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I'm naturally timid and insecure, always overly conscious of what others think.

I pride myself on being perceptive because of this, but...

"Are you really not coming down the mountain?"
"No, Master."

I simply cannot fathom what this disciple of mine is thinking.


Ch.0 - My Disciple's Thoughts Are Completely Unfathomable (1)
I'm naturally timid and sensitive, always conscious of what others think.

I pride myself on being perceptive because of this, but....

"Are you really not going down the mountain?"
"Yes, Master."

I simply cannot understand what my Disciple is thinking.

"You'll end up living and dying as a bachelor."

I tried to convey my concern, but instead, my Disciple's expression only worsened.

I guess he doesn't like the idea of never getting married?

"When will you ever..."
"What?"
"Nothing..."

Ch.1 - Transmigration
A few years ago, I found myself inside the world of a novel.

And as a woman, no less.

It wasn't like I left a long comment for the author and received a suspicious email, or collapsed from overwork and woke up here.

I just opened my eyes and here I was.

If you ask, "How did you realize this was inside a novel?" the answer is simple.

My reflection in the mirror wasn't some character I recognized or the protagonist, but looked eerily similar to my past self.

The black hair and dark eyes common among Koreans.

Even down to the small mole under my eye on a somewhat blank-looking face.

If I had a sister, she might have looked like this—that's how similar we were.

And the evidence didn't end there.

The more I learned about this place, the more it reminded me of novels I'd read.

What really convinced me was hearing about an academy suddenly being established here.

Isn't that random? Building an academy in reality—there's a limit to how fantastical things should be.

So if you ask, "Which novel is this?" I honestly don't know.

It's not like I've only read one or two novels.

As I said, I didn't leave some long comment or remember what novel I was reading before coming here.

*How could anyone memorize so many novels...*

I'm not as smart as those possession novel protagonists. If anything, I'm not particularly bright.

So if you ask, "What's the first thing you did after realizing you were in a novel?"

I immediately hid myself in the mountains where no one would notice or care about me.

There wasn't some profound reason.

Well, after looking around briefly, this didn't seem like a particularly dark world.

If I followed the possession cliché and entered a novel I'd read, this world probably wasn't that bad.

Reality was already depressing enough, and reading dark novels never improved my mood.

That's why I always read novels with bright atmospheres.

Using that as an excuse, I lazily thought, "Won't this world resolve its problems peacefully without my intervention?" and settled in a remote mountain area where no one would find me.

To defend myself further:

Even though I became a woman, I always blocked harem novels, so I had no obligation to become someone's trophy here.

And because my appearance resembled my past life's face, I wasn't exceptionally beautiful here. Rather, my somewhat plain looks only attracted men with bad intentions.

The protagonist of this novel wouldn't fall for me at first sight or anything like that.

"Hmm."

That's my excuse for hiding in the mountains despite entering a novel world.

Someone might say, "Isn't it too unambitious? You could use your knowledge to monopolize opportunities or become a hero!"

Now I'll share my honest feelings rather than excuses.

I'm naturally timid and shy.

I felt that if an anomaly like me started meddling, nothing good would come of it.

People talk about the butterfly effect, right?

For example, say I righteously defeated some bandits.

But what if those bandits were supposed to attack the protagonist, and because I interfered, the protagonist advanced faster and missed a crucial opportunity by a split second, leading to the world's destruction?

I know I'm being dramatic.

I'm well aware this is all my unnecessary paranoia.

But as I said, I'm naturally timid and shy.

Me fighting to restore peace? Even a passing dog would laugh.

Well, still...

Whoever sent me here must have known about my nature, right?

I may have come here without reason.

But the person who sent me here wouldn't have done so without purpose, would they?

So I should just live how I want to live, following that intention.

People who've heard this far might ask:

"So, are you really doing nothing with your life?"

Unfortunately, that's not quite true either.

You might think, "What's with this person?" but bear with me a little longer.

Before coming here, I enjoyed what's commonly called subculture—novels, animation, and such.

To summarize... I'm an otaku.

So it's hard to stay idle in a world with the romance of swords and magic.

As I mentioned earlier, living in the mountains limited my options.

But I've been practicing training methods from various novels I've read.

...Nothing grand.

After all, I couldn't cast magic spells I didn't know.

I was just pretending with a wooden sword I carved myself.

To elaborate a bit:

The world I live in seems to be a fantasy setting with kings, nobles, and even an academy.

The vague "feel the mana!" instructions from fantasy novels were impossible for me to follow, so I've been training like in martial arts novels—swinging a sword and moving the energy I feel inside through meditation...

That kind of method.

Honestly, I don't expect much effect.

Unlike protagonists in martial arts novels, I don't have a master, so I'm training based on my meager brain and memory.

Plus, my remembered training methods come from novels written by ordinary people.

In other words, it's amateur work.

Naturally, I don't expect results.

But what else can I do when this is all I have?

When life gives you lemons, you make lemonade.

And someone like me who had never even held a sword before couldn't possibly have talent.

So I've been practicing the Three Strikes Sword Technique, which often appears in martial arts novels as a third-rate skill that requires no talent.

Just slash horizontally, slash vertically, and thrust.

Simple and straightforward, isn't it?

Even someone foolish like me could do it, so it was perfect to try.

And so, I repeated this for a very long time in the uninhabited mountains.

Continuously, until I lost track of time and couldn't even tell how many years had passed.

* * *

"Another strong and powerful morning today!"

I stretched my arms dramatically toward the sky as I burst through the door.

The door creaked a bit unsteadily from my daily routine, but this was my way of entertaining myself—otherwise, I'd have no reason to speak.

I took some herbs I'd gathered in the mountains from my pocket and began chewing them.

"Ugh, bitter."

Having tested almost every plant by chewing them to determine which were edible, I knew this one was safe.

When I first came to the mountains, I got sick many times from eating random plants, but I was proud of how much I'd grown since then.

"...Hehe."

A sharp, bitter taste spread through my mouth, seemingly clearing my mind.

Apart from the herbs I chewed, I didn't eat any other meals.

At some point, I realized I could go days without food with no problems.

And since the herbs I gathered gave me energy, I didn't bother eating anything else.

"Well then, let's begin."

As always, I went to the center of the clearing I'd made by cutting down trees and sat cross-legged.

It might be too humble to call it internal energy cultivation, but after doing this for years, I'd become somewhat skilled at it.

As soon as I felt something stirring slightly below my navel, I began breathing while spreading it throughout my body.

"Hoo."

After some time, a five-colored ring began to form above my head, and I felt my body slowly rising into the air.

I remember this phenomenon occurring after practicing Energy Meditation for quite some time.

But I didn't know exactly what it was.

I just instinctively understood, "I've grown again!"

"...Ha."

After stabilizing for some time, I opened my eyes and stood up, grabbing the wooden sword I had set aside.

And immediately began swinging it.

My sword movements had changed considerably from when I started. After realizing that just slashing and thrusting had limited value, I tried more diverse stances.

Maybe 15 years have passed?

Hmm, possibly more.

Living the same routine day after day has dulled my sense of time.

I used to gauge the years by my reflection in the lake, but I can't even do that anymore.

"How was it..."

One day I felt excruciating pain throughout my body and lost consciousness.

When I woke up, I found myself completely rejuvenated.

Since then, I haven't aged even if I wanted to.

My body became strange...

Anyway.

After trying various stances, I narrowed them down to the 10 most impressive ones and created what I call my own "forms."

...I'd be embarrassed to show anyone.

But isn't there romance in it?

With wooden sword in hand and eyes closed, I moved through each form one by one, dancing with the sword.

Small breezes followed the sword's path.

"Hoo..."

When I finally finished the last form and opened my eyes, fallen leaves from the sky fluttered to the ground, forming a single character.

Cheon, my family name from my past life.

My lips curled into a smile at the more refined writing.

"Another strong and powerful training complete!"

Another repetitive day had come to an end.

Ch.2 - First Meeting (1)
When I open my eyes, I kick open the door and chew on grass to prepare for training.

That's how I was about to start another day, as if stamped from a factory mold.

...If only this guy hadn't been in front of me.

* * *

I don't know exactly how long I've been holed up in these mountains.

I can only guess that "several decades must have passed." There's a reason for my vague expression.

"Hmm... let's see."

For the first year after coming to the mountains, I diligently counted the days.

The lines etched on the wall of my Log Cabin prove this.

But once my initially disorganized training found its rhythm and began in earnest, I lost all sense of time as I immersed myself.

I have no idea how much time has passed.

Well, isn't there a saying that when you focus on something, you lose track of time?

Perhaps while I was immersed in training, the final boss of this world has already been defeated.

Anyway, why am I suddenly talking about time that has already passed?

The reason is simple.

Since coming to these mountains, I haven't encountered another person even once.

Even bandits, who frequently appear in novels, don't exist in these mountains.

I suspect it's because the creatures living here look so frightening that others wouldn't dare think of staying.

That makes sense, since I was trembling with fear when I first entered these mountains.

I even regretted coming here.

...This wasn't because I'm a coward, but because I think anyone would have been scared.

Think about it—the first creature I encountered after entering the mountains was a wolf three times my size.

And the huge bear I met afterward created fierce wind pressure with every swing of its front paw.

Who wouldn't be scared in that situation?

Even though I love fantasy, I felt dizzy whenever I sensed a threat.

Someone might ask, "Why are you here then?"

As I said earlier, I regretted it so much when I first entered these mountains that I was pounding the ground.

Of course, with every animal I encountered looking so terrifying, I wanted to run away immediately.

But there was something I overlooked.

I was quite directionally challenged.

On top of that, after running away in panic, I had no idea where I was or where the exit was.

Well... that's all in the past now. Just memories.

Aren't I living quite decently now?

Besides, I got my revenge on those threatening animals from before.

The meat had a fishy smell, but it was edible.

...I seem to have gone off on a tangent, but anyway.

As I explained, these mountains are truly dangerous.

So there shouldn't be any person in front of me.

"Huh...."

But what is this person doing, lying so comfortably in front of my door?

Judging by the rhythmic rise and fall of their chest, they're certainly not dead.

*Who could it be?*

I narrowed my eyes and examined their appearance.

"Black hair...?"

The deep black hair, uncommon in these parts, was long enough to cover their entire body—either because they had no intention of cutting it or didn't have time to.

The child had skinny arms and legs that looked like they hadn't eaten for days, and was wearing tattered rags that were only fit for cleaning the floor....

How on earth did they get here?

"Hmm...."

Given the uncommon black hair in these parts, they might be a character from a novel.

Usually in fantasy novels, people with black hair are at least main supporting characters, if not protagonists.

Well, that's just speculation.

*What should I do....*

I'm timid by nature, so I'm cautious.

If I help this child now, who knows what butterfly effect it might cause.

How have I extended my life all this time?

Haven't I been living cowardly day by day, holed up in the mountains, trying not to make an impact?

So now, do I need to take this big gamble of helping a child who might be a character in the story?

...But.

If I only worry about my own safety and don't help this child, what will happen to them?

"..."

My deliberation didn't last long.

Unfortunately, while I'm excessively timid, I'm not heartless enough to ignore a child in such poor condition.

*I'll just help until the child gets better.*

That's as far as I'll go.

Rationalizing my actions to myself, I hoisted the collapsed child onto my shoulder to take them into the Log Cabin.

"...Lighter than I expected."

This made me realize the child's condition was more serious than it looked, and I wondered if I should wake them up to feed them right away.

"No, that's not right."

It would be troublesome if they woke up and started thrashing about.

I decided to postpone feeding them and first remove their dirty clothes.

"...Hmm."

It might sound somewhat impure to undress an unconscious child.

But I needed to check for injuries, and being dirty wouldn't help their condition, would it?

Cleaning them up comes first.

"A girl perhaps."

Seeing the long, unkempt hair, I was slightly concerned it might be a girl.

"Well, it doesn't really matter."

After all, I'm a woman too.

With that somewhat careless thought, I undressed the child and was relieved to confirm it was a boy.

"That's a relief."

Though I said this, if it had been a girl, I might have felt like I was committing a crime....

Still, I'm glad it's a boy.

I took a towel I'd brought when I came to the mountains, dampened it with water, and slowly cleaned the child's body.

"No injuries."

I wiped his body thoroughly with the towel that looked like it had been washed at least six times already.

I scrubbed persistently at the stubborn spots, removing the dirt bit by bit.

"...Is this good enough?"

I wiped the sweat from my forehead as I looked at the now clean child.

"Let's see... spare clothes...."

I couldn't leave him naked, so I needed to find some clothes for him.

Since the boy's original clothes were in terrible condition, I decided to dress him in my everyday clothes.

"Hmm, not bad."

Now, except for the messy hair, he looked quite presentable.

"If only that hair was tidied up, he'd look really neat."

The thought *Should I cut it?* crossed my mind, but.

This world might be steeped in Confucian ideology where "hair is also part of the body given by your parents!"

"Sigh, my fate."

I simply washed his hair with water and laid the unrecognizably transformed child on the floor.

"Ugh...."

He curled up and furrowed his brow, probably feeling cold because his hair wasn't completely dry.

"...I should give him something to cover up with."

I placed a few shabby pieces of cloth over his body and let out a deep sigh.

"This should be fine, right?"

I hadn't brought bedding when I came to the mountains either, so I was using leather pouches filled with leaves that I'd made myself.

*It's a shame it's not a warm blanket.*

...But it's better than nothing.

Besides, the child looks comfortable, so it should be fine.

"Wake up soon."

After stroking the child's head once, I went back outside the Log Cabin.

Though he was an unexpected guest, he was my first house guest, so I should prepare something for him to eat.

There's nothing suitable for him to eat in the house.

I plunged into the bushes to hunt for an animal that the child could eat and regain his strength.

*

"Did I take too long?"

Looking at the sky, I saw it had turned red, though it had been blue before I went hunting.

Quite some time might have passed since the child regained consciousness.

"Tsk, why do I live so far away?"

I had to go quite far since there weren't many edible animals near my house.

I didn't expect it would take this long.

"I should hurry back."

-Thud!

After finishing the hunt, I dragged along an animal that was twice the size of a bear and headed toward the Log Cabin where the child was.

* * *

The boy stared blankly at the blazing fire with a hollow expression.

*Did I, did I really do something that wrong?*

My sanctuary, the nest of my loved ones. Being consumed by fire because of me.

The house where I lived is burning because of me.

*Even so, did it have to come to this?*

Beyond the collapsing pillars of the house, he could see the arm of what used to be his mother.

*Really? Is this justified?*

His lifeless eyes reflected his family being consumed by the fierce flames.

"..."

This situation felt unreal.

"Is this the house the lord mentioned?"
"Yes, it's burning quite nicely."

Turning toward the voices, he saw knights and guards meant to protect this village.

Their expressions showed no regret. No sympathy. No pity. No guilt.

"Tsk, that's what happens when you talk back."

Just cold eyes looking at the flames as if at garbage, in stark contrast to the burning fire.

"...Talk back."

Hearing the knight's words, the boy once again thought about what he had done wrong.

But.

"Why did it have to go this far...?"

His mind was still full of questions.

"Hm? Are you that ill-mannered brat?"

Ill-mannered brat—that description certainly fit the boy.

The boy was fearless by nature and would immediately speak whatever came to mind.

Adults would call such a boy honest, or more harshly, an ill-mannered brat.

The boy liked that.

Though adults called him an ill-mannered brat, they would give him an extra piece of bread, which made the boy happier.

It was as if they were telling him his actions, thoughts, and values were correct.

His mother had told him that honesty was a virtue.

His father had told him that being himself was admirable and praiseworthy.

But.

"Sob... why, why did it have to go this far...?"

Now, being called ill-mannered by adults felt like his heart was being stabbed with an awl.

"Tsk... just think of it as bad luck."

The guard continued talking about various things after that, but none of it registered with the boy.

Topics like money, taxes, and land values were too advanced for the boy to understand.

And even if it was meant to set an example, it was incomprehensible to the boy's value system.

As the guard continued speaking, the boy's head became dizzy, and he felt light-headed.

"My family really didn't, sob, have any money...."

The boy was telling the truth.

In the boy's household, his father would go hunting for food, and his mother would go to the market every day to sell the game his father brought back for the highest price possible.

After earning money with such difficulty, they would put nothing in their own mouths and give everything to the boy—not abundant in wealth, but abundant in heart.

That's the kind of household it was.

Hearing the boy's words, the guard frowned and averted his gaze.

"...You openly defied the lord, and he threw a fit about losing his authority."
"Authority...?"

The boy couldn't understand such difficult words.

He could only understand from context that it was something similar to pride.

"Fearlessly shouting at the lord... tsk, come with me. The lord has summoned you personally."

So, what this man is saying is.

Because of the lord's precious pride, they burned down our house?

Really?

Just, just, because of that pride?

His parents sold their pride to try to feed him, and yet?

"Come quietly. If you do, the lord might show at least minimal mercy."

The guard closed his mouth as if he had said all he needed to say and reached out his hand to take the boy to the lord.

"Don't fuck with me...."

The boy felt an inexplicable disgust at the hand reaching toward him and roughly knocked it away.

"You little—?"
"No matter how I think about it, I didn't do anything wrong."

He thought carefully about whether it was wrong to fearlessly shout, but it wasn't at all.

He had only done what he had learned from his proud mother and father.

What the boy had seen and learned from his parents.

"Isn't that bastard, that damn so-called lord, wrong for hitting my mother?"

Always putting family before oneself.

Just as his mother cared for his father.

Just as his father protected his mother.

"I, I just stopped that person because my mother looked like she was in pain... was that, was that so wrong that everyone had to die?"

No, he hadn't done anything wrong.

No matter how the boy thought about it, the one who was wrong was the damned lord of this place.

He was the problem.

"No... you're a bastard too. You're supposed to be guards who protect us... so why do you just listen to that bastard and judge?"

The guard too, no, everyone is the problem.

"You're not human."

Those who hide behind like cowards, unable to speak up, are not human.

"You're just animals busy wagging your tails for your master, nothing more, nothing less."

In the boy's mind, they were no different from animals trapped in cages.

"Get lost... you bastard."

Ch.3 - First Meeting (2)
"I shouldn't wake them up for no reason..."

I carefully opened the door to the Log Cabin after tossing the hunted bear in a suitable spot.

But it seemed there was no need to be careful.

The Kid was already wide awake, staring at me with wary eyes.

"You're awake."
"...Who are you?"

Only now did I notice that the Kid had red eyes the color of blood.

Black hair and red eyes.

Seeing how attractive the color combination of hair and pupils was, perhaps my hypothesis that this Kid is the protagonist of a novel might be correct.

Anyway.

"Did you ask who I am?"

Who am I? Is that something a kid who was comfortably sleeping in front of someone else's house should be asking?

"I'm the owner of this house."

Hearing that, the Kid seemed to finally grasp the situation and bowed their head in gratitude.

"Th-thank you... for saving me..."
"Sure."

After my response.

An awkward silence fell between us.

*How do you talk to people again...?*

I couldn't help it—honestly, after living cut off from the outside world for years, just facing another person felt awkward.

Still, there's always a way out.

-Grumble

The sound from the Kid's stomach broke the awkward silence.

I smiled slightly and asked.

"Are you hungry?"
"...Yes."

By the way, I must be quite a bit older, yet they're speaking informally. No matter how young I might look, this is quite a rude kid.

But no matter how annoyed I felt, I remained silent because telling this Kid to mind their manners would be rather difficult.

Besides, it would be troublesome if I got on the bad side of this Kid who might be the protagonist of a novel.

*Sigh, how did I end up like this...*

Maintaining a deliberately expressionless face, I pointed outside the Log Cabin to the Kid who was still looking down at the floor.

"Then, let's eat."

It might have come out a bit cold, but...

Just the fact that I'm maintaining a conversation right now deserves applause.

...That's what I think.

Yes, I'm satisfied with myself.

The Kid, watching my reactions, asked me with a small voice.

"...Aren't you going to ask me anything?"

Oh, should I have asked who they were first?

Well, a woman living alone in the mountains telling someone to just eat might seem a bit strange.

I don't know if there are witches around here, but my current behavior seems like something an evil witch from a novel would do.

*Damn, I should have socialized more*

I wiped away cold sweat at a speed the Kid couldn't notice while contemplating how to salvage this.

"You can tell me when you want to."

And what I chose was to say something that sounded profound.

"You don't seem to be in good condition anyway."

I spoke in a way that exuded consideration, not mistake or ulterior motive.

*That should have smoothed things over, right?*

I glanced at the Kid to gauge their reaction.

"Oh..."

But contrary to my expectation that they would be reassured.

"Sob... hic..."

The Kid was quietly wiping away tears.

*...What should I do?*

Just as a woman's tears are a weapon, a child's crying is also a weapon.

Small frame due to young age, along with skinny arms and legs to emphasize it.

The sight of tears flowing from eyes that seemed devoid of vitality was truly overwhelming.

Guilt rose in my heart even though I hadn't done anything wrong.

*But why?!*

If that child intended to make me uncomfortable, they succeeded.

I flailed my hands helplessly at the Kid who was still crying.

...What did I do wrong?

Do they really think I'm a witch?

At that, I also felt wronged and naturally made a sad face, but.

*...I can't.*

This isn't just me alone—if I appear weak in front of someone else, I'll be taken advantage of.

With that thought, I tried to appear as calm as possible on the outside while contemplating what to do.

Suddenly, I remembered what my mother used to do when I cried as a child.

"It's okay."

As that memory surfaced, my body moved reflexively, holding the Kid in my arms and slowly stroking their head.

"It's okay."

I briefly lowered my hand to gently wipe away the tears flowing down the child's face.

"It's okay."

Thinking that my expressionless face wouldn't help the child stop crying, I tried my best to smile.

The result was, well, okay I guess.

"...Okay."

Since the Kid stopped crying.

For some reason, the Kid's face turned red, but I suppose it's because they're a boy and felt embarrassed about showing tears.

And so, silence fell again.

This situation felt awkwardly deadly, but with my softened heart, I continued stroking the Kid and added.

"Let's eat."
"Okay..."

Breathing a sigh of relief where the Kid couldn't see, I pointed outside to the bear I had hunted.

The Kid's expression was dumbfounded when they saw the bear I had caught. A face that seemed to say, "What on earth is this?"

"...Food?"

Then the Kid looked back and forth between me and the bear, and their expression grew even more serious.

"Pfft."

Somehow I could guess what the Kid was thinking, and laughter escaped me.

Surely they're thinking, 'How did this small woman catch such a huge bear?'

I would think the same if I were them.

With my pride rising, I shrugged my shoulders and said to the Kid who was looking up at me.

"It's my 'personally' caught prey, so don't hold back and eat as much as you want."

The child frowned for a moment and then pointed at the bear with a trembling voice.

"This...?"
"Yes."

Seeing their constantly shifting pupils, it seems they were impressed by the size of the prey I caught.

"Raw...?"
"Hm?"

Somehow the rude Kid added what seemed like a polite ending to their sentence.

But I didn't particularly care about that.

Rather, wondering what the problem was, I turned my head in the direction the Kid was pointing.

"Oh."

Only then did I understand why the Kid was acting that way.

*They can't eat it raw?*

My small mistake.

*

Since we're in the mountains, there are no seasonings like salt or sugar, and because I don't know how to cook, I just lit a fire and grilled the meat.

Nevertheless, the Kid ate the food I gave them ravenously without any complaints.

No matter how many days they had gone hungry, it would be impossible to eat that huge bear alone, so I was sure they would put down the meat soon.

But the Kid, after looking at me with a sad face, picked up the meat again.

It seems they're going to eat all that quantity.

*Why are they doing that?*

I tilted my head and thought.

Is there a tradition where this Kid comes from that you shouldn't refuse food given by others?

*...Nah.*

Even so, there wouldn't be such a tradition.

I gestured slightly to the Kid who was trying to eat again while watching me and opened my mouth.

"If you're full, you don't have to force yourself to eat."

As soon as I finished speaking, the Kid put down the meat and nodded.

*...How much did you hate eating it?*

Anyway, now that the Kid has finished eating.

Is it okay to ask who they are now?

I don't have any other intentions, but I need to know their name or where they live to send them back, right?

As I was trying to find the right timing to ask.

"Um..."

The Kid spoke first, and I just tilted my head at the unexpected situation.

"Hm? Why are you calling me?"
"...Are you going to eat me, Witch?"
"What."

Eat them? Me? Who?

No, more importantly, are witches really real?

"Eat you? Me?"

Dumbfounded, I brought my face close to the Kid's and frowned.

...It seems they were serious.

"Uh, yes..."
"Huh, why would I eat you? Besides, I'm not a witch."

Despite my firm denial, the Kid still seemed to have trouble believing me and persistently asked again.

"But... you said you caught a muscle bear yourself... without being a witch..."

'Living alone in a cabin on this mountain filled with Demonic Energy,' the Kid added in a mumble before finishing their sentence.

To me, the Kid's words were absurd.

I can't even use magic in the first place, so how could I be a witch?

"...Eek."

The sight of the Kid sitting there, shrinking in tension, was quite amusing.

Seeing them, I felt mischievous.

Rather than words, showing them directly would be better to engrave it in the eyes of this suspicious Kid.

Also to check my skills.

Without a word, I stood up with a smile and picked up the wooden sword next to the meat the Kid had left.

Because I carved the wood myself, its shape was a bit crude, but there was no problem wielding it.

"You called me a witch?"

Holding the wooden sword with both hands as if embracing it, I closed my eyes and added.

"Rather than pathetic things like magic, I'll show you something more impressive."

Somehow, I think I can understand the feeling of an uncle playing with his nephew.

"Watch carefully with those eyes of yours."

I started swinging the sword through the air, putting more strength into it than my usual training.

My gaze was fixed on the sky.

* * *

*Beautiful.*

The Kid watched her swordsmanship, which appeared nothing short of beautiful, as if enchanted.

Her body, moving with the fluttering sword, seemed as light as a feather, but.

The wind rising from the tip of the sword proved that her sword was not light at all, as it cut through the air creating rough pressure.

The Kid, captivated by her beautiful form, couldn't take their eyes off until she finished her sword dance.

"Ah..."

Does time flow faster when watching something beautiful?

*I wanted to see more.*

As they swallowed their small regret, she, having finished her sword dance, slowly opened her eyes while sheathing her sword.

Soon, leaves began to gather slowly at her feet.

Eventually, an unrecognizable shape appeared.

*What does "天" mean...? Is it some ancient character?*

While the Kid's mind was occupied with that.

Having somehow come so close, she crouched in front of the Kid and asked.

"Well, do I still look like a witch to you?"
"No..."

The Kid, blushing at her smiling face, shook their head.

Her, a witch?

The witches they knew weren't this beautiful.

*Then what is her identity?*

The Kid's mind raced through various thoughts, but they couldn't grasp her identity.

A woman, who looks surprisingly young, living alone in a suspiciously old cabin.

Moreover, she was an uncommon beauty with suspiciously excellent martial prowess.

As far as the Kid knew, only a witch would fit all these criteria, but.

She doesn't use black magic like witches do; instead, she wields a sword so beautiful it's dazzling.

Being ignorant, the Kid couldn't figure out her identity at all.

"Then, what do you do...?"

So, as always, fearlessly following their heart, they asked her.

The Kid couldn't contain their curiosity.

"Hmm... who am I."

She seemed to ponder for a moment, making a humming sound, then soon stretched her hand toward the sky and exclaimed.

"My name is Cheon Ha-Rang. I am the one who will cut the heavens."

The Kid stared, entranced, at her smile, which was as beautiful as her sword dance.

Ch.4 - I Have Become A Mentor
Recently, I've started dividing my training, which used to run from morning to night without a break, into two sessions.

The reason... well, I'll know soon enough.

Ah, there he comes.

"Master, it's time for your meal."

"Didn't I tell you that I don't need to eat?"

I frowned and spoke in protest.

But the counterattack came immediately, and in the worst possible form.

"Didn't you tell me yourself, Master, that eating well is necessary for effective training?"

"..."

I couldn't take back my own words.

With a small sigh, I followed him toward the Log Cabin.

"Are you sighing again? Didn't you once say that sighing drives away good fortune?"

"..."

How did it come to this?
I suddenly recalled memories from three years ago.

I showed my swordsmanship to a little kid who mistook me for a witch, just to prove I wasn't one.

The child looked at me with a somewhat dazed expression and asked about me. I saw no harm in answering, so I told him my name.

*Well, everything seemed fine up to that point.*

After that, for some reason, I got caught up in the mood and told him my goal without him even asking.
The Kid looked at me with inexplicably shining eyes and showed a determined expression.

Then he immediately prostrated himself on the ground and said:

"Would you please accept me as your disciple?"

Hearing those words, I looked down at the child lying on the dirt ground, his head slightly raised to look at me, not moving an inch.

Like me, he had dark black hair and blood-red eyes the color of thick blood.

I couldn't tell his exact age, but he looked like a lower elementary school student with a youthful appearance. Still, his features were so handsome that I thought he'd probably break a few hearts when he grew up.

If this really was a world inside a novel, this kid was clearly a main character.
He could even be the protagonist of this world.

Having thought that far, I was about to refuse.

It was too heavy a responsibility for me.

As you know, I'm a coward who's afraid of how my actions might affect the future, so I don't dare to step forward recklessly.

Under the premise that this is a world inside a novel, I'm clearly an outsider, yet I'm so ignorant that I haven't figured out exactly what kind of place this is even after several years.

How could someone like me become a person's master, a person's parent, a person's entire world?

*That's absurd.*

I know my place.

Despite having the grand goal of slicing the heavens, I'm just someone who talks big but doesn't even think about leaving this narrow mountain.

I'm not virtuous enough to sacrifice myself to save the world like those righteous protagonists,
Nor am I evil enough to harm others for my own goals like some protagonists.

I'm just a coward, an ignorant person.

What help could I possibly be to this boy who might be the protagonist of this novel,
Or who might have a destiny heavy enough to save the world alongside the protagonist?

I would surely only be a bad influence.

Having finished my thoughts, I conveyed my refusal.

"I'm sorry."

The child looked at me with a hollow expression and opened his mouth.

"Could you tell me why..."

Being a coward, I couldn't even explain my selfish reasons, fearing that even revealing them might negatively influence this child.

To tell you that you might be a main character, to convey words you wouldn't understand—

I, being a coward, simply couldn't do it.

"I'm sorry."

I was about to turn around and go home, but
From behind me, this potential protagonist of the novel, this child, spoke once more.

"Please... I'll do all the dirty work..."

The child, seemingly aware of his own inadequacy, bit his lip so hard it bled.

"I won't... get in the way of Cheon Ha-Rang's path toward her goal..."

Tears welled up in the child's eyes, as if frustrated by the fact that he was still just a helpless child.

"Although... I'm just a stubborn kid who doesn't know how to do anything and can't help you right now..."

The child paused briefly as if to catch his breath,
Then pressed his forehead against the ground so hard it bled, and said:

"Please... show me mercy..."

I looked at the child who kept crying and begging for mercy,
And suddenly, a question arose, so I asked:

"Why me specifically?"

"Because your goal is similar to mine."

My goal—unlike me who only talks big, this child might actually achieve it.

"To slice the heavens? Well, then, why do you have such a goal?"

This young child, as if venting the frustrations of his life so far, continued:

"I..."

And so I came to hear the story of how this young child ended up in this remote mountain.

It was not a story anyone should experience at such a young age.

As the child's story continued, my eyes grew wider with shock,
And by the time the story concluded, I closed my eyes and thought.

I am still a coward and ignorant.

I cannot be this child's master, I cannot be this child's parent.

I cannot become the world for this child who likely bears a heavy destiny.

But, even if I'm not the protagonist of the story,
Couldn't I at least be a supporting character who appears in one line of this child's destiny?

Couldn't I at least allow this child, who has lived such a miserable life and bears such a heavy destiny,
To breathe comfortably for a while?

I am not virtuous enough to sacrifice myself to save the world,
But I am also not evil enough to turn away this tiny child who has lived such a miserable life.

So I accepted the child's request.

I only hope that my existence doesn't negatively influence this child,
I only hope that my existence becomes a resting station in this child's life.

That's all I wish for.

Stopping my reminiscence of what had become a turning point in my life,
I opened my eyes and looked at Mu-Myeong, who was placing vegetables on my spoon.

Cheon Mu-Myeong, that's what I call him.

When I asked for his name three years ago,
He said he wanted to bury the name he used in the past, so I gave him a new one.

Actually, there's no special meaning to it.
Since master and disciple are like parent and child, I gave him my surname, and since he had no name, I called him Mu-Myeong (Nameless).

But...

Honestly, I think it's a cool name.

*I should have taken that name for myself.*

I mean, "Nameless"—isn't that like the name of a hidden master?
The kind of benefactor who saves people in crisis but never reveals their identity.

Even though I gave him the name, I feel strangely jealous.

Tsk.

When I clicked my tongue softly, Mu-Myeong glanced at me cautiously.

*You disrespectful brat... Hah!*

Of course, I didn't say it out loud, just pouted my lips and imagined scolding him.

He wasn't such a naughty child before...

It's good for a master and disciple to be close, but.

*This is a bit...*

I don't think it's right.

*My authority has hit rock bottom...*

For the first few months, he followed me well and showed only respect,
But after living together, he seems to have figured me out and now acts so impudently—I guess that's what boys are like.

Still, seeing how he takes care of me like this, he probably doesn't dislike me.

Probably.

Since accepting him as my disciple, my life has become considerably more comfortable.

Since I never thought about going down the mountain to visit the nearby villages,
Mu-Myeong once asked me about it, seemingly puzzled.

"Master, why do you stay only in the mountains?"

I couldn't tell my disciple,
"Because I'm scared."

So I just quietly avoided his eyes, and he sighed, skinned some game, and said he would go to the village. When he returned, he brought various convenience items like spoons and blankets.

Thanks to him, my quality of life improved remarkably.

*Hmm, thinking about it this way, even his disrespectful behavior is somewhat forgivable.*

As I nodded slightly to myself in understanding,
Mu-Myeong, used to such behavior from me, naturally ignored it and continued eating.

After the meal, I watched Mu-Myeong washing the dishes.

*When did he grow so tall?*

It's only been three years, but Mu-Myeong, now 16, is about a head taller than me.

As a result, when we stand face to face, I have to look up at him,
Which makes me feel somewhat unjustly treated as a woman.

*My height should be just over 150 cm, so is he already over 170 cm at 16?*

My stomach hurts.

When I was a man, I was in the 160 cm range,
But after becoming a woman, I became even shorter.

*Damn...*

Even if my growth was stunted because I didn't eat well when I was young,
Isn't he growing too suddenly in just three years?

The height difference is about to become more than a head.

*My dignity as a master...!*

It's in crisis.

"Mu-Myeong."

Mu-Myeong, who was washing the dishes, put them down and looked at me when I called.

"Yes, Master?"

"Stop growing taller."

"Excuse me?"

Tsk, he could at least pretend to agree,
But for some reason, he frowned deeply as if displeased.

"Never mind."

"Yes."

Mu-Myeong answered lightly and continued washing the dishes.

It was just another peaceful day.

Ch.5 - What Do You Mean By That?
Now sixteen years old, Mu-Myeong had grown tremendously compared to three years ago.

Not only had he grown taller, but his physique was also impressive compared to others.

Until now, I had only taught him training to build his vessel and basic energy meditation—mana breathing techniques. I hadn't taught him swordsmanship separately, but perhaps it was about time to start.

As usual, Mu-Myeong had climbed to the mountain peak early in the morning and was now wiping sweat from his body with his upper garments removed.

I narrowed my eyes and stared intently at his back.

*With his current physical condition...*

He should be able to follow my techniques, albeit clumsily.

Perhaps I was staring too obviously, because Mu-Myeong seemed to notice my gaze. He flinched, trembling slightly, and turned only his head toward me before speaking.

*A grown man acting like a shy maiden?*

His reaction made me feel awkward, as if I'd done something inappropriate.

"Master? Why are you staring at me like that?"

Mu-Myeong had been opening and closing his mouth before finally speaking, and for some reason, his voice was unusually quiet.

"Hmm? Is there a problem?"

I felt unfairly accused.

*A master can observe her disciple's body, can't she?*

Mu-Myeong was always so dramatic.

"...Sigh, it's nothing."

As he answered, his ears seemed to turn red.

*Why is he acting like that?*

I couldn't understand his thought process at all.

I returned to my train of thought that had been interrupted by his voice.

My decision to teach him swordsmanship wasn't based solely on his physical growth.

While his external growth was impressive, I believed Mu-Myeong had also grown considerably on the inside.

Until three years ago, Mu-Myeong had participated in training as if being chased by something, driven by anger. I had made various excuses to delay teaching him swordsmanship.

For some reason, I felt an inexplicable uneasiness about teaching him the sword then, and even I, a layperson in such matters, could see that his mental state was quite unstable.

Looking back, it was the right decision.

If he had learned swordsmanship in that mental state, he wouldn't have learned properly, and judging from his circumstances, he might have become a madman obsessed with revenge.

There was a time when he would scream in his sleep from nightmares about his past, even when we shared a bed. But after caring for him devotedly, I haven't seen such incidents recently.

His mind seems to have cleared up.

*Though lately, for some reason, he seems reluctant to sleep together.*

I suppose he's going through puberty. He's at that age now, and needs his private time. Though it's been ages for me, I was once a man too, so I can understand.

Still, we've always slept together until now, and it makes me a bit sad that he seems uncomfortable with me now.

*Hmm, come to think of it...*

Speaking of puberty, I recall that the age of adulthood here is 16.

Because of that, before I fled to the mountains, the village chief tried to marry me to his son.

I shuddered involuntarily at the thought.

It's still chilling to think about. I wonder if that incident contributed to my escape to the mountains?

I consciously redirected my wandering thoughts.

*Anyway, if that's the case, Mu-Myeong, who turned 16 this year, is now an adult, isn't he?*

As far as I know, just before I entered the mountains, there was a commotion in the village about an academy being established.

And I'm certain that once someone becomes an adult, regardless of social status, they become eligible to apply for the academy entrance exam.

If this novel has an academy tag, does that mean the main story is about to begin?

*Wait a minute, am I messing things up by keeping him here?*

Cold sweat began to pour down as I felt like I might have made a huge mistake.

Feeling anxious, I called out to Mu-Myeong, who was still putting on his clothes with reddened ears.

"Mu-Myeong."

"Yes, Master."

When I called him, he paused tying his front garment and turned his head, answering softly.

"Now that you've become an adult, don't you want to go to the academy?"

"Pardon? What do you mean?"

What? Is he unfamiliar with academies because he's from a rural village?

Even I, secluded in the mountains, know about it. The thought that I knew something he didn't made me feel oddly proud.

I asked him with a smirk.

"What? Don't tell me you don't know about academies?"

"Of course I know about academies, but..."

What? So he does know?

My puffed-up shoulders deflated back to normal.

*Why does he have to be so confusing?*

Feeling slightly annoyed, I pouted and asked.

"Then why did you react that way?"

Mu-Myeong looked at me with an ambiguous expression for a moment, then spoke with a somewhat shocked expression.

"Master, do you know how old I am?"

"Yes, you're 16 this year, aren't you?"

"Yes... that's right..."

What's the problem here? Feeling that our conversation wasn't connecting properly, I frowned and urged him to answer.

"Stop being so vague and just tell me."

To express my frustration and anger, I clenched my fist and thumped my modest chest.

But Mu-Myeong's response was strange.

"Master, the age for entering the academy is 20."

"What...?"

Twenty? Not sixteen? That can't be right.

Numerous questions filled my mind, but since thinking alone wouldn't change anything, I quickly asked:

"Then what do people do during those four years after becoming adults?"

I wondered if they engaged in noble marriages or other social experiences before attending the academy, but upon reflection, people go to academies to learn about society.

As I continued my train of thought, I heard something more shocking than I had anticipated.

"...Master, in the current empire, the age of adulthood is 20."

"What...?"

How much time has passed for the definition of adulthood to change?

*Is he playing a prank on me because I live in the mountains?*

What nonsense...

*Wait.*

A terrifying thought crossed my mind.

No way.

"Mu-Myeong, do you know how long it's been since the academy was established?"

"Yes, it will be 300 years in the year I turn 20, so it's been 296 years now."

What?

"What are you saying, disciple?"

Mu-Myeong's expression was indescribably strange as he looked at me. My whole body was trembling, and I was sure my expression was equally ridiculous.

"Sixteen as the age of adulthood? Just how old—or rather, how ancient—are you, Master?"

As soon as Mu-Myeong finished speaking, my mind went blank.

*Wait, wait, wait.*

Something's wrong here.

If everything Mu-Myeong said is true, and I was 16 when I entered the mountains...

*Am I over 300 years old now...?*

I lost consciousness.

Not long after, I jerked my collapsed body upright.

"Hueeeugh-!"

I seemed to have fainted from some tremendous shock, but what was it?

"Master, are you alright?"

Mu-Myeong asked calmly from beside me, as if nothing had happened.

"Phew... Yes, I think I had a terrible nightmare."

"Is that so?"

Mu-Myeong continued to act as if nothing had happened and sat down beside me.

*Is he planning to just let this go?*

I smiled slightly as I faced him.

Indeed, despite his usual attitude toward me, he seems to have a kind heart—

"So, how old are you, Master?"

What kindness? This wretched disciple tactlessly asked again.

But seeing his quite serious expression, saying he lacks tact might be slightly incorrect.

He asked despite knowing I didn't want to talk about it.

Mu-Myeong occasionally played pranks on me, but he would stop immediately if I showed dislike. This time, he wasn't stopping.

*Is my age that important to him?*

Honestly, I'd prefer to just let it go. What kind of person would proudly boast about being old?

Money is better when there's more of it, but age is better when there's less of it.

That's an unchanging truth.

I quickly thought about how to resolve this situation and came to a conclusion.

*Let's run away.*

If I keep running, won't he eventually give up?

*He can't catch me if I'm determined to escape.*

After this brief thought, I cautiously watched Mu-Myeong, trying to slip away.

But he seemed unwilling to let me go. To prevent my escape, he placed his hand over mine on the floor and began to speak.

However, what came out of Mu-Myeong's mouth was somewhat different from what I expected.

"Master, if you don't want to talk about it, that's fine."

He wore a sorrowful expression and pressed down harder on my hand.

"It seems you still keep many secrets from me."

He even wiped his eyes with his other hand.

"I suppose it's because I, as your disciple, haven't earned your trust."

This cunning fellow! When he says it like that, how can I possibly keep it secret?

After a moment of silence, I sighed deeply and spoke.

"Why do you have to say it like that..."

I blushed, embarrassed about revealing something as simple as my age.

"...I think I'm a little over 300 this year."

I turned my head slightly toward him to gauge his reaction, and found Mu-Myeong grinning from ear to ear.

I'd been tricked!

"Eek! You, Mu-Myeong!"

Feeling an unbelievable sense of betrayal, I immediately punched him in the solar plexus.

"Keuok-!"

Still, I was somewhat grateful that he could look at me—someone who had lived so long that even I was shocked to the point of fainting—with unchanged eyes and still play pranks on me.

Ch.6 - King, Mentor And Father Are United In Heart
Cheon Mu-Myeong

I had already guessed that my master had lived for quite a long time.

Unlike my master, I'm not oblivious. There were many clues that led to this conclusion.

When we first met, my master appeared to be barely an adult, but the house where she lived was incredibly dilapidated.

*It was so bad that I wondered how anyone could live in such a place.*

The logs haphazardly joined together were being eaten away by insects, and mushrooms were growing in one corner of the room.

Was the rest of the place any better?

*Not at all.*

The ceiling failed to serve its purpose, allowing rain to leak through, causing mold to bloom on the floor. The ground was so uneven that sleeping there would twist your spine.

So the first thing I did upon arriving was to repair my master's dwelling.

Of course, there was some minor resistance from my master.

When I cautiously brought up the subject of fixing the house, my master's eyes lit up as if she'd been waiting for this moment, and began boasting about how she had built it piece by piece.

She explained how she obtained the materials, what animals she encountered during the process—

She was so eager to talk that even while discussing the house, her stories constantly veered off in different directions.

With her not-so-impressive chest thrust out proudly and her chin held high as she explained how she came to build the house—

Honestly, at that time, I found it somewhat disappointing.

I couldn't help it. When I first met my master, I felt an overwhelming sense of reverence.

*Though now when I think back on it, she was just adorable.*

Anyway, seeing how much affection my master had for this house, I wondered if I shouldn't fix it, but I couldn't let my benefactor stay in a place that seemed harmful to her health just by living in it. So I secretly made repairs bit by bit.

Of course, my master still doesn't know about this.

It might be disrespectful to think this, but...

*How oblivious can my master really be?*

At this point, I should probably be worried about my master, but I wasn't concerned at all.

In fact, I was happy about this side of her.

Because I found something I could help my master with.
I could fill in the gaps where my master was lacking.

Some might view me as somewhat creepy, but this is what I consider being a disciple.

Oh!

Perhaps I'm becoming more like my master by spending time with her?
I almost let my thoughts wander off track.

Anyway, what I'm trying to say is that I already knew my master was quite old.

Still, there's a clear difference between vaguely suspecting something and hearing it directly from my master's lips. I was happy to hear her say it.

It made me feel closer to her, so I smiled, but my master must have thought I was mocking her because her fist came flying at me.

For a moment, I nearly blacked out, but I managed to hold on and reassure my master.

I'm sure it wasn't intentional—she just lashed out in the heat of the moment.

My master has a warm heart.

Look, even now she's fidgeting anxiously as I lie face-down on the floor, groaning.

But it really did hurt, so I remained prostrate. My master glanced at me and asked:

"Ahem, are you alright?"

"...Yes."

After some time, when I actually felt better and tried to get up, I felt my master's hand gently stroking my back.

I stopped my attempt to rise and pressed my face back to the ground.

It felt as if my master's love for me was conveyed through that touch, and that affectionate gesture was so sweet.

Even though it wasn't the kind of affection I desired.

"I'm sorry. As your master, I should be like a parent to you, but I lost my temper."

She probably said it because she genuinely felt sorry for me, but I disliked those words.

"I'm the one who told you about the master-disciple relationship being like that of parent and child."

The moment I heard those words, my expression soured.

*That damned saying about masters being like parents.*

Who on earth told my master such a thing?

I wish they would come back and tell her it was wrong.

It might seem like I'm overreacting, but I have my reasons.

The reason I have such an adverse reaction to those words—

One day, when I was still young and playful, trying to get closer to my master,

My master mentioned this concept I'd never heard before, saying I should show proper respect to her.

My master gave a plausible explanation, but the gist was that I should stop teasing her, and that she would try her best to fulfill her role as well.

After that, I did listen to my master's words better, since they seemed half-right.

*Really, only half right.*

It's true that a master and a king are on the same level, but not a parent.

To avoid misunderstanding, I'm not saying this negatively because of any affection for my actual parents.

After hearing those words, I began taking meticulous care of my master.

Although I knew my master doesn't eat, I would wake up before her to prepare meals and then wake her.

Of course, my intentions were pure in wanting to help my master, but there was also a slightly darker motive.

To prevent her from thinking of me as her child,
I took care of all the parental responsibilities myself.

Anyway, that damned saying about masters being like parents—
That's the only thing about my master's words that I don't like.

I won't listen to those words in the future either.

I don't want a parent.

I'm willing to serve her like a king, without her lifting a finger, but I don't want a parent.

I just don't.

Cheon Ha-Rang

Was I too harsh?

Mu-Myeong says he's fine and is gathering his wooden sword to head to the training ground, but judging by his pained expression, he doesn't seem fine at all.

*But he was the one who teased me first...*

Why should I feel sorry?

I'm in such a pitiful state that tears cloud my vision.
Of course, I wasn't actually crying, just pretending to.

*Sob, sob—*

Eventually, Mu-Myeong left for the training ground without looking back at me as I exaggeratedly wiped my eyes with my arm.

*Has he gone?*

After confirming that Mu-Myeong had completely left the house, I composed my face and thought about my age.

The fact that I'm 300 years old is certainly shocking.

Thinking about it more seriously, with that much time passed, the main story might have already ended.

Maybe Mu-Myeong is just a coincidentally handsome boy.

*Perhaps I can relax a little.*

Of course, I can't completely let my guard down.

Whatever sent me here must be omnipotent if not omniscient, so there must be a reason I was sent here.

And recalling what Mu-Myeong said, the year he becomes an adult and can enter the academy coincides with the academy's 300th anniversary.

That's too neat a symbolic number to dismiss as coincidence.

So, does this world have an "academy" tag?

*That's highly likely.*

After more than 300 years,

It's such a distant past that I can't even remember what I read, but now I've finally found a clue about this place.

Cold sweat runs down my back.

Have I been making excuses all this time, never properly teaching Mu-Myeong the basic forms when he needs to attend the academy in just four years?

In most works with the academy tag, the protagonist overflows with talent and is relatively overpowered.

What about Mu-Myeong?

He clearly overflows with talent, but if you ask if he's overpowered...

*I'm his master, aren't I...?*

This time, I might actually cry for real.

Contrary to my resolution, it seems I've messed up the novel before the main story even began.

As my mind reeled from this newly discovered truth, I made a decision.

Still, I've trained rigorously for 300 years—not figuratively, but literally to the bone—so shouldn't I be able to teach him?

With talent so obvious even to my inadequate eyes.

*Surely I can help him bloom?*

I was just about to teach him the First Form, as his foundation was sufficiently developed.

I slowly rose from my seat and walked toward the door.

Normally, we would be crossing swords together by now, building practical experience that even I lack, but plans have changed.

I need to teach him the essence of my entire life's work.

With the wooden sword at my waist, I headed toward the clearing we use as a training ground, where I could see Mu-Myeong swinging his sword as I had taught him.

The Three Calamities Sword Technique that I learned shortly after coming to the mountains—
A technique perhaps excessively simple and clear, just cutting and thrusting.

Even with just that, it embodied the essence of swordsmanship.

But it wasn't enough. With that alone, I couldn't reach my goal of touching the heavens.

So I created something new.

Not limited to the simple movements of cutting and thrusting from the Three Calamities Sword Technique, I developed methods of layering internal energy and perfect muscle control that I forcibly hammered into my body over 300 years.

Unlike the 10 Forms I created before,

Outwardly known as Heaven-Cutting, but in my mind intended to be able to cut down gods,
What I've named the Cheon Ha-Rang Style "God-Slaying Sword Technique"

I will now forcibly hammer this into Mu-Myeong's body, whether he likes it or not.

Ch.7 - Fallen Heaven
The name itself is truly arrogant,
A sword technique that others would be cautious even to mention.

"God-Slaying Sword Technique"

As the name suggests, my sword was not created for fighting against humans.
Of course, it can be used that way, but I think the simpler Three Calamities Sword Technique would be more suitable for human combat.

If you ask why I didn't create it as a technique for fighting humans, I have quite a bit to say.

As you know, I'm a coward.

I lack the courage to cut down people.

Also, having no one around me,
The only thing I could blame for dropping me into this world was God.

I was living contentedly in my previous life.

And I never willingly did anything that would harm or hurt others.

There's no logical reason for me to have fallen into this world.
If it wasn't God who pushed me here, then what was it?

Hence, God-Slaying.

My sword demands perfect posture from the very first stance.
This means I can't adapt flexibly to situations.

Unless I control my posture to the absolute extreme,
Only mediocre power that falls far short of my desires will emerge.

The reason is clear: the first stance doesn't aim to cut the opponent.
After all, if the opponent is God, how could a mere creation cut them down?

Just creating this technique back then
Made me faint from pain that felt like my body was being torn apart, as if receiving divine punishment.

A smile escaped at the absurd thought.

*Divine punishment, yeah right.*

Now my very existence is an unforgivable act of betrayal against my creator.
Yet here I am, such a betrayer, still alive and well.

I frowned while looking up at the sky.

*Someday, to escape from this place.*

I will cut you down.

I renewed my determination once more.

Mu-Myeong had finished his sword practice,
And only when he was taking a short break did I approach him.

I deliberately avoided interrupting his training, out of consideration as a fellow swordsman.

"Mu-Myeong."

"Yes, Master."

Despite his rough breathing and exhaustion,
Mu-Myeong stood up without hesitation when I called, answering with perfect composure.

I was proud of him.

"It seems your vessel is gradually being completed."

"Is that so?"

Did I speak too indirectly, trying to sound impressive?

*That's not the reaction I was expecting.*

Mu-Myeong showed no particular response,
But what mattered wasn't his reaction anyway.

My lips jutted out involuntarily.

By now, he should have been looking at me with wide, round eyes.

"From now on, I'm going to demonstrate one movement myself."

"You personally, Master?"

Finally seeming to grasp the situation,
Mu-Myeong looked at me with wide, round eyes.

*Yes, that's the reaction I wanted.*

A smile formed on my lips with satisfaction.

"Yes, I'll show you just once, so keep your eyes wide open and don't miss a single movement."

"Yes."

Indeed, his expression revealed his determination to succeed.

But.

*It won't be easy.*

It will certainly be difficult to even imitate in just a year.

*I hope he doesn't feel discouraged.*

I was a master worried about my disciple.

-Cheon Mu-Myeong

Master's eyebrows formed a deeper '八' shape than usual,
And her face followed her eyebrows into a worried expression.

*What is she so worried about?*

Cheon Mu-Myeong was confident in his own talent.

Not only did Master tell me I had talent,
But as a child in the village with no training, I had cut down two knights without being caught by the lord.

Somehow happy at the sight of Master worrying unnecessarily,
I smiled as I watched her gently loosening her body.

My somewhat complacent thought that she might show me what I saw when we first met quickly disappeared when I saw Master taking her stance and drawing up her mana.

*What is that?*

I stared intently, straining my eyes to catch every movement of Master's body, down to the muscle movements.

First, what I could understand was that her stance was unusual,
Different from the Three Calamities Sword Technique she usually taught me.

For example, it wasn't a stance for cutting someone, but rather for pulling something down.

She spread her legs shoulder-width apart, front and back, putting more weight on the back leg by bending the knee.

Holding the sword with just one hand instead of both, she brought it behind her head with the blade pointing upward, and stretched out her other hand forward with the palm open, as if balancing her body.

"This is the stance for the First Form."

Indeed, it was different from everything I'd learned so far.

*But with that stance...*

Unlike her usual teaching that defense is also excellent offense, this stance had an extremely aggressive center of gravity.

It looked defenseless on the surface.

"Hmmm- hah."

However, after a short breath, Master's mana began to gather not around her entire body, but in specific areas.

To describe it, it was gathering in layers at positions that seemed meant not for protection, but for killing the opponent.

*Was mana originally visible to the eye?*

I can definitely say it was not.

No matter how good my eyesight is,
It wasn't good enough to see mana, which is invisible.

That was somewhat different from what could be called mana.

*Is "gathering" even the right expression?*

As if the mana—or ki, as Master calls it—had always been there,
Dark black mana resembling Master's eyes began to emit an insane presence.

Eventually, she wrapped energy around her waist, arms, thighs, and calves,
And finally covered the sword with mana so dense and viscous it was incomparable to the rest.

*Ah, this is dangerous.*

Even though that stance wasn't directed at me,
My instincts warned me it was dangerous, making me want to flee immediately.

As I suppressed my legs that wanted to run away,
Master briefly turned her eyes to me and spoke.

"Do you know what you must do first to cut the sky?"

Though my whole body felt exhausted, I was hammering Master's words and movements into my head.

"You must bring down the sky that stands proudly above my head to beneath my feet."

Blood began to stream from my nose,
Due to the flow of mana too great for my insufficient self to handle.

"Remember this, this is the First Form, 'Sky Fall.'"

The center of gravity from the back foot transfers to the front foot as the waist turns,
Then rolling the foot to add speed and weight, she brought down the sword that had been pointing to the sky toward the ground.

Thud-

After a moment of silence,
The sky began to fall.

*Beautiful...*

I understood why Master said she would show it only once.

The reason wasn't with Master, but with me.

Watching the falling sky, I collapsed into unconsciousness, bleeding from every orifice—eyes, nose, mouth—as if vomiting blood.

-Cheon Ha-Rang

The sky stopped falling and returned to its place,
Because I didn't continue to the next form.

In truth, the separated forms are merely distinct stages toward a single goal.

I straightened my posture and approached Mu-Myeong, who had collapsed bleeding.

I wasn't surprised. When I first used this technique, I too was overwhelmed by my own technique, vomiting blood and feeling pain as if my skin was being torn.

I wasn't very smart, so I repeated the forms non-stop—not just Sky Fall but all the forms of the "God-Slaying Sword Technique"—until I felt no pain and completely mastered them as my own.

Of course, I don't intend to make Mu-Myeong do something so foolish.

Thinking about it now, it was partly because my vessel was insufficient back then,
And perhaps I really did receive divine punishment.

What I've shown is one path, the path I walked.
Mu-Myeong just needs to use it as a reference and adapt it to his own body.

He doesn't have to use it exactly the same way; in fact, I'd prefer he didn't.

Killing the god who created you—isn't that the ultimate betrayal?

I don't want Mu-Myeong to commit the same betrayal as me.

I placed the unconscious Mu-Myeong's head on my lap and stroked it slowly.

"You're a talented child, so you'll find a better path than mine."

For now, the goal is for Mu-Myeong to master Sky Fall within four years,
And meanwhile, I'll drop hints about the academy to make him take the bait.

No matter how important the world is, Mu-Myeong is more precious to me right now.

*He's my only family here.*

If he refuses, I won't send him away.

*Though I will try to guide him.*

And I want Mu-Myeong to leave me and see a wider world.

Gently stroking Mu-Myeong's head with a soft smile,
I carefully laid him down on the ground to welcome a visitor who hadn't come since Mu-Myeong.

Since yesterday, someone with an unpleasant energy had been approaching the mountain.
I had planned to meet this person with Mu-Myeong at home anyway,

So his unconsciousness now was actually good timing.

I stood up and moved my feet, following the unpleasant energy I felt on my skin.

It wasn't far, in a cave I had seen once before,
Just past the Log Cabin I built, a little further up toward the summit.

It was there.

"What are you?"

The fate of the world, its flow, began to twist.
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Ch.8 - Uninvited Guest
The figure standing in front of the cave strangely had goat horns attached to its head.

*Hmm, fantasy indeed.*

I wondered if this person might be a beast-kin and examined them carefully, but I couldn't tell for sure.

*They had goat horns, but...*

There was also a thin black tail that didn't match a goat at all.

And it had a pointed tip.

I tried to figure out what animal it might be, but my limited knowledge couldn't identify what kind of tail it was.

*A hybrid? Something like a mixed breed dog?*

I hadn't met any other races since coming here.

How could I possibly distinguish between races? However, the aura they gave off was unpleasant, giving me a bad impression.

*It feels like standing next to someone smoking.*

I briefly pondered whether I might be some kind of racist, but decided not to worry about it.

Well, there were more important matters at hand, weren't there?

*Why did this person come here?*

Given that they hadn't noticed me staring at them from right behind, they probably weren't particularly skilled.

*And their aura...*

If I had to guess, they were probably just a beast-kin farmer or something similar.

Their aura was incredibly weak.

What business would someone like that have on this dangerous, unremarkable mountain?

Until now, no one except Mu-Myeong had ever visited this mountain.

According to Mu-Myeong, the mana concentration was so dense here, and there were so many monsters infused with that mana, that it wasn't an environment where people could live.

Also, ordinary people had limits to how much mana they could absorb.

That was something I hadn't known.

I did wonder why Mu-Myeong was fine, but he said it was because I had sucked up most of the mana the mountain contained, lowering its concentration.

*That makes perfect sense.*

How could I possibly do something like that? It must be because Mu-Myeong is the protagonist of this world.

Anyway, for these reasons, people don't come to the mountain where I live.

*And yet someone deliberately came here.*

Unless they were like Mu-Myeong, who came to this mountain specifically to escape from people, I couldn't imagine why.

"What are you?" I asked.

My tone was a bit harsh, but after learning my actual age and living with Mu-Myeong, I'd naturally gotten used to speaking down to others, and I didn't feel the need to change that.

The goat-horned person turned around to look at me, then immediately frowned.

"Huh? A human woman?"

The way they said "human woman" was quite arrogant compared to their weak aura. I was already in a bad mood because of their unpleasant energy, and their words made me frown even more.

I was the one who asked first, so what kind of response was that?

Young people these days lack respect for their elders.

*Gasp, what am I thinking?*

It seems that living with Mu-Myeong and becoming more aware of my age has made my thoughts grow older too.

*This won't do.*

I stopped my wandering thoughts and continued with my question.

"I asked what you are."

"Ah, excuse my rudeness. I was looking for someone."

Looking for someone? Since no one lives on this mountain except for me and Mu-Myeong, if they're looking for Mu-Myeong, I should hide him, right?

It wasn't that long ago that he was almost dragged away by people unjustly. If someone is looking for Mu-Myeong, it must be for similar reasons.

So I naturally told a lie.

"No one lives on this mountain except for me."

The goat-horned person seemed to have something to think about, grabbing their chin with one hand and tilting their head.

"Hmm? I was told it was definitely a human male, but the hair color is certainly the same."

"As I was told," "hair color."

From their response, I could guess that someone higher-ranking had sent them to find Mu-Myeong.

Mu-Myeong also has black hair, which is uncommon around here, just like me.

"You look about the same age too."

I couldn't help but feel proud.

*I do look quite young.*

I revised my assessment of the fellow—from an unpleasant, unpromising person to just an unpleasant person.

"Well, I suppose taking you would work just as well?"

What on earth was that supposed to mean? I was so dumbfounded I could barely speak.

Comparing our auras, perhaps they could have subdued Mu-Myeong before he received my training, but now it was obvious they couldn't even properly subdue Mu-Myeong.

That's how weak they were.

"You? Take me?"

Though I was incredulous, I decided to watch and see what they would do, staring at them with a blank expression.

The goat-horned person began to channel their mana to their fingertips and started drawing a dark red magic circle in the air, using their finger like a brush.

*Oh, so they use magic. They did have something to rely on.*

This truly was a fantasy world. Seeing magic for the first time, I was curious enough to consider letting myself be hit by it, which might have been a dangerous thought.

*I'm curious.*

Their aura was so insignificant that even if I let myself be hit, nothing serious would happen.

The magic circle seemed to be complete as chains shot out from it, rushing toward me at high speed. Since I had no intention of dodging, the chains soon reached me and slowly began to bind my body.

*Hmm, being bound by chains feels quite strange.*

But that was the extent of my reaction.

It seemed like an unpleasant energy was trying to flow into my body through the chains, but I blocked it by circulating my qi.

I was curious about how strong the chains were, so I applied a little force, but they must have been weaker than I expected because the chains binding me made an unstable sound.

"Struggling is useless."

They must have mistaken this for my desperate struggle, as they approached me slowly with a smile that only villains would wear.

*Hmm, I think I missed the timing to break free.*

It felt awkward to simply break free effortlessly, as it would embarrass this person who was trying to kidnap Mu-Myeong.

Although they intended to harm Mu-Myeong, they had failed in their kidnapping attempt, and they were probably just following orders from someone above them.

*My heart is softening unnecessarily.*

But I couldn't let myself be captured according to their wishes. Part of me wanted to follow them and beat up those who had troubled Mu-Myeong, but that might teach Mu-Myeong something bad.

Isn't there a saying that parents are mirrors for their children?

The same applies to teachers. If Mu-Myeong saw me taking revenge for him, he might develop the wrong idea that "this level of behavior is acceptable" and his conduct could deteriorate.

I imagined it briefly.

Mu-Myeong with dyed blonde hair, spitting on the ground, and extorting money from me...

"No way!"

Suddenly feeling goosebumps all over, I broke the chains binding me and kicked the goat-horned person.

"What—! Ugh!"

"Mu-Myeong! Your master is different from these bad people! Dyeing your hair is not allowed!"

Of course, it was just my delusion, but the mere imagination made me so upset that I lost my temper.

Oops.

I shouldn't resolve things with violence.

The goat-horned person was now embedded in a rock near the cave entrance. Their pupils had disappeared, but their chest was still rising and falling, so they weren't dead.

Cold sweat ran down my back.

*This is bad...*

I can only imagine how Mu-Myeong would react if he saw me resolving things with violence.

Mu-Myeong must never find out about this.

"If no one finds out..."

It's not a crime!

I put the fallen person in a corner of the cave and quietly left the scene.

*The perfect crime.*

It was truly perfect.

-Cheon Mu-Myeong

*What is this situation?*

When I came to my senses, I found myself lying on Master's lap.

"Are you awake?"

As I felt Master's hand gently stroking my head, I tried to recall what happened before I collapsed.

My face reddened involuntarily.

I had confidently tried to take in Master's appearance completely, but it was impossible.

I only felt my own inadequacy one-sidedly. I felt nothing but shame that someone like me claimed to be Master's disciple.

Not knowing what to say, I just silently enjoyed Master's touch.

My mood seemed to be improving gradually.

Feeling like I should say something, I was fumbling for words when Master, as if understanding my feelings, spoke first.

"Didn't I tell you before? It's alright."

Master stopped stroking and bent down to press her forehead against mine as I lay on her lap.

"You've done nothing wrong. It's only the inadequacy of me, who claims to be your master."

Master's warmth moved away from my forehead, and I saw her smiling gently.

"So don't blame yourself."

"Thank you..."

I felt like crying but smiled instead, knowing that Master would make a sad face whenever she saw me cry.

"You look much better when you smile."

"...Yes."

She was truly a master too good for me.

But...

"Master, did you meet someone? There's an unfamiliar smell on you."

There was an unpleasant male scent coming from Master.

"What?"

Seeing Master's obvious surprise, my chest tightened and I frowned.

Ch.9 - Unfamiliar Scent
"Haven't we had a really warm atmosphere until now?

A mood like a true master comforting a disciple who blames himself for learning slowly—it was definitely that kind of harmonious atmosphere, wasn't it?

"Master, did you perhaps meet someone? I smell an unfamiliar scent."

With Mu-Myeong's single comment, the harmonious atmosphere that had existed until just now shattered completely, and something frightening took its place.

*Why is he talking about unfamiliar scents? Is he a dog or something? Why is his nose so good?*

My panicking at this point was only natural, almost predetermined.

Originally, my goal was to handle this incident without informing Mu-Myeong and deal with it quietly. The possibility of being caught by him wasn't even in my calculations.

And the reason I got caught was ridiculous.

*An unfamiliar scent, he says.*

How could I have anticipated and accounted for such a reason?

So my panicking at this point was only natural, almost predetermined.

"What?"

Seemingly dissatisfied with my response, Mu-Myeong clutched his chest as if it were tight and frowned.

But even seeing him like that, I couldn't come up with anything to say. How could I tell him, "I met someone who came to kidnap you and dealt with them"?

It was obvious that if I told Mu-Myeong, he would blame himself for causing me trouble.

*What should I do?*

It was truly a dilemma. Cold sweat began pouring down like rain from my anxiety.

Then suddenly, a thought occurred to me.

*Wait, come to think of it.*

Did I really need to answer every question my disciple asked?

I was his master, not a child he was raising. There was no need for me to answer.

Besides, I hadn't done anything that would harm Mu-Myeong—I'd actually been considerate. A master with secrets, looking after their disciple behind the scenes—that had its own kind of coolness.

*Doesn't that have some kind of emotional resonance?*

Great, I'll go with this.

"Ahem, a visitor came to the mountain, so I went to meet them."

That should be enough.

It was a perfect answer, even by my standards. I hadn't lied, and if I said I'd gone to greet a visitor, Mu-Myeong wouldn't have anything else to say.

"A visitor... you say? Master, didn't you say you had no friends?"

My eyebrow twitched.

*This brat?*

Me, having no friends? Though it was true, somehow it didn't feel right to agree with my disciple's words.

My confidence crumbled. I thought I'd given a perfect answer, but there was a strange loophole.

And for a disciple to dare say his heaven-like master had no friends—this wouldn't do.

I needed to restore my dignity as a master.

"Wh-why wouldn't I have friends? I have many, many friends."

The thought of lying to Mu-Myeong made me bite my tongue slightly, causing my words to come out awkwardly and making me break into a cold sweat.

Normally, Mu-Myeong wouldn't miss even my smallest reactions, but he seemed so shocked by my answer that he didn't notice my clumsy lie. He just muttered something with lifeless eyes.

"There are many men around her...? But for years, Master has..."

Oh dear, he seems to be taking it even more seriously.

*Why?*

And I said I had many friends, not many men.

But I didn't bother pointing out the error in his words.
Whatever I said now, he wouldn't listen in his current state.

The atmosphere had become awkward, so to leave the situation, I carefully moved Mu-Myeong from my lap to the floor.

And I did need to wash up since I felt grimy.

"Um, I feel dirty, so I'm going to wash up. Rest for a while."

"Yes..."

With that, I got up and started removing my clothes casually, tossing them into the basket as I always did before washing.

I had the important parts covered with bandages anyway, and whenever I did this, Mu-Myeong would always say, "Master! Even if it's just me, I'm still a man! Please be careful!" But aren't master and disciple like parent and child?

I didn't mind.

Besides, now that he knew my ridiculous age of 300, would Mu-Myeong see me in a sexual way?

I had my own reasoning.

No matter how much Mu-Myeong was a man in his prime, he wouldn't feel desire looking at a 300-year-old grandmother.

*Somehow, calling myself a grandmother...*

It feels strange. Oddly, I feel a sense of defeat.

Sigh.

And by now, as always, Mu-Myeong would nag me, which would naturally change the atmosphere.

That was my plan.

*Perfect.*

It should have been perfect.

For some reason, I didn't hear the nagging I was so used to. Curious, I glanced back and met Mu-Myeong's gaze—he was staring at my arms and waist with wide eyes, as if his soul had left his body.

Following his gaze, I looked down at what he was staring at.

Oh no.

The marks from the chains that had bound me earlier were clearly visible.

*I didn't think of that.*

Seeing Mu-Myeong's blank expression, it seemed he was troubled that his master had been hurt without his knowledge.

"Um, Mu-Myeong, this is..."

I quickly opened my mouth, feeling like I needed to explain.

"M-Master, I'm sorry. Just... just give me a moment alone, please."

But Mu-Myeong stood up and fled the place as if escaping.

"Hmm..."

This is troublesome. How should I explain?

I mean, I ended up like this while trying to protect Mu-Myeong, so I feel incredibly wronged.

Of course, from Mu-Myeong's perspective, realizing that his master had been in a fight while he was unconscious, I understand why he'd react that way, but...

"Haah..."

I should wash up first and think about this slowly.

In his current state, chasing after Mu-Myeong to explain would only sound like excuses, and he's not the type to lie—if he says he wants to be alone, he truly does.

"This is difficult, so difficult."

Raising a disciple was indeed challenging.

It seems better to leave Mu-Myeong alone for now and finish my bath as planned.

I slowly got into the large basin that Mu-Myeong had bought from the village and filled with water.

"Ahhh... this is heaven."

Indeed, a bath is best when you're troubled.

As I was drying my long hair in the natural breeze while fully clothed, I saw Mu-Myeong approaching from the distance.

His expression was still dark, but it seemed more relaxed than before he ran away, which relieved me a bit.

I shook my head to clear unnecessary thoughts, wondering if I had worried too much by waiting here.

I'm basically a coward.

And because of that, I've experienced a lot of damage from communication breakdowns since my previous life.

So even if things seem fine now, what we leave unresolved today could cause big problems later.

"You're back?"

I greeted Mu-Myeong with a big smile, trying to show that I had nothing to hide.

"Why are you outside when the sun has set and the wind is cold?"

I knew he would ask that.

You always worry about me first.
I carefully brought up the excuse I had prepared.

"Well, my hair is still wet, so I came out to dry it."

Hmm, does Mu-Myeong know me as well as I know him?

Seeming to notice my clumsy lie, Mu-Myeong's stiff face softened, and he smiled slightly as he took another step toward me.

"Then we should stay outside a bit longer in the breeze."

"Indeed, that's right."

"I can't let Master face the cold wind alone, so I should stay with you."

"Indeed, your words are correct."

We both stayed put, making up awkward reasons for being there.

"So, have you cleared your worries?"

"Yes, I think I'm fine now."

Hmm, I wish Mu-Myeong would continue the conversation, but he just stood by my side, blocking the cold wind.

*I said I came out to dry my hair.*

At this rate, it won't dry at all. Still, I didn't dislike this situation.

Neither of us was acting in a way that would quickly achieve our stated purpose for being here; rather, we were hindering it to spend more time together.

This too would become a good memory someday.

Enjoying the relaxed atmosphere, I carefully opened my mouth.

"About that visitor I mentioned earlier."

"Yes, Master."

I lowered my head, looking at the ground and mumbling.

I was wondering if it was right to tell Mu-Myeong that someone had come to kidnap him.

Surely you, being so kind-hearted and always considerate of me—would you be able to not blame yourself in such a situation?

I thought I had made up my mind earlier, but worry made me hesitate again.

Whether he sensed my feelings or had intended to do so from the beginning, Mu-Myeong spoke up.

"Master, forgive me for interrupting, but may this unworthy disciple speak first?"

"Hmm, go ahead."

Mu-Myeong came in front of me as I kept my head down, crouched, and looked into my eyes.

"Surely Master is not telling me for my own sake."

Of course. I would never do anything that would harm my disciple Mu-Myeong.

To avoid interrupting him, I just nodded, signaling him to continue.

"The marks on your body were clearly signs of a fight."

I didn't speak up, though I wondered what other reason there could be for the marks on my body.

I'm quite perceptive.

"As you've always taught me, Master, I won't apologize. I just want to say thank you."

Mu-Myeong finished speaking and smiled.

"Well, thank you for understanding."

I smiled back in response.

And so, the two of us faced the cold wind together, looking at each other with warm smiles.

I'm glad it was resolved well. I was a bit worried when I saw this unfamiliar side of Mu-Myeong.

*Mu-Myeong really does have such a warm heart—*

Before I could finish my thought in this heartwarming atmosphere, Mu-Myeong spoke again.

"By the way, Master."

"Hmm? Do you have something else to say?"

Mu-Myeong smiled somewhat mischievously and opened his mouth.

"It's true that you don't have friends, isn't it?"

"...?"

"Please don't lie. I can tell."

It was just our ordinary daily life."

Ch.10 - How To Entice A Disciple
After that, my Disciple was busy practicing the First Form, Falling Sky, which I had taught him.

It seemed he felt guilty about me leaving him behind to face the enemy alone. Because of that, Mu-Myeong significantly increased his already difficult training schedule and spent his days mechanically, just as I had done for many years.

I found his dedication admirable, so I taught him more enthusiastically than usual, directly guiding his posture or letting him touch my muscles to feel the proper movement techniques. Though he hesitated to touch me at first, he gradually became accustomed to it and continued his training smoothly.

And so, another three years passed.

...

"That's a fairly decent Falling Sky."

After Mu-Myeong demonstrated the technique for me, I approached him as he caught his breath and gently dabbed the sweat from his forehead with a towel.

"Yes, it's all thanks to your teachings, Master."

"Tsk, your words flow as smoothly as a mountain stream."

Over the past three years, Mu-Myeong had perfected my Falling Sky technique through bone-grinding effort.

Well, "perfected" to a degree.

Although he couldn't bring the sky crashing to the ground like I could, his power was sufficient to make the heavens tremble.

While my teachings certainly helped, Mu-Myeong's growth rate was nothing short of extraordinary.

Perhaps it was because he was the protagonist, but his growth was so absurdly fast that I, his master, felt a twinge of jealousy.

Of course, my feelings weren't entirely negative.

*He's my disciple, after all.*

The pride I felt in his rapid growth was overwhelming—perhaps this was that feeling of "being full just by watching someone else eat" that I'd never experienced before.

His growth wasn't limited to swordsmanship, either.

"Mu-Myeong, just how tall are you going to get? My neck hurts from looking up at you now."

"Master, it seems like your height hasn't changed at all with time."

"Why you—"

I lightly flicked the forehead of my mischievous disciple who never missed a chance to tease me.

"Ouch! Master, I'm not a child anymore."

He covered his forehead with both hands and furrowed his brows in complaint, but that was nonsense.

"You're still a child in my eyes."

With an age gap of over 300 years between us, anyone would be a mere child compared to me.

Of course, I still didn't like being reminded of my advanced age.

"I'll eventually obtain the same immortal body as you, Master, so the age difference won't matter."

"Good heavens, that doesn't make our age gap any smaller, does it?"

This was one of the few opportunities to tease my impudent disciple.

Mu-Myeong had never mocked me for my age, except for that one time at the beginning. Instead, he would make a sullen face whenever I mentioned our age difference.

I hadn't figured out the exact reason, but judging from my perceptiveness, he probably knew I was sensitive about my age and was playing along.

Because of that, I'd grown to enjoy teasing him. Now that he'd aged into a full-grown adult, it was quite amusing to see such a sullen expression on his handsome face that clearly showed his masculinity.

Whether it was because of our age difference or because I'd raised him myself, even this overgrown man had some endearing qualities in my eyes.

Mu-Myeong responded again with a face full of discontent.

We'd repeated this exchange so many times that I couldn't remember which iteration this was.

"If I obtain the same body as you, Master, I'll be immortal too. Shouldn't we think more about the days ahead rather than those behind us?"

"Tsk, talk like that after you've reached enlightenment, you brat."

I flicked his forehead once more.

"Ouch! Stop hitting me! Aren't you afraid of the day I surpass you?!"

"You punk! You still haven't learned your lesson. Take another one!"

How dare he threaten his master who is like the heavens above!

*Flick!*

"Aaagh!"

I'm certain Mu-Myeong didn't act this childishly before. I wonder who he learned it from. It makes me sigh.

"Ahem, tsk tsk."

Despite his childish mentality, his physical growth was remarkable. He must be at least 180 centimeters tall now.

In contrast, I hadn't grown taller or shorter, and my appearance hadn't changed at all.

Even my fingernails, toenails, and hair didn't grow.

It was as if even the slightest energy and nutrients needed to grow such things were too precious, as they were frantically absorbed by the energy center below my navel.

Of course, if my nails fell off or my hair was cut, they would grow back.

Because of this, though I tried to appear calm outwardly, I'd been troubled recently.

*Have I truly reached the realm of immortality?*

I should have been happy about it, but being particularly fearful by nature, I dreaded the future.

What if Mu-Myeong's lifespan ends, and he grows old and dies? Wouldn't I truly be alone then?

A greatly extended lifespan isn't something to be unconditionally happy about.

And I don't think I could take on another disciple besides Mu-Myeong if I became lonely in the future.

Though he acts immature, he has a kind nature, and I can feel his consideration for me. Taking on a new disciple would feel like betraying the bond I've built with Mu-Myeong.

"Haah."

Such sad thoughts made me sigh.

Mu-Myeong, somehow always aware of my feelings, smiled lightly and continued speaking.

"Don't worry, Master. I'll definitely reach the same realm as you."

Just a moment ago he was joking around, but now he was offering words of comfort as soon as he noticed my troubled expression. A smile escaped my lips.

*Whose disciple is he? Such a good boy.*

Feeling awkward, I turned my head away and waved my hand, urging him to continue training.

"Then stop slacking off and get back to your practice."

"Yes."

Even such a simple word of comfort from Mu-Myeong definitely eased my mind.

He surely understood my true feelings despite my attitude.

How embarrassing.

By the way, it's been three years since that day, and Mu-Myeong is now 19 years old.

Almost an adult.

With less than a year left until he could enroll in the academy, this guy showed no intention of leaving the mountain. Whenever I subtly brought it up, he would cut me off sharply.

Look at him now.

"My disciple, the world is truly wi—"

"Master, you don't leave this mountain either."

"...That's true."

I can't get a word in edgewise.

I can't tell him something as absurd as "The world might end if you don't go to the academy!" And even if I forced him to enroll, the current Mu-Myeong would probably escape and return to this mountain where I am.

This isn't speculation; it's certainty.

Look at him now—though I was speaking indirectly, he's swinging his sword with a frown because I suggested he leave the mountain.

*It can't be easy to show his sulking so obviously...*

Tsk tsk, I wonder who he takes after.

While Mu-Myeong's determination to stay by my side forever is truly admirable, at this rate, he'll never find a partner.

I understand Mu-Myeong's feelings well.

In my previous life, I had resolved to serve my parents forever, but I didn't. Why would Mu-Myeong be any different?

Besides, spending his prime years with someone as old as me must leave him with serious unfulfilled desires.

*Hmm.*

My face reddened at the slightly vulgar thought.

I seem to be getting more sentimental with age.

Well, at least he's had his own room for the past three years, so he could take care of his urges, but that alone wouldn't be enough.

At this rate, I might hear something like "It's your fault I couldn't find a partner, Master!" like from a teenage daughter.

If that happens, I'd have to swallow my tears like a father accused of ruining his daughter's laundry.

My whole body shuddered at the horrifying thought.

I absolutely refuse such a future.

I watched Mu-Myeong, who was still swinging his sword without looking at me, probably still upset, and let out a deep sigh.

"Haah— who's going to take this guy away? I pity whoever it is."

I feel somewhat resentful toward my disciple who doesn't understand his master's heavenly intentions.

If Mu-Myeong is indeed the protagonist of the novel I read, he must have a destined partner chosen by the heavens.

*Well, I only read romance novels after all.*

A devilish smile spread across my face at the sudden thought.

I had found another way to send Mu-Myeong to the academy.

Since he's a man, if I tell him his destined partner is at the academy, his eyes will light up and he'll go.

"Hehehe."

It was truly a brilliant idea.

"Master, are you feeling unwell...? Why are you laughing like an idiot...?"

I ignored Mu-Myeong's disrespectful comment with a flick to his forehead.

Ch.11 - Night Work
While Mu-Myeong and I repeat our mechanical training together, unlike me who doesn't need meals, Mu-Myeong requires food. So instead of taking breaks, we spend time eating together.

Originally, there was no need for me to join him for meals, but...

Mu-Myeong always points at my skinny-looking arms and legs saying things like, "Master, you need to put on some weight," insisting that I eat.

At first, I refused, thinking he would get tired of asking, but when he started trying to force-feed me spoonfuls of his soup, I had no choice but to join him for meals.

Thinking about past events, I realize I've never really maintained my dignity as a master.

*Where did I go wrong?*

Suddenly feeling indignant about Mu-Myeong's attitude, my lips naturally jutted out in a pout.

Oops.

I shook my head to clear away the distracting thoughts.

*That's not what's important right now.*

I dipped bread into the vegetable soup Mu-Myeong had made and glanced at him.

His soup bowl was almost empty. It seemed like the right timing to bring up the subject.

This mealtime is the optimal moment—it doesn't interfere with our training, and it's a natural opportunity to persuade Mu-Myeong.

I set down my spoon, rested my chin on both hands, and stared intently at Mu-Myeong.

Noticing my gaze, he looked up and our eyes met.

"*Cough*— Why... why are you staring at me like that?"

Of course, my uncomfortable staring made him choke a bit, but I ignored that.

There's something more important right now.

*I need to send Mu-Myeong to the academy.*

For the past few days, I've been racking my rarely-used brain trying to think of ways to convince Mu-Myeong to go to the academy.

And I came up with one method no man could refuse.

*Perfect.*

With a confident smile, I opened my mouth.

"Mu-Myeong, I have an offer you can't refuse."

Only then did Mu-Myeong recover from his coughing fit. He looked at me with a wary expression that seemed to say, "What is Master up to now?"

"Excuse me? What are you trying to say this time?"

His expression irritated me somewhat, but to accomplish my goal, I forced my lips into a smile.

*If I get upset here and say something harsh...*

I'd be falling for his shallow trick.

Sometimes when Mu-Myeong wants to change the subject, he irritates me like this and naturally makes the previous topic disappear.

Having fallen for this several times before, I now knew better.

Anyway, having successfully avoided Mu-Myeong's trick, I opened my mouth to continue what I was about to say.

"As a young man in your prime, aren't you interested in nighttime activities?"

"*Cough! Cough!*"

Hearing my words, Mu-Myeong's face turned red again as he coughed repeatedly.

*What's with him?*

I expected him to be embarrassed, but I didn't think he'd blush that much.

I glanced at Mu-Myeong.

*I don't think what I said was that strange.*

After all, this guy had been caught satisfying his urges alone before, and even then, his reaction wasn't this extreme.

*Or was it?*

After that incident, his eyes did seem dead for a few days.

Perhaps he had reached enlightenment.

At that time, I tried to comfort him by patting his back when he seemed down, saying, "It's okay, you're in your prime after all."

I made it clear that I didn't mind at all and completely understood, so it should have been fine.

Anyway, Mu-Myeong had experienced such things before, so I didn't expect him to be this flustered by a mere comment.

What he said next was even more ridiculous.

Mu-Myeong jumped up from his seat, squeezed his eyes shut, and exclaimed:

"M-Master! You shouldn't say such things... until after the wedding ceremony!"

I don't understand why he's getting so worked up, as if I said something inappropriate. Masters naturally take interest in their disciples' affairs.

Don't parents also take interest in their children's love lives?

Besides.

What's this about marriage? What does my question about his interest in nighttime activities have to do with my marital status?

Is this old man who hasn't even married at his age telling me not to mind his business?

*Tsk, I would have if I could.*

Setting aside the fact that I became a woman, how could I when I haven't met anyone all this time?

Being human, I couldn't completely shake off my desires, so of course I want to experience love.

My face naturally fell into a sad expression.

When I came to my senses, too much time had passed. I've been swinging my sword for too long.

Having lived in this body for 300 years, regardless of whether someone is male or female, everyone else would look like newborn babies to me.

No, the age gap goes beyond that of an elderly person and a child.

Oops, I almost got lost in depressing thoughts again, straying from the main point.

*No, no.*

I shook my head to clear my thoughts, but my mood was still sour, and my lips jutted out in a pout.

My words naturally came out grumpy.

"Am I not allowed to ask such things?"

"No, that's... *sigh*... no, I think I misspoke."

Mu-Myeong placed his hand on his forehead and lowered his head. I glanced at his ears—they were still red.

*He still seems a bit angry.*

Should I continue?

I hesitated to speak the words I needed to say because of Mu-Myeong's somewhat intense reaction.

Seeing me hesitating, Mu-Myeong looked at me, sighed deeply, and opened his mouth.

"You're just going to tell me to go to the academy again, aren't you?"

"How did you know...?"

Hit right on the mark, cold sweat poured down my face.

How did he reach the conclusion about the academy from everything I've said so far?
Has this guy reached a level where he can read thoughts I haven't even formed yet?

While I was lost in meaningless thoughts, Mu-Myeong's answer came.

"Is there anything else you've been telling me recently besides going to the academy?"

"Hmm... I see."

Indeed, I had been saying it enough to make him sick of it, so I did wonder if I was being too harsh.

Still.

Shouldn't we follow the original story?

I was trying to persuade Mu-Myeong with a sense of duty, but it seems he didn't like it.

*Am I being too annoying?*

In the end, it's his choice.

And since the original story was twisted the moment I accepted Mu-Myeong as my disciple, I also bear responsibility for how things turned out.

I feel inexplicably depressed.

Perhaps noticing my darkened mood, Mu-Myeong hastily waved his hands and asked me:

"Um, Master, so what did you mean by nighttime activities?"

"Hmm, I see."

Right, what would change if I just blame myself?

I've already done it, so I should take responsibility until the end. I nodded, strengthening my resolve.

When proposing something to someone, the build-up process to reach the goal is important.

Of course, this is just my guess, having not conversed with people for nearly 300 years.

"Won't you eventually leave my side and get married?"

"I won't."

Tsk, telling lies without even wetting his lips.

Still, it made me happy that he would say such things.

Although the build-up failed from the start, I continued with a thick skin.

"Yes, yes, thank you for saying that. Anyway, hear me out."

"...Yes."

"Right, someday you'll get married, and marriage isn't something you do alone, is it?"

I glanced at Mu-Myeong while dragging out my words.

When I didn't hear a response, I worried he might be doing something else instead of listening, but he was listening to me with a somewhat blank expression.

His expression seemed a bit uneasy, but the fact that he was listening showed he was interested, right?

*Good.*

Anyway, if he listens to me until the end, no man could maintain such an expression.

"I think you might find a woman who suits you at the academy."

I glanced at Mu-Myeong again.

Huh?

He still had a blank expression. Feeling unnecessarily anxious, I hurried my words.

"The academy is where handsome men and beautiful women gather! There must be many pretty ladies there."

*Glance*

I thought I could surely persuade him, but seeing Mu-Myeong's expression still sullen, my confidence disappeared.

*Wait, is he not interested in women?*

As my confidence waned, so did my voice.

"I don't know how high your standards are, but surely there must be a woman who meets your approval...?"

*Glance*

"So... so..."

"Master."

Finally, a response came, though not the one I was hoping for.

"I will not leave your side."

"Hmm, I see."

I failed again.

This was probably my 30th failure.

Ch.12 - The Hero In Rumors Is Said To Have A Mental Illness
Cheon Mu-Myeong

I occasionally come down from the mountain where I live with my master to visit a nearby village.

When I say nearby, the distance between the mountain where my master lives and the village is about a five-day journey one way if you run without stopping.

No matter how much training I've received from my master, it takes considerable time, so I can't make the trip unless I find the right timing.

Today seems to be one of those occasional opportunities to visit the village.

My master begins each day with Energy Meditation.

In front of my master, I refer to it as "ungijosiK" rather than "mana breathing."

If I were to accidentally call it "mana breathing" to my master, she would immediately snap, "Nonsense! It's not mana breathing, it's Energy Meditation!"

But what can I do? Even though I've been learning from my master for a long time, I'm still more familiar with the term "mana breathing."

My master is the unusual one here—what even is "ungijosiK"?

I haven't lived that long, but I'd never heard such a term before.

Anyway, as my master's disciple, I also start my day with mana breathing.

Sometimes my master falls into a trance, not sleeping for days while performing Energy Meditation.

When I was still ignorant, there was a time when my master didn't return to the Log Cabin by nightfall. I mistakenly thought I had been abandoned and wept bitterly for days.

Two weeks later, my master casually returned to the cabin and asked me, "Why were you crying?" seeming rather confused.

When I finally saw my master after days, I was beyond tears—I was dripping snot and drool as I threw myself into her arms, explaining that I thought I'd been abandoned.

Only then did my master seem to realize how long she had been gone. After that, she told me that if she disappeared for a long time, I should look for her at the mountain peak.

After that incident, as the seasons changed and the cold weather gave way to blooming flowers,

My master once again didn't return to the cabin late into the night. I headed toward the mountain peak as instructed, carrying food for her.

The scene I witnessed that day still tickles my heart from a corner of my memory.

It was truly a beautiful sight.

My master sat cross-legged on a high rock with her back to the moonlight. The scene was like something from a fairy tale my mother used to read to me, and I stood there entranced.

Her bottom didn't touch the rock but floated in midair.

Unlike her usual Energy Meditation, when she would surround herself with dark red energy, this time a brilliant ring of five colors shone above her head.

Her pupils had disappeared, and she stared into empty space, looking at who knows what.

From her mouth came words too rapid for me to understand, yet they sounded not like painful noise but like a beautiful song.

I don't know how long I stood there mesmerized before gathering my things and heading back down to the cabin.

I instinctively felt that I shouldn't disturb my master in that state.

What I etched in my heart that day wasn't the distant reverence I first felt when meeting my master.

It wasn't that rigid, angular emotion, but something rounder and softer.

I opened my eyes. Recalling beautiful memories is pleasant, but it doesn't directly help me reach my goal.

I can remind myself of my objective, though I've never forgotten it for a moment. Now it's time to work for my master.

My reason for going to the village is simple.

First, to make my master's life a little more comfortable, and second, to gather information by listening to stories in the bustling village.

The last time I visited the village, about five months ago, I heard that an oracle had descended and found a Saintess, but I didn't tell my master about it.

There was a reason for this.

A Saintess or Saint exists only once per generation, which means there has never been a generation without one.

Therefore, finding a Saintess wasn't significant enough news for me to report directly to my master.

I surrounded myself with mana and hastened my steps toward the village.

*I hope there's some useful information this time.*

I sincerely hope to bring back something helpful for my master.

Upon reaching the village, I headed straight to the Adventurers' Guild.

I wasn't looking to take on a request; it's just that this was the only suitable place to exchange money.

*It's also a good place to naturally overhear conversations.*

I headed toward the exchange counter where monster corpses could be traded for money, keeping my ears open to the surrounding conversations.

The place where my master and I live is one of the so-called Seven Demonic Territories.

Logically, if my master's home weren't in a demonic territory, it wouldn't make sense that she had never encountered another person in all her years living there.

*Though my master herself doesn't seem to know this fact.*

To continue, since my master and I live in a demonic territory, various monsters inhabit the area. Most monsters stay away from our cabin due to my master's presence.

Occasionally, though, monsters with such low intelligence that they can't sense her presence wander down to our cabin.

Even though they're unintelligent creatures, they're still monsters from a demonic territory.

My master probably doesn't realize it, but I collect the corpses whenever they appear and sell them when I visit the village, which is why my master has quite a lot of money.

When I reached the exchange counter deep inside the Adventurers' Guild, a burly man greeted me.

"You're here?"

The man frowned when he saw the monster corpses hanging from my shoulder.

"Tsk, more monsters from the demonic territory? You're quite the oddball."

"Just exchange them for money."

As I handed over the monster corpses, the man examined them and made a disgusted expression.

"How do you process them so cleanly..."

The man looked at one monster briefly before tossing me a pouch filled with money.

"Don't you need to check the others?"

When I looked at him suspiciously, he waved his hand and spoke.

"I'm sure they're all top quality. You don't want to stay here long either, right? The money's correct, so go on."

"...Thanks."

"Yeah, yeah, what's with the gratitude? It doesn't suit you. Just go."

I put the money pouch in a corner of my clothes and left.

Usually, when my master falls into a trance during Energy Meditation, she stays in that state for about two weeks on average.

Given the distance between the village and the mountain, if I want to reach the cabin before my master wakes up, I need to stay here for just one day and leave early in the morning to arrive on time.

Because of this, I normally can't buy the things my master always nags me to get, but today it seems possible.

Normally, by the time the monster trade is completed, the sun would be setting, and I'd have to head straight to the tavern. But today, the transaction finished faster than expected.

Thanks to that, I have a little extra time.

With this much time...

*I can buy strawberries that my master loves.*

Just thinking about my master's silly—no, goofy—smile when eating strawberries made the corners of my mouth lift.

A good start.

After buying strawberries and keeping just enough money for a cheap lodging and the tavern, the once-large pouch was now filled only with strawberries.

*This should be enough.*

I carefully placed the strawberry pouch in my reserved lodging and headed to the tavern.

The sun was beginning to set.

The tavern atmosphere was bustling as always, mainly because adventurers who completed requests from various regions use this tavern.

The sound of people talking showed no signs of stopping, and no one lowered their voice out of consideration for others.

The clinking of glasses could be heard everywhere, followed by the hearty laughter of men.

Being alone in such an atmosphere might seem out of place, but they don't approach me.

If I just sit quietly with the right demeanor and drink alone, they'll assume I've had a bad experience on a quest and won't bother me, seeing no benefit in it.

So I kept my ears open and focused on their conversations.

"Thanks for another safe return today!"

"Hey! Another beer over here!"

"Hahaha! So what happened next?!"

I ignore conversations with no substance.

What I need is information that could help my master, not stories about their hardships and lives.

As I emptied one glass, then another, while listening to the surrounding conversations, I heard the voice of a female adventurer.

"Hey, Lucy, did you hear? About the Hero who received the holy sword's blessing."

Hero?

*A Hero has appeared.*

This conversation is worth listening to.

"Yeah, yeah, he was handsome... But what about him?"

A female adventurer at the tavern slammed the table and spoke.

"They say he seems a bit mentally unstable!"

"What? Why?"

The answer came not from the woman who first spoke, but from a bald adventurer sitting on the opposite side.

"Ah! I heard this Hero unusually didn't enter the academy but went straight on the path of asceticism!"

"What? Even if he's a Hero, he's still just a rookie, right? Where does that confidence come from?"

Indeed, Heroes are mostly people who have never fought in battle before being chosen by the holy sword.

The bald adventurer shook his head and slammed his glass down.

"No, they're saying he's the greatest Hero in history. Apparently, he created a sword aura the moment he grabbed the sword!"

"What? Really? That's impossible talent... But that's good, right? Why is that strange?"

The bald adventurer covered one side of his mouth with his hand, but contradictorily spoke in a loud voice.

"When he met the Saintess, he burst into tears! Our poor Saintess didn't know what to do!"

"What's that about? Did they know each other?"

"No! The Hero and Saintess were meeting for the first time that day!"

The female adventurer who spoke first added:

"And that's not all! The moment he was chosen by the holy sword and held it, he frowned, vomited, and cursed!"

"What? That's the first I'm hearing of this. What did he say?"

"What was it he said... 'That bastard will eventually...' or something? I don't know! I can't remember!"

A mentally unstable Hero with the greatest talent in history...

It seems I've found information worth reporting to my master.

Moreover, a generation with both a Hero and a Saintess present... I can't help but have ominous thoughts.

Ch.13 - Wish Ticket
Do you know that feeling?

Suddenly, when you open your eyes and look around, the place you're in is no longer the place you once knew.

Your precious people have disappeared in an instant, as if it were all a lie. Your body has changed, as if telling you that everything until now was just a dream.

At first, I wondered, "Could I have a mental illness?"

They say that people with schizophrenia remember absurd things as if they were common sense, don't they?

That's what I thought too.

"Ah, I must have been mentally ill, and everything until now was just my delusion."

But there was a limit to how much I could comfort myself that way.

My memories were too detailed. My body testified that the events in my memory weren't delusions.

The somewhat stuffy, acrid air from that place still lingers in my nose.

The sound of conversations with friends I happily talked to just yesterday still echoes in my ears.

The acceptance message I received after countless efforts still flashes before my eyes.

The words I never got to tell my parents, using the excuse of being busy with job hunting, still linger on my lips.

Tears flowed. Snot and drool disgustingly dripped. Sounds that couldn't form into words kept coming out of my mouth.

This situation made me want to vomit.

I don't know what sin I committed to deserve such a trial.

No matter how much I screamed at the sky or wailed, nothing changed.

The god who brought me here at their whim abandoned me.

Then suddenly, I wondered if perhaps I had committed a great sin and was being punished.

Otherwise, this situation made no sense.

From that moment, I began recording the sins I had committed in my previous life on paper.

Even trivial sins like not returning lost items found on the street or skipping academy using illness as an excuse.

After carefully combing through my memories and looking at the papers recording my sins, I denied it.

Even after reading them thousands of times, there was nothing deserving of such punishment.

I was angry. I resented the god who sent me here.

I compromised, thinking perhaps the sins I committed were grave in the eyes of the gods.

I fell into depression, not eating anything for a while, praying for this situation to end, to wake up from this nightmare.

Finally, I accepted it. You must want something from me, that's why you brought me here.

However, I will not move according to your will.

Someday, I will bring you, who must be looking down on me, crashing down beneath my feet.

After that, I secluded myself in the mountains and swung my sword like a madman.

...

Finishing my Energy Meditation, I slowly opened my eyes.

My floating body slowly descended to the ground, and the next realm, which seemed within reach, teased me by being just out of grasp.

*This isn't enough.*

It feels like I could reach it if I took just one more step...

I shook my head quickly as if to clear away distracting thoughts.

Dwelling on useless worries might negatively affect my Energy Meditation.

I don't want to experience that feeling of vomiting my internal organs again.

"Haa..."

With just a light sigh, I headed toward the Log Cabin where Cheon Mu-Myeong would be waiting.

A smile formed on my face.

As I was approaching the cabin, a sweet scent stimulated my nose.

Sniff, sniff...

*!! This smell is...*

Strawberries!

It seems quite some time has passed during my Energy Meditation, and Mu-Myeong went down to the village to buy strawberries.

Saliva naturally pooled in my mouth, and the corners of my lips started to rise.

*No, no.*

I swallowed hard and forcibly lowered the corners of my mouth as much as possible. Getting excited like a child just because someone bought strawberries isn't befitting of a cool master.

What I aspire to be weighs more toward looking cool as a master than advancing to the next realm, so I must hide such childish behavior.

I slapped my cheek and fixed my expression.

*Good, that's enough.*

The corners of my mouth still twitched slightly, but Mu-Myeong wouldn't notice that much.

Creak, creak- Walking as carefully as possible to not express my joy, I arrived right in front of the cabin.

Now when I open this door, there will be strawberries—I mean, Mu-Myeong.

"Ahem, ahem."

I cleared my throat to let Mu-Myeong know I was outside the cabin.

There was a good reason why I made my presence known without opening the door.

Recently, after finishing my Energy Meditation, I thoughtlessly went looking for Mu-Myeong and caught him satisfying his urges in my absence.

