That process might be his end.
He was willing to sacrifice himself to somehow finish off the Pontiff.
But before that, the last thing he wanted to do was visit Freyja.

*She's my main dish that I've been saving for a long time.*

He opened his palm.
A single snowflake rested on it.

*Wait just a little longer. As soon as Allen returns...*

At that moment.

"Huh?"

His eyes widened.

"What is this?"
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Above the Prison Island.
From there, Warden Karkel was staring at the area near the deepest part of the Central Island.

*To think he'd actually accept a one-on-one challenge.*

Not only did he choose to attack rather than retreat, but he even accepted the request for a duel.
Was he truly ignorant of his place, or was he simply fearless?

*Perhaps both.*

If that weren't the case, he wouldn't have even considered confronting the Pontiff.

*She's an entirely different class of being.*

Even he, a Saint-rank warrior, felt that way when facing her.
As if she herself had become a deity.
Surpassing that gap seemed... impossible.

*I'll have to show him that reality.*

This is for Allen Plake's own good.
To fight him directly and show him his limits.
And to make him give up before it's too late.

*Otherwise, he will certainly die.*

Just as he was thinking this—

*So he's finally emerged.*

The entrance to the deepest part opened, and two figures appeared.
But something seemed off.

*Hmm?*

For some reason, Allen Plake didn't appear to be in normal condition.

***

"Allen, it's not too late. You can still give up and run away."

Luel said as she supported my body.
As the judgment of the Sage of Water, her assessment was probably the more rational one.
After all, the backlash from activating the Sword of Roses was far stronger than I'd anticipated.

Damn it.

I was in such a state that even walking was difficult.
It was a miracle I wasn't collapsing right now.
But I didn't want to give up.

"If I keep receiving treatment until we reach the Prison Island, there might be a chance."

"No, even then you won't be in optimal condition. Fighting him in that state..."

"I'm not asking for optimal—just make me able to move. Please."

Luel finally sighed and answered.

"You're so stubborn... alright."

She said that and continued focusing on my treatment.
We had already stopped all the security dolls from the control room, allowing her to concentrate fully on healing me.

After walking for quite some time, we finally saw the exit.
I gradually removed myself from her shoulder.

"Allen?"

"I can't show this kind of weakness to the warriors outside."

I couldn't appear weak to them.
If I did, all the public opinion I'd worked so hard to build up would be wasted.

"Well, if you're fine with it, I don't mind."

Luel extended her hand.

"Huh?"

"At least hold my hand. Even minimal contact will enhance the healing effect."

"Ah."

I took her hand.
Then I opened the exit.
There, Seora and Lucy were waiting for us.

"We've been waiting forever."

Lucy said curtly.
Seora followed her lead with a snippy tone.

"Yeah, we've been—"

At that moment, Seora's eyes fixed on my hand.
More precisely, on Luel's hand holding mine.

"This is, well..."

As I tried to explain, she seemed to grasp the situation before I could finish.
Having traveled with me for quite some time, she understood me well.

"Allen?"

She hurried over and asked quietly.

"Are you okay?"

I nodded.

"Of course."

"If you say so, then I guess it's fine."

At her surprisingly calm reaction, Luel finally spoke up.

"Miss Seora, Allen's condition is more serious than you think."

But Seora shook her head.

"He has strong will, but he's not a stubborn person. If he's being this insistent, there must be a reason."

It was a bit embarrassing, but she wasn't wrong.

"Yes, Seora's right. I absolutely must save Gwen."

Rescuing her would strengthen our forces.
We could also persuade Schultz.
And above all else...

*It's my fault.*

She ended up like this because of me.

Whenever I saw her, I always felt guilty.
In my memories as a player, I had forced her to raise her Swordsmanship skill rank until she grew old.
Of course, that was before I knew she was a real person, but I still couldn't completely wash away the guilt.

*I only escaped that feeling after receiving swordsmanship training from Libero.*

Until then, every time I saw [Swordsmanship (B)], I was reminded of Gwen and felt guilty.
But even after escaping that, I continued to wrong her.

Because of me, her connection to the constellation was severed, and she lost her way.
No matter what unavoidable circumstances there were, I had to prioritize the Reim Kingdom over her.
And as a result, because of me... she was imprisoned alone on Prison Island.

*That's why...*

I looked toward Prison Island.

*I will definitely save you.*

It was a promise I'd made countless times, but no number of promises would be enough.

"Let's go."

With that determination, I set off toward Prison Island.

As we walked, the warriors naturally cleared a path for us.
My duel with Karkel had already been decided.
They even looked at me as if I were a condemned prisoner walking to execution.

*Well, I suppose it's not that different.*

This was a battle between a former high-rank warrior and a Saint-rank warrior.
And naturally, there was a reason he was a Saint-rank warrior.
He surely possessed power far beyond any ordinary high-rank warrior.

But...

*We don't know yet.*

I have Libero's swordsmanship.
This was a technique that no character in Hundred Braves had properly mastered.
If that combined with the Sword of Roses created a variable, I might have a chance.

*Besides, for some reason...*

This wasn't based on any concrete evidence.
It was just my feeling.

*That Karkel...*

His face was hidden behind a gas mask, so I couldn't see his expression.
But from the tremor in his voice, I sensed something.

*For some reason, he's not hostile toward me.*

It was similar to when I first met Freyja.
Like a predator far stronger than me, yet somehow not seeing me as prey.

Should I call it goodwill?
No, maybe not that far, but he seemed to expect something from me.

*What exactly is he expecting?*

By this time, we had arrived at Prison Island.
There was truly no turning back now.

In the open area in front of the massive prison on Prison Island.
Across from us stood Warden Karkel and his subordinates.
And behind them...

"Gwen!"

Gwen was sitting with her limbs bound by restraints.
The most pitiful thing was the emptiness in her eyes.
Those eyes were completely different from the sharp, intelligent eyes I remembered.

"Gwen! Are you alright? Say something!"

But she didn't seem to hear my voice.
Instead, Karkel answered.

"Don't worry. She's just under the influence of gas right now. If you defeat me and take her, she'll return to normal soon."

"Are you certain?"

"Of course. More importantly, didn't you say you had no time to waste? Or perhaps you need time to recover because you're not feeling well?"

As expected, he had seen through my current physical condition.
I had indeed walked slowly from Central Island to here to recover.

"Luel..."

Just as I was about to ask Luel to stop the healing—

"Then I'll give you plenty of time to recover."

Karkel's unexpected words surprised me.

"What do you mean...?"

He spread his arms wide and thrust out his chest as he spoke.

"I want to clash with you at your full strength, not in your current state."

His subordinates nearby protested.

"But Warden!"
"That criminal should be arrested immediately!"
"There should be no mercy for someone who deceived the Pontiff!"

Karkel's neck turned with an almost mechanical movement.
A cold voice flowed through the exhaust port of his gas mask.

"Is your memory worse than a goldfish? I personally decided to end this by confronting their leader instead of having you all clash with them head-on..."

It was just like when I heard Schultz's threat.
His voice carried the intimidating pressure befitting a Saint-rank warrior.

"And mercy? Do you think I would lose even if he were at full strength?"

"No, that's not what we meant."

"Good, that's how it should be."

After completely freezing his subordinates with just his words, he turned to me.

"How much time do you need?"

"Thirty minutes will do."

"Is that really enough?"

"Yes."

Thirty minutes should be sufficient.
It might not be a complete recovery, but it would be enough to fight without hindrance.
And this duel was, in a way, Karkel's unilateral decision.
I didn't want to stall until other high-rank warriors arrived.

"Then I'll ask again, Luel."

Deciding to trust Karkel for now, I took off my upper garment.
It was to receive more thorough treatment.

"Understood."

Luel took out a potion from her pocket.
Combining healing magic with potions would make the recovery faster.

Meanwhile, regardless of my trust in Karkel, Seora and Lucy drew their weapons and remained vigilant.

***

Huff, huff...

She was drenched in sweat, breathing heavily.
From a distance, she could hear children chattering.
And in her field of vision as she lay on the ground were the blue sky and...

*Where am I...?*

The Ridwald family mansion.
The headquarters of the enemy knights, and her family home.

*I see. I was training again...*

She could feel a wooden sword in her hand.
Training was almost a daily routine for her.
It seemed she had dozed off while taking a short break.

*What a strange dream.*

In that dream, she had left her family to search for the Sword of Roses.
During that journey, she met a certain boy.
And that boy, who seemed to know the location of the Sword of Roses, told her not to worry.

*And after that...*

Throb.

Her head began to ache terribly.
It felt like something else had happened.
Perhaps because it was a dream, she couldn't remember.

Just then—

"How pitiful."
"I thought the Ridwald bloodline had thinned considerably, but somehow..."
"It can't be helped. It's just that child's fate."

Adults' voices could be heard nearby, as if they thought she was still asleep.

"But she still seems to deny her fate. I heard she's going to look for the Sword of Roses?"
"She must not understand reality yet. How many ancestors tried to find it and eventually gave up?"

The Sword of Roses.
Yes, she had to find it.
Only then could she live a normal life, even if just for a few years.

*Right, Constellation?*

But there was no answer from the constellation.

*Constellation?*

Well, it was probably nothing.
It wasn't the first time there had been no response.

Meanwhile, the voices around her continued.

"By the way, where did our ancestor hide that sword?"
"To not leave the location of a sword that holds the family's future..."
"I heard it was last seen in the Central Sea Islands."

At that moment—

*Central Sea Islands?*

As soon as she heard those words, her head began to ache again.
Simultaneously, afterimages flashed before her eyes.

"If you take me to the Ordeal, I'll answer one thing you're curious about."

"Thirty-three. Exactly 33 years and 6 months. If I pass that, I won't be able to bear children."

"It's been a while."

"Yes, I plan to head to the Central Sea Islands. But before that, I still have things to do in Hylen."

"But I'm sure we'll meet again this time too."

It was that boy from her dream.

No, was this really a dream?

It felt too vivid to be a dream.
And she definitely knew this boy's name.
It was surely...

*I have to remember.*

He was clearly someone important to her.
Someone she should never forget.
But the more she tried to remember, the more darkness seemed to consume her mind.

*Please, remember...!*

As she began to struggle, the adults around her rushed over.
They firmly grabbed her limbs to prevent her from moving.

*Let go of me...!*

She remembered.

There was definitely something she had to do.
Yes, there was something she absolutely had to tell that boy.
And that boy's name was...

At that moment, her eyes opened.
In truth, they were already open, but the previously dim pupils finally gained focus.
What she saw before her was Allen Plake.

"Allen!"

He was holding his sword, seemingly preparing to face the Saint-rank warrior Karkel alone.

"Run away! I'll be fine, just survive!"

Allen's lips moved in response.
For some reason, her mind was foggy, and she couldn't hear clearly.
But from his lip movements, she could understand what he said.

No.
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"Run away! I'll be fine, just survive!"

Gwen's voice echoed from afar.
But it was already too late.
I never wanted to run away in the first place.

So I answered.

"No."

Then I heard Karkel laughing.

"Haha, that's how it should be."

His voice sounded like it was resonating from inside his gas mask.

"She may be saying that now, but while she was intoxicated by the gas, she kept mumbling. Said she made a promise with you."

At that moment, anger surged within me for some reason.
Of course, Karkel had only imprisoned Gwen as ordered by the Pontiff; he hadn't done anything wrong.
But despite that, I couldn't contain my anger.

"Good, I like those eyes."

Karkel seemed pleased with me as he drew his own sword.

Click.

The sword was equipped in his hand.
It looked like a machine being attached to another machine, firmly connecting.
And that was actually an accurate description.

*He's a cyborg after all.*

In his case, he didn't possess a Relic in weapon form.
Or rather, if his entire body was a weapon, then perhaps he did.
That meant his entire body—specifically his mechanical limbs—was his Relic.

*5-star Relic Machina Membronum.*

The name of the mechanical prosthetic arms and legs created by the first Sage of Water in collaboration with the god of water mist.

*And its performance is...*

His position as a Saint-rank warrior proved it.
Of course, his skill was impressive, but the Saint-rank warrior position wasn't something one could achieve by skill alone.

Nevertheless, I had to face him.

"Shall we begin?"

"Yes, let's."

As I nodded and answered, the duel began.
As if to prove it, steam burst from the exhaust valve of his gas mask.
Simultaneously...

BOOM!

The cylinder in his leg fired, stomping the ground.

He reached me in an instant.
But I wasn't just standing there in confusion.

*Alber!*

-Yes!

In that moment, Alber deployed a barrier around me.
As Karkel entered that domain, his speed slowed.

Then came Libero's swordsmanship.
Using Alber, I somehow managed to deflect Karkel's sword.
But Karkel immediately fired the cylinder in his arm and twisted his blade.

His movements were incredibly fast.
Even within Alber's barrier and against Libero's swordsmanship, he was moving at an astonishing speed.
Even at this reduced pace, he was faster than most high-rank warriors.

"Ugh!"

I was barely able to deflect his continuous attacks.
It was obvious what would happen if I tried to block his powerful strikes directly.

"Not bad."

Meanwhile, Karkel seemed to have the leisure to chat.

"Your speed is below that of an average high-rank warrior. Yet you keep up with mine... you truly are special."

Special or not, I had no time to respond.

"But this level of specialness isn't enough."

Just as I deflected his sword again.

BOOM!

An explosive sound came from his arm.
Simultaneously, his sword bent back in the opposite direction.
It was a mechanical movement impossible for a normal human.

I had no choice but to block it, and the impact sent me flying backward.

*Wind power!*

Even as I was flying, I tried to regain balance by activating wind power with my feet.
Or rather, I tried to.

"Not enough, I said."

Karkel had already caught up to me mid-air.

*Damn...*

I thought I heard Seora, Luel, and Gwen screaming from afar.

Ugh!

His fist struck my solar plexus.
Before I could even feel the pain, I was sent flying at a ridiculous speed.
Lucy, using physical enhancement, caught me.

Luel was nearby as well.

"Allen!"

She hurriedly ran over and placed her hand on my back as I struggled to breathe.
But I had to grab her arm and remove it.

"It's not... over yet."

If I accepted help here, it could be grounds for disqualification in this one-on-one duel.
Besides, I hadn't yet used my hidden card, the Sword of Roses.
Because...

*I need to make him lower his guard a bit more.*

I had considered using it just before getting hit in the solar plexus.
But his stance was still too perfect.
Even if I had drawn the Sword of Roses then, he would have simply dodged it.
So not yet.

"But Allen, your ribs are..."

I casually took out a potion from my inventory.
This would be a temporary fix.
It wasn't like receiving help from teammates.

But at that moment, I felt something was off.

*Karkel?*

He was standing still at the position where he had sent me flying.
Something was strange about the situation.
With his speed, he could have followed up and finished me off.

*Why isn't he doing that?*

He had shown no signs of carelessness during our fight.
Yet for some reason, he was waiting for me.

Then I heard his voice.

"What's wrong? Why aren't you getting treatment quickly?"

"What?"

"I clearly said I wanted to fight you at your full strength. You haven't given your all yet."

I didn't understand what he meant.
Except for the Sword of Roses, I had definitely been fighting at full strength.
What, did he want me to overload Alber too?

-If you need me to, Master, I'm fine with it.

That was a joke.
That would never happen.
Besides, I didn't think doing that would help me defeat Karkel anyway.

*But he shouldn't know I can use the Sword of Roses, right?*

I wasn't sure.
Perhaps he had figured out that I was hiding something.
But the composure he displayed suggested he thought little of whatever I was concealing.

*There's still a chance.*

He was right.
I hadn't given my all yet.

The Sword of Roses, my final card.
Of course, using it didn't guarantee victory, but it was worth trying.

"Luel. Please heal me."

Recent fractures healed relatively quickly.
After being treated, I raised Alber again.

"Then let's continue."

"Good, so you do have something more."

Karkel raised his sword, looking satisfied.
The duel had already resumed.
So without delay, I swung my sword at him from a distance.

Libero's swordsmanship wasn't just about transcending time.
Before even reaching that stage, it could transcend space.
But...

"Hmm?"

Noticing something strange, he jumped and avoided the invisible strike.

"Oho..."

Karkel exclaimed in admiration.
I continued to unleash Libero's long-range sword attacks without pause, but he kept dodging or blocking them.
His movements proved that his status as a Saint-rank warrior wasn't solely due to his Relic.

*It's fine.*

I never intended to defeat him with just this.
My purpose was only to keep him at bay.
If I continued this pressure...

"Is this all you've got?"

He would eventually lose patience and charge in.

BOOM!

He charged with another explosive sound.
I deployed a barrier using Alber.
And...

*Predict his sword path.*

His movements using the cylinder's explosive force were too fast to follow with the naked eye.
But even such movements had weaknesses.

*His movements are too linear.*

So by now, I could predict them.

Screech!

His sword scraped against Alber, sending sparks flying as it slid off.
I was able to deflect it much more stably than before.
The only problem was...

BOOM!

With an explosive sound, his sword bent back in the opposite direction again.
It was the same pattern as before.

"Ugh!"

Of course, I had somewhat anticipated this and had already created some distance.
But he fired the cylinder in his leg and closed in on me simultaneously.

*But it's still linear!*

Following his movements was impossible, but predicting them was doable.

I swung my sword in mid-air.
It seemed like an angle that could never block Karkel's attack, but Libero's swordsmanship made it possible.

Clang!

A sword strike from a completely different angle deflected Karkel's sword at an angle.
Thanks to that, Karkel's strike narrowly missed me.

*Now!*

I made that judgment.
This was the most vulnerable he had appeared so far.
With that conviction, I drew my trump card from my inventory.

*Sword of Roses.*

I had already prepared myself.
I released Alber into the air and gripped the sword with both hands.

The great sword technique inherited from Lucy.
Since it was still a sword, I had already integrated it with Libero's swordsmanship.
All that remained was to activate the Sword of Roses once more.

*I can only swing it a few times.*

If I swung it more than that, my body would turn to ash.
Even when I activated it earlier to draw the sword, I had suffered near-fatal damage.
But...

*A few times is enough.*

No, I intended to decide the match with this single strike.

*Sublimation.*

The taste of blood filled my mouth.
In the distance, I could see Gwen staring at me and the Sword of Roses with wide eyes.

*I'll save you soon.*

I activated the Sword of Roses.

Flash.

At that moment, my mind reeled.
My vision momentarily went white, and nausea surged.
But I had to stay focused.

I had collapsed once in the control room due to the Sword of Roses' recoil, but here, I absolutely couldn't fall.

"Ugh!"

I gritted my teeth to stay conscious and commanded the Sword of Roses.

*Sword of Roses, bloom.*

Whoosh!

A massive flame erupted from the sword.
The flame took the shape of a rose in full bloom.

Huff...

My entire body was burning.
Not just burning—it felt like it would melt at any moment.
But I could still swing it at least once.

I swung the sword down at Karkel and said:

"Is this satisfactory?"

Red flames flickered on the translucent glass of Karkel's gas mask.
The overwhelming floral flame was plunging down on him.

"Karkel!"

But at that moment.

BOOM!

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

A series of explosive sounds echoed beyond the massive descending flame.
Simultaneously, afterimages appeared in my vision.
They were afterimages of Karkel avoiding my strike by repeatedly firing the cylinders in his limbs.

And as I was thrown back by the recoil of my attack, he closed in on me and said:

"Was this all you had to oppose the Pontiff?"

His voice was filled with disappointment.

"In the end, you were just a mayfly who didn't value your life."

He brought his hands together and drove them into my back.

"This is the end."

My body, which had risen high due to the recoil, was now falling.
Between the Sword of Roses' recoil and Karkel's strike just now.
I could barely control my body.

*Is this the end?*

I had used everything I had.
I had shown everything I could.
There was nothing more I could do.

*The end...*

At that moment, I caught sight of Gwen below.
She was struggling to break free from her restraints.

*The end, huh...*

Indeed, it was the end.
I had always stood at the end.
But I had always moved forward with that end.

*The culmination of swordsmanship lies in will.*

What I had inherited from Libero wasn't just swordsmanship.
I confirmed that I still had a sword in my hand.
Considering how I used to drop my sword at the slightest distraction, I thought I had truly grown a lot.

*Not yet...!*

Through the translucent glass of Karkel's gas mask, I could see his astonishment.
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"Huh?"

Gwen's eyes widened in surprise.
Suddenly, flames bloomed like flowers from Allen's sword.
It was clearly the activation of the Sword of Roses, visible to anyone watching.

"How is this possible?"

Had his words been lies back then?
When he claimed he wasn't from the Ridwald family.

"No, perhaps it wasn't a lie."

He only said he wasn't from the Ridwald family, not that he lacked the rose emblem.
Besides, the way he was activating the Sword of Roses now looked somewhat unstable.

"Perhaps his bloodline isn't that strong."

But... why was Allen helping her?
Even to the point of burning himself with an improperly activated Sword of Roses.
Why would he go so far to help her?

It was an unfamiliar feeling.

Since being born with a cursed fate,
No one had ever helped her.
Everyone thought her dream of finding the Sword of Roses was futile.

Yet she had walked this path alone.
Because she had no other path to follow.
And on this path, the only one who helped her was herself.

"At least the Constellation was there, but..."

He deliberately tried to delay her search for the Sword of Roses.
She couldn't even contact him for the past few years.

But Allen had come all this way to save her.
He could have escaped at any time, but he kept his promise to meet her again.

She was so grateful.

"I actually wanted to see you."

Though she had shouted at him to run away and leave her, she knew her true feelings were different.
For some time now, she had always wanted to see him.
She wanted to return to the inn with him and spend a peaceful life together, away from this prison.

"But that's impossible."

She knew the reality.
It was impossible for Allen to defeat Karkel.
Even if he won, Allen and she would be destined to run forever.

Whether he knew this or not,
The flame flower created by his sword was incredibly powerful.
When it struck down at Karkel, even she sensed the commander's impending defeat.

But the result was different.

Karkel dodged Allen's attack with an explosive sound at tremendous speed.
He leaped toward Allen, who had been propelled upward by the recoil.
At that moment, Gwen screamed.

"No!"

It was almost a shriek.
But her voice couldn't help Allen.

Karkel's gauntleted fist drove into Allen's back with a thunderous impact.

BOOM!

Allen plummeted at terrifying speed, his body bent awkwardly.
She tried to move to help him, but the special restraints wouldn't release her.

"Allen...!"

From the opposite direction, people who appeared to be Allen's companions were rushing over.
But judging by Allen's falling speed, he would clearly hit the ground before they arrived.

That's when it happened.
For a brief moment, Allen's eyes met hers.

"Allen?"

In that instant, a renewed light appeared in Allen's eyes.
Through that, she sensed it.

"You still haven't given up?"

Allen had already experienced the overwhelming difference in power.
Moreover, he was clearly not in good condition, likely due to the recoil from the Sword of Roses.

Yet he didn't let go of his sword.
Instead, he used some ability to slow his fall and regained his posture.

"That stance is...?"

It was definitely a stance she recognized.

"The Ridwald family swordsmanship?"

No, there was something even closer.

"My swordsmanship?"

***

In that brief moment of falling,
I saw in Gwen's eyes
The path she had walked until now.

Her decades of wandering efforts to make the flower bloom for just a few years or months.
As Seong Yurang the player, I knew those efforts all too well.

"So I'll borrow that will for just a moment."

I used the power of wind to slow my fall as much as possible and took the stance of Ridwald family swordsmanship.
Or more precisely, Gwen's swordsmanship.

Of course, this wasn't my first attempt to combine Gwen's swordsmanship with Libero's.
I had tried it several times on my own, and even combined elements of it when teaching Libero's swordsmanship to Elsie.
But looking back now, what I combined then wasn't truly Gwen's swordsmanship.

"What's the point of just mimicking the movements?"

I couldn't match the unique speed that characterized Gwen's swordsmanship.
And that speed came not just from technique, but from her will.

"Sword of Roses."

As I activated the sword, flames erupted from it once more.
I swung it directly at Karkel above me.
Karkel once again fired the cylinders in his limbs to dodge the attack in mid-air.

But there was more to come.
The characteristic of Gwen's swordsmanship was swift strikes.
Unlike Libero's swordsmanship, which sought mental and physical dominance through ultimate technique.

When others swung their sword once,
She had to swing hers twice.

WHOOSH

As soon as I confirmed my first attack had missed, I immediately followed with another strike.
I aimed at Karkel's weakness, targeting his linear escape path, but he fired his cylinders in the opposite direction to change course.

"I suppose if he can move like that, even moving in straight lines isn't a weakness."

Fundamentally, warrior-class fighters have no weaknesses.
He had eliminated his weakness by mastering such movements.
If there were limits to the power stored in his cylinders, that might be different, but...

The power in the cylinders of his Relic was likely his magical energy.
Judging by his usage so far, he seemed to have plenty in reserve.
If anyone was running low, it was me.

WHOOSH

I continued my relentless chain of attacks.
The current situation was unusual, with Karkel focusing solely on evasion, but I was clearly at a disadvantage.
The heat from the Sword of Roses was causing me dangerous levels of damage.

It was much like Gwen's life.
In the short time given to her, despite the pain, she had always struggled.
That will was now embodied in my sword strikes.

Karkel continued to narrowly evade my attacks, which would be dangerous even with the slightest touch, and shouted:

"Allen Plake, stop! I don't want to kill you!"

He too seemed to realize that if I continued like this, I would die.

"This is meaningless! You're only destroying yourself!"

He was right.
He kept evading my chain of attacks.
Anyone watching would think my efforts were pointless.

"This must be how people looked at Gwen."

While she desperately tried,
Everyone just looked at her with pity.
Saying she would never find the Sword of Roses, telling her to retire and find a successor.

And then ending up imprisoned because of me.
But...

"I'll prove that all your struggles had meaning."

I will save her now.
This wouldn't have happened if she hadn't diligently traveled everywhere and met me.
If she hadn't helped someone like me.

So I can say:

"Everything you've diligently built up until now... it all had meaning."

I'll show her that now.

"I'm reaching my limit."

My body, which had been enduring through mental awakening, was approaching its breaking point.

"Then..."

The time had come.
With that judgment, I raised the Sword of Roses.
Karkel seemed to sense that something was different this time.

BOOM!

He immediately fired his cylinders, but there was nowhere to escape.

"Realm of Time."

In Libero's swordsmanship, the Realm of Time doesn't simply mean stopping time.
Libero's swordsmanship can truly transcend time.
This was proven 500 years ago when Libero's will manifested in the Reim Kingdom.

So what would be proven now...
Was Gwen's will.

"This is swordsmanship imbued with Gwen's will."

Therefore, this technique's name is "Gwen."

The world began to appear slow, as if frozen.
From the sparks left by my seemingly meaningless attacks, flames began to rise.

WHOOSH
WHOOSH
WHOOSH

I couldn't replicate Gwen's incredible speed of consecutive strikes.
But by combining it with Libero's swordsmanship in this way, I could recreate it to some extent.
That was this technique I named "Gwen."

Gwen.

In that moment, all my previous strikes manifested with flames, filling the space.
The flaming flowers became petals, gathering to form a massive rose of fire.
Even Karkel, who had managed to dodge until now, couldn't avoid this.

"ARGH!"

Karkel's figure instantly vanished into the flames.
I turned away from him and began walking toward Gwen.
I sensed that I didn't have much time left to stand.

But then:

BOOM!

The source of that sound was clear.
Karkel's cylinders firing.
Looking back, I saw he had somehow escaped the flower of flames and landed on the ground.

"Tough bastard."

As expected of someone at the warrior-class level.

Of course, he had clearly taken significant damage, looking quite battered.
His clothes were either burned or soaked in blood, and his gas mask's glass was broken, revealing his face.
His face was covered in twisted scars.

"An ugly face, isn't it?"

But those weren't ordinary scars.
Even I was curious.

"How did that happen?"

He responded with a bitter smile:

"The price of defying the Pontiff in my youth. Back then, I thought I could win against anything. But there was something more miserable than this face."

He raised his hand to point at me.

"Unlike you, who provoked such a sensitive reaction from the Pontiff, that was the end for me. Seeing my current state, I understand the Pontiff's judgment back then."

"So you had expectations for me?"

"Yes, expectations, if you want to call it that. Or maybe jealousy. I wanted to know what kind of person would make the Pontiff react like this."

Then his objective had been achieved.

"Is this enough?"

The current situation was clearly in his favor.
He could still fight plenty more, while I could barely stand.
Yet the fact that he wasn't attacking me had only one meaning.

He had seen what he wanted to see in me.
And he acknowledged it.

"I admit it. This is my defeat."

He knelt down to show this fact to his subordinates.
Then he stopped his men from rushing at me with just a look.

"Allen!"

Seora and my other companions started running toward me as they confirmed the duel was over.
But I had already reached Gwen.

I wanted to hand this sword to her with my own hands.

"Gwen, I kept my promise."

Tears were flowing from her eyes as she received the Sword of Roses.
It was a sight I could never have imagined from the Gwen I knew.

"Allen, why would you go this far..."

"Because I need your strength."

With her, I could produce the power I just exerted with all my might at any time.
But there was an even bigger reason...

"And because I want you to be happy."

It was a feeling I had carried in my heart since parting with her in that small town of Basil.

"Now, quickly activate the sword."

So that she could live even one more day, or even a few more hours.

"Yes."

Gwen gripped the sword with her small hand and nodded.
At the same time, a warm energy began to spread from the sword.
I closed my eyes, feeling that warmth.

Thank goodness.
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Whoosh.
Whoooosh...

The sound of waves reached my ears.

*Where am I?*

The floor kept swaying beneath me.
That meant I was on a ship.

*So I managed to retreat safely.*

Well, once Gwen got her hands on the Sword of Roses, nobody could have stopped her anyway.
But still...

*How much time has passed?*

If I'd been unconscious for too long, that could be problematic.

*I still have so much to do.*

Currently, the barrier had been moved to surround the island where the Demon Kings were stationed.
We needed to attack them before they could escape the barrier.
And even with Gwen on our side, it would be difficult to handle elite forces from Hylen if they arrived.

Hnngh...

I took a deep breath, trying to sit up.

Cough.

It hurt.
It hurt like hell.
The pain that had been dulled by haziness was becoming sharper.

*Damn it.*

It seemed I couldn't even sit up right now.
But thanks to that, Gwen, who was beside me, noticed I was awake.

"Allen? You're finally awake."

She looked at me with worried eyes and called for Luel.

"Luel! Allen is awake!"

Her appearance was quite striking.
She looked quite different from when I last saw her before losing consciousness.

*She's grown quite a bit.*

The girl who had looked like a middle schooler now appeared to be high school age.
But that also increased my concerns.

"Gwen, how long have I been unconscious?"

She answered:

"This is the second day."

Huh, I wasn't out for as long as I thought.
It seemed Gwen's growth was more impressive than I'd realized.
Of course, Luel's healing skills were also remarkable, bringing me back to consciousness after just two days in such a serious condition.

"Allen?"

Just then, Luel rushed into the cabin.

"How are you feeling?"

"Well, I can't get up yet."

"Can you move your hands and feet?"

I tried moving them at her words.
They moved well enough.

"They move fine."

"That's a relief, at least."

"Am I okay?"

Luel shook her head.

"No, you're not okay. I just confirmed you're not permanently disabled."

"Then the healing..."

"Do you think healing magic is unlimited? I've already poured everything I could into you yesterday and today."

And yet I still couldn't even walk.
I knew I'd been severely injured, but I hadn't realized it was this bad.
So then...

"Where are Seora and Lucy?"

I wanted to confirm they were safe.

"They're both on deck standing guard."

They seemed to be fine.

"That's good. But with me in this condition, the Demon Kings..."

We needed to defeat them as soon as possible.
And then return to Library Island to meet up with Schultz.
But in my current state, that was impossible.

"No, it's not a problem."

Luel denied my concerns.

"You just need to watch. Taking down the Demon Kings will be enough with Gwen, Seora, and my sister."

"Why do you think that?"

"Because I've been in contact with the Demon Kings' side until recently. I already understand their forces completely."

She was right.
And truthfully, my own assessment of the Demon Kings' strength wasn't much different from hers.
The Demon Kings, weakened by the barrier, could probably be eliminated without me.

Perhaps my insistence on participating was just needless stubbornness.

*Then I should think about what comes after.*

After eliminating the Demon Kings and completely preventing the destruction of the Central Sea Islands.
The problem of how to prevent the predicted destruction that would come afterward.

*First priority would be finding the place where they said the deity is sealed.*

Going directly to the Pontiff would be too risky.
It would be better to convince Schultz to visit the sealing place first, then deal with the Pontiff afterward.

*However...*

There was something bothering me.

"Is it right to kill the Demon Kings now?"

Luel and Gwen's eyes widened.

"Allen, what do you mean?"

"What are you saying all of a sudden?"

I was already thinking about the worst-case scenario again.
Of course, the probability of that worst case might be low, but as long as the possibility existed, I couldn't help but consider it.

"What if the Pontiff clearly becomes our enemy?"

"She framed you for a crime you didn't commit. She's already your enemy."

No, that's not what I meant.

"No, she doesn't see me as her enemy. She's just clinging to her power."

That's why I wanted to eliminate the Demon Kings—to greatly reduce the reason for the Warriors' existence, which was the foundation of her power.
I thought that might make the Pontiff give up some of her power.

But Schultz thought differently.
He clearly saw the Pontiff as an enemy who needed to be eliminated.
If the Pontiff really was such an enemy...

I continued:

"Wouldn't it be better to keep the Demon Kings alive as the Pontiff's enemies?"

My eyes turned to Luel.
For such an important decision, I wanted the Sage of Water's advice.

Luel sighed and said:

"I understand what you're thinking. But I can assure you, it's not the right idea."

She cut down my idea immediately.
But her doing so actually put my mind at ease.

"Why?"

"The enemy of my enemy isn't necessarily my ally. And the Demon Kings, especially the later ones gathered in the Central Sea Islands, are mostly enemies of humanity—I can guarantee that."

"Just those ones?"

"Yes, it's about the difference in their motivations for becoming Demon Kings."

Motivations for becoming Demon Kings.
That was a suddenly new concept.
Come to think of it, I had only thought of Demon Kings as a group of villains, without knowing exactly how they came into being.

*Until now, there seemed to be no way to know.*

But if Luel knew, that changed things.

"So you know how Demon Kings are born?"

"Yes, to some extent. I'm surprised you don't know, given your memories from another dimension."

I'm sorry, but even with the information from Hundred Braves, that information was too fragmentary.
Since all information was acquired only through characters, the time and place were limited, and it didn't provide all conversations but only summarized situations.
Plus, the graphics weren't that great either.

"Anyway, if you don't know, I should explain that first. Demon Kings... are basically born by receiving power from foreign gods belonging to other dimensions."

"Other dimensions?"

Now I understood why Luel thought I would know this.

"Yes, the process itself isn't that different from the Warriors. While Warriors make contracts with the gods of this world through Stigmas, Demon Kings make direct contracts with foreign gods from other dimensions."

But something seemed off.
Demon Kings were clearly powerful beings.
The 72nd Demon King alone could destroy the world.
It was hard to understand how beings from other dimensions could create such entities.

"Can beings from other dimensions interfere so easily?"

Luel shook her head.

"Of course not. But it's not impossible either. Just look at the constellation system and yourself."

"Ah."

She had a point.

"Of course, several other conditions are needed. Obviously, the god must be powerful... and then the next important thing would be the will of the person becoming a Demon King."

"Will?"

That reminded me of someone.
Libero.
He was certainly someone with tremendous will.

"But what's the standard?"

However, among the later Demon Kings I'd defeated, there were some who didn't have that level of will.
So the strength of will alone couldn't be the standard.

"The standard is simply that the will appeals to the foreign god. More precisely, if the foreign god has the will to help that person regardless of the cost."

"What does that..."

"Of course, there's no guarantee all foreign gods are good. Sometimes evil gods approach using power as bait, wanting to see the person break down."

At that moment, that information connected with something else in my mind.
It was information I'd heard at the library before.

"So the foreign gods are now contracting with those who have the will to destroy the world?"

Luel nodded.

"That's right. It's the only resistance they can offer."

If the sealed deity is released and destruction occurs, other dimensions would also be affected.
So the foreign gods put forward Demon Kings to try to destroy this world preemptively.

Then the important question was:

"Do the Demon Kings know why they need to destroy this world?"

Luel shook her head again.

"No. Most don't. The desire to destroy the world is their own will from the beginning. It comes from revenge for what they suffered, frustration, madness, and such."

Her words reminded me of the 72nd Demon King.
She had cursed the world beyond the Reim Kingdom.
And coincidentally became a Demon King and gained power... or so I thought, but it wasn't a coincidence after all.

"So all the later Demon Kings gathered in the Central Sea Islands originally intended to destroy the world?"

Things were becoming clearer now.
Why some early Demon Kings like the 13th, Libero, didn't have world destruction as their goal.
And why most later Demon Kings aimed for world destruction.

"So that's why the enemy of my enemy isn't my ally?"

Luel nodded.

"I guess it was a foolish concern."

"No, it wasn't. I... don't particularly like people like Schultz who don't even consider such concerns."

Gwen nodded as well.

"I agree."

I was glad they said that.

"Then let's put the Pontiff aside for now and deal with the Demon Kings in front of us."

"Yes!"

Luel finally smiled as she answered.
Meanwhile, Gwen looked like she had something to say.

"Gwen?"

"Hmm?"

"Do you have something to say?"

Gwen's face turned red.

-Master.

And then Alber, who had been quiet, suddenly spoke up.
The meaning was clear.

"Luel, we rarely get time with just the three of us, so why don't you speak now?"

Wait, Luel too?

*Alber, are you sure about this?*

-Well, it's somewhat similar...

This wasn't a good situation.

I needed to be clear with Gwen.
I understood the urgency, but she should find a man she truly likes.
After all, what I wanted was for her to be happy, even if for a short time.

"Gwen, I..."

"Yes, about breaking Gwen's curse..."

Luel tilted her head.

"Were you about to say something?"

"No, what did you just say?"

"I was going to talk about how to break Gwen's curse."

A way to break Gwen's curse?
I almost sat up reflexively, then groaned and lay back down.

"You can break Gwen's curse? What's the method?"

"Well, to be precise, it's not about breaking Gwen's curse, but rather ending the curse with Gwen."

"Ah."

That was disappointing.
For a moment, I thought there was a way to extend Gwen's lifespan, but apparently not.

Gwen spoke to me:

"I'm fine with it. It's a reality I've already accepted. I was just worried about the children of the next generation. If my curse doesn't continue to them, I'll be happy."

There was no way she could be fine with it.
She had simply accepted reality because there was nothing she could do about it.
Even if she said she was fine, my heart was always troubled seeing her with so little time left.

But I couldn't show those emotions in front of her when she was trying to be strong.

"So what is this method?"

Gwen answered with the most serious expression I'd ever seen from her:

"I need your help, Allen."

"My help?"

"If I have a child with you, the first human hybrid, the curse will be diluted and disappear from the next generation."

I turned my gaze to Luel.

"That's right. Until now, the only known first human was the infertile Pontiff, but then I realized you exist."

Only then did Alber speak:

-I was trying to tell you...
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"Are you sure? If I have your child, the curse will disappear?"

This was a critical matter.
Given her remaining lifespan, Gwen would only have one chance to bear a child.
She would be using up that single opportunity.

"I can't guarantee it absolutely, but there's a high probability."

"How high of a probability are we talking about?"

"Allen, not all probabilities can be mathematically calculated."

That's true.

"But still..."

"I've already agreed to this."

Gwen's expression was serious.

Right, if she agreed, then I suppose there's no helping it.

"...Alright. Then I'll help too."

"Thank you."

A moment of silence passed.

The atmosphere felt strange.
My ears were getting hot for no reason, and my throat felt itchy.

"Ahem."

Gwen seemed to feel the same way, clearing her throat with a flushed face.

-Master, first of all...

Just as Alber was about to say something.

"Shall we begin then?"

It was Luel who broke the atmosphere.

"Begin what?"

"Making a baby, of course. Since you both have agreed, there's no reason to delay."

Wait, we're jumping straight to the main event here?

"That's true, but isn't this too sudden?"

"What? Is there any reason we can't do it now?"

"No, but this must be Gwen's first time, so maybe somewhere nicer with a better atmosphere..."

But Gwen shook her head.

"I'm fine with it."

"But are you really okay with doing this so suddenly on a rocking ship?"

"I actually... think it's rather romantic."

Is that how she sees it?

Luel added:

"Especially in your case, being the first human hybrid, the chances of successful pregnancy will likely be quite low. So you'll need to make multiple attempts until success is confirmed."

"Ah."

That's how it is, then.

"So there's no problem, right?"

Gwen had already started removing her cloak.
But wait a minute...

"Luel, what are you doing here?"

For some reason, she showed no signs of leaving.
Instead, she pulled out a notebook from her pocket and began taking notes.

"Recording, of course."

"Recording?"

"Yes, information about the first humans is valuable. Especially data about mating between the first humans and modern humans... *gulp*"

She swallowed the saliva that had pooled in her mouth.

"I apologize. Perhaps due to the Sage of Water's influence, my thirst for knowledge is as strong as hunger, sexual desire, or the need for sleep..."

"But no matter what, isn't it a bit much to have someone watching?"

I looked at Gwen.
For some reason, she shook her head.

"I don't mind. She already discussed this with me beforehand."

"That's right. When I asked Seora about this before, she had such an extreme reaction that it was essentially a rejection, but Gwen gave me permission."

It seemed she had asked Seora without my knowledge.
But I could understand why Seora had reacted that way.
Seora's preferences... weren't exactly normal enough for Luel to use as reference.

"Then please don't mind me and continue."

Gwen had already agreed.
Certainly, there shouldn't be any problem now...

"No, this still won't work."

I really don't want to do this.

"Do you really need this information anyway?"

"It's absolutely necessary to satisfy my increasingly hungry thirst for knowledge!"

Of course.

"See, it's not necessary at all."

"Hmph."

"Get out."

And while you're at it...

"Take this too."

I pulled Alber out from my inventory.
I felt some resistance, but it was futile.

-Master! If I'm separated from you for more than three hours, my divinity will...!

I flinched for a moment, but after observing him, I said:

"You're lying, aren't you?"

-What?

"When you lie, your blade trembles honestly."

It wasn't visible to the naked eye, but thanks to the wind god's blessing, I could tell.

-Argh! I curse you, Wind God!

He was eventually dragged out in Luel's hand.
Of course, Luel didn't leave gracefully either.
As she left, she kept looking back with sparkling eyes, hoping I might change my mind.

"Get out."

"Hmph."

With Luel and Alber gone, the room finally became quiet.
At last, all the troublemakers had disappeared.

"Gwen."

She nodded.
Then she began unbuttoning what appeared to be an oversized white shirt, probably borrowed from Seora.
But I still had something to tell her.

"Actually, I just realized I can't move my body."

"Hmm, is that a big problem?"

"Do you know what to do, by the way?"

This would likely be her first experience.
Normally, I should lead her through it, like I did with Seora.
Fortunately, though, Gwen seemed to have some basic knowledge.

"Luel explained it to me. So I understand the basic principle."

"How much do you know exactly?"

She blushed and said:

"That when sperm meets an egg, fertilization occurs."

Cancel that.
She only knew the most basic biological principle.
I finally told her:

"I think it would be better to wait until I can move again."

"No, I want to do it now. You can just tell me what to do, can't you?"

What she said wasn't impossible.
But still...

"Are you sure? It might be difficult to do it by yourself."

"It's fine."

She was already straddling me.

*Is this... instinct?*

As she continued undressing on top of me, I said one last thing I needed to say.

"I'm sorry."

"What do you mean?"

"I wished you could have had a child with someone you liked more, but it ended up like this..."

Gwen's eyebrows raised.
She must have some dissatisfaction after all.
That's what I was thinking when:

"Allen, why do you think I'm not having a child with someone I like?"

"Because then the curse would be passed down to your descendants."

"No, it wouldn't."

"Then there's no need for you to have my child..."

That's when I realized it.
I finally understood why Gwen's gaze had seemed unusual.

"I'm sorry, Allen. But I didn't want you to feel sorry for me."

"Gwen?"

"You already have Elsie and Seora as lovers. I, who will live only briefly, shouldn't intrude. So I tried to hide my feelings as much as possible."

The moisture in her red eyes sparkled in the lantern light.

"Do you understand now? You don't need to feel sorry for me. If you must feel sorry about something, it's that you didn't come to rescue me sooner. Because of that, I can only have one child with you."

"I'm sorry about that."

At that moment, she placed both hands beside my head.
Lying on top of me, face to face, she said:

"Don't say you're sorry."

"Understood."

"Good, now tell me. What should I do?"

"Well, first..."

Just then.

*Click.*

The door opened.

"Al..."

It was Seora who entered.

"...len?"

Right now, Gwen was half-naked, lying on top of me.
This situation, to anyone watching, would look like... well, that.

Seora's face instantly turned red.

"Gwen, w-what are you doing?"

Gwen answered nonchalantly:

"I was trying to make a baby."

"A baby? Are you t-talking about wrestling?"

"Wrestling?"

It was clear that their conversation would continue to get tangled, so I had to step in.

"Yes, wrestling. But Seora, this is a situation that couldn't be helped..."

"If you're going to wrestle, you need Elsie's permission first!"

This is a mess.

"I'm sure Elsie will give permission once she hears the circumstances."

"No, Elsie told me to watch carefully. To see if you try to wrestle with any woman besides me! And without permission..."

That's when:

"I already got permission."

"What?"

"During the graduation performance, Elsie told me. She said she would allow it once."

They definitely met at that time.
But they whispered so quietly that even I couldn't hear their conversation.

*Wait, they met and talked about that?*

Is this a proper master-disciple relationship?

"So we'll do it once, and then get permission for next time."

Well, this seems to have worked out well for the current situation.

"That's..."

Seora seemed confused by this unexpected turn of events, but she soon regained her composure.

"Fine. But I'm going to tell Elsie about this later."

However, for some reason, she wasn't leaving.

"Are you going to stay there?"

"Yes, I need to make sure you only do it once."

"Get out."

She tried to resist for a moment, but she had never won a battle of wills against me.
So she shrank away and disappeared beyond the door.

All that could be heard was her final muttering:

"Elsie, help me..."

It was a bit pitiful, but there was nothing I could do.
She was acting like her usual self anyway.

"Pfft..."

Once she was gone, Gwen burst into laughter.

"What is it?"

"You've become quite the leader."

Well, for a leader, all my subordinates seem to be climbing all over me.

"When I first saw you, you were just a small boy."

For the record, she was smaller than me even back then.
But since it was her complex, I didn't mention it.

"Now, let's really get started."

"Wait a moment."

I feel bad for continuously throwing cold water on the situation.
But there was truly one last thing I needed to tell her.

"You said you liked me."

"I did say that. Didn't you understand?"

"No, I mean... I can accept those feelings."

Gwen's face turned red.

"What are you... you already have Elsie and Seora."

"It's okay. If it's you, and no one else, I'm confident I can love you too."

When I saw her lonely back.
There were countless times I wanted to embrace her from behind.
I just didn't because I wasn't sure of her feelings.

"Actually, I was happy earlier. When I heard that having my child could break the curse."

"Allen..."

"But at the same time, I was sad that you couldn't have a child with someone you loved. Now that I know that person is me, I couldn't be happier."

"Stop, please stop..."

Gwen was now biting her lip, tears welling in her eyes.

"Gwen?"

"Please stop teasing me like this."

Her skin was already flushed.
It seemed she was already fully prepared.

"Just tell me what to do now. My body is desperate to bear your child right away."

Seeing her like this, I couldn't help but smile.

"Alright."

"D-don't just smile, hurry...!"

"Then bend your arms here."

In her desperate state, she followed my instruction and bent her arms.
She was still in the position of leaning over me with her hands beside my head.
As she bent her arms, her face suddenly came much closer.

"Allen? What are you trying to..."

I could smell the sweetness in her breath.
From that position, I slightly lifted my head and kissed her.
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The next day.
On the deck, Gwen asked with a serious expression.

"Did it work?"

Luel, who had her hand on Gwen's stomach, shook her head.

"No, it didn't."

Gwen's expression turned glum.
Luel tried to comfort her.

"It's okay. Like a rain ritual, we just need to keep trying until we succeed."

"Well, I suppose that's true."

Apparently, my opinion on being involved in this wasn't being considered.
Though I was willing to go along with most things if it made Gwen happy.

"But let's continue this after we've defeated the Demon Kings."

I was standing on the deck, recovered enough to walk now.
Luel's help had been quite significant.

"Lucy, what's the situation with the Demon Kings?"

Lucy was looking into the distance through a telescope Luel had made.
Specifically, at the island where the Demon Kings were stationed.

"It's unchanged for now. Some might have left, but there's no significant difference."

"Really?"

It was our third day drifting through the Central Sea while treating my injuries.
I had expected the Demon Kings to retreat somewhat by now.
But for some reason, they still hadn't withdrawn.

Luel offered her theory about why.

"It's probably because there's been no movement from the Central Island."

Indeed, the warriors from the Central Island hadn't shown any notable activity since we fled.
Though there had been enough time for orders to come down, perhaps the Pontiff was constrained by her position.
After all, she couldn't order the capture of warriors who were going to defeat Demon Kings.

However, it seemed strange that the Demon Kings would remain just because the warriors from Central Island weren't moving.
We still posed a threat to them.

Luel answered that question too.

"It's probably because they're not in contact with me."

"Why would that matter?"

She explained.

"I was originally the central figure in the Central Sea Islands operation, and they probably don't think I've betrayed them yet."

"Why not? You're helping me now."

"Because you're a traitor who betrayed the Pontiff. They're likely making the error of thinking the enemy of their enemy is their friend."

That certainly made sense.
Whatever the reason, this situation was clearly favorable for us, as we needed to defeat them.

"Then let's carry out the attack before they become more suspicious of Luel."

"Yes."

"That's right."

"Mm-hmm."

Everyone on the ship responded.
It seemed they were all ready.
Everyone except me.

"It feels wrong that I'm the only one who can't participate."

Of course, they would be more than capable of defeating the Demon Kings without me.
But I couldn't help feeling disappointed.

"Maybe I could help a little..."

They all glared at me fiercely.

"Allen, didn't I say I would handle things from now on? Your role ended when you rescued me."

"Allen, if you keep having foolish thoughts in your condition, I'll have no choice but to confine you to the ship. Letting you watch is already a generous concession."

Lucy and Seora were nodding in agreement.

*I guess I have no choice.*

It seemed watching over them from behind was the best I could do.

"Is everyone ready then?"

After confirming that everyone was prepared, I gave the order to Lucy at the helm.

"Lucy, you know what to do?"

"Full speed ahead? Of course."

She pulled the lever with all her might and said:

"Hold on tight."

***

"This is Violet reporting."

"What are you eating now?"

"Tteokbokki."

Demon King Levia sighed.

"You're so carefree even in this situation."

"As I always tell you, I have no obligation to cooperate fully with you."

"This is why early Demon Kings are so..."

"So, do you not need my information?"

Of course she needed it.
The reason she contacted Violet was to gather information through her.
She shouldn't forget that purpose.

"Yes, tell me about the current movements of Central Island and Allen Plake."

The current situation could be either good or bad.
It was bad that the barrier's domain had been pulled back to where she and the other Demon Kings were stationed, but since they needed to invade Central Island anyway, things couldn't get much worse.

"There's still no movement from Central Island."

Additionally, it seemed the warriors from Central Island still weren't moving.
If they did start to move, she could always retreat after receiving Violet's notification.

On the other hand, the movement of the barrier's domain could be a good thing.
It meant that their ally Luel had successfully entered the depths of Central Island once.
Plus, she was being helped by Allen Plake, a traitor to the Order.

*Allen Plake...*

She still couldn't figure out his intentions.
It was because of the sudden news that came after the Reim Kingdom incident.

*He deceived the Pontiff.*

Moreover, his subsequent actions continued to puzzle her.

*Instead of hiding, he's directly confronting the Pontiff.*

That was difficult to understand.

*What benefit could he possibly gain from doing that?*

She too had been human before becoming a Demon King.
She knew well what kind of beings humans were.

*They never move unless there's something in it for them.*

That was the fundamental principle she used when planning strategies, and the reason she had been able to defeat many warriors until now.
So she thought:

*If there's any benefit he could gain from confronting the Pontiff...*

There was only one.

*Perhaps he's using this as an excuse to join our side.*

There had been such cases before.
Warriors attracted by the power and immortality of Demon Kings, betraying the Order to contact the Demon King's side.
Of course, very few of them actually became Demon Kings.

Becoming a Demon King... was complete madness by normal human standards.

One had to accumulate Chaos to a critical point within their body and receive the "Call."
If one didn't receive the "Call" or couldn't answer it... that was the end.
They would die after rampaging as a Chaos Beast.

Most who came simply seeking power died.
But those who occasionally survived had something in common.
They all genuinely wanted to bring about the world's demise.

Such individuals were the current late-generation Demon Kings.

*If Allen Plake were to become a Demon King...*

He would certainly be a tremendous force.
At the very least, they could recover the strength they lost when Libero was defeated.
And even if he failed to become a Demon King...

*We'd be rid of one troublesome person.*

He had already ruined their operation in the Reim Kingdom.
Even if he became a Demon King, they couldn't fully trust someone like that.
Perhaps it would be better to eliminate him.

However...

All of this was predicated on him turning to the Demon Kings' side.
And just then...

"His ship is approaching your location. Quite fast too."

He was coming.
Now she could confirm his intentions.

*What are you planning, Allen Plake?*

Of course, he had reportedly stated that he would attack the Demon Kings after rescuing his companion.
But from her perspective, that didn't seem very realistic.

"He has four companions, correct?"

"Yes, that's right."

They planned to face all the Demon Kings here with just five people?
None of the four were Saint-level warriors.
They only had one proper high-level warrior, Lucy Terasian.

So the probability of them initiating combat was slim.
That left only one possibility.

"Let's have a conversation then. I want to know what he wants."

And after that, whether Allen Plake becomes a Demon King or not...
She would proceed with the original plan to bring about the world's demise with the Sage of Water.

"I think you might be underestimating them... but that's not my concern."

Yes, it's none of your business.
So just stay holed up in your room.

"Violet, contact the Demon Kings. Tell them not to attack but to respond to them."

"Yes."

Still munching on something, Violet answered and soon relayed those instructions to the Demon Kings.
The other Demon Kings' gazes fixed on the rapidly approaching ship.

Eventually, the figures standing on it came into her view.

*Allen Plake...!*

Though she had heard he was seriously injured three days ago, he was already standing on the deck looking fine.
She was distracted by that sight.
Suddenly, the red-haired girl standing next to him drew her sword.

*Hmm?*

Were they going to fight?
No, even if they weren't going to fight directly, they would still need to be cautious.
That's what she was thinking.

Until flames erupted from that sword.

*What?*

Just before the ship reached land.
The red-haired girl swung her sword and leaped from the ship onto the shore.
And at that moment...

She realized she had made the wrong judgment.

BOOM!

Flames spewed from the girl's sword, sweeping across the island.
And the power of those flames was...

*Saint-level?*

This was clearly power rivaling a Saint-level warrior.
The Demon Kings on the shore were all swept away by those powerful flames.
Allen Plake and the rest of his companions landed in the space created by the attack.

*Damn it!*

Allen Plake never had any intention of talking.
He had come here solely to defeat the Demon Kings.

*What should I do...*

She tried to assess the situation with panicked eyes.

The red-haired girl continued to swing her flaming sword imposingly.
On another side, a black-haired female swordswoman was cutting a sturdy Demon King in half with a single strike, while the high-level warrior Lucy Terasian was using her greatsword to finish off regenerating Demon Kings.
And Allen Plake was standing still, watching them.

*Can we win?*

She couldn't make a proper judgment.
But one thing was certain...

*Even if we win, our losses will be too great.*

Outside the barrier, they might have had a chance even against Saint-level opponents.
But now they were inside the barrier, which significantly weakened the Demon Kings' powers.
So she made her decision.

"Violet, order everyone to retreat!"

They needed to preserve their forces to have another chance.
With that judgment, she spread her wings.

Flap.

And she flew up to escape.
But at that moment.

Thunk.

An arrow flew and pierced her wing.
And that wasn't the end, as more arrows followed in succession.

Thunk, thunk.

She saw it.
The dark-energy-infused arrowheads sharply penetrating her skin and then shattering.

*This is...!*

Then she felt a subtle vibration.

Zing.

Simultaneously, the three arrows embedded in her resonated and exploded.

***

Watching a Demon King fall with tattered wings, Luel said:

"Allen, I told you. If you insisted on participating, I'd confine you to the ship."

"I thought... using a bow would be okay?"

"You just used Sublimation and body enhancement."

That was true.

"But I've gotten quite used to body enhancement now."

Originally, body enhancement using blood magic could put tremendous strain on the body if used incorrectly.
In the worst case, it could cause instant death.
But now my proficiency had increased enough that strengthening my right arm to shoot a bow didn't seem to cause much strain.

"Hmm, that's true."

Luel grabbed my forearm to check and said:

"Then you can shoot 30 arrows. No more than that."

"Got it."

My role now was to keep the Demon Kings from escaping through the sky.
Of course, it wouldn't be disastrous if some escaped, but it was advantageous to capture as many as possible here.

*This might even bring me closer to inheriting the fifth Stigma.*

The cumulative SP needed for the fifth Stigma was 6000SP.
It meant accumulating as much SP as I had when inheriting the fourth Stigma.
Because of this, inheriting the fifth Stigma was considered nearly impossible.

*But you never know.*

Giving up without trying doesn't suit my personality.

So I aimed at a Demon King taking flight.
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Whoosh!

Flames erupted from the Sword of Roses, sweeping across the battlefield.
The Demon Kings caught in the direct blast inevitably melted away.
Being inside the barrier slowed their recovery, which was an added bonus.

*This level definitely qualifies as Saint-rank.*

Compared to the Sword of the Royal Family, another 5-star Relic, the Sword of Roses had similar divine power but superior destructive capability.

That was probably due to the difference in nature between light and fire.
Of course, each had its strengths and weaknesses, but naturally, the same amount of magic power would yield greater destructive force with fire.

*Plus, its user is excellent as well.*

If it were just about attack power, the Demon Kings wouldn't be at such a disadvantage.
The reason they couldn't gain any momentum was because of Gwen's swordsmanship.
She was currently sweeping through the Demon Kings with her characteristically swift sword techniques.

*The Ridwald family's... no, Gwen's swordsmanship.*

The original Ridwald family swordsmanship was already excellent, enough for Libero to consider it decent.
But Gwen had been refining that swordsmanship relentlessly for the past 20 years, and as a result, her swordsmanship proficiency was now S-rank, equal to mine.

Of course, due to the special nature of Libero's swordsmanship, that ranking was essentially meaningless, but...

*There aren't many people who can reach S-rank swordsmanship to begin with.*

One would need either tremendous talent or a trait like Gwen's "Premature Growth" to achieve it.
In fact, Gwen could potentially reach not just S-rank but S+ as well.

If she were to give up having children and invest all her remaining time in swordsmanship, that is.
But if you asked whether that was worth sacrificing her happiness, the answer was absolutely not.
S-rank swordsmanship was more than enough right now.

*Besides, swordsmanship isn't just about ranks.*

This world isn't a game.
So judging swordsmanship by rank alone would be foolish.

I watched the swordsmanship she was using.

*As expected...*

Since it was a technique I had used by borrowing her will, I thought she would be able to use it easily.

Swordsmanship "Gwen."

She was effectively using that swordsmanship, which filled the surroundings with flames, by leveraging her characteristic speed.
The massive flaming rose she created was much larger and more intricate than what I had forcibly produced using Libero's swordsmanship.

*Gwen's side won't be a problem.*

Meanwhile, Seora and Lucy on the other side seemed to be holding their own against the Demon Kings.

"Sky Slash!"

In Seora's case, she only had a few Sacred Replicants left.
She had somehow managed to acquire various Relics that the Sage of Water had possessed, but they were clearly insufficient.

So Lucy was filling in the gaps.

Boom!

When Seora slashed a Demon King and dealt significant damage, Lucy would rush in to prevent regeneration and finish it off.
The method seemed precarious compared to Gwen's overwhelming power, but it was stable in its own way.

*So we're almost done cleaning up?*

I surveyed the battlefield.
Even inside the barrier, the fight had dragged on due to the sheer number of Demon Kings.
But now, there weren't many living Demon Kings in sight.

*In that case...*

I looked down at the 33rd Demon King, Levia, who had collapsed beside me.
She wasn't simply fallen—her limbs had been damaged beyond regeneration, and she was pinned to a rock with several swords.
My companions had prioritized capturing her after I shot her down with my bow earlier.

*According to Luel, this one is the de facto leader of the later Demon Kings.*

I had quite a few things I wanted to ask her.

"Hey, if you spare my life, I'll tell you how to become a Demon King."

Judging by her plea, she seemed ready to spill information.
Hearing her entreaty, Luel said to me:

"Don't listen to that. There's no outer god from another dimension that could accommodate you now."

I thought so too.
From their perspective, they would want to end this world quickly.
They probably wouldn't be pleased with someone like me who continues to resist.

*Besides...*

I said to Levia:

"I have a body that can't become a Demon King anyway."

This was something I had recently learned from Luel and Alber.
Warriors who already had connections to Earth through the constellation couldn't be interfered with from other dimensions, making it impossible for them to become Demon Kings.

"Then why did you attack us?"

"Do I need a reason to attack an enemy?"

"But you've already betrayed the Pontiff."

"Well, whether I betrayed her or not is beside the point. The enemy of my enemy isn't necessarily my ally."

Levia's split pupils widened at that.

"You...!"

"Enough of that. Just answer my questions. Depending on your answers, I might consider sparing you."

Of course, I had no such intention.
Whether she knew that or not didn't matter.
Either way, her only option was to tell me what she knew.

"...Fine. What do you want to know?"

"Have you heard about the predetermined destruction?"

"Predetermined destruction?"

She seemed to be hearing the term for the first time.
In that case...

"Have you heard anything about the world ending on its own in two years?"

She laughed derisively and replied:

"Ha, if that were the case, would we be going through all this trouble?"

Fair point.
I had just asked in case they knew about it and were desperate to hasten the destruction.

"Well, I've answered, so now..."

"No, one more question."

I had somewhat expected she wouldn't know about this part.

"What do you know about the Progenitor and the seal?"

This was the main point.

"Progenitor? Seal?"

She doesn't know?

Swish

I pointed Alber at her throat.
Her already pale face turned blue.

"No, of course I know!"

"Really?"

"Well, I've heard of them."

That seemed like a step down, but it didn't sound like a lie.

"What have you heard?"

"I overheard a conversation between those stinking bastards once. I wasn't interested in what they were doing, so I didn't listen carefully, but they were saying something about extending the Progenitor's seal."

"Extending the seal?"

That was actually a keyword I was interested in.
However...

"Is that all?"

"Yes."

That seemed to be the extent of what she knew.

*By "stinking bastards," she must mean the early Demon Kings. So I've learned that the early Demon Kings might know something.*

This could be considered a small gain.
It made me think that perhaps finding a Demon King before seeking out the Pontiff might be safer.
...Though neither option was truly safe.

*Well then...*

I had heard everything I needed to hear.

Swish

I raised Alber.
Just as I was about to bring it down on her neck—

"W-wait!"

Sorry, but there was no time to waste.
I needed to return to Schultz as quickly as possible.
He wouldn't wait for me forever.

But at that moment,
Levia shouted:

"V-Violet...!"

"Allen, wait a moment!"

At Luel's words, I hastily stopped the sword I was about to bring down.

"Luel?"

"What did she just say about Violet?"

When she asked, Levia answered:

"Violet says she has something to tell you all, especially Allen Plake?"

Violet was the Demon King who handled communications among the Demon Kings, as Freyja had mentioned before.
She was also the Demon King that Luel had been in contact with.
Perhaps because of this, Luel spoke to me with a cautious look:

"I don't think she's a bad person, but you should decide. After all, a Demon King is still a Demon King."

A Demon King that Luel didn't consider bad.
And Freyja seemed to have been quite friendly with her as well.
Now she was trying to convey something to me.

*It's probably better to listen for now.*

Having made that judgment, I said:

"Alright. What's the message?"

Levia then began to relay Violet's message bit by bit.

"Schultz? Schultz has..."

Schultz?
Why was his name suddenly mentioned?
I had an ominous feeling.

*If his name is coming up when he should be in the Mist Sea, does that mean he's left the Mist Sea?*

Just as I reached that conclusion, Levia continued:

"He recovered the Relic 'Wings' and..."

The moment I heard that, I guessed his whereabouts.

*That bastard Schultz...!*

This was bad.

"He's headed to Hylen? Violet, what are you saying?"

If he had recovered the Relic he used, then he had left without me to engage in the final battle.
But there was something strange.

*Why would Violet tell me this?*

The Demon Kings probably didn't know about the conflict between Schultz and the Pontiff.
And my deal with Schultz had been made in the Mist Sea, beyond Violet's surveillance.
So why would Violet deliberately inform me of this?

The reason came from Levia's lips:

"She says Freyja is in danger."

At that moment, Freyja's image flashed through my mind.
If Violet was saying that, it meant Freyja had finished her role as my spy and returned to Hylen.
If so, she might indeed be in danger.

*That bastard Schultz definitely wanted to kill Freyja.*

Of course, I wasn't certain if he would actually kill her.
He was currently in a situation where killing the Pontiff was more important.
But either way, the situation was clearly urgent.

"Luel, we need to go to Hylen! Right now!"

"It seems we must."

But at that moment—

Flap.

Suddenly, Levia's torn wings spread out.
It seemed she had prioritized healing her wings over her limbs while buying time.

"Thanks for buying time, Violet."

Just as she took flight—
I didn't bother drawing my bow or using the power of wind.
If I pushed myself any further today, I'd get an earful from Luel.

Instead, a pillar of fire rose from beneath Levia.

Whoosh

It came from the Sword of Roses that Gwen had raised.
Struck directly by the fire pillar, Levia's newly recovered wings burned away, and she fell.
Lucy, who had rushed over from somewhere, leaped in to finish her off.

*Looks like everyone's finished.*

I would have liked to check if any unkillable Demon Kings remained, but there was a more urgent matter at hand.

*Schultz...!*

Why had he headed to Hylen so quickly?
I still couldn't guess the reason, but it was clear I needed to pursue him as fast as possible.

"Everyone, get on the ship now!"

My companions, except for Luel, hadn't grasped the situation yet, but they seemed to understand its seriousness from my expression.
I spoke to them as they rushed toward me:

"We need to head to the Holy City Hylen as quickly as possible!"

Ch.187 - Schultz (1)
In the Holy City of Hylen, the largest and most sacred city of humanity, even backstreets existed. Though not crime-ridden like Sak, these alleys attracted downcast warriors, a stark contrast to the bright main streets.

A man stopped in one such alley. Despite hiding his identity with a hood, his distinctive transparent hair peeked out from the edges.

"Hmm."

Facing what appeared to be a blank wall, he sent a snowflake from his palm flying toward it. The snowflake passed straight through.

"So it was here after all."

As expected of Stella. Probably only the Sage of Water could penetrate such disguising magic. He himself only found it because he already remembered its location.

*Ding.*

He reached out and opened the door.

Inside was a tavern.

"It's been a while since I visited a tavern."

Having lived in seclusion for so long, he rarely visited such establishments. He never particularly felt like getting drunk. But this tavern... held significant meaning for him.

"I used to come here every day."

Back when he stayed in Hylen with his comrades. They always stopped by this tavern after completing their work. Though he wasn't fond of alcohol, looking back, he quite enjoyed the atmosphere of those times.

"I suppose I can't go back to those days now."

He gazed at the table where he and his comrades always sat. Two figures were already seated there.

The mage Stella.
And the spearman Duke.
Both sitting in the same spots they had back then.

But two seats remained empty.
One was his seat.
And the other belonged to the swordsman Veron.

"Veron."

He recalled the image of their leader, whom he could no longer see.

"Just wait a little longer."

Revenge would come soon.

With that thought, he sat in his usual seat.

Duke addressed him.

"It's been a while."

Stella, sitting across from him, also waved her hand.

"Indeed. How many years has it been?"

"Let's see, eight years?"

Of course, Stella and Duke frequently met since they almost always stayed in Hylen. But since Schultz never came to Hylen, it had been that long since the three of them met.

"Nine years."

He wasn't sure about the others, but at least he had never forgotten the day Veron died.

"Has it really been that long?"

Their expressions were tinged with nostalgia. Unlike him, who had been hiding in fear, they had been active in their respective fields.

"Back then, Schultz used to..."

"Was that so? It's been so long I only remember you clinging to Schultz."

"When did I ever...!"

But that was all coming to an end now. He needed to bring up the serious matter to them as they happily reminisced.

"Let's get to the point now."

Stella and Duke's expressions hardened.

"Right. That's true..."

Stella lowered her head. But Duke spoke with a slightly angry expression.

"Schultz, we haven't seen each other in ages. Can't we talk about old times a bit more..."

But at that moment, Duke noticed Schultz's hand.

*Tremble...*

Schultz's hand wouldn't stop shaking.

"You..."

"It's nothing. Just a habit I developed while hiding, like a chronic condition."

Nevertheless, Duke still looked concerned.

"Come to think of it, why did you arrive so early? Didn't you say you were going to wait for Allen Plake?"

"Yeah, and I heard that Allen even defeated Karkel."

The rumor that Allen Plake had defeated Karkel had already spread throughout Hylen. That fact essentially meant the emergence of a new Saint-level warrior. Of course, the current Allen couldn't become a Saint-level warrior.

But Schultz shook his head.

"Well, from what I heard, it's hard to say he won. Karkel just declared defeat, that's all."

"Even so, if he could damage Karkel to that extent..."

"No. That's not enough."

Schultz declared firmly.

"Don't you remember what happened to Karkel when he challenged the Pontiff?"

They had seen Karkel's face before. So they remained silent.

Only Schultz continued to speak harshly about Allen.

"Someone who can't even properly defeat Karkel has no chance against the Pontiff."

But Stella had something to say about that.

"What about us? Are we any different?"

Perhaps if they were as strong as they had been nine years ago, when Veron died. But now they had grown too weak.

"Duke's spear skills have deteriorated significantly while staying in Hylen."

"Ugh. Stella..."

"Besides, you've already given away your 'Wings' to someone else."

The five-star Relic "Wings." It was the Relic that constituted Schultz's actual power. Without it, his strength would drop to a mere tenth of what it was.

"Yes, I did give it away."

However, Schultz removed the leather glove he was wearing. A transparent ring on his finger was revealed.

"That's...!"

It was the Relic "Wings." Light flowing from the ring entered his skin, engraving a snowflake pattern on the back of his hand.

"The person who received it from me died. So I retrieved it."

"Wings" was a Relic that only those of pure bloodline from the Ice Valley could use, and it was also a rare path to obtain a pattern through acquisition rather than birth.

"The snowflake pattern."

It was known as a Stigma that only the strongest in the Ice Valley could possess, bound to the ring and passed down. And it eventually returned to him after the warrior who inherited it died fighting to drive the Demon Kings from the Central Island.

The Demon Kings learned of his existence precisely because he briefly visited the Central Island to retrieve the ring. Of course, they wouldn't have known his purpose at the time, but they must have noticed as he gradually used the power of "Wings" on his way to the Holy City of Hylen.

Not that it mattered much.

"My sword won't be directed at the Demon Kings anymore anyway."

He had defeated Demon Kings as easily as eating meals. But this would be the end of that.

"I've made up my mind. I will kill that person."

That person obviously referred to the Pontiff. And Stella and Duke couldn't shake his determination. After all, it was a plan they had agreed to.

"Yes, we must kill her."

"Yeah..."

Allen Plake seemed to think that everything would be resolved if he annihilated the Demon Kings and destroyed the Pontiff's power base. But such thinking was overly optimistic.

The Pontiff was a person filled with madness beyond imagination. There was no telling what she might do to restore her power.

"Perhaps a terrible tragedy might occur."

A second Veron might emerge. Or a second Ice Valley might be created. So they needed to subdue the Pontiff before that to prevent such tragedy.

And...

"Veron's revenge should be carried out by our hands."

That was the driving force binding the three of them here now.

"Now, let's get to the main point."

In the quiet tavern, Schultz began to discuss the operation. His expression was very serious.
But...

His hands continued to tremble.

***

After the strategy meeting with Schultz, they promised to meet for the operation the next day and dispersed.

Or rather, Duke and Stella pretended to separate but met again.

"Hey, Stella."

"Yes?"

"You felt it too, right?"

Stella cautiously nodded.

"Schultz was definitely strange."

The man they met after so long was somewhat different from his former self. If he used to be strong and cold-headed, today he kept trembling for some reason.

"He said it was a chronic condition, but..."

It wasn't just his hands that were trembling. His eyes, even his tone of voice were subtly shaking.

"Why was he so anxious?"

To Stella's question, Duke answered.

"No, it wasn't anxiety."

"Not anxiety?"

"He was angry for some reason."

It was a quiet anger. He seemed to have tried to contain it so Stella and Duke wouldn't notice, but it eventually manifested as trembling.

"What could have made him so angry?"

He had never been consumed by anger, even when killing Chaos Beasts and Demon Kings. Even when Veron died, he just abandoned everything with cold eyes and disappeared. Yet now he was consumed by anger.

"I'm sure he has his reasons."

As his comrade, Stella wanted to trust him. But Duke didn't seem convinced.

"Something feels off..."

It would have been better if he had told them directly. Of course, he must have reasons for not telling them, but whatever those reasons were, it felt unsettling right now.

"Stella, is this really the right thing to do?"

"Why suddenly? Didn't we already settle this?"

The Pontiff must die. Those who knew understood that she was definitely a cancerous presence in this world. At the very least, they didn't want her influence to reach young holy warriors like Allen Plake.

But...

"Damn Schultz. Why is he acting like this all of a sudden?"

Why was he so angry? That continued to bother them.
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The Central Sea Islands, southern waters.
The mechanical ship was cutting through the night sea at full speed toward the Central Sea Islands-Reim Kingdom water gate.

Click, click-click.

The rudder moved automatically along the preset route.
Watching it, Lucy asked.

"Luel, aren't you tired?"

The night was deep, and Allen, Gwen, and Yoo Seora had already gone to their cabins to sleep.
Only the sisters Luel and Lucy remained on deck.

"Well, not really?"

Luel's expression as she said this somehow looked happy.

"Hmm..."

She gazed at the passing nighttime seascape and her sister's face as she spoke.

"I'm happy."

"Luel?"

"I'm happy that I can travel alone with you, sis."

The expression on Luel's face as she said this was the happiest Lucy had ever seen her wear.
After all, Luel's expression at the library had always been dark and lonely.
For Luel's sake, she had wanted to travel more in her place, but...

"I'm sorry, Luel."

Now she understood.
Or perhaps she had known all along.
That it wasn't enough to satisfy her sister.

"I'm sorry."

That's why she had always felt sorry.
She had never said it out loud, fearing it might seem like she was looking down on Luel, who had earned the respectable position of Sage of Water...
But she had known.

"You must have wanted to travel too."

In her mind's eye, she could still see Luel talking about adventures while gazing across the sea.
But in a fate where one of them had to become the Sage of Water, Luel had ultimately given up adventure for her sake.

Was it reasonable because Luel had always been physically weak?

*That doesn't excuse it just because it was reasonable.*

She had kept her mouth shut.
Until the adults' conversation naturally flowed in her favor.
Yet Luel had... stepped forward and volunteered to become the Sage of Water.

At that moment, she had felt a detestable sense of relief.
Relief that she wouldn't have to become the Sage of Water.
Relief that she wouldn't have to spend her life trapped on the Library Island beyond the mist.
For such selfish reasons.

"I'm sorry..."

She couldn't bear to look at Luel's smiling face anymore.
Of course, they had reconciled after Luel had kept secrets from her, but in her mind, her own wrongdoing was fundamentally different from Luel's.

Luel's mistake, no matter how grave, had ultimately been for her sister's sake.
Her own mistake, on the other hand, had been purely selfish, only for herself.
The two could never be placed on equal footing.

But before she knew it, Luel had approached her.

"Sis."

Luel embraced her.
The opposite of when they had reconciled before.
Back then, she had presumptously been the one to hug Luel.

Yet Luel had warmly forgiven her.

"It's okay. There was no choice."

"There was a choice."

"No, there was no way for us to travel together, no matter what."

Luel's hands tightened around her, as if never wanting to let go again.

"When you said you'd go on adventures with me, I was incredibly happy. Traveling alone would have been... practically impossible for me."

"Luel..."

"Of course, it's thanks to Allen, but I'm happy that we can go on adventures together now."

Though their current situation was urgent and not particularly good.
Still, just being able to adventure together like this made her happy.
After all, they were sisters who had nearly killed each other if not for Allen.
So this moment—the cold sea breeze and warm body heat—felt dramatically more precious.

"I'm happy now. Are you?"

The answer was obvious.

"I'm happy too."

Nothing could make her happier.

"Luel, let's adventure together. Forever."

"Yes."

That's when they heard Allen's voice from the cabin door.

"Um... Lucy, Luel?"

He was pointing toward the front of the ship.

"I think we're about to arrive."

Land was visible ahead.
And there was the barrier of the Holy City Hylen.

***

On a chilly morning in Hylen, just entering autumn.
Schultz was the first to arrive at the meeting place.

*How peaceful.*

Unlike his trembling hands, Hylen's morning scenery was utterly tranquil.
Occasionally disputes broke out among warriors, but such things couldn't disturb Hylen's peace.
Unless, for example, someone were to kill the Pontiff.

Kill the Pontiff.

Yes.
He planned to kill the Pontiff today.
Though it still didn't feel quite real.

*This peace won't last much longer.*

Once the Pontiff was dead, the world would fall into chaos for a while.
But that was better than letting the world gradually sicken under the Pontiff's influence.
He was trying to uproot the disease before it completely consumed the land.

And incidentally... he needed revenge too.

Just as he clenched his fist—

"Duke isn't here yet?"

Stella appeared from somewhere.
She wore a cloak enchanted to conceal her identity, being such a famous figure.

"Indeed, he's late. Did something happen?"

Just as he was thinking they might need to check Duke's lodgings—

"You're both already here?"

Duke emerged from a dark alley.
For some reason, his expression was grim.

"Did you get any sleep?"

More than just grim, fatigue was evident on his face.

"How could I? Today's the day."

"What are you saying? If it affects the mission..."

"You're the one who hasn't slept, aren't you?"

Schultz fell silent at that question.
He too hadn't slept properly for several days.

"Never mind. As long as it doesn't affect the mission."

He looked over his two companions and asked.

"Everyone's prepared, right?"

"Of course."

"Yes."

Then there was no reason to delay.
They should proceed with the operation immediately.

*I don't want Allen Plake getting involved in this.*

Of course, it would take him quite a while to realize he'd left and come here.
But he wanted to be prepared for any possibility.

"Let's go then."

He looked toward the cult headquarters where the Pontiff would be.
Then he began walking with his companions.

After walking for a while,
they finally reached the entrance of the cult headquarters.

Guards stood there, along with a cult staff member responsible for reception.

"I'm sorry, but please identify yourselves."

There was no need to reveal their identities.
If they were simply raiding the place, that is.
But...

"Identity?"

He removed his hood.

"I'm Schultz."

Following his lead, Stella and Duke also removed their hoods.
Recognizing them, the receptionist said:

"I apologize for the rudeness. May I ask why you're—"

Of course, now that they'd revealed themselves, they could say they were here to see the Pontiff and be guided in.
But that wasn't the best approach.

*The Pontiff will probably understand my intentions if she hears I've arrived.*

Besides, the Pontiff never engages in battles unless her victory is certain.
So he couldn't let her set the stage.
The only option was to strike first.

"I'm here to kill the Pontiff."

Then why reveal his identity?

At that moment, a clueless guard rushed toward him.

Crack!

Ice suddenly erupted from below.
The ice instantly restrained the guard.

"Hik, hiiik!"

Ignoring the guard, he entered the cult headquarters.

The reason he revealed his identity:
Except for fools like these, no one would dare confront them.

He was a warrior after all.
He wanted to minimize casualties among people other than the Pontiff.
Specifically, loss of life.

Crack-crack!

Some injuries were unavoidable.
Watching warriors who foolishly rushed at him, he realized how long he had been in hiding.

***

BOOM!

The door to the Pontiff's room exploded.
Simultaneously, several large icicles flew into the room.
But the icicles failed to reach the Pontiff.

A figure in a white robe blocked them before they could reach her.

"As expected."

Schultz said as he entered the Pontiff's room.

"You already knew I was coming."

He had suspected as much.
On the way here, he hadn't seen any Apostles.

"They're all here."

The Apostles had all gathered in the Pontiff's room.
However, they remained motionless except for blocking the icicles, presumably waiting for the Pontiff's orders.
They likely had only been instructed to protect the Pontiff's life.

Click.

Schultz, who had been fighting barehanded until now, finally drew his sword.
From here on, a "minimum" amount of killing would be necessary.

Facing Schultz burning with killing intent, the Pontiff asked:

"What brings you here, Schultz?"

"I've come to kill you. Didn't you already know?"

"Of course. But I asked to give you a chance."

Schultz twisted his lips.

"What chance?"

"The chance to turn back and continue living quietly. You've been doing well until now, haven't you?"

"I had been. But..."

"You're angry."

At that moment, the Pontiff pierced through his eyes.

"That anger... is it revenge?"

Her words were accurate.
Perhaps due to anger, Stella answered instead of Schultz, who remained silent.

"Yes, we've come to avenge Beron, whose life you took."

But the Pontiff tilted her head curiously.

"Hmm? That's your story. But he seems a bit different?"

"Schultz?"

At that moment.

Schultz suddenly knelt on the floor and bowed his head.
And then...

He ran his hand across the floor.

The moisture remaining there.
He reconstructed it into the form of snowflakes.
The snowflakes gradually gathered to form a shape.

"So it was true."

That shape was...

"Freyja."

It was her form.

The snowflakes were now reconstructing the scene from that day.
And simultaneously, the sounds from that day began to echo with the cold wind.

"I want to ask. Why did you send the warriors toward the Central Sea Islands?"
"Didn't Allen tell you he was going to the Reim Kingdom?"
"What... what are you thinking?"
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# Snowflake Imagery

It was a technique that reproduced memories of snowflakes that Schultz had previously attached.

Within the recreated snowflake image, Freyja was moving vividly.

"Deviating from the plan... what exactly is this brilliant plan of yours?"

Her fierce questioning of the Pontiff seemed incredibly dangerous to those who knew the Pontiff's true nature. Yet somehow, the Pontiff within the snowflake appeared remarkably gentle.

"Calm yourself, Freyja. I'm certain you can understand me."

She descended from her seat and stood directly in front of Freyja.

"We are likely the only two remaining of the original humans. So I'd like you to understand my judgment."

Freyja's eyes widened.

"What do you mean...?"

The Pontiff asked her:

"Do you really want to know? About my plan? Of course, I won't force you. I simply want you to sympathize with my plan."

Freyja seemed to be contemplating for a moment.
That was understandable since the Pontiff's words were extremely vague.

But she had already been somewhat swayed.

"Did you say original humans? Is it true that you're the same race as me?"

"Yes, that's correct."

"How can I believe that?"

The Pontiff slightly lifted the veil covering her face.
It was at an angle only Freyja could see.

"Now do you believe me? I am of the same race as you."

Whatever appearance she saw, Freyja seemed to accept that the Pontiff was of her kind.
Or perhaps she wanted to believe it.
After all, what she had once desperately searched for was someone of her own race.

"...I want to know."

"Very well."

The Pontiff nodded in response and leaned toward Freyja.
Then she began whispering.

"..."

It was spoken so softly that no one but an original human could hear it.
However, the changing expressions on Freyja's face were clearly visible.

She was briefly angry, then confused.
Then contemptuous.

"You...!"

"What's wrong? Do you find my thoughts strange?"

"You're completely insane. Sympathy? Don't talk nonsense."

She turned to leave the room.
But at that moment.

Her body froze.

"Where do you think you're going?"

"Let me go. You said you wouldn't force me."

"Yes, I'm not forcing you. I simply haven't finished my proposal yet."

"Proposal? Not worth hearing..."

Finally, the Pontiff's sword touched her back.

"Then perhaps now it's worth hearing?"

"You said you wouldn't force me..."

"No, this isn't force. If you don't want to hear the proposal, you can simply give up your life."

By common sense standards, this was certainly coercion.
But apparently not according to the Pontiff's sense of reality, who didn't seem to value life very much.

"You're completely insane."

"Perhaps, I'm not sure. So, your answer?"

"...What's your proposal?"

The Pontiff then said:

"Make a contract with me and become an Apostle. In return, I'll share my power with you."

"And if I refuse?"

"As I said, you can simply give up your life instead."

At these words, she began to contemplate.
The Pontiff, seemingly impatient, said:

"Why are you hesitating? On one side is death, while on the other, you receive power and can join my cause."

But Freyja... shook her head.

"Right, I suppose you can't call it coercion."

She turned around again and said:

"Kill me. Death is something I've always been waiting for anyway."

"Hmm, why? I thought it was a rather easy choice."

She raised her sword again, aiming at Freyja's chest.
But Freyja's expression didn't change at all.

"You're serious."

"..."

"How disappointing. Then I have no choice but to force..."

Just as the Pontiff lowered her sword and tried to touch Freyja's forehead with her left hand—

*Thud*

At that moment, Freyja somehow managed to move her body forward.
And...

"I don't know what nonsense you were trying to do..."

She deliberately impaled herself on the sword.

"This isn't such a bad death."

She was smiling for some reason.
And it was clear who that smile was directed at.

Allen Plake.

She chose death rather than becoming an Apostle and cooperating with the Pontiff.
All for Allen Plake's sake.

"Not a bad death..."

The Pontiff tilted her head.

"Well, I can at least tell it's a meaningless death."

She said as she pulled the sword from Freyja.

"Of course, nothing has meaning to begin with. Not life, not death."

At that moment, all the snowflakes scattered and disappeared at once.
The meaning of this was clear.

"So that's how it was."

The quiet anger burning in Schultz's eyes was now blazing fiercely.
Until now, he had only confirmed her death from the melting of the snowflakes he had attached to her, but wasn't certain who had killed her...
Now his suspicion had turned to certainty.

"You killed Freyja..."

His anger was no longer quietly hidden.

"She should have been killed by me!"

In the snowflake imagery, Freyja had wanted to live.
Probably thanks to Allen Plake.
But despite that, she chose death.

Solely for Allen Plake's sake.
Though she had developed a desire to live, she accepted death with a certain happiness.
However...

"She could have died in a happier way!"

This kind of death was unacceptable.
Although he himself hadn't found a way for her to die happily, perhaps Allen Plake could have.

But it was already too late.

She was already dead, and there was no way to bring her back.
This created a sense of loss in him, and that loss turned into rage.
Before him, having lost the prey he had pursued his entire life, all he could see was... revenge.

"Pontiff!"

His anger began to swirl like a sharp frost wind.
The trembling in his voice remained, but it was no longer an anxious trembling—it had become a trembling filled with powerful strength.

With a voice so cold it could freeze everything, he declared:

"I will definitely kill you!"

Simultaneously, transparent ice shards began to extend from his shoulders.

Wings.

They were transparent wings, a form befitting the name of his Relic.
Schultz, having released his full power as a Saint-rank warrior by revealing his wings, began charging toward the Pontiff.

"Apostles."

Of course, the Pontiff wasn't just standing there watching.

"Kill those three."

***

"Damn it...!"

I arrived at Hylen as quickly as possible.
But Hylen was already in chaos.

"Everyone evacuate to the lake at the warrior academy!"

"Please evacuate quickly!"

Hylen in turmoil.
Seeing this scene, Luel, who was on my back, said:

"We're too late, as expected."

The current landscape was similar to what I'd seen in Hylen during the third Ordeal.
Though there didn't seem to be as many casualties as back then.

"Run faster!"
"Get out of the way!"

Shouts and screams.

"Mommy!"

The crying of a child who had lost their parents in the chaos.
The source of the current situation seemed clear.

The cult headquarters.

Several massive icebergs had already risen there.
The one fortunate thing was that the battle didn't seem to be over yet.
Even now, tremendous booms and vibrations could be felt.

*I need to hurry.*

I couldn't let either side die.
Of course, if Mr. Schultz could kill the Pontiff, things might be fine for now.
But even killing the Pontiff wouldn't stop the predicted destruction, so I couldn't let the Pontiff die when she might have hints about the seal.

Conversely, if Mr. Schultz died, it would prove the Pontiff's side was that much stronger, while also losing an important potential ally for my forces.
That would make it harder to stop the Pontiff, regardless of the predicted destruction.

In a way, this was the worst situation.
But even so, I had to do my best.
If I could somehow intervene before the fight ended...

"Allen."

"Luel?"

She seemed to gather her thoughts for a moment before speaking.

"I'll be honest. In the current situation, with the fight already started... rushing in there isn't a good idea."

"Why not?"

"Even though you somehow managed to land an effective hit on Karkel, who's ranked 8th, inside there are monsters of even higher rank rampaging. If we go in now, except for Gwen, the rest of us would be like shrimp caught between fighting whales."

That was true.
Moreover, Gwen had already depleted much of her strength fighting the Demon Kings, so we didn't have adequate fighting power right now.
However...

"But you know I won't listen even if you try to stop me, right?"

"No, if the Sage of Water seriously tried to stop me..."

"I don't particularly want to stop you."

What was this sudden change?
After spending all that time injecting reality into me.

"We agreed to go on an adventure. Because within my knowledge, there's no way to prevent this world's destruction."

"That's right."

"So I don't want to follow someone who only acts according to my knowledge. I want to see you trying to squeeze into this whale fight despite the situation."

It sounded almost like an insult, but I couldn't help but laugh at how well she understood and accepted me.
Still, I tried to make an excuse.

"Don't misunderstand. I haven't always wanted to do these things. Most of the time, I had no choice..."

"That's the problem—your standard for 'no choice.' Normally, even if a comrade is captured, people don't say 'no choice' when facing Saint-rank warriors."

I had nothing to say to that.

"Anyway, this time too, I'm just going in because I have no choice."

"Yes, that would be you."

At first glance it might sound sarcastic, but I knew better.
It meant she acknowledged me.

*Wind power.*

I wrapped wind power around my feet and increased my speed.
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"Kill those three."

The moment the Pontiff's order fell, all the Apostles began to rush in.

Whoosh!

An Apostle dove in toward the charging Schultz, swinging his sword.
His blade was fast enough to threaten even a Holy-rank warrior.
But Schultz twisted his body in mid-air with a flap of his wings, and the attack ultimately missed.

Instead, he instantly created an ice pillar from the ground.

Crack!

The sharp ice pillar rose up, not merely to trap the Apostle but as if to impale and kill him.
However, another Apostle rushing from behind swung a ridiculously large hammer, shattering the ice pillar.
Then he immediately swung the hammer at Schultz.

Boom!

What blocked it was a barrier cast by Stella.
Of course, the barrier shattered with that one hammer blow, but by then Schultz had already escaped from that spot.

*But still...*

Ever since the Apostles had intervened, they couldn't close the distance to the Pontiff at all.

*Each one of them is incredibly strong.*

He wasn't sure if they were Holy-rank level strong.
But each Apostle definitely possessed at least High-rank level strength.

*I've wondered this before, but who exactly are these guys?*

The white robes the Apostles wore had hoods that seemed to be enchanted, as their faces couldn't be seen.
Moreover, even their voices sounded identical, as if modified to the same male voice.

*I don't know where these guys came from, but...*

There was no time to worry about such things now.
The goal was to break through them and kill the Pontiff.
However...

*It's impossible to break through.*

Veron's absence was keenly felt.
If he had been the damage-dealing swordsman as a magic swordsman, Veron had always been the reliable one holding the front line.
In contrast, unlike Veron, he only had the talent for evasion.

Of course, a Holy-rank warrior shouldn't have such weaknesses.

"Get out of my way!!!"

Even if he couldn't push through with brute force, breaking through would suffice.
He transformed all the tips of his wings into icicles and fired them forward.
Though they were all blocked before reaching the Pontiff, they created a small opening.

He charged through that gap.

*Hm?*

Something rippled at the corner of his vision.
And from within that ripple, a sword emerged.

Clang!

It was Duke who had caught up and blocked it.
He skillfully deflected the Apostle's attack using his spear.
The movement was so clean that it was difficult to even register what had happened.

"You haven't gotten rusty."

"To control those below me, I need to be above them in the first place."

Until now, he had been leading the Warriors' Association, an organization separate from the Church, working to suppress warriors to prevent the emergence of a second Veron.
It seemed that job had been harder than expected.

"No wonder you look prematurely aged."

"You bastard...!"

Despite their brief exchange, they hadn't lost focus on the battle.
Yet... the Apostles still formed an impenetrable wall.

Of course, he might be able to break through somewhat if he used more power from his wings and Stigma...

But that wouldn't be enough.
Something stronger was needed.
And to prepare for that stronger something, he needed to conserve his wings for now.

At that moment,
Stella, who had been independently surviving the Apostles' attacks using barriers and blink spells, completed her magic.

*Perfect timing.*

Her magic would finally open a path.
After all, the spell she had just activated was...

Meteor.

A top-tier magic that drops a massive fireball from the sky.

Crash!

The ceiling of the Church headquarters was completely destroyed.
And... a fireball that seemed to have been pulled from hell itself crashed directly into the Pontiff's chamber.

*Wings...!*

Schultz spread his wings to shield himself and Duke.
Stella would be fine since she was quite far from the impact zone and had a magic shield specialized against fire.

Crack, crack, crack

His ice wings began to melt instantly upon contact with the Meteor's heat.
Of course, more ice was extending from his back to replace what melted, but...

*I can't just stay here.*

This was his chance.
He spread his wings, releasing intense cold around him.
However...

*Damn it.*

He was shocked by the scene before him.

*She's unharmed even after taking a direct hit from Meteor?*

A hemispherical barrier-like membrane surrounded the Pontiff.
Inside that red-hot barrier, several Apostles still remained.
Apparently, that barrier had an absurd resistance to magic.

*In that case...*

He would have to break through by force.
The number of combat-capable Apostles had been significantly reduced by the Meteor.
It was worth a try.

The moment he stepped inside the Pontiff's barrier.

*Huh?*

Suddenly his body felt heavy.
Yet the movements of the approaching Apostles remained swift.

*What is this...!*

Even lifting his feet was difficult.
Especially his wings—they suddenly felt incredibly heavy.

*Is this the Pontiff's power?*

Come to think of it, there had been a strange scene in the snow flower vision earlier.
A scene where the Pontiff seemed to hold Freyja back without even using her hands when she tried to leave.

*Damn it!*

At that moment, Duke deflected a blade flying toward him with his spear.

"Focus, Schultz!"

Right, this was no time to be flustered.

*For now...*

Wings that had become too heavy would only be a hindrance.
So he retracted his wings.
From now on, he would have to fight using only the snow flower pattern and his swordsmanship.

His body was still heavy, of course.
But after folding his wings, it wasn't so bad that he couldn't move his feet.
This should be enough to fight somehow.

*Though it's going to be damn difficult.*

He desperately swung his sword.
His muscles felt like they would tear under the Pontiff's strange downward pressure, but he somehow gritted his teeth and kept swinging.
It seemed Duke beside him was in the same situation.

"Hey, Schultz. I shouldn't have followed you."

"Then, want to quit now?"

"Well, that does sound like a good idea."

Yet Duke continued to diligently swing his spear.
He might even be fighting better than Schultz.
After all, unlike Schultz who had relied somewhat on weapons like his wings, Duke had risen to the 3rd rank among warriors with just a single spear.

Though his feet were heavy, his spear remained sharp.
The sight of him swinging and thrusting his spear to defeat enemies all around was like... watching someone who had reached the pinnacle of spearmanship.
But even for him, the current situation was not favorable.

"The enemies just won't decrease."

The reason was already apparent.
In the distance, fallen Apostles were getting back up, their bodies flashing with light.

"Damn it, I've heard of something similar... the medical techniques of the White Knights of Reim Kingdom, wasn't it?"

"Where did you hear that?"

"I only heard rumors. That the Church was supporting it."

Whether that rumor was true was beside the point.
What was certain was that the current situation was not good because of it.

"Damn, they keep getting back up as fast as we take them down."

Their bodies were already slowed, and now the number of Apostles wasn't decreasing either.
At this rate...

"Ugh...!"

At that moment, an arrow from somewhere struck Schultz's left arm.

*What was that?*

He was sure he had dodged the arrow.
But it suddenly changed direction.

*Wait, was it even an arrow that hit me?*

It moved in the air as if it were alive.
He belatedly examined the arrow lodged in his arm.

*What is this thing?*

It looked like a black "thorn."
Feeling something ominous, he pulled it out of his arm.
But at that moment.

*This is...*

Not good.
Sensing something, he asked Duke:

"About what you said earlier. How about seriously considering it?"

"What?"

"Quitting, I mean."

"What are you..."

When Duke turned around, he noticed Schultz's complexion didn't look good.

"You..."

"At this rate, there's no answer. So..."

"Schultz, let me ask you one thing."

Duke asked with a serious expression.

"Do you truly want to kill the Pontiff even if it costs your life?"

He wasn't sure of the intent behind the question.
But...

"You call that a question? Of course..."

At that moment.

Slash.

Duke suddenly swung his spear and cut off Schultz's left arm.

"Then I'll stop here.

"You, what are you suddenly...!"

Schultz froze the severed area to stop the bleeding, shocked.
Duke spoke to him as if it were the most natural thing:

"You asked first. If I wanted to quit here."

"That doesn't mean you suddenly attack me..."

"Well, if I'm going to quit, I need to show it clearly to the Pontiff."

"You..."

Duke grabbed Schultz by the collar and lifted him up.
Then he said to him:

"You said you wanted to kill the Pontiff even if it cost your life. Do your best on your own."

He threw Schultz toward the Pontiff.
At the same time, he began walking out of the barrier.

"Duke, you bastard...!"

Left alone inside the barrier, Schultz somehow managed to get up.
As Duke had said, he was determined to kill the Pontiff even if it cost him his life.

"Haah..."

He looked at the Pontiff while breathing heavily.
Then he pointed his sword at the Apostles in front of the Pontiff.
His eyes still burned with anger.

He was ready to burn one last time.

But for some reason, the Pontiff ordered the Apostles:

"Open a path."

A path formed as the Apostles stepped aside.
Schultz continued walking through that path.
He could feel his body getting heavier with each step, but he somehow managed to keep moving.

"Thank you. For opening the path."

There was really no need for this.

The Pontiff said to him:

"Thank me? Do you think you can make it all the way here?"

"Well, honestly, I don't think so either."

The black thorn that had struck him earlier was certainly coated with poison.
Duke's amputation of his left arm had prevented the poison from spreading rapidly, but it was such a deadly toxin that his entire body was already stiffening.
It wouldn't be strange if he died right now.

"But if my death can kill you..."

He smiled.

"That's a win."

At that moment.
Duke, who had used Schultz as bait to escape the barrier, raised his spear.

His movement after leaving the barrier was like lightning.
No, lightning was actually crackling from his spear.
He threw that spear with all his might.

Spear throwing technique.

His spear throwing skill was the reason this party didn't need an archer.
It was that precise and powerful.

Moreover...

The pinnacle of spearmanship.

It was a technique that he had been pursuing since his rookie days, after seeing the 13th Demon King's swordsmanship when he lost a promising comrade to him.
He called the 13th Demon King's swordsmanship "the pinnacle of swordsmanship," and created his own "pinnacle of spearmanship" by adapting it to spear techniques as much as possible.
Of course, the only technique he had was spear throwing.

But that spear throwing technique shone now.

Flash.

His spear flew with a blinding light.
At a speed no one could even react to... it grazed the Pontiff's cheek.
The Pontiff had twisted her head to avoid it at the last moment.

"Hmm..."

She spoke as if puzzled.

"You sacrificed your comrade just for this?"

Her gaze was on Schultz.
His chest had been pierced through by Duke's spear.

"Well, thanks to that, it was an attack I didn't expect..."

"Blood..."

Schultz, despite taking a near-fatal blow, opened his mouth.
For some reason, he was even smiling.

"You're bleeding..."

With those words, he collapsed.
In his place, Duke spoke:

"Schultz's blood was on that spear."

The blood of Schultz, whose body would be full of poison by now.
Of course, he had hoped the spear would hit the Pontiff directly, but he had also taken out insurance by using the blood of Schultz, who was already dying from poison.
However...

"Why are you unaffected?"

The Pontiff calmly replied:

"Oh, by poison you mean the thorn? I suppose it could be considered poison."

"What?"

"Yes, let's call it poison. But the thorn moves according to the user's will. So it doesn't work on me."

As if to prove this, the Pontiff certainly looked unharmed now.

*Damn it.*

At that moment, the Apostles began rushing at Duke again.
So he had no choice but to draw another spear.
The Apostle at the front swung his sword at him.

Thud

The moment he received that sword, he felt it.
The heavy sensation of the sword.
For some reason, it was a familiar feeling.

"Ha, haha..."

No, there was only one person who handled a sword with such weight.

"Veron, what are you doing here?"

Having identified the Apostle's identity, he shouted to Stella:

"Stella, burn Schultz's body!"

"Duke? What are you..."

"At this rate, Schultz is likely to become an Apostle too!"

The only hope left now was Allen Plake.
So...

"After Schultz, burn me too! And then..."

This was the best he could do to leave even a sliver of hope.

"Escape and tell Allen Plake everything!"
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"Duke wants us to burn Schultz's body?"

Duke said those words.
If they didn't burn Schultz's body, he would become an Apostle.
The fact that he mentioned this now meant...

Stella looked at the bulky knight Duke was facing.

"Veron?"

He was the muscular one of the pair she always referred to as "the thick one and the tall one."
That silhouette definitely resembled Veron.

"Damn it."

If Duke's words were true, it was clear.
They absolutely had to burn Schultz.
She couldn't let him be used by the Pontiff even after death.

"But..."

Schultz was currently inside the Pontiff's barrier.
All types of magic were vulnerable against that barrier.
This was proven by how it had withstood her Meteor and completely neutralized Schultz's wings.

"Then..."

There was no choice.
She couldn't follow Duke's order.

"Duke, you have to choose. You or Schultz?"

She could only choose one of the two.
And even if she chose Schultz, Duke would have to get him out of the barrier himself.

"Ha, damn it all."

Yet even in this situation, Duke chose Schultz.

*THWACK*

He thrust his spear forward.
An enormous shockwave created a path ahead.
Seizing the opportunity, he leaped forward.

"Ugh!"

Inside the barrier that constricted his body.
Even there, he continued swinging his spear and moving forward.
His determination to keep moving despite being torn to shreds seemed even more relentless than the Apostles who revived after death.

"Schultz...!"

He had somehow reached Schultz, who had collapsed in front of the Pontiff.

"What were you trying to accomplish?"

Schultz probably thought until his death that the mission had succeeded.
But...

"You failed, you idiot."

The distance between Schultz and the Pontiff was only a few steps.
But Schultz ultimately couldn't reach the Pontiff.
The same went for Duke.

"Tch."

Black thorns had already pierced his thigh.
And they were quickly tearing through his body.
This was probably the end.

"Pontiff."

So there was only one thing he could do to the Pontiff now.

"Whatever your purpose is..."

A curse.

"It will never go as you wish."

He grabbed Schultz and threw him outside the barrier.
Immediately, Apostles rushed to capture Schultz.

"I can't let that happen!"

He gripped his last spear in reverse and hurled it at Schultz.
The spear impaled Schultz and sent him flying outside the barrier.

The Apostles were still pursuing, but...

"Ignition."

As Stella's magic activated, Schultz instantly turned to ash and disappeared.

"Duke...!"

She called out to Duke inside the barrier one last time, but he shook his head.
He was telling her to run.

"Blink."

An advanced magic that instantly teleports one's position to another location.

She didn't hesitate.
It had already been decided from the moment he entered the barrier.
She immediately used Blink to escape.

But at that moment.

"This is..."

Black thorns.
What the Pontiff herself had called thorns.
They were flying toward her.

"If I'm hit, I'll die."

Of course, she wasn't certain.
But without knowing how to neutralize them, she had to assume being hit meant death.

"Blink."

She activated Blink consecutively.
Using Blink repeatedly was dangerous as it already put significant strain on the caster, but she had no choice.
Only Blink could evade the black thorns that seemed to change direction in mid-air.

The moment she disappeared and reappeared elsewhere.

"Huh?"

For some reason, the black thorn was right in front of her eyes.

"What is this...?"

Had it predicted her?
Through what?
Her line of sight?

Or...

"Did it notice me?"

There was no time to think.
She snatched something from the air and cast Blink again.

"Blink."

She activated Blink for the third consecutive time.
And...

*Cough*

"This is bad..."

The thorn couldn't follow her third Blink.
After all, with her third Blink, she had completely left the Pontiff's chamber.
But...

"Three consecutive Blinks was too much after all."

Her lifespan had been significantly reduced.

"In this state..."

It would be difficult to escape.
Just as she made that judgment and was about to burn herself as well...

"Ms. Stella?"

It was a voice she hadn't heard in a while.

"Allen Plake?"

She had thought he would be too late if he came after hearing about Schultz, but why was he already here?

"Is this fortunate?"

No, actually, she wasn't sure if it was fortunate.
His presence here meant he could also get caught up in the current situation.

"Allen, we need to run!"

"What?"

"Schultz is already dead!"

***

"Schultz is dead?"

I had rushed here as fast as I could.
And since I'd heard loud noises until just now, I thought they were still fighting.
But the reality I faced was devastating.

I was too late.

By a hair's breadth.

"Everyone retreat!"

Stella wouldn't joke in a situation like this.
If Schultz and Duke were really dead, retreating was the right decision.

"Seora, carry Ms. Stella!"

Ms. Stella didn't look to be in good condition.
She looked almost like she did during the third Ordeal.
...No, it couldn't be that bad.

"She died back then, after all."

There were still things I needed to hear from her.
Why Schultz had gone after the Pontiff without me.
And what exactly had happened inside the Pontiff's chamber.

"Damn it."

The situation wasn't good.
Apostles who had emerged from the Pontiff's chamber were tracking our position and following us.
Could we really shake off the Apostles?

I'd never directly faced Apostles before.
But judging from Schultz and Duke's defeat, not only would winning a direct confrontation be impossible, even escaping wouldn't be easy.

"How can we shake them off?"

As I was pondering this...

"Allen, listen carefully without panicking. This might be shocking for you."

"Stella, shouldn't we talk about this after we escape?"

"No, I need to tell you now."

Her expression looked serious.

"Is this something that absolutely must be said now?"

There wasn't much time to think.
If she judged it necessary, it probably was.

"Alright. Tell me."

Though her warning not to panic worried me.

"What could have happened..."

I steeled myself to hear whatever she had to say, no matter what it was...

"Freyja was killed by the Pontiff."

Huh?

When I heard those words, it felt like my heart stopped.
Luel, who was on my back, shouted:

"Allen!"

Thanks to her, I corrected my footing using the power of wind.
But...

"Freyja is dead? Why?"

The shock still wouldn't subside.
And before it could, the next shock came rushing in.

"And the Pontiff has a barrier that neutralizes magic and Stigmas... no, probably all powers related to gods."

"What do you mean..."

"Not all Apostles seem to have this ability, but the Pontiff also has a technique to turn dead humans into Apostles and control them like puppets."

Those revelations weren't as shocking as hearing about Freyja's death.
But as they accumulated, my mind became increasingly confused.

"Finally, be especially careful of the black thorns. They can change direction freely in mid-air, and if you're hit, it's essentially instant death."

Nevertheless, I carefully absorbed everything she said.

"Understood."

From the moment I heard Freyja was killed by the Pontiff, this whole situation started to make sense.

The Pontiff was clearly an enemy.
So every word she was telling me, however desperate, was helpful.

But I had one question.

"Why are you telling me this now..."

That's when it happened.

"Seora, was it? Take this."

She handed Seora a ring.
It was a transparent ring that looked like a piece of ice.

"That's...!"

It was the 5-star Relic, Wings, that Schultz had possessed.
She must have taken it while escaping.

"Well, since we can't find purebloods in the Ice Valley anymore, it's probably useless. But it's proof that Schultz existed."

She gave a bitter smile.

"The Pontiff ordered the Apostles to kill three people: me, Schultz, and Duke. So the Apostles are probably chasing me now."

"Stella?"

At that moment, I realized.
Why she was giving me this information now.

"No. There's no guarantee they'll give up on us just because you die..."

"Of course, they have some autonomy in carrying out the Pontiff's orders. But one thing is certain: they never do anything the Pontiff hasn't instructed them to do."

That's when it happened.
Suddenly, she vanished from Seora's back.
And her voice came from behind us.

"Over here!"

When I looked back, she was in the air right above the Apostles.
And above her raised hand was an enormous fireball.

*WHOOSH*

The rapidly expanding fireball engulfed her as well.
And then... it fell into the midst of the Apostles.

The resulting blast created a gust of wind from behind us.
I maintained my balance using the power of wind and started running forward again.

"Luel, the Apostles?"

"...They're not following us, as expected."

It seemed Stella's choice had been correct.
...Though it was too tragic to call it "correct."

"Still, we should leave this place quickly just in case."

Perhaps the Pontiff had already issued an order that included me as well.
It wouldn't take long for that order to reach here.
And for some reason...

"Allen, I think one of them is still following us."

Luel said.
That one was still following.

"What do you mean by 'think'?"

"They're following, but not aggressively... wait, an archer?"

An archer?

At that moment, several arrows were detected by my wind power.

"This is...!"

I somehow managed to deflect the arrows using my wind power.
But a chill ran down my spine.

"These arrows..."

They had a peculiar spin.
If I hadn't faced them before, and if my proficiency with wind power hadn't improved, I probably couldn't have avoided them.

Wilhelm.

No one else could shoot arrows like these.
That meant he had become an Apostle.

"But why?"

He was acting alone, outside the Pontiff's orders.
As I was puzzling over this...

Luel said:

"That guy has some kind of black thorn... black thorn?"

At that moment, Stella's words came to mind.

"Finally, be especially careful of the black thorns. They can change direction freely in mid-air, and if you're hit, it's essentially instant death."

If she was right...

"Luel! Cast defensive magic on Lucy and Seora!"

"On both of them at once? Well, it's not impossible..."

Blue barriers formed around Lucy and Seora.

"But what about us..."

I could deflect it with wind power.
With that thought, I turned around.
And...

"Alber, I need a barrier."

-Understood.

A barrier formed around me.
At the same time...

"Here it comes...!"

The black thorn entered the range of my wind power.
I tried to deflect it...

"Huh?"

For some reason, it wouldn't bend.
Thankfully, the barrier seemed to slow it down, but it changed direction as I dodged.

"This is bad...!"

At that moment, Luel's hand reached out from behind me.
Her hand was pointing toward the thorn.

"Luel?"

She must have heard Stella's warning earlier.
That meant she was somehow choosing death in my place.

"Luel, no!"

That's when it happened.
A thunderous sound echoed from somewhere.

*BOOM!*

It was the sound of Lucy striking the ground with tremendous force.
And she...

"Ugh!"

Rammed straight into me.
The black thorn, not anticipating this, pierced Lucy instead.

"...Sister?"

Luel's voice, filled with disbelief, reached my ears.
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"Lucy!"

The thorn pierced her right shoulder with deadly precision.

No. I can't lose Lucy here.

But Lucy pulled the thorn from her shoulder and shouted, "Keep running!"

At her words, I somehow managed to stand despite the throbbing pain. But I didn't follow her instructions.

"Lucy, didn't you hear what Stella said earlier..."

"I know, but it doesn't matter."

She flashed me a grin.

"Who do you think I am? I'm a Blood Magic user, aren't I?"

"Blood Magic?"

"I can't completely drive it out, but I've contained it in my arm for now."

As if to prove her point, her complexion still looked normal.

"So stop standing there like an idiot and run. If you get hit instead of me, you'll die."

If she was really okay, she was right. But still...

*Wilhelm...!*

I started running again and looked back in Wilhelm's direction. He was still there.

*How did it come to this?*

He had clearly tried to kill me. It was hard to imagine this was the same person I'd known at the Warrior Academy.

*What does being an Apostle even mean?*

Could he already be dead? According to Stella, the Pontiff had the ability to turn dead humans into Apostles and control them. But there was something strange about that theory.

He was clearly acting outside the Pontiff's orders.
Which meant that perhaps...

*Is this his own will?*

I must not have known Wilhelm as well as I thought. In truth, even Seong Yurang had only interacted with Wilhelm two or three times. But even so, I had no intention of trying to understand him.

From now on, he and I are enemies. I'm running away now, but the next time we meet, we'll be fighting to kill each other.

For some reason, though, Wilhelm didn't seem interested in pursuing me after firing that Black Thorn. He just stood on the rooftop, watching me as I got farther away.

*I don't know why, but...*

At least it's good for our current situation. With that thought, I escaped the barrier of Hylen.

I had already decided where to go.

Basil. It was the only place around the barrier without checkpoints.

***

Crackle, crackle.

The campfire made from gathered dry branches burned brightly. Even while fleeing, I needed to check on Lucy's condition.

"Ugh...!"

Lucy, who had seemed completely fine at first, didn't look so good now. The cause became clear when I tore her right sleeve to expose her shoulder.

"Oh no..."

Her right arm was clearly not normal by anyone's standards. The entire arm was bruised a dark blue. Moreover, from the extremities, her skin had started turning black.

"Luel."

But rather than just my visual assessment, it would be better for Luel to check directly.

"Yes."

She placed her hand on Lucy's right arm with a worried expression. Lucy winced in pain.

"Sis..."

After assessing Lucy's condition for a moment, she spoke.

"I have one piece of good news, and... one piece of bad news."

Lucy responded, "Then let's hear the good news first."

"You contained it so well that the thorn couldn't escape your right arm."

"Of course. So what's the bad news?"

Luel hesitated for a moment.

"Luel, hurry."

Only after her sister urged her did she finally speak.

"Actually, the pain you're feeling now... it's closer to phantom pain."

"Phantom pain?"

"Yes, it's pain that your brain perceives even though you shouldn't actually be feeling it."

"What do you mean...?"

"The nerves in your right arm have completely necrotized. Blood hasn't been flowing there for quite some time."

Luel continued speaking calmly. But anyone could see she was forcibly suppressing her emotions.

"The best option would be to amputate your right arm."

"Amputate my right arm?"

That essentially meant Lucy would lose her actual combat ability. So I asked Luel:

"Is there no other way?"

"Not right now. And we should hurry with the amputation."

"Why?"

"Because even Blood Magic has its limits. The moment her concentration breaks and the thorn penetrates even slightly toward her body, it's over."

Lucy's condition, as assessed by Luel, was more serious than I'd thought. But Lucy still wore a relaxed smile.

"What are you waiting for? Let's cut it off already."

"Lucy..."

"I don't want to die either."

She said with a smile.

"But before you cut, I have one favor to ask."

"A favor?"

"Yes, go on adventures with Luel in my place."

Luel rushed to Lucy's side.

"But sis, even with your arm cut off, you can still adventure..."

"I'd just be a burden to Allen. I can't insist on coming along if I'm only going to hold him back."