*Hmm, Mu-Myeong's partner will have quite a hard time.*

Well, it's not my concern.

Anyway, at that time, it seemed more awkward to say nothing, so I gave him a thumbs up with an embarrassed smile, and his face turned pale as the life drained from his eyes.

I had to work hard to stop him from making an extreme choice that day.

While I was recalling Mu-Myeong's dark history, he came outside.

Suddenly, I felt mischievous.

"Hmm, did you resolve it well?"

"...Pardon? Are you referring to my trip to the village?"

This guy—judging by how he's slightly stammering and the faint blush on his face, he clearly understood.

I lightly patted his shoulder and smiled somewhat lecherously.

"It's okay, it's okay. Your master understands everything."

"..."

It became quiet as a mouse.

Huh?

*Why is there no response?*

Feeling slightly awkward, I tilted my head to look at Mu-Myeong, only to see his face contorted strangely as if he was very angry.

Huh?

Mu-Myeong went back inside the cabin and slammed the door shut.

"Mu-Myeong?"

There was no answer.

"...Mu-Myeong?"

I even heard the sound of the door being locked. Cold sweat ran down my back.

Realizing the situation had gone wrong, I pounded on the door.

"Mu-Myeong! I was wrong! The joke went too far!"

Thump, thump-

"Mu-Myeooong!"

Thump, thump-

After knocking for about three minutes, I heard Mu-Myeong's voice from inside.

"It's getting late today, so I think it would be better if I sleep now and see you tomorrow."

"What!"

What nonsense is this? The sun is just setting.

"Sleep well, Master."

"Aaagh! I'm sorry!"

Thump, thump-

"Sleep well, Master."

Despite my desperate cries, Mu-Myeong's response was the same as before, though his voice seemed even more rigid.

*No...!*

Thump, thump-

"At least... at least! Give me the strawberries before you go!"

That ill-mannered disciple doesn't even answer his master anymore.

Thump, thump-

*My strawberries!*

For Ha-Rang, the strawberries were more important than the sulking Mu-Myeong.

After standing in front of the door for another hour, I pouted and spoke in a small voice.

"I, I went too far with the joke, Mu-Myeong."

Judging by the startled movement I sensed from inside the room, he wasn't asleep.

I smiled a devilish smile.

"If you open this door, I'll grant you one request within reasonable limits."

I sensed an even bigger movement from inside the room.

Feeling this, I grinned even wider.

Of course, I had no intention of granting anything.

*How dare a disciple do this to his master!*

This is punishment from a master to a disciple, and a lesson not to trust people easily.

If I pretend to completely forget about it later, Mu-Myeong will eventually give up out of exhaustion.

I deliberately made my voice tremble to sound as pitiful as possible.

"So... won't you... come out...?"

Not long after, I heard footsteps approaching the door.

*Got him!*

The door creaked open, and Mu-Myeong poked his head out.

"...Do you mean it?"

"Of course I mean it!"

I showed him a pure smile without a trace of deceit.

No matter how well Mu-Myeong usually reads my thoughts, he can't help but fall for this.

Mu-Myeong fully stepped outside and stared at me intently.

Eventually, he spoke, his voice dry.

Cold sweat trickled down.

"Master."

"Y-yes, why do you call?"

Mu-Myeong brought his face close to mine and looked me in the eyes.

"Are you perhaps planning to get out of this situation and just take the strawberries you want?"

"Hmm? Ab-absolutely not! What do you take me for!"

Mu-Myeong gave me a dubious look, and now cold sweat was pouring like a waterfall.

"Then can you swear on your honor as a master?"

"...Swear what?"

I deliberately pretended not to understand, tilting my head and taking a step back.

Mu-Myeong wasn't fooled and stepped forward to close the distance I had created.

"That you'll grant me one wish."

"W-wish?"

Something seems subtly different.

*Didn't I say request...?*

This is confusing.

"Yes, surely Master wouldn't lie to a disciple just to get some strawberries, would you?"

"Hmm, of course not."

Without giving me time to gather my thoughts, Mu-Myeong pressed on.

"Then can you swear?"

"Of course...! I'll swear, no big deal!"

Somehow I feel like I've dug my own grave. My head is spinning.

"Understood. Please come inside. I bought many strawberries from the village."

"Hmm, okay."

I must have imagined seeing Mu-Myeong smiling with the corners of his lips turned up.

Still, the strawberries Mu-Myeong bought were delicious, so I have no regrets.

Ch.14 - Enemy's Child
I chewed on the strawberry while looking around Mu-Myeong's room.

Since I spend all day swinging my sword and doing activities like meals together in my Log Cabin, I never had time to examine his room closely. This was practically my first time looking at it in detail.

Above all, I'd made small mistakes whenever I entered Mu-Myeong's room.

Perhaps because of that, Mu-Myeong seemed somewhat reluctant to invite me into his room.

"Tsk."

What a narrow-minded man.

Making his master feel uncomfortable in his room just because of a few minor mistakes—
Mu-Myeong truly hasn't grown up.

When Mu-Myeong gave me a puzzled look as I clicked my tongue and shook my head, I found even that expression irritating, so I turned my head away and ate another strawberry.

My facial muscles trembled violently as I tried to keep the corners of my mouth from rising.

Anyway, Mu-Myeong built his room himself, and since he constructed it without my help, it seemed somewhat shoddier than the Log Cabin I built.

He should have bowed his head and accepted when I offered to help, but Mu-Myeong adamantly refused.

At that time, anyone could see that his eyes were saying my help would be more of a hindrance.

"Tsk!"

I looked around with fire in my eyes.
I was determined to find even the slightest flaw to point out. Then Mu-Myeong would surely regret his decision to reject my help, pounding the ground in remorse.

Hehe...

Just imagining it made me smile.

But.

Huh?

*Is this actually built better than mine?*

I couldn't find anything to criticize. Even the parts that had seemed crude at first glance turned out to have excellent finishing touches when examined closely, using thin cords and such.

The floor was also smooth without any bumps, though I couldn't figure out how he'd managed it.

Something was wrong.

How could Mu-Myeong, who was much younger than me and my disciple no less, build a better house than me?

The shock of this realization was so great that my mouth fell open, and the strawberry I had just put in my mouth dropped to the floor.

Seeing me like this, Mu-Myeong tilted his head and then spoke with a worried expression.

"Master?"

"...It's nothing."

It hurts more when he looks at me with that expression.

*It feels like something precious is wearing away...*

To stop these sad thoughts, I picked up the fallen strawberry and ate it.

*Sweet.*

As I continued eating strawberries,
Mu-Myeong, perhaps uncomfortable with the quiet atmosphere, started a conversation.

Honestly, I understand how he feels.

If I were in his position, with a strict and intimidating master sitting silently beside me,
I would have said something too, just to break the awkward silence.

"Master, I heard a few stories while I was in the village."

I quickly swallowed the strawberry in my mouth to answer him.

Gulp-

"Kack- Kagh!"

"Master..?"

I must have swallowed too hastily because it got stuck in my throat. As I coughed, Mu-Myeong came over, gave me water, and patted my back.

Gulp gulp-

"Cough- Huh! I almost died.."

"Yes.. Are you alright?"

Somehow it hurt to see Mu-Myeong looking at me with such pitying eyes,
so I just nodded lightly and quickly changed the subject.

"Hmm, yes, stories.."

To be honest, I wasn't very interested.
Mu-Myeong had told me stories he heard from the village before, but.

*They weren't very useful.*

I don't remember hearing any important information.

After I showed a lukewarm response back then,
Mu-Myeong stopped sharing village stories with me.

Could there be something important this time?

*Well, there's no harm in listening.*

It should serve as a decent pastime at least.
I nodded as if telling him to go ahead.

Mu-Myeong began speaking in a light voice.

"They say a Hero chosen by the holy sword has appeared."

"What."

But what I heard was somewhat, no, extremely important information.

While most fantasy genres feature a Hero, there are some novels without one, aren't there?

Even if I knew this was a fantasy world, I couldn't know exactly what kind of novel it was, so I couldn't know the main story and characters. Therefore, the appearance of a Hero was rather high-level information for me.

*The only information I knew about this place was that it was fantasy and that an academy existed.*

Occasionally, some novels refer to all students in an academy as Heroes, but
judging by how Mu-Myeong specifically mentioned a Hero appearing, this world probably has only one Hero.

And if there's a Hero, there will inevitably be a Demon King, the Hero's arch-nemesis.

*Academy and Hero*

As I searched through distant memories to connect the dots,
my head throbbed as if overloaded.

*I still don't have enough information.*

I definitely needed to hear more about this.

I crawled quickly toward Mu-Myeong with both hands on the floor and thrust my face close to his.

"Do you know any more information about this so-called Hero?"

For some reason, Mu-Myeong's brow furrowed as if something displeased him.
Could it be that he doesn't like me showing interest in someone other than him?

*No way.*

He's probably just startled because I approached so suddenly without saying anything.

Considering the startled Mu-Myeong, I waited patiently without saying anything, and he replied in a somewhat cold voice.

"...I heard he seems mentally unstable."

"Mentally unstable?"

I couldn't understand what he meant by mentally unstable.
Hero and mentally unstable seemed like two contradictory terms.

*Hmm, or maybe not?*

It might be possible in a dark fantasy novel.

Still not understanding well, I asked Mu-Myeong for a more detailed explanation.

"How exactly is he unstable?"

"Well, as soon as he was chosen by the holy sword, he vomited on the spot."

"...Vomited? You mean he threw up?"

"Yes."

What is this, a sickly Hero who vomits as soon as he grabs the holy sword?

Mu-Myeong looked at my dumbfounded expression for a moment, then continued with a slight smirk.

"And I believe I heard that the so-called Hero spewed profanities unbecoming of his dignity."

"...What?"

A sickly, vulgar Hero.

*What is this...*

Even for a fictional character, the setting seems excessive.

*Wait, have I ever read such a novel?*

The Hero seems too distinctive to forget, but I have no memory of it.

My head spun and I frowned.
I thought I detected a hint of amusement in Mu-Myeong's voice, but that must be my imagination.

"Oh, and I think I also heard that he clung to a woman he'd never met before and bawled his eyes out."

"..."

Is this really okay?

The more I heard about the Hero from Mu-Myeong, rather than wondering about what world this was, I began to wonder if this world was going to be alright with such a person as its Hero.

*Is this world doomed?*

A guy who clings to women and cries is the Hero?

Seeing my contemptuous expression, Mu-Myeong raised the corners of his mouth higher, but he frowned again when he heard my next question.

*Isn't the Hero supposed to be the protagonist?*

Though uncommon, there's a possibility that the Hero isn't the protagonist.

There's a definitive question to confirm this.

"Wait, what about his appearance... how does he look?"

"...Why are you asking about that?"

Although Mu-Myeong seemed reluctant to answer, I pressed on because it was something I needed to know.

"It's important. So, did they say he's good-looking?"

This is important to me.

It's what you might call plausibility.

If he truly is the Hero and the protagonist of this world, there must be some plausibility.

Even if he seems pathetic now,
he could be a late-blooming protagonist who later becomes selfless and has a sweet, pure romance.

Mu-Myeong pouted for a long time, clearly displeased with my question for some reason.

It wouldn't have been cute for a man to make such an expression, but since Mu-Myeong was like a child I raised in my heart, his aegyo was tolerable.

"I believe I heard he's fairly tall and handsome, but I haven't seen his face myself, so I don't know the details."

Hmm, "tall" means he's male. I gained one more piece of information.

"I see... You've only heard stories, so you don't know much either."

Indeed, this was a question even Mu-Myeong wouldn't know the answer to.

*Should I meet him myself then?*

This is a somewhat difficult problem.

If I were to meet the Hero, it feels like the story might really get twisted.

*Well, I suppose it was already twisted when I met Mu-Myeong, whether I like it or not.*

My head started throbbing, so I put another strawberry in my mouth.

Hmm, sweet as always.

My head hurt too much, so I decided to leave the complicated problem to my future self.
And thinking about it, it wasn't really something to worry about.

Since Mu-Myeong is here,
assuming there's even a little bit of narrative force in this novel, that pathetic Hero will eventually come here looking for Mu-Myeong.

Now that I know the Hero isn't Mu-Myeong, I'm guessing Mu-Myeong was probably the Hero's companion.

I can confirm the Hero's exact appearance then.

Probably.

Even I think this is a somewhat complacent thought, but what can I do? Mu-Myeong refused to go to the academy even if it killed him.

Just until a moment ago, after learning about the Hero's existence,
I advised Mu-Myeong to go to the academy and befriend him, but...

I received a very antisocial answer that he had no intention of befriending others.

*I wonder who he takes after.*

Tsk tsk, this hopeless Disciple only makes his heaven-sent master worry.

"Sigh, alright, let's set aside the Hero. Was there no other talk besides the Hero?"

For example, the Hero's childhood friend who's a magician, or an elf forest keeper guarding the world tree.

This world might also have companions with common clichés.

I asked with some expectation.

The answer I received exceeded my expectations.

"I don't know if you're interested, but I heard they also found someone called a Saintess a few months ago."

"I see, ha, they found a Saintess."

If there's a Hero, there would naturally be a Saintess too.

*Why didn't I think of that before?*

In the tradition of fantasy novels, a Saintess is the Hero's common partner, and

a child beloved by the damn god, isn't she?

Ch.15 - Determination
Even after hearing such things from Mu-Myeong, there wasn't any immediate big change in my daily life.

I just had a small worry.

*Saintess...*

A Saintess chosen by God.
Is it right for me to harbor ill feelings toward that child?

But wasn't she also made a Saintess not by her own will, but simply by God's choice?

The worry continued, but the end of that worry always led to the same answer.

*I don't know.*

To be honest, I don't know what I want to do.

If I followed my heart, I'd want to find the Saintess and disgrace that damn God through her, but...

Well, should I even do that?

I'm not making excuses about the original story; it's just that I'm a coward.

Is it right to ruin the future of a child I might have once cared for and liked, all because of my ugly selfishness?

This is no longer a fictional world to me, and that child has her own will too.

Just look at Mu-Myeong—a child who should have gone to the academy, met the Hero, and overcome adversity together is now by my side because of my influence.

This is reality.

And that damn God who chose me, dragged me here, and abandoned me would likely remain just as indifferent if the Saintess were to suffer.

*Was I always this kind of person?*

I feel like vomiting at myself for thinking such calculated thoughts rather than following my conscience.

My thoughts kept growing deeper.

I'm still an ignorant nobody who knows nothing and does nothing, so I don't know the right answer.

Today, like always, I'll just repeat my worries and swing my sword while holed up in this cramped mountain.

It's pathetically miserable.

As I stared blankly at the sky lost in thought, my Mu-Myeong approached me, perhaps unable to leave me alone.

"...Master."

I slowly turned my head to look at Mu-Myeong who was speaking to me.

His expression was also full of concern like mine. That would be natural—he would know best that my mood has been troubled since hearing those words.

Finding this situation oddly funny, a self-deprecating smile escaped me.

*A master making his disciple worry.*

How pathetic indeed. Knowing my own patheticness yet not trying to move forward also makes me want to vomit.

Finding myself too pathetic to answer Mu-Myeong, I lowered my head from looking at him to stare at the ground.

I saw uneven, bumpy soil with sparse weeds growing and messy scattered pebbles.

It was shabby.

I raised my head again to look at the sky.

I saw a clear sky with countless stars shining brilliantly in their places, and the particularly bright full moon caught my eye today.

*Ah, it's so brilliant it hurts my eyes.*

Yet on this ground where I stand, nothing emits its own light.

While I was lost in thought looking up at the sky for a long time.

Suddenly, something touched my shoulder.

"Master."

There was no need to wonder—it was Mu-Myeong's hand on my shoulder.

*Hmm.*

Usually when I'm lost in thought, he would avoid speaking to me and leave, but today he seems particularly clingy.

But I don't intend to reject him.

Since taking in Mu-Myeong, he has always been my priority, and I can't hurt this already wounded child by rejecting his touch.

I let out a small sigh and turned my head toward Mu-Myeong again.

"Ha, why are you calling me?"

After my brief response, the concerned expression from earlier was gone, replaced by a mischievous smile like a child about to play a prank.

I thought it unlikely in this atmosphere, but whenever Mu-Myeong makes that expression, he's always about to tease me, so I felt uneasy.

"Do you remember a few days ago when you said you would grant me one wish?"

"Umm."

I mumbled, as expected, he's playing a somewhat troublesome prank.

*Did I raise my disciple poorly...?*

From the atmosphere, I thought he was trying to comfort me, but this was unexpected.

*I wonder who he takes after to be so tactless...*

Anyway, I can never understand what my Disciple is thinking.

But having promised on my honor as a master, I couldn't back out just because I was feeling troubled. With an ambiguous expression, I nodded slightly.

Seeing me nod, Mu-Myeong erased his mischievous expression.

Eventually, Mu-Myeong lowered his hand from my shoulder and slowly moved in front of me.

As I naturally moved my head to look at him, when he reached the point where he blocked the moon in the sky, he opened his previously closed mouth.

"Master, haven't you always told me to leave the mountain and see the wider world?"

Mu-Myeong took one step closer to me, now completely blocking the moon from my view.

"Of course, even staying on this mountain is enjoyable for me as long as I'm with you, Master."

The brilliant moonlight that had hurt my eyes now fell to being merely a simple light illuminating only Mu-Myeong.

"I'd like to follow your words once and see the wider world."

In the completely dark surroundings, only Mu-Myeong stood before me, emitting a bright halo.

"But as someone still inexperienced, I'm afraid. So if you're worried about this disciple..."

My eyes didn't hurt anymore; it was just bright.

"Would you not travel the world together with your unworthy disciple who still lacks much learning?"

With those final words, Mu-Myeong closed his mouth with an awkward smile, and I stared blankly at him before opening my trembling lips to answer.

"Hmm, I see..."

-Mu-Myeong

After finishing my words, I hid my trembling hands behind my back and waited for Master's answer.

Master's mouth opened and closed again, showing signs of hesitation in answering.

*Is she going to refuse after all?*

A bitter smile formed on my face.

In a way, it's understandable. I said those words thinking I could comfort Master who seemed troubled.

I don't know why Master doesn't leave the mountain, as she has never told me.

When I was young and thoughtless, I asked once, but after seeing Master avoid answering with an awkward smile, I never asked again.

If someone were to ask why I didn't persistently question despite my personality, the reason is embarrassingly simple.

Because I saw Master's trembling hands.

In terms of pure strength, no one could have challenged Master, yet she was trembling.

What could have frightened her so much?

That day, Master looked weak—not in the sense of seeming easy to defeat.

It was just that Master, who had always seemed so immense in my heart, for the first time looked as small as her actual physical size.

My heart ached painfully when I first saw Master like that.

The person who rescued me from darkness, who confidently told me she would give me a warm home and a brilliant future when I had nowhere to go, seemed to be living with darkness in her own heart, and it felt like my heart would burst.

Seeing Master like that, I suddenly thought:

*Just as Master made me happy, I wish Master could be happy too.*

Master looks most beautiful when she smiles happily while eating strawberries.

I wish she could smile like that for her entire life.

It might be presumptuous as a disciple, but I desperately wished for it.

And I will definitely make it happen with these hands.

While I was lost in thought, Master's voice reached me.

"Hmm, I see..."

Master slowly rose from her place, turned her back to me, and walked away.

*Is she going to refuse after all?*

I didn't regret saying those words.

I expressed my wish, and since the decision was Master's to make, I just needed to follow her.

Rather, rejection was fine, but I hoped this incident wouldn't distance me from Master.

As I prepared my heart for rejection while looking at Master, a surprising answer came from her.

"Indeed, I did tell you to leave this cramped mountain and experience the wider world."

Light gradually fell upon Master, who had been shrouded in shadows.

"But when I think about sending you alone, I feel worried and my heart feels tight."

Eventually, Master stopped in place, stepped out of the shadow, and received the full moonlight on her body.

"Well, I still have much to teach you, so traveling together wouldn't be bad."

Master turned around to face me, shining brilliantly in the moonlight.

"Alright, as you said, let's go see the world together."

Master smiled as if relieved.

I found it so beautiful that I carefully stored it in my eyes.

Ch.16 - I... Might Be Rich?
Mu-Myeong looked at me with a sour expression.

"...Master, what exactly are you doing?"

"Can't you see? I'm packing."

Strike while the iron is hot, as they say. I laid out my belongings on the floor to pack up right away the next day.

Seeing me like this, Mu-Myeong grabbed the back of his neck as if he had a headache and staggered.

"No- sigh... I can see you're packing, but what are all those wooden swords over there?"

Following his pointing finger, I saw about ten wooden swords piled up.

Honestly, I couldn't understand why he was acting like this. Those wooden swords were all cherished ones that Mu-Myeong had personally made for me.

Looking at the wooden swords brought back memories.

Young Mu-Myeong bringing me wood, saying it would help me, and carving wooden swords while dripping with sweat.

He looked quite adorable back then.

Had he already forgotten about that?

*How disappointing.*

Indeed, raising a disciple is all for nothing.

My lips jutted out in a pout. And what's with that tone he's using with his master who should be revered like the heavens?

*I should punish him!*

The punishment would be to ignore him. Of course, I was willing to forgive him if he naturally figured it out, but he clearly didn't understand.

I turned my head away from Mu-Myeong sharply and silently stuffed my belongings into a large pouch.

"Master? Didn't you hear me?"

"..."

As I continued ignoring him and packing, Mu-Myeong approached me. Glancing at his expression, I saw that mischievous smile of his.

*This is concerning.*

And this feeling of unease has never been wrong.

"...Master?"

"Eek!"

Goodness, what a fright...!

*Has he finally lost his mind?*

Mu-Myeong whispered near my ear, startling me so much that I spilled the contents of my pouch.

"What are you doing!"

I kept rubbing my ticklish ear with my hand.

Despite my shouting, Mu-Myeong didn't seem intimidated at all. Instead, he replied with a smug expression.

"You seemed to be having trouble hearing me."

"Eek!"

Anyone could see I was ignoring him, but who in the world acts like that?

My ear was still ticklish. Completely sulking now, I puffed up my cheeks and rubbed my ear while gathering up the spilled contents of my pouch.

As I was grumbling to myself and organizing my belongings, Mu-Myeong asked with a puzzled expression.

"So Master, why are you taking so many wooden swords?"

I wasn't going to answer, but Mu-Myeong's attitude suggesting he'd completely forgotten about those wooden swords irritated me, and I shouted loudly.

"These are my cherished wooden swords! Stop worrying about it and pack your own things!"

Weren't we supposed to pack our own things in the first place? It's strange that he's already in my room.

Logically, it hadn't even been 30 minutes since we started packing, so there's no way he could be done already.

He must be slacking off.

*He should focus on his own tasks!*

I huffed as I carefully stacked the strawberries that had fallen out of my pouch.

I'd been eating them for several days, but Mu-Myeong had bought so many that there were still plenty left.

This guy never does anything properly.

*Who's fault is it that I have so much luggage in the first place!*

All my belongings were things Mu-Myeong had bought from the village. If I had lived alone, I wouldn't have had this much stuff.

As I was diligently organizing my belongings without even looking at him, Mu-Myeong spoke again.

"I've already finished packing."

"...Do you find it that amusing to mock your master?! How could you pack everything in such a short time!"

I hesitated to answer because, knowing Mu-Myeong, it might actually be possible.

I almost believed him, but after thinking for a moment, it still didn't make sense.

*Aren't we traveling across that vast land?*

Even if he packed minimally, 30 minutes is too short.

However, Mu-Myeong looked at me as if he was the one who found the situation absurd.

"It's true, Master. And how could I ever mock you?"

His mouth corners twitched slightly as he said the latter part, but seeing him speak so earnestly, perhaps he really had finished packing.

But...

*How on earth?*

Even I had this much luggage, and Mu-Myeong, who usually brought back all sorts of things, would surely have twice as much.

When I gave him a suspicious look, Mu-Myeong thumped his chest as if truly wronged.

"It's true!"

"Is that so...?"

As a master, how could I not believe my disciple when he insists so strongly?

Though I still had doubts, I nodded in acknowledgment.

"Then instead of giving advice from the sidelines, help me."

I tossed a pouch to Mu-Myeong, who had nothing to do.

"Put those wooden swords and bedding in that pouch."

Mu-Myeong picked up the pouch thrown to him and frowned.

"...I understand the wooden swords, but why are we taking bedding?"

Does this guy want to sleep on the cold ground?

"? We need to sleep, don't we?"

I can respect his preferences, but I want to sleep comfortably.

"Are we going to sleep outdoors?"

"What else?"

Somehow our conversation wasn't connecting. When I glanced at Mu-Myeong's expression, it had completely hardened.

Could it be?

Despite having traveled outside more than me, does Mu-Myeong lack common sense?

*Tsk, tsk, he's still young after all.*

It seems that I, as the elder, need to kindly explain everything to him. This too is the true role of a master.

Shaking my head, I began to speak.

"Mu-Myeong, you seem too young to understand how the world works, but you need money to use lodging facilities."

"...Yes, but what's the problem with that?"

What's the problem, he asks? Does he still not understand?

"We don't have any money, do we?"

It might not be something I should say as a master, but what can I do about reality?

We can't just rob passing travelers either.

"So we'll sleep outdoors. But don't worry too much, I've done it a few times and it's not all bad."

After giving him this not-so-reassuring comfort, I continued stuffing my belongings into the pouch.

*Eek! Get in there!*

As I was battling with my luggage, Mu-Myeong tapped my shoulder.

"Why are you calling me! Your master is busy!"

"Haah..."

I tried to ignore him because I was busy packing, but soon after, he put his hands under my armpits and I felt my body being lifted.

Mu-Myeong had picked me up.

"What are you doing!"

I flailed my arms in the air.

"...Master, could you please just listen to me once?"

When did I ever ignore him when he was trying to talk to me? And why is he lifting me in such an embarrassing position?

*My dignity as a master...!*

It's falling to the ground below.

"Fine, just put me down!"

The floating sensation gradually faded as my feet slowly touched the ground.

Once my body was completely free, I immediately punched Mu-Myeong in the stomach.

"Kuhek- cough"

Mu-Myeong clutched his stomach and doubled over, his head touching the floor.

"Y-you shouldn't handle your master's body so carelessly!"

"I'm... sorry... cough-"

I glanced at Mu-Myeong and then turned my head away again.

This was clearly Mu-Myeong's fault, so I won't worry about him.

"So what did you want to say?"

"Ugh... cough-."

"Really..."

I didn't think I hit him that hard, but it seemed different for Mu-Myeong. I stroked his back as he couldn't even answer.

After a little while, Mu-Myeong slowly got up.

"Are you alright?"

"...Yes."

The situation was so absurd that I could only sigh.

"So, what was so important that it was worth getting hit by me?"

Mu-Myeong hesitated for a moment after hearing my question.

"...We have money."

"What are you talking about?"

Where would we get money from?

More importantly, does that mean all my packing was for nothing?

"How do you think I bought all those strawberries every time I went to the village?"

...He does have a point.

Until now, I was so focused on the strawberries that I never thought to ask.

I plopped down on the floor.

I felt dejected because everything I had done was now pointless.

"How much money do we have...?"

"Enough to live comfortably for at least a year."

Huh.

I suddenly wanted to be alone.

What are these shining gold coins before my eyes?

"What on earth..."

After reorganizing our luggage with Mu-Myeong, I listened to his explanation about how he earned money, so honestly, I didn't have high expectations.

After all, the creatures living on this mountain were only frightening when I was weak. Now I could burst their bodies with a single punch, so I thought selling their by-products wouldn't bring much money.

However, contrary to my expectations, there's now a pouch full of gold coins before my eyes.

I don't know the exact value of the currency here, but I do know that gold coins are expensive.

"Are you saying all this money is mine...?"

"Yes."

Mu-Myeong smiled awkwardly.

"...How many strawberries could I buy with this money?"

The corners of my mouth stretched into a wide grin.

Ch.17 - Descent
As I know, I'm quite the scaredy-cat.
So the current situation is unavoidable.

"Master! Where on earth are you!"

I'm hiding in a tree where Mu-Myeong's gaze can't reach me, concealing myself with leaves.

*I don't want to go!*

I know it's truly shameful to be acting like this now,
but when it actually came time to leave, I couldn't bring myself to take a step.

And for good reason.

*How can I go outside after living here for 300 years....*

I've been stuck in this corner of the mountain for far too long.

Only after everything was over.
The thought of meeting people other than Mu-Myeong made me dizzy.

Besides, Mu-Myeong was just a child back then so conversation flowed easily,
but if I were to talk with other people outside the mountain, it would surely drain my mental energy.

But I can't refuse when my honor as a master is at stake,
and running away now is merely delaying the inevitable.

*At least some mental preparation....*

I tried to comfort myself and gather my wits.

Peek—I poked my head out from behind the leaves,
and saw Mu-Myeong in the distance, waving strawberries around while looking for me.

*That bastard?*

Did he think I would jump out uncontrollably at the sight of strawberries?

For some reason, that annoyed me and I frowned.

"Please, Master! When are you going to leave!"

After searching the same area for a long time,
Mu-Myeong finally seemed to decide I wasn't there and moved on.

"Phew...."

I truly felt like I'd aged ten years.

Of course, I know that no matter how much I run away,
I'll inevitably be caught soon.

Nevertheless, I wanted to delay leaving the mountain for as long as possible.

After confirming Mu-Myeong had completely disappeared from sight, I jumped down from the tree.

*No one's around, right?*

As I turned my head this way and that to check, extending my senses, I suddenly felt a presence and goosebumps rose all over my body.

"...Why do I sense Mu-Myeong's presence behind—"

me? With a sense of dread, I stiffly turned my head.

"Master."

"Eek!"

Seeing Mu-Myeong right in front of my nose nearly made my heart jump out.

*What is with this guy, seriously?*

Trying to calm my startled heart, I looked at Mu-Myeong with an expression of disbelief.

Even though I had let my guard down after Mu-Myeong disappeared from sight and stopped concealing my presence,
there was no way he could have popped out like this as if he'd been waiting.

*Surely Mu-Myeong's skills weren't at this level before?*

For future reference, I need to confirm this.

"Master, please stop running away—"

"...How did you do it?"

"Pardon?"

"Finding me, how did you do it?"

I asked in a low voice with a stern expression, probably more severe than I'd ever been with Mu-Myeong before.

That's how important this matter was.
If Mu-Myeong could do it, there was no reason others couldn't.

However, despite my resolute attitude, Mu-Myeong awkwardly scratched his cheek.

"Even if you ask how I did it, I don't have much to say."

"What?"

My eyes narrowed.

*What does he mean?*

For some reason, Mu-Myeong's cheeks reddened as if embarrassed.

"I could smell you from this tree..."

"...What? Smell?"

Smell? But I bathed today!

I hurriedly lifted my arm and sniffed my body, but as expected, there was no smell.

*Just how keen is his sense of smell?*

I should seriously ask him next time if he has dog-beastkin ancestors.

I tried to look for another chance to escape,
but in the end, I was caught with Mu-Myeong gripping the back of my neck.

"Mu-Myeong? I'm your master, don't you think this treatment is a bit strange?"

"I wouldn't know, Master."

It felt really odd.

*Sigh, is this how the master-disciple relationship normally works here?*

Come to think of it, Mu-Myeong has enjoyed teasing me since he was young.

I felt my 300-year-old boomer tendencies about to flare up, but I barely held them back.

After that, realizing I couldn't just keep running away if I ever wanted to leave, I stopped by the Log Cabin to pick up the bag I had packed yesterday.

"Master? It wasn't nearly this big yesterday..."

"It's just your imagination, just your imagination."

I hoisted a bag larger than myself onto my back, straightened my posture, and looked up at Mu-Myeong.

"Have you packed everything you need?"

"Yes, I've packed my belongings and secured you too, so nothing's missing."

"What did you just—"

"The sun will start setting soon, let's get going."

At Mu-Myeong's words, I looked up at the sky, but it had only just begun to rise.

*This guy again?*

I was about to say something when Mu-Myeong started pushing my back.

"Wait— don't push me!"

"Okay."

"Whoa!"

The moment Mu-Myeong's pushing force disappeared, I almost fell backward.

"What are you doing? That's dangerous!"

"You wouldn't fall from something like this anyway, Master."

That's true, but isn't this a matter of attitude?

I was uncomfortable with Mu-Myeong's behavior,
but seeing his sly expression, I couldn't bring myself to say anything.

Quietly shaking my head, I turned around and glanced at the Log Cabin.

I saw the old cabin that looked like it was about to collapse.

"Hmm, I've grown attached to this place, it's sad to leave."

"You'll come back anyway, won't you?"

"I suppose that's true."

Indeed, Mu-Myeong's words were correct.

*Yes. I'll come back.*

It's truly a joy to have a place to return to after a long journey.

"Let's go."

I smiled brightly.

While walking for quite some time, a question suddenly occurred to me.

*Come to think of it.*

There's something I haven't asked Mu-Myeong.

"Mu-Myeong."

"Yes, Master."

"Where exactly are we going?"

Normally, as the master, I should be leading the way,

*But I don't know the way*

I've never been outside the mountain, so it can't be helped.

So I've been blindly following Mu-Myeong, but I don't know what destination awaits at the end.

It's only natural to be curious.

Swallowing my embarrassment, I asked, and Mu-Myeong responded with a dumbfounded expression.

"Huh? I've been following you, Master."

What?

"What are you talking about? You know I've never left the mountain, don't you?"

"I haven't been anywhere either, except for the nearby village and my hometown."

Oh, this is bad.

This place was full of people who had never once explored the world.

I felt a sudden dizziness coming on and pressed my hand to my forehead.

"How could you, as my disciple, not prepare even this much?!"

"What about you, Master? Shouldn't you have looked into this at least once?"

To resort to such cowardly instigation and fabrication,
such a person needs to be given facts.

Furrowing my brow and putting on the angriest expression I could muster, I pointed at Mu-Myeong.

"Gal! How would your heaven-like master have time when all spare moments after teaching you are spent training?"

Mu-Myeong seemed at a loss for words as he turned his gaze away from me and stared straight ahead.

"And didn't you promise when I took you as my disciple that you would handle all the miscellaneous tasks?"

I kept my finger extended and poked Mu-Myeong's waist.

"Answer me!"

Poke, poke.

Mu-Myeong lifted his head and repeatedly rubbed his face.

"Haah... Master, then why don't we go to the village I always visit?"

"The village you visit? You mean where you always buy strawberries?"

"...Yes."

It was a village I knew about from Mu-Myeong's descriptions, and I was curious about the place he frequented.

"Hmm, that sounds fine."

But I was still upset, so I continued to grumble.

"Yes, then after we reach the village, we can buy a map there."

"That's certainly a good idea."

Traveling with a map does sound romantic.

I imagined myself in my head.

*A wandering swordsman traveling the world with nothing but a wooden sword.*

The corners of my mouth twitched upward.

"But how long will it take to reach the village?"

"About a week of walking."

"What?"

I had expected three days at most, but this was much longer than anticipated.
Could it be that Mu-Myeong had been traveling to a distant village all this time just to get strawberries?

"Wasn't this supposed to be the closest village?"

"Yes, it is."

There was no reason for him to lie about something like this,
and judging from Mu-Myeong's expression, he didn't seem to be lying.

So it must be true.

"Hmm, so does that mean I can't swing my sword for a week?"

"It will slow us down, but we can take breaks in between if you'd like."

It's not that I'm not used to not swinging my sword.
The truth is, I don't think I can advance my skills much right now anyway.

*A wall...*

It feels like I could break through with just a little more progress,
but I haven't been able to make that little bit of progress for years, which is frustrating just to think about.

If I have one small wish, it's that this journey might help me overcome this barrier.

I don't know how I looked, contemplating my growth to the next level,
but I gave a small smile to Mu-Myeong, who was wearing a worried expression.

"Well, you don't have to go that far, but I think Energy Meditation will be necessary."

"Ah, you mean the mana breathing technique?"

I glared at Mu-Myeong.

"Energy Meditation."

"Ah, yes."

Ch.18 - Tag
After leaving the Log Cabin, I had been walking for three days straight.
It felt like I was going in circles—no matter how far I walked, the scenery never changed.

I wasn't actually lost; it was just that the mountain range was so vast that there were no distinct landmarks.

"Haah."

According to plan, it would take four more days to reach a village, but I was bored.

At this point, we weren't actively conversing with each other.

Mu-Myeong and I had lived together for years, and since he was usually the one to initiate conversation, we weren't talking much.

Besides, with the scenery barely changing no matter how much time passed, even Mu-Myeong was running out of things to say.

*This is boring, so boring.*

I needed some kind of change.

My first thought was to ask Mu-Myeong to find something to talk about, but forced conversation didn't sound particularly appealing.

*Natural conversation is better.*

Forcing conversation would just tire us both out.

Above all, it would make me seem too old-fashioned.

People should live youthfully.


While pondering how to solve this boredom, a thought suddenly crossed my mind.

*That would be fun.*

The corners of my mouth curled up at the idea.

"Mu-Myeong."

"Yes, Master."

Mu-Myeong turned his head to look at me and immediately broke into a cold sweat.

"If we run straight in this direction, we'll reach the village, correct?"

"...Yes, that's right."

Mu-Myeong forced an unnatural smile, as if trying to deny his own uneasiness.

*Even with that pitiful expression.*

I was too bored to show him any mercy.

Besides, this was something I needed to confirm at some point.

"Then let's see the results of your training after all this time."

I immediately began circulating energy throughout my body, preparing to sprint.

"Hoo—"

"What? Wait—"

Mu-Myeong reached out to grab me, but...

*Not a chance.*

I stomped the ground hard.

"Try to catch me if you can!"

If I maintained this speed, I would reach the village Mu-Myeong mentioned before sunset.

A smile naturally formed on my face as the cool breeze brushed against my cheeks.


By the time the sun began to set behind the mountains, painting the world red, I had arrived at a village.

"Hmm, so this is the village Mu-Myeong has been visiting."

The village in my sight was smaller than I had imagined.

To be brutally honest, if I were determined to subjugate this village, it would be quite easy.

*Maybe my expectations were too high.*

Even I, who hadn't yet fully grasped the power balance of this world, could tell the village was remarkably vulnerable.

It was surrounded by a wall of old stones that didn't look particularly sturdy, and the guards who were supposed to be protecting the village were yawning and dozing off at the entrance.

*Well, I suppose that means this village is peaceful.*

Let's look on the bright side.

I stopped staring at the wall and shifted my gaze beyond it.

Beyond the wall, the village seemed to be divided into four areas with roads branching out from a large central building.

Since the sun hadn't completely set, I could see people walking through the streets. Children's laughter occasionally reached my ears, and there was that distinct smell of human habitation that was hard to find in the mountains where I lived.

I just stared at it all, feeling strange.

It was obvious, but the world had gone on perfectly well without me.
In other words, the world would continue to function just fine with or without me.

*What was I so afraid of, hiding in the mountains all this time?*

I smiled self-deprecatingly.

It was ultimately my choice, and I had no regrets.

Just a slight twinge of regret.


I couldn't keep waiting for Mu-Myeong here, so I approached the wall where the entrance to the village appeared to be.
I planned to secure an inn first so Mu-Myeong could rest comfortably when he arrived after running non-stop.

I stood in front of the half-dozing guard beside the large arched entrance and lightly tapped my foot to wake him. Finally noticing someone had arrived, the guard hurriedly adjusted his helmet and shook his head as if trying to wake himself up.

The guard stared at me, still seemingly not fully awake, and after a moment of blank staring, he stepped forward with an "Ah."

"Can you show me something to prove your identity?"

"Hmm, I don't have anything like that. Does that mean I can't enter?"

Hearing my response, the guard began sweating profusely in apparent panic. After examining me carefully for a moment, he wore a puzzled expression.

*Did I do something wrong?*

Soon, the guard nodded with a determined expression, as if he'd made a decision.

"What is your name?"

"Hmm, Cheon Ha-Rang."

Perhaps he was asking for my name since he couldn't verify my identity.

*But why is he so tense about asking for a name?*

Upon hearing my answer, the guard seemed somewhat relieved, sighing and relaxing his expression.

"Cheon Ha-Rang...? That's an unusual name. You don't have a separate surname, correct?"

"Ah, my given name is Ha-Rang, and my surname is Cheon."

"I... I see?"

The guard's expression stiffened again.
Finding the situation frustrating, I furrowed my brow and decided to hurry him along.

"Is there a problem?"

"No! May I... may I know what's in your bag? It's just... it's procedure..."

Judging by his stammering, he probably had trauma from dealing with difficult people.

*Tsk, poor young man.*

Since there weren't any dangerous items in my bag and I had nothing to hide, I took off my bag and handed it to the guard.

"Hmm, I don't mind."

"Yes... I'll check it then—ARGH!"

The guard, apparently not expecting the weight of my bag, dropped to his knees.

*Really, how can he be so weak?*

If the village guards were this feeble, perhaps this area was more peaceful than I had anticipated.

I looked at the guard with a contemptuous expression. The sight of him struggling with the bag while looking up at me was quite a spectacle.

"Why don't you just put the bag on the ground and open it?"

"Ah, yes..."

As I watched the guard finally opening the bag, I rubbed the back of my neck.
How could someone so clueless be a guard? Had they been living in peace for too long?

After rummaging through the bag for quite some time, the guard looked up at me with a puzzled expression.

"Excuse me, are you here to sell goods?"

Perhaps he thought I was a merchant because there were fourteen wooden swords in the bag?

"Hmm, no."

"Ah, perhaps."

The guard briefly searched his pocket and pulled out a piece of paper.

"Are you the one delivering training swords?"

"Training swords?"

"Yes, though the quantity seems a bit small for a delivery..."

I considered my options.

It might be easier to just agree and enter, but I'd have to deal with the consequences later.

That option was out.

Mu-Myeong would be arriving soon, so it was best to be honest and take the safest approach.

"They're not for delivery. They're swords I use."

"Pardon?"

I could only sigh in frustration.

*Mu-Myeong was sharp even as a child.*

How could such an incompetent person be serving as a guard?

Naturally, my gaze and tone became cold as I looked at the guard.

"...Do I need to repeat myself?"

"Ah, no! I'm sorry!"

The guard quickly closed the bag, handed it back to me, and bowed at a 90-degree angle.

"You may enter!"

"? Thank you."

While this was convenient for me, I wondered if it was really okay for this village to let outsiders in so easily.

I also didn't understand why he was being so polite, bowing so deeply.

*Who does he think I am?*

From the guard's perspective, shouldn't I be an outsider to be wary of?

*Could it be...*

A disturbing thought crossed my mind.

*Do I look that old?*

Well, of course, I don't actually care about my true age at all, but...

When someone uses such formal speech and shows such respect, it makes me feel my age and depresses me.

My lips jutted out in a pout as I started feeling gloomy.


After safely passing through the entrance into the village, I was overwhelmed by the presence of so many people.

It made me feel queasy.

*Ugh...*

Perhaps I'd developed social anxiety after being isolated for so long.
This was a problem that needed to be addressed quickly, but my head was already starting to ache.

Trying to ignore my throbbing headache, I looked around.

I needed to find an inn for Mu-Myeong, but I didn't know the village layout, so I had no idea where to look.

And asking a passerby...

*That won't be easy.*

The sun was almost completely set, so there weren't many people around, and those who were out had rather intimidating appearances.

I could sense their energy was insignificant, so I wasn't worried about losing to them, but there's something about a person's appearance...

A man walking around displaying scars all over his body might be weak, but with an appearance like that, it was difficult to approach him.

*It would be easier if someone approached me first.*

I could only sigh at the situation.

Ch.19 - Early Meeting
The sun had completely disappeared behind the mountains, and only moonlight illuminated the streets along with countless stars in the sky.

"Sigh, what am I even doing?"

Of course, I still hadn't found the inn's location.

It's not because I have a terrible sense of direction.

To briefly explain why I'm not directionally challenged: first, I've never gotten lost in the mountains, and second, this is my first visit to this place.

Even someone with an excellent sense of direction would get lost if dropped in a completely unfamiliar place like me.

*That must be it.*

I nodded to myself, convinced.

After walking for quite some time with these somewhat useless thoughts, a faintly familiar smell began to waft toward me.

As I pondered what this smell might be, a distant memory flashed through my mind.

*...alcohol?*

Well, it makes sense that taverns would do more business late at night rather than during the day, so it wasn't strange to smell it at this hour.

And if there was a tavern nearby, there would inevitably be an inn as well.

*The reason why...*

Any adult would understand.

"Ahem, hmm."

Having had somewhat inappropriate thoughts, I forced my smile down and headed toward the source of the faint alcohol smell to find the tavern.

I gazed at the building before me.

With its high ceiling, this two-story building had considerable height. Built with wooden planks, it exuded a somewhat rough atmosphere, perhaps due to the construction material or the unique ambiance of taverns.

Above the entrance hung a sign reading [Sweet Night], presumably the tavern's name. From inside came the mingled sounds of various conversations, clinking glasses, and other noises.

For some reason, my heart started racing.

You know, I was reborn in a fantasy world but never had these kinds of experiences before heading straight to the mountains.

Even though I don't particularly like this world, I still have my fantasies.

*My original goal was to find an inn, but...*

I have plenty of money, so why not enjoy a light drink?

With a broad smile, I opened the tavern door and stepped inside.

Indeed, as befitting a romantic tavern, the space that unfolded before me was exactly as I had imagined.

*Oh, this is exactly how I pictured it.*

Several round tables were placed throughout, with many people sitting on somewhat uncomfortable-looking wooden chairs, drinking from oak barrel cups while conversing.

At what appeared to be the counter stood a massive oak barrel that seemed to be a storage container for alcohol, along with a smaller quantity of what looked like more expensive labeled drinks.

Behind it stood a man who appeared to be the tavern owner—a bald man in his forties with an impressive mustache.

Near the left side was a staircase leading to the second floor. Despite sensing activity upstairs, there was no noise coming from there, suggesting that this place also served as an inn.

*I found it after all.*

Isn't this like catching a mouse while stepping backward?

I smiled with satisfaction, and drool began to form.

*Drool?*

"Tsk—"

Perhaps because it had been so long since I'd seen alcohol, I quickly swallowed the saliva that had unconsciously started to flow.

I wasn't usually such a heavy drinker, but seeing alcohol after so long certainly stirred something in me.

With a slightly reddened face from embarrassment, I looked around.

*Hopefully no one saw that?*

Fortunately, everyone was absorbed in their own conversations and paid little attention to me.

I walked over to the tavern owner and lightly tapped the counter.

The owner, who had been pouring drinks, turned to look at me and greeted me with a broad smile.

"Oh, a new face! What can I do for you, miss?"

Despite being complete strangers, he naturally started a conversation and asked about my business—which was, of course, what a tavern owner should do.

*Hmm, this is awkward.*

The overly cheerful atmosphere made him difficult to deal with.

Nevertheless, I had business with him, so I continued the conversation.

"Do you have any vacant rooms available for about a week?"

"Vacant rooms? Sure. Will you be staying alone?"

It was truly fortunate that rooms were available. I breathed an inward sigh of relief as I replied.

"Umm, someone will be joining me in a few days."

"So, two rooms then?"

Well, is there really a need for Mu-Myeong and me to stay separately?

Moreover...

*Getting two rooms would be less efficient.*

Mu-Myeong might refuse to stay with me, but from a financial perspective, this makes more sense.

After a brief moment of consideration, I answered shortly.

"One is enough."

"Alright, do you need meals included?"

For this too, we could eat outside with Mu-Myeong.

"Not necessary."

"Okay, your room is at the very end when you go upstairs. Here's the key."

"What about payment?"

The owner waved his hand dismissively and handed me the key.

"You can pay when you check out."

"I understand."

"Oh, wait! Please write your name over there too."

Following his pointing finger, I saw a registry book in the corner of the counter where guests recorded their names.

Next to the registry were spaces to mark check-in and check-out dates.

*I see, this is how they calculate the payment later.*

Nodding, I picked up the pen and wrote down Cheon Ha-Rang and Cheon Mu-Myeong.

"May I go now?"

"Of course! Make yourself comfortable."

The forty-something man winked at me with a mischievous expression.
I felt nauseated but tried not to show it, fearing I might hurt his feelings.

"Right..."

After moving to my assigned room, I put down my luggage and looked at the bed.

*Hmm, there's only one bed.*

Not only was there just one bed, but also only one blanket—though it was quite large.

Mu-Myeong would surely be displeased, which worried me.

Ever since he hit puberty, he seemed uncomfortable with the idea of sleeping in the same place as me, which was understandable.

"Haah..."

Mu-Myeong would probably insist on sleeping on the floor. Should I force him to sleep beside me anyway?

After pondering for a while, I shook my head and lay down on the bed.

This issue could be resolved after Mu-Myeong arrived.

I closed my eyes, hugging the wooden practice sword I usually carried.

-Cheon Mu-Myeong

Master dashed away in an instant and soon disappeared into the distance.

"Huh, really."

Even though I thought my skills had improved significantly, I still couldn't keep up with Master.

*When will I ever reach Master's level?*

As I ran for quite some time lamenting my situation, I suddenly sensed a presence.

At first, I thought it might be Master waiting for me, but the scent was different.

*Who could it be?*

People definitely don't live in the Demon Realm—or rather, they can't.

People know this fact, so unless they're adventurers briefly visiting to complete a quest, there shouldn't be anyone here.

I placed my hand on the sword at my waist, remaining vigilant.

Two people appeared. One was a large man with uncommon white hair and golden eyes, carrying an ornately decorated greatsword on his back.

The other was a woman with brilliant golden hair and blue eyes. She was notably tall for a woman and distinctively wore what looked like a nun's habit from a church.

I relaxed upon seeing the woman's nun outfit—at least they weren't enemies.

Finding it awkward to just stand there facing them, I spoke first.

"What brings you here?"

"Hello, we've come to purify this Demon Realm."

*Purify the Demon Realm?*

It was the woman who spoke, with a gentle tone and a small smile that confirmed she was indeed a nun.

Meanwhile, the man silently stared at my face, his demeanor unsettling enough to put me on edge.

I should leave quickly.

"Well, I understand. I'm in a hurry, so would it be alright if I took my leave?"

"Oh! Wait! Do you happen to know why the mana concentration in this Demon Realm is unusually low?"

It's because Master devoured all the mana in the Demon Realm.

*But that's not something I should reveal.*

In fact, it's information that should be kept hidden, since the Demon Realm contains not only mana but also demonic energy, as its name suggests.

With a smooth smile, I replied.

"I'm not sure. Perhaps it has thinned out over time?"

"Ah... I see. Thank you for your time, especially when you're busy."

"Not at all. I'm sorry I couldn't be of more help."

As I bowed slightly and prepared to hurry on my way, the man who had been silent finally spoke.

"Wait, may I ask your name?"

The man asked with a furrowed brow, as if suffering from a headache.

I pondered how to respond, but if the nun was skilled enough, she might detect any lie I told.

So I decided to answer honestly.

"...It's Mu-Myeong. Why do you ask?"

I didn't include my family name. Given my obviously shabby clothes, mentioning a surname that only nobles typically have might invite unnecessary questioning.

Upon hearing my answer, the man briefly conversed with the nun before offering an awkward smile and an apology.

"I'm sorry, I must have confused you with someone I know."

"...Yes, well, I'll be on my way then."

I quickly left to continue pursuing Master.

Ch.20 - My Mentor Truly Loves Strawberries
When I woke up, unlike the usual sensation, I began to feel a softness surrounding my body.

*Ah, I fell asleep at the inn.*

Having slept under tattered blankets for so long, this kind of comfort felt completely unfamiliar.

"Mmm."

I removed the blanket covering my body and slowly raised my upper body.

Turning my head to look out the window, it seemed to be dawn as the sun hadn't fully risen yet.

Running one hand through my disheveled hair, I fumbled around looking for the bandages to bind my chest.

Objectively speaking, my chest couldn't be called large, but since it existed, binding it made movement more comfortable.

*I wish I didn't have them at all.*

It's annoying to wrap the bandages every morning, but I can't sleep with them on either.

Sighing, I undid my top and slowly wrapped the bandages.

*Hmm, come to think of it.*

If Mu-Myeong comes, it might be better to sleep with the bandages on.

I didn't really care, but back when we used to sleep together, Mu-Myeong was shocked to see me removing my bandages.

He was so angry that his face turned red as he looked away, which made me feel quite sorry.

"Pfft-"

A silly laugh escaped my lips.

*He had so many cute sides when he was young*

These days, he lacks the proper attitude of respect toward his master.

My lips jutted out in a pout.

This won't do. A disciple should always respect their master.

As I tilted my head, pondering how to make Mu-Myeong respect me like he did in his childhood, the hair sticking up at the crown of my head swayed gently.

Seeing this scene through the mirror hanging in the corner of the room, I found it somehow amusing.

I slowly crawled in front of the mirror and shook my head quickly, watching my hair move not just gently but whipping around.

Somehow, watching it sway was fun, and a silly smile spread across my face.

*Oh no.*

If I did such age-inappropriate things in front of Mu-Myeong, he would surely look at me with contempt.

*That won't do, no.*

Remembering such an important fact, I crawled toward my bag and took out the wooden swords.

Since they weren't bladed swords, they didn't need special maintenance, but just sitting around doing nothing made my conscience ache, so I decided to do something.

As I sat on the floor and took out a cloth to wipe the wooden swords, a rag stained bright red came into my hand.

"I never put something like this in..."

Anxiety surged as I got up and looked inside the bag.

"Ah."

It seemed that when I handed the bag to that wretched guard, he must not have held it properly, causing most of the strawberries I had packed to burst.

"Eek..."

My expression soured, and tears began to well up.

*After how careful I was to make sure the bag didn't shake!*

I wanted to jump up and teach that strawberry-murdering guard a lesson, but I just clenched my fist around the bag and trembled.

I was also at fault for throwing the bag to him without taking precautions, knowing how weak he was.

"Ugh..."

Seeing the current situation where most of the strawberries had turned to juice, I really didn't feel like doing anything.

One might say I could just buy new strawberries, but I don't even know where they're sold, and I worry about being ripped off by merchants.

I know it's excessive worry, but what can I do about being timid? It's easier to give up.

Quietly sighing, I emptied the bag, taking out the strawberries and my money pouch.

I didn't forget to eat a strawberry here and there as I took them out.


Holding the completely emptied bag, I pondered.

"How should I wash this?"

Given the era, the room had no sink or bathtub with running water; instead, there was a large tub filled with water. But if I used that water to wash the bag, I'd have to go out and find the innkeeper to get fresh water.

I couldn't not wash myself just to wash a bag.

It was troublesome.

Some might say I could just ask the innkeeper for fresh water, but asking for new water isn't that easy.

The innkeeper must have gone through trouble to collect the water, and for me alone to use water twice would be inconsiderate.

After deep contemplation on how to solve this, I weighed washing the bag against washing my body and shoved the bag into a corner.

I hadn't sweated, but I needed to wash after walking on dirt roads.

Besides, Mu-Myeong, my disciple, does all the chores, so even if I don't do it now, he'll wash it later.

The corners of my lips turned up.

Satisfied with resolving the issue, I immediately threw off my clothes and got into the basket that served as a bathtub.

"Ah, how refreshing."


Three days had passed since I started waiting for Mu-Myeong.

During that time, I hadn't left the lodging.

I just lay on the bed, spacing out, and the only time I got off the bed was to eat strawberries from my bag, but even those were gone now, so I didn't leave the bed at all.

*Hmm, is this okay?*

I was slightly worried about my condition, but without Mu-Myeong, I just had no motivation.

*But still.*

Even if I went outside, there would only be strangers, and unlike the mountains, this place wasn't suitable for swinging swords or practicing Energy Meditation.

So becoming a shut-in was an inevitable necessity.

*I'm not wrong.*

I nodded, rationalizing to myself.


After spacing out for a while, an unsettling thought suddenly crossed my mind.

Mu-Myeong doesn't know where I am.

Since we didn't decide in advance where to meet, there's no way for Mu-Myeong to know.

Cold sweat ran down my neck.

*What should I do?*

No solution came to mind.

If I waited at the village entrance, I'd have to face the guard again, and if I went looking for Mu-Myeong, I feared we might miss each other.

It was a true dilemma.

In this hopeless situation, I buried my face in the pillow.

"Mmm, so fluffy."

It had a softness that was on a completely different level from the pillow I used at the Log Cabin.

I immediately pulled the blanket from the foot of the bed and covered myself.

Heaven was complete.

When one has worries, taking a nap often brings solutions.

And anyway, wouldn't Mu-Myeong use his excellent nose to smell me out and find me?

With that, I turned away from my bleak reality and closed my eyes.


-Mu-Myeong

A man is desperately searching for a woman on the street, holding a basket full of strawberries.

"Have you seen a black-haired woman about this tall?"

Sadly, that man is me.

*Master, where on earth are you?*

Apart from meeting a group in the Demon Realm, nothing else happened on the way to the village.

However, when Master said she would go to the village first and ran off, I had no way to find her.

"Haah, Master."

I thought she had run ahead with some plan in mind, but did she really do it without any forethought?

*No.*

Master isn't that shallow-minded.

I shook my head to dismiss such disrespectful thoughts.

*Finding her must be part of what Master meant by assessing my level.*

That must be it.


But shamefully, I haven't yet reached the level Master expects of me.

*Damn it.*

Guilt welled up.

After learning from Master for years, failing at this one task—I could imagine Master's disappointed expression, and my heart ached.

*No, it's too early to give up.*

Lamenting my low level here is just a waste of time; Master would be even more disappointed in me for that.

I took a light deep breath.

I calmed my racing heart and tried my best to think as Master would.

*Master has an excessive amount of altruism.*

Though Master seems obsessed with training, whenever I was slow to learn and had deficiencies, she would teach me until I fully understood, even at the cost of missing her own training.

This time too, she might have done something out of consideration for me.

*For example, securing an inn first to reduce my need to move around.*

Until now, I thought she wouldn't have booked an inn and would be swinging her sword somewhere in the mountains, given her near-obsession with training, but that assumption seems to have held me back.

Master is fundamentally altruistic.

Surely this time too, she would forgo training and spend time at an inn out of consideration for me.


After finishing my thoughts, I went around to every inn in the village, and finally found one with Master's name in the registry.

Given how unique Master's and my names are, there's no possibility of a namesake.

"Haah..."

A sigh of relief escaped.

Fearing I might be seeing an illusion out of missing Master too much, I carefully read the registry again, confirmed the location of Master's room, and immediately went to find it.

*Finally arrived.*

The long game of hide-and-seek with Master is now over.

The thought of seeing Master automatically brought a smile to my face, and with a happy heart, I opened the door to Master's room.


Opening the door, the first thing I saw was Master's cherished wooden swords scattered on the floor, and beyond them, Master lying on the bed.

As I looked around the room, something strange caught my eye, but I lightly ignored it.

Master comes first.

Though it was still daytime with the sun not yet set, she might be taking a nap, so I called out to her in a small voice.

"Master."

It seemed she wasn't napping after all, as Master immediately got up at the sound of my voice and rushed to my side.

"Mu-Myeong! You're finally here! I thought I was going to die of boredom."

I bowed my head to Master, who greeted me with a bright smile.

"Yes, Master. I'm sorry for being late."

Though it was an unnecessary worry now, I held out the basket of strawberries I had bought in case Master was disappointed.

"I thought you might have eaten them all by now, so I bought some."

Master, who had been looking at my face, stared blankly at the strawberry basket in my hand for a while.

*Hmm.*

Is Master happier to see the strawberries than me? She took the basket with an even brighter smile than when she greeted me, drooling slightly.

"Ooh! Strawberries! Thank you!"

"...Yes."

Somehow, that made me feel bad, and a petty jealousy toward the strawberries welled up, but feeling pathetic for being jealous of food, a hollow smile formed on my face.

Right.

*What does it matter as long as Master is happy?*

Master held the strawberry basket with both hands, her eyes shining.

"Mu-Myeong! Thank you!"


Seeing Master's bright smile is always a pleasure to the eyes, and naturally, I smiled along, but...

*But what's that thing that's been bothering me?*

My smile faded.

I called out to Master, who was smiling happily while eating strawberries.

"By the way, Master."

Master, who was sitting on the floor and munching on whole strawberries, looked up when I called.

"Hmm?"

"What is that strawberry-stained bag over there?"

"Oh right! Mu-Myeong, please wash that for me!"

"Pardon?"

It was truly a peaceful day.
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Ch.21 - The Mentor Is Shameless
'What is a master?'

I thought this as I watched Mu-Myeong ostentatiously cleaning the inn room in front of me.

"Master, what do you mean you haven't bathed for two days because you thought it would inconvenience the innkeeper?"

Mu-Myeong's words flew like a dagger, piercing my chest.

I flinched and lay on the bed, staring at the ceiling.

'The masters I know aren't supposed to be constantly scolded by their disciples.'

"..."

I couldn't bring myself to say it out loud, feeling self-conscious around Mu-Myeong.

"Yes, I know you're an altruistic master, and I know your words aren't false."

If he knows, couldn't he just let it slide?

"But clearly, if you only care about others, you won't be able to take care of yourself."

"Alright, stop nagging and sit down to rest."

"Aren't you being considerate of me cleaning the room right now?"

Mu-Myeong, who had been picking up strawberry stems from the floor, turned his head to look at me.

"I like that selfless part of you, Master, but sometimes I'd like to see you be a bit shameless too."

After saying this, Mu-Myeong stared into my eyes for a while before turning back to continue cleaning the room.

'Shamelessness...'

I mumbled to myself unconsciously.

It's not like I've never had such thoughts before. I know my worrying is excessive.

'But it's hard to change...'

I've lived my entire life this way, so it wouldn't make sense to change in an instant just because of Mu-Myeong's words.

Still, maybe I could change little by little, as Mu-Myeong suggested?

'There's no shame in learning something from your disciple.'

One can learn something even from watching a passing dog.

'Alright.'

I decided to try acting shameless as Mu-Myeong advised.

"Give me the strawberries!"

"...Pardon?"

I sat up from where I was lying and squared my shoulders confidently.

"Those strawberries you took earlier! Hand them over!"

"Master, that's... not the kind of shamelessness I meant."

Naturally, even as I first spoke, I felt something was wrong and my face flushed.

But,

"Eek! Give them to me!"

If I stopped here out of embarrassment, that would be defeat.

Today, I've learned shamelessness!

I jumped off the bed and rushed straight at Mu-Myeong.

"Aack! Master! I don't have any strawberries on me!"

"Hand over the strawberries!"

"This is just like your usual self, Master!"

After our scuffle, I failed to get any strawberries, and room cleaning took two hours longer.

It was a battle of nothing but defeat.


Come to think of it, I wonder if Mu-Myeong had eaten.

He must have been busy looking for me, so perhaps he hasn't eaten yet.

Hmm, that's troubling.

I looked at Mu-Myeong, who was sitting on the floor polishing my wooden practice sword.

Surely someone of Mu-Myeong's caliber could go without food for a few days without issue, but that just means there wouldn't be a problem—eating would definitely be beneficial.

Men continue to grow in height and muscle even after becoming adults, and considering Mu-Myeong is only 19, not skipping meals would be good for his health.

"Mu-Myeong, have you eaten?"

"I haven't, but it's gotten late while cleaning the inn room."

Hmm, when he puts it that way, I feel a bit guilty.

True, the sun has completely set now, so it's certainly late for a meal, as he said.

But my conscience aches at the thought of letting him skip a meal.

"Hmm, I'm feeling a bit peckish. Would you like to eat something?"

Knowing that Mu-Myeong would refuse if I directly told him to eat, I used myself as an excuse to suggest food.

Hearing my words, Mu-Myeong gave a gentle smile and nodded.

"Yes, if you're hungry, Master, I could go get something for us."

"Hmm, how about eating at the tavern downstairs?"

I wondered if there was any need to go elsewhere when the restaurant was right below us, but I asked Mu-Myeong's opinion as a matter of courtesy.

Mu-Myeong nodded immediately, perhaps not having considered eating elsewhere either.

"Then I'll go down and bring the food up."

"Please do."

Mu-Myeong carefully put down the wooden sword, slowly got up, and walked toward the door before turning back.

"What would you like to order?"

Order? I don't even know what's on the menu here.

I waved my hand dismissively, indicating that he should decide.

"I'll be back."

With those words, Mu-Myeong bowed his head once and left the room.

After confirming that Mu-Myeong had completely left, I let out a small laugh.

"Heh, really."

I thought I had naturally guided Mu-Myeong to eat, but somehow, from his demeanor, it seemed like he had seen through my intentions.

I suppose that's what happens after living together for six years.

Mu-Myeong has truly become adept at understanding my thoughts.

While that's certainly a good thing for a master-disciple relationship, somehow the relationship between Mu-Myeong and me doesn't match the image of a master-disciple relationship I had imagined, and that makes me uneasy.

If someday I need to hide something, would I be able to deceive Mu-Myeong?

I don't know.

I closed my eyes quietly and waited for Mu-Myeong to return.


After about ten minutes, Mu-Myeong returned to the room carrying two plates, one in each hand.

I guess he didn't bring any alcohol separately?

I had somewhat expected this, but still felt a small disappointment.

When I looked at him with eyes that reflected my feelings, he quietly avoided my gaze.

'I thought as much.'

I sighed lightly, took one of the plates from Mu-Myeong's hands, placed the food on the table in the room, and took a seat.

"Come sit here."

"Yes, Master."

Perhaps because it was meant to be eaten with alcohol, the food's appearance was, how should I put it, not particularly impressive.

A small roasted chicken, a soup with meat and vegetables floating in it, and finally bread, the staple food of this region.

Without much expectation, I started eating first.

Mu-Myeong also began eating after confirming that I had taken my first bite.

As expected, it tasted as ordinary as it looked.


After finishing the meal and cleaning up, I quietly gazed out the window.

The high moon and stars told me it was night without needing to check the time.

Mu-Myeong must be tired too, so we should probably go to sleep soon.

I looked at Mu-Myeong, who was fidgeting awkwardly in a corner of the room, which didn't match his appearance.

"Mu-Myeong, let's go to sleep now."

"...Yes, Master, but there's only one bed?"

Mu-Myeong surely isn't blind, so why would he ask such a thing?

When I looked at him with puzzled eyes, his face turned pale.

"Why is a grown man acting like a country maiden? Hurry up and lie down."

"...Yes."

Mu-Myeong and I lay side by side on the bed.


I turned my head to look at Mu-Myeong, who was lying awkwardly beside me.

He hadn't even covered himself with the blanket and was lying on his side in an uncomfortable position. His pillow wasn't high enough for his broad shoulders, making his posture look obviously uncomfortable.

'If he sleeps like that, his shoulders will be stiff tomorrow.'

I called out to Mu-Myeong with a concerned tone.

"Mu-Myeong, you look uncomfortable."

"No, I'm fine."

He still answered without looking at me.

He wasn't like this when he was younger. Mu-Myeong is shy about the strangest things.

I suppose it must be embarrassing for him to share a bed with someone like me, who's much older.

I can understand that.

But didn't Mu-Myeong say it himself?

"Mu-Myeong, it's okay to be a little shameless."

I pressed my hand firmly against his back.

"There's no one watching us here, so you don't need to be embarrassed."

I slowly stroked his back to comfort him.

"Feel free to act spoiled."

I slowly stroked up his spine from the bottom and gently patted his shoulder at the end.

Tsk, it's not like I'm going to spread rumors about him, so why is he embarrassed about sleeping with his master?

I shook my head and was about to lie back down and close my eyes.

"Master."

"Hmm?"

I turned back toward Mu-Myeong again.

'Hmm, now we're facing each other.'

Unlike before, Mu-Myeong was looking at me with burning eyes.

For some reason, I found it endearing and smiled with my eyes.

"What is it?"

"...What you just said could be somewhat misinterpreted, Master."

Hmm, what does he mean?

'Did I say something that could be interpreted differently?'

I don't think so.

I tilted my head, not understanding Mu-Myeong's words.

"Hmm, I don't know what you mean."

"...It's nothing."

Mu-Myeong, who seemed to be holding something back, squeezed his eyes shut and, unlike before, lay down in a comfortable position.

'Acting coy when you're going to listen anyway.'

Finding his behavior cute, I tousled his hair.

"You're so silly."

Ch.22 - Don't Follow Strangers
In the early morning before the sun had fully risen, I woke up naturally, perhaps due to my age.

I hadn't thought much about it until I learned my actual age.

"Hah..."

Feeling annoyed for no reason, I rubbed my face and got up.

I picked up the wooden sword I kept under the bed and turned to look at Mu-Myeong, only to find him staring at the ceiling with wide-open eyes.

"Ack! Why aren't you sleeping?!"

My heart nearly jumped out of my chest—it was like seeing a ghost, especially since Mu-Myeong usually wakes up later than me.

Mu-Myeong briefly turned his head to look at me blankly before returning his gaze to the ceiling.

"...I just couldn't fall asleep."

"Hmm, is that so...?"

His voice lacked energy, and the dark circles under his eyes made it clear he was lying, but for some reason, I felt uncomfortable digging deeper into the matter.

*He'll handle it himself.*

Mu-Myeong is almost an adult now. He should be able to manage his condition on his own.

Excessive interference isn't good.

No matter how poor Mu-Myeong's condition was, I couldn't postpone today's plans.

I got up from my bed and stretched thoroughly, twisting my body in different directions.

"Nnnngh- cha."

A popping sound accompanied the refreshing sensation that spread throughout my body, making me smile.

While I was stretching, I heard a sound behind me and turned around. Apparently feeling awkward about staying in bed alone after I got up, Mu-Myeong had also climbed out of his bed.

"Mu-Myeong, it's still early. You should get some more rest."

"Thank you for your concern, but I'm really fine."

"Hmm, if you say so."

I stopped giving Mu-Myeong suspicious looks and picked up my wooden sword.

Since we had plenty of time and Mu-Myeong was already up, I planned to go to a nearby mountain for some training.

Seeing me grab my wooden sword, Mu-Myeong followed suit and came to my side.

"Do you know of any suitable mountains around here?"

"Yes, Master. I'll guide you."

I nodded.

By the time the sun had fully risen, Mu-Myeong and I had finished our routine training and returned to the inn. We were packing our belongings to leave when we encountered an unexpected difficulty due to the innkeeper's words.

Mu-Myeong frowned at the innkeeper and continued speaking.

"What do you mean by that?"

"It's not my fault, mister. Your expression is too scary. Please calm down first."

I recalled the innkeeper's words while watching this unfunny farce with cold eyes.

Apparently, the knights stationed in this village were troubled by a sudden abnormal phenomenon involving monsters. This wasn't happening only here but throughout the empire, putting the entire nation on alert. Because of this, it was difficult to provide support to remote villages like this one.

The village had ordered a large quantity of swords to train apprentice knights and improve their quality, but the shipment had been attacked en route and never arrived.

*So that's why the guard mistook me for a supplier?*

One question answered.

Anyway, when I asked the innkeeper what this had to do with us, he explained that the guest registry we filled out when staying at the inn was sent to the lord who governed this village to keep track of visitors. The lord had noticed an unfamiliar noble name on the registry.

The lord wanted to find out who I was, since I had an unfamiliar family name, and also wanted to request help from me, seeing that I traveled with what appeared to be a skilled guard.

*Hmm, technically I'm the one acting as the guard.*

It seems others perceive things differently.

My lips jutted out in a pout.

After hearing the innkeeper's story, I contemplated.

*Should we just run away?*

Strictly speaking, although I had a family name, I was using the same name from my previous life and wasn't actually a noble. Moreover, as someone who wasn't a citizen of the empire, I had no obligation to heed the lord's summons.

The abnormal monster phenomenon did concern me, but...

*Why should I care?*

Whether the empire was in danger or not was none of my business.

The Hero and Saintess who had recently appeared would solve this incident, and I only needed to worry about Mu-Myeong's and my own safety.

I don't know how Mu-Myeong sees me, but I'm fundamentally not a good person.

My disciple Mu-Myeong is the exception; otherwise, I could be considered thoroughly selfish, thinking only of myself.

*Hmm, I wonder what Mu-Myeong thinks?*

I turned my head to look at Mu-Myeong, who was still frowning while talking to the innkeeper, and stepped closer to him.

"Mu-Myeong, what do you want to do?"

Mu-Myeong stared into my eyes for a while with trembling pupils, perhaps trying to discern my true intentions, before speaking.

"...If I may offer my opinion, I don't think we need to go out of our way to visit."

The innkeeper seemed surprised by Mu-Myeong's response and broke into a cold sweat.

"No, mister, the lord has summoned you. A noble has called for you! If you don't go, I'll be in trouble."

Ignoring the innkeeper's reply, Mu-Myeong kept his eyes fixed solely on me.

*He must be waiting for my answer.*

I turned my head and looked at the innkeeper, who was still sweating.

I feel sorry for this person, but...

"Do I have to go just because a noble summons me?"

Having confirmed that Mu-Myeong shared my thoughts, I didn't need to hesitate.

I looked directly at the innkeeper, who was staring at me with his mouth agape in dismay.

"Even if the emperor of this country summoned me, I would not obey him."

Above all, the nobles of the empire had inflicted excessive wounds on my only disciple.

No matter what wrongs Mu-Myeong might have committed at that time, they cannot convince me with a hierarchy established by mere humans, not gods, based on nobles and commoners.

Pointing one hand toward the sky, I spoke.

"There exists no one who dares to command me."

Leaving behind the innkeeper, who was desperately trying to persuade me with various arguments, I took Mu-Myeong's hand and left the establishment.

Hmm, Mu-Myeong's hand is cold.

I looked up at Mu-Myeong and noticed an awkward smile that seemed forced.

"Are you alright?"

"Yes, I'm fine."

I fiddled with our clasped hands.

*Hmm, his hands are quite cold for someone who claims to be fine.*

Since this matter involved nobles, it must have unintentionally brought back memories of the past.

*Poor thing.*

No matter how mature Mu-Myeong is for his age, he's still only 19 years old.

He was even younger back then, so those events must still haunt him, visible in his eyes.

Comforting one's disciple is also a master's role.

I released Mu-Myeong's hand and extended my arm to pull his head into my embrace.

"Mu-Myeong."

"...Yes."

Gently, I stroked his head to reassure the anxious Mu-Myeong that there was nothing to worry about.

"If you wish, I can find and kill the noble who treated you and your parents so cruelly."

"..."

"Hmm, was that too abrupt... Listen carefully to what your master is about to say."

I stopped stroking Mu-Myeong and held his cheeks, making him look into my eyes.

Slowly, I pressed my forehead against his.

Trembling, blood-red eyes filled my vision.

"I won't spout nonsense like 'revenge begets revenge'..."

"..."

"But don't get too caught up in the past. It's like a filthy swamp that will slowly drag you down and kill you."

In a way, I'm also trapped in such a swamp, but I don't want Mu-Myeong to resemble me in this regard.

I slowly caressed Mu-Myeong's cheek.

"Do you understand?"

"...Yes, thank you."

I noticed Mu-Myeong's reddened cheeks.

Perhaps he felt embarrassed being held in his master's arms in the middle of a street where people were passing by.

A chuckle escaped me.

*Seems like he's feeling better.*

I released Mu-Myeong from my embrace and pinched his reddened cheek.

"You're still a kid after all. When will our Mu-Myeong grow up?"

"...I'm already an adult."

"Oh my, you still have a whole year left, what are you talking about?"

After I let go of his cheek, Mu-Myeong touched his particularly red cheek and looked at me with a stiff face.

"It's only one year left."

Is that really so important?

Just a moment ago, we had a warm atmosphere of a master comforting his disciple, but as always, Mu-Myeong is an expert at breaking the mood.

To tease him, I raised one corner of my mouth crookedly.

"Even so, you're still a kid compared to me, aren't you?"

For some reason, this is the thing Mu-Myeong hates hearing the most from me.

Confident in my victory, I thrust out my chest, but Mu-Myeong smiled back and touched my sore spot.

"...But I'm taller than you, aren't I?"

"What."

I jumped up and gave him a light knock on the crown of his head.

Ch.23 - Adventurer's Guild
Mu-Myeong rubbed the bump on his head and pouted.

*Huh?*

What was he so upset about, looking like such a one-sided victim?

I was dumbfounded by Mu-Myeong's sulky expression as he completely failed to acknowledge his own mistake, so I poked him in the side.

"Ugh?!"

"Why the long face? You were the one who started it, weren't you?!"

"...Yes, that's true."

Although I felt a bit sorry about the bump that turned out bigger than expected, seeing his reluctant admission made my blood boil.

*Seriously!*

What kind of disciple brags about their height to their master in the first place?

And.

I'm sure I only said nice, mentor-like things to Mu-Myeong, but this disciple not only ruined the warm atmosphere but also touched on my sore spot.

*I told him not to mention height...!*

I was already short in my previous life, and becoming a woman made me even shorter.

How could I possibly enjoy talking about height?

I pouted just like Mu-Myeong had. No matter how I thought about it, this was entirely Mu-Myeong's fault.


We walked for quite a while with our lips pursed in an awkward atmosphere. Perhaps thinking this couldn't continue, Mu-Myeong approached me and carefully tapped my shoulder.

*I was planning to ignore him for a while, but...*

Aren't I a grown adult?

He must have gathered a lot of courage to approach me, and it wouldn't be mature to coldly reject him.

I've already forgiven him.

I put on the most benevolent expression I could manage and turned to face Mu-Myeong who had tapped my shoulder.

"...What is it?"

"Master, we'll be leaving this village soon. Shouldn't we decide on our next destination?"

"Hmm, the next destination..."

What? He wasn't trying to break the awkward mood but just had business to discuss.

I turned my head away from Mu-Myeong to hide my cheeks that had reddened from my misunderstanding.


Still, determining our destination is certainly important.

Compared to the mountain where Mu-Myeong and I had been living, the world is much vaster, with many unfamiliar things to see.

And once we decide on a destination and gather information about the area, wouldn't we discover particularly beautiful tourist spots or local specialties?

My mouth watered.

Even though I have a body that doesn't need to eat, thanks to Mu-Myeong constantly making delicious food, I've developed a new hobby.

*Food is important.*

I nodded.

"So are we going to look for a map now?"

"Master, what about visiting the Adventurers' Guild first instead of getting a map?"

"Guild?"

From what I know, an Adventurers' Guild is a place where people take on requests, like mercenaries, but why would he suggest going there?

As I tilted my head trying to understand his intentions, Mu-Myeong immediately grabbed my wrist and changed our direction.

Since we were in the middle of the street, there were many people passing by.

Of course, they weren't particularly interested in us, but it wouldn't be accurate to say they had no interest at all.

Our unusual attire played a part, but my completely Asian appearance must have seemed strange to their eyes.

Anyway, amid this not insignificant attention, Mu-Myeong held my wrist and practically dragged me along.

*Hmm, isn't he embarrassed?*

A grown man holding his master's hand like a child while walking through the streets.

If it were me, I wouldn't have even attempted it.

Although it wasn't a situation I particularly enjoyed, I couldn't help but smile.

"...Why are you smiling like that?"

"It's nothing."

Really, it's nothing.

*He's still such a child.*

I just smiled because it was cute how he relied on his master without caring about others' gazes.


Mu-Myeong and I visited the Adventurers' Guild to decide on our next destination.

The Adventurers' Guild was certainly more visually interesting than I had imagined.

Unlike Mu-Myeong and me, the people there had hair of various colors. Muscular men and women in robes, each carrying different weapons, all gathered in one place—it was a fresh experience.

However, despite the novelty, I couldn't think of a good reason why Mu-Myeong had specifically brought us here.

If I had to guess, it would be to take on a request, but knowing my personality, Mu-Myeong wouldn't suggest that.

Still holding my wrist, Mu-Myeong led me to a corner of the Adventurers' Guild.

"Hmm, is it possible to get useful information in a place like this?"

"Yes, you'll see soon, Master."

Led by Mu-Myeong, we arrived at a bulletin board.

The board had a mix of crisp papers that seemed recently posted and others that showed signs of wear, all attached without any particular order. But they all had one thing in common.

"...Request forms?"

They described tasks to be done with rewards listed at the bottom. The more detailed ones specified the number of people needed and the required rank—they were indeed request forms.

*Well, this is a place where adventurers gather.*

It makes sense that there would be request forms.

But is Mu-Myeong really planning to take on a request?

As I looked at him with a puzzled expression, Mu-Myeong released my wrist, took one of the request forms, and held it in front of my face for easier reading.

"Yes, the request forms posted in the Adventurers' Guild include ones from all over the country, not just this village."

"Hmm, I see."

"Yes, like the one you're looking at now."

I examined the request form carefully.


[Request: The orcs living near northern Ellen are entering their mating season. Subjugation requested.]

[Reward: 2 silver per orc]

[Client: Lian Lionheart]

Next to the client's name was a seal in the shape of a lion.


My brow furrowed as I read the request.

*Orcs in mating season...*

Was it due to unnecessary imagination? My body trembled.

"Ugh... Seeing this, I definitely don't want to go to the north."

"Yes, while maps are good for finding locations, they can't tell you what's happening in those places, can they?"

"Indeed..."

Now I understood why Mu-Myeong had suggested coming to the Adventurers' Guild.

Certainly, creatures like orcs and goblins are somehow physiologically unpleasant to look at.

Mu-Myeong took the request form and put it back on the wall.

"Hmm, so are you saying we should only go to completely safe places?"

But we can't avoid places just because we dislike them.

While safe locations might be good for travel purposes, the fundamental reason Mu-Myeong and I decided to travel was for training.

Safe places might be excellent for sightseeing, but for training, some level of adversity is necessary.

With that meaning in mind, I looked up at Mu-Myeong, who slowly shook his head.

"I'm just saying we should avoid unpleasant places like that."

*Fair enough.*

Even though adversity is necessary, the idea of voluntarily seeking out orcs in mating season feels strange.

I nodded and sat down on a nearby chair.

"Hmm, then find a place that suits you."

"Pardon?"

"Pardon? What did you say? Maybe it's my age... my hearing isn't what it used to be."

"...Understood."

Ignoring Mu-Myeong's furrowed brow, I took off the bag from my back, placed it on the floor, and pulled out a strawberry to take a bite.

*He should have looked when I told him to.*

I remember exactly what Mu-Myeong had said to me.

*He'd handle the chores, and I should act shamelessly.*

As a master who listens to and remembers her disciple's words, Mu-Myeong truly has a blessed master.

I smiled, feeling pleased with myself.


Not long after, Mu-Myeong returned to where I was sitting, his lips still pursed in displeasure.

His expression showed a lot of dissatisfaction, but that wasn't something I needed to worry about.

"Hmm, did you fhind a good plache?" I asked with my mouth full.

"Wouldn't it be better to finish eating your strawberry before speaking?"

*Gulp*

"Did you find a good place?"

"...Yes."

I tossed my bag to Mu-Myeong, who still had his lips pursed in an unhappy expression.

"Then let's go."

"...?"

"What are you doing?"

"...Nothing. But aren't you going to ask where our destination is?"

I stopped leaving the guild and turned back to look at Mu-Myeong with a puzzled expression.

His face showed genuine curiosity about why I wasn't asking, rather than finding it strange.

I smiled and spoke.

"Did you pick a strange place?"

"No."

"Then that's fine. Whose disciple are you? I'm sure you chose well."

I patted Mu-Myeong's shoulder as a sign of trust.

"Besides, isn't there a certain joy in not knowing the destination?"

Hearing my words, Mu-Myeong looked blank for a moment before smiling back.

"Yes."

"Then let's go!"

Happy that we had decided on a destination, I strode down the street with my arms spread wide.

"Master, you're going to fall."

"Do I look that clumsy to you...?"

"..."

"Mu-Myeong? Aren't you going to answer?"

Ch.24 - One Tent
Mu-Myeong rubbed his forehead and frowned as if feeling wronged.

"Master, I didn't say anything."

"Don't you know what silent agreement means?"

Mu-Myeong rolled his eyes around, then let out a small sigh before speaking.

"...I think it would be better to arrange for a carriage in advance if we want to get one at a reasonable price."

Though he seemed to be deliberately changing the subject, I decided to be a kind master and let it slide with just a poke to his side.

Instead, I asked about something that had been bothering me.

"But why do we need to rent a carriage?"

Mu-Myeong and I didn't really need to rent one. Unless the distance was exceptionally far, we wouldn't get tired easily, and traveling on foot would be faster.

I gave Mu-Myeong a disapproving look to convey this meaning, but he responded with an expression of disbelief.

"Master, don't tell me you were planning to run there this time too?"

"...Wasn't that the plan?"

Mu-Myeong let out a deep sigh and ran both hands over his face.

"...I think we should go find a carriage first."

"Hmm, alright."

I didn't expect him to be so averse to the idea. It seems Mu-Myeong's thinking differs from mine.

His resolute attitude made me feel a bit dejected, and I pouted. Then Mu-Myeong extended his hand to me.

"Master, there are a lot of people around."

I looked up at Mu-Myeong with his outstretched hand.

He was scratching his cheek with his finger, seemingly embarrassed, and his cheeks were flushed.

"Alright."

The corners of my mouth naturally lifted as I took the hand of my disciple who feared being separated from his master.

We walked through the streets, feeling each other's warmth.

Finding a carriage turned out to be surprisingly simple.

At first, when I saw Mu-Myeong heading toward the village entrance, I thought, "So we are going on foot after all?" But I changed my mind when I saw the carriages parked near the entrance.

In front of each carriage was a sign with the name of a different village.

It seemed that rather than taking passengers to their desired destinations, these carriages had predetermined routes, and people with business in those destinations would pay a fee to ride along.

Mu-Myeong looked around at the signs in front of the carriages, then approached a man with an impressive 5:5 parted brown hair. After some conversation, he took out a few silver coins from his pocket, handed them over, and returned.

"Is everything arranged?"

"Yes, Master. He said we'll depart in two hours."

"Two hours..."

It was enough time for simple errands, but somewhat insufficient for focusing on anything substantial.

As I stood with my arms crossed, contemplating how to use the two hours, Mu-Myeong pointed at our bag.

"Master, since we'll be spending several days in the carriage, shouldn't we buy more food?"

"Hmm, that's true."

We were probably out of strawberries too. It seemed like spending the remaining time browsing the market would be a good idea.

Mu-Myeong stared at my bag with weary eyes.

"Don't you think you bought too much, even by your standards?"

Honestly, I had been thinking this wasn't enough, but Mu-Myeong apparently didn't share that opinion.

Feeling somewhat embarrassed about my bulging bag, I hoisted it over my shoulder and turned my head away.

"Won't the fruit spoil if we keep it too long?"

"Don't worry, I'll probably eat this much in two days."

"...Is that so?"

Somehow, I could imagine his expression even without looking at his face.

Hmm, is it really that strange for someone my age to like strawberries?

My cheeks flushed.

Wanting to escape this somewhat embarrassing situation, I hurriedly moved my feet.

"It's almost time for the carriage, let's get going."

"Yes."

Mu-Myeong climbed into the carriage first and extended his hand to me.

"Hmm?"

"Wouldn't it be difficult for you to get in?"

Does this kid think I'm an elementary school student?

I'm not that short.

I don't know the average height in the Empire, but in Korea, I was only about 10cm below average.

Irritated at Mu-Myeong for treating me like a dwarf, I puffed my cheeks, swatted his hand away, and jumped into the carriage.

"Not necessary."

Mu-Myeong clicked his tongue as if disappointed by my attitude and withdrew his hand.

Deliberately ignoring him, I looked around inside the carriage but found no one else besides us.

I wondered if others hadn't arrived yet, but given that there was little time left before departure and no luggage loaded, it seemed more likely that we had no fellow travelers.

Could it be that our destination wasn't popular among adventurers or merchants?

Feeling somewhat uneasy at the thought, I asked Mu-Myeong.

"Are we the only ones going?"

"Yes, I paid extra to reserve the other seats as well."

"What a waste of money. Why go that far?"

"Master, don't you find it uncomfortable traveling with strangers?"

"Hmm, it is uncomfortable, but..."

While I appreciate Mu-Myeong's consideration, shouldn't a journey involve meeting various people and forming new connections?

Besides, it would be a good opportunity to find a match for Mu-Myeong, who is of marriageable age.

What kind of master wouldn't worry about their disciple's marriage prospects?

With a proud expression, I opened my mouth to share my thoughts with Mu-Myeong.

"Mu-Myeong, you're at the age where you should be thinking about marr—"

"Master, I have some famous strawberries that I bought at a high price. Would you like to try them?"

As soon as he finished speaking, Mu-Myeong pulled out a handful of strawberries from his bag, as if he already knew what my answer would be.

"Ooh, yes please."

Of course, I didn't refuse.

Not long after, the carriage departed, and the horses pulling it must have been strong because we moved quite fast, causing the scenery outside to change rapidly.

Shortly after leaving the village, there was nothing but vast plains to see, which was boring, but now that we had entered a forest, the view was quite enjoyable.

Like what I was seeing now.

"Oh, Mu-Myeong, look over there! A frog is eating a wolf!"

"...Pardon?"

Perhaps Mu-Myeong couldn't see it because of the distance?

If he missed such an interesting scene, he would be missing out on half of life's experiences.

Eager to show him this fascinating sight, I pulled his arm into my embrace, dragged him to my seat, and pointed in the direction.

"Come on!"

"M-Master!"

"Can't you see it? Over there!"

I turned my head to see Mu-Myeong's reaction, and sure enough, as if seeing such a sight for the first time, his eyes were wide open and his cheeks flushed.

Excited by his response, I brought my face right up to his.

"Did you see it?!"

"...Yes."

He must have been quite amazed, as his expression in my eyes was dazed.

"Wow, I never saw anything like that even in the mountains where I lived!"

The mountain where I lived didn't have such small animals, only disgustingly large ones, and even those disappeared as time passed, so scenes like this were rare.

Suddenly, I became curious about Mu-Myeong's thoughts, since he had lived in the same place as me.

"The outside world is truly fascinating! What do you think?"

"...Yes, it's cute."

"?"

That was a somewhat difficult response to understand.

"Does this kid find the sight of a frog eating a wolf cute?"

Even though he's my disciple, this is hard to comprehend.

"Hmm, is that so?"

Losing interest due to Mu-Myeong's boring reaction, I let go of him and leaned out of the carriage to look outside.

Mu-Myeong stared at me blankly, but with my attention focused on the outside, I didn't notice.

As the sun set and darkness fell around us, the carriage stopped, and soon the driver's voice was heard.

"Would it be alright if we camp in this area?"

I looked around at the driver's words.

There was a clearing so peaceful it was hard to believe we were in the mountains, with signs of human presence like fire-scorched ground and dug holes scattered about.

It seemed that other carriage drivers also camped here.

"Yes, that's fine."

Mu-Myeong answered for me, then rummaged through his bag and pulled out a portable tent I had never seen before.

Never having seen a portable tent before, I approached curiously to examine it.

"When did you buy this?"

"I didn't buy it; it was in the carriage."

Hmm, so that's why we didn't pack bedding when we first came down from the mountain.

As I nodded in understanding, Mu-Myeong began setting up two portable tents.

"Two?"

Mu-Myeong answered without looking at me as he unfolded the portable tent.

"Yes, since we have two, there's no reason to set up just one, is there?"

That's certainly true, but sleeping alone is a bit lonely.

And while I'm not affected by the weather, isn't Mu-Myeong different?

Sharing body heat is important in the cold weather of dawn.

"Hmm, I don't think there's any need to go to that trouble. How about we sleep together?"

I put the other tent that was in Mu-Myeong's hand back into the bag.

"...Yes."

"Good thinking."

I smiled brightly.

From a distance, the driver's voice could be heard.

"...Damn it."

Ch.25 - Demon King's Subordinate
In the dark of night when everyone should have been asleep, intense heat was escaping from the tent where Mu-Myeong and I were.

"Ugh... how does it feel?"

"Yes, it definitely feels like, ugh, it's getting wider..."

I wiped the sweat from my forehead with my hand and placed it back on Mu-Myeong's body.

"Ugh, Master, it's burning inside..."

"Bear with it a little longer... if you keep doing that, it's hard for me too."

Mu-Myeong took a deep breath, trying to maintain his composure despite the hot energy surrounding him.

"Huff..."

"Finally, ugh, I've reached the end..."

Mu-Myeong seemed to be struggling to endure. He grabbed my hand that was placed on his body and furrowed his brow.

"...Master, I'm at my limit now."

"Just bear with it a little longer. It'll be over soon."

Mu-Myeong bit his lip tightly, determined to endure somehow, and his body trembled as if convulsing.

After a moment passed, I removed my hand from Mu-Myeong's body and collapsed, wiping the sweat from my forehead.

Mu-Myeong also seemed relieved as the tension left his body. He lay face down on the floor and turned his head to look at me.

"Huff, is it over?"

"...Yes, it's over. You did well."

I removed my hand from Mu-Myeong's body and stroked his head, acknowledging his hard work.

"Would you like to try circulating your energy now?"

Mu-Myeong exhaled roughly once, then surrounded his body with energy. His eyes widened in surprise at the amount of energy flowing through his body.

"...Indeed, it seems the amount of mana I can circulate has increased."

"Ah, that's a relief."

I lay down on the floor from my sitting position.

I succeeded.

Finally, I had completed the process of forcibly widening Mu-Myeong's meridians by injecting my energy into his body.

I had been somewhat anxious since I had no experience widening someone else's meridians, but seeing Mu-Myeong's actual results made me smile.

I lifted my head briefly to look at Mu-Myeong.

Perhaps because I hadn't quite gotten the hang of it and had widened them somewhat forcefully, Mu-Myeong was breathing heavily.

This was something that needed to be done eventually anyway, and since I had also expended considerable concentration, all I could do was pat Mu-Myeong's back to comfort him after his ordeal.

"I'm glad it went well. Now you just need to get used to it."

Now that I've experienced it once, the process of expanding Mu-Myeong's meridians should be easier in the future.

After resting on the floor for a while, Mu-Myeong took off his sweat-soaked clothes and lightly wiped his body with a towel.

*It would be uncomfortable to sleep in that state.*

Fortunately, there was a lake near the clearing where we had pitched our tent.

"Are you going to wash up?"

"Yes, it would be difficult to sleep in this state."

I definitely felt a bit uncomfortable too and needed to wash.

I glanced at Mu-Myeong.

Feeling mischievous, I smiled impishly.

"Hmm, I sweated a lot too. How about we wash together?"

It was obviously a joke. If Mu-Myeong accepted, I wouldn't mind, but even for a master and disciple, bathing together would be difficult given our different physical genders.

Besides, even with Mu-Myeong, I'd be embarrassed to be seen naked.

Well, Mu-Myeong, who hates appearing childish, would probably refuse anyway.

As expected, Mu-Myeong shook his head vigorously and avoided my gaze, disliking the idea of bathing together.

His voice was as small as a mosquito's.

"...I'll go after you're finished, Master."

Hmm, was my teasing too much?

The glimpse of Mu-Myeong's reddened ears suggested he was quite upset.

Not wanting to hear another lecture, I quickly gathered my change of clothes and a towel and headed to the lake.

"I'll be back soon, so wait here."

"Yes, please take your time."

"Alright."

I removed my clothes and bandages, placing them on a nearby rock. With my hair, which reached down to my calves, tied up, I dipped my feet into the lake.

"Hmm, it's cold."

I wanted to submerge my entire body in the lake, but if I did that, my long hair would take too long to dry.

Suppressing my desire, I scooped water with the basin I had brought and poured it over my body.

"Brr."

My body shuddered from the sudden cold water.

By the way.

Why do I sense Mu-Myeong's presence nearby when he said he wouldn't come?

Could he have changed his mind?

*This is troublesome.*

While I was pondering how to send Mu-Myeong away, I heard his anxious voice.

"Master, I'm sorry to interrupt your bath, but the coachman has disappeared."

"What?"

The coachman disappeared? When?

Perhaps I was too focused on widening the meridians and failed to notice the presence around us.

I lowered my voice and asked back.

"The coachman disappeared?"

"Yes, at first I thought he might have gone to the bathroom, but he hasn't returned even after some time."

Could he have deliberately run away?

"What about the carriage?"

"The carriage is still there."

Hmm, at least he didn't abandon us and leave first.

I sighed in relief, slowly pulled myself out of the lake, and went to the rock where I had left my clothes.

"Did you look around the area?"

"Yes, I checked all the safe areas nearby."

While wrapping bandages around my chest, I tried to think of reasons why the coachman might have disappeared, but nothing came to mind.

*Hmm, should I look for him myself?*

After putting on my clothes and wrapping my waistband, I approached Mu-Myeong, who was behind a tree.

Mu-Myeong's cheeks were somewhat red, but I ignored it.

"Let's go to where the coachman and we were staying."

"Yes."

There were no noticeable traces near the tent set up by the coachman.

Rather, there were only footprints heading toward the tent, but no footprints that should have been there if he had walked out of the tent.

Did he suddenly disappear with a "poof"? Was he a magician?

I slowly shook my head.

*It's too early to jump to conclusions.*

I opened the coachman's tent.

Inside the tent, a sleeping bag was spread out, presumably for him to sleep, but it was oddly only half unfolded.

There were no signs of a struggle, nor did anything appear to be missing.

I asked Mu-Myeong, who was looking around the tent with a serious expression.

"It doesn't seem like he disappeared of his own will. What do you think?"

"I think so too."

"Huh..."

He had vanished without a trace.

I sighed at the absurdity of the sudden incident.

How could this happen when we've barely been out in the world?

With no clear thoughts coming to mind to solve this with my brain, I quietly closed my eyes and spread my energy wider than usual to resolve the situation quickly.

"Hmm, I sense two people's energy right now..."

Somehow, the other person's energy felt familiar.

"Two people? Are they nearby?"

"Not too far. They seem to be about three minutes east if we run."

I quietly opened my eyes and exited the tent.

"Is the coachman safe?"

"Hmm, it seems so."

For now, the coachman didn't appear to be in danger, but the energy I sensed from the other person was so unpleasant that I wasn't sure what would happen if we left them alone.

I took out a wooden sword from our tent and looked to the side.

Mu-Myeong was furrowing his brow, clearly displeased with the situation.

"Mu-Myeong."

"Yes, Master."

I hesitated for a moment.

"Hmm, if I told you to wait here, would you refuse?"

"How could I let you go alone to a potentially dangerous place?"

As expected, the answer I anticipated came back.

I shook my head and lightly patted Mu-Myeong's back.

"...Alright, let's go."

When we arrived, what we saw was definitely someone I'd never met before, despite the somewhat familiar energy.

She had small horns on her head like those demons might have, tiny wings on her back, and wore revealing clothes that barely covered the essential parts.

She had a voluptuous body that matched such attire and wore a seductive smile—though I'd never seen one in person, if a Succubus existed, she would probably look like this.

Worried that Mu-Myeong, who might never have seen such a beautiful woman, could be captivated, I glanced back at him.

Hmm, should I be relieved?

There was no change in Mu-Myeong's expression.

My feelings were mixed.

"I've been waiting for you!"

Despite having kidnapped the coachman, the woman with the seductive smile greeted us politely.

Mu-Myeong positioned himself as if to protect me from the woman and spoke.

"Who are you?"

Hearing Mu-Myeong's question, the woman's seductive smile changed to an incongruous expression. She hit her head with one hand and stuck out her tongue.

Indeed, even when a beautiful woman made such a foolish gesture, she still looked pretty.

"Oh right! I forgot to introduce myself!"

The woman covered her cleavage with one hand and bowed at the waist.

"I'm Lily, working hard for the revival of the Demon King!"

The woman who introduced herself as Lily straightened up and once again wore a seductive smile.

"Pleased to meet you."

Ch.26 - Temporary Alliance
The Demon King...

I had already anticipated the existence of a Demon King from the moment I heard about the Hero and Saintess, but why would Lily, who claimed to be the Demon King's subordinate, appear before Mu-Myeong and me?

I tried to read her expression carefully to understand her intentions, but Lily was still smiling brightly, waiting for our answer.

I simply couldn't figure out her motives.

With a small sigh, I looked down at the coachman lying on the ground, pinned under Lily's foot.

"..."

Despite being in a life-threatening situation, the coachman was giggling like a madman.

I rubbed my face in disbelief.

"We shouldn't have come here."

To think he'd be so... happy.

Mu-Myeong, who had been wearing a somewhat dazed expression, still stood protectively in front of me as he took a step toward Lily.

"Did you say your name was Riri? What do you want from my master and me?"

"It's Lily! What do I want? Um... what was it again? Just a moment!"

Lily genuinely seemed unable to remember, putting her finger to her lips and tilting her head repeatedly.

My brow furrowed involuntarily at her unexpectedly foolish behavior that contradicted her appearance.

Mu-Myeong glanced at me before raising his wooden sword toward Lily.

"...What are you trying to do?"

Lily flashed a bright smile at Mu-Myeong despite having a wooden sword pointed at her, then clapped her hands.

"Ah! I remember now! Would you be willing to help with our Demon King's revival?"

Mu-Myeong frowned and opened his mouth to answer, but then turned to look at me.

Was he asking for my opinion?

Hmm, honestly, I wasn't keen on taking sides with either the Demon King or the Hero.

If I sided with the Hero, he would eventually become an obstacle to my goals.
But if I sided with the Demon King, it felt uncomfortable to align myself with someone who was clearly evil.

Besides, now that the Hero had appeared, the Demon King would likely be revived whether we helped or not.

"Let's hear what she has to say first."

In truth, regardless of my thoughts, now that we'd caught the attention of the Demon King's faction, we couldn't completely ignore them.

*I wonder how we caught their eye in the first place.*

For now, it was important to navigate this situation smoothly.

"Master?"

"You've made a wise decision!"

Mu-Myeong's eyes widened in surprise, while Lily clapped her hands with a bright smile.

Of course, I didn't say I'd listen just to actually cooperate.

My current attitude was partly to gather detailed information about the Demon King, and also because the coachman was right under Lily's foot—one wrong move and he could lose his life.

It's important to always prepare for the worst. I spoke after making what I considered a rational judgment.

I made eye contact with Mu-Myeong and nodded.

With just that, Mu-Myeong seemed to understand my intentions and nodded back.

Excited that we agreed to listen, Lily began chattering away.

"Where should I start? Oh, I'll tell you about our Demon King first!"

Lily's expression suddenly changed as she made a sad face and pressed her fingertips together.

"Right now, our Demon King is... thanks to that damn Hero, he's fa— sleeping..."

"Hero?"

"Ah! Yes! Since it was hundreds of years ago, the Hero, being human, must be dead by now, right?"

If it was hundreds of years ago, it was likely before I came to this place.

I nodded slowly.

Lily cleared her throat once and continued her explanation with a sad expression.

"Anyway, when the Demon King awakens, he'll need many, many souls to regain his original power!"

"So what do you want from us?"

Talking with Lily was giving me a headache, so I asked what she wanted from us to move the conversation along faster.

Her surprisingly absurd answer made me frown.

"I'm not really sure about that either."

"If you don't know, what are we supposed to do?"

Lily scratched her head awkwardly, as if finding it difficult to answer.

"Actually, the Demon King said something before he fell asleep, but it's a little—really just a little!—ambiguous."

A headache was forming, and I massaged my forehead.

What was I supposed to do with that?

Even when I tried to probe further by asking roundabout questions,

She kept giving the same answers—that she didn't know or that it was ambiguous—so seeing no progress in the conversation, I moved on to the next topic.

"Hah... if you don't want to talk, fine. Then what benefit would we get from helping you?"

As I was rubbing my face with my hand,
Lily's eyes sparkled at my question, and she spread her arms wide with a bright smile.

"A completely new world! The Demon King's goal is truly on another level! When you hear it, you'll definitely be impressed!"

A new world...

My interest was piqued, and my eyes gleamed.

Taking my reaction as positive, Lily became even more excited and chatty,
while Mu-Myeong, who knew me well, stiffened his expression and moved away from me.

"Listen to this! The Demon King will offer numerous souls as sacrifices and transcend the limitations of his created body! Then he'll become a transcendent being, like a god..."

"Ha!"

A god?

Indeed, as Lily said, it was a goal worthy of my admiration.

Could this be the clue to my reaching the heavens?

The corners of my mouth rose in a wide grin.

"He'll gain powers that—Eek!"

I lunged at her with a speed she couldn't react to, grabbed her by the hair, and slammed her to the ground.

Slowly, I brought my lips close to her ear.

"I'll cooperate, so tell me more about that in detail."

"...Ugh."

I placed the wooden sword against her neck.

"Otherwise, your head will roll on the ground."

Lily, who had maintained a composed expression until now, turned pale and nodded.

"That's right, good girl."

I was already in a good mood traveling with Mu-Myeong, and now fortune had come to me at the end of the day.

What a delightful day indeed.

Mu-Myeong looked at Lily, who was standing awkwardly, while carrying the unconscious coachman on his back.

"Is the coachman really okay?"

"Yes! Of course! I'm sure he's having pleasant dreams right now!"

Indeed, the coachman had been grinning from ear to ear the whole time.

I suddenly became curious about what dreams the coachman was having, but remembering that the one showing him the dreams was a succubus, I shook my head.

*I suppose it's time to head back.*

I approached Lily and patted her shoulder.

"Lily."

"Yes? Yes!"

Lily's awkward posture immediately corrected itself into attention.

My body swayed significantly, and my gaze lingered on a certain spot before I shifted my eyes away.

"...As I said before, Mu-Myeong and I will do as promised, so relay that to your comrades."

"Yes, ma'am!"

I turned away from Lily and approached Mu-Myeong.

"Let's go now."

"Yes, Master."

When I briefly turned my head, I saw Lily in the distance, having regained her composure, spreading her wings and soaring into the sky.

Once Lily had completely disappeared from view, I poked Mu-Myeong in the side.

"Ugh, Master?"

"Do you remember what I said to that woman?"

Mu-Myeong seemed to recall the recent situation and mumbled.

"...Yes, but I'll follow you to the end, Master."

A smile escaped at Mu-Myeong's cute reaction stemming from a minor misunderstanding.

I wanted to pat his head, but due to our unfortunate height difference, it was quite inconvenient, so I took his hand and fiddled with it instead.

"I understand what you're thinking, but it's different from what you imagine."

"Is that so?"

My eyebrow twitched at Mu-Myeong's subtle reaction.

"Don't you trust your master?"

Mu-Myeong shook his head.

"...It's certainly hard to imagine you serving under someone else, Master."

I scratched my cheek, feeling a bit embarrassed by Mu-Myeong's excessive praise.

"Then what are you planning to do?"

"Hmm, let's take the coachman back first and then talk."

Mu-Myeong glanced at the coachman on his back and nodded.

"Ah, yes."

What Lily—that is, the Demon King's faction—asked of me was essentially one thing.

To gather a large number of souls, which I agreed to do.

Looking at my conversation with Lily simply, one might misunderstand as Mu-Myeong did, thinking, "Isn't this an evil act that harms people?" But I have no intention of following their request literally.

To begin with, I don't know how to harvest souls from people, and if all they need is a large collection of souls, couldn't I just gather people in one place?

And there are ways to gather people without resorting to violence.

The method I've come up with is to establish my own independent force.

Specifically, if I take in and care for people who find life too difficult, who don't have food for today, or who harbor hatred toward the world, they won't want to leave my side.

Of course, if you ask whether I'll harvest their souls, the answer is no.

I'll sever ties with the Demon King at an appropriate time.

I raised one corner of my mouth crookedly, applauding my brilliant mind for creating such a perfect plan.

"Master? That sounds less like gathering people and more like... just doing charity work?"

"What."

I continued refining my plan as I discussed it with Mu-Myeong.

Ch.27 - It's Not The Heavenly Demon!
To be honest, I couldn't believe that Lily, the Demon King's subordinate, hadn't harmed the coachman, but seeing the coachman wake up healthy made me feel a bit sorry for suspecting her needlessly.

*She's not a child who tells lies.*

I bowed my head slightly in apology, though of course Lily wouldn't see it.

But that didn't mean the coachman's condition was completely normal.

The coachman kept muttering, "That was a dream?" with a gloomy expression. Since she had probably given him a sweet dream out of consideration, I couldn't entirely blame her.

I could only hope the coachman would overcome it well.


As I was looking at the coachman with pitying eyes, Mu-Myeong, who seemed somewhat uncomfortable, blocked my path and spoke.

"What's wrong?"

"Master, have you thought about it?"

"...Were you serious about that?"

I rubbed my face.

"What? Didn't you like it too, Master?"

A sigh escaped me at Mu-Myeong's truly innocent face, showing no impure intentions whatsoever.

"I think it sounds cool, Heav—"

"Aaaack! Please, I beg you, don't do that! I'm sorry!"

The reason Mu-Myeong was acting this way was a continuation of our conversation from the previous day.


...This is what happened between Mu-Myeong and me last night.

After listening to my story for quite some time, Mu-Myeong furrowed his brow as if he didn't understand and opened his mouth.

"Can't you just actually build your organization?"

"Hmm, didn't I clearly say that earlier? That I would build a power base."

Mu-Myeong shook his head with a determined expression.

"It's a bit different. What you described seems somewhat lacking to be called an organization."

What?

Mu-Myeong was directly contradicting my opinion—my face contorted in shock.

"Why do you say that?"

"Even if people have connections with you, Master, there won't be any bonds—that is, solidarity—among those who would follow you."

"Hmm..."

Is that so? It seems like he might be right...

While I was wavering, Mu-Myeong continued.

"Rather than positioning yourself as their spiritual leader, wouldn't it be better to present yourself as their ruler to bind them together?"

"Ugh... you know I hate being around lots of people..."

Just imagining it made my stomach churn.

Me, acting as a ruler? I stuck out my tongue slightly and frowned in disgust.

Mu-Myeong looked at me with a puzzled expression for a moment, then spoke as if trying to persuade me.

"Why not consider it positively? Building an organization would help achieve your goals, not harm them."

Hmm, when Mu-Myeong puts it that way, it does seem right...

He's not the type of child who would do anything harmful to me.

As I tilted my head this way and that at Mu-Myeong's words, his gaze fixed on the prominent strand of hair sticking up on my head.

Mu-Myeong's eyes swayed left and right, following my hair.

"Well, I suppose taking it slowly wouldn't be so bad."

"Yes, and since the group you lead will likely be recognized as the Demon King's forces by the Empire and the Church, you probably won't be able to openly proselytize."

Ah, I hadn't thought that far...

Mu-Myeong seems more serious about this than I am.

I fidgeted with my lips, feeling awkward.

"As it happens, there's a method similar to what you initially mentioned."

Oh, so I did come up with something?

I couldn't help but smile brightly, feeling pleased with myself.

Mu-Myeong flinched at my suddenly still hair, then continued speaking.

"The first place for proselytizing should be the slums, where people's attention doesn't easily reach."

How could he come up with such thoughts in such a short time?

Is it because he's my disciple, learning from me?

My shoulders rose high with pride.

"Hmm, if you say so, it must be right... But why are you so serious about this?"

Could it be that, though he's not a child anymore, he's playing at being the leader of a secret organization?

The image of Mu-Myeong waving a toy sword around and playing house popped into my mind.

I giggled at the silly mental image of Mu-Myeong.

In response, Mu-Myeong opened his mouth with a genuinely puzzled expression.

"What? Wasn't this what you wanted to do, Master?"

What?

"Why would you think that?"

"Well, when we lived in the Log Cabin, didn't you often raise your wooden sword and proclaim, 'I am the Heavenly Demon'?"

"What."

My body froze. I did that? Mu-Myeong must be mistaken about something.

My head turned toward Mu-Myeong with an unpleasant creaking sound.

"Ha, haha, what are you saying? I never did such a thing."

An awkward laugh escaped me, and cold sweat trickled down my forehead and the back of my neck.

"What? Clearly, whenever you were alone in the training ground, Master, you would say that under you were the million followers of the Heavenly Demon Sect and your right-hand man, the Sword Demon, Mu-Myeong..."

"Aaaaaahhh! Shut that mouth!"

I tried to roughly cover Mu-Myeong's mouth, but he stepped back quickly and continued speaking.

"Why are you acting like this? I think it's actually good."

"Stop it!"

Mu-Myeong twisted his head this way and that, avoiding my hands trying to cover his mouth, and spoke.

"Since we'll be known to be cooperating with the Demon King anyway, isn't it a remarkably fitting name for the situation?"

"..."

"Taking 'Cheon' from your surname and adding 'Ma' meaning demon—I always thought you could see the future, Master."

"..."

"And the name 'Sword Demon' you gave me—I was uncertain at first, but thinking about it again, it seems really cool."

"Ugh..."

"Master...?"

Digging up someone else's embarrassing past—that's truly something only a devil would do...

My clenched fists and shoulders trembled, and my vision began to blur.

"No... isn't this what you wanted..."

I shouted as if screaming.

"Hic, I never did that!"

At that moment, the dignity of the master plummeted to the ground.

...

Mu-Myeong's words brought back yesterday's dizzying memories.

No, what I'm recalling now isn't a memory—it must be a dream.

Ah, I see, it was definitely a dream.

Of course such a thing couldn't be real.

A silly smile spread across my face.

Mu-Myeong looked at me with somewhat disapproving eyes.

"Hmm, what's wrong?"

"Nothing... I came to call you because the carriage is about to depart."

"Alright, let's go."


The carriage traveled for three days before reaching our destination.

During the journey, I couldn't have any meaningful conversations with Mu-Myeong because my mind wasn't entirely sound, so we only exchanged light small talk.

I jumped out of the carriage and looked around.

Since we were near the entrance of the town, there wasn't much to see except for parked carriages.

Judging by the size of the walls we saw on our way, this town would be larger than the first one Mu-Myeong and I had visited.

My heart raced for no particular reason.

"Master, shall we find an inn first?"

"Hmm, let's do that."

Since there were many people on the streets, I held Mu-Myeong's hand tightly so he wouldn't get lost.

Mu-Myeong looked down at our joined hands, blushed, then shook his head and walked down the street.

Hmm, why be embarrassed?

Holding hands to avoid getting separated from your companion is only natural.

I nodded to myself.


Thanks to Mu-Myeong's general knowledge of the world outside the mountains, finding an inn was easy.

We booked an inn close to the town entrance, and somehow we ended up sharing a room again, though fortunately there were two beds this time.

*I wouldn't have minded either way.*

It was ridiculous how embarrassed Mu-Myeong was.

When he was younger, sleeping together wasn't strange, but now that he's grown a bit, he seems to dislike staying with me.

My lips jutted out in a pout, feeling inexplicably upset.

They say raising children is thankless work.

The words of our ancestors are indeed never wrong.


As if sensing my feelings, Mu-Myeong approached me with a bright smile.

"Master, would you like to explore the town after we unpack?"

"Hmm, well, if you really want to, I suppose going together wouldn't be so bad."

"Yes, I want to go, but it would be boring alone."

Though Mu-Myeong's attitude seemed too obviously like acting, somehow it didn't feel unpleasant.

Despite the performance, he was acting that way out of consideration for me.

Finding his attitude endearing, I smiled back at him.

"Alright, let's go."

Ch.28 - Date
The village was definitely larger than the places we'd visited before, offering a wider variety of sights to see.

I grabbed Mu-Myeong's hand and pointed to a food stall.

"Oh, Mu-Myeong! Look, they're selling fried fish with strawberry jam!"

Mu-Myeong looked at the food stall I was pointing at with an incredulous expression.

"...What? Why would such a thing exist?"

"What did you say?"

Why does he have to be so disappointing with his words?

I pouted, feeling a bit hurt, when Mu-Myeong rubbed his face and told me to wait while he entered the shop.

Despite his words, was he curious too?

Well, fried fish with strawberry jam would make anyone curious.

Tsk, my mouth watered.

I wiped my lips with the back of my hand as I watched Mu-Myeong exit the store.

He was holding a small pouch in his hand, and I could smell strawberries mixed with a slightly fishy scent rising from it—definitely the strawberry jam fried fish.

But why did he only buy that one thing?

Could it be...

Was he planning to eat it alone?

I always put Mu-Myeong first, but it seems I've raised my disciple poorly.

My eyebrows furrowed in displeasure at the thought of Mu-Myeong selfishly eating something delicious by himself.

As I was lamenting my failure in disciple education, Mu-Myeong approached and quietly held out the pouch.

"What is it?"

"I bought it for you, Master."

I suppose I need to retract my previous thoughts.

My disciple education was excellent after all.

"Really?!"

"Would I lie to you?"

"Thank you!"

I took the pouch from Mu-Myeong and held it high.

"Oh, I'll eat this when we get back to the inn!"

"...Yes."

Mu-Myeong's expression was somehow subtle, but I knew why.

"Hmph, I'll save some for you too, so don't look so gloomy!"

"What? What do you mean? I'm fine, really."

"Come now! No need to be modest!"

Mu-Myeong's face turned pale.


After leaving the area filled with food stalls, we walked across to the other side where a young girl and someone who appeared to be her mother were arguing on the street.

Curious, I listened to their conversation.

"Young lady! We have the exact same thing at home!"

"No! That one is different from what we have at home!"

Regardless of the era, children seem to be the same everywhere.

I smiled at the familiar exchange.

"How cute."

"Master, do you like children?"

Hmm, are there people who dislike children?

Of course there might be, but I'm not one of them.

If I had disliked children, I wouldn't have taken in Mu-Myeong in the past.

I nodded.

"Of course I do. Do you dislike them?"

"I like them too."

Hmm, why did he ask such a question?

I was briefly curious but didn't dwell on it further.

After our short conversation, I looked back at the mother and daughter still arguing.

"Waaah, buy it for me!"

"Why are you being so difficult today..."

I wondered what she wanted so badly.

Curious, I looked at the shop behind the child and saw various cute dolls on display.

"Ah, she wants a doll."

I smiled warmly at such a childlike desire.

For a moment, I considered buying the child a doll, but quickly dismissed the idea.

If the child learned that throwing tantrums gets her what she wants, it would be problematic, and it seemed inappropriate for an outsider to interfere in parent-child matters.

As I was about to pass by with just a warm smile, the doll shop caught my eye.

"That's..."

I don't know why they had such a thing, but there was a strawberry-shaped plush doll.

Hmm, I wonder if there's actually demand for that?

A strawberry you can't eat—that's a disgrace to strawberries.

While I was staring intently at the doll, Mu-Myeong shook the money pouch.

"Would you like to have it?"

"What are you saying?"

I'm over 300 years old, not a child. Why would he offer to buy me a doll?

I gave him a disapproving look, and Mu-Myeong awkwardly scratched his head.

"Tsk, I wonder how you see your master."

The world is truly going downhill.

As I clicked my tongue and continued walking, I suddenly remembered something I'd forgotten.


Traditionally, a disciple's sword should be bestowed by their master.

One could argue against this, but to me, it's about style and romance.

Until now, I didn't have a sword myself, and since we never left the mountain, I could only give him wooden training swords. But now I plan to gift Mu-Myeong a real sword.

It's embarrassing that I forgot something so important, but seeing Mu-Myeong try to gift me a doll reminded me.

And conveniently, the area we were walking through sold weapons.

Now that we've officially agreed to cooperate with the Demon King's side, who knows what dangers might arise? Mu-Myeong can't use wooden swords forever.

"Mu-Myeong, I think it's time you had a real sword."

Did I say something wrong?

Hearing my words, Mu-Myeong opened his eyes wide in genuine surprise.

"Am I not still inadequate to handle a real sword?"

Hmm, why would he think that?

Lily, whom we saw before coming to the village, was weak enough for Mu-Myeong to defeat easily, and the people at the adventurer's guild seemed significantly lacking in energy. Most opponents would be no match for Mu-Myeong.

While Mu-Myeong might not be incredibly strong, he's certainly capable of handling a real sword.

"Hmm? Why do you think that? You're more than capable."

"Until now, you never bestowed a sword upon me, so I thought my training was insufficient."

"What?"

I wonder if this culture of masters giving swords to disciples exists here too.

Feeling somewhat guilty for not having given him a sword until now, I mumbled.

"Well, I couldn't get a sword since I never left the mountain."

I fidgeted with my fingers.

"You're not just sufficient, you're an excellent disciple. I'm sorry for causing this misunderstanding."

"Not at all."

Mu-Myeong shook his head and smiled.

"I'm just happy to know that I've had your approval all along."

"Hmm."

He was so pleased that he squeezed my hand tightly and beamed with a bright smile.

If I had known he would be this happy, I would have told him sooner.

So, holding hands with Mu-Myeong, we went around the weapon shops.


While examining the elegantly displayed swords, Mu-Myeong suddenly shook our joined hands.

Thinking he was calling me, I looked up to see him with a puzzled expression.

"By the way, don't you need to buy a sword for yourself, Master?"

"A sword..."

I pressed my finger against my lips, contemplating.

*How should I explain this?*

To be honest, I'm afraid of cutting people, which is why I deliberately use blunt wooden swords.

I can't imagine myself killing someone.

A sword wielder afraid of killing people? How uncool does that sound?

As I tilted my head, trying to find the right words to answer Mu-Myeong, this fellow misunderstood again and nodded with shining eyes.

"As expected of Master."

I couldn't hold back a sigh as I rubbed my face.

"...What are you thinking now?"

"Since your opponents are too weak, you're showing mercy by not using a real sword, aren't you?"

What is that...

*That sounds cool, though?*

I put on a regretful expression as if caught hiding something and slightly turned my head away.

"I really can't hide anything from you."

The corner of my mouth twitched involuntarily.

Glancing at Mu-Myeong, I saw him bowing his head as if deeply impressed.

"As expected of Master. As your disciple, I also wish to follow your example and use wooden swords, but my abilities are still lacking... I'm truly ashamed."

I tried my best to control my twitching mouth corner and maintained a composed expression as if this was nothing.

"Yes, continue to work hard."

"Yes, Master."

My conscience stung a little, but I maintained my dignity as a master.

I nodded while holding back tears.

Yes, this is fine.


After visiting several weapon shops with Mu-Myeong, he still hadn't chosen a sword for himself.

I poked Mu-Myeong's side as he wore a gloomy expression.

"Couldn't find anything you like?"

"Yes... nothing really catches my eye."

"I didn't expect we'd find something right away. After all, this sword will be with you for a long time."

I patted Mu-Myeong's back reassuringly while looking at the displayed swords.

Indeed.

Even to my untrained eye, none of these swords seemed particularly good.

Hmm, I guess there's no choice.

"It seems we'll have to commission one specially."

Mu-Myeong's eyes lit up briefly before quickly becoming downcast again.

"...Is that okay? Finding a craftsman and gathering materials—I know the process is quite troublesome."

Seeing how much he knows about it, he must have really wanted his own weapon.

Somehow, it reminded me of the child begging for a doll earlier, and I couldn't help but smile.

"What's the big deal? Of course I should do this much for my disciple's sword."

Ch.29 - In Dream
You know how it is, right?

I was looking at a particularly eye-catching sword in a common shop when the owner came over and said it was cursed and not for sale—that kind of story.

Just to be sure, I checked out some other shops nearby, but unfortunately, I didn't find anything worthwhile.

"Mu-Myeong, it's getting late. I think we should head back to the inn for today."

"Yes, how about we buy some simple food before we go?"

The fried fish Mu-Myeong had bought earlier was definitely not enough for both of us to share.

I don't eat much normally, so it doesn't matter to me, but Mu-Myeong is still growing, so he should eat plenty.

I nodded.

"Let's do that then."

"Yes."

For some reason, Mu-Myeong let out a sigh of relief.


When we booked the inn, we filled out the registry just like last time, but to avoid any hassle, I only wrote our first names without surnames.

It might be troublesome if the same lord managed this town, but Mu-Myeong told me it was a different lord, so there shouldn't be any problems.

Probably.


We entered our room at the inn and looked around.

We had briefly seen it when booking, but unlike the previous inn, this one was in much better condition, probably because the town itself was larger.

The room was clean, of course, and the furniture like tables and chairs had small decorative patterns—definitely worth the higher price we paid.

Mu-Myeong especially appreciated that there were two beds.

I felt a bit strange that he seemed to dislike sharing a bed with me, but it was certainly more comfortable to have a bed to myself.

I quickly washed up and jumped onto the bed.

"Ahh... this is heaven."

"Master, the bandages... ah, never mind. I'll go wash up quickly too."

Mu-Myeong looked at the bandages scattered on the floor, bowed his head to me, and went in.

I didn't reply, just waved my hand vaguely before wrapping myself in the blanket and burying my head in the pillow.

Hmm, come to think of it.

Even if we find materials for Mu-Myeong's sword ourselves, finding someone to make it is another matter.

I don't know any skilled blacksmiths, and going to an ordinary blacksmith to make a sword feels insincere since this would be the first sword I give to Mu-Myeong.

Maybe I should ask Lily for a decent sword when I see her next.

Surely the Demon King's side must have some unused swords.

"Oh."

Now that I think about it, asking Lily isn't a bad idea at all.

A sword from the Demon King's side—that would be quite stylish, actually.

Feeling pleased with the thought, I swung my legs back and forth.

Still, since I don't know when I'll meet her, we should at least try to find materials tomorrow.

"Haah..."

The thought of searching for materials made my body go limp again.

After lying there for a while, Mu-Myeong put out the candle in the room and lay down on the opposite bed.

"Master, I've finished washing up."

The room suddenly went dark.

"That was quick."

"Yes, it's getting late, so we should probably go to sleep soon."

Hmm, it was already completely dark when we entered the inn, so it was indeed late even before we washed up.

"...I see. Then let's go to sleep."

I quietly closed my eyes.


Why is Lily standing in front of me?

"Hmm, I'm sure I fell asleep..."

I looked around at the somehow familiar surroundings.

*This looks like the Log Cabin in the mountains.*

And in front of me was an ornate chair that seemed out of place in a mountain cabin, with Lily sitting on it in an arrogant pose.

I tilted my head, deep in thought.

I couldn't have actually returned to the cabin, so this must be a dream.

But why is Lily in my dream?

It's not like I miss her so much that I'm dreaming about her.

I gave Lily a cold look, but she didn't seem bothered at all as she smiled brightly and waved at me.

"Hello! Ha-Rang! It's been a while!"

Did Lily trap me here?

If this is really happening in a dream, it might be embarrassing, but I need to test something.

"Hmph, you summon me here and act so casual? Where is this place?"

Lily maintained her irritating smile while sitting cross-legged in that elegant chair.

"It's a dream! I'm a Succubus, remember? Of course it's a dream! Oh my! Don't tell me you couldn't figure that out?!"

Lily covered her mouth with the back of her hand and chuckled.

Her attitude made me want to give her a knock on the head, but I managed to hold back with superhuman patience.

First, I need to understand the situation.

"...When exactly did you cast this spell on me?"

Since I hadn't met Lily after we parted, there shouldn't have been an opportunity, and there was quite a difference in our abilities, so how did she enter my dream?

Lily tilted her head.

"Um... around the time I got that bump on my head...?"

Indeed, it might have been possible then. I wasn't in my right mind at that time, so I might not have noticed properly.

It hurt my pride that I hadn't properly responded to her spell, and I clicked my tongue.

"Tsk, so what do you want?"

"Hmm, we meet after such a long time and you immediately ask about business? How disappointing~"

Lily crossed her legs and smiled.

"This is a dream, so we have plenty of time! There's no need to rush!"

"Hah... just looking at your face gives me a headache. Just tell me what you want."

I waved my hand dismissively, and the smile disappeared from Lily's face, replaced by her characteristic seductive expression—which to me just made me want to flick her forehead.

"Oh my... even though this is a dream, you're being quite rude, aren't you?"

Lily, who had been sitting cross-legged, stood up and slowly approached me.

"This isn't a place created by magic, but a domain created by my powers as a Succubus, you know?"

"So what?"

Honestly, I felt like I could escape from here right now if I wanted to, so I couldn't feel any sense of danger even if I tried, and I just gave her an indifferent look.

Seeing my expression, Lily smiled deeply, sat down next to me, and brought her face right up to mine.

"Hmm, if you keep talking like that, I'll be sad, you know?"

"Sigh... I don't want to see your ugly face, so move away."

I pushed away Lily's face that was right in front of me.

"Huh? What? How can you move?"

Lily blinked her large eyes repeatedly and tilted her head. I could see cold sweat forming on her forehead.

I don't like anything about her behavior.

Now that I think about it, I remembered how this grown woman dressed like a harlot and gave Mu-Myeong lustful glances.

Of course, Mu-Myeong didn't react at all, but since Lily is exceptionally beautiful, I can't let my guard down.

Tsk, should I teach her a lesson?

I frowned, seriously considering it, but decided to let it go since we had agreed to cooperate.

"Tsk, just tell me what you want."

"Ahaha, yes! Of course I should! Yes! I'm sorry!"

Lily moved away from me with a pale face, quickly regained her composure, and put a finger to her lips.

"Well, the thing is, we don't have a proper way to contact each other!"

"Indeed, that could be a problem."

"Right!"

Lily suddenly stood up and struck a strange pose.

She thrust her assertive chest forward, stuck her bottom out behind her, made a V-sign with her fingers, and held it up to her eyes.

"So! I came! To find you myself!"

It was so embarrassing to watch that I felt my face flush.

"As a Succubus, you must be quite old... aren't you embarrassed to strike such a pose...?"

"What? You of all people are saying that? I'm hurt..."

What?

"Tsk, I've never struck such an indecent pose."

"...Yes, you have—ack!"

I gave a flick to the forehead of Lily, who was spouting nonsense, and got back to the main point.

"Anyway, did you come without warning just to tell me that?"

"Ah! Yes! I'll probably visit regularly from now on. Wouldn't that be convenient for you too?"

Well, having a contact is good, so even though I dislike seeing Lily, there's no reason to refuse.

"Fine, I understand."

As I was about to leave the dream, I suddenly remembered what I had been thinking before falling asleep.

"Oh right, could you do me a favor?"

"What? You're asking me for a favor?! What is it?!"

Hmm, that's quite a reaction.

Was it that unexpected? I scratched my head with a slightly embarrassed expression.

"Could you get me a sword? It's not for me, but for Mu-Myeong."

Lily moistened her lips with her tongue, smacked her lips, and then spoke.

"Ah... that handsome man."

Mu-Myeong is certainly handsome, but I didn't want to hear that from Lily, so I glared at her.

"Ahaha... I'm just kidding. Even I don't mess with someone who's taken! Hmm, I'll visit you next time then!"

"Hmm, that's not really... well, whatever. Let's leave it at that."

Ch.30 - Nightmare
The surroundings began to distort, and amid all this, Lily was calmly waving her hand at me.

Hmm, I should at least say goodbye.

I waved back at her.

"See you next time."

Perhaps surprised that I'd greeted her, Lily opened her eyes wide, smiled brightly, and waved her hand even faster.

"Yes! See you next time!"

Considering she seems fine after taking such a beating from me, I suppose that's just like her.

Heh, a smile formed on my face.

I turned my head to look at the Log Cabin.

*That must be the center.*

With the wooden sword that had somehow appeared in my hand, I slashed downward.

Soon the world collapsed, and my eyes opened.

Hmm, am I awake now?

I slowly sat up and looked out the window.

The sun was just beginning to rise, so it seems I woke up around my usual time.

Hmm, that's unexpected.

I felt like I had a long conversation with Lily in the dream, but less time passed than I thought.

Does time flow differently in Lily's dream?

I tilted my head, thinking about it, but...

I'll see her again next time anyway, so I can just ask her then, right?

I nodded to myself and looked at the bed across from me where Mu-Myeong would be.

He was frowning and tossing in his sleep, seemingly uncomfortable.

"Ugh, no..."

On top of that, he was sleep-talking, which he rarely does.

Hmm, when I asked Lily in the dream, she said she hadn't cast any spell on Mu-Myeong. Was she lying?

Or was it really just a dream?

That Lily doesn't seem like she would lie to me, so the latter is more likely.

Curious about what dream Mu-Myeong was having, I got up and approached his bedside.

If he's having some indecent dream, I plan to tease him when he wakes up.

*Come on, create some embarrassing memories!*

The corners of my mouth twisted upward.

Mu-Myeong was frowning as if uncomfortable, sweating on his forehead, and slightly opened his mouth.

"I'm... sorry... because of... that time..."

Something began to well up in the corners of his eyes.

Hmm, thinking about it, a master teasing her disciple doesn't suit me.

It's like oil and water, you could say.

I sat by his head and held his trembling hand.

"It's okay."

I slowly brushed his hair aside and wiped the sweat from his forehead.

"It's okay."

I moved my hand down from his forehead to wipe away the tears in his eyes.

Hmm, is he feeling better now?

His uncomfortable expression was gradually relaxing.

"Tsk, this Disciple making his master worry."

I lightly pinched the cheek of the still-sleeping Mu-Myeong and got up.

"Ugh..."

"That's punishment for making me worry, punishment."

I tucked the blanket up to his neck and returned to my own bed.

A little while later, Mu-Myeong woke up, rubbing his slightly swollen cheek.

"Are you up?"

"...Yes, Master. Did you sleep well?"

His swollen cheek reminded me of a child with a toothache, making me laugh.

Of course, I was the one who caused it.

Mu-Myeong checked his swollen cheek in the room's mirror, then turned to me.

"Master, do you know why my cheek is like this?"

"Hmm, I have no idea."

I avoided his gaze sneakily.

"Well, maybe you got bitten by a mosquito last night?"

"...Does a mosquito bite normally make your cheek swell this much?"

No, it absolutely doesn't.

Since Mu-Myeong probably knows that too, I didn't bother answering.

Glancing at him, I saw him staring at me with suspicious eyes.

Cold sweat began to form.

Somehow feeling like I'd be interrogated if I stayed there, I quickly got up, grabbed some spare clothes and bandages, and fled to the bathroom.

"I'll wash up first, so wake yourself up!"

"...Huh?"

Mu-Myeong and I are currently walking through the Slum.

I pouted and grumbled, probably for the fifth time.

"Sigh... I'll never be able to get married now."

"Huh? Shouldn't it be 'get a husband' for you, Master?"

Get a husband...

Brr, a shiver ran down my spine.

I stiffened my expression and glared at Mu-Myeong.

"Tsk, it's just a figure of speech."

"...Yes."

Anyway, to understand why I'm so reluctant to walk right now, I need to explain what happened at the inn earlier.

...

"Master."

"What is it?"

Mu-Myeong put on a serious expression and rested his chin on his hand.

"No matter how I look at it, this isn't right."

I answered while putting a strawberry in my mouth.

"What do you mean?"

Munch, munch.

Hmm, delicious as always.

"The sun is already high in the sky... what is this?"

What on earth is Mu-Myeong talking about?

I casually scratched my stomach and ate another strawberry.

"Hehe."

A silly smile formed on my face.

Seeing me like this, Mu-Myeong kept shaking his head.

"No... this really isn't right."

After a moment, Mu-Myeong seemed to make up his mind, his eyes gleaming as he raised both arms and slowly approached me.

"Wh-what! Stay back!"

His walking posture was extremely suspicious.

As I flailed my arms, Mu-Myeong paused briefly, then narrowed his eyes and glared at me.

"Weren't we supposed to go find my sword today?!"

"I told you I asked Lily about your sword!"

Didn't I tell him?

Hmm, maybe I didn't.

"Even so, isn't doing something better than living like a shut-in?!"

Ignoring my words, Mu-Myeong approached me again.

With both arms raised and fingers wriggling, he looked like some kind of mollusk, which was quite an unsightly view.

"Eek! Stay away!"

"Don't we have a lot to do besides finding a sword for me to use?!"

That's true, but...

"Can't we rest for just one day?!"

After leaving the mountain, we've been caught up in so many incidents that I'm completely drained.

This is a time when I need to recharge.

I tried to convey this feeling to Mu-Myeong, but he still shook his head with a stern expression.

"No, if we spend today like this, I feel like this will happen frequently in the future!"

"Eek!"

It's not like I skipped training—I finished my Energy Meditation and sword dance before taking a short break!

This is Mu-Myeong's rebellion.

A disciple trying to control his master is clearly overstepping his bounds!

I, Cheon Ha-Rang, absolutely cannot lose to such a treacherous rebel as Cheon Mu-Myeong!

As I ran around trying to avoid Mu-Myeong's impure hands, the bed became a mess and items around the room were scattered everywhere.

Mu-Myeong narrowed his eyes even more and sighed.

"...Master, your running away is just creating more work, isn't it?"

Is this what they call the pot calling the kettle black?

My voice rose in disbelief.

"Why don't you just give up?!"

Mu-Myeong wasn't fazed by my raised voice at all and calmly tried to persuade me.

"Master, shouldn't we gather people to show the Demon King's side as soon as possible?"

"W-well, that's..."

He's right, but...!

Running out of arguments, I pouted.

"You're the one who brought it up in the first place, Master."

...That's also true.

My lips protruded so far they couldn't stick out any further.

As I was trying to think of a rebuttal, I suddenly realized Mu-Myeong was right in front of me.

Huh, when did he get here?

"Ah!"

Mu-Myeong put his arms under my armpits and lifted me up.

"P-put me down!"

I kept kicking my legs, but Mu-Myeong didn't budge at all.

"Master, didn't you say you'd regularly check in with that Lily woman? You'll be embarrassed if you have no progress by then."

Is that so...?

I tilted my head.

Hmm, still, something doesn't feel right...

Mu-Myeong didn't give me time to think, immediately speaking again.

"I don't want you to face such embarrassment, which is why I'm taking this disrespectful action..."

"I-is that so?"

"Yes, that's right."

Hmm, thinking about it, having no progress could indeed be dangerous.

I nodded.

"Fine, put me down first."

"Ah, yes."

As the floating sensation gradually faded and my feet finally touched the ground, I immediately turned around and tried to run away. Mu-Myeong reached out to grab me.

At that moment, his hand caught my collar, while I was running forward, and since we were in the inn room, I wasn't wearing my bandages.

"Ah." We both exclaimed at the same time.

...

"Um, Master."

"What is it?"

Mu-Myeong hesitated for a moment before speaking.

"I'm really sorry about what happened at the inn—"

While listening to Mu-Myeong, something caught my eye.

"Oh! Mu-Myeong, look, there's a strawberry shape I've never seen before!"

"...Yes, I'll go buy it."

Ch.31 - Slum (1)
As I walked along the street with Mu-Myeong, bickering back and forth, the atmosphere around us gradually began to change.

The sounds of people talking faded away, replaced by a pungent stench that grew stronger.

"I think we're approaching the Slum now."

"Yes, and before we get there, Master."

"Hmm?"

Mu-Myeong took my right arm, which I usually kept tucked away, and stuffed it into my partially removed clothing, bundling me up tightly. He smiled with satisfaction afterward.

This is uncomfortable...

My clothes were made slightly too large from the beginning, so they felt cumbersome unless I left one side—the sword arm—partially exposed.

I had deliberately maintained this style ever since.

"Why are you suddenly doing this?"

"People living in the Slum have nothing to lose. They might recklessly approach you just based on your appearance."

Hmm, I don't think my looks are that exceptional...

I pouted my lips in protest and looked at Mu-Myeong, but seeing his serious expression, I couldn't refuse and simply nodded.

Seeing that I didn't resist, Mu-Myeong smiled brightly.

After walking for about three minutes, I widened my eyes at the sight before me.

"This place..."

So this is the Slum.

Dirty, polluted streets.

The well where people drew water emitted an odor that shouldn't be there, and rats that should be hiding from human sight roamed freely in the open.

People with gaunt bodies wore tattered clothes, and their bodies were covered in scars, perhaps from injuries left untreated. Crows circled overhead, cawing repeatedly as if waiting for these people to become their next meal.

I frowned.

Not because of the stench or filth, but because it was painful to look directly at this scene.

"..."

I had come to the Slum with somewhat light intentions of helping those in need, but the condition of these people was so poor that I felt disillusioned.

There was no light in their eyes—in other words, they had the eyes of people who had given up on everything.

Even those who seemed relatively better off had eyes filled with hostility. I wondered if I could really help them change, even if I tried.

My motivation was dampened from the start.

Curious about Mu-Myeong's reaction, I turned to glance at him and was surprised to find him surprisingly calm.

...Could it be that he's used to seeing scenes like this?

I shook my head.

Now wasn't the time to think about Mu-Myeong's past.

I looked away from Mu-Myeong and back to the street.

If my disciple can remain calm, I as the master shouldn't waver.

"Haa..."

After taking a light breath, I patted my cheeks.

"Master?"

"Alright, let's go."

I stepped forward with determination.

...

Despite discussing with Mu-Myeong for quite some time, we hadn't really decided on anything specific.

The truth is, I have no talent for this sort of thing, and Mu-Myeong is only 19 years old—how would he know how to organize people?

So our plan was what Mu-Myeong had called volunteer work: creating an environment for those filled with hatred to escape their resentment and follow me instead.

That's why we came to the Slum—my goal now is to gain the trust of these people.

Well, I'm not saying I'll help everyone in the Slum.

I'll be selective about who I help.

I don't believe in theories like inherent evil or inherent goodness. I think people's dispositions change according to the environment they're born and raised in.

Of course, there are exceptions, but in my experience, my view is usually correct.

People in the Slum have likely been here since birth—what could they have seen and learned?

They say a dragon can rise from a small stream, but it depends on the stream.

If I had to describe this place...

It would be like mud mixed with filthy sewage.

Well, flowers can bloom even in mud, so I won't give up on rehabilitating these people.

They might help me someday.

Hmm, am I being too calculating about helping people?

A bitter smile formed on my lips.

As I've explained before, I'm not a good person.

I always think of my own safety first, and I'm naturally too timid to step forward.

The reason we came to the Slum is purely for my selfish desires—to use these people, to gather souls, isn't it?

Of course, I'll use different methods, but the point is that my intentions aren't pure.

A sigh escaped me.

Using these pitiful people...

I used to think I was closer to the good side, but what I'm trying to do now is clearly evil.

"Tsk, these distracting thoughts won't stop."

I shook my head.

For the sake of my goal, it's time to get to work.

-Cheon Mu-Myeong

To be honest, I didn't want to come here.

Just look at them now—aren't there people casting disrespectful glances at my Master?

I wanted to find them and gouge out their eyes, but I knew Master would be disappointed in me if I did that, so I refrained.

I fear being hated by Master.

I stopped growling at those disrespectful ones and looked at Master.

Master was rummaging through a bag larger than her body, seemingly looking for something.

"Hmm, I packed some food... Ah! Here it is."

As expected, it's food.

People in the Slum have probably never seen proper food, so they'll approach as if entranced.

But if you ask me whether this is a good choice...

Well.

Some people in the Slum were probably born here, but most were likely driven here after failing due to excessive greed.

Would such people be free of greed?

Even now, as the smell of food wafts from Master's bag, there are people approaching slowly with hostility in their eyes.

"Tsk."

If they cross the line, I won't hesitate to cut them down.

Since it's a wooden sword, they won't actually die, so Master will surely understand.

I placed my hand on my wooden sword and remained vigilant when something touched my side.

I lowered my head slightly to look at Master.

"Mu-Myeong, put away your wooden sword."

"Yes."

I immediately removed my hand from the sword and adjusted my posture.

There's no need to question it.

Master always makes the right choices, so I just need to follow her words.

Master took out an armful of bread and scattered it on the ground.

As if forcing them to compete for it.

"Eat if you want."

With those words, Master stood beside me with her hands behind her back.

The people of the Slum rushed toward the scattered bread as soon as Master finished speaking.

But there was far too little bread for the number of people rushing forward.

I glanced at the bag and saw it was still full of bread.

Perhaps Master couldn't scatter it all at once because of her small stature?

"Master, there seems to be too little bread for the number of people rushing in."

I asked with that doubt in mind, but Master just looked straight ahead and spoke.

"I did that on purpose."

Am I still lacking in understanding?

I tried to comprehend Master's intentions but couldn't think of anything.

Swallowing my embarrassment, I asked Master the reason.

"Hmm, what do you think happens when starving people see food?"

I turned away from Master and saw people fighting as if to kill each other over a single piece of bread.

It was an expected scene, so I wasn't particularly moved, but was this what Master wanted?

I shook my head.

That couldn't be it.

But since I still couldn't understand Master's intentions, I simply stated what I observed.

"...They rush toward the food like they're doing now?"

Master answered without hesitation.

"That's right, they're true to their desires."

Master nodded and continued.

"People reveal their true nature when faced with their desires. This tendency is especially strong in those at the bottom."

"True nature... you say?"

"Yes, I want to see their true nature."

Master pointed to a spot.

"Look over there."

Following Master's finger, I witnessed a scene that made my eyes widen.

"Do you see? Even though they must have been starving for days themselves, there are those who give their food to others."

Master smiled brightly.

"The recipient might be their family or a dear friend, but their relationship doesn't matter."

Master shifted her gaze from straight ahead to look at me with a smile.

"What's important here is that they shared what was theirs."

Ah, I see.

"These are people who know how to care for others before themselves."

So Master was using this simple method to roughly categorize the personalities of the people living in the Slum.

"I want to gather only those with good natures like them, and help them shed the hatred that doesn't suit them."

The Master I serve is truly worthy of respect.

Ch.32 - Slum (2)
I received the bread and handed it out to several people who came to express their gratitude.

"Thank you...."

I didn't respond to them, just memorized their faces before moving on.

The Slum was vast, which meant there were many hungry people. Mu-Myeong and I would need to repeat this process several times as we moved around.

If I stopped to respond to each person, we'd never finish.

"The Slum is so large...."

I wondered if we could really finish today.

As I muttered while rubbing my face, Mu-Myeong approached me.

"Master."

Too tired to answer properly, I just turned my head to look at him.

"What should we do about those following us?"

Mu-Myeong nodded slightly toward the back.

I naturally rolled my eyes to glance behind us and saw people from the Slum following me.

Hmm, perhaps they were those who hadn't gotten bread earlier.

I wanted to give them enough bread to eat their fill, but I hadn't brought that much, and I needed these people to help filter out the others.

Besides, among them were surely some who had already eaten bread but were still following me because they remained hungry.

I understood them.

It would be strange if they didn't follow someone who was throwing perfectly good food on the ground after who knows how long without seeing normal food.

If Mu-Myeong hadn't been by my side, wouldn't they have rushed at me and taken the bread?

"Tsk."

If I were a man, I wouldn't have to worry about this. Being a girl meant being seen as an easy target.

Of course, I was short even when I was a man, but...

That's not important.

I kicked Mu-Myeong's shin for no reason.

"...Master?"

"Just take the hit!"

Anyway.

What should I do with them? I pondered while stroking my chin.

They needed to learn that excessive greed becomes poison...

*But if they knew that, they wouldn't be here in the first place.*

I didn't want to use harsh methods if possible, but they would only get in the way if they kept following us.

Hmm, should I chase them away after all?

With a deep sigh, I shook my head and pulled on Mu-Myeong's sleeve.

"Mu-Myeong, just scare them off a bit."

"Yes, Master."

After answering, Mu-Myeong immediately turned around and glared at them.

"Get lost."

He looked like a puppy growling to protect its owner, which I found cute, but I kept my mouth shut knowing he would get upset if I said so. I barely managed to hold back my laughter.

Still, those people must have seen Mu-Myeong differently, as they became frightened and quickly ran away from us.

I approached Mu-Myeong's side and poked his ribs.

"Ahem, thank you?"

Despite my thanks, Mu-Myeong's face turned bright red from embarrassment.

"...Why are you laughing?"

"Ahem, hmm. I wasn't laughing."

"..."

Oh? Is he really upset?

As a master, I shouldn't have done that, but I felt a sense of achievement for making Mu-Myeong upset for the first time in a while.

The corners of my mouth turned up.

Without hiding my expression, I stood in front of Mu-Myeong, cleared my throat, and tried to imitate the expression he had made earlier.

"Get lost, ahem, hmm, that was cool."

"..."

Mu-Myeong shut his mouth and turned his head away.

His neck and ears were still bright red.

Hmm, was I too harsh? He seems quite upset.

"Are you upset?"

"..."

"Mu-Myeong? Your master is asking you a question."

This guy?

Angered by Mu-Myeong's refusal to answer his master, I circled around him, repeatedly poking his sides.

"Hey, hey."

"..."

"Hey, hey."

After circling him about three times, I finally got an answer from Mu-Myeong.

"...No, I'm not upset."

His ears were still red, and his voice sounded like he was holding something back, so he was clearly quite upset.

"Come on, you can be honest if you're upset."

I poked his side again.

Mu-Myeong trembled as he answered.

"I'm not...."

...

After repeating the bread distribution about five times, I noticed the sun starting to set.

"Mu-Myeong, we should prepare to return to the inn."

"Yes, Master."

I saw that all the bread was gone, so there wouldn't be any fighting over what I had thrown.

Hmm, I'm still worried though.

There must have been some among them who would eventually follow me and gather around a single focal point.

I turned my head to look at Mu-Myeong with his bag slung over his shoulder.

Hmm, he looks happy.

Despite the filth on his body, Mu-Myeong wore a faint smile.

"Mu-Myeong, did you remember all the faces?"

"Yes, Master."

"Good, let's go."

...

After completely leaving the Slum, I finally covered my nose and frowned.

"Ugh...."

It feels like my clothes stink after being in the Slum for just that short time.

"What's wrong?"

"I think the smell has soaked into my body...."

Mu-Myeong came closer and sniffed at me.

Hmm, why is he doing this?

I was a bit surprised but didn't push him away or show any dislike.

"You seem fine, Master. You only smell like strawberries."

"Straw...berries?"

How could a person smell like strawberries?

I lifted my sleeve to my nose and sniffed.

Hmm, I definitely don't smell strawberries.

"What nonsense are you talking about...?"

When I looked at him with narrowed eyes, he sighed with a truly wronged expression.

Hmm, is it true?

Seeing Mu-Myeong look so wronged makes me think it might be true.

They say you can't smell your own scent, right?

I tilted my head.

Even so, I don't remember eating enough strawberries to make my body smell like them....

As I was wondering if I should cut back, Mu-Myeong held out his hand to me.

"What is it?"

When Mu-Myeong opened his hand, a luscious strawberry appeared.

"Master, I just remembered that strawberries are a specialty of this region."

"Ooh."

Strawberries as a specialty!

Not eating them would be disrespectful to strawberries.

"Mmm, it's sweet indeed."

I suppose I'll have to postpone my thoughts about cutting back on strawberries.

...

The next day, we left the inn before sunrise to find the people I had specifically remembered yesterday.

"Master, are you sure we don't need to bring anything today?"

"Yes, just make sure you bring your wooden sword."

Mu-Myeong hesitated before reluctantly nodding.

Hmm, perhaps I should explain.

"Mu-Myeong, today I plan to observe people differently than yesterday."

"A different way... you mean?"

"Yes."

I explained my thoughts to Mu-Myeong.

The reason for coming at such an early hour was for a second filtering process.

Mornings in the Slum start particularly early.

Just as the early bird catches the worm, they too must wake up earlier than their competitors in the Slum to beg more effectively or search through garbage for edible food to survive.

First, I remembered those who knew how to be considerate of others. Now it was time to observe their diligence.

While a person's goodness and diligence might not be completely unrelated, they aren't necessarily connected either.

I planned to filter out without hesitation those who didn't even make such simple efforts and just waited for opportunities to come.

After all, it's meaningful to select those with at least minimal desire to escape the Slum, isn't it?

Excessive greed can plunge life into the abyss, but appropriate ambition becomes a precious driving force for living.

Of course, I don't expect to find many such admirable people in the Slum.

Hmm, I should consider myself lucky if I find even one.

I sighed.

At this rate, I wonder how much time will pass before I can build a proper organization, but there's no other way.

I'm concerned about the future if I lower my standards and accept just anyone.

If I accept just anyone, I might be able to inflate the size immediately, but in the long term, that bloated body would become poison to me.

If I were truly evil enough to sacrifice their souls for my purpose, that might not be bad, but I'm not that wicked. So I'm trying to gather people who can at least help with my purpose.

Of course, some might find me frustrating for this.

Fundamentally, I'm a coward.

If I don't design everything safely enough for a coward like me to feel secure, I won't be able to sleep properly out of fear for the future.

Too embarrassed to tell my disciple about my master's shortcomings, I only explained the plan I had thought of earlier.

After hearing my explanation, Mu-Myeong's eyes lit up and he nodded vigorously.

"As expected of Master."

Embarrassed by Mu-Myeong's excessive reaction, I scratched my cheek.

Hmm, even with such praise, nothing comes of it.

"Anyway, I plan to just observe the movements in the Slum during the morning."

"Yes, understood."

Ch.33 - Slum (3)
After entering the slum, Mu-Myeong guided me to a building where I could get a good view of the entire area, following my request.

This place is...

"Master, this is the highest point in the slum."

"...Yes, thank you."

With a slight smile, I slowly examined the building Mu-Myeong had led me to.

It was a church.

However, the walls that once stood firm against evil were now cracked and had lost their grandeur. The once-magnificent building was now filled with filth and grime in every crevice.

And what about the cross at the very top?

The cross that should have been like a lighthouse, sending light to those who had lost their way, had lost its luster under layers of crow droppings. There were signs of multiple hasty repairs, with patches visible here and there.

Hmm, given the nature of slums, churches should have thrived here, so why did it end up like this...

Well, it's not bad for me. In fact, it's rather amusing.

Seeing this somewhat satisfies my unsavory desires.

With a sardonic smile, I walked into the seemingly deserted church with Mu-Myeong.

I looked around with gleaming eyes, turning my head to survey the area below.

"Indeed, this is a place worthy of your confident recommendation."

Of course, my good eyesight helped, but the church's position was perfectly situated in the center of the slum. With just a slight turn of my head, I could see multiple districts at once.

I reached out to pat Mu-Myeong's head as a sign of approval, and he intuitively bent down to meet my hand.

Hmm, at this rate, if I told him to fetch a ball, he'd probably do it.

I had the thought, "Is this really okay?" but since it wasn't particularly important, I stopped tilting my head and roughly patted Mu-Myeong's head.

"Well done."

"Thank you."

Hmm, does this guy actually enjoy being treated like this?

Seeing Mu-Myeong raise the corners of his mouth in obvious pleasure, not even trying to hide it, I sighed lightly and turned my attention back to the slum.

Though it was still early morning, people were bustling about in the slum.

"Hmm?"

However, there was one thing that made me tilt my head in confusion.

They moved as if each had a designated role, acting without hesitation and avoiding interfering with each other's paths.

It was an unexpected scene for me, as I had anticipated fierce competition.

As I opened my mouth in slight amazement, Mu-Myeong sat down beside me and spoke in a soft voice.

"Aren't they also cooperating with each other?"

I wanted to agree with Mu-Myeong's words, but...

Well.

Would people in a slum really cooperate with each other?

"We should observe a bit more."

Mu-Myeong nodded, then seemed to have a thought and spoke again.

"Or perhaps they have someone they follow?"

"Hmm, that could be it."

Yes, it would make more sense if someone was in charge of them.

I narrowed my eyes and continued watching.

At first, I wasn't sure, but after observing them for about an hour, something caught my eye.

A building that appeared to be a tavern, judging by the sign, though it was shabby and covered in filth. Not everyone, but most people in the slum visited that building.

Of course, slum dwellers could use taverns too, so that alone wasn't suspicious.

Moreover, I had assumed it was just a place for trading alcohol or drugs, but what concerned me was that among those visiting, I recognized faces from the previous day.

I didn't like this.

Perhaps my frown was deeper than I realized, because Mu-Myeong approached me with a worried expression.

"Master? What's wrong?"

"I'm sorry, I just have something on my mind."

To reassure the worried Mu-Myeong, I smiled casually and waved my hand, then sank back into thought.

The people I remembered were mostly those who had something to protect.

They weren't the type to irresponsibly visit taverns and indulge in useless things like drugs and alcohol that offer no help in life, only momentary pleasure.

My teeth clenched.

Is this what it means to be from the slums?

Is there truly no hope for rehabilitation for them?

Is there nothing for me to gain here?

Am I wrong?

As I was about to sink into gloomy thoughts, Mu-Myeong's earlier words came to mind, triggering a sudden thought.

What if that place was where the slum's leader was based, and people visited to report?

Or perhaps they went there to receive compensation for their roles.

At worst, the slum dwellers might be being exploited.

The deliberation was long, but action was swift.

I immediately stood up and called to Mu-Myeong.

"I need to see what that place is for myself."

"Yes, Master."

Mu-Myeong adjusted his wooden sword.

At the tavern, there was a man standing guard at the entrance. Despite being in a slum, his robust build suggested he wasn't a native resident.

So, was the person who had settled here an outsider?

I'd see with my own eyes soon enough, so without thinking too deeply, I walked toward the tavern.

As I reached the entrance, the robust man blocked my way.

"What's this, a kid?"

"...Kid?"

Surprised by the unexpected response, I looked around.

Hmm, there were no kids around.

Wondering if he meant me, I pointed at my face, and the man snickered and nodded.

Me, a kid?

"Little one, this isn't a playground. It's a very dangerous place. Go back home holding your big brother's hand."

Big brother...?

Could he be referring to Mu-Myeong?

I glanced back at Mu-Myeong, who was sweating profusely and shaking his head.

"Hah..."

Well, I suppose he could misunderstand.

Is it because I'm short and he's tall?

Plus, I do look young for my age?

Trying to think positively and suppressing my urge to pout, I spoke in a calm voice.

"I have business here, so could you please open the door?"

I even smiled to put him at ease.

The man looked me up and down, then gave a lewd smile.

"Ah, so that's what you're here for? You're definitely premium quality..."

What does he mean by "that purpose"?

As I frowned, trying to understand his sudden remark, Mu-Myeong moved faster than me, drawing his wooden sword and pointing it at the man.

"Trash, don't you dare look at my Master with such disrespectful eyes."

"W-what? Hey guys, intruders! Come out quickly!"

Finding the situation suddenly annoying, I closed my eyes tightly and rubbed my face.

"Mu-Myeong..."

"I apologize, Master."

Mu-Myeong bowed his head to me.

"But that man's attitude crossed the line."

However, his stern expression suggested he truly believed he had done the right thing, so I couldn't say anything more.

I didn't even understand what the man had said, but why was Mu-Myeong so angry?

While I was tilting my head in confusion, people armed with weapons rushed out of the tavern in response to the guard's call.

"Hmm, four of them?"

I quickly assessed their presence, sighed, stepped back, and waved my hand.

"Mu-Myeong, you caused this, so handle it yourself."

I doubted anyone of high caliber would be in such a slum, but Mu-Myeong alone would be sufficient for opponents of this level.

Besides, practical experience would greatly benefit Mu-Myeong's growth.

Well, not that I've had any practical experience myself.

Mu-Myeong nodded and adjusted his wooden sword.

"Yes, Master."

After a brief standoff, Mu-Myeong and the men clashed, and I took out a strawberry from my pocket and chewed on it.

Hmm, sweet.

-Cheon Mu-Myeong

"Mu-Myeong, you caused this, so handle it yourself."

"Yes, Master."

After giving a brief response to my Master, I assessed the men.

There were four who came out of the tavern, plus the one guarding the entrance, making five in total.

No matter how weak they might be, I only had a wooden sword.

Even if I swing with all my might, they won't die.

Well, even if they do die, since this is practical experience, Master would understand.

There's no need to hesitate.

"Aaaaargh!"

The man at the front charged at me with a speed so common among street thugs that it made me want to yawn.

If I follow what Master taught me, I cannot lose.

With minimal movement, I swung my wooden sword and struck the charging man's head.

-Thwack

With that clear sound, the first attacker fell face-down on the ground.

It's amusing to see the others sweating nervously as they stare at their fallen comrade.

"Trash, come at me quickly."

Master is waiting.
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I cut down another piece of trash who lost his mind and charged at me after seeing his comrade fall.

"Ha!"

My heart was pounding as if it would burst. My pupils contracted, and their movements seemed to slow down.

The corners of my mouth curled up almost to the point of tearing at this sensation I was feeling for the first time in my life.

"Aaaah!!"

Another piece of trash who still hadn't grasped the situation came running, ready to roll on the ground.

A slow, exaggerated movement, as if he intended to cut through my entire body.

"How clumsy!"

I avoided it by taking one step to the side, then drew my wooden sword deeply and slashed.

This one who fell seemed to have quite some endurance, or perhaps it was due to my inexperience, but from his position face-down on the ground, he reached out to grab my ankle.

Yes, that's right. That's how it should be.

For some reason, my heart beat even more violently at the sight, and a smile bloomed on my face.

I stomped down hard on his hand, grinding it with my foot.

Crunch—

"Aaaaargh!!"

The sound of something being crushed.

Perhaps stimulated by the sight of their comrade's mangled hand, the trash all charged at me with bloodshot eyes.

I simply adjusted my grip on the wooden sword and recalled my master's words.

'Perfect muscle control.'

With tension carved into every muscle in my body, I leaned back and swung my sword horizontally.

Crack—

An unpleasant sound of bones breaking reached my ears, but it only brought me pleasure.

Feeling the satisfaction of my wooden sword crushing ribs, I rolled my eyes to check my surroundings.

*I've cleaned up one of the trash who jumped in, so there should be one left.*

There was no one in my field of vision.

*In that case.*

Continuing the elastic momentum of my horizontal strike, I spun my body widely and swung my wooden sword at the remaining trash.

"Kuk, keuuk..."

The feeling wasn't as good as before.

I lowered my head.

I approached the trash who was clutching his side and trembling, and raised my wooden sword.

I wanted to feel that sensation once more.

Just as I was about to drive the sword into the trash's face with an almost obsessive urge—

"That's enough."

My master grabbed my arm.

"Ah..."

My heart turned cold.


My master frowned and gave me a cold look I had never seen before.

"Mu-Myeong, what are you smiling about so happily?"

I didn't know the answer myself, so I couldn't respond.

I could clearly tell that my master was disappointed in me, so I simply bowed my head.

"I'm sorry..."

I felt ashamed.

My master sighed lightly and patted my back.

"Let's go inside for now."

"Yes..."


Cheon Ha-Rang

I couldn't help but frown at the miserable scene before me, which was worse than I had expected.

Men lying face down on the ground, crying and breathing heavily.

One man sobbing while clutching his hand, which was so thoroughly crushed that the bones had been pulverized beyond recognition.

*Was it really necessary to go that far?*

Looking at the condition, the bones and muscles were twisted so badly that they would be difficult to repair.

I'm not sure about the medical standards here, but he probably won't be able to live a normal life again.

I sighed deeply and rubbed my face.

What had made Mu-Myeong so angry that he would reduce people to this state?

No matter how I thought about it, he had gone too far.


But I didn't get angry at Mu-Myeong—or rather, I couldn't.

This was also due to my own shortcomings.

I should have found a way for him to experience real combat without targeting people.

I should have understood Mu-Myeong's tendencies, but I failed to do so.


If I were to make a small excuse, Mu-Myeong had never shown such behavior when sparring with me.

And living secluded in the mountains, how could he have gained real combat experience?

A sigh escaped me.

Perhaps he was unconsciously venting his frustrations here because he had been hit so many times during our sparring sessions...

Hmm, that might be possible.

I tilted my head this way and that, then stopped thinking.

There's no point in worrying when I can't come up with a solution right now. It would just be a waste of mental energy.

I patted Mu-Myeong's dejected back.

"Let's go inside for now."

I'll think about it later.

"Yes..."

Mu-Myeong nodded slightly, and I ran away from the problem.


Unlike before, entering the tavern without anyone stopping us was easy.

Since we'd already caused trouble, I figured there was no need for courtesy and kicked the door open forcefully.

"Hmm."

As we entered, people looked at us with terrified eyes, but this time no one rushed at us, which suggested that those five men were probably all the fighting personnel this tavern had.

Well, or there could be someone skilled enough to hide from my presence.

But there's no way someone like that would be here.

As I nodded to myself, an awkward silence fell.

Feeling uncomfortable, I glanced to the side. Mu-Myeong, standing beside me, seemed to have something on his mind as he flinched and trembled.

Hmm, yes.

It can't be a pleasant feeling to be looked at with such terrified eyes.

He must be troubled.


Since Mu-Myeong didn't seem inclined to speak for a while, I opened my mouth first.

"Hmm, who is the owner of this place?"

"..."

There was no answer despite my question.

Feeling somewhat ignored, my lips jutted out in a pout.

*In that case, there's another way.*

I sighed deeply, shook my head, and pointed to someone with a familiar face among the crowd.

"You there with the red bushy hair, come here."

It was the one who had shared his bread with others earlier.

He must have a good heart, so he'll probably answer my questions well.

"What? Me?"

"Yes, you with the red hair..."

...of which there are many.

Feeling awkward, I covered my mouth and cleared my throat lightly.

"Ahem, anyway, you there, come here."

"Yes..."

The young man with red hair approached slowly, his face pale.

Hmm, I don't intend to harm him...

I smiled broadly to help him relax.

"Where might the owner of this place be?"

The young man looked blank for a moment, then said, "Ah," and pointed to the second floor.

"Thank you."

I took out a piece of bread from my bag and placed it in his hand as a token of gratitude, then led Mu-Myeong up the stairs.


The tavern I was in also seemed to serve as an inn, as there were unusually many rooms. I thought it might be difficult to find the owner's room, but there was one place that emitted a particularly unpleasant smell.

It was subtly different from tobacco, but whenever the smell flowed into my body, my energy would squirm, which couldn't be good.

I circulated my energy to block the intrusion and alerted Mu-Myeong as well.


When I opened the door where the unpleasant smell was coming from, sure enough, there was a disreputable-looking man sitting in an arrogant posture.

"Aha, so you're the owner of this place?"

With his muscular build and tattoos even on his scalp, he looked like someone who could fight well.

I instinctively shrank back, but after confirming that his energy was unremarkable, I squared my shoulders.

I have confidence in being strong against those weaker than me.

With my chin held high, I looked down at him for a while until the bald man spoke.

"Ha... did another organization send you?"

Sent by another organization...

It seems this isn't the only place of its kind.

While I was silent, thinking for a moment, the bald man spoke again.

"How much were you paid? No, whatever it was, I'll give you double if you side with us instead."

"Hmm, we didn't come here at anyone's behest. We were simply curious about what was happening in this tavern."

Hearing my answer, the bald man frowned, then laughed loudly and stood up.

"Ha!"

Hmm, what's so amusing that he laughs in this situation?

As I tilted my head in confusion, the bald man slowly approached me, grinding his teeth and twitching his eyebrows.

"You nearly killed my men for such a trivial reason?"

Mu-Myeong flinched.

I stroked Mu-Myeong's back and lowered my raised chin, bowing my head.

"Ah, for that I sincerely apologize. My disciple is at that hot-blooded age."

"Master?"

"You bitch..."

Mu-Myeong, apparently not expecting me to bow my head, broke his silence and opened his mouth wide with surprise.

The bald man was so angry despite my apology that veins bulged on his forehead and his entire face began to twitch.

"For such a reason, Mark and John—!"

The bald man kicked the desk and shouted, then clenched his fist and charged at me.

Hmm, I really only came to talk, so how did it come to this?

Sighing, I glanced at Mu-Myeong, who was sweating profusely, clearly aware that he had done something wrong.

"Haa... I guess there's no choice."

There's no need to draw my wooden sword.

I moved behind the frantically charging bald man and struck his neck.

"I'm sorry, but cool your head while you take a nap."

The bald man collapsed face-down on the floor and fell asleep.


While waiting for the bald man to wake up, I was lost in thought.

How should I resolve this situation...

Tsk, would he forgive us if I gave him a strawberry?
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The bald man with tattoos covering his entire body didn't take long to regain consciousness.

"...Ugh."

The bald man placed his hand on his forehead as if experiencing a headache, blinking his eyes while looking around. When his gaze met mine, his complexion turned not just pale but almost blue.

Hmm, even though I was the one who knocked him out, it hurts a little when he looks at me like that...

Shouldn't he be grateful instead?

My lips jutted out in indignation.

Wasn't he the one who attacked me first?

I only stepped in to protect myself right before I was about to fall victim to this bald man's blind attack.

*That's right, it was self-defense.*

Besides, if I hadn't knocked him out, Mu-Myeong would have definitely drawn his wooden sword.

And then what would have happened...

As I nodded to myself, lost in my own thoughts, the bald man opened his mouth with a voice that seemed strained, as if trying to hide his trembling.

"Are you trying to kill me..."

What?

Blinking at his incomprehensible words, I pointed my finger alternately at him and myself.

"...Me? Kill you? Why on earth would I?"

What's his reason for thinking that?

It's not like I'm restraining him or surrounding him to prevent his escape.

And if I had wanted to do that, I would have done it already.

Frowning at his absurd assumption, I waved my hand dismissively.

"Tsk, I don't know what you're thinking, but it's not what you think."

In short, he was just imagining things and resigning himself to a fate of his own creation.

After hearing my words, the bald man's face—which had been pale just moments ago—flushed with heat as he shouted.

He seems to be quite an emotionally unstable man.

"You put me in this state and still say that?!"

The bald man pointed at the back of his neck.

Hmm, why is he suddenly yelling...

Pouting slightly, I shifted my gaze to where he was pointing.

There was a large lump on the back of his neck, making him look like an ogre with two heads.

...Maybe I was a bit too rough?

In my defense, his physical abilities were so weak that it was truly difficult to control my strength.

I felt a twinge of guilt, but I shook my head to dismiss it.

No matter how I look at it, it wasn't my fault.

If we're assigning blame, it's the fault of the bald man for being excessively weak.

I nodded to myself.

More importantly, I can't keep calling him "bald man" or "you," so should I ask for his name?

Isn't self-introduction usually the start of a conversation?

Since I had things to ask him anyway, it seemed like a good topic to begin with.

"Hmm, could you tell me your name first?"

The bald man looked dumbfounded, rubbing his forehead as if he couldn't believe what he was hearing.

"Huh! My name? You really didn't know who I was?!"

Feeling wronged, I furrowed my brow and spoke in a slightly grumbling tone.

"Didn't I tell you from the beginning? I came to find out what that place was for."

"Yes... you did. Ha, haha!"

Why is he suddenly laughing? Has he finally lost his mind?

As I stared at him with disgusted eyes, he suddenly bowed his head after laughing for a while.

"Hah... what have I done..."

The atmosphere seemed to call for some consolation, and I almost unconsciously patted his shoulder, but at that moment, Mu-Myeong entered the room as if by magic.

"Master, is the bald man awake?"

"...Bald man?"

"Yes, as you can see, he's quite lively."

I could feel the bald man's incredulous gaze, but I didn't feel guilty about it.

Well, anyway.

Now that Mu-Myeong was here, it was time to really start the conversation.

I drew my wooden sword and smiled brightly.

The name of that ogre-like bald man is Carson.

Currently, he's in charge of distributing drugs in the Slum, and according to him, he holds a fairly important position in his organization.

Anyway, the reason Carson specifically works in the Slum is partly because the Empire tends to ignore the Slum, and also because most people there have no blood relations. Those with decent appearances are either sold as slaves or persuaded to join his organization.

When I asked why he bothers extorting money from the Slum residents, he said that while he does hold an important position in his organization, he doesn't receive much financial support, so he does it to live a slightly more comfortable life.

As he started to tell his personal story, which I wasn't particularly curious about, I pointed my wooden sword at him to cut him off.

"So you're an evil person."

It might be hasty to conclude, but honestly, there's no point in listening further.

Drugs, slavery, exploitation.

What kind of tragic backstory could possibly justify these actions?

Carson gave a self-deprecating smile and finally raised his head, which had been bowed the whole time.

"So what, are you going to kill me? What do you want me to do?"

"Well, I'm not sure what I want to do with you either."

I put my wooden sword back at my waist.

Hypocritical thoughts like 'Do I have the right to judge his sins?' did cross my mind, but my honest feelings were a bit different.

People like this, who have committed unforgivable crimes...

Would it be acceptable for me to take their souls?

Could I use them as stepping stones to achieve my goal?

Perhaps using Carson would be the easiest way to accomplish my objective.

Suddenly, I felt self-loathing.

*Was I always this dirty and selfish?*

I don't know.

I don't know anything.

I'm just an ignorant old fool who has wasted my life.

I'm a coward.

I've never made a single decision based on my own desires.

I glanced sideways at Mu-Myeong, who might be disappointed in his pathetic master.

But contrary to my expectations, Mu-Myeong still looked at me with the same eyes as always.

Ah, that's right.

I can't show my ugly side to Mu-Myeong, who trusts me so much.

I bit my lip to gather my thoughts, tasting something metallic in my mouth.

There's a saying that parents are mirrors for their children.

Well, I'm a master, but isn't there a saying that the master and disciple are like father and son?

Anyway, my point is that if I let this man go now, if I decide to use him for my selfish goals...

Mu-Myeong will surely learn from watching me.

Things like, 'If it's for your own goal, you don't need to care about sacrificing others.'

I can't allow that.

Somehow feeling clearer in my mind, I drew my wooden sword with a bitter smile.

...

"Master, everything is ready."

"Good... let's go."

As planned with Mu-Myeong, I climbed to the top of the tavern, sat on the edge of the roof, and looked down with my head held high in an arrogant posture.

Thanks to Mu-Myeong's hard work, the people we had spotted earlier were gathered below, looking up at me without knowing what was happening.

"Ahem, hmm."

I cleared my throat lightly and began the speech I had prepared.

"From now on, I'll give you two choices."

I extended my hand, making a V-shape to express what I wanted to say.

"First."

I folded one of my outstretched fingers.

"Live out the rest of your lives peacefully in the Slum, where there's no dream or hope, eating filthy garbage."

The Slum residents seemed to be focusing on my words, as the noise that had been faintly audible until just now completely disappeared.

That pleased me, and I smiled bitterly.

"Second."

Now my extended hand was completely clenched into a fist.

"Live a life where, although it might be somewhat dangerous, you can dream, have hope, and eat your fill of clean food instead of garbage."

I rested my extended arm on my knee and propped my chin on it.

"Make your decision."

I had given them a choice they could make of their own free will—a surprisingly democratic approach for a place that doesn't match the functioning Empire.

After I finished speaking, the people gathered here just looked at each other without saying anything.

Hmm, that's a different reaction than I expected...

After a long silence, a young man with bushy red hair raised his hand.

"What is it? Have you decided?"

"Ah, no! That's not it..."

The young man's eyes wandered around before he nodded as if steeling his resolve.

"We, we all have hostages held by Carson's gang, so we can't do anything either way..."

Ah, I forgot to mention that.

For some reason, I felt cold sweat running down the back of my neck, but I didn't show it.

This isn't the time for that.

I'm quick-witted, so I'm excellent at reading the atmosphere.

Probably.

"Mu-Myeong!!!"

"Yes, Master."

Mu-Myeong, who had been among the people, jumped up onto the roof at my call.

"Bring that fool here."

"Yes."

Mu-Myeong, with an expression that seemed to be suppressing laughter, went inside the tavern.

"Just... wait a moment..."

Worried they might leave, I hurriedly spoke up.

Fortunately, everyone nodded with sour expressions and stayed put.

After a short while, Mu-Myeong returned dragging something.

Naturally, it was Carson.

I took Carson from Mu-Myeong and threw him down in front of the tavern where the people were gathered.

"I have no grudge against him, so I spared his life... but I don't know about you all?"

I smiled bitterly.

"I've severed all the meridians through which energy flows, so do with him as you please."

The resentful eyes of the people all focused on one point.
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People glared at Carson with resentment and hatred in their eyes, but not one of them dared to step forward.

Narrowing my eyes in confusion, I observed their behavior more closely. They were trembling and chattering their teeth—clearly terrified of something.

"Huh..."

Afraid?

Behind the hatred in their eyes, fear was deeply rooted.

Even though Carson was practically dismembered, they were still afraid of him.

Trying to understand them, I came up with a plausible theory.

Like imprinting the concept of a master onto a beast.

Carson must have instilled the concept of hierarchy through fear, making them absolutely obedient so they wouldn't dare bite the hand that fed them.

*They're so scared—he must have done something terrible.*

I rested my chin on my right hand and tilted my head.

*What should I do...*

I had already made up my mind before coming here, so this wasn't a dilemma born from self-loathing.

It was more like, *Do I have to spoon-feed them everything?*—a concern stemming from annoyance.

As I watched them, tilting my head this way and that, Mu-Myeong, who had handed Carson over to me earlier, tapped my shoulder.

"Why do you call me?"

"Master, may I go down there and try something?"

"You, Mu-Myeong?"

Did he have a solution to this situation?

I looked at him with somewhat suspicious eyes.

"Yes. It's a rather rough approach, but if you permit me, I'll move things forward."

Hmm, a rough approach...

Though I had some reservations, I figured Mu-Myeong must have his reasons, so I nodded.

"Tsk, do as you please."

"Yes, thank you."

Mu-Myeong gave a small nod and immediately jumped down, heading toward the center of the crowd.

...

Carson had been unconscious since I cut off his bloodline.

Perhaps to wake him up, Mu-Myeong took a basket from somewhere and splashed its contents onto Carson.

Carson's neat suit became covered in filth, making him look no different from the slum dwellers.

"Puhk, cough! What, cough!"

Hmm, was the shock too great that his memory flew away? Or was it because he was suddenly covered in filth? Carson kept coughing and looking around.

Mu-Myeong seemed displeased with Carson's behavior, slightly furrowing his brow. He threw the basket aside and slowly walked toward Carson.

"Still haven't grasped the situation?"

Mu-Myeong crouched down to meet the half-collapsed man's eye level and grabbed him by the nape.

Then Mu-Myeong's hand went up, and Carson's head snapped to the other side.

Slap—

"What are you suddenly—!"

Slap—

"Do you know who I—"

Slap—

"W-wait a moment—"

Slap—

Mu-Myeong swung his hand repeatedly with a cold gaze I'd never seen before.

Until the will in Carson's eyes broke.

...

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

Carson, looking as pathetic as a fly, began rubbing his hands together.

Only then did Mu-Myeong release Carson's neck and turn to the slum residents.

"Do you know why you cowered in fear before this worthless creature?"

"You have no power—no strength to protect those dear to you."

"That's why you were exploited by this worm of a man."

The slum residents showed different reactions to Mu-Myeong's words.

Some were angered, while others nodded in agreement.

"But!"

Mu-Myeong slowly looked around at them, then pointed at me on the roof and spoke.

...me?

"If you follow *my* Master from now on."

"You'll never have to bow your heads to trash like this again."

"You'll never have to suffer humiliation again."

"You'll never have to experience the terrible pain of seeing your loved ones suffer."

Mu-Myeong pointed at Carson.

"I'm giving you another chance to pour out your hatred. This time, please don't disappoint my Master."

After finishing, Mu-Myeong turned and jumped back onto the roof.

"Master, it's done."

Mu-Myeong smiled refreshingly as he took his place beside me.

Meanwhile, my expression remained stiff.

How should I react to this aggressive side of Mu-Myeong?

...I don't know.

I just nodded.

"...I see."

...

"AAAAARGH!!!!"

Carson screamed at the top of his lungs.

Of course, I had initiated this situation and permitted Mu-Myeong's rough approach, but seeing it directly was quite uncomfortable.

I rubbed my face with my hand.

Watching this was too mentally draining.

I needed to rest until the situation was over.

"...Call me when it's all done."

"Yes, Master."

I patted Mu-Myeong's shoulder—he would have a lot of work ahead—and went into an empty inn room, throwing myself onto the bed.

...

After lazing on the bed for quite some time, Mu-Myeong knocked on the door.

"Master, everything is finished."

Already?!

I quickly stuffed the strawberry in my hand into my mouth, chewing and swallowing rapidly.

Gulp—

"Come in."

"Yes."

Mu-Myeong opened the door and entered, staring at my mouth for a while before chuckling.

What? Why is he laughing?

Feeling quite displeased, I frowned.

Anyway, that's not important.

"So... what happened to Carson?"

"As you instructed, I buried his body in a suitable place without erecting a tombstone."

I nodded.

"Well done. Are the people still there?"

"Yes, about three people left, but the rest are still waiting."

Fewer people left than I expected after witnessing that scene.

Hmm, that's good.

"Then, let's go."

When I headed outside the tavern, about ten people were looking at me with determined expressions.

Hmm, this is more pressure than I expected...

Should I tell them to go back?

As I was seriously considering telling them to leave, chewing on my lips, Mu-Myeong brought a small wooden box in front of me.

Why this all of a sudden?

"...What is this?"

At my question, Mu-Myeong smiled proudly.

"You seemed troubled not being able to see everyone's faces, so I brought you a footstool."

What?

"...A footstool?"

Did Mu-Myeong think my troubled expression was because of my height?

...I should be grateful for Mu-Myeong's consideration, but somehow I feel annoyed.

Still, I couldn't reject his goodwill, so I sighed and stepped onto the footstool. Some people made deflating sounds.

I quickly turned my head to look at them, but they were whistling awkwardly while staring into space.

This tactless Mu-Myeong kept smiling proudly, so I couldn't even scold him.

My face was burning for no reason.

Wait, aren't I the master and leader here? Is this how I should be treated?

...Such thoughts filled my mind, but I didn't have the courage to voice them.

Fanning my burning face with my hand, I opened my mouth.

Well, I had originally planned to give an impressive speech...

But since nothing suitable came to mind, I decided to take questions instead.

"If you have any questions, ask away."

After finishing my words, I looked around for questions, and that red-haired young man raised his hand.

Hmm, he keeps catching my eye.

I gave a small nod, signaling him to ask his question, and he spoke hesitantly.

"Um, my younger sibling isn't here... Will they be excluded from this?"

"I will protect your families too, so don't worry about that."

"Th-thank you."

"Don't mention it. Any other questions?"

Perhaps because one question had been asked, many people raised their hands this time.

I looked around slowly and nodded at the brown-haired woman who had laughed when I stepped onto the footstool.

"If it's not rude to ask, could we know what kind of place we're going to?"

Contrary to my expectation that she would ask something strange, she asked about something essential.

But since this was important and I had planned to explain it later, I decided to postpone the answer.

"Hmm, I'll tell you about that after answering all the other questions. Any other curiosities?"

The woman scratched the back of her head and said, "Hehe," before continuing.

"Ah, yes! Then, may I ask your name?"

"Ah, I haven't introduced myself. My name is Cheon Ha-Rang."

"I see... So should we call you Miss Cheon Ha-Rang?"

Just as I was about to say yes, Mu-Myeong stepped forward and shouted loudly.

"How dare you address *my* Master by name! You're a hundred years too early!"

Somehow, whenever he referred to me, the word "my" seemed strangely emphasized, which gave me mixed feelings, but I decided to let it go as it wasn't a big deal.

Mu-Myeong spoke again.

"Call her Heavenly Demon."

?

"Mu-Myeong?"

What are you saying?

Mu-Myeong tilted his head with a blank expression.

"Yes? Wasn't that already decided?"

If there were a mouse hole, I'd want to crawl into it.

Ch.37 - The Mentor Has Terrible Sleeping Habits
I spent about an hour answering all the questions from the people in the Slum.

Of course, there were some minor incidents in between, like Mu-Myeong saying unnecessary things...

Hmm, thinking about it makes my head hurt again.

I threw myself straight onto the bed.

"I'm tired..."

"Are you exhausted too, Master?"

"I'm human too, you know."

I was a bit shocked by Mu-Myeong's expression that genuinely suggested he didn't know that.

What exactly does this guy think I am?

Well...

To be honest, my body wasn't tired as Mu-Myeong thought.

It's more mental fatigue than physical...

"Hah..."

I sighed and rolled around on the bed.

Usually, I'm not this tired because I dump all my speaking duties on Mu-Myeong, but today I had to open my mouth directly in front of many people, and the mental toll was no joke.

Actually, I had planned to dump this on Mu-Myeong too, but he adamantly refused, saying even he couldn't handle this particular task.

I glared at Mu-Myeong for a while, feeling unnecessarily annoyed with him, and he tilted his head and handed me a strawberry.

Hmm, I don't recall asking for this...

But still, since he's offering, I should accept it.

Ignoring someone's goodwill is a great sin!

After making excuses to myself, I nodded and munched on the strawberry Mu-Myeong had given me.

"Mmm, thank you."

When I expressed my gratitude lightly, Mu-Myeong shook his head with a pleased expression.

"It's nothing."

But this guy.

Why doesn't he look away?

This should be the time to savor my strawberry, but his stare is so burdensome that I can't even tell what I'm eating.

I quickly chewed and swallowed what was in my mouth before speaking.

"What is it?"

"Ah, I have something to ask you. I was waiting for you to finish eating."

Hmm, if he wants to ask something, is there really any need to wait between us?

I nodded to indicate he should just ask, and Mu-Myeong put on a very serious expression.

What's this... is it something important?

My expression became equally serious, my brows furrowing.

While thinking, *I wonder what question he has!*, I waited for him to speak.

"By any chance... will they be traveling with us from now on?"

A rather deflating question came back.

"Hmm, you created this atmosphere just to ask that?"

"Yes, it's important to me."

"Huh..."

I narrowed my eyes and stroked my chin.

It certainly would be important to him.

Since Mu-Myeong has been living with just me, having many people around would be awkward for him.

"Hehe, you're still such a child."

"..."

When I nodded with a knowing look and raised the corners of my mouth, Mu-Myeong's eyebrows twitched.

Of course, I'll be traveling with just Mu-Myeong.

How could I possibly wander the world with all those people?

To elaborate.

Originally, Mu-Myeong and I left the mountain to see the world, and no matter how important my goal is, I can't neglect my promise to Mu-Myeong because it's also precious.

Mu-Myeong must have remembered that and brought it up.

But if someone were to ask, "Are you going to take in all those people and then abandon them?" that's not the case either.

What am I, some terrible woma—

No, not even human. As if I would do that.

The ultimate purpose of taking them in is to build my own independent force, but on the surface, they'll be forces for the Demon King's side, so I plan to leave them in capable hands and come back for them later.

Soon Lily will come here with Mu-Myeong's sword, so I can ask her then.

For them, having regular meals and warm shelter would be more than enough, wouldn't it?

It might seem somewhat irresponsible, but I have no choice.

...What can I do about being lazy?

If I just toss them the books I wrote for Mu-Myeong when he was young and tell them I'll be back when they've learned everything, they'll understand.

Well, if I had to be specific...

They're more like subordinates than disciples, so.

Mu-Myeong is enough as my disciple.

I've already told them what they need to do after they've grown sufficiently, so there shouldn't be any problems.

Hmm, people should indeed live efficiently.

The corners of my mouth rose high, feeling proud of myself.

When I explained all this to Mu-Myeong, he visibly brightened.

"Is that really something to be so happy about?"

"Yes, how could I not be happy?"

Despite using my laziness as an excuse, seeing him smiling and tidying his clothes made me feel somewhat strange.

Hmm, well.

Good is good, right?

I smiled along and closed my eyes.

I'm really too tired.

-Cheon Mu-Myeong

After returning from the Slum, while washing my dirty clothes and organizing our belongings, I began to hear small, regular breathing sounds from the bed where Master was.

"Master? Are you sleeping?"

After finishing organizing the clothes, I looked at the bed where Master was lying. It seems her saying she was "tired" wasn't a joke—despite the moon not having fully risen yet, Master was deeply asleep.

Well, Master is awkward with people, and today she had to answer questions from many people one by one, so it's understandable that she'd be tired.

I got up and properly laid down Master, who had been sprawled out carelessly.

Suddenly, as I was about to cover Master with a blanket, I noticed she wasn't wearing the bandages she usually removes before sleeping.

...This isn't right.

I shook my head to cool my heated mind and covered Master with the blanket up to just below her neck.

"Master, sweet dreams."

I turned off the light and lay down on the bed.

...

I frowned and opened my eyes at the pleasant warmth in my arms.

No way.

"...Again today?"

Master, who seemed perfect in every way, has one thing.

One thing that troubles me greatly and that I wish she would fix.

"Hah... Master."

I looked down at Master sleeping in my arms.

She's so cute...

No, that's not it.

Master has terrible sleeping habits.

Despite being someone who sleeps less than anyone else, once she falls asleep, she won't wake up even if shaken. When I first experienced this as a child, it was truly troublesome.

Back then, with my limited knowledge, I took it somewhat positively, thinking, "She must see me as a doll or something," but the problem started when I grew older and began harboring feelings I shouldn't.

I won't say exactly what the problem is, but as you might guess, it's truly troublesome.

If this continues, I feel like I might cross a line and cause an incident someday, so I decided to use separate rooms. But since leaving the mountain with Master, we've always shared a room, which is really giving me a headache.

But if I suggest using different rooms, Master's lips would pout, and she'd spread rumors that I'm upset with her—how could I say such a thing?

The one fortunate thing is that Master and I use different beds, but how did Master end up in my arms now?

I tried to rub my face in frustration, but Master was completely covering one of my arms, making even that impossible.

I couldn't go back to sleep in this state either, so I slowly tried to pull my arm out from under Master, but.

"Mmm, where are you going...?"

Master's arm wrapped around my waist, burrowing deeper, and she began rubbing her face against my chest like an affectionate cat.

Eventually, something very soft and... squishy was touching my upper abdomen.

"Ah, Master, please..."

I felt a slight dizziness as heat rose throughout my body.

Part of me wanted to hold Master tightly in this position and close my eyes again, but...

The thought of how Master would look at me after waking up was terrifying.

*I can't do this!*

After biting my lip hard enough to draw blood to regain my senses, I twisted my body this way and that to try to escape.

Each time, Master's legs would wrap around my body, making my head spin, but since she was asleep, I managed to escape by twisting my body with all my might.

"Huff, huff..."

I rubbed my face while breathing deeply.

With a reddened face, I looked at Master with a bit of resentment and noticed she wasn't wearing the bandages that usually covered her chest.

*Please.*

I immediately squeezed my eyes shut.

*I didn't see anything.*

Seriously, how bad are her sleeping habits that she even removes her bandages?

That doesn't make any sense...

Still with my eyes tightly closed, I picked up Master and started walking to lay her back on her original bed.

Because my eyes were closed, I couldn't see ahead and bumped into things here and there. Each time, Master would wrap her arms around my neck in her sleep, trying not to fall.

I couldn't cause an accident at the last moment, so I bit my tongue to stay focused.

After that time of endurance, I safely laid Master on the bed and collapsed onto my own bed, my soul seemingly drained.

My heart was still beating rapidly.

I rubbed my face with my hands.

"Hah..."

It seems I won't be able to wake up earlier than Master today either.

-Cheon Ha-Rang

It seems that Mu-Myeong is waking up later than me again today.

"Tsk tsk, what does he do every night?"

I may understand a man's heart, but I wish he would show some restraint.

Ch.38 - Request On Lily That She Didn't Want To Do
After washing up and coming out of the bathroom, Mu-Myeong was just getting up from the bed with a deep sigh.

"Are you awake?"

"...Yes."

Mu-Myeong answered with a voice still heavy with sleep.

Hmm, that deep voice sounds nice too.

As I dried my hair with a towel and looked at Mu-Myeong, I noticed shadows under his eyes, as if he hadn't slept properly.

With a concerned expression, I suggested he sleep more.

"The sun hasn't risen yet. If you're tired, you should sleep more."

"...I think I'm fine like this."

Mu-Myeong shook his head with a determined expression.

Hmm, he didn't look fine at all, but...

If he says he's fine, it would be rude to keep insisting.

Still concerned, I nodded reluctantly with a somewhat displeased expression. Mu-Myeong gave a small smile and shook his head.

"I'm really fine."

"...I haven't said anything yet."

"Yes, I know."

Why is he smiling that irritating smile and answering on his own, then chuckling to himself?

Tsk, he still looks half-asleep to me...

I sighed and shook my head.


Though he still looked tired, since Mu-Myeong himself said he was completely awake, it seemed we could start heading out soon.

It was earlier than usual since we'd gone to bed earlier, but that wasn't a problem.

I picked up my wooden sword.

"Mu-Myeong, if you don't want to sleep more, let's go swing some swords."

"Yes, I'll wash up quickly and come."

"Alright."

Mu-Myeong bowed his head briefly and went straight to the bathroom.

While waiting, I felt I should do something and looked around the inn room. My thoroughly messed-up bed caught my eye.

Hmm, I don't usually toss and turn in my sleep... I glanced toward the bathroom where Mu-Myeong was.

If I leave it, would Mu-Myeong eventually tidy it up for me?

Hmm, leaving it would certainly be easier, but...

I shook my head.

I've had this thought before and paid for it.

But if I did that, I'd have to listen to his nagging disguised as muttering to himself.

Mu-Myeong's nagging really stings both the ears and the heart.

I can't help it...

With a deep sigh, I grabbed the blanket and started shaking it out—pat! pat!—while lamenting my position as a master.

I'm supposed to be the master here...

After shaking the blanket for a while, Mu-Myeong emerged from the bathroom, looking refreshed.

"Master?"

Perhaps because I'd just been thinking about his nagging, I felt I needed to explain myself, so I held up the blanket to show him.

"I'm tidying up myself!"

Mu-Myeong nodded with a somewhat bewildered expression.

"...? Yes, well done."

Somehow this situation felt more painful than being nagged at.

Feeling embarrassed about showing this side of myself, I threw the blanket forcefully into the corner of the bed with a reddened face.

"...Let's go."

"Yes, Master."


...

"Huff, huff, huff..."

"You're collapsing after just that much?"

Actually, I don't usually push this hard, but for some reason, the incident at the inn kept coming to mind, and I wanted to give Mu-Myeong a hard time, so I raised the intensity of our sparring by several levels.

That was the result.

Mu-Myeong lay sprawled on the ground, breathing heavily with an aggrieved expression.

"Did I... make a mistake somewhere...?"

Hmm, of course not. This was just me venting.

But if I told Mu-Myeong that, I'd definitely get an earful, so I kept quiet.


...

After finishing our usual training, we returned to the inn.

Mu-Myeong opened the door halfway, then pushed me back, gripping his wooden sword with a furrowed brow.

"Master, someone's inside."

Unlike the tense Mu-Myeong, I waved my hand with an indifferent expression.

"Don't worry too much. It's just, hmm, a guest? Something like that."

I'm not sure why they're in our inn room, but...

The presence feels familiar—it must be the one who said they would come.

Mu-Myeong lowered his sword and opened his eyes wide.

"...What? There are people who would come looking for you, Master?"

What did he say?

"What do you mean by that?"

"...Nothing."

I glared at Mu-Myeong for a moment, but then suddenly wondered what I was doing and sighed as I opened the door.

Surely Mu-Myeong doesn't have friends either, but somehow I feel like continuing this conversation would only disadvantage me.

...Not that I don't have friends.

Pouting my lips, I went to greet our visitor.


A guest had come to our inn room.

Hmm, an uninvited guest?

Strictly speaking, they weren't uninvited since they had told me they would come first, but...

I glanced at the guest who had come to our inn on their own.

Tsk, thinking about it again, maybe they are an uninvited guest.

The one who came to see us was Lily.

Lily, who had been sitting on the bed, stood up when she saw us, smiled brightly, and struck a pose.

"Ha-Rang! Cute and lovely Lily is here!"

Lily made a V-sign with her hand and winked cutely.

Mu-Myeong and I simultaneously put our hands to our foreheads and sighed deeply.

"Ack! ...Aren't you two being too mean?! Lily is usually a super-busy demon! I came because Ha-Rang called me!"

I headed to the bathroom, and Mu-Myeong started organizing our belongings as we each began our usual routines.

"Hello?!"


...

Lily grumbled with puffed-up cheeks.

"Really! That was too much!"

"I'm sorry."

I wondered if it was right for her to act this way after barging into our inn room on her own, but since we hadn't actually set a meeting place, I nodded in agreement.

And thinking about it, we couldn't have met in a crowded place with Lily being a Succubus.

Hmm, I guess I was being mean for no reason.

I smiled awkwardly, and Lily let out a small sigh.

It would be awkward to just keep standing like this, so it seemed time to get to the main point.

Mu-Myeong also seemed uncomfortable with Lily being here, as he was pouting...

I slowly explained to Lily what had happened in the Slum.


...

"Oh! You've already started! I thought Ha-Rang would wait much longer before starting!"

Lily clapped her hands and flew around the inn, saying how wonderful it was.

I watched her with narrowed eyes.

...Is now the time?

She seems to be in a good mood, so this might be the right timing to ask.

"So, about that..."

"Yes?"

I felt a little guilty seeing Lily respond with such a bright smile, but what could I do?

I asked if Lily could take care of the people in the Slum since Mu-Myeong and I were busy.


Her reaction was dramatic.

"What?! Me? Why?"

Lily refused, waving her hands as if she really didn't want to do it.

"I don't know what you think of me, but I'm busy too!"

"Who else can I ask but you?"

"No! Like I just said, I'm busy too!"

Lily turned her head away and snorted.

I watched her for a moment, sighed, and prepared my secret weapon.


Tsk, I didn't want to resort to this.

I slowly approached Lily, pouted my lips, opened my eyes wide, and looked up at her.

The key point here was to pull down the corners of my mouth and tug at Lily's sleeve.

"Can't you do it for me?"

When I make this face while asking Mu-Myeong for favors, he usually agrees. What chance does Lily have, seeing this side of me for the first time?

Lily looked at me, squeezed her eyes shut, then nodded, and I raised one corner of my mouth crookedly.

Got her.

"Ugh, fine! I'll do it!"

"Master...?"

Mu-Myeong's expression looked uncomfortable, which worried me about the future, but I deliberately turned my head away and ignored it.

We could discuss the details about the Slum residents later.


Having finished one matter, I immediately asked about the next.

"So, did you bring the sword?"

"Ah! Right! That's why I came! Just a moment!"

Lily clapped her hands, muttered a few incomprehensible words, and reached her hand into the space beyond.

Magic?

I was watching with fascination when Lily started struggling to pull a sword out of the air.

"Help me a little!"

"Hah..."

Mu-Myeong sighed, approached Lily, grabbed the half-emerged sword, and pulled it out completely.

After confirming the sword was fully drawn, Lily caught her breath for a moment, then crossed her arms and snorted proudly.

"Hmph! What do you think? It was extremely difficult to get."

Her attitude was strangely irritating, but...

Looking at the sword, I immediately understood Lily's attitude.

Even to my untrained eye, the sword's balance was excellent.

And the proportions were so perfect it seemed as if it had been made specifically for Mu-Myeong.

"Does it seem good?"

I was also admiring the sword and wondered how Mu-Myeong, who was actually holding it, felt, so I asked him, but...

"..."

Mu-Myeong didn't respond to me and was examining the sword, turning it this way and that.

His eyes were shining—exactly the expression a nephew might have when given a gift.

As I watched him with a pleased expression, Lily frowned, stuck out her tongue, and made a "blech" sound.


After examining the sword for a while and giving it a few light swings, Mu-Myeong suddenly tilted his head with a puzzled expression.

"Master."

"Hmm? What is it?"

"Have you ever shown me this sword before?"

That can't be right. I've never seen a sword like this in my life.

I shook my head.

"How could I have? I'm seeing it for the first time myself."

"..."

Mu-Myeong stared at the sword in his hand for a long time.

Ch.39 - Sword And The End Of The World
Mu-Myeong stared at the sword in his hand as if entranced, even when I looked at him with bright, eager eyes.

Hmm, Mu-Myeong not looking at me is unusual.

I wasn't particularly upset, but I was concerned about his state, causing my brow to furrow deeply.

*Is that sword really so pretty?*

I tilted my head slightly and examined the sword in Mu-Myeong's hand more carefully.

The black blade was made of some unidentifiable material with beautiful wave patterns engraved on it. The sword's tip and ancient bronze fittings were the same black color as the blade, which made the white cloth wrapped around the hilt stand out even more.

Hmm, it was certainly pretty enough for Mu-Myeong to be captivated by it, but...

Wasn't it too Eastern-styled to fit in here?

I haven't seen everyone who lives in this world, but everyone I've seen so far, except for me, has basically Western features.

Just like their appearances, the swords adventurers use are typically medieval-style swords, and the most unusual weapons are staffs used for magic... but suddenly a katana?

Seeing that sword reaffirmed my belief that this was a world from a novel.

As I looked at the sword with somewhat mixed feelings, a thought suddenly occurred to me.

*Maybe I know why Mu-Myeong is entranced?*

You know how people get bewitched by demonic swords and such?

And it was given by a succubus who works for the Demon King...

I turned my head and narrowed my eyes at Lily.

Lily, who apparently hadn't expected this situation either, crossed her arms and shook her head repeatedly.

"It wasn't me!"

"...Did I say anything?"

She denied it without me even asking anything.

This was definitely suspicious.

But if I tried to force an answer out of her, Mu-Myeong would surely misunderstand and think I was threatening Lily.

That wouldn't do.

To appear as wholesome as possible, I put my arm around Lily's shoulder.

"No! You were suspecting me with your eyes—eek! I'm sorry!"

Oh my, she's overreacting again. I told you, you're misunderstanding!

I gently patted her shoulder to calm her down and whispered in her ear.

"Just tell me everything you know. What is that sword?"

"Sigh... you were suspecting me after all..."

"What was that?"

"...Nothing."

The usual Lily would have confessed everything the moment I put my arm around her shoulder.

Hmm, so perhaps Lily didn't deliberately give him such a sword?

"Then could you at least give me some information about that sword?"

"...It was originally meant for you, Ha-Rang, but you refused to accept it last time."

Lily's gaze shifted to the sword in Mu-Myeong's hand.

"It's that sword from back then..."

"I don't recall ever refusing a sword from you?"

I tilted my head at this information that differed from my memory.

"What? Huh? Didn't one of our demon race visit you a few years ago?"

Someone with an aura similar to Lily's did visit me, but...