I couldn't deny her words. Perhaps if this had been before we escaped from Holy City Hylen, I might have been able to. But...

"I'm sorry, Luel."

I didn't have that luxury now. There were powerful enemies that even Schultz and his companions couldn't handle. To be honest, even if Lucy had been in perfect condition, I doubted she would have been much help.

"But still..."

I could make a promise.

"I'll definitely create a safe world for you."

I couldn't guarantee I could keep this promise. But I could guarantee that I would fight desperately to keep it, even at the cost of my life.

"A world where you two can travel without needing to carry weapons. I'll create that for you."

With that promise, I raised Alber Linea.

"Alber."

-Yes.

"When I cut Lucy's arm, her concentration will falter a bit."

-So you want me to check the thorn's movement at that moment.

"Yes."

I also gave orders to Seora.

"Hold the potion at overload. And as soon as I cut Lucy's arm, spray the potion on her shoulder. We need to stop the bleeding."

She took out a potion from her inventory. Watching this, I asked Lucy one last time.

"Lucy, are you really prepared?"

Lucy nodded with a serious expression. After confirming this, I gave my final order to Gwen.

"Then, Ms. Gwen, please take out a clean cloth and put it in Lucy's mouth."

After confirming all preparations were complete... I raised my sword.

"I'll cut on the count of three."

One.

Two.

Three.

Slash.

***

After cutting off Lucy's right arm and taking a brief rest, we set out again. It was at Lucy's request, as her recovery was faster than expected. After all, just because we had left Holy City Hylen didn't mean we were safe from the Apostles.

*Fortunately, Ms. Gwen's power has recovered quite a bit, but...*

I still felt uneasy. To secure even a little safety from the Apostles right now...

*Elsie.*

If she were here, it would be different. Having her would mean securing two Saint-level forces along with Gwen.

*Come to think of it, I wonder if Elsie...*

She must have heard news about me. She's probably worried.

*I wonder if the Reim Kingdom has stabilized a bit.*

Perhaps I needed to find a way to visit the Reim Kingdom and extract her. Of course, that would be after formulating an overall strategy.

*First, we need to enter Basil, create a hideout, and formulate a plan from there.*

As we continued walking toward the red barrier of Basil that was gradually coming into view...

-Allen, wait.

*Alber?*

-I sense someone's presence.

*A presence?*

I began to focus on my surroundings, concentrating mainly on the sound of footsteps.

Tap

Light, nonchalant footsteps. These belonged to Gwen.

Patter

Strangely timid footsteps. These were Seora's.

Thud

This couldn't be Lucy's. Lucy was running right next to me so we could monitor her condition. Then these small footsteps from behind me to the left...

"Wait, everyone stop!"

After giving the order to halt, I turned my head toward where the footsteps had stopped. But there was no one visible.

"Who's there!"

But someone was definitely there. So while maintaining my guard, I warned whoever was standing there.

"If you don't reveal yourself..."

Gwen, who had already drawn the Sword of Roses.

"She'll sweep the entire area."

The opponent was alone. Whoever they were, I didn't think they could handle Gwen. That left them with two choices: run away or reveal themselves.

And they chose the latter.

Swish

From the shadow of a nearby wall. The darkness surrounding them faded. And so their appearance was revealed.

*An Apostle?*

A figure dressed entirely in white robes.

*There was an Apostle following us all this way?*

Even Wilhelm hadn't left the barrier. So it was a bit surprising that there was an Apostle who had been following us from the beginning.

"...What do you want?"

The Apostle answered with their characteristic distorted voice.

"I was originally planning to speak once you had put sufficient distance between yourselves and Hylen. You have good instincts."

Well, honestly, if Alber hadn't detected them first, I probably wouldn't have noticed until the end.

"So what's your purpose?"

"I have information to share with you."

"What kind of information?"

"About the Pontiff and the Apostles."

This person suddenly offering information about themselves. Naturally, I couldn't trust an Apostle right now.

"How can I believe you?"

"I'd appreciate if you did, but I can't force you if you don't. How about you at least listen first?"

"Just listening..."

That's when Luel spoke from behind.

"Be careful. Those with silver tongues can sometimes manipulate you just by getting you to listen to their stories."

That was certainly true.

"Then perhaps..."

"But I think we should listen anyway. We're not in a position to worry about such things. And if anything seems suspicious, I'll help you."

Is it her habit to offer help late, or is it a characteristic of being the Sage of Water? That bothered me, but I said to the Apostle:

"I'll listen for now. But..."

My feelings toward the Apostles weren't particularly positive right now.

"The moment you say anything nonsensical, I'll kill you."
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"I understand. Anyway, I too came here prepared to die, so it doesn't matter."

Having said that, he began to methodically share his information.

"First, what's probably most important. Information about the Pontiff."

This was indeed what I was most curious about.
I knew absolutely nothing about the Pontiff, especially her objectives.

*Until now, I thought she was simply focused on power...*

Recently, I'd begun to think that might not be the case.
The problem was that I had no concrete evidence.

But now, that evidence was beginning to emerge.

"Originally, she was planning to depart for the Ice Valley."

"Ice Valley?"

I already knew through the Hundred Braves that the Apostles would be dispatched to the Ice Valley around this time to investigate its collapse.
But I hadn't known that the Pontiff herself would be going along.

"Is she going to investigate the Ice Valley collapse?"

The Apostle answered with admiration.

"You even know that much... you're certainly no ordinary person."

But he denied my assumption.

"That's merely the surface reason. Only the Pontiff knows the true purpose of going there. We're supposed to protect her for the next 1 year and 8 months."

1 year and 8 months?
By coincidence, there was something that matched this timeframe perfectly.

The predicted end of the world.

It was exactly 1 year and 8 months away.
Which meant...

-Yes, they must be related.

If so, there was one thing I could guess.

"Luel, is the place where the divine power is sealed..."

"Yes, it's the Ice Valley."

The timing and location matched perfectly.
Moreover, Luel added to the Apostle's words.

"It certainly makes sense. Originally, the seal would be completely impenetrable, but starting around now, it will begin to weaken rapidly."

Looking at it positively, she might be trying to protect the seal while searching for a solution.
But what was certain was that, at least according to the Hundred Braves, she had never resolved the predicted apocalypse.
Furthermore, during that time, she even prevented other warriors in the Hundred Braves from setting foot in the Ice Valley.

Her actions were almost as if...

*She's protecting the seal?*

Whether her actions were intentional or not, in the current situation, she would completely block any potential intervention from warriors and bring about the destruction not only of this world but other dimensional worlds as well.

Of course, it seemed strange to think she was doing this deliberately.
After all, even though she had been controlling things, she had been stopping Demon Kings.
However...

"What if its goal isn't just the destruction of this world?"

What if her objective was...

"What if from the beginning, she intended to destroy other dimensions as well?"

I don't know much about the Pontiff.
So I asked Luel, who holds the memories of the Sage of Water, and the Apostle.

"What do you think?"

Luel answered.

"Hmm, I'm not sure. When I was traveling with her, she was more like a tool without emotions."

But the Apostle's reaction was different.

"What are you talking about?"

Come to think of it, he probably doesn't know that this world is scheduled to end.

*Should I explain it to him?*

-I don't think there would be a problem. Our fundamental enemy is the Pontiff rather than the Apostles. Besides, by knowing this, we might be able to persuade other Apostles as well.

Alber's words made sense.
So...

"This world is scheduled to end in 1 year and 8 months. And the cause of that destruction is in the Ice Valley."

"What are you..."

"But the bigger problem is... if it fully matures over those 1 year and 8 months, not just this world but other worlds will be destroyed too."

The Apostle trembled momentarily.

"Hey, is there a problem..."

"She could probably do it. She doesn't see people as people, and she doesn't place any value on life or death."

"And yet you were cooperating with her?"

He shook his head.

"I didn't know. Of course, her personality sometimes felt creepy, but to be honest, I was too tempted by the power and immortality she promised."

"Immortality?"

"Ah, I was about to tell you about the Apostles too."

That's right.
He had promised to give me information about the Pontiff and the Apostles.
But...

"Is that all the information about the Pontiff?"

"Unfortunately, yes."

Then there's nothing to be done.

"Alright, tell me about the Apostles then."

"Yes, first I should explain how Apostles are created. Basically, all Apostles fall into two categories: those who enter alive and continue as Apostles after death, or those who enter after death."

That sounded like a riddle.

"What does that mean?"

"It's simple. Either you work as an Apostle while alive, like me, and then continue as a puppet-like Apostle after death. Or you're made an Apostle from the beginning as a dead human."

Come to think of it, Stella had said something similar.

"Not all Apostles are like this, but the Pontiff has the ability to turn already dead humans into Apostles and control them like puppets."

I had dismissed it at the time, but thinking about it again, it was chilling.

"So some of the Apostles are already dead?"

"Yes, and they're essentially the Pontiff's puppets, with no will of their own."

"That's..."

Now I understood why Stella had insisted on burning her corpse.

*To leave no body behind...*

That's when it hit me.
A thought suddenly crossed my mind.

*What about Freyja?*

According to Stella, she had been killed by the Pontiff.
Could it be that...

"Is there a recent Apostle named Freyja..."

"I'm not sure about that. There was one new Apostle recently, but we don't really know each other's identities."

"I see..."

Well, perhaps it wasn't something to be disappointed about.
It would probably be better for her to die peacefully than to become the Pontiff's puppet.
But every time I thought of her, the ache in my heart was unbearable.

"...Then continue telling me about the Apostles."

He began to share more information about the Apostles.
Their behavior patterns, and several Apostles to be wary of.
Wilhelm was among them.

"What did you just say?"

"Are you referring to the thorns?"

"Yes, that."

Those 'thorns' that moved freely in the air and were unaffected by the power of wind.
Lucy had lost her arm because of them.

"Their exact name is Gorgor's Thorn. Literally, they're weaponized thorns from the 29th Demon King, Gorgor."

"Weaponized from a Demon King?"

"Yes, that's why they have resistance to most magic. Mediocre magic shields are useless."

That must be why they weren't affected by the power of wind.

"So, does it have any weaknesses?"

He nodded.

"Actually, it's almost a miracle that Lucy survived. Even Sir Schultz and Sir Duke couldn't resist its deadly poison. However..."

After thinking for a moment, he said.

"If I had to say, its slow production might be one."

"Production?"

"Wilhelm's body is essentially a host for the thorns. He produces thorns by growing them inside his body and then extracting them, but the production speed is quite slow."

That explained why Wilhelm had let me go in Hylen.

*He must have run out of thorns.*

With the story about Wilhelm, his information about the Apostles came to an end.

But there was one more thing I wanted to ask.
Something I'd been curious about all along.

"Why are you helping me? Is there something you want?"

Instead of answering, the Apostle turned his back.

"I... can't say. If there was something I wanted, I've already achieved it."

He began to dissolve into the darkness.

That's when it happened.

"Wait!"

It was Seora.

"Mister, it's you, isn't it?"

Mister?

"You took me from the orphanage and taught me swordsmanship."

There certainly was such a person.
An Apostle who took Seora from the orphanage and taught her swordsmanship.

But he shook his head.

"You've got the wrong person."

"No, I couldn't be mistaken."

"You need to consider it a mistake. I'm no longer relevant to you. I'm satisfied just having seen you one last time. And..."

He spoke in a miserable voice.

"I'm a bad person. Knowing the reality of being an Apostle, I still tried to make you one... such a bad person, so please don't worry about me anymore. You have someone very good in your life now."

No, I knew the truth.
That's why I pointed my sword at him in the distance.

"What did I say earlier?"

"What are you talking about all of a sudden?"

"I said I'd kill you if you talked nonsense."

He was talking nonsense right now.

"You taught her swordsmanship because you didn't want Seora to become an Apostle."

He must have known that the Overload ability doesn't match well with swordsmanship.

"Think whatever you like."

With those final words, he completely disappeared into the darkness.

"So... what do you plan to do now?"

"Well, if I go back, I'll obviously die and become an eternal Apostle. But I don't particularly want to join your journey either, so I plan to quietly die somewhere with the karma I've accumulated as an Apostle."

His voice came from the empty air.
It was a voice so firm that I couldn't even think of breaking it.
He must have already accepted his death when he followed me.

Seora offered a final farewell to him.

"Thank you."

But there was no response.

***

"Are you okay?"

I asked Seora, who had just bid farewell to her former benefactor.
She put on a strong face and nodded.

"Yes, at least I got to see him one last time."

He had been like a father to her.
She had thought he abandoned her, and now she had finally met him for the last time.
I was grateful that she was able to move past those emotions quickly and focus on our journey.

"Let's get going then."

We were really close to Basil now.

Just as we were about to step forward.

"Allen, someone's coming from behind!"

Gwen, who had been scanning the surroundings, alerted us.

"Damn, is it an Apostle?"

"No, not an Apostle, it's just one person... who is it?"

Just one person?

I turned my head and confirmed the identity of the one approaching.

*That guy...!*

The 59th Demon King, Ael.
He was rarely active in the Hundred Braves, and unusually gentle for a late-stage Demon King.
But why was he...

At that moment, the air beside Demon King Ael rippled.
And through that ripple, familiar blonde hair appeared.

"Elsie?"

Ch.194 - Alliance
"Elsie?"

She was running toward me.

"Elsie!"

Of course, I was happy to see her after so long.
But the problem was the figure beside her.

"Stop right there!"

Elsie halted in place.

"Allen?"

"What's that Demon King doing next to you?"

"Demon King?"

Elsie looked at Ael beside her and said:

"Ah, this one... just wait here a moment."

She left the Demon King Ael standing there and ran to me.

"It was just a temporary alliance."

"Alliance? With a Demon King?"

I was confused by Elsie's sudden explanation.
It was hard to imagine that Elsie, whose kingdom had nearly been destroyed by a Demon King, would form an alliance with one.

Of course, from my perspective, I knew there were some relatively good Demon Kings like Libero.
But Elsie shouldn't have known that.

"...But I had no choice. I heard you were in danger."

Despite everything, Elsie had formed an alliance with a Demon King for my sake.

"That Demon King came to me and told me. Honestly, I didn't believe it at first, but as time passed, strange rumors started reaching me..."

"Strange rumors?"

"Rumors that you were wanted for betraying the Pontiff, or that you were injured after your battle with Karkel. That Demon King told me about these rumors days before they spread."

That would certainly make her inclined to trust them.

"But is the kingdom alright?"

"Yes, I've done my best to stabilize things before coming here. I heard you've eliminated most of the Demon Kings, so it should be fine."

"That's good."

But still...

"Why did that one follow you all the way here?"

Based on the fact that Demon King Ael didn't have much of a role in the game, I considered them to be among the more moderate Demon Kings.
But whether their temperament was truly moderate or not was something I couldn't know until meeting them.
Or perhaps even after meeting them.

"I needed them to find you. A Demon King named Violet kept informing this Demon King of your location."

"Violet?"

She was the Demon King who had informed me through Demon King Levia in the Central Sea Islands that Schultz was heading to Holy City Hylen.
And she was also a Demon King that Freyja had been friendly with.

"Violet, you say?"

I suddenly became curious.
What might she know?
And what kind of Demon King was she?

So I called out to Demon King Ael standing at a distance.

"Demon King Ael."

The bored-looking Demon King's eyes widened.

"Oh? You know my name?"

"Of course I do."

"How?"

I won't reveal my reasons.

"Who knows?"

It's better to maintain the upper hand in this relationship.

"Hmm... you really are a strange one, just like I heard."

I don't know who told her that, but I called her over.

"Come here."

I figured she couldn't pose a threat to us anyway.
But it seemed Ael had realized this as well.

"Ugh, I don't want to. You people are too dangerous."

Well, can't be helped.

"Fine, then we'll talk from there..."

But thinking about it, we couldn't stay here for too long.

"Let's move somewhere else first."

"Where to?"

"...Inside the barrier."

At that, Demon King Ael turned around.

"I'm leaving. I've fulfilled my request to guide that woman to Allen Plake anyway."

No, I can't let her go.

"I wasn't talking to you, but to Violet."

"What?"

"Hey, Violet. I'd like to have a chat with you. Would it be alright to bring this one inside the barrier?"

"Hmph, you think I'll follow Violet's orders just because you say so?"

There's no guarantee she'll listen, but I trusted Violet.
I had a feeling she would want to talk with me.

And I was right.

"Violet, what? Hidden collection?"

I heard the sound of someone swallowing.
She turned back around and asked:

"...You won't hurt me?"

Now I understand.
This one isn't so much moderate as simply powerless.

***

We finally entered Basil's barrier.
It had been a very long time since I'd seen Basil's distinctive red sunset-colored barrier.
But I didn't have the luxury of indulging in nostalgia right now.

"Heave-ho."

I cleared away debris from a dilapidated abandoned house.
I was making space for us to stay temporarily.

*This should be enough.*

I looked around.
A decent amount of space had been cleared.
But apart from that, I could also see my other companions.

First, Gwen Ridwald was preparing a meal.
She had continued to grow rapidly and now clearly looked like an adult.
Of course, internally, she had always been the most mature among us.

Elsie and Seora were moving debris while discussing what had happened so far.
It seemed mostly like Seora was reporting to Elsie.
I told them that they'd cleared enough debris.

Finally, Luel was sitting with Lucy, looking at Basil's barrier.
They might have appeared to be playing around, but the two were actually standing guard.
However, their conversation inevitably reached my ears.

"You said before that you wanted to come here. Now that you're here, what do you think?"

"...It's amazing. Just as I imagined."

"I'm glad."

Lucy smiled.
It was her first smile since losing her arm.
She must care for her sister that much.

Luel said to her:

"Thank you, sis."

"Huh? No, I haven't done anything for you..."

"No, just having you by my side is enough."

"But I'm now..."

Lucy swallowed her words.
Depending on the plan we make from now on, she might find it difficult to follow us anymore.
And she ended up like that because she was trying to save Luel who was trying to save me.

*Damn it.*

For her sake too, I must stop the world's demise.
I'll stop it and create a world where the two of them can travel without weapons.
For that...

"Well then..."

I approached Demon King Ael, who was tied up in a corner, and called everyone together.

"Let's come up with a plan for what we do next."

***

As soon as Ael entered the barrier, everyone rushed to restrain her.
They were concerned she might have a change of heart.
Of course, Ael could have resisted, but knowing it would be meaningless, she allowed herself to be tied up.

"I knew this would happen."

Ael grumbled.
Honestly, seeing her so docilely tied up and wrapped in rope dozens of times until she looked like a ball made me feel a bit sorry for her.
So I apologized.

"Sorry, but I'll untie you as soon as the conversation with Violet is over."

"Whatever. Honestly, it wouldn't matter much if you killed me here. Though I'd regret not seeing Violet's secret collection."

Her demeanor strangely reminded me of Freyja from before.

"Are you really okay with dying?"

"Huh? Well, I've lived long enough. And thanks to you, it seems the world-ending side has already lost. If I'd known life would be this boring, I wouldn't have become a Demon King and just lived a short life instead."

At that moment, my gaze shifted to Gwen.
It was a mistake I shouldn't have made.

But Gwen shook her head as if to say it was fine.

"It's okay. Everyone has their own life to live. And I'm satisfied with my life now."

She smiled.
But seeing that smile still made my heart ache.
Even that ache now felt like a sin.

"Huh? Is there a problem?"

Ael was confused by the suddenly strange atmosphere.
I said to her:

"Never mind, just connect me with Violet."

"The connection is already established. I just need to relay Violet's words, right?"

I nodded.
Then Ael's voice tone changed.

"Hello. This is Violet."

It seemed to be Violet's voice tone.
As if to confirm this, Luel, who was beside me, said:

"That's definitely Violet."

With Luel's testimony added, I spoke to her:

"Hello. I'm Allen Plake."

Honestly, I debated whether to use formal speech with her since she was a Demon King, but thinking about it, she was also friends with Freyja, so I decided to use formal speech.
She was also using formal speech with me.

"Yes, nice to meet you. Actually, while talking with Freyja and Luel, I've wanted to meet you for quite some time."

My heart ached at the mention of Freyja's name.

"So they talked about me."

Suddenly, Luel's face beside me turned bright red.

*Luel?*

While I was puzzled by her reaction:

"Yes, they did. By the way, Allen, there's something I've been wanting to ask you."

"What is it?"

"What happened to Freyja?"

Come to think of it, I had heard from Freyja.
She said she couldn't see Holy City Hylen.

*I should tell her, right?*

After a brief moment of consideration, I said:

"Freyja is dead."

Ael's expression turned ashen.

"Freyja is dead?"

Judging by her reaction, it seemed Freyja had built friendly relationships with other Demon Kings, except for the later Demon Kings who were somewhat hostile.

"...Yes, she's dead."

It was still hard for me to believe.
But Ms. Stella wouldn't have lied.
Moreover, if it weren't true, Mr. Schultz wouldn't have rushed to Hylen so urgently.

"Why did she die? Where? By whom?"

Ael seemed somewhat agitated.

"Ael..."

Just as I was about to calm her down:

"Violet? Sorry, I understand..."

It seemed Violet had already intervened.
She returned to Violet's voice tone.

"So she was killed by Schultz after all?"

I shook my head at her question.

"No, she was killed by the Pontiff."

Schultz never even got to touch Freyja.

"The Pontiff? Why would the Pontiff? Freyja wasn't even a Demon King... Wait, Violet, Freyja wasn't a Demon King?"

It was quite surprising that Violet knew Freyja wasn't a Demon King.
But I couldn't answer her question.

"I don't know the details either. I didn't see it directly."

I painfully clutched the "Wing" in my hand.
If someone who could use this appeared, we might be able to confirm, but in Hundred Braves, the only pure-blooded individuals from Ice Valley were Schultz and the playable character.
However...

The playable character had already died long ago.

So there were no pure-blooded Ice Valley individuals left.
Unless I was missing something.

"Violet, what do you mean... Oh, Allen Plake is Freyja's..."

Ael continued to mutter in between.

"I shouldn't say that? Hmm... is that right?"

"Ael?"

"No, I was just talking with Violet. But Violet said something strange..."

She looked at me cautiously.
Then she said:

"I don't know. Violet will handle it."

There seemed to be something going on, but it didn't seem worth pressing further.

*I wonder if Violet doesn't know much about the Pontiff's true nature.*

Even when Schultz was heading to Hylen, she had assumed he was going to kill Freyja, not the Pontiff.
Even now, she seemed puzzled that the Pontiff had killed Freyja.

*Well, even Luel, who was in contact with her, didn't know the Pontiff would go this far.*

She only thought the Pontiff was obsessed with power, nothing more.
If even the Sage of Water didn't know, it's understandable that Violet wouldn't either.
But there was one thing that bothered me.

*Do the other early Demon Kings really not know?*

When interrogating Demon King Levia, she had spoken as if the early Demon Kings knew something about the sealing of the divine being.
That was why I had contacted Violet in the first place.

...I should get to the point now.

"Violet, let me get to the main point."

Right now, I lacked both power and information.
So I needed to reach out for whatever I could.

"I want to meet the early Demon Kings."

Even if they were Demon Kings.

Ch.195 - The Last Supper
"Yes, I think that's possible."

That was Violet's answer after she had been in contact with the early Demon Kings for a while.

"They're usually very difficult people to gather, but when I mentioned your name, their reactions changed."

"Their reactions?"

"Yes, they seemed mostly intrigued."

That was a relief.
To them, I was practically the main enemy who had driven the Demon Kings to near extinction.
I wouldn't have had any right to complain if they had refused to meet me.

"So where will we meet?"

"At the Demon King's Castle, of course."

"The Demon King's Castle?"

I noticed Elsie and the others' expressions hardening.
That was natural since the castle was their stronghold.

"Is there perhaps another place besides the Demon King's Castle..."

"I don't think that's possible. Our situation isn't particularly good either, and while not everyone, most are feeling rather intimidated, so..."

"I see."

Is there no other way?
Well, from the early Demon Kings' perspective, they were merely interested in me, but I was the one who needed them.
I'd have to accommodate them for now.

"Alright. Then let's head to the Demon King's Castle as soon as possible."

"Thank you. I believe Ael over there will guide you... Huh? Me?"

Ael looked bewildered.

"Wait, Violet. What else did you say?"

But she soon seemed to have finished negotiating something new with Violet, as she smiled brightly and said:

"Yeah, leave it to me."

"Great, I'm counting on you."

"So when are you going to untie me?"

She was still tied up like a ball.
But I had no intention of untying her just yet.

*Everyone's exhausted.*

It was because of our forced march over the past few days.
If we didn't rest a bit now, everyone would struggle to perform at their best.
So we needed to take a short break.

*Probably until sunset.*

The red barrier unique to Basil made it easy to get confused, but since it had been night when we first entered Basil, it was still daytime now.
So there was quite some time left until nightfall.
It would be better to move at night rather than during the day to avoid any possible pursuit.

*But...*

There was one place I wanted to visit before going to the Demon King's Castle.

"I'll untie you when the time comes."

***

After spending the day at our temporary camp, night fell.
We began moving again under the cover of darkness.

"Allen, where are we going now?"

"My hometown."

"Your hometown?"

Gwen reacted to that.

"Ah, you mean that village. The one with the inn where you worked."

"Yes, we'll stop by there briefly."

"But why there suddenly? Weren't we going to the Demon King's Castle?"

It certainly might seem sudden.
But...

"There's a saying that the more urgent something is, the more you should take the roundabout path."

"Huh?"

"Once we go to the Demon King's Castle, I can't guarantee we'll have a chance to rest. So I want to give everyone one last opportunity to relax before we go."

While a large city like Basilium might be problematic, that small village on the outskirts of Basil should be fine.
The quality of the inn was also quite good for such a remote village.

"And... we need to decide what to do with Lucy."

Luel had already offered some ideas about her arm.
It seemed that using the knowledge of the Sage of Water, they could create a prosthetic arm.
But that would take time, and even with it, she wouldn't be able to return to her previous combat ability.

So...

"It might be good for her to stay at the inn while we're at the Demon King's Castle."

Hearing this, Luel looked at Lucy with concern.

"Sis..."

But Lucy just grinned at her.

"It's fine. Can't be helped, right?"

I added, trying to reassure the twins:

"The Innkeeper and Weiss are good people, so there won't be any problems staying there."

That's when it hit me.

*Weiss?*

Suddenly, I felt a strange sense of déjà vu.

Weiss.
She occasionally came to mind when I thought about my hometown, but this was the first time I'd felt this kind of déjà vu.

*Why?*

No matter how much I thought about it, I couldn't figure out the reason.

*...*

Maybe something would come to me when I saw her face again.

*Come to think of it...*

How long has it been?
How many years have passed since I left my hometown?
I can't remember clearly.

Well, so much has happened.

I met Elsie in Basilium and saved her.

In Sak, I met Libero and inherited his swordsmanship.

I went to Hylen and completed the warrior academy.

In the Reim Kingdom, I saved the kingdom with the comrades I made at the academy.

In the Central Sea Islands, I fell into the Pontiff's scheme, but with the help of the twin sisters, I rescued Gwen and was able to defeat the later Demon Kings.

Too much had happened for it to have been just a few years.
And if I included the second Ordeal, which wasn't a concrete memory...

*It's been a really long time.*

After walking through the night, we finally arrived at my hometown.
Seeing the ridge where I first fought the wolf, and the fields where I spent all day looking for hyacinths for Weiss, memories began flooding back.
Even the distinctive smell of the village stirred my nostalgia.

And it seemed I wasn't the only one feeling nostalgic.

"It's been a while since I've been here too."

"Yes, it has been a long time."

Come to think of it, Elsie and Gwen had also visited this place separately from me.
It was for Elsie to receive the Ordeal of Regret.

"It's still a nice village even after all this time."

Gwen seemed to like this village.

"It wouldn't be bad to spend the rest of my life here after all the fighting is over."

Elsie, on the other hand, was a bit different.
She shuddered and muttered:

"The fields where I crawled like a dog, the hill I climbed every day..."

Ah.

The rest of our group seemed to be looking around the village with curiosity.
Well, they probably hadn't seen a rural village like this in Sak, the Central Sea Islands, or Hylen.

As we continued, we arrived at the inn.
Because it was night, we didn't encounter any other villagers on our way.

[Basilica Inn]

The sign hanging outside the inn.
It had been so long.

*Well then...*

I opened the door and went in.

The familiar scene of the inn unfolded before my eyes.
And at the counter...

"Hmm... inn operating costs..."

Weiss was slumped over, talking in her sleep.

(Please be quiet for a moment.)

After asking my companions to be quiet, I approached her.

"Wei..."

Just as I was about to gently wake her up.

*Huh?*

Suddenly, her hair caught my eye.
Transparent white hair.
There was one person who had exactly the same color of hair.

Schultz.

I finally realized the source of the déjà vu I had felt earlier when thinking about Weiss.

*The pure bloodline of Ice Valley...?*

There was still one left.
I just hadn't considered her because in the original Hundred Braves, we typically didn't encounter her.

At that moment, Weiss seemed to sense my presence and woke up.

"Hmm... Welcome to Basilica Inn..."

Then her eyes met mine as I stood frozen.

"Allen?"

Her half-closed eyes widened.

"Allen!"

She instantly rose from her seat and embraced me from across the counter.

"W-Weiss?"

I stepped back in surprise, but Weiss clearly had no intention of letting go.

*Oh no...!*

I could feel intense stares on the back of my head.
I could even hear whispers.

"There was one more?"
"This is beyond what I imagined."

No, it's not like that.
I needed to explain somehow.

"No, it's not what you think..."

"Allen, do you know how hard it's been alone while you were gone! And how long has it been? A whole 4 years? How could you not show your face for 4 years?"

When she put it that way, I felt even worse.
Of course, hearing it now, I did feel a bit sorry for her.

"I'm sorry. But there were circumstances. I've been so busy..."

However, the public opinion behind me had already deteriorated beyond repair.

"Abandoned her for 4 years?"
"Even I can't defend this."

No, it's not like that.

"Um, Weiss...!"

As I was struggling to figure out how to detach her, another familiar voice was heard.

"What's all this noise, Weiss?"

"Sir?"

It was the Innkeeper, emerging from inside the inn.
When he spotted me, he laughed heartily and said:

"Well, Allen has returned!"

But the next moment, his gaze shifted behind me.

"And you've brought many young ladies...?"

"What?"

Weiss lifted her face from my chest.
And for the first time, she looked over my shoulder.

"One, two, three, four, five... is that person tied up like a ball also a woman?"

"Weiss? Why are you suddenly counting...?"

At that moment, Ael, who was tied up and dragged along like a ball, spoke up:

"Of course I'm a woman too!"

Ael, I'll deal with you later.
Though I needed to get through the current situation first.

"Allen, I didn't take you for... such a womanizer?"

"No, you're misunderstanding. At least, not all of them."

"Not all? Then how many?"

"Three."

For reference, Elsie naturally accepted Gwen as one of them too.
But...

Come to think of it, is three also a bit much?
From my perspective, all three were equally precious to me, but I realized that it might look different to others.

But Weiss nodded as if she understood.

"Three... that's not as many as I thought. Are you sure it's just three?"

She still seemed suspicious.

"Yes, that's right."

Probably.

"Alright. Then I'll believe you."

As the commotion was settling down:

"Now that Allen has returned, we must have a welcome celebration."

"A welcome? Didn't we just have that?"

"What are you saying? A welcome celebration must include food and drink."

"What?"

He said that and rushed into the kitchen.
Weiss followed him, presumably to help prepare the food.

"This feels... very lively but nice."

Elsie had approached me.

"They were probably bored running the inn without me. Though the old man was dying of boredom even when I was here."

The times when the three of us—me, Weiss, and the Innkeeper—were together were the liveliest.
They probably missed me quite a bit.
But...

"I should go tell them that we don't need anything elaborate."

Seora tilted her head and asked:

"Huh? Why?"

"We don't have the luxury to enjoy this, and it's clearly not the right atmosphere."

We need to rest as much as possible during the time we have and depart quickly.

However, Luel seemed to think differently.

"No, let's enjoy ourselves a little for now."

"Luel?"

"This might be our last feast together. And... I don't think the atmosphere needs to be gloomy just because of our situation."

Gwen agreed with her.

"I think so too. As long as we're careful not to drink too much."

Everyone seemed to generally agree.
And thinking about it again, I felt they were right.

*Yes, morale is important too.*

Being depressed won't help in battle.
Of course, we need to be serious when the time calls for it.

"Then let's help them prepare."

"Sure."

"Alright."

"Of course."

Late at night, at the Basilica Inn.
We began preparing what might be our last feast together.
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"This is..."

Elsie, who had cleaned her plate completely, said.

"It's more delicious than royal cuisine."

She was both a big eater and a gourmet.
Of course, she wouldn't refuse to eat something just because it didn't taste good, but her evaluation of taste was fairly accurate.
That means Weiss's cooking really is more delicious than royal cuisine.

"I was worried since you're a queen, but I'm glad it suits your taste."

Weiss smiled contentedly as she watched Elsie enjoying her food.
By the way, we had already introduced all our companions to Weiss and the Innkeeper.
Of course, we had also earnestly asked them not to spread word that we had been here.

"Here, have some more."

Weiss cleared away the empty plate in front of Elsie and set down a new one.
Watching her, Lucy said:

"Aren't you eating too much?"

No, it's fine.
Although Elsie had already emptied several bowls, considering what she had shown during the Ordeal before, this wasn't even half of what she could eat.

"It's fine. She knows what she's doing."

That would probably be the case.
If only Gwen hadn't added a comment.

"Come to think of it, this reminds me of the past. When I was force-feeding that scrawny one to put some meat on her bones..."

"Gwen! Don't talk about that!"

Elsie put down her fork and exclaimed urgently.

"Huh?"

Everyone's attention turned to her.

"Anyway, just don't."

With a reddened face, she sat back down and began nibbling at her food.
Now that I think about it, she also ate in small bites at the warrior academy, and the reason must have been related to what Gwen just said.
...I decided not to ask for more details.

*Come to think of it...*

Watching Elsie continue to put food in her mouth despite being somewhat self-conscious, I also smiled contentedly.
I had wanted her to taste Weiss's food for a while now.

*It really is delicious.*

To be honest, it was also significant that this was proper food after a long time.
Lucy's cooking honestly couldn't be called food, and after that, we had mostly been eating convenience foods while wandering.
In such circumstances, Weiss's warm food was truly moving.

*Yes...*

Perhaps this was what it was all for.
The reason I had been working so hard until now.
To protect these meals.

Of course, not just the food.
To protect this happy scene.
To protect this modest but precious scene.

Gwen, Elsie, Seora, Luel, Lucy, Weiss, and the Innkeeper.
Everyone chatting happily while eating
Even I, watching this scene... was happy.

But...
This scene might be the last.
All my efforts might end up being in vain.

If the world were to end.

I can't let that happen.
I must prevent it at all costs.

Especially the Pontiff.

There were still many questions about her.
Her purpose, her thoughts.
The information we had was too limited to make proper guesses.

That's why I wanted to meet the Demon Kings.
They might know something I don't.

And depending on the situation, I might need their power as well.
Anyway, it was clear that if we left the Pontiff guarding the Ice Valley as she is now, not only this world but other dimensions would be in danger.

But before that...

There was something I needed to confirm first.

"Allen?"

Weiss turned her head at my call.
Her transparent hair fluttered as she did.

"Could I talk to you for a moment?"

"What? Yes, of course."

"Thank you."

I stood up and called for Luel as well.
I needed her help to confirm it.

So the three of us left the dining room and headed to one of the empty rooms.

***

"What is it?"

Luel asked as she closed the door.

Instead of answering her, I asked Weiss:

"Weiss, are you a pure-blood from the Ice Valley?"

"Pure-blood? I suppose I am. But why?"

I opened my clenched hand.
On my palm was a transparent ring that looked like a piece of ice.

It was "Wing."

"That's... Allen, could it be?"

Based on the pure-blood from the Ice Valley and "Wing," Luel seemed to have figured out what I was trying to do.
And Weiss also seemed to recognize what the ring was, her eyes widening.

"Is this... Wing?"

"Yes, it's Wing."

"I can't believe it still exists. I thought it was buried when the Ice Valley was destroyed."

That couldn't be.
Until just a few days ago, the last owner was still alive and well.

"But why suddenly this?"

"Weiss, I'd like you to accept this ring."

It could have sounded romantic.
If only the ring wasn't "Wing."

"What? But..."

Weiss looked quite flustered.

"This ring can only be possessed by the strongest person in the Ice Valley..."

"You're the only one left. So you are the strongest."

Besides, although Weiss might not be stronger than Schultz, it was certain that she had some combat skills.
I had already faced Weiss when she possessed Pin.
At that time, if Pin hadn't momentarily regained control of her body, I would have been defeated by her.

"Well... since it's a treasure of our clan, I'll accept it for now, but is there anything you need in return?"

"In return..."

There would be a price.
There was something I wanted to ask of her.

It's not a request to join us as a companion.
Of course, I would check her aptitude by having Luel and Gwen teach her a bit, but I had no intention of forcing her to come along if she didn't have the right aptitude.
However...

"When you put on that ring, the snowflake pattern will be passed down to you."

"Yes."

"Then please use that snowflake pattern to manifest the snowflake vision. There should be some memories left by the ring's last owner."

She looked slightly puzzled at my words.
But her actions were quick.

"I'm not sure what this is about, but I'll try."

She put the ring on her finger.
Her gaze was quite determined.

*She was definitely that kind of person.*

Despite waking up one day to find her homeland destroyed, she didn't lose hope and firmly established herself here.

"Oh?"

At that moment, a snowflake-shaped pattern appeared on the back of her hand.

"Is this the snowflake pattern?"

Luel nodded.

"Yes, that's correct. Of course, the snowflake pattern looks different for each person."

That was something I learned for the first time.
I knew that the characteristics inherited when succeeding the snowflake pattern varied slightly for each character, but I didn't know that the shape of the pattern itself changed.

"It's a pretty pattern."

Weiss's snowflake was definitely beautiful.
Much more so than the pointed cube-like pattern of the playable character.

"Yes, it is pretty."

Now it's time to begin.

*But before that.*

I needed to get her consent first.
What we were about to confirm might be somewhat shocking to her.

"Weiss, if you wish, you don't have to look at or listen to the snowflake vision. It won't be a pleasant scene."

"...I understand."

She seemed to have already made up her mind.

"Then I'll try."

However, it took her quite some time to properly manifest the snowflake vision.
If Luel, who had some knowledge about the snowflake pattern, hadn't helped, it would have taken even longer.

"Ah, I think it's working."

Finally, snowflakes began to flutter in the room.
And those snowflakes gathered in one place to form a shape.

*This is...*

It was Schultz.
Moreover, around him, though faint, there were figures that appeared to be Stella and Duke.
And...

"What's going on here? Schultz?"

The Pontiff's voice could also be heard.

"This is certain."

"Yes, it's the Pontiff's room from that day."

Then Schultz answered the Pontiff's question.

"I've come to kill you. Didn't you know?"

He spoke boldly, but knowing his fate, it felt too heartbreaking for me to hear.
But whether they knew this or not, they continued their conversation.

As I was listening intently to their conversation:

"Schultz?"

"Is that... a snowflake vision?"

Schultz activating a snowflake vision within the snowflake vision.
At the same time, a very faint figure formed in front of him.

*Huh?*

It was a very faint vision, perhaps because it was a vision within a vision.
But I could recognize the person.

*Freyja?*

As if confirming my guess, Schultz's voice was heard.

"Freyja..."

And so the vision within the vision began to play.


"I want to ask. Why did you send the warriors toward the Central Sea Islands?"
"Didn't Allen tell you he would go to the Reim Kingdom?"
"What... are you thinking?"


She was fiercely confronting the Pontiff.
It was for my sake.

*Freyja, stop...!*

But there was no way my cry could reach her.

"Deviating from the plan... what exactly is this great plan of yours?"

She continued to confront the Pontiff.
But for some reason, the Pontiff was treating her quite amicably.
Was it because they were of the same kind after all?


"Do you really want to know? About my plan. Of course, I won't force you. I just want you to sympathize with my plan."

Perhaps this question from the Pontiff was sincere.
Perhaps she wanted Freyja, her last remaining kin, to sympathize with her.
Of course, only she would know the truth.

But...

*Freyja, please don't listen.*

However, Freyja couldn't refuse the request of her kin.

"Yes, I want to know. What exactly is your plan?"

Then...
There was only one option left.

*Please, just join her side...*

It would be fine to become an Apostle.
As I learned from the Apostle who was Seora's benefactor, even if one became an Apostle, their consciousness remained intact as long as they were alive.
But... the outcome was already determined.

What I was seeing was already the past.

It was the past, but...

*Why?*

Freyja's actions exceeded even my expectations.

She went so far as to impale herself on a sword.
It was her choice, sensing that the Pontiff was trying to use some trick on her.
But...

*Why are you smiling?*

She was smiling even in that moment.

"This isn't such a bad way to die."

And seeing that smile, I could no longer bear it.

"Ugh...!"

I clutched my chest.
I couldn't breathe at all.
It felt like something was crushing my lungs.

Why?
Of course, Freyja was somewhat important to me, but I didn't think it would be to this extent...
Why is it so painful?

"Allen?"

"Are you alright?"

Luel and Weiss rushed to me.
But I stopped them and said:

"Weiss, please keep maintaining the vision! There are still things I need to confirm."

How Schultz was defeated by the Pontiff.
I need to remember everything that happened in that process, examining every little detail.
That's why I brought Luel along as well.

Then I heard the Pontiff's voice as she killed Freyja.

"Well, I can at least tell that it was a meaningless death."

No, it couldn't be a meaningless death.
I will never let it be a meaningless death.
I will make sure of it.

*Pontiff...!*

Your purpose that Freyja heard is still unclear.
But...

*I will definitely kill you.*

...It was then.

"Wait a moment."

Luel suddenly paused the vision.

"That thing that just passed by, it was a thorn, right?"

What she pointed out was Wilhelm's Black Thorn.

Ch.197 - Weakness
"The thorns? Why?"

Luel pointed at Wilhelm's Black Thorn.
It was the terrible weapon that had killed Schultz and cost Lucy her arm.
But Luel had a different reason for pointing it out.

"Its movement is strange."

"Well, that's because Wilhelm can change its direction at will..."

"No, that's not what I mean... I phrased it poorly. First, please look at this."

She pointed to the Pontiff's barrier.
It was the barrier that had neutralized Schultz's wings and Stella's magic, slowing the movements of the two who had entered it.
Perhaps it was the single biggest factor that had led Schultz's group to defeat.

Luel pointed at the barrier and said:

"This barrier is quite special."

"A special barrier?"

"Let me put it simply. It's a barrier of barriers."

No, I don't understand.

"Do you know exactly what a barrier is?"

"Isn't it something that blocks Chaos Beasts and weakens Demon Kings?"

That was a bit ambiguous considering Alber's case, but that was basically what I understood barriers to be.

"It does serve that role. But its essence is ultimately divine authority."

"Divine authority?"

"Yes, the absolute dominion over concepts that one governs... the authority of a god."

"But what does that have to do with barriers? Barriers work against Chaos, don't they?"

"Divine authority inherently has some resistance to Chaos. That's a somewhat intrinsic characteristic of divine authority itself."

An intrinsic characteristic of divine authority itself.
Hearing that, I began to understand the general concept.

"So a barrier is essentially divine authority that emphasizes resistance to Chaos rather than dominion over concepts?"

"You understand well."

"Then strictly speaking, Alber's barrier should be called divine authority rather than a barrier?"

"Yes, that's right. It's different from other barriers that transformed into barrier stones and gave up their dominion over concepts. However..."

She placed her hand on her chin.

"The God of Destiny is somewhat unusual. The boundaries of that concept are quite ambiguous..."

Just then, Alber's voice was heard.

-Hmm, to be honest, I'm not entirely clear about my concept either. I can only tell you that since meeting you, my concept has been gradually strengthening.

Come to think of it, his concept was indeed ambiguous.
Unlike the Fire God controlling fire or the Water God controlling water with clear concepts, the God of Destiny wasn't like that.
He seemed to interfere slightly with everything that approached me.

But that wasn't what was important right now.

"So the Pontiff's barrier is essentially divine authority too?"

"That's right. So from now on, let's call it divine authority rather than a barrier. Now do you understand what I said at the beginning?"

"What you said at the beginning..."

It was clearly "a barrier of barriers."
If I replace "barrier" with "divine authority"...

"Divine authority over divine authorities?"

It sounded like a dangerous concept.
And the next moment, that feeling became certainty.

"You mean it has dominion over other divine authorities?"

Luel nodded.

"After all, both magic and Stigmas ultimately borrow the power of gods. If the Pontiff had only nullified one or two concepts, I might have thought differently, but..."

She had nullified both Stella's "Meteor" spell and the power of Schultz's Stigma, his wings.
There was only one thing that could mean.

Divine authority over divine authorities.

Then that divine authority must be...

"The divine authority the Pontiff possesses, could it be..."

"Yes. It's probably the divine authority of the Progenitor. To be precise, she's not actually possessing the divine authority itself, but rather exercising it through a contract."

"Through a contract?"

"It's just speculation. Her divine power was present even when she killed the Progenitor along with the Sage of Water and her other companions."

Besides, if she truly possessed the Progenitor's divine authority itself, there would be a problem.
As far as we knew, the Progenitor's divine authority was sealed away in Ice Valley under a powerful seal.

But whether it was through a contract or not, it was still powerful.
A powerful divine authority that could nullify both magic and Stigmas.
Was there a way to break through it...

"...there is."

"Huh?"

"However, there is a method. Whether it will actually work is another matter, but at least there is a method that isn't impossible."

She pointed again at Wilhelm's Black Thorn.

"The thorn?"

This was indeed where our conversation had started.
But I couldn't quite understand how it could be a way to break through the Pontiff's power.

"Are you talking about Schultz's blood?"

Some of Schultz's blood, poisoned by the thorn, had indeed entered the Pontiff's wound.
But as the Pontiff herself had said, it wouldn't work unless Wilhelm changed his mind.

"Are you suggesting we persuade Wilhelm?"

Of course, that wasn't entirely impossible.
The Wilhelm I knew from military academy days wasn't the incomprehensibly changed person he was now.
But...

"Even if we did, the Pontiff's divine authority would still..."

That's when it hit me.

*Wait, something...*

I was missing something.
Something related to Wilhelm's thorn.

Luel explained to me:

"Look carefully at what happens when Wilhelm's thorn comes into contact with the Pontiff's divine authority."

When it touched the Pontiff's divine authority, the thorn's direction bent slightly for a moment.
What that meant was...

"It's affected by the divine authority?"

"Hmm, more accurately, it's resisting. Other apostles aren't affected by the divine authority at all."

"Resisting?"

That was the word she had used when explaining the relationship between barriers and divine authority.
While divine authority absolutely dominates its concept, barriers have the quality of resistance to Chaos.
As I recalled this knowledge, it hit me.

*Oh?*

Come to think of it, Wilhelm's thorn was clearly made using part of a Demon King.
So in a way, it had the same composition as a Demon King.

*So it naturally has resistance?*

No, resistance isn't the important part here.
What Luel is trying to say is something else.
I finally began to understand.

"The thorn resists but isn't dominated, right?"

In other words, it isn't nullified by the Pontiff's divine authority.

"That's right. Of course, since it's not completely devoid of this world's concepts despite being from a Demon King, it can't completely escape domination..."

"But as long as there's even a little Chaos, it can still move."

So that was it.
Wings and Meteor were completely nullified, but Schultz and Duke could still move their bodies.
Meanwhile, Freyja, who didn't possess any Chaos in her body, couldn't move at all until the Pontiff released her divine authority.

"So if we could somehow persuade Wilhelm..."

No, that's not it.
While this approach might be worth trying, we couldn't rely solely on it in our current situation with so many unknown variables.
Then...

"So it comes back to them after all."

The Demon Kings.

Demon Kings are beings already deeply immersed in Chaos.
So while they might face some resistance from divine authority, they wouldn't be completely nullified.
There was a reason why Hundred Braves had an ending where they caused destruction.

*They actually had the potential to kill the Pontiff.*

Yet despite this, the Pontiff had been walking a tightrope with them.
Did she not know she could be killed by them?
Or did she have some purpose?

I used to think her tightrope walking was ultimately about power.
But after facing her true nature to some extent, I couldn't believe she'd walk such a precarious line just for power.
There must have been some other important reason.

But anyway...
I don't regret killing the Demon Kings.
Especially considering the 72nd Demon King—if we hadn't killed her then, we might have been able to eliminate the Pontiff, but we couldn't have prevented the world's destruction.

*And it's not too late yet.*

The early Demon Kings.
Not much is actually known about them.
Beyond being rarely seen, there's almost no eyewitness information at all.

Their information.
Their power.
Everything was unknown.

Perhaps if we somehow deal with the apostles and open a path, they could fight the Pontiff.

*At least there's a possibility, as Luel said.*

Though we'd need to meet them first.

"Luel, I think I have a general direction..."

That's when it happened.

-Master.

It was Alber.

"Alber?"

-I'm sorry, but I wouldn't recommend relying solely on them.

I could feel his divine authority diminishing.

"Alber, you don't need to say more. I already know that much."

-No, that's not all I have to say. But... this is my limit.

After a moment of silence, he said:

-The trial near Ice Valley. I recommend visiting it before the final battle.

At that moment.
His divine authority became even fainter.

"Alber? Alber!"

-I'm feeling a bit tired, I need to rest my eyes for a while.

And with that, he fell silent.

"This guy, just dropping cryptic hints as he pleases..."

But Luel seemed to have some idea about what Alber meant.

"It seems the gods know something more."

"Luel, do you understand?"

"No, it's beyond my knowledge too. As he said, your best option would be to visit the trial yourself."

"I see..."

"But if you enter the trial now, you might be too late. That's something you need to decide."

That was certainly true.
The time we had left was long if you looked at it one way, but short if you looked at it another.

As I was contemplating the trial:

"That person, did you say she's the Pontiff?"

"What?"

Weiss was pointing at the Pontiff.

"Yes, that's the Pontiff."

"The Pontiff..."

After examining the Pontiff carefully, she said:

"I remember seeing that person at Ice Valley a few days before I lost my memory."

Hearing her words, I was certain.

"I definitely need to go to the trial."

It would have to be after meeting the Demon Kings, but I needed to visit the trial.
There was still so much I didn't know.

Especially about the Pontiff.

Ch.198 - Rest
"Let's stop here for today."

Fortunately, I had gained something by confirming the snow flower's mental image.
I'd figured out the Pontiff's weakness to some extent.

"And as for Weiss..."

I looked at Weiss with the ring on her finger and hesitated for a moment.

*Should I involve Weiss in this?*

The current Weiss, who wasn't a Demon King, was just an ordinary person.
She was living happily at the inn with the common sense of an ordinary person.
Dragging her into my fight... I wasn't very keen on the idea.

But in my current situation, could I afford to be picky about my methods...

"Allen, you're in some kind of difficult situation, aren't you?"

She seemed to have figured out my situation from our conversation and the snow flower's mental image.

"Yes, but it's not something you need to worry about."

Weiss's expression darkened a little.

"No, that's not what I meant..."

"I understand. It's not something I can help with."

"That's..."

Weiss forced a smile and said.

"Actually, there's something I want to know too. Why exactly did the Ice Valley fall to ruin? I've heard it was destroyed by the Demon Kings, but now this Pontiff person seems quite suspicious too..."

"Weiss..."

That's when it happened.

"Allen, you must realize that despite having wings, it would be difficult to take someone with absolutely no combat experience, right?"

Luel seemed puzzled by my hesitation.
But at the same time, she knew I wouldn't be hesitating without reason.

"Or is there something I don't know?"

I nodded at her question.
Weiss was actually the true form of the 71st Demon King.
So she had that much potential.

But I couldn't say that in front of her.

"...If you really think so, would it be alright if I checked her aptitude for a few days?"

After saying that, Luel asked Weiss for her opinion.

"What do you think? Don't you want to help Allen?"

Weiss nodded.

"I do. Though I'm not very confident."

If that's the case, I guess I have no choice.

"Then Luel, you check Weiss's aptitude for magic. I'll ask Gwen to handle her swordsmanship."

I was too much of an irregular myself to properly assess her swordsmanship.

"Understood."

As the conversation shifted toward confirming her potential, Weiss also put on a serious expression and said,

"Yes, I'll be in your care."

***

By the time we returned, the banquet was already winding down.
When asked where the three of us had gone, I answered that I would tell them before we set out.
The reason I had confirmed the snow flower's mental image with only minimal personnel was partly because I wanted the others to rest more comfortably.

Yes, everyone getting rest was the priority for now.

"Hmm, I feel sleepy after eating so much."

Though I had half-forgotten due to the lively atmosphere, it was nighttime now.
Even though we had rested during the day, everyone must be tired from accumulated fatigue.

"Then, good night."

"Yeah, sleep well."

As if to prove this, even Elsie was heading straight to her bedroom.
To be honest, I had been mentally preparing myself a bit.

After all, it had been a very long time since I'd seen her.
Considering how she used to be, I wouldn't have been surprised if she had pounced on me right away.
But she didn't.

*That's a relief.*

Actually, I'm a bit tired too.
So tonight I'll just go to sleep...

Just as I was about to lie down.

Knock knock

I heard someone knocking on the door.

*Who could it be?*

The only person I could think of was Elsie.

*That Elsie, she couldn't hold back after all...*

I steeled myself to refuse her somehow and opened the door.

"Els... huh?"

The person standing outside wasn't Elsie.

Red hair.

"Gwen?"

She was kneeling in front of my door with a serious expression.

"Allen, I'm sorry."

She apologized right off the bat.

"Gwen, what are you..."

Confused, I tried to help her up.
But Gwen stubbornly resisted and said,

"I'm sorry. I know this is a request I shouldn't make when we need to rest, and with a deployment ahead of us. But... I keep losing control of myself."

"That's enough, just tell me what you want. I can probably grant it."

I meant this sincerely.
If it was something needed for her to spend the rest of her life happily, I was confident I could do anything.

"Really?"

At that moment, she looked up.
For an instant, joy appeared on her face.
But soon that joy disappeared, replaced by a pained expression.

"No, no. Allen, you must refuse my request."

I had no idea what she was talking about.
Finally, I grabbed both her cheeks and said,

"Gwen, calm down."

She was clearly not in her right mind.
Her face was flushed, and her breathing was rapid.

*Wait, this is...*

These were symptoms I'd seen in her before.

"Gwen, is your request perhaps..."

"I got permission from Elsie. To have a chance to make a child with you before we set out."

No, that's strange.
The strange part wasn't that she got permission from Elsie.

"Why is that a request you shouldn't make?"

"Because if I get pregnant... I might not be able to help you."

She looked tormented even as she said this.
But I couldn't understand.

"Gwen, you don't need to help me."

"No, that's impossible. I've already been saved by you."

"You're wrong. I was saved by you first. Five years ago, right here. Do you think I would be who I am today if you hadn't stopped by this inn?"

I can say with certainty that I wouldn't.
Of course, even without her, I might have found another route to gain the strength I have now...
But what's certain is that I couldn't have become the 'me' I am now.

Thanks to her, I came to recognize the people living in this world as real people.
I wanted to protect them, and that's why I became a warrior.
As a result, I was able to protect many.

This town.
The Reim Kingdom.
The Central Sea Islands.

And her too.

"I was able to save you because of you. From the moment you helped me... I've always wanted you to be happy. And that feeling hasn't changed."

If we delayed here for a few more months, she would reach an age where it would be difficult for her to have children smoothly.
So if she wanted a child, she needed to do it now.

Of course, depending on our encounters with the Demon Kings and the Ordeals, the date of the final battle might be delayed, and she might not be able to participate in combat... but that was nothing compared to her having a child.

"Gwen, I think it's unlike you to try to pass the judgment onto me like this."

"I'm sorry for that."

"It's okay. But you should decide this. Between helping me and having a child, which one do you truly want?"

Gwen lowered her head.

"I..."

Yes, it must be a difficult decision.
She had spent her whole life focused on building strength and finding the Sword of Roses, rather than her own happiness.

"I..."

But knowing her as I did, her decision was clear.

"I want to have a child."

In the little time she had left in her life.
She was someone who had chosen an ordinary life, refusing to further develop her swordsmanship even though she never had children.
She had a desire for an ordinary life that was surprisingly strong after being suppressed for so long.

"Allen, I really want to have a child. I'm sorry."

"Alright. And I told you there's no need to apologize."

I finally managed to help her stand up.
That's when I realized how much she had grown.

*The height difference between us isn't that big anymore?*

She's much taller than Elsie, and about the same height as or taller than Yoo Seora.
At this point, her growth must have reached its peak.
In other words, this was her most youthful and vigorous time.

"I'm fine with it, so let's give it our all tonight."

"Allen..."

Gwen seemed moved by my words, and with determination, she entered the room.
Then she locked the door.

"Let's get ready quickly. We don't have much time to spare, so we should hurry, shouldn't we?"

She was right.
But... I was suddenly flustered.

*W-wait a minute...!*

Gwen began to hastily undress herself.
Her gradually revealed naked body was... devastating.
Considering that just a few months ago she had a child-like body, it was mind-boggling.

This was violence.

The moonlight gently filtering through the curtains.
Her body in the moonlight was nothing short of violent.

Until now, I had thought that moderation was best, having seen Elsie's petite yet well-proportioned body, or Seora's somewhat voluptuous figure.
But faced with such overwhelming size, those thoughts were instantly washed away.

*This is insane...*

I couldn't take my eyes off the two massive hills that were swaying in real-time.
While I was completely captivated by them, Gwen asked,

"Allen, are you alright?"

I finally regained my senses a little.

"Yes, I'm fine."

"Or perhaps, you don't like how my body has changed..."

"No, not at all. Quite the opposite. Your body is so beautiful that... I lost my mind for a moment."