Did they offer me a sword?

"Anyway! That's what we tried to give you then, but I don't know the details either!"

I waved my hand dismissively at Lily's excuse-like answer and tilted my head this way and that.

*Something might be wrong here.*

My head throbbed at the sudden influx of information.

At that time, I remember that person trying to take me away almost forcibly...

And there's something Lily is misunderstanding—that person was looking for Mu-Myeong from the beginning.

So the sword that was supposed to go to Mu-Myeong has finally reached him?

Tsk, but why did the demon race want to take Mu-Myeong away?

The questions continued to grow, but no answers came to mind.

*For now... I need to do something about Mu-Myeong.*

I grabbed Mu-Myeong's shoulder and shook it as he continued to fiddle with and stare at the sword.

"Mu-Myeong?"

"...Yes, Master."

Mu-Myeong blinked and turned his head with a furrowed brow.

Hmm, now you finally look at me.

"Is there something wrong with the sword?"

"No, that's not it..."

"Hmm, if you say so, then I suppose that's how it is."

Mu-Myeong's answer wasn't very satisfying, but...

If he were truly in danger or something was wrong, he would have told me.

I roughly tousled Mu-Myeong's hair.

"Still, if anything strange happens, tell me right away."

"Yes, Master."

As I settled behind Mu-Myeong and played with his hair, I noticed Lily had been watching us silently.

She suddenly seemed to remember something, hitting her own head with her fist and sticking out her tongue.

"Oh! Ha-Rang!"

"What is it? You're still here?"

"That's mean!"

Lily puffed up her cheeks and frowned.

Well, when Lily made such an expression, it was more amusing than scary, but her feelings of anger were clearly conveyed.

"So why did you call me?"

"I gave you the sword, but I didn't give you the scabbard!"

Hmm, I certainly hadn't received a scabbard.

I'd just assumed that was how the sword was, but thinking about it, since it had the form of a katana, it should have a scabbard.

I furrowed my brow and nodded.

"That's right."

"I didn't forget to bring it—it's just that the scabbard wasn't in our castle!"

"Hmm, then doesn't that mean the scabbard doesn't exist now?"

If the sword came from the castle where the Demon King resided, and there was no scabbard there, wouldn't it be reasonable to assume it was either damaged or never existed?

When I asked this question with that thought in mind, Lily made a strange "boo-boo!" sound with her mouth and crossed her arms, shaking her head.

"No! The scabbard definitely exists... I think it's probably somewhere in the human countries! But I'm not exactly sure where..."

"So you're telling us to find it ourselves?"

"Yes! That's right! Eek! Don't stand up! Listen to the rest of what I have to say!"

When I stood up to have our usual "conversation" with Lily, she covered the horns on her head with both hands and crouched down on the floor.

*Was I too harsh with her usually?*

Feeling somewhat sorry at the sight, I sat back down behind Mu-Myeong. Lily watched me cautiously before standing up again and stretching her neck.

"Ahem! I have to raise the humans you've gathered at your request, right?"

"...Did you say 'raise' them?"

"Oops, slip of the tongue."

Well, from a demon's perspective, my request might have been interpreted that way.

I can understand that much.

I nodded for her to continue.

"Anyway! Because of that! I, Lily! Will be! Very very! Busy!"

"So?"

"What do you mean 'so'? It means you have to find the scabbard yourself!"

This time I made a disgusted expression and stuck out my tongue.

Ugh, how troublesome.

As my expression naturally soured, Lily made a displeased face and continued.

"Think about it! It's a gift for your precious disciple! Surely that much effort isn't too difficult?"

Hmm, is that so? I suppose it might be.

I raised an eyebrow and tilted my head, and Lily, sensing an opportunity for persuasion, brightened her eyes and spread her arms.

"Your disciple will definitely prefer a scabbard found by the Ha-Rang he truly loves rather than one from a succubus like me!"

Mu-Myeong loves me? As a master and disciple relationship, that's correct, but...

I doubt that's what Lily meant by those words.

"Hmm, love? Would Mu-Myeong see me that way...?"

"No! He definitely does! Look! Look! As a succubus, I can detect such emotions faster than anyone, and your disciple's eyes are just dripping with honey!"

I turned to look at Mu-Myeong somewhat awkwardly. He had been examining the sword but suddenly raised his head and shook it while breaking into a cold sweat.

"...Master, that's not true."

I thought as much. How could Mu-Myeong look at me with such... embarrassing, no, impure eyes?

I turned back to Lily with a confident expression.

"See? He says it's not true."

"Huh! No! Shouldn't a succubus's words be more trustworthy in these matters?! Believe me—ack!"

Lily was hit in the head by a pillow thrown by Mu-Myeong and crouched down, holding her forehead.

"That's enough, Riril."

"Sigh, it's Lily... always getting my name wrong..."

Lily sniffled briefly but quickly regained her energy, jumping to her feet and pointing at me.

"Anyway! You ignored everything I said about finding the scabbard! Why are you only reacting to the love part?!"

Hmm, did I do that?

I turned my head and gazed out the window intently.

"Don't pretend you don't know! You're trying to pass this off because it's troublesome, aren't you?!"

"Tsk."

"Did you just click your tongue?! Were you really trying to pass it off?!"

What's so difficult about it? Just do it for me.

With that thought in mind, I turned to look at Lily with a deeply furrowed brow.

Meeting my gaze, Lily flinched as if something had struck a nerve.

"...Yes?"

"Fine, I understand."

How could I refuse when she asks like that?

I let out a deep sigh.

"But don't you at least know the general location?"

"Ah, yes! It's probably in the Demon Realm that the human Hero purified recently!"

Hmm, I have no idea what she's talking about.

All I can think is "Oh, so the Hero purified a place called the Demon Realm."

With my lips pursed at Lily, who seemed to be teasing me mischievously, I opened my mouth.

"Where exactly is that?"

"What? How can you not know this when you're human like the Hero!"

"I'm not interested enough in the world to know such things."

"Ugh, you don't care about anything unless it's related to your disciple—that's a sickness too!"

That's not entirely true... or is it?

As I tilted my head this way and that, I noticed the corners of Mu-Myeong's mouth turning up slightly.

Feeling heat rise to my face for some reason, I urged Lily to answer.

"Anyway, where is it?"

"Um... it's probably at 'The End Of The World,' far to the north of here?"

?

What's with that chuunibyou-sounding place name...

Ch.40 - Preparations For Heading North
"The End of the World," huh.

When I hear that description, I imagine a massive cliff with an endless horizon stretching out before it.

Given the era, they might have given such a view that somewhat cringe-worthy name like "The End of the World."

Logically speaking, that would make sense.

But.

Think about it?

This is a fantasy world, isn't it?

If I think too logically, that might actually be the wrong approach.

I should inject a bit of emotion into my thinking.

For instance... yes.

I should interpret "The End of the World" literally.

I closed my eyes briefly and imagined my own "End of the World."

Not a massive cliff dropping off with a horizon beyond, but pitch-black darkness.

And facing it, wooden sword in hand, standing tall and proud—me, Cheon Ha-Rang.

Just imagining it makes my heart race.

My breath comes out in sharp exhales, and the corners of my mouth twitch upward.

I bet my eyes are sparkling right now.

I wanted to ask Lily for details about what the place was really like, but...

If she told me it was just a simple horizon, I might lose all motivation to go there, so I suppressed my urge to ask.

I'm a patient adult, after all.

While I was lost in my romantic imagination, Lily looked at me with somewhat disgusted eyes.

That irritated me a bit, but since I'm a patient adult, I decided to hear her out.

"Why are you looking at me like that?"

Contrary to my expectation that she would be intimidated, Lily raised her voice.

"I mean... how many years have you lived, and you still get excited about something like that?!"

Oh, this isn't right...

Wait, more importantly.

"What did you say?"

What's wrong with my age?

I'm not sure if this saying applies here, but don't they say men are children no matter how old they get?

Though it was in the distant past, I was once a man.

So it should be fine if I act a bit childish, right?

Of course, I'm a woman now...

Hmm, alternatively, I have the excuse that I've been so focused on training that I never got to see the outside world.

In summary, it's inevitable that I sometimes act younger than my age.

I raised the corner of my mouth crookedly and nodded.

Absolutely invincible.

Certain that Mu-Myeong would share my thoughts, I couldn't contain my excitement and roughly tousled his hair.

"Mu-Myeong! We must go there!"

"Yes, that's right."

Since Mu-Myeong was lying against me, I could see his expression clearly. He seemed as excited as I was, smiling contentedly as he responded.

That made me happy, and I smiled back.

"I can't believe they still don't get it..." Lily muttered.

I heard Lily's muttering, but since it didn't seem important, I pretended not to hear.

Right now, I only want to fill my heart with round, bubbly excitement, not sharp emotions.

...

"I'm going now! I hope there'll be one more person when I visit next time!"

"...What are you saying? Just go quickly."

She said something strange in the middle there...

With her business concluded, Lily wasn't lying about being busy and promptly left the inn.

Hmm, was it because of Lily's strange comment?

Mu-Myeong's neck, as he leaned against my knee and was held in my arms, turned visibly red.

...Is he angry?

Hmm, it's certainly something to be upset about.

If I were in his position, I'd be irritated too if someone suggested pairing me with someone 300 years older.

Still.

Somehow feeling annoyed by this, I grabbed Mu-Myeong's cheeks and pulled them this way and that.

"Take that, and that."

"...Mafther, it hurfth."

His pronunciation was so garbled from having his cheeks pulled that I found it oddly funny, and a bright smile spread across my face.

I stopped pulling and gently stroked his cheeks, which must have been sore.

Unlike mine, his skin was rough, so it wasn't a particularly pleasant sensation, but.

"Hmm, this has its own nice feeling."

"Pardon? What do you mean?"

"You needn't know."

Moving my hand slightly from his cheek, I pinched his nose.

"Take that."

"Ow! Master, that really hurts!"

So earlier didn't hurt?

At Mu-Myeong's cry, I released his nose, and he kept touching it with his hand.

His behavior was so adorable that my voice carried a hint of laughter.

"Did it hurt that much?"

"Yes... I thought my nose was going to fall off."

Seemingly displeased that I appeared to be mocking him, Mu-Myeong pouted and lifted his head from my lap, complaining about the pain.

Hmm, but I'm not one to let go so easily.

As Mu-Myeong bent his waist to get up, I wrapped my arm around his neck and pulled him back into my embrace.

Hehe, you can't escape.

"Where do you think you're going?"

"...Now that we've decided on our next destination, shouldn't I look into arranging a carriage?"

"Hmm, a carriage?"

Already? Why such a rush?

Is he that eager to get the scabbard as soon as possible?

Thinking about that made me feel strangely upset, and I stubbornly insisted in a way that wasn't like me.

"Hmm... couldn't we rest for just one day?"

Mu-Myeong paused for a moment.

He grabbed my arm wrapped around his neck to create a small space, then lifted his head to gaze at me intently.

Hmm, is he challenging me to a staring contest?

I stared back at him equally intently while fiddling with his addictively touchable cheeks.

...How much time passed?

After staring into each other's eyes for a while, Mu-Myeong smiled brightly and nodded.

"Yes, I'm feeling tired too, so a day of rest would be good."

"Hmm, that's good."

I was so pleased with Mu-Myeong's answer that I smiled back.

...

Even though I said we'd rest all day with Mu-Myeong, we couldn't just stay in the inn.

Unlike me, Mu-Myeong needs regular meals...

Also, since the demon realm called "The End of the World" is located at the northern extremity as its name suggests, we needed to get preserved food for the journey and clothes to layer as it gets colder, given the considerable distance from our current southern location.

Hmm, honestly, I could leave everything to Mu-Myeong, and he'd handle it well.

But lately, I've been feeling like I'm dumping all my responsibilities on him, so today I intend to go with him.

The thought "Isn't this not really resting?" briefly crossed my mind, but...

Since Mu-Myeong pleaded that he wanted to walk through town with me after so long, I had no choice but to nod.

How could I, as his master, refuse my disciple's earnest request?

I'm not that kind of cruel master, and I intend to grant most of Mu-Myeong's requests in the future.

For that reason, Mu-Myeong and I are walking through the streets holding hands so we don't get lost.

One might ask, "Why hold hands to avoid getting lost in broad daylight?" but the path we're walking is through the marketplace.

In other words, it's very crowded.

In such a place, if we don't hold hands and get separated in the crowd, wouldn't it be troublesome to find each other?

Actually, if I think about it more coldly, I could sense Mu-Myeong's presence, and though it feels a bit strange, Mu-Myeong knows my scent, so we could find each other even if separated.

But since that's not particularly important, I shook my head and immediately erased it from my mind.

Hmm, should I find another excuse?

...Honestly, I don't know who I'm making excuses to, but somehow I feel I need to, so I closed my eyes and thought seriously.

For the sake of strengthening the bond between master and disciple...?

Hmm, that's not bad.

*Perfect.*

I nodded, quite pleased with myself.

While I was having this internal debate with another version of myself, Mu-Myeong tugged at my hand.

"What is it?"

"The northern winds will be cold. Shouldn't we buy some clothes for you too, Master?"

"Clothes..."

I don't think that's really necessary.

Since my time at the Log Cabin, I've worn the same clothes year-round through all seasons.

I can feel heat and cold, but they don't cause me enough discomfort to matter.

Rather, clothes are cumbersome to me.

Not that I'm some harlot like Lily who would walk around naked, so I wear the minimum necessary clothing even now.

...Of course, that means there's some exposure, which Mu-Myeong dislikes, but for me, wearing more layers feels mentally constraining and quite uncomfortable.

Doesn't it seem strange that I, who usually listens to Mu-Myeong, have been walking around in attire he dislikes all this time?

I really hate the idea of wearing more layers.

Conveying this meaning, I shook my head, and Mu-Myeong seemed to have no intention of pressing further as he nodded.

Well, if he really begged earnestly, I could give in...

But it seems Mu-Myeong doesn't feel that strongly about it.

We smoothly passed by the clothing stores.

Afterward, we wandered through the market, buying preserved food and basic necessities.

Since we have plenty of money, we bought everything that seemed useful.

As a result, Mu-Myeong's backpack became comically stuffed, looking like it might burst.

After purchasing all the necessary items, on our way back to the inn, Mu-Myeong tugged at my hand again to get my attention.

Hmm, what is it this time?

"What is it?"

"Master, they say they have sugar-preserved strawberries."

"Hmm, to think they'd preserve something already sweet with sugar..."

My mouth is already watering.

"Tsk, go buy one and bring it here."

"Yes."

Ch.BONUS - Side Story - Children's Day
―――――――――――――――――――――

This is a special chapter released in celebration of Children's Day.

Please note that the setting and content of this chapter have absolutely, ab-so-lutely no connection to the main story.

―――――――――――――――――――――

"Mmm..."

When I woke up, my world had become strange.

No, rather than the world becoming strange, my eye level had noticeably lowered.

"No way."

Wondering if I might have crossed into another world again, I nervously made my way to the mirror, and fortunately—or perhaps unfortunately—I saw my familiar self.

"I almost had a heart attack..."

I placed my hand on my still pounding chest and let out a small sigh.

Thankfully, I had experienced this form in the past.

It's what martial arts novels call "returning to youth"—in simple terms, when the body reverts to childhood.

I tilted my head in confusion.

Is experiencing this transformation twice normal?

As I mentioned earlier, I had already gone through this process once and had maintained an adult appearance until now.

But to become young again?

Could this be a side effect of being in a fantasy world rather than a martial arts one?

Hmm, my head started to throb, so I shook it and stopped thinking about it.

No matter how much I worry, what's already happened can't be undone.

After tidying up my bedding, I left the Log Cabin and headed toward Mu-Myeong, who would still be sleeping.

――――――――――――――――――――――――――

-Cheon Mu-Myeong

Last night, Master asked if I had any wishes I wanted fulfilled, saying that today would be a special day.

My foolish self from yesterday thought, "As far as I know, there's no imperial holiday on May 5th..." but now I know better.

Just as a crow would turn white if Master said so, if Master says "today is a holiday," then today is indeed a holiday.

Anyway.

After hearing Master's words, I made a small wish, and it unfolded before my eyes in an unbelievable way.

...

"Mu-Myeong, are you awake?"

Is she in a good mood?

Hearing a voice clearly higher than Master's usual tone, I turned my head with a small smile, and...

Master approached me, rubbing her eyes with hands as small as fern leaves.

Hands like fern leaves?

Wiping the smile from my face, I opened my eyes wide and examined Master's appearance.

The first thing I noticed was her height.

Her already small stature had shrunk by another head.

Next, I noticed her face.

Master's appearance, which had previously shown at least some traces of maturity, now looked round and childlike with baby fat, and her eyes, which usually seemed bored with everything, now sparkled with curiosity.

And lastly, though somewhat disrespectful to mention, I noticed Master's body.

Her body, which despite its small frame had enough curves to prevent anyone from mistaking her for a minor, now formed a perfectly straight line.

"...What in the world."

To summarize, Master had become younger.

Unable to comprehend the situation, I narrowed my eyes and stared at her.

"...Is that really you, Master?"

Master nodded and scratched her head with an awkward smile.

"I woke up like this."

Is it normal to wake up with your body suddenly younger?

Seeing Master's unnervingly calm demeanor, I was still processing my confusion when she toddled over to me on short legs and tugged at my clothes.

"Mmm... maybe because my body is younger, but I'm hungry..."

She whined like a child throwing a tantrum, and I had to pinch my nose to prevent something from gushing out.

...

Master was indeed hungry, as she awkwardly gripped the spoon and wolfed down the soup I had made.

Her eating was so adorable that I forgot to eat myself and just watched her, noticing soup stains around her mouth.

Should I wipe it for her?

Normally, I would have done so without hesitation, but now she looked like a child.

If I fussed over her too much, it might hurt her pride.

Besides.

The way she ate with food smudged on her face wasn't messy at all—rather, it looked somewhat... cute. I decided to watch a little longer before saying anything.

To clarify, I mean cute in a completely innocent way.

Master is always cute, of course, but... wait, why am I explaining myself?

I sighed deeply and rubbed my face in sudden self-loathing, causing Master to tilt her head in confusion.

"What's wrong?"

"...You have food on your face, Master."

"Oh! ...You're right!"

Seeing Master open her eyes wide and repeatedly wipe her mouth with the back of her hand made my head throb.

What is going on?

Has her younger body affected her mind?

While her speech patterns remained the same, her behavior was exactly like a child's.

If I gave her a teddy bear right now, she'd probably accept it with a beaming smile...

The image made me smile.

"Ugh—Mu-Myeong, your expression is creeping me out."

"..."

...Master needs to return to normal as soon as possible.

――――――――――――――――――――――――――

-Cheon Ha-Rang

Even though my body has become younger, I can't neglect my training!

Having eaten a hearty meal, I tried to pick up my wooden sword for practice, but...

"Eek!"

The wooden sword felt unusually heavy today.

*A wooden sword I've carried all my life feels heavy?!*

This must be the work of some force trying to frame me!

I turned my head in all directions and shouted loudly.

...Though the voice that came out was that of a tantrum-throwing child.

"Hey! Stop playing around and come out now!"

After struggling with the wooden sword for a while, Mu-Myeong, who had left the cabin earlier, returned with a somewhat urgent expression and examined me.

"What's wrong?!"

"Oh! Mu-Myeong! Perfect timing! Look, look at this! Something's wrong with the wooden sword!"

"...The wooden sword?"

Mu-Myeong looked at me with a subtle expression, then lowered his gaze to stare at the wooden sword for a while before sighing softly and picking it up effortlessly.

"What? Why can you lift it so easily...?"

"Pardon?"

No way.

I slowly extended my hand toward Mu-Myeong and spoke with a trembling voice.

"Mu-Mu-Myeong, could you pull my hand for a moment...?"

"...Yes."

I put all my strength into my legs, arms, and waist, even drawing on my inner energy to resist being pulled, but...

My body offered no resistance and fell right into Mu-Myeong's broad chest.

...Or more accurately, against his lower abdomen due to my reduced height.

"M-Master?"

"This can't be!"

"What's wrong with you...?"

Twisting my body in his arms, I looked up to see Mu-Myeong gazing down at me with concerned eyes.

"My inner energy seems completely empty!"

"Inner energy... you say?"

"Yes! That's why my body has become so young!"

Fortunately, it seems the cause of my transformation wasn't some mysterious regression or a plot against me, but simply that the energy reservoir in my dantian had been completely emptied.

Since there doesn't appear to be any serious internal injury, I should return to my original form soon enough with some Energy Meditation and time.

Realizing the situation wasn't as serious as I thought, I let out a relieved sigh against Mu-Myeong's chest, causing his body to noticeably flinch.

Confused by his reaction, I tilted my head and looked up at him.

"Hmm?"

"...So you can return to normal?"

"Of course! This should be fixed within a week!"

"A week..."

Mu-Myeong sighed softly, released his arms from around me, and rubbed his face.

As the constraining feeling around my body naturally faded, bringing a sense of freedom, I felt a strange disappointment.

Disappointment?

This time I was the one who flinched and moved away from Mu-Myeong.

"Um, Mu-Myeong, you should go train now."

"...? Yes."

For some reason, I found it difficult to look at Mu-Myeong's face after experiencing such emotions, and my face turned bright red.

*What's wrong with me?*

I repeatedly fanned my heated face with my hand as I pondered.

Come to think of it...

While I had held Mu-Myeong in my arms before, I had rarely been held in his.

Ah, I must be flushed with embarrassment at the thought of a master being held by her disciple!

Yes, that must be it.

There's simply no other explanation.

Probably.

Coming to my senses, I turned my head to watch Mu-Myeong taking off his top for training, but feeling my face heat up again, I shook my head vigorously.

Ugh, I just can't calm down.

I should help with Mu-Myeong's training and restore my dignity as his master.

With a determined expression, I was about to leave the cabin when—

"Eek!"

I unexpectedly tripped over a stone.

"Waaaaaah!!!!!!"

Unable to control the situation, I could only cry endlessly.

Ch.41 - Mentor's Saliva Is Medicine
I stared at the strawberries in my pocket.

"How terrifying..."

Despite my high level of cultivation, the taste was enough to make me momentarily lose consciousness.

In my opinion, this is an extremely dangerous item.

To explain somewhat dramatically, this taste threatens world peace, and I have a duty to dispose of it to protect that peace.

With a determined expression, I nodded firmly and tossed another strawberry into my mouth.

"Master... if you eat too many, your teeth will rot."
"This isn't candy. Do you really think I'd get cavities?"
"...I wouldn't know."

Mu-Myeong's attitude—shaking his head slightly and sighing—made me feel indignant, but...

Those who walk the righteous path are always lonely.

Mu-Myeong might not understand, but I'm protecting world peace even today!

"Hehe."

Feeling quite pleased with myself, my shoulders rose involuntarily.

For some reason, Mu-Myeong looked at me with somewhat cold eyes.

"...What is it?"
"Nothing..."
"Tsk."

I turned my head away, ignoring him.

I never expected Mu-Myeong to understand such profound wisdom about life anyway.

Isn't Mu-Myeong just a youngster who hasn't lived even a tenth of my life? How could such a youngster possibly understand my lofty thoughts?

I sighed and shook my head.

...Come to think of it.

Recently, since leaving the mountain, I've noticed that this fellow seems to lack the proper attitude of respect and emulation toward his master.

*How insolent.*

Truly insolent.

Such a disciple needs some punishment.

What kind of punishment would be good...

As I tilted my head back and forth in contemplation, a brilliant idea flashed through my mind.

The thing Mu-Myeong hates most about what I do.

Ignoring him.

The corners of my mouth twisted upward.

*I won't even look at him until we get back to the inn.*

Well... some might think I'm just being unilaterally sulky, but this is absolutely, absolutely not me being sulky.

Unlike Mu-Myeong, I am a master with a truly generous heart.

So this can properly be called education from a master.

"Hmph."

I turned my head away primly, exhaling through my nose.

After walking in silence for several minutes, I started to get bored.

Looking at the market scenery was fun for a while, but seeing similar buildings and items continuously became unbearably dull.

I let out a light sigh and glanced sideways at Mu-Myeong.

...By now, shouldn't he have realized his mistake and be properly reflecting on it?

However, contrary to my expectations, Mu-Myeong was frowning, his lips protruding like a duck's bill.

That expression didn't look like reflection at all.

...This guy?

Has he still not realized his mistake?

How obtuse...

No, it's a problem even if he hasn't realized his mistake.

A man! A disciple! When his master! When I! am clearly showing displeasure! Couldn't he apologize first?!

What could he possibly be so upset about that he's sticking his lips out like that?!

As my emotions intensified, my face turned bright red.

"What! Why are you making that expression?!"
"...What's wrong with my expression?"
"Y-you! Put those lips away when you speak!"

I reached out and pinched his lips.

"Mmph! Maphter! Ith hurth!"
"You! Need to feel some pain!"

Mu-Myeong tried his hardest to remove my hand from his lips, but...

*Not a chance.*

I immediately drew up my inner energy from my core and gripped tightly so Mu-Myeong could never break free.

Because of that, whenever Mu-Myeong tried to remove my hand, he felt even more pain, until he was just tapping my shoulder with his hand.

"Tsk, though I'm still displeased."

I decided to let him off with this much.

As I said before, I'm a master with a truly generous heart, so I can overlook one or two mistakes from my disciple.

As I nodded to myself, Mu-Myeong let out a groan.

"Master... that really hurt."

Mu-Myeong's lips were visibly in bad shape.

Hmm, was I too harsh...?

Using inner energy to pinch his lips was probably excessive.

If it hadn't been Mu-Myeong, those lips might have come off.

Thinking about it that way, I felt I might have been too harsh, so I decided to offer some comfort.

"Hmm, I was a bit rough. I should apply some medicine."

Since ancient times, isn't there something called a cure-all for wounds?

I stretched out my index finger, put it in my mouth, and swished it around for a while to coat it thoroughly with my saliva.

"Bleh-"

When I pulled my finger out, a strand of saliva connecting my lips to my finger glistened in the sunlight.

*Hmm, too much?*

After shaking off my finger appropriately, I extended my arm and placed my index finger on Mu-Myeong's lips.

"Master, what are you—!"
"Keep your mouth closed. It's hard to apply if you keep moving your lips."
"..."

From the edge of his upper lip to the end of his lower lip, I slowly spread my saliva to cover Mu-Myeong's lips evenly.

Flinch-

"Hey, didn't I tell you to stay still?"

I poked his misbehaving lips that kept breaking my concentration.

"Seeing how you keep moving, do you not want the medicine applied?"

Only then did Mu-Myeong completely close his lips, and to show his determination to stay still, he even squeezed his eyes shut.

Finding his appearance quite amusing, I smiled slightly and continued applying the saliva to help his wound heal.

When the saliva ran low, I replenished it and continued until Mu-Myeong's wound would heal.

"There! That should do it!"
"..."

Mu-Myeong's lips, now without a single wound, simply glistened.

Perfect.

Indeed, the sayings of the ancients are never wrong.

Of course, I didn't just apply my saliva to Mu-Myeong's lips without reason, based solely on old sayings.

If it truly had no effect, Mu-Myeong would obviously be upset, and how could I do that?

In the distant past, when Mu-Myeong wasn't by my side—probably in the far distant past.

Whenever I got wounded, I often applied my saliva to the injured area, and miraculously, the wounds would heal.

I suspect it might be because the herbs I constantly chewed had excellent medicinal properties.

Well, that might not be the reason—it's just speculation.

How could someone's saliva become medicine just from chewing herbs?

There might be some unknown reason; perhaps it's because we're in a fantasy world.

Of course, this isn't particularly important.

Isn't it enough that Mu-Myeong's wound healed?

After this brief reminiscence, I turned my head to look at Mu-Myeong.

Hmm, is it really something to be so upset about?

Mu-Myeong's face was unprecedentedly red.

...At that level, he seems redder than a strawberry?

Well... even if it's a bit unpleasant, isn't it better to heal quickly than to be in pain?

*Hmm, of course.*

I nodded to myself.

Afterward, Mu-Myeong kept wiping his bright red face and just sighed deeply, not saying a single word even after we arrived at the inn.

Oh, he did say "good night" at the end.

Anyway.

Since Mu-Myeong seems quite angry, I should probably either give him advance notice or exercise restraint next time.

...

The next day, when I woke up, for some reason Mu-Myeong was already awake before me.

"Mu-Myeong, how unusual for you to be up before me."
"..."
"Mu-Myeong?"

Not hearing a response, I looked at Mu-Myeong more carefully with my slightly closed eyes.

Mu-Myeong, perhaps not fully awake yet, was sitting on the bed, blankly staring at the ceiling.

Wondering if he might be seeing something on the ceiling, I also looked up, but there was nothing there.

Hmm, why is he acting like that?

Today we need to find a carriage quickly, as Mu-Myeong himself had said.

Yet here he is, waking up early but just staring blankly at the ceiling.

This is really...

Should I call him diligent for waking up early, or lazy for spacing out...

Unable to bear it any longer, I hopped off the bed, approached Mu-Myeong, and poked his side.

"...Master, you're awake?"
"I've been up for quite a while, you rascal."

To make him snap out of it, I flicked my finger and lightly hit his forehead.

Mu-Myeong rubbed his forehead for a long time, then his eyes gradually widened, and eventually he muttered unintelligible words, his face turning red as he fled to the bathroom.

Hmm, why is he acting like that?

Did getting hit on the forehead trigger some forgotten trauma?

But... before, when I would tap his forehead, he would just grumble, never react like this...

Hmm, why should I think deeply about this?

Time will solve it anyway.

To wait for Mu-Myeong to finish washing, I casually threw myself on the bed and rolled around.

Ch.42 - Unpleasant Aura
Cheon Mu-Myeong

After being doused with cold water several times enough to jolt me awake, my flushed face finally began to calm down a bit.

"Master, why would you..."

What was she thinking, coating her saliva all over my lips like that?

I felt my face heating up again after I had just managed to calm it down, so I shook my head vigorously.

"Calm down..."

No matter how oblivious Master might be, if she saw me like this, she would surely notice something was off.

...Of course.

Part of me actually wants her to notice...

"Not yet."

But I don't want her to realize it right this moment.

I sighed lightly, brushed back my wet hair, and looked in the mirror.

The man reflected in the mirror was frowning deeply with a fierce expression, as if deeply dissatisfied about something, but his cheeks were flushed a light pink like those of a shy maiden.

"...This should be good enough."

I wasn't completely calm yet, but not enough for Master to feel something was off.

I shook my somewhat damp hair, draped a towel around my neck, and left the bathroom.

Cheon Ha-Rang

As I lay with my head buried in my pillow, spacing out,
Mu-Myeong approached me with his hair tied up, somewhat dried after finishing his preparations.

"Master, I'm ready."

His cheeks were slightly flushed, perhaps from having just washed up.

I wonder what he was doing in the bathroom?

I raised one corner of my mouth in a mischievous smile as I faced him.

"Hmm, took you long enough?"
"...I apologize."
"I understand completely. These things happen."

Mu-Myeong's face stiffened as he spoke.

"...What exactly do you understand?"
"Hmm... are you asking me to say it out loud?"
"..."

Mu-Myeong sighed deeply and turned his head away.

I glanced at him—the tips of his ears were red.

"...We should hurry if we want to leave today."
"Mmm, yes, let's go."

I nodded, still wearing that somewhat mischievous smile.

...

While walking toward the outskirts of town to find a carriage, I felt a sense of dissonance unlike anything I'd experienced since coming here.

No, "dissonance" is too mild a word for it.

It was clearly an energy I'd never felt before, yet somehow it made me feel hatred, a nauseating, repulsive energy that made me want to retch.

My brow furrowed.

"Master? Are you alright?"

I gave a small nod to reassure the worried Mu-Myeong and continued my train of thought.

'What should I do....'

Though the energy I sensed was vast, it was "superior to Mu-Myeong" but embarrassingly small compared to mine.

In other words.

If I wanted to, I could subdue whoever was emitting that energy before they even noticed me.

...But well, I can't do that.

Thinking logically, it's not like a god suddenly descended here out of nowhere, and no god would possess such a feeble energy anyway.

I let out a small sigh to calm my excitement and firmly grasped Mu-Myeong's hand.

"I'm really fine, so don't worry too much."
"...Yes, understood."

Mu-Myeong squeezed my hand back firmly.

Mmm, that helps me calm down a bit.

I looked at Mu-Myeong and gave him a bright smile.

"Let's keep going."
"Yes."

Still, I shouldn't let my guard down.

I adjusted my grip on my wooden sword.

...

When we reached the outskirts of town, carriages were lined up in rows, just like in the previous village.

The only difference was the significantly larger number of them.

As I leisurely looked around, Mu-Myeong loosened his grip on my hand and turned to me.

"Master, please wait here for a moment while I go check."
"Mmm."

Usually, I'd let Mu-Myeong go alone to catch a carriage or buy small items because I found it bothersome...

But today is a bit different.

'What's different?' Well, back then there was no one who could pose a threat to Mu-Myeong, but the energy I'm sensing now is definitely strong enough to defeat him, so it would be better if I went along.

However, saying this directly would seem like I'm criticizing Mu-Myeong's abilities, so it's better to make up an excuse.

"I'd like to see how you secure a carriage."
"...? Yes, understood."

My words seemed to surprise him, as Mu-Myeong widened his eyes before nodding.

Hmm, have I left him alone that much?

It shouldn't be that surprising, but seeing him react like that makes me feel a bit sad.

My lips jutted out in a pout.

Seeing me like that, Mu-Myeong gave a wry smile and led me by the hand toward where the carriages were gathered.

It's a bit embarrassing to admit... but I don't know the letters of this place.

After all, I only lived in the mountains, so how would I know about letters?

Of course, I did learn a little from young Mu-Myeong when we lived in the Log Cabin, but...

Honestly, learning letters from a child was quite embarrassing, and back then, I thought, "Rather than learning letters, swinging my sword one more time would be more beneficial," so I didn't study very diligently.

As a result, I only know the most basic things, except for the characters for Cheon Ha-Rang and Cheon Mu-Myeong.

Hmm, maybe I should have learned more, even if it gave me a headache.

I did regret it, but well, regretting it now won't change anything, right?

I mumbled quietly as I was led around by Mu-Myeong's hand.

In this village too, small signs were placed in front of the carriages. It seems this is a common practice among coachmen in both villages we've visited.

Mu-Myeong quickly scanned the signs in front of the carriages and began to pass by them rapidly.

"How is it? Found anything?"
"Not yet, but... there should be at least one, right?"
"Mmm, I hope we can find one quickly."

Certainly.

Since our destination is far from here, I expected it wouldn't be easy to find.

Well, if there really isn't one, we could pay extra to ask someone to take us there, but...

Is there really a need for that?

It's not that urgent, so we could slowly make our way through other villages if necessary.

Besides.

How many strawberries could we buy with that money?

It would be much more beneficial to buy more strawberries even if we arrive a bit later.

'Mmm, that's right.'

I nodded to myself.

After quickly passing by dozens of carriages, Mu-Myeong suddenly stopped in front of one and approached a person who appeared to be a coachman, nodding off while sitting on the carriage.

"Excuse me."
"Yes?"

Startled by the sudden address, the coachman jerked his head up, looked around, and upon spotting Mu-Myeong, immediately bowed his head in greeting.

"Ah, what can I do for you?"
"Is your carriage going to Ellen?"
"Yes, that's right."

Mu-Myeong nodded and rummaged through his pocket, pulling out a few silver coins.

"We'd like two seats. Is this enough?"
"Ah... but..."

Is the money not enough?

The coachman scratched his head awkwardly before speaking again.

"The people who came before you bought all the seats..."
"What if we pay more than they did?"
"Ahaha..."

At Mu-Myeong's proposal, the coachman laughed awkwardly and looked around. Then, with an apologetic expression, he leaned toward Mu-Myeong's ear and spoke in a whisper.

Of course, I could hear it clearly.

"Well, the people who reserved this carriage are quite high-ranking..."
"Huh."
"I'm sorry..."

The coachman gave an awkward smile and scratched his head.

"Mu-Myeong, it's not possible?"
"Yes..."
"Hmm, are there no other carriages?"
"Yes... I've looked at the other carriages too, but it seems there aren't any because the destination is so far."

Hmm, this is troublesome.

Should we just stay here for another day and decide leisurely?

Or maybe it would be better to gradually make our way through other villages.

As I tilted my head this way and that, pondering, someone approached and spoke to us.

"Excuse me..."

I turned my head to look at the person addressing us and saw a woman with truly admirable features.

Unlike my hair, which looks somewhat dry and unkempt due to lack of thorough care, her hair—whether blessed by the gods or meticulously maintained—was glossy and radiated a brilliant light like molten gold.

And what about her eyes?

Blue eyes that shone like sapphires embedded directly into her face.

With round eyes and an overall gentle impression, her appearance only made her look more pitiful.

Of course, even if her face looked gentle, below her neck...

...that is, her body was not so modest.

Despite wearing a white garment that covered her entire body as if to hide her curves, it couldn't completely conceal this woman's radiance, making her look rather provocative.

Hmm, if I had to compare, I'd say she's a bit thinner than Lily?

Anyway, she has a body that men would like.

However, despite this beautiful woman approaching us, I frowned.

The source of the unpleasant energy I had been feeling until now.

It was flowing from this woman.

Ch.43 - So You're The Saintess?
Unlike Lily, this woman had an unpleasant aura despite having beauty beyond anything I'd ever seen before.

Hmm, could this woman be the Saintess Mu-Myeong mentioned?

I wasn't certain, but... no, she must be the Saintess.

That would explain the inexplicable discomfort I felt, and her clothes, though white, resembled the typical nun's habit that religious types would wear.

Especially with that ornate rosary hanging around her neck—it would be stranger if she weren't a Saintess.

So she wasn't trying to hide her identity as a Saintess?

"Um... excuse me...?"

When neither Mu-Myeong nor I responded to her words, the woman tilted her head with a somewhat embarrassed expression.

Hmm, honestly, I didn't want to get involved with her, but... if she really was the Saintess, I shouldn't completely ignore her.

Look at the coachman now, standing there with his mouth hanging open in shock.

I let out a small sigh, walked past Mu-Myeong, and stood before the woman I presumed to be the Saintess.

"Are you the rumored Saintess?"
"...! How did you know!"

The Saintess widened her already large eyes and reached out to cover my mouth.

I don't want her touching me.

I shifted one step sideways, subtly moving away.

"Oh!"

Perhaps she hadn't expected me to avoid her hand, because the Saintess began to fall forward, her arm still outstretched.

Should I catch her? No, I really don't want to touch that body...

While I was tilting my head this way and that, contemplating, the Saintess fell face-first onto the ground.

*Thud*

Hmm, too late.

"Ow ow ow..."

She groaned softly, squirming before sitting up.

Her reddened eyes showed how embarrassed she was by the situation.

The sight was a bit amusing, making the corners of my mouth twitch, but mocking someone who had fallen seemed too mean-spirited, so I held back and asked about her well-being.

"Are you alright?"
"...Yes."

Of course, I didn't extend my hand to help her up.

I really don't want to touch her...

Mu-Myeong, who had been silently watching us, let out a small sigh, approached the Saintess, bent down, and extended his arm.

"...Let me help you up."
"Ah! Thank you."

The Saintess finally smiled brightly and grabbed Mu-Myeong's hand to stand up.

The sight made me frown involuntarily, but...

Well, that's understandable.

Mu-Myeong's kind nature probably couldn't bear to see her like that.

Hmm, certainly.

Having successfully gotten to her feet, the Saintess brushed the dust off her knees and gave Mu-Myeong a bright smile.

My brow twitched.

"We've met before, haven't we?"
"If you mean in the mountains... yes, that's right."

What? They already knew each other without my knowledge?

My brow twitched more violently.

Something didn't sit right with me.

To demand an explanation from Mu-Myeong, I glared at him sharply. He awkwardly scratched his head, came to my side, and began whispering in my ear.

"When you left for the village first, Master..."
"Hmm..."

Mu-Myeong's explanation was this:

During our first trip from the Log Cabin to the village, when I had run ahead using the test as an excuse, Mu-Myeong was left alone when this Saintess and a man presumed to be her knight escort came to the mountain range where we lived.

After that, they had a brief conversation, asking for directions and such.

Seeing Mu-Myeong's explanation while sweating nervously did improve my mood, but...

Something still bothered me.

Creating new connections without my knowledge? And not telling me about it?

I should scold him properly sometime.

I snorted at Mu-Myeong and turned my head to look up at the Saintess.

I hadn't noticed earlier, but this Saintess... unlike me, she was quite tall.

Of course, while she was tall by female standards, she was still short compared to Mu-Myeong.

Still... isn't that the ideal height difference between a man and woman that people commonly talk about?

Somehow, I felt a tightness in my chest, so I shook my head vigorously to clear away the distracting thoughts.

Later... I'll think about this later.

More importantly, "Why did the Saintess approach us?"

"Ugh!"

After jabbing the impertinent Mu-Myeong in the side once, I approached the Saintess.

"So what business do you have with us?"

The Saintess glanced at Mu-Myeong and nodded as if she'd realized something.

Then she smiled at me and spoke.

"You seemed to be having trouble finding a carriage."
"...And?"
"I've rented an entire carriage with one companion. Would you like to share it with us?"

Hmm, sharing a carriage... Actually, there's no need to think deeply about it—I should accept.

There are no disadvantages for us.

But isn't it too good for us?

I narrowed my eyes to discern her intentions, but she was still smiling cheerfully, and it didn't seem like she had any ulterior motives.

Hmm, what should I do?

I glanced at Mu-Myeong for his opinion, but...

"Master should decide."

He just stepped back after saying something completely unhelpful.

"Hah..."

Only unhelpful at times like this.

With my hand on my forehead, I let out a small sigh and turned to the Saintess, who was waiting for my answer with sparkling eyes.

Hesitating to give an answer I didn't like, I mumbled and sighed softly.

"...Well, I have no reason to refuse."
"So you'll come with us?"
"Yes, well, thank you."

Upon hearing my answer, the Saintess jumped up and down with joy for some reason, but then, perhaps sensing the gazes around her, she cleared her throat awkwardly and composed herself.

I watched her with cold eyes for a moment, then turned and approached Mu-Myeong.

Our business was done, so we could leave now.

My head ached from this sudden situation.

Honestly, I didn't want to ride in a carriage with the Saintess.

Why would I? With her constantly emitting that unpleasant aura, why would I want to travel with someone like that?

Still... there was a clear reason why I had to accept despite my discomfort.

The Saintess is visiting our destination?

What a coincidence.

A figure like a Saintess wouldn't visit such a distant place without reason, and since what we're looking for is a scabbard originally used by the Demon King's side, she might be visiting for the purpose of sealing or retrieving it.

I need to check this out.

Besides...

I turned my head to look at Mu-Myeong, who was watching me with concerned eyes for some reason.

"Master, if you're uncomfortable, we don't have to share the carriage."

Hmm, I'm not sure.

In the original story of this world, where I didn't intervene, Mu-Myeong and the Saintess might have ended up together.

It might be a simple leap, but without knowing the original story, I can't be certain of anything.

A series of gloomy thoughts began to stretch out.

No matter how much I dislike the Saintess, the fact that she's beautiful remains an undeniable truth.

And since Mu-Myeong is no less attractive, wouldn't they make a perfect match?

Originally, they might have fallen for each other after some incident and lived happily ever after.

Suddenly, my chest felt tight.

It wasn't because I felt the Saintess was taking away the Mu-Myeong I had raised so diligently.

Rather, thinking that I might have erased such a future—that my intervention had destroyed that possibility—made my heart ache deeply.

Indeed, it seems I shouldn't have left the Log Cabin.

No, perhaps I shouldn't have taken in Mu-Myeong from the beginning.

As depressing thoughts kept washing over me like waves, my head began to throb, and I raised my hand to my forehead.

"This is why I lived secluded in the mountains..."

But I shouldn't think like this.

All of these were my choices.

Taking Mu-Myeong as my disciple, leaving the Log Cabin.

I glanced at Mu-Myeong.

Perhaps sensing something unsettling in my attitude, he kept fidgeting with his lips and sweating profusely.

He looked just like a puppy watching its owner after doing something wrong, which made me laugh.

Hmm, actually, I should be the one apologizing...

But since Mu-Myeong wouldn't know that, I just roughly ruffled his hair.

"Looking at your face really does cheer me up when I'm feeling down."
"...Is that meant to be a compliment?"
"Of course it is."
"...I see."

Leaving Mu-Myeong with his somewhat ambiguous expression, I approached the Saintess to continue our unfinished conversation.

"Should I call you Saintess?"
"Well, it's supposed to be a secret... if you don't mind, would you call me Elia?"
"Hmm, alright."

I asked her name just in case, but Elia... it's not a name in my memory.

I nodded and continued.

"Where is your companion?"
"Oh, I haven't introduced you yet, have I? I'm sorry."
"Don't worry about it."

Elia looked around searching for someone, then stretched her arm high and began waving at a man.

"Lucius! Come over here for a moment!"

Hmm, so her companion's name is Lucius.

I turned my head to observe the man the Saintess had called.

...He's taller than Mu-Myeong?

Ch.44 - Mentor, You Are So Cool
I turned my head slightly to look at the man called Lucius, and my brow furrowed unpleasantly when I met his face.

...How blatant.

A man who seemed deliberately created to contrast with Mu-Myeong—bright, shining silver hair and clear blue eyes just like Elia's.

His features were more rounded than sharp, but...

For some reason, his eyes had dark circles beneath them instead of the vibrant heterochromia one might expect.

Of course, even with such features he still had a certain decadent charm, but that seriously tall height was too eye-catching.

Elia was certainly tall too, but...

Standing next to the man called Lucius, she looked like a woman of average height.

*Gulp*

...Just how tall is he?

His build matched his height, naturally creating an intimidating presence that made me lower my eyes involuntarily.

I quietly moved to Mu-Myeong's side, tugged on his sleeve, and pulled his ear close to me.

"Mu-Myeong! Why is that guy so huge?!"
"W-well, Master, even if you ask me that..."

Mu-Myeong made a somewhat bewildered expression, stepped away from me, and tilted his chin slightly.

Hmm, what's over there?

I glanced in the direction Mu-Myeong indicated and saw Elia looking at me with an expression that suggested she was trying not to laugh.

What...?

Is she m-mocking me? How dare she? A Saintess? Me?

With that insignificant energy she possesses... oh, it's more than Mu-Myeong's, so am I insulting him?

Then... with just that somewhat passable energy?

Anyway.

Having energy that doesn't even reach my knees yet being so arrogant—she must be an ignorant commoner who can't recognize the gap between herself and others.

Well, the internal energy of the man beside her was decent, but that's all it was.

Decent.

While his energy might be deep for his apparent age, it's still woefully inadequate compared to mine.

Yet she dares to mock me?

"Eek!"

How impudent! Such brats need to be taught a lesson!

*I wasn't planning to bring this out!*

With my eyes tightly shut, I reached for my waist to grab my wooden sword—

"Master, there are many eyes watching us here."
"Right..."

Mu-Myeong grabbed my wrist and shook his head, and I watched him with a disgruntled expression.

Hmm, "many eyes watching," he says.

I was only joking, but does this mean he wouldn't hesitate to cut them down if necessary?

Tsk, should I be pleased or scold him sternly...

As I stared at Mu-Myeong with an ambiguous expression, Elia approached us with the giant in tow.

"Lucius? You should introduce yourself."

Elia raised her voice at the end as if scolding a child when addressing Lucius, who was at least a hand span taller than Mu-Myeong. Lucius, seemingly accustomed to her manner, scratched the back of his head and sighed.

Hmm, to see such a large man being pushed around by a woman is really...

Well, thanks to that, the intimidating giant now felt more like a large teddy bear.

Of course, while I'm comparing him to a teddy bear, I don't mean he's cute.

A man being cute? What nonsense would that be?

Ah, except for Mu-Myeong, of course.

It's natural for a master to find their disciple cute no matter what they do.

I patted Mu-Myeong's head with a pleased expression, and he just stared at me with a puzzled look.

Lucius, who had been looking at Elia with tired eyes, gave us a slight bow.

"...I'm Lucius, Elia's companion."
"Ugh... that seems like a lot was omitted..."

Elia shook her head slightly with a small sigh, then immediately looked up at Mu-Myeong.

"You said your name was Mu-Myeong before, correct?"
"Yes, that's right."
"Then the person next to you... if it's not too presumptuous, may I ask your name?"

Hmm, so she's already exchanged names with Mu-Myeong.

If it were me, I wouldn't want to give my name to such unpleasant people and would have made up something else...

I'm newly impressed by Mu-Myeong's courtesy.

Well, since we'll be traveling together for a while, it would be more convenient to exchange names like Mu-Myeong did.

I placed my arms on my waist to make myself look bigger and tilted my head up to look at Lucius.

"My name is Cheon Ha-Rang."

My heart always races when I introduce myself.

I raised one arm that had been resting on my waist and pointed my index finger upward.

"The one who will cleave the heavens."
"..."

In the uncomfortable silence, only the awkward sound of Mu-Myeong's clapping could be heard.

*Clap clap clap*

"Master, you're so cool."
"..."

Hmm, why is there no reaction?

When I first introduced myself like this to Mu-Myeong, his eyes lit up...

My face began to flush, but I shook my head to clear it.

First impressions are important, so I should maintain a confident expression at times like this.

I'm not embarrassed.

Yes, really.

...

After I opened my mouth, a moment that felt like eternity passed.

I glanced at Elia and saw she was wearing an awkward smile.

As I said before, I'm not embarrassed.

...Probably.

As I stared at the distant mountains, trying to forget the past, I heard Elia's awkward laughter.

"Ahaha... so should I call you Ha-Rang?"
"Hmm..."

I narrowed my eyes and stroked my chin.

To be honest, being called by my name itself is uncomfortable, but...

It wouldn't be good to show that and create a wall between us.

I pondered for a moment, but the answer came quickly.

First, I should aim to build some kind of relationship with them.

Based on what Mu-Myeong told me, that tall man next to the Saintess must be the Hero.

It would be disadvantageous in the long run to be on bad terms with them.

...Of course, having officially allied with the Demon King, I'll eventually have to confront them, but when that time comes, I'll need to explain the situation and resolve it as amicably as possible, so becoming friendly is important.

Moreover...

I raised my eyes to glare at the sky.

To achieve my goal someday, I'll need the Saintess standing before me.

I raised one corner of my mouth crookedly and nodded.

"Well, do as you please."
"Thank you."

Elia, seemingly satisfied with my answer, smiled brightly.

Her expression was so refreshing that I glanced at Mu-Myeong, only to find his gaze directed at me.

Hmm, why is he looking at me instead of Elia...?

Come to think of it, he didn't show much reaction to Lily either.

Considering how Mu-Myeong behaved toward me when we lived in the Log Cabin, it's not like he lacks interest in the opposite sex...

...Could he have unusual tastes?

Just as I was seriously pondering this question, Elia continued speaking.

"Then, Ha-Rang? I've been wondering something..."
"What is it?"
"Do you perhaps hold a title somewhere other than the Empire?"

My brow naturally furrowed at Elia's words.

Title? Is she talking about nobility?

Ugh—nobility?

Somehow reminded of the noble who had traumatized Mu-Myeong in the village we visited earlier, my mood soured rapidly.

My tone naturally became aggressive.

"I'm not a noble. Why would you think that?"
"Ah, if I offended you, I'm sorry..."

Hearing my sharp response, Elia flinched and immediately bowed her head.

Even though I have a surname, looking at the wooden sword at my waist and my unkempt hair, it shouldn't be easy to make such an assumption...

Elia straightened up and continued speaking.

"Of course, I thought so partly because of your surname, but—"
"What else?"
"The way you speak to subordinates seems practiced, and..."
"...That's certainly a reasonable misunderstanding, but wait—'Rang'? What else is there?"

Elia hesitated for a moment, then touched her slightly reddened cheeks before speaking.

"Well, this might be presumptuous, but... it was mostly your appearance?"

Why are her cheeks red...?

But more importantly.

"My appearance?"
"Yes? Well, Ha-Rang, you're cu—ahem! You're beautiful, aren't you?"

The word she almost blurted out before clearing her throat bothered me greatly, but somehow I felt pursuing it would give me a headache, so I decided to ignore it.

No, more importantly, she thinks I'm beautiful?

As my expression naturally filled with doubt, Elia looked at me with an incredulous expression and added:

"You didn't know?"
"...Flattery won't improve my mood, so don't overdo it."

Just looking at Mu-Myeong with his Western features, what about everyone else around us?

To the people here, I'm just someone with unusual looks.

With that thought, I looked at Elia with a displeased expression, and she tapped her chest as if frustrated.

Suddenly, my gaze shifted to "those" that moved significantly.

...It was beyond my control.

Ch.45 - For The First Time, I'm Ashamed Of Disciple
As Elia's endless stream of compliments began to make my head spin, Mu-Myeong, who had been quietly observing our conversation until now, stepped forward and nodded.

Seeing Mu-Myeong's actions, which I could somewhat predict, my already flushed face turned even redder—so red it seemed like it might burst if someone just poked it.

...Mu-Myeong, please don't.

"Indeed, you truly are the Saintess."
"...Pardon?"

Perhaps because Mu-Myeong had suddenly interrupted while she was speaking?

Elia blinked repeatedly as she looked at Mu-Myeong, but he began to speak, completely disregarding her bewildered stare.

"As you said, our master is truly beautiful."
"Yes... that's right?"
"If I may add a 'little' to what you've said—"

Mu-Myeong's "little" addition went like this.

Hair softer than the finest silk, with a color as if it had captured the night sky; deep double eyelids and perfectly arched eyebrows as if painted meticulously by a famous artist; long eyelashes like curtains opening for a grand ball; black eyes like black pearls with unfathomable depth; thick aegyo-sal as if crafted stitch by stitch by a renowned jeweler to hold those pearl-like eyes; a beauty mark below the eye as if completing a masterpiece; a sharp nose bridge as if honed by a dwarven craftsman; lips with a light pink hue like the cheeks of a girl experiencing first love; soft, squishy cheeks... and so on.

Mu-Myeong seemed about to continue, but...

I couldn't bear to hear any more. I collapsed to the ground and covered my reddened face with my arms.

"Aaaaargh... Mu-Myeong, please stop..."

My fingers curled up like dried squid on a grill.

Mu-Myeong, truly not understanding what he'd done wrong, tilted his head in confusion.

"What? Master, what do you mean? I haven't even reached half of it."
"...What on earth are you saying?"
"...Half?"

Not even half? My head was throbbing.

Elia too was sweating profusely with a bewildered look, as if she hadn't realized Mu-Myeong was this kind of person. Yet Mu-Myeong wore an expression of disbelief as he nodded.

"Yes, not even half."

Mu-Myeong looked back and forth between Elia and me, then cleared his throat.

—Ahem!

"Then I'll continue."

Seeing him grinning as he spoke, I felt heat rising to my face.

Was he doing this deliberately to tease me?

If that was truly his intention, I'd like to applaud my disciple for successfully achieving his goal.

...Of course.

I knew Mu-Myeong wasn't trying to tease me and that his words came from genuine sincerity, but that only made my face burn hotter.

Even so, isn't this too much? Moderation is important in everything, but looking at Mu-Myeong now, he clearly doesn't know when to stop.

Does he have no sense of embarrassment at all?

Glancing at the man named Lucius and Elia, I saw they were staring at Mu-Myeong with expressions that suggested they couldn't believe their ears.

I feel like I'm losing my mind...

Mu-Myeong kept talking non-stop until the carriage was about to depart, and only stopped when the driver awkwardly interrupted him.

Elia and I had to listen to Mu-Myeong's monologue for three hours with blank expressions.

Ah, I should have never come down from the cabin.

I deeply regret my past decision.

...

After what felt like an eternity of endurance, I hopped into the carriage.

"Finally..."

I no longer had to listen to Mu-Myeong's stories.

Not hiding the joy evident on my face, I smiled broadly and lay down, using Mu-Myeong's knee as a pillow.

———————————————

Before the Saintess's party met them.

———————————————

—Lucius

I frowned at the incomprehensible scene before me.

"What's wrong?"
"...The slum shouldn't be this quiet."

The place where the Saintess and I were located was a slum—one where, by now, a major fire should have broken out, killing many people.

The rational question of whether I had misremembered the timing crossed my mind, but I quickly dismissed it.

That wasn't it.

This was the time when I had belatedly embarked on a pilgrimage under the pretext of training, when I was still weak. The major fire had broken out on the first day of my pilgrimage with the Saintess, as if it had been waiting for us.

Moreover, this incident had triggered a rapid increase in Demon King worshippers, so there was no way I could have confused the date.

I narrowed my eyes as I surveyed the slum.

Of course, it was good that such a fire hadn't occurred.

That's what I had come to prevent, after all.

But aside from that.

Realizing that the future I knew was gradually becoming distorted was not a pleasant feeling.

Perhaps I hadn't returned to the past at all, but had come to a similar yet different world. The thought made me feel nauseous.

Thinking more positively, it could be seen as a butterfly effect from my early departure on the pilgrimage, but...

Could there really be any connection between my pilgrimage and the absence of a fire in a slum far from town?

My head began to throb painfully.

As I placed my hand on my forehead, trying to suppress the nausea from the flood of thoughts, Elia approached me with a serious expression.

"Lucius, there are traces of erased demonic energy here."

Traces of erased demonic energy...?

"Is that true?!"
"Ack- urk... yes..."

I unconsciously grabbed Elia's hand, then quickly let go and turned to look at where she was pointing.

If what Elia said was true.

It would somewhat explain why the fire hadn't occurred.

I covered my retina with mana.

The world I was looking at began to be covered in blue.

And on the ground where the Saintess had pointed, I found traces of blood-like, unsettling red—evidence that demonic energy had been used.

It seemed to have been used by a fairly high-level demon. Tracking it would be difficult at my current level, but the discovery itself was important.

"Haah..."

Despite the serious situation of finding demonic energy, a sigh of relief escaped my lips.

Elia tilted her head, finding my reaction strange, but right now I just wanted to indulge in the relief washing over me.

...This would explain why the fire hadn't occurred.

'A high-ranking demon who had planned to start a fire in the slum to increase the number of Demon King worshippers noticed the presence of the Saintess and me nearby and fled.'

Of course, there were still some aspects that remained puzzling, but...

I set aside my doubts for now.

For the moment, it was important to find out where the fleeing demon had gone.

Given my current level, there were limits to my tracking abilities, so I would have to rely on the Saintess's help, as embarrassing as that was.

"Saintess."
"Yes."

Elia seemed to have guessed what I was about to ask just from being called, and immediately nodded.

Soon, the Saintess knelt on the dirty ground without hesitation, as if not caring about it at all, and grasped the rosary hanging around her neck.

A beam of light broke through the overcast sky and illuminated the Saintess.

Brilliant divine energy emanated from her body.

Though I had seen this scene many times both recently and in the past, it never failed to move me.

...

After less than a minute.

The light shining on the Saintess began to fade, and dark clouds once again covered the sky.

"...?"

Receiving the word of God shouldn't end this quickly...

Had something gone wrong?

With a somewhat worried expression, I approached Elia, who slowly opened her eyes while uttering a single word.

"...North."

As her eyes fully opened, she turned to look at me.

"It seems we need to visit northern Ellen again..."
"...Ellen, you say."

Northern Ellen would be the territory of the Northern Grand Duke, located near "The End Of The World."

...And that was a place that Elia and I had already visited and purified.

Moreover, Ellen was protected by the Grand Duke known as Iron-Blooded...

Unless the demon was suicidal, there was no reason for it to go there.

"...Did He not tell you why?"
"No... He seemed reluctant to stay here."

Clutching my throbbing forehead, I helped the Saintess to her feet.

"We should report this to the church first."
"Yes..."

We headed toward the church.

I did notice a small sense of dissonance in the fact that not a single resident of the slum approached us this time, unlike in the past when they had rushed toward the brilliant light seeking salvation...

But I dismissed it as insignificant.

Ch.46 - Abyss
Lucius

The name of the village that the Saintess and I visited to prevent a major fire in the slums and the subsequent rapid increase of Demon King worshippers was Cornel.

Before I could do anything, the suspected mastermind—a demon—attempted to escape, and we managed to block them without much effort... but I couldn't shake off an uneasy feeling.

Still.

We've finished tracking the demon's escape route, so it shouldn't be a major problem.

If someone were to ask, "Couldn't they cause the same trouble elsewhere while we missed them?"

Honestly, I can't give a definitive answer, but they probably won't be able to.

The place where the mastermind fled to was Ellen.

It's where the northern grand duke, known as Iron-Blooded, resides.

Even during the massive attack by the Demon King's army in the past, it was the last place to stand firm until the very end...

I'd like to think positively about this if possible.


Cornel itself is relatively large compared to other nearby villages.

Thanks to that, it had a fairly sizeable church, but that's only "fairly" sizeable.

In the end, it would be difficult to expect much support.

And, as expected.

When I conveyed the message to the bishop here, he simply bowed with a guilty expression.

He said they couldn't possibly leave because if they provided support, the church in this village would completely cease to function.

Instead—though it's not much of a substitute—he offered to send funds and a few priests to the church in the capital to relay information.

Of course, I wasn't particularly expecting support when I conveyed the message, and I was grateful for even that much help, so I nodded.

Moreover, with the Saintess accompanying me, perhaps heaven was on our side.

Despite the considerable distance, which had tempered my expectations, we were fortunate enough to secure a carriage heading straight to Ellen.

The carriage was scheduled to depart in five hours.

For some reason, I had a feeling this would be a long journey, so I briefly left to prepare ample preserved food.

That's when they appeared.

...

...Was that man called Mu-Myeong?

He's a man I encountered before when I visited the demonic realm called "The Place That Touches The Sky" for purification.

I remember him partly because of the unusual place we met, but also because of his high level of skill despite his apparent age, and his impossibly pure mana.

His rather peculiar attire made him even more memorable.


Typically, swordsmen wear minimal protective gear to protect their bodies.

I do the same.

But this man called Mu-Myeong doesn't wear any protective gear at all.
Perhaps to make his body as light as possible, he wears peculiarly designed clothes made of thin fabric.

...Is it traditional clothing from another country?

That could be it.

Glancing carefully at the woman standing beside him, she appeared to be wearing the same design of clothes, just in a smaller size.

The slight difference was that the woman's sleeves were excessively wide and fluttering, and she was half-bare on top.

...They definitely seem to be from another country.

Well, the reason is obvious.

Not only is the woman comfortably bare on top, but she doesn't have features commonly seen around here.

They might be from some distant land I'm unfamiliar with.




Are they lovers?

Or perhaps family?

To be honest, they gave off a strong impression of being family, but in Mu-Myeong's eyes when he looked at that woman, there was something more intense than familial affection.

Then they must be lovers.

Honestly, whether they're lovers or family doesn't matter much to me.

Putting aside idle thoughts, I looked at Mu-Myeong, who strangely gave me a sense of déjà vu.


Oddly, whenever I see that man, I'm reminded of someone else I know.

Before I returned here due to an unknown power.

There was a "Hero Party" established with the purpose of sealing the Demon King.

Despite its name, the party consisted of only three members.

Myself, Elia, and lastly...

A man who was so extraordinarily skilled with magic that he surpassed the talents at the magic tower and proudly became a member of the Hero Party.

It's unfortunate that I couldn't properly see his face because his entire body was burned, but the magic he used was remarkable in every way, and I remember it all, so I'll never forget.


"...Damn it."

My head aches when I think of him.

Why does that detestable man come to mind whenever I see this person?


Still, that man and the one who traveled with me in the past are separate individuals.

After all, the man who traveled with me in the past was a magic user, while this person, judging by the muscles on his body and the sword at his waist, is a swordsman.

They can't be the same person.

And when we talked, he didn't have anyone like family or a lover.

Doesn't this man have a woman by his side who appears to be his lover?


...Yes, a woman.

The problem is that woman.

Honestly, at first, I didn't pay much attention.

It's not really my concern who Elia is talking to.

This might be rude, but...

The woman beside the man was so small in stature that I couldn't bring myself to feel tense even if I wanted to.

But it didn't take long for my perception to change.


I have the ability to indirectly sense the power of others.

It's the ability to engrave mana on my retina, which I used previously to track traces of demonic energy.

For this reason, I have a habit of assessing the capabilities of new individuals I encounter.

So naturally, I used this ability on them as well.

The man had decent capabilities, as I had observed before, but from the woman clinging to him like a lover...

I felt nothing.

At first, I thought perhaps her mana was so small that I couldn't detect it, so I was about to dismiss it.

But when our eyes met, I had to change my mind.

Just for a moment.

For a fleeting moment, I witnessed it.

It was a deep sea of mana, an abyss with no discernible end.

It was such vast power that someone of my level wasn't even permitted to glimpse her capabilities.

I couldn't help but laugh wryly.

How could I not have known someone like her in my previous life?

If I were to face her now, would it be possible for at least Elia to escape?

Shamefully... it would probably be impossible.

My hand gripping the holy sword tightened.

So what should I do in this situation...


The answer is simple.

Act in a way that doesn't upset that monster as much as possible.

And if possible, I want to bring her to our side to help in the great war that will occur three years from now.

...If I'm being more ambitious, I'd like to receive some small teachings from her to enhance my personal strength.

I nodded.

That was the moment my course of action was decided.


...

Cheon Ha-Rang

After lying with my head on Mu-Myeong's lap for a while, I started feeling uncomfortable with the blatant stares from the Saintess and her companion.

"..."

Even though I'm the elder here, aren't they being too obvious with their disapproval?

Well, they probably don't know my age...

Feeling a bit mischievous, I pouted and pushed against the inside of Mu-Myeong's thigh to sit up.

"...Master?"
"Ugh- well, I need to change my position."

For some reason, Mu-Myeong's eyes widened and his body stiffened as I turned my attention to the Saintess and her companion, who were still staring at me.

Elia had an expression that was... displeased? Envious? ...It's hard to interpret, what kind of expression is that?

Hmm, I really can't understand other people's emotions except for Mu-Myeong's.


Normally, the only person whose expressions I focus on is Mu-Myeong, so I'm not good at reading others.

Well, it's not like I stare at Mu-Myeong's face because I like it. It's just that this guy has had such minimal facial expressions since he reached a certain age that he appears emotionless unless you look closely.

...Why do I feel like I'm making excuses?


Anyway, Elia was looking back and forth between me and Mu-Myeong with an unreadable expression, while that Lucius fellow has been staring at me intently with furrowed brows.

What's he so dissatisfied about that he's looking at me with that expression?

It's uncomfortable...

After tilting my head this way and that while pondering, a thought suddenly struck me.


Certainly.

It was somewhat impolite to be lying down when we weren't alone with Mu-Myeong.

It's absolutely not because I felt self-conscious or anything like that.

Why would I need to be mindful of such weaklings?

I nodded and scooted my bottom over to stick closely to Mu-Myeong's side.

...Something feels a bit uncomfortable.

"Mu-Myeong, put your arm around my shoulder."
"...Yes."

Due to our unavoidable height difference, I was leaning against his arm rather than his shoulder, which made the posture unstable, but when Mu-Myeong put his arm around my shoulder, a strange sense of stability emerged.

Hmm, now that's comfortable.

A smile of satisfaction spread across my face.

Ch.BONUS - Side Story - Teacher's Day
This is a special chapter released for Teacher's Day. Please note that the setting and content of this chapter have absolutely no connection to the main story.

"Mmm, nyam... Mu-Myeong, you can't eat all that..."
"Tsk, how dare you casually call your heavenly master by name."

*Bonk*

"Ow-! Wh-what, what is this?!"

I woke up from the sudden impact, rubbing my head.

I was having such a nice dream!

With puffed cheeks and pouting lips, I glared at the culprit who hit me.

"...Did you just say 'what is this?'"

The culprit who hit my crown was... of course, Mu-Myeong.

Mu-Myeong was looking down at me with a mischievous smile as I kept rubbing my head.

"My cute disciple seems especially playful today, hmm?"
"...Disciple?"

Who's calling whom a disciple?

...Me? Mu-Myeong's?

What nonsense is this?

No way.

I looked up at Mu-Myeong with disbelieving, slightly trembling eyes.

...Is this ungrateful brat finally declaring that he's surpassing me?

I clenched my fist.

This is clearly overstepping boundaries.

It's Mu-Myeong's challenge against his heavenly master.

And.

...Isn't it a master's duty to accept such a challenge?

I raised one corner of my mouth crookedly and got up.

Not understanding the situation, Mu-Myeong was still smiling brightly at me.

Looking at him made me feel like I was developing high blood pressure that I didn't even have, but...

"Fine! Let's see how long you can keep that smile!"

Barely containing myself at the thought of the satisfaction I'd feel after teaching him a lesson, I channeled the anger filling my mind and lunged at Mu-Myeong.

"Hyaaah-!"
"Ha-Rang, you're a hundred years too early."

*Bonk*

I received another flick to my forehead and collapsed to the floor.

...

After regaining my senses, I calmed my excitement and began analyzing the situation coolly.

Mu-Myeong firmly believes he's the master.

And he thinks I'm the disciple he took in.

When I probed him slightly, his story was exactly the same as how I took him in, just reversed.

Hmm... this is strange.

It feels a bit odd to think that Mu-Myeong's and my relationship has been completely reversed, but...

I soon dismissed it as unimportant.

Well, after all...

This is just a dream, isn't it?

I'll wake up soon.

The only thing that bothers me is why I'm having this kind of dream...

If I had to guess why I'm dreaming this... it's probably Lily's bad prank.

There's no way I'd want this kind of dream...

If it's not Lily's prank... honestly, it makes no sense.

My disciple Mu-Myeong, who I raised to be good, would never treat me, who raised him since childhood, so rudely.

And my head is still filled with beautiful memories with Mu-Myeong.

Mmm, of course.

I nodded firmly.

Still... separate from that...

"Oww..."

My head hurts so much.

Just to check, I touched the crown of my head where Mu-Myeong had hit me, and sure enough... it was slightly swollen.

...Is this a bump?

I shot a resentful glance at Mu-Myeong.

Receiving my glare, Mu-Myeong looked at me, smiled slightly, and then stroked my bumped head.

"Does it hurt a lot?"
"..."

*Pat pat*

...This was something I always did for Mu-Myeong, but receiving it myself feels strange somehow.

How should I put it, it's somewhat... comforting?

Thinking that only Mu-Myeong had been receiving this nice treatment made me feel good to the point of being indignant.

My face naturally began to melt.

"Hehehe..., ah!"
"Hmm? What's wrong?"

What did I just...?

I shook my head vigorously.

...This isn't right.

I am a dignified master.

...But since this is a dream, maybe I can act a little spoiled?

I snuggled a bit into Mu-Myeong's embrace.

Yes, baby mode.

My face turned burning red afterward, but that's my little secret.

"Dream, yes, that's right, it's a dream."

I closed my eyes for a moment.

...

To wait for the time to wake up from this dream.

As I rolled around in bed restlessly, Mu-Myeong, unable to bear watching me anymore, sighed deeply, slipped his hands under my armpits, and lifted me up.

"Wha-what!"

...It's a bit ticklish.

Startled, I flapped my arms, but the dream Mu-Myeong wasn't pushed back at all by my strength and just looked at me with a somewhat chilling smile.

"Ha-Rang."
"...Hiccup- Y-yes, sir."

The unexpectedly intimidating atmosphere made me speak formally without realizing it.

How humiliating...

With downcast eyes, I glanced at Mu-Myeong who was holding me up.

...He's somehow not the Mu-Myeong I know.

Of course, it's because this is a dream, but being overpowered by Mu-Myeong made me newly aware of how big his frame is.

Was the difference this extreme?

Mu-Myeong mumbled as if about to say something.

...What is he trying to say?

Somehow my heart started pounding.

"Rather than wasting time being idle, how about doing some training?"
"...Training?"
"Yes, training."

My heart turned cold.

Training?

He's telling me to train even in a dream?

Mu-Myeong nodded and continued.

"Yes, weren't you the one who begged me to train together?"
"...Me?"
"Tsk, your words are too short."

...I begged this guy for training?

I blinked at the unexpected statement, but soon nodded as a thought occurred to me.

This is a dream where my and Mu-Myeong's roles are reversed.

Then what Mu-Myeong did to me in the past would be what I did here.

That makes sense.

Well, maybe I can play along a little?

I'm also curious about what he'll teach me...

It's refreshing to see this new side of Mu-Myeong.

After quickly making up my mind, I nodded.

"...What are you going to teach me?"
"The 'Mana Breathing Method' that you've been so eager to learn."
"...?"

...

"Mu... Mu-Myeong M-Mas- Haah- Um, Master..."
"What's wrong?"

I tugged at Mu-Myeong's sleeve with a pitiful voice.

Mu-Myeong looked at me with honey-dripping eyes and raised the corners of his mouth, but.

After hearing what came out of my mouth next, he frowned like a goblin from folklore.

"This is Energy Meditation..."
"Tsk! Silence! This is not Energy Meditation but the Mana Breathing Method!"

Yes, the damn Mana Breathing Method—I had to use that cursed title "Master" that I could barely bring myself to say.

Calling Energy Meditation the "Mana Breathing Method"?

What kind of baseless name is that!

The old-fashioned spirit within me began to stir.

...Well, what I use might be a bit distant from traditional martial arts too.

But still, that's just wrong.

"Now! Repeat after me! Ma.Na.Brea.Thing.Me.Thod."
"Ma... Mana..."

I squeezed my eyes shut.

I could do anything else Mu-Myeong asked, but I just couldn't say this.

This is exactly the same as what I taught him as Energy Meditation!

Sitting cross-legged, using special breathing to receive the energy of nature.

Exhaling to expel impure energy, inhaling to settle pure energy in the dantian.

Then circulating the accumulated energy throughout the body to increase its density.

...It's completely Energy Meditation.

With my eyes tightly shut, I escaped from Mu-Myeong's arms and ran out of the Log Cabin.

"Ha-Rang! Where are you going?!"
"Lily, you wench! Hurry up and get me out of this cursed nightmare!!!!!!"
"Ha-Rang!"

This is a terrible nightmare.

...

...Naturally, the dream Mu-Myeong is stronger than me.

I was caught by Mu-Myeong less than three minutes after running away.

"...Do you dislike learning that much?"

Mu-Myeong caught me and wore a somewhat dejected expression.

...When he makes that face, it hurts my heart.

Maybe I could say it just once...

"Ah!"

Surprised at the absurd thought that crossed my mind, I quickly shook my head.

No, you devil!

I mustn't be deceived by Mu-Myeong's pitiful expression.

Mu-Myeong clicked his tongue softly at me turning my head, then sighed.

"Then I'll teach you something else."
"...Something else?"
"Yes."

Did I teach Mu-Myeong anything else during this period?

For several months, I only had him do basic physical training and Energy Meditation...

Thinking about it now, I shouldn't have done that... but damn, my curiosity was piqued.

I nodded with sparkling eyes.

"Have you heard of the Bedroom Arts?"
"...?"

I've definitely heard that term somewhere, but somehow I can't quite recall.

Bedroom Arts... Bedroom Arts... Bedroom Arts...

"Bedroom Arts?"
"Yes, Bedroom Arts."

My eyeballs trembled as if in an earthquake, and cold sweat began running down my back.

Could it be... the Bedroom Arts I'm thinking of...?

No, I never taught him anything like that...?

With a trembling voice, I opened my mouth to Mu-Myeong.

"...What is that?"
"Actions speak louder than words. I'll show you now."

Mu-Myeong gently threw me onto the bedding and suddenly started taking off his upper garments.

"...Mu-Myeong?"
"It's alright, don't be too scared."

As Mu-Myeong gradually approached me and began to reach out his hand...

Just as his hand was about to touch my cheek, my closed eyes opened.

...

"Huff... hah..."

I finally woke up from that terrible nightmare.

Am I going crazy?

To think I'd have such an inde... indecent dream!

I turned my head slightly to see Mu-Myeong sleeping so soundly that he wouldn't notice if someone kidnapped him.

"This guy..."

...Something about his carefree sleeping face irritated me, so I gave Mu-Myeong's head a strong flick.

"Ow!"

Mu-Myeong, who jumped up from his spot, looked around and then, seeing my clenched fist, spoke in a bewildered voice.

"...Master? Why did you hit me...?"

Somehow that made me even more heated, and I pinched Mu-Myeong's thigh.

"Ow! Master, that hurts!"
"Just take it!"
"Ow! No! Master!!"

Afterward, I mercilessly hit Mu-Myeong's crown just like I was hit in my dream.

...My cheeks were flushed as I hit Mu-Myeong.

Ch.47 - It's Common Sense For Mentor And Disciple To Sleep In The Same Room
Inside the carriage racing toward our destination.

Contrary to my expectation that it would be noisy with so many people, the carriage was moving forward in silence.

"Umm..."
"..."

Of course, given my personality, conversing with others would be uncomfortable anyway, but...

Even so.

We've been traveling for hours, and not a single person has opened their mouth? Is that normal?

*This is so awkward I could die...*

I wish someone would break the ice...

Leaning against Mu-Myeong's shoulder, I glanced up at him with a small glimmer of hope, but,

*What's wrong with this guy?*

Whatever his grievance is, he's pouting with his lips and furrowing his brow intensely while glaring at something.

*What a waste of that handsome face...*

Truly.

My eyes narrowed as I looked at Mu-Myeong.

Curious about what he was staring at so murderously, I turned my head to follow his gaze, and,

*And what's wrong with that guy?*

I saw Lucius staring at me intently, in the same posture as when I first saw him.

There was a kind of madness in those eyes that made me flinch involuntarily.

It might be rude to say this in front of the person himself, but...

Unlike Mu-Myeong, he's too greasy-looking, and his stare is extremely uncomfortable.

Not wanting to make eye contact with him, I squeezed my eyes shut and leaned back against Mu-Myeong's shoulder.

*I didn't see anything.*

I have absolutely no intention of getting involved in their incomprehensible behavior.

...That's what I say, but I don't really mean to ignore them completely.

Seeing how intently he's staring at me, he must have something he wants to say...

Wouldn't it be a bit mean to blatantly ignore him?

But since I don't want to be the one to speak first, I sought help from someone else.

...Wasn't Elia speaking to us just fine when we first met before coming here?

Someone like Elia would surely help.

So with eyes full of expectation, I turned my head to look at Elia, but,

*What's wrong with her too?*

Elia was just staring blankly at Lucius with a dazed expression.

Seeing the lack of life in her eyes, enough to make me shrink back just looking at her, it seems like Lucius must have done something terribly wrong to Elia...

They were getting along fine until we boarded the carriage, so if Lucius did something wrong, it must have been after we got on.

Hmm, but... didn't he do nothing?

I tilted my head back and forth in thought, but nothing came to mind.

If even my brilliant mind can't figure it out, there must be no particular reason for Elia's behavior.

In that case, I shouldn't worry about it.

I let out a light sigh and looked around at the people in the carriage.

"..."

Mu-Myeong with his deeply furrowed brow, Lucius who's been staring at me in the same rigid posture since boarding, and Elia looking at Lucius with that dazed expression.

Every single one of them has a screw loose somewhere.

Is this really going to be okay?

No matter how positively I try to think about it, I can't help but feel uneasy.

But what can I do about it?

The best I can do is close my eyes and let them carry on with their nonsense.

Hmm, that's right.

I nodded and closed my eyes, leaning against Mu-Myeong's shoulder.

Anyway, it's none of my business.

...

After sleeping for a while leaning on Mu-Myeong's shoulder, I shook my head as he tapped my shoulder.

"Master."
"Mmm... what is it... have we arrived already?"
"Yes, the others have already gone ahead to prepare the campsite."

At Mu-Myeong's words, I rubbed my eyes with one hand and looked around.

Hmm, they really are all gone.

To clear my head, I shook it lightly and stretched both arms out toward Mu-Myeong.

"Master? What are you doing?"
"Grab them."

Mu-Myeong seemed to understand what I wanted, nodding slightly before grabbing my outstretched arms and pulling me toward him.

He seemed to be trying to help me up, but that wasn't what I wanted.

I pulled my arms in the opposite direction of Mu-Myeong's force, that is, toward myself, and bent my waist.

But I didn't use too much strength, or Mu-Myeong would end up falling completely into my arms, so I adjusted my strength appropriately...

"Ugh, ngh."

Crack- pop-

"...Master?"
"Ahh- that feels good."

Apparently sleeping in a sitting position had made my body stiff, but after stretching once, all that stiffness disappeared and a refreshing feeling washed over my entire body.

With a refreshed smile, I glanced outside the carriage to see that the sun had completely set.

...This is troublesome. How am I supposed to sleep later?

I sighed and turned to look at Mu-Myeong, whose face was somehow red.

"What's wrong?"
"...Nothing."

Mu-Myeong turned his head away abruptly and started getting off the carriage first.

"Why are you being so cold and going ahead?"

I followed Mu-Myeong and hopped off the carriage.

...

When I arrived at the spot Mu-Myeong led me to, three tents were already set up.

It seems that while I was asleep, Elia and Lucius had set up tents for Mu-Myeong and me as well.

...Right?

Since Lucius and Elia are lovers, they'll surely use the same tent...

And they know that Mu-Myeong and I are master and disciple, so they must have been considerate.

I was nodding my head in appreciation when suddenly a thought occurred to me.

Hmm... or not?

If the coachman, Lucius, and Elia all sleep separately, they might have set up individual tents.

Hmm...

Rather than pondering alone, it would be better to ask.

"Mu-Myeong."
"Yes, Master."

I tugged on Mu-Myeong's sleeve to make him look at me.

"Which tent is ours?"
"Pardon? It's right there, already set up."

Mu-Myeong pointed with his index finger at the rightmost tent.

Hmm, so that's it...

It seems my initial thought was correct.

In that case, I should at least thank the Saintess and her group.

I nodded and immediately approached Elia.

Elia was organizing her belongings in the central tent, and she seemed so focused on arranging things that she didn't notice me approaching, so I cleared my throat lightly.

"Ahem, hem."

Only after I made my presence known did Elia notice me, her shoulders jumping slightly as she turned to face me.

"Ah, you're awake?"
"Mmm, yes."

I definitely came to express my gratitude, but...

Now that I'm trying to say it, I feel strangely embarrassed and can't easily open my mouth.

Tsk, my personality isn't that bad...

As I kept mumbling in front of Elia, she smiled slightly and waved her hand.

"It's fine, we had time to spare anyway."
"...Thank you."

Just from my awkward fidgeting in front of her, Elia seemed to understand what I wanted to say.

...After that, an awkward silence settled in again.

Hmm, I don't have anything else to say...

Before falling asleep, I found the silence in the carriage really uncomfortable, but now that I'm trying to have a conversation directly, I have no idea what to say.

...It's not that my personality is strange; it's just that I haven't talked to people for a long time except for Mu-Myeong.

And unlike Mu-Myeong, Elia is a woman, isn't she?

She'll soon lose interest in talking with me.

Feeling like I needed to make excuses, I repeated to myself:

Mmm, that's right... there's nothing wrong with me.

As I was nodding to myself in self-affirmation, Elia spoke first.

"Ha-Rang."
"Hmm?"
"If you bring your luggage, I'll help you organize it in the tent."
"My luggage?"

Instead of answering, Elia just smiled and nodded.

Hmm, if she's going to organize my luggage, she'd have to enter the tent Mu-Myeong is using too. Is Elia okay with that?

...And I'm not some youngster who needs help organizing luggage.

With a somewhat hardened expression, I shook my head.

"I can just have Mu-Myeong do it. You should organize your own luggage."
"...Pardon? Is Mu-Myeong coming to our tent?"
"? What are you talking about?"

Elia and I tilted our heads at each other, not understanding what the other was saying.

Our tent?

Me sleeping in the same tent as Elia?

Why?

Genuinely puzzled, I narrowed my brows and tilted my head, at which Elia blushed and continued in a small, whispering voice.

"...Don't tell me you were planning to sleep in the same tent as Mu-Myeong?"
"And if I was...?"

Looking at my confused expression, Elia stared blankly before her face turned bright red.

"That's- that's outrageous! A man and woman sleeping in the same place!"
"What's so outrageous about it... Mu-Myeong and I are master and disciple, aren't we...?"
"B-but the two of you are..."

Elia started to speak but then began mumbling, biting her lip.

Frustrated, I thumped my chest and spoke up.

"What about Mu-Myeong and me?"
"...I don't know!"

Ch.48 - Moving The Body Back And Forth
Elia was clutching my arm and had been spouting incomprehensible things for a while now.

"I don't think we should do that yet..."
"...What on earth have you been talking about?"

I grabbed my throbbing forehead and let out a small sigh.

Why am I being lectured by someone so much younger than me...?

Well, fine.

Let's say, giving a hundred—no, a thousand steps of concession—that being lectured is acceptable.

I do occasionally get lectured by Mu-Myeong too.

"..."

Hmm, somehow that feels strange.

No, anyway!

I shook my head to clear my thoughts and looked at Elia again.

At the very least, shouldn't she tell me what I did wrong?

I puffed my cheeks and looked up at Elia with a fierce expression.

"What exactly did I do wrong?!"
"Huh? No, it's not really that you did something wrong..."

Elia's eyes began to shake as if an earthquake had struck.

The way she turned her head away from me slightly, it seemed even Elia herself didn't know why she was lecturing me.

How vexing.

...I think I've been quite patient up to this point.

"Since you're a woman too, you should be a little..."
"Argh! I don't want to hear it!"

I roughly shook off Elia's arm and ran away toward Mu-Myeong.

"Ah! Ha-Rang! Where are you going?!"

I heard Elia's flustered voice behind me, but...

I am Cheon Ha-Rang, the so-called Heavenly Demon, devoid of blood or tears.

I firmly ignored Elia's pitiful cry and ran to Mu-Myeong.

"Mu-Myeooong!"
"Master?"

Without controlling my momentum, I jumped straight onto Mu-Myeong's back.

*Hop*

His body wobbled slightly because of it, but Mu-Myeong quickly regained his balance and turned to look at me with a puzzled expression.

"...What is it now?"
"Mu-Myeong! She's bullying me!"
"Pardon?"

Following my pointing finger, Mu-Myeong frowned slightly and glared at Elia in the distance.

Receiving that gaze, Elia flinched and shook her head repeatedly.

Is she trying to deny it now?

How utterly vexing.

I looked at Elia, raised one corner of my mouth crookedly, gave her a smirk, and then rested my chin on Mu-Myeong's shoulder.

You're in big trouble now!

Mu-Myeong is really, really scary when he's angry.

With eyes gleaming in anticipation of what was about to unfold, I turned to look at Mu-Myeong.

"Mu-Myeong?"

Contrary to my expectations, Mu-Myeong let out a small sigh and immediately continued organizing the tent.

...Wait, why isn't he doing anything?

I tapped his shoulder with my chin.

"Why aren't you doing anything?!"
"...I don't know what the Saintess did wrong to you, Master."

Pausing from organizing the luggage, Mu-Myeong turned his head and met my eyes.

...So close.

"Wouldn't it be better for my generous Master to forgive her just this once?"
"...Hmm."

Well, now that I think about it after hearing Mu-Myeong's words, it doesn't seem like a big deal...

As Mu-Myeong said, I am a generous person.

"Well, alright."

I nodded.

...

After having a simple meal with Mu-Myeong.

Around the crackling campfire, Mu-Myeong, myself, and the Saintess's group sat facing each other.

Of course, this gathering wasn't initiated by me.

"Then shall we decide on the night watch shifts?"

It was Elia, who just spoke, who arranged this meeting.

Speaking of night watch...

I don't really care what order I take.

Not only am I a light sleeper, but I also took a nap in the carriage earlier, so I'm not feeling sleepy right now.

Besides, I could go without sleep for days if needed.

But...

I glanced at Mu-Myeong.

I have something to do with him tonight.

Doing it regularly would make Mu-Myeong feel refreshed, and I could also somewhat alleviate my uneasy feelings.

After finishing my thoughts, I spoke.

"If possible, could Mu-Myeong and I be excluded from the first shift?"
"Huh? But the first and last shifts are the most comfortable. Are you sure?"

At my offer to give up the first shift, Elia opened her eyes wide, looking at Mu-Myeong and me as if asking if we were really okay with it.

Does she think I don't know that?

I nodded.

"I have something to do with Mu-Myeong tonight, so we won't be able to stand guard."
"...You two have something to do at night?"

Elia narrowed her eyes, trying to grasp the meaning of my words.

...Was my explanation insufficient?

Well, it's not like this is some important secret technique, and I had no intention of hiding it anyway.

And since we're asking for the positions we want, they wouldn't understand without a proper reason, right?

I nodded and opened my mouth.

"Would you understand if I said it's about widening a narrow hole?"
"...Master?"
"Hmm? What's wrong?"

Mu-Myeong turned to me with a surprised look, and Elia had been frozen like a stone since I finished speaking.

Did I say something wrong?

Hmm, I don't think I said anything incorrect...

The reactions are really strange.

The only people at this gathering showing no change in expression are Lucius and me.

I glanced at him, and Lucius let out a small sigh and tapped Elia's shoulder.

"Saintess, you already know that Cheon Ha-Rang tends to say things that can be easily misunderstood, don't you?"

...Isn't it rude to speak like that regardless?

I'm feeling a bit offended...

Elia muttered "I guess so..." and then looked at me with a determined expression.

...That expression is somehow burdensome.

"...Could I hear more details about what it is?"
"Well, in Mu-Myeong's body—"
"Master, just a moment."

Just as I was about to answer Elia's question, Mu-Myeong interrupted me and stepped forward.

...I don't recall teaching my disciple to interrupt his master.

My lips protruded in a pout.

"It would be better if you refrained from... no, let me explain instead."
"...Why are you doing this?"

I feel strangely disappointed.

Come to think of it, it feels like Mu-Myeong intercepts whenever I try to do something.

Am I really that unreliable...?

Even the single strand of hair sticking up on my head drooped down to my eyes.

...Why am I thinking like this?

Lately, my emotions seem particularly unstable. Is there something wrong with my body?

Seeing my condition, Mu-Myeong awkwardly flailed his arms, then approached me and whispered.

"Wouldn't it be better to keep some things hidden from them?"
"...Why would we do that?"
"Well, shouldn't we keep it just between us, Master and disciple?"

...Just between us?

I tilted my head up slightly to look into Mu-Myeong's eyes.

His deep blood-red eyes were trembling uncontrollably.

"Hmm, alright."

If he's insisting that much, Mu-Myeong must have his reasons.

However.

"Then I'll have to explain it in more general terms."
"What? Master? What do you—"

Since I understood what Mu-Myeong meant, I should be able to explain it well, right?

I can at least do that much.

I pushed Mu-Myeong's face away and looked at Elia, who was waiting for an answer with a subtle expression.

"It seems difficult to explain everything."
"...Is that so? It's fine, I understand it was a misunderstanding—"
"I'll be stirring around inside the body."

Since I didn't specify whose body, this should be sufficient.

Feeling quite proud of myself, I closed my eyes and nodded with a triumphant expression, when I heard someone slap their forehead beside me.

...What was that sound?

I opened one eye slightly to look at Elia, and sure enough, her mouth was hanging open so wide it seemed impossible to open any further.

...Huh? Why is she like that?

With a confused expression, I looked to the side and saw Mu-Myeong holding his forehead and letting out a deep sigh.

"...I don't know anymore."
"What on earth are you talking about?!"

Truly, I'm surrounded by incomprehensible people.

...

-Saintess, Elia

Why doesn't our tent have soundproofing...?

Kneeling, I prayed to the brightly shining moon.

...Moon, how am I supposed to get through this situation...?

"Ugh, Master."
"...Nngh, just bear with it a little... if you keep moving like that, hnngh, it's hard for me..."

Beyond the crackling sounds of the campfire, I keep hearing Ha-Rang's restrained moans...

"Uuugh."

Why does my face feel so hot...?

Even fanning myself doesn't help it subside at all...

"Sob, how does it feel...? Does it feel good?"
"Yes... it's warm."

Really... I expected this, but this is too much...

Don't they know the concept of restraint when the carriage driver and we are right here?

They must know I'm taking the first watch...

"Ugh, really."

Could it be they're doing this deliberately so I can hear...?

"..."

I shook my head.

No matter what, that can't be it...

"Nngh, Mu-Myeong..."

...How am I going to face Ha-Rang tomorrow...

Ch.49 - Is The Disciple My Lover?
In the predawn hours when everyone was asleep, I found a suitable rock to sit on and closed my eyes.

The pleasant cool morning breeze brushed against my cheeks, while my ears filled with the sounds of wind rustling through the bushes, the crackling of the bonfire, and insects chirping.

After enjoying these sounds for a moment, I gently opened my eyes.

"Hmm, the atmosphere is nice."

How long has it been since I gazed up at the night sky alone?

But my brief stargazing didn't last long.

For some reason, my body felt restless, so I gently placed my hand on the wooden sword at my waist and slowly caressed it.

I couldn't resist wielding my sword in such a picturesque setting.

I immediately drew my wooden sword and hopped down from the rock.

Hmm, everyone should be asleep at this hour, right?

If I swing my sword too loudly, I might wake everyone up, so I should exercise some restraint.

I took my stance.

I slashed upward with my sword.

I twirled my body in a complete circle, moving my feet as if they were fluttering.

I slashed horizontally with my sword.

And so I began to dance.

Until sunrise.

...

Suddenly, when I came to my senses.

The once-blazing bonfire was gone, with only charred ashes remaining in its place.

Hmm, how much time has passed?

I stared blankly at it before lifting my head to look at the sky.

It would be a stretch to say it was completely light out, but the brightening glow beyond suggested morning would soon arrive.

...I lost track of time.

With a light sigh, I tucked the wooden sword back into the sash around my waist.

It's about time to wake up Mu-Myeong.

Leaving behind what had become garbage firewood, I headed toward the tent where Mu-Myeong would be sleeping.

I flung open the tent flap and leaned my upper body inside.

Mu-Myeong must have been exhausted from what we did yesterday, as he didn't wake up despite my close approach.

After watching him for a moment, I moved close to his ear and spoke softly.

"Mu-Myeong, it's time to get up."
"...Yes, is it my turn?"

Mu-Myeong opened his eyes wide before I could even finish speaking.

Hmm, he must still be tired from overdoing it yesterday...

But admirably, he got up immediately without me having to shake him or repeat myself.

It seems I've raised a good disciple.

The corners of my mouth naturally turned upward.

Mu-Myeong rubbed his face once and immediately began tidying up where he had been lying, seemingly trying to make it comfortable for me to lie down. I quickly grabbed his shoulder and shook my head slightly.

"The watch is over, so pack up our things now."
"...Pardon?"

Mu-Myeong, who had been patting the bedding on the floor, gave me a bewildered look at my words, which soon changed to an expression full of guilt.

"Then you didn't get any sleep, Master...?"
"What of it? Don't I have short sleeping hours? Your master doesn't groan over something this minor."

Of course, I never intended to wake him up in the first place.

I lost track of time while swinging my sword like dancing after so long.

I smiled slightly with that meaning, but despite hearing my words, Mu-Myeong's expression remained less than bright.

For some reason, seeing that expression made me smile involuntarily.
I roughly tousled Mu-Myeong's hair, which had become a complete bird's nest, and stepped outside the tent.

"Just pack everything up."

Originally, I was going to help with the packing...

But seeing his state, if I helped him, he would continue making that abandoned puppy expression.

It would be better to accept his consideration and rest comfortably.

Hmm, that's right.

It's absolutely not because I'm being lazy.

As I sat on the large rock where I had briefly sat at dawn, gazing aimlessly at the sky,
small sounds began coming from the tent where the coachman and Elia had been sleeping.

Hmm, it seems they're waking up.

It looks like I woke Mu-Myeong at just the right time.

"That's fortunate."

As I muttered softly with a sense of satisfaction, an unexpected response came.

"What is fortunate?"

...When did he come near me?

I slightly turned my head toward the direction of the response.

"Lucius, is it?"
"Pleased to meet you, Cheon Ha-Rang."

Lucius gave a small bow and met my eyes.

"This is the first time we've had a conversation."
"...Indeed."

I narrowed my eyes as I looked back at Lucius.

...Judging by his aura, he seems utterly insignificant, but there's no way I wouldn't have noticed him.

Was I careless?

No.

This Lucius person might be concealing his true level from my eyes.

Above all, isn't Lucius supposed to be the Hero?

It doesn't make sense for someone with such a grand title to be so weak.

With slight tension, I touched my waistband.

As if mocking my defensive posture, Lucius showed no reaction.

He just stared into my eyes earnestly with a serious expression.

By this point, I felt embarrassed for being so defensive.

If I thought about it a little, he probably didn't come looking for me to suddenly attack.

There's no reason to pick a fight here either.

I may have overreacted because he's the Hero.

"Tsk."

I clicked my tongue lightly.

I didn't particularly want to continue the conversation, but...

I should probably get closer to this person.

Still, not wanting to look at Lucius's face, I turned my head away.

"So, what brings you here?"
"I came because I have a favor to ask of you."

But his answer made me look at him again.

A favor?

"...You? To me?"

What does he mean?

Well, there's nothing to interpret—it's probably exactly what he said.

But why?

Instead of answering, Lucius nodded.

"Huh."

A laugh escaped me.

A favor? Isn't he the Hero?

What could a child chosen by God possibly need to ask of me...

I was momentarily curious about the content of this favor,
but seeing Mu-Myeong approaching us, having apparently finished packing, I waved my hand dismissively.

"I don't particularly want to hear it now. Bring it up again another time."
"I'll do that."

Lucius bowed again and returned to his tent, presumably to pack up.

I waved my hand vaguely at him and sighed.

...I've felt this before, but.

When I talk with the Saintess or that Hero, I can feel my mental energy being drained in real time.

Well, I'm not sure if I'm managing my expressions well either.

I shouldn't show such an unsightly appearance to Mu-Myeong.

That's why I told him we'd talk another time.

I let out a deep sigh and lifted my head.

"Disgustingly bright today."

It's blinding.

...

Time passed, and now the sun had fully risen.

Everyone had gathered for the carriage's departure, but one person's condition seemed strange.

"Hiccup-! I, I suddenly have somewhere urgent to go..."

At Elia's words, I looked around.

Of course, we were in the middle of a mountain where we had temporarily stopped the carriage.

In other words, we were in a forest.

I looked at Elia with slightly narrowed eyes.

"...Where exactly are you going?"
"Ugh, um...."

Lucius looked at Elia, who was making inarticulate sounds, sighed slightly, and spoke.

"...Saintess, we can only depart once you board the carriage."
"Nnngh... right, yes... I'm sorry..."

Elia kept fanning her reddened face while glancing at Mu-Myeong and me.

I wonder why she's acting like that...

Seeing her behave this way repeatedly makes me concerned about the health of Elia, who is closely connected to God.

I sighed slightly and boarded the carriage.

...

Fortunately, Elia seemed to have regained her composure, as she was no longer looking at us with shaking pupils or stuttering.

I had wondered if she was acting that way because she heard something from God, but thankfully that doesn't seem to be the case.

...It's excessive worry, but.

There's no harm in being cautious, right?

I nodded.

However, Elia's condition hadn't completely improved.

She still blushed so deeply that strawberries came to mind whenever she looked at Mu-Myeong and me.

I couldn't begin to guess the reason, which left me puzzled.

Seeing Elia's condition, today seemed like it would be much the same as yesterday.

Again, we'd maintain an uncomfortable silence as the carriage moved forward.

I let out a small sigh and focused on the ever-changing scenery.

Just as I was thinking, "Should I just sleep leaning on Mu-Myeong's shoulder?"

Elia's voice reached my ears.

"It might be awkward to ask this now, but..."

I turned my head slightly at the sound of her voice, and Elia was staring intently at Mu-Myeong and me.

"Are you and Mu-Myeong lovers?"
"...Lovers?"

I frowned slightly at Elia's question.

Lovers?

Doesn't this child know that a master and disciple becoming lovers would be immoral?

For some reason, I was curious about Mu-Myeong's reaction, so I glanced at him, but he was still looking outside the carriage.

But he must have heard Elia's words.

The evidence was his reddened ears.

Seeing that, it seemed Mu-Myeong was angry at Elia's tactless words but holding it in.

Hmm, it's understandable to be upset about being linked romantically with someone as old as me.

Although one corner of my heart stung a little...

I couldn't let Elia continue misunderstanding, so I needed to say something.

With a small sigh, I opened my mouth.

"Didn't I say that Mu-Myeong and I have a master-disciple relationship?"
"B-but you two slept in the same tent yesterday..."
"...?"

What is she talking about?

Isn't it common sense for a master and disciple to sleep in the same room?

Why would we need to sleep separately?

And if sleeping in the same tent makes us lovers, why don't Lucius and Elia sleep in the same tent?

Isn't this inconsistent?

With the thought of pointing out this flaw, I raised one corner of my mouth crookedly and spoke.

"Then why didn't you sleep with that man?"
"...Pardon?"

Elia tilted her head with a puzzled expression, as if she couldn't understand why Lucius came up in our conversation.

With increased confusion, I spoke again.

"Aren't you and Lucius lovers?"
"What? No, we're not!"

Elia shook her head vigorously with a reddened face.

Lucius glanced at Elia and then looked back outside.

Watching this, I thought for a moment.

Oh, so they're not lovers yet?

Sorry for the Hero, but...

Does this mean it would be all right to match Mu-Myeong with this Saintess?

Ch.50 - Disciple Has Slightly Unusual Tastes
"Oh? So you two aren't lovers?"

I stroked my chin with a crooked smile.

Mu-Myeong is nineteen this year, isn't he?

Next year, he'll be recognized as an adult by everyone... If possible, I'd like to find him a partner before the end of next year.

The reason it needs to be before next year is, well...

The nobles here typically find their matches at a young age. Usually, they get engaged before turning fifteen. Of course, there are political reasons for nobles, but even commoners typically find their partners before becoming adults.

Honestly, it's hard for me to understand with my common sense, but...

That's how it was before I secluded myself in the Log Cabin, so it's probably still the same now.

In this era, if Mu-Myeong doesn't find a partner even after becoming an adult, he might be looked down upon or treated as strange...

Hmm, that shouldn't happen.

...Of course.

Honestly, I know it's meddlesome for someone as old as me to interfere in young people's love lives, but...

I glanced sideways at Mu-Myeong, who was making a meaningful expression.

...Unless I do something, I just can't see a future where this kid meets someone and falls in love.

Even when we lived together in the Log Cabin, I tried to send him to the academy using finding a partner as an excuse, but he refused, didn't he?

I let out a deep sigh.

Mu-Myeong tilted his head slightly in response, but I could only smack my forehead.

What had seemed like a meaningful expression just moments ago now looked somewhat dull.

My small worry turned into certainty.

This kid will absolutely never find a partner.

Really... what would Mu-Myeong do without me?

...Actually, I've tried to help him before, but he's always refused, as if he has no interest in the opposite sex, which gave me a headache.

But now.

Isn't there a very suitable woman right in front of me?

"Hehe."

A somewhat creepy laugh escaped me.

"...What's wrong?"

"Hmm, nothing."

To continue my thoughts.

Elia's appearance is beautiful enough to steal the hearts of countless men just by looking at her.

And.

I glanced down at Elia's hips.

Elia momentarily flinched at my creepy gaze, cold sweat trickling down, but...

Seeing her tilt her head, she fortunately doesn't seem to realize the nature of my gaze.

She probably shuddered out of instinctive aversion.

Ahem, anyway.

Elia's hips are excellent.

She'll probably have an easy time giving birth when she meets her partner and has children.

In short, she has a body built for childbirth.

Though I don't feel it much now, men are instinctively drawn to women who can bear their children well, aren't they?

Unless they're some kind of weirdo...

Well, Mu-Myeong would surely be attracted to Elia with those aggressive hips.

As things seemed to be going smoothly, the corners of my mouth rose almost to my ears, but then quickly settled down.

However, there is one disappointing thing about Elia—she's a Saintess.

I don't know much about the religion here.

Though I made it the target of my resentment, I never set specific goals and just swung my sword while holed up in the Log Cabin, so that's understandable.

Well, it can't be that bad... but who knows?

Religious people here might not be allowed to marry.

Plus, I personally hold a grudge against the gods, don't I?

When I think about Mu-Myeong, who's like my own child, being paired with the child of someone I hate...

"Tsk."

Honestly, I don't like it.

But I can't just reject a child who might become Mu-Myeong's partner.

Mu-Myeong's happiness is most important to me.

I nodded firmly to myself.

Now I should sound out Elia's opinion.

What use is it if I'm the only one trying to bring them together?

Just as I was about to ask, "How about Mu-Myeong as a potential lover?" I noticed Elia's expression.

Hmm, why?

While I was lost in thought, Elia's expression had turned gloomy.

I poked Mu-Myeong's thigh.

"Why is she like that?"

"She's been like that since right after hearing your words earlier, Master."

"Hmm."

I narrowed my eyes and looked at Elia.

Beyond her gloomy expression, I could see her occasionally glancing at Lucius.

I turned my head slightly to look at Lucius, and he too was occasionally casting glances at Elia.

"Oho, I see... so that's how it is."

"...Pardon? What do you mean?"

As you know, I'm very perceptive.

Let me, with my 100-level perception, guess what's happening here...

Well, she's probably uncomfortable about being paired with Lucius.

Or she might be disappointed that she hasn't found a proper man despite coming of age.

Well... I might be thinking too optimistically.

But surely she's not making that expression because she's frustrated about not being with him yet?

Someone as perceptive as me couldn't have missed such romantic tension.

Hmm, that's right.

I nodded firmly.

Now I need to bring them together, not just for Mu-Myeong but also to ease Elia's worries.

...I briefly had a feeling something was off, but I shook my head to dismiss it.

Anyway.

Mu-Myeong starting a family with Elia...

"..."

...This is frustrating.

What if Elia isn't Mu-Myeong's ideal type of spouse?

I should ask him about that at least once, shouldn't I?

I tapped Mu-Myeong's thigh.

"What is it?"

"Mu-Myeong, what's your ideal type?"

Hearing my question, Mu-Myeong's eyes instantly widened, and the corners of his mouth began to twitch.

...This feels unpleasant. Why is he acting like that?

Eventually, Mu-Myeong cleared his throat and turned to face me.

"What specifically would you like me to tell you?"

"Hmm, first, do you prefer someone older or younger?"

I definitely heard that Elia is 20 years old.

If Mu-Myeong answers that he prefers older women, the possibility of Elia fitting his ideal type increases.

With a small sense of anticipation, I looked at Mu-Myeong, who opened his mouth without any sign of hesitation.

"I prefer older women."

"Hmm, is that so?"

Indeed, older women.

This is a good start.

With a beaming smile, I asked another question.

"What kind of appearance do you like in a woman?"

"Appearance... you say?"

"Yes, for example, someone who looks strong-willed."

At my words, Mu-Myeong stared at me intently, as if examining me from all angles, and then, just like before, answered without hesitation.

"I prefer women who look gentle."

"Gentle-looking?"

Gentle-looking...

I suppose he means women with round eyes?

I glanced at Elia.

...While her eyes are round, she doesn't exactly look gentle...

Rather, despite her round eyes, her bright heterochromatic eyes make her look strong-willed.

Hmm, is this a miss?

Still, I didn't feel too bad about it.

Just as I was about to open my mouth to probe further, a thought suddenly occurred to me.

This kid... he's always seemed uninterested in the opposite sex around me, but he answers my questions about his ideal type without hesitation.

Hmm, that's strange.

Well... he is at that age, so it can't be helped.

Nodding to myself, I opened my mouth to ask another question.

This question is important.

If his answer contradicts my expectations, then Elia would be far from his ideal type.

"...Do you like tall women?"

As you know, Elia is tall.

By my estimation, she's about 177 cm.

If Mu-Myeong says he doesn't like tall women, I'll either have to give up on matching him with Elia or try to make it work despite that.

For some reason, I felt tense waiting for Mu-Myeong's answer and bit my lip.

...I shouldn't be this nervous.

I don't understand my own reaction.

Hearing my question, Mu-Myeong frowned slightly and let out a small sigh.

Then, after mumbling for a moment, he looked straight into my eyes.

"I don't particularly prefer tall women."

Hmm, he doesn't prefer tall women...

...That makes it difficult for Elia, doesn't it?

For some reason, the tightness in my chest eased a little, but a failure is still a failure.

I let out a small sigh.

"...Is that so?"

"Yes, I'd prefer someone shorter than me, um, well, about two hand spans shorter than you, Master."

That's oddly specific.

More importantly, a woman two hand spans shorter than my hand...?

I spread my palm and stared at it intently.

Hmm, one span is about 13 cm?

Two spans would be 26 cm...

"..."

Since Mu-Myeong is a bit over 180 cm tall, if he wants someone two hand spans of mine shorter than him, that woman's height would be at most in the mid-150s, even being generous.

And since this world has a medieval fantasy setting, people are generally taller on average.

That's why Mu-Myeong's height of just over 180 cm is considered average.

I stared at Mu-Myeong with slightly narrowed eyes.

"...Mu-Myeong, a child is out of the question."

"Pardon...? What do you mean?"

...To think my disciple had such preferences.

I placed my hand on my forehead and let out a deep sigh.

"No, why are you saying such things, Master...?"

Why, well.

Why are you looking at me like that?

Ch.51 - Northern Ellen
I looked at Mu-Myeong with sympathetic eyes.

"Tsk, how did you end up with such preferences..."
"...Master, I don't know what you're thinking, but absolutely—"
"Enough, tsk, to think my only Disciple would be like this..."

I could only sigh at the current situation.

No... logically speaking.

Where on earth would Mu-Myeong find a woman two spans shorter than himself?

What's so appealing about a woman of such small stature...

Generally speaking, shouldn't a woman have a kind heart and wide hips?

The reason Mu-Myeong has such preferences is, in my opinion, because he's still young.

When he gets a bit older, he'll surely regret his past preferences, pounding the ground with regret.

While I was lost in these thoughts, Mu-Myeong must have noticed my expression souring in real-time, as he made a somewhat wronged face.

"No, Master... surely women of that height exist, don't they?"
"..."

That's true, they must exist.

Just look at me—I'm not exactly tall, am I?

Wait.

Me?

For a moment my eyes widened, but I quickly shook my head vigorously.

No, I'm excluded.

Given that I've shown him all sorts of unsightly appearances, it wouldn't make sense for him to see me romantically.

...And the age difference isn't small either.

Besides, a disciple viewing their master romantically doesn't make any sense, does it?

"..."

It was just a fleeting thought, but the mere fact that I had such a thought filled me with self-loathing, and I wiped my heated face.

Right... that can't be it.

Something felt off, but I nodded to myself anyway.

Elia, who had been spacing out, heard our conversation and tilted her head.

"...What are you two talking about?"

Hmm, what are we talking about...

How could I tell her what I've been thinking?

"Hmm, you don't need to know."

I shook my head with an awkward smile.

Elia looked at me with suspicious eyes, but I just gazed out the window.

"..."

Suddenly, all conversation in the carriage ceased.

Lucius seemed to be deeply contemplating something with a serious expression, and Elia was busy stealing glances at him.

Mu-Myeong, either completely uninterested in them or needing time to think after our earlier conversation, had his eyes closed with his head leaning against the carriage wall.

...If things continue like this, we'll end up in the same awkward situation as yesterday.

Of course, I could force myself to sleep to escape this situation, but right now, for some reason, I feel uncomfortable leaning on Mu-Myeong's shoulder.

Yet staying in this awkward state is also...

"Hmm."

I pushed out my lips in a pout.

Having to spend several hours with people you're not particularly close to without a word of conversation is more torturous than one might think.

Perhaps that's why I did something I would never normally do.

"Ahem, ahem."

I cleared my throat conspicuously, drawing the attention of everyone in the carriage.

Filled with tension from the eyes now on me, I looked directly at Lucius.

"Lucius, didn't you say you had something to tell me?"
"...What do you mean, Master?"
"Lucius?"

For some reason, the response came from everyone except Lucius.

Sweat began to trickle down my face.

Lucius, perhaps not expecting me to ask about it now, briefly showed a blank expression before quickly becoming serious.

"Are you ready to hear what I have to say already?"
"...Master?"

Ah, I did chase him away earlier because I wasn't in a good mood.

But, well.

Isn't this better than awkwardness?

I had been feeling stifled by the awkwardness and needed something to relieve it.

Of course, I didn't say that outright.

"Well, I'm fine now, and besides, hiding something from Mu-Myeong doesn't feel right."

Proper packaging is important for everything.

How could I, who built up an image as a great, magnificent master in Mu-Myeong's eyes, let that crumble?

...Though I'm not entirely sure if that's how Mu-Myeong actually sees me, but he surely must.

Probably.

Hearing my words, Mu-Myeong softly murmured "Master..." and nodded.

It seems to be going according to plan.

Barely suppressing a sigh of relief, I met Lucius's eyes.

Lucius, seeming to understand what I meant, nodded once and bowed with a serious expression.

"Could you perhaps give me a small lesson as well?"
"A lesson?"

Lucius nodded.

I guess I didn't mishear him. A lesson, huh...

I glanced sideways at Mu-Myeong.

Sure enough, Mu-Myeong's expression, which had been showing a faint smile until just now, had twisted.

Hmm, honestly, I understand how Mu-Myeong feels.

If one day, Mu-Myeong suddenly brought some unknown woman and introduced her as his new master, I'm confident I would break down in tears on the spot.

After all the effort I put into raising this disciple, how could he just abandon me like that?

Mu-Myeong must be making that expression for similar reasons.

Hmm, I understand.

Besides, to Mu-Myeong, I'm not just a master but also a parental figure, so right now he must feel like his mother is being taken away.

As my thoughts flowed naturally, something felt off.

Mother? Hmm, let's say father.

I nodded to myself.

After briefly organizing my thoughts, I put on a somewhat resolute expression to answer Lucius.

"I'm sorry, but I have no intention of taking on another disciple."
"Ah."

Lucius's eyes widened for a moment, and then he smiled awkwardly.

"It seems I misspoke."
"Hmm."
"I was asking if you could cross swords with me once."

...So he was asking for a sparring match?

Not to be taken on as a disciple?

I was overthinking things when there was nothing to worry about.

I rubbed my forehead and let out a small sigh.

Well... it's a bit troublesome, but I could use a good stretch, so there's no reason to refuse a sparring match.

As I was about to nod in agreement.

Suddenly, a thought crossed my mind.

...Could this be a good opportunity for Mu-Myeong to gain experience?

In the slum, Mu-Myeong did engage in actual combat, but those opponents were clearly inferior, unable to even touch a hair on Mu-Myeong's body.

Didn't Mu-Myeong easily win against multiple opponents due to the overwhelming difference in skill?

Though his methods were a bit excessive...

I narrowed my eyes and looked at Lucius.

Soon, the white energy flowing through his body began to appear in my vision.

Hmm, this is...

It's a bit unfair to Mu-Myeong, but...

Lucius is definitely a level above Mu-Myeong in skill.

No, it might be more than just one level.

Perhaps this time, Mu-Myeong won't even be able to touch a hair on this guy's body.

I don't know how he gathered such energy at his age, but considering he's a Hero, it makes some sense.

Tsk, playing favorites, are we?

Anyway.

This is my shortcoming as a master, but Mu-Myeong has never experienced sparring with someone of higher skill than himself, except for me.

In this situation, if Lucius accepts my proposal, I can gift Mu-Myeong a valuable sparring experience.

In other words, this is an opportunity to make up for my shortcomings as a master.

I raised the corners of my mouth and spoke.

"Very well, but—"

No matter how skilled he is, if he doesn't take it seriously, the sparring will be meaningless.

"Spar with my disciple, Mu-Myeong, first."

For Mu-Myeong to gain a good experience, it's better if Lucius gives it his all.

Even if Mu-Myeong suffers a major defeat and falls into great disappointment, that will only serve as a driving force for growth, not a problem.

After all, isn't growth built through blood and sweat?

Of course, since this is a mutually agreed-upon sparring match, there shouldn't be any bloodshed.

"I need to know your level so I can adjust my strength accordingly, don't I?"

To encourage Lucius to show his true abilities against Mu-Myeong, I deliberately raised one corner of my mouth in a provocative manner.

In response, Lucius's brow furrowed unpleasantly.

"Um... why did the atmosphere suddenly change? This is just sparring, right?"

Elia flinched at Lucius's changed demeanor and waved her arms, but Mu-Myeong silently kept his place, as if he didn't mind as long as it was my wish. Lucius looked at Mu-Myeong and nodded.

"If that's what you want, Cheon Ha-Rang... I understand."
"Good! Then we'll proceed as soon as the carriage stops today!"

I jumped up from my seat and spread both arms.

"Ah. We'll have the sparring after we arrive in Ellen."
"Oh!"

The carriage must have hit a large stone, as it shook violently, making me stagger.

...

A cold wind stings my cheeks.

Beyond the window, a snow-covered landscape stretches out.

"Hmm, we've arrived."

We've reached Ellen in the north.
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When I came to my senses, I noticed that fine snow was falling from the sky.

"Oh..."

I leaned halfway out the window, stretched out my hand, and caught some snowflakes in it.

The snow that touched my hand gave me a pleasant coolness before melting away without hesitation, disappearing into my body heat.

Feeling a bit disappointed watching it vanish, I stretched both arms out the window this time and waited for snow to accumulate in my hands.

However, inside a fast-moving carriage, this wasn't likely to work, and I ended up with snow hitting my face instead.

I pushed my lips out in a pout and pulled myself back inside.

Seeing this, Mu-Myeong let out a small sigh, took out a handkerchief, and wiped the snow and moisture from my face as he spoke.

"Master, the wind is cold."
"When have I ever cared about such things?"
"Since you never do, I have to care for you."
"..."

This guy was clearly saying such things despite knowing full well that I wasn't affected by the weather.

I could guess the reason too.

As the weather started getting colder, he was sulking—quite uncharacteristically—because I hadn't granted his request.

I puffed my cheeks out.

"Didn't I say I'd take care of that myself?"
"You're not doing it, which is why I'm acting this way."

...Look at this guy!

How dare he talk back so bluntly to his master who is like the heavens to him. This isn't normal.

But getting angry here would be amateur behavior.

I tried to speak calmly, controlling my emotions as best I could, but—

"Eek! You're always trying to take care of me too much!"

In the end, I couldn't hold back and shouted with a reddened face, flicking Mu-Myeong's forehead.

"Ow! Master, that hurts!"
"Hey! Tsk! Put your hands down!"

Mu-Myeong turned his head this way and that, trying to avoid my fingers, and the more he did so, the closer I stuck to him, wrapping myself around him so he couldn't escape.

As the previously quiet carriage became somewhat noisy because of us,

"...What exactly are you two doing here?"

Elia, who had clearly been trying to sleep until just now, spoke in a somewhat low voice with her face turning red.

"T-that kind of thing should be done when you're alone..."
"...Yes."
"...Sorry."

Mu-Myeong and I awkwardly sat in our seats, staring blankly out the window.

An uncomfortable silence filled the carriage.

...

Whether quiet or noisy, the carriage continued toward its destination without stopping.

By the time the snow-covered ground turned red with the setting sun, the carriage came to a halt.

...

I jumped out of the carriage as if throwing myself out and stretched my stiff back.

"Uggggh!"

It had taken over a month of travel to reach Ellen.

Many things had happened during that time...

As memories came flooding back, a wistful expression naturally formed on my face.

When we encountered a small animal like a squirrel, I tried to touch it out of curiosity, but Mu-Myeong stopped me, saying it was poisonous.

As the weather grew colder, Mu-Myeong became worried and gave me his outer garment, then with a reddened face wrapped me up tightly before hurriedly taking out new clothes from his bag.

...He tried to persuade me to wear them too, but I refused because they were uncomfortable.

I had lived my whole life wearing these clothes, and putting on thick layers now didn't suit my temperament.

Hearing my refusal, Mu-Myeong tried to convince me that people in Ellen might find it strange to see someone wearing such thin clothes, but my resolve was firm.

And, as always,

Laughter arose from our meaningless conversations while I watched over Mu-Myeong's training.

Once a week, we would sweat together as I helped widen his meridians at night.

For some reason, Elia couldn't face us the next day...

Also, last week, I was exhausted trying to make excuses to Lily whom I regularly met in my dreams.

You know, about why the Hero and Saintess weren't traveling with us?

I don't know how Lily found out about that...

She was suspicious that I might be breaking my promise and turning against them, so I had to awkwardly make excuses with my poor acting skills. I thought I was going to die from embarrassment.

Fortunately, either I had a talent for acting or Lily was naive enough to believe me.

Of course, I didn't just tell lies to Lily.

In reality, I decided on this journey to figure out what kind of people the Hero and Saintess were, and for my ultimate goal, didn't I?

From the beginning, I had no intention of siding with the Hero.

Just being near him makes me feel sick to my stomach because of that nauseating energy, so how could I possibly join him?

That doesn't mean I'm siding with the Demon King either.

I just want to live quietly and safely with Mu-Myeong, just the two of us.

If I hadn't been exposed to Lily and the Saintess, wouldn't Mu-Myeong and I be traveling through various villages right now, tasting different kinds of strawberries...?

My brow furrowed.

Mentioning strawberries brought back a memory.

I don't know what thief took them, but the strawberries I had bought in plenty disappeared in just three days,

And because of that, I nearly dislocated my jaw chewing on tasteless jerky.

If I ever find the culprit, I won't let them off easily.

The more I recalled, the more my brow furrowed.

"..."

Hmm, maybe these aren't such good memories after all.

As I stood with my lips pushed out, staring at the distant mountains, Mu-Myeong approached and took the luggage from my right hand.

"Master, they say carriages can't go any further from here."
"I see."

Nodding my head, I extended my hand to Mu-Myeong.

He stared at it for a moment, then took it and started walking.

...

The wind was so cold it stung my skin as it brushed against my cheeks.

With each step I took, my legs sank deep into the snow, and I smiled refreshingly at the sight.

I've never seen snow piled this high before.

Suddenly curious about Mu-Myeong's reaction, I swung our clasped hands back and forth.

"Mu-Myeong, isn't this amazing?"
"What is, Master?"
"How the temperature and weather differ depending on the region."

Mu-Myeong looked down at his snow-covered feet and smiled back.

"Yes, it is amazing."
"Hmm."

Seeing Mu-Myeong's pure smile made my chest feel ticklish.

Is it because of the cold...?

Or perhaps...

As I was about to contemplate the reason more deeply, I heard Elia's voice from behind and turned my head.

"Ah... I'm sorry."
"It's alright."

Lucius caught Elia, who had half-fallen, in his arms and carefully helped her stand.

Tsk, how foolish.

How neglectful of training must one be to fall on such soft snow?

I clicked my tongue softly and swung Mu-Myeong's hand back and forth.

By the way.

I need to find the right timing to separate from them...

Unfortunately, because we had arranged a sparring match, it's not easy to part ways with them.

The original purpose for Mu-Myeong and me coming to the North wasn't Ellen where we're heading now, but the demon realm called The End Of The World, wasn't it?

We came to find the scabbard that matches Mu-Myeong's sword there...

At this rate, it seems we'll end up staying at the duke's castle in Ellen with them.

A small sigh escaped me.

Mu-Myeong, finding this strange, tilted his head and tugged at my arm.

"What's wrong?"
"...Just thinking about meeting new people already gives me a headache."

Mu-Myeong made a small "ah" sound and nodded as if he understood.

"Indeed, thinking about the person we're about to meet makes me nervous too."

His tone suggested he knew something about the person we were going to meet...

I narrowed my eyes.

Deliberately using a bright voice so Mu-Myeong wouldn't notice anything strange, I asked:

"Oh? Do you know who it is?"
"Yes, the Iron-Blooded one, isn't it?"

Despite hearing Mu-Myeong's answer, I couldn't think of anyone and tilted my head in confusion.

...Who is that?

I've been living in a Log Cabin all this time, so I don't even know the current emperor's name, let alone the nickname of someone living in such a remote place.

But Mu-Myeong only lived in a village briefly during his childhood, so for him to have heard of this person, just how famous must they be...?

Seeing my puzzled expression, Mu-Myeong smiled slightly and continued:

"They say she's the strongest person in the Empire right now."
"Oh...?"
"At the young age of thirteen, she slew a wyvern that lived in the North."

A small glimmer of admiration appeared in Mu-Myeong's eyes.

"At fifteen, she threw herself onto the battlefield and achieved numerous accomplishments."

Mu-Myeong continued speaking while looking at the castle built on a dizzying cliff in the distance.

Without even looking at me.

"Yes, even now, without even marrying, she calls herself the shield of the Empire and stops the monsters coming from the northern edge."
"..."

A sticky, slimy emotion welled up in a corner of my heart.

"...You know quite a lot about her?"

Mu-Myeong flinched and froze in place like a stone.

"Why are you acting like that? Go on, continue."

I smiled sweetly and looked at Mu-Myeong.

Suddenly, I noticed cold sweat running down the back of his neck.
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Despite the cold wind blowing, Mu-Myeong was sweating profusely from his forehead, as if something was making him incredibly hot.

"What are you doing? Continue what you were saying?"

After fumbling with his lips for a while, Mu-Myeong cautiously approached me and reached out his hand.

"...Master."
"Yes, I'm listening, aren't I?"

I took another step away from Mu-Myeong and smiled sweetly.

As the distance between us widened again.

Naturally, Mu-Myeong's hand failed to reach its intended destination and remained suspended in midair.

Mu-Myeong blinked repeatedly while staring at his own hand.

A moment later, his entire body began to stiffen like stone.

"..."
"Hmph."

I glanced at him and turned my head away with a prim expression.

"Lucius, what are those two doing...?"
"Saintess, one shouldn't interfere in others' romantic affairs."

I heard some incomprehensible comments from behind but quickly ignored them.

Right now, my disappointment with Mu-Myeong was greater.

...Though I wasn't quite sure what I was disappointed about, but that was beside the point.

"Hmm."

I nodded to myself.

...

-Cheon Mu-Myeong

I glanced at Master walking about two steps away from me.

...Surely, I still had a chance.

That wasn't just baseless nonsense.

Look, even now Master wasn't completely distancing herself from me, just keeping a slight distance while walking alongside me.

Though I'd never seen her act like this before, my instincts told me so.

That I still had a chance.

...Of course.

It might just be a person's instinct to think positively in a crisis.

But if I didn't think this way, I felt like I'd collapse on the spot.

I nodded with a determined expression and carefully approached Master.

"..."

Part of me worried she might increase the distance again...

Fortunately, Master just sighed softly and kept looking forward as I slowly closed the gap.

...That's fortunate, right?

I bit my lip firmly.

Slowly, stealthily, I continued approaching Master's side until we were close enough for our hands to touch.

I squeezed my eyes shut and carefully opened my mouth.

"Um... Master."
"What is it?"

Master's voice was flat.

Anxiously, I opened my eyes slightly to look at her expression.

She had that somewhat creepy expression from earlier—eyes devoid of life, only the corners of her mouth turned up.

...My nervousness intensified.

After rolling my eyes around in thought, I squeezed them shut and bowed at the waist.

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

I was going crazy with anxiety.

I wished Master would say something, even if it was a scolding. Her maintaining this silence made me feel like I was about to lose my mind.

After a long silence, Master uttered one magical phrase that changed my entire train of thought.

"For what?"

My mind went blank.

As I stared at her with my mouth hanging open, Master took a step toward me and leaned in.

Master's lifeless, pitch-black eyes filled my vision.

"What exactly are you apologizing for?"
"..."

I had no idea what to say, so I just opened and closed my mouth.

...In truth, I felt completely wronged.

I didn't even know what I'd done wrong, yet my Master was giving me the cold shoulder with an expression I'd never seen before...

It made my heart ache so much I wanted to tear it out.

Biting my lip hard, I rolled my eyes around carefully choosing my answer.

My instinct told me that if I gave the wrong answer now, Master would continue treating me this way for days...

Just imagining it made my head throb, so I squeezed my eyes shut.

After racking my brain for a while, I remembered something Master once told me.

'There should be no lies in a master-disciple relationship.'

Although I was still hiding something from Master...

But that would be like driving a nail into Master's heart, so setting that aside.

I decided to borrow Master's words and honestly express my thoughts to defuse the situation.

Though I was dressing it up nicely...

In short, I was just going to honestly say I didn't know.

"I don't know..."
"So you're apologizing to me when you've done nothing wrong?"

Master's mouth, which had been slightly upturned, now formed a completely straight line.

Cold sweat began pouring down my face.

Growing desperate, I shook my head vigorously and spoke.

"That's not it!"
"Then what?"
"That's..."

...Words failed me.

How could I answer when I didn't even know what I'd done wrong?

Actually...

It wasn't that I had absolutely no idea...

I glanced at Master.

She was waiting with her lips curled up again, as if expecting what I was about to say.

...Her eyes still lacked any life.

For some reason, her appearance made me shudder.

What kind of insane person would think that expression showed jealousy?

After spending a long time wondering what answer might improve Master's mood even slightly, I heard a small sigh from beside me.

I turned my head toward the sound with trembling pupils.

There was Master, rubbing her forehead and shaking her head slightly.

"...Enough, tsk, what am I doing at my age,"

Master waved her hand lightly, then grabbed my arm and pulled me to her side.

"Come here."

...Was it over?

My legs nearly gave out, but I managed to stay upright solely because I didn't want to show such an embarrassing sight to Master.

"Lucius, what are those two really doing...?"
"Saintess, as I said before, one shouldn't interfere in others' romantic affairs."

I heard some incomprehensible comments from behind but quickly ignored them.

Right now, my gratitude toward Master was greater.

...Though I wasn't quite sure what I was grateful for, but that was beside the point.

I smiled broadly and held Master's hand in return.

"Thank you."
"Hmm, yes."

...

-Cheon Ha-Rang

A tall castle built on a steep cliff.

The guard, or rather knight, standing in front of the low castle walls that seemed to mark territory...

Had a completely different atmosphere from the guards I'd seen protecting castle walls before.

His posture had no unnecessary movements, and snow had accumulated on his shoulders from standing motionless for so long, though not enough to hinder his movement.

His posture was acceptable.

I narrowed my eyes and examined the knight from head to toe.

"Hooh..."

Though he didn't possess overwhelming inner power, he had evenly distributed his energy throughout his body, clearly showing years of training.

As I was sizing up the knight.

Lucius stepped forward, holding a paper with a symbol drawn on it, and approached the knight.

"The three of you can wait here for a moment."
"Yes, please do."

Elia smiled as she saw Lucius off.

I approached Elia, who was waving goodbye, and quietly asked.

"Elia."
"Yes?"

Elia seemed surprised that I had approached her first, opening her eyes slightly wider and tilting her head.

Hmm, should I have spoken to her more often...?

I felt somewhat apologetic.

"Ahem, hmm."

I cleared my throat awkwardly and spoke again.

"Can you tell me about this Iron-Blooded person?"
"...Iron-Blooded, is it."

Elia nodded slightly, then tilted her head as if something puzzled her.

"Mu-Myeong seems to know a lot about her, why not ask him?"

At Elia's words, I glanced briefly at Mu-Myeong.

Mu-Myeong, who had been sneaking toward me, flinched and turned back to his original position.

"Tsk, somehow I feel twisted inside when I hear things from that fellow."

After I finished speaking with a slight frown, Elia covered her mouth and laughed softly.

"...Why are you laughing?"
"No reason, you're just cute."
"..."

I really hate being called cute...

But I felt bad about saying something unpleasant to Elia, so I awkwardly turned my head away.

"So, what kind of woman is this Iron-Blooded person?"
"...Woman? That's, no."

Elia shook her head slightly and sighed.

"Um... how should I explain this..."
"I'm not asking for details, just briefly tell me what kind of personality she has."

After all, haven't I heard enough about how amazing she is from Mu-Myeong's mouth until my ears were worn out?

The reason I'm asking now is purely out of genuine curiosity.

If she's someone who commands the knight guarding the castle wall, she must be an excellent person.

I nodded slightly and waited for Elia's answer.

What I heard was somewhat incomprehensible.

"Um... someone who makes you a bit, well, angry when you talk to them...?"
"...?"
"Well, I shouldn't say this, but... a bit arrogant...? No, they have every right to be... this is difficult..."

What is she talking about?
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"...Impudent? What do you mean by that?"
"You'll understand as soon as you see her...."

Elia smiled awkwardly and let out a light laugh.

"It feels like I'm gossiping about someone, which doesn't feel great."

*But it's true though...*

After mumbling those words, Elia nodded resolutely and turned to look at me.

I was startled when she suddenly brought her face close to mine.

"Wh-what is it?"
"I'll explain what actually happened."
"Hmm, yes, that would be better."

Certainly, inferring from actual events would be more accurate than hearing abstract descriptions of someone's character secondhand.

As I nodded, Elia furrowed her brow and began chattering away.

While listening to her, I couldn't help but show various natural reactions—my eyes widening or my mouth falling open—because each and every thing the Iron-Blooded had done was simply incomprehensible to a person of common sense like myself.

...

"...Are all these things you've told me... true?"

Elia had mentioned various incidents caused by the Iron-Blooded, helping me form an impression of what kind of person she was.

"Yes... I swear on my name as a Saintess, I witnessed all of it with my own eyes."
"My goodness...."

I closed my eyes tightly and rubbed my forehead.

Based on what I'd heard from Elia, I tried to construct my own image of the Iron-Blooded, but....

"Hmm."

I simply couldn't imagine what kind of person the Iron-Blooded might be.

Well, that's understandable.

From Elia's description alone, she sounded like the craziest woman in the world—how could I form any reasonable impression?

At this point, all I knew was that she was "a woman with a broken personality."

...However.

I glanced at Mu-Myeong, who was occasionally stealing looks in my direction.

"Wow... why is Mu-Myeong acting like that?"
"...I don't know either."

At Elia's disgusted comment, I felt embarrassed and averted my gaze.

...Anyway, to continue my train of thought.

According to Mu-Myeong, the Iron-Blooded was a virtuous person.

She had taken the lead in defeating a crisis that threatened the empire at a young age, and had voluntarily given up her own happiness—her marriage—to become the empire's shield.

My head was throbbing.

Elia's and Mu-Myeong's descriptions seemed completely contradictory.

"Hmm...."

She was also exceptionally skilled in combat, had many achievements to her name, and held the high rank of duchess.

*Sigh*, perhaps it's only natural that her personality became so twisted?

As I tilted my head this way and that, trying to construct an image of the Iron-Blooded in my mind, Mu-Myeong approached and gently tapped my shoulder.

"Master, I think we can go in now."
"Hmm, yes."

Pulled from my thoughts by Mu-Myeong's words, I looked ahead.

Elia and Lucius were looking at me.

Hmm, that's uncomfortable.

It seems they had finished preparations a while ago, but I had been lost in thought.

"...Let's go now."
"Yes, Master."

I took Mu-Myeong's hand and headed toward the city wall.

...

"Hmm, it's huge."

The wall, which had seemed low from a distance, was overwhelmingly massive up close—much larger than any wall I had seen before.

It must have appeared relatively small because the castle behind it was so tall.

As I looked around the wall with small exclamations of wonder, the massive gate began to rise with a thunderous sound.

"Ohhh...."

Elia glanced at me and whispered something to Lucius while covering her mouth.

"Ha-Rang has so many reactions...."
"Lady Saintess... you don't need to tell me everything."

But I was too captivated by the overwhelming grandeur to pay them any attention.

With a flushed face, I bounced around excitedly, shaking Mu-Myeong's hand.

"Mu-Myeong! It's so huge!"
"Yes, indeed it is."

Despite being shaken vigorously by me, Mu-Myeong maintained a small smile and agreed with me.

Feeling a connection that we shared the same impression, I became even more excited and tried to pull him by the arm toward the gate, but—

"Whoa!"

Mu-Myeong let go of my hand and instead lifted me up by putting his hands under my armpits.

I ended up looking like a limp cat being held up.

"Eek! Why are you lifting me up again?!"

Caught by Mu-Myeong, I flailed my arms in small protest, while he dodged them and spoke.

"I'd like to leave right away too, but there are procedures to follow, aren't there?"
"...Procedures?"

At Mu-Myeong's words, I stopped flailing and turned my head slightly.

I saw Lucius and Elia talking with a knight in light ceremonial armor, different from those guarding the wall.

When our eyes met, Elia gave an awkward smile and waved.

"Um... could you come over here for a moment?"
"..."

I wonder how I must have looked to them....

I didn't need to think deeply about it.

I probably looked like a childish brat running around without restraint.

How embarrassing!

To get so excited over a large wall at my age!

But I have my excuses.

As you know, I lived in a Log Cabin, cut off from the outside world for quite some time, didn't I?

And before coming to this world, I was what you'd call a fantasy novel enthusiast—a nerd.

How could I not get excited when shown such a magnificent scene?

I guarantee that even Buddha himself would bounce around like an excited child if brought here.

Yes, that's right.

There's nothing wrong with me.

I glanced around slightly, but they were still giving me awkward smiles.

Don't look at me like that!

To hide my flushed face from embarrassment, I rubbed my face and silently tapped Mu-Myeong's shoulder.

Mu-Myeong seemed to understand what I wanted and carefully set me down on the ground.

As soon as my feet, which had been floating in the air, touched the ground, I rubbed my face once more.

"Ahem, hmm."

After clearing my throat lightly, I began walking slowly toward Lucius as if nothing had happened.

"Master, it's fine. Who would dare criticize your behavior?"
"Shut that mouth of yours!"

I kicked the shin of the tactless Mu-Myeong.

...

The knight in light armor looked at Mu-Myeong and me, then turned back to Lucius.

"Hero, are these people also guests of the Duchess?"
"Yes, they are."

The knight stared at me with furrowed brows, then nodded.

"...I understand."

Is there something not quite right?

Seeing the knight's reaction, Elia seemed to have an idea and approached me with a bitter smile.

"Hmm?"
"I think... he's reacting that way because of your clothes..."

At Elia's words, I looked down at my outfit.

Hmm, I have no idea what the problem might be.

Elia sighed slightly, as if she had expected this, and continued.

"In Ellen, people who wear such thin clothes are either... impoverished, or, well, a bit... provocative? Ah, only people who work in brothels dress like this...."
"What."
"And given my and Lucius's status, someone dressed as thinly as you would seem strange."

So Mu-Myeong's words were true?

I had thought he was just making up nonsense because he wanted me to wear more layers, but....

I turned my head slightly to look at Mu-Myeong, who was glaring at the knight with furrowed brows.

Hmm, should I put on more clothes now?

Honestly, I don't really care about receiving such looks, but from Mu-Myeong's perspective, seeing his master being looked at that way....

In such a situation, Mu-Myeong wouldn't just stand by.

I let out a small sigh and tugged at Mu-Myeong's sleeve.

"Clothes."
"Yes, Master."

Mu-Myeong smiled brightly and eagerly took off his outer garment to drape it over me.

Wondering why he was specifically taking it off to give to me, I looked at him closely and saw that he was still well-dressed despite having removed his outer layer.

"...?"

Mu-Myeong proudly fluttered his remaining outer garment.

"I anticipated this, so I was wearing two layers."
"...Well done."

Lucius, who had been quietly observing us, nodded and spoke.

"Since we seem to be ready, let's depart."
"I will guide you."

The knight took the lead.

...

After passing through the wall and walking for quite some time, we reached the castle.

We were guided to the reception room by a white-haired old butler who was waiting for us at the entrance.

And there, waiting for us, was the Iron-Blooded, whose physical appearance was completely contrary to the image I had formed in my mind.

Judging by her eye level, which was slightly lower than mine despite my short stature, she seemed to be just under 150 cm tall, and her build matched her short height, making her look quite young.

The next noticeable feature was her hair color—silver with a bluish tint as the base, with patches of blue highlights throughout. Her sharp navy blue eyes, unlike Mu-Myeong's, gave off a mischievous rather than fierce impression.

The Iron-Blooded revealed her shark-like pointed teeth in a wide grin.

"What's this? You losers just arrived? You're so late."

Ch.55 - Mesugaki Duchess
I entered the reception room with furrowed brows, staring fixedly at one spot.

Where was this Iron-Blooded woman who was supposed to be waiting for us, and why was there a tiny kid here instead...?

A girl with blue-tinged white hair and blue bangs was dozing off with her chin propped on the desk, looking exactly like a clueless kid sitting in her parents' place.

Confused, I glanced to the side.

Mu-Myeong was looking at the kid with a somewhat puzzled expression, but Elia and Lucius showed no change in their expressions, as if they had expected this situation.

Hmm.

Mu-Myeong's expression was starting to irritate me slightly.

Could it really be... that my disciple likes such a child?

My eyes narrowed as I looked at Mu-Myeong.

After staring for a moment, Mu-Myeong seemed to notice my gaze and frantically shook his head.

I wonder what meaning he took from my look to deny it so strongly?

I'd reached the point where every single one of Mu-Myeong's actions seemed suspicious.

I continued to stare at Mu-Myeong with a meaningful expression.

Mu-Myeong kept shaking his head with an aggrieved expression, but I found that behavior even more suspicious and narrowed my eyes further.

Come to think of it.

Didn't Mu-Myeong say his ideal type was a woman about two hand spans shorter than himself, using my hand as reference?

I was certain he liked women around my height...

When I recalled how Mu-Myeong had introduced Iron-Blooded with a smiling face, my heart stung a little.

With furrowed brows, I turned my head slightly to look at the kid resting her chin on her hand.

Hmm...

No matter how I looked at her, that kid was even shorter than me.

Wouldn't she be about two hand spans shorter than Mu-Myeong, not by my hand but by his?

...I don't think that's right.

I turned to look at Mu-Myeong with a contemptuous expression.

Mu-Myeong shook his head with a face that had turned completely pale, and I couldn't help but find his appearance annoying.

"Tsk, Mu-Myeong, don't do things that will get you arrested."
"It's really not like that..."

Mu-Myeong opened his mouth with a dejected voice, and I turned my head away from him, staring straight ahead.

If he was going to bring a woman like that, even if she was Mu-Myeong's ideal type, this master would oppose it.

I hope Mu-Myeong walks the right path.

Besides, could that kid even properly bear children?

She would need to have at least my build to make it possible.

"...?"

...What am I thinking?

I shook my head at the strange direction my thoughts were taking and firmly closed my mouth.

After about three minutes had passed,

Iron-Blooded still showed no sign of appearing, and I was starting to get irritated, so I opened my mouth.

After all.

No matter what, when guests arrive, shouldn't the owner of this castle at least come out to greet them rather than making them wait like this?

With furrowed brows, I turned my head toward Elia.

"Hmm, so where is this person called Iron-Blooded?"

Mu-Myeong also seemed curious about this, looking at Elia expectantly.

Receiving our gazes, Elia gave a bitter smile and turned her head, pointing to the kid that Mu-Myeong and I had been looking at.

"She's right there..."

Hmm, but there's only a kid there...

Tilting my head in confusion, I saw Lucius approach the kid with a deep sigh.

"...Duchess."
"Mmm..."

The kid didn't seem to hear Lucius's voice and just continued to doze off.

Wait... Duchess?

That kid?

Mu-Myeong and I were simultaneously struck with astonishment.

Wait, does that mean Mu-Myeong knew this kid was Iron-Blooded and that's why he acted that way earlier?

I turned my head roughly to look at Mu-Myeong, who was pale with fear, shaking his head vigorously.

Regardless, Lucius began to gently tap on the desk of the still-dozing kid.

"...Duchess Von Valencia."
"Mmm..."

The kid flinched slightly, removed the arm supporting her chin, and promptly planted her forehead on the desk.

Watching this, Lucius let out a deep sigh and tapped the desk with greater force.

As he continued to tap with increasing intensity, just when it seemed like Lucius's hand might start turning red...

The kid, addressed as Duchess Von Valencia by Lucius, suddenly lifted her head.

She blinked her eyes and began looking around.

"Huh? What is it?"

And then.

The kid stood up, struggled to climb onto the desk, and then smiled, revealing shark-like pointed teeth.

"What's this? You losers finally arrived? You're so late."

Why did she climb onto the desk...?

No, wasn't she the one who hadn't gotten up?

And what's with that way of talking?

There were too many issues to address.

Dumbfounded, I narrowed my eyes and stared at the kid—Iron-Blooded.

Now she was covering her mouth with one hand and giggling with "pff, pfft" sounds.

"..."

Looking at her behavior, I should be getting angry, but...

Seeing something so ridiculous in person.

I was so stunned by her unbelievable behavior that I just stood there in a daze.

No, was it even possible to talk like that in real life?

My head throbbed.

And according to what I heard from Elia.

Shouldn't Iron-Blooded be a different woman, not this kid?

I clearly remember asking Elia about Iron-Blooded's age, and she told me she was 31 years old.

Plus, from what Elia said, her personality was supposed to be prickly and cold, so I was expecting a woman with some kind of cold impression...

But this kid in front of my eyes...

I closed my eyes tightly and shook my head, trying to regain my composure.

...Right, this is a world inside a novel, isn't it?

What wouldn't be possible here?

That... what do they call it in subculture? Mesgaki?

Anyway, it's not strange at all for such characters to appear here.

Hmm, that's right.

I nodded my head.

Just as I was starting to calm down by reminding myself that this was a world inside a novel,

The voice of that kid reaching my ears irritated me again.

"Losers~ Why are you so late? You called me here and made me wait? Total garbage~"
"Duchess... we weren't late."
"Pfft, now you're even lying? How childish~"

A kid slightly shorter than my eye level was wagging her finger at Lucius with a mischievous eye-smile, and Lucius was just accepting it silently with his head bowed.

I was curious how he could endure it so well, so I took a closer look at Lucius and saw veins popping on his forehead, suggesting he was barely holding back.

Hmm, I understand completely.

I nodded my head.

As I was silently sympathizing with Lucius in my heart,

The impudent kid now began to stare intently at Mu-Myeong and me.

"What's this? There are more losers?"

...How did I become a loser?

I had a lot to say, but being a considerate adult, I barely managed to hold back.

Lucius looked at me with my eyes tightly shut, and seeming somewhat worried, he spoke with a slightly anxious expression.

"Duchess, these are the people I wanted to introduce to you."
"Hmm? Really?"

Upon hearing Lucius's words, the kid—no, Iron-Blooded—struggled to get down from the desk and began toddling toward Mu-Myeong and me.

...Acting like such a child despite living for 31 years.

Tsk, what does Mu-Myeong see in a woman like her?

I didn't like anything about her, but since I didn't come here to fight with her, I didn't show it.

Iron-Blooded stood in front of Mu-Myeong, craned her neck to look into his eyes, and once again gave that mischievous eye-smile of hers.

"Heeh... you, your eyes look lecherous."
"...Pardon?"

Mu-Myeong tilted his head as if he couldn't understand Iron-Blooded's words at all, but after hearing what she said, I couldn't just stay quiet.

She just said Mu-Myeong's eyes looked lecherous, didn't she?

I looked at Mu-Myeong with a shocked expression.

Feeling my gaze, Mu-Myeong hurriedly shook his head, but...

Regardless, Iron-Blooded continued speaking.

"Wow~ Are you getting aroused looking at a little kid? That's totally disgusting~"
"...What are you talking about?"

...It must have been my imagination that Iron-Blooded glanced at me slightly.

Mu-Myeong slightly furrowed his brows at Iron-Blooded's words and looked back at her, and Iron-Blooded, meeting Mu-Myeong's gaze, raised one corner of her mouth and turned her steps toward me.

"Well, I get it~"

And then.

She began to stare intently into my eyes, just as she had done with Mu-Myeong.

I also seized the opportunity to look into this annoying kid's eyes, trying to gauge her strength.

After all, wasn't she supposed to be the one with the greatest military power in the empire?

Earlier, when I briefly examined her, I didn't sense any significant energy, which is why I didn't realize this kid was Iron-Blooded.

But checking up close like this, I should be able to confirm if she really is Iron-Blooded.

And I could indirectly grasp the power that was said to be the empire's greatest military might...

This would allow me to somewhat understand the power balance of this world, which is what I've been wanting.

So Iron-Blooded and I stared into each other's eyes for a while.

Iron-Blooded was the first to speak.

"Wow... this feels bad... you were an old lady?"
"...What did you say?"

A vein popped on my forehead.

Ch.56 - Mentor Has Disappeared
I drew my inner energy, focusing on my eyes to concentrate on the pupils of the kid called Iron-Blooded.

Soon, I began to see the thin blue energy spread around her body like clothing, and as I strained my eyes further, opening them wide, a vast frozen lake appeared behind Iron-Blooded.

"Hooo..."

Indeed, she possessed an impressive amount of inner energy worthy of praise for her combat prowess.

Still.

Not to brag, but she couldn't compare to someone like me who had lived for over 300 years.

I narrowed my eyes as I looked at Iron-Blooded.

She was 31 years old, wasn't she?

With this amount of energy, she probably had accumulated what took me about 100 years to gather.

Faced with such an enormous difference in talent, I let out a small sigh, feeling somewhat inadequate.

Truly, she was a once-in-a-generation genius.

Just as I was about to offer a small compliment to acknowledge her abilities, this damned kid covered her mouth with her hand and started giggling with that mischievous eye-smile of hers.

"Wow... that's unpleasant... were you a grandma?"
"...What?"

I blinked in confusion at her incomprehensible words.

...Grandma?

Did I hear that wrong?

Me? A grandma...?

To confirm what I'd heard, I slightly turned my head to look beside me.

Mu-Myeong was constantly sweating and shaking his head, which suggested that I had indeed heard correctly.

Hmm, well.

If you think you see a vein popping on my forehead, that's just your imagination.

I nodded slightly and forced the corners of my mouth upward as I looked at the damned kid.

"Haha, what did you just say?"
"Eek! Have you eaten so many years that your ears are gone too? You're a total hag."

For a moment, murderous intent surged as I drew energy into my right hand...

But I bit my lip hard and tried to regain my composure.

What would I gain from fighting with this cursed brat?

I calmed my energy through deep breathing and met the damned kid's eyes.

At times like this, peaceful resolution is the way to go.

"Tsk... you're a middle-aged woman yourself, aren't you?"
"Hag? What did you just call me?"

The kid's eyebrows twitched repeatedly as she clenched her fists and began to tremble.

This was working.

I successfully landed a blow on this cursed brat.

A sense of satisfaction rose in a corner of my heart, and I pulled up one corner of my mouth into a crooked smile.

"...Hag, are you asking for a fight?"
"Hmm? What are you saying? As you said, I'm old, so I can't hear well?"

As I crossed my arms and tilted my head in feigned ignorance, the kid trembled and pointed her index finger at me.

"You, youuu!"
"Hmm? What's wrong?"

I whistled poorly and pretended to be nonchalant as I turned my head away.

The more I did this, the redder her face became, which I found quite entertaining.

Of course I would win this exchange. Our life experiences are completely different.

Each word carries different weight, you see.

It's the vibe that comes from experience—in other words, the difference in skill.

After all, this girl and I have about a 10-fold difference in years lived.

Hmm, naturally.

...Of course, whenever I recalled this fact, a part of my heart felt like it was crumbling...

But that couldn't be helped.

Wouldn't it be more humiliating to lose a war of words to such a damned brat?

To put it crudely.

If I'm a fool whether I win or lose... I'd rather be a winning fool.

I nodded to myself.

While Iron-Blooded and I continued our mud-slinging fight about each other's ages, Elia stepped forward with a worried expression and stood between us.

"Don't you think that's enough...?"

At Elia's words, we looked into each other's eyes.

This cursed brat—no, Iron-Blooded's eyes were red-rimmed.

Just a little more provocation and she'd probably cry her eyes out.

...I suppose this means I've won, right?

And, a bit embarrassingly, I too had some dust in my eyes, making them moist.

If I shed tears here because of "dust," it would look like I'd lost.

A strategic retreat would benefit us both at this point.

Iron-Blooded seemed to think the same, as she pushed out her lips and nodded.

"Hmph, damn hag, we'll continue this later!"
"Let's do that, middle-aged woman."

Our eyes met again in mid-air.

To exaggerate slightly, you might have heard a "zap!" sound effect.

"You damned hag, I'll—"
"You cursed brat! You started this!"

As we began glaring at each other again, Lucius moved behind Iron-Blooded, grabbed her shoulder, and shook his head slightly.

"Perhaps you should stop..."
"Hmph... fine."

Iron-Blooded pretended to give in, turning her head away with a pout.

I looked at him and smiled smugly.

So it ends with my victory after all!

As I was privately celebrating my victory, Mu-Myeong came behind me, slipped his hands under my armpits, and lifted me up.

"What! What! Put me down!"

I flailed my arms and twisted my body, trying to escape from Mu-Myeong.

Of course, I was careful not to use too much strength, as I might hurt him—just enough to convey my intentions.

But unlike usual, when he would immediately let me go after such protests, this time he continued holding me up as he spoke words that pierced my heart like daggers.

"Master, this is... somewhat unseemly..."
"What kind of talk is that?!"

Feeling betrayed that Mu-Myeong wasn't taking my side unconditionally, I went limp in his arms.

I'm his master... and that cursed brat is someone we just met today...

Logically, shouldn't he take my side?

...Does this mean Mu-Myeong prefers that short brat over me?

I pushed out my lips in a pout.

I couldn't understand why he wouldn't take my side.

Tears threatened to well up from the hurt, but I suppressed them as much as possible.

If I cried here, my dignity as a master would plummet to rock bottom.

I kept hiccupping as I rubbed my eyes with my arm.

The voice that naturally escaped my lips was so subdued that even I was surprised.

"...Put me down."
"Master?"
"Must I repeat myself?"

Mu-Myeong silently lowered me.

As my feet finally touched the ground, bringing a strange sense of relief, I immediately turned and kicked his shin with all my might.

"Ugh!"
"You foolish Disciple!"

I watched with slightly concerned eyes as Mu-Myeong clutched his shin and collapsed, but then steeled my heart and ran out of the reception room.

I just wanted to be alone for a while.

"Master!"

I deliberately ignored Mu-Myeong's voice calling from behind me.

...

-Cheon Mu-Myeong

After Master ran out of the reception room, a heavy silence fell over the room.

The first to speak was Lucius.

"Don't you need to go after her?"
"Mu-Myeong... please go after her quickly."

I couldn't answer them.

Master was hurt because of me...

Would it be okay for me to follow her?

What if she doesn't want to see me?

If, just if—

A terrible thought I didn't even want to imagine—

What if Master rejects me after I chase after her...

As ominous thoughts kept stabbing my mind, I sat on the floor in a daze.

Then Iron-Blooded approached and placed her foot on my head.

Already on edge, I immediately frowned and spoke.

My tone naturally came out somewhat rough.

"What are you doing?"

As I growled lowly, Iron-Blooded, who had placed her heel on my head, snorted once and spoke.

"Hmph... hey, pathetic trash."
"...What?"
"I see your mindset is as trashy as befits a loser."

Iron-Blooded snorted once more and continued.

"If I stay in the same space with you any longer, your patheticness might rub off on me."
"..."
"If you understand, would you kindly get lost?"

With those words, Iron-Blooded removed her foot from my head and returned to her seat.

I stood up.

"Thank you."

I bowed once to Iron-Blooded, the Hero, and the Saintess, then immediately left the reception room.

...

"Master! Where are you?!"

I shouted as I ran through the castle corridors.

Glancing through a window, I saw that it was getting dark as the sun was setting.

But.

Even at this hour, I still hadn't found Master.

I gritted my teeth.

...It's not too late yet.

Ignoring my labored breathing, I continued running through the corridors.

By the time darkness had completely fallen, a man stopped me as I was running down the corridor.

"Hey!"

With my mind anxious, I frowned deeply at being interrupted and turned my head.

There stood the old butler who had first guided us, looking at me with a kind smile.

As Master would say, I couldn't snap at someone who had shown us kindness.

To calm my heated mind, I exhaled heavily and spoke.

"...What is it?"
"You're looking for Ha-Rang, aren't you?"

My eyes widened at the butler's words.

I grabbed his arm and asked him.

"Yes! Do you know where Master is?"
"Yes."

The butler smiled slightly and told me where Master was, and I ran toward that place.

...

In a dark room, only the fireplace on the wall illuminated the space.

I slowly walked toward where Master would be, guided by that light.

Master was lying on the bed.

Even that was obscured by the bed curtains, with only Master's silhouette barely visible.

I carefully opened my mouth.

"Master..."

My voice was filled with guilt, almost choked with emotion.

But despite my earnestness, there was no answer.

Is she that angry...?

I carefully knelt in front of the bed.

Then, though Master couldn't see it, I bowed my head in respect.

"This unworthy disciple failed to understand Master's feelings.

If you would show mercy just this once,

I will ensure such a thing never happens again."

I then banged my head on the ground with a thud.

"I beg you."

How long had I been pressing my head to the ground?

Master wouldn't be so cold as to not answer me...

Gradually sensing something strange, I cooled my heated head and began to focus on the sounds around me.

Shhh, shhh—

The sound of regular, even breathing.

...No way.

I jumped up and pulled back the curtains covering the bed.

-Swoosh

"...Master?"

My strength drained away, and I nearly collapsed to the floor.

Master was sleeping with the most peaceful expression, having scattered the bedding and clothes all around.

A wry laugh escaped me.

"Ha, haha."

...What had I been worrying about?

I felt pathetic for not having trusted Master.
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Ch.57 - Lily's Request
I looked around at the suddenly changed surroundings with a slight frown.

"...Why have you come to find me again this time?"
"Really! Please stop saying such hurtful things!"

The kid, seemingly wanting to pretend to be upset, placed both arms on their sides and puffed up their cheeks.

"Hmph!"

Looking at them, I sighed and threw myself onto a nearby chair.

...Just when I had finally fallen asleep, someone comes to find me and doesn't even let me rest properly.

I placed a finger on my furrowed brow and glared at Lily, who was still huffing.

"...I apologize, so could you please quickly tell me why you're here?"
"Eek! Why are you suddenly being so scary...?"

Wanting to move past this situation quickly, I waved my hand in agreement. Lily's eyes widened as she took a step back.

Then, as if realizing something, Lily began to tremble.

"Gasp... Could it be!"

She raised her index finger and pointed at me accusingly.

"You! You're not Ha-Rang!! Give me back my Ha-Rang right now!!"
"..."

I let out a deep sigh and roughly rubbed my face.

I was already heated because of that damn Kid, and now this girl is acting up with me...

I lifted my back from the chair and slowly stood up.

"W-what! Stay back! If you're not Ha-Rang, I'm not scared of you at all!"

I approached Lily, who was still putting on airs, jumped up, and gave her a knock on the head.

"Oww! That hurts!"

Lily immediately crouched down, continuously rubbing the lump on her head that was as big as her fist while groaning in pain.

After staring at her with cold eyes for a while, Lily suddenly jumped up from her spot and started bouncing around.

"Wow! So it is you, Ha-Rang!"
"Tsk."

I clicked my tongue as I watched her.

Really... her behavior is beyond creepy.

How could a person's lump grow as big as a fist in the first place?

It's all because this is her dream that she can stage such things.

If you ask why she does such things... simply put, she's just playing a prank on me.

Whenever she visits my dreams, she pulls these little pranks.

Perhaps this is her way of showing familiarity.

With a small sigh, I sat back in the chair and crossed my legs.

"So?"
"Oh right! I have something important to tell you!"

Lily lightly hit her head with a small thud and stuck out her tongue.

"It's a bit of a dangerous situation right now!"
"What?"
"Near where you are now..."

Lily made an uncharacteristically dejected expression and leaned close to my ear.

"One of my precious comrades is there... and it seems they've been caught by humans who deserve to be torn apart..."
"..."
"I think you might need to help a little? Maybe?"

After saying that, Lily moved away from me.

"You can handle that much, right?"

With her eyes half-closed, she raised the corners of her mouth into an unpleasant smile.

"After all, they're our comrade, right?"

With those words, Lily began to stare at me intently.

...I don't know who her comrade is that's being chased, but the humans pursuing them are probably Lucius and Elia.

I averted my gaze and spoke.

"I'll do it."

Hearing my answer, Lily erased her creepy smile and beamed as if nothing had happened.

"Thank you!"

...

-Cheon Mu-Myeong

Before coming here.

After hearing from the old butler in the hallway about where his master was.

The old butler had stopped him as he was about to rush off and added one more thing with a subtle smile.

"She said, 'I'm waiting in the room first, so stop wandering around and come quickly...'"

With an oddly angry tone, he had entered the room anxiously and immediately prostrated himself to apologize...

What had he been worried about?

Looking at his master peacefully sleeping, he felt complicated emotions, but soon let out a sigh of relief.

...In the end, the worst-case scenario he had imagined didn't happen.

Isn't it better this way?

Besides, even if he wanted to focus on such thoughts now, he couldn't.

His master had bad sleeping habits, often loosening her clothes and throwing off her bandages while sleeping.

Sure enough, this time was no exception to his master's sleeping habits.

He tightly closed his eyes and fumbled around the bed for the blanket he remembered earlier.

Got it.

He grabbed the blanket with both hands, threw it in his master's direction, and only then could he open his eyes.

Of course.

In case the blanket didn't land properly, he kept his head turned away.

Exhaling deeply from the tension, he swallowed hard and slowly turned his head.

"Phew..."

Fortunately, his master's half-naked body was properly covered.

He lightly stroked his chest, approached his master to neatly cover her with the blanket, and then backed away from the bed almost like he was escaping.

...It was something he always thought about, but his master was unusually open with him.

He wished she would show a bit more restraint.

But had his master ever changed her behavior after listening to him?

With a small sigh, he lay down on the carpet, using it as a bed.

...He was tired.

His body was fatigued from running until he was out of breath, but especially his mind was extremely tired.

...

-Cheon Ha-Rang

She woke up from her sleep, feeling a strange pressure covering her body.

"Mmm..."

As she rubbed her eyes and raised her upper body, something slipped off her body with a soft sound.

Apparently, the source of the pressure she felt was the blanket.

Feeling an inexplicable disappointment, she let out a small sigh and looked around.

...Where did Mu-Myeong go?

Could it be that a grown man like him couldn't find the room?

Imagining Mu-Myeong unable to find his way, she shook her head slightly.

Still, well.

It wasn't incomprehensible.

Even she had taken about an hour to find this room because the Kid's castle was so vast.

She found the bandages that had come loose sometime earlier, wrapped them around her chest, and slowly got up from her seat.

"Ugh, cha-"

She needed to find the careless Mu-Myeong.

After jumping off the bed, she continued to ponder the serious question of "Where could Mu-Myeong be?"...

"So... where could our Mu-Myeong be- hm?"

Something caught the corner of her eye, drawing her attention.

Of course, it was Mu-Myeong.

He was lying on the cold floor as if he had been attacked by an enemy while walking toward the bed.

Judging by his neat posture, it didn't seem like he had actually been attacked by someone.

Then it was time to wonder, 'Why is he lying here?'

But this question was quickly resolved.

It was obvious that he probably had unnecessary thoughts like 'I can't sleep in the same bed as my master' and ended up sleeping in such a place.

She clicked her tongue lightly and approached Mu-Myeong.

"Tsk, sleeping there will hurt his back."

For a man, his back is his life.

She had told Mu-Myeong to take care of it for the sake of his future wife...

But whether he knew her deep thoughts or not, he was just sleeping on the hard floor.

With a small sigh, she carefully slipped her arm under Mu-Myeong's side so as not to wake him up.

Then she lifted him slightly to create a small space, clasped her hands together, and lifted him with all her might.

"Hmm..."

Something wasn't going as planned.

Probably because she was shorter than Mu-Myeong, his legs were dragging on the ground.

She let out a small sigh of embarrassment.

...It would look quite ridiculous to others,

But what did it matter?

No one was watching, and there wouldn't be a problem moving him.

She nodded her head slightly and dragged Mu-Myeong onto the bed she had been lying on, gently setting him down so he wouldn't wake up.

"Phew..."

Fortunately, her operation seemed successful, as Mu-Myeong's chest rose and fell regularly, and she could hear his soft breathing.

With a grin of rising accomplishment, she shifted her gaze to the window to check the time.

Hmm, it's still dark.

It seemed she could get a bit more sleep.

After all, she had woken up because the pressure covering her body made her uncomfortable.

Moreover.

"Hehe~"

The bed that damn Kid had given her was of good quality.

To explain a bit...

The surface was smooth, and it was so soft that it felt like paradise.

If possible, she would like to roll around here all day.

But... that wouldn't be possible.

With a bitter smile, she lay down next to Mu-Myeong.

Starting tomorrow, they would be busy, so it would be good to get more sleep while they could.

"Sleep well."

She patted Mu-Myeong's shoulder lightly, knowing he wouldn't hear it while sleeping, and closed her eyes.
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A gentle sunlight seeped through the window gap, beginning to tickle the corners of my eyes.

"Ugh..."

Who on earth is disturbing my sleep...

After covering my eyes with my arm.

I started rolling across the bed with a big thrust of my waist, trying to escape that filthy sunlight interrupting my happy slumber.

After rolling about three times?

-Thud

I finally discovered the perfect spot, untouched by the cruel sunlight's reach.

Satisfaction welled up, causing the corners of my mouth to slowly rise.

...And then.

"Hehe..."

After diligently rolling all the way here, I suddenly felt a pleasant pressure enveloping my entire body.

A sensation completely different from the blanket that gave me that strange feeling before falling asleep.

Wondering if the blanket had somehow changed.

I lightly ran my hand over it to identify what it was, and for some reason, it felt firm.

...Was something like this on the bed?

A small question arose, but I soon dismissed it.

Hmm, I must have imagined it in my half-asleep state.

Nodding to myself in understanding, I kept rubbing my cheeks against whatever was wrapped around my body.

Now it's time to go back to sleep.

Or it would have been...

If not for the small noise that broke the silence of the room.

"Urgh..."

I frowned at the sound reaching my ears and the blanket that twitched slightly.

Why is the blanket moving on its own...

I hugged it tightly to stop its continuous squirming, and only then did it cease moving.


As I was snuggling against the blanket with one leg draped over it.

-Knock, knock, knock

The sound of someone knocking on the door reached my ears.

...Why are there so many people trying to disturb my sleep?

Frowning, I opened my mouth with a mumbling voice.

"What- huaaawn... nyaa."
"...Ha-Rang? If you're awake, may I come in?"

Hmm, judging by the voice, the source of the noise is Elia?

"Tsk."

If it's Elia, I can't really raise my voice.

We're not particularly close, and to begin with, there's no one around me besides Mu-Myeong that I can honestly express my emotions to.

Of course, that damn Kid is an exception.

When I talk with that guy, my head strangely heats up.

...Anyway.

Given that Elia has come to this room, regardless of my desire to rest.

It seems I need to get moving soon.

"..."
"Ha-Rang? Why did you stop responding?"

But my body wouldn't cooperate, instead making me bury my head deeper into the blanket.

You know that thing, right?

When your mind knows you need to work, but your body won't follow.

Everyone has experienced that at least once, right?

...I don't think I'm the only one who's had such experiences.

And.

If I stay cooped up in this room anyway...

Given Elia's personality, she'll definitely open the door and try to wake me up.

Since I have absolutely no will to move my body right now, that might actually be better.

I let out a small sigh.

The blanket wrapped around me twitched again, but.

I just tilted my head slightly, not paying much attention to it.

Above all.

Right now, I don't even want to open my eyes.

I really don't want to do anything.

...Leave me alone.

I let out a deep sigh and rubbed my cheek against the blanket.


After rolling around for a while.

-Slam

The sound of the door opening was heard, and.

"Kyaaaah!"

Followed by Elia's intense scream.

I jumped in surprise, raised my upper body, and forcibly squeezed my eyes that wouldn't open.

With difficulty, I looked at Elia through half-asleep eyes.

"Wh-what's wrong?!"
"Ugh! What's going on?!"
"No, uh, Ha-Rang! Clothes! Clothes! And th-th-that..."
"C-clothes?"

At Elia's words, I hurriedly looked down and felt my body.

Somehow I'd taken them off again.

My bandages were undone and my clothes half-removed, exposing my shoulders.

And.

I slightly turned my head toward the direction of the voice.

Mu-Myeong seemed to have just woken up.

Like me, he had his eyes narrowly open, busy trying to assess the situation, but.

When Mu-Myeong slightly turned his head and our eyes met.

His eyes opened wider than I had ever seen before.

"...Master? What is this situation?"
"Even if you ask me that..."
"No! Ha-Rang, Mu-Myeong, what are you two doing from the morning?! Or rather, from the night... and the aftermath...?"

Ignoring Elia's incomprehensible words, I looked at Mu-Myeong who had asked me the question.

Hmm, but why are his clothes like that?

Tilting my head slightly, I thought about it.

It seems they got half-removed in the process of me dragging Mu-Myeong onto the bed.

Hmm... he must be cold.

I slightly reached out my hand and tidied up Mu-Myeong's clothes.

"Weren't you cold last night?"
"What? No, what's that, no, what?"

Mu-Myeong, his face bright red, looked at me with spinning eyes, but.

He didn't reject my hands fixing his clothes, which suggests he doesn't dislike it that much.

More than that...

Seeing Mu-Myeong's reddened face reminded me of a certain fruit.

Hmm, I suddenly want to eat strawberries.

I should replenish the strawberries that ran out by going to the market in Ellen today.

I nodded to myself.


After fixing Mu-Myeong's clothes, I glanced at him.

Mu-Myeong couldn't look at me directly.

The reason quickly came to mind.

Probably because I was half-naked.

Still, it was quite admirable that he was being considerate of me, a woman, despite being a man, so I patted his head.

Seeing this, Elia covered her face with her hands.

Creating a gap between her fingers and peeking through it, she looked rather comical, but.

Since it wasn't my concern, I turned my head away.

"Um... soon there will be an important discussion, so please get ready and come to the reception room!"

With those words, Elia slammed the door shut, but it soon opened slightly again.

Eventually, she poked her head through the slightly opened gap and spoke once more.

"And... even if you have that kind of... relationship, doing it anytime anywhere doesn't seem right..."
"...What on earth are you-"
"I'll be going now?!"

Having said that, Elia didn't even listen to my words.

She roughly closed the door and quickly left with the sound of hurried footsteps.

I stared at her with a blank expression before slightly shaking my head.

"Tsk, being so flustered like that, isn't that right, Mu-Myeong?"
"...I don't know anymore."
"Hm?"

Mu-Myeong bowed his head deeply and let out a deep sigh.

Hmm, why is he like this?

To begin with, I can't understand why Elia reacted that way.

Isn't it common sense for a master and disciple to sleep together?

Hmm, that's right.

I nodded to myself.


...

After some light grooming, I arrived at the reception room.

There, Lucius and the Iron-Blooded were facing each other, emanating a strange tension.

"..."

The air was so heavy that I regretted coming.

Slightly blaming myself for not dawdling longer, I quietly moved my feet and pulled Mu-Myeong to sit on any nearby chair.

I slightly leaned in to listen to the conversation between Lucius and the Iron-Blooded.


Lucius spoke with a furrowed brow.

"Lady Camilla, why can't you provide support?"
"Huh? How dense is this generation's Hero?"

The Iron-Blooded, Camilla, frowned before raising the corners of her mouth with her characteristic smile.

"Can't you remember what I just said? Pfft, are you a goldfish?"

Unable to hold back any longer, Lucius stood up, slamming the desk.

"Now! ...This is no time for jokes, don't you understand?!"
"Ugh- Don't shout with that disgusting voice, it's unpleasant, loser."

Camilla stuck out her tongue once before shrugging and speaking.

"Unlike a loser like you, I'm a person with ma~ny things to do, you know?"
"..."
"Ha- How much more simply do I need to explain? We're also short on people, that's what I'm saying."

Tsk, that's why losers are... Camilla added in a mumbling voice.

Hearing those words, Lucius didn't speak further, sitting down with an expression full of discontent.

As someone who didn't know the subject of the conversation, I was just confused.

Although I haven't observed Lucius for long...

I've never seen him openly expressing dissatisfaction like this.

Hmm, what could be happening...

With small curiosity arising, I poked Elia's side, who was looking unsure of what to do.

"Eek?!"
"Elia."
"Ha-Rang...? Wh-what is it...? Why my side..."

Elia spoke with flushed cheeks, rubbing her side.

"Could you tell me what's going on?"
"Ah... actually."

Elia's explanation followed.


...So.

It's certain that a demon has infiltrated near Ellen, but.

Because they couldn't pinpoint its exact location, Lucius asked Camilla to provide some people to help quickly locate and capture it.

However, Camilla refused the request, saying she was also busy.

Hearing this, Lucius became agitated, and the situation escalated into this argument.


After hearing this, I slightly bowed my head and continued my thoughts.

...This could be a chance to get what I want without lifting a finger?

After all, I'm in a position where I don't want them to find that demon, right?

An unexpected stroke of luck.

There's no reason not to use this.

Especially since I have an idea to naturally buy time.

I pulled up one corner of my mouth crookedly.


After Elia finished speaking, I stood up and moved toward where Camilla and Lucius were.

"What... Old Lady, do you have business with me?"
"Hmm, I do have a favor to ask."

Camilla's brow furrowed.

"I clearly said I'm busy earlier, don't tell me you're a goldfish too?"
"...I'm not going to ask about that matter."

Camilla tilted her head and spoke.

"Then what is it?"
"Could you possibly lend me the training ground here?"
"What? Why should I?"

Camilla looked at me with a disgusted expression.

Hmm, this isn't right.

Couldn't she just grant such a small favor?

...Can't be helped.

I approached Camilla's ear, slightly spreading my inner force to prevent others from hearing, and spoke.

"How about I beat up that impudent Hero for you in exchange?"
"...What?"
"Now it seems you're the goldfish, not me."

Smirking, I moved away from Camilla's ear and withdrew my inner force.

Camilla raised one corner of her mouth crookedly and nodded.

Her pointed teeth were visible.

"...Well, being the generous person I am! I could grant that much of a favor."

Perfect.

Now I can buy time very thoroughly.

Satisfaction welled up, and I raised the corners of my mouth without trying to hide it.

Hmm, I'm so clever.
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Camilla lightly crossed her arms and shrugged her shoulders.

"...Well, since I'm so generous! I could grant that small request."

As she spoke, she slightly turned her head, the corners of her mouth twitching continuously.

"..."

With an expression like that, even the biggest fool in the world would be suspicious....

I glanced over at Lucius.

Sure enough, he was glaring at Camilla with furrowed brows, sizing her up.

I pressed my forehead and let out a small sigh.

...If this continues, Lucius might refuse the duel, which could disrupt my plans.

I have no choice but to step in myself.

The basics of acting are exaggerated gestures and clear, articulate pronunciation.

"Ahem, hmm."

After clearing my throat lightly, I stepped forward and spread my arms dramatically.

"How wonderful! Camilla is offering to lend us the training ground, how could we possibly refuse! Besides, Lucius, we had an agreement, and now is the perfect time to fulfill it! Right? Don't you agree?!"

Thinking about performing in front of others made me strangely nervous, causing me to speak faster than intended, but it should be perfect nonetheless.

Hehe, they'll all fall for it.

I raised the corners of my mouth into a grin and opened my eyes slightly, glancing around.

...Huh.

I should be getting a response by now....

Just as I was starting to worry something had gone wrong.

-Clap, clap, clap

"As expected of Master."

Along with Mu-Myeong's inexplicable applause and contextually inappropriate nonsense.

"...Pfft!"

Laughter of unknown origin could be heard.

"..."

My acting was definitely perfect... why are they reacting like this?

My face flushed bright red.

...This is all because of that damn Kid.

...

If I were my usual self, I wouldn't do anything that would make this damn Kid happy....

But now the situation is different.

It's what you might call a temporary alliance for mutual benefit.

After nodding lightly.

Camilla and I looked into each other's eyes and shared a particularly vile smile.

In Camilla's case, I suspect it's for the rather childish reason of wanting to mess with Lucius.

My case is a bit more complicated.

Since Lily asked me for a favor, I need to show some cooperation with the Demon King's side, don't I?

Of course, I don't intend to follow everything Lily says.

If she crosses a certain line.

That is, if she asks me to do something excessively inhumane, I planned to firmly refuse or turn my back on the Demon King's side.

But.

Lily didn't ask me to deal with Lucius and Elia, just to interfere with them, which is harder to refuse.

So I reluctantly nodded.

From another perspective.

As a master, I have no reason to refuse an opportunity for my disciple, Mu-Myeong, to spar with a worthy opponent.

The duel between Mu-Myeong and Lucius holds deep significance.

A confrontation with a clear superior isn't something one can easily experience.

...Well.

Despite adding these various reasons, I'm not trying to be hypocritical or rationalize that I had no choice.

I acted ultimately to help Lily.

The fact that I tried to interfere with Lucius and Elia remains unchanged.

It leaves a bitter taste in my mouth.

...

After a brief silence caused by "Camilla's" awkward acting.

Lucius let out a small sigh and placed his hand on his wrinkled brow before speaking.

"Cheon Ha-Rang, I'm sorry, but could we proceed with the duel after I resolve an urgent matter?"

...That won't work.

I need some clever move.

I rolled my eyes around as I thought.

"Hmm, must you really?"
"It's an urgent matter."

Lucius nodded with a serious expression.

I looked at him while continuously rolling my eyes, then was struck by a thought that impressed even myself.

Actually, with a little thought.

It's clear that Lucius is having difficulty with his tracking.

That's why he's raising his voice demanding personnel from that stubborn Kid, isn't it?

If that's the case.

Couldn't I solve Lucius's problem?

With a sly smile, I narrowed my eyes and looked at Lucius.

"I have a clever solution to your problem."
"...What is it?"

Lucius tilted his head with a somewhat dubious expression, clearly not believing me.

I didn't like his expression, but I tried not to show it and continued.

"Do you really not know?"

At my meaningful words, Lucius narrowed his eyes as if trying to grasp my meaning.

As if mocking him, I raised my index finger and pointed at myself.

"Here's your solution, right here."
"...You mean yourself, Cheon Ha-Rang...?"
"Of course! In fact, there's no other solution but me!"

As I nodded confidently, Lucius turned to look at Elia.

Receiving Lucius's gaze, Elia tilted her head this way and that.

Then with an uncertain expression, she gave a small nod.

It was clearly a sign of approval, obvious even to a fool.

With a confident smile, I stepped closer to Lucius and tilted my head upward.

"So, where's your answer?"
"..."

After a moment of silence.

Lucius closed his eyes tightly and nodded.

"I understand...."
"Hmm, yes, good thinking."

Pleased at having successfully resolved the issue, I approached Mu-Myeong with a beaming smile.

"Mu-Myeong, I'm sorry to ask now, but are you alright with this?"
"Yes, Master."

Far from being nervous about the sudden duel with Lucius.

Mu-Myeong raised the corners of his mouth as if he was enjoying the current situation.

"This is a perfect opportunity to test my newly acquired sword, isn't it?"

Mu-Myeong caressed the sword at his waist as if showing it off.

"I'm truly looking forward to it."

Honestly, I couldn't quite understand what part of this was making Mu-Myeong so happy.

But if Mu-Myeong is happy, who am I to say anything?

"Hmm, yes."

I nodded.

...

The preparations for the duel were made in an instant.

Since it was still morning, there was no need to delay further.

And by coincidence—so perfect it seemed suspicious—the training ground happened to be empty.

Additionally.

From Lucius's perspective, he would want to finish the duel quickly and get back to his original purpose of tracking the demon.

Mu-Myeong also wanted the duel to start as soon as possible, like a child eager to unwrap a gift.

Well.

From my perspective, wanting to stall for as much time as possible, it was somewhat disappointing....

But I should hope that Mu-Myeong, who received my teachings, will show everything he learned from me and hold out as long as possible.

...

I slowly looked around the training ground we had arrived at.

Indeed.

I immediately understood how Ellen could produce knights like the one I saw guarding the city wall yesterday—the training ground was in excellent condition.

The floor was so well-maintained that it was perfectly flat without a single pebble.

It was spacious and pleasant, incomparable in size to the clearing that Mu-Myeong and I used when living in the Log Cabin.

One side of the training ground was filled with various weapons, and it seemed there were also medicinal herbs prepared for emergencies.

As I wandered around exploring the training ground for quite some time.

I noticed Mu-Myeong in one corner, lightly swinging his sword to warm up.

He was so happy about something.

Smiling brightly, he was holding his newly acquired sword and taking various stances.

Looking at him, I let out a small sigh.

...Who did he take after to be so carefree?

The duel is about to begin, but that guy shows no tension at all.

I should probably give him a stern word.

I put down the two swords I was holding, one in each hand, shook my head slightly, and was about to move toward Mu-Myeong when.

From behind me, I heard Lucius's voice, sounding uneasy.

"Cheon Ha-Rang."
"Hmm?"

Lucius faced me with wavering pupils, something I had never seen from him before.

"May I ask you one question?"
"Go ahead."

What reflected in his eyes was perhaps what I knew best.

"Are you... someone who can be trusted?"

Emotions that seemed dirty, ugly, sticky, and somewhat fishy swirled and surged.

I couldn't bring myself to answer while looking into Lucius's eyes.

"...Of course."

I turned my head away and spoke softly.

...

It's funny to bring this up now, but.

Actually, thinking about it, Lucius's condition hasn't been normal from the beginning.

Of course, I haven't spent much time with him, but....

Considering the Lucius I knew before—who rarely expressed emotions, who only spoke when necessary—

This time, when talking with Camilla, Lucius spoke with unrestrained emotion, almost confrontationally, with a voice full of anger.

Perhaps....
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I don't understand why a kid who hasn't lived even a tenth of my life harbors emotions as deep as mine...

I shook my head roughly, clearing away the stray thoughts.

It's not my concern.

Besides, I'm still trapped in those same sticky emotions myself, so what advice could I possibly offer?

With a light sigh, I expelled the thoughts cluttering my mind and continued walking.

...

"Mu-Myeong."

Mu-Myeong, who had been swinging his sword, turned his head at the sound of my voice and faced me.

"Master?"
"Before our sparring match, I wanted to share a few words with you."
"Yes, I'm listening."

Mu-Myeong sheathed his sword and stood at attention in a posture I'd never actually taught him, focusing on me completely.

I looked at him and smiled faintly, patting his back as I spoke.

"Don't lose."

At first, I'd planned to give him a stern warning since he seemed too relaxed, but...

A sparring match is still a duel, and I wouldn't want him to lose his spirit because of something I said.

"Yes, Master."

Mu-Myeong smiled back at me.

...

In the center of the sparring ground.

Ha-Rang stood between Mu-Myeong and Lucius, raising her arm high as she spoke.

"Well... you already know this, but before we begin, I should remind you of one important point."

Since this isn't a duel to the death, lethal techniques are forbidden.

"Even with Saintess Elia present, I'm told the dead cannot be brought back to life."

After finishing her brief statement, Ha-Rang slowly turned her head to look at Mu-Myeong and Lucius.

"Understood?"
"Yes," they answered almost simultaneously.

Having confirmed their response, Ha-Rang nodded slightly and took a step back.

"Good, then begin when my arm drops."

Mu-Myeong stared into Lucius's eyes, every nerve in his body on high alert.

Unfortunately.

Considering the gap between himself and Lucius,
showing even the slightest opening would mean instant defeat.

But.
Would that be reason enough for him to lose?

Victory in combat isn't determined by the total amount of inner energy one possesses.
It's about who wields their sword better.
And when it comes to swordsmanship, he was confident he wouldn't lose to anyone except his master.

The corners of his mouth curled upward.
At the same time, his master's arm dropped.

"Begin."

The voice announcing the start of the match rang out,
and Mu-Myeong's body shot toward Lucius.

However.
Contrary to Mu-Myeong's expectation that his sword would strike first.

-Clang!

Lucius's sword reached Mu-Myeong first.

Lucius's swordplay lacked flashy techniques.
It was a simple vertical slash that might even appear crude to some.
Yet Mu-Myeong's eyes widened as he directly blocked the strike.

Heavy.
But manageable.

Then, as if mocking Mu-Myeong's assessment,
a brilliant golden energy burst from Lucius's body,
enveloping the entire sparring ground.

-Crack

The floor of the sparring ground began to shake from the energy waves emanating from Lucius's body.

Gritting his teeth, Mu-Myeong released his own energy to resist.
A crimson energy, similar to his master's but slightly different,
flowed from Mu-Myeong's body.

However, no matter how much the total amount of inner energy doesn't determine the outcome,
a difference in class was inevitable.

Gradually, as Mu-Myeong's sword began to give way,
he clicked his tongue softly and loosened his grip on the sword.

A chilling sound of metal scraping against metal echoed throughout the sparring ground,
and Lucius's sword slashed downward.

Mu-Myeong quickly moved backward to avoid it,
but Lucius, as if he had anticipated this,
immediately swung his sword horizontally.

Noticing this, Mu-Myeong raised his sword vertically to block Lucius's attack,
but having moved in haste, he couldn't maintain proper posture.
His body was lifted into the air and flew toward the corner of the sparring ground.

-Thud

A cloud of dust obscured the view.

Slightly alarmed, Elia rose from her seat to stop the match, but
Ha-Rang blocked her path with a small smile.

"What are you doing? It's not over yet."

As Ha-Rang finished speaking,
footsteps could be heard through the smoke,
and Mu-Myeong emerged, dusting off his clothes.

"Tsk, let's go again."

Clicking his tongue softly, Mu-Myeong took his stance once more and charged at Lucius.

...

...How does he see through all of his feints?

He made small movements with his shoulders or extended his legs,
acting as if he would charge in immediately.

But Lucius didn't even flinch,
he simply maintained his stance and watched Mu-Myeong.

Mu-Myeong narrowed his eyes, sizing up Lucius.

There was certainty in Lucius's movements,
as if he already knew what moves were coming.

...Could it be.

Though it seemed like an absurd guess.

...Can he really see the future?

Or if not that, can he read the intent behind the sword?

Whichever it was,
both possibilities were equally troublesome.

"Tsk."

Clicking his tongue softly, Mu-Myeong leaped toward Lucius and swung his sword horizontally to confirm his suspicion.

But the horizontal swing was a feint.
His true intention lay in the kick that would follow.

Even if Lucius could read the intent behind his sword,
he embedded a shallow intent in his sword so it wouldn't be noticed.

Mu-Myeong's sword swung widely horizontally toward Lucius.
Lucius lightly moved his feet to avoid it,
and Mu-Myeong used the momentum of his horizontal swing to twist his waist and deliver a kick, but.

Lucius, as if he had anticipated this,
naturally twisted his waist to avoid it with fluid grace.

Mu-Myeong let out a hollow laugh.

"Huh."

Was it his own inadequacy, or could this man truly see the future?

As he saw the sword swinging toward him, Mu-Myeong closed his eyes.

This time, he had lost.

...

Lucius's blade stopped just in front of Mu-Myeong's neck.

"Hmm... it's over."

The match ended with Mu-Myeong's defeat.

It was disappointing, but...

No, it wasn't even disappointing.

Throughout the entire match, Mu-Myeong's attacks never showed any sign of succeeding.

I sighed, rubbing my face.

I have no idea what to say to Mu-Myeong...

All I can say is that his opponent was too strong.

If Mu-Myeong's defeat had stemmed from a lack of swordsmanship or experience, I would have had something to teach him from this match.

After watching the duel between Mu-Myeong and Lucius, it was clear that Mu-Myeong's swordsmanship was actually superior.

After all.

He's my disciple whom I've taught for years, how could his swordsmanship be lacking?

Then if I consider 'why Mu-Myeong lost'...

"Hmm..."

Even I don't know.

Lucius's swordsmanship could be described as textbook perfect.

Of course, his application was impressive, perhaps refined through countless real battles.

His use of inner energy was straightforward—either releasing bursts of energy or applying strong force.

There was no special technique visible.

His sword showed nothing remarkable, at least to someone like me who hasn't seen many people.

...But.

For some reason, his movements carried absolute certainty.

Unlike Mu-Myeong, who thinks several moves ahead.

He thinks of only one move.

...As if he knows the immediate future, just seconds ahead.

It was an absurd thought that occurred to me midway through the match.

But at the end.

When he wasn't fooled by Mu-Myeong's feint, it confirmed my suspicion.

I don't know to what extent, but Lucius can definitely see the future.

My head throbbed.

...This is troublesome.

How should I comfort Mu-Myeong?

...

After briefly collecting my thoughts, I walked over to Mu-Myeong, who was lying spread-eagle on the sparring ground floor.

...Hmm, why is he covering his eyes with his arm like that?

Surely he isn't crying...?

As if to confirm my terrible assumption, Mu-Myeong's shoulders began to tremble.

...Is he really shedding tears?

Seeing Mu-Myeong like this made my nose tingle with emotion.

I approached him quickly, fumbling for words of comfort.

"Mu-Myeong."
"..."
"It's just a sparring defeat, isn't it? Why would a grown man cry over losing once?"

Despite my call, Mu-Myeong's shoulders only continued to tremble.

There was no response, unlike his usual prompt replies.

Growing more anxious, I crouched beside the lying Mu-Myeong and patted his shoulder.

"Ahem... don't take it too hard."

As I continued patting his shoulder to comfort him.

"Snrk."

A sound that made me doubt my ears reached me.

I frowned.

"Mu-Myeong?"

Mu-Myeong, whom I thought was in tears, suddenly sat up and.

"Ahahahaha!"

Burst into loud laughter.

"Ah, that was really fun! Lucius, may I request more sparring matches with you in the future?"
"Mu-Myeong?"
"...Master? Master! Why are your eyes red?!"

"..."

Ch.61 - Foresight
It was definitely a good thing to see Mu-Myeong smiling refreshingly when I'd expected him to be gloomy.

But...

I wiped something sticky flowing around my nose with the back of my hand and glared at Mu-Myeong.

Who in the world would smile like that?

This isn't my fault for being fooled, but Mu-Myeong's fault for deceiving me.

And besides.

My eyes are red? What is that supposed to mean?

This is news to me.

...Really.

I pouted and clenched my fist.

Trembling.

"...Master?"

Seeing my shaking right hand, Mu-Myeong looked at me with unsteady pupils.

Then, he slowly began backing away, increasing the distance between us.

"Oh really?"

I was going to let him off with a gentle flick to the forehead.

But since he tried to run away, that's an additional charge of insolence.

I jumped up toward Mu-Myeong's crown, putting my waist strength into a solid thump.

-Bang!

Mu-Myeong's eyes spun in circles as he collapsed to the floor.

Apparently exhausted from his match with Lucius, Mu-Myeong immediately fell asleep sprawled out on the cold, hard floor.

I crossed my arms and turned my head away at the sight.

I have no obligation to take care of a naughty disciple who deceives his master.

With a small "hmph," I exhaled through my nose and walked toward Lucius.

The match wasn't over yet.

Lucius had made a request of me, and I needed to avenge my disciple.

...

In the corner of the training ground.

A bright light leaked from Elia's hand and began circling around Lucius.

I narrowed my eyes and stared at Elia's fingertips.

Hmm, is that magic?

Since I couldn't feel the unpleasant energy Elia usually emits, it was definitely something different...

My knowledge in this place is extremely shallow in fields other than swordsmanship, so I had no way of knowing exactly what that pure white light rising from Elia's fingertips was.

I could only guess it was magic, drawing on memories from the past that I can barely recall now.

Nodding to myself in understanding, I continued walking.

Soon, even though I had approached close enough to be noticed,

Elia and Lucius, as if lost in their own world, didn't notice me.

Well, well!

They're just holding hands together and giggling.

Look at that, honey practically dripping from Elia's eyes...

I let out a small sigh.

...While I'm on my way back after thoroughly scolding my disciple who lacks any concept of propriety.

They're lost in their own world.

Ignoring me, just three steps away.

Just flirting away.

No, more importantly...

When did they become like this?

As everyone including Mu-Myeong knows.

I am remarkably perceptive.

As such, I can assert that no one is better than me at detecting such pink-tinged atmospheres.

Based on my assessment...

They are genuinely flirting.

My brow furrowed.

"Ahem, hmm."

Finding the scene irritating, I cleared my throat slightly to make my presence known.

"Ha-Rang...?"

Elia flinched slightly, trembled, and then looked at me with resentful eyes.

Hmm, that makes me feel a bit guilty.

But I also came here with a purpose...

So there's no need to feel remorse.

I raised the corners of my mouth in satisfaction and nodded.

Having pleasantly disrupted their moment,

I looked Lucius up and down to accomplish the purpose of my visit.

Unlike Mu-Myeong, whose clothes were torn and who was bleeding slightly,

Lucius's body was perfectly clean without even minor scratches, as if he hadn't allowed Mu-Myeong to land a single sword strike.

...I don't like that.

Our Mu-Myeong must have swung his sword earnestly, yet Lucius looks so pristine.

"Tsk."

I clicked my tongue lightly and met Lucius's eyes.

"Lucius, are you feeling alright?"

At my words, Lucius moved slightly to check his condition.

Then he nodded in affirmation.

"Yes, I am."
"Then, since you must be pressed for time... shall we start the match you requested of me right away?"

I narrowed my eyes and looked at Lucius.

Lucius seemed to be thinking for a moment, lowering his head with his eyes closed.

Just as he was about to open his mouth to answer,

Elia, who had been wearing a worried expression while listening to me, stepped in front of Lucius as if to protect him from me.

"Ha-Rang! Lucius also needs to rest—"
"Saintess, I'm fine."

But.

Despite Elia's efforts, Lucius approached me with a stern expression.

Looking at them, I narrowed my brow and pouted.

Good grief, what a scene.

Anyone watching would think she was sending her beloved to the battlefield.

As I watched their unfunny little drama with a cold gaze,

Elia, as if suddenly remembering something,

Opened her eyes wide and clapped her hands lightly before speaking.

"Oh right, how is Mu-Myeong?"
"..."

I avoided Elia's gaze.

...Mu-Myeong, huh.

Perhaps sensing something from my behavior,

Lucius approached me with a somewhat bewildered expression.

Seeing that worried look on his face,

He probably thinks 'Mu-Myeong is in poor condition due to injuries from their match.'

The thoughts of such upright people are predictable.

"Is Cheon Mu-Myeong... alright?"
"...Yeah, sure."

...He was fine.

Until I hit him, he was moving around with a refreshed smile.

I glanced slightly behind me.

...Now I'm not so sure.

Perhaps because I misjudged my strength, Mu-Myeong was still lying on the cold floor.

Hmm, maybe I was a bit too harsh.

I scratched my head.

But still!

I definitely controlled my strength enough that he wouldn't die, so he'll be fine.

"Don't worry about Mu-Myeong! He's much tougher than he looks!"

This is true.

After all, Mu-Myeong always ends up in that state whenever he receives one of my thumps.

Probably after a little time passes,

Mu-Myeong will jump up as if nothing happened.

Hearing my answer, Lucius nodded with a somewhat bewildered expression.

And.

I feel a bit sorry for Mu-Myeong, but what's important now is the match between Lucius and me.

"Somehow the conversation went in a strange direction. Shall we continue discussing our match?"

I was absolutely not changing the subject.

...

The rules of the match were decided surprisingly quickly.

That's because Lucius asked me to give it my all.

I nodded at his request, but...

I will not use my full strength.

The only reason Lucius can make such a request is because the Saintess Elia is by our side...

But even she cannot revive the dead.

That's underestimating me a bit.

If I were to swing my sword with full strength, perhaps the grown Lucius could withstand it.

But in his current state, he absolutely would not survive.

And.

Showing my full strength to those who might someday become enemies is something only amateurs would do.

I am not ignorant enough to not know this.

...

-Lucius

In the center of the training ground.

He frowned slightly as he looked at the tiny girl who barely reached his chest.

Even though the match had already begun,

The girl, Cheon Ha-Rang, had stuck her wooden sword in the ground and rested her chin on her slender arms placed on top of it, in a posture that might seem somewhat disrespectful.

But he wasn't offended by it.

Rather, he wanted to applaud.

Because that was the perfect approach when facing him.

...

In his eyes was etched a somewhat special power received from the goddess when he was about to become a Hero.

The ability to see the near future, transcending space and time.

Known as Future Sight.

Of course...

This wasn't invincible.

Since the goddess's power that transcended space and time was etched into him, a human,

He could only see a momentary future of less than a second, and because it was etched in his eyes, he couldn't block attacks coming from his blind spots, areas he couldn't perceive.

Still.

In a swordsman versus swordsman fight, it definitely provided a clear advantage.

For a swordsman, there's no ability with a clearer merit than being able to see the opponent's moves in advance.

He had actively utilized this ability in his match against Cheon Mu-Myeong as well, achieving victory without suffering a single wound.

...

Having finished his brief thoughts, Lucius frowned slightly.

It seems Lady Cheon Ha-Rang has already figured out his ability.

He has no choice but to attack first.

Letting out a small sigh, Lucius adjusted his stance and leaped toward Cheon Ha-Rang, emitting golden energy waves.

Then, as he got close enough for his sword to reach Cheon Ha-Rang, he immediately swung his sword horizontally.

...But why isn't there any movement?

Cheon Ha-Rang was clearly watching the sword approaching her, yet showed no movement whatsoever.
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Lucius released his golden energy wave and dashed forward, reaching Cheon Ha-Rang in an instant.

He moved his foot, leg, waist, shoulder, arm, and wrist to swing his sword horizontally.

Now.

To the point where he couldn't adjust the sword's trajectory midway.


I am timid and cautious by nature.

If something doesn't seem certain, I never move.


She shifted one step to the right, pivoting around the wooden sword resting against her chin.

-Clang!

A clear, resonant sound that seemed impossible from a wooden sword striking a real one echoed throughout the training ground.

As Lucius widened his eyes in disbelief, a voice reached his ears.

"One."

A clear, beautiful voice flowed into his ears.

But.

For some reason, Lucius found himself unable to move after hearing that voice.

...This was a first for him.


Lucius reflected on himself.

Who was he?

He was the one called the Hero.

Someone braver and more valiant than anyone else, who must stand at the forefront against evil.

And yet.

For someone like him to be paralyzed by fear, unable to move?

At this rate... he was nothing but a pathetic coward, not a Hero.

Lucius's brow twisted miserably.


While Lucius stood frozen, wallowing in self-loathing,
Cheon Ha-Rang, who seemed completely unfazed unlike him, spoke with an expressionless face.

"Four more moves."

That was.

"Attack however you want until then."

A statement that made him feel even more wretched.


Golden energy erupted around Lucius as he clenched his teeth.

*Get a grip.*

This wasn't a battle, just a friendly match.

He couldn't falter here.

Besides.

They had only crossed swords once.

He hadn't lost yet.

Once again, Lucius's body shot toward Cheon Ha-Rang.


He swung his sword vertically.

-Clang!

Cheon Ha-Rang blocked his sword simply by lightly raising her wooden sword.

"Two."


With their swords locked, neither could use both hands.

Having made his assessment, Lucius quickly withdrew his sword and swung his left leg toward Cheon Ha-Rang's abdomen.

Cheon Ha-Rang moved as if throwing her body backward, retreating.

"Three."


Lucius didn't stop.

Using the momentum from his leg swing, he spun his body once and slashed horizontally with his sword held in one hand.

-Whoosh!

The sound of air being cut as Cheon Ha-Rang stepped back once more.

"Four."


With the distance between them widened and only one move remaining,
Lucius, judging that close combat wouldn't yield results, exhaled roughly.

"Hah!"

He enveloped his sword in brilliantly shining magical power and swung it downward as if striking the air.


With a sharp pressure that seemed to tear through space, a crescent moon-shaped mass of magical power—a sword energy—rushed toward Cheon Ha-Rang.

For the first time, a glint appeared in Cheon Ha-Rang's eyes.

Raising the corner of her mouth, she gripped her wooden sword with one hand, placed its tip on the ground, and said:

"So you can do that too?"

With a voice full of amusement, she dragged her wooden sword across the ground and slashed upward.

A black energy wave resembling Cheon Ha-Rang's eyes formed in the air.

It tore through space and collided with Lucius's crescent moon.

-Boom!

The loud noise caused a ringing in Lucius's ears.

Lucius narrowed his eyes, waving his hand through the thick smoke that had formed.

He could see Cheon Ha-Rang's figure beyond the smoke.

...Had he failed?

A sigh escaped Lucius's lips.

He knew there was a wall between himself and Cheon Ha-Rang, but he hadn't realized it was this substantial.

To think he couldn't even touch her.

Frowning slightly, Lucius approached Cheon Ha-Rang through the smoke.


There, Cheon Ha-Rang stood with a bright smile, which sent an inexplicable chill down Lucius's spine, making him shudder.

...Wait a minute.

Soon, Cheon Ha-Rang opened her mouth.

"Five."

Cheon Ha-Rang bent her knees and raised her sword with one hand, taking a stance.

"Now it's my turn!"

As if she might pounce at any moment.

"I should repay you for showing me something interesting!"

Feeling anxious, Lucius broke into a cold sweat and opened his mouth—

"Wait, Lady Cheon Ha-Rang! I've lost—"
"Here I come! Let's see if you can block as well as Mu-Myeong did!"

Whether she didn't hear him or deliberately ignored him,
Cheon Ha-Rang charged toward Lucius.

"Damn it!"

Lucius gritted his teeth, hurriedly took a stance, and channeled all his remaining magical and divine power into his eyes to see even 0.01 seconds further into the future.

Then he began to see Cheon Ha-Rang's future actions overlaid on her form.

Lucius felt a small hope.

Unlike when he was attacking, he could now see the future.

How could he not have hope?