Gwen's face instantly turned red.

"Allen..."

For some reason, she looked angry.

*Did I say something wrong?*

No matter how I thought about it, there was no reason for her to be angry.

But then.

Thud

Gwen approached me, grabbed my shoulders, and pushed me down onto the bed.

"Gwen?"

"This is torture."

She was already straddling me.

"Please stop teasing me."

Her heated breath was even more rapid and rough than before.
It seemed I had unintentionally made her impatient.

"I'm sorry."

But...

"How about a different position this time?"

I grabbed her waist and turned our bodies.
Naturally laying her down on the bed, I got on top of her.

"I'm sorry about last time. Making you do almost everything yourself."

Back then, I was in a condition where it was difficult to move my body.
But today was different.

"I want a child, but more than that, I want you to be happy, Gwen."

At that moment.
Something glistened beneath her eyes.

Tears.

"Gwen? Are you okay?"

"I'm fine. I'm just a little happy. So please stop teasing me and come to me."

The expression on her face as she said this... looked happy.

"...Alright."

I kissed her and joined our bodies together.

Ch.199 - Departure For Battle
"It worked."

That was what Luel said as she placed her hand on Gwen's stomach.
At those words, Gwen's expression instantly brightened.

"We did it...!"

She looked at me with tears in her eyes and said, "Thank you, Allen. Thank you..."

"It's nothing. As long as you're happy, that's all that matters to me."

"Allen..."

Others around us congratulated her on her pregnancy.

"Congratulations, Master."

"Congratulations."

"Thank you, Elsie, and you too, Seora."

While the cheerful atmosphere continued, Elsie suddenly grabbed Weiss and headed toward the kitchen, shouting:

"Then let's have another feast to celebrate the pregnancy!"

"What? Again? But..."

Weiss looked troubled. I spoke up to reassure her.

"It's fine. I'll cover all the expenses for the feast."

Weiss seemed to have been worrying about the inn's operating costs and living expenses. Well, the Innkeeper wasn't really the type to worry about such things anyway. But with the money I had now, I could more than afford it.

"Really?"

"Yes, of course."

Weiss's expression brightened.

"Then I'll have to show off my skills again!"

She rolled up her sleeves and entered the kitchen.

"W-wait!"

Seora followed behind Weiss and Elsie. The only ones left were Lucy, Luel, and Gwen.

"I should help too."

Luel also seemed to want to help them.

"Then I'll go too."

"...Sister, you can help, but please stay away from the cooking."

"Why? I have quite a bit of cooking experience..."

"Absolutely not."

Luel was making a firm decision when it came to cooking, even if it was her sister.

"Hmph."

And so the twins also went into the kitchen.
Now only Gwen remained.

"Well, I should go too."

As she headed toward the kitchen, I tried to stop her.

"Gwen, but preparing a feast to celebrate yourself is..."

"What does it matter? Besides, if it weren't for them, today's celebration probably wouldn't have happened. I'm not the only one who should be celebrated."

With those words, she headed to the kitchen.

*I guess I should help too?*

Just as I was about to head to the kitchen myself:

"Allen."

It was the Innkeeper.
He called out to me, having appeared at some point.

"Sir?"

"Sir? You're a mister yourself now..."

"What?"

What was he talking about?

"I'm still in my early twenties, you know? That's unfair..."

"What are you saying? If you've become a father, you're a mister."

"Father?"

I hadn't been conscious of it, but thinking about it, that was true.
Since Gwen was carrying my child, I had become a father.

"But no matter what, I'm not a 'mister.'"

It's even more annoying to hear that from someone who actually is a middle-aged man.

"Haha, it was just a joke. But why such a strong reaction? Don't tell me you're feeling guilty about something?"

"I'm not."

"To think this cute boy is already a father. Time really flies."

The Innkeeper gazed into the distance as if reminiscing about the past.
Then he said in a bitter voice:

"It seems like just yesterday that I dug you out of the ground where you were buried and crying."

Huh?

"What did you say?"

"Come to think of it, I never told you, did I? How I came to pick you up."

No, I had heard about it before.
But...

"You told me that a woman who appeared to be my mother abandoned me at the inn."

"I said that because I didn't want you to be hurt. But now that you've grown up quite a bit, I'll tell you the truth if you want to know."

"Then please tell me."

As he said, I had already accumulated many experiences.
So I could be confident that I wouldn't be hurt by most things.
Besides, it was important to gain as much knowledge as possible right now.

"Alright, I'll tell you."

He pointed outside the inn and said:

"On that day, I kept hearing the sound of a baby crying outside the inn. At first, I thought it was just a neighbor's baby crying, but... something felt strange. So I went outside."

He made a bitter expression.

"And the crying was coming from underground. Fortunately, the baby, who looked like it had just been born, was buried shallowly, and I dug you out from the ground."

To be honest... it was shocking.
My birth mother hadn't just abandoned me—she had actually buried me alive in the ground before leaving.

*Why?*

Why did she have to kill me?

"Do you remember anything about my mother's appearance?"

"Her appearance... she had grayish, almost ash-colored hair... that's all I can remember."

Gray hair.
Then perhaps it was my mother, not my father, who was one of the original humans.

*Who could it be?*

I was confused.

*At least it's not Freyja.*

For some reason, my heart ached whenever I thought of her.
But she had wanted to have a child.
I couldn't imagine someone like her abandoning a child.

*Damn...*

In truth, it wasn't really an important issue anymore.
But for some reason, it kept bothering me.

The Innkeeper said to me:

"But I'm sure there must have been some circumstances. She looked utterly despairing as she left the inn that night."

"Yes, I'm sure..."

As I said earlier, it wasn't that important.

"It's fine. My mother doesn't really matter anyway."

After she abandoned me.
I never met her.
I never received any help from her either.

That must be it.

So it didn't really matter.
My mother...

"Your expression is quite dark for someone who says they're fine."

"No, I really am fine."

"If you say you're fine, then it's not my place to worry, but congratulations on becoming a father anyway."

"Thank you."

But at that moment, I noticed.
The Innkeeper's expression wasn't particularly bright either.

"Sir?"

"No, it's just... I'm a bit envious. I couldn't become a father. My wife died a long time ago."

His expression grew even more bitter.

"..."

After thinking for a moment, I called out to him.

"Father."

"Hm?"

"Can I call you Father?"

It wasn't a joke.
He was like a father figure to me.
The emotional stability I gained from the Innkeeper when I was still weaker than ordinary people was not insignificant.

"Father..."

So all that remained was for him to acknowledge me as his son.

"Well, I don't recall having a son who goes around seducing women everywhere?"

Excuse me?

"Haha, why so serious? It's just a joke, of course."

He said with a sincere expression:

"Thank you. For calling me Father. And I know you must cherish each of those girls. I know that much."

"Then..."

"But don't treat me like a father. It's too awkward for me to call you my son. Instead, how about inheriting this inn?"

Inherit the inn?
Of course, that would be nice.
Life at the inn was full of happiness.

But...

"I don't think I can. I'll have to leave again soon."

Life here was certainly happy.
Not just for me, but for my other companions as well.
This ordinary daily life itself was happiness for us.

But we still had things to do.
So we had to leave this place.
Leave the daily life and return to our journey.

"That's a shame."

The Innkeeper seemed disappointed.

However, I wasn't finished speaking.

"But I'll try my best to come back. Then you can hand over the inn to me."

I will somehow save this world and return here.
I'll come back and enjoy a happy daily life.
Together with everyone else.

"After all, it's good to have a place to return to."

"Yes, then I'll keep watching over the inn."

The Innkeeper finally smiled warmly.

"Have a safe journey."

For some reason, I felt déjà vu.
Ah, was it when I first left the barrier with Gwen?
I remember telling him we'd be gone for three days, but he still said "have a safe journey."

It was the same this time.
I appreciated it, but...
I wasn't planning to leave right away.

***

About two days passed like that.
It was enough time for everyone to rest.
Of course, that didn't mean we only rested.

The biggest achievement was rediscovering Weiss's potential.
In her case, Luel and Gwen evaluated her abilities in magic and swordsmanship respectively.

As a result, they discovered she had talent in magic.
On the other hand, she didn't show much talent for swordsmanship.
It was a bit surprising considering the combat skills she had shown when possessing Pin before, but...

"Her basic reaction speed and sense are good, but she has limitations when it comes to swordsmanship."

It seemed that was more due to how weak I was at that time.
But even Luel, the Sage of Water, acknowledged her talent for magic to some extent.

"With her vast magical power from the wings, if she learns just a few basic spells, she could be deployed in actual combat right away."

So she received Luel's approval for practical combat and joined our journey.
She also decided to continue learning magic from Luel during the trip.

Finally, before departing, Luel and I announced to everyone the results of our examination of the snow flower's mental image.
That the Pontiff's weakness was somewhat related to the Demon King, so we needed to seek help from the Demon King's side.
And according to Alber Linea, we would also visit the Ordeal near Ice Valley.

With that announcement, everyone's rest period was officially over.
The relaxed look in their eyes during the few days of rest had now returned to serious gazes.
Everyone had returned to a state where they could fight even if an enemy attacked right now.

*That's why I revealed this information late.*

The rest was over.
Looking around at my companions gathered in the inn's lobby, I asked:

"Is everyone ready?"

My companions nodded as if it was obvious.
Meanwhile, Lucy, who would remain at the inn, looked a bit disappointed.
Luel, looking at her, seemed to feel the same.

"Sister..."

But Lucy smiled even more brightly and said:

"Don't worry about me. The inn work looks quite fun too. I'm more worried about you heading into danger."

She was right.
In fact, we should be more worried about ourselves than Lucy.
But still...

"I promise I'll bring Luel back safely."

I promised Lucy.

"And I'll create a world where you two can travel together."

Lucy nodded as if she believed me.

"Yes, I'm counting on you."

And so she remained at the counter where Weiss had originally stood.

"Well... we'll be going now."

I said my final farewell to the Innkeeper.

"Yes, have a safe journey."

"I will."

With the Innkeeper seeing us off, I finally managed to lift my feet that didn't want to leave.

And so we left the inn.

This was goodbye to the inn again.
Until we resolved all our problems, we wouldn't be coming back.
So...

Now, it's time to set out.

Ch.200 - Demon King's Castle (1)
"Just a moment..."

With a crack and a snap, Demon King Ael, finally freed from the ropes, twisted her body this way and that before sighing and saying:

"Phew, I can finally breathe. Seriously, who ties someone up for four days straight?"

"You're not human."

That's exactly why she was tied up for four days.

"Fair point."

She shrugged her shoulders.
But there was no time for jokes.

"If you understand, hurry up and show us the way."

"Yes, yes."

She began guiding the way surprisingly obediently.
Though occasionally I could hear her muttering.

"If I can just see Violet's secret collection, this much humiliation is worth it..."

What on earth could that secret collection be?
I was starting to get curious myself.

Anyway, we left Basil's barrier and continued heading toward Ice Valley.
The Demon King's Castle was supposed to be somewhere between Basil and Ice Valley.

...After walking for about half a day.

Ael stopped.

"Ael?"

"Wait a moment. I'm having a conversation with Violet."

"Can't you talk while walking?"

"From here on, we can't proceed without Violet's guidance."

Luel chimed in from behind.

"That's correct, as far as I know. The path from here to the Demon King's Castle constantly changes through magical formulas, so without Violet's guidance, it would be impossible to pass through."

If she says so, it must be true.
Besides, it matched up with what I already knew.

"So the Demon King's Castle isn't uncharted territory for nothing."

In Hundred Braves, many players had attempted to enter the Demon King's Castle, but all attempts ended in failure.
Not only direct assaults but even trying to intimidate a Demon King for directions always resulted in getting lost.
Many players even abandoned their characters after becoming permanently lost.

"Yes, I understand everything, Violet."

After nodding to the empty air, Ael turned to us.

"Follow me. Be careful not to lose sight of me, or you might become lost."

Knowing the dangers of this place, I emphasized Ael's warning to my companions.
With Violet's help, we could probably find our way back if lost, but that would waste time.

However...

"Turn left here, no, a bit further and then left?"

Even Ael seemed somewhat uncertain.
At least with Violet's help, we wouldn't get completely lost.

"It should be fine."

For now, I had no choice but to trust her.

***

"We're here!"

Yes, we had arrived... though it took quite a while.
Still, it was fortunate we didn't get lost.

"So this is the Demon King's Castle?"

We were probably the first non-Demon Kings to set foot here.
...Except for Freyja, that is.

"It's quite magnificent."

I had assumed the Demon King's Castle would be a castle from its name, but it was more imposing than I'd imagined.
Though smaller than Reim Kingdom's inner castle, its size was still impressive.

That's when:

"This castle..."

Luel seemed to recognize it.
If Elsie or Seora had reacted this way, I might have ignored it, but as the Sage of Water, she likely knew something.

"Luel, do you know this castle?"

"Yes, I should say so. I designed it."

"You did?"

"More precisely, the first Sage of Water did. Architecture was one of his specialties."

That made sense.
After all, her library and the Central Island were also built by the Sage of Water.

"I had my suspicions when I heard the location of the Demon King's Castle, but I never thought they'd actually be using this castle."

She spoke with a sense of wonder.
Her reaction was surprisingly calm.
So I asked:

"Aren't you bothered that they're using your castle without permission?"

"No, it's not really my castle anyway. This was built as a forward base when fighting against the Progenitor."

"What? Isn't it a bit large for a forward base?"

"Of course, it wasn't fully completed back then. Only the west wing existed, but now I see all the other wings from the original design have been built."

Ael nodded and added:

"The idle Demon Kings stacked stones one by one until they completed it some decades ago."

...Well, enough about the castle.
We didn't come here to admire architecture.

"So where are we meeting the Demon Kings?"

"They're all in the conference hall, apparently."

"Good, then lead the way."

I gave Ael instructions without hesitation.
But she questioned:

"Are we going to see them right away?"

"There's no reason to delay, is there?"

Truthfully, I was nervous about meeting the Demon Kings.
Most Demon Kings I'd faced so far were inside barriers, which made them manageable, but their true power lay outside the barriers.

Outside the barriers, each possessed power befitting high to saint-ranked warriors, and their regenerative abilities made them practically immortal.

If we fought them at full strength, victory would be difficult.
Even if we somehow won, not everyone would make it out unscathed.

So if conflict arose, retreat would be our best option.
Of course, I'd try to avoid such a situation.
Despite the risks, I came to meet the Demon Kings not to fight, but to persuade them through dialogue.

I needed to learn what I didn't know from them and seek their cooperation against the Pontiff.

"This is the conference hall."

Before entering the hall Ael had led us to, I took a deep breath.
From now on, there was no room for mistakes.

"Let's go in."

I opened the door and entered the conference hall.
And immediately... my body froze.

"This is..."

The distinctive aura of Demon Kings that I'd been feeling from Ael filled the entire hall.
It was just the unique energy of Demon Kings, not hostility.
While they didn't seem to welcome me, not all Demon Kings appeared hostile.

However, that energy gave me a physiological sense of pressure regardless of whether they bore ill will toward me.
For a brief moment, my body remained frozen. But...

I couldn't stay like this.

"Move."

This wouldn't trigger "Absolute Obedience."
But it could have a similar effect.

I moved.

In the end, the pressure was just a psychological issue.
Once I overcame it, my body began to move.

"Good."

Maintaining the most relaxed smile I could manage, I walked toward the Demon Kings' conference table.
The table was elongated, and at one end sat a Demon King who seemed different from the others.

Dark red hair.
He appeared middle-aged, similar to Libero.
And he was a tall man.

"Hmm?"

Suddenly Luel reacted.

"Luel?"

"No, I'll tell you when I'm more certain."

"Alright."

Though somewhat concerning, I trusted her judgment.

Meanwhile, my seat seemed obvious.
The one at the opposite end from him.

"This must be my seat."

I sat down and said:

"Pleased to meet you. I'm Allen Plake."

***

I quickly scanned the Demon Kings seated around the table.

The girl with purple hair was Violet.
Her external features made it obvious.
For some reason, she was looking at me with what seemed like pity.

I recognized several other Demon Kings as well.
Most were late-generation Demon Kings who had been active.
And most of them showed hostility toward me.

On the other hand, the early-generation Demon Kings whose faces I didn't know... didn't seem particularly hostile.

"There aren't many of them."

Of course, just because there were 72 Demon Kings didn't mean they were all alive.
About half had survived, but I had already eliminated most of them in the Central Sea Islands.

As I finished scanning them all, the Demon King sitting at the opposite end spoke.

"Pleased to meet you. I am the First Demon King."

As I had suspected, he was indeed the First Demon King.

Ael, who had somehow taken the seat beside me, whispered:

"He's incredibly rare to see. Even I can count on one hand how many times I've seen him directly..."

Despite calling him "mister," she seemed intimidated.
And the other late-generation Demon Kings appeared similar.
They still showed hostility toward me, but somehow seemed slightly cowed.

"I heard later-generation Demon Kings were stronger than early ones..."

Perhaps the early Demon Kings held some authority?
Or at least the First Demon King was stronger than the later ones.
Either way, this was advantageous for me, but I wanted more certainty.

"Pleased to meet you, First Demon King. Before we begin our conversation, some Demon Kings here seem hostile toward us. Could I request your cooperation in advance?"

"Cooperation?"

"Yes. If they attack me, I'll have no choice but to kill them. So I'd like to request your cooperation on this matter beforehand."

This might sound like a provocation.
But I needed this much assurance.
Every word of our conversation would be important, and I couldn't concentrate with them growling at me.

And as I feared, it worked as a provocation.

"You bastard!"

One of the late-generation Demon Kings jumped up and drew his sword.
But what concerned me was an all-out war with the Demon Kings.
One Demon King who fell for such a minor provocation didn't matter.

"Gwen."

Likewise, Gwen drew her Sword of Roses.
She intercepted the Demon King rushing toward me.

*Thud*

With nimble movements, she dodged his sword while thrusting her own.
She tripped him and pinned him to the floor with her sword.
Finally...

*Whoosh*

Flames erupted from her sword, beginning to burn the Demon King.
But being outside a barrier, the Demon King didn't die easily.
Even while burning, he continued to struggle without dying.

Looking at him, I asked the First Demon King again:

"I apologize. But from our position, this is the only option. What will you do?"

Several more late-generation Demon Kings showed signs of rising from their seats.

A tense situation.

Fortunately, the First Demon King made a quick decision.

"Everyone, stop."

Remarkably, the conference hall fell silent instantly.
It was due to some unknown pressure in the First Demon King's voice.
That pressure was enough to freeze even me and Gwen.

"What kind of being is he...?"

Still seated, he pulled a spear from his sleeve.
Striking the floor with it, he said:

"From this moment, anyone who interrupts my conversation with Allen Plake will die."

One of the late-generation Demon Kings muttered:

"But the rules of the Demon King council..."

*Swish*

The tip of his spear pointed at that Demon King.

"Eek..."

"I won't warn twice. And the rules of the Demon King council? Do you think such things matter anymore?"

The situation was resolved in an instant.
He put away his spear and asked me:

"Now, Allen Plake. Tell me, why have you come to see me?"

Good.

The situation had improved considerably.
Now I could focus on our conversation.

But in a way, the real challenge was just beginning.
While I could handle a few impulsive late-generation Demon Kings, turning all Demon Kings against me through a failed conversation would be disastrous.

Of course.
I had already accepted that risk by coming here.
So there was no reason to be nervous now.

With a composed voice, I asked him:

"I have many questions. But among them, I'd particularly like to ask about the Progenitor's divine status and its sealing."
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"Progenitor... so you knew about that too?"

Interest flickered in the First Demon King's eyes.

"Then let me ask you in return. How much do you know about it?"

What I knew about the Progenitor's divinity and seal.
It wasn't much.

The approximate identity of the Progenitor, and that while they succeeded in killing her, the price was the World's Demise.
That they sealed the Progenitor's divinity to prevent that demise.
Lastly, that the seal on that divinity would soon...

"That's enough."

He stopped me when I reached that point.

"I'll explain from here. This has been kept hidden from all but a few Demon Kings until now."

The later Demon Kings began to stir.

"Silence. I clearly said I wouldn't warn you twice."

The First Demon King silenced them and continued.

"The World's Demise that you all desire so much. It will happen soon enough even if we do nothing. The seal on the divinity will soon reach its limit."

He knew exactly about the seal on the divinity.
He had simply kept it hidden until now.

"There's only one reason I haven't told you this. Because we needed to bring about the World's Demise before that happens."

If he had told the later Demon Kings this fact, they wouldn't have put effort into trying to destroy the world.
And that means...

"The longer we delay the demise, the greater the damage to other dimensions. That's why the early Demon Kings, including myself, have allowed you to try to bring about the World's Demise sooner."

So he knew that much as well.

Meanwhile, the atmosphere among the later Demon Kings had grown strange.
It was essentially saying that all their efforts to destroy the world had been meaningless.
Whether from shock or fear of the First Demon King, they remained silent.

For me, however, we were just getting to the main point.

"I also knew that much information. Do you perhaps know more about the Progenitor's divinity or seal? Particularly about solutions to extend the seal's lifespan?"

"Solutions..."

He gave a bitter smile.
The meaning behind that smile was clear.

"There are none. Though it might be possible to extend its lifespan slightly. The Pontiff seems to be aiming for that anyway."

"The Pontiff?"

I had considered that possibility.
Even if that were the case, the problem was that she would fail.
But right now, I was curious about more than just that.

"Do you know the method as well?"

"I'm not certain about the specific method. But I do know that the merits accumulated by humans like Veron become materials for the seal. And the Pontiff currently possesses many such materials."

"Materials?"

"The Apostles. You know this, don't you? That most of her Apostles were once renowned heroes."

Yes, I did know that.
But I had never thought those Apostles would be used as materials.

"Are you saying she will use those Apostles to extend the seal's lifespan?"

"Yes, that was the purpose of heroes and Apostles from the beginning."

"What do you mean..."

"You didn't know? From your actions so far, I thought you understood."

I didn't know.
No, actually, I was starting to understand now.
If the Apostles were materials, then the purpose of heroes became somewhat clear.

"So what you're saying is that heroes are just fishing grounds for harvesting Apostle materials?"

"Exactly. And we Demon Kings were experience points for her to evolve the heroes."

Now things were becoming clearer.
The reason why the Pontiff wanted to keep the Demon Kings alive.

Experience points.

She was using the Demon Kings to create stronger heroes.
Without natural predators, the heroes' evolution would obviously stagnate.

But still...

"Are you planning to just watch as she extends the seal? Wouldn't that increase the damage to other dimensions?"

That's how it was in Hundred Braves too.
In the predetermined doom ending, the Demon Kings never appeared at Ice Valley.
If they didn't know about the seal, that would make sense, but it was hard to understand why even the First Demon King, who knew about it, would stay away.

But he turned the question back on me.

"What would you choose? Reducing the damage to other dimensions slightly, or maintaining this world for a few more decades?"

And through that question, I realized.
In the end, he too was a being living in this world.

Unlike the later Demon Kings.
If I had to compare, he was similar to Luel.
He had reluctantly chosen early destruction of the world.

But now that even that had become difficult, he couldn't stop himself from struggling to live even a few decades longer.

"I would..."

It was hard to answer.
Both this world and Earth.
I knew both were precious worlds.

That's why I had decided to try to save both worlds.
But... perhaps that was just an escape.
Maybe I was just running away from making a choice.

Damn it.

If saving both worlds was impossible.
What choice should I make?

Of course, when persuading Luel, I had said I would help destroy the world.
But could I really do that?
Could I kill Elsie, Seora, and Ms. Gwen with my own hands?

Maybe living happily together for even a few more decades would be...

Bullshit.

These thoughts are meaningless.
I felt pathetic for even hesitating momentarily.
Because I already possessed one piece of knowledge.

"I would stop the Pontiff."

The First Demon King's eyes widened.
It was the first time I'd seen him look surprised.

"Allen Plake, are you serious? Surely you don't intend to become a Demon King?"

"If necessary, I would become one. But that's not my goal."

The knowledge I possessed.
It was something I had gone over in my mind many times.

"The Pontiff will fail to extend the world's lifespan."

Because that's how it always happened in Hundred Braves.
Without even a day's difference, the world always ended on that day.
So there would be no variables this time either.

"I can guarantee it."

Or.

"Perhaps extending the world's lifespan isn't the Pontiff's goal at all."

Did the Pontiff have another objective?

"Allen Plake."

The First Demon King's expression had become completely serious.

"On what grounds can you guarantee that?"

He seemed somewhat angry.
Understandably, since he had been agonizing over this decision for hundreds of years without knowing this fact.
And my words just made his anguish seem meaningless.

"If your grounds are insignificant..."

He pointed his spear at me.

"You'll have to prove it by embracing Chaos."

Proving by embracing Chaos.
Certainly, doing so would either make me a Demon King or kill me, depending on whether I had conviction about destroying the world.
Of course, I was already contracted with Earth, so I couldn't become a Demon King.

But that wasn't my intention.

"I said I would stop the Pontiff, not that I would destroy the world."

I hadn't given up yet.
Perhaps in the Ordeal near Ice Valley, I might find a way to prevent the World's Demise.
But regardless of whether I found that method or not, I needed to stop whatever the Pontiff was planning.

Because whatever she was trying to do would lead to destruction.
And...

"I don't think the Pontiff is trying to extend this world's lifespan."

There was even evidence that could be considered clear.

"Weiss, show us the snow crystal vision."

"Yes."

Snow crystals gathered on the conference table and began to form a shape.
It was the figure of Schultz.

I requested Weiss:

"Skip ahead to the part with Freyja."

"Yes."

Then Violet's voice was heard.

"Freyja?"

I didn't answer that question.
She would see soon enough.

A snow crystal vision within a snow crystal vision appeared before Schultz.
Though faint, it was a form the Demon Kings could recognize.

"The fifteenth...?"
"Freyja?"

Violet jumped up from her seat as soon as she saw her.

"I want to ask. Why did you send the heroes toward the Central Sea Islands?"
"Didn't Allen tell you he would go to the Reim Kingdom?"
"What... are you thinking?"

Freyja's faint voice mixed with the frosty wind.

"Freyja!"

Violet called out to her desperately.
I could guess how close they had been, but unfortunately, I needed her to be quiet now.

"I'm sorry. Could you please be quiet?"

Violet bowed her head apologetically and sat back down.
Thanks to that, the faint conversation between the two became audible again.

"Deviating from the plan... what exactly is this great plan of yours?"

The plan.
Yes, this plan was the most important thing.

"Do you really want to know? About my plan. Of course, I won't force you. I just want you to sympathize with my plan."

It was still difficult to watch, but I endured and steadfastly observed the vision.

"Yes, I want to know. What exactly is your plan?"

And the next moment, the Pontiff whispered her plan to Freyja.
The whispered words couldn't be heard even with my hearing, as they were a recreation of a recreation through Schultz's snow crystal vision, but one thing was clear.

"You're completely insane."

After hearing the plan, Freyja became serious.
And she firmly rejected that plan.
Even at the cost of her own life.

"This isn't such a bad way to die."

Violet, who had been watching the scene, finally spoke.
Her voice was so small that only I could hear it.

"Freyja... even in that situation... smiling like a fool..."

Yes. She died with a smile.
It wasn't the smile or death I had wanted, but.

Damn it.

No, I needed to focus.
I didn't have the luxury of getting lost in emotions.
I needed to explain why I showed this to the First Demon King.

But before I could speak, he spoke first.

"I believe you. With Freyja's reaction... certainly the Pontiff's plan can't be what I expected."

Yes, that's it.

Now it was time to persuade him.

"First Demon King. I need the power of you and the other Demon Kings to stop the Pontiff."

This should be enough to convince him.

...or so I thought, but I was mistaken.

"Hmm, I wonder. Can we really match the Pontiff? We've lost too much strength because of you."

"We'll somehow break through the Apostles. Then you can deal with the Pontiff..."

"I don't know about myself, but the other Demon Kings have no reason to help you. Most of them only care about the world's destruction anyway."

"That's..."

His suddenly twisted attitude was strange, but I had no way to refute him.

"Then even if it's just you alone..."

That's when it happened.

"Allen."

Luel called out to me.

"Luel?"

"It seems he's testing you. He believes Freyja, not you."

That was certainly true.
He had only confirmed Freyja's judgment, but I had yet to earn his trust.

"Then..."

"No, you don't need to step forward. If you're the person I believe in, verification is unnecessary."

"Huh?"

"There's a certain level of trust between him and me. We can use that."

As she said this, Luel's voice tone deepened.
It was her as the Sage of Water.

"Tel."

Tel?
That was a name I'd heard somewhere before.
Certainly, she had once...

I remembered.

Tel the Spearman.
A member of the party that defeated the Progenitor alongside the Sage of Water in the past.
But why bring that up suddenly?

Could it be?

"What is it."

The First Demon King.
He answered her call.

"So you were the Sage of Water of this generation?"

Ch.202 - Demon King's Castle (3)
"It's been a while, Tel."

Luel began her conversation with the First Demon King, Tel, as if it were familiar.

"I suspected you were the First Demon King when I learned you completed this castle."

"Well, that's how it turned out. By the way, I heard about the plan you were working on with the later Demon Kings. You went through quite a lot... though it was for nothing."

The plan.
It meant using the Central Island to clash with Hylen's barrier, and then destroying Hylen together with the later Demon Kings.
But that plan had lost its significance now.

Instead...

"It doesn't matter. Instead, I've found a trustworthy companion."

"Companion?"

"Allen Plake. I trust him now."

Tel's eyes flickered with interest again.

"You trust someone?"

"Yes."

"Then you must have a good reason? The Sage of Water I know wouldn't trust someone without evidence."

Evidence.
The reason she trusts me is probably...

"He's a regressor."

What?

"Wait a minute..."

I was about to question her sudden statement.
It was incorrect, after all.
But Luel continued without even glancing at me.

"Allen, this way is faster."

That statement was aimed at both Tel and me simultaneously.

For me, it meant that explaining I was a regressor was faster than explaining I had memories from another dimension.
To explain different dimensions, I would need to explain the concept of Earth and games.
It would get quite complicated.

And for Tel, it implied that this was something I had been hiding.
In that case, I should play along.

"Fine. If necessary, I can go with that."

Luel smiled faintly and said:

"Thank you for understanding."

She began explaining to Tel.

"Haven't you felt it? That he somehow knows the future."

"The future... for example?"

"How he knew the Reim Kingdom and Central Sea Islands' strategies in advance, or how he approached Libero knowing his true identity. Could this all be mere coincidence?"

Of course, it could be coincidence.
But probabilistically speaking, it would be extremely unlikely.

And there was still one more thing.

"The most decisive evidence is the 71st Demon King. This was a top-secret operation that almost no one among the Demon Kings knew about. Even Violet avoided mentioning it in communications. I only learned about it from Violet after the operation failed."

"Indeed, even I didn't know about that operation."

"Yet Allen Plake knew about it in advance and suppressed it early. Do you understand now?"

She stated her conclusion.

"He is a regressor."

I nodded in agreement.
Tel seemed to accept this explanation.

"A regressor, huh. If he has information about the future, that would certainly be enough to convince even the Sage of Water. However..."

The problem was that being a regressor didn't solve everything.
And the fact of being a regressor actually...

"No matter how many times you've regressed, doesn't it mean you've failed in all those attempts?"

Became poison.
His words were somewhat true.
In over 100 attempts, I had never seen an ending as Allen Plake.

So I acknowledged it.

"That's right. One hundred times. That's how many times I failed."

"One hundred times?"

He seemed somewhat surprised.
After all, regressing 100 times might seem insignificant from my current perspective, but it was far from ordinary.

"Yes, one hundred times. After my hundredth attempt, I vowed to stop this madness."

This is actually Seong Yurang's story.
But I would have made the same decision.

"However, in my hundredth attempt, I saw possibility. So I made a hundred and first attempt, and that's how I got here."

I drew my sword.

"The hundred and first attempt. The gods say this will be the last one."

This world is no longer just a copy.
It's the 'real' world.
If it's destroyed, that's the end.

"I can't be certain that I can defeat the Pontiff. But what I do know is... I must win."

Luel, I'm sorry, but you shouldn't try to persuade someone like him with words.
In the end, for persuasion...

"That is my will."

I must show my determination.

*Click*

I thrust my sword forward.

A gust of wind raced across the conference table.
Tel blocked it with his spear.

*Clang!*

Of course, it wasn't a powerful enough strike to threaten him.
But it was sufficient to convey my resolve.

"This is..."

He seemed to contemplate my sword strike for a moment.

"Libero's swordsmanship? No, it's slightly different."

Of course it's different.
I couldn't perfectly recreate his swordsmanship after all.
But instead, I had my own swordsmanship.

A swordsmanship imbued with my will.

"..."

Tel remained silent for a while, holding his spear in contemplation.

Finally, he spoke.

"The destruction is already determined anyway. Whether he can find a way to prevent it remains to be seen. But..."

He addressed the other Demon Kings.

"At the very least, I don't like the idea of just waiting for destruction. Am I the only one who feels this way?"

His question caused the Demon Kings to murmur among themselves.

"Well..."
"I don't really care either way."
"Somehow, I don't like it either."

Watching their reactions, he continued.

"Especially you later Demon Kings. You've been constantly working to destroy the world. Are you going to just stand by and watch as someone else accomplishes that destruction? Will you let all your efforts, all your fallen comrades, be in vain?"

I realized what he was doing.
He was persuading the Demon Kings.

*This is working.*

I should leave the rest to him.
He was already doing a good job.

"If the world is going to be destroyed anyway, destroy it with your own hands. It was this world that you hated and raged against, wasn't it? There's no reason to let the damage extend to other dimensions."

Something seemed a bit off about the direction this was taking.
But since I couldn't persuade them to prevent destruction anyway, this was probably the best approach.
From my perspective, as long as they could use their power to stop the Pontiff, that was enough.

***

The persuasion of the Demon Kings ended somewhat successfully.
Not all of them seemed to agree, but we managed to secure cooperation from most of them.
That didn't mean their attitude toward me had improved, though.

After the persuasion was complete, Tel asked me:

"So, Allen Plake, when do you plan to have the final battle?"

The final battle.
That was still some time away.

"We still have a year and a half left. Of course, since we don't know what the Pontiff is planning, it would be better to hurry, but there's somewhere I need to visit first."

"Somewhere to visit? Well, I don't mind, but how long will it take?"

"I'm not certain. But when it's done, I'll let you know through communication."

He thought for a moment, then spoke to Violet.

"Violet, could you possibly embed a communication spell on Allen Plake's party as well?"

Violet responded with surprise.

"But the communication spell is only for Demon Kings..."

"Freyja wasn't a Demon King either, though you didn't know that."

"That's... alright. As you said earlier, the rules of the Demon King council no longer matter anyway."

She looked at me.
For some reason, her gaze still seemed somewhat sad.

"Allen Plake. If you agree, I'll embed the spell on you."

A spell.
Having that would certainly be convenient.
However...

"Luel, would that be okay?"

I don't know much about spells.
So I needed Luel to verify it first.

Fortunately, Luel nodded.

"Yes, I already know about her spell. There's nothing harmful about it."

If she says so, then it should be fine.

"Then please, Violet."

***

Although I agreed to have Violet's communication spell embedded, one disappointing aspect was that currently only one person could receive it.
According to Violet, embedding the spell required quite a lot of magical power.

*Can't be helped.*

I had considered having it embedded in all my companions to facilitate communication, but that wasn't possible.

Regardless, I was the one who would receive the spell.
I was the leader, after all.

"W-wait a moment..."

After positioning our group in front of her door, Violet went into her room alone for a moment.
Then quite violent sounds started coming from inside.

*Crash!*
*Bang!*

What could those sounds be?
While I was wondering, she opened the door again.
Scratching her head, she said:

"It seems pointless to try cleaning up now... please don't mind if the room is a bit messy."

How messy could it be?

Thinking it couldn't be worse than Seong Yurang's room during his shut-in period, I peered inside and was immediately speechless.

*That's a bit extreme.*

Fortunately, there was nothing unhygienic, but the room was filled with all kinds of clutter.

I had to tell my companions:

"I'll just go in alone for a bit."

There wouldn't be enough space for everyone.

*By the way...*

After entering the room, I had to watch my step carefully.

*She said not to mind, but...*

One wrong step and I would surely trip over something.

"Please sit over here!"

But Violet, moving forward as if the clutter wasn't an obstacle at all, calmly pointed to the bed.

I felt somewhat uncomfortable sitting on someone else's bed with my dusty clothes, but there truly didn't seem to be anywhere else to sit.
So I eventually sat on her bed.

"Next, please roll up your sleeve."

Following her instruction, I rolled up my sleeve.

"Good."

She poked my forearm with her finger.

"It's firm."

"Violet?"

"No, that's not it. This might hurt a little."

A little pain is fine.

"That's alright."

"Okay, then let's begin."

With those words, her finger slid across my forearm.

*Sizzle.*

It felt like my flesh was burning.
But compared to when I used the Sword of Roses, this level of pain was nothing.

*Hiss.*

It's nothing.
I continued to endure as Violet's finger traced something on my forearm.

After drawing something for several dozen seconds, she finally removed her finger.

"All done."

"Don't we need to check if it works?"

"Oh, right."

She took out a crystal orb about the size of a fist from her pocket.

"I'll speak through this, so please repeat what you hear."

"Understood."

The next moment, Violet's voice echoed in my head.

-Violet is a total genius

What is this?

"Violet..."

-Can you not hear properly?

"...is a total genius."

She nodded with a satisfied expression.
As long as her communication spell worked properly, I didn't mind.

"Perfect. Then with this..."

No, we're not done yet.

"Shouldn't we also check if you can hear what I say?"

"Oh, you're right. Try speaking internally."

Internally?
I guess it would be similar to how I communicate with Alber.

*What kind of person was Freyja?*

Did she hear that?

But for some reason, there was no response.
Did she not hear me?
As I turned my head to check...

*Violet?*

Her expression was completely frozen.
She had even turned pale.

Ch.203 - Truth
What's the problem?

Her expression suddenly turned serious.
But I couldn't figure out what the problem was.
I had simply asked her about Freyja.

Of course, I'd heard from Freyja that the two of them were quite close. That's why I asked her about it.
So she would naturally be sad to hear about Freyja.
But if there was a problem...

Her current emotion didn't look like sadness.

Rather...
She seemed afraid of something.
She was conflicted.

*Violet.*

I reached out and grabbed her arm.

"Eek...!"

She almost dropped the crystal orb.

"W-what is it?"

*I asked you a question. Did you not hear me properly?*

"No, I heard you."

*Then is it difficult for you to answer?*

"That's..."

She lowered her head.

After hesitating for a moment, she finally spoke with difficulty.

"She was a good person. In the early days when the Demon Kings first started gathering, she always brightened the mood, and she was a good listener whenever someone had troubles."

Her voice was trembling somewhere.

"Without any common purpose like the World's Demise, she was the one who somehow kept us together when we were all just focused on our own goals. She would also be the saddest whenever a Demon King left early."

I realized it.
That trembling was from sadness.
Though she had seemed to have emotions other than sadness earlier, now that she was actually talking about Freyja, sadness had overwhelmed her.

"She was like that, but at some point she started saying it like a habit."

*That she wanted to die?*

"No, that came later. That was after she became frustrated due to a certain incident and walked into the cult of her own accord."

*Then...*

"She wanted to have a child."

Certainly.
Her desire to have a disciple was, in a way, an extension of her desire to have a child.

*But she...*

She never had a child.
That was the conclusion I knew about her.

Until Violet denied that conclusion.

"No, it's different from what you think. She actually succeeded in getting pregnant. She just ended up miscarrying."

*That's still the same thing in the end. In the end, she...*

"Yes. Certainly, the child was dead when it was born. Its heart had stopped, and its body was already cold. But that child is alive now."

What?

For a moment, my mind went blank.
What did I just hear?

*Violet.*

If that was a joke, it was a terrible one.
If that were true, she wouldn't have had any reason to become obsessed with me, her disciple.
And if she hadn't become obsessed with me, she wouldn't have died.

But Violet had the most serious expression I'd ever seen.
There was no trace of the fear or sadness from earlier.

"Allen Plake. There's one truth you don't know."

*A truth I don't know?*

"But knowing this won't help your current situation. In fact... it might be better not to hear this in such an important situation."

She was warning me.
Just like when Luel hid the truth of the world from me.
That this truth was very dangerous.

But the difference between then and now was that she guaranteed that hearing it wouldn't help me.

*Then it's better not to hear it.*

Yes, under normal circumstances, that's what I would have thought.
But now was a little different.

*Is this truth... related to Freyja?*

This was what mattered.
For some reason, Freyja as a being was still tearing at my heart even after her death.
If it was a truth about her, I had to face it, whatever it might be.

"Yes."

In that case...

*Tell me. What is this truth?*

"If you're really sure... alright."

I swallowed hard.
It was to prepare myself for whatever truth I might hear.
Of course, I doubted it would be more shocking than the truth of the world I heard from Luel, but just in case.

If the truth turned out to be nothing special, I would give Violet a knock on the head right away.
So hurry up and tell me...

"That child is you."

Huh?

"At an inn in Basil. She thought the child was dead and buried it in the ground. She didn't know that the child's heart had started beating again."

It was hard to accept that at face value.
If I hadn't heard the Innkeeper's testimony, I would have dismissed it as a bad joke.
But I already knew from his testimony that I had been buried in the ground.

*Freyja is my mother?*

"Yes. And she found out about it... right before heading to Hylen."

Everything was falling into place.
Why she had been so devoted to me.
Why... she could smile like that even as she was dying.

*So that's it. That's why...*

Of course, even if she was my mother, that level of love wasn't normal.
But conversely, without being my mother, that love couldn't be explained.
So perhaps my subconscious had been expecting this.

That she was my mother.

That's why it hurt so much.
Every time I heard her name, my heart ached.

*Now I understand.*

All my emotions tied to her started to make sense.
And at the same time...

I stood up.

"Allen? Are you okay?"

*I'm not okay. I still feel like my heart is about to collapse. But... as you said, knowing this truth doesn't change anything.*

After all, what I need to do remains the same.

*I'm going to kill the Pontiff.*

So for now, I just have to endure.
There wasn't even time to spare for tears.

*Thank you. For telling me.*

I'm grateful.
After fully understanding my emotions, my head seemed to clear.
All that remained was to use these emotions as fuel to move forward.

As I was thanking Violet and about to leave the room, I heard her voice in my head.

"Freyja's death... wasn't meaningless after all."

Yes, but it was still too early to say that.
At least, it could wait until after everything was over.

For that purpose, I held back my tears and left her room.
Then I said to my companions as if nothing had happened.

"Let's go right away."

To our next destination.

***

Step, step.

The Ice Valley wasn't far from the Demon King's Castle.
So we chose to just walk there rather than go to other trouble.
We also had to be careful since apostles would have started to fill the Ice Valley by now.

As we were walking endlessly outside the barrier...

"By the way, you were in there for quite a while. What were you talking about?"

Elsie asked suspiciously.
It seemed she was interrogating me.

"Nothing much, really."

"Really?"

"One thing's for sure, it's not what you're thinking."

Her interrogation might seem a bit frustrating, but it was actually my own karma.
For some reason, I tended to attract more and more women around me.

"Hmm, I'll believe you for now."

But thinking about it, this time it was unfair.

"I was only in that room for about 5 minutes, wasn't I?"

"That's right?"

"In 5 minutes, even if I tried to..."

"Don't you remember how you charmed a woman in just 1 minute in the Reim Kingdom?"

That's unfair too.

"No, that wasn't my fault. I just held her hand because she looked a bit unsteady."

"I'm not saying you did anything wrong. That excessive kindness of yours is charming in its own way. But that's why I always have to be careful from my position."

"That's..."

Then Luel spoke as if agreeing with Elsie's opinion.

"Indeed, Lady Elsie has a lot of trouble because of that."

She was still riding on my back.
Although Seora or Elsie might be stronger, it seemed she found it more comfortable to ride on my back because of my build.
After all, when Elsie carried her, it was almost like Elsie was half-covered by Luel.

*That may be true, but...*

Ironically, Luel herself was Elsie's biggest concern recently.
I wasn't sure, but she seemed to suspect that Luel had feelings for me.
But she couldn't just ask Luel directly.

So my decision was simple.

*Whatever happens, happens.*

This wasn't an important situation right now anyway.
Even if Luel did have feelings for me, she wouldn't bring it up right now.
She understood the current situation well.

No, but I still don't get it.
No matter how I think about it, the Luel situation is just Elsie and Alber being oversensitive.
There's no evidence...

"By the way, what was that talk about being a returner earlier?"

Gwen suddenly asked me.

Come to think of it, that's right.
Except for Luel and Lucy, I had never revealed that I had Seong Yurang's memories.
Of course, I could have revealed it if I wanted to, but it was so complicated to explain that I hadn't found the right timing until now.

*I should probably reveal it now.*

But I didn't want to say that I had memories of watching their every move as a constellation.
Besides, telling them that this world was just a game in another world might offend them, since they didn't have as high an understanding of dimensions as Luel.

The returner excuse was probably appropriate.
I had never thought of using the returner excuse before, but I had just learned about it thanks to Luel.
In fact, if I had to be specific, I was closer to a returner.

"Yes, I am a returner."

Of course, this statement required quite a bit of courage.
I couldn't predict how they would feel about a returner, such an alien existence.

But fortunately, they didn't seem to have any particular aversion.

"I see, that explains some of the questions I've had about you."

By questions, she probably meant things like how I knew she would come to the village, and how I knew about the Ridwald family's circumstances despite not being part of the family.

"Oh, that's right. I had some questions too, but if that's the case, it certainly..."

"I understand now too!"

"I don't really know what you're talking about, but you must be an amazing person."

Seora seemed not to understand, but the general atmosphere was one of acceptance.
This made me feel uneasy instead.

"Are you all okay with this? I've been hiding it from you all this time. And don't you think it's a bit cowardly? You all only had one chance. But I..."

"No, honestly, I would have thought it was a bit unfair if it was up to ten times. But a hundred times is different. I've been thinking about it, but what kind of mental structure do you have?"

It feels strange when she puts it that way.
Even if I don't remember the 100th cycle that I'm claiming to have returned from, I actually spent 100 cycles in the second Ordeal.

Elsie chimed in as well.

"To be honest... I was surprised. I thought, 'So he was that weak even after going through 100 cycles.' Of course, you've become quite strong now."

She hit the nail on the head.

"I don't really get it!"

"Me neither. But you seem amazing."

Even Seora and Ms. Weiss weren't much help.
There's only one person I can rely on.

The Sage of Water.

"Luel, at least you..."

But she betrayed me too.

"Everyone already knew you properly. Honestly, I don't think there was even a need to reveal that you're a returner."

"But everyone's words are too harsh..."

"What does it matter? Everyone's laughing, aren't they? Including you."

Only then did I realize.
That I was already smiling.

"That's true."

"You've been looking depressed since you came out of Violet's room. You looked like you were about to cry."

Thinking about it now, that might have been true.

"I think that's why Elsie spoke to you."

"I see."

I finally looked at Elsie, but she turned her head away as if embarrassed.

Yes, it was certainly a situation to be depressed about.
But I couldn't worry my companions because of it.
And maintaining a depressed mood wouldn't benefit me either.

Once again, I felt fortunate to have companions.

"Thank you all..."

That's when Luel spoke.

"The cliff ahead. The Ordeal should be between those."

It seemed we had arrived.

At the Ordeal.

"By the way, what were you going to say?"

"No, it was nothing."

It's a bit embarrassing to say it again.
It seems everyone has already heard it anyway.

"Then let's continue to the Ordeal."

Ch.204 - Fifth Ordeal (1)
The mist-covered lake.
It was definitely the appearance of an Ordeal.

*It's been a while.*

Or has it?
Thinking about it, visiting the Ordeal near the Reim Kingdom wasn't that long ago.
But so much had happened in between that it inevitably felt like a long time.

*I wonder what the gods want to tell me.*

Alber had used up quite a lot of divine power and even entered a recovery period to tell me to go to the Ordeal in Ice Valley.
If he went that far, it must be something quite important.

*Besides...*

It was true that each time I went through an Ordeal, I learned important facts.
During the second Ordeal, I learned about my identity; during the third, why the connection with the constellations was severed; and during the fourth, about the predetermined World's Demise.
I couldn't help but have expectations for this Ordeal as well.

What I need now is a way to prevent the World's Demise.
If I could get even a hint about that...

"Well then, shall we go in?"

I said to Elsie and Seora, who seemed ready.
By the way, Luel, Weiss, and Gwen were apparently staying outside.

Given the nature of Ordeals where we never knew how long they would take, it could be dangerous if someone came out first and was alone.
So Gwen, who had arguably reached her growth limit, decided to stay behind.
Additionally, Luel and Weiss also stayed, judging that teaching magic to Weiss would be more efficient for growth than what they might gain from the Ordeal.

That's when Elsie spoke.

"Come to think of it, this reminds me of our military academy days. The three of us were in and out of Ordeals almost every day back then."

"That's true."

Military academy.
Indeed, that's how it was.
But the situation now was a bit different.

Unlike then, when we entered Ordeals with a light heart, this one was extremely important.

"Do you both remember what we need to find out?"

"Yes, of course."

"Seora, what about you?"

"Huh?... Oh, the Pontiff's purpose and how to prevent the World's Demise!"

I felt a moment of dread.
But fortunately, she did remember.

"Right, and prioritize finding a way to prevent the World's Demise."

That should do it.
Now I should focus on my own Ordeal rather than worrying about those two.
Although I had always passed through Ordeals until now, that didn't mean they were easy.

*Except for the fourth Ordeal, practically all of them were difficult.*

So, steeling my resolve once more, I stepped toward the surface of the lake.
Instantly, my body was sucked beneath the surface.
Naturally, my consciousness sank below the surface as well, and when I opened my eyes again... I was in a completely different place.

*This is...*

An unfamiliar ceiling.
No, rather, a familiar ceiling.

*No way...!*

As I sat up, I saw a computer in front of me.

*Again?*

This was Earth.
And specifically...

Seong Yurang's room.

***

"Ah, ah."

Seong Yurang's voice coming from my throat.
The voice, once ruined by smoking and drinking, had somewhat recovered.
But I still wasn't used to how much deeper it was compared to my own.

*Well, that doesn't matter.*

First, I need to assess the current situation.
I sat on the bed and began to think.

*First, what's certain is that this is inside an Ordeal.*

So strictly speaking, my earlier thought that this was Earth was incorrect.
This definitely couldn't be the real Earth.
I might have been fooled by Ordeals once or twice, but not the fifth time.

The second thing to question is whether this Earth is truly as I remember it.
Being an Ordeal, there was a possibility that Earth wasn't in its normal state.

*So...*

As I tried to get up from the bed, I realized my legs wouldn't move.
For a moment, I had forgotten that this was Seong Yurang's body.

*Not being able to use my legs is frustrating.*

It's a bit mean to Seong Yurang, but that's how I felt.

"Ugh."

I finally settled myself into the wheelchair.
Then I wheeled myself to the window.

The blackout curtains were drawn for better sleep.
As I gently opened them, sunlight began to stream in.
At the same time, the outside scenery came into view.

*Peaceful.*

Seong Yurang's room was on the first floor due to his difficulty using stairs.
So while it didn't offer a great view overlooking cars and people, I could at least see people hurriedly walking down the street.
It looked like an utterly ordinary scene.

*At least I've confirmed this is a normal Earth.*

I closed the curtains again before making eye contact with people on the street.
Instead, I turned on the room light.
As the room brightened, I could finally see it clearly.

*It's much cleaner now.*

I don't know if this is really Seong Yurang's current room.
After all, this is an Ordeal.
But his room was much cleaner than in my last memory of it.

Things were organized, and there wasn't a single piece of trash lying around.
The once-empty bookshelf that used to have only lighters rolling around now had books neatly arranged on it.
It seemed he had changed a lot compared to before.

I felt both pleased and somewhat strange.
When I first inherited his memories, he and I were practically the same person, but now we had become completely different individuals.
Of course, that was the right direction.

For both him and me.

*The question is why they put me back in his body again.*

If this is an Ordeal, there must be some purpose.
Usually related to something I was lacking.

*What I was lacking...*

What could that be?

*Hmm.*

When I came to my senses, I realized I had unconsciously turned on the smartphone and was searching for "most lacking" in the search engine.
But there was an auto-complete search history that appeared after it.

[most lacking capability]

*This is...*

When I searched for it, pages related to self-introduction letters appeared.
And all of those pages had browsing history on them.
It seemed Seong Yurang had been preparing for employment recently.

*This guy, he was actually trying hard.*

It was a moment that touched my heart.
If that was the case, maybe it wouldn't be so bad to live his changed life diligently for at least a few days.
Of course, I didn't think that was the purpose of the Ordeal, but since I still had Seong Yurang's memories, I was curious.

*So what should I do first?*

While I was pondering, the smartphone suddenly vibrated.

*Hm?*

It was a familiar vibration.
I remembered having conversations with gods in this way before.

The God of Regret.

*It's not that guy again, is it?*

With that thought, I looked at the smartphone.

[You have received a message.]
MintLemon: Yurang, did you get home safely last night? Can you come to the broadcast today too?

This woman... I had definitely heard about her from the God of Chains.
She had been doing broadcasts with Seong Yurang recently.
And also, they were getting along well, he had said.

*I feel a bit guilty, but...*

I started skimming through her previous messages with Seong Yurang.
I needed to understand exactly what kind of relationship they had.
However, the more messages I read, the more confused I became.

*Didn't the God of Chains say they were getting along well?*

But from the messages, I couldn't tell.
To my eyes, it just looked like a business relationship between a man and a woman.
There didn't seem to be any personal feelings between them.

*Even last evening seems like they just had dinner together after the broadcast.*

I really couldn't tell.
Anyway, since I've read it, I should reply.

*I should probably say I'm coming, right?*

It seemed Seong Yurang had been quite focused on broadcasting with her recently.

-Yes, I'll be there on time.

Sent.

***

"Hello."

"Yurang! Did you have breakfast?"

When I arrived at her studio, she greeted me with a bright smile.
Her shimmering blonde hair, as if embodying her nickname, reminded me of Elsie for some reason.

*I'm sure she's doing fine on her own.*

While I have Seong Yurang's memories and am on Earth, I had no idea what kind of Ordeal she might be facing since I didn't understand the purpose of this Ordeal.
But worrying about Elsie would be foolish.
If anything, I should be more concerned about Seora.

Anyway, I needed to focus on my own Ordeal now.

"Yes, I ate breakfast."

"Great. Then we can start the broadcast right away?"

I nodded.
Broadcasting... it felt strange since I had never experienced it before.

"Ah. I'll do a final check on the streaming computer, so could you please open Hundred Braves on the gaming computer?"

Following her instructions, I turned on Hundred Braves.
But as I was about to log in, a question occurred to me.

*What happens to me if I log in here?*

I'm currently inside an Ordeal.
But if I observe myself by turning on Hundred Braves within this Ordeal...

*Hmm.*

It's a difficult question.
I suppose the most certain way is to check directly.

*Let's see.*

I pressed the login button.
Then, on the screen appeared my image—Allen Plake.
And he... wasn't in an Ordeal.

*Huh?*

***

"About Allen. What on earth is he trying to do?"

I don't know.

I held back my answer and continued observing Allen's actions.

*What could it be?*

He had escaped the Ordeal and was heading toward Ice Valley.
Presumably going for the final battle.

*Is that really me?*

No, that can't be.
This is ultimately inside an Ordeal.
It's a space where everything is an illusion.

Even while thinking that, I couldn't help but focus on Allen Plake on the screen.
After all... he was walking in a place I had never been before.

*In a way, this is information from the future.*

Perhaps this was what Alber had meant.
Maybe he was trying to reveal some truth to me through this.

Like the Pontiff's purpose, or hints on how to prevent the World's Demise.

If that were true, I would want to quickly see the end of the story by myself.
But it felt uncomfortable to abandon MintLemon and the viewers beside me.
Honestly, it felt somewhat empty if the Ordeal was just about checking the future this way.

So I should first answer MintLemon's earlier question.

"I'm not sure, I don't really know either."

Of course, I am Allen Plake himself.
But even I don't know what Allen Plake on the screen is trying to do.

Has that guy discovered something I don't know?
Or is he just heading to Ice Valley without a plan?
I couldn't tell from my current position.

Then MintLemon spoke as if something was strange.

"Yurang, are you feeling unwell?"

"Pardon?"

"Usually, you predict Allen's actions so confidently, as if you were him. But this is the first time I've heard you say you don't know."

What on earth had Seong Yurang been saying about me?

"Even that time we bet on whether Allen would cheat, it ended with your victory because we couldn't find evidence. That day had the best odds for an upset."

Fortunately, it seems he was on my side at least that much.
I feel sorry for betraying him, though.
I didn't know I would end up with Seora and even Gwen.

*So he spoke confidently...*

It wouldn't be good to raise suspicion.

So I spoke about what I currently thought of Allen Plake's actions.

"I'm not sure if he has a clear plan. But..."

The purpose of his actions was clear.

"He's probably trying to save the world."

MintLemon showed a strange reaction to this.

"What?"

"Is there a problem?"

"He's already prevented all the disasters. What do you mean by saving the world...?"

Ah.

*I made a mistake.*

It seemed the people here didn't know about the predetermined World's Demise yet.

-???
-What? There's more destruction coming?
-This wasn't the ending?

*How should I fix this...*

That's when it happened.

-We informed Mr. Seong Yurang about the new setting from our side.

It was from the Hundred Braves GM account.
Thanks to that, the confusion seemed to be somewhat resolved.

But...

*Who is that guy anyway?*

It was something I had been curious about for a while.
What exactly do the Hundred Braves operators do?
Even if this was a virtual Earth inside an Ordeal, I wanted to find out.

*Any information could be a hint to prevent the World's Demise.*

Perhaps... hints that couldn't be found in that world might exist here.

Ch.205 - Fifth Ordeal (2)
"Found it."

While searching through Seong Yurang's mailbox, I discovered emails exchanged with the Hundred Braves management team.

"But..."

The most recent email.
Its contents were quite concerning.

"So it wasn't just an excuse to avoid a crisis?"

The email's subject was "Sending you additional settings," and true to its title, it contained additional background information related to the fall of Hundred Braves.

"I wonder how Seong Yurang took this."

The email that arrived last night had already been opened.
That means Seong Yurang must have already read it.

"Of course, this is a space within the Ordeal."

It's ultimately a virtual space.
So I shouldn't assume that exactly the same things are happening in the real world.

"Still, I should meet with those management guys."

How should I approach this?
Now that I was actually trying to send an email to arrange a meeting, I was hesitant.

Should I reveal that I'm Allen Plake?
Or would it be better to meet them while pretending to be Seong Yurang?

"Hmm."

There's no reason to take a gamble in an uncertain situation.

"So..."

I ended up sending an email pretending to be Seong Yurang.
It was a request to meet directly with the management team.

After reading it over carefully one more time, I pressed send.

-Email has been sent.

Now all I could do was wait for a reply.

"Come to think of it, tomorrow is the weekend..."

Would they reply on the weekend?
I wasn't sure.

"I should get some sleep."

Time had slipped by while I was pondering what to write in the email.
Just as I was getting ready for bed.

Bzzt

My smartphone vibrated.

"Who could that be? Could they have replied this late at night?"

I picked up my smartphone with a glimmer of hope, but tilted my head in confusion.
It wasn't a reply from the management team.

[Message received.]
Ms. MintLemon: Are you still awake? :D

It was Ms. MintLemon.
I replied to her.

-Yes. What's up?

Her reply came quickly.

Ms. MintLemon: I was wondering if you're free tomorrow!

-What? But what about the broadcast?

Ms. MintLemon: Tomorrow's the weekend! Even though you came to the studio last Saturday...

Ah, it seemed they didn't broadcast on weekends.
To be honest, I'd rarely paid attention to weekends while living as Allen Plake, so the concept wasn't familiar to me.

-Oh, right. When should we meet tomorrow?

Ms. MintLemon: Let's meet in the evening! I know a delicious place hehe...

Evening, huh...

Ms. MintLemon: If you're available, I can drive to your place!

That would be much appreciated.

"But..."

Surely my meeting with the management team wouldn't be scheduled for tomorrow evening?
I was a bit anxious, but considering Seong Yurang, it didn't feel right to decline Ms. MintLemon's invitation.

-Sounds good! See you tomorrow evening!

She sent back an excited-looking emoticon.
I sent one back and went to bed.

***

A reply had come overnight.
Not from Ms. MintLemon, but from the Hundred Braves management team.

<Hello. This is the management team of 100 Heroes, 100 Stories, Hundred Braves.>

-We have received your email requesting a direct meeting with us. However, due to company policy, employees are prohibited from meeting with outsiders in their official capacity. Therefore, we regret to inform you that a direct meeting with Seong Yurang will be difficult. However, if you have any questions or comments, please feel free to contact us via email at any time.

It was, in a word, a rejection.

"Well, I expected as much."

They had always maintained a mysterious concept.
Even the press had never met directly with the management team.

"Why would they agree to meet Seong Yurang?"

Of course, I could still ask questions via email.
But I didn't think I'd get the answers I wanted that way.
In the end, there was only one option left.

"They might respond differently to Allen Plake."

I composed another email.
This time, identifying myself as Allen Plake.

"Sorry about this, Seong Yurang..."

I might be treated like a lunatic.
But this is all happening within the Ordeal anyway.
It shouldn't matter what I do here.

Send.

After sending the email, I leaned back against the chair.

"Phew..."

I refreshed the page several times, but no immediate reply came.

The room was quiet.
Time was just passing by.
There was still quite some time until my appointment with Ms. MintLemon.

"What should I do now?"

I wanted to see more of Allen's situation.
But watching it alone without broadcasting felt somewhat uncomfortable.

"Should I study in Seong Yurang's place?"

From his schedule, I learned that he usually devoted his weekends and evenings to studying.
Of course, since this was within the Ordeal, I wondered if I really needed to study in his place...

"I'm curious though."

I was curious about what he had been studying.
A little peek wouldn't hurt.

"Let's see..."

His schedule on the desktop.

-Solve programming problems step by step on heukjoon.

Programming, huh.
That did seem appropriate for someone with his mobility issues.

"Could be interesting."

You know, programmers typing rapidly on black screens with cryptic characters... that's pretty cool, right?

"..."

...It wasn't cool.
No, I don't even understand what this is saying.
I somehow managed the input and output parts, but... classes, pointers... what are these?
Dynamic programming? I don't know what's supposed to be dynamic about it.

After skipping the initial parts and moving to where Seong Yurang had been working, disaster struck.
I felt like I was back to when I first saw Libero's swordsmanship.

"Let's leave this to Seong Yurang."

As I was giving up and closing tabs one by one, I noticed a bookmark I had opened earlier that caught my attention.

"Come to think of it..."

It seemed that besides programming, Seong Yurang was also interested in swordsmanship.
From Western sword techniques to martial arts settings... he had searched for a lot of materials.
This must be due to my influence.

"Swordsmanship..."

I became a bit curious.
Earth's swordsmanship might have some differences.
Among them...

"Kendo."

This would probably be the most accessible in Korea.
With that in mind, I started searching for famous kendo dojos.
While Seong Yurang's physical condition would make it difficult to practice kendo himself, he could at least observe.

"This one looks good, and this one too..."

After shortlisting some candidates, I contacted them one by one.
I thought it would be better to contact them in advance rather than just showing up, especially for famous dojos.
Fortunately, almost none of them refused observation visits.

"Great."

Of course, if a meeting with the management team was arranged, that would take priority, but I was excited at the thought of seeing Earth's swordsmanship.

"Now..."

Just as I was about to check how much time remained until my appointment with Ms. MintLemon.

"Hm?"

I sensed something near the curtain.

"What was that?"

Being on the first floor, I could often sense people walking outside.
But there was something different about this presence.

I wheeled myself toward the curtain.

"Did Ms. MintLemon arrive early?"

But there was still some time left until our appointment.

I pulled the curtain aside slightly, feeling puzzled.
However...

"There's no one there?"

To be precise, there was no one suspicious.
Just people busily walking down the street.

Then.

Bzzt

My smartphone vibrated.

"Who is it?"

I picked up my smartphone to check the notification.
It was Ms. MintLemon.

[Message received.]
Ms. MintLemon: I've arrived! I'm in front of your house, so please come out!

Looking out the window again, I saw a car that looked like hers parked by the roadside.

-Okay, I'll be right out

After replying, I quickly put on my coat and left the house.

"But what was that presence just now?"

Something felt off.

"Was it just my imagination?"

***

The restaurant Ms. MintLemon recommended.
Her words were certainly not a lie.

"Earth's food really is delicious."

No matter how good Weiss's cooking was, Earth's cultivated ingredients were simply tastier.
Though restaurant food did seem to lack a certain soul compared to Weiss's cooking.

But still...

"This is delicious."

Delicious is delicious.

"I'm glad."

Ms. MintLemon smiled as she watched me.

"Did you spend all day studying programming at home again today?"

"Yes, that's right."

Though I could hardly say I did it properly.
But she had no way of knowing that, so she responded with a slightly exaggerated reaction.

"That's amazing. On weekends, I'm usually so tired that I just sleep except for exercising... By the way, have you ever thought about becoming a streamer?"

"A streamer?"

"Yes, I've been watching you, and you seem pretty good for an amateur."

"Me? But the me I know isn't particularly witty..."

To be precise, I meant the Seong Yurang I know.

"But viewers seem to like you enough! Of course, you barely do anything, and it's mostly viewers teasing you... but that's a talent in its own way!"

Is that really a talent?
I wasn't sure, but it wasn't my place to decide Seong Yurang's career path.

"But I've never really thought about being a streamer."

"That's okay. I never thought I'd become a streamer either. But since becoming one by chance, I've been quite satisfied."

She looked genuinely happy as she said this.
Her smile somewhat resembled Elsie's.

Wait, she's not actually Elsie, is she?

"Elsie."

Out of sudden anxiety, I called out to Elsie, but there was no immediate reaction.
Only after a beat did she respond.

"Huh? Did you just say something?"

For reference, she didn't know that Ersia's nickname was Elsie.

"No, I just remembered something from my studies today."

"Ah, I see. I don't know what that is then."

After saying that, she suddenly asked as if something had occurred to her.

"So will you just be studying at home tomorrow too?"

"No, not exactly..."

"What then? I'm just curious."

I was planning to visit a kendo dojo that was open on weekends.

"Should I tell her?"

Well, it shouldn't matter.
Seong Yurang was interested in swordsmanship anyway.
Though that was probably because of me.

"I'm planning to visit a kendo dojo. Watching Allen made me a bit interested."

"Kendo?"

Her eyes sparkled at that.

"That does sound interesting. I've never been to one either. Could I come along and drive you there?"

Of course, there was no reason to refuse.
I was actually a bit worried about how to get to the dojo since it was quite far.
However...

Something bothered me.
Especially that unidentified presence I felt earlier.
I hadn't sensed it since meeting her, but it still nagged at me.

"If it's dangerous..."

It could harm Ms. MintLemon.
And even though this was within the Ordeal, that didn't sit well with me.
But...

"It would be awkward to refuse."

I reluctantly agreed, unable to resist her bright-eyed look.

"Yes, that would be nice."

Nothing bad will happen.
This world is very close to the real Earth, and the safety in the heart of Seoul is reliable.

Besides, I'm just going to observe swordsmanship.
Nothing special about that.
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After I sent an email yesterday revealing that I was Allen Plake, there was no reply.

*Maybe because it's the weekend?*

I guess I'll have to wait until Monday.
I was planning to visit the kendo dojo today anyway.

*By the way...*

Something had been bothering me for a while.

"Hmm hmm~"

Ms. Mintlemon was humming while driving.
It was the loading music from Hundred Braves.
Was it an occupational habit?

*It feels awkward to mention it.*

Just then, her car came to a stop.

"I think we're here."

It seemed we had arrived at the kendo dojo.

*If it weren't for Ms. Mintlemon, I would have been in trouble.*

The dojo was famous, but it was located in a remote area requiring several transfers between different modes of transportation.
It was even quite far from the bus stop.
If it weren't for Ms. Mintlemon, I probably would have spent a lot on taxi fare.

"Thank you."

She took the wheelchair out from the back seat, and I got into it with her help.

"Thank me? I've been wanting to visit a kendo dojo myself!"

I wasn't sure if that was true.
But whether it was true or not, I was grateful.

"Thank you anyway."

Her face turned red.
I hope I didn't say anything wrong?

"Anyway, let's go in."

She pushed my wheelchair toward the kendo dojo.

***

"So this is your first time with kendo?"

The man asking me this question appeared to be the instructor of the dojo.
As an instructor at a famous dojo, he probably had considerable skill.
He certainly seemed quite confident.

"Yes, it's my first time."

I answered that it was my first time.
It would have been Seong Yurang's first time anyway, and "kendo" as a martial art was new to me as well.

"I see. When you contacted us, you mentioned you just wanted to observe. Is that because of your legs?"

Ah.
I realized I had forgotten to mention my legs when I contacted them.
So I carefully said to him:

"Yes, that's right. Will that be a problem?"

Perhaps my intention to observe implied that I was considering registering at the dojo.

But fortunately, he smiled and answered:

"No, not at all. However, these days there's even kendo being developed for wheelchair users. If it's because of your legs, you don't necessarily have to just observe."

That was quite interesting.

"Is that so?"

But in the current situation, I had no intention of revealing my swordsmanship.

"I'd still like to observe first."

"Of course. Then follow me."

The instructor started moving.
I began to follow him along with Ms. Mintlemon.

The dojo was filled with the constant sounds of battle cries and clashing swords.
Despite being on the outskirts of Seoul, the dojo seemed to have many trainees, probably due to its reputation.

However...

*They seem somewhat clumsy.*

Of course, I don't know much about kendo.
But most of the trainees' movements looked quite awkward.

The instructor must have noticed my gaze somehow.

"This is the weekend class, so most people are office workers who practice as a hobby. That's why the overall level is a bit lower than the weekday classes."

A hobby... that certainly made sense.

"Just a moment, if I want to show you properly, it would be better if I demonstrate myself."

The instructor said that and ran off somewhere.

There was a young man practicing alone.
He spoke briefly with the young man, then grabbed his own protective gear and returned.

"That fellow is a promising talent who's been sweeping recent tournaments. He still has some shortcomings, but he's quite unique, so it should be interesting to watch."

A promising talent.
Hearing that made me a bit excited.

And he said the young man was somewhat unique.
He would probably demonstrate swordsmanship different from the instructor's orthodox style.

"Before we begin, let me explain briefly: in kendo, points are scored by striking the head, throat, wrists, and waist. However, merely touching those areas with the sword doesn't automatically count as a point."

According to his additional explanation, an attack must be capable of inflicting a fatal wound if it were a real sword to be recognized as a point.
It seemed more like a martial art than a sport like fencing, which made me think it had more practical applications than I expected.

*Still, it's clearly different from actual combat.*

In real combat, being struck in non-scoring areas would still cause damage.

Just then:

"Ah, here he is."

The young man finally arrived.
His face was hidden by the protective headgear, but he looked younger than me.
And for some reason, he seemed to be unsettled when he saw Ms. Mintlemon and me.

*What's that about?*

But that moment passed quickly, and his eyes became sharp again.
What could that have been about?
As I was pondering this, the instructor spoke:

"Then let's begin. Please give us some space."

He stood facing the young man.
Then they both bowed slightly at the waist to show respect.

*So that's how they show respect before a match.*

For someone like me who used swordsmanship primarily as a means of survival, this etiquette was unfamiliar.
When training with Libero, we never wasted time on such formalities, attacking relentlessly instead.

Swish

After showing respect, both raised their wooden swords simultaneously.
Then they began to take steps.

It was a phase of exploration.
They were watching each other, looking for the right timing to attack.
But since this was just practice and not a tournament, this exploratory phase wasn't very long.

Clack

The instructor attacked first.
He struck the young man's sword.

"Men!" (Head!)

With a shout, he raised his sword and aimed for the head.
It was a clean movement that flowed naturally.

But the young man was no pushover either.
He quickly raised his deflected sword and thrust it toward the instructor's throat.
While it didn't make direct contact with the throat, it succeeded in nullifying the instructor's attack.

After that exchange, they didn't rest but raised their swords again, preparing for the next round.

*So there's no time to relax.*

It was more similar to actual combat than I expected.
Of course, the attack the instructor had just shown, while clean and efficient, had some flaws if used in real combat.

Swish

The two began stepping again.
But this time, the one who took the initiative wasn't the instructor.

"Hyup!"

Suddenly, the young man's eyes changed.
His sword thrust toward the instructor's throat.
The instructor took a defensive stance, creating distance by stepping back.

But that thrust was a feint.

"Men!" (Head!)

Again came the battle cry.
Of course, in real combat, such a shout revealing your target would be unthinkable.
But kendo is ultimately a martial art, and the shout is probably a sign of respect for the opponent.

But the young man's shout was somehow different from the instructor's.

*That guy...*

The trajectory of his sword as he swung it down.
The spacing.
The timing.

Everything seemed somehow familiar.

Entering boldly and quickly from a distance where attacks shouldn't reach.
And striking down with the sword immediately upon entry.
Above all, the trajectory of all those movements was like...

*Libero's swordsmanship?*

No, it's closer to my swordsmanship.
One thing's for sure: if you attack like that, from the opponent's perspective, it would feel like time has stopped and only the attacker is moving.
Now I understood why the instructor had said the young man's swordsmanship was unique.

*But how does he know my swordsmanship?*

Could it be coincidence?
No, it didn't feel like coincidence.

*Then...*

Thwack

The young man's sword struck the instructor's head.
As the young man was returning to a guarded stance, the instructor said:

"That's enough. Hah, no matter how many times I experience it, it's still amazing."

He shook his head and said to me:

"What do you think? Looks interesting, doesn't it?"

It certainly did look interesting.
The rules felt a bit restrictive, but I was quite interested in swordsmanship as a discipline.
But before that...

"Could I try it once?"

"Yurang?"

"It looks fun."

Originally, I had no intention of crossing swords with anyone.
But seeing the young man made me curious.

Who exactly was this young man?
Perhaps he was connected to this Ordeal.

With that thought, I made the request, but the instructor asked me:

"You mean sparring?"

Thinking about it, it did seem a bit much.
I had just stated that I knew nothing about kendo.

"Would it be too difficult to spar right away?"

"No, of course if you were to register, you wouldn't spar on the first day... but if you're just trying it out, that's fine."

The instructor brought protective gear from the corner of the dojo.

"This should fit you."

As he said, the gear fit Seong Yurang's body perfectly.

"And this is a shinai."

When I took the bamboo sword, I couldn't help but be surprised.

*This is heavier than I expected.*

Part of it was because Seong Yurang's body had become quite weak during his time as an invalid.
But the shinai itself was also unexpectedly heavy.

"Well, you probably don't need to learn the footwork, so I'll just teach you the basic attack techniques."

After saying that, he demonstrated a few techniques.
Probably the fundamental ones.

*So I just need to use these techniques.*

That way, even if I raise some suspicion, I can probably get by.

"Let's try it then."

He stood in front of me and extended his sword forward.
I also matched my sword with his as I had seen earlier.

*I wonder if he's planning to attack first?*

After all, I'm supposed to be a regular person.
I thought he would probably let me attack and then respond.

*In that case...*

I swung my sword.

"Men!" (Head!)

The instructor blocked it well, as expected.
Nevertheless, he didn't hold back on praise.

"Your form is quite proper for someone who's only seen it once."

Well, I'm not sure about that, but now I have a better sense of what kendo swordsmanship feels like.

"Do!" (Waist!)

This attack was blocked again.
Being in Seong Yurang's body, even if I understood mentally, my body couldn't keep up properly.
But even with this, I had roughly achieved my purpose.

*It could be coincidence.*

That was my judgment.
It's not impossible to roughly imitate my swordsmanship with kendo techniques alone.
If the young man had that much overflowing talent, that is.

*Then it's probably best to withdraw for now.*

After all, nothing was certain.
But before that... I wanted to confirm one thing.

*It should be fine to ask this much.*

As I removed the protective gear, I asked him:

"Excuse me, have you ever heard of Hundred Braves?"

His body flinched.

*Oh?*

That reaction was clearly unusual.
But the instructor, unaware of this, asked from the side:

"What's that? A webtoon or novel?"

"No, it's a game. It's just that this person's swordsmanship somehow resembles a character from there..."

Ms. Mintlemon nodded at my words.

"It does seem a bit similar to Allen's swordsmanship."

The young man's pupils trembled, though he had been avoiding eye contact until now.

*This guy...*

Something was suspicious.
With that judgment, I became wary of him while asking again:

"Hundred Braves. Have you heard of it?"

Finally, he nodded.

*I knew it.*

There's something there.
Just as I was about to interrogate him further:

"Um... are you Seong Yurang and Ms. Mintlemon?"

Suddenly, the young man recognized both of us.
Fortunately, Ms. Mintlemon seemed accustomed to this kind of situation.

"Yes, that's right! I'm glad someone recognized us. Are you a viewer?"

But the young man's eyes remained fixed on me rather than on Ms. Mintlemon.

After hesitating for a moment, he finally spoke:

"Actually, I'm a fan."

"A fan?"

Ms. Mintlemon's expression inevitably brightened.
But his next words defied her expectations.

"Yes, I'm a fan of Allen Plake."

My fan?
For a moment, I almost blurted that out, but I managed to hold back.

"A fan of Allen?"

He nodded with a smile.

"Thanks to him, I was able to stand up again."
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I was sitting in a nearby coffee shop. I finally decided to talk more with that young man. There were just too many things bothering me.

First...

"What did you mean when you said you were able to stand up again?"

The young man answered.

"Exactly what I said. I was actually thinking about quitting swordsmanship because I seemed to have no talent for it. But then... I happened to learn about Seong Yurang's Allen Plake."

Gone was his earlier shyness—now his eyes were burning with passion.

"I thought he was so cool. The way he tries things no matter how afraid he is. The way he takes on challenges that seem impossible and wins. Like a boy from a manga. I found that incredibly inspiring."

Of course, he wouldn't know that I was Allen Plake.
But hearing such things said to my face was unavoidably embarrassing.
Unaware of my feelings, he continued.

"So I decided to try one more time. To be honest, it seemed hopeless, but I thought I'd enter one more competition before quitting swordsmanship for good."

Now I understood.
Why he said he was able to stand up thanks to me.
He had found the courage to make that 101st attempt after 100 failures by watching me.

I felt proud in my own way.

"I'm glad I could help."

But I still had one more question.

"How did you learn Allen's swordsmanship?"

The graphics in Hundred Braves are quite crude.
Most sword techniques barely look different from each other.
Especially Allen's swordsmanship, which doesn't involve flashy flames or light, should look completely ordinary.

"Allen's swordsmanship? Oh, you mean my technique."

No, that's my technique.
I almost argued, but soon had to accept that it was indeed his swordsmanship now.

"Look here."

He showed me a video.
It was footage of a character with crude graphics swinging a sword.

"This one..."

The next video showed me swinging a sword.

"And this one. Can't you see the difference?"

Honestly, I couldn't tell.
The graphics were too simple to notice any difference.
But he had found distinctions between them.

"See here, Allen extends his foot a few pixels further when he moves in, and then..."

He had clearly analyzed those simple graphics thoroughly.
But even so, I thought it would be impossible to replicate my swordsmanship from that alone.
Not with ordinary talent, at least.

*This guy is simply a genius.*

Though he might have felt he had no talent, he actually did have his own kind of ability.
It had just nearly been buried under his frustration.
Well, at this point...

*Just keep using your swordsmanship.*

This is Earth, after all.
And beyond that, it's an Ordeal.
So I don't really care if some genius on Earth copied my technique.

*Actually...*

It feels kind of good.

Thanks to me, a talented swordsman was able to rise again.
That fact struck me in a new way.
Until now, only my companions had made my journey less lonely.

But now that feeling had expanded.
I realized there were people on Earth watching my journey and being influenced by it.

*Originally, Seong Yurang was the only one like that, but...*

Things started changing gradually after Seong Yurang began broadcasting.
Even the videos of me on the video site had well over 5 million views.

*Is that a good thing?*

Honestly, it's a bit embarrassing.
Though my romances with Elsie, Seora, and Gwen aren't broadcast in the game... it's still embarrassing that so many people are watching my journey.
Still...

*It feels good for now.*

At least after hearing the young swordsman's story, it did.

***

Ms. Mint Lemon offered to drive me home again.
I was glad I came with her after all.
For some reason, I was feeling especially tired today.

*Now then...*

What should I do next?
I couldn't forget that this place was inside an Ordeal.
I needed to start thinking about the Ordeal again.

*But I still don't know its purpose.*

While I was pondering this...

Ms. Mint Lemon spoke up.

"You seem to be in a good mood?"

My mood... Regardless of my concerns, I was indeed feeling good.
Nothing made me happier than knowing I had helped someone.
But I couldn't just say that directly.

"Yes, because the Allen Plake I raised has been helpful to others."

"That's right. And that young man probably isn't the only one who's been helped by Allen."

"I suppose that's true."

It probably was.
But...

I turned my gaze to the scenery passing by outside the car window.

The sun had already set, and night had fallen.
Seoul's landscape was filled with lights from cars and buildings.
And the scenery they created was incredibly beautiful.

*What a beautiful city.*

And that beauty made my heart ache.

*Perhaps...*

Perhaps all that help would ultimately mean nothing.
If I failed to stop the Pontiff, that is.

This Seoul would disappear because of my decisions.
Because I killed the 72nd Demon King, because I persuaded the Sage of Water.
This Seoul—no, this Earth—might disappear.

Of course, I wasn't unaware of this.
Even if I didn't know it when facing the 72nd Demon King, I already knew when I persuaded the Sage of Water.
I made that choice knowing and considering everything.

But seeing it with my own eyes felt different.
Although the Earth I was seeing now was a fake Earth inside an Ordeal, it had been identical to the real one so far.
If I imagined everything before my eyes crumbling away right now...

Thump.

The car bumped as we went over a speed bump.

Just then, Ms. Mint Lemon suddenly spoke.

"You know what?"

"Yes?"

"I've also received a lot of help from Allen."

Was it my imagination?
Something about the atmosphere felt strange.

"I actually never wanted to be a streamer."

I think she said something similar before.
She mentioned she never thought she'd become a streamer.
But she never said she didn't want to be one.

"You didn't want to? Then why..."

"The company ordered me to. I was kicked out of my original department for incomprehensible reasons, and they told me to work as a streamer if I wanted to keep my job."

Company?

"That's why I might have felt a connection with Ersia. We were both forced to perform roles we didn't want for unfair reasons. That's probably why I helped her escape from the Reim Kingdom."

At that moment, I was certain.

"Wait, you..."

"Seeing her find salvation made me happy, if only briefly. Even though I couldn't find salvation myself."

This is dangerous.
My instincts as Allen warned me.
But her eyes, resembling Elsie's, made me miss my chance to resist.

"I'm sorry, Yurang."

As she pressed a button, a partition came down between us.
And gas began spraying from the ventilation system.

*Damn it.*

I take it back.
I take back my trust in Seoul's public safety.

And I should have been suspicious of Mint Lemon's identity from the beginning.
After all, I knew she was the official streamer for that suspicious Hundred Braves.
Moreover...

*The timing has been strange all along.*

The timing of her text messages strangely coincided with when I sent emails to the administrators.
And the suspicious presence I felt was right before she arrived.
Above all... when I was with her, I couldn't sense that suspicious presence.

*I've been fooled.*

I fell for it completely, with no room for excuses.
Eventually, I couldn't hold my breath any longer and inhaled slightly.

At that moment, a memory flashed through my mind.

"No, sometimes when I look at you, Yurang, it's like you see Hundred Braves as a real world rather than a game."

"When I see the protagonist of such a game, I sometimes wish that world were real."

This wasn't my memory.
It must be Seong Yurang's memory.

Before I could think about why it suddenly came to mind, I lost consciousness.

***

Ugh.

My head feels like it's about to split open.

*Damn it.*

The gas billowing out hazily.
Mint Lemon beyond the window.
I still remembered what happened before I lost consciousness.

But...

*Where am I?*

I opened my eyes.
An unfamiliar wall came into view.

*This is...*

A small room.
A room that felt like an interrogation chamber with just one bright light on the ceiling.
I was sitting alone in such a room.

Clank.

I tried to move my arms, but they were restrained to the armrests.

"Ha..."

A bitter laugh escaped me.

*Hey Alber, God of Chains.*

What could their purpose possibly be?
What kind of Ordeal is this, showing me something like this?

*I knew it was too smooth.*

I thought I might be able to pass through smoothly like the fourth Ordeal.
But in the end, I was betrayed.

*So an Ordeal is still an Ordeal after all.*

Being kidnapped and imprisoned in the middle of Seoul.
How vicious.

And the biggest problem is... I still don't understand the nature of this Ordeal.

*Hey, couldn't you give me at least a hint?*

Just then, I heard the sound of a door opening behind me.

*Who is it?*

A man entered the room.
He was wearing a white coat like a doctor or researcher, and a crude black mask covered his face.

"Nice to meet you."

The man greeted me first.
I responded in kind.

"Nice to meet you too. Whoever you are."

The man took out a clipboard tucked at his waist and scribbled something on it while speaking.

"This relaxed attitude... just as I thought. Should I call you Allen Plake, then?"

Hearing that, his identity became clear.
Only a limited number of people knew I was Allen Plake.

"Are you from Hundred Braves administration?"

He nodded.

"You could say that."

That was somewhat good news.
After all, meeting the administrators was what I had wanted.

"So, why did you kidnap me and bring me here?"

"Let me correct you slightly. You were the one who wanted to meet us first."

"..."

That was true.
If that's why they kidnapped me, I couldn't argue.

No, wait.

"Did you have to use this method?"

"Yes, this was the only way to bring you here without anyone noticing."

Well, that was somewhat understandable.
I still didn't like it, but now I needed to ask the most important question.
The reason I wanted to meet them in the first place.

"Fine, let's say I accept that. But who are you people really? How do you know about that world and how are you providing Hundred Braves as a service?"

I need to find out who they really are.
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The man answered.

"I can tell you about that. But you'll have to make a pledge first."

"A pledge?"

"Yes, it's almost identical to our company's employment pledge."

The man handed me a piece of paper.
It was densely packed with various clauses.

*What is this...*

Though momentarily confused, I began to read through the items carefully.
Of course, since this was an Ordeal, I was planning to agree regardless of what the clauses contained.
But I also thought there might be some hints hidden within these items.

*'If company confidential information is leaked to outsiders...'*

However, the more I read, the more disturbing the clauses became.

*'The company reserves the right to determine your life or death.'*

Now I understood why Mr. Mint Lemon had spoken the way he did, considering his position.

"Who... exactly are you people?"

But all I got in return was another mechanical response.

"If you sign the pledge, I will tell you."

It seemed I had no choice.
I finally signed the pledge.

"There, now tell me."

The man took the document, checked it, and said,

"Confirmed. Now I can tell you about us."

What could their identity possibly be?
Perhaps it might help me find a way to prevent the world's destruction.
If they were connected to some divine entity from Earth, I might even be able to speak with that entity.

"We are carrying out 'Hundred Braves,' a classified project of NASA and CIA."

"What?"

"Would you like me to repeat that?"

That's not necessary.
I probably heard correctly.
But...

NASA? CIA?
This was completely different from what I had expected.

"So this has nothing to do with gods or anything like that?"

"Gods... certainly, such beings might exist in that other dimension. But one thing is certain: there are no gods on Earth."

That statement could be considered quite dangerous.

"Even if there were, that god would probably just observe us under established rules. And we call that science."

Science?

"So the connection with the other dimension was all through science?"

"Yes. We've been observing other dimensions for some time. We just haven't made it public due to the risks involved."

"Then why was Hundred Braves released as a game to the public?"

"Because that dimension had already formed a singularity. A world that should have already been destroyed had been maintaining itself for too long. If it exploded belatedly, it was obvious that Earth wouldn't be safe either."

That was something I already knew.
But something still felt off.

"Then wouldn't it have been better to help the Demon Kings destroy the world faster?"

He shook his head.

"It was too close."

"What does that mean?"

"At that time, Earth couldn't escape the impact radius even if that dimension were destroyed immediately. That's why the Hundred Braves project was our only option."

The more I heard, the more it sounded like a complete disaster.

"Are you fucking kidding me? You're solving something this important with a game?"

"As I said, we were desperate. Before the game's release, we mobilized all our agents and strategy teams, but we still couldn't prevent the destruction. So as a second-best option, we launched the Hundred Braves service."

There was a certain bitterness in his words.

"But I still wonder how a complete civilian like you was chosen over our agents. However... seeing the Allen Plake you developed, I understand. Perhaps there was a possibility."

"So the broadcast proposal was..."

"We wanted to entrust everything to you. Since you had surpassed all our agents and strategy teams, we thought you might have something special. Of course, that was a misjudgment."

"Misjudgment?"

"It would be faster if you saw for yourself."

He pressed a button on the wall.
A screen descended from the ceiling.

"What I'm about to show you is the 'External Record' that we observe and keep."

What appeared on the screen was Seong Yurang.
And on his game screen...

*Game Over?*

Along with the image of me dying to the Pontiff, bright red letters were displayed.

This... he called it the External Record?

"What exactly is this?"

"The External Record is literally a record observed from outside dimensions. Mainly records of parallel worlds just before their destruction. And this record... is from the most recently observed parallel world. Specifically, last Thursday."

Thursday?
That matched the day I started the Ordeal.
And the man explained why.

"Yes, a parallel world was created by your external intervention."

Well, the parallel worlds of Hundred Braves were also created by external intervention from players.
Though I didn't understand the exact principles, it wasn't hard to accept.

"I get it so far."

The External Record continued to play.
Just because I got a game over didn't mean that dimension was immediately destroyed.
But its destruction was inevitable.

Eventually, NASA and CIA declared the end of the world to prepare people mentally.
And they revealed the truth behind the Hundred Braves project.
That's how the whole truth became known to the world.

People prepared for the end in different ways.
Some enjoyed meals with their families.
Others planted trees.

But in the end, they all blamed someone.

Allen Plake.

Everyone cursed him.
Even though it wasn't his fault, even though Earth was destined for destruction regardless of him.
The fact remained that he failed to prevent the destruction.

And so, everyone met their end while cursing Allen Plake.

"That was the ending of the parallel world. And if things continue as they are, we'll meet the same end. That's why we needed to meet you."

"And after meeting me. What were you planning to do?"

Would they assign me a strategy team?
Or did they have another way to prevent destruction?
If so, I would welcome it.

But his answer defied all my expectations.

"We intend to prevent you from playing Hundred Braves any further."

"What do you mean..."

"You know that time flows more slowly over there when you're not playing Hundred Braves."

What he said was true.
When actively playing, I could make months pass in Hundred Braves in just tens of minutes, but when I left it alone, time flowed relatively slower.
Even when I had completely neglected Allen before, only a few months had passed after several weeks of neglect.

However...

"But that won't prevent the destruction."

Time still flows, albeit slowly.
Even without playing the game, Earth would be destroyed in a few months.

"Sure, a few months might be a long time for some people. But it's not right to give up trying to prevent destruction just for those few months."

Of course, after seeing the "External Record," I wasn't very confident that I could defeat the Pontiff as things stood.
My only means to fight the Pontiff now was through the Demon Kings, but even Alber had advised not to rely solely on them.
Nevertheless...

"It's too early to give up. If I put our heads together with your agents and strategy team, we might come up with something."

Yes, I was starting to understand the intention of the Ordeal.
To get ideas from Earth's people.
Modern tactics and expert advice.

"And you know. I'm not Seong Yurang right now, but Allen Plake. Even if you hold me here, once the Ordeal ends, I'll go back and..."

That's when it happened.

"Well, I'm finding it hard to listen to that anymore. I've been quiet out of concern, but I think I should tell you."

"What are you suddenly talking about?"

"You are not Allen Plake. Mr. Seong Yurang."

What was he saying?

"You seem to think this is a virtual place called the Ordeal, but it's not."

"What do you..."

"This is the real Earth. And for some reason, you've just received Allen Plake's memories. We've already confirmed this through brain wave tests."

He waved the clipboard he was holding.

"If you're curious about that data, I can show you."

No, I don't need to see it.
Because it can't be true.

"Hey, God! Chain God! Alber!"

I shouted.

"Someone answer me! Before I go crazy!"

But there was no answer.
Only the man's voice could be heard.

"Well, in fact, your current state could already be considered insane."

I'm Seong Yurang?
This is the real Earth?
But...

"Ugh!"

For some reason, memories that had flashed by began to resurface.

"No, sometimes when I look at Yurang, it seems like he sees Hundred Braves not as a game but as a real world."

"When I look at the protagonist of such a game, I sometimes wish that world was real."

These were words Mint Lemon had said.
In Seong Yurang's memories, not mine.
Or were they not mine?

Or did I just think they weren't?

*Come to think of it...*

How did I find my way to Mint Lemon's studio?
How did I log into the programming problem-solving site?
And from the beginning...

*This isn't the first time this has happened.*

I've already experienced this.
Seong Yurang's memories entering me.
Or was it my memories entering Allen?

Anyway, the Sage of Water had said that while sending matter or souls was impossible, memories could be sent.
So it wasn't impossible.

*But still...*

It was hard to believe.
And I couldn't fully trust what that guy was saying either.

This could still be part of the Ordeal.
I could still be Allen Plake.

In the end, nothing was certain.
But the lack of certainty wasn't entirely a good thing.

*Who... am I?*

The situation was already confusing enough.
And now my very identity was beginning to shake.

*Damn it.*

Everything went dark before my eyes.
Breathing became difficult, and I couldn't hear any outside sounds.

*I am...*

Urgh

Dizziness turned into nausea.

*Who am I?*

Urrrgh

I finally vomited.
Non-stop, even stomach acid.
Only then... did it finally stop.

"Ha..."

It was still painful.
But my head was a bit clearer.
It felt like some of the thoughts clouding my mind had been expelled with the vomit.

Instead, something else began to appear.
It felt like a beam of light.

*What should I do?*

Will.
In the end, what matters is will.
What I should do, and what I want to do.

That's how I overcame it before too.
It doesn't matter if I'm Allen or Seong Yurang.
I just want to prevent the destruction.

That is my will.

"Hey."

Yes, let's assume this is the real Earth.
Then there must be a reason why Allen's memories were sent to me.
And that reason is surely to change the future.

I don't think it's just to extend Earth's lifespan by a few months.

So...

"You said earlier that Earth's god is science."

"I did."

"But I don't think so."

"What are you suddenly saying?"

I'm not sure if there's a god on Earth.
But if there is...

"Earth's god is... people."

All seven billion people are gods.

If I combine this with Allen's knowledge in my head, perhaps I can change the future.
So...

"Give me a chance. I'll try to change the future somehow. I have a way to defeat the Pontiff."

But the man was skeptical.

"I didn't mention this earlier, but even with all our resources, we couldn't find a way to prevent destruction. Even if you somehow defeat the Pontiff, the destruction..."

"In the parallel world, you couldn't even defeat the Pontiff. I don't know what comes after. We won't know until we prove it."

"If you fail, many people will blame you. Are you really okay with that?"

That was indeed painful.
The beautiful Seoul night view I saw from the car, the lives of seven billion people on Earth.
All of it depends on me.

"Of course I'm afraid. But..."

I've changed.

"I don't want to give up without even trying."

I suddenly remembered the young examiner who said he was able to stand up because of Allen Plake.
I also remembered Mint Lemon saying there were quite a few people like him.

Even if everyone blamed me, I didn't want to disappoint them.
I wanted to show them Allen Plake until the end.
The image of someone who doesn't give up, whether successful or not.

"So I'm going to try to prevent the destruction."

That was my firm will now.

To that will, the man... nodded.

"I have confirmed your will."

That voice was different from the one I had been hearing.
But it was somehow familiar.

-Congratulations on passing the Ordeal.

At that moment, the space around me shattered.
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"Congratulations on passing the Ordeal."

At that moment, the space around me shattered.

What appeared before my eyes was a giant tree.
I should have been happy about passing the Ordeal, but I wasn't entirely.

"Excuse me..."

I felt somewhat angry.

"Don't you think this went too far?"

Then a voice echoed from the void.

"In what way did you feel that?"

A dry, emotionless tone.
Yet I could tell it was a male voice.
It sounded familiar, but I couldn't quite place who it belonged to.

"Well..."

Of course, I was most at fault for being deceived.
But still...

"Isn't deceiving someone twice a bit much?"

He responded in a somewhat apologetic tone.

"I certainly thought so too, but the God of Chains insisted on this approach."

"What does that mean?"

"Before that, let me clarify something."

He corrected himself.

"This Ordeal didn't completely deceive you."

"Not completely deceiving me means..."

I had a vague sense of what he meant.
But I couldn't grasp it clearly.

He eventually changed the subject.

"Hmm, do you understand the purpose of this Ordeal?"

Purpose.
In truth, I hadn't passed this Ordeal by understanding its purpose.
I had merely been swept along and somehow made it through after many twists and turns.

*What was the purpose of the Ordeal?*

Let me think about the situation when I passed it.

*How did I pass the Ordeal?*

Everything was uncertain.
If I failed, everything would be my responsibility.
Even in that situation, I said I would try to prevent the world's demise.

I had simply shown that will.

*Will?*

That was the moment.
Suddenly, his voice overlapped with someone else's.

The ultimate swordsmanship lies in will.

After a long time, I spoke that name.

"Libero?"

But he denied it.

"That is not my name."

"But..."

The voice was so similar.
Not only that, but even the concept he seemed to govern overlapped with his.

Of course...

"The man you speak of is already in eternal rest."

Hearing his words, my desire to meet him again subsided.
Indeed, rather than disturbing him while he's resting eternally, it would be better not to meet him at all.

There was something else I needed to focus on now.

"Then should I call you the God of Will?"

"Yes. But I cannot deny that I've been greatly influenced by him as the God of Will. That's probably why you got a similar impression."

"I see."

Now I understood the purpose of the Ordeal.
It was time to think about what he had said earlier.

*Not completely deceiving me...*

It was an ambiguous statement.
It meant some parts were deceptive, and some weren't.

*Does it mean the Earth in the Ordeal wasn't completely false?*

Perhaps some of it was true.
If so...

"Is it true that I would be defeated if I went straight to the Pontiff like this?"

"It is true."

"Then is the story about parallel worlds also true?"

"That is also true."

Wait a minute.
Everything is true?

*Could it be...*

Suddenly, a hypothesis flashed through my mind.
Especially after the God of Will mentioned the God of Chains, this hypothesis seemed more plausible.

"Was everything I experienced in the Ordeal actually real?"

After a moment of silence, the God of Will spoke.

"Yes. It was all real."

That means...

"So I was being deceived even until just now."

There were no lies in the content of the Ordeal.
The story about parallel worlds.
Even Seong Yurang receiving my memories.

Rather, what I had been deceived about was believing these things were falsehoods within the Ordeal.

"Was that... really an Ordeal?"

Was the me in the Ordeal really me?
Or...

"Well, does it matter?"

"What do you mean it doesn't matter?"

"Strictly speaking, what you experienced was indeed an Ordeal. But all the environments and conditions were completely identical to the real Earth. And so was the judgment you made at the end."

After saying that, he asked me.

"I'll ask again. What was the purpose of my Ordeal?"

"Will."

That was the moment.

"Will?"

"I see you've realized it."

Yes, thinking back, that was it.
In the final moment, it didn't matter whether I was Allen Plake or Seong Yurang.
My will was one and the same.

To defeat the Pontiff and prevent the world's demise.
So who I was wasn't that important.

"I understand."

Now I completely understood his Ordeal.
It was truly worthy of being called the Ordeal of Will.
However, separate from that...

"Then Seong Yurang has already begun his activities over there."

"I suppose so."

I already knew what he would do.
After all, I had shared consciousness with him during the Ordeal.

*If he succeeds...*

It will certainly be a great help in defeating the Pontiff.
Of course, it wasn't a guaranteed method.

*Anyway, that's out of my hands now.*

That's not for me to worry about.

*I'll leave the Pontiff to Seong Yurang.*

I have one thing left to do.
I need to find a way to prevent the world's demise.
And the most likely person who would know that is...

"It seems you've finally grasped the situation."

The God of Chains.
He appeared again atop the giant tree.

"It's been a while."

"You seem to be looking for me?"

He knows well.
Then he must have brought something worthwhile.

"God of Chains. I heard from Alber. You have something to help me, right?"

"Of course. But don't misunderstand. This isn't unconditional help, but a reward for your achievements so far and for passing this Ordeal."

"I understand. Then..."

"God of Destiny."

At that moment.
Suddenly, Alber jumped out of my inventory.
And soared upward.

"Alber?"

The God of Chains caught Alber above the giant tree.
I barely suppressed my confusion and asked him.

"What are you doing?"

"Don't worry. I'll return it soon."

As he answered, light began to pour from his hands.

*What is that light... wait a minute...*

The light briefly illuminated the inside of his hood, which had been covered in darkness.
And the glimpse I caught was...

*He looks like me?*

The meaning was clear.

*A god heavily influenced by me?*

According to what the God of Will said earlier, that would be the case.
He said he gave a similar impression because he was heavily influenced by Libero.
Then it could be said that the God of Chains was influenced by me.

*But...*

What concept could he possibly govern?
What name is hidden behind the God of Chains?
I couldn't even begin to guess.

"You are..."

Just as I was about to ask his name.
As if he had anticipated it, he answered.

"Not yet. You haven't completely passed my Ordeal yet."

At the same time, the light disappeared from his hand.

"It's done."

Instead, the light that had been shining in his hands had now transferred to Alber, emitting a soft glow.

"But it's true that you've greatly elevated my divine status. I've just transferred all but the minimum divine status to the God of Destiny."

As if to prove it, the divine aura emanating from him had become very faint.
Instead, he threw Alber, now emitting a more intense divine aura, back to me.

"Here, take it."

Catching it using my wind power, I couldn't help but be surprised.

*This is...!*

<Relic: Alber Linea>
Classification: Weapon
Form: Sword
Relic Grade: 5-star
Description: A sword inhabited by the God of Destiny. It has no special powers, but possesses enormous divine power as the God of Destiny resides within it. The divine power grows stronger as the God of Destiny develops his concept.

The description hadn't changed much.
But the relic's grade had changed from 4-star to 5-star.

"God of Chains, why?"

"Don't you need a means to prevent the world's demise?"

"Alber is the means to prevent the demise?"

"It's not certain, but currently, it has the highest possibility."

But I still didn't understand.
Although we had been together since the Reim Kingdom, I had never thought about using him to prevent the world's demise.

"I can't give you detailed explanations. The rest is up to you now."

"Up to me?"

"But if I were to tell you why I transferred my divine status to the God of Destiny, it's because his divine status is still far too weak to prevent the demise. You understand what this means, right?"

"That I need to elevate Alber's divine status further?"

"Yes, you understand well. You'll have to figure out how to elevate it yourself."

The God of Chains had been avoiding giving direct answers.
It seemed that this was all the help he could provide.

"With this, you now have the tool to prevent the demise. So what you need to do next should be clear."

The tool to prevent the demise.
That probably referred to Alber.
Although I still wasn't sure how to use it, I could definitely feel that the energy emanating from him was different from before.

And what I needed to do next...
It had already become clear through the Ordeal of Will.

"I just need to prevent the demise."

"Yes, continue as you have been. Try and prove yourself. That's how you'll complete my Ordeal as well."

"Your Ordeal?"

I had heard this once before, but it bothered me a bit.
It was the first time he had mentioned his own Ordeal.

"What is your Ordeal? Can't you tell me anything about it?"

"Well, you should already know."

"I already know?"

"That thing that's always floating before your eyes."

Before my eyes?

I finally realized.
From the moment Seong Yurang's memories entered me until now, there had been one sentence constantly before my eyes.
A sentence I had become so accustomed to that I no longer even noticed it.

[Objective: Become a Hero.]

*This was his Ordeal?*

But if this was the Ordeal, there was nothing to worry about.
It was already a given at this point.

So...

"Let me out now. I'll show you I can complete your Ordeal quickly."

"Yes, I'll be looking forward to it."

With that answer, my consciousness began to rise to the surface again.

When I opened my eyes, I was outside the lake.

*I'm back.*

Like waking from a long sleep, my mind felt refreshed.

Ch.210 - Mint Lemon
Ding-a-ling.

In a secluded alley, the door of an old pub opened.
A blonde woman emerged from inside.

"Haah..."

Sighing as if she had lost everything, she began walking toward the main street.
However, her steps seemed dangerously unsteady, likely from having drunk too much.

*I drank too much.*

Her stomach churned.
Her head felt like it was about to split open.

Urgh.

She ended up vomiting everything in her stomach.
But unlike her now-empty stomach, her complicated mind still refused to clear.

*Why am I like this?*

It had been this way ever since she handed Seong Yurang over.
Even though she hadn't been drinking, she kept feeling dizzy...
In the end, she tried having some real alcohol, but that clearly wasn't the answer.

*Damn it.*

She had handed Seong Yurang over purely for work reasons.
She had no choice.
But thinking that way didn't make her feel any better.

*Seong Yurang...*

His face kept appearing before her eyes.
She wasn't sure why.
Just... his face refused to leave her mind.

Plop.

*Huh?*

Something fell on her cheek.
Tears?

Just as she thought she might be going crazy, it started.

Plop, pitter-patter.

It began pouring from the sky.

*Oh no...*

There had been no forecast for rain.
Naturally, she hadn't brought an umbrella.

*I don't want to get wet.*

Her physical condition was already poor.
If she got soaked in the rain and her body temperature dropped, she'd surely end up bedridden.

Fortunately, the rain was still coming down lightly.
She hurried toward the main street, hoping to catch a taxi.
However...

Whoooosh!

The rain suddenly turned into a downpour.
She quickened her pace to minimize getting wet, but soon tripped on a protruding paving block and fell.

Splash.

Water had already pooled on the ground.
Nevertheless, she got up as if nothing had happened.
Then she limped toward the main street.

But what greeted her at the main street was an empty road.

*A taxi...*

Even checking the app, there were no taxis nearby.

*It's my fault anyway.*

It was her fault for drinking so late.

Thud.

She slumped down by the roadside.
In the silence, the relentless downpour continued to beat down on her.

*Elsie, was it?*

That guy, Allen Plake, had definitely called Ersiara by that name.
He seemed to try covering it up afterward, but she had noticed clearly.

*Elsie.*

She envied her.
Someone who could be saved by another and find happiness.
But she didn't even deserve to envy someone like her.

Unlike Elsie, she had never tried to escape.
She had only ever thought about it.
She had considered it more seriously when she met Seong Yurang, but...

*Even God is cruel.*

For some reason, last week, Seong Yurang was no longer Seong Yurang.
She had desperately spent time with him over the weekend to confirm this fact.
But in the end, she had to conclude:

Seong Yurang had become someone else.

That was her conclusion, but...

*What is this unsettling feeling?*

In the final moment.
He clearly could have resisted.
Yet he seemed to hesitate.

*Even though I should have been a complete stranger to him.*

Why was that?
Had they become close in just a few days?
Or perhaps, did he see Elsie in her?

If so... that would be even more miserable.

Because she wasn't Elsie.
She was just a doll with ridiculously dyed hair, pretending to be a streamer.

If her life was going to be fake anyway, perhaps...

Maybe it would be better to die like this.
Just as she was thinking that:

Screech!

A car stopped in front of her.
It looked ordinary, but upon closer inspection, one could tell it belonged to the organization.

*Can't I even die as I please?*

Then the driver's door opened.
A man stepped out.
But his silhouette seemed somehow familiar.

*Huh?*

He hurried over to her.
Then, extending his hand, he said:

"What are you doing here? Get in quickly!"

"Yurang? Why are you here...?"

Wait, no.
Was this person even Seong Yurang to begin with?

Throb.

A headache struck her.
She felt like she might really die if the man hadn't suddenly grabbed her hand.

"Just get in quickly!"

He pulled her up and struggled to support her.

*Huh?*

She finally noticed something strange.

"What happened to your legs?"

"I'll tell you once we're in the car."

He helped her into the passenger seat and got into the driver's seat.
After fastening his seatbelt and pressing the car's auto-drive button, he said:

"They fixed them for me."

"They?"

"Yes, the Hundred Braves team."

It was somewhat unexpected.
She had thought they would imprison Seong Yurang, not fix his legs.

*That's good.*

Just as she was about to feel relieved, a sharp question came:

"So, why did you do it?"

The question pierced her heart, immediately making it hard to breathe.

"That's..."

Of course, it was for work.
But she didn't want to make such an excuse.

"I'm sorry. I understand if you want to kill me right now..."

"No, that's not what I'm asking! Why were you out there in this weather?"

He looked extremely angry.

*Why?*

She couldn't understand.

*Does he see me as Elsie?*

If so, she needed to tell him.
That she wasn't Elsie.
That she was just a bad woman who had betrayed him.

But suddenly he asked again:

"Did you think becoming drenched would make you Ersiara?"

"What?"

"You told me directly before. That you envied her. Is that why you were standing in the rain?"

Perhaps his words were true.
It was true that while standing in the rain, she had momentarily identified herself with Elsie.
But...

"Yes, I envied her. But... I don't envy her that much anymore."

Because she never expected Seong Yurang to actually come for her.

*He sees me for who I am.*

She could feel it.
He was genuinely concerned about her.
Even though she had betrayed him.

In the end, it didn't matter whether he was Seong Yurang or Allen Plake.

Sob.

At that moment, the tears she had been holding back burst forth.

"Mint Lemon? Are you okay?"

Seong Yurang looked bewildered at her reaction.

"Is something wrong..."

"No, I'm fine."

The tears wouldn't stop.
But these weren't tears of sadness.

"I'm just so happy."

The person she liked had come to save her.
That was more than enough reason to cry.
Even if he didn't like her back.
It was enough.

At her response, Seong Yurang sighed in relief.
Then he said:

"That's good. Now, please help me. We have something we absolutely must do."

The car headed toward her studio.

***

*I'm back.*

After emerging from the lake, I first assessed the situation.

*Looks like everyone's here.*

Everyone seemed to be gathered outside the lake.
Elsie and Seora must have finished their trials before me.

Step.

As I was about to walk toward them:

"Huh?"

Elsie noticed my presence.

"Allen?"

"Allen, you say?"

Elsie and Seora ran toward me.

"Allen!"

"What took you so long?"

Late?

*I'm sure I was only in the trial for a few days...*

But looking at Gwen, who hadn't risen from her seat across from them, the reality of time hit me.

*Gwen?*

She hadn't simply not gotten up.
She couldn't get up.

"Elsie, how long was I in the trial?"

"...Almost half a year."

"I see..."

It seemed that real-world time flowed much faster than time in the trial.
A day in the trial was probably about a month in reality.

And if that much time had passed, it made sense.
It made sense that Gwen was already heavily pregnant.

"So how did you all manage in the meantime?"

The preserved food in Gwen's inventory would have had its limits.

"I came out first and started gathering food, and after Seora came out, we took turns gathering supplies."

That's fortunate.
The others' conditions didn't look too bad either.

*But still...*

There was one problem.

I approached Gwen.
She was sitting on the ground, cradling her visibly swollen belly.

"Gwen..."

She smiled at me and said:

"I missed you so much, Allen."

Faced with that smile, I felt incredibly guilty.
Of course, I hadn't wanted to stay in the trial for so long, but whether it was voluntary or not didn't matter.

"Why... are you still here?"

With her belly this big, she could no longer participate in operations.
She could have returned to Basil with either Elsie or Seora long ago.

"Why?"

"I'm sorry."

"No, I don't want to hear an apology."

It's not too late.

"Please return to Basil."

Gwen's eyes widened.

"But Allen, I need to help you..."

"I told you before. I've already received more than enough kindness from you. So please..."

There's only one thing I want from her.

"Live the rest of your life normally and happily."

That was why I saved her in the first place.
I never wanted anything in return.
I just wanted her to be happy.

"Alright."

We had a similar conversation before, and Gwen seemed to understand my feelings.
But she still looked apologetic.

*Can't be helped.*

I didn't want to send her away like this.

"Gwen, if you're that worried about me, there is one way you can help."

Her downcast head lifted again.

"There's a way I can help?"

I nodded.

"Yes, you can give me the Sword of Roses."

"The Sword of Roses? But..."

She still looked concerned.
Of course, she would remember what happened when I used the Sword of Roses before.

But that doesn't matter.

"It's okay. Through this trial, I've found a way to overcome that."

"Really?"

Her face brightened.
But... of course, it's a lie.

*Well, there might be a possibility if Seong Yurang cooperates, but...*

Anyway, removing her guilt was the priority now.

"Of course. So please give me the sword."

"...If this can help you."

She reached into her inventory.
Then she pulled out a sword with red decorations on its hilt.

"Here."

"Thank you."

After receiving and examining the sword briefly, I put it in my inventory.

"Now then..."

Just as I was about to choose someone to escort her back to Basil:

"Allen, wait a moment..."

She grabbed my hand.
Then gently pulled me closer.

"Gwen?"

Smiling, she guided my hand to her belly.

"How does it feel? Can you feel it?"

I could definitely feel it.
Something moving slightly inside her belly.
And then...

Thump.

Something bumped against my hand.

"Heehee...!"

Gwen burst into laughter.
Of course, I did too.

"Hahaha...!"

It was both funny and amazing.
The fact that this was my child.

"I'm so jealous..."

"Yes, I should definitely make a baby too once this battle is over."

Some rather aggressive glares came from behind, but I decided to ignore them for now.
As Elsie said, the immediate battle was more important.

I made a promise to myself once more.

That I would protect the world this child would live in.
That I would create a world where this child wouldn't need to wield a sword.

Ch.211 - Final Battle (1)
"Are you sure you'll be alright on your own?"

When I asked worriedly, Gwen nodded.

"Don't worry. I can protect my child well enough."

True, she was strong even without the Sword of Roses.
Her abilities bloomed brilliantly at the cost of a shortened lifespan.
That was the nature of "Premature Growth."

"I understand."

Yet my concern wouldn't fade.
Perhaps it was because of my child in her womb.

But Gwen spoke sharply to me.

"Allen, is this really the time for you to be worrying about me?"

"I suppose... not."

"Exactly. I only need to protect one child, but you must protect the entire world."

She spoke with confidence.

"I'll protect our child, so you must protect the world."

Of course.

"I understand."

"And... if possible, could you return quickly?"

That was a promise difficult to make with certainty.
It was hard to gauge how long the battle would take.
Besides, I wasn't even sure if I would return alive.

But I could at least make the promise.

"Yes, I'll try. I promise."

After all, I wanted to see her final moments too.
I didn't want her to end her life without me there.

"Thank you."

Having secured my promise, Gwen turned to leave.
She headed toward Basil, where the sunset touched the land.

As she departed, she said:

"Let's meet again, without fail."

That was her way of encouraging me.

***

I sent Gwen away.
Now only I, Elsie, Yoo Seora, Luel, and Weiss remained.

No, that's not right.
There were also our temporary allies, the Demon Kings.
And perhaps Seong Yurang as well.

With this, all preparations were complete.

*Now all that's left is to move forward.*

I checked on my companions' status.
Everyone had finished their preparations.
It was truly time to depart.