So he narrowed his eyes and tried to adjust his stance to defend against Cheon Ha-Rang's attack.

...

Once before, he had experienced something similar.
An experience where countless futures began to overlap on a person,
distorting their appearance until they were unrecognizable.

...

His eyes became bloodshot, then blood vessels burst, causing tears of blood to flow.

"Ah...."

Lucius faced a thousand swords coming at him.

That was the last moment he remembered.


...

Cheon Ha-Rang stopped her sword in front of Lucius and broke into a cold sweat with embarrassment.

What should I do...?

Just before my final sword strike,

Lucius suddenly started bleeding from his eyes and then fainted while standing.

How am I going to explain this to Elia?

If Elia, who doesn't know much about martial arts, sees this, she might think I stabbed his eyes and made him bleed.

...Honestly, that's a rather absurd thought, but.

You never know, right?


And from my perspective, it's a bit unfair.

I never intended to strike Lucius with my sword in the first place, yet he fainted on his own?

I have a lot to say.

While I was tilting my head this way and that, thinking of excuses—

"Lucius!"

Elia came up to the training ground and ran toward Lucius with a worried expression.

After taking Lucius into her arms and looking him over, Elia seemed to realize he had merely fainted. She sighed in relief, then immediately puffed up her cheeks and looked at me.

Tiny tears welled up in Elia's eyes.

Cold sweat ran down my face.

...Aren't a woman's tears cheating?

As I kept wiping the cold sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand, Elia spoke in a prim voice.

"Ha-Rang! You went too far!"
"No... it was just a match, wasn't it?"

At my words, Elia rolled her eyes for a moment and slowly turned her head.

Still.

She seems to know she's being unreasonable by avoiding my gaze.

Elia spoke in a small voice.

"B-but... you didn't have to go this far."
"..."

What did I do to make her act like this?

I was only defending the whole time, and the one time I swung my sword, he ended up like that.

And I even held back significantly when I swung my sword.


This is the fault of Lucius for being too timid beyond my expectations.

I feel wronged.

Pouting my lips, I responded to Elia.

"So am I supposed to just keep blocking...?"

Looking at Elia with bewildered eyes, she seemed to realize she was being too unreasonable.

She blushed slightly and spoke in a shrinking voice.

"...I'm sorry, I was just so shocked to see Lucius bleeding..."
"Well... I understand."

After all, someone precious to her had fainted in such an unsightly manner.

I can certainly understand.

...Though I still feel a bit wronged.

I let out a small sigh and waved my hand.

"Just heal his eyes."
"Ah, yes!"

Elia nodded vigorously and placed her hands on Lucius's eyes.

Then, a pure white light flowed from her hands, seeping into Lucius's body.

"Phew... it wasn't a serious injury."

That's certainly fortunate.

It would be problematic if the Hero who will eventually face the Demon King became blind.


Of course, in this world of novels, there might be one or two blind swordsmen if you looked...

But wouldn't it be too strange for Lucius, with his ability to see the future, to become a blind swordsman?

Finishing that amusing thought, I looked down.

Elia was still focused on healing Lucius.

She was looking at Lucius with eyes dripping with honey.

They're really going at it.

Anyone watching would think she was tending to her lover who had returned wounded from the battlefield.

...While they left our Mu-Myeong alone.

"Tsk."
"Yes?"
"It's nothing."

I looked at Elia with eyes full of regret and a small sigh.

Mu-Myeong should find a nice woman like her too.

...Now my side feels empty for no reason.

I let out a small sigh, patted Elia's back, and spoke.

"Keep up the good healing."
"Ah, yes! Thank you."

Leaving Elia, who bowed her head slightly, behind, I moved my feet.


I should go see Mu-Myeong.

Ch.63 - Why Are You Saying Such Things!
In the corner of the training ground.

I pinched Mu-Myeong's nose as he was peacefully napping in the shade.

"Aaack! Master!"
"You fool, what have you done to deserve sleeping at a time like this?!"

His cheeks puffed up in protest.

My one and only disciple, while his one and only master had just finished an impressive martial arts match...

Instead of cheering me on as he should, he's sprawled out taking a nap?

Besides.

The fact that I had to exert myself in that match was, come to think of it, all Mu-Myeong's fault.

When my disciple lost his first formal match so pathetically, didn't I, as his master, have to restore our sect's honor?

...Well, I suppose we can't really call ourselves a sect.

Anyway.

This Mu-Myeong is truly infuriating, absolutely infuriating!

He deserves a bit of punishment.

With one corner of my mouth curling up, I ignored Mu-Myeong's screams and twisted his nose even harder.

He squeezed his eyes shut and weakly tapped my arm with his hand.

"Ugh, Master, I'm breaking, breaking!"

This was our agreed-upon signal that the pain had become unbearable.

When I first took Mu-Myeong in, not too long ago, I wasn't skilled at controlling my strength and often caused accidents, so we had no choice but to establish this system.

...Well, fine.

I suppose this punishment is sufficient.

His nose was already turning bright red, and it was probably time to stop.

But.

Even though the punishment was enough, my irritation hadn't fully subsided.

Well... wouldn't anyone feel disappointed?

My only disciple not watching his only master's match?

...The more I think about it, the more infuriating it is.

Aren't Mu-Myeong and I each other's only ones, that kind of relationship?

Feeling hurt, I turned my head sharply and snorted.

I don't know how he perceived my behavior, but Mu-Myeong let out a small, awkward laugh and kept touching his nose, still seemingly disoriented as he opened his tactless mouth.

"...In the first place, Master, you—"

I shot a glare at Mu-Myeong as he tried to say something.

What?

"What did you just say?"

"Huh? Did I say something?"

Perhaps trying to avoid my gaze, Mu-Myeong broke into a cold sweat and darted his eyes around.

Meanwhile, he pretended not to know anything by whistling—quite the performance.

If only he handled his sword that well.

"Tsk."

Though I was annoyed, this side of Mu-Myeong was quite cute, so I decided to let it slide just this once.

You know.

Like watching a nephew's antics.

Mmm, that's right.

I nodded to myself.

I turned my head slightly away from Mu-Myeong, who was pouting with a face full of discontent.

I sighed.

How did Mu-Myeong, a man, develop such girlish habits...

Who on earth did he learn from when he was young?

"Tsk, tsk."

It's truly pathetic.

As his master, I can find such behavior endearing.

But what woman would like a man who makes such sulky expressions?

...At this rate, my disciple will truly remain a virgin his whole life without ever having children.

A disciple should take responsibility and show his master his children.

I let out a light sigh and glared at Mu-Myeong.

Mu-Myeong, who had been watching me carefully, flinched at my gaze and slowly turned his head to avoid my eyes.

With my head starting to throb, I spoke in a low voice to understand why Mu-Myeong was acting this way.

"...What are you doing?"

At my call, Mu-Myeong's head turned with a creaking sound.

His pupils were shaking terribly.

Mumbling slightly, Mu-Myeong pointed to where he had been looking as if making an excuse—

"Th-there... Ah! I was just thinking how beautiful the flowers over there are."

He started spouting nonsense about seeing flowers.

Flowers in a training ground made of smooth stone? What are you talking about, my disciple...

Perhaps he saw the rot in my eyes.

Mu-Myeong frantically waved his arms and opened his mouth as if to explain.

"Master, it's true."
"Hah... so where are these flowers?"

Since he was so desperately making excuses, I turned my head, thinking I'd pretend to believe him.

As expected.

There were no flowers there, just piles of weapons and a large mirror hanging on the wall.

I looked at Mu-Myeong with cold eyes, as if demanding an explanation.

Hmm...?

Contrary to my expectation that he would be sweating nervously, the corners of Mu-Myeong's mouth were curled up in a grin.

Curious about the reason, I tilted my head slightly.

"Where exactly are these flowers?"

At my question, Mu-Myeong smiled innocently and opened his mouth.

"Huh? They're right there."
"No... where exactly...?"

As I said before, there were only weapons and a mirror there...

Wait.

Anxiety began to surge in my heart.

...Mirror?

With a feeling that my anxiety might be justified, my eyes filled with shock.

No way, really?

Regardless, Mu-Myeong placed his hand on his forehead and shook his head slightly.

"Ah, your appearance was so beautiful, Master, that I mistakenly—"

Mu-Myeong's words were cut short.

—BANG!

Because I delivered a straight punch to his solar plexus.

"Wh-what kind of cringeworthy nonsense are you spouting?!"

My face turned red with embarrassment.

Where on earth did he learn to say such cringeworthy things so casually!

I exhaled as if huffing.

Besides.

He chose the wrong person to say such things to.

That's the kind of line you use to seduce innocent girls, isn't it?

He clearly didn't understand the meaning of what he had just said.

After Mu-Myeong went back to napping, about two hours passed.

Tossing and turning, Mu-Myeong got up and flinched when he saw me sitting beside him.

He seems to know he did something wrong.

Still.

I did overreact this time...

I sighed lightly, stood up, and patted Mu-Myeong's head.

"I'm happy you would say such things to me... but Mu-Myeong, save those words for the person who will become your lover."
"..."

Despite my question, Mu-Myeong just pushed out his lips sullenly without answering.

At his behavior, I smiled slightly and roughly patted his head, demanding an answer.

"Do you understand?"
"...Yes."

Mu-Myeong nodded with a disgruntled expression.

Still, the fact that he answered means we haven't reached the worst-case scenario, which is truly fortunate.

Really.

...What a relief.

I let out a small sigh of relief.

...

Right after Mu-Myeong regained his senses.

By coincidence, Lucius also opened his eyes and sat up.

Elia, seeing that Lucius had regained consciousness, ran toward him with a worried, tearful expression.

"Lucius! Are you okay?!"

Lucius, with his hand on his forehead as if his head hurt, frowned slightly and glared at the person approaching him, but soon recognized who it was and immediately bowed his head.

"I'm fine, Saintess."
"Really... please don't worry me so much."

Despite Lucius's assurance that he was fine, Elia's eyes reddened.

They're really being dramatic.

...I usually avoid using vulgar language, but for some reason, seeing them makes my blood boil.

Can't they see me and Mu-Myeong right beside them?

They're completely lost in their own world.

...If I keep watching this, I'll just get angry again.

"Ahem, ahem."

I cleared my throat lightly to make my presence known to them, who were lost in their own world.

Then.

Lucius's pupils began to shake terribly, and he slowly turned his head to face me.

His face began to turn pale.

...Is he actually scared?

Frowning in disbelief, I turned to look at Mu-Myeong.

Mu-Myeong was also rolling his eyes, constantly watching my reactions.

Why are all the men around me missing a few screws...?

I frowned intensely.

Mu-Myeong and Lucius rolled their eyes, busy watching my reactions.

At their pathetic behavior, I let out a small sigh, and both men flinched almost simultaneously.

"..."

My head began to throb.

...Until recently, I thought Lucius was a very upright person.

Now I see he's even more dramatic than Mu-Myeong.

When I give Mu-Myeong training matches, I push him harder than I did with Lucius.

And yet.

Lucius, who is stronger than Mu-Myeong.

Lucius, who bears the grand title of Hero.

I never imagined his gaze toward me would change so much after just one match.

Before, when he looked at me, reverence leaked from his eyes, which was quite burdensome.

Now he's showing a hint of fear.

...Having a strained relationship with the Hero would be troublesome.

Truly, nothing goes as I wish.
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After finishing our business at the training grounds, we headed to Camilla's room.

The reason Camilla called us here.

I found it strange that Lucius, who had insisted we should immediately go after the demon, was somehow obediently following along.

But I nodded along—what's good is good.

After all.

My goal was to stall for time one way or another.

Originally, the purpose of the sparring match was simply to buy time.

So I could say that goal was achieved when I unintentionally knocked Lucius unconscious.

...This should satisfy Lily too.

However, the truly important issue begins now.

"Hmm..."

I placed my hand on my chin, making myself comfortable as I thought.

Having declared I would help Lucius, I couldn't go back on my word.

...Perhaps I should pretend to catch the demon while deliberately letting it escape by a hair's breadth?

As I was mumbling to myself and continuing my train of thought, Camilla tapped on the desk.

"Hey, Old Lady~ Would you mind focusing on what I'm saying?"

She's not exactly young herself, so why does she keep bringing up my age?

I pushed my lips out in a pout.

But if I were to fight back about age, it would clearly turn into a mud-slinging match.

...I should be the mature adult here and let it slide.

"...I'll listen, but stop calling me that."

I waved my hand dismissively with an annoyed expression as I looked at Camilla.

The damn kid made a "pfft" sound like air escaping and then made that irritating expression of hers.

"I thought your hearing had gone bad with age."
"...What?"

*Crack*

A vein popped on my forehead.

Regardless, the damn kid turned her gaze away from me and looked straight ahead again.

"Then I'll continue~"

That attitude makes it even more infuriating.

I came because she asked me to listen, and this is how she behaves?

Even a three-year-old wouldn't act like this.

Just as I was about to stand up to teach her a lesson—

"Master... you shouldn't fall for such petty provocations."

Mu-Myeong grabbed my shoulder and shook his head slightly.

"...Right."

Engaging with that damn kid would mean losing.

I bit my lip hard to stop my trembling body and sat back down properly.

"Do you know anything about the demon you're chasing?"

At Camilla's question, Lucius bit his lip in frustration and shook his head slightly.

"...No."
"Pfft, I knew you losers wouldn't. Here."

Camilla tossed a paper onto the desk with a smug expression.

The paper was covered with countless characters.

...Being unable to read, I had no idea what was written there.

"Hmm."

As I mumbled awkwardly, Mu-Myeong noticed my discomfort and quietly spoke up.

"After the conversation ends, I'll read it to you personally."
"Oh, thank you."

I didn't refuse and nodded gratefully.

I smiled slightly and turned my gaze from Mu-Myeong back to the others.

"What is this?"

Lucius glanced at the paper and opened his eyes wide in disbelief.

"Losers like you probably don't have proper information, right?"
"...Is this information about the demon?"

Camilla didn't bother to answer directly, just jerked her chin toward the paper.

Lucius nodded and quickly scanned the paper.

It must have been the information he was looking for, as the corners of his mouth noticeably turned upward.

In contrast to Lucius, I was continuously breaking out in cold sweat.

Tsk... he shouldn't find it so quickly.

Why does that damn kid only do things that don't help me?

Didn't she say she had her own business to attend to?

What change of heart made her suddenly decide to help Lucius...

I chewed my lip anxiously.

After examining the paper for a while, Lucius smiled with satisfaction and bowed at the waist.

"Thank you."
"So even losers know how to be grateful?"

Camilla must be under a curse that forces her to belittle others or die.

Once again, she flashed that infuriating smile of hers, but Lucius just nodded with a refreshing smile.

"Hmm..."

Perhaps bored by Lucius's lack of reaction, Camilla waved her hand dismissively.

"You can go now, we're done here."

As everyone stood up to leave, I, who had been nervously shaking my leg, suddenly jumped to my feet.

"Ugh!"

Naturally, everyone's attention turned to me.

"...Master?"
"Huh? What is it, Old Lady?"

Those stares were burdensome, but I endured.

No matter how I thought about it, if we departed right away,

I could only foresee a future where they quickly defeat the demon and put me in a difficult position.

Rather than that...

I stood up in a hurry, but what should I say?

My head was spinning.

As I suffered in awkward silence for a while,

Mu-Myeong looked at me for a moment.

Perhaps noticing something, he nodded and turned his gaze toward Camilla.

"Lady Camilla."

I sent him a grateful look.

As expected of my disciple!

He immediately helps when his master is in trouble!

I beamed with a bright smile.

Camilla turned her gaze from me at Mu-Myeong's voice and spoke with a blank expression.

"Pedophilic Swordsman, do you have something to say?"
"..."

Mu-Myeong's brow furrowed terribly at Camilla's words.

No, more than that.

The words coming from her mouth were truly alarming.

...Pedophilic Swordsman? My Mu-Myeong?

I looked at Mu-Myeong with an expression full of shock.

Elia, who had been quietly listening until now, couldn't hold back anymore.

"Pfft! Ah, I'm sorry..."

She burst into laughter and moved behind Lucius with an embarrassed expression.

After a brief awkward silence, Camilla, who had been tapping her foot on the ground, narrowed her brow and looked at Mu-Myeong.

"Pedophilic Swordsman, why don't you answer after calling me?"
"...May I ask why you're helping us?"

This time, Mu-Myeong chose to ignore Camilla's words.

He continued speaking with his lips tightly pressed together.

However, my spine chilled at the sight of Mu-Myeong not denying it.

...Could it be true?

My disciple, a criminal?

Of course, I didn't believe it, partly because it was Camilla who said it, and I've known Mu-Myeong for some time.

I half thought it was a joke too.

But.

One question was troubling my mind.

Had Mu-Myeong ever done anything to make Camilla call him a pedophile?

Come to think of it, Camilla doesn't usually belittle others with completely false accusations.

...Not that I'm really an old lady, though I am indeed older.

I shook my head and glanced at Camilla, continuing my thoughts.

How did she come to call Mu-Myeong a pedophile...

I tilted my head.

Hmm... if he had feelings for Camilla, it would make sense for her to call him that, but...

Wait.

A thought flashed through my mind.

Could Mu-Myeong really have feelings for Camilla?

Once I had this doubt,

Forgotten incidents began to invade my mind one after another.

Come to think of it.

Mu-Myeong has previously taken that damn kid's side over his master who raised him.

And if that was Mu-Myeong's way of appealing to Camilla because he fell for her at first sight...

My mind began to spin rapidly, and the puzzle pieces started to fit together.

Mu-Myeong said he liked women two spans shorter than himself.

He definitely said it was my hand, but if he was mistaken and it was actually two spans of his own hand, that would be about the height of that kid.

Plus, he said he liked older women...

...This can't be.

It's still hard to believe... but it seems Mu-Myeong has feelings for Camilla.

When I realized this fact,

I felt a pain as if someone was gripping and shaking my heart.

...Why does my chest feel so tight?

Could this be what they call...

A parent's feeling when sending their child to someone they don't approve of?

"..."

No.

Nothing is confirmed yet.

...I should ask Mu-Myeong directly later and get an answer.

Conflict arising from lack of communication is the most useless kind...

I nodded stiffly.

My chest still feels tight.

Forgetting the thoughts swirling in my head, I raised my head to listen to their conversation again.

Camilla waved her hand dismissively at Mu-Myeong's question, as if it were nothing.

"I just found it by chance, is that all you wanted to know?"
"...Yes."

Mu-Myeong frowned, bowed his head, and quickly left the room.

Judging by his flushed face that I glimpsed as he left, he seemed quite hurt.

I should probably comfort him.

...And incidentally, I need to ask him if it's true.

I grabbed my throbbing head, let out a light sigh, and followed after Mu-Myeong.

"...Then we'll be going too."
"Oh right, loser Hero."
"Yes?"
"If you find something like a scabbard while you're searching, let me know."
"...A scabbard? Understood."

Ch.65 - Demon Pursuit
It feels a bit strange...

Including my past life, I must be a little over 330 years old.

...And.

"..."

This is somewhat embarrassing for me to admit.

Looking at myself objectively, I probably don't live up to what's expected of someone my age.

Most people would imagine someone who's lived for over 300 years to have reached enlightenment or possess vast knowledge worthy of being called a sage.

At the very least, they'd expect someone whose actions reflect wisdom, someone worth emulating, but...

"I'm not that kind of great person."

I pulled up the corners of my mouth in a bitter smile.

Well, that's not to say I have nothing to offer.

Generally speaking, an adult who lives up to their age is considered mature.

Maturity is something you build through social experiences, but...

As you know, I spent my entire life swinging a sword, so even if I wanted to mature properly, I couldn't.

...My social skills might have even regressed compared to my previous life.

I'm not sure if I should dare to judge with my shallow social experience.

But if I were to speak about something based on my direct experiences from both my past and current lives...

Misunderstandings between people, regardless of what they're about, share one common trait.

When a misunderstanding occurs between people,

If you think it's insignificant and fail to resolve or address it promptly,

By the time you realize something's wrong, it's already too late, and the issue has grown uncontrollably large.

I've explained this unnecessarily long, but

The point is, if you have something uncomfortable or curious about someone, don't jump to conclusions on your own—have a proper conversation about it.

Don't regret it later.

Right after Mu-Myeong left the room,

I quickly moved to follow him.

Leaving Lucius and Elia talking behind me, I exited the room and looked around for Mu-Myeong.

I found him in a corner of the hallway, head down, lost in thought.

That Mu-Myeong, sulking because he heard something strange from that damn Kid.

...When he could have just ignored it.

I smiled at the sight of him and approached with quick steps, poking my head in slightly.

"Why are you leaving in such a hurry?"

Mu-Myeong glanced at me with vacant eyes, but gradually, a gleam returned to them.

Hmm.

Fortunately, he doesn't seem as upset as I thought.

"Ah... Master."
"Yes, my disciple."

I smiled at Mu-Myeong, who seemed hesitant to speak, and patted his head.

"Speak when you're ready."

My mind was complicated because of this guy until just now...

But somehow, this reminds me of when I first met Mu-Myeong, and it doesn't feel bad at all.

Mu-Myeong, who had been quietly accepting the pat, opened his eyes wide at my words, then let out a light, defeated laugh before speaking.

"It's nothing... I was just embarrassed to be called that by Camilla."
"Hmm... certainly."

I put a hand on my chin and nodded.

In that situation, it would have been Mu-Myeong's turn to call on Camilla first to deliver his message.

Wouldn't Lucius and Elia also know about Camilla's rough manner of speaking?

If they had taken it seriously, would the Saintess and Hero have left alone someone like Mu-Myeong who had committed or was about to commit the serious crime of pedophilia?

Elia even tried to hold back her laughter, making deflated sounds.

Except for Mu-Myeong's embarrassment, there shouldn't be any problem.

...Probably.

I slightly avoided Mu-Myeong's gaze.

At that, Mu-Myeong made an expression as if he'd lost everything.

Thud-

Then he collapsed onto the floor.

At the same time,

Seeing Lucius and Elia looking at the collapsed Mu-Myeong with bewildered expressions was truly heartbreaking.

...May you attain enlightenment.

I nodded slightly, expressing my condolences.

...

After various big and small incidents passed,

Lucius tightly gripped a piece of paper in his hand and hurriedly headed toward the exit of the castle.

Pouting my lips at this, I quietly spoke.

"Lucius, why are you in such a hurry...?"

Really, this Lucius is too impatient.

As our ancestors said, "When in a hurry, take the long way around." It was clear he would come up empty-handed if he rushed like that.

I twitched my eyebrows, silently cursing him.

...But more than that,

Doesn't that guy ever get tired?

Clearly, during our morning training session, Lucius was crawling on the ground.

But now, as if he's eaten something, he's smiling refreshingly with no sign of fatigue.

How annoying...

Perhaps I really should have hit him at least once.

...And.

It's a bit shameless, but I wish he would consider my position too...

Of course, I'm not saying I'm tired from the training.

But since I need to stall for time because of Lily's not-quite-request, seeing Lucius hurry like that makes me anxious.

Regardless of my feelings, Lucius waved the paper slightly, turned to look at us, and spoke.

"In the information I received from Camilla, there's a place where demons are suspected to be."

Lucius's expression hardened.

"If we delay even a little, these demons might escape."
"Hmm..."
"So, even if you're worried about your disciple, I ask for your understanding."

As I was pouting at the situation I couldn't control,

I tilted my head at Lucius's following words.

Disciple? Why would I be worried about Mu-Myeong...?

"Ah..."
"...?"

At that moment, a memory flashed through my mind along with a sigh that escaped my lips.

Come to think of it...

Mu-Myeong also had training today.

I had completely forgotten because of what Camilla said to Mu-Myeong and Lucius's hurried movements.

Cold sweat began to trickle down.

"W-well, it can't be helped. I was indeed worried about Mu-Myeong being tired from training..."

A stream of excuses began pouring from my mouth.

...Please don't notice.

After spewing some plausible words, I turned my head awkwardly to look at Mu-Myeong.

"...Master."

Whether Mu-Myeong had figured out what I was thinking just from my attitude,

He twisted his face and gave me a sullen look.

Mu-Myeong's perceptiveness, which I usually appreciated, couldn't be more hateful right now.

...This is bad.

When Mu-Myeong gets upset, he doesn't give me strawberries for a while...

I stealthily moved to Mu-Myeong's side and tugged at his sleeve.

...Why won't he look at me?

If it were the usual Mu-Myeong, he would have surely faced me with a smile...

Anxiety slowly began to swell.

But showing it would be amateur.

Maintaining the most nonchalant expression possible, I cleared my throat and spoke.

"Ahem, Mu-Myeong."
"...Yes."

At my call, Mu-Myeong replied in a low, sunken voice without turning around.

I flinched slightly, but

I still sighed in relief that Mu-Myeong had at least answered me.

The situation was certainly serious, but if Mu-Myeong were truly furious,

He would have ignored my words and gone about his business.

I reached out and grasped Mu-Myeong's hand, intertwining my fingers with his.

I'm not sure why,

But doing this had increased the chances of Mu-Myeong forgiving me before, so it was a calculated move.

And...

I lowered my head slightly, pouted my lips, and opened my eyes as wide as possible.

...Perfect.

This is what I call the "Gloss Over It" strategy.

It's doing all the things that make Mu-Myeong's heart race the most, all at once.

I smiled slyly to myself and glanced up at Mu-Myeong.

Then,

I felt Mu-Myeong's body tremble.

I tried my best to suppress my twitching lips by pinching my thigh as I spoke.

"As if your master would forget the training of Mu-Myeong, her mo~st precious disciple?"
"..."

At Mu-Myeong's silent response, I turned my head slightly and clicked my tongue lightly.

Tsk, still not enough?

Usually, he would have blushed and said something in response to my behavior.

...No choice then.

It's a bit of a gamble, but better than not getting to eat strawberries.

I removed my hand from Mu-Myeong's entangled fingers.

I sensed Mu-Myeong's head starting to turn slightly, but he ultimately didn't move.

However,

What I intended to do wasn't such a small gesture.

Try to endure this too!

I raised one corner of my mouth crookedly.

I placed my hand back over Mu-Myeong's and...

"Ugh?! Master?!"

I began to gently torment Mu-Myeong's palm with my fingers.

I raised my index finger and lightly traced Mu-Myeong's palm lines with my short nails.

Not stopping there, I immediately raised my middle and ring fingers and smoothly stroked from the bottom of his hand to the top.

I could feel Mu-Myeong trembling.

I could even hear his irregular breathing in my ears.

How about that? You can't stand it, can you?

Thinking of Mu-Myeong being extremely ticklish, I grinned and looked up at him.

...Huh?

Mu-Myeong's already red eyes were bloodshot, staring at me with wide eyes.

I meant it as a light joke,

But it seems I've only provoked him more...

-Gulp

I heard the sound of someone swallowing.

Only then did I sense something was wrong and looked around.

Elia was looking at me with a deeply flushed face.

After mumbling her lips for a moment, Elia squeezed her eyes shut and shouted.

"W-what are you two doing in broad daylight?!"
"..."

I couldn't understand a single thing about what was happening.

Ch.66 - Suspiciously Similar To What Was In Memories
Elia's face was completely flushed as she stomped her feet.

"W-what are you two doing in broad daylight?!"
"..."

I flinched, startled.

...That scared me.

Mu-Myeong also seemed surprised by Elia's sudden reaction. He flinched and froze like a stone while firmly holding my hand.

Finding his reaction amusing, I narrowed my eyes and observed him carefully.

He was so startled that his heart was pounding loudly. Yet his face was strangely flushed, as if he'd been caught doing something naughty.

I felt a strange thrill that made my own heart flutter, but I quickly shook my head.

...That's not what's important right now.

I tilted my head, trying to understand why Elia was reacting so strongly.

If someone like Elia was showing such an intense reaction, something must be wrong...

Hmm, I couldn't think of anything.

After all, I hadn't done anything except tickle Mu-Myeong.

There was no reason for Elia to react so strongly.

I tilted my head back and forth, thinking hard, but couldn't come up with anything, so I scratched my head.

Then suddenly, I wondered, "Maybe Elia isn't talking about me but someone else?" I raised my index finger and pointed at myself.

Elia nodded affirmatively.

Hmm, so she is talking about me.

But what did I do?

I couldn't understand anything about this situation, so I kept tilting my head in confusion.

Seeing my confusion, Elia let out a loud "Huh!" and turned her head away so sharply it made a sound.

"Hmm."

This is awkward...

Not knowing what to say, I kept mumbling.

Since I couldn't figure it out on my own, I looked at Mu-Myeong for help, glancing at the huffing Elia.

"Mu-Myeong, why is Elia acting like this?"

Seeing me ask with my head tilted, Mu-Myeong let out a deep sigh and ran his hand over his face.

Yet he still firmly held my hand with his other hand, suggesting it wasn't such a big deal.

That was somewhat reassuring.

In response to my question, Mu-Myeong...

For some reason, he calmed his rough breathing with a deep breath and turned his head away from me.

"I don't know either."
"...Really?"
"Yes."

Hmm, it seems like he does know...

Mu-Myeong has a certain habit.

When he lies to me or hides something, he can't look me in the eyes.

And just like now, he turns his head away when he speaks.

I tilted my head.

...Is there any reason to lie?

I considered pressing him out of curiosity, but then decided against it.

If it were truly serious, Mu-Myeong wouldn't hide it from me.

Besides, Mu-Myeong wouldn't do anything that would harm me, and if he's hiding something, it must be something that would be awkward if I found out.

With a sigh of relief, I nodded.

...Well, anyway.

Despite Elia's somewhat incomprehensible reaction, I successfully accomplished my initial goal of "comforting sulky Mu-Myeong," which was fortunate.

With that thought, I smiled and looked at Mu-Myeong.

"...?"

I shuddered.

The way Mu-Myeong was looking at me seemed somehow... sticky?

This sensation was new to me, so I didn't know how to describe it.

"Hmm..."

...Did I comfort him properly?

...

After that small incident, I was climbing the mountain with my lips pursed in annoyance.

But then...

"Is something wrong?"

I let out a small sigh as I noticed Mu-Myeong glancing at me nervously.

...Why is he acting like this?

Mu-Myeong mumbled for a moment before speaking softly.

"...Master, you look upset."

Hmm, was it that obvious?

I smiled at my cute disciple's concern and waved my hand dismissively.

"I'm fine, don't worry."

However, I was indeed in a bad mood.

I pouted again and continued walking.

Lucius seemed quite concerned about my demeanor.

After alternating between looking at the map and me, Lucius stopped walking and turned to face me.

"Ha-Rang, we should reach our destination in about an hour."
"...Is that so?"

Already?

At this rate, we'll soon meet the demon that Lily asked me to protect somehow...

I bit my lip at the situation not going as I'd hoped.

Seeing my unimproved expression, Lucius broke into a nervous sweat and quickened his pace.

It seems that Lucius mistakenly thought I was dissatisfied because we were arriving too late.

But the reality was quite different.

...It's too fast.

Contrary to my wish for some delay, Lucius showed no signs of slowing down and steadily moved toward our destination.

...And there was another small problem.

I didn't know what our destination was.

I smiled bitterly at my embarrassment and gestured slightly to call Mu-Myeong.

"...Where are we going, by the way?"

It's not something to be proud of, but...

As you know, I can't read or write the letters of this place.

So naturally, I had no way to read the paper Camilla gave us, and thus didn't know our destination.

One might ask why I didn't just ask Lucius or Elia...

Why wouldn't I have done that?

I did ask.

When I questioned him, Lucius, perhaps thinking it would be faster to show me directly rather than explain verbally, or maybe intending to provide detailed information, handed me the paper and continued walking.

How could I admit that I couldn't read at that point?

...Isn't it a bit embarrassing not to be able to read at my age?

While there's no need to be ashamed of lacking knowledge, still, at 300 years old, reading should be...

Anyway, at the time, I had no choice but to nod.

...I couldn't ask them now.

In response to my call, Mu-Myeong seemed to understand the situation just by glancing at my expression.

He nodded slightly and began to speak.

"I'll explain it to you."

...That's a relief.

Mu-Myeong's explanation went like this:

They had business at "The End Of The World" and had dispatched knights for investigation.

Before the knights could reach "The End Of The World," powerful demonic energy was detected in the Est Mountain Range that surrounded the area.

The small number of dispatched knights had no way to deal with that demonic energy, so they had no choice but to return to the castle.

Ellen, being in the midst of a battle with barbarians, couldn't send many knights there and was in a difficult situation.

Just then, they remembered us, who were looking for a demon, and passed on the information.

Hmm, so the reason they were busy was because of the barbarians...

Indeed, dealing with barbarians who are plundering the people they need to protect takes priority over demons that aren't causing immediate harm.

I nodded and continued listening to Mu-Myeong's explanation.

Despite the barbarian situation, they couldn't completely ignore the demon.

They sent one capable knight unit for subjugation, but several knights were defeated, and the subjugation failed.

However, the knight unit wasn't completely unsuccessful; they learned about the demon's appearance and abilities.

First, the demon had the appearance of a well-built man with large goat horns on his head that looked ominous just by sight, and a pointed black tail.

They tried to subjugate this unfamiliar type of demon with maximum caution, but...

They failed due to the demon's unique magic.

The demon used magic to pull countless chains from thin air, and if those chains touched someone's body...

All the mana in their body would stop functioning, reducing them to the state of an ordinary person.

The knights couldn't have properly prepared for such an absurd ability, so naturally, the subjugation failed.

That concluded Mu-Myeong's explanation, but despite hearing these details, my expression only soured further.

Somehow, the more I heard from Mu-Myeong, one figure kept appearing in my mind.

...No way.

Isn't this the beastman... no, demon I met when living in the Log Cabin?

You know, that one?

The demon who spoke with annoyingly polite speech while arrogantly looking for Mu-Myeong.

It might be too hasty to assume, but...

Goat-like horns and a tail.

And decisively, even the fighting style of pulling chains from thin air to restrain opponents.

The information is so similar that it would be strange if it weren't that demon.

"..."

To think that the demon Lucius was tracking was one I was already acquainted with...

Cold sweat began to trickle down my face.

Ch.67 - If The Body Is Weak, The Head Suffers
Cold sweat began to trickle down my face, and I couldn't even manage my expression properly.

Mu-Myeong, who had been relaying information he'd heard from Camilla, seemed to find my behavior strange. He furrowed his brow with a worried expression and opened his mouth.

"Master? What's wrong?"
"...Hmm, it's nothing."

But that was all I could say.

From the beginning.

If I were to say something like "I know that demon" and Lucius and Elia happened to hear it, it would cause nothing but trouble.

And if I told Mu-Myeong that this person had met me in the past, I had a feeling it would somehow ruin everything. That thought kept circling in my mind.

...And the latter reason weighed more heavily on why I couldn't tell Mu-Myeong.

You know.

Didn't he make an unpleasant face before, saying my body had a "strange smell"?

Just thinking about that makes my body shudder.

Of course, after several years, Mu-Myeong would have forgotten about that "strange smell"...

"Hmm..."

...He would have forgotten, right?

Surely, he must have forgotten.

It was just once.

He only smelled it once back then, so how could he remember?

It would be strange if he did remember.

Afterward, I immediately washed my body to get rid of the smell, and logically speaking, remembering someone by their smell doesn't make sense.

I tried hard to convince myself, nodding repeatedly, but...

Anxiety continued to swirl throughout my body.

Mu-Myeong had shown several behaviors outside common sense, like finding me by my scent.

My head throbbed.

In the end, all I could do was pray that "Mu-Myeong had forgotten about that smell."

Mu-Myeong's gaze narrowed as he looked at me, but I deliberately ignored it and stared straight ahead.

...

No matter how anxious I felt, our group's pace didn't slow, and we steadily moved toward our destination.

And so we arrived at the massive snow-covered mountain.

"The demonic energy I felt in the village is coming from here," Elia said with her brow deeply furrowed, then continued.

"...Lucius, I think this might be on a different level from the demons we've encountered so far."

Elia briefly added that we should be more careful, then gently touched the rosary hanging around her neck and slowly moved to the front of the group.

I tilted my head in confusion.

"If we need to be careful, why is she moving to the front?"

I feel a bit sorry for Elia, but...

Objectively speaking, she has the lowest combat ability in our group.

No, it would be rude to even compare—Elia's combat ability is practically non-existent compared to the rest of us.

After all.

Lucius is a Hero bearing a great karma, and Mu-Myeong and I are warriors who have wielded swords our entire lives. How could Elia, who was raised and educated as a Saintess from birth, compare to us in combat?

Among us, regardless of her wishes, she inevitably falls into the category of someone to be protected rather than a protector.

And yet.

Putting such an Elia at the very front?

If something goes wrong, wouldn't she be in the most danger?

Puzzled by this, I tilted my head slightly and expressed my curiosity.

Lucius, who had shown no expression until now, briefly answered and resolved my confusion.

"When it comes to tracking demons, no one in the Empire can match the Saintess."
"Hmm?"
"Besides, how could the attacks of filthy demons ever reach the Saintess?"

I had clearly asked Mu-Myeong, but the answer came from an unexpected person.

When I turned my head slightly to face Lucius.

His lips, which had seemed expressionless, were slightly upturned, as if he was quite proud of this fact.

"...If that's the case."

Nothing more to say.

I nodded with a sour expression.

...

Elia, who had been walking without rest, stopped and looked back.

"...I think this is the place."
"Understood."

Lucius nodded slightly, drew the massive sword from his back, and switched places with Elia.

In front of a huge cave.

Our group stopped there.

Judging by the unpleasant energy seeping out from there, similar to Lily's...

Surely the demon is here, just as Elia said.

My brow naturally furrowed.

Now... what should we do...

As I slowly turned my head to look around at the group, everyone except me had tense expressions—so much so that there was no need to ask if the demon was here.

Especially Mu-Myeong, whose brow was severely furrowed as if something deeply displeased him.

With a somewhat dazed expression that didn't match the rest of the group, I tilted my head.

...Why is he acting like that again?

Originally, Mu-Myeong and I were supposed to pretend to fight and then find an opportunity to let the demon escape.

Knowing this, why would Mu-Myeong make such an expression?

I wondered if he might be acting to appear more natural, but that furrowed brow of his couldn't possibly be an act.

That honest brow only appears when he catches me secretly eating his strawberries.

That kind of brow.

I quietly approached Mu-Myeong's side and poked his ribs.

"Mu-Myeong, what's wrong?"

Startled by the poke, Mu-Myeong flinched slightly, turned his head toward me, and spoke in a low, somewhat chilling voice that suggested something displeased him.

"...Master."
"Hmm?"

As I met his eyes, my body began to stiffen with tension.

I gulped and waited for his response.

The unusual gleam in Mu-Myeong's eyes gradually disappeared, replaced by the color of rotten blood.

"I seem to smell something familiar coming from inside the cave?"

You crazy bastard...

So you actually remembered by smell.

But even so, why do you have to dislike it so much?

I believe I introduced that person as my friend back then.

Isn't there nothing to worry about...?

Contrary to my thoughts.

Somehow feeling uncomfortable meeting Mu-Myeong's eyes, I pushed out my lips in a pout and turned my gaze away as I spoke.

"I-is that so?"

Trying to appear as natural as possible.

I whistled—though no sound came out—and slowly tried to move away.

"Anyway... shouldn't we join them? Let's go."
"Master? Where are you going?"

Mu-Myeong placed his hand firmly on my shoulder, stopping me.

"Hiccup-"
"As far as I know, we haven't thoroughly discussed how to deal with that demon."

I forcibly turned my stiff neck to meet Mu-Myeong's eyes.

The corners of his mouth were strangely upturned.

"What do you want to do?"

Lily, why have you given me this trial...

I felt like I might cry.

Lucius and Elia are trying to capture and kill the demon, Lily is asking to somehow save the demon, and this damned Disciple—I have no idea what he's thinking.

What on earth am I supposed to do...

A deep sigh escaped me.

But.

I can't just give up and let go.

Misunderstandings can be cleared up, can't they?

I steeled my resolve and nodded.

And it's also true that, as Mu-Myeong said, we haven't had a detailed conversation about this.

I've been thinking too casually and haven't communicated clearly.

So Mu-Myeong might have spoken out of frustration.

I waved my hand to create a small barrier so Lucius and Elia couldn't hear our conversation, then brought my lips close to Mu-Myeong's ear.

"Our ultimate goal is to somehow help that demon escape."
"Yes."
"But we also can't act in a way that would make Lucius and Elia suspicious."

Honestly, I think it will be very difficult.

Depending on the situation, we might have to abandon one side and take the other's.

With such thoughts, I maintained a stern expression as I spoke.

Mu-Myeong closed his eyes briefly and tilted his head in thought, then unexpectedly opened his mouth with a simple response.

"Then can't we just beat up that demon moderately?"
"...Huh?"

What does he mean?

"Didn't Lily ask you to help that demon escape?"
"...That's right."

The corners of Mu-Myeong's mouth turned up pleasantly.

"It seems to me that the demon's condition isn't that important?"
"...What do you mean by that?"
"I mean, we don't need to pretend—if we beat it up with all our might... won't the demon escape on its own?"

"It doesn't seem like Lily would try to save someone without that ability," Mu-Myeong briefly added, then smiled and moved away from me.

Ch.68 - Combat Initiation
"Won't that demon run away on its own?"

As I looked at Mu-Myeong, who was sharing his opinion with an eerie smile, my eyes widened so much I wondered if they could possibly get any bigger.

No, what on earth is he saying? Beat them until they run away on their own?

When did Mu-Myeong grow up to be so violent...

I swear to the heavens—no, to myself. I never raised Mu-Myeong to be like this.

...Or did I?

After blinking for a while, I realized my thoughts had wandered too far. I shook my head vigorously and spoke.

"...Are you saying we should side with the Hero?"

To be honest, this thought had been circling in my mind since I heard Mu-Myeong's words.

When Mu-Myeong and Lucius sparred earlier, Mu-Myeong seemed to take a subtle liking to Lucius, and if I recall what Mu-Myeong told me...

Doesn't it seem like he doesn't care if that demon dies?

However, contrary to my expectations, Mu-Myeong tilted his head as if he genuinely didn't understand what I meant.

"Huh? When did I say such a thing?"
"...Didn't you just say it?"

I gave him a dumbfounded look. How could Mu-Myeong not remember what he just said?

...His condition is more serious than I thought.

I frowned slightly and was about to speak to share my detailed opinion when—

"Lady Cheon Ha-Rang, Sir Cheon Mu-Myeong, I'm coming in."
"Yes."
"..."

Just then, Lucius approached us and spoke as he quickened his pace.

...Really, his timing couldn't be worse. I let out a small sigh and followed behind Lucius as he walked ahead.

...

-Lily's companion.

The rhythmic sound of dripping water echoed, tapping at the ear of the sleeping man.

-Drip, drip, drip.

The wounded man lying on the rough stone floor opened his eyes with some difficulty and looked around.

...Someone is approaching.

In the dark, damp cave, the man's pupils gleamed eerily.

As if there was something he needed to do, the man raised his battered body and waved his injured arm through the air.

As he did so, lines began to form in the empty space following his arm's movement, eventually creating a pattern.

An ominous blood-red color. Unknown characters and an inverted cross. Every element was blasphemous.

If the church had seen what the man was drawing, he would certainly have been hunted down as a heretic, but he didn't seem to care about that.

With a nervous expression, as if being chased by something, he continued to draw the magic circle while sweating profusely.

Once the magic circle was complete.

The man, seemingly satisfied, slightly raised the corner of his mouth and nodded.

"This should be enough..."

It should buy him enough time to escape.

He had spent a long time in this filthy cave replenishing his magical energy after facing an entire squad of knights alone.

But the quality of magical energy in the air differed between the demon realm and the human world, which naturally slowed his recovery.

"...I just needed a little more time."

Some bugs had to interfere... The man added briefly, frowning continuously as he remained alert.

From his perspective, he had reason to feel wronged.

At the request of his companion Lily, he would have quietly stayed in the demon realm, but because Lily couldn't use spatial movement, he had to stay in the human world longer than necessary, which led to this predicament.

The man bit his lip and nodded firmly.

As one of the few demons in the Demon King's army capable of spatial movement magic, he couldn't waste time in a place like this.

Letting out a brief sigh, the man closed his eyes for a moment to sense the presences gradually approaching him.

He could feel four presences. Considering the number of knights he had faced earlier, this seemed manageable.

"...Damn it, why can't I see it?"

However, one of those four presences was noticeably faint.

Even ignoring that one, the others seemed formidable, and not being able to gauge the level of the remaining one only increased his anxiety.

But having already been located, he couldn't simply flee. Apart from spatial movement, he had no suitable means of escape.

So he had no choice but to face them, absorb magical energy, and escape during the confrontation...

...If only Lily were by his side, he could have clung to her and flown away together.

That gloomy woman was nowhere to be found when needed most.

But he couldn't give up either.

"Hah..."

After briefly steeling his resolve, the man nodded and continued drawing the magic circle. He would need to be fully prepared.

...

-Cheon Ha-Rang.

A familiar energy was gradually getting closer. As it did, I couldn't control the cold sweat forming on my forehead.

Not having properly discussed things with Mu-Myeong, I couldn't predict how he would act.

...According to Mu-Myeong, he wasn't suggesting we side with the Hero. But if asked whether he clearly meant to side with the Demon King...

...That's not it either.

Of course, I did tell Mu-Myeong to remain neutral, but my head throbs when he says such things at crucial moments.

Anyway.

Although I didn't talk with Mu-Myeong, I had established my own course of action.

First, I would conceal my presence as much as possible so that the horned demon wouldn't notice me.

This way, I could avoid any complications that might arise if the demon recognized and approached me... This was a decision I made after careful consideration.

Second, I would not intervene in the fight.

Although I came here with the purpose of helping Lucius.

There's no way I would actually help that damned Hero blessed by God, is there?

Rather, I strongly wish they would experience a major setback. Well, that would mean breaking my promise to Lucius, but...

If I help when their lives are truly in danger, it wouldn't exactly be breaking my promise, right?

I had prepared my excuse, which involved using Mu-Myeong, who had recklessly suggested going all out.

Well, I could say something like, "I wanted my disciple to gain experience," or "Protecting Mu-Myeong is my top priority..."

"Hehehe."

Surprised by my own devious thoughts, I raised one corner of my mouth crookedly, forming a truly wicked smile.

Mu-Myeong, finding my behavior strange, tilted his head slightly.

"Master? What's wrong?"

I let out a deep sigh and covered my face.

"...Just let it go."
"Yes."

Really. When I'm trying to set the mood by myself, he doesn't help but only interferes.

He's disqualified as a disciple.

I nodded firmly.

...

After moving through the cave for some time.

A thick, unpleasant smell began to permeate the air.

It's right ahead.

Lucius and Elia must have sensed it too, as they hardened their expressions and spoke.

"Sir Cheon Mu-Myeong and I will take the lead. Lady Cheon Ha-Rang, could you protect the Saintess in case of emergency?"
"Hmm, I will."

Originally, I had planned to hang back with Mu-Myeong, but when asked like that, I couldn't refuse.

I nodded.

Hearing our conversation, Elia wore an expression full of guilt and bowed her head as she spoke.

"I'm sorry... I can't be of much help in battle..."
"Saintess, it's alright."

Seeing Elia like this, Lucius gave a small smile and shook his head.

"Saintess, you'll take care of the aftermath once our battle is over, won't you?"
"Well, yes, but..."
"That's enough."

Lucius firmly stopped Elia, who was about to say more, and tightened his grip on his sword.

A truly touching scene. Watching it, Mu-Myeong and I briefly looked at each other.

...Hmm, what should I say?

Given the atmosphere, I should offer some encouragement, but I have no idea what to say.

I've never experienced a situation like this before, so it's understandable.

As I was mumbling with my lips, Mu-Myeong smiled and approached me, bowing his head.

"I'll take care of it quickly and return."
"Hmm, alright."

Unlike Lucius and Elia's conversation earlier, ours was remarkably unremarkable.

For some reason, this made me smile, and I patted Mu-Myeong's shoulder.

"Still, don't 'take care of' them. They must be important figures."
"...Yes."

As Mu-Myeong moved away from me, he muttered softly.

'Important to Master...'

Somehow, I felt a sense of unease throughout my body, as if Mu-Myeong might mess things up.
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Of course I thought Mu-Myeong might mess things up, but honestly, I'm not that worried.

You might wonder why I suddenly changed my tune, but what can I do? The truth is...

While I do trust Mu-Myeong, what kind of trouble could he possibly cause here? At worst, he'd kill some demons, and what's wrong with that?

After all, the demons here—I'm not sure what their situation is—but they're trying to attack humans, aren't they? Since I'm human too, psychologically I'd feel more guilt killing humans than demons.

When you think about it, killing them might be a viable solution.

If someone wants to argue "demons are living beings too!" then I have nothing to say.

"Hmm..."

No matter how much I try to feel guilty about killing demons, it's like killing insects that harm humans.

Of course.

If Mu-Myeong does end up killing demons, I might have trouble explaining things to Lily, whom I've become somewhat friendly with. But if worse comes to worst, we could just become enemies with the Demon King and go back to living in the Log Cabin.

Besides, thinking selfishly, I found it more comfortable and fun when Mu-Myeong and I lived alone in the Log Cabin rather than wandering around outside.

"Ah..."

Come to think of it, there is one thing better about the outside world.

Strawberries taste better out there.

I feel like I've gone off on a tangent...

Anyway.

Now isn't the time for such thoughts.

I wiped the drool from the corner of my mouth with the back of my hand and turned to look at Elia.

Lucius had clearly asked me to protect Elia, who lacked combat ability. I thought he was being overly cautious since the ones facing the demons would be my disciple Mu-Myeong and Lucius, the Hero chosen by the world.

"..."

Recalling Lucius's expression when he made the request, I sighed briefly and moved to Elia's side.

Glancing up at her, I saw she was watching Mu-Myeong and Lucius with a worried expression.

"Hmm."

She must be concerned about them fighting the demon who defeated Camilla's knights.

I've briefly confronted that demon before and know he's nothing special, but... Elia wouldn't know that. I can't exactly tell her, "I know that demon, and he's weak!"

With a small sigh, I patted her shoulder to comfort her.

"Elia, don't worry too much."
"Ah... Ha-Rang."

Startled by the sudden physical contact, Elia flinched and looked down at me.

I thought her reaction might be a bit exaggerated, but when I saw her expression relax as she gave a small smile, that thought disappeared.

If she was too tense, such a reaction would be natural.

I nodded slightly and spoke to Elia so we could follow Lucius and Mu-Myeong who were ahead of us.

"Let's get going."
"...Yes."

The awkwardness in Elia's smile must have been my imagination.

...

How long had we been walking, following that unpleasant energy we could feel on our skin?

In the deepest part of the cave.

A demon was waiting there, greeting us as if he'd been expecting us.

"Pleased to meet you, humans."

A pair of curved horns. A pointed tail. Small fangs visible when he spoke. And an unnecessarily gentlemanly manner of speech.

I should have known.

It seems this demon before us is the same one I encountered at the Log Cabin when I demonstrated the Heavenly Drop to Mu-Myeong.

...Why do my premonitions only come true at times like this? How nice it would be if things went my way normally.

The demon bowed slightly and smiled, beginning to speak.

"Let me briefly introduce myself—"
"Jackal!"

His words were drowned out by Lucius's rage-filled shout.

The demon, called Jackal by Lucius, tilted his head slightly and asked with a puzzled expression.

"Oh? Do you know me?"

At Jackal's nonchalant question, Lucius frowned and pointed his sword at him.

"Of course I do!"
"...But I'm seeing you for the first time."

Like the confused-looking Jackal, I too stared at Lucius with a dumbfounded expression.

...What's wrong with him?

I wondered if Lucius and Jackal had met before, but judging by Jackal's puzzled expression, that didn't seem to be the case.

Lucius looked at Jackal with an expression of disgust, as if looking at a cockroach.

"Because of you, how many...!"

The words of resentment that followed.

I let them go in one ear and out the other as I narrowed my eyes to observe Jackal.

As time passed, the somehow familiar patterns drawn around him became increasingly vivid red, as if something was building up.

Hmm, I've definitely seen this somewhere...

"Where have I seen this..."
"Pardon?"
"Hmm, it's nothing."

My muttering must have bothered Elia, who expressed her curiosity. I waved my hand slightly to indicate she shouldn't worry about it.

I remember seeing similar patterns when Lily would suddenly appear or when she'd return after completing her business.

...Is Lily nearby? I don't sense her presence though.

As I tilted my head, pondering the source of those patterns.

The conversation had ended at some point, and Lucius was already leaping toward Jackal, spreading golden energy waves in all directions.

*BOOM!*

"They've started already?"
"...Pardon?"

Tsk, I hope it doesn't end too quickly.

I prayed the demon would escape safely.

...

The dark cave was illuminated by Lucius's brilliant light.

"Mu-Myeong! To the left!"

Lucius shouted as he lunged toward Jackal.
At the same time.
Mu-Myeong glanced briefly at Lucius and timed his jump to match.

Jackal closed his eyes at Lucius's words.
Apparently, his plan to buy time through conversation had been too naive.

"I don't quite understand why you're so angry, but..."

Jackal sighed softly as he looked at the two swordsmen explosively charging toward him.
And then.
As he opened his mouth.
Numerous magic circles around him began to emit red light.

"I have no choice."

Chains with an eerie glow emerged with a *char-r-r* sound.
They rushed straight toward Lucius and Mu-Myeong.

*BOOM!*

Seeing the many chains coming at him, Mu-Myeong darted his eyes around.
There were too many to dodge.

In that case.

"Hup!"

Without even blinking, Mu-Myeong stared directly at the chains.
Swinging his sword in a semicircle.
He deflected the chains pouring down on him.

*If I cut them down, I can reduce their number.*

The sound of metal clashing against metal exploded in succession.

*CLANG!*

Unlike Mu-Myeong.
Lucius was avoiding the chains with minimal movements.

This was because Lucius could see the chains' movements through his future sight.

"Jackal!!"

And so.
Reaching Jackal before Mu-Myeong.

*WHOOSH!*

Lucius swung his sword with all his might without stopping.

*CLANG!*

But was blocked by chains that rose up to protect Jackal.

"...You have good eyes."

With Jackal's small admiration.
A figure appeared on his right.

"Hup!"

Mu-Myeong unleashed numerous sword strikes imbued with crimson energy.

...

I watched their battle with growing anxiety.

Why, why are they so in sync...

Weren't their sword styles completely different to begin with?

Lucius swinging his sword with overwhelming inner energy as if to crush his opponent, and Mu-Myeong striking rapidly as if not giving time to react.

I never expected their coordination to be this good.

Cold sweat ran down my cheeks from nervousness.

Of course, it was impressive that Jackal could maintain such composure while facing both Lucius and Mu-Myeong.

"This will be over in three minutes..."

That composure Jackal was showing would probably disappear in an instant.

After all.

With just one approach from Mu-Myeong and Lucius, the numerous patterns laid around Jackal were visibly disappearing.

I bit my lip in anxiety.

What should I do... Should I interfere with those two now?

No, if I did that, Elia beside me would surely notice my movement.

Even though Elia's combat ability is lacking, she's still a Saintess.

She can't be that oblivious.

...So what should I do?

I looked around, searching for a solution.

Then suddenly.

"That's..."

One pattern that had given me déjà vu earlier caught my eye. It was definitely brighter now than before when it had only emitted a faint light.

Could it be... a magic circle for spatial movement?

If so, if I channeled a bit of my inner energy into it.

Could I shorten the time for Jackal to escape, even by a little?

The deliberation was brief, and action was swift.

Ch.70 - Self-Blame
As far as I can tell... no, I'm actually half-convinced now.

This world is a world from a novel.

Of course, I don't mean that everything is made up, a fictional world.

I just mean that the foundation of this world was likely designed based on fantasy novels.

If that's the case.

Could magic circles that enable spatial movement actually exist?

I narrowed my eyes, staring at the corner of the cave.

What caught my eye was a pattern that somehow felt familiar.

My memory isn't particularly excellent, so I'm not sure if the detailed patterns match, but I've definitely seen something similar before.

And even without trying to recall it specifically, the user was so distinctive that it's etched into my mind.

"Lily..."
"Huh? What did you say?"

I felt embarrassed when Elia responded to my muttering.

"It's dangerous, so step back a bit."

I casually waved my hand at the chain fragments flying in all directions, moving the confused Elia backward.

"Thank you..."
"Don't mention it."

I smiled briefly at Elia's words of gratitude, then furrowed my brow again as I looked back at the pattern.

Anyway.

Whenever Lily appeared or disappeared, a pattern like that would always flash with light.

What if that pattern is some kind of magic circle that allows spatial movement?

And if the reason Jackal, who's currently in the middle of battle, is being unusually defensive is because of that faintly glowing pattern...

I raised one corner of my mouth crookedly.

...Could I accelerate its activation time?

Of course, I'm not saying this without thinking.

The magic circle I usually saw Lily using was surrounded by much more light.

But look at that.

How weak must the light be if no one except me has noticed it?

I think the reason lies in the unfilled "energy."

It makes sense—if it's magic that crosses space, it must require a significant cost.

Besides, didn't this Jackal fight with Camilla's knights just a day ago? His internal energy must be insufficient to activate spatial movement due to that battle.

If that's the case, what if I fill that lacking "energy" into that place?

Without even thinking about the future consequences, I could finish this without any incidents.

"Hehe."

I couldn't help but smile brightly at my plan, which seemed too perfect to believe I came up with it.

Interpreting my smile in her own way, Elia approached me with a small smile and spoke.

"It's fortunate that Lucius and Mu-Myeong seem to have the upper hand."

Hmm, that's not why I was smiling, but...

"Yes, it seems this Jackal fellow uses some kind of dark arts..."

Since Elia was already misunderstanding, I added a brief explanation to use it to my advantage.

"Given our numerical advantage, and considering the short reach of Mu-Myeong and Lucius's swords, they need to maintain pressure to prevent Jackal from using any dark arts."
"..."
"Mu-Myeong and Lucius are probably pushing him like that for that very reason."

After finishing, I glanced sideways to check Elia's reaction, and she was staring at me with wide eyes, as if surprised.

"This is the first time I've seen you talk so much, Ha-Rang, except when you were fighting with the Crown Prince..."

Of all examples she could use, she had to mention that damn Kid... but I had nothing to say, so I just pressed my lips together and turned away from Elia.

Anyway.

Now that I know what I need to do, I just need to act at the right moment.

One concern is that the internal energy Jackal uses might be different from mine.

Well, it's all internal energy in the end, isn't it? The fundamentals are the same.

I began to draw out my energy thinly enough that Elia wouldn't notice, and channeled it into the pattern.

I hope this works as intended.

...

Mu-Myeong's sword moved like it was drawing a beautiful picture.
Creating elegant lines.

-Clang!

But the result it produced was merciless.

"Kugh...!"

Jackal, who had wrapped his entire body in chains, coughed up blood from the intense vibration coming from outside.

At this rate,
Jackal judged that he 'could lose his life just from the impacts on the chains.'

"Damn it..."

He activated the magic circle he had laid beneath his feet,
saved for the last moment.

From the uneven stone floor of the cave,
chains erupted along with fragments of the floor.

-Crash!

They headed toward Mu-Myeong.

"Tsk."

Mu-Myeong clicked his tongue briefly and threw himself out of the way.
As if they had discussed it beforehand,
Lucius immediately rushed in, swinging his sword horizontally with a golden energy wave.

-Screech!

The unpleasant sound of metal against metal tore through their eardrums.

At the same time,
Jackal's chains, which had risen up as if showing off, faded powerlessly.

"Jackal!"

Lucius didn't stop there.
He steadied himself, immediately raised his sword tip,
and pushed his body through the gaps in the chains.

-Squelch

The sound of flesh tearing reached their ears.
The sensation traveled through Lucius's hand to his entire body.

"I got him."

Lucius smiled.

-Thud...

Jackal's knees hit the ground.
Soon after, the chains surrounding him also collapsed to the floor.

"Cough..."

As if trying to stop the overflowing blood,
Jackal placed his hand on his stomach, narrowed his eyes like a crescent moon, and opened his mouth.

"Ahaha..."

Laughter escaped from Jackal's mouth,
inappropriate for the situation.

Lucius frowned.

*Why is he making such a relaxed expression?*

That question was short-lived.
Jackal opened his mouth, interrupting Lucius's thoughts.

"...It seems the Demon King cares for me after all."

Sticky blood flowed from his open mouth.
The corners of his mouth stretched to his cheekbones as if tearing.

"...Demon King? That guy is still—"

*Wait.*

Lucius's instinct rang like an alarm.

*Could it be.*

His deliberation was brief, and his action was swift.

To cut down Jackal, to finish him off for certain,
Lucius immediately raised his sword, but...

Strangely, he couldn't put strength into his body.

Glancing down at his feet,
he saw chains wrapped around his ankles.

"Damn it!"

Jackal's chains:
They absorb and seal the target's magical power.
Having quickly assessed the situation, Lucius roughly turned his head.

"Mu-Myeong! Finish him!"

He called for Mu-Myeong,
but by the time Mu-Myeong brought down his sword,

A bright light was already bursting from Jackal's body,
contrasted by a pitch-black glow.

Where Mu-Myeong's sword passed through,

"Next time... it won't be like this..."

There was only Jackal's voice echoing through the cave,
and a faint black mist.

Silence descended upon the cave.

...

-Lucius

Why... was Jackal's teleport activated?

When he had checked Jackal's magical power with his own eyes, it was practically depleted.

Yet suddenly the teleport activates?

...Did he absorb magical power through the chains wrapped around his ankles?

Absolutely not.

He could state this firmly.

For one thing, the moment the chains touched him was just a fleeting instant, and even if they had absorbed enough of his magical power in that moment, what Jackal uses isn't magical power but demonic energy.

Teleportation shouldn't be possible.

Then why?

He closed his eyes tightly and accelerated his thoughts.

Could there have been another demon besides Jackal in the vicinity?

If that demon had transferred magical power to Jackal, it would certainly be possible.

But...

As a precaution, while pursuing Jackal, he had asked the Saintess if she sensed any other demonic presence.

The Saintess had not mentioned sensing any other demons.

As far as he knew, no one was better at tracking demonic energy than the Saintess, so this was reliable information.

If not that, then...

Thinking back, Jackal had said something concerning before escaping.

'It seems the Demon King cares for me after all.'

At the time, he thought Jackal was just saying nonsense to distract him, but...

Perhaps.

Could it really be that the Demon King has awakened? Even though it's not yet time for him to find a vessel?

Could it be that because of his actions, the Demon King's side was also rushing things?

-Thud

He collapsed onto the ground.

It was because he felt powerless.

He bit his lip so hard it bled.

Pathetic fool. Complacent fool.

It wasn't even the first time facing this opponent, yet he fell for the same trick.

He grabbed his head and slammed it hard against the floor.

-Thud!

He felt something sticky flowing down his forehead.

"Lucius!"

He heard the Saintess's voice approaching to comfort his pathetic self.

He was so ashamed,

He couldn't bring himself to raise his head and face the Saintess.

In the past. No, the future?

The words he had once tearfully conveyed to the Saintess.

He could only repeat those same words now.

"...I'm sorry."

The words he had once tearfully conveyed to the Saintess.

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

He continued to slam his head against the floor.

Ch.71 - Are You Kidding Me?
The echoes of something colliding reverberated continuously throughout the cave.

-Thud! Thud! Thud!

The noise was so loud it was hard to believe it came from a head hitting the ground.

"..."

Rolling my eyes toward the source of the sound, I saw Lucius with his face completely covered in blood, and behind him, Elia embracing him, crying and trying to stop the Hero.

"Lucius, please stop...! Please... I'm fine!"
"...I'm sorry."

Lucius seemed to be experiencing some kind of PTSD, continuously muttering apologies despite Elia's attempts to stop him.

My feelings watching this were....

"Hmm...."

To be honest, I felt nothing—to an extent that surprised even myself.

I didn't need to think long about why.

After all, weren't they just like protagonists in a novel? The Hero and Saintess who would eventually find their way through adversity and trials, becoming stronger and growing no matter what?

Even if I wanted to worry about them, I simply couldn't.

Some might say, "No matter what, this happened because of you, shouldn't you feel guilty?" What nonsense.

I would sincerely answer such people: "Why should I?"

If events had followed their original course, if I hadn't been born into this world...

Neither I nor Mu-Myeong would exist here.

That means the Saintess and Lucius would have come here alone.

Do you know what would have happened then?

Lucius, the Hero, wouldn't have been able to properly approach that Jackal character, and he might have failed to protect the Saintess, putting her in danger instead.

Isn't that right?

Even Lucius, who can observe the immediate future, isn't invincible, as he proved when facing me.

If Mu-Myeong hadn't been here, and all the chains that were divided between us had targeted Lucius alone, could he have broken through so easily?

This might sound a bit harsh, but he was already burdened with the Saintess.

Even thinking optimistically, even if they had somehow broken through with some impossible miracle, Jackal would have recovered his energy and escaped.

I can state with certainty:

Without me and Mu-Myeong, they would have definitely lost to Jackal.

In such a situation, my existence, Mu-Myeong's existence...

Anyone who knows how much help we were in this battle would never say I went too far.

What kind of attitude is that?

They should be satisfied that the situation was resolved without any casualties.

The absurdity of it all made me sigh deeply.

How unfair it is.

Just by being born at the right time, being chosen by the gods, they gain that indomitable will and the power to overcome adversity.

Of course... I know they work hard too.

How could I not see it?

The muscles clinging to their bodies, the calluses covering their hands, even the scars hidden beneath—all things that can't be gained without bone-breaking effort.

"Lucius...!!"
"..."

But still.

I don't believe for a second that they reached such heights through effort alone.

There must have been some divine intervention, as people often say.

For example, their dazzling inner energy, the connection between Hero and Saintess, even Camilla in the north and the people who raised them to become what they are.

All of it is divine intervention.

Going a bit further, I too might become part of their divine intervention.

It's truly absurd.

Shouldn't they be happy that no one was injured and they safely drove away the demon? Why are they banging their heads on the ground, regretting that they couldn't catch the demon?

Why ruin what could have been a good atmosphere?

"..."

I bit my lip. A metallic taste spread across my tongue.

Unpleasant thoughts kept creeping into my mind, threatening to consume me.

But I can't let that happen.

Because I am a master.

A master who should only show good examples to my disciple, Mu-Myeong.

So, to process this alone, I'll lament a little.

Before I speak, I fully recognize that this is an exaggeration born from my paranoia.

...

How am I any different from them?

Chosen by that damn god, losing my precious connections without any warning or reason, and falling here 300 years ago.

300 years of swinging my sword alone, with no information or purpose, swallowing only hatred.

During those 300 long years, what divine intervention did I receive? What reward did I get?

Nothing.

Absolutely nothing.

In fact, it feels like I'm just a tool to be used and discarded so they can overcome their hardships, as if even my clueless expression and casual conversation with them might be part of the god's plan.

If I'm going to be used like this...

Yes, wouldn't ruining the picture that the so-called god wants be a small revenge?

"..."

I shook my head violently.

I need to calm down. My mind is overheating.

If I keep getting consumed by these thoughts, I might end up doing something bad to them.

That would trouble Mu-Myeong.

As I was about to trudge over to comfort the Hero—

"Master."

Mu-Myeong placed his hand on my shoulder.

Hmm, what does my expression look like right now? I don't want to show Mu-Myeong my ugly side if possible.

I turned my head just enough so Mu-Myeong couldn't see my face, then spoke.

"Ah, Mu-Myeong."
"Did you do something, Master?"
"..."

I flinched at his words, which seemed to blame me.

But I didn't want to lie to Mu-Myeong or hide my ugly thoughts, so I nodded slightly.

...He'll surely be disappointed in such a pathetic master.

As I tensed up slightly, waiting for Mu-Myeong's words—

"As expected of Master!"
"...Huh?"

At his excited voice, inappropriate for the situation, I turned my head slightly to look at Mu-Myeong.

Mu-Myeong was smiling at me like a child, with the corners of his mouth turned up.

"I, in my stupidity, couldn't figure out how to send that demon away and was faced with a dilemma."

Mu-Myeong's voice was full of energy.

"But Master, you chose both options, making my worries seem foolish!"

Mu-Myeong's expression showed undisguised—no, deliberately displayed—admiration that was almost burdensome.

Huh...? Why is Mu-Myeong acting like this? Has he ever praised me so openly before?

The exaggerated compliment was a bit bewildering.

But regardless of my feelings, the corners of my mouth tried to curl upward.

"I-is that so...?"
"Yes, as expected of Master."

Mu-Myeong's eyes sparkled.

I met his gaze, mumbled a bit, and finally managed to speak.

"How impressive was it?"

Embarrassingly, my words were meant to satisfy my need for recognition.

And Mu-Myeong fulfilled that need immediately, answering with a broad smile.

"What's there to answer? I'm proud of the past seven years I've served under you, Master."

My feelings, which had just moments ago hit rock bottom, now soared to the sky after absorbing Mu-Myeong's words.

I want to cherish this feeling for as long as possible.

So, even though I knew the answer, I asked Mu-Myeong once more.

"Are you joking?"
"It's not a joke."

The corners of my mouth rose so high they nearly reached my ears.

I want to hear a little, just a little more.

I turned my body, stepped in front of Mu-Myeong, and jumped up. Mu-Myeong wasn't surprised by this and extended his arms to catch me.

My pitch-black, dark brown eyes reflected in Mu-Myeong's ruby-like eyes.

Our noses touched.

"So you truly think that?"
"Yes, truly."

Mu-Myeong's words seemed to fix something twisted inside me.

Despite being in a gloomy, damp, cold, and dark cave—

"Truly, truly think so?"
"Yes, truly, truly."

For some reason, it felt cozy and warm, making me smile brightly.

Ah, I wasn't unrewarded after all.

I did have divine intervention too.

"Truly so!"
"Yes, truly."

Unlike the Hero and Saintess, we faced each other, smiling foolishly, completely out of place in the situation.

...

Meanwhile, Jackal, who had safely escaped from this situation.

"Demon King... where exactly is this place...?"

He saw a strange scene where countless people were prostrating themselves before a statue that looked somehow familiar.

"Long live!"

Above the statue they were bowing to was not the Demon King who had sent him here.

Instead, it bore the name of an unfamiliar demon, with the characters for "Heavenly Demon" inscribed on it.

"...What is this."

Ch.72 - Feigned Advice
I hung from Mu-Myeong's upper body for quite a while.

Somehow, being in this position became truly embarrassing, and I cleared my throat with a flushed face.

"Ahem, ahem."

A clear signal to anyone watching that meant "please put me down now."

Though Mu-Myeong, having spent considerable time with me, should have understood perfectly, he tilted his head as if confused and slyly raised the corner of his mouth with feigned innocence.

"What's wrong?"

I never raised this kid to be like this. How did that adorable boy turn into such a sly fox...

Letting out a deep sigh, I buried my head against Mu-Myeong's shoulder. My voice came out naturally muffled and compressed.

"Are you truly asking because you don't know?"
"Yes, I'm quite dense and don't know many things."
"You little..."

I lightly smacked Mu-Myeong's head.

Despite this, Mu-Myeong showed no sign of pain, only offering a slight smile.

In that suddenly warm atmosphere, I was about to smile gently too, but—

"Don't think you can just smoothly change the subject. Put me down quickly!"

Finally remembering why we were in this situation, I increased the intensity and—

*Thwack!*

I gave Mu-Myeong's crown a proper flick.

"Ugh, understood."

Mu-Myeong let out a short groan, pouted his lips sullenly, and put me down.

"Really now."

Why does he always try to pick me up at every opportunity?

I shook my head from side to side.

My disciple Mu-Myeong must undoubtedly respect me, his master, too much.

That's why he wants to be close to me whenever possible.

Hmm.

I nodded thoughtfully.

"Master, your words are indeed correct, but this time you—"
"First, I should check on Lucius's condition."

Ignoring my pathetic disciple's attempt to argue, I moved forward.

"Hmm hmm."

For some reason, I felt quite good and started humming.

...

Had I walked about five steps?

The surroundings, which had seemed entirely bright, suddenly began to look dark.

With my keen perception, I stopped humming and put on the most serious expression I could manage, so they wouldn't think strangely of me.

Then I heard a woman's sobbing voice, somewhat heartbreaking, reaching my ears.

"..."

I narrowed my eyes, looking down at those who were emanating such a gloomy atmosphere.

Aside from whether I, who caused their current state, should comfort them or not... honestly, I wasn't sure if anything I said would improve their mood.

...But I should try anyway.

After all, my original purpose for coming here wasn't just to eliminate the strange demon but also for the scabbard, and I couldn't stay in this cold, dark, damp cave forever, could I?

I'm starting to want to leave.

With a small sigh, I crouched in front of Lucius, who was still blaming himself.

Of course, I kept a sufficient distance since I wasn't particularly keen on facing a man up close.

But Lucius's mind seemed to be elsewhere, as he showed no reaction despite my approaching him. After staring at him for a moment, I raised my hand and—

*Slap*

I struck Lucius's cheek.

"Ha-Rang?! What are you doing?!"

Unable to properly grasp the situation, Lucius blinked blankly without turning his head back from where it had been knocked sideways.

Not wanting to wait for him to come to his senses, I immediately spoke.

"What are you doing?"
"...?"

With one hand on the cheek I had slapped, Lucius slowly turned his head toward me, met my gaze, and then narrowed his eyes.

He seemed to be contemplating why I had slapped his cheek.

That's a good sign. At least his mind has returned.

Taking his reaction as positive, I spoke again.

"I asked what you're doing right now?"
"...I was just thinking."

I looked at Lucius as he answered my question in a calm tone.

The blood flowing from his forehead was stuck all over his face; if a stranger saw him, they might mistake him for a demon rather than a hero and run straight to the church.

"Thinking..."

I slightly frowned at his appearance and spoke in a dry voice.

"Are you saying that sincerely?"

However he interpreted my expression, Lucius trembled slightly and avoided my gaze. Such disrespectful behavior.

But I said nothing to him about it.

As if turning away from me would help him escape the other gaze watching him?

"...Lucius."

When Lucius's eyes met Elia's, who was embracing him from behind, he froze.

His pupils began to shake violently. A trembling voice escaped his lips.

"Saintess..."

Elia rubbed her eyes slightly and placed her hand over Lucius's.

"I don't know what you're so sorry about..."
"..."
"But... whatever it is, I'm, I'm really fine."

Lucius's brow furrowed. However, no one interpreted this as displeasure.

Rather, it was the expression of someone confused about what to say.

Elia spoke, stumbling over her words.

"So please... stop now..."

Elia lowered her head as if trying to hide her expression.

Seeing her like this, Lucius seemed to find something to say and began mumbling, but—

The words that came out were ridiculously the same as before.

"...I'm sorry."

My head was starting to ache.

...How long do I have to watch this fool's blundering?

With Elia's shoulders trembling behind him, I couldn't stand it anymore.

I spoke with a continuously furrowed brow.

"Lucius."

Without answering, Lucius turned his head to face me.

I took a light breath to prepare for the many words to follow and opened my eyes coldly.

"I don't know what story you have, but..."
"..."
"Wasn't it ultimately your choice?"

At my words, Lucius bit his lip tightly.

But my words weren't finished yet. In fact, the main point was just beginning.

"If you had entrusted that demon to me and protected Elia yourself, wouldn't this situation have been avoided?"
"..."
"After all, you're still just a youngster, aren't you?"

Lucius lowered his head as if indignant. I continued to look down at him with cold eyes.

My words weren't done yet.

"Why didn't you leave that demon's disposal to me?"

Of course, even if he had asked, I would have refused for some reason or another. But Lucius didn't do that.

"Perhaps your judgment was clouded by petty vengeance?"

This was speculation.

The hatred in Lucius's eyes and voice when looking at Jackal was palpable.

"Think back, as you said yourself with your clever thoughts. Who brought about this situation?"

After I finished speaking, a brief silence fell. If I ended it here, the relationship between the hero's party and myself might deteriorate.

So I offered words that could strengthen him. Words that might make him feel responsible.

Unlike before, I spoke not coldly, but with a voice containing some warmth.

"Aren't you that great Hero?"
"...Yes, I am."
"If you react like this to such a small matter, what will happen in the future?"

At my words dismissing it as a small matter, Lucius's brow furrowed.

It seems he didn't like that.

I found his expression quite satisfying and smiled slightly before continuing with a serious face.

"Don't you feel the numerous hopes placed on your shoulders?"
"...Hopes?"
"Yes, hopes."

Lucius raised his head and began to meet my eyes.

"Lucius, quite amusingly, you are everyone's hope."
"Now look at yourself."
"Who would see you as a hero? Who would see you as hope?"

My words shot toward Lucius.

Lucius kept his mouth tightly shut, not answering, just continuously listening to my words.

"Right now, you're nothing but a pathetic loser."
"...I know."

Seeing his reaction to the word "loser," it seems he's quite concerned about it too.

"You say you know? No, you don't."
"...What do you—"
"If you truly knew, you would be moving to resolve it. What are you doing sitting stupidly on the ground?"

Lucius's body trembled.

And a hesitant voice escaped his lips.

"I..."

A completely unsatisfying, cowardly voice.

I let out a deep sigh at his appearance and scratched the back of my head.

"Haa... what a pathetic fellow. What, do I need to motivate you too?"
"..."
"Tsk, what am I even saying to this guy?"

After a brief lament, I spoke again.

My gaze turned not to Lucius but to Elia behind him.

"For the sake of the Saintess by your side, for the sake of your precious connections, for the sake of the many people who believe in you—you cannot surrender here.
Is it heavy? Yes, it must be truly heavy.
But what can you do? You are the Hero. The hope of the people."

I paused briefly to catch my breath.

Speaking continuously without pause was unlike me, and my breath control was clumsy.

"Since your dim-witted brain has probably forgotten, I'll tell you once more."
"..."
"Don't surrender here over something so trivial."

To be honest, these were insincere words without a trace of my true feelings, but...

Glancing at Lucius's eyes, I could see them beginning to shine brilliantly again.

Still, it seems my words weren't entirely useless.

Hmm, that's good.

I nodded thoughtfully.

Ch.73 - Your Embrace Is Comfortable
Once again, a brilliant light shone in Lucius's eyes.

*That should be enough.*

I let out a small sigh, stood up from where I was sitting, and turned my back on Lucius. Just as I was about to walk toward Mu-Myeong—

"Thank you..."

I heard Lucius's words of gratitude from behind me.

*What is he thanking me for?*

A small sense of guilt began to creep up inside me. I bit my lip.

I never had any obligation to comfort the Hero in the first place, but I said those few words because of this cursed guilt.

Of course, that doesn't change the fact that I interfered with the Hero's purpose.

I let out another small sigh.

I'm not sure what expression I'm wearing right now, but it's certainly not a pleasant one. Still, I can't just ignore his words.

With my back still facing Lucius:

"Don't mention it."

After that brief response, I walked over to Mu-Myeong.


For some reason, Mu-Myeong had a rather displeased expression on his face.

Curious about this, I was about to ask him why when, with perfect timing, he spoke first.

"...Didn't you spend too long talking with the Hero?"
"Hmm..."

I tilted my head with a subtle expression.

*How should I respond to this?*

As a disciple, I can understand feeling jealous when your master gives guidance to someone else... but I never dreamed he would express it so directly.

Well, this is very like Mu-Myeong, I suppose...

I sighed softly and patted his shoulder.

"Let it slide this once."
"..."

I rolled my eyes slightly to look at my disciple, who gave no response.

Apparently dissatisfied with my answer, Mu-Myeong pushed out his lips sulkily and gave me a look filled with discontent.

Really... what does he want me to do?

I lightly touched my forehead and spoke again.

"Anyway, this is the last time we'll be traveling with them, isn't it?"
"Is it?"
"...Well then, were you planning to stay with them indefinitely?"

Mu-Myeong's expression brightened noticeably, and in contrast, this time I was the one who pushed out my lips in a pout.


If I hadn't coincidentally encountered the Hero's group in that carriage, I wouldn't have ended up traveling with them like this.

Of course, if it had just been riding the same carriage heading north together, our meeting wouldn't have been prolonged like this. But for some reason, the Hero requested a sparring match with me, and various incidents occurred, extending our connection.

But that's over now.

There's no reason for me to stay with them any longer, and remember why I came here in the first place.

Wasn't it to find a scabbard for this hateful disciple who's grinning so happily in front of me?

So once we leave this gloomy cave, our connection with them ends.

Thinking about saying goodbye to them, I felt my mood improve, and the corners of my mouth curled up.

Now I can finally have some peace.

"Hehe..."

As we faced each other, smiling foolishly for different reasons in a somewhat comical scene, Lucius, who had fully regained his composure, and Elia, with reddened eyes, approached Mu-Myeong and me.

"Hmm?"

I tilted my head slightly and looked at Elia with an uneasy expression.

*Aren't we parting ways now?*

Receiving my gaze, Elia fidgeted with her lips before speaking.

"...Where are you heading next, Ha-Rang?"

She was asking about my next destination.

*Should I answer this?*

Thinking about it alone made my head hurt, so I glanced at Mu-Myeong for help.

Mu-Myeong nodded slightly and spoke.

"We won't be seeing them again anyway, so I don't think it matters if you tell them."

When he said we wouldn't be seeing them again, there was a strange hint of amusement in his voice that puzzled me, but I ignored it and nodded.

"Hmm... I suppose so."

Certainly, as Mu-Myeong said, this would be the last time we'd be together, so it should be fine to tell them.

"I'll be going to 'The End Of The World.'"

At my answer, Elia and Lucius's expressions subtly brightened.

I felt uneasy.

Ignoring my reaction, Elia asked again as if to confirm my answer.

"...'The End Of The World'?"
"Yes, that's right... Is there a problem?"

Upon hearing confirmation, Elia and Lucius briefly looked at each other, then smiled in a way I couldn't interpret.

My uneasiness intensified. And, as if to validate my concerns:

"That's great!"

Elia clapped her hands and smiled.

"We actually have business there too!"
"What."
"We can go together!"

My entire body froze like stone, and my eyes widened in shock. Internally, I was screaming.

*Why are my ominous predictions never wrong?*

If I could go back in time, I'd want to grab my mouth before telling these people my destination.

*This is awkward.*

As you know, what Mu-Myeong and I are looking for is the scabbard that Lily introduced to us. And given that Lily, who is on the Demon King's side, recommended this scabbard, there's no way it would seem normal to Lucius, the Hero.


Mu-Myeong had a similar reaction to mine, though he seemed to recover his senses faster than I did. With a trembling voice, he asked:

"But... why are you going there...?"
"Well..."
"Didn't you and Elia already purify 'The End Of The World'?"
"...Yes, we did."

That's something I'm curious about too.

What could possibly make the Hero and Saintess revisit a place they've already been to?

My guess is that, true to its name, "The End Of The World" has such a magnificent view that they want to see it again...

I narrowed my eyes and looked at Elia, waiting for her answer.

Under my intense gaze, Elia's eyes darted around. Lucius sighed softly, stepped forward, and spoke on Elia's behalf.

"Lady Camilla asked us to find something there."
"...Something?"

I flinched at Lucius's words.

Surely not... no, it couldn't be. I shouldn't have such ominous thoughts anymore.

I calmed my anxiety and shook my head slightly. Lucius, furrowing his brow at my reaction, continued:

"...And we want to repay Cheon Ha-Rang for her help."
"Repay me...? Why...?"

This is perplexing...

If anything, I hindered him, so why would he want to repay me?

"Didn't you give guidance to someone as inadequate as me?"
"...No, that's—"

I was dumbfounded, my mouth hanging open. Lucius bowed politely.

"Please allow us to accompany you..."
"Please!"

Following Lucius's example, Elia also bowed deeply.

*I can't flatly refuse like this.*

This goes beyond my inability to refuse requests. If I were to reject their offer here, I'd seem like the strange one.

Don't you think?

We're heading to the same destination, and according to Mu-Myeong, it's "a somewhat dangerous place." Why would I refuse the reliable support of the Hero and Saintess?

Moreover, their reason for wanting to accompany us is quite admirable.

Although I had no such intention, and my actions reflected that, they want to repay me for the guidance they received...

Refusing would be morally wrong, and inappropriate as Mu-Myeong's master.

I touched my forehead, took a deep breath, and approached Lucius.

"...Alright, stand up straight."

It's becoming uncomfortable seeing the Hero and Saintess bowing like this.

"Thank you."

Lucius responded softly and straightened up. His face bore a grin, as if he had achieved his goal.

Seeing that expression somehow irritated me.


More importantly, what should I do now...?

I already had the headache-inducing task of finding an object whose appearance I don't even know. Now, on top of that, I have to find it while avoiding their eyes.

In other words, the difficulty has increased exponentially.

My head started throbbing intensely, and I staggered over to Mu-Myeong, collapsing into his arms.

"Ugh..."
"...Master? What's wrong?"

Mu-Myeong had a somewhat comical expression—the corners of his mouth turned up while his brows furrowed.

It seems he doesn't like the company, but he's happy about being closer to me.

His expression improved my mood a little, and I smiled faintly before speaking in a lamenting tone:

"It's nothing... I'm just leaning on you because it's comfortable, don't worry about it..."
"My embrace is..."

Mu-Myeong mumbled something and then smiled so widely his face nearly split.

I could hear his foolish laughter, which somehow annoyed me, but I was too drained to say anything.

I thought I'd finally be alone with Mu-Myeong... how did it come to this?

Ch.74 - This Is The Demon King's Castle?
From all around, the sound of people gulping down their saliva could be heard. Countless individuals held their breath, staring at a single platform.

Standing there, receiving everyone's gaze...

Was a man with neatly swept-back red hair, wearing unusual attire rarely seen around here—or rather, completely unfamiliar to most except a few people.

As the surroundings fell completely silent, the man who had been waiting curved his lips into a smile and began to speak.

"Since everyone gathered here values every minute and second, I'll get straight to the point without preamble."

People nodded at the man's words about getting right to the main point.

Indeed, as he said, most people gathered here were impoverished individuals who couldn't even spare a moment to catch their breath.

The reason they had gathered in the first place was because they'd heard they would be given food if they came.

The man on the platform continued speaking.

"I—we—are a kind of Ascetic who have come to save you all from the wrong path you're walking."

At the man's cheerful words, several people sighed, muttering, "I knew it would be something like this."

Whether aware of this atmosphere or not, the man who looked like a young master with no knowledge of the world continued speaking.

"We will give you dreams, we will give you hope."

At these absurd, boastful words, people clicked their tongues. No one here was unworldly enough to fall for such nonsense.

The man on the platform seemed to recognize this fully, as he gave a bitter smile and made a small gesture behind him.

"It's fine if you refuse. The one we follow isn't the kind of despicable person who would send you to hell just because you don't believe in them."

Then, from behind the platform, several people dressed in similarly unusual attire came out carrying baskets full of bread, which they distributed to the crowd.

"However, those who wish to hear my story in detail, those who wish to change their lives, may remain here."

The man said this and then stepped back with his hands behind his back.

Just as people who had achieved their purpose in coming here were about to turn around and head back to their places—the filthy sewers they called home—

"...What are we supposed to believe in?"

As if perfectly timed, a woman spoke up. Some people stopped in their tracks at her voice, while others continued on their way.

The man on the platform grinned as if he had been waiting for this question.

"Whether you believe it or not..."

He immediately pointed to himself and continued.

"I too was once a powerless weakling exploited by the strong."

People tilted their heads with questioning expressions. They opened their eyes wide at the man's unbelievable statement.

And for good reason... His current appearance was far too clean for someone who had lived in the slums. In other words, he looked educated.

So those words must be meant to appeal to them by emphasizing his own hardships, to create empathy.

No need to listen further.

In this atmosphere, the man continued speaking.

"I too once ate filth and slept alongside dirty rats as a resident of this sewer."

At the man's words, people one by one turned their heads to look at him.

"I too was once a pathetic member of this sewer with no dreams, no hope, and not even the strength to protect my loved ones. But then."

The man stretched one arm out toward the people.

"After following 'Him,' I found purpose in life, I found hope, I found strength."

A small black flame flickered above the man's outstretched hand. Like moths to a flame, people stared, captivated by the beautiful fire.

"Here's a question: what's the difference between me, who escaped the sewer, and all of you?"

The man extinguished the flame and extended his index finger, slowly pointing at the people.

"Do you know why you're living in this sewer?"
"You have no power. You can't even protect yourselves, let alone those around you."
"You must be busy just surviving day by day."
"That's why you continue your miserable lives, eating filth in this dirty sewer."

People frowned. Wasn't he going too far?

They wanted to drag that naive man down from the platform and beat him up for suggesting they chose this life.

"..."

But as the man said, they were weak, and they lacked the courage to pull down someone who clearly appeared to be stronger.

They could only frown and keep their mouths tightly shut.

Seeing the people's reactions, the man opened his eyes wide and spread his arms as he spoke.

"But! If you follow 'Him' whom we believe in!"

Beating his chest, the man calmed his excited voice somewhat and continued.

"You will no longer need to stay in this garbage place.
You will find purpose in your future life.
You will no longer have to live as weaklings who only know defeat."

After saying this, the man whispered "Now" and stepped back.

Then, where the man had been standing, black flames began to swirl and burn, and from there appeared a beautiful woman.

"Hello~"

The half-naked woman waved her arms at the people with a bright smile. It was Lily.

Lily recalled the request the man on the platform had made to her and spread her magical power. Seeing this, the man nodded slightly and continued speaking.

"I will give you a choice."

Above Lily's magical power, space rippled and a scene began to appear.

"First, spend the rest of your life eating filthy waste in a sewer where no dreams or hope can be seen."

The image showed a man rummaging through garbage bins to satisfy his hunger in a dirty sewer.

"Second, follow us to a place that may be somewhat dangerous, but where you can dream, have hope, eat clean food instead of filthy waste, and sleep in warmth."

The image showed the man in his current attire eating meals in places they had never dreamed of, playing with loved ones, and training diligently in something.

"Decide freely."

The man smiled, his eyes narrowing into crescents.

"As I said earlier, the one we believe in is not the kind of despicable person who would send you to hell just because you don't believe in them."

Though his voice was certainly quiet, it had a strange power that somehow made people focus on him.

"..."

People pondered.

According to their own beliefs and the man's words, they chose whether to leave this place or not.

One by one, people left with worried expressions, but the man and woman just watched them with expressionless faces.

They made no attempt to stop them.

Having confirmed it was safe to leave, there was no need to hesitate.

People made their choices.

After a long time, about a dozen people remained.

Though the number was small compared to how many had been there initially, the man didn't seem disappointed as he smiled and spoke.

"Let me introduce myself again. I am Jack, an Ascetic of the Heavenly Demon Sect."

...

He looked at his colleague who was sitting on the floor as if his soul had left his body.

"...What is this?"
"Jackal! Lady Ha-Rang must have sent you safely!"
"...Lady Lily? Where is this place?"

Lily tilted her head at Jackal's question.

Where?

He looked quite injured on the outside, but could his head be injured too?

"It's the Demon King's Castle!"
"...Was it always like this?"

Jackal blinked his eyes.

"Oh right! You wouldn't know! It's been like this recently!"
"..."

...

-Cheon Ha-Rang

A small chill ran down my spine at the sight of Mu-Myeong snickering.

Feeling like I shouldn't stay like this, I immediately escaped from Mu-Myeong's embrace and stepped back.

When I glanced sideways, I could see many emotions in Mu-Myeong's expression as he looked at me.

From small questions to great indignation.

As I stood there with my brow slightly furrowed, looking at Mu-Myeong, he reached out to me, and I avoided it—not by my will, but instinctively.

"...Master?"

A trembling voice reached my ears. When I glanced over, Mu-Myeong had frozen like a stone, his arm still extended toward me.

Hmm, it's a bit mean to say this, but... this is fun.

Clearly, until just a moment ago, I felt creepy and quickly moved away from Mu-Myeong, but seeing him react like this somehow made me feel joy, and the corners of my mouth began to curl up.

Suddenly, a thought occurred to me.

If I played a prank here, wouldn't Mu-Myeong show a really interesting reaction?

Yes, I could control Mu-Myeong's emotions!

My deliberation was brief, and my action was quick. I immediately made an exaggerated expression of disgust and gently pushed away Mu-Myeong's arm extended toward me.

"Hmm, keep that away."
"..."

Mu-Myeong's already frozen body began to crack with a sound as I pushed his arm away.

It was so funny that I almost burst out laughing, but I managed to hold it in and turned my head away as if I was still displeased.

Then.

My eyes met Elia's, who was looking at me with a somewhat complicated expression.

""...""

Elia mumbled for a moment, seemingly carefully choosing her words, then said:

"It's, it's okay, I understand everything."

These words were somewhat difficult for me to comprehend.

...I don't know what she claims to understand, but somehow I felt heat rising to my face, and I kept my mouth firmly shut.

Ch.75 - To The Next
This is the northern region, specifically the Est Mountain Range that borders "The End Of The World." And that means—

*Poof*

Unlike the Log Cabin where I used to stay, here the snow is piled up in layers, making it quite fun to step on.

*Poof*

I glanced behind me. Tiny footprints marked where I had walked.

In my entire life—before and after death—I've never seen this much snow accumulated. A bright smile spread across my face.

"Hehe..."

As I continued walking through the snow, turning my head this way and that to take in the snowy mountain scenery—

"Ha-Rang..."
"Hmm?"

Elia approached me with a slightly furrowed brow and an expression that seemed to say, "This isn't right..."

I couldn't understand why she was making such a face.

"Is there a problem?"

I asked with wide eyes, and Elia looked at me, hesitating for a moment as she nibbled her lip before finally letting out a deep sigh and speaking.

"...Aren't we moving too slowly?"

I tilted my head while continuing to leave footprints in the snow.

Hmm, are we?

Certainly, as Elia pointed out, compared to the usual pace that Mu-Myeong and I travel at, our current speed was significantly slower.

But was there any reason to hurry?

After all, we were heading to "The End Of The World" to find Mu-Myeong's scabbard. There was no need to rush.

And it's not like we had other business after finding the scabbard...

"Ah."

Come to think of it, I might have been thinking only of myself.

Unlike Mu-Myeong and me, Elia and Lucius are valuable assets to this country—the Hero and Saintess. They probably can't afford to spend too much time on trivial matters like this.

Hmm, that's right.

I nodded and smiled brightly before speaking.

"If you have urgent business, you don't need to follow us. You can go back first."

There was absolutely no self-interest in my suggestion.

...Really.

Mu-Myeong, apparently agreeing with my opinion, nodded vigorously in agreement.

"As my master says, you don't need to worry about us."

Pleased with Mu-Myeong's sensible response, I offered my fist, and he bumped it with his own.

Yeah!

Indeed, master and disciple are always on the same wavelength.

Witnessing this deep bond between master and disciple, Elia spoke with an exasperated expression.

"...These people, seriously."

Hmm, no matter how dissatisfied she might be, is it appropriate for someone called a Saintess to make such expressions?

Besides, Elia had never spoken like this before, so even though I don't particularly like her, it was somewhat concerning.

I mumbled softly.

"But is there a reason we need to hurry?"
"What...? Did you really not know...?"

Looking at Elia's dumbfounded expression, I tilted my head slightly.

Is there really some issue?

Elia sighed deeply, shook her head, and then spoke.

"Um... 'The End Of The World' is much farther than you think."

Farther than I think...

"Hmm, is that all?"

What problem could Elia possibly have with that?

And how far could "The End Of The World" be for her to make such a fuss?

As I mentioned earlier, this is the Est Mountain Range that borders "The End Of The World." No matter how far it is, it should only be about the distance of one mountain range...

Puzzled, I stared blankly at Elia. She thumped her chest in frustration.

I barely managed to stop my gaze from being drawn to something that moved as if asserting its presence.

"Do you remember how far Ellen was from Est?"
"Of course I do."

It didn't even take a full day to get there.

"That distance... well, multiply it by about 10 times."
"What."

Wait. 10 times? That means, based on our current pace, we'd need to walk for about a week?

My face turned pale.

A week is far too long.

No matter how fascinating the snow is right now, or how beautiful the scenery appears, a week is more than enough time for the novelty to wear off.

Plus...

...I have to look at these people for another week?

I turned my stiff neck to look at Mu-Myeong. He too seemed unaware of this fact, as his face had also turned pale like mine.

I shook my head roughly to clear my mind.

...Instead of wasting time, we should hurry.

"W-why are you only telling me this now?!"

The small complaint was just an added touch.

Seeing me like this, Elia shook her head slightly as if she had expected this reaction.

"I thought you already knew..."

What does she think is obvious? Mu-Myeong and I have lived our entire lives—or half a life in his case—in a Log Cabin. Wouldn't it be stranger if we did know?

I pouted and patted Mu-Myeong's back.

"We need to hurry from now on!"
"Indeed we do."

Mu-Myeong nodded and quickened his pace alongside me.

"Really..."

As Elia muttered softly, Lucius approached her with a pleased smile.

"But they're interesting people, aren't they?"
"...Yes, they are."

The two exchanged smiles.

"Cheon Ha-Rang, Cheon Mu-Myeong."
"What is it...?"

I stopped running at the sound of Lucius calling me and turned to look at him.

Lucius pointed to the sky and spoke.

"The sun is starting to set."
"...Indeed it is."

The sun had already descended halfway, creating a scene like red paint splattered across a pure white canvas.

...It was beautiful, but not good.

We didn't know what beasts might lurk here, and if night fell completely without the sun, the temperature would drop, making it difficult for Mu-Myeong and Elia to endure.

But...

"We have a problem."

My expression hardened involuntarily, and my voice lowered.

This was truly a serious problem.

*Gulp*

Seeing my serious expression, Lucius swallowed hard with a tense face.

"...A problem, you say?"

I nodded and spoke with a thoroughly serious expression.

"Mu-Myeong and I don't have a tent."
"..."

Honestly, it's partly our fault for not bringing tents, but it couldn't be helped.

To begin with, neither Mu-Myeong nor I knew that "The End Of The World" was so far away, and if it had been just the two of us without Elia, we would have somehow managed by huddling together in a cave.

Despite my serious expression, Lucius let out a sigh of relief and nodded.

Hmm, I thought it was a serious problem. Is this okay?

Surprised by Lucius's milder-than-expected reaction, he immediately offered a solution.

"I brought two tents, so we should be fine."
"Ohhh..."
"That's fortunate indeed."

Lucius smiled at our reactions and continued speaking.

"Then we should prepare for camping right away."

I nodded.

Since we'd done this a few times before, we had become somewhat accustomed to it. The camping preparations were completed in no time.

...Of course, I didn't do anything and just watched Mu-Myeong intently.

"Hmm."

Even if I offered to help, Mu-Myeong would stop me, so I could only nod.

As I was about to enter the tent that Mu-Myeong had set up, Elia grabbed me with an urgent expression.

"Ha-Rang!"
"Hmm?"

I tilted my head slightly and looked at Elia. Her pupils were shaking violently.

"...What's wrong now?"

I stared at Elia with a blank expression.

It's almost time to sleep, why is she acting like this...

I sighed softly, and Elia stamped her feet as she spoke.

"I need to sleep with you...!"
"...Why would I?"

I removed my arm from Elia's grip with a disgusted expression.

Elia seemed shocked, her mouth hanging open. She shook her head vigorously and spoke in an urgent voice.

"You might be fine sleeping with Mu-Myeong, but I'm uncomfortable sleeping with Lucius...!"
"Ah... I see."

For once, a reasonable opinion came from Elia's mouth.

Indeed, Elia might be uncomfortable sleeping with Lucius.

Mu-Myeong and I have a special master-disciple relationship, but they're just the Hero and Saintess. In other words, they're strangers.

But...

"I'm sleeping with Mu-Myeong. Figure it out yourself."

Is that my problem?

I waved my hand lightly, ignoring Elia's desperate expression.

"Ha-Rang...!"

Aren't they lovers anyway?

Even if they're not, there's a strangely pink atmosphere between them. If left alone, they'll naturally become a couple.

Well, they're just moving a bit faster toward intimacy.

"Sleep well!"

I quickly entered the tent and closed the flap.

"Master?"
"Hmm, don't worry about it."

I think I hear some kind of scream from outside... but Elia will be fine.

Listen well to Lucius and grow up strong.

I silently recited a small prayer for Elia.

Ch.76 - Group Management
"Sigh..."

I successfully managed to zip up the tent and escape Elia's clutches.

"Ha-Rang? Hello?!"

I ignored the urgent voice of someone calling from outside.

If I had failed... I would surely have had to share a bed with Elia.

*Shudder*

Even just imagining it made my body tremble with horror.

"No, that can't happen."

I shook my head vigorously.

That future doesn't exist anymore, right? No need for such ominous thoughts.

I might seem overly sensitive, but from my perspective, it can't be helped.

Of course, I do want to share a bed with my one and only disciple, Mu-Myeong.

But originally, I could barely hide my discomfort just being near the Saintess. How could someone like me possibly share a bed with her? It makes no sense.

If I were to sleep next to her, wouldn't I feel sick to my stomach...?

I have my dignity to maintain. I can't show such a pathetic side of myself.

Hmm, that's right.

As I was nodding to myself in small celebration—

"...Is it really okay to leave her like that?"
"What?"

Mu-Myeong said something that grated on my nerves.

I turned my head slightly to see Mu-Myeong tilting his head with a worried expression.

I furrowed my brow.

"What do you suggest we do then?"

My tone naturally came out grumpy.

...Is this guy more worried about her than me?

Seeing my intense reaction, Mu-Myeong flinched and immediately began sweating profusely.

"M-Master... that's not what I meant."
"Hmph."

I turned my head away sharply.

"Master, please just listen to me—"
"Enough!"

I threw myself onto the sleeping bag Mu-Myeong had laid out and turned my back to him.

Words are truly like water—once spilled, they cannot be gathered back up.

In short, it's already too late.

I won't exchange a single word with Mu-Myeong until tomorrow morning.

To convey my determination, I snorted loudly—hmph, hmph.

"...Master?"
"..."

I could hear Mu-Myeong's restless voice behind me, which almost weakened my resolve...

But this time, I was truly determined.

I wrapped myself tightly in the sleeping bag and closed my eyes, trying to fall asleep.

...

I squinted at the sudden brightness and sat up.

"Mmm... Mu-Myeong, is it morning already?"

Usually, I would naturally wake up before sunrise, but today for some reason, it seems I woke up after it was already bright outside.

No, how could that be?

Without some special reason, there's no way I would wake up this late.

As I realized this, I began to feel a slight sense of discomfort.

"Mu-Myeong?"

Mu-Myeong, who would normally respond immediately whether he was sleeping or doing something else, didn't answer now.

Rubbing my eyes with one hand, I looked around with half-open eyes and found that Mu-Myeong, who should have been sleeping next to me, wasn't there.

No, more than that, this wasn't the place I remembered.

It was my room in the Log Cabin.

Feeling a sense of déjà vu, I clicked my tongue and shook my head.

"Tsk... it would be nice if there was some warning."

As I muttered with a small sigh, slowly, a silhouette began to form in my vision.

Someone fluttering tiny wings at their waist and swishing their tail.

"Ha-Rang! It's Lily! Lily!"

I frowned and rubbed my face.

...As expected.

It was Lily, just as I thought.

The first face I see after falling asleep is Lily... isn't that a bit too much?

I just want to rest comfortably today.

I've been through quite an ordeal and experienced some emotional distress...

But Lily, who couldn't care less about my reaction, bounced over to me.

"Ha-Rang! Thank you so much!"

Pretending not to understand Lily's question, I turned my head and spoke softly.

"...For what?"
"Oh come on~ You know!"

Lily smiled mischievously and nudged my shoulder with her elbow. How annoying.

When I swatted my arm in displeasure, Lily exaggeratedly moved back and raised the corners of her mouth.

"I was honestly worried! But I'm glad it worked out!"
"Tsk."

If she was so worried about entrusting me with this task, why ask me to do it in the first place?

I clicked my tongue softly and turned my head, and Lily continued speaking shamelessly.

"Jackal is more important than he looks~"

I pushed out my lips in a pout.

If Lily says he's important, he must be someone who can significantly help the Demon King's side.

Conversely, he must be a major nuisance to the human side.

I hadn't been paying much attention, but hearing Lily's words made me feel irritated for some reason.

Why should I care about this?

As I frowned, I suddenly thought of Lucius and Elia.

Their desperate attempt to defeat the demon called Jackal, and how they blamed themselves after failing.

"Hmm..."

Even though I don't particularly like them, perhaps I've grown somewhat attached after spending time with them.

I feel a bit uncomfortable in one corner of my heart.

At this rate, I'll be uncomfortable the entire time I'm with them...

I let out a small sigh and opened my mouth.

"Lily."
"Yes?"

Hearing my suddenly serious voice, Lily tilted her head with a puzzled expression.

"May I ask you for one favor?"
"Um... a favor, right?"

Lily looked at my tightly clenched fist and smiled awkwardly.

I smirked at Lily's expression and nodded, veins bulging in my fist.

"Of course."
"Ahaha... if it's Ha-Rang's request, I should listen to anything!"

The negotiation between Lily and me continued.

...

After finishing our little negotiation.

Lily, who was sweating profusely, clapped her hands once and changed the subject.

"By the way, those humans you entrusted to me?"

Well, it was quite pathetic how blatantly she was changing the topic.

But I had already achieved my goal.

I raised the corners of my mouth at Lily's appearance and tilted my head to play along with her change of subject.

"Hmm? Humans?"
"Eh... you didn't forget, did you? That... what was it? Heavenly Demon Sect?"
"Ah."

Indeed, I did create such a thing, but why did it have to be called the Heavenly Demon Sect...?

Feeling as if my dark past had been exposed, I cleared my throat softly.

Of course, the name came more from Mu-Myeong's will than mine.

"I remember."

Lily, who had been looking at me with an irreverent gaze for a moment, flinched at my narrowed eyes and spoke again.

"...Anyway, the organization you created is growing very well!"
"Growing well?"

I tilted my head, not understanding Lily's words.

"Um... specifically, the number of humans gathered has increased several times!"
"...Several times?"

My eyes widened so much they might tear.

...Did I hear that wrong?

Several times? Isn't that an absurdly impossible figure?

To begin with, what wisdom could they possibly have to lead an organization and increase its size?

Moreover, it hasn't even been a month since I parted ways with them.

The current growth rate is impossible without someone's help.

Could Lily have helped them? If so, there might be a slight possibility...

With such a look in my eyes, I stared at Lily.

Lily shook her head and slightly raised the corners of her mouth.

"Your disciple did it all!"
"Mu-Myeong?"

I frowned.

...What is she talking about now? I've been hearing incomprehensible things since earlier.

Did Mu-Myeong have a talent for running organizations that I never noticed?

No, that's entirely possible. If Mu-Myeong did have such talent, I wouldn't know since I have no knowledge in that area.

But what bothers me now is that Mu-Myeong has been with me the whole time...

When did he have time to intervene in the growth of the Heavenly Demon Sect?

As I tilted my head, not understanding Lily's words, Lily raised the corners of her mouth fully.

"Yes! I'm talking with your disciple right now!"
"...What?"

My eyes opened wide and round.

How...?

Seeing my expression, Lily instead hardened her face as if she found it absurd and pointed to herself.

"Um, you seem to have forgotten... I'm a Succubus, you know?"
"What does that have to do with... oh."

Succubus, or dream demon. Generally, dream demons are beings who control dreams and make a living from them.

As such, when it comes to dream-related matters, no one can match Lily.

...Could it be?

With a pathetically trembling voice, I opened my mouth.

"So you've been meeting with Mu-Myeong all this time too, not just me?"
"Yep!"

Lily nodded cheerfully.

"..."

Unlike the cheerful Lily, I felt like my legs might give out and I'd collapse at any moment.

Mu-Myeong has been secretly meeting with Lily?

It's impossible, but could they possibly be...?

*Sigh*... No wonder Mu-Myeong hasn't been giving me strawberries lately.

My expression grew deeply gloomy.

An unknown emotion festered inside me.

Ch.77 - I Intervened
Lily tilted her head slightly, seemingly puzzled by my prolonged silence.

"Ha-Rang? What's wrong?"
"..."

Yeah... why am I acting like this?

I wanted to answer Lily with a composed expression, but...

"Is there a problem?"

I couldn't open my mouth to say anything, as even I didn't understand why I was behaving this way.

My chest felt tight. Like I was trapped underwater. I desperately wanted to be free from this feeling.

With that desire, I tried taking a deep breath, rubbing my face, or shaking my leg... but there was no sign of improvement.

Why am I feeling this emotion? If I think about it carefully, there's no reason for me to feel this way.

"..."

Why did my mood sour in the first place?

Just because Mu-Myeong had a conversation with Lily "behind my back"?

-Crack

The armrest of the chair I was sitting on broke, and along with it, my composure was completely shattered.

"Oh my."
"..."
"I'm sorry."

Lily's pupils trembled as if there was an earthquake, and she spoke with a quivering voice.

"I-It's okay, this is just a dream anyway..."
"Hmm."

If that's what she says.

I waved my hand lightly at Lily and closed my eyes for some self-reflection.

These negative emotions need to be resolved quickly, or they'll fester inside me and torment me forever. If I can resolve them, it's better to do it quickly.

What exactly is this unpleasant, sticky feeling inside me?

Looking at the situation, I'm clearly feeling disappointed that Mu-Myeong lied to me, but defining it simply as disappointment doesn't quite capture the strange heat behind it.

I tilted my head.

Hmm, I really don't know.

What I do know is that I've been feeling this emotion frequently lately. I never felt this way when I lived in the Log Cabin.

And one more thing is certain.

Whenever I feel this emotion, Mu-Myeong is always involved.

Before coming here, when it seemed like Mu-Myeong was taking Elia's side over mine, I felt something similar. And now, isn't the reason I'm feeling this way because I discovered Mu-Myeong communicating with Lily behind my back?

Of course, the Elia situation is a bit of a stretch, and I didn't tell Mu-Myeong about Lily either...

I pouted, pushing my lips out in frustration.

As I pondered for a while, perhaps to comfort me or to ease her own awkwardness, Lily approached me and moved her feet busily back and forth.

"Ha-Rang~"

Lily, who had been on my left, moved to the opposite side with small steps and thrust her face into my field of vision.

"Ha-Rang~"

Does she really not know why I'm acting this way? There must have been a clear moment when I stopped talking?

My fist trembled as the very person who had caused the ripples in my heart was now teasing me like this.

I want to give her a knock on the head.

But I couldn't keep ignoring Lily either.

"...What is it?"

I answered with a small sigh.

Lily smiled brightly, hiding her hands behind her back as she moved away from me again.

"Finally, you're looking at me!"

Though her behavior was somewhat annoying...

A smile formed on my face.

She must be trying to cheer me up in her own way, right?

"So why did you call me?"
"About what you asked earlier! Jack said he agrees too!"

Lily's eyes shone brightly as she proudly extended her hand to make a V-sign.

"That's good."

Then perhaps Lucius and Elia's moods will improve a bit.

If necessary, we might even be able to use this as an excuse to drive him away.

With that thought, my increasingly gloomy mood began to improve slightly.

"Yes! Now that we're done, I'll be going!?"

Seeing my expression brighten a bit, Lily gave an awkward smile and slowly moved her feet to distance herself from me.

I tilted my head slightly at her behavior, then stood up and grabbed her shoulder.

"Hmm? Where are you going?"
"...Pardon?"

Lily's head turned toward me with a creaking motion, as if it were broken.

I slightly raised the corners of my mouth and spoke.

"Don't we have more to talk about?"
"...Hahaha, I don't know what you mean."

Lily's awkward smile was accompanied by a halting laugh. At the same time, she raised her arm to remove my hand.

"Oh no you don't."

I tightened my grip on her shoulder to prevent her from escaping and raised one corner of my mouth crookedly.

"Urgh."
"I need to hear why you met with Mu-Myeong separately."

Lily's face turned pale.


...

I opened my eyes with a start at the sudden change in atmosphere and looked around.

What I saw was the canvas used to set up the tent, the sleeping bag wrapped around my body.

And Mu-Myeong's face, sleeping as comfortably as could be.

"Tsk."

It seems that Lily forcibly woke me up and escaped.

I had planned to have a long, thorough conversation, but these days, people run away at the first sign of criticism.

"Tch."

I clicked my tongue softly and turned my head to look at my foolish disciple, who was grinning broadly, dreaming who knows what.

I don't like it.

How can a disciple smile like that when his master is troubled?

Of course, Mu-Myeong has no way of knowing whether I'm troubled or not.

"..."

Still, I don't like it.

With a deeply furrowed brow, I got up and approached Mu-Myeong.

"...Mmnya."

Unaware of what was about to happen to him, Mu-Myeong remained in deep sleep with a pleasant smile.

Seeing him like this made my brow furrow even more. My lips naturally protruded in a pout.

...So you're having fun with Lily in your dreams, are you?

I crouched by Mu-Myeong's head and clenched my fist.

"Hup!"

-BANG!

Afterward, a tremendous sound echoed throughout the snowy mountain.


...

Elia stared blankly at Mu-Myeong's head with a puzzled expression.

Right now, there was a lump as big as his face on Mu-Myeong's crown.

"...Are you sure he's okay?"

Elia turned her head slightly toward me and asked.

"I don't know."
"...Pardon?"

Elia blinked her eyes as if bewildered.

"I said I don't know."
"Ah, yes."

I turned my head away from Elia and pushed out my lips.

Elia sighed as she looked at me and then at Mu-Myeong, who was rubbing his lump with an aggrieved expression.

"Really... can't we have even one peaceful day..."
"..."

I thought her way of speaking was a bit off, but somehow I lacked the grounds to defend myself, so I kept quiet.

But only for a moment.

Remembering what I wanted to say to Lucius, I approached him as he was packing up the tent with Mu-Myeong and called out to him.

"Lucius."
"Cheon Ha-Rang?"

Perhaps not expecting me to call him, Lucius tilted his head.

I gestured slightly to him and spoke.

"I have something to tell you, come here for a moment."
"Something to tell... me?"

Lucius glanced at Mu-Myeong, checking his reaction.

Curious as to why Lucius was looking at Mu-Myeong, I also looked at him. Mu-Myeong was slightly pouting as he continued packing up the tent.

Hmm, no problem at all.

I nodded slightly, but contrary to my assessment, Lucius didn't seem to agree. He sighed softly and asked:

"...Can't we talk here?"

Since it didn't matter much to me, I nodded and gestured for Elia to come over as well.

I had originally planned to call them separately since what I was about to say was something I had already discussed with Lily, and I assumed Mu-Myeong would know about it too...

Well, if Lucius wants to talk here, it doesn't matter.

I nodded slightly and, after confirming everyone had gathered, began to speak.

"I have something to say about Jack."
"...Jack."
"Jack...?"

Lucius's brow furrowed deeply, and Elia began watching his reaction.

I sighed softly and waved my arm slightly.

"Relax your expression, it's good news."
"Good news, you say?"
"Yes, good news."

Lucius and Elia's eyes widened, their eyebrows slightly lowered. They seemed unable to imagine what good news could come from my mouth.

I smiled slightly at their expressions and continued.

"Well, there's no reason to drag this out."

I raised the corners of my mouth slightly.

"It's only temporary, but even though Jack escaped, he won't be able to harm people as you're worried about."

Lucius tilted his head, not understanding my words.

"Why is that?"
"Do you remember the black mist that rose before Jack escaped?"
"I remember..."

As if something had dawned on them, Lucius and Elia's eyes widened.

"Yes, I interfered with his spatial movement."
"!"

Lucius and Elia's mouths fell open.

Ch.78 - The End Of The World
When I woke up, my mind was in turmoil at finding myself in the same space as the Saintess...

*What does this mean?*

Lucius doubted his own ears.

"Yes, I interfered with his spatial movement."

Lucius couldn't understand what Cheon Ha-Rang meant when she said she had interfered with Jackal's spatial movement. He didn't know whether he should prepare for battle or listen further.

He could only blame himself for not noticing it earlier.

Lucius had observed Jackal's unique magic, spatial movement, numerous times. And he had never seen black mist rising when Jackal performed spatial movement before.

He hadn't questioned it because his intuition—which had saved him from countless dangers—told him there was no significant threat.

Should he now doubt even his "intuition"?

He would need to hear more from Cheon Ha-Rang to understand, but for now, he could barely handle his disappointment in himself.

Lucius stared at the composed—no, somewhat proud-looking—Cheon Ha-Rang, his brow still furrowed in an ugly grimace.

Cheon Ha-Rang placed her hands on her hips and continued with a confident posture.

"Why aren't you reacting? I said I interfered with Jackal's spatial movement."
"...Could you explain in a bit more detail?"

Lucius asked with his brow still furrowed. Cheon Ha-Rang seemed to realize her explanation was insufficient and raised the corners of her mouth with an "Ah."

"Hmm, I guess my explanation was lacking."

Lucius's brow furrowed deeper. Was she really claiming not to know? The Cheon Ha-Rang?

It would make more sense to think this was a mischievous prank. She did seem to have a playful personality.

That was evident from how she often played tricks on her disciple, Cheon Mu-Myeong.

*Still...*

Since she now seemed ready to explain, he didn't voice any further complaints and waited for her words.

"I disrupted Jackal's spatial movement, so he probably couldn't teleport to his intended destination."
"You... disrupted his spatial movement?"

Cheon Ha-Rang's next words were somewhat hard to believe.

*She claims to have interfered with a "unique magic" like spatial movement, which she supposedly saw for the first time that day?*

This was something neither he nor the Saintess could do—nor even "that magician" who had greatly betrayed his trust in the past... or perhaps they simply hadn't tried.

Either way, it was impossible within the bounds of his common knowledge.

As far as he understood, unique magic was a kind of blessing bestowed by God to humans, a power predetermined at birth to help forge one's destiny.

His own power as a "Hero" and his future sight could also be considered forms of unique magic.

Yet Cheon Ha-Rang was claiming she had interfered with it.

She must know this common knowledge, yet she was completely denying it.

*But... if it's her?*

Having experienced even fragments of Cheon Ha-Rang's martial prowess, Lucius knew her skills reached the heavens.

She had already broken through his unique magic—his blessing of future sight.

Perhaps that's why she was trying to recruit him, acting uncharacteristically friendly.

While Lucius was lost in thought, Cheon Ha-Rang nodded casually.

"...Unique magic? Hmm, anyway, you're right."
"I see."

A brief silence fell.

The fact confirmed through Cheon Ha-Rang's words was either that her martial prowess had reached a level that could deny God's blessing, or her own unique magic had the power to twist it.

He felt an even greater need—a desire—to have her join his party. Of course, assuming she was on humanity's side.

For now, he needed to hear more from Cheon Ha-Rang.

"So you're saying that you interfered with Jackal's spatial movement?"
"Hm? Oh, of course."

A small suspicion arose at Cheon Ha-Rang's awkward smile and averted gaze, but since his intuition still didn't warn him of anything, he dismissed it.

*That behavior probably comes from embarrassment.*

Convincing himself of this, Lucius nodded slightly and stepped closer to hear more details.

"Could you explain how you did it? And why you consider this good news?"
"Certainly."

Cheon Ha-Rang nodded readily at Lucius's question.

To summarize her explanation:

She directly interfered with Jackal's spatial movement spell using her magical power (which she called "inner energy"), twisting his destination. Additionally, she added some damage because that alone wasn't enough to feel secure.

"—That's what happened!"
"I see...?"

To be honest, he had many questions.

Why was she only telling him this now? How much damage had she inflicted? Was it enough for him and Elia to feel some relief?

But seeing her bright expression, he dismissed his concerns as mere lack of explanation rather than dishonesty.

After all, who would lie while hopping around proudly about their accomplishments?

Even the craftiest person wouldn't do that.

*Well, unless they were so pure-minded they could brazenly boast about such obvious lies.*

But surely Cheon Ha-Rang wasn't such a person? Not someone who had reached her level of mastery?

Besides, according to Camilla, she was quite advanced in age despite appearances.

"Heh."

That couldn't be the case.

He smiled slightly at his own ridiculous thoughts. Even to himself, it seemed utterly absurd.

...

-Cheon Ha-Rang

I quickly wiped away the cold sweat on my forehead so Lucius wouldn't notice.

...He didn't catch on, did he?

I knew I wasn't good at acting or lying, so I was prepared to be discovered...

Glancing at Lucius, he showed no sign of detecting my lie.

"Phew..."

A sigh of relief escaped me.

...Thankfully, everything was going according to the plan Lily and I had made in the dream.

At first, Lily had looked at me with suspicious eyes, but she quickly came around when I persuaded her that I could join the Hero's side and bring information.

Elia wasn't an issue since she would follow if Lucius was convinced.

...As for Mu-Myeong, well, he always follows me, so I never worried about him.

Anyway.

Mu-Myeong must have been nervous too, as he said nothing and just packed up the tent while I was talking to them.

Now he's even giving me a small applause.

I glanced at Mu-Myeong's lips as they moved slightly.

"As expected of Master."

...He's so carefree. While his master is struggling like this, that guy is just packing up the tent without a care.

It made me so annoyed that I wanted to give him a knock on the head...

"..."

But when I saw the bump on his head, as big as his head itself, that feeling disappeared.

I even felt a little sorry...?

I quietly avoided Mu-Myeong's gaze.

...

Lucius seemed relieved of a burden, his expression much improved.

As a result, Elia's mood also improved, and we were able to travel to "The End Of The World" without any incidents.

...

My eyes took in the impossible, truly fantastic space before us.

The sky that should cover the entire world seemed unable to encompass this space, with light not reaching it. Similarly, the sea that should extend endlessly was abruptly cut off, as if the space itself had been severed.

And beyond that disconnected space, only pitch-black darkness resided.

"We need to go there," Lucius said.
"This is..."

The End Of The World, indeed.

Despite my age, the thought of exploring an unknown place made my face flush with excitement and my heart race.

Mu-Myeong also seemed to feel something from this sight, staring with wide eyes.

"Isn't this a magnificent place?" I asked, nudging Mu-Myeong's side to share my excitement.

After a moment of silence, Mu-Myeong replied:

"...Yes, truly it is."

Then he just stared blankly at "The End Of The World."

Ch.79 - Young People Have No Sense Of Romance
Mu-Myeong pointed toward the vast sea and beyond, wearing a somewhat bewildered expression.

"...So, you're saying we need to go over there?"
"Yes."

Elia nodded slightly, confirming Mu-Myeong's question.

Mu-Myeong's expression twisted strangely as he looked at her.

"How exactly are we supposed to get to a place like that...?"

His voice came out broken and halting, suggesting that Mu-Myeong, just like me, was truly looking forward to visiting such a romantic location.

"Hmph."

My eyes began to sparkle brightly.

"Well, by using an artifact—"

Just like before, Elia opened her mouth to answer Mu-Myeong's question but then promptly closed it.

That's because I cut her off.

I shook my head slightly at Mu-Myeong's ignorance of something so obvious and spread my arms wide.

"Obviously, we break through that veil and pass through it!"

To be honest, I couldn't think of any other way.

And since this world is fundamentally based on a novel...

To describe the most impressive scene possible, wouldn't they portray a protagonist who becomes stronger by overcoming trials and hardships while crossing such a veil?

This is common sense.

With a confident expression, I proudly straightened my shoulders, and everyone's gaze—not just Mu-Myeong's—turned toward me.

"..."

...This is a bit burdensome.

My previously broad shoulders narrowed slightly.

Did I say something wrong?

I glanced cautiously at Lucius and Elia, who were tilting their heads slightly as if they didn't understand what I was saying.

Hmm, I guess not.

My expression followed my shoulders, becoming dejected as my lips started to pout.


Startled by my reaction, Mu-Myeong hurriedly raised the corners of his mouth and clapped his hands.

"I think Master is right."
"...Is that so?"

Though it seemed somewhat forced, it still felt good to have someone agree with my opinion.

The corners of my mouth twitched.

Seeing my mood improve slightly, Mu-Myeong smiled awkwardly and nodded.

"Yes, absolutely."
"Hmph."

Just moments ago, my mood had reached "The End Of The World," but now I was exhaling through my nose with satisfaction.

...Even I had to admit I was quite simple-minded.

Well, it happens.

I nodded with a beaming smile.


And this smile turned into a deep frown within just three minutes.

...

"You're saying we can cross over there with just this little necklace...?"
"Um... yes?"

Elia nodded with an embarrassed smile as she looked at my widened pupils, which reflected my disbelief.

I felt like all the strength was draining from my body.

Where were the hardships...? The trials...? The burning friendship between master and disciple that would emerge from them...?

Was it all just my delusion...?

...This makes no sense.

I pushed out my lips in a pout and kicked the innocent ground.

...Kids these days have no romance, none at all.

I mean, aren't we about to enter a demonic realm grandly named "The End Of The World"?

Yet we're just going to casually enter and exit with this tiny necklace?

And this necklace that Elia handed over.

*Sniff sniff*

"...Ugh."

It smells incredibly unpleasant.

It's like a compressed version of the energy that Elia constantly emits...

I let out a small sigh.

Besides, with this level of technological advancement, why haven't they captured the Demon King already...?

This necklace is essentially filled with Elia's energy—in other words, the energy of that damned god, isn't it?

If they can make something like this... why...?

And why give such grandiose names like demonic realm and "The End Of The World," making people unnecessarily excited?

This is an insult to those who appreciate romance.

Death penalty. Death penalty.

...Of course, I didn't have the guts to say this out loud, so I just nodded slightly at Elia's words.


After examining the necklace Elia had given me for quite some time with a dejected look...

"Ahaha... Actually, Ha-Rang is right..."

Elia opened her mouth slightly and rolled her eyes toward Lucius as if asking for help.

"It's just that Lucius and I have already completed the purification of this place..."

She briefly added that this was why we could enter so easily, and smiled awkwardly as if trying to cheer me up.

"...Is that so?"

Since I hadn't seen it myself, I couldn't tell if Elia's words were true or if they were just lies to comfort me.

But her intention to comfort me was truly admirable, so I nodded with a small smile.

...Not that it compensated for my disappointment.

I let out a small sigh and looked up at the barrier, a kind of boundary line that was right in front of me.

This must be the door that separates "The End Of The World" from this place.

"Well... let's go in."

I waved my hand slightly and walked ahead.

It was a somewhat childish thought—wanting to be the first in our group to set foot there.


...

As I crossed the boundary, I felt something indescribable sweep over my body.

To put it simply, it felt like being immersed in something strange that was neither liquid nor solid.

And the moment I completely crossed that boundary line and set foot beyond "The End Of The World," the first emotion I felt, contrary to my expectations, was that this place somehow felt familiar.

"Hmm..."

I didn't need to think deeply about where it reminded me of—it was the Log Cabin.

I had lived there for several hundred years, so it would be absurd if I didn't recognize it.

Anyway.

Why was the energy that I only felt at the Log Cabin spread all over this place?

To be more precise, they were traces of that energy, but they were definitely traces of the energy I felt while living at the Log Cabin.

Mu-Myeong must have had the same thought, so I turned my head slightly to look at him.

...Did he already know?

Mu-Myeong showed no sign of surprise.

Rather, his face was completely expressionless, showing no change at all.


I had a question, and the answer was right in front of me—I'm not so dull as to pass it by.

I immediately went over to Mu-Myeong and poked his side.

"Mu-Myeong."

Startled by the sudden poke to his side, Mu-Myeong flinched slightly and tilted his head.

"...Yes, Master."

Ignoring his reaction, I immediately asked what I was curious about.

"I feel energy similar to our Log Cabin here. Do you know why?"
"Ah, of course."

Indeed, Mu-Myeong nodded confidently.

Then, looking around and checking that Lucius and Elia were at a considerable distance, he brought his head close to my ear and whispered softly.

"The mountain range where we lived is also classified as a demonic realm, just like this place."
"What."

The place where I lived was a demonic realm?

"...What nonsense are you talking about?"

No matter how much I trusted Mu-Myeong's words, it was hard to believe that the place I had been living all this time was a demonic realm that people avoided. I looked at him with suspicious eyes.

"It's true."

Mu-Myeong looked me straight in the eyes with a serious expression and nodded.

"Hmm..."

Is it true?

Mu-Myeong wouldn't lie to me about something like this—it wasn't strawberries, after all—so his words must be true, but...

If that's the case, there's one thing that bothers me.

"Then why are you only telling me this now?"

Why didn't Mu-Myeong tell me this fact until now?

Isn't this rather important information?

If Lucius and Elia had asked us where we came from, and I, not knowing it was a demonic realm, had answered without thinking...

We certainly wouldn't have built the relationship we have now.

With that meaning in mind, I looked at Mu-Myeong with half-closed eyes.

Mu-Myeong slightly shrugged his shoulders.

"At that time, I didn't think it would affect our lives much."
"Hmm..."
"Even if you had known the mountain range was a demonic realm, you wouldn't have thought about leaving, would you?"

...That's true.

I had lived there for 300 years without knowing it was a demonic realm. Even if Mu-Myeong had told me now that it was a demonic realm, I certainly wouldn't have moved.

Besides, back then, I couldn't even imagine going down the mountain.

As I nodded in understanding at Mu-Myeong's words, he smiled and continued.

"And anyway, you don't even know the name of that mountain range, do you?"
"What?"

I felt somewhat offended by Mu-Myeong's seemingly dismissive words, but...

This disciple of mine was right.

Embarrassingly, I don't even know the name of the mountain where I lived for 300 years.

"Even if the Hero had asked, you would have just explained that we lived together in a Log Cabin in some mountain valley, wouldn't you?"
"...That's true."

Hearing it put that way, there wasn't a single flaw in Mu-Myeong's reasoning. I pushed out my lips in a pout.

Looking at it this way, I really didn't know anything...

I let out a deep sigh.

Ch.80 - Check
Perhaps thanks to Lucius and Elia having already completed the purification, there weren't any threatening enemies as we advanced, but...

"Keeeeek!"

Mu-Myeong made a disgusted face, shook the blood off his sword, and sheathed it before speaking.

"...Just how many more are there?"
"Hmm, that one you just cut down was the seventh."

...There were far too many of them.

Seeing Mu-Myeong sigh with a tired expression, Elia spoke with a bitter smile.

"But if we walk just a bit more, we'll reach the center..."

Elia clenched both fists and added a quick "Let's hang in there!" before hurrying with small steps to catch up with Lucius, who was leading the way.

After making sure Elia was completely out of earshot, I moved close to Mu-Myeong, stood on my tiptoes, and whispered in his ear.

"Mu-Myeong, how many times has she said that?"
"I believe what you just heard was the ninth time."

What? The ninth time?

I glanced at Elia with an utterly fed-up look.

"That's... even more than the number of monsters you've slain..."
"...Indeed it is."

I let out a deep sigh as Mu-Myeong forced an awkward laugh.

I knew Elia was saying such things with good intentions, trying to encourage us when we looked tired, but...

When it's repeated so many times, it actually drains our energy instead.

No, I'm starting to wonder if she's playing some kind of cruel joke on us.

And even if we do reach the center like Elia says, will that really be the end of it?

"..."

Of course not.

The reason I came here in the first place was to find Mu-Myeong's scabbard, so things won't end just by reaching the center.

Rather, I know that's when the real search begins, which makes the future look bleak.

Plus, "The End Of The World" that I've seen with my own eyes isn't exactly a romantic place. Instead, it feels strangely familiar, almost too familiar...

How could I possibly look forward to what's coming?

As I was grumbling quietly and kicking at the ground, Mu-Myeong suddenly clapped his hands as if he'd just remembered something and spoke to me.

"By the way, Master."
"What is it...?"

I answered indifferently to Mu-Myeong's call while looking at a strange six-legged creature approaching from a distance.

...Another monster. I wish I could stop seeing them.

"I've been wondering from the beginning, how are we going to find such a small scabbard in this vast place?"
"Huh."

I frowned deeply at Mu-Myeong's question that hit right at the core of the issue.

...Good point?

I extended a thin layer of energy toward the ugly monster, raised my hand edge, and swung it lightly.

BOOM!

Despite the vibration that shook the ground, Mu-Myeong continued his question casually as if this were perfectly normal.

"Do you have some method in mind?"
"Umm."

I avoided Mu-Myeong's sparkling eyes that seemed to eagerly await my answer.

...As if I would have one.

If I had a method that came to mind right away, I wouldn't have agreed with Lucius's crude suggestion to move to the center.

"...You don't have one?"

My lips jutted out sulkily at Mu-Myeong's shocked expression.

This is unfair.

It's not like we're looking for my belongings—we're searching for his item. Why is the future owner asking me about how to find it?

Although a disciple naturally relies on their master, this is just wrong.

...Well, I don't entirely blame Mu-Myeong.

The real culprit behind all this is Lily.

Come to think of it, Lily was the one who mentioned the scabbard in the first place, and she only told us the location without explaining how to find it, dumping the responsibility on us.

"You'll know it when you see it"—what kind of explanation is that? That's way too abstract.

"Tsk."

The more I think about it, the more vexing it becomes. Next time I see her in a dream, I'll give her a good knock on the head.

I nodded to myself, making this silent promise.

...

While walking along the path, Lucius planted his sword into the ground as if marking territory.

"This is the center."

The landscape of "The End Of The World" that we had entered was truly desolate.

Not a hint of green could be found anywhere, just parched, cracked earth. Looking up, there was a sky without sun, moon, or even stars, yet somehow light still filtered through.

But strangely, grass was growing where Lucius had planted his sword.

As I tilted my head in confusion, Elia approached and spoke, noticing my puzzlement.

"This is also part of the purification I mentioned."
"Oh, I see."

After hearing Elia's explanation, I could understand why the Hero and Saintess went around purifying demonic realms.

So they expand habitable spaces this way, while also driving out demons.

I nodded in understanding.

Lucius, who had also nodded at Elia's explanation, cleared his throat once and spoke.

"As you've probably noticed on your way here, thanks to our previous purification, there are no threatening monsters."
"That's true."

Although it feels strange to keep bringing up the Log Cabin, the monsters here are at least two levels below those that inhabited that place.

To put it simply, even Elia could defeat these monsters if she invested enough time.

Lucius nodded slightly and continued.

"So, if I may suggest, how about we split into pairs and explore the demonic realm?"

What a stroke of luck!

I had been wondering how to separate those two, and now I could freely search for Mu-Myeong's scabbard.

A smile formed on my face at how well things were turning out. Just as I was about to respond to Lucius's suggestion—

"That's not a bad—"
"Sounds good."

Mu-Myeong nodded vigorously, agreeing with Lucius's words before I could finish.

I glanced sideways at Mu-Myeong and saw his mouth corners turned up so high they looked like they might tear.

"Whoa..." Elia's voice sounded disgusted.

Well, anyway.

Since Mu-Myeong's answer was the same affirmative response I was about to give, I nodded with a slightly sour expression.

"Then Mu-Myeong and I will head east, and you two can go west."
"Understood."

Just as we were about to part ways, waving our arms, Lucius made an "ah" sound and spoke up.

"By the way, what item are you looking for?"
"Hmm, come to think of it, I haven't told you yet."

...How should I answer this?

I could simply say we're looking for a scabbard, but anything introduced by Lily couldn't possibly be normal.

Of course, Lucius and Elia didn't say anything when they saw the sword Mu-Myeong uses, but the scabbard might be different.

It never hurts to be cautious.

I rolled my eyes around, trying to think of how to answer Lucius.

"...Well."

But when nothing came to mind and my answer remained poor—

"I'm looking for a scabbard that I will use."
"Huh."

Mu-Myeong spoke up.

And with quite a shocking statement at that.

...Is it okay to be this direct?

I wondered, but since I couldn't think of an answer myself, I just mumbled with my lips.

Lucius frowned deeply at Mu-Myeong's words.

"...A scabbard, you say?"

Elia also seemed to find Mu-Myeong's answer strange, as she slightly moved her foot to approach Lucius's side.

Despite their reactions, Mu-Myeong nodded indifferently.

"Yes."

Lucius twitched his eyebrows at Mu-Myeong's response and spoke in a voice clearly filled with suspicion.

"May I ask why you're looking for a scabbard?"

Lucius's question was awkward to answer.

I swallowed hard.

...What should I say?

It always seems like Mu-Myeong causes the problems and I have to solve them...

My head is throbbing.

How is this wretched disciple planning to resolve this atmosphere he created...?

As I was carefully choosing my words for Lucius, still mumbling with my lips—

Mu-Myeong, still looking composed, spoke up.

"I heard a small rumor."
"...A rumor?"
"Yes, as you know, my master and I have been traveling throughout the empire, right?"
"Yes..."
"During our travels, we heard a rumor."

Lucius nodded once, as if willing to hear what Mu-Myeong had to say.

"May I ask what kind of rumor?"
"Certainly."

Mu-Myeong nodded as well, flashed a friendly smile, and continued.

"There were many exaggerated details since it was just a rumor, but to summarize briefly, I heard there's a scabbard in 'The End Of The World' that was once used by a high-ranking demon."
"...Such a rumor is circulating?"
"Yes, and coincidentally, as my master and I were contemplating our next destination, we came here because of this floating rumor."

Mu-Myeong finished speaking and raised the corners of his mouth.

...Did that resolve things well?

I felt cold sweat running down my back from anxiety, but I tried not to show it.

Ch.81 - Staff?
Lucius placed his hand on his chin and closed his eyes, as if thinking for a moment.

"..."

At this, Mu-Myeong slightly shrugged his shoulders, waiting for the response.

Truly, even though he's my disciple, his lying is so natural it's chilling.

Shudder— My body trembled.

...At this rate, he might have lied to me too?

As I was pondering Mu-Myeong's usual behavior, Lucius seemed to finish his thoughts, smoothed his furrowed brow, and spoke.

"...I understand. So I just need to find that scabbard, right?"

At Lucius's strangely stiff voice, Mu-Myeong smiled brightly.

"That's right."
"Then... as we discussed, we'll start searching from the west."

Just as Lucius nodded slightly and turned to leave.

"Sir Lucius."

Mu-Myeong's voice stopped them in their tracks.

Lucius turned back to face Mu-Myeong, who was still smiling cheerfully.

"Didn't you say you had business in the demon realm as well?"
"...That's correct."
"If I may ask, could you tell my master what that business is?"
"Me?"

Being suddenly called upon by Mu-Myeong, I tilted my head in confusion.

Why is he calling me?

I had been seriously contemplating Mu-Myeong's behavior and missed the conversation until now.

Trying to grasp the context, I glanced at Lucius and noticed small beads of sweat on his forehead, as if he was nervous.

"..."

Facing Lucius, who remained silent with narrowed eyes, Mu-Myeong displayed a friendly smile and repeated words I had once said to him.

"One should repay kindness with kindness. Wouldn't I be able to help you as well?"
"Hmm, that's right."

I nodded since it made sense.

Lucius, shifting his gaze between Mu-Myeong and me, gave a slight nod.

"The higher-ups said there are still areas that haven't been purified."

I detected a slight tremor in his voice. That was a lie.

However, I couldn't determine whether the first part or the latter part was false.

"I came to the demon realm to finish that task."

After saying this, Lucius looked at Mu-Myeong with downcast eyes.

For some reason, the atmosphere was intriguing, and as I rummaged through my pocket, Mu-Myeong spoke while still smiling.

"Is that so? We'll also keep an eye out."
"...Thank you."

After bowing his head once, Lucius turned away, and Mu-Myeong and I watched him for a while.

...So what's going on?

As I tilted my head with a puzzled expression, Mu-Myeong placed both hands on my shoulders and slowly began to apply pressure.

"Master, let's get going too."
"Hmm, alright."

Without resisting, I let myself be pushed along by his force as we set out.

I didn't bother asking Mu-Myeong what he had discussed with Lucius.

Well, if it was information I needed to know, wouldn't that kid have spoken up first?

So, it's not that I'm being lazy—I just trust my disciple that much.

Hmm, that's right.

I nodded.

...

Until now, I had forcibly suppressed my energy circulation to hide my true power.

But there's no need for that anymore.

"Hah—"

Once we had distanced ourselves from the Hero's party enough that their presence became faint, I began drawing up energy from my dantian.

Of course, it wasn't because we encountered enemies worthy of my full power, but to track the scabbard.

We should find it before them so we can either hide it or run away with it, right?

And I had confidence in taking this action.

After much contemplation, I had devised a method to find the scabbard.

The sword Mu-Myeong uses bears faint, shallow traces.

I'm not sure why I can sense this, but it's the energy from the mountain range where the Log Cabin was—the foundation of the internal energy Mu-Myeong and I use.

If I were to guess, since according to Mu-Myeong, the place where I stayed was also part of the demon realm, it might be related to that.

I digress, but to continue.

The scabbard we're looking for now, like Mu-Myeong's sword, was introduced by Lily, so it should have a similar energy flow to Mu-Myeong's sword.

That's why Lily told us we would recognize the scabbard immediately if we saw it.

The corners of my mouth turned up.

No matter how skilled the Saintess is at tracking energy, considering she couldn't even find Jackal's magic circle.

She's definitely not as good as me.

On the other hand, I'm better at tracking energy than her, and it's energy I've felt my entire life.

In other words, there was never any possibility of me finding it later than them.

Something began to bloom again in the purified demon realm.

Despite my sudden drawing of internal energy, Mu-Myeong waited quietly, as if he knew what I was about to do.

I smiled at his demeanor and spread my energy like spinning a thin thread, extending it like a spider web.

Now I just need to keep extending it endlessly until something gets caught.

"..."

As I closed my eyes briefly and concentrated on controlling my internal energy.

At the end, something began to catch.

"Did you find it?"

A smile formed on my face.

"About 340 li to the northeast, Mu-Myeong. I'm going to speed up."
"Yes, Master."

I kicked the ground roughly.

Mu-Myeong's training and the work to expand his meridians hadn't been in vain—though he showed signs of fatigue, he didn't fall behind.

Even though I deliberately slowed down a bit for his sake, this was clear growth.

The corners of my mouth turned up with pride.

"Mu-Myeong! Can we go a bit faster?!"
"Master?!"

It's not like there are any dangerous magical beasts here that could threaten us, and we've already covered half the distance, so it should be fine.

"Try to catch me!"
"...This feels strangely familiar."

Have I done this before?

I tilted my head slightly, but no, I haven't.

Right now I just want to tease him a bit because I'm proud of him, but I haven't been this reckless of a master until now.

"Stop talking and just try to keep up!"
"...Yes!"

I greedily sucked back in the internal energy I had spread out, and focusing the swollen energy entirely on strengthening my body, I increased my speed.

The wind brushing against my cheeks felt refreshing, putting me in a good mood.

A pleasant smile formed on my face.

Indeed, this kind of atmosphere, this kind of energy flow, seems to suit my constitution.

-Boom!

The sound of kicking the ground vibrated in a regular rhythm.

...

"Hmm, did I come to the wrong place...?"

Scratching my head, I frowned.

Considering the remote possibility that I might be directionally challenged or might have been mistaken, I glared at something in front of me, but.

"Ugh..."

The more I looked at it, the more I felt the energy flowing through it, the more certain I became that 'this is indeed what I was looking for,' yet no questions were answered.

Then wouldn't that mean I found the right place? One might ask, but what puzzles me is.

"...This isn't a scabbard."

If anything, it looks like something that could be used as a staff.

Of course, there could be scabbards shaped like staffs—didn't that famous blind swordsman draw his sword from what appeared to be a simple cane?

But this one doesn't even show that possibility.

Because there's no groove in it. There's no space to store a sword.

"Hmm..."

I let out a groan of frustration.

In just a little while, Mu-Myeong will surely arrive.

How embarrassing would it be as a master to be found standing in front of this strange staff that isn't even a scabbard?

Think about it—acting so confidently only to find out you were wrong? Nothing is more shameful than that.

That's a mistake only made by kids who haven't fully established their identity yet.

With my hand on my forehead, I let out a small sigh.

...Then what is this?

It's definitely the same energy I felt in the mountain range, the energy that's inside my body.

Even now, my energy is responding to it, isn't it?

I narrowed my eyes and glared at the staff.

It's a staff that looks like it's made of dry branches with no special features, yet it appears quite sturdy, which is oddly irritating.

After staring at it for a while, a thought suddenly occurred to me.

Hmm, should I examine it more closely...?

Although it doesn't seem to be the scabbard Lily introduced, since I can feel a similar energy, it might be a stylish "transforming weapon" or perhaps a sealed weapon.

Well... if not, it could just be a simple branch that absorbed the energy of The End Of The World...

But the demon realm has already been purified, and it's not polite to entertain such boring thoughts.

"Hehe..."

A foolish smile formed on my face at such a romantic thought.

Saliva had pooled in my mouth, and I swallowed it with a slurp before nodding.

Alright, let's take a closer look.

I slowly reached out toward the staff.

Ch.82 - Cunning Disciple
I narrowed my eyes and looked around.

"What on earth is this...?"

Even after grabbing it directly, contrary to my expectations, I didn't feel anything special.

Hmm, perhaps I should try channeling energy through it? It wouldn't hurt to try.

Just as I was nodding to myself, about to circulate my inner energy—

"Master."
"Eek!"

Mu-Myeong placed his hand on my shoulder.

"Didn't I startle you?"
"...Pardon?"

Mu-Myeong tilted his head, seemingly unable to understand my reaction, while I glared at him repeatedly.

...I truly thought my heart was going to drop.

I was already trying to hide the fact that I had mistaken this useless-looking staff for a scabbard, and then he jumps out when my cursed curiosity got the better of me?

There's a limit to bad timing...

I pushed out my lips sulkily and kept furrowing my brow.

Despite my obvious display of displeasure, Mu-Myeong just tilted his head, not understanding.

Then suddenly, his gaze fell on the staff in my hand.

His brow furrowed.

"What is this?"
"...Well."

Unable to think of a proper response, I rolled my eyes along with my head.

What should I say...?

After boasting so confidently that I would "find a scabbard," it's rather embarrassing that all I found was this staff, or rather, what looks like a dried branch.

I mumbled with my lips.

Perhaps it would be better to honestly admit that I seemed to have found the wrong thing...?

After all, master and disciple should be honest with each other.

Just as I was nodding to myself and about to speak, Mu-Myeong opened his mouth with a puzzled expression.

"Could this possibly be the scabbard?"

His tone was strangely tinged with disappointment, but the object of his disappointment wasn't me. Mu-Myeong was looking at the staff with an expression that couldn't hide how wronged he felt.

Could it be that he's also worried this ugly thing might be the scabbard?

...Truly, like master, like disciple.

Somehow, seeing Mu-Myeong's expression that resembled mine, I couldn't help but smile. Not wanting to disappoint him, I shook my head slightly.

"Hmm, I'm not sure..."

And beyond my intentions, I couldn't give a definitive answer to his question.

After all, in a world where magic exists, how could I be certain that transforming weapons don't exist?

I still lack far too much information about this world.

Sigh, I should learn more about this place sometime... visiting a library in a big city wouldn't be a bad idea.

As my thoughts drifted elsewhere and I was lost in my own world for a while, I suddenly felt Mu-Myeong's gaze fixed intently on the staff.

"...Do you want to look at it?"

Finding his stare rather burdensome, I casually offered him the staff.

"Yes, Master."

Mu-Myeong nodded vigorously, raising the corners of his mouth. He must have been quite eager to see it.

I handed the staff to Mu-Myeong with a sour expression.

"Thank you."
"Hmm, well, sure."

As the staff was placed in Mu-Myeong's hand...

His pupils began to contract abnormally.

Veins bulged violently across his arms, neck, and face.

Clearly something was wrong.

With slight alarm, I called out to him.

"Mu-Myeong?"
"..."

There was no response from Mu-Myeong. No, a sudden silence had fallen.

I furrowed my brow.

Not in the sense that there was no conversation between us, but literal silence.

The beating of our hearts, the sound of breath passing from lungs to nose and mouth, insects crawling, wind blowing—all of it.

As if the world had been turned off, all sounds disappeared.

This wasn't normal, so what caused it?

*Since the moment Mu-Myeong touched that staff.*

My judgment was instantaneous.

I immediately swung my left leg like a whip, kicking the staff out of Mu-Myeong's hand.

Angling my foot carefully, I managed to knock away just the staff without hitting Mu-Myeong's hand, separating it from him.

...BANG!

The collision sound came not when my leg hit the staff, but when it hit the ground.

Indeed, that was the cause.

However, one thing differed from my expectation—the staff's durability far exceeded what I had anticipated.

Even though I hadn't used my full strength, how could a mere branch show no damage at all?

"Tsk."

I pulled back my tingling leg and clicked my tongue softly.

Anyway, what matters now isn't the staff's condition or my tingling leg.

I turned around roughly.

"Mu-Myeong!"

My voice came out almost like a scream.

"Huk, heok, huk..."
"Mu-Myeong!"

Mu-Myeong was sitting on the ground, repeatedly taking rough breaths.

...He looks in terrible condition.

With furrowed brows, I hurriedly approached him.

"Are you alright?!"

Mu-Myeong's already pale skin had turned bluish.

I reached out to grab his wrist and checked his pulse.

His heart was beating abnormally fast.

His blood vessels and pupils showed no signs of stabilizing.

I bit my lip.

"Kuhak, huk."
"Try to breathe slowly and deeply."

But in this situation, I couldn't lose my composure and become emotional along with Mu-Myeong.

I placed my hand on his back and calmly began channeling my inner energy into him, careful not to strain his body.

...Stabilizing Mu-Myeong is the priority.

I closed my eyes.

Unlike the rough approach used when expanding blood vessels, I gently caressed and examined every corner of Mu-Myeong's body with warm energy.

After what felt like an eternity...

"This is..."

Gradually, I began to see something embedded like a fragment near Mu-Myeong's heart.

It was emitting a chilling energy, voraciously eating away at Mu-Myeong's body.

I frowned so deeply it would look unsightly to others.

...How could I not have noticed something like this in Mu-Myeong's body until now?

"Kkeuhek, keok..."

No, self-blame can wait.

Exerting maximum concentration, I gathered my inner energy near Mu-Myeong's heart.

What I called a fragment had an appearance similar to a parasite, circling around Mu-Myeong's heart.

As much as I wanted to eradicate it immediately...

...I couldn't be certain.

This was my first time encountering such a thing.

As you know, I'm a coward. When it comes to unfamiliar situations or trying something for the first time, I become incredibly hesitant.

It's dangerous because it's near the heart, and I can't predict the aftermath of removing it.

So... slowing its movement is the best option for now.

Let's wait for Mu-Myeong to stabilize. Afterward, we can either bring that damned Saintess or gather information about this with Mu-Myeong.

Though I hate to imagine it.

If Mu-Myeong collapses, I'll intimidate even the gods if I have to.

Yes, that's what I'll do.

With half-focused pupils, I poured out my energy.

Dark mist began to envelop the fragment near Mu-Myeong's heart.

Soon, dark masses began to bloom around the fragment, binding it like solid chains or weighing it down like a heavy anchor.

Before long, the wriggling fragment stopped moving.


* * *

Mu-Myeong felt the warm touch cradling his head and lifted his trembling eyelids.

What came into view was his truly admirable master.

She had half-closed her reddened eyes and wore a beautiful smile.

"Are you awake?"
"Yes, Master."

Her hand slowly stroked Mu-Myeong's head.

Mu-Myeong barely managed to hide his shaking pupils and reddening face as he spoke.

"...What's happening right now?"

His voice was filled with questions.

His master opened her mouth slightly at her disciple's expression, hesitated for a moment, then...

"It's nothing."

She shook her head with a small smile.

Though Mu-Myeong didn't understand the current situation at all, he recognized this as a rare opportunity.

The young disciple, overcoming his embarrassment, placed his hand on his chest area and closed his eyes as if acting spoiled.

"Master, my chest hurts for some reason."
"Does it?"

His master's hand moved from his head to his chest, then covered his hand with hers, gripping it tightly.

"...Yes."
"Why would our Mu-Myeong's chest hurt?"

She released their interlocked hands and slowly caressed his chest.

The corners of Mu-Myeong's eyes curved into crescents, showing his pleasure.

Ha-Rang chuckled at the sight and spoke with a warm smile.

"Do you still—"
"Yes."

Surprised by the answer that came before she finished speaking, Ha-Rang's eyes blinked.

"...How strange."

Her head tilted in confusion.

But only for a moment.

When Ha-Rang's touch slowed as she sensed something amiss, the corners of Mu-Myeong's mouth drooped in dissatisfaction.

Though Mu-Myeong truly didn't understand the situation, he decided to enjoy it.

"It's not strange."
"Hmm..."

The cunning disciple craved his master's affection.

Ch.83 - Breaking Heaven
I wiped the sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand and sighed in relief. It had been so long since I'd last broken a sweat like this.

I had managed to control the strange fragments near Mu-Myeong's heart by utilizing all my inner energy.

The proof was right before me—Mu-Myeong had opened his eyes.

"Ugh, Master, the pain again."
"..."

Of course, his condition wasn't exactly normal...

I gazed at Mu-Myeong with uncertainty.

He kept giving me these wistful looks, as if he were the most pitiful protagonist with a terminal illness in the world.

"Nnngh..."

This made me wonder if I had made a mistake somewhere. I was certain I had succeeded...

I wasn't doubting my disciple, but I carefully extracted a thin strand of energy to check again without Mu-Myeong noticing, and examined it several times.

But each examination only confirmed my success, leaving me unable to explain the pain Mu-Myeong claimed to feel.

After giving him a meaningful look, I let out a small sigh.

"Urgh, Master."
"This guy, really..."

Considering how Mu-Myeong had been lately, it was possible this immature fellow was just taking the opportunity to seek attention...

But as long as there was even the slightest possibility something was wrong, I had no choice but to indulge him.

After all, isn't it natural for a disciple to seek attention from their master?

The problem was that he was already too old for such behavior.

I placed my hand on my forehead and shook my head slightly.

"...Cunning brat."
"Pardon? What did you say?"
"I didn't say anything."

I bit my lip at Mu-Myeong's shameless attitude.

His ears had perked up—he'd clearly heard me but was pretending not to.

Well... even so.

We hadn't had much time alone together lately, and Mu-Myeong lost his parents when he was young. It's understandable that he would act this way with me.

Perhaps he'd been acting too mature until now.

And I don't dislike spending time with Mu-Myeong like this.

I smiled slightly and fell back into thought.

I have a bad habit of doubting everything unless I see it with my own eyes or hear it directly from Mu-Myeong.

And Mu-Myeong complaining of pain was something I witnessed firsthand.

Now I needed to think about the cause.

"..."

Let me recall.

Mu-Myeong started showing abnormal symptoms right after he came into contact with that staff stuck in the corner.

Something truly strange happened then.

Not only did Mu-Myeong collapse, but all sounds around us disappeared.

At the time, I was too focused on Mu-Myeong falling to pay much attention, but this was clearly an abnormal phenomenon.

After all, it was just Mu-Myeong touching that staff, yet it eliminated sound throughout the space?

Well, I suppose that part isn't too extraordinary—I could do something similar myself.

What keeps bothering me is a different issue.

The fragments in Mu-Myeong's heart... no matter how much I try to recall anything related to them, nothing comes to mind.

When I first met Mu-Myeong and examined his body for a health check, everything was completely normal.

So it must have developed recently.

And what concerns me is that the staff showed no reaction when I touched it.

This suggests it has some kind of connection specifically to Mu-Myeong.

"Hmm..."

I tilted my head.

...What could it be?

My head was starting to throb.

Even though I'd thought this far, having lived my entire life in the Log Cabin, I couldn't possibly have knowledge about that staff. Pondering alone would just leave me going in circles.

But if I asked Mu-Myeong, wouldn't he have suffered precisely because he lacked knowledge about it?

Mu-Myeong surely wouldn't know either.

Then... I'd need to ask someone else or search for information...

As you know, my acquaintances are limited.

The only people I could ask about this would be the Hero and Saintess who followed us, along with that cheeky Kid and Lily.

Ah, and those people we took in from the Slum.

It wouldn't be a bad idea to ask them for help... they've received kindness from us, so they'd surely listen to me.

I nodded to myself.

As I was concentrating, organizing my thoughts and plans alone...

Flinch—

"Mmh."

Mu-Myeong, who had been resting his head on my lap with a shameless expression, pushed his head in deeper.

...Wait, this is a bit strange.

I stopped my hand that had been automatically stroking Mu-Myeong's hair and slowly pushed his head away.

In response, Mu-Myeong's lips jutted out, clearly saying "I'm full of complaints."

"Why are you doing this?"

His voice was low and grumbling, as if anyone watching would think I had committed some terrible sin.

Trying to shake off the strange feeling, I furrowed my brow and spoke.

"Mu-Myeong, how long do you plan to be sick?"

Mu-Myeong rolled his eyes and then replied with a brazen expression.

"I think I'll get better soon."
"...I see."

I turned my face to the side, trying to hide my reddening cheeks, and nodded slightly.

Pushing away Mu-Myeong's head was just a bonus.

In response, Mu-Myeong stiffened his neck, trying not to be pushed away, but he couldn't stop me from hiding my embarrassment, and he settled back onto my lap.

"Phew..."

I sighed in relief.

"Tsk."

From below came the sound of someone clicking their tongue...

I was also quite displeased with Mu-Myeong's attitude and pouted my lips, but quickly composed myself.

Well, he probably didn't realize what he was doing, so I can't scold him for it.

Besides, he was a patient until just now, wasn't he? For now, let me indulge his childishness a little longer.

...And.

After witnessing the moment when Mu-Myeong almost disappeared before my eyes, somehow even his immature behavior felt precious.

Wanting to enjoy this moment, I stroked Mu-Myeong's hair.

His mouth corners melted into a broad smile.

What an easy disciple to please.

* * *

After a brief rest.

Mu-Myeong, having fully recovered his strength, got up and stretched his body, which had become stiff from lying down for so long.

Watching him hop around to loosen up, he looked quite refreshed.

On the other hand, I found it difficult to get up and remained seated for quite some time before finally rising.

Anyway.

We were now staring at the staff that I had kicked, which was embedded in the floor.

Mu-Myeong tilted his head with a puzzled expression and spoke. His tone suggested he didn't understand the current situation.

"By the way, is this a scabbard?"

It was the exact same question he had asked before collapsing.

It seemed Mu-Myeong couldn't remember anything from shortly before he touched the staff.

I smiled bitterly and shook my head.

"I don't know."

I truly didn't know what it was... but I needed to prevent Mu-Myeong from touching it again.

I blocked Mu-Myeong as he reached out to grab it.

"However, it's never bad to be cautious, so don't touch it."

Mu-Myeong tilted his head for a moment, then saw the seriousness in my eyes and nodded.

"Yes, Master."
"...Good."

I was momentarily alarmed seeing Mu-Myeong try to grasp it as if entranced, but it seemed he was fine as long as I told him not to touch it.

What could this thing be that turned our intelligent disciple into such a fool...

I furrowed my brow.

...It remained intact even when I kicked it, didn't it?

Then it certainly wasn't just an ordinary branch.

It would be good to investigate further, but I wouldn't be able to identify it just by looking.

So, an experiment was in order.

Well, it would also serve to vent my frustration.

I raised the corners of my mouth in a grin.

"Mu-Myeong, step back for a moment."
"Huh? Alright."

Puzzled by my smile, Mu-Myeong tilted his head but quickly retreated when he saw me swinging my arms.

"Good."

After confirming he had moved back far enough, I drew the wooden sword from my waist.

Mu-Myeong's eyes widened in shock.

"Wait, Master!"

Ignoring Mu-Myeong, I kept my gaze fixed on the staff and began to adjust my stance.

Right leg a bit further back.

Left arm three inches lower.

Shoulders twisted slightly more.

Good, that's it.

I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and exhaled.

—Rumble!

The earth shook as if an earthquake had struck around me.

My hair and clothes fluttered as if caught in a violent typhoon.

Energy gathered, layer upon layer, to the extreme.

Dark, ink-black energy erupted with a roar.

Though the sky didn't fall...

I scraped the ground with my left foot, twisting my waist.

The tip of the sword touching the ground drew an elegant line diagonally to the left.

I lifted my right foot and stepped on the air, my body rising.

Maintaining the initial movement of my left leg, I immediately rotated my body widely.

My right arm holding the sword drew a line, as if my shoulder were being pulled along.

"Hah-!"

The sword slashed horizontally.

What I aimed to break was not the sky, but a small obstacle.

Second Form: "Heaven Breaker"

Though the sword cut through seemingly empty air,

A sound like shattering glass built up layer upon layer, eventually creating an ear-splitting roar.

Ch.84 - Anxiety
The sword slashed horizontally.

Starting with an evenly drawn line, space began to distort.

The infinitely compressed space began to break, unable to withstand its own pressure.

-Crack

Eventually, sounds like shattering glass layered upon each other.

A thunderous boom erupted.

Though what had been swung was a two-handed sword, a tornado of black blades swept through.

With that, Ha-Rang sheathed the sword at her waist and turned around.

Seeing Mu-Myeong's shocked expression, Ha-Rang raised the corner of her mouth in satisfaction and spoke.

"This is the "God-Slaying Sword Technique" Second Form: Heaven Breaker."

Originally, a sword made to cut the heavens.
But since there is no heaven here.

The blades, having lost their destination, surge upward seeking prey.


* * *

Twisting her stiff body this way and that, she realigned her dislocated bones.

-Crack

"Ahh, that feels good."

Placing her left hand on the opposite shoulder, she rotated her right shoulder to lightly stretch her body.

It's common for my bones to twist when using the "God-Slaying Sword Technique," as I force my body beyond its limits.

Surely, Mu-Myeong knows this too...

Mu-Myeong kept glancing at me with a worried expression.

Unable to bear it any longer, I stopped stretching and let out a small sigh.

"...What's wrong?"

"Are you really alright?"

Mu-Myeong's concerned question.

I tilted my head with a puzzled expression.

"Why worry about this now?"

Mu-Myeong had seen far worse than this, even the sky falling, so why would he worry about something so trivial?

But as if mocking my expectations, Mu-Myeong frowned even more intensely.

Then he raised his arm, pointing to a spot.

"Hmm? What's there that you're—"

My words were cut short.

As I turned my head to where Mu-Myeong was pointing.

"...Why?"

There was a thin branch that should have been broken.

It seems Mu-Myeong's concern was quite different from what I had thought.

I was shocked into silence.

...Had I ever failed when executing the "God-Slaying Sword Technique"?

No, since perfecting this sword, I can say with certainty that I've never failed.

Then does this mean my sword was stopped by a mere branch?

That my sword cannot reach the heavens?

My brow furrowed deeply.

It felt as if the past 300 years, my entire life spent swinging my sword since coming here, was being denied. It felt like my heart was being slashed to pieces.

I felt so weak that I might collapse to the ground...

But this meager pride that wouldn't allow me to show such an unsightly appearance in front of Mu-Myeong wouldn't permit it.

As I bit my lip, Mu-Myeong, whose expression wasn't looking good either, approached me.

"Master, your sword did not fail."

Words of goodwill that anyone would hear as thickly coated in hypocrisy.

With a furrowed brow, I turned my head away sharply.

I didn't want to show Mu-Myeong this expression at all.

Mu-Myeong, seemingly displeased with the situation, raised his voice.

"Master, I'm not saying this just to comfort you."

"Then... why do you say it didn't fail...?"

My voice was surprisingly small and trembling.

I could even feel slight moisture in my eyes.

Something rested on my turned shoulder.

Mu-Myeong's hand.

But... it was truly difficult to turn my head and look at Mu-Myeong's face.

Not seeming to mind that I wouldn't look at him, Mu-Myeong continued.

"Master, when you swung your sword, that staff was already broken by the initial blade."

"...What nonsense are you talking about?"

I frowned, unable to understand what he meant.

Then what was that staff I saw with my own eyes?

Mu-Myeong, as if frustrated, beat his chest several times and spoke.

"It's true. From beginning to now, it keeps breaking and repairing itself repeatedly."

Mu-Myeong said this while once again extending his arm to point at that spot.

It was hard to believe. Such a thing shouldn't be possible, but somehow, Mu-Myeong's voice carried strong conviction.

Or perhaps I simply wanted to believe it.

Still...

I wanted to hear Mu-Myeong's sincere, confident words one more time, so I spoke like a child seeking reassurance.

"Is it really true...?"

I looked up at Mu-Myeong with shamefully wavering eyes.

Mu-Myeong looked at me, gulped once, and nodded.

"Yes, if you look now, you'll see it immediately."

At Mu-Myeong's words, I sniffled and turned my head.


Naturally, my eyes caught the sight of the shabby staff and the surrounding landscape.

I tilted my head in confusion.

"...Huh?"

The staff was there.

But it wasn't standing planted in the ground as before.

It simply existed.

With the ground completely collapsed around it, creating a dizzying cliff that seemed impossible to step on, it was...

As if there was something predetermined that it should be there.

Without any support, floating in mid-air, it was still repeatedly cracking and repairing itself.

My eyes widened in surprise.

"What is that?"

It's impossible, right?

Even seeing it myself, I doubted my own eyes.

Mu-Myeong, seemingly relieved at my somewhat recovered spirit, let out a deep sigh and moved to my side.

"Master, that's not the only strange thing."

"What?"

There's something stranger than a staff floating in mid-air?

"If you keep watching, you'll understand."

"Alright, let me see."

I narrowed my eyes and focused on the staff.

How much time passed?

-Crackle

A small spark appeared on the staff as it continued to repair itself.

As if part of the staff was pixelated, it wavered and then continued its cycle of repair.

"...Huh."

I couldn't help but laugh.

What exactly is that staff?

I had drawn my sword to dispel my anxiety, but instead, I was left with even more questions.

My worries deepened.


* * *

Before the space shattered.

Lucius and Elia were continuing their search, moving westward.

"Saintess, do you sense anything?"

"...No, it doesn't seem to be in this area. Should we increase our pace...?"

Elia furrowed her brows and answered Lucius's somewhat urging question.

Her expression showed a hint of guilt.

Seeing Elia's expression, Lucius slightly raised the corner of his mouth and shook his head.

"No, if it were this easy, we would have found it on our first visit."

Lucius's words of comfort that weren't quite comfort.

Elia smiled slightly.

"That's true—"

But that smile didn't last long.

-BOOOOM!

Their senses detected a massive explosion accompanied by dense Demonic Energy.

The smiles gradually disappeared from their faces, replaced by anxiety at the density of Demonic Energy they had never felt before.

"What?!"

Elia turned her head sharply.

The direction of the explosion, the direction where the dense Demonic Energy was coming from.

The direction Cheon Ha-Rang and Cheon Mu-Myeong had gone.

"Lucius!"

Realizing this, Elia ran toward Lucius to help them, thinking some accident must have occurred.

"Lucius...?"

What she saw was Lucius's face, consumed by hatred so deep its depths couldn't be fathomed.

Lucius muttered softly.

"Demon King..."

Words difficult to understand easily.

Elia tilted her head in confusion and asked again.

"...What? Demon King?"

But Lucius, gritting his teeth so hard they might bleed or break, didn't hear her.

Seeing Lucius like this, anxiety began to frost over Elia's face.

The situation could be dangerous for them, so why was he spacing out? Elia's heart grew increasingly urgent.

Just as she was about to speak.

"Saintess, a moment."

Lucius moved first.

"Eek?!"

"I'll hurry."

Lucius lifted Elia onto his shoulder and drew upon his mana.

Brilliant light burst from Lucius's body, negating the dense Demonic Energy extending from afar.

-Thud!

Finally, judging that he had gathered enough mana, Lucius kicked off the ground.


* * *

As he advanced eastward toward the massive Demonic Energy, Lucius frowned at the changing landscape.

*This situation is more serious than I thought.*

A massive tornado was raging in a place where wind barely blew.

The land of "The End Of The World," which should have been a vast open space without major terrain features, was split and sloped in various directions.

This would be impossible unless the Demon King's seal had been broken.

*No, this impact is beyond even what the Demon King could do.*

Lucius was certain.

For some reason, the Demon King he had met in the past had returned in a more powerful state.

He had successfully resurrected.

*...If not that.*

It might be that he has returned again.

Lucius hastened his steps.
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* * *

The pressure of the approaching demonic energy felt like it was crushing my shoulders.

Despite the overwhelming power I sensed, I hadn't yet grown as strong as I was back then.

As anxiety began to creep into Lucius's mind...

Lucius clenched his teeth.

*I need to pull myself together.*

If he fell here, who knew what would happen to Lady Cheon Ha-Rang and Lord Cheon Mu-Myeong.

Of course, having experienced a fragment of Lady Cheon Ha-Rang's power, Lucius couldn't help but wonder if maybe...

But he quickly shook his head.

The Demon King was an entity that continuously reincarnated as a "concept."

The one who could seal him wasn't someone with overwhelming power like Lady Cheon Ha-Rang or Lady Camilla, but someone who inherited the "will."

For example, the Hero and the Saintess.

In the past, not knowing this fact, how many people had been sacrificed...

Lucius, lost in memories, shook his head roughly.

*Now is not the time for such thoughts.*

The priority was to hurry and arrive as quickly as possible.

Lucius hastened his steps.


And then, a scene unfolded before Lucius's eyes.

The surrounding landscape truly made him believe the Demon King had returned.

What should have been flat ground was now deeply hollowed out, resembling a cliff.

A wind that made it hard to believe this place was "The End Of The World" brushed past Lucius's cheeks.

"...What the."

Lucius's pupils began to shake as if an earthquake had struck.

As he observed the surroundings with a dazed expression, two faint figures came into his view.

Cheon Ha-Rang and Cheon Mu-Myeong.

Lucius let out a small sigh of relief.

*At least I'm not too late.*

From what he could roughly make out of their distant figures, there were sword marks on their clothes here and there, but it didn't seem like they had engaged in a major battle.

The demonic energy he had sensed was also suddenly disappearing.

Perhaps it was too optimistic an interpretation, but maybe they had managed to drive it away.

As Lucius exhaled in relief, Elia's puzzled voice reached him.

"Lucius?"
"Yes, Saintess."

With tension slightly eased, Lucius raised the corner of his mouth and opened his mouth, but Elia's next words were enough to fill his body with tension once again.

"I think there's a scabbard nearby that Lady Camilla mentioned...?"
"...A scabbard, you say?"

No matter how much Lucius trusted Elia, this sounded absurd.

Lucius narrowed his eyes and looked beyond the thick fog, toward its center.

There was indeed something there that Elia might mistake for a scabbard.

"...How did that get here...?"

However, it wasn't a scabbard.

Rather, unlike the unfamiliar scabbard, it was something very familiar to Lucius.

The weapon that "he" used.

The most vicious weapon, forged by melting down artifacts imbued with various demonic energies.

Lucius's brow furrowed intensely.

A brilliant light, more radiant than he had ever seen before, leaked from his body, and within it was a red killing intent.


* * *

I narrowed my eyes and glared at the staff floating in the air.

...What on earth is that thing?

My sword, made solely for destruction, hit it, yet there it is, visibly restoring itself. When it touched Mu-Myeong, space distorted, and it left strange fragments in my disciple's body.

Every single thing about it defies understanding.

As I was contemplating what to do with the staff...

Mu-Myeong, wearing a serious expression, grabbed my shoulder.

"Master."
"Yes, I know."

I waved my arm slightly at him and let out a deep sigh.

Thanks to my use of the Heaven-Breaking technique, my sharpened senses detected presences—Lucius and Elia were approaching rapidly, faster than I'd ever seen them move before.

I didn't need to ask why—it was surely my fault.

My head throbbed.

...How am I going to explain this? I'm already racking my brains over the staff issue.

The one fortunate thing was that it was a staff, not a scabbard.

If I explained that I detected suspicious energy and tried to destroy it but failed, how would that sound?

Well, if things got weird, I could always run away.

I nodded my head slightly.

Just in case, I also suppressed my inner energy.

Though I hadn't poured my all into it, it was still one of the powers I wanted to keep hidden.

A technique said to cut the heavens, to cut gods.

There was nothing good about the Hero and Saintess, who follow that god, finding out about it.

I let out a deep sigh.

Still... I could ask the Saintess about the fragments embedded in Mu-Myeong's body.

"That's one good thing."
"Pardon?"
"It's nothing."

As I was having this meaningless conversation with Mu-Myeong to pass the time...


From far away, a man's loud shout was heard.

"Are you alright?!"

Of course, the voice belonged to Lucius.

I waved my hand high to answer him.

"There's no problem at all!"

I could see Lucius's distant face showing some relief.

Hmm, he must have thought it was really serious.

I was about to feel guilty for causing unnecessary worry, but then I tilted my head.

...Why are they coming like that?

Elia was clinging to Lucius's shoulder, swaying back and forth.

Her complexion was so pale that she looked like she was about to get motion sickness...

Oh no... is she going to throw up?

My face also turned pale.

"W-wait! Lucius! Slow down! Elia! Elia is...!"

At my shout, Lucius tilted his head with a puzzled expression.

"What do you mean?! Oh?!"

After checking Elia's complexion, he immediately stopped in his tracks.

...These two are the Hero and Saintess? The future of this world looks truly bleak.


Lucius, who safely arrived at our side, gently placed Elia on the ground and approached with a stern expression.

"Lady Cheon Ha-Rang."
"...You're here?"

His narrowed eyes seemed to demand an explanation, or at least a description of the situation.

I fidgeted with my lips.

...I haven't thought about what to do yet.

Of course, I had a few ideas, but I hadn't settled on one.


While I was contemplating how best to convey my thoughts...

Lucius nodded as if he already understood everything and opened his mouth.

"Are you physically alright?"
"Umm, well."

I slightly averted my gaze from Lucius's genuinely concerned tone.

...I should tell him, right?

If those fragments had lodged in my heart instead of Mu-Myeong's, I might have dealt with it alone.

But this concerns Mu-Myeong's life, not mine, so I probably should speak up.

After fidgeting with my lips a bit, I glanced at Mu-Myeong and put up a barrier so he couldn't hear.

Mu-Myeong's expression turned bewildered in my view.

...I still feel reluctant to tell him.

What parent would want to tell their child, "You're dying of a disease right now"?

Of course, I wasn't a parent, but wasn't I in a somewhat similar position?

That's how devastated I felt.

I fidgeted with my lips slightly and spoke with a hesitant air.

"Mu-Myeong's body... might not be quite alright."
"...I see."

Despite the barrier I had set up and the fact that I hadn't yet explained the details, Lucius's mood sank.

He must have some thoughts on the matter.

While I couldn't be sure if his concerns matched mine, it wasn't a particularly bad situation.

Interpreting the situation somewhat positively, I continued.

"Do you see that staff in the center there?"

I raised my finger, pointing at the staff floating in the air.

Lucius's head followed my finger, stopped at the point I indicated, and then he nodded.

"...Yes."

For some reason, I sensed a faint hatred in his voice, but I didn't pay much attention to it.

To me, Mu-Myeong's condition was more important than this guy's story.

"After Mu-Myeong came into contact with that thing, fragments lodged in his heart as if he'd been cursed..."
"...Lord Mu-Myeong?"

Lucius's mouth opened in shock.

"He's already made contact with it?!"
"Hmm? Yes?"

Lucius bit his lip with a devastated expression, then nodded to himself and slowly approached the center of the hollowed ground where the staff was floating.

Seeing this, Mu-Myeong's expression showed anxiety and impatience.

Mu-Myeong came to my side and lightly tapped my shoulder.

"Master, shouldn't we stop him?"
"At this point, what difference does it make?"

But for me, it was only fortunate.

To be honest, that thing wasn't the scabbard we were looking for, and Lucius's actions might lead to a positive outcome for Mu-Myeong's condition.

In other words, this was actually a good thing.

Ch.86 - Different Timeline
Around the time Lucius left to examine the staff, I stood beside Elia, who was sitting in a corner, repeatedly dry heaving.

"Urgh!"
"Are you alright...?"

When Elia's moist eyes met mine, she kept shaking her head.

Hmm, anyone watching might think she was having morning sickness.

Anyway, I thought the Hero was treating the Saintess too roughly, but when I saw her condition worsening, I quickly patted her back.

"Ugh...!"
"...Lucius isn't watching, so feel free to let it out."

Whether my words triggered something or my back patting helped, a colorful rainbow soon bloomed on the floor.

...A rather dirty one.

I looked at it solemnly and nodded slightly.

Well, these things happen.

I didn't come to Elia just to help her empty her stomach.

I needed to find a way to deal with the fragment lodged in Mu-Myeong's heart.

Even though Elia might seem a bit scatterbrained—or even dim-witted to put it harshly—she was still a Saintess.

That meant no one could match her when it came to healing and breaking curses.

Of course, it bruised my pride to feel like I was receiving help from that damned god...

But what choice did I have?

Mu-Myeong's safety was more important than my petty pride.

I handed a small handkerchief and some water to Elia, who was still drooling.

"First, wipe yourself and drink some water."
"...Thank you."

Elia accepted the handkerchief and water with an apologetic look, bowing her head slightly as she wiped her mouth.

Hmm, there's no need to feel sorry... If she's worried about making things dirty, it's not a problem at all. The handkerchief came from her bag anyway.

Still, since I did deserve her thanks, I nodded with a dignified expression.

Once Elia had regained her composure, I put my arm around her shoulder.

"Ha-Rang?"

Elia's voice was filled with confusion at my sudden action.

I gazed steadily into her eyes and spoke in a low voice.

I was trying to create an atmosphere suggesting I was about to make an important request.

"Elia."

She flinched—her body trembled.

"...Yes?"
"I have a favor to ask of you."
"A-a favor?"

Elia tilted her head. I nodded lightly and gently pulled up one corner of my mouth.

I smiled to increase the chances of my request being accepted.

"Could you perhaps examine Mu-Myeong's body?"
"M-Mu-Myeong's body?"

She seemed to think she had misheard, repeatedly furrowing her brow and tilting her head.

Her trembling voice revealed her confusion.

Yes, I had anticipated this much.

Unless we were quite close, someone of Saintess status wouldn't provide a free examination...

It was a bit disappointing, but understandable.

I nodded lightly in affirmation and made a circle with my thumb and index finger.

Then I raised the index finger of my other hand and held it in front of the circle.

"How much would it cost?"

Naturally, I meant how much money I would need to pay for the examination.

But however Elia interpreted it, she shook her head vigorously with a reddening face.

"I-I...! I already have someone I like...!"

She extended her arms and started pushing my body away.

I tilted my head in confusion and spoke bewilderedly.

"You won't do it even for money?"
"Of course not!"

Elia nodded her head vigorously and continued to scold me.

"Th-that's not something you do for money...! Besides, what are you thinking, Ha-Rang?!"
"What am I thinking... Obviously, it's for my disciple's health...."

This wasn't working. As I briefly added those words, Elia's face turned so red I thought it might burst.

"You're impure...!"
"...Impure?"

Was it impure for a master to worry about her disciple's body, or was it impure to make such a request to a Saintess?

Everything Elia said was completely incomprehensible.

And I felt a little hurt too.

I couldn't say our relationship was good—in fact, I harbored feelings close to hatred toward her—but...

We'd spent some time together and formed a bond of sorts. Was she saying she couldn't even do this much?

I pouted slightly.

"Are we not even close enough for that?"
"No, what does our relationship have to do with... Shouldn't I be the normal one for stopping this...?"

Something about our conversation seemed misaligned.

Elia must have felt it too, because she frowned with an uncertain expression, mumbled for a moment, and then asked:

"...What exactly do you mean by asking me to examine Mu-Myeong's body?"

Why was she asking something so obvious?

"Obviously, I'm asking you to diagnose him."

Elia's expression twisted strangely before turning deathly pale.

"Th-then what was that hand gesture earlier...?"
"I was asking if I needed to pay you to examine him."

Elia's eyes widened.

"...That was about money?"
"Yes, what else would it be?"

I mean, isn't making a circle with your hand a universal symbol for money?

I tilted my head in confusion, and Elia stomped her feet with a completely red face.

"I thought it was obviously...!"
"Obviously?"
"Never mind...."

Elia lowered her head and firmly closed her mouth.

Steam seemed to be rising from the top of her head, as if she had made some embarrassing misunderstanding...

"Hmm, I really don't understand."

I couldn't comprehend what was happening.

After Elia had calmed down somewhat.

She spoke in a small voice.

"Ha-Rang... please call Mu-Myeong...."
"Hmm? So you've decided to examine him?"

I smiled brightly.

I had been worried about what to do if she refused, since I had no knowledge about diseases or curses. It was truly fortunate that Elia, a Saintess, would examine him directly.

Elia nodded slightly.

"Yes...."
"Thank you!"

I smiled cheerfully and waved my arm to call Mu-Myeong.

"Mu-Myeong!"
"Yes, Master."

Mu-Myeong, who had been watching our conversation with a blank expression, must have been quite bored because he came running as soon as I called him.

I looked at him and smiled gently.

"This might sting a little!"
"What? What do you—"

Ignoring Mu-Myeong's attempt to speak, I immediately struck the back of his neck with the side of my hand.

Mu-Myeong's body lost strength and collapsed to the ground.

"Ha-Rang?!"

I felt a little guilty, but I preferred that he didn't know there was something wrong with his health.

I know it's selfish and wrong not to tell him.

But I just want him to stay positive and happy.

I gave Elia a bitter smile as she covered her mouth in shock, then opened Mu-Myeong's upper garment. His firm body, marked with scars here and there, was revealed.

"Please examine him."

My expression hardened, my voice lowered.

The previous atmosphere was gone, and Elia also immediately hardened her expression and nodded.

* * *

Light ripples in her hands.

Her slightly opened pupils gradually fade, leaving only brilliant light.

"□□□ □□ □□□□ □ □□"

Sounds that humans cannot possibly understand flow from her mouth.

Even though this is "The End Of The World," even though there is no sky, light descends upon this land to answer her request.

Gradually, her entire body becomes surrounded by light.

Now it's impossible to tell if she's even here.

"□□□ □□ □□"

The light that embraces her like a hug soon moves toward Mu-Myeong at Elia's request.

The light flows into Mu-Myeong's chest, into his heart.

And then.

-Keeeeeng!

A noise like tearing eardrums spreads.

Soon, the light that had been transmitted to Mu-Myeong scatters like it's being chased away, or like a lost child unable to find its destination.

The light that seemed eternal gradually becomes unstable and flickers.

The light fades from Mu-Myeong's body.

Similarly, her brow—now visible as the light dims—is severely furrowed.

"..."

The light that descended from above disappears without being able to return to where it came from.

Elia bit her lip.

* * *

Worried that my presence might interfere with Mu-Myeong's examination, I had kept my distance, only able to see her face...

But her expression didn't look good.

...I felt anxious.

I narrowed my eyes and quickly moved to her side.

"How is it?"
"..."

Despite my call, Elia just bit her lip resentfully without saying anything.

Feeling frustrated, I stood in front of her urgently.

"...Please say something."

Whether the result was good or bad, I needed to hear it to determine what to do next.

If it was fine, if it was resolved, that would be good.

If it was bad, if it couldn't be resolved, then I could look for another solution.

With these thoughts, I looked at Elia.

Elia mumbled for a moment, then spoke in an uncertain voice.

"...I don't know."

After saying this, Elia collapsed onto the floor and covered her face with her hands.

"It's similar to a curse, but... somehow different."
"...Different how?"
"I'm not exactly sure what it is... but it seems like it will affect his personality rather than his life...."

I tilted my head at Elia's words.

I had no idea what she meant by not knowing.

Still, hadn't she discovered quite a lot?

"But... I have no idea how to deal with it... I don't even know how to interpret what's in Mu-Myeong's body right now...."

As Elia muttered breathlessly, I placed my hand on her shoulder to calm her.

"Take a deep breath first, then speak slowly."
"What on earth is that...? Something is twisted... How could such a thing be possible...."

But Elia couldn't calm down at all.

For a while, she sat there, muttering something and repeatedly rubbing her face.

Ch.87 - The Hero's Nemesis
Elia seemed to have forgotten I was beside her as she muttered something frantically.

"Messing with time...? But how could a person possibly..."
"Hmm..."

I kept chewing my lips as I watched her.

...I don't understand a word she's saying.

Honestly, I wished she'd stop wasting time on useless things and spend more time looking after Mu-Myeong.

"Wait... what if...?"
"Tsk."

I clicked my tongue as I saw Elia's unfocused pupils, looking half out of her mind.

She's not going to come to her senses for a while.

And didn't she tell me something? She definitely said there wouldn't be any danger to his life... though there might be issues with his personality.

Well, I could probably fix any personality problems by beating him up a bit. Besides, mentioning personality issues was probably just describing the worst-case scenario, right?

"It'll be fine..."

There won't be any problems at all.

I sighed softly and moved my feet.

My Disciple is lying on the cold ground right now, so I should probably wake him up.

I walked over and poked Mu-Myeong's side as he lay sprawled on the ground with his eyes rolled back.

"Mu-Myeong."
"..."

When I poked his side, Mu-Myeong reflexively flinched but showed no other movement.

"..."

At this point, I started to worry that I might have hit him too hard.

"M-Mu-Myeong...?"

I crouched down and shook his body.

But Mu-Myeong just rolled around following the movement of my arm. He showed no signs of regaining consciousness.

What should I do? Did I really cause an accident...?

Cold sweat trickled down my face. Feeling anxious, I checked his pulse.

"Hmm..."

As expected, it was beating normally. His eyes were rolled back, but his complexion was stable. There was no reason for Mu-Myeong to have collapsed like this.

As I grew increasingly puzzled, I narrowed my eyes and stared intently at Mu-Myeong.

"Mu-Myeong, um...?"

I thought I saw the corner of his mouth twitch slightly.

But I shook my head, thinking it must be my imagination. How could Mu-Myeong play such a mischievous prank on me?

Still, just in case, I quietly asked:

"...Mu-Myeong, are you awake?"
"Cough, cough! Yes, Master... I just woke up."

His acting was awkwardly unnatural, quite unlike his usual lying skills.

...So he was awake after all.

My brow furrowed terribly, and my clenched fist naturally rose up.

"You rascal! Trying to deceive your master?"
"M-Master, please listen to me for a moment."

I narrowed my eyes and looked at Mu-Myeong.

...He does look desperate. I sighed softly and nodded.

"...Go ahead, let's hear it."

Mu-Myeong gulped and then nodded with a solemn expression.

"...It's true that I only regained consciousness a short while ago."
"And?"
"Pardon?"

I puffed my cheeks at Mu-Myeong's confused expression and asked again.

"And? Do you have anything else to say?"
"Um..."

Mu-Myeong's eyes darted around.

But unable to think of anything, he tilted his head slightly.

"What else should there be...?"
"What you just said doesn't explain why you didn't get up right away."

From what he's saying, it sounds like he deliberately stayed down to play a trick on me.

Mu-Myeong's eyes widened as if he hadn't expected me to think this way, and he slowly averted his gaze.

I knew it.

"Clench your teeth."

As I raised my fist, Mu-Myeong squeezed his eyes shut. Seeing him like that, I smiled slightly and—

*Tap*

—gave him a light flick on the forehead.

"Ugh—"
"Don't play such pranks in the future."

I gently placed my hand on Mu-Myeong's head and stroked it lightly.

Mu-Myeong accepted the petting with a bewildered expression, then nodded.

"Yes..."
"That's right."

I smiled contentedly at Mu-Myeong as he nodded with his lips jutting out, then stood up.

It seems Lucius is heading back this way, and Elia also appears to have regained her composure, so I don't want to stay here any longer.

"...Then what about other pranks—"
"What was that?"
"Nothing."


* * *

"Lady Cheon Ha-Rang."

Lucius approached me with a serious expression and immediately spoke as if there was no time to waste.

"Where did the person who was holding that weapon go?"

Lucius looked somewhat anxious. I tilted my head.

The person holding the weapon? Is he talking about the staff? If it's the staff, there wasn't anyone holding it; it was just lying on the ground...

"The owner is—"

I was about to say "not here," when a thought crossed my mind.

How does he know for certain that the staff has an owner?

"...The owner is? What were you going to say next?"
"Wait a moment, I need to gather my thoughts."

I waved my hand dismissively at Lucius who was pressing for an answer.

I narrowed my eyes.

I was already unsure how to explain this devastation, but for some reason, Lucius is making a grand misunderstanding. And it's working in my favor.

When the other person has already leaked information, asking "Did that staff have an owner?" would clearly be the wrong response.

And this guy, seeing the traces around us but still asking where "the weapon's owner" went, suggests that whoever Lucius is talking about wasn't at full strength but was still the most formidable opponent I've encountered so far.

After all, his words seem to confirm that the "weapon's owner" survived this devastation.

I gently stroked my chin.

...Let's probe a bit; I need more information.

"Lucius, you seem to know this owner?"
"..."

Lucius's eyes observed me carefully.

I furrowed my brow to appear angry and lowered my voice.

"Depending on your answer, what I have to say will differ."

I made a gesture of placing my hand on my wooden sword.

Of course, there's a reason for taking such an extreme action.

Seeing the landscape that clearly shows signs of battle, Lucius would deduce that my relationship with the "weapon's owner" is beyond bad—that we had a massive fight.

And this is a guess and a gamble, but Lucius probably doesn't have a good relationship with that person either.

When he first arrived here, he checked my condition and Mu-Myeong's condition even after seeing the staff.

And also...

Somehow, whenever Lucius looked at that staff, I could sense intense hatred.

In response to my words, Lucius briefly looked around at the surroundings as if thinking, then nodded.

"An enemy."
"...An enemy, you say."

A remarkably straightforward answer.

But the deep emotion in his voice seeps through no matter how much Lucius tries to hide it.

It seems this is more than a simple grudge.

Still... fortunately, my guess was correct.

I nodded lightly and removed my hand from the wooden sword.

...Now the question is who the owner of that staff is.

For Lucius, who lives and breathes being a Hero, his enemy would naturally be a demon, right? So the owner of that staff must be a demon.

Well, I can't just throw out guesses like that.

Now I need to answer Lucius's question to avoid unnecessary suspicion.

"He went straight south."
"...South, outside the demon territory."

Lucius nodded as if it made perfect sense.

Fortunately, Lucius doesn't seem to have noticed anything strange about my answer.

Just as I was about to breathe a sigh of relief, an ominous thought crossed my mind.

...What if he suddenly suggests we go after him?

We can't chase someone who doesn't exist, and even if we started a pursuit now, who knows when it would end. It would be a complete waste of time.

Of course, I could refuse, but earlier I had spoken to Lucius as if that person was my mortal enemy.

...I didn't think this through.

As I kept chewing my lips anxiously, Lucius, seeing my state, bowed his head.

"I'm sorry, but it's impossible to pursue right now."
"...Hmm?"

Lucius's face showed guilt when he raised his head.

His voice grew progressively quieter, as if he didn't want to speak.

"Even if we chased after him now, tracking would be impossible. And..."

"I'm still not strong enough," Lucius added briefly with a bitter smile.

"But he won't be able to move right away either."
"...And why is that?"

I probed casually, but Lucius simply shook his head.

"I don't know what relationship you have with him, Lady Cheon Ha-Rang, but you needn't worry about it anymore."

His tone seemed resolute on the surface.

But guilt continued to seep through his words.

It seems there's a story behind this. I feel like I've gotten tangled up in something unnecessary...

I just broke out in a cold sweat from the awkwardness.

Ch.88 - Return
With his final words, Lucius turned and approached Elia, while I, also at a loss for what to say, moved toward Mu-Myeong.

Perhaps because my expression looked unpleasant as I approached him, Mu-Myeong wore a somewhat worried look.

"How did the conversation go?"
"Hmm... well, I think it's fine."

It was actually good that Lucius had said "there's nothing more to worry about."

Isn't it? We wouldn't have to get involved in something troublesome.

"..."

The reason my expression looked unpleasant was simply because I was tired.

Now I just wanted to forget about exploring the world and finding a scabbard—I just wanted to go back to the Log Cabin and rest for a while.

I let out a deep sigh.

Perhaps because I was showing my fatigue so openly, Mu-Myeong looked rather restless.

"How about we head back now...?"

I suppose he's never seen me express myself so blatantly before.

The corners of my mouth turned up slightly.

How could I not feel better? The disciple I thought was just a child was now showing concern for his master and knew when to set aside his own desires.

I felt a surge of motivation at Mu-Myeong's thoughtfulness.

But for now, it seemed fine to accept his consideration.

Of course, I had wanted to find a scabbard for my disciple if possible, but there was no satisfaction when we had no results to show for it.

While moving eastward and extending my energy perception, I hadn't detected anything except for that staff stuck in the ground up ahead.

Hmm, what should I do?

It might not be a bad idea to ask Lily to find one for us, though it wouldn't really be a request.

Didn't she say the ones I took in before were growing well when we last met? I could use them too.

If not that...

Though it would be crude, I could even carve a scabbard myself if necessary.

...That seems fine.

To do that, I'd need to return to the Log Cabin where I could get good materials, right?

"Hehe..."
"...?"

At my unpleasant chuckle, Mu-Myeong tilted his head with a confused expression.

...This way, it wouldn't just be me wanting to go back to the Log Cabin to rest.

I should bring this up to Mu-Myeong now.

I cleared my throat, trying to maintain a casual expression, and Mu-Myeong's attention focused on me.

"I've been craving some properly tough bear meat for a while."
"...Bear meat? Ah."

Mu-Myeong tilted his head as if not understanding my words at first, but soon nodded in comprehension.

He couldn't fail to understand.

When we stayed at the Log Cabin, we ate that bear meat five times a week—so much that we got sick of it.

Mu-Myeong seemed lost in memories too, the corners of his mouth turning upward.

"Yes, I'd like some too."
"Hmm, is that so?"

I turned my head so my disciple, who was deep in reminiscence, wouldn't see, and pulled up one corner of my mouth crookedly.

...According to plan.

After smiling once, I slowly moved closer to Mu-Myeong.

Now that I'd successfully laid the groundwork, I just needed to wait for Mu-Myeong to take the bait I'd thrown.

With that expectation, I looked up at Mu-Myeong with bright eyes, but then heard a deflating sound—psshh.

"...?"

Feeling strange at what sounded like mockery, I narrowed my eyes.

Mu-Myeong was smirking as if he knew exactly what I was thinking.

"As it happens, there's a place near Lady Camilla's residence that serves delicious bear meat."
"R-Really?"
"Yes, it might be nice to visit."

...This isn't what I meant.

When did he even find this out?


After pouting for a while with my lips jutting out, Lucius approached, having finished his conversation with Elia.

Looking at Elia's face, she seemed quite calmed down.

As I stared at Elia's face, she fidgeted with her lips as if hesitating to speak, then finally managed to open her mouth.

"Ha-Rang."
"What is it?"

I put on the most comfortable expression I could to help her speak freely.

"Something urgent came up, so... um..."

Perhaps my attempt had the opposite effect, as Elia kept fidgeting and hesitating to speak.

But even with just that much, anyone with a bit of sense could tell what she was trying to say.

I casually waved my hand and spoke.

"I don't mind if you head back. I was getting tired of this anyway."
"Oh, really...?"

Elia's face brightened noticeably, but she continued to fidget as if that wasn't the end of what she wanted to say.

As I was about to feel a twinge of frustration—

"Cheon Ha-Rang."

Lucius stepped forward.

"Yes, just say it all at once."

I frowned sharply, my desire to return to the Log Cabin mixing with frustration.

Lucius nodded and continued without hesitation.

"Would it be alright if we took care of retrieving the staff?"
"The staff?"

I tilted my head slightly toward the branch positioned behind us, and Lucius nodded in confirmation.

Hmm, what should I do?

From Lucius's perspective, it makes sense that he'd want the weapon used by his enemy.

But if possible, I'd like to collect it myself to help check on Mu-Myeong's condition, however...

On the other hand, I'm consumed by an inexplicable anxiety that tells me that thing shouldn't be kept near Mu-Myeong.

As I chewed my lip in contemplation, I noticed Lucius's expression.

He swallowed nervously—a look that seemed truly desperate and out of character for him.

Hmm, if he wants it that badly, it's probably right to let him have it.

Besides, since I've already shown Mu-Myeong's condition to the Saintess, they might research the staff and find something that could help me—help Mu-Myeong.

I'm not particularly talented in that field anyway.

I turned my body and waved my hand lightly.

"...Do as you wish."
"Thank you."

Leaving Lucius bowing his head behind me, I poked Mu-Myeong in the side.

"You don't have any objections, do you?"
"Of course not. How could I question my master's decision?"

Either not realizing how much his master had been worrying or simply not caring, Mu-Myeong just smiled as if to say it was all fine.


* * *

Once I decided to end the search for a scabbard, everything moved quickly.

Elia and Lucius looked somewhat disappointed, or perhaps troubled.

But why should I care?

My steps felt incredibly light as I left The End Of The World and headed back north.

Of course, Mu-Myeong did pout and look dejected when told he'd have to give up on finding his scabbard...

"If necessary, I'll make one for you myself, so don't make that face."
"Really?!"

When I said this, Mu-Myeong's expression brightened immeasurably, and now he seemed even happier than me.

Hmm, why is he so pleased about something I made? It probably won't be very practical...

Well, it's a good thing anyway.


Perhaps because we were returning after completing a major task, our journey back north was quite fast.

"...How did we arrive already when we barely did anything?"
"We came straight here without stopping anywhere else."

After spending just two nights outside, Camilla's castle was already in sight.

...This still seems too fast to me.


Afterward, we entered the castle without any complicated procedures—the gates opened easily just at the sight of Lucius's face.

"You've arrived."

The elderly butler who had greeted us on the first day was waiting.

Lucius immediately got to the point as the butler bowed.

"Yes. Where is Lady Camilla?"
"She is waiting in the reception room."

Despite what seemed like a breach of etiquette, the old butler didn't mind and answered with a small smile.

"Please follow me."
"Thank you."

Surprised by how smoothly everything was progressing, I looked at Mu-Myeong.

"Do we need to follow them too?"
"...I'm not sure."

Coming all this way and seeing that annoying kid's face wouldn't be so bad, but...

I'm starting to want to part ways with these people, but I can't seem to find the right timing.

As I hesitated and stopped walking, Elia smiled and spoke up.

"Ha-Rang, let's go together!"

A smile that made it truly difficult to refuse.

From Elia's perspective, she probably thought she was checking if we could come along, but the reality was different.

"...Fine."

I let out a deep sigh.


Once again, we stood before that massive door, decorated with ornate embellishments as if it belonged to a giant rather than someone smaller than me.

"Ugh..."

Here we were again in front of this door.

For some reason, whenever I meet that ill-mannered kid Camilla, we always end up growling at each other and draining my mental energy, and now I have to see her again today...

It's truly lamentable.

...But having come this far, I can't back down. Even if I could, wouldn't it look like I was running away out of fear?

I sighed heavily as I waited for Lucius to open the door.

Soon the massive door creaked open wide.

Somehow it felt like it had been a while since I'd seen her, but I didn't feel the least bit glad.

"Losers~ Old Lady~ You're back?"

Camilla greeted us with a crooked smile.

Ch.89 - Nameless One
Like a small child wearing their parent's clothes, Camilla perched awkwardly on a chair that didn't suit her and stuck out her tongue.

"Wow... could you not stare at me so rudely?"

For a moment, I felt genuinely despised and almost lost my temper.

...But I need to endure this.

Looking at her carefully, this Camilla person just seems bad at expressing herself rather than being truly malicious. If I can't control myself here, another unfortunate incident might happen like before.

Even now, when I try to sleep, memories of that time come back to me, making me kick off my blankets in frustration. I don't want to create any more embarrassing memories like that.

However, while that's my rational judgment, I still felt annoyed and pouted my lips in displeasure.

As I continued this internal struggle, Lucius went ahead into the reception room.

"I have returned," he said, bowing deeply.

Camilla smirked at Lucius's behavior and waved her hand dismissively.

"Loser, I have eyes, you know? I can see that."

Seemingly accustomed to Camilla's attitude, Lucius ignored her disparaging words and continued with the main topic.

"First, I'll begin with information about the demon we tracked."

As Lucius's face grew serious and he was about to start, Camilla sighed deeply and clapped her hands twice.

"Yes, Your Excellency."
"Bring some tea. Hey, losers, the story's going to be long, so take a seat."
"Thank you for your consideration."

Starting with Lucius who bowed once more, everyone moved to sit in the chairs prepared in the reception room.

But then.

"...Aren't we short one chair?"

At my words, Elia paused mid-sit and tilted her head.

"Oh... you're right."

Everyone's gaze turned toward Camilla.
However, Camilla just tilted her head as if she didn't understand the problem.

"What's the issue?"

With the shamelessness typical of a Kid, she had quite the brazen attitude. I furrowed my brow and raised my voice in protest.

"What were you listening to just now! There's one chair missing, isn't there?!"
"What?"

Despite my words, Camilla wore an incredulous expression and pointed to a spot.

"Old Lady, are you already going senile? It's right there."
"Where exactly...!"

I followed Camilla's pointing finger with my eyes.

"..."
"Pfft- Ah, Master, I'm sorry..."

In the corner of the room sat a wooden rocking chair, the kind only elderly people or very young children would use.

My fists trembled. I couldn't hold back anymore.

"...ARE YOU JOKING WITH ME?!"

And so, I let it all out.

Afterward, there was a prolonged, unseemly argument between Camilla and me, with only losers and no winners.

...

Lucius, looking quite haggard, rested his chin on his hand and began to speak.

"...Then I'll begin."
"Get on with it."
"Hmph, speak or don't, whatever."

With an indescribable expression, Lucius's lips moved slightly before he sighed deeply and shook his head.