But before that.

*Violet.*

A voice responded from thin air.

-Is it time?

*Yes, sorry to keep you waiting.*

-It's fine. For Demon Kings like us, it wasn't that long anyway.

Thinking about it, that was probably true.
Not that it was particularly important.

*How are things? Are you ready?*

-Yes! We've been fully prepared for the past half year.

Good.

*Then please come to Ice Valley immediately. We'll have one final meeting nearby and then enter battle right away.*

-Understood.

With that answer, the communication ended.

The Demon Kings would come on their own.
For now, I had no choice but to trust them.

"Let's head out then."

***

Boom...

A heavy sound echoed.
It was the sound of ice walls collapsing in Ice Valley.

A polar region filled entirely with ice.
Yet warm hot springs flowed there.
Villages formed along these hot springs, and this vast glacial region with its settlements was called Ice Valley.

But since the barrier there collapsed...

Thud...

The glacier was melting rapidly.
Ice Valley had long since lost its majestic landscape.
It had always been a place rarely visited anyway.

"Achoo...!"

For some reason, there were people in Ice Valley.
Quite a number of them.

They were a group all dressed in white robes—the Apostles.

The Apostle who just sneezed muttered:

"The dead ones are lucky. At least they don't have to sneeze."

The Apostle beside him—unusually carrying a bow on his back—replied:

"Would you like to join them now?"

"Well, sooner or later I will, but I'm not particularly eager to end up like that just yet."

The Pontiff had promised them eternal youth and immortality.
But once they became Apostles and learned the truth, it was already too late.
They were stuck in an impossible situation.

"By the way, have you heard about that guy?"

"Which guy?"

"You know, the one who raised Yoo Seora."

"Ah, you mean the one who went after Allen Plake and disappeared? What happened to him?"

He recalled the situation from back then.
He had personally witnessed that man following Allen Plake.
And at that time, he himself had used up all his thorns and failed to capture Allen Plake.

"Well, I was just curious myself. But at this point, he must have been killed by Allen Plake."

That was all there was to it.
There was hardly any camaraderie among the Apostles.
They simply followed the Pontiff's orders.

"I see."

It was a meaningless conversation.
No, perhaps it did have meaning.

*Allen Plake.*

At least he could remember him again after a long time.

*What is he doing now?*

After fleeing from Hylen, all traces of him had vanished.
He had gone into hiding and hadn't shown himself at all since.

*So he ended up hiding after all.*

Perhaps this could be considered his victory.
But somehow, it felt unsatisfying to call it a win so easily.

*Allen Plake.*

He wanted to defeat him somehow.
To win and become the strongest.
That's why he became an Apostle.
Perhaps then the emptiness in his heart would be filled.

But that emptiness remained unfilled.
He needed to defeat him directly to be certain.

The problem was...
While stuck here, he couldn't meet Allen Plake.
Not unless Allen came here himself.

*Will he come?*

Maybe he had become scared and gone into hiding forever.
Of course, that could also be considered his victory...
But that wasn't the kind of victory he wanted.

He wanted to win in direct combat.
Not against someone who couldn't even handle a bow properly...
But against someone who would face him with full strength.

So when he heard the sound echoing from somewhere, he smiled.

"Enemy attack!"

With an expression happier than anyone else's.

But that smile quickly faded.
Because the identity of the enemy was revealed in the next moment.

"It's the Demon Kings!"

His expression instantly turned to disappointment.

"Tch."

The Demon Kings, of all people.
They were already defeated by Allen Plake and no longer worthy opponents.

Still, it was somewhat unexpected.
The Apostles had predicted that the Demon Kings wouldn't attack.

Yet they suddenly charged in.

*Why?*

He gripped his bow and took a position on high ground, surveying the battlefield.
Then he spotted something.

*Huh?*

It was the very person he had been looking for.

*Allen Plake...!*

He was charging in alongside the Demon Kings.

Seeing him, a smile formed on his lips.

***

A biting cold wind blew across the snow field.
We faced Ice Valley with just one hill between us.
Once we crossed this hill, it would begin.

The final battle.

"Phew..."

Though I thought I had grown a lot, it was impossible not to feel tense given who we were facing.

*Let me organize the situation again.*

I don't know the Pontiff's exact goal.
But I do know that whatever she's planning will end in destruction.
That's why we must stop her at all costs.

To stop her, I recruited the Demon Kings.
Only they could resist the Pontiff's barrier.

Of course, there's a second card in Seong Yurang, but I'll have to leave that to him.

Finally, the method to prevent destruction.
Even if we defeat the Pontiff, destruction will remain.
We need a way to stop it, and the Chain God hinted that Alber holds the key.

*So to summarize...*

There are two main tasks:

Break through the Apostles and defeat the Pontiff.
And elevate Alber's divine status.

Fortunately, these two tasks somewhat overlap.

"Allen."

Elsie, standing beside me, took my trembling hand.
The trembling almost completely stopped.

"Thank you."

At that moment, I felt Alber's divine status increase slightly.

Yes, this was how it worked.
Fighting alongside my companions would likely increase Alber's divine status.
So now only one thing remained.

Everyone was waiting for my command.

I shouted:

"Charge!"

The Demon Kings rushed forward.
My companions and I joined them.

The Apostles on the other side seemed to notice us.
They quickly formed battle formations.
Among them, someone caught my eye.

*That's...*

Everyone wore the same white robes, and they were too far away to see faces.
But Apostles who used bows were rare.

*Wilhelm...!*

The one who killed Stella and Schultz, and took Lucy's arm.

I had expected to meet him here.
I had resolved not to be shaken when I did.
But facing him again, anger began to boil up inside me.

*Ugh...*

I managed to control that anger somehow.

He would have to wait.
Until we reached the Pontiff's barrier, we needed to handle as many Apostles as possible in place of the Demon Kings.

"Elsie, Seora, Weiss!"

At my command, they began their attack as if they had been waiting for this moment.
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"Sky Slash!"

Seora's Overload strike was the first to cleave through the front line.
As always, it was an incredibly powerful blow, but it was blocked by an Apostle wielding a large shield.
It seemed there were limits to what a 2-star Relic could accomplish.

Of course, that didn't mean she needed to bring out a 3-star Relic just yet.

Flash.

Light surged from the Sword of the Royal Family in Elsie's hand.
She swung it, sweeping across the battlefield.
Since the shield-bearing Apostle's stance was already faltering, he couldn't withstand this attack.

A massive beam of light sliced horizontally across the battlefield.
However, its power wasn't enough to inflict lethal damage against the Apostles.
Instead, it succeeded in breaking their formation.

"Keep charging!"

With their formation broken, the real battle was about to begin.
The Demon Kings were also starting to reveal their demon forms one by one.

"Charge!"

As they charged forward, they were pierced by the Apostles' attacks, but quickly regenerated.
Then they tore into the Apostles with their sharp claws.
Indeed, outside the barrier, they displayed overwhelming combat prowess.

*But I can't leave everything to them alone.*

Fundamentally, a single Demon King's combat ability exceeds that of an Apostle.
But relying on them alone to win the battle would be difficult given the vast numerical difference.
Besides, we needed to conserve the Demon Kings' strength as much as possible to counter the Pontiff's barrier.

"Luel."

So I asked Luel.

"Is Weiss not ready yet?"

"Please wait just a little longer. Soon..."

At that moment.

Crack!

Massive ice wings unfurled.
They had sprouted from Weiss's back.

Then she began creating icicles and firing them in all directions.
Though a simple spell, the power granted by the "wings" made it terrifyingly powerful.

Six months.
Although the time in the Ordeal had been longer than expected, it seemed to have been more than enough for Weiss to learn magic.
And because of that...

Weiss had become one of our most powerful assets.
Her combat ability had already been proven as Demon King Weiss, and she was genuinely exceptional.

Crash!

On the white snowfield of Ice Valley.
The "wings" began to rampage, as if announcing their return.

But then.

*What's that...*

I saw something flying toward Weiss.

*A thorn...!*

I drew out Alber Linea.
And... slashed through the air.

No, I slashed the thorn.

The thorn flying from a distance was shattered by my strike, as if it hadn't anticipated my attack.

*Wilhelm!*

I turned my head toward where he had been standing.
He was still there.
As if he had been waiting for me to notice him.

Yes, the time had come.
He was the one I needed to mark.

*Wait right there.*

I told him with my eyes.
Then I informed Luel.

"Luel, I'll be back shortly."

Luel's magic shield wouldn't work against his thorns.
So it would be better for me to go alone.

"Understood."

As soon as I confirmed her response, I kicked off the ground.

*Wind Authority.*

I wrapped Wind Authority around my feet and rushed toward Wilhelm as if flying.
However, another Apostle blocked my path.
Of course, it made sense that an archer like him would have guards protecting him.

*This one is...*

I recognized him.

The spearman Duke.
A warrior who had been a comrade of Schultz and Stella.
Now he had completely lost his living will and become the Pontiff's puppet.

*This is troublesome.*

Not because he was an enemy.
He was already dead, after all.
Rather, dying quickly would be a mercy for someone forced to fight like this.

However...

*He's a formidable opponent.*

He was considered to have reached the pinnacle of spearmanship.
Even if he had lost his will, I couldn't underestimate him.

Proving this, he thrust his spear at me with nimble movements.

Clang!

I somehow managed to block the spear with my sword.
But he quickly withdrew his spear and followed up with another attack.

"Ugh...!"

The second troublesome point.
One of my strengths is my understanding of swordsmanship.
This meant I was at a disadvantage against opponents using different weapons.

As a result, I couldn't gain the upper hand in this fight.
I was barely defending using Libero's swordsmanship, but his spear techniques were equally extraordinary.

*At this rate...*

I wouldn't be able to block Wilhelm's thorns.
If he fired a thorn now, I would likely die.
However...

*Why?*

Wilhelm wasn't firing his thorns.
He was just standing there, watching me.

*What are you thinking?*

I couldn't understand his intentions.
But in my current situation, I was grateful.

After being pushed back continuously, I finally spotted an opening.

*Now!*

There was no time to hesitate.
A clear opening.
If not now, I might not get another chance.

*Blood Magic!*

I strengthened my right arm using Blood Magic.
Then I thrust my sword forward.

My strike, empowered by Blood Magic, was quite powerful.
Too powerful to block with an imperfect stance.

Stagger.

Finally, his stance crumbled.
Seeing this, I immediately raised my sword for the finishing blow.

But at that moment.

*Huh?*

Even as he lost his balance, he was raising his spear.
His feet weren't even firmly on the ground, so he shouldn't be able to put any strength into it, yet he was taking that stance...

*Could it be?*

It could only be a throwing spear technique.
His specialty, a technique said to be the pinnacle of spearmanship.
He was trying to drive it into me at point-blank range.

*Damn.*

This would be a fatal wound even if I managed to dodge.

Of course...

"How inexperienced."

I had comrades.

Bang!

Demon King Tel, who had rushed over, knocked away Duke's thrown spear.

"Leave this to me."

He said, blocking Duke's continued fierce attacks with brilliant spear movements.

"Understood."

I immediately turned my attention back to Wilhelm.
Sure enough, he was already nocking a thorn to his bow.

*I see, you want to fight one-on-one?*

If that's what he wanted, I'd oblige.
I also didn't want others to be harmed by him.

*Wind Authority.*

I started rushing toward him again.
At the same time, a thorn flew toward me.

Swoosh.

I tried to cut it down from a distance again, but he seemed to have anticipated this and changed its direction to avoid my strike.

But that didn't matter.
If I couldn't intercept it with one strike, I'd just have to swing my sword multiple times.

Click.

I gripped my sword and began slashing wildly at the air.
However, the thorn nimbly avoided my sword strikes and continued approaching me.

Finally, just before the thorn reached me.

*Gwen.*

I activated that swordsmanship.
The same technique I had used in my duel with Karkel.

Crack.

The sword marks I had left in the air glowed again.
They surrounded the thorn completely and shattered it.

Finally, Wilhelm showed signs of being shaken.
Though only for a moment.
He quickly regained his composure and smiled as he nocked another thorn to his bow.

*I see.*

He was enjoying our duel.

"You've finally gone mad."

The gleam in his eyes.
That gaze was fixed solely on me.

"Wilhelm!"

His thorns now began flying incessantly.
I approached him while frantically swinging my sword to intercept his thorns.
With each interception, I could feel his firing speed increasing.

*Just a little more...*

Not much further.
If I could get just a bit closer, I could cut him down using Libero's swordsmanship.

But at that moment.

Thunk.

Something pierced me from a blind spot.
It was a thorn.

"Guh...!"

The thorn lodged precisely in my right arm.
But that was actually fortunate.
The right arm was where I could use Blood Magic.

*However...*

I couldn't hold out as long as Lu.
The thorns contained poison that acted according to Wilhelm's will.
I needed to capture Wilhelm before it took effect.

*Wind Authority.*

I accelerated my speed even further.
And I gripped my sword with my left hand.
It would be difficult to deflect all the incoming thorns now.

But I only needed to buy a very small amount of time.
It was almost within reach.

Thunk.
Thunk, thunk, thunk.

Thorns began lodging in my body one after another.
But it was already too late.

Slash.

Because I had already cut Wilhelm.

"Argh!"

Wilhelm fell, blood spurting from the wound across his chest.
I was about to deliver a fatal blow to him... but then lowered my sword.

*Wilhelm?*

The thorns that should have started taking effect weren't working.
Yet Wilhelm wasn't dead either.

*Why?*

I approached him as he seemed to have given up even his final struggle.
Then I asked.

"Are you begging for your life?"

But he shook his head.

"No, kill me. Life was never important to me anyway."

"Then why did you withdraw the effect of the thorns?"

He answered with a bitter expression.

"Because I lost."

I could no longer sense any will from him.
Only the sad figure of a man who had given up everything remained.

So I was curious.

"What was so important about beating me that it reduced you to this?"

The Wilhelm I knew wasn't like this.
He was just someone who silently shot his arrows.
At least, he wasn't someone who would obsess over victory with such dried-up emotions.

"I..."

To my question, Wilhelm slowly answered as he was dying.

"I envied you."

"Envied me? For what?"

He had beaten me in the graduation competition.
Although his growth potential was limited, he was still stronger than me.
So what could he possibly envy?

"...It was probably the expectations. All those expectations placed on you. Because I never had that."

That was quite unexpected.
But at the same time, I understood.

*A person who has never received expectations his entire life.*

No matter how successful he became as an archer, he could never escape the shackles of his family.
The standards were already set too high.
By those around him, by his father, by the constellations.

However...

"I thought you were smarter than this."

I was a bit disappointed.

"What do you mean?"

"The reason you didn't receive expectations wasn't because of your strength."

"What?"

It was obvious.

"If you wanted expectations, you should have shot your arrows. Or at least pretended to shoot them."

At this, Wilhelm used his last strength to raise himself up.
With veins bulging in his neck, he shouted.

"What nonsense are you suddenly spouting! You saw it too, didn't you? Me shooting arrows hundreds, thousands of times!"

"Then, was there any meaning to those arrows?"

"Meaning?"

Suddenly his expression turned pale.

"The meaning was..."

There probably wasn't any.
It was just to improve his archery skills.
The purpose didn't exist.

Of course...

"I think there was meaning."

First, the creation of Wilhelm, the strongest archer.
But setting that aside, what's important now is...

"Meaning can be created at any time."

"Created at any time?"

"Wilhelm, we need to stop the Pontiff. At this rate, the world will be destroyed."

"What are you..."

He was momentarily confused, but after seeing my resolute expression, he regained his composure.

"I understand. I'll believe you for now."

"Then do you know what I'm expecting from you?"

"You want me to kill the Pontiff with my thorns, don't you?"

"Yes, you understand well."

That was also why I had taken the time to try to talk with him.
His thorns could be an effective means to kill the Pontiff.
However, he shook his head.

"...I'm sorry. That won't be possible."

"Wilhelm?"

"I've used up all my thorns. Even the hosts remaining in my body. I was planning to stake everything on this fight anyway."

Regrettable, but if that's the case, there's nothing to be done.
I wasn't planning to rely solely on him anyway.

"I understand."

I left him and looked toward the front again.
I needed to return to the battlefield as quickly as possible.

Rustle.

Then I heard a sound from behind.
When I turned around, Wilhelm was taking out a bow from his inventory.

"That's..."

It was the bow passed down through his family.
He nocked an ordinary arrow to it and said:

"You kill the Pontiff. I'll make a path for you."

It was the most serious I had ever seen him.
With a face as pale as death, he drew the bowstring with all his might.

And...

The arrow was released.
Though it was clearly an ordinary arrow, it felt like a comet to those who saw it.

A single arrow that carved a path through enemy lines.
That one shot exceeded the Wilhelm I had imagined.

"Wilhelm."

I spoke to him as he collapsed after firing the arrow.

"That was beyond expectations."

Though he probably couldn't hear me, having lost consciousness the moment he fired.

Leaving Wilhelm behind, I began running toward the path he had created for me.

The Pontiff was now not far away.
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"Keep charging forward! Don't stop!"

The path opened by Wilhelm.
It held tremendous significance.
After all, moving forward was what mattered most to us.

"Ignore any Apostles you can! They'll resurrect anyway!"

The Apostles possessed the ability to resurrect from most injuries.
Of course, the Demon Kings had the same ability, but in a situation where we were already outnumbered, facing each one individually would make it impossible to advance.

In this situation, a small path had opened.
And Elsie was widening that path from the front line.

*Just a little further ahead...*

Just a bit further and we'd reach the Pontiff's barrier.
Once I brought the Demon Kings there, the role of my other companions would be complete.

But then—

"Allen, there's someone ahead."

An Apostle with a shield was blocking the path again.
It was the one who had blocked Seora's Sky Slash earlier.

*That one is probably...*

It must be Veron, who was once Stella and Schultz's comrade.

The number one ranked warrior.
And simultaneously...

*The owner of the sacred sword Sacrid.*

He finally drew his sword from behind his shield.
The sacred sword Sacrid.
The blade emitted light.

This essentially confirmed that he was Veron.

*So he's not even trying to hide his identity anymore.*

His official status was "missing."
The fact that he had become an Apostle had been concealed until now.
But it seemed there was no longer any reason to hide his identity.

The space around his sword began to distort.
Truly befitting of the sword said to possess the most holy power.

*However...*

I had a weapon to match him.

"Seora."

"Yes?"

"Can you do it?"

"..."

No answer from her.
Given who we were facing, her hesitation was understandable.

*Perhaps it's a bit too difficult.*

For her to defeat him, she needed to have confidence in herself.
But if she lacked that confidence...

"I guess I should—"

That's when it happened.

"I'll try."

Seora finally accepted the challenge.
Her expression was resolute.

"It's something I can do, right?"

I nodded.

"Of course."

I was secretly pleased.
In the past, she would have hesitated in this situation.
But now she had gained considerable courage.

"Split him... no, split the sky."

"Okay."

She took out the Sacrid Replicant from her inventory.
It was the last Sacrid Replicant she had left.
At the same time, it was the only one that Heinz Armanus had successfully replicated at three-star quality.

Overload.

In that moment, her Sacrid Replicant was enveloped in dark energy.
And like Veron's Sacrid, it began to distort the surrounding space.

"Weiss! Please cover Seora!"

"Yes!"

Weiss began covering Seora with ice magic.
Under this protection, Seora rushed to the front line and took her stance.
All the while, her Overload continued to amplify.

*Being a three-star Relic, it takes time to fully overload.*

That means it will be slightly delayed.

"Elsie! Block his attack, even if just for a moment!"

"Got it!"

She immediately ran in front of Seora, who was taking her stance, and planted the Sword of the Royal Family.
A shining barrier formed in front of her.
If she had hesitated even slightly, it would have been too late.

The enemy's sword strike came just as the barrier formed.

Slash.

In that moment, a strike that bisected the sky came crashing down.
It was aimed directly at us as we charged along the path Wilhelm had created.

Crack!

Elsie's barrier was quickly being torn apart, clearly struggling.
But what we needed now wasn't perfect defense—just a little time.

"Sky..."

Seora's Overload was complete.
She raised the ominous glowing replica sacred sword, the Sacrid Replicant.
And then...

She swung it diagonally.

"Slash!"

At that moment, the bright-colored strike from the sacred sword Sacrid collided with the dark-colored strike from the replica Sacrid Replicant.
The two swords were mismatched in power.
But... it was the sacred sword Sacrid that was pushed back.

Slash.

Seora's strike cut diagonally across the sky.
And the Apostle Veron stood right in the middle of that strike.

Thud.

Apostle Veron fell, split in half with a single blow.
Of course, even with such a fatal wound, he would eventually resurrect given time.
But that wasn't what mattered now.

"I... split the sky."

"Yes, you split the sky."

I could feel Alber Linea's divinity rising slightly.

*Is this enough?*

I wasn't sure.
Alber's divinity had been steadily rising as we fought alongside our companions, and even rose after Wilhelm's death.
But I didn't think it was sufficient yet.

*Even if it's not enough, we don't have any other options now.*

We couldn't waste time trying to forcibly raise Alber's divinity.
We needed to reach the Pontiff quickly.

"Keep charging forward!"

We needed to keep moving ahead.

As we continued to advance—

"..."

Suddenly there was a flash, and my ears went deaf.
Something had exploded on the right.
But the impact didn't reach me.

"Ugh...!"

Instead, Luel, who had taken the full brunt of the explosion, was thrown back.

"Luel!"

"I'm fine! I'm fine, so leave me behind. We're almost at the Pontiff's barrier anyway."

That was true.
But still...

"We need to keep moving forward!"

Yes, she was right.
But I didn't want her to die.

"Seora, protect Luel!"

"Understood."

Seora broke off and ran to Luel.
Now only I, Elsie, Weiss, and the Demon Kings remained.

"Huff, huff..."

Elsie, who had been at the front line swinging the Sword of the Royal Family to create a path, was already exhausted.
Nevertheless, she didn't let go of her sword.
Compared to the limit she had reached a year ago in the basement of the White Tower, she was still far from her breaking point.

"Allen..."

Even as she continued fighting, she spoke to me.

"What?"

"I just realized I've been forgetting something..."

What was she going to say now?

"What is it?"

"Marriage."

It was something I hadn't expected.
But there was no reason to refuse.
In fact, I had been so busy that I'd forgotten about it too.

"Right, after this battle is over..."

"Allen, stop right there."

"Huh?"

"If I hear what comes next, I think I'll feel strange."

What did she mean?
Of course, now that I thought about it, what I was about to say was what you'd call a "death flag," so I did feel a bit foolish.
But how would Elsie know about that?

"Save the proper proposal for later."

So that's what she meant.

"Alright. Look forward to it."

I'll make it more than worth the wait.

I could feel Alber's divinity rising.

*Good.*

Just as Elsie was reaching her limit as well, we finally managed to reach the Pontiff's barrier.

*We've arrived.*

The Pontiff's barrier was precariously placed at the entrance to the deepest part of the Ice Valley, where the Pontiff had entered.
But since even the Apostles couldn't enter the deepest part, only a small elite force of Apostles was holding the entrance.

*Of course, even if they're few in number, being inside the Pontiff's barrier means they won't be easy opponents.*

But that's only when ordinary warriors fight them.
Inside the Pontiff's barrier, physical abilities were severely reduced, and abilities like magic and Stigmas were all sealed.

The Demon Kings, on the other hand, might have slightly reduced physical and regenerative abilities, but their powers weren't completely sealed.
That's why I brought them.

*Violet, how many Demon Kings are following me right now?*

-Seven, sir.

Seven, huh.
It seemed quite a few Demon Kings had died or fallen behind along the way.
But it was still a sufficient number to work with.

"Enter the barrier directly!"

I gave that order to the Demon Kings, while giving separate instructions to Elsie and Weiss.

"You two wait outside the barrier!"

Weiss would be helpless with her magic and wings sealed, and Elsie would struggle to exert her power properly without the Sword of the Royal Family.

"Allen, you must come back."

Weiss worried about me even as she stayed behind as ordered.
I told her:

"Of course. Let's return to the inn together."

After stopping the world's destruction, that is.

I entered the Pontiff's barrier along with the Demon Kings.

At that moment.

"Ugh...!"

It felt like an enormous weight was pressing down on me.
It was impressive that Schultz and Duke had managed to fight the Apostles in such a space.
But...

*It's not so bad that I can't move.*

At the very least, I can move forward.

"Keep advancing!"

We mustn't stop.
Of course, the Demon Kings were fighting well even without my instructions.

*Bringing the Demon Kings was indeed the right decision.*

They were moving quite well even inside the barrier.
Naturally, they were much weaker than usual due to the barrier's effects, but they were still better off than warriors who would be completely neutralized by the Pontiff's barrier.

*Then I...*

While they hold off the Apostles, I need to keep moving forward.
Toward where the Pontiff should be.

Tap, tap, tap.

The sound of footsteps hitting the ice floor echoed underground.
The Pontiff seemed to be deeper than I had expected.

*Pontiff.*

I still have more questions than answers about her.
And the biggest question is...

*What exactly are you trying to do?*

The seal of the Progenitor at the deepest part of this Ice Valley.
What is she trying to do with it?

*I'm curious, but...*

That's not the priority.
If I have a chance to kill her, I should kill her first.
Whatever she's trying to do, it was certain that leaving her alive would lead to this world's destruction.

*So...*

The moment she comes within range of my swordsmanship, I'll cut her down immediately.
That was my resolve.
At least until I reached the deepest part.

*Huh?*

Finally arriving at the deepest part.
As expected, the Pontiff was there.
But right in front of the Pontiff stood someone I hadn't anticipated.

"Freyja?"
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"Freyja?"

The figure was turned away, wearing the white robe that symbolized an Apostle. I couldn't see her face at all, but I recognized her just from her back.

*Why?*

Of course, I had prepared myself. Since she died at the hands of the Pontiff, I knew she might have become an Apostle. But I hadn't expected her to be here.

Or perhaps I hadn't wanted to think about it.
And that was clearly a mistake.

Because of it, I hesitated.
I should have attacked the Pontiff immediately in this street, but Freyja was in the way.
In that moment, the Pontiff turned around to look at me.

I couldn't see her eyes or expression because of the veil she always wore.
Nevertheless, anger surged through me instantly.

"Pontiff!"

I shouted at her.
She responded in her characteristically colorless tone.

"Why are you calling me? Do you have something to say?"

"Yes, I do."

"Then speak."

"Not only did you kill Freyja, but you turned her into a puppet..."

I drew my sword.

"I'll kill you."

Freyja was already dead anyway.
The Freyja standing there was just a puppet.
Even if I had to cut through her to kill the Pontiff, it would be for her own good.

I was about to swing my sword when—

"Well, did I really kill her?"

"What do you mean...?"

At that moment, Freyja suddenly turned around.

"Freyja?"

She looked exactly like the Freyja I knew.
And her expression—she wore that same somewhat sad look.

*Even so...*

I won't be fooled.
This much could easily be imitated.
And yet...

*Why?*

My arm wouldn't move.
For some reason, I was hesitating.

Perhaps I had been waiting.

"Allen."

Waiting for her to speak.

"Freyja?"

It had been so long since I'd heard her voice.
And this time, it felt different.
The last time I heard her voice, I didn't know she was my mother.

But that was all.

"I'm sorry."

Yes, I'd heard her voice, and that was enough.
So this time, I really would...

"Allen, wait a moment."

Damn it.
With that face, saying those words, I couldn't help but stop.

"There's something I must tell you."

Even as she spoke, she was gradually approaching me.
I had no choice but to watch her warily as she came closer and asked:

"What is it?"

"I understand you can't believe that I'm not the Pontiff's puppet. But..."

Tears flowed from her eyes.

"Please. Stop here."

"Stop?"

I had come all this way without rest.
And just before, I had even passed the Ordeal of Will.
Despite that... I couldn't help but falter at the sight of her tears.

"Why?"

"Because she's the only one who can save this world."

"What do you mean...?"

"She plans to summon the Progenitor into her own body again."

Summoning the Progenitor directly into her body?
It sounded plausible, but in reality, it was an insane plan.
Even Luel had mentioned considering it once, saying:

"That's suicide. The divine nature of the Progenitor is absolutely beyond what a single human can handle."

Wait, a single human?
Suddenly something flashed through my mind.

*The reason the Pontiff gathered elite soldiers called Apostles using the warrior system...*

Could it be...

"Is she planning to distribute the burden of divinity using the Apostles?"

Freyja nodded.

This wasn't my area of expertise.
But it seemed entirely possible.
Whether it would succeed was another matter entirely.

I shouted:

"But it will fail anyway!"

That's how it's always been.
Her attempt would fail.

Yet Freyja shook her head.

"No, you said it yourself. We don't know until we try."

"How did you...?"

How did the Pontiff know those words?
Or...

"Freyja? Could you possibly be...?"

No, that's not it.
I wasn't sure.
Unlike Elsie, discerning things through conversation wasn't my strong suit.

*Still...*

There was only one way to find out.

Click.

I raised my sword again and rushed toward her.
My body felt heavy due to the barrier, but it didn't matter.
There was something I needed to confirm.

"Allen?"

Freyja drew her sword in surprise.
She parried my blade.

The sound of steel meeting steel.

As expected of someone who had learned a bit of Libero's swordsmanship.
But knowing Libero's sword techniques wasn't proof that she was alive.

*Not enough yet.*

I withdrew my sword and attacked again.
She blocked it once more.

In truth, I could see many openings in her defense.
But I wasn't aiming for those openings.
After all, I wasn't trying to kill her.

I wanted to know.
Even if it was a futile hope.
If perhaps she was truly alive.

*I've dreamed about it so many times.*

Dreams where she was alive.
Happy dreams where she was alive, laughing and eating meals with me.

*But they were all just dreams in the end.*

When I woke up, a terrible emptiness would follow.
Then came the guilt of not being able to protect her.
Finally, anger toward the Pontiff who killed her.

*But if it wasn't a dream...*

I would be happy.
Surely, I would be happy.

"Allen, let's leave everything to her and go home."

Freyja said with a smile.
Looking at that smile naturally brought back memories of those happy dreams.
But...

"I'm sorry."

They were just dreams.

"Allen?"

I realized it while crossing swords.
The fact that there was no will in her sword at all.
She was indeed dead.

Thud.

My sword pierced through her heart.
It couldn't be helped.
Reality was painfully cold and bitter.

*Damn it.*

Something hot rolled down my cheeks.
It was something I had been holding back since learning she was my mother at the Demon King's Castle.
It seemed to have finally burst out.

*I shouldn't be doing this.*

This was in front of the Pontiff.
I didn't have time to be pathetically crying.
And yet...

"Mother."

I uttered the word that had been lingering in my mouth.
Of course, Freyja, already dead, couldn't hear it.

In the end, I never got to call her mother.

Regret.

That regret washed over me.
But I didn't collapse under it.
Rather, it pushed me forward.

"Pontiff..."

I pulled my sword from Freyja and glared at her.
But she merely muttered in her still colorless tone.

"Hmm, persuasion was impossible after all. Disappointing, but we'll have to move on to the next plan."

Next plan?

She suddenly raised her hand toward the sky.
Light began to gather in her palm.

*Whatever it is, I need to stop it.*

Just as I made that judgment and was about to swing my sword at her—

*Huh?*

Freyja's corpse was disintegrating into particles.
And those particles were flowing into the Pontiff.

*She's started absorbing the Apostles!*

I had to stop her at all costs.

"You bastard...!"

I immediately swung my sword.
But the sword strike I launched from a distance missed.

"Ugh!"

Her power had grown stronger than before.
It was now difficult to even stand properly.
My legs gave out, and I fell to one knee.

*Damn it.*

The only consolation was that since the Pontiff had begun absorbing the Apostles, the Demon Kings would soon arrive here.
However...

*That might be too late.*

I, who was already here, had to somehow stop the Pontiff.
Besides...

*This is just like the future I glimpsed in the Ordeal of Will.*

There, I died after being defeated by the Pontiff.
If things continued like this, I would die at her hands.
So I had no choice but to use a method I didn't want to.

*Seong Yurang.*

I called to him in my mind.
If there was a variable that could change the future, it was only him.
This method was one I didn't want to use, but one I had sensed would be necessary.

*You've been doing well, right?*

I'll trust you.

Inventory.

I took out a flask from it.
Something dark red was swirling inside.

"That's..."

The Pontiff tilted her head.

"Chaos?"

Yes, she recognized it well.
What was contained in this was a small amount of Chaos.
Of course, even a small amount has devastating effects on the human body.

But the Pontiff remained calm.

"Do you really think that will be a threat to me?"

"No, of course not."

Obviously not.
I know that the First Humans have resistance to Chaos.
So this is...

"For me to use."

I opened the flask and drank it.

Seeing this, the Pontiff finally looked flustered.

"What are you doing...!"

"What does it look like? I have no choice if I want to defeat you."

Though I spoke so nonchalantly, I didn't feel that way inside.
I was only a half-blood, not one of the First Humans.
The Chaos was already rapidly transforming my body.

It was painful.
Almost too painful to maintain consciousness.
But I had to keep enduring.

Until I heard the voice.

"I have no choice but to become a Demon King."
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"Demon King?"

The Pontiff showed a momentary disturbance.
But she quickly returned to her usual cold demeanor.

"Regardless of whether it's possible, do you think becoming a Demon King would be enough to defeat me?"

That was something to consider after becoming a Demon King.
For now, just becoming one was the immediate challenge.

*Damn.*

I had expected it would be difficult to endure.
Violet had warned me about it too.
But the pain exceeded all imagination.

Drip.

Something began flowing down my philtrum.
What started as a thin stream of crimson liquid gradually thickened into a river.

"Kuh..."

Something rose up in my throat and spewed out of my mouth.
It was a clot of blood.

Then something warm trickled down my cheeks.
But this time, it wasn't tears.
Blood had started flowing from my eyes as well.

"Urgh...!"

As Chaos destroyed and transformed my body, blood was escaping from every orifice.
My consciousness grew dim, but I gritted my teeth and endured as best I could.
If I lost consciousness now, it would be over.

*Seong Yurang...*

What I needed now was the Will from Earth where Seong Yurang was.
If my theory was correct and the 7 billion people on Earth were Earth's gods, then they would determine my transformation into a Demon King.
So what mattered now was whether Seong Yurang could convince them.

*Has he not finished persuading them yet?*

I had faith in Seong Yurang.
Partly because there was no other option, but also because we had built a strong trust between us.
But at the same time...

*I knew it would be difficult, of course.*

He wouldn't need to convince all 7 billion people.
But even if it was just 10%, that's still 700 million.
Getting that many people to support me was as difficult as my current struggle against Chaos.

*But if it's Seong Yurang...*

At that moment.
The Pontiff lowered her raised hand.
It seemed the absorption was complete.

But she spoke with a tone of disappointment.

"As I thought, those who are already dead have a diminished existence."

She meant the Apostles she had absorbed weren't enough.
In a way, that was the cause of her failure.
She apparently hadn't anticipated that death would weaken their existence.

*She must have failed like this every time.*

I said to her.

"See? I told you it would fail."

But she shook her head.

"No."

She began slowly approaching me.

"If I could absorb you too, it might be different."

"What?"

There was certainly a possibility.
If she absorbed me as well, she might be able to handle the divine power.
Moreover, in the future I had witnessed, she eventually killed me, but if I were to be absorbed without dying, the chances would increase.

"Allen Plake. If you truly wish to prevent the World's Demise, face reality."

Reality.

The reality that perhaps the path I was pursuing wasn't the right one.
I didn't turn away from that reality.

"Yes, I admit your way seems quite possible too. But..."

There was something I needed to ask first.

"Why do you want to become a god?"

I needed to know this much.

But the Pontiff gave no answer.

"As I thought..."

Reality isn't just what's immediately visible.
That's what I learned from the trials of reality.

*I need to consider what's behind it all.*

What would a world with the Pontiff as its god be like?
Why did the heroes before Chaos, including the Sage of Water, have to kill the progenitor?

*Someone like this shouldn't become a god.*

It would be better if Alber became one instead.
He might be somewhat annoying and loud, but...
He's a good person.

"I refuse."

So I refuse.
Rather than entrusting the future to someone like you, I'll follow my own path, uncertain as it may be.
However...

*Seong Yurang, are you still not ready...!*

For some reason, there were no signs of my transformation into a Demon King.
Instead, only the Pontiff approached me.

"Then I have no choice."

The Pontiff's sword pierced my heart.
My body was already marinating in pain, so I didn't particularly feel the additional agony.
But my heartbeat stopped, and my vision began to darken.

"If you resist, I'll have to take it by killing you."

My consciousness was fading into the distance.
Just as I was about to lose consciousness completely.
Suddenly, a message appeared before my eyes.

<Trait [Absolute Obedience] is manifesting.>

It had been a while since I'd seen such a message.
Thanks to it, my consciousness was forcibly awakened.

At the same time, I realized.

*I'm sorry, Seong Yurang.*

I'd made a pathetic showing.
I had advised Wilhelm to shoot his arrow regardless, yet I couldn't do the same myself.

I couldn't rely solely on Seong Yurang.
In the end, I had to show it myself.

"Urrrgh!"

I grabbed the Pontiff's sword and pulled it out of my chest.
I had already lost so much blood that no more seemed to flow.

*I've already transcended the human realm.*

Now it was one of two options.
Become a Chaos Beast or become a Demon King.
Of course, becoming a Chaos Beast would make me powerful, but without reason, I could never defeat her.

So I had to show the people of Earth.
That I could do it.
I had to make them believe, make them want to believe.

Fortunately, it seemed someone had already started cheering me on.

[An unnamed constellation wishes for you to rise again.]

The cheers began to come in.
And they weren't just one.

[An unnamed constellation wishes for you to rise again.]
[An unnamed constellation wishes for you to rise again.]
[An unnamed constellation wishes for you to rise again.]

One by one, the cheers increased.
And accordingly, my body began to feel lighter.

*Did I succeed?*

It wasn't a complete feeling yet.
But I managed to stand up.

*Let's fill in the gaps while facing the Pontiff.*

Then another message appeared.

[An unnamed constellation wishes for you to fight and win.]

Yes, that's exactly what I intend to do.
I raised my sword again.
The Pontiff, sensing my transformation, quickly distanced herself.

"Have you really become a Demon King?"

As she said, I had succeeded in becoming a Demon King.
As if to prove it, the wounds on my body were gradually healing, and horns and wings were growing from my body.

*Now all I need to think about is defeating her.*

From now on, I needed to settle this fight.
Without hesitation, I took out all my remaining awakening pills and put them in my mouth.
I felt my physical abilities rise to their limits, complementing the Demon King's power.

*With this...*

I swung my sword at the Pontiff without hesitation.

Slash.

The sword strike flew through the Pontiff's barrier space, cutting through it.
The space it grazed made a strained sound as it tore.
However, the Pontiff created a transparent screen right in front of her and blocked it.

"Do you think you can defeat me just because you've gained the power of an outer god?"

She was indeed a formidable opponent.
And having absorbed all the Apostles, she had naturally become stronger.
But I still felt I had a chance.

"Well, what if I have more than just an outer god's power?"

I took out the Sword of Roses from my inventory.
Normally, the abilities of the Sword of Roses couldn't be used inside the Pontiff's barrier.
Normally, that is.

Whoosh.

Flames erupted from the Sword of Roses in my hand.
Those fiercely burning flames were beautiful.
It was thanks to my ability as a Demon King that I had gained upon transformation.

The power of wind, Overload, Sublimation.
Even those original abilities I had were now usable as they merged with my Demon King abilities.
But there was also a new ability.

Destiny.

All the people I had met until now.
The power to manifest those connections as strength.

Destiny wasn't a burden to be carried.
Rather, it became my greatest strength.
Without them, I couldn't have come this far.

I swung the Sword of Roses.
Powerful flames engulfed the Pontiff.
But even such intense flames were ultimately blocked by the Pontiff's screen.

*It doesn't matter.*

Right now, it might seem like each of my attacks isn't effective, but...

*When they accumulate, it's different.*

That was how Gwen Ridwald had lived her life.
And...

Martial Arts.

The god of martial arts said.
Martial arts is about making oneself a sword, becoming stronger and harder.
But I expanded that target from myself to others.

*Gwen.*

This is swordsmanship that embodies her.

Flames began to erupt around the Pontiff again.
There was no escape from that massive flower of fire.
But...

It seemed insufficient.

Even within those flames, the Pontiff raised her hand.
Simultaneously, something transparent formed around her.
Being transparent, it wasn't clearly visible, but its shape could be glimpsed from the silhouette flickering in the flames.

*Swords?*

There were dozens of them floating around.

*So she's not just going to take my attacks passively.*

At that moment, the transparent swords she created began flying toward me.
Since they were difficult to see with the naked eye, I had no choice but to use the power of wind to sense and avoid them.

*But...*

The endless stream of swords showed no sign of stopping.

"Urgh...!"

Even though my physical abilities had greatly increased upon becoming a Demon King, there were limits.
I couldn't keep blocking swords forever...

That's when it happened.
A chilling sensation suddenly ran down the back of my neck.

*Huh?*

I looked up.
Of course, nothing was visible above, but I could feel it clearly.
A sword of a completely different scale from those I had been deflecting or avoiding was now above my head.

*Damn.*

It was too late to dodge.
Could I block it then?

*There's no way that's possible...*

No, it is possible.
I put the Sword of Roses back in my inventory and took out another sword.
A massive sword with elaborate decorations—the Sword of the Royal Family.

*Elsie.*

She had given me this sword just before I entered the barrier.
Her reasoning was that if I couldn't save this world, there would be no Reim Kingdom anyway.

At that point, I hadn't just received the sword.
I had also inherited her will.
The will of someone who had risked her life to protect the Reim Kingdom.

Flash.

Light surged from the Sword of the Royal Family.
Of course, even with this light, I couldn't create a solid barrier like Elsie could.
But...

Elsie.

This technique is named Elsie.
After all, it contains her will.

A thunderous sound reverberated.

I somehow managed to deflect the massive transparent sword.

*Power of wind.*

Then I drew Alber Linea.
The Pontiff had expended much energy on that last attack.
This was my only chance.

As I looked toward where I had trapped the Pontiff in flames...

*Huh?*

The Pontiff was no longer there.
Instead...

"I have no choice."

She had her hand on the progenitor's seal.

"I'll absorb you after I become a god."
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"I'll absorb you after I become a god."

I had to stop that at all costs.
With that judgment, I swung my sword.
But it was already too late.

A whirlwind began to rage around him.
My sword strike was pushed back by that tempest.
And I too was thrown back by the gale.

"Ugh...!"

Meanwhile, the Pontiff was being enveloped by light flowing from the divine power.

"Yes, with this..."

The Pontiff's voice was filled with anticipation.
But her voice soon turned into screams.

"AAAAARGH!"

Her body began to collapse, unable to handle the divine power.

*That's what I expected.*

Unless she had absorbed me alive as well, it was still too much for her.
However, this wasn't a good situation for me either.

*At this rate, the world will be destroyed.*

Because she forcibly broke the seal while inheriting the divine power.

*Damn it.*

With this, the world's destruction would begin earlier than predicted.

*Alber.*

Alber still wasn't responding.
That meant the divine power wasn't sufficient yet.

*What should I do?*

How could I stop the destruction?
I was racking my brain when it happened.

"Allen Plake! Become one with me even now! Didn't you say you wanted to prevent the World's Demise?!"

The Pontiff shouted.
Certainly, that was an option.

*But...*

I still felt reluctant.

"Then tell me. What's your reason for wanting to become a god?"

"To prevent the World's Demise..."

"That's a lie."

I didn't need to test her with my sword to know.
It was a lie.
And I had no time to listen to more of her falsehoods.

"I can't entrust this world to you after all."

At that moment, the Pontiff's attitude changed instantly.

"Can you take responsibility for that decision? Can you shoulder the World's Demise?!"

The World's Demise.

To be honest, it's heavy.
Heavier than the heaviest thing known, Gravitus.
But...

*It's not heavier than the weight of Destiny.*

They believed in me.
They lent me their Will.
So I can't betray those bonds.

"I'll shoulder it."

Because there's no one else here who can.
No, even though they're not here, everyone has lent me their Will.
And that's because...

"I'm a warrior."

Warrior Rank 101.
73rd Demon King.
Such titles or numbers don't matter.

I am a warrior.

"How arrogant!!!"

The Pontiff revealed her fury.
Her body was no longer human in form.
Instead, it was continuously swelling, transforming into a grotesque shape.

"In that case, I'll forcibly absorb you!"

She summoned transparent swords in the air once again.

Click.

I drew the Sword of Roses again.

Gwen.

Flaming sword strikes were drawn simultaneously from all directions.
They sliced through the swords as if melting them.

"Absorb me if you can."

The surviving swords flew toward me.
Even with a Demon King's body, it was difficult to use such a technique consecutively.
I spread the wings I had gained when becoming a Demon King.

*Wind authority.*

And I flew into the air.
The swords chased after me, but I just had to cut down each one that came close.

"Ugh, AAAAARGH...!"

Meanwhile, the Pontiff's body continued to grow.

*How far will the divine power rampage?*

If left unchecked, it might blow away the Ice Valley.
No, not just the Ice Valley, but perhaps this entire world.

*I have to stop this here.*

I had to kill her.
With that judgment, I turned toward her.

Click.

I switched from the Sword of Roses to the Sword of the Royal Family and held it out in front.

Elsie.

With that ultimate defensive technique, I deflected all the swords flying at me.
As I approached the Pontiff...

"AAAAAAHHH!"

Suddenly, the Pontiff let out a roar.
No, that wasn't the Pontiff's voice.

*This is...*

The transparent swords that had been following me scattered and disappeared.
Which meant...

*No way...!*

As if answering my suspicion, the mouth of what was no longer human in form opened.

-It's been a while since I've been outside.

The owner of the voice was clear.

"Progenitor?"

-Progenitor? Who's that?

I realized my mistake.
"Progenitor" was a name given by the Sage of Water after his death, so he wouldn't recognize it.
Whether he understood or not didn't matter.

What I needed to do was clear.

*I have to kill him.*

If what Luel said was true, the Progenitor is no different from the Pontiff.
Or rather, he's an even clearer evil than the Pontiff.
And as if to prove that, he said:

-What is this peaceful world? It would be better to create a new one.

His gaze, which had been looking around, settled on me.

-Before that... to fill this inadequate vessel, I'll definitely need that one.

In that moment, a chilling sensation ran down my spine.

*Wind authority.*

I quickly soared upward.
Something rapidly passed through where I had been.

"Ugh!"

It was a tentacle.
Tentacles emerging from the Pontiff's body, which had now lost all semblance of form.
More and more of them began sprouting from him.

*This is insane.*

Tentacles that instantly filled the space.
I drew the Sword of Roses again to face them.

Gwen.

Once more, flaming sword strikes were drawn in all directions, burning the tentacles.
But many tentacles still remained.

Elsie.

Because they moved at such an incredible speed, unlike the Pontiff's swords, I couldn't evade them.
So I held the Sword of the Royal Family and began defending against them.

"Ugh...!"

Tentacles stabbing from all directions.
I was swinging my sword almost mindlessly to counter them, but I eventually started allowing attacks through.

Swish.

At first, it was just a few grazes.
But with the increasing number of tentacles, I eventually allowed a critical hit.

Thunk.

A tentacle pierced my thigh.
Taking advantage of my fixed movement, other tentacles aimed for vital points.

"ARGH!"

Even while screaming in pain, I didn't let go of my sword.
With a Demon King's vitality, this level of injury wouldn't kill me.

*But this won't do.*

At this rate, I'll just die.
It seemed I needed to play my trump card.

*Overload.*

I overloaded the Sword of Roses.
I had wanted to return it to Gwen, but I had no choice.
My usual strength wasn't enough to burn all the surrounding tentacles.

Moreover, it was difficult to swing the sword in this situation.
I couldn't use the sword technique "Gwen."
So...

Whoosh!

I caused an explosion by detonating the overloaded sword, creating flames.
A massive explosion occurred around me.
Naturally, it was an explosion of a scale that wouldn't leave me unscathed either.

*Not enough to kill me instantly, though.*

I was still barely hanging on.
I took out a potion from my inventory and held it above my head.
Then I crushed it with my grip.

Splash.

The potion flowed down over my head, soaking my body.
Thanks to that, I managed to keep my life from slipping away.
With this, I could fight to some extent.

There was no time to hesitate.

*Blood Magic.*

I used Blood Magic to strengthen my legs and wings.
Though I wasn't familiar with using Blood Magic on parts other than my arms, with a Demon King's regenerative ability, I wasn't afraid of the backlash.

*I'm betting everything on this attack.*

Crack!

The ground beneath my feet crumbled too easily.
I kicked off from that crumbling ground.
Simultaneously, I flapped my wings hard.

At that moment, a thunderous sound echoed.

A speed I had never experienced before.
I began approaching the Progenitor with a tearing sonic boom.

-Hmm?

At a speed that even the tentacles couldn't keep up with, the Progenitor used all nearby tentacles to block my path.
I raised the Sword of the Royal Family toward that wall of tentacles.

Flash!

A massive curtain of light appeared before me.
It protected me from the tentacles blocking my way.

Crack, crunch!

Tentacles tearing as they hit the light curtain.
But the impact was gradually reducing my speed.

*I can't slow down.*

If my speed decreased here, the last chance I had created by consuming the Sword of Roses would be lost.

"URGH!"

So I flapped my Blood Magic-enhanced wings several more times.
Additionally, I kicked the air with my feet wrapped in Wind authority to maximize my speed.

The surrounding air exploded with a thunderous sound.
Amidst that, an ominous sound began to be heard.

Crack.

As if the Sword of the Royal Family had finally reached its limit, cracks began to form.
But there was still a considerable distance to the Pontiff's body.
What I needed to do was clear.

*Overload.*

I had wanted to return the Sword of the Royal Family to Elsie too, but I had no choice.
I had to bet everything on this attack.

Flash!

The Sword of the Royal Family, at the end of its life, shone brightly.
It was as bright as the sun.
Holding it, I was momentarily blinded, but with a Demon King's regenerative ability, I could regenerate my eyesight.

Now I relied on information from Wind authority instead of sight.
Without stopping, I charged forward and swung the Sword of the Royal Family.

I felt the space in front of me split as I swung the sword.
At the same time, the Sword of the Royal Family reached its durability limit and vanished.

*Next...*

I drew Alber.
There wasn't much distance left to the Pontiff's body.

*Alber, are you okay?*

There was no answer.
He must still be conserving divine power as much as possible.
But I could sense a slight affirmative intention.

*Understood.*

Having confirmed his response, I gripped the sword tightly.
I wasn't planning to use his divine power.
However...

*Overload.*

It was necessary for a decisive strike.
Besides, I had a way to revive the sword once.

After overloading the sword, I concentrated all my nerves and waited for the right moment.
I needed to land a blow before he could close the gap, and when I was as close as possible.

*Not yet.*

I needed to get closer.
I increased my speed and approached further.

*Just a little more...!*

A distance where I could deliver a decisive blow.
Yes, right now.

*Now!*

I raised my sword while maintaining my flying speed.
The speed was already sufficient.

Time domain.

The tentacles that had been flying to block me suddenly stopped.
I adjusted my posture in mid-air using my wings and raised my sword.

Yoo Seora.
No, that name is better after all.
Honestly, it's embarrassing, but I've become accustomed to that name.

"Sky Slash!"

I swung my sword with a shout.

Crack!

In an instant, Alber's distinctive aurora-like sword mark cut across the Progenitor's core.
It succeeded in bisecting the Pontiff's body.

Then, tremendous energy began to pour out from that body.

*Damn it.*

Flying toward the Pontiff's body after swinging my sword, I was thrown back by that energy.

It's hot.
I wrapped my body with my wings to protect myself from that energy, but the wings melted instantly.
Just as the energy was about to melt my body too, I felt a great impact as I collided with the ground.

"URGH!"

Pain like my brain was being shaken.
Through that pain, I somehow managed to open my eyes.
With my gradually recovering vision, I could see the scene before me.

The energy that had erupted suddenly contracted again.
It shrank to the size of a small dot, and then finally disappeared.

The Progenitor's divine power had completely vanished.

"..."

The underground chamber was finally quiet.
All I could hear was my own labored breathing.

*Is it over?*

...No, it's not over.
I still needed to prevent the destruction.
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I must stop the world's destruction.

*First, I should resurrect Alber.*

My bones felt crushed and my muscles like pulp. Even with a Demon King's vitality, I was barely clinging to life. Still, I somehow managed to move my arm and pull a scabbard from my inventory.

Reincarnationer.

It was a Relic that slowly restored a sword's durability and could regenerate a completely broken sword once. Originally, Seora obtained it during her Ordeal, but since she could only use it to regenerate a broken sword once, I kept it.

I inserted what remained of Alber—just the handle and part of the blade—into the scabbard. Light burst forth, and gradually the weight began to return.

*Alber.*

There was no response. That could only mean one thing.

*Still not enough divinity?*

That must be it.

"Ha."

A bitter laugh escaped me. Extreme pain shot through me with each rise of my chest, but I couldn't hold it back.

"Haha..."

I had failed. Somehow I'd managed to defeat the enemy, but... in the end, I couldn't save the world.

"..."

Perhaps it truly was arrogance, just as the Pontiff had said. And perhaps...

It was my selfish decision.

*Yes, it was my selfish choice.*

My decision not to offer myself to the Pontiff was selfish. So...

*Everything is my responsibility.*

This world will soon be destroyed. And probably Earth too.

The responsibility for all this catastrophe ultimately lies with me. So curse me. Just like in the future I glimpsed through the Ordeal.

If that gives you even a little comfort.

*Damn it.*

I clenched my fist and struck the ground.

Bang.

That's when it happened.

*What's this?*

A message had appeared without my noticing.

<Having reached 9000 accumulated SP, you will inherit the fifth Stigma.>

9000 accumulated SP. That was an absurd number that even exceptional warriors couldn't achieve. But now, as Allen Plake, I had reached that threshold.

Of course, it meant nothing now.

*Come to think of it...*

The fifth Stigma would certainly be that one.

The snowflake pattern.

And the skill inherited through it was...

*Of all things, this one?*

It didn't really matter. Whatever skill I inherited couldn't reverse the current situation. Still, I decided to accept it.

*Let me inherit the Snowflake Vision.*

I had SP to spare anyway. So I inherited the Snowflake Vision and began crawling toward the Pontiff's corpse.

*Freyja.*

Since she had absorbed Freyja, if I could touch her corpse, I should be able to activate the Snowflake Vision.

Before the world ends, I want to see her face one last time. Hear her voice. Even if I can't feel her warmth, at least that much...

*That would be enough...*

I'm cold. So cold and sleepy. My body seemed to be reaching its limit.

*Just a little, just a little more...*

I could almost reach it. But...

My vision darkened.

"Allen!"

"Allen!"

"Open your eyes!"

Suddenly I heard voices.

Elsie, Seora, Luel, Weiss. They had come looking for me. But... I had let them down.

*I...*

Just then, something hot fell onto my cheek.

*This is...*

It was tears. Thanks to them, I opened my eyes.

"Allen!"

I saw Elsie's face, completely covered in tears. In the distance, all my other companions were crying too.

"Why..."

I was about to joke about why they were acting like they were at a funeral, but I stopped myself. This wasn't the time for jokes. I needed to apologize.

"I'm sorry."

"Allen? Why are you apologizing?"

"Because I couldn't stop the destruction."

But Elsie shook her head.

"No. Just looking at your condition, I can tell you did your best. So..."

"No, there was another way to prevent the destruction. But I... I selfishly rejected that method. It's my fault."

"Allen? What do you mean..."

I explained everything to them. The process that led the world to the brink of destruction. And the selfish decision I had made.

"So Elsie, everything is my—"

That's when it happened. Elsie suddenly buried her face in my chest and began sobbing bitterly.

"I'm sorry, I'm so sorry..."

"Elsie?"

I was bewildered. In a situation where she should be blaming me, she was apologizing instead.

"For making you make such difficult decisions alone. For making you bear all that weight by yourself..."

No. This was the path I chose.

"Elsie..."

But then someone's hand rested on my shoulder. It was Luel.

"That's enough."

"What do you mean?"

"You don't need to bear this alone. It wasn't your selfish decision."

Seora, standing nearby, nodded in agreement. Weiss also nodded with a warm smile.

"No, there's no need to—"

"No, we'll all bear it together. Gwen and Lucy will bear it too."

"You all..."

They were sincere. They truly wanted to share the responsibility for the world's destruction with me. Even though...

*Why...*

It was hard to understand. But tears began streaming down my face. The warmth of Elsie's face against my chest melted my hardened heart.

Thanks to them, I sobbed. So hard I could barely breathe. I wailed as tears flowed.

Because I was that happy. Happy that the path I had walked wasn't alone. That I had companions who would stay with me until the end.

That's when it happened.

"Allen Plake."

A voice came from nearby. It was the Pontiff's voice.

*She's still alive.*

What had been annihilated was only the Progenitor's divinity. The Pontiff herself was apparently still breathing.

"Everyone, wait a moment."

I stopped my companions who were about to rush at the Pontiff, and asked:

"Why are you calling me?"

"Because calling is all I can do now."

Her condition didn't seem very good.

I somehow managed to stand up. Luel tried to stop me, but I had something I wanted to confirm. So I approached the Pontiff.

She asked me:

"What happened with the destruction?"

"There's no way to stop it. It will probably end in destruction."

"I see..."

The Pontiff didn't seem particularly concerned about the destruction.

I asked her:

"Why?"

"Hmm?"

"Doesn't it bother you that this world will be destroyed?"

"Destruction is just destruction. It has no meaning."

"Then why did you want to become a god?"

The Pontiff smiled. It was a smile of regret.

"I wanted to become a god."

"But why did you want to become—"

"That's all there is to it."

"You just... wanted to become a god?"

"Yes."

I couldn't understand.

"You killed so many people just because you wanted to become a god? Without any meaning?"

"Just because... Well. What's certain is that I too wanted to find that meaning."

"Meaning?"

"Yes, meaning. Because meaning doesn't exist in this world."

"What are you—"

"This world was created by a being called god. Everything just moves according to causality. What meaning could such a world have?"

Now I was beginning to understand. Her way of thinking. Why she was so calm now.

"Nothing in this world has meaning. Not life, not death. That's why I tried to become the only being with meaning."

"And that being with meaning is a god?"

"Yes, the Progenitor who created everything in this world. I thought if I became that, I could have meaning. But..."

She spoke with bitterness.

"The moment I briefly held divinity, I realized. Indeed, nothing has meaning. Things exist simply because they exist. Even gods are no exception."

After saying this, she suddenly began to laugh. It was a laugh filled with madness.

"Yes, there is one thing I haven't tried yet."

"Haven't tried?"

"Destruction. Perhaps in annihilation, the opposite of existence, there might be meaning."

She's insane. Completely insane. I thought that perhaps even if she had become a god, the outcome would have been the same.

*So either way, it would have ended in destruction.*

But...

"I can't forgive you."

"What are you saying now—ARGH!"

I thrust Alber into her.

"First, this is revenge for all those you've killed."

I twisted the sword in that position.

"And this... is punishment for insulting the path we've walked."

There's no way the path we've walked had no meaning. Even if we failed to prevent the destruction, that can't be the same as simply accepting destruction.

"Yes, all humans live according to causality. If born, they will eventually face death."

But...

"I cannot accept the dismissal of will."

The Pontiff shouted at me:

"Will is also ultimately causality! Think about it. Surely that will too was influenced by something!"

Perhaps this was similar to the debate about whether the chicken or the egg came first. But what I wanted wasn't such a debate. Because both the chicken and the egg were precious in the end.

"Don't dismiss will. Even if everything is made up of causal relationships, will itself shines beautifully."

Will.

Libero said it was where the pinnacle of swordsmanship resided. And it was what led me here.

"I wanted to prevent the world's destruction."

That was my will. Even if the result was failure, I cannot forgive trampling on that will.

"Even if I failed to prove it, the attempt to prove it is important."

If I had given up earlier...
No one would be by my side now.
I would probably be facing destruction alone and desolate.

But now I am happy.

"I don't know about you, but my life had meaning."

"Ah..."

A sigh escaped the Pontiff's lips.

"Aah..."

I noticed her veil becoming wet. She seemed to have realized something.

"What have I been fighting for all this time..."

With those words, she breathed her last. She had finally reached the end of her life. In the end, I couldn't know what she had realized.

However...
Voices from Earth, connected through my becoming the Demon King, began to be heard.

[An unnamed constellation comforts you.]

[An unnamed constellation encourages you.]

Until just now, most of the voices had been resentful. But for some reason, they had changed to warm voices. And...

[A constellation acknowledges your journey.]

Seong Yurang.
He had done his important mission well in this operation.
So it wasn't just me who deserved acknowledgment.

*I'll acknowledge your journey too.*

The moment I acknowledged Seong Yurang.

-Allen.

I heard Alber's voice.

"Alber?"

Looking in the direction of the voice, I saw Alber lying on the ground. And brilliant light was flowing from the Reincarnationer scabbard he was in.

*Light?*

-We succeeded!

There was only one thing that could mean.

*Can we stop the destruction?*

I ran to Alber and pulled him from the scabbard. What emerged was a sword radiating prismatic light.

"Alber, what do I do now?"

-It's simple! All you need is your will!

"Will?"

-Yes, with that will to prevent destruction, please raise me up.

That wasn't difficult. So without hesitation, I raised Alber.

In that moment, a thrill ran through me. The light bursting from Alber rose to the sky and began coloring everything.

*This is...*

Somehow, through the shimmering aurora, I could see the outside world.

The dense Chaos that had been approaching was being pushed back by Alber's light.

The boy and the sculptor grandmother in the plains of the Reim Kingdom.

The young men who started new lives under Libero in the Sak underground.

And even Gwen, Lucy, and the Innkeeper at the small inn in Basil.

At this moment, I...

*I have proven it.*

I completed the proof.
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The moment I finished the proof, a voice suddenly rang out.

"Congratulations on passing the Ordeal."

Come to think of it, I had forgotten about it. The first Ordeal, and also the final one. The Ordeal of the Chain God.

*I passed it.*

The purpose of the Ordeal was to become a warrior. It seems I had completely fulfilled that by preventing the world's demise.

"Yes, you did wonderfully well. I'd like to give you a reward for that. Could I see you for a moment?"

A reward. I suppose it made sense that there would be a reward for completing an Ordeal.

*Alright.*

After saying that, I closed my eyes once and opened them again to find myself in a familiar place.

*This is...*

It was the great tree where I always met with the gods. However, the scenery was somehow different from usual.

*The state of the great tree...?*

The tree was still massive, but its appearance had become semi-transparent. And beneath the tree, someone was standing.

"The God of Chains."

The hooded figure turned toward me.

"It's good to see you, Allen Plake. Is this the first time we're meeting at eye level?"

I nodded.

"You always stayed up above and never came down."

"Well, I needed to hide my identity to some extent."

"Identity?"

Come to think of it, I was curious about what his true identity was.

Just then, he removed his hood.

"Well, I suppose it's fine to reveal it to you now."

The face beneath the hood was... almost identical to mine. However, his expression showed almost no emotion.

*As I thought...*

I had briefly confirmed it before when I caught a glimpse of him, but now it was certain. This being's concept had been heavily influenced by me.

"You are..."

A god heavily influenced by me. A god who could manage dimensions and world lines. A god who stood above all other gods.

Based on all the evidence, there was only one possibility for his identity.

"Are you the God of Causality?"

He nodded.

"Yes. God of Time, God of Dimensions, God of Proof. I have many names, but the one that ultimately captures my essence would be that one."

Finally, I learned his true name.

"God of Causality..."

It made sense that he would be related to me. After all, my journey so far had been, in a way, a series of proofs.

Creating results with myself as the cause. No action could have been more helpful to his divine nature than that.

At this point, I had a thought.

"We must look quite alike."

It wouldn't just be our appearances that were similar. Probably our personalities and ways of thinking too...

But he denied it.

"No, we are different."

"What do you mean?"

"Perhaps we were somewhat similar at the beginning. But now, we are clearly not alike."

He was drawing a definite line between us.

"No matter how vast my concept might be, I am merely a god who governs the concept of causality. In the end, there are things you have that I don't."

"Things I have that you don't?"

"For example, things like destiny."

At that moment, a figure—no, a god—flashed through my mind.

"Come to think of it, what about the God of Destiny..."

What had happened to him? I remembered how the divine power spread when I lifted Alber up high. But I didn't know how exactly he had prevented the world's demise, or what had happened to him afterward.

"He replaced the Progenitor and became the god of this world."

"He became the god of this world? Was that possible?"

"It's impossible for ordinary gods like me and the others. But it was possible for him. He had the qualities for it."

"Qualities?"

"His concept was very vast to begin with. Destiny... is a concept that cannot be explained by simple causality. It's a very powerful concept, similar to mine yet different. And at the same time..."

He told me the decisive reason why Alber could become the god of this world.

"He is a new divine being that emerged from among humans, not a fragment of the Progenitor like me. That's why he could survive even if the Progenitor's divinity disappeared."

Hearing that, I remembered something.

*Indeed, when Wilhelm shot those thorns...*

The thorns containing the Demon King's power, which rendered most divine powers useless, had been slowed by Alber's barrier. I could have noticed Alber's special nature even then.

*But still...*

Something in his words bothered me.

"Does that mean... all the other gods will disappear except for him?"

"That's right. We were merely fragments of the Progenitor to begin with. Now that the divine power has completely vanished, we can no longer exist."

"I see..."

Suddenly, I thought of all the other gods I had met. I felt somewhat sad.

"Then this is the last time I'll see you too."

I hadn't noticed earlier, but the God of Causality was gradually becoming fainter. He must be slowly disappearing even now.

"Yes, I will probably vanish soon. So I want to give you your reward before it's too late."

The reward. Right, there was that.

"What kind of reward is it?"

The great tree had already become as faint as it could be, and he had come down from it. It didn't seem like the reward would fall from the tree again.

"Tell me any wish. If it's something I can grant with my remaining divine power, I will."

A wish. That was more generous than I expected. And the wish that immediately came to mind was just one thing.

"Then extend Gwen's lifespan."

She seemed satisfied with her situation, but I didn't think so. She had probably just resigned herself to it, but deep down, she must still be wishing for a normal life.

"I'm sorry, but that's not possible."

"What?"

I was wondering if the divine power of the so-called God of Causality was this limited.

"That will resolve itself naturally anyway."

"What do you mean..."

"The rose mark she bears is also a remnant of divinity. It will naturally disappear as the gods vanish."

That was fortunate. But something still bothered me.

"If the byproducts of divinity disappear as the gods vanish... what will happen to the foreign gods?"

"I'm not sure about that. It will depend on what policies the new God of Destiny establishes."

"I see... then what about Earth?"

"The connection to Earth was entirely my responsibility, so it will be severed. Of course, this too might vary depending on what the God of Destiny decides to do afterward."

So most things depended on Alber.

"I understand."

"Let's get back to your wish then. We don't have much time left."

A wish...

The next wish that came to mind was this.

"Can you bring back the dead?"

"That's impossible."

Unlike before, this was a clear denial.

"Were you thinking of reviving your mother?"

"Well, if it were possible, I would have wanted to revive everyone who died because of the Pontiff... but it seems that's not possible."

If that was impossible, what should I wish for? As I started to ponder, the God of Causality said:

"There are many wishes you could make. You could ask for ultimate power, or immense wealth."

The God of Causality who could make these things possible seemed impressive. But that was all. None of these were things I needed.

What I desperately wanted now was to save Freyja, but if that was impossible...

"Would it be possible to have a brief conversation with Freyja?"

The God of Causality was silent for a moment. Then he answered:

"It might be possible. If we use your snow flower imagery too."

"Snow flower imagery?"

Perhaps it was fortunate that the snow flower imagery had been inherited from the fifth mark, the snow flower mark.

"Alright. How do we do it?"

"Just a moment..."

The God of Causality suddenly raised his head and looked up at the great tree. Near the branches of the tree, faint particles of light were floating around.

"There it is."

He raised his hand and pulled one of the particles toward him. The particle gently landed on his hand.

"This is..."

"Now, activate your snow flower imagery on this."

"Understood."

I nodded and activated the snow flower imagery toward the particle.

Gulp.

I swallowed hard. And at the same time...

"Freyja?"

Her form began to take shape. Soon, even her voice could be heard.

("Allen.")

"Freyja!"

I waved my arms to embrace her, but my body just passed through her form. She looked at me with pity and said:

("I'm sorry. I'm already dead.")

I knew that much. But still...

"Freyja, I'm sorry."

I wanted to apologize to her.

("What are you sorry for? You did more than enough. You defeated the Pontiff and prevented the world's demise.")

Of course that was true.

"But in the end, I couldn't call you mother."

Her eyes widened at that. But soon she smiled warmly and said:

("Then call me that now.")

"Yes, of course."

Yes, the reason I had called her like this was for this moment. Wiping away the tears that had started flowing again, I called out to her.

"Mother."

I was sorry I couldn't call her this while she was alive. But as if forgiving me, she placed her hand on my head and said:

("Yes, if this has eased your regret even a little... I'm satisfied with that.")

"Mother?"

("I was already happy the moment I died for you.")

Ah.

*I see.*

Even in death, she was worried about me. That was enough happiness for her.

"Yes, don't worry."

My tears stopped. For her sake too, I needed to live happily from now on.

("Good, that's what I like to see.")

It was then that her form began to fade. It seemed our final meeting was coming to an end.

"Goodbye then, Mother."

("Live happily, Allen.")

With that, her form completely disappeared. It was a brief meeting, but it was enough.

"Thank you for granting my wish."

"No need for thanks. It's just a proper reward for passing the Ordeal."

The God of Causality, who said this, had also become very faint.

"Well then... live well in the new world led by the God of Destiny."

"You've worked hard too, God of Causality."

At that moment, the space of the great tree began to collapse. It was the moment the era of gods was coming to an end.

*Well then...*

Once I got out of here, I knew where I needed to go.

***

The sound of birds chirping. There was no longer a sunset barrier there. But instead, a real sunset was occurring.

A village on the outskirts of Basil. The smell of this place evoked nostalgia no matter how many times I breathed it in. Though I might get used to it from now on.

Creeeeak

The old door groaned as it opened. It seemed I would need to replace this door first. As I opened the door and entered the inn...

"Allen?"

"You're back."

Gwen and Lucy were waiting. Soon, the Innkeeper also came running from inside.

"Allen!"

Gwen ran to me and hugged me tightly. I hugged her back just as firmly.

Then I smiled and said:

"I'm home."

It had been a long journey. There were many difficult and painful moments. But...

It was a journey that was enjoyable in its own way.
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*Rustle.*

"Mmm..."

My eyes suddenly opened.
On the dark ceiling, I could see elaborate paintings.
This was the royal palace of the Reim Kingdom.

The king's bedroom, to be exact.

*And yet...*

The person who should have been lying beside me was gone.

*Elsie?*

When I touched the spot where she had been lying, it was still warm.
She must have left not too long ago.

*Where did she go?*

I got up from the bed and put on my clothes.
Then I walked to the balcony with its drawn curtains.

A soft light was filtering through the curtains.
When I pulled them back, the bluish light of dawn poured in.

*The sun hasn't risen yet, I suppose.*

I walked out onto the balcony.
From there, I could see the dawn-lit Reim Kingdom at a glance.
The walls that had collapsed during the siege had only had their debris cleared away and hadn't been rebuilt yet, but it was still quite a spectacle.

Looking at the collapsed walls brought back vivid memories of that day.

*Yes, all those things happened.*

We had fought a great battle to defeat the coup forces who had borrowed power from the late-stage Demon Kings.
After sending Elsie into the royal castle first, we launched a frontal assault in cooperation with the Black Knights and the Knights of the Enemy.
The image of Elsie holding the Sword of the Royal Family in the basement of the White Tower was still strongly imprinted in my memory.

*That was truly remarkable.*

I had never seen such determination before.
It might have been because I witnessed that determination that I was able to win the final battle against the Pontiff.

And as a result of that fierce battle.
Libero's will was fulfilled, and the Nameless Day, which had been the only day when the sun set in the Reim Kingdom, disappeared.
At least until I prevented the world's demise.

*A Reim Kingdom where the sun sets every day...*

As I prevented the destruction, the gods disappeared, and the day and night of the Reim Kingdom returned to normal.
Now the sun rises in the morning and sets at night in the Reim Kingdom.
Though this fact was perhaps natural, it sometimes felt strange.

*Still...*

The quiet dawn view of the Reim Kingdom was beautiful.
If I hadn't prevented its destruction, I wouldn't have been able to see this sight.
I'm glad.

*Well then, let's go find Elsie.*

Where could she have gone so early in the morning?
Thinking about places she might have gone, I left the king's bedroom.

Not long after, I encountered a knight from the Enemy's Order who was patrolling the palace.
Since the Royal Knights, who had been the main culprits of the coup, had not yet been reinstated, the Enemy's Order was performing their duties instead.

"Did you have a peaceful night, Your Grace?"

Your Grace.
That was the title I had received after formally marrying Elsie.
Though it didn't mean much to me.

"Yes, good morning."

I smiled and greeted the knight.
Then I asked:

"Have you seen Elsie by any chance?"

"Ah, if you mean Her Majesty..."

He hesitated for a moment, then pointed in one direction and said:

"She should be at the Tomb of Returning Light."

"Tomb of Returning Light?"

"Yes, it's where those who died during the siege are laid to rest."

So there was such a place.
Well, it was right to give such honors to those who had sacrificed their lives for the country.

*So she's there?*

I wanted to visit the place myself.
After asking him for directions to the tomb, I immediately set off.

***

*So this is the Tomb of Returning Light.*

The tomb was located near the collapsed wall.
When I had looked from the balcony, it had been hidden by the inner wall in front, but seeing it directly, it was quite large.
That probably meant there had been many casualties.

Feeling solemn, I walked into the tomb.
For some reason, the tomb felt colder than outside.
Perhaps the tombstones had cooled down during the night.

But in front of each tombstone, there was a flower placed.
Following these flowers lined up in a row...
I finally found Elsie.

*Elsie.*

She was kneeling in front of a tombstone located in the corner of the tomb.
I approached her carefully so as not to disturb her.
And then...

"You'll catch a cold."

I draped my coat over her, as she was wearing only thin clothes.

"Allen?"

She looked up at me with surprise.
Her lips had turned pale in the cold weather.
Considering she must have placed flowers on each tombstone, she had probably been here for quite a while.

"Thank you."

She expressed her gratitude while wrapping my coat tightly around herself.
Then she stood up, holding a basket with flowers.

"This was the last one. Let's go back."

"Wait, Elsie."

I stopped her and asked:

"Whose grave is this?"

The tombstone in the corner where Elsie had been sitting.
It looked quite different from the other tombstones.

First of all, the tombstone was larger.
Of course, judging by the seven flowers placed in front of it, I could guess the reason.

*Are seven people buried together here?*

However, I couldn't know the details.
Not until Elsie answered.

"Betty, William, Mary, Charles, Linda, Kevin, Ersiara."

"What is..."

"They're the children who were in the basement of the White Tower. Since they didn't have names, I gave them names myself."

"In the basement of the White Tower?"

"Didn't you see them when you came down? The children locked in cages."

Of course I had seen them.
But I hadn't thought they were children.
They didn't look much different from Chaos Beasts on the outside.

"These children are the shame of my ancestors. Their sins."

She began to explain the details.

The royal bloodline wasn't pure, so if even a little outside blood mixed in, a child with black hair would be born.
And to hide such illegitimate children, they were handed over to the White Knights as test subjects, and the White Knights conducted biological experiments on them.

It was shocking.
I knew that the White Knights had been conducting biological experiments, but I didn't know the truth about the test subjects.

"Perhaps... someone might say that the coup carried out by the Royal Knights was justified."

But I couldn't agree with that statement.

"No, that wasn't right."

They brought in Demon Kings in the process, and ruled the kingdom's citizens with coercion, surveillance, and force.
And in the end, the kingdom was almost destroyed by the Demon Kings.

"If you say so, then I'm relieved."

But her expression looked dark as she said this.

"Elsie?"

"I am of the bloodline of ancestors who committed such acts. Don't I... seem a bit horrible to you?"

Of course not.

"That was just the fault of your ancestors. It has nothing to do with you."

Of course, that logic didn't apply to everyone.
After revealing her ancestors' sins, she had to dedicate several years to the kingdom to atone for them.
And only after that period of dedication ended could she become relatively free.

"So don't worry about it. To me, you're just Elsie."

"Thank you."

I could see her eyes turning red.
I reached out and hugged her.
And while stroking her back, I asked:

"Then may I also pay my respects to these children for a moment?"

"Yes, of course."

I let go of her and sat in front of the tombstone.
Now that I looked closely, there were indeed seven names written on the tombstone.
But among those names, there was one that particularly caught my attention.

"Ersiara?"

The last name written on the tombstone.
This was definitely strange.

"Elsie, why is your name..."

"That's not my name anymore, is it?"

"What do you mean..."

"Elsie is enough for me."

She was sincere when she said that.

"Then who is this Ersiara?"

"The 72nd Demon King."

"What?"

"She too... was ultimately a victim in a way."

A victim.
When connected to the story I had heard earlier, it made sense.

"Of course, I'm not forgiving the evil deeds she committed or tried to commit. I'm just paying my respects to her as a victim."

"But is it really okay to give her your name?"

Elsie nodded.

"Yes, although I don't think she would be satisfied with that, but as I just said, Elsie is enough for me."

If she was okay with it.
I could understand.

"Then..."

I closed my eyes.
And paid silent respects to the children who died without names.

***

"Ah, really. This is quite annoying."

Later that afternoon.
That was what Elsie said with irritation, wearing an elaborate dress symbolizing her status as the queen of the Reim Kingdom.

"Your Majesty. You should use more refined language."

"But Allen, this is honestly too uncomfortable."

That was true.
That dress with all its dangling decorations looked quite uncomfortable compared to the clothes she usually wore.
But...

"You were always beautiful, but thanks to the dress, you're even more beautiful today. People will probably think so too."

Elsie's face turned red.

"Fine. I'll endure it just for today. It can't be helped anyway."

The reason it couldn't be helped was because today was a special day.
It was also the reason why Elsie, who had become free from the kingdom's obligations, had to return to the kingdom today.

The Day of Returning Light, the Day of Returning Light.

It was a commemoration that started this year, celebrating how Elsie had restored light to the Nameless Day for the kingdom.
Naturally, the date overlapped with the Nameless Day, and the Day of Returning Light essentially replaced the Nameless Day.
In the end, the Nameless Day disappeared, but its festival remained under the new name of the Day of Returning Light.

And the highlight of such a Day of Returning Light.
That was the Queen's Procession.

"Let's go then. King of Returning Light."

The new name that had been given to Elsie as a king.
King of Returning Light.
Naturally, Elsie hated being called by that name.

"No, a king's name is usually determined after death!"

"Yes, I know."

I had heard it dozens of times already.
I just wanted to enjoy her reaction.

"You're mean."

She puffed up her cheeks in a pout but took the hand I offered.
And so we got out of the carriage.

Then, an enormous crowd appeared before our eyes.

"Wow..."

People gathered, each holding a candle.
The sun hadn't completely set yet, but the scene was truly spectacular.
As we were admiring the scene, the head of the Ridwald family, who was standing next to us, said:

"Everyone has made a lot of preparations. It's a festival we're holding after a very long time."

She was right.
The street stalls that were elaborately decorated, and the kingdom's citizens who had gathered in an orderly manner.
It showed that it had been well prepared.

"You've done well while I was away. Thank you."

Elsie expressed her gratitude to the head of the Ridwald family, who was also the captain of the Enemy's Order and had likely directed all of this.
But she shook her head.

"No need for thanks. It's modest compared to the dedication Your Majesty has shown to the kingdom until now."

After Elsie spent several years back in the kingdom rebuilding it.
When the knights' captains noticed that she wanted to be with me, they proposed to Elsie.
To keep her position as queen, but to handle the actual work through a republic.

So this Day of Returning Light was perhaps an event to show Elsie that they were performing the kingdom's duties well.
And it was successful.

"This road..."

We were now starting from the old cult branch building and heading towards the royal palace.

"Yes, it's the road where Your Grace carried Your Majesty in his arms."

Thanks to that, memories of that time came flooding back.
Although both the direction and the emotions were completely opposite.

"Well, I don't remember it."

But Elsie, who had been unconscious at that time, didn't seem to remember.

"Still, I can vividly imagine you carrying me then... thank you so much."

While we were conversing.
We had already arrived at the square.

*That's...*

In the center of the square.
There stood a statue of the Nameless King.
And in front of it...

*A carving?*

A small wooden carving had been placed there.
It wasn't extremely detailed due to its small size, but even from a distance, one could tell which person it was a carving of.

*This is Elsie's...*

Elsie approached and picked up the carving.
As I watched her, I looked around.
Then a young man caught my eye.

But the stall where the young man was standing looked quite familiar.

*That stall is...*

It was the stall where Elsie and I had bought a carving of the Nameless King from an elderly woman before.
Instead of the elderly woman, a young man was now standing at the stall.
And the young man quietly bowed his head to me in greeting.

His intention was clear.

"Elsie, they say you can keep it."

"Really?"

"Yes, the owner is over there."

I pointed in the direction of the young man.
The young man also bowed politely to Elsie.
She returned the greeting and expressed her gratitude.

Then she handed me the carving instead of putting it in her inventory, which she could no longer use.
Her dress didn't have pockets.

Receiving the carving and putting it in my pocket, we began to march towards the royal palace again.

***

Finally back at the balcony of her room.
From there, we looked down at the Reim Kingdom enjoying the Day of Returning Light.
People holding candles had gathered, illuminating the kingdom as if it were daytime.

Looking at that scenery, Elsie called out to me.

"Allen."

"Elsie?"

"Back then, when I was locked in that prison tower. Looking at this scenery through the narrow window, I thought: how nice it would be if I could see this scenery with you."

Her eyes were moist.
She must be recalling the memories of that day.

"But at the same time, I made a promise to myself. That once I protected the kingdom, I would have another chance to see this sight again someday."

"Elsie..."

"But after that day, the Nameless Day disappeared, so I was a bit disappointed, but in the end, I was able to see this scenery with you like this."

The tears flowing down her cheeks reflected the light made by the gathered candles and sparkled.
They were truly tears of happiness.

To her, I also had something to say.

"That day, I actually had the same thought. How nice it would have been if I could have seen this sight with you."

I approached her and placed my hand on the back of hers.
And then I said:

"I'm really glad. That in the end, both of our wishes came true."

"Yes, they did."

The next words were obvious.
Words that always lingered in my mouth whenever I stood in front of Elsie.

"I love you."

"Me too."

I kissed her lips.
Just like that, we headed into the room together.
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I walked into the room from the balcony.
Even then, our lips hadn't parted.

*Smooch.*

Yesterday, we couldn't do this because we were conscious of the palace staff.
But today was different after spending a night together.
Now I knew they wouldn't dare approach Elsie's bedroom.

So there shouldn't have been any obstacles in our way.
There shouldn't have been, but...

"Elsie."

I reluctantly released her lips and said.

"Should we take off your dress first?"

The dress she wore was beautiful, of course, but it was so complicated that I found it difficult to remove.
Elsie's eyes widened, seemingly flustered.

"How do I take this off? This is a really important dress."

"If you're asking me..."

"But I've never put it on by myself, so I don't know how to take it off either. I don't think it's even possible to remove alone... ah!"

Elsie tried to reach behind her back to remove the dress somehow, but she couldn't quite reach.
Finally, I couldn't stand watching anymore, so I grabbed her shoulders and turned her around.

"Then there's no choice."

"What?"

"Wait. It's just clothing after all. There must be a way to take it off."

I said that and tried to focus on the knots on her back.
But the knots were hard to see because the room was so dark.

"I can't see well."

"Should we move closer to the balcony then?"

"Yeah, that's a good idea."

I ended up going back to the balcony with her.
The balcony was quite bright thanks to the moonlight and the candlelight illuminating the entire kingdom.

"Good, I can see now."

With the help of that light, I began to untie her knots.
However, Elsie said to me in a worried tone.

"But I think the entire kingdom can see us..."

"It's fine. We won't look strange."

After all, I was just standing behind Elsie, only moving my hands.

"Are you sure it's okay?"

"Of course. Besides, we're far from the city center, so they probably can't see us well anyway."

"I guess you're right."

Of course, that was from the perspective of the citizens below.
Looking down at those citizens while untying Elsie's dress from this height, I was overcome with a sense of transgression.
And I imagined Elsie probably felt the same way.

"Elsie, are you okay?"

"Yes, I'm fiiine..."

But she didn't look fine at all.
Her legs had been fidgeting restlessly, and her body trembled slightly whenever my hands brushed against her back while untying the knots.

*This girl...*

Though she wasn't showing it outwardly, she was already at her limit.
She must have been holding back well since last night when we couldn't do anything.

"Allen, is it much longer?"

"Just wait a bit. Not much left."

But in truth, there were still quite a few knots remaining.
Finally, to distract her attention as much as possible, I said:

"Look, I think the citizens are waving at you."

"So they are..."

"Why don't you wave back?"

"Now?"

"It doesn't matter. It's not like we're doing anything right now. I'm just untying knots."

"That's... true."

She accepted my suggestion and calmly waved her hand toward the people below.
Then, faint cheers could be heard from the distance.

"Ah..."

At the same time, Elsie's body shuddered.
Seeing that, I playfully traced her white back exposed between the dress.
Elsie's legs wobbled.

"Allen...!"

"Sorry."

I went too far this time.
As I showed a repentant attitude, Elsie said to me:

"You should wave too so you don't look suspicious."

"Me too?"

"You're just as popular as I am. Great hero."

It was a request I had no reason to refuse.
If only it wasn't just about time to finish untying all the knots.

"Wait, just a moment..."

"Hurry!"

"Just wait a bit."

"Three, two, one..."

I barely managed to wave my hand to match her countdown.
However, seeing my hand, Elsie's expression heated up.

"Allen?"

"Yeah."

In my hand was her untied knot.
I had successfully untied the knot at the last moment, but then waved that same hand.

"It's fine, just put that away quickly. No one could have seen it."

That's what I was trying to do.
Though I had momentarily frozen in embarrassment.

"Now that the knots are undone, let's hurry back inside."

Elsie hastily began to back up.
Thanks to her pushing, I was also forced back into the balcony.

"Wait, Elsie."

"I can't wait anymore. Stop dawdling and hurry..."

"But...!"

As soon as we returned to the room, she turned around and pushed me onto the bed.
Then she grabbed my pants.

"What? You're ready anyway."

Something straining against my pants, about to burst through.
She pulled down my pants as if to liberate it.
Then my stiffly erect member was revealed.

*Mmm*

She took it into her mouth without hesitation.
The warmth of her mouth.
Her tongue wrapped around the shaft, carefully coating it with saliva.

"Mmmhm. Plmm fmmsh tmkng mff mm clmths."

Though her pronunciation was unclear with her mouth full, I could understand what she meant.

*She wants me to finish undressing her?*

I was sitting on the bed, and she was kneeling in front of me.
It wouldn't be impossible to reach out and remove her top.
If only the knot I'd untied had been the only one.

"Sorry, Elsie. That knot wasn't the only one."

"What?"

"The dress seems to be made of multiple pieces."

What I had untied was just the outermost piece covering her chest.
As I removed at least that much, her bare breasts were revealed.

Her breasts had that uniquely milky white color of her skin.
Not extremely large, but beautiful breasts that would fill my hands perfectly.
And the pink nipples that had hardened completely along those breast curves drew my attention.

"Mmm..."

Elsie tried to remove the remaining pieces with her hands behind her back, without taking my member out of her mouth.
Each time she moved, her white shoulders and collarbone, and her slightly swaying breasts made my member grow even harder.
Elsie's eyes widened in surprise.

"Mmph...!"

She finally took it out of her mouth and said:

"This isn't going to work."

"What should we do?"

"We'll just have to do it with the dress on."

She grabbed my shoulders and laid me down on the bed.
Then she climbed on top of me.

"But... you said it was an important dress."

"If we're gentle, it should be fine, right?"

"Gentle?"

Apart from our first time together, and when we had to be quiet to avoid Seora catching us, I hadn't really done it "gently."
So I wondered if it was possible, but I couldn't deny the strange excitement I felt.

"Alright. I'll try."

That's when it happened.

"Good. Then..."

She lifted the skirt of her dress and tore the stockings covering her private parts.

"Didn't you say we should be gentle?"

"Only gentle with the dress. As long as the fabric isn't damaged, we can do whatever we want."

I laughed at her words.
She said it easily, but I knew it wouldn't be so simple once we started.
However...

"Before that..."

Just as I was about to tell her something urgent.
Something touched the tip of my erect manhood.
It was something moist and soft.

*This is crazy.*

That sensation drove my senses wild.
I felt like I would go mad with the desire to enter her.
But there was something I needed to do first.

"Elsie, before that...!"

I needed to put on a condom.
Of course, the God of Destiny didn't call it by that name, but it was something similar.
Incidentally, unlike other Relics imbued with the power of other gods, this one was given by the God of Destiny, so it could remain even after the gods' disappearance.

But Elsie bit my lips again.
And whispered:

"We don't need that anymore."

"Elsie?"

"I want to have your child now."

At that moment.
I saw something glistening below my line of sight.
Below Elsie's collarbone, past her two luscious mounds, between our private parts that had separated as she leaned toward me.

A sticky substance was stretching between us, connecting us.
Love juices glistening in the candlelight coming from the distant balcony.
Just before it broke and disappeared...

"Hmmph..."

Elsie took a deep breath and lowered her hips again.
The glans slid into the narrow gap, aided by the slickness.

"Ah...!"

A cry of pleasure escaped Elsie's lips.
But it wasn't all the way in yet.
Elsie trembled for a moment with her back arched... then took in the remaining shaft deeply.

"Hnng...!"

Perhaps because she was already so worked up from the dress incident, she seemed to be feeling more than usual.
Of course, that didn't mean she was any less tight than usual.

"Kuk..."

Moreover, Elsie in her dress was so beautiful.
Especially her current appearance with only her chest bared was precariously positioned between beauty and obscenity.
And the light coming through the balcony illuminated her beautifully.

*Today's going to be tough.*

Visual and tactile sensations.

No, not just that.
Elsie's moans as she began to move her body, and the scent of her flesh that wafted with each movement.
Everything was erotic.

"Ha, haah..."

That's when it happened.
Elsie's waist, which had been diligently moving her hips, suddenly bent.

"Hik...!"

Her waist, which had been tense for a moment, eventually went limp.

"You came quickly today."

"But you came too."

She had noticed, of course.

"How could I not know? It's so warm inside."

She was right.
I had also ejaculated once, right when she reached her climax.

"Finally, Allen's seed..."

But it was still too early to be satisfied.

"Not yet."

"Allen?"

Since the first time I made love with her.
There hadn't been a day when I felt as aroused as today.
So today...

"We're still far from done."

I grabbed Elsie's waist and changed positions.
Of course, I was careful not to damage the dress.
And I briefly withdrew my member, which I hadn't removed during the position change.

*Gulp*

A mixture of love juices and semen flowed out from between her private parts.
At the same time, Elsie's legs wrapped around my waist tightened.

"Allen."

"Yes?"

"Then make sure you get me pregnant."

"Of course."

I moved my hips and entered her deeply again.
Her cries of pleasure echoed once more.

"Allen, I love you."

"I love you too."

Before long, the room was filled with her moans, the sounds of us calling each other's names, the wet sounds, and the creaking of the bed.
Meanwhile, the noisy festival sounds could be heard faintly from outside.

"Hah, haaah...!"

Our aroused desire showed no signs of cooling.
As proof, even after climaxing several times, the look in Elsie's eyes remained heated.

"Allen, Allen!"

Elsie, calling my name and writhing in pleasure.
I too was reaching ecstasy while holding her.
But at the same time, something felt missing.

"Elsie."

"Allen?"

I lifted her while still connected to her.
And came down from the bed to the floor.

"Allen? What are you..."

"I want to see the Day of Returning Light."

"We can do that after we finish... ah..."

"No, it has to be now."

The thought suddenly occurred to me.
I wanted to finish in the midst of the candlelight illuminating the kingdom.

"But..."

"It's okay. If we stay low, they won't see us from below."

"Is that sooo...!"

Elsie's waist arched and her voice rose.
Smiling at that sight, I carefully laid her down on the balcony.

"Yes, they can't see us, so don't worry."

In our current position, even I had to raise my head to see the kingdom beyond the balcony.
And that sight was still spectacular.
Of course, Elsie's appearance in that light was even more beautiful.

"Elsie."

"Ah... yes?"

"You look even prettier from here."

"What's with that all of a sudden..."

I supported her waist and pulled up her upper body.
Then the kingdom came into her view as well.

"The kingdom..."

The candlelights adorning the entire kingdom.
Elsie seemed captivated by that sight too.
I said to her:

"All those lights are shining for you."

"For me...?"

Elsie seemed to perceive the Day of Returning Light as just a renamed festival, perhaps because she had been more worried about the kingdom than enjoying the festival.
But that wasn't the case.
Those lights were lights for Elsie.

"Yes, so I wanted to show them to you again at your happiest moment."

Tears welled up in Elsie's eyes.
And she smiled brightly and said:

"No, those lights wouldn't exist without you, Allen."

She hugged me tightly in that position.
Her warmth transmitted through our touching chests.

"So they're lights for both of us."

"Yes, you're right."

We looked at the lights of the peaceful kingdom while pressed against each other.
Recalling all that had happened until now, we surrendered ourselves to the present happiness.

As for the dress... I'm sorry, but we'll have to give up on it.

Ch.221 - Epilogue - The Journey (1)
"Then let me ask you a question."

"..."

"Where does the end of swordsmanship lie?"

The students who heard my question just blinked their eyes blankly.
But why am I suddenly with students, you ask?

To explain that, I should first tell you what happened to the Warrior Academy.

After preventing the world's destruction, all Chaos disappeared thanks to Alber Linea, who replaced the position of the Progenitor.
And when Chaos vanished, warriors simultaneously lost their reason to exist.
Well, since all divine powers had disappeared from this land anyway, warriors couldn't maintain their former strength.

In any case, the Warrior Academy was originally scheduled to be closed.
There was no longer any reason to train warriors.
However, even if they weren't training warriors anymore, its importance as an educational institution was emphasized.

I'm not sure what the future holds, but education has always been important.
So the Warrior Academy changed only its name and continued to serve as the highest educational institution.

That's Hylen Academy.
The place where I was now teaching students as a temporary professor.

Yes, temporary professor.
I didn't want to settle down in Hylen, and the school created that title in consideration of my wishes.
So I occasionally visited the school to teach swordsmanship in the form of special lectures.

*This is somewhat fulfilling.*

Becoming someone's teacher.
Of course, I had taught some swordsmanship to Elsie and Seora before, but that was merely sharing techniques as colleagues, far from being a master.
At least compared to the masters I've been indebted to... Gwen, Libero, Freyja, and others.

I came to understand their feelings as I taught students at the academy.
It was indeed fulfilling work.
It was both rewarding and important, as it could influence a disciple's path, and there were many aspects that required attention, but I had been doing this for quite some time.

Just then, someone among the hesitant children raised their hand.

"Me!"

So let's return to the question.
Where does the end of swordsmanship lie?

"Yes, go ahead."

"I think it lies in strength!"

"Strength, huh..."

That's correct to some extent.
After all, the reason we hone our swordsmanship is primarily to become stronger.
But...

"What's the standard for strength?"

"Being able to defeat your opponent!"

Hmm.
Quite a clever one.
Yes, ultimately in this world, the strong are those who survive.

Of course, strength wasn't the answer I was looking for.

"Then can you defeat me?"

"...No, I cannot."

"Does that mean you can't reach the end of swordsmanship?"

"That's..."

"You don't know. Whether you can defeat me can only be determined when we actually fight."

I said with a raised corner of my mouth.

"But pursuing only that will never lead you to the end of swordsmanship. No matter how much you fight, there will always be countless people stronger than you."

"Then where does the end of swordsmanship lie?"

"It lies in Will."

At this, all the listening students wore puzzled expressions.
That's understandable since the term "Will" was too vague.
I needed to elaborate further.

"Why did you pick up a sword?"

The reasons were diverse.
To protect oneself.
For one's family.
Simply to become stronger.

And there would be reasons that couldn't be spoken of.

"I'll leave the judgment of right and wrong in those reasons to yourselves."

After all, what I wanted to say had nothing to do with that.

"That reason is what I call Will. And perhaps that Will might change as time passes. However..."

I declared firmly.

"That Will is, in itself, an end of swordsmanship."

"In itself?"

"In other words, beyond simply becoming stronger, listen to your Will. And always question whether it's truly what you want."

Because I already knew the tragedy of a man who failed to do so.
A man who forgot the Will he once held and was blinded by strength.
In the end, he could only close his eyes peacefully after suffering for hundreds of years.

"That concludes today's lecture."

It might have been a disappointing lecture.
I did demonstrate Libero's swordsmanship, but it was too advanced for the students here to follow.
In the end, all I did in this lecture was lecture them.

Then someone asked:

"Professor, have you reached the end of swordsmanship?"

It was quite a sharp question.
Have I truly reached the end of swordsmanship?
The answer to that question is...

"Yes and no."

"What does that mean..."

"I've achieved what I originally aimed for. I prevented the world's destruction with my sword. But..."

I looked around at the students.

"I have a new goal now. That's also why I'm teaching you all."

"A new goal?"

"Creating a peaceful world. A childish goal."

Even though we prevented destruction, the world hadn't become completely peaceful.
Conflicts among humans still remained.

War, invasion, plunder.

Could these be completely eradicated?
Well, it might be possible if Alber intervened.
But after replacing the Progenitor's position, Alber refused all interference with humans.

In such a situation, my goal of creating a peaceful world...

"It's childish but quite difficult. It might be challenging even if I dedicate my entire life to it."

Moreover, I had become much weaker compared to when I prevented the world's destruction.
All special abilities like Overload, Blood Magic, and the power of wind had disappeared.
Even the Demon King's regeneration and transcendent power were gone now.

So education was the most effective means for me now.
Properly guiding the next generation who would lead the world in the future.
That was the best I could do now.

"A peaceful world... No, that's amazing!"

Fortunately, it seemed to be going well.
As I was looking at the students with satisfaction, someone caught my eye.
A person with loosely tied long blue hair and a shining metallic right arm.

*Lucy?*

She was leaning against the entrance of the swordsmanship training hall.

***

"That was quite impressive."

"What was?"

"Professor Allen Plake, I mean."

After the lecture ended.
Those were the words Lucy greeted me with as I approached her, who had been watching from a distance.

"Well, teaching is fulfilling, but it still doesn't feel natural to me."

"That's natural since you only teach once a month. Everyone's clamoring for more of your classes."

"Lucy."

"Of course, I know that's not possible."

That was true.
From my perspective, I would have liked to lecture more frequently, but I had many other things to do.
And...

"You're hardly ever at school either, despite being the principal."

"That's true, isn't it?"

As the Warrior Academy transformed into an academy, Heinz naturally stepped down from the position of principal.
Naturally, Luel and I were nominated as candidates for the principal position.
After all, we were the warrior who prevented the world's destruction and the Sage of Water who had mastered all knowledge.

But neither Luel nor I wanted to take on the heavy responsibility of being principal.
Nevertheless, since the two of us were the most likely candidates, it seemed Luel would end up taking the position, but that's when Lucy stepped forward.

She showed a strong desire not to pass this duty onto her sister this time.
Besides, once the academy was stabilized, there wouldn't be much for the principal to do.
After all, the principal wouldn't need to directly participate in education. In the end, what was needed for the principal was authority.

Such authority was sufficient coming from someone who was a comrade who had sacrificed herself to help me, and who was the elder sister of Luel, the Sage of Water.
That's how Lucy came to take on the role of principal, and Luel and I helped her stabilize the academy.

Since then, Lucy has maintained her position as principal but travels with Luel when it's not a critical time.

"So, when are you planning to leave for your next trip?"

"Next trip? Probably tomorrow or the day after."

"Where to?"

"That's..."

Just then.

"Sister? Allen?"

Long, flowing blue curly hair.
Luel, who had been walking from a distance, spotted us.
Dressed in a neat nun's habit, she still carried a thick book under one arm.

"Luel, it's been a while."

"Yes, it has been a while!"

Luel answered with a bright smile.
Her face had noticeably brightened since she began traveling with Lucy.
But even so, she was still doing her own work.

A nun.
While traveling, she was working as a nun, trying to solve problems around the world and sow seeds of peace.
But why a nun, you ask?

Because there is a god.
Although Alber basically refused to interfere with humans, humans naturally seek something to believe in.
And Alber, who had replaced the Progenitor's divine status and was maintaining the world, was perfect for that role.

Thus, Alber became worshipped as a god without interfering with people at all.
The original religious order changed to one that worshipped Alber, and Luel created a monastic order to guide such influence positively.
As the High Priestess.

After Lucy sacrificed so much to avoid the principal position, becoming a High Priestess seemed somewhat off.
But Luel didn't seem to find it burdensome; rather, she seemed to enjoy it in her own way, so I decided not to worry about it.

Instead, there was only one thing I wanted to ask her now.

"We were just talking about your next trip."

"Ah, our next trip?"

"Yes, where are you planning to go?"

"That's..."

Luel suddenly began to hesitate when asked.
Finally, unable to wait any longer, Lucy spoke up.

"Ice Valley."

"Ice Valley? Why there? That's where only Demon Kings are."

After the final battle, the Demon Kings decided to remain there.
Alber completely severed the connection to the outer dimension to drive out Chaos completely, and because of that, the Demon Kings also lost all their power...
But that didn't mean they had died.

When they lost their power, they essentially became no different from ordinary humans.
No, actually, they became somewhat grotesque.
As the Chaos that had occupied most of their bodies disappeared, their bodies couldn't return to their original form.

I was able to return completely to a human body because I hadn't been a Demon King for long, but the longer someone had lived as a Demon King, the greater the backlash generally was.
Tel, who had been the first Demon King, was now almost unrecognizable in form.

Due to their grotesquely changed appearances and reflection on the evil deeds they had committed, regardless of the reasons, they decided to remain in the remote Ice Valley.
Thus, they were supposed to be the only inhabitants of that place.

That was until I heard Lucy's answer.

"It seems ordinary humans have also started settling there recently. It's a bit cold, but the areas near the hot springs are quite abundant."

"I see, but... isn't it still a bit dangerous?"

"That's why we're going to check it out."

"No, I mean, isn't it dangerous for you two?"

Apart from the presence of Demon Kings, the current Ice Valley was an unexplored territory that had been neglected for quite a long time.
And while Lucy might have been fine when she could handle Blood Magic, now her only strength was the mechanical arm that Luel had made for her.
Of course, that mechanical arm was capable of subduing an average adult male, but given the limitations of its battery, I was a bit worried.

Lucy suggested to me:

"That's why I wanted to ask if you could accompany us."

"Huh?"

"And when we travel together, Luel keeps bringing you up, so that's also on my mind."

At those words, I looked at Luel.
Luel, appearing flustered, averted her gaze and said:

"Well, when we talk about old times, your stories naturally come up. We were comrades after all."

That's true.
But that wasn't what I wanted to ask.

"Luel, do you also want me to join your trip?"

What I just heard was Lucy's opinion, not Luel's.
Given that traveling alone with her sister had been Luel's wish, her opinion might differ.
If that were the case, I would have to dissuade the two from heading to Ice Valley.

However, Luel nodded.

"Yes, if you could join us... nothing would be more reassuring."

In that case.
There's no particular reason to refuse.

"Alright. You said tomorrow or the day after, right?"

"Yes, probably the day after."

Then there was plenty of time.
Time to send a letter to the Basilica Inn.
Since this trip was just to lecture at the academy, I needed to send a letter to inform them that I would be traveling for a while.

***

*Come to think of it, a journey...*

While the sisters Luel and Lucy seemed to have traveled consistently, it had been quite a while for me.
Recently, I had spent most of my time at the inn, occasionally traveling to and from Hylen.
Of course, there were times when I attended events in the Reim Kingdom with Elsie or helped with important matters at Seora's trading company...

*But a journey with such a pure purpose has been a long time coming.*

Memories of the past, when I didn't stay in one place but kept wandering, came flooding back.

*This should be fun.*

I wrote a letter to Elsie with a bright expression.

-I'll be going on a short trip to Ice Valley with Lucy and Luel.

Looking at what I wrote, it did seem a bit strange.
But Lucy and Luel were familiar comrades to Elsie as well.
In a way, they were like family.

Elsie would probably accept it without any issues.

Ch.222 - Epilogue - The Journey (2)
"It's about time he should be coming..."

At an inn in the border town of Basil.
Elsie, who was leaning listlessly on the counter, muttered to herself.

The one who answered her muttering was Gwen, sitting on a sofa in the lobby.

"Indeed. He's quite late this time."

A young daughter slept peacefully on her lap as she was in the middle of braiding the child's hair.

Soft breathing sounds.

The shallow breathing of a child echoed through the otherwise silent inn.
Gwen had named her daughter Rose.
And the child was growing up beautifully, living up to her flower-inspired name.

Red hair like her mother.
And blue eyes like her father.
Though still young, her beauty was already remarkable.

"Rose misses her father a lot too."

Rose would cling to her father like glue whenever he was at the inn.
It was difficult to separate her from him whenever Allen had to leave.

"By the way..."

Elsie finally brought up the reason she had started this conversation.

"Shouldn't we decide on the order soon?"

"Now?"

"Yes, now."

Rose was sound asleep, which made this the perfect timing to decide on the order peacefully rather than resorting to their usual physical confrontations.

However, Gwen asked with a smirk and relaxed attitude:

"But shouldn't I naturally go first?"

"Why is that?"

"Isn't it a disciple's duty to let their master taste the good things first?"

At this, Elsie also showed her teeth in a smile.

"Well, but haven't you already had your fill, Master?"

"My disciple has grown quite bold."

The voices of the two were very quiet out of concern for waking Rose.
But despite their low volume, the atmosphere had become rather hostile.
Perhaps it was even more hostile than usual, just without swords being drawn.

"By the way, since you're pregnant now, shouldn't you stop having relations?"

"I'm still in early pregnancy, so it's fine as long as I'm careful."

"I didn't know the word 'careful' existed in your vocabulary until today."

As their conversation continued, the atmosphere grew increasingly colder.
It was then that the inn's door opened.

"Huh?"
"Hmm?"

Elsie and Gwen looked at the door simultaneously.
However, the person who entered wasn't who they were expecting.

"Uh...?"

The one who walked in on this icy atmosphere was Seora.
She seemed to have returned to the inn after completing her regular merchant activities.
The only problem was her timing.

Elsie and Gwen were both glaring at her with an unusual intensity.
Seora's expression turned pale under their gaze.

"Did I do something wrong again?"

"No, you didn't do anything wrong."

"Well, if anything, perhaps being born a woman?"

"Yes, that must be it."

After saying this, Elsie and Gwen ignored Seora and returned to their previous conversation.

"Anyway, I'm going first. I can't yield to you this time."

"Hmm. But you just went on a trip with Allen not long ago."

Watching them from the doorway and fidgeting uncomfortably, Seora finally spoke up.

"Um... wasn't it my turn this time..."

But Elsie and Gwen continued their conversation as if they hadn't heard her.
At least until Seora's expression changed.

"Heaven..."

She grabbed the sword at her waist.
Though it no longer held any power, a sword was still a sword.
It was still a perfectly adequate tool for exercising force.

Yes, Allen had always told her that she needed confidence.
So she was confident.
This time, it was definitely her turn.

"Cut—"

At that moment.

Click.

The inn's door opened again.
But once more, it wasn't Allen who entered.

"Letter delivery..."

The poor mailman had walked into an inn with an atmosphere that no ordinary human could withstand.
The moment he made eye contact with the three women in the inn, his body froze.

"L-letter..."

Seora, being closest to the door, was the one who took the letter from the stammering mailman.
Her eyes widened as she looked at it.

"Allen?"

At that single word, the other two women's eyes also grew large.

Elsie rushed over.
Meanwhile, Gwen said to Seora:

"Read it quickly. I can't get up right now."

She couldn't get up because of Rose sleeping on her lap.
Following her request, Seora began reading the letter with Elsie.

-Sorry, I'll be coming back a bit late this time.

It wasn't a particularly long letter.
But its contents were somewhat shocking.

-I'm going on a quick trip to Ice Valley with Lucy and Luel.

After reading the entire letter, Elsie said:

"We've been had."

The subsequent developments were already playing out in their minds.
After all, they knew Allen well.
And they knew he couldn't easily refuse others' requests.

The only consolation was that he didn't have relations with just anyone.
In fact, Lucy and Luel were comrades with whom he had fought alongside and formed deep bonds.
However...

"Two more added at once."

This would significantly increase the waiting list.
In the midst of this despair, Seora applied her merchant's insight:

"How about treating them as a buy-one-get-one-free deal?"

"That's a good idea."

"That works."

But they still seemed unsatisfied.
Of course, they had been arguing about the order even before Lucy and Luel entered the picture.
And strangely enough, the solution came from Elsie, who was inspired by Seora's idea.

"Then why don't we all just do it together?"

"But Elsie, then Allen would..."

She was about to say it would be too much for him when:

"He's the one who keeps increasing the number of people anyway."

"That's true."

Besides, Allen's stamina had improved considerably, perhaps due to the aftereffects of once having been a Demon King.

"Um... Elsie? Gwen?"

The current atmosphere was terrifying from Seora's perspective.
But for some reason, she didn't feel like stopping them either.
After all, this was a disaster Allen had brought upon himself.

"Miss Seora, you're okay with this too, right?"

So Seora could only nod.
Confirming her answer, Elsie said:

"Then it's decided. When Allen returns, we'll begin our punishment immediately."

***

"Well, it looks peaceful, doesn't it?"

"Yes, it seems so."

Ice Valley.
That was our impression after looking around the village of people who had recently settled there.
Everyone appeared to be living well, having established their homes near the hot springs.

"Still, I've informed them of several precautions. Unstable ice walls, crevasses, and..."

"And not to go north?"

"I haven't mentioned that yet."

"But it wouldn't be good if they encountered the Demon Kings."

Even if they did meet the Demon Kings, it would be difficult for them to recognize them as such.
The Demon Kings had already lost all their powers.
But even so, people might feel repulsed by the Demon Kings' grotesque appearances.

"Of course. If they met them, that is."

"What do you mean?"

In response to my question, Luel turned her head northward.

"I have a bad feeling."

"A feeling? That's unusual for you."

"Of course, I don't intend to rely solely on feelings. But verification comes first."

"Verification..."

Indeed.
Though it was just her feeling, I had been sensing it too.
Even though the Demon Kings' dwelling was far away, it was strange that we couldn't sense any trace of them at all.

"Let's go check it out then."

"Yes."

***

Click, click.

With each step, Lucy's prosthetic hand made a sound that echoed around us.
Besides that, only the sound of footsteps on accumulated snow could be heard.

*Indeed...*

As we approached the Demon Kings' dwelling, my certainty grew.
There was no way we wouldn't sense any presence at this distance.
Which meant...

*They're all either dead or gone.*

The latter would be a bit troublesome.
Though the former would also raise questions about the cause.
The Demon Kings should have had plenty of lifespan left.

It was then.
The Demon Kings' dwelling came into view.
And finally, we sensed a presence there.

*That's...*

Two figures.
And they were somewhat familiar.

A man holding a spear and a woman with purple hair.
The first Demon King, Tel, and the sixteenth Demon King, Violet.

They were sitting at the entrance to the village, seemingly waiting for us.
We quickened our pace to approach them.
There was no one else visible in the village.

As we got closer, their transformed appearances became apparent.
Tel's flesh had mostly melted away, leaving him looking like a gaunt skeleton.
And strangely, Violet had become plump.

"Tel, Violet."

When I called out to them, Violet answered with a smile:

"You've finally come. We've been waiting."

"Waiting?"

"Because it was our turn now."

She turned her head to look at one side of the Demon Kings' dwelling.
Then Tel, who was beside her, spoke:

"The other Demon Kings are all dead already. That's probably what you were wondering."

"Yes, but why..."

"They all more or less achieved their purposes."

Tel was smiling too.

"They've lived for hundreds of years. Most had already achieved their goals, and even those who hadn't weren't particularly attached to their remaining lifespan."

"But wouldn't it be better to live out your remaining life? Like ordinary humans..."

"Well, perhaps we were already beyond becoming ordinary humans. We've all lived for too long. Maybe they thought that meeting death at this point was closer to being an ordinary human."

His words weren't incomprehensible.
I already knew that the Demon Kings' values differed from humans'.
But it was still a bit difficult to fully accept.

"Then do you... think the same?"

Tel's expression became subtle.

"Well. But what's certain is that I too need an ending."

"An ending?"

"The eternal lifespan of a Demon King is certainly attractive. But that's limited to the physical body. The me inside is already too exhausted."

"But you still have things you want to do..."

"Stopping the world's destruction was enough. I've lived hundreds of years just for that."

Tel's expression as he spoke looked relieved.
If what he said was true, then there was no need to worry.

"Then does Miss Violet feel the same way?"

Violet nodded and replied:

"Yes, I think I've played enough too. Actually, I've felt it since Freyja died. That playtime is over."

It seemed they both wanted the same thing.

An ending.
In other words, death.

After burying the other Demon Kings, they had been waiting for someone to bury them.

"I understand."

Having confirmed their intentions, I drew my sword from my waist.
Then I raised it toward them.

"Sorry for the trouble. You probably didn't want to see any more bloodshed."

"But it's quite an honor to die by the great hero's hand."

I'm not sure about that.
This sword wasn't my will, after all.

"Don't misunderstand. This is your will."

I may not understand their emotions or values.
I haven't lived as long as they have, nor have I had the same experiences.
But I was simply respecting their will by swinging my sword accordingly.

"Then farewell."

I swung my sword.

And with that, the lives of the two Demon Kings ended.
Now the only remaining Demon King was me, the 73rd.
In essence, this marked the complete end of the era of Demon Kings.

Surely this was a good thing.
Each of their existences had been a tragedy.
But for some reason, Tel's words about an "ending" lingered in my heart.

*An ending, huh...*

***

We buried Tel and Violet's bodies next to the graves of the other Demon Kings.
Then we returned to our base camp that we had set up earlier.

Throughout the journey back—no, perhaps even after returning—the words of Demon King Tel kept circling in my mind.

*Needing an ending...*

Is that really true?
Is nothing truly eternal?

As I was lost in these thoughts, Luel called out to me.

"Allen?"

"Hmm?"

"You've been looking gloomy for a while, so I called out."

"Ah, I just have something on my mind."

"Something on your mind?"

I felt a bit embarrassed to share my concerns.
Perhaps they were trivial worries.
But I knew it would be better to consult the Sage of Water rather than brooding alone.

"You know, I'm the first human."

"Yes."

"So I'll probably live much longer than others, right?"

"..."

"Then if someday you all leave me, will I end up like the Demon Kings..."

Lucy, who had been listening silently, spoke up:

"Can't you just live a long time?"

Of course, one could think that way.
By conventional values, living longer would naturally be advantageous.
If only those conventional values hadn't been twisted after witnessing the deaths of the Demon Kings.

"But having to live 500 more years without you all..."

That was a significant issue.
And also a future I didn't particularly want to imagine.

But Luel offered a cold answer to my concerns:

"Then you just make new connections when that time comes."

She was right.
It was just that my current connections shone so brightly that it was hard to accept.
But when that time comes, I'll have no choice but to accept it.

As I was thinking this:

"But you don't need to worry. Though I'm not sure if this is good news."

"Hmm?"

"You're aging faster than you originally would have. At the rate of an ordinary human, not the first human."

"What do you mean..."

"It's probably the Chaos that remained naturally in your body after being injected to make you a Demon King."

Is that fortunate... or not?
My feelings were complicated.
It felt somewhat regrettable that my lifespan had been reduced, but it did resolve the worry I had been harboring.

"Are you sure about this? That I now have the lifespan of an ordinary human?"

"Well, to be certain, we'd need to research more thoroughly..."

"Research?"

"Like dissection..."

I don't like that.
I shook my head vigorously in strong refusal.
Luel burst into laughter and said:

"I'm joking."

"A joke?"

That was unexpected.
She rarely made jokes, always focusing on reason and reality.
But she showed a faint smile and said:

"I've learned while being by your side."

It seems I taught her something wrong.
Or rather, it was probably more Albert's fault than mine.

"But..."

Luel began to ponder.
Then she spoke:

"I am curious though."

"About what?"

"..."

For some reason, she fell silent again.

"What is it?"

When I pressed her, she finally spoke:

"Then how about we try something to learn about the changes in your body?"

"What? Dissection after all?"

"No, that's not it, it's, um..."

Luel's face had turned red.
At that moment, I could almost hear Albert's voice, though he was no longer by my side.

*It's that, you know, that.*

And overlapping with it, Lucy's voice:

"I'll step outside, so have fun."

She stood up and was about to leave the tent.
Luel called out in panic:

"S-sister? This is just for research purposes..."

"Whether it's for research or whatever, it has nothing to do with me."

"It does!"

Luel's voice had momentarily grown louder.
But soon it became quiet again.

"Well, for research purposes, observing would be better than doing it myself..."

In response to Luel's words, Lucy put her hand on the back of her neck and said:

"No matter how dear a sister you are, I can't grant such a request..."

"Sister..."

Luel looked at Lucy with tears in her eyes.
Lucy's pupils trembled.
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"Luel."

It was about time I stepped in to mediate.
Even if it was my sister's request, I didn't want her to engage in a relationship she didn't want.
And above all else...

"I'm definitely going to get scolded by Elsie."

I was afraid of facing Elsie who was waiting at the inn.
This trip was already one I'd taken without her direct permission, and having relations with other women during such a journey was absolutely out of the question.

But Luel shook her head and said, "It's fine as long as she doesn't find out."

Is that so?

"Yes, that's right."

But...

"Now that all the miracles of the gods have disappeared, she has no means to discover it, does she?"

Somehow, Luel had completely read my concerns and provided answers.
Her title as the Sage of Water was clearly evident here.

"Besides, this isn't a personal matter but for research purposes. It's to properly understand what's happening with your body right now."

Everything she said was completely reasonable.
There was no reason to deny it.
Except for one thing that bothered me.

"Lucy."

Lucy, who had been hesitating until now, flinched.

"No matter what, you don't have to fulfill all of my sister's requests."

"But..."

"It's your first time. Are you really going to give it to someone you don't even like?"

That's when it happened.
Suddenly, Lucy lowered her head.
Her cheeks were visibly flushed.

"...That's not it."

Her small voice trembled.
Considering her usual boldness, this behavior seemed quite unfamiliar.

"What's not it? Ah..."

I suppose that made sense.
She had traveled quite extensively to many places.
She must have had some experience at least...

"I don't... dislike you..."

Those words that flowed out shyly.
They were enough to make me flustered.

"What did you say?"

I couldn't help but be surprised.
After all, she had never shown such an attitude until now.

"But why exactly?"

I really couldn't understand the reason.

But Lucy twisted her body shyly and said, "Well, there's no specific reason... You're quite handsome and strong too. There's absolutely no reason to dislike you."

"Even so, it's hard to understand with just that reason."

At that, Lucy exploded, albeit quietly.

"Look, what reason does attraction between men and women need? If you like someone, you just do!"

"Is... is that so?"

"If I had to say, you're the hero who saved me and my sister. I have quite a bit of affection for you because of that."

"Ah, but you already sacrificed your arm to save me..."

"That doesn't mean I'm repaying the favor with my body! Anyway, I have no problem giving my first time to you now!"

Finally, Lucy, seemingly frustrated, started to undress.

"Now, if you understand..."

She quickly began unbuttoning her top.
Her bare skin underneath was revealed.
Even her small, cute breasts wrapped in tiny underwear.

To be honest, despite being similar in height to Elsie, her breasts were a bit smaller.
Of course, that size was probably the average.
But the real attraction was below.

*Gulp*

Her waist was slim without an ounce of fat, proving her active lifestyle.
In contrast, her hips and thighs were firm, symbolizing her femininity.

"It's embarrassing when you stare like that, you know?"

"Ah."

"I'm just taking them off because they're in the way. You should hurry up and undress too. I want to get this over with as quickly as possible."

I started to undress as she commanded.
Although we were in the Ice Valley surrounded by snow and ice, it was quite warm thanks to the hot springs flowing nearby.

A moment later, I found myself sitting face to face with Lucy.
Both of us naked, of course.

"Luel."

"Yes."

"Now we just do it, right?"

Luel had already placed a pen on the book she always carried.
And she was... somehow very excited.
Probably more from intellectual curiosity than sexual excitement.

"Yes, please begin."

She said, breathing heavily through her nose.
With her answer, I reached out to Lucy.
And carefully wrapped my hands around her shoulders.

Despite all the talk about research, Lucy was still a virgin.
In fact, she seemed quite tense, contrary to the bold attitude she had shown just moments ago.
It seemed the priority was to help her relax first.

"Lucy."

"W-what?"

"Lie down comfortably."

"Okay..."

She lay down comfortably as I suggested.
I began to caress her gently, starting from her neck.

"Ah, w-wait...!"

Lucy opened her eyes wide in surprise and said,

"Aren't we just supposed to have sex? This is too... mmph!"

At that moment, I gently bit her nipple, making her body tremble.

"Hey!"

Lucy shouted at me while twisting her body.
But I had no intention of stopping.

"No."

She wasn't relaxed enough yet.
As proof...

I positioned my hardened member against her entrance.
The tip pushed slightly between her closed labia, but then got stuck.

"It won't go in yet."

I could force it in if I wanted to.
But doing so would cause more pain than pleasure.

"Ah..."

Realizing this, she finally covered her face with her hands and said,
Her face was already bright red.

"Fine, do whatever you want."

Finally, her body relaxed.
Following her lead, I moved from her cute breasts to her stomach.
It was a strategic position from which I could go either up or down.

"Ah, hng..."

Though she tried hard to hold back, Lucy eventually let out sensual moans.
The tension in her body was gradually melting away.
And finally, as my caresses moved to her firm thighs, a sensual scent tickled my nose.

*It's time.*

I judged it was okay to enter now.
Lucy seemed to feel the same.

"Allen, when will you... mmph."

I positioned my tip against her labia again.
And slowly coated the head with her fluids.

But inserting it right away wasn't my style.

*Squelch*
The tip that was about to enter her hole changed direction and grazed something above it.
When her clitoris covered by the epidermis was stimulated, Lucy's pelvis lifted slightly.

"Ahh... what are you doing?!"

Though she said that, Lucy could no longer control her body from the pleasure she was experiencing for the first time.
However, it was Luel who stopped Lucy's pleasure.

"Allen."

"Yes?"

"Remember, this is purely for research purposes."

Luel's expression looked serious.
Come to think of it, she was right.
The only reason I was having sex right now was for research.

Otherwise, I would definitely be sinning against Elsie.

*I almost forgot.*

If that was the case, I shouldn't be teasing her so leisurely.
I needed to get to the main event.

"Lucy, I'm going to put it in now."

"F-finally... eek?!"

But Lucy's words were cut short and turned into a pleasure-filled scream.
At that moment, my member filled her insides completely.
Her inner walls clenched incredibly tight, but the hardened shaft slid in smoothly thanks to the lubrication.

Moreover... Lucy seemed to have already reached a considerable level of arousal.
After inserting into her, she continued to let out sensual screams even though I hadn't moved at all.

Luel kept asking her sister questions.

"Sis, how does it feel?"

"It's cold. Cold but hot. I feel, I feel strange!"

"Strange? Does it hurt?"

"It hurts a little... no, don't stop. If you stop, I'll kill you!"

Anyway, she seemed to be feeling pleasure.
Then it was my turn.
It was hard to stay still inside such a pleasurable place.

*Squelch*

I slowly began to withdraw from her.
The folds trying to hold onto me could be felt vividly.
But when I pushed back in, those folds tightened around the head, creating an incredible sensation.

At the same time, Lucy screamed.
She seemed to have reached climax already, despite how little time had passed.
It was quite loud, but there was no one around, so it should be fine.

The only problem was that not only she, but I too was struggling.

*It's been a while since I've held back.*

It had been a week since we left the inn.
Perhaps because it had built up, I was quite sensitive.
That's why I too was already at my limit.

*Of course, with my current stamina, I could continue several times in succession.*

The problem was that I was doing it raw right now.
I hadn't expected something like this to happen during my journey with Luel and Lucy.
The condoms were back at the inn.

*This is dangerous.*

I needed to pull out soon.
Just as I made that judgment...

*Lucy?*

She embraced me with a single scream.
Her trembling, hot body.
Despite her firm muscles, it was soft like a woman's body.
In that state, she shook violently.

She was climaxing.
The problem was, so was I.

*This is bad.*

Because she embraced me, I couldn't pull out at the last moment.
By the time I finally withdrew my throbbing member from her, some semen mixed with virgin blood was already flowing out of her slit.
I looked at Luel, trying to hide my panic as much as possible.

But Luel continued recording something with a calm expression.

"Luel."

"Good work. But what's the matter?"

"I came inside, what should we do?"

Then Luel looked at me with her usual expressionless face and said,

"It's fine. Today is a safe day. My sister and I have the same menstrual cycle, so I'm certain."

"I see."

That was a relief.
Of course, if Lucy were to get pregnant, I would take responsibility.
But with Elsie's child about to be born soon, it would have been quite troublesome if Lucy got pregnant without any planning.

*But...*

Luel's expression looked slightly strange.
Of course, she remained expressionless.
But having been comrades with her for a long time, I had come to recognize that there were different types of expressionlessness.

And that expression... was one I had never seen before.

"Luel?"

"Yes?"

"Are you perhaps..."

Her cheeks were strangely flushed.
And as if confirming my suspicion, she turned her head away.

"I'm human too. But this time it's purely for research purposes. Me participating directly would go against that purpose."

But contrary to her words, her skin was already flushed.
Moreover, judging by her constantly twitching shoulders, she seemed to be desperately holding back.

*Crack*

Finally, the tip of the pen she was biting broke.
But even so, she closed the book and said,

"The research ends here. I'll study based on this and organize the results for you later."
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"I understand."

To be honest, I felt a bit uneasy about it.
But if that was Luel's will, there was nothing I could do.
After all, I too remembered that the purpose was research.

"Well then..."

I helped Lucy, who was panting on the floor, and carried her on my back.
Come to think of it, it was usually Luel I carried around.
Even though they were twins, the feeling was quite different.

Especially her chest... no, wait.
I shouldn't be thinking about this now.
What just happened was only for research purposes; we were still just companions.

"We can wash up in the hot spring."

We were both drenched in sweat.
Washing up was the priority.

Luel followed us, covering us with a cloth.

***

"Ahh..."

As I soaked in the warm hot spring, it felt like all my fatigue was melting away.
Lucy was also soaking beside me with a languid expression.

"This is amazing..."

With her mechanical arm removed since it couldn't get wet, she had an incredibly happy expression on her face.
However, when she looked at her sister who was still flipping through pages outside the hot spring, her gaze changed.

"Luel."

"Yes, sister?"

"Come in too. It feels good."

"I'm fine."

"I noticed you smelled a little earlier."

At that, her hand stopped turning the page.

"Really?"

"Yes, so come in and wash up."

Luel still looked skeptical.
But she must have felt uncomfortable because she started taking off her clothes.

"I guess I have no choice then."

She hesitated but removed her clothes calmly.
Eventually, Luel too was naked.

*Even though they're twins, they're different.*

As I mentioned about the feeling earlier, Luel didn't have as firm a figure as Lucy, but she had quite a voluptuous body.
Like Lucy, she was short, but her volume exceeded even Elsie's.
However, Luel seemed embarrassed by her body, using a cloth to cover herself as much as possible as she entered the hot spring.

Of course, once the cloth got wet, everything was revealed anyway.

"Huh?"

Just then, Lucy let out a surprised gasp as if she'd discovered something.

"Lucy?"

When I turned to her, she raised her hand and pointed in my direction.
More specifically, toward my groin.

*Ah.*

A wave of guilt washed over me.
I was truly sorry to Luel, but the moment I saw her body, it had become completely hard.

"Luel, this is..."

I tried to make an excuse, but Luel spoke as if it was fine.

"It's okay. I understand it's an unavoidable physiological response."

"Thanks for understanding."

Of course, I could see that Luel was flustered regardless of her understanding.
She kept glancing in my direction.

While my attention was focused on her...

Splash, splash.

I heard water sounds from beside me.
Turning my head, I saw Lucy getting up and walking toward me.

"Lucy?"

"I really can't hold back."

"Hold back what?"

She approached me and grabbed my member, which had just started to calm down.
At her touch, it stood straight up again as if nothing had happened.

"See? You're still all pent up too."

Luel interjected:

"Sister, that's just a physiological reaction."

"Is that so? Anyway..."

Without hesitation, she positioned my member at her entrance.
Still not inserting it, she said:

"Whether it's for research or whatever. We've already done it once."

"That's true."

"Then during this trip, we can do it as many times as we want, right?"

Is that right?
No, of course not.
But the heat of the hot spring was enough to cloud my judgment.

"I guess so."

Right now, I just wanted to put my rod into the hole in front of me.
That pure male desire was controlling me.
And it seemed Lucy felt the same way.

"Shall I put it in then?"

Having discovered pleasure today, the erection in front of her was too much for her to resist.
So she inserted it herself.
Her waist twisted with a moan.

Splash, splash.

As she moved her hips, water splashed around.
Even while engulfed in pleasure, I followed those ripples with my eyes.
At the end of them, I saw Luel.

*Huh?*

Every time the ripples tickled Luel's skin, her body twitched.
But the decisive factor was something else.

*Her hand...*

Perhaps the heat of the hot spring had clouded her reason too.
She might have thought no one could see below the water's surface.
Anyway, she was rubbing her private parts under the water.

*As expected.*

As she herself had said earlier, she was human too.
As such, she had sexual desires, and there were limits to how much she could endure.
Especially in a situation like this where reason was clouded by heat.

"Luel."

So I called out to her.
Startled, Luel quickly pulled her hand above the water.
With nowhere to go, her hand ended up tucking her long hair behind her ear.

"W-what is it?"

"What were you doing?"

"Nothing at all..."

Luel tried to deny it briefly, but after our eyes met once, she seemed to realize.
That I had seen everything.

"Ah, I seem to have lost my reason for a moment. I showed you an embarrassing side of me."

She said that and stood up.

"Then I'll go ahead..."

At that moment:

"Ahh...!"

Lucy's passionate moan echoed.
Luel's footsteps stopped.
She was twisting her body as if desperately trying to hold something back.
Between her legs, some liquid—whether hot spring water or something else—was flowing down.

It was then:

"Luel!"

"Sister?"

Having reached another climax, Lucy called out to her sister while collapsed in my arms.
Luel looked at her sister with a confused expression.

"You'll regret it if you hold back now."

"What do you mean?"

"Just go for it. Try the adventure."

Adventure.
The moment she heard that word, Luel's eyes changed.

"Adventure..."

"Yes, there are many things you can't know unless you experience them yourself."

"That's true."

For some reason, she nodded and began approaching me.
Lucy, though looking reluctant, pulled my member out of herself.
As if it was now her sister's turn to use it, she carefully washed it in the hot spring water and gently stroked it to keep it erect.

"Now it's your turn."

After staring at the firmly standing member despite the water currents, Luel finally seemed to make a decision and grabbed it.

"It's hot."

She smiled.

"Touching it directly is indeed different. Sister, you were right."

She carefully positioned it at her entrance.

"This is how you do it, right?"

"That's right."

Judging by the amount of fluid flowing from her groin, all preparations were already complete.
There was nothing else to do.

"Just put it in."

At those words, Luel closed her eyes tightly and inserted it.

"Hik..."

A momentary gasp.
But Luel quickly regained her composure.

"T-this is..."

She carefully began moving her hips.
For me, it was tantalizingly small movements, but since she was a first-timer like Lucy, I decided to match her pace.

"Hah... ah..."

Moaning, Luel began moving her pelvis with concentration.
She seemed completely absorbed in it, continuing to move for a while... until her body suddenly jerked and stopped.
With an ecstatic expression, she said:

"So this is sex."

No, not yet.
I grabbed Luel's wrist and raised my body from the hot spring.
Then I turned her body around.

"Allen?"

"This doesn't seem enough."

"What?"

"This might be our only chance. I'll show you more thoroughly."

"W-wait... kyaa!"

Since Luel seemed to have gotten used to it, I began to approach her more aggressively.

"This is enough for me..."

"Has your thirst for knowledge ever been satisfied with just this much?"

"That's not true, but... hiiik!"

Luel writhed in pleasure.
I asked her once more:

"You said today was a safe day, right?"

"Yes, yes...! Wait, my insides suddenly feel hot...?"

That's because my semen went inside.
But I had no intention of stopping.
Today, I needed to show Luel everything.

"Hic... ahng...!"

Luel's cries had now become completely sweet.
Lucy, watching us, said with a hint of disappointment:

"What about me?"

What should I do?
It was my first time with two people, so I was momentarily conflicted.
But soon I realized there was no other way.

"Then we'll take turns."

"Okay."

In the meantime, Lucy seemed determined to torment Luel.
While I attacked from below, she began targeting Luel's upper body.
Thanks to this, Luel's moans became even more rapid.

The situation had already strayed far from its original purpose.
In the heat of the hot spring, we gradually fell into pleasure.
At least until Luel, who had relatively less stamina, lost consciousness.
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"I'm sorry."

I was on my knees in the corner of the inn, repeatedly apologizing.

"I was wrong."

Somehow, Elsie and the other "wives" at the inn knew what had happened in the Ice Valley.
Elsie even went so far as to guess the sequence of events and recite them fluently.
Of course, even she seemed surprised that her guess was completely accurate.

"I'm sorry. I'm a womanizer and trash."

"At least you're self-aware."

The fortunate thing was that I was ultimately able to receive their forgiveness.

"Well, we expected something like this might happen eventually."

"I don't even feel particularly shocked anymore."

"And if it had to be someone, at least it was Luel and Lucy..."

That was truly fortunate.
Or was it?
I felt a bit sad that my reputation seemed to be so firmly established.
Since it was true, I couldn't even make excuses.

But beyond that, there was something that made me uneasy.

*Was that resolved too easily?*

Even considering my reputation, it seemed to end too smoothly.
I had certainly thought about what would happen if I got caught, and in my imagination, the punishments were all severe.

Even if I lost my senses due to the hot spring's heat...
Having an affair with twin sisters during a trip without my wives' permission.
Wait, when I put it that way, I sound like the worst scum on earth?
Well, that's accurate.

*I was expecting at least three stabbings...*

Something felt off.
I didn't expect it to be resolved this easily.
Not that I'm complaining.

Just then—

*Creeak*

As the door opened, someone appeared.
Transparent, ice-like hair and white skin.

It was Weiss.

"Um..."

After peeking through the slightly opened door, she was startled and quickly pulled her head back.

"Oh, it's not over yet."

I hurriedly called out to her.

"No, Weiss! We're finished!"

That must be the case.
My priority was escaping this uncomfortable situation.

"Is that so?"

Weiss smiled brightly and poked her upper body back into the room.
I asked her:

"What brings you here?"

"Oh, Rose kept begging to see her daddy... I came to check when you might be done."

Rose.
The daughter born between Gwen and me, my precious firstborn.
My second child was expected to be with Elsie.

"Rose! Tell her daddy will come see her soon!"

Weiss nodded with a bright smile, then closed the door and left.
Watching her go, I thought:

*She really is a kind person.*

After the innkeeper retired, I became the owner of the inn.
But given my nature that made it difficult to stay in one place, Weiss had taken on the responsibility of managing the inn.
Plus, she would look after Rose when Gwen was busy. I owed her a lot.

*I should find a way to repay her someday.*

With that thought, I turned my attention back to my wives.
But for some reason, their gazes had grown even colder than before.

*What, what's going on?*

As I looked confused, Elsie spoke:

"Weiss is off-limits."

"What do you mean by off-limits?"

"We can't let such a good person suffer the same pain we do."

"What are you—"

"Anyway, it's forbidden. We'll do everything in our power to prevent it, so keep that in mind."

It was difficult for me to understand what she meant.
For some reason, both Gwen and Seora were nodding in agreement.

Then, Gwen spoke up:

"Let's go see Rose first. She's been asking for you every day without fail."

Yes, that should be the priority.

***

"Peekaboo, peekaboo."

A red-haired child in Gwen's arms.
Despite Gwen's efforts, the child's blue eyes just stared blankly.
Well, Rose had always been like that.

"Peekaboo."

"Hahaha!"

She preferred me over Gwen.
It wasn't that she didn't like Gwen, but when both of us were present, she would choose me over Gwen.
Her first word was "daddy" rather than "mommy."

"Tch."

Seeing her daughter's unchanging preference, Gwen pouted.
And that jealous look was one she never directed at the other wives like Elsie or Seora.

"Ah, haha..."

Feeling a bit scared, I laughed awkwardly.
Rose laughed along with me.
I couldn't expect a four-year-old to read the room.

*I'm sorry. Your dad is worthless.*

Normally, I would have given Gwen a light kiss to improve her mood, but I knew it was better to stay still now.
This worthless father had already caused an unthinkable incident during his trip.

"If you like daddy so much, do you want to be held by him for a while?"

Eventually, Gwen tried to hand Rose over to me.
But Rose, apparently not wanting to leave her mother, clung tightly to Gwen.
Gwen raised the corner of her mouth as if finding it ridiculous, but her eyes showed warmth.

*She really has become a mother.*

That was obvious, of course.
But seeing that look in her eyes made it hit home again.

The female swordsman who had once desperately swung her sword to overcome her fate... was now living an ordinary life as a mother, just as she had wished.

*I'm truly glad.*

I smiled contentedly as well.
But at the same time, a corner of my heart ached.

Freyja.
Although I confirmed she was satisfied when I sent her off, I couldn't help feeling regretful.
Seeing Gwen as a mother naturally reminded me of Freyja, causing me pain.

But I couldn't show it outwardly.
It was just a passing feeling for me, and I shouldn't dwell on it too much.
My mother, Freyja, wouldn't want me to miss her to the point of suffering.

Briefly remembering her and feeling sad—that was enough.

"Come here, Rose. Come to daddy."

I finally reached out to Rose.
It was almost her bedtime.
And today, I planned to put her to sleep.

"Let's sleep together with daddy tonight."

After hesitating for a moment, Rose finally loosened her grip on Gwen.
Then she toddled over to me.

With a disappointed expression, she said to me:

"Rose. Play more."

Though her vocabulary was still limited, Rose could now have short conversations.

"No. Then daddy won't be able to sleep with you."

"Hmph."

She still looked disappointed.
I worried she might throw a tantrum, but fortunately, Rose just lowered her head as if accepting it and let me hold her.

"Oh my, our Rose is so obedient."

She probably took after Gwen.
I gently placed Rose on the bed and covered her with a blanket.
Then I stroked her head.

Soft red hair.
If she continues to grow up healthy like this, she'll surely become a beautiful woman like her mother.

*She'll definitely attract a lot of men.*

The thought of having to marry her off someday made my stomach churn.
But I knew it was inevitable for Rose's happiness.
In the end, all I could do was carefully screen her suitors.

*Of course, as long as they truly love Rose, that's enough, regardless of family background or looks.*

One thing was certain, though—I wouldn't marry her off to a good-for-nothing like me.
I know it's hypocritical.
Call me a hypocrite if you want.

But marrying my daughter to a womanizer is a different story.

*Nod*

While I was lost in these thoughts, Rose began to breathe steadily.
She must have been tired from playing with me all day.

"Then I should..."

Honestly, I was exhausted.
I had just hurriedly returned to the inn from my trip.
I wanted to sleep now.

I carefully moved my feet and left Rose's room.
Then I headed to my own room.

*Creeak*

Perhaps because I hadn't been in my room at the inn for a while, the smell seemed slightly different.
But I was too tired to care and immediately lay down on the bed.
My eyes were already half-closed.

"Sigh..."

As I was about to fall asleep, I felt regret.
I was still uneasy about how easily my wives had forgiven me.

"Maybe I should have brought them gifts."

Just then—

"No, that's not necessary."

"Elsie?"

Elsie's voice came from somewhere.

"I don't need anything either."

"I don't particularly want gifts either..."

Then Gwen and Seora's voices followed.
The room was dark, so I hadn't seen them.
But why were they in my room?

*Huh?*

Suddenly, I had an ominous feeling.
The uneasiness I'd been feeling might actually be justified.

*Oh crap.*

I decided to sleep outside tonight.
I quickly got up and opened the window.

"Grab him!"

But my attempt was thwarted by two people who moved faster than Elsie's command.

"Um, hey? Can we put this down and talk—"

"We'll communicate through our bodies."

"Through our bodies?"

Did she mean they were going to beat me up?
I knew they wouldn't forgive me so easily.

*But...*

The sensation felt strange.
Bare skin?

"Why are you all naked?"

All of them were naked.
And while Gwen and Seora held me down, Elsie was quickly removing my pants.

"Wait, are you all seriously—!"

"You did it with two women at once during your trip, didn't you? What's the difference with three?"

There is a difference.
But I couldn't argue that point here.
If I did, I'd be the worst scum on earth.
There's still a difference between being scum and being the worst scum.

*Is there no way out?*

These women were determined.
I had no right of refusal.
I was probably going to have my energy drained by them all night.

*Luel, I think I need to start worrying about my lifespan.*

Just as I was about to accept my fate—

*Creeak*

The door suddenly opened.

"Huh?"

Everyone's attention turned in that direction.
More specifically, toward the small figure beyond the door.

"Mommy, daddy, big sisters?"

She was someone who absolutely should not be here.
An innocent, precious being who knew nothing.
My daughter, Rose.

"What are you doing?"

Fortunately, the room was almost completely dark, so Rose only knew we were there from our voices.
She probably hadn't seen what we were about to do.

"Rose, freeze right there!"

I quickly stopped Rose to handle the situation.
Then, pulling up my pants, I hurried over to her.

"Freeze?"

"Got you!"

Playing this little game, I lifted Rose up, and she giggled happily.
Seeing Rose in a good mood, I asked:

"What's wrong? Did you wake up? Had a scary dream?"

"No."

"Then?"

"You said we'd sleep together!"

"Ah."

It seemed Rose had woken up, found me missing, and came looking for me.

"I'm sorry, daddy had something to take care of."

"Oh."

"I wasn't trying to break my promise to Rose. You understand, right?"

"Yes!"

Fortunately, Rose was understanding.
In a way, she was like a savior to me.
If she hadn't come looking for me...

"I guess we have no choice..."

"..."

My wives—licking their lips in the darkness.
Leaving them behind, I returned to Rose's room.

"Let's go back to sleep."

I laid Rose back on the bed and lay down beside her.
Rose's bed was the same size as a regular adult bed, so there was plenty of room for two.

"Hush, hush..."

I stroked her hair and sang a lullaby to put her back to sleep.
As I did, my own eyelids grew heavy.
I was already tired, and after the recent commotion, it was natural.

Just as I was half-asleep... I felt the bed subtly sink down.
Opening my eyes, I saw red hair in front of me.

*Rose?*

No, it wasn't Rose.
Rose was still in front of me, but beyond her, Gwen had come and lain down.

"Gwen?"

I quietly called out to her.
It wasn't because the bed was too small.
I was just a bit afraid.

"Rose is here now, so maybe..."

"Allen, I'm not that much of a beast."

"I'm sorry."

With my eyes adjusted to the darkness, I could see her faint smile.

"I just wanted to sleep with Rose and you after so long."

"Ah."

Come to think of it, when Rose was very young, Gwen and I used to sleep in the same bed with Rose between us.
But that stopped when Rose got her own bed.

"And... I'm sorry about what happened earlier."

She didn't need to apologize for that.
It was all my fault to begin with.
I had nothing to say.

Instead, I held her hand tightly.

"Good night."

She held my hand tightly in return.

"You too."

At this moment.
It was an incomparably happy night.
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*Rustle.*

I pulled the blanket closer in the cold morning air.
Then suddenly, I heard birds chirping.

*This is...*

The room was already quite bright.
It seemed to be morning.
If that was the case, I couldn't just keep sleeping.

*I should get up.*

Of course, today was a holiday.
A day to rest at the inn with no schedule.
But that didn't mean I could just do nothing all day.

By the way...

*Is breakfast already being prepared?*

The scent of food lingered in the air.
However, the smell was a bit different from usual.
It seemed someone other than Weiss was preparing it.

*It can't be Elsie.*

Originally, Elsie was the one who prepared meals most often after Weiss, but since she was heavily pregnant now, she had stepped back from household chores.

*Then...*

Suddenly, I had an ominous feeling.
The remaining candidates all had their own issues.

Gwen would be the least problematic, as her cooking mostly involved grilling with roughly estimated seasoning.
But Seora handled kitchen knives as dangerously as swords, and Luel, despite her excellent theoretical knowledge, was rather clumsy at actual cooking.
And Lucy... she was catastrophically bad, so there was no need to say more.

*Well, as long as it's not Lucy.*

But only Seora knew about Lucy's disastrous cooking skills.
If Seora hadn't woken up early, there was still a possibility that Lucy was cooking.
So I headed to the kitchen with an anxious heart.

*Creak*

As I opened the door and entered the kitchen,
I saw someone cooking with their back turned to me.
But I was confused when I saw who it was.

*Who is that?*

The person wasn't among those I had been expecting.
Yet somehow, that silhouette looked familiar.

A slender but firm figure.
And a woman with long ash-gray hair...

*Huh?*

There's no way I could have forgotten.
I shouldn't have forgotten.
The reason I couldn't remember was probably because it was beyond common sense.

*Beyond common sense?*

My thoughts suddenly stopped.
Why did I think it was beyond common sense for her to be here?
It felt strange.

*It's natural for her to be here.*

She had been by my side ever since I prevented the world's demise.
It was only natural.
After all, she was my mother.

"Freyja?"

At my words, Freyja turned around as if she had been waiting for them.

"Allen? You're finally awake."

Freyja's face smiled warmly.
When I met her gaze, tears welled up in my eyes for some reason.

"Oh my, why are you crying?"

I didn't know either.
Surely I saw Freyja every day...
Yet for some reason, tears were threatening to fall.

"Just got some dust in my eye..."

Freyja approached me with a worried expression and examined my eyes.
I quickly said to her:

"I'm fine now."

"Are you sure?"

She took out a handkerchief and wiped my tears.
Her touch was warm.

*Why?*

When her hand touched me, I felt like crying even more.
But since I didn't understand why, I tried my best to hold back.
Instead, I greeted her as casually as possible.

"Good morning."

"Good morning."

***

For some reason, I felt a sense of dissonance that morning.
But as if that dissonance was just my imagination, the day flowed naturally.

"Mmm, yes. That feels refreshing."

Freyja was lying on the inn's sofa, getting a shoulder massage from Gwen.
Not just Gwen, but my other wives were also rubbing her hands and feet.

"Having many daughters-in-law makes me happy, Allen."

She wore a genuinely happy expression.
Though my wives transformed into predators trying to devour me every night, they became remarkably docile in front of their mother-in-law.

"Here, I brought this."

Just then, Elsie brought tea from the kitchen.
Her belly was now fully swollen.
Despite this, she insisted on running errands for Freyja, saying she needed to walk occasionally.

"Thank you."

Freyja took the teacup and savored the aroma before speaking.

"As expected, tea brewed by Weiss has a wonderful fragrance."

After saying that, she gave me a meaningful look.

"I think Weiss would be a good choice too, don't you think?"

No, absolutely not.
If that happened, your son might actually die.
Those words almost escaped my lips, but I shook my head and said:

"We'd have to ask Weiss about that."

After all, Weiss didn't harbor those kinds of feelings for me.

"Really? Then I should ask her sometime."

"No, that's...!"

"I'm joking."

Freyja winked.

Just then.

*Pitter-patter...*

The sound of small feet running across the floor came from somewhere.
It was Rose, with her fairly long red hair flowing behind her.

"Grandmaaaa~"

Rose ran with all her might and threw herself into Freyja's arms.
Freyja warmly embraced her in return.

"Yes, my dear granddaughter."

For reference, Freyja's appearance had barely changed since her youth.
She looked only slightly more mature than Gwen, the oldest among my wives.
So it seemed a bit awkward when she referred to herself as a grandmother.

*It looks like I've done something scandalous.*

Well, having five wives was indeed scandalous in a way.
But one thing was certain.

"At least they're all people I love."

"Indeed. That's how it appears."

A moment of silence fell.
In the somewhat awkward atmosphere,
I began to feel that sense of dissonance again.

*Why am I feeling this way?*

That's when it happened.
Suddenly, Freyja called out to me.

"Allen."

"Yes?"

"How have you been all this time?"

She suddenly said something incomprehensible.

"What do you mean?"

Freyja had been by my side all along.
So her question made no sense.
But she shook her head.

"You know it too, don't you? That's why you found it hard to close your eyes."

"What are you...?"

"That I'm not real. If you fall asleep now, I'll probably be gone."

"Freyja!"

I inadvertently called out her name loudly.
Yet Freyja didn't seem surprised.

"Don't joke like that. There's no way..."

"Allen, I'm already dead. That fact can't be changed."

"But just as I prevented the world's demise..."

"You changed a future that was heading toward destruction, not the past."

She was right.
And... I had already fully accepted that she could never come back to life.
I was just ignoring such logic because of the sight of her before my eyes.

"Then who are you standing in front of me now?"

"I am me. Freyja."

"But you said you can't come back to life."

"That's right. I'm in front of your eyes, but I'm dead."

"What kind of talk is that!"

I shouted again, a bit agitated.
But Freyja still wore only a bitter smile.

"Today, the God of Destiny gave us a chance."

"The God of Destiny?"

"Yes, I don't understand the exact principles, but apparently today is when a singularity forms on Earth's side."

"So after today..."

"I'll disappear again. And probably you and the others won't remember today clearly."

It seemed similar to an Ordeal.
Something that doesn't feel like reality, remaining only as a faint dream.
But I couldn't accept it.

"Alber!"

I was disappointed in him.
Just when I had finally pulled myself together and was living my life, he pulls this kind of prank.
There are lines that shouldn't be crossed.

But there was no response from Alber.

"There probably won't be any answer. The God of Destiny only gave permission, but his policy of not interfering with the world remains unchanged."

"Just permission? Then who brought you here..."

"Obviously you. Because you're the one dreaming this dream."

"Dream?"

Hearing that word, my head suddenly felt numb.

"Even though you said you've come to terms with it, part of you still wished that when you woke up in the morning, I would be alive... you've been having such dreams."

Her words were true.
But that didn't mean I was going to accept it as is.

"There's nothing wrong with dreaming."

It's not wrong.
It doesn't harm anyone.

"No, it's not good for you. It's a futile dream."

"Even if it's futile, I'm happy in that moment."

"And it's okay to cry for a long time after waking up? To make Gwen worry by showing a sad expression whenever you see her?"

"That's..."

"It's time for you to live your own life."

That's true.
But... even if my head thinks so, my heart won't let go.
If it could, I would have let go long ago.

I lowered my head to the ground.
It was to hide my tears as much as possible.
But despite such efforts, hot droplets began to fall to the floor.

"Allen."

Just then, a warm sensation touched my back.
And Freyja's arms wrapped around me.
She was embracing me from behind.

"Nothing is eternal."

"What do you...?"

"Everything needs closure. Whether by choice or not."

She lowered her head and pressed her cheek against mine.

"You too will someday meet your end."

"I suppose so."

"Of course, it's a good thing to be remembered and mourned after the end. It's an incredibly happy thing. But what's more important..."

Tears were now flowing down her cheeks as well.

"Despite everything, the world goes on."

That was true.
After Libero died, after she died.
Even after I die.

The world will continue.
And in that world, my descendants will likely remain.

"So, you need to think about Rose now. And the second child who will be born soon, and the children who will come after."

"Yes..."

"You need to let go of some of that sadness, don't you?"

I nodded.
Freyja stroked my head and said:

"Then... I can rest easy now. Sleep well, my son."

I could feel the farewell approaching.
It seemed I couldn't escape from this goodbye.
Realizing this, I opened my mouth.

"Good night."

And I finally used the title I had been afraid to say.
I had been scared that if I said it, she would disappear like before.
But now I knew she would disappear anyway.

"Mother."

***

"Allen! So you were sleeping here!"

Suddenly, Seora grabbed my shoulder and shook me.
Thanks to her, I became fully alert.

I had been sleeping with my head down on the kitchen table.

"Freyja?"

The name suddenly escaped my lips.
But I couldn't quite remember why this name came out.
However, when Seora heard the name, she said:

"Did you dream about Mother again?"

Dream?
Maybe I did.
It seemed like Freyja appeared in my dream...

But for some reason, that dream felt extremely important.
It seemed like it had been incredibly happy...

That's when it happened.

"Allen, this isn't the time! Wake up!"

"Huh?"

"Elsie is giving birth!"

Seora was right.
This wasn't the time.
I had something more important than a dream about Freyja.

"Elsie is?"

I hurriedly got up from my seat.
And followed Seora to Elsie's room.

People, including a doctor, were already gathered there.

"Elsie!"

When I called out to her, the doctor gave me a look suggesting I should be quiet.
But Elsie had already noticed me, and despite her labored breathing, she smiled at me.
She said:

"I've already given birth."

As she said, the baby was already in Weiss's arms.
Weiss approached me and carefully handed over the child.

The moment I saw the baby... my eyes couldn't help but widen.
Seeing my reaction, Elsie said:

"The baby has the same hair color as your mother."

Though still sparse, the hair was definitely ash-gray.
Exactly the same as Freyja's.

"Freyja..."

Perhaps last night's dream was a prophetic dream.
I'm not sure.
But what's certain is...

I will love this child unconditionally.
If possible, as much as Freyja loved me.

"Leila. What do you think?"

"For the baby's name?"

"Yes."

"Well, it's pretty. I like it."
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"President! Vice President!"

These were the titles used to address Seora and me.
The president and vice president of the Raven Company.
That was our current position.

"It's been a while, everyone!"

Seora responded energetically.
Unlike me, who was still not used to being called vice president, she had completely adapted to her role.
It was quite pleasant to see her smiling brightly, different from her usually deflated appearance at the inn.

*I suppose this has been her dream all along...*

She had always dreamed of reviving the Raven Company.
That's why, as soon as the world calmed down after preventing its destruction, she immediately began company activities.

She gathered merchants who had previously belonged to the Raven Company.
Then she traveled around, enthusiastically recruiting various other merchants.
I was dragged along during this process, lending my face to the cause, but I couldn't deny that her efforts were the main driving force behind creating the current Raven Company.

"Allen! What are you doing? Hurry up and get in."

"Yeah, coming..."

I climbed into the carriage, led by her.
As I did, the gazes of those around us turned toward us.

"Is everyone ready?"

She skillfully commanded the company despite all the attention.

This was a regular event that happened about once every quarter.
The president and vice president would make an appearance to boost company morale and lead an expedition themselves.
It was something specified in the company's membership conditions and essential for maintaining the Raven Company's standing.

*I don't really mind it either.*

Now that Chaos had disappeared from the world.
The unexplored territories where Chaos had originally resided were still dangerous, but their natural scenery was just as beautiful.

Unique landforms weathered by long neglect.
Greenery beginning to grow again.
Watching the scenery while riding in the carriage naturally put my mind at ease.

*Though this is still work, of course.*

It was different from the journey I took with the Luel and Lucy sisters.
Since this was ultimately business, I had to focus on my actual duties.

Perimeter security.
Given that the company had risen again based on Seora's and my standing and strength, that was my main job.
Even though I had lost my abilities, my swordsmanship hadn't gone anywhere.

"Everyone stop!"

Three hours into the expedition.
A concerning group appeared ahead.
They were mounted on horses and armed.

*They're clearly bandits.*

I placed my hand on my sword, preparing for possible combat.

But their numbers weren't that great.
Moreover, after noticing the raven flag on our company, they quickly turned their horses and moved away from us.
Seeing this, Seora gave the order again.

"Let's continue!"

As we moved forward again.
Something suddenly caught my eye.

*Aren't those the same guys from earlier?*

The bandits who had fled after seeing us.
They suddenly appeared again.
They were far ahead of us, on the mountain ridge.

*What's going on?*

This was quite far from where we had encountered them earlier.
It was hard to believe that a bandit group, which typically operates around a central hideout, would have their path overlap with ours over such a distance.

*If that's the case...*

There was only one thing I could surmise.

"Seora."

"Hmm?"

"I think we should be careful."

We were currently entering a valley surrounded by mountains.
But this terrain was clearly not favorable for us.

Seora seemed to notice this too and nodded.

"Got it."

From now on, we needed to be more vigilant as our field of vision narrowed.

Clunk, clunk.

The carriage traveled along the mountain path.
And then... finally, an anomaly caught my eye.
A rather significant one at that.

*What is that?*

A massive boulder was blocking the path, though I had no idea where it had been rolled from.
What was certain was that it hadn't been there during the previous expedition.
Such a boulder suddenly appearing in a place like this seemed quite unnatural.

*They must have struggled quite a bit to move it.*

Anyway...

"Everyone stop!"

Seora halted the company after spotting the boulder.
It seemed impossible to pass through here as things stood.
Even if it took a bit more time, we'd have to turn the carriages around and find another route.

*The problem is that turning the carriages will also take considerable time.*

And the people who placed this boulder here were probably counting on that time.
So I jumped out of the carriage and shouted:

"Everyone prepare for battle!"

The soldiers drew their swords in response to the command.
They were elite troops who had received my training, albeit briefly.
As I had told Seora when convincing her, strong individuals tend to attract other strong ones.

I had become known as one of the strongest figures on this continent.
So those who gathered under me weren't pushovers either.

*I wouldn't have entrusted the company to them otherwise.*

Except for days like today, Seora and I didn't participate in most expeditions.
Yet someone had challenged our company, which meant one of two things.

*Either they're incredibly bold, or they're that confident.*

In the end, the result wouldn't differ much either way.
That's what I was thinking when...

*Finally, they've appeared.*

The bandit group began to reveal themselves along the mountain ridge.

*They certainly are numerous.*

Their numbers seemed to be two to three times our forces.

*Where did they gather so many?*

Perhaps it wasn't a single bandit group, but an alliance of several.
Well, I suppose that's what it would take to rob the Raven Company.

...This made things a bit difficult.
If we fought, we could win, but with those numbers, it would be impossible to defend perfectly.

*Numbers are always hard to deal with.*

It might have been different during the era of Chaos.
Back then, when Relics and Stigmas existed, a single human could face hundreds simultaneously.
But that's impossible now.

Even though I'm called the strongest...
In the end, I'm only the strongest in one-on-one swordsmanship.
I don't possess the power to sweep away such brute numbers at once.

*Sadly, that's reality.*

I drew my sword, watching the approaching bandits.
Having taken on the role of vice president of the Raven Company, I intended to take responsibility and prevent casualties.

But at that moment.

*Seora?*

I suddenly noticed Seora moving in my peripheral vision.
She jumped down from the carriage and headed toward the boulder in front.

*What is she trying to...*

The boulder looked dozens of times larger than her frame.
After briefly looking at it, she placed her hand on her sword.
And then...

"Sky Slash."

At that moment, a clear sound rang out.
Simultaneously...

CRACK

The massive boulder split in half.

"What in the world..."

She smiled nonchalantly after cleaving the boulder.
The tense atmosphere that had been building toward battle instantly froze.
And the bandits... ultimately chose to flee.

Perhaps it was natural.
If anyone saw a human split a massive boulder with just a sword, they'd make the same decision.
To be honest, I was a bit frightened myself.

"Let's get going again!"

She climbed back into the carriage with a bright smile.
As I sat down beside her, I asked:

"What did you just do?"

"Huh?"

"Splitting that boulder."

"The boulder? Oh, you mean the Sky Slash?"

Yes, Sky Slash or whatever.
What just happened was too surreal.
It almost made me wonder if Alber hadn't completely taken away her abilities.

But she spoke as if it were the most natural thing:

"It's just Sky Slash."

Then she stretched out her hand and pointed to the sky.

At that moment, an unbelievable sight entered my eyes.
Under the blue sky, a massive sword mark cutting through the clouds in a straight line.

*What on earth...*

She hadn't simply cut the boulder.
Originally, what she had cut was the sky, and the boulder just happened to be in between.
How is that possible?

Well, is there really a need to explain this?
She simply swung her sword with the conviction that she could cut the sky.
And it was actually possible.

It was swordsmanship beyond comprehension.
The "how" didn't matter.
Only the fact that she had cut the sky was important.

*Perhaps...*

The strongest might not be someone like me.
It might be this person sitting next to me, grinning.

I wonder what exactly I've raised.
It made me a little afraid.

***

"Haaah..."

After successfully completing the expedition.
Seora sprawled out on the bed.

I gave her a compliment.

"You did well today."

"Really? Did I act like a proper leader?"

"Yes, definitely."

Seora started grinning foolishly.
Though she looked silly, I knew she was capable when it mattered, so I didn't scold her.

"Then Allen..."

Seora suddenly started squirming on the bed.
To be honest, it was a predictable development.

"Alright."

What I was about to give her was a reward.
A reward for her hard work on this expedition.

But the problem was...
This one had surprisingly peculiar tastes.
So much so that I couldn't properly satisfy her at the inn.

So opportunities like this, when we were on a business trip together, were the only chance.
The only chance to indulge her desires as she wished.

"Lie face down first."

At this moment, the president and vice president of the Raven Company weren't present.
There was only a dog panting on the bed and its owner.
I put a leash on her.

"Wait, this is..."

Seora's face turned bright red.
But I scolded her.

"Animals shouldn't speak human language."

"Woof... woof woof, growl..."

I hope there's no misunderstanding.
This is all because she likes it.
It's not particularly my preference. Probably.
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I lay on the bed, unable to contain my admiration as I gazed at her.

*Indeed...*

Despite her occasional clumsy behavior, her body was absolute perfection.
Slender limbs with curves in all the right places, complemented by smooth skin.
On the surface, Seora was the epitome of a fantasy woman.

Except for her preferences, that is.

"Are you really sure you like this?"

"Mmph... hnngh..."

"You really are a pervert."

No denial came from her.
By now, she had come to recognize her unusual tastes after having sex with the other wives.
Yet despite this awareness, her preferences remained firmly unchanged.

"Done."

Tight ropes constricted her entire body.
I secured the knots firmly.
This might leave red marks for a while.

*How am I going to explain this to the others...?*

I had no idea.
There was no way to excuse it.
Besides, it was sometimes fun to see Elsie's flustered reactions.

"Anyway. I'm going to put it in now."

Long foreplay wasn't necessary with this one.
Unlike Elsie or Gwen, she didn't enjoy being teased.
Just a slap on her behind was enough to get her soaking wet.

Simply put, she's a pervert.
Right now, she resembled a beast more than a human.
One that found pleasure in submission.

*In summary, a masochist.*

Perhaps it stemmed from her childhood experiences of receiving help from others and living somewhat dependently.
Plus, she had been with me longer than anyone else during my journey.

Of course, throughout that time, I did my best to guide her toward independence.
The most important aspect was building her self-confidence.
She had now developed complete confidence in herself.

But... I couldn't change her inherent preferences.
Or rather, there was no reason to change them.
If this was her true nature and what genuinely made her happy...

*Though we've negotiated the intensity quite a bit.*

Anyway.
With her, it's more effective to take her like a beast rather than teasing her.
So I quickly took a condom from my pocket and put it on.

But at that moment.

"Ngh... ngh..."

Suddenly, Seora twisted her body with all her might, moving her private parts.
Because of this, I couldn't aim properly.

"What are you doing?"

For a moment, I wondered if this was part of the play.
Perhaps she wanted me to forcefully hold her down and thrust in.
But when I grabbed her, I realized that wasn't it.

*She's more intense than usual?*

This pervert normally pretends to resist but naturally relaxes when I grab her.
She just enjoys pretending to resist.
But now she was genuinely resisting.

"Ngh... nnngh..."

"What are you saying? Speak like a human."

She shook her head.
She didn't seem interested in using human speech.

"Ngh ngh nnngh..."

Strangely enough, I started to understand what she meant.

"You want to have a baby?"

She nodded.

Indeed.
Since Elsie had recently given birth, it made sense that she would want a child too.
However...

*What should I do? I accidentally got twins pregnant recently.*

That was an accident.
Recently, two of them had slightly different menstrual cycles, but while dealing with both of them, I mistook Lucy for Luel.
And then Luel threatened to tell everyone if I didn't get her pregnant like her sister, so I had no choice but to comply.

It happened so suddenly that I hadn't told the other wives yet.
Of course, I couldn't hide it forever, but it felt awkward to tell Seora in this situation.

"Seora. Can't we have a baby next time?"

"Ngh, ngh ngh..."

Seora's expression turned gloomy.
Seeing that face made my heart ache for some reason.

*This isn't right...*

It was entirely my mistake.
Seora had done nothing wrong.
So...

"Alright."

To hell with it.
Three babies at once...
I'll manage somehow.

No, I must manage.

"Mmm?"

I was planning to have Seora bear a child eventually anyway.
Originally, I had thought this would be her turn.

"I'll make sure you get pregnant. So..."

I gripped Seora's thighs firmly and pushed my cock in.
Despite the roughness, it went in smoothly without resistance.
But the moment she realized it was inside, she began to squeeze incredibly tight.

The tightness felt like it was trying to suck out all my virility.
However, my stamina, enhanced by the effects of demonization, was not to be underestimated.
Lately, I sometimes had to handle five women in a single night.

*Here I go.*

Words were unnecessary.
I would thrust with only the determination to impregnate her.
In what's known as the mating press position, I mounted Seora, whose limbs were bound, and began intense piston movements.

"Hik... hnngh...!"

Seora, or rather, the pervert, was clearly excited by the current situation.
Her vagina squeezed tighter and tighter, and soon her body began to tremble slightly.
She seemed to be experiencing small orgasms already.

*And we're just getting started.*

It's different from a man's orgasm.
A woman's orgasm doesn't burst in a single moment but builds up slowly and continuously.
And with Seora's endurance, her limit was almost impossibly high.
But...

*Let's find out today.*

I began thrusting more intensely.
Her waist arched and lifted off the bed.
Finding her reaction amusing, I thrust again, and again.

"Haah... haahngh...!"

After thrusting many times, I began to feel the urge to ejaculate.
I wasn't planning to end with just one round anyway.
So I ejaculated inside her.

My rod throbbed in her hot insides.
It was already extremely sensitive, but I didn't stop.
Neither did Seora.

"Allen...! Wait...! Just... a little... break...!"

"I only hear barking sounds."

Besides, saying such things with such a happy expression wasn't convincing.
This was just her meaningless resistance, pretending for her own fetish.

"I'm not letting you go today."

The night was still young.
I planned to mate with her continuously throughout the night.

"Hnngh... hnnngh...!"

I didn't count how many times I thrust.
Neither of us had any rationality left.
We were just surrendering to pleasure, having sex like mad.

"Hnnngh...!"

Seora's moans sounded almost like sobbing.
Her face, flushed with arousal, was covered in tears.

I felt another urge to ejaculate building.

Gulp.

Despite having ejaculated several times already, the amount hadn't decreased much.
It seemed I was far from emptying my balls completely.

"Ungh...! This much...! Surely...!"

"We won't know until you're pregnant."

"But I'm at my limit...!"

No, the fact that she could still speak human language meant she wasn't at her limit.
We'd reached this point before.

"You're the one who begged to get pregnant."

"That's... true...?"

"I'm just making sure it happens."

Saying that, I thrust into her again.
Her waist arched once more.

"Haaaaaah...!"

Seeing her reaction, I thought her limit must be near.
I grabbed Seora, whose responses had intensified, and continued thrusting.
The room filled again with squelching sounds and Seora's bestial moans.

***

"Haa, haa..."

An intense urge to ejaculate surged through me.
Seora's vagina squeezed as if trying to suck out every last drop of semen.
But it was clear that barely a few drops remained.

*Damn it.*

I had underestimated her.
I had planned to stop when Seora truly reached her limit.
But she endured until sunrise.

I continued out of stubbornness too... but now it was truly over.
With that judgment, I finally pulled out of her.
The semen that had filled her began to leak out slowly.

Sensing this, Seora murmured.

"My precious baby seeds..."

She looked disappointed, but she had no strength to stop the leaking semen.
She was tied up anyway.

"By the way, Allen. When are you going to untie me?"

"..."

"Allen?"

I felt sorry for Seora.
I had no energy left.
I had literally spent myself completely.

But despite my apologetic feelings, she spoke in an excited voice.

"This is... kind of exciting too..."

At this point, I had to acknowledge it.
She truly was the strongest living being.

Ch.BONUS - Epilogue - Seong Yurang (FIN)
I still can't forget that day.
The memory of countless people cheering for Allen during the broadcast... I'll probably never forget it for the rest of my life.

*That was amazing.*

The day I found Mint Lemon on the street.
I returned to Mint Lemon's studio and turned on the broadcast.
Then I started streaming without taking a break.

I didn't tell people about the true nature of Hundred Braves.
Who would believe me anyway?
That the fate of Earth depended on a simple game character.

So all I could do was make people immerse themselves in Allen's journey.
Allen Plake, who lost so much, was beaten down by the strong, yet kept moving forward... eventually reaching the Pontiff who was the true villain.
Getting people to cheer for him.

That was the best I could do for Allen.
I thought it might make Allen's transformation into the Demon King possible, and I was right.
In the end, Allen succeeded in becoming the Demon King, defeated the Pontiff, and saved the world.

*Of course, not many people on Earth know that fact.*

Anyway, that's how everything ended.

...or I can't just sum it up like that.
The world kept turning afterward, and many things happened.

First, Allen's memories that had entered my mind.
Apparently, it wasn't impossible to remove them using various techniques.
But since having them didn't cause much inconvenience to maintaining my existence as "me," I decided to just leave them be.

*Except for the swordsmanship that occasionally comes out unconsciously.*

And the broadcast.
When the broadcast ended, I felt empty for a while.
Thanks to Mint Lemon, who was something of a senior to me, I was able to overcome it somewhat.

But that didn't mean I started broadcasting again.
I briefly gained fame, but that was essentially thanks to Allen, not because I had exceptional talent.
So I decided to leave broadcasting to Mint Lemon, who was a natural-born streamer.

Meanwhile, Hundred Braves, being a game that was serviced with a specific purpose, naturally went through the process of shutting down.
They said that the signals from the other world had been completely cut off now.

Plus, the conclusion was relatively clean.
Since the service termination was officially confirmed this time, the necessary administrative and refund procedures were carried out quickly.
Thanks to that, while there were people who were disappointed, there was no one mindlessly cursing anymore.

And finally...

Me.

Actually, they had offered to take responsibility for me until the end.
After all, I hadn't volunteered but had been dragged into it unexpectedly.
Regardless of whether I had received help in the process, they clearly had some fault.

But I refused all their help.
I was grateful enough that they had fixed my legs.
I only reluctantly accepted the 100 million they offered as earnings from the broadcast.

It was a lot of money.
Not enough to live off for life, though.
But...

*I'd say it's about Swordsmanship (B) level.*

Much better than having nothing.
That said, what I do from now on is far more important.

*Tap, tap.*

I thought about the future.
What should I do on Earth, where there are no gods, Demon Kings, or magic?

Well, I was still thinking about it.
What should I do?
Perhaps it's something I'll have to contemplate for the rest of my life.

However, for now, I decided to do what I wanted to do right away.

- [The Hero's Journey Has Ended]_Game Design.pdf

I got a job at a game company.
During my long period as a shut-in.
Ironically, it was a game that helped me break free from that.

If I had given up on raising Allen at the 100th attempt.
If I hadn't tried the 101st time.
Would I have been able to get back on my feet?

I'm not sure.
But what's certain is that I also want to help others.

Of course, it won't be easy.
Making a game that's both fun and helpful to someone, that is.
Still... if even one person who plays this game receives help, that's enough.

*Click*

I sent the email and got up from my seat.
Then I walked to the window.

Cars filling the road.
People crossing the crosswalk.
It was an everyday scene no different from usual.

At the same time.
It was an incredibly precious everyday life.

*Ding.*

Checking the message, it was from Mint Lemon.
I replied that I was about to leave work, then returned to my desk.
I was about to organize the open windows and turn off the monitor.

*Static noise.*

At that moment.
With a brief burst of static, something short was written in the notepad.

*Good job.*

I knew exactly who had said that.
I don't know how contact was briefly established.

*You too, Allen.*

I blinked.

The notepad had automatically closed.
Staring blankly at the empty desktop, I smiled and turned off the computer.
And... returned to my daily life.

*Ring ring...*

"Yeah, I'm on my way out... You have good news so I should hurry? That makes me nervous."

-Became the 101st Hero (End)-
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