"...I'll start with the story about the demon we encountered in the cave."

A long story began.

* * *

"...That's all."

Unlike when the story began, the atmosphere had become somewhat subdued.

Tap. Tap.

The only sound was Camilla tapping on the desk, her brow furrowed in deep thought.

Whether she had finished organizing her thoughts or just wanted to clear her throbbing head, Camilla ran her hand through her hair once and exhaled deeply.

"Loser, so you explained without any exaggeration, right?"
"That's correct."

Lucius nodded in affirmation.

"...Damn it."

Finding the matter more serious than expected, Camilla rubbed her face.

"So what you're saying is that annoying loser has started moving again..."
"Yes."
"And there might be someone even more dangerous than that... what was it, Demon King? Someone like that nearby?"
"Precisely."

Camilla's body began to tremble, and then—

BANG!

With the sound of the desk breaking, Camilla's scream-like shout rang out.

"AAAAARGH! REALLY!!!! WHY DOES THIS CRAP HAVE TO HAPPEN HERE OF ALL PLACES!!!"

Camilla's face turned bright red as she fumed.

My conscience started to prick me, and I subtly averted my gaze.

...There's no such person though.

But I couldn't exactly tell the truth now, could I?

Cold sweat began to trickle down my back.

After spending some time suppressing her anger, Camilla suddenly turned her head and shot a fiery glare at me.

"Old Lady, you were there too!!! Why did you let him get away?!"

I averted my gaze again.

This was undeniably my fault—I had deliberately let him go.

Hmm, I have no excuse for her anger. With nothing to say, I just rolled my eyes around.

However, words that seemed to defend me came from the opposite side.

"...It was my fault."

It was Lucius.

He stood up and bowed deeply, as if truly apologetic.

"Because of my arrogance..."
"Are you kidding—?!"

Camilla quickly changed targets and turned her head sharply toward Lucius, about to protest, but—

"No, no! It's because I couldn't help at all..."

She was interrupted by the Saintess, who was blaming herself.

"..."

Camilla pressed her lips tightly together.

Even as the Duchess of the North, she couldn't speak harshly to a Saintess representing a religion—

"Hey, Impure Saintess."

...Or could she?

Everyone except Camilla and Elia had their expressions contort strangely.

"I-Impure Saintess...?"

Elia's face, now labeled as the Impure Saintess, turned burning red.
Camilla frowned in displeasure, then sighed softly before speaking.

"Should I call you Lewd Saintess instead?"

That comment, like "Impure Saintess," was enough to make our group's expressions twist strangely again.

"N-No..."

Elia shook her head vigorously at Camilla's words.

To me, the two terms seemed equally bad, but apparently they meant something different to Elia.

"Tsk."

After clicking her tongue at Elia's reaction, Camilla sank back into her oversized chair and let out a small sigh.

"Sorry, I overreacted a bit."
"N-No, it's fine..."

Still shocked by what she'd just heard, Elia timidly shook her head.

Camilla smiled briefly.

Then, with a serious expression I'd never seen before—one that didn't suit her at all—she spoke.

"Have you located the ones who escaped?"

The atmosphere grew heavy.

Elia shook her head guiltily.

"Not yet... I'm sorry."

Seeing Elia like this, Camilla furrowed her brow and tapped the desk a couple of times.

"Loser, did I ask about your mistakes? I asked about their location."

Surprisingly sensible words from someone so unsuited to them.

I nodded in agreement, and Lucius answered for us.

"We haven't located Jackal's position, and we only know that the man left the demon territory, but nothing beyond that."
"I see..."

Camilla closed her eyes as if deep in thought and stroked her chin.

After a short while, seemingly having organized her thoughts, Camilla scratched her head vigorously and spoke.

"Alright, that... damn, what should I call him? Hey, what's his name?"

Camilla's pupils turned toward Lucius.
However, Lucius seemed reluctant to answer and mumbled with his lips.

"Hey loser, I'm asking what his name is."
"...He doesn't have one."

Camilla blinked her eyes in disbelief.

"You mean you don't know, or he literally has no name?"
"...He is Nameless."

Camilla's mouth fell open in shock at Lucius's words.

I was equally surprised.

By quite the coincidence, the name of my disciple matched the character I had made up. I tilted my head awkwardly.

...What a strange coincidence.

At this absurd coincidence, I glanced at Nameless, who also seemed surprised, blinking his eyes.

"No, it's not me."

Perhaps sensing the gazes directed at him, Nameless shook his head vigorously.

"Kup."

I almost let out a laugh at my cute disciple's reaction.

The others seemed to feel similarly, as their shoulders shook despite the serious atmosphere.

Only Nameless pouted his lips, looking wronged.

As the brief but pleasant mood subsided, Camilla scratched her head lightly.

"Well then, do you have any distinguishing features or characteristics?"

This time, Lucius nodded confidently, as if he could answer sufficiently.

"First, he has dark black hair."
"Right, black hair... fortunately, that's not a common hair color."

Camilla was writing down everything Lucius said on a small notepad beside her.

"And what else?"
"He has blood-red eyes."

Camilla, who had been transcribing Lucius's words, tapped her pen on the desk and tilted her head.

"...Blood-red? That's a bit vague. Don't you have something more specific to compare it to?"

Showing her determination to gather as much detail as possible, Camilla questioned him.

In response, Lucius looked around, trying to be as helpful as he could.

"Exactly that color."

He met Nameless's eyes.

"What."

Black hair and red eyes?!
I looked at Nameless with an expression of shock.

Nameless pouted his lips indignantly.

"Why do you keep bringing me up?"

Indeed, my disciple is fun to tease.

Ch.90 - Hand-Made Liquor
"Kup, Mu-Myeong... I didn't raise you like this...."
"Master...! It's really not what you think!"

Thanks to Mu-Myeong's utterly wronged expression, laughter bloomed in the previously somber atmosphere.

One by one, as laughter built into harmony, Mu-Myeong finally looked around, realized it was all a joke, and let out a small sigh.

"My heart can't take this...."
"Well, it was all just a joke, wasn't it?"

Finding his reaction adorable, I gently patted his shoulder and smiled playfully.

Mu-Myeong pushed out his lower lip, still apparently feeling wronged, and muttered quietly.

"Besides, except for bathroom breaks, I'm always by your side...."
"Hmm, that's true."

I've never doubted Mu-Myeong, and as he said, since leaving the Log Cabin, he's never been apart from me except when using the bathroom, so he hasn't had time for any mischief.

*Sigh* I'm starting to think I might be the reason Mu-Myeong can't meet women.

As my thoughts began to drift, Lucius spoke with his lips slightly curved upward.

"Yes, Cheon Mu-Myeong is not the one."

Lucius, who had been handling his sword, continued speaking.

"That person doesn't use swordsmanship, but magic."
"Magic?"

When Camilla asked for confirmation, Lucius nodded.

Then, after asking Camilla's permission, he took out a notepad and began drawing something.

He drew what appeared to be a person with black wings added.

Though the drawing was somewhat crude, his meaning was clearly conveyed.

"...A crow?"
"It's not a crow but that person... though I suppose it could be seen as a crow."

Camilla, who had been staring at Lucius's drawing with a blank expression, muttered quietly, "That's supposed to be a person...?" before looking up.

However Lucius interpreted Camilla's expression, he nodded confidently.

"This drawing should make tracking easier."
"Well, I suppose...."

Camilla sighed, scratched her head, and took Lucius's drawing with a determined expression.

"You hack, don't draw anymore from now on."
"Yes...."
"N-No, it's fine! Wow! Well done!"

Elia quickly consoled the suddenly dejected Lucius.

Truly a match made in heaven.

I barely managed to suppress the laughter threatening to burst out at this ridiculous situation and shifted my gaze to Camilla, who was tapping the desk.

Camilla closed her eyes briefly as if thinking, then opened them narrowly to look at Lucius.

"Hey, hack. Anything else to explain? Like what kind of magic he uses?"
"He seems to use all types of magic basically...."

Lucius tilted his head as if searching his memory.
Meanwhile, Camilla's expression twisted grotesquely at his words.

"What is he, a 300-year-old dragon?"

A 300-year-old dragon? That sounds like someone I should run away from immediately....

I shuddered involuntarily, and Camilla gave me a look that seemed to say, "You?"

"Umm...."

I'm at least human, aren't I? I subtly avoided Camilla's gaze.

"That's... unlikely."

Lucius shook his head slightly at Camilla's question.

"The magic he mainly uses is limited to black magic, so preparing for just that should be manageable."
"Black magic... I see."

Camilla nodded and continued taking notes.

"What about his clothes?"
"He'll likely be wearing a loose black robe."

The explanation about the Nameless One continued for a full half hour.

* * *

As the tea in the pot was running low.

Camilla slumped her body and let out a long sigh.

"Is that finally everything...?"

Camilla, who had developed dark circles under her eyes during this time, asked in an uncharacteristically small voice, and Lucius looked at her while smacking his lips.

"There are still things I haven't told you... but I suppose this is enough."
"Yes, yes, this is enough...."

Camilla, now completely sprawled out, called for her butler.

"You called, ma'am?"
"Take this and show it to the others."
"Yes, Your Excellency."

The butler received the paper containing everything Lucius had explained, bowed deeply, and left.

That butler seems quite capable, appearing immediately when called....

Just as I was thinking how convenient it would be to have someone like that around, Mu-Myeong began staring at me intently.

"...What is it?"

Even from a disciple, being stared at like that is uncomfortable....

While Mu-Myeong and I were exchanging strange glances, Lucius addressed the now completely slumped Camilla.

"Perhaps, would you be willing to help with the tracking?"
"What?"

Camilla's brow twitched.

"What have you been seeing all this time? Of course I need to track him."
"...But you're busy."

Camilla clicked her tongue at Lucius, who wore a guilty expression.

"Tsk, I may be tight on time, but I have enough leeway for this."

"Probably," she added briefly, then sighed and waved her hand.

"Now that our business is done, you can all leave."

A clear dismissal.
Just as I was about to stand up with a bright smile, glad to leave this place that I'd grown tired of.

Lucius suddenly jumped up and approached Camilla.

"Lady Camilla."
"What."

Camilla responded to Lucius with an annoyed expression, but he continued undeterred.

"May we stay in the north and help with the tracking?"
"You all?"

Camilla tilted her head curiously.

Then she glanced at me, which made me somewhat uneasy.

"The Old Lady doesn't seem interested though?"

Of course not. Why would I help with that?

There's nothing in it for me... I never expected my journey down the mountain to become so complicated.

As I broke into a nervous sweat, Lucius shook his head slightly.

"Even if just the Saintess and I help, wouldn't that be better than nothing?"
"Hmm... I have no reason to refuse."

Camilla stroked her chin lightly, then smiled mischievously.

"But it would be even better if the Old Lady would also—"
"Good luck! I'll be going now! Mu-Myeong, come along!"
"What? Yes, Master."

My actions cut her off. As I hurriedly led Mu-Myeong toward the door.

"Lady Cheon Ha-Rang, a moment."
"..."

Lucius stopped me.

I turned my stiff neck to look at him and saw his serious expression—the one he always wears when he's about to ask for something.

I shook my head repeatedly with a disgusted expression.

"No! I'm going back now, so don't try to stop me!"

He's probably going to ask me to help with the tracking or catching the jackal. After being so busy lately, I absolutely don't want to agree.

...I really just want to rest.

Perhaps my prediction was correct, as Lucius nodded with a somewhat troubled expression.

"Then there's nothing to be done...."
"That's right! Nothing to be done."

Thankfully, he didn't cling to me pathetically despite being a so-called Hero.

Of course, I would have liked to help them if I could, but I'm not in a position to do so, am I?

With a feeling like I'd emptied something from inside me, my steps lightened as I quickly headed for the door.

But how much does the world want to torment me? This time Camilla stopped me.

And with rather tempting words.

"Old Lady."
"...Why are you calling me now?"

Camilla's lips curved upward, and her eyes formed into pretty lines.

It should be a beautiful smile, but it's strangely annoying.

"You seem like you want to rest a bit, and I happen to have something good."
"...What is it?"

Camilla snickered.

"In about a month, we're having a ceremonial festival here in Ellen. How about staying until then?"

A festival....

While I'm curious about it, it's not enough to make me stay.

I dislike crowded places to begin with, and festive, bustling atmospheres suit me even less.

That alone isn't enough to keep me here! And surely Mu-Myeong feels the same.

With a huff, I looked at Mu-Myeong.

"..."

This guy apparently thinks differently from me, as he seems strangely expectant.

I pressed my lips together firmly.

Now it would be awkward to refuse....

Well, maybe she actually brought up the festival to suggest I rest rather than asking for my help....

But would Camilla, with that annoying smile, have such thoughtful intentions toward me?

I narrowed my eyes and glared at her.

Camilla responded with a "pfft" of laughter, then slowly approached me.

"Oh right, I forgot to mention something...."

I feel Camilla's breath near my ear.

Finding it quite creepy, I frowned.

"Ellen's specialty is strawberries... they're different from other regions, starting with their shape."
"What...."

My eyes widened.

Camilla, moving slowly away from me, smiled like an angel and continued.

"There's also strawberry wine."
"...Is that true?"
"Of course~"

And so I decided to stay in the north for about another month.

Well, Mu-Myeong wanted to see the festival so badly, so it couldn't be helped.

Hmm, that's right.

Ch.91 - I'm The Mentor Anyway...
Mu-Myeong had been wearing a dubious expression for a while before finally shaking his head as if deciding this wasn't right.

"Master..."
"What is it?"

I couldn't figure out the reason at all, so I responded with a puzzled voice.

Mu-Myeong let out a deep sigh and pointed at the bed where I was lying.

"What is that?"

I casually turned my head in the direction he was pointing.

I could see something I had been fiddling with earlier before getting bored and tossing it aside.

This guy, really... He has eyes, so he should be able to see.

Shaking my head at my disciple's shortcomings, I opened my mouth to teach him.

"Isn't it a doll?"
"...What."

His voice trembled as if bewildered.

At that, Mu-Myeong's jaw dropped wide open as if he'd just realized something shocking. Then he grabbed his forehead as if his head was throbbing.

"No matter how ignorant I am compared to you, Master... don't you know what that is?"
"Then why are you asking?"

I casually answered his ridiculous question while rummaging around the floor.

"Hooo..."

This is an interesting item, isn't it? It lights up when I put it under the blanket.

Is it shaped like a dinosaur? Or perhaps modeled after some kind of monster?

As expected of being inside a novel, there are many inventions ahead of their time.

I spent quite a while rummaging through various items, playing—no, researching them.

"...How about taking a look outside?"

Mu-Myeong approached and sat across from me as I lay on my stomach on the bed, fiddling with various objects.

But I only gave him a blank expression in response to his suggestion.

"Hmm... too bothersome."

Food appears without having to move, there's a warm bed with fluffy blankets, plus various toys—no, research materials.

Isn't this practically paradise?

Perhaps I've already achieved the transcendence I've been aiming for.

A silly smile spread across my face, feeling as if I'd reached a higher level of enlightenment.

Contrary to my happy smile, Mu-Myeong's expression soured as time passed. He picked up and put down the items I had thrown around, then let out a sigh deep enough to sink the ground.

Tsk, tsk, sighing like that makes your fortune run away.

I wanted to lecture him about it, but something about Mu-Myeong's expression was chilling, so I kept my mouth shut.

"Master."
"...What is it?"

I was holding a stone that changed colors when touched, but at Mu-Myeong's call, I quietly put it down.

I wasn't sure why I did that, but somehow the atmosphere demanded it.

Mu-Myeong, wearing a face of calm-disguised anger, spoke in the most measured voice possible.

"Do you know how long we've been staying here?"
"Umm... about two weeks, isn't it?"

I tilted my head, confused even as I answered.

...I can't recall the exact period.

Why is he suddenly asking such a random question after setting up this atmosphere?

Mu-Myeong hesitated, mumbling his lips, then glanced at the numerous objects near me before speaking.

"Do you know how long you've been secluded in this room, Master?"
"Uh... two weeks...?"

Since that ill-mannered Kid Camilla gave us rooms to rest after our return, I haven't left this room once, so that must be right.

Mu-Myeong rubbed his face once and let out a deep sigh.

"Indeed, Master, you are correct."

Mu-Myeong nodded as if confirming my words.

However, I couldn't understand his intention in asking such questions, so I tilted my head questioningly.

"What are you getting at?"

Mu-Myeong's brow furrowed intensely, followed by his next words.

"...Don't you feel anything?"

Feel anything...

"That we'll have a lot of things to take back to the Log Cabin?"

Especially this bed—we must definitely take it with us.
I patted the bed a couple of times as if marking it as my own.

"..."

At that, Mu-Myeong's brow furrowed to an indescribable degree.

Hmm, I've seen that expression somewhere before.

I closed my eyes briefly to think.

Certainly...

Mu-Myeong had that exact expression when he had stored three months' worth of strawberries in the ice storage for food preservation, only to find them all gone in just one day.

...Wait? Why is he making that face now?

Cold sweat began to run down the back of my neck.

Because I remembered what happened after he made that expression.

"Wait...! Mu-Myeong! Hold on!"

With a grim expression, Mu-Myeong slowly got up and approached me. I tried to push myself away from him, moving my arms as if escaping, but...

The blanket on the bed shifted instead of my body, slowing me down.

...No! He's going to catch me...!

I hurriedly put more strength into my arms and even used my feet to retreat.

But I overlooked one fact.

-Thud

This wasn't an open field, but a room.
More specifically, on a bed.

Soon my back hit the wall, leaving nowhere to retreat. Mu-Myeong kept getting closer.

"Mu-Myeong! Wait...!"

His arms stretched toward me at an ominously slow pace, as if showing off...

"Eeek!"

Mu-Myeong's hands went under my armpits and lifted me up.

Thanks to that, I ended up dangling like a cat.

"Master."
"Y-yes, Mu-Myeong."

Mu-Myeong's cold gaze scanned my entire body.

"Your body must be stiff. How about going outside for a while?"
"But... this is supposed to be our rare break..."

When I slightly turned my head away from Mu-Myeong's gaze, he moved his arms to turn my whole body and made me face him again.

"U-um, you're right, my body does feel stiff..."

When I responded with an awkward smile.

The distorted expression Mu-Myeong had until just now was nowhere to be seen.

"I'll prepare everything."

Mu-Myeong nodded with a pleasant smile.

But I'm supposed to be the master...

Finding this situation utterly unfair and making my hands and feet tremble, I pouted my lips.

"Master, aren't you going?"
"I'm going!"

I hurriedly got up.


* * *

What would we do outside, Mu-Myeong and I?

At Mu-Myeong's suggestion, we briefly looked at the flowers and scenery outside, but soon growing bored, I immediately strapped a wooden sword to my waist and headed to the training ground.

The person I saw as soon as I arrived at the training ground.

"Gah."
"It's been a while!"

It was Elia with a bright, cheerful smile.

"What are you doing here?"

I asked while showing clear dislike and sticking out my tongue slightly. Elia didn't seem to mind my attitude and continued with her friendly smile.

"Ah... I was bored just sitting around, so I've been healing the knights who get injured during training!"

Hmm, while I've been cooped up in my room all this time.

This kid is either genuinely nice or has been helping people even though nobody would have complained if she didn't.

Somehow feeling compared to Elia, I averted my eyes slightly and turned my gaze to the center of the training ground.

"Hans! Were you always such a hopeless case who can't even get the stance right?! Pull your foot back more!"
"Yes!!!"
"Gilbert! Your arm is dropping! Raise it!"
"Yes!!!"

What I saw was numerous knights swinging their swords and sweating profusely despite the cold weather, and at their center, Camilla holding a massive sword, personally supervising each knight.

I let out a small gasp of admiration at such an impressive sight.

"Amazing, isn't it?"

Elia approached me and asked, and I silently nodded.

Indeed, Camilla teaching so many people is impressive.

Even going so far as to personally point out and correct each incorrect posture.

"Someone of Camilla's caliber wouldn't need to do this personally."

A small smile appeared on Elia's lips.

"Every morning, she comes out to teach them herself."
"Hmm..."
"I'm lacking, but... I came to offer what little help I can."

Considering Camilla's usual behavior, I couldn't have imagined her doing this.

So this is why the knights' standards are so high...

Somehow, watching them made my blood boil with excitement, so I pulled Mu-Myeong's arm and stepped into the training ground.

"Let's go too."
"Yes, Master."

Since Camilla provided me with a comfortable room to rest, I should offer some small help in return.

"Kid!"
"-Pull back more... Old Lady?"

Camilla's expression seemed to ask why I was here.
In response, I drew my wooden sword and pointed it at her.

"In sword training, nothing is more helpful than actual combat!"

The knights who had been diligently swinging their swords until just now looked at me with puzzled expressions at my sudden appearance.

I enjoyed their gazes and raised my chin proudly.

"I'm in a good mood and want to help you, so be grateful!"

I grinned and shrugged my shoulders while looking at Camilla.

Mu-Myeong, apparently impressed by my behavior, kept clapping his hands.

"As expected of you, Master."
"Hmm! That's right!"

Camilla, who had been staring blankly for a moment, let out a "heh-" of laughter and rested her massive sword on her shoulder.

"What's with you suddenly coming out after staying in your room all this time?"
"...That was for increasing my inner strength through Energy Meditation, definitely not just lazing around!"

Seeing me turn my head slightly as I spoke, Camilla smiled faintly, stuck her greatsword into the ground, and shouted to her knights.

"Everyone! Did you hear that?!"
"""""Yes!!!"""""

The powerful shout from Camilla and her knights.
Somehow, their overwhelming spirit made my flesh tremble.

"Get ready quickly before this Old Lady changes her mind!!!"
"""""Yes!!!"""""

Ch.92 - Map Sparring
In the center of the training ground.

"Hah..."

As I take a deep breath, the cold air that feels like it could freeze my lungs fills my insides.

This kind of sparring match is something I would never have done if I were my former self.

There are three main reasons why I'm suddenly doing this.

First, debts must be repaid.

Camilla provided me with comfortable lodging and asked for nothing in return.

If time passes, this would surely pile up in my heart like a debt, growing larger.

So I need to cut it off before that happens.

And...

I slightly turned my head to look at Mu-Myeong, who was filled with anticipation.

"..."

As someone who has become a master, I've always told my disciple that if you receive something, you must return it.

Whether it's a blessing or poison.

Second, to assess the strength of Camilla, who is called the strongest in the Empire.

From my simple observation, the total amount of energy I possess is overwhelmingly higher than hers.

However, fights and battles aren't determined by energy alone; they involve more complex factors.

Things like environment and differences in combat styles.

For example, imagine someone with a bow facing someone with a spear.

If the fight starts from a distance, the person with the bow would likely have the advantage.

But what if the person with the spear also had a shield?

The outcome becomes unpredictable.

Of course, the total amount of energy could make arrows pierce such shields, but isn't it true that a slim possibility has been created?

Since I'm a coward who gets terrified even by the slightest possibility, confirmation is essential.

This sparring is for that—for my peace of mind.

Third... there isn't a plausible reason.

I simply wanted to do it.

Their spirit is truly admirable, and Camilla's willingness to step forward despite her high position is commendable.

And I envy that they can have such pure passion.

"Tsk."

What a ridiculous and shameful reason.

My sword is filled only with hatred. It grew in a dirty and vulgar way, but aren't they so pure?

It would be correct to say I felt jealous of that.

Even though I know there's a big difference between them and me, I wanted to know, even like this, that my sword wasn't wrong.

With a somewhat self-deprecating smile, I drew my wooden sword and pointed it at them.

"What are you all doing? Why not attack all at once?"

So I'll vent a little.

* * *

A woman with a small frame raises the corner of her mouth crookedly, draws her wooden sword, and points it at the knights.

"What are you all doing? Why not attack all at once?"

Adding to that, somewhat provocative words.

If she were an ordinary person, someone with such a small frame saying such things would be met with snorts or appropriate consequences for her impudent provocation.

But the knights instead tensed up and readied their swords.

They knew of Camilla, a being who, despite having a smaller frame than the woman before them, displayed monstrous strength.

Moreover, hadn't that monstrous Camilla they followed shown signs of acknowledging this woman?

Unless they were fools, no one here would think this woman was weaker than them.

Here and there, sounds of nervous swallowing and clattering of weapons being adjusted echoed.

With those sounds as a signal, they slowly began to move without anyone taking the lead.

And Cheon Ha-Rang's instructional sparring began.

* * *

A knight swung his sword horizontally, blocking Ha-Rang's view.

"Clumsy deception becomes poison instead."

Ha-Rang, evading the countless swords coming at her,

-Boom!

Kicked away the knight who was obstructing her view.

"Ugh-!"
"Gak!"

The knight flew through the air along with another knight who had been hiding behind him, preparing for a follow-up attack.

Immediately after, blades came flying, giving no time to rest.

The number approaching was three.

Ha-Rang's pupils moved rapidly.

Upper, middle, lower.

Ha-Rang deflected the sword coming from the middle with the side of her wooden sword and twisted it to block the attack from above.

"What the!"

Then her foot rose and stomped on one sword aimed at her ankle.

Using the entangled swords as a shield, Ha-Rang spoke.

"Attacks aimed at the lower body are slower because you have to lower your body."

Ha-Rang rotated her body.
The entangled swords made a loud friction sound as they were deflected.

Eventually, Ha-Rang rolled the foot that had been stepping on the sword, tearing up the floor of the training ground.

The three knights' bodies rose into the air.

"From now on, the person responsible for the lower attack should move half a beat faster."

The knights engraved Ha-Rang's words into their bodies before they were thrown into corners.

-Boom!

Ha-Rang, who had already dealt with nine knights with her small frame, dusted off her clothes.

Even in that movement, no openings were visible.

"Hmm, fifteen more to go."

Ha-Rang's pupils moved slowly.
The corner of her mouth lifted slightly, as if refreshed.

"Don't bother testing me, just attack all at once."

The knights broke into a cold sweat at her demeanor.

"My training isn't shallow enough to show weakness just from gauging you, so..."

Ha-Rang's eyes narrowed.

"Don't move clumsily; attack with respect."

Understand?

Ha-Rang smiled brightly.

"""""Yes!!!"""""

Once again, no, with even fiercer momentum than before, the knights and Ha-Rang clashed.

* * *

In the center of the training ground.

"Ugh..."

Except for me standing there, no one else was unscathed.

"Hmm."

I feel a bit sorry...

The knights' level was higher than I expected, and I seem to have misjudged my strength control.

Of course, their individual combat abilities couldn't compare to Lucius or Mu-Myeong, but...

Well, they seemed quite capable, and I think about ten of them could probably subdue Mu-Myeong.

That's truly impressive...

To think that these people, who probably had no talent, could subdue the genius Mu-Myeong who's brimming with talent. Even if it would take ten of them.

Moreover, their true value wasn't in individual strength.

True to the name "knight order," when they attacked together, it wasn't simply additive but exponentially more challenging.

They certainly haven't been neglecting their training under Camilla's guidance.

Then...

How strong must Camilla be, who trained these ordinary people, not just one but many, to such a level?

-Crack

After forcibly twisting my body to avoid a sword and realigning my distorted skeleton,

I slightly turned my head to look at Camilla.

Contrary to my expectation that she would be upset, Camilla unexpectedly maintained an impassive expression.

Surprised by Camilla's demeanor, I grinned at her.

"Old Lady, why are you smirking like that? It's annoying."

Camilla frowned, apparently disliking my expression.

My smile deepened.

She'll probably turn red when she hears what I'm about to say.

"Camilla."
"Old Lady, don't try to set the mood. Call me like you usually do."

This disrespectful kid...

Tsk, I was trying to show some authority in front of the knights, but if that's what she wants, I should oblige.

I sighed softly and spoke again.

"...Fine, Kid."
"What?"

Camilla tilted her head, as if waiting for my response.

With one corner of my mouth raised crookedly, I slowly moved toward Camilla, who had her arms crossed.

"I've been thinking."

I put my arm over Camilla's shoulder; her brow twitched.

"Shouldn't you also be a subject of this instructional sparring?"
"...Huh?"

Camilla's brow furrowed completely as she glared at me.

Yes, this is it.

This was the expression I wanted to see from the Kid.

Shouldn't such an impudent kid be taught a lesson once in a while?

Surely, others would want this too.

...Of course, I wasn't yet confident I could win, but this was just sparring, not a duel to the death.

Since there's no risk to life, I can see Camilla's strength without pressure.

Camilla's furrowed brow gradually relaxed, and she raised the corner of her mouth into a grin.

And this applies to Camilla as well, not just me.

As long as our objectives align, there's no reason to back down.

It's good for Camilla to gauge my strength, and I can assess the combat level of this world by crossing swords with Camilla, who's said to be the strongest in the Empire.

Isn't that a fair arrangement?

"Are you sure? Won't the Old Lady's cartilage get crushed?"

With those words, Camilla drew her greatsword, which was as tall as her body, from where it had been stuck in the ground.

"I'm perfectly fine. As you said, I'm the elder here."
"Pfft."

At Camilla's deflated smile, I raised the corner of my mouth into a grin.

"Shouldn't I discipline a youngster who's being disrespectful to her elder?"
"...Youngster? Me?"
"Ah, you're not a youngster, are you."

I carefully brought my head close to her ear.

"Come to think of it, you're not a kid but an aged auntie."

Ch.93 - Provocation
While Cheon Ha-Rang and Camilla were engaged in an ugly battle of nerves about each other's age, an unexpected event was heating up in the spectator stands of the training ground.

"What! Are you saying you don't trust our lord, the Empire's greatest swordsman?!"
"Come on! Didn't you feel it when you got beaten earlier? That's a monster in a woman's form!"

Seemingly unconcerned about their own injuries, knights with bandages wrapped around their bodies and others who appeared relatively unharmed continued their heated debate while waiting for the upcoming match, acting like children.

"Goodness! How frustrating!"
"That's exactly what I'm saying!"

The topic of their passionate debate was who would win the match. Though it might seem childish, these were knights. When the subject of martial prowess came up, their eyes would shine like young boys. One knight pounded his chest in frustration as he continued.

"Is that head on your shoulders just for decoration? Our lord is the Empire's greatest swordsman!"

Camilla was always among the top candidates when asked who was the strongest in the Empire.

In opposition, a knight who had been beaten by Ha-Rang and was now wrapped in bandages shouted:

"But that person was specially invited by Lady Camilla herself!"

Cheon Ha-Rang, a reclusive master whom even Camilla acknowledged, though no one had heard of her before.

The debate seemed fierce, but as they were Camilla's subordinates, those supporting her were overwhelmingly in the majority.

As the atmosphere grew increasingly heated, a knight with bandages on his ankles and elbows stepped forward.

"How about we bet our dinner on it?"

A bet for dinner—gambling, in other words.

At those words, all the knights' gazes turned in one direction.

"Are you treating our lord like some racehorse to be gambled on?"
"No! I never meant it like that!"

The knight who had stepped forward shrank back at the rebuke.

The criticism was reasonable, leaving him mumbling without a proper response.

"Still, our lord is lenient about these things. As long as the amount isn't too large, it should be fine, right?"

Some knights came forward in support of his opinion.

"...In that case, I'll put 5 silver on our lord."
"Ah, whatever! I'll bet 3 silver on Lady Cheon Ha-Rang for the upset!"

Soon, a small gambling ring had formed among the knights watching the match.

Unaware that betting on Camilla would result in extreme physical training, the knights were enjoying their momentary happiness.


* * *

At the training ground.

Two small women were glaring at each other, breathing heavily.

"What do you mean 'auntie'? I'm not even married yet!"
"Is it something to brag about that you haven't married at your age?!"

It was hard to believe their average age was 180 years, given their childish argument.

Yet, in this mud-slinging fight, both were completely serious.

"Hmph! How can I marry when I haven't found someone I like!"
"That's just an excuse!"

Camilla bit her lip as she said this.

Then one corner of her mouth began to curl up crookedly.

"At least I'm not shameless enough to go after a man who just had his coming-of-age ceremony."

Camilla's decisive blow.

"...What are you talking about?"

However, Cheon Ha-Rang tilted her head in confusion, seemingly not understanding Camilla's words.

Camilla let out a mocking laugh and pointed her index finger at Mu-Myeong, who was watching from behind the training ground with honey-dripping eyes.

"That Pedophilic Swordsman! Old Lady's disciple! You've been working on him, haven't you?"
"W-what?!"

Finally seeming to understand Camilla's words, Cheon Ha-Rang's body began to tremble like an aspen leaf.

Seeing Ha-Rang's reaction, Camilla smiled like someone who had confirmed victory and pressed on.

"What kind of crazy woman raises a man herself because she can't find one she likes?!"
"M-Mu-Myeong and I aren't like that!"

Denying Camilla's words, Cheon Ha-Rang frantically waved her arms and shook her head.

"Hmm...?"

Camilla narrowed her eyes and observed Ha-Rang, but Ha-Rang was too dizzy from Camilla's sudden accusation to notice.

For Cheon Ha-Rang, this was infuriatingly unfair.

*Raising him myself to... to eat him up...!*

A master raising a disciple as a marriage partner? And then... e-eating him up?

What crazy woman would do such a thing, as Camilla suggested?

Romance between master and disciple was a violation of natural law, like romance between parent and child.

It was absolutely despicable.

So unless there was a knife at her throat, she would never have a romantic relationship with her disciple Mu-Myeong.

*Yes, that's how I should respond.*

Having finally organized her thoughts, Ha-Rang was about to open her mouth to refute Camilla, but—

"Then."

Seeing Camilla licking her lips slightly, goosebumps rose all over Ha-Rang's body.

Ha-Rang took a step back and pointed her wooden sword at Camilla, wary of her seemingly dangerous demeanor.

"W-what is it!"

She looked like a small cat hissing repeatedly.

Camilla approached the retreating Ha-Rang with a persistently lewd smile.

"So the Old Lady has no intention of touching him?"

Once again, she pointed at Mu-Myeong.

"...That's right."

Ha-Rang shuddered from an inexplicable chill, but she had to affirm Camilla's question, so she nodded.

"Then..."

Camilla's smile deepened.

"He's an adult now and should get married, so..."

Camilla, who had come right up to her face, leaned toward her ear.

"That Pedophilic Swordsman... can I have him?"
"..."

I couldn't affirm, deny, or even delay my answer.

Because a certain memory suddenly came to mind.

Mu-Myeong's casual remark that his ideal type was an older woman who was two spans shorter than him.

A suspiciously detailed ideal type, as if targeting someone specific.

I bit my lip.

At Camilla's provocative words and the sudden memory of Mu-Myeong's statement, my heart felt strangely cold.

It was unpleasant, painful.

Not even knowing the reason made it frustratingly maddening.

I wanted to deny Camilla's words immediately.

"..."

So I would deny them.

In my own way.

With the best refusal method I could use as a master.

I pointed my wooden sword at Camilla and put on a rather serious expression.

"...If you want Mu-Myeong, defeat me first."

The kind of thing fathers say when marrying off their daughters.

"Pfft, what's that supposed to be."

In response to my serious words, Camilla smiled playfully and moved to pull out the greatsword stuck in the ground.

"That just sounds like you're never going to let the Pedophilic Swordsman get married."
"...Who knows."

The match began.


* * *

Until just before the match started, my head was throbbing with complexity due to Camilla's words.

"Haa..."

But now that the match had begun, I was strangely calm.

...I wasn't sure why.

If I had to guess, it was probably because I, a coward, had for the first time firmly refused someone I wasn't confident I could defeat.

Yes, that must be it.

There was no other plausible reason.

With a suitable distance between Camilla and myself, I narrowed my eyes and glared at the kid.

Her aura was fierce.

Given the uncertainty, being arrogant enough to give up a few moves like I did with Lucius would be foolish.

"..."

However, I would concede the first move.

Holding the sword with one hand, I spread my legs.

Inhale.

The energy dispersed in the air entered my lungs, underwent purification, and flowed to my dantian.

Exhale.

I expelled the impurities left after purification to maximize the density of energy in my body.

Simultaneously, energy flowed from my dantian throughout my entire body.

My body felt lighter, my movements became heavier, my energy sense was honed sharply, and dark brown waves pulsated around me.

With a smirk, I extended my empty hand and beckoned provocatively.

"Come."

At my words, Camilla's smile also deepened.

Camilla shouldered her greatsword with one hand and, hunching over, placed her other hand on the ground.

Like a beast baring its teeth before pouncing.

"Old Lady, be careful not to break your wooden sword?"

Soon, a huge blue wolf materialized above her.

The wolf crouched as if about to pounce.

The muscles in her legs swelled as if about to burst.

Then—

-BOOM!!!

With an explosive sound too massive to be believed as merely stepping off the ground,
Camilla flew toward me like an explosion.

The distance closed in an instant.

Camilla's slender arm swung the massive greatsword.

...Neck? No, body.

I raised my wooden sword in front of my body.
The greatsword and wooden sword collided.

-SCREECH!

The sound of energy clashing against energy built up in a cacophony throughout the training ground.

"Thanks for your concern."
"Tch."

The massive greatsword that seemed like it would cleave through its opponent along with the sword
failed to break the worn wooden sword.

My smile deepened.

In just one second, I had roughly gauged Camilla's full strength.

Ch.94 - Heavenly Assault
In a typical battle, no matter how long it drags on, it rarely exceeds a quarter of an hour.

Even with equally matched skills, humans have their limits—whether in stamina or mana reserves.

Yet the battle between Cheon Ha-Rang and Camilla Von Valencia has continued for over two hours, still ongoing.

What does this mean?

One possibility is that these fighters have transcended human limitations.

Another is that a master is deliberately matching a lesser opponent's pace, which would eliminate concerns about stamina or mana depletion.

The knights pondered this. Though their lady Camilla was undoubtedly powerful, had she truly reached the level of "that Hero" who was celebrated as the greatest of all time?

Without disrespecting their master, they knew that was certainly not the case.

So then, did one of the two combatants vastly outclass the other?

The knights couldn't tell.

* * *

The wooden sword and greatsword clash.

—BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

The noise is deafening.

Energy collides with energy, sending shockwaves that shake the ground.

Yet on the faces of the two women creating this spectacle—

"What are you doing! Your left ankle is exposed!"
"...Oh, seriously!"

—inappropriate but genuine smiles bloom.

The knights gasped at the sight.

"Wow..."

Though it wasn't a life-or-death battle, it was still a duel that would inspire martial artists everywhere. As knights who revered and practiced martial arts...

They couldn't help but marvel at the combat between Camilla and Cheon Ha-Rang.

—BOOM!

As the duel's impact grew increasingly violent, debris began flying toward where the knights stood.

"..."

Yet they didn't move from their positions.

They simply couldn't tear their eyes away from the battle.

"Her Excellency is smiling..."

They'd never seen their master enjoy herself this much.

It had been so long since they'd witnessed their master swing her sword with such sincerity.

"Huh, again?"

They could feel their master's skill rising with each moment.

And furthermore...

"..."

They could see Cheon Ha-Rang matching their master's madly escalating level.

* * *

This is fun.

—THUD!

How long has it been since I felt joy in simply swinging my sword?

—SCREECH!

When I was teaching Mu-Myeong?

"Ah! You blocked that too?!"
"That was dangerous!"

No.

That was the joy of raising a disciple, not the pleasure of wielding a sword myself.

"Hup—!"

Camilla swings her greatsword sideways.
A movement meant to push me back and create distance.

Though I notice this...

—WHOOSH!

I accept it.
I'm dying to see what her next move will be.

"Old Lady! Block this too!"

Having created enough distance that our swords can't reach each other, Camilla grips her greatsword with both hands and layers energy upon it.

It's slightly different from when I use the God-Slaying Sword Technique, but similar in principle.

"Haha!"

Seeing this,
A genuinely pleased smile forms on my face.

To think someone of her caliber would use a technique similar to mine!

Every action of Camilla, called the Empire's finest, proves that the path I've walked, my methods, weren't wrong.

"Come on!"

As Camilla builds layers of energy above her greatsword, increasing its size...

To respond in kind,
I spread my energy over my sword.

And compress it.

Compress, compress, compress.

Soon, the dark light drawn over my sword becomes so thin it's nearly invisible,
So much that those of middling skill wouldn't even detect it.

"Tch."

But Camilla notices.

Look at her clicking her tongue, already sensing her attack will be blocked!

—RUMBLE

The energy Camilla has summoned makes everything on the ground vibrate.

Her muscles expand,
Her arms scream for mercy.

Eventually, the greatsword in Camilla's hands
Becomes like a mountain—no, truly the size of a mountain.

"Hurry! Get out of the way!"
"Her Excellency is finally going to destroy this place!"

With weight matching its size, it plunges toward the ground.

Even I wouldn't escape unharmed if hit directly by that.

But at this moment.

"Ha!"

The corners of my mouth rise wildly.

For the first time since reaching a certain level, I feel my life in danger.

My pupils contract,
Every muscle in my body tenses.

Though I'd been trying to hide my strength...

How could I not respond?

I can feel Camilla's firm determination to see part of my true level.

Very well, if she shows such sincerity, I'll show her.

You win.

But.

—THUD!

I still need to win this duel.
I have more reasons why I can't lose here.

I stomp the ground with my front foot.
Shift my center of gravity to my back foot.

Point my left hand at that mountain.
Pull back my right hand holding the wooden sword.

Twist my waist.
My gaze remains fixed on Camilla.

"Camilla! Your sword reigns over this earth!"

Originally, the God-Slaying Sword Technique was created to tear apart and kill the heavens, the gods.

First Form: Falling Heaven
A sword to pull down the arrogant sky that looks down on me.

Second Form: Breaking Heaven
A sword to shatter the fallen sky and extract the cowardly god hiding within.

The next form is
A sword to execute the vile being exposed on this earth.

I raise my sword,
Point its tip at that giant.

"But my sword reigns over the heavens above!"

Third Form: Heaven Thrust

Congratulations on seeing a part of me.

Weakened Form

However, you're still not ready to see the whole.

The massive mountain and the worn wooden sword meet.

There is no noise from the collision of energies.
Like a single droplet falling onto a vast lake.

—Plop

A small, brief sound was heard.

Silence fell.

The knights who had been fleeing were confused by the sudden calm, the absence of impact around them.

And when they turned their heads, they witnessed it.

"...What."

Small ripples form over Camilla's mountain-like strike,
They build in regular intervals, spreading widely.

—Crack

When the first wave finally reaches the edge of that vast mountain.

"Seriously, this doesn't work either?"

The mountain dissipates.

"Old Lady, you really are a monster."

Camilla sits down on the ground with an exasperated expression.

Seeing her, I smiled refreshingly.

"That was fun!"

I wanted to continue this battle a bit longer, but
To play with Camilla for many years to come, I shouldn't push too hard.

I moved toward Camilla.

"Take it."
"...Hmph."

Camilla grabbed my outstretched hand and stood up.

Her legs are trembling; this must have been quite taxing for her.

In a real battle, I should have scolded Camilla for depleting her strength completely, but...

In my mind, Camilla was no longer just a damn Kid but a proper martial artist.

That means we're equals who must respect each other.

Besides, Camilla knows this too, so there's no need to speak up and irritate her unnecessarily.

"Camilla, wasn't that fun for you too?"

My small wish to give Camilla a playful knock on the head has long since disappeared.

At my question, Camilla hesitated for a moment.

"Well, I suppose it was."

With these words, she nodded, the tips of her ears visibly reddening.

How shy she is.

I smiled and turned my head toward the sound of clapping from a distance.

"Master, you were amazing."

Naturally, it was Mu-Myeong.

Proud that I had defeated Camilla, he kept glancing at the knights, checking their reactions.

That behavior was so typical of him that I also turned to look at the knights.

"Her Excellency...?"
"No, more importantly, that sword technique just now..."

They all stood with their mouths hanging open, uttering only amazed exclamations.

I shrugged my shoulders, feeling oddly proud.

It seems my 300 years of living weren't entirely in vain.

Separately,

I carefully looked at Camilla, worried this atmosphere might hurt her feelings.

She's my first real friend, and I wouldn't want her to feel bad.

...Though perhaps I'm the only one thinking this way.

Camilla didn't seem to mind the situation; she even raised the corners of her mouth slightly as she looked at her knights.

"Hey, weaklings, did you see that? From now on, this is the level you should aim for, not mine."
"Yes!"

Her crescent-shaped, adorably curved eyes look at me.

"Of course, I'll be aiming for this Old Lady's level too."
"Ooh."

Her knights all look at me with admiration flowing from their eyes.

While I do enjoy praise...

"Umm..."

This atmosphere is a bit embarrassing.

Feeling awkward, I avert my gaze, and Camilla pats my shoulder.

"...What is it?"

I turn my head slightly toward Camilla to see
Her typical mischievous smile.

...This makes me uneasy.

Soon her mouth slowly opens,
And the damn Kid's voice reaches my ears.

"I need to catch up to the Old Lady quickly so I can help that Pedophilic Swordsman lose his virginity, don't I?"
"..."

I take back what I said about her being a friend.

This woman is just a damn Kid.

Ch.95 - Friend
I looked at Camilla with an expression of disbelief.

"V-v-virgin...?"

What nonsense was she talking about?

Still.

I should ask again just in case I misheard...

Think about it logically.

Even if she's an old maid over 30, who in the world would say such outrageous things?

It's simply impossible.

According to my common sense, at least.

"...What are you talking about?"

I barely managed to turn my creaking neck to meet Camilla's eyes.

My pupils trembled like there was an earthquake as they focused on Camilla.

"...?"

Not quite understanding my question, Camilla tilted her head repeatedly before opening her mouth with a look of disbelief.

"What, Old Lady, you don't even know what a virgin is?"
"I-I know that much..."

Of course I know, shamefully... It refers to a man who hasn't experienced... that.

But helping me escape from that?

Does that mean this Camilla woman wants to... Anyway! How shameful!

As I shook my head with a reddened face, Camilla let out a deflating "pfft" sound and gave that irritating smile of hers.

And since she always said outrageous things when making that expression, I narrowed my eyes at her.

"Don't tell me you're like that pedophilic swordsman, still a granny at that age..."
"Hey! That's enough!"

I hurriedly stretched out both arms to cover Camilla's mouth and turned my head to look at Mu-Myeong.

Thankfully.

He didn't seem to have heard what Camilla was saying, as he was just staring blankly in our direction.

I let out a small sigh and glared at Camilla.

"What are you saying?!"

Though my voice was loud due to embarrassment, I had quickly put up a barrier, so our conversation couldn't be heard by others.

Reassuring myself of this, I waited for her answer, but Camilla tapped my hand with her finger.

Hmm, I just realized I was covering her mouth so she couldn't answer.

Feeling awkward, I rolled my eyes and slowly removed my hand.

"Come on, can't I joke around?"

Camilla seemed to find this situation purely amusing as she snickered.

So it was a joke.

Hmm, I suppose friends do play these kinds of mischievous pranks on each other...

"Which part exactly was the joke?"

I've never made friends since coming here, so I'm not sure.

But if I think of it as Camilla's way of expressing friendliness, I might be able to understand it somewhat...

Then isn't this just friends exchanging jokes?

The corners of my mouth curled up slightly.

For nearly ten years, Mu-Myeong had been misunderstood as having no friends, but now I could proudly say otherwise.

With this sudden thought, I fidgeted while waiting for Camilla's answer.

But she only deepened her smile without answering.

Could it be that everything she said was true and not a joke at all?

Feeling a wave of betrayal, I thrust my face toward Camilla.

"It wasn't a joke?!"
"Joke...? Oh, of course it was a joke."

Camilla smiled with a snicker and shrugged her shoulders nonchalantly as she continued.

"Do you really think I'd be interested in that pedophilic swordsman?"
"Hmm..."

It feels strange in its own way when she says she's not interested, but I suppose it's for the best.

I nodded and removed the barrier I had put up.

At the same time, as if he'd been waiting for me to remove the barrier, a knight with a pale face came running toward where Camilla and I were.

Hmm, what could it be?

I was curious, but our conversation was over... and even if we're friends, too much interference wouldn't look good.

Besides, it's about time I went back to Mu-Myeong.

With that thought, I raised the corners of my mouth cheerfully and tried to create some distance, but Camilla grabbed my arm.

"Hmm? What is it?"
"Don't leave, stay here. It seems to be about you, Old Lady."

Why would Camilla hold me back, suggesting that knight was rushing over because of me?

Tilting my head in confusion, I watched as the knight gulped and opened his mouth.

"Your Excellency, the situation we were worried about has finally happened."
"Is that so?"

Unlike the pale-faced knight, Camilla's expression was relaxed as she responded.

No, she was smiling.

Is the situation not as serious as I thought?

With that thought, I observed the knight's reaction, and he too seemed equally confused as he tilted his head.

Hmm, what's going on?

If it's not a serious situation, why hold me back? And if it is serious, how can she remain so calm?

The knight, who had been opening and closing his mouth repeatedly, lowered his voice.

"Your Excellency, we don't have much time left."
"Hey, weakling, don't worry about it."

Waving her arm, Camilla said that and turned to look at me.

"We have the Old Lady with us."
"Hmm?"

Me?

I tilted my head at Camilla's sudden mention of me.

The smile on Camilla's lips deepened.

* * *

"...So, you're saying it's all my fault, so I should fix it?"
"Seems you haven't wasted your years? That's right, Old Lady."

I covered my face with my hands.

"..."
"You'll do it, right?"

I clearly sparred with the knights and Camilla, this cursed kid, to erase the light, but...

How did it end up like this?

Camilla's explanation to me was as follows:

The reason she couldn't help when Lucius and Elia were tracking the jackal previously.

To summarize briefly, it was due to potential monster attacks that could occur at any time.

Though the exact date couldn't be determined, around this time every year, monsters would appear in large numbers, and those pushed out from territorial disputes would be driven down to the village.

Because of this, Camilla, who had a duty to protect the domain, couldn't leave her post for long periods, which is why she couldn't help Lucius and Elia.

Elia's sarcastic comment—"Do you think Camilla was called the Empire's First Sword and Ellen the Empire's Shield for nothing?"—was just an added annoyance.

...How would I know that when I don't even know who the current Emperor is?

And then Camilla continued to explain:

"Old Lady, do you think I didn't know the effectiveness of sparring?"
"..."
"If the sparring got too intense and someone got injured, we wouldn't be able to stop the monsters."

Then why did we spar at all...?

Feeling unjustly accused, I asked, "Why didn't you refuse when I suggested sparring?" but she replied:

"It was also a rare opportunity for an Old Lady who's been cooped up inside, and besides, I figured you could handle it alone since me and the knights could manage it anyway."

Her answer left me speechless.

So, turning back time to the current situation:

"...How annoying."

I'm standing in front of the mountain where Camilla said monsters would attack.

At least they discovered it early, and since it's some distance from the village, there's no one else here.

Looking on the bright side, I can definitely clear my debt with this, and I'll even be putting Camilla in my debt...

"Well, when I think about it that way, it's not all bad."

I sighed deeply, and Camilla's voice came from behind me.

"Old Lady."
"...What is it?"

When I slightly turned my head, Camilla was lounging in a very comfortable-looking chair that she had gotten from somewhere, with the corners of her mouth turned up.

...Doesn't she look completely fine?

I pouted slightly, but as if she noticed my thoughts:

"Ah, I'm suddenly feeling dizzy."
"Tsk."

Camilla was suddenly complaining of dizziness, pretending to be weak in a way that didn't suit her at all.

When it's just the two of us, I really see all sorts of things.

Realizing we'd strayed from the main point, I let out a small sigh.

"Anyway, why did you call me?"

Camilla mumbled, glancing around slightly before opening her mouth.

"That thing you said you'd show me... is it real?"

Show her?

Ah.

Unlike her usual impertinent behavior despite her age, Camilla's eyes were filled with pure expectation, which made me smile slightly and wave my hand.

"Don't worry about that."

The reason why there's no one here except Camilla and me.

It's because I want to give some help to Camilla, who performed beyond expectations.

Rather than increasing my debt, it's truly just a simple gesture of goodwill.

After all, Camilla could easily advance to the next level with just a small push from me.

As a martial artist, I can't help but assist.

Some might say I'm being too nice to Camilla, but...

Since she doesn't seem to be favored by the gods like a Hero or Saintess, and doesn't show any signs of following that cursed god, I can't help but like her.

Of course, I also invited Mu-Myeong, my disciple, to this place, but...

Mu-Myeong sent me off, saying I should go comfortably, and mentioned he would be sparring with Lucius.

It seems he had some insights after watching my sparring with Camilla.

Anyway.

For now, I should focus on teaching Camilla.

"Hmm, since I don't use a greatsword, it might not be very helpful."

Middle sword technique is about putting weight into strikes to create extreme destructive power.

"Watch carefully with your own eyes."

It will be helpful.

Ch.96 - Divine Punishment
I waited for quite a while for the attack to begin.

As the presence of monsters grew stronger, I dusted off my dirt-covered behind and stood up.

"Hmm, let's see..."

Stroking my chin with my right hand, I closed my eyes and spread my energy in all directions.

Dark brown energy surges,
It extends outward in a circle around me,
Another line fills the gaps to ensure there are no openings,
The ground beneath me gradually turns black, rippling as if searching for targets.

...Found them.

I slowly opened my eyes and let out a deep sigh.

"There certainly are a lot of them."

Just from what I could sense, there were over five hundred of them.
No wonder Camilla said she couldn't leave this place.

As soon as I spoke, Camilla, who had been half-lying down until now, suddenly sat up.

"What? They're already here?"
"Ah."

I waved my hand slightly at Camilla, whose eyes had widened in surprise.

"At this distance, it'll take about one meal time... no, about 30 minutes."
"Really? That's still pretty close."

I smiled slightly as I watched Camilla sigh deeply and lie back down.

That girl, she acted like she had no intention of helping me.

But seeing how she sat up when I told her monsters were nearby, she seems quite willing to help.

With that thought in mind,
I looked at Camilla with a grin.

"What is it, Old Lady..."

Camilla made a gagging gesture and stuck out her tongue slightly, looking disgusted.

"Nothing at all."

However, I was starting to see Camilla's actions differently now.

Perhaps it's because I now know that her true nature is kinder than she appears?

Or maybe it's because we've become friends?

A pleasant smile formed on my face.

Whatever the reason, it doesn't matter. Regardless of what the real Camilla is like, in my heart, she's now a good kid.

"...That's creepy."

Seeing my expression, Camilla shuddered and slowly moved away from me, her eyes showing genuine discomfort.

...Even I might feel hurt by that.

I hung my head with a dejected expression at her reaction, and she glanced at me cautiously before speaking.

"Old Lady, do you remember when I mentioned there would be a festival?"

She was probably trying to change the subject after seeing my mood drop, or suggesting we chat until the attack begins.

I agreed with her intention, so I nodded and answered.

"Of course I remember. That's the very reason I'm here, isn't it?"

Seemingly satisfied with my answer,
Camilla raised the corners of her mouth and continued.

"Well then, Old Lady."
"What is it?"
"Do you know why they hold a festival in such a dangerous situation?"

Suddenly?

I tilted my head in confusion at Camilla bringing up such a topic when the attack was about to begin.

But seeing her serious expression, I gave it some deep thought.

The reason for holding a festival...

Thinking about it after hearing Camilla's question.

If they fail to stop the attack, the village would be completely destroyed, so there's no reason to hold a festival at this time.

Moreover, all the villagers were excited about preparing for the festival, showing no sense of crisis whatsoever.

It could be called a kind of safety insensitivity.

"Hmm..."

I tilted my head, trying to come up with a plausible answer for Camilla.

"How would I know?"

Besides the fact that they all seem to have flowers blooming in their heads, nothing appropriate comes to mind.

Feeling wounded pride, I stuck out my lips and stared straight ahead with a sulky expression.

"Pfft, that's right, how would the Old Lady know?"

I heard Camilla's deflating laughter.

"Hmm... I don't see what's so funny..."

I just scratched my head in embarrassment.

After laughing for a while, Camilla soon turned her gaze away from me and spoke softly.

"It's to thank the god who protected the village."
"God?"

Why bring up gods when talking about the festival?

Ah, now that I think about it, I believe she mentioned it was a festival combined with a ritual.

...I don't like this.

I'm going to enjoy a festival for some god who deserves to be eaten alive? My expression naturally soured.

Camilla nodded as if to confirm.

"Yes, god."

I glanced at her and saw she was wearing a somewhat awkward smile.

Hmm, I really don't like this.

Anyone looking at my expression right now would clearly see my displeasure.

I looked directly into Camilla's somewhat dazed pupils and spoke.

"...I don't understand."

I truly didn't understand.

Holding a festival to thank the god who protected them?

"Aren't you and your knights the ones actually protecting them, Camilla?"
"Well, that's true."

The corners of Camilla's mouth lifted slightly,
but her eyes didn't smile.

Tsk, this feels uncomfortable.

Why did she suddenly bring that up?

I clicked my tongue softly and turned my head, and Camilla, sensing the uneasy atmosphere, raised her voice and spoke.

"Old Lady, you'll leave after seeing the festival, right?"
"Hmm, I have no reason to stay here any longer, so yes."

After all, the reason I came down from the mountain was to see the world.

I turned my head slightly to look at Camilla, who was looking at the ground with a bitter smile.

"..."

Without saying anything in response, I stood up, drawing my wooden sword.

"Well, thanks to you, I wasn't bored during my time here."
"Huh?"

That's not just empty words.

Whether it's after a long time or for the first time, Camilla made me find enjoyment in swordsmanship.

As I slowly exhaled and took my stance, Camilla looked at me curiously.

"Watch carefully from now on, I'm going to show you a technique just for you."

Without giving her my attention, I simply continued to take my stance.

"What I showed you before was the third form of my sword technique, 'Heaven Thrust.'"

I explained to Camilla while slowly and precisely adjusting my stance.

God-Slaying Sword Technique, Third Form: Heaven Thrust

If I were to analyze its principles, it could be described as a piercing sword (尖劍) that primarily uses thrusting.

Maintaining distance is fundamentally important, and in its emphasis on speed, it shares some similarities with the swift sword (快劍).

However, as it is essentially a piercing sword, Heaven Thrust concentrates on a single point, focusing power on one spot rather than dispersing it.

And this doesn't suit the greatsword that Camilla uses.

So what should I teach Camilla now to help her grow in skill?


I spread my feet slightly wider than shoulder-width.

I grip the wooden sword tightly with both hands,
twist my waist so the sword points backward while keeping my gaze forward.

I close my eyes for a moment.

"Hsssp-"

I take a deep breath.

The energy in the air and the energy in my body become one, expanding in size.

Unlike when performing Heaven Thrust, I don't compress it sharply or pointedly.

"Hoo..."

I make it without gaps, inflating it to the size of Camilla's mountain.

Dark brown energy waves begin to spread over my body,
The energy extending above the wooden sword begins to grotesquely increase in size.

The preparation is complete.

I slowly open my eyes that I had closed to manipulate the energy.

"Camilla."
"Y-yes?"

I heard Camilla's voice, sounding somewhat flustered or, to over-interpret, frightened.

I shouldn't have, but I smiled slightly at Camilla's reaction.

It's a shame I couldn't turn to look at her, as that would disrupt my stance.

"When we return to the village, it would be nice to explore the festival together."

Though I couldn't see her, I could imagine Camilla's eyes widening in surprise.

"...Sure."

Just as Camilla agreed, from beyond, a loud noise like an earthquake began to assault my ears.

-Kuguuuuuuuuu

It seems the attack has begun.

The ground trembles.
Beyond the mountain, a dust cloud rises.

Recalling Camilla's words, the festival was supposedly a ritual for the god.

"You must have fled here too."

If so, you might also come to see this place?

"I'm sorry about this."

Taking life,
I don't particularly enjoy slaughter.

God-Slaying Sword Technique

But I'm not in a good mood,
So I'm going to take out a little frustration on you all.

Fourth Form

My legs twist,
My waist rotates rapidly.
Following this, the wooden sword slashes horizontally.

Heaven's Punishment

-Hung

Weakening

The wind pressure from swinging the sword tears up the ground.
Rocks fly, deeply rooted trees are effortlessly uprooted.

Afterward, a line is drawn in the air.

Beyond the mountain, obscene red paint spills onto the dark line drawn.

One, two, ten, hundred, thousand.

Forms that resemble humans but are slightly different collapse as if their strength has been drained.

I correct my stance.

"Someday."

I thrust the wooden sword into the ground and raise my gaze to the sky.

"I will personally deliver punishment to you as well."

It was a kind of pledge, a declaration.

Ch.97 - Not Small
That's all there is to it.

Cheon Ha-Rang swung her wooden sword, and the enemy before her disappeared.

"Huh."

What exactly was that old lady expecting her to see and learn from this?

Camilla felt empty.

Until she saw Cheon Ha-Rang, she had thought herself the best swordswoman in the Empire.

"...What kind of 'Empire's best sword' am I?"

She wasn't.

Look at this scenery.

The mountain, once covered in pure white snow, is now stained so red that one might mistake lava for flowing through it.

As if a meteor had fallen, the spot where Cheon Ha-Rang stands is deeply cratered except for the area behind her where I stood.

The pressure wave created by Cheon Ha-Rang's sword swing left nothing intact, as if a typhoon had passed through.

"..."

She felt herself growing smaller.

Of course... she had vaguely sensed this before, when sparring with Cheon Ha-Rang.

But she had denied it.

At that time, Cheon Ha-Rang had used thrusting techniques, swordsmanship typically seen with rapiers or lances.

Not techniques suited for the greatsword she herself wielded.

So she had thought:

While she might not be the best swordswoman in the Empire, she was surely the best with a greatsword.

But even that wasn't true.

...It's a bit frustrating.

Her face nearly twisted with frustration, but she forcibly turned up the corners of her mouth.

"Old Lady, you're amazing."
"Hmm."

She mustn't show this outwardly; she must always remain arrogant.

And she needed to possess strength worthy of that arrogance.

Even if she wasn't the Empire's best sword.

Because she remained unchanged as the shield protecting the Empire and its people at the frontlines.

She couldn't be looked down upon.

If she showed such weakness, who knows when hyenas would pounce to tear her apart.

She couldn't show any gaps.

How could a knight wield a shield once they realized it was cracked?

She must always be brilliant, a shield that provides reassurance.

So she smiled.

But that old lady was furrowing her brow while looking at her.

Really, she doesn't need to act her age at times like this.


* * *

I noticed it earlier, but something seems off about Camilla.

That distinctive expression she always showed me—overflowing with confidence, looking down on others while reigning alone in lofty solitude—where has it gone? It's obvious she's forcing her smile now.

And for good reason.

The corners of her mouth are turned up, but her eyes aren't smiling.

...I don't like it.

"Why have you been making such a sulky expression?"
"Me? I'm not."

Camilla tilts her head as if she knows nothing.

I sighed deeply.

If possible, I'd like to hear about Camilla's circumstances, but I have no intention of prying if she doesn't want to talk about it.

Just as when I first met Mu-Myeong, if I wait patiently, won't she eventually tell me?

I shook my head and sheathed my wooden sword before speaking.

"Camilla, I don't know why you're acting this way."

I smiled as I met Camilla's wide eyes.

"If you ever feel the urge to talk about it, come find me."

That's what friendship is.

Besides, we've already made plans to tour the festival together, and if she keeps making such dejected expressions, my mood will sour too.

As I patted her shoulder and turned to leave, she was about to speak.

"Old Lady."
"What is it?"

Camilla's eyes were gazing intently at me.

I turned up the corners of my mouth.


* * *

"That's what friendship is?"

Friends...

I smiled slightly at Cheon Ha-Rang's absurd statement.

Considering our age difference, no matter how generously you look at it, aren't we more like grandmother and granddaughter?

But still.

If I can be friends with such a monster, I welcome it. Besides age, we do have several similarities.

So.

What I'm about to tell this old lady will be as her friend, not as the Empire's shield.

"Old Lady."

I can be a bit more comfortable now.

"What is it?"

Cheon Ha-Rang smiles as if she expected this.

Somehow I feel like I've lost, but I ignored that feeling and spoke.

"When I look at you, Old Lady, I feel so small."

Hearing my words, Cheon Ha-Rang tilted her head for a moment, then spoke with a bewildered expression.

"...Isn't that obvious?"

Is it that obvious...? I've been trying my best in my own way.

Feeling offended, I was about to move my feet thinking "I shouldn't have said anything," when—

"...What are you looking at?"

I noticed Cheon Ha-Rang's strange gaze.

The old lady was looking me up and down, from the top of my head to my feet, then gesturing above her own head.

"Don't tell me you're concerned about your small stature?"

Cheon Ha-Rang sighed deeply and shook her head,
Then what followed was outrageous.

"Well, you are certainly small... but I'm sure there's demand for that, so don't worry."

Cheon Ha-Rang turned up the corners of her mouth, genuinely thinking she was offering comfort.

"..."

I stared at her, unable to say anything.

No, does this stupid old lady really think I'm talking about my height?

Has she truly gone senile?

Doesn't she think she's small herself when saying such things?

What is this?

I'm too dumbfounded to speak.

Seeing my silence, Cheon Ha-Rang made an "oh" expression and looked at my chest area.

...This old lady is really.

"Th-that's unfortunate—oomph!"
"Aish! That's not what I'm talking about!"

I covered the senile old lady's mouth.

Afterward, I spoke as if making an excuse, since I couldn't let such a misunderstanding continue.

"Don't you understand figurative expressions? Figurative! I'm not talking about height or chest, I'm talking about my strength!"
"Mmph-!"

As the old lady struggled, I sighed softly and removed my hand.

Considering the difference in our strength, she would have freed herself soon anyway, so there wasn't much point in restraining her.

"Puha-! Why would you suddenly cover my mouth like that!"

Having gained her freedom, Cheon Ha-Rang shook her head roughly and spoke with furrowed brows.

"Because you were saying weird things!"

Feeling indignant, I also shouted at the top of my lungs, and the atmosphere instantly lightened.

"You brat! I was trying to be thoughtful!"
"No! How can I stand by when you keep saying such strange things!"


* * *

After we both spent some time huffing and snapping at each other...

"Wait a minute..."
"...What is it, you damn kid."

Suddenly, I thought, "What are we doing right now?"

Neither I nor that old lady are at an age where we'd be called "young" anywhere...

No, we'd more likely be called old.

Anyway.

The point is that we've strayed far from our original conversation.

I took several deep breaths to calm myself, preparing to continue the conversation.

Whether intentional or accidental, thanks to that senile old lady's misunderstanding, the atmosphere had lightened, making it much easier to speak.

"When I say 'small,' I mean I feel too weak."

Like I'm really nothing,
Like the people of Ellen are putting their faith in God rather than trusting in me.

"Hmm..."

Hearing my words, Cheon Ha-Rang's expression turned strange.

Then she frowned and pointed at me, her furrowed brow full of displeasure.

"Are you saying you're weak right now?"

Is this old lady trying to mock me?

Objectively and subjectively, my combat ability is infinitely small compared to Cheon Ha-Rang's.

I bit my lip, feeling needlessly upset.

"Huh..."

Seeing me like this, Cheon Ha-Rang let out a laugh of genuine disbelief and shook her head.

"Fine, let's assume for argument's sake that you are weak."

Cheon Ha-Rang's expression became serious, and I kept my mouth shut and nodded, not wanting to ruin the atmosphere again.

"But what's the problem with that?"

Cheon Ha-Rang tilted her head in genuine puzzlement, then tapped the ground with a small sigh.

"Sit down."
"...There?"
"Come now, I'll tell you about someone I know."

With those words about someone she knew, Cheon Ha-Rang's story began.


* * *

I think it's a great blessing to know that you are weak, that you are small.

"To be at your level and still think yourself small... I find that rather admirable."
"...?"

Living without knowing your own smallness is not happiness but misery.

"Among all the people I've met, very few have looked at my level and thought themselves 'small.'"

Of course, the number of people I've met was also small.
Most people live like ignorant fools, unaware of their own smallness.

"Pfft, what are you saying... That's just because they can't see your strength properly, Old Lady."

Even if they did know, they would despair at the realization that they amount to nothing more than dust.

Like someone I know well.

"Camilla."

But.

Camilla doesn't understand how remarkable it is when a frog in a well, who thought itself the largest, first recognizes its smallness and doesn't collapse.

Understanding, accepting, becoming humble.

Looking at something greater than oneself and continuously striving to become like it, to not remain small.

"Someone like you can never be called small."

How could someone with such a heart ever be small?

Ch.98 - Have You Been Waiting Long?
Camilla had a blank expression on her face. Her reaction was milder than I expected.

Hmm, did I overstep my bounds?

I scratched my head awkwardly.

...Well.

Come to think of it, I'd probably react the same way as Camilla if I were in her position.

People who act like they know everything just because they were born earlier tend to receive anything from mild dislike to outright contempt when they try to give unsolicited advice.

"Ugh..."

Realizing this, I finally noticed my mistake.

While I might be abnormally old, Camilla isn't someone who would be disrespected because of her age either.

...Did I sound too much like a condescending old person?

I rolled my eyes around nervously while checking Camilla's reaction.

She still looked dazed.

I might still be able to salvage this.

I awkwardly pulled up one corner of my mouth and smiled at Camilla.

"Well, not everything I say is correct, so use your own judgment..."

I was trying to smooth things over.

Yet somehow, the more I spoke, the worse it seemed to get...

But I couldn't stop now.

I frantically waved my arms, doing my best to convey to Camilla that "I didn't mean to offend you!"

"So what I'm trying to say is—"
"Pfft."

Perhaps sensing my desperation, Camilla smiled slightly before I could finish and her expression lightened considerably.

"You're right, Old Lady. Everything you said seems correct."

What's with this sudden agreement?

I gulped.

This could be a trap question, so I needed to answer carefully.

Fidgeting with my fingers, I cautiously opened my mouth.

"...Not everything is correct."

I felt quite proud after saying that.

Wasn't that a comprehensive expression that allowed for some agreement with my words while also validating Camilla's thoughts?

Surely Camilla would be satisfied with that.

With that thought, I glanced at her.

But to my surprise.

"What? So everything you said until now was just pretense?"

She frowned deeply, her face full of discontent.

"N-no, that's not it at all!"

I hurriedly waved my arms, denying Camilla's suspicion.

...Pretense!

I had spoken to Camilla with 100% pure sincerity.

If she didn't appreciate my heart, I would be the one feeling hurt.

Seeing my reaction, Camilla's eyes curved prettily, and she made that distinctive expression that irritates you just by looking at it.

"Then what do you mean by saying not everything is correct?"
"..."

I mumbled with my lips, having absolutely nothing to say.

...I made a verbal mistake.

Belatedly blaming myself wouldn't change anything.

"Hmm? Old Lady? Why aren't you saying anything?"

With Camilla's words urging me on, all I could say was the standard response.

"...I'm sorry."

As I slightly averted my gaze while muttering that, instead of her usual deflating laugh that sounded like mockery—

"Ahaha!"

I heard a boisterous laugh that could even be considered cute given Camilla's appearance.

...Why is she suddenly laughing?

I opened my eyes wide, unable to grasp the situation.

Tilting my head in confusion about why she was suddenly laughing in this situation.

"Ah... really."

Camilla had laughed so hard that tears had formed in her eyes.

"Thank you, Old Lady. It's been a while since I've had such a good laugh."

Could it be that Camilla had been playing a mischievous prank on me all this time?

Looking at her speaking like that, it might be true, but...

"Umm, sure..."

I couldn't shake off all my suspicions.

...It wouldn't be the first time I've been tricked.

Still, I didn't press the matter. I didn't want to back myself into a corner again by bringing it up.

Besides.

Isn't it better to let things be?

Like Camilla, I also broke into a refreshing smile.

"Well then, let's head back."

It's time to go back.
I patted Camilla's shoulder a couple of times and moved my feet.

"Head back? What are you talking about, Old Lady?"

I tried to move, that is, if Camilla hadn't put her hand on my shoulder.

"...Huh?"
"Don't you see that over there?"

Camilla raised her index finger and pointed toward the peak of the mountain.

Was there something there?

Curious, I followed Camilla's finger with my gaze.

"Ah."

There was a massive wall formed by spilled red liquid and piles of what used to be monsters.

No way.

"Do we have to clean all that up?"

How long would it take to clean all that?

Just the two of us, Camilla and me?

I showed an incredulous expression.

"...What else would we do?"

Camilla took a slanted posture as if she found my reaction absurd.

"Do you think other creatures would just ignore the smell of blood and all that meat over there?"

That's certainly true, but...

Why do I have to be the one to do it?

Just as I was about to pout with a sense of injustice, Camilla continued.

"And the stench is also a problem."
"..."
"Even though the village is far away, the festival is coming soon, and it would look bad."

But again, why do I have to do it...

I just kicked the innocent ground a few times.

It was my way of showing I didn't want to do it, but Camilla ignored that and pushed my back.

"Clean it up quickly!"

As if my legs would move from that!

I planted my feet into the ground like tree roots and started to resist.

"Ugh! I don't want to do it!"

The declaration of my will was just a bonus.

In response, Camilla opened her mouth with a disgusted look.

"Why don't you want to do it? Someone like you could finish it in no time!"

What nonsense is this? That I could finish quickly?

I'm just a bit skilled with a sword; I have no expertise in cleaning.

Why else would Mu-Myeong have been cleaning up after me all this time?

"I can't do it!"

I threw myself onto the dirty ground and sprawled out.

"...Have you really gone senile?"

Contempt began to creep into Camilla's eyes.

...That hurts.

Still, not wanting to do something means not wanting to do it.

I was the one who cut down those creatures, so why am I being asked to clean up afterward?

This is repaying kindness with enmity, a truly ungrateful act.

As I pouted and closed my eyes.

"Haaa..."

I heard Camilla's deep sigh.

Well, I still won't do it.

My resolve is already firm. No matter how cold-blooded Camilla is said to be, known as the Iron-Blooded one.

She can't break me.

"...Fine, I'll give you one of the liquors I've been saving."

Huh, trying to bribe me with material things.

How truly foolish.

"Hmph, I don't drink such things."

I turned my head away roughly.

Camilla then rubbed her forehead a few times and spoke softly.

"...It's the fruit wine I mentioned before."
"Fruit wine?"

My ears perked up.

"Yes, made with strawberries that you're so crazy about."

Strawberry fruit wine...

"Tsk-"

I wiped the drool from the corner of my mouth with the back of my hand and jumped to my feet.

"How should I dispose of those things?"

As they say from ancient times:

If you can't buy happiness with strawberries, check if you don't have enough strawberries.

I can't resist strawberries.

A bright smile spread across my face.


* * *

On the way back after finishing the cleanup.
The sun had already half-lowered its head, revealing its presence over the snow-covered landscape.

"Time has passed so quickly."

As I gazed at the mountains beyond with a wistful expression,
Camilla poured cold water on this warm atmosphere.

"...We wouldn't have been this late if the Old Lady hadn't slacked off in the middle."
"Hehe, what are you talking about?"

I slightly avoided Camilla's gaze.

Camilla seemed even more incredulous at my behavior and let out a short, mocking laugh before speaking.

"Because you keep doing this—"

I closed my ears.

Until now, I hadn't spent this much time with Camilla, so I didn't know, but.

This one, once she starts nagging, she doesn't know when to stop.

As I was absentmindedly walking along.

"Master."

In the distance, I saw Mu-Myeong waving his hand.

"Disciple! I missed you!"
"Old Lady...! Hey!!! Are you running away?!"

Running away? What a ridiculous thing to say.

I'm absolutely not running away.

How could I not be happy to see my disciple after such a long time?

I just want to welcome my reunited disciple.

With one corner of my mouth raised crookedly, I ran toward Mu-Myeong, who was standing with his arms spread wide.

"Disciple!"
"Master!"

The emotional embrace that followed made me secretly wipe away tears.

I finally escaped from Camilla.

Of course, setting aside this joy, I was genuinely happy to see Mu-Myeong.

After all, when had I ever been separated from Mu-Myeong for such a long time?

Not in my memory, or if so, it was extremely rare.

Mu-Myeong seemed just as happy to see me, as he grinned and looked down at me.

"You've arrived?"
"Yes, did you wait long?"

I said with a playful smile, expecting him to shake his head, but Mu-Myeong nodded and opened his mouth.

"Yes, I waited for a very long time."

How endearing.

I stretched my arm up and stroked Mu-Myeong's head.

Unlike my flowing, soft hair, Mu-Myeong's hair was somewhat choppy and dry.

I liked that feeling so much that I kept caressing Mu-Myeong's head, ignoring the strange glances from those around us.

Ch.99 - The Disciple's Inner Thoughts
Just a little more,
If I take just one more step forward, I can reach it.

The brilliant light, the reason for my existence, the clue that could unravel this sticky knot.

But...

I slowly opened my eyes, leaving the world behind.
As my floating body sank, the light began to fade, and darkness enveloped my surroundings.

I bit my lip.

I failed to reach it again.

Whether it's the limit of my talent, lack of training, or perhaps some lingering attachment.

No matter what method I use, I can't reach it.
From the smallest details like posture to location, breathing techniques, and even the mental imagery formed in a state of selflessness.

...What was I missing?

As I pondered for a while, trying to recall any mistakes I might have made.

"Master, we should get going soon."

Mu-Myeong approached me and gently tapped my shoulder.

"...Is it that time already?"
"Yes, the festival is already in full swing."
"Hmm..."

Come to think of it, there was a festival,
But I remember it was still a week away... Did my energy meditation take longer than I thought?

I sighed deeply and stretched my arms.

My body feels stiff from staying in the same position for so long.

"Ugh-"

Mu-Myeong, trying to help me, grabbed both my arms and pulled.

"Ah, that's enough."
"Yes."

With my body feeling refreshed, I slung my wooden sword over my shoulder.

"Let's go."
"Yes, Master."

Forgetting the unpleasant thoughts, let's go enjoy Ellen's pride—strawberry liquor.


* * *

Camilla frowned with displeasure.

"What's wrong? Why does the Pedophilic Swordsman look so sour?"
"Hmm... I'm not sure."

I shook my head slightly.

Mu-Myeong pouted, not even looking at us despite being the subject of our conversation.

...Why is he acting like this?

He seemed fine until we left the room.

No, he was more than fine.

He was grinning so much I wondered if something good had happened to him.

Whether he wanted to hide it or not, the corners of his mouth kept rising, so I couldn't help but notice.

But then his expression suddenly soured at just one thing I said.

When was it... I think I asked, "Camilla wants to join us, is that okay?"

Well, it was more of an announcement than a question.

But still, if you ask whether that's something to get so upset about...

Hmm, I'm not sure.

I usually speak to Mu-Myeong in that commanding way, and he knows me well enough that it shouldn't bother him.

Why is my disciple acting like this today?

I wondered if "he's unhappy about Camilla joining us," but...

That can't be it.

I shook my head at the ridiculous thought.

Besides, regardless of whether I approved or not, Camilla is the most suitable match for Mu-Myeong's ideal type among all the women I've seen.

There's no reason for him to dislike her.

Even if Mu-Myeong really is sulking because Camilla joined us, there's nothing I can do about it.

I promised to attend the festival with her, and more importantly...

...I can't resist strawberry liquor.

Camilla has something she's going to give me, doesn't she?

I need to stay with Camilla until I receive it.

With that thought, I nodded to myself,
And Mu-Myeong pushed out his lips even more petulantly, expressing his discontent.

"..."

After an awkward silence lingered for a moment.

"Ugh, seriously."

Camilla shuddered with a disgusted expression, brushing off her arms.

"I feel like I'll suffocate if I stay here."
"...What's wrong?"

I tilted my head in confusion,
And Mu-Myeong averted his gaze as if something had struck a nerve.

Camilla narrowed her eyes and stared at Mu-Myeong for a long time.

"Here."

She sighed deeply, then pulled out a flask from her bosom and pushed it against my chest.

"Wh-what is this?"

...Why is she suddenly touching me there?

Flustered, I accepted the flask she handed over so dismissively.

"Sniff sniff... Strawberry?"

Even without opening the lid, the rich strawberry scent wafted around my nose.

"Wow... Are you a dog?"
"A dog? Anyway, what is this?"

I quickly looked up at Camilla,
Who smiled brightly and waved her hand lightly as she continued.

"It's the liquor I said I'd give to the Old Lady."
"Ohhh..."

I held up the radiant flask, examining it from different angles.

...But.

"Why are you giving this to me now?"

I thought we would enjoy it together after seeing the festival, when the moon reflected in our wine cups.

In response to my puzzled question, Camilla smiled and draped her arm over my shoulder.

"Why? Don't you like it?"

There wasn't much height difference between us, but it wasn't nonexistent either, so Camilla's heels naturally lifted slightly off the ground.

"No... that's not it."

As I muttered my response, Camilla withdrew her arm from my shoulder and turned around.

"I just remembered I need to go to my office. Something came up suddenly."
"...Couldn't you stay with us for a little while?"

Even if she's busy, surely she could spare a moment to catch her breath...

With that thought, I reached out to stop Camilla, but she waved her arms above her head and widened her stance.

"I'm good."
"Hmm..."

With the distance between us now quite wide,
I just mumbled, unsure what to do.

"Thanks for thinking of me though."

Camilla turned her head slightly, said that, and left with a cheerful stride.

Leaving my disappointment behind, I turned to tell Mu-Myeong "let's hurry along too."

"...What are you doing?"

Mu-Myeong was slightly bowing his head toward the departing Camilla, as if expressing gratitude.

I couldn't understand any of it.


* * *

Contrary to my expectation that it would be exhausting with so many people,

The festival was quite enjoyable.

Of course, Mu-Myeong and I didn't do anything together... but aren't there things that make you feel good just by looking at them?

A man dancing in front of the fountain, a child begging their mother in front of a store, a minstrel telling stories like songs, and even a cute couple who flinch whenever their fingertips touch, probably newly together.

The streets were bustling with various people, and their faces wore pleasant smiles.

In such an atmosphere, walking hand in hand with Mu-Myeong without any particular destination made me feel good.

It seems Camilla wasn't wrong to tell us to look around.

Living together with Mu-Myeong in the Log Cabin was truly enjoyable, but occasionally, this kind of atmosphere isn't bad either.

I glanced sideways at Mu-Myeong, who was also smiling.

"Did you have fun?"
"Yes, it was truly enjoyable."

Mu-Myeong met my eyes with a smile and nodded.

That's good.

If we had left Ellen right away, I wouldn't have been able to give Mu-Myeong this new experience.

"Let's go now, it's getting late."
"Yes, Master."

Actually, that's just an excuse—I just want to drink the liquor soon.

More important than people's smiles or anything else is the fact that Mu-Myeong enjoyed himself and the flask in my possession.

I smiled and hurried my steps.


* * *

I threw myself onto the bed and immediately pulled out the beautifully glowing flask.

"Mu-Myeong, bring something we can use as a coaster."
"Yes, Master."

Strawberry liquor—I wonder what it tastes like?

The corners of my mouth rise in anticipation.

But soon my smile fades back to a straight line, because of an anxiety rising from a corner of my mind.

It's been quite some time since I've had alcohol—will I be okay?

Wouldn't it be embarrassing to get drunk and act shamefully in front of my disciple?

Of course, if I wanted to avoid getting drunk, I could certainly manage it, but...

That wouldn't be respectful to the strawberry liquor.

"Hmm."

As I tilted my head in contemplation, Mu-Myeong brought a small table that could be placed on the bed and two cups.

...Two?

"Why two cups?"
"I thought you might feel lonely drinking alone."
"Hmm..."

I chewed on my lip. It's not that I'm stingy with the liquor.

It's just that.

"You shouldn't develop a taste for alcohol so young..."

I'm worried that if Mu-Myeong tries it, he might discover the taste and become a drunkard.

As my expression grew ambiguous with concern,
Mu-Myeong seemed to interpret it somehow, chuckled, and sat on the edge of the bed.

"I can handle my alcohol quite well."
"What?"

This kid who's barely grown up has already tasted alcohol?

My mouth fell open in shock.

But...

I can't exactly forbid him like some old-fashioned elder, especially when he's shown such thoughtfulness by bringing a cup so his master wouldn't drink alone.

"Let me pour you one."

I sighed deeply and naturally accepted the drink Mu-Myeong poured.

...He pours well.

It seems his claim about handling alcohol well wasn't a lie—he's pouring properly.

Holding the flask with his right hand, he places his left hand near his chest.

-Glug glug

When the cup was filled with a decent amount, I lightly raised it to stop Mu-Myeong.

"Are you trying to knock me out in one go?"
"Hahaha, how could I do that to you? Of course not."

Seeing Mu-Myeong's cheeky smile,
I chuckled and secretly breathed a sigh of relief.

At least he shows some naivety in certain areas, so it doesn't seem like he drinks all the time.

"Tsk, you can have just one cup."
"Yes, Master."

And so our drinking session began.


* * *

I don't really like talk about what the proper form of a master-disciple relationship should be, or how it's strange to have these feelings for my master.

I know well enough that it's wrong, even without others telling me, and I've thought about it and worried about it constantly.

But I don't want to give up.
I enjoy the time I spend with Master.

"Hahaha! Pour me more!"
"Yes, Master."

But sometimes,

I have dreams that seem like the embodiment of my anxiety, dreams where I wonder, "Was what I've been doing all this time really okay?"

It's frightening.

So very frightening.

I know this is an awkward and terrible relationship,
I can't guarantee this relationship won't end tomorrow.

Who knows when Master might send me away and tell me to stand on my own?

In fact, recently, Master has been trying to find me a partner.

But sometimes I think about the possibilities,
Some nights I fall asleep dreaming of hope for the future.

"I like you, Master."

I like Master.

Not as a disciple likes a master—not that kind of "like."

I love you.

I whisper this truth to Master, using the alcohol as courage.

"Hm? What are you suddenly saying?"

Master looks confused, as if not understanding my words.

I smile as if nothing is wrong and ask in return.

"How about you, Master?"
"Of course."

An affirmative answer, a nodding head.
But I don't feel good about it.

Because I know.

Master likes me as a disciple, not in the same way I mean.

I bit my lip slightly.

Is my wish really wrong? Is it too greedy?

I just want to hear one thing.

"..."

It could be just in passing.
It could be said jokingly.
I don't care where or how.

I just want to someday hear words with the same meaning as mine from Master's lips.

"I truly like my disciple."

Beyond the bitterness of the alcohol rises the sweet scent of strawberries.

Ch.100 - Morning Sickness...?
The first sensation I felt upon waking up was...

"Ugh..."

My head was throbbing, as if someone was poking it with a toothpick.

...It hurts so much.

I frowned deeply with a pained expression.

Perhaps since I normally don't feel pain, I'm overreacting to even this minor discomfort.

And then...

"Urp-"

My insides were burning, like someone had placed a ball of fire in my chest and throat, scorching me from within.

...I feel like crying.

To make matters worse, my memory was hazy, which was just the icing on the cake.

"Hah..."

I rubbed my face while trying to recall fragments of last night.

I remembered the good taste of alcohol and bits of conversation with Mu-Myeong.

It seemed like we discussed something important... but I couldn't remember what.

Hmm, I must have made a small miscalculation in my tolerance since it had been so long since I'd had a drink...

Well, it probably wasn't anything important, and even if it was, that's fine.

After all, if it were truly important, wouldn't Mu-Myeong bring it up again?

I stared blankly at the ceiling and nodded to myself.

More importantly...

"I can't believe I'm this weak with alcohol."

That's the most shocking part.

Though it's now a distant memory I've almost forgotten, there was a time when I enjoyed drinking.

So what is this pathetic state?

I clearly didn't drink that much, yet here I am suffering from a hangover.

Even if I drank a lot, it was just one bottle at most...

I sighed deeply while massaging my throbbing head, lamenting my pitiful state.

...From now on, I'm never drinking more than three cups.

After making that resolution, I tried to get up to relieve my burning stomach, but at that moment...

"Hmm?"

My body seemed to be blocked by something, preventing me from moving forward.

Confused, I glanced down.

"...Mu-Myeong?"

I saw Mu-Myeong's arms wrapped around my waist and hips.

...Wasn't that a pillow?

No, more importantly, why is he here?

I pinched the cheek of Mu-Myeong, who was breathing softly in his sleep, and then pondered.

Normally, Mu-Myeong would say something unnecessary like "How could I possibly share a bed with my master?" and spread a blanket on the floor...

I tilted my head in confusion.

Had there been some change in Mu-Myeong's feelings?

Or perhaps he simply gave in to the alcohol and lay down beside me.

Hmm, they say people become honest with their desires when drunk...

A pleased smile spread across my face as I looked at Mu-Myeong.

So even my usually disrespectful Disciple secretly wanted to sleep next to me!

That's why he's here beside me, isn't it?

Hmm, that's right.

Nothing else makes sense.

How cute.

I smiled with amusement.

Perhaps the reason he refused to share a bed all this time was because the inherently kind-hearted Mu-Myeong was being considerate of my comfort.

As expected of my disciple.

I stroked the head of the admirable Mu-Myeong and, ignoring the burning sensation of my hangover, snuggled into his chest.

"Ahh... this is paradise."

Unlike mine, Mu-Myeong's chest was firm.

I nuzzled my face against it and closed my eyes again.

Normally, with the sun already high in the sky, I should have finished preparing to leave by now, but...

It should be fine.

I'm not so busy that a slight delay in departure would disrupt my plans,
and all I need to do is finish the conversation I couldn't complete in Ellen.

"...Sleep well."

My consciousness slowly faded.


* * *

A short while later,
when Cheon Ha-Rang's steady breathing filled the room,

Cheon Mu-Myeong slowly opened his eyes,
to watch over his master sleeping in his arms.

In truth, Mu-Myeong had been awake since Ha-Rang first complained about her hangover.

He had remained quiet, holding his breath, partly because his master looked adorable and partly because he couldn't find the right moment to get up...

Mu-Myeong gulped at this unexpected opportunity.

Looking down at his arms, a smile like that of a father appeared on his face.

'Truly like an angel'

How could someone sleeping look so beautiful?

Behind this rather sentimental reaction,
Mu-Myeong's hand slowly rose and hovered around Ha-Rang's mouth.

His hand trembled slightly, as if hesitating.

Finally, seeming to have made up his mind, Mu-Myeong reached out and removed a strand of hair that had gotten into Ha-Rang's mouth.

"Mmm..."
"...!"

After removing the hair, Ha-Rang began to stir.

'Did I wake Master because of me?'

As Mu-Myeong's expression began to fill with self-reproach, a lazy smile spread across Ha-Rang's lips.

It seemed to be just one of her usual sleep-talking moments.

"Phew..."

Mu-Myeong let out a sigh of relief and then smiled with satisfaction at having been able to help his master.

As he idly observed his master, passing the time...

-Knock, knock, knock

The sound of someone knocking on the door reached his ears,
and before he could wonder who it might be, a voice followed.

"Ha-Rang? May I come in?"

The smile that had been on Mu-Myeong's face while looking at Ha-Rang instantly faded.

Elia, is it...

He remembered how his master's brow would always subtly furrow when seeing that woman.

'Still, I can't just chase away Master's guest on my own, and if I must send her away, I should do it politely.'

Mu-Myeong sighed deeply and waited for Elia to open the door.

-Creak

The door opened, and...

"Ha-Rang, I need to talk to you about-"

Elia, looking haggard with dark circles under her eyes, opened her mouth.

However.

Whether Elia was tired or exhausted made no difference to Mu-Myeong.

"Shh."

Mu-Myeong pointed at his master in his arms and raised his index finger to his lips.

"Master is still sleeping."

Elia, who had been looking back and forth between Mu-Myeong and Ha-Rang, made a somewhat disgruntled expression and nodded.

"Ah... I see. Then please tell her I have something important to discuss when she wakes up."

Since Mu-Myeong maintained a consistently cold attitude toward everyone except Ha-Rang, the conversation ended there.

"Yes."

After Mu-Myeong confirmed, Elia, still looking displeased, nodded and quietly turned to leave the room.

After Elia left, Mu-Myeong stroked his chin.

'What should I do about this?'

Normally, since Elia said it was urgent, he should wake his master, but...

"Mmnya..."

The somewhat unsavory desire to hold his master in his arms a little longer clouded Mu-Myeong's judgment.

"..."

After watching Ha-Rang nuzzling against his chest for quite some time,

Mu-Myeong made his decision.

'Just for one day, today, I'll be selfish.'

He tightly embraced his master, who had nestled into his arms without any wariness.

"Nngh..."

Ha-Rang squirmed as if uncomfortable, but Mu-Myeong didn't loosen his grip,
knowing his master wouldn't wake up from just this.

"Hah..."

Mu-Myeong's head burrowed into Ha-Rang's shoulder,
which, though normally so thin that bones were visible, felt soft and warm to the touch.

In other words, perfect for embracing.

Mu-Myeong smiled contentedly and stroked his master's hair, just as Ha-Rang had done to him.

'Just until Master coughs...'

The corners of Mu-Myeong's mouth curved into a pleasant, beautiful arc.


* * *

In the somber atmosphere of the reception room,
while everyone held their breath, Elia looked at me with a stern expression.

"...So why were you late?"
"I overslept!"

Hmm, why is she being so sensitive when she's usually so calm?

Elia roughly ruffled her hair as if she had a headache,
which made me flinch before I smiled brightly again.

They say "you can't spit on a smiling face," right?

"Hah... really."

Seeing my expression, Elia sighed deeply and opened her mouth.

"Some of us had urgent matters come up and couldn't even sleep..."
"Hmm..."
"Master, your words are too-"
"Now, now, Mu-Myeong, it's fine."

I stopped Mu-Myeong, who had leaned forward with a frown, looking ready to argue.

Normally I wouldn't have done this, but Elia looked quite unwell, and...

For some reason, I felt guilty, so I rolled my eyes around and watched Elia's reaction.

After glancing at me briefly, Elia placed several sheets of paper with lengthy text on the table.

"...Anyway, I've completed most of the investigation."
"Ohhh."

Of course, I couldn't read the text, but...

Feeling like I should respond that way given the atmosphere, I took the papers and let out a small exclamation of admiration.

"Thank you."
"...You're welcome."

After saying that, Elia picked up a cookie from the table with a prim expression.

It was a well-baked cookie with what looked like bright red jam spread on top.

It looked so beautiful that even I, who normally didn't enjoy snacks, was tempted. As I stared blankly at it, Camilla Von Valencia, who was sitting at the head of the table, spoke up.

"Try one. They're full of sugar, so they're delicious."

"I brought them especially for the Old Lady," she added briefly, grinning confidently.

Though I was curious, something about Camilla's expression, which seemed to treat me like a child, made me not want to eat it.

"No thanks."

I turned my head away, refusing, but Camilla covered her mouth as if sharing a secret and spoke softly.

"That spread on top is strawberry jam."
"Hmm... just one then."

I suppose it would be impolite to refuse after she prepared it so carefully.

"Well... I'll enjoy it."

I nodded lightly, picked up a cookie, and brought it to my mouth.

And at that moment.

"Urgh-"

Due to my hangover and burning stomach, I dry-heaved.

"Master?"
"Old Lady?"
"Hah... I knew this would happen."

The atmosphere instantly turned cold.

Mu-Myeong's pupils trembled as he broke out in a cold sweat.
Camilla looked equally shocked, while Elia shook her head with a small sigh.

"Congratulations...?"

In this atmosphere, only Lucius clapped his hands and tilted his head slightly.

...Is a hangover something to be congratulated for?

My expression filled with confusion.

Ch.101 - Invited Teacher
After my dry heaving,
I tilted my head at the suddenly chilly atmosphere.

"...Do I have something to celebrate?"

In my current hungover state, what could possibly be worth celebrating?

If it were consolation rather than congratulations, I might understand....

While I was furrowing my brow at that thought, Camilla, who had been looking at me with a bewildered expression, began to observe me intently.

Then.

"Aha."

As if understanding something, Camilla nodded and approached me with a grin.

"Old Lady~"
"...What is it?"

When I responded with a somewhat sour expression,
Camilla glanced at Mu-Myeong, who had been sweating nervously the whole time, and spoke.

"I thought you said nothing like that would happen with the Pedophilic Swordsman, but was that all a lie?"

Mu-Myeong's body flinched at Camilla's words,
and I tilted my head at the incomprehensible question.

What on earth is Camilla talking about?

I've never told Camilla or anyone else that I don't drink with Mu-Myeong.

And above all, my suffering from a hangover isn't Mu-Myeong's fault but my own mistake in not controlling myself.

With that thought, I tilted my head and replied.

"...When did I ever say that?"
"Master...."

The response came from Mu-Myeong, not Camilla.

"...Why are you happy about this now?"

When I turned to look at Mu-Myeong,
his earlier panic had disappeared, replaced by a silly grin.

As my confusion only grew in this incomprehensible situation.

"...Sometimes I wonder if the Old Lady is actually a child."
"Ahaha...."

Camilla shook her head with a disgusted look,
and Elia, who smiled awkwardly, nodded in agreement.

"What are you all talking about! Someone explain!"

My cheeks puffed up with indignation,
and Camilla opened her mouth with an incredulous expression.

"You really don't know?"
"How could I know when you're all leaving me out like this?"
"...The Old Lady really knows nothing."

I pouted at Camilla's genuinely exasperated expression.

Are these people seriously trying to exclude me?

If Camilla is going to tell me, she should just tell me quickly, or if she's going to tease me, she should just tease me....

And can't a person not know something?

It's not like I should know what's going on in this situation, and not knowing isn't a crime.

Not wanting to know is the crime.

I stuck out my lower lip.

The more I thought about it, the more indignant I felt.

Just as my patience was reaching its limit,
Camilla sighed deeply and beckoned to me.

"Come closer."
"...Are you going to tell me?"
"Yeah."

I moved my bottom to stick close to Camilla,
and she hesitated as if wondering, 'Should I really say this?' Then.

"Hurry up and tell me!"
"...Alright."

When I urged her, she sighed deeply and whispered in my ear.

...I really need to hear what this is all about to understand their reactions.

* * *

-Whisper whisper

As Cheon Ha-Rang listened to Camilla's explanation, her expression changed.

At first, she tilted her head in confusion,
then gradually her face filled with shock.

"What kind of misunderstanding is this?!"

She eventually shouted with a face flushed with embarrassment, flailing her arms.

-BANG!

The desk broke.

* * *

Curiosity killed the cat, they say....

How true that is.
I died once today.

In the room where everyone had gathered,
I was huddled in a corner, unable to fit in, rubbing my face against my knees.

"Cheer up, Old Lady. You didn't do anything wrong."
"That's right, it was our fault for misunderstanding."

Camilla was uncharacteristically comforting me, and Elia was patting my shoulder, following Camilla's lead.

I couldn't bring myself to lift my head despite their consolation.

...It's embarrassing.

Not knowing the reason for the misunderstanding was embarrassing enough,
but what made it even more embarrassing was that I had caused them to have such a misunderstanding.

How on earth do they see me and Mu-Myeong to have such a misunderstanding?

It's so bad that I'm even wondering if I should keep some distance from Mu-Myeong.

As I was writhing in embarrassment for quite some time.

"Master."

Mu-Myeong approached me and spoke softly.

"What is it?"

I lifted my face slightly from my knees to answer him.

"Didn't you say it yourself? Thinking too long doesn't always lead to a good answer. Since it's a trivial matter, wouldn't it be best to just move on? I can tell your current thoughts are the worst, so for the sake of your clear mind, isn't it best to just forget about this incident?"

Mu-Myeong, looking somewhat sinister, rattled off his words.

...How does he know what I'm thinking?

No, that's not it.

I nodded once and stood up.

...I don't remember saying such things, but if Mu-Myeong says he heard it from me, I should show that I practice what I preach.

"You're right."
"Thank you for listening."

Mu-Myeong bowed his head and led me back to my seat with a satisfied smile.

"Wow... so he was the problem."

I didn't bother responding to Camilla's incomprehensible remark.

* * *

Honestly, I don't know why I'm still here.

It was embarrassing to be here,
but above all, haven't I heard everything I needed to hear?

With that thought, I tried to leave earlier, but....

"Old Lady, stay a little longer."
"Hmm... alright."

Each time, Camilla strangely stopped me.

Of course, I could have ignored Camilla's request and left, but wouldn't that be too cold?

I didn't want to fight with a friend I'd made,
and I didn't know when I'd see Camilla again if I left now.

So it wasn't a bad proposal for me either.

However.

It didn't take long for me to regret this decision.

"Old Lady."

Camilla, who had been chatting with Lucius about various things, called out to me as if she'd remembered something.

"What is it?"

I responded cheerfully without any suspicion,
but upon seeing her expression, I couldn't help but tremble with anxiety.

That mischievous smile she always wore when asking for favors or playing pranks.

...This is concerning.

Whether she knew of my anxiety or not, Camilla opened her mouth with a grin.

"Do you have any plans after leaving Ellen?"
"Plans...."

I tilted my head and crossed my arms at Camilla's question.

I hadn't really set anything that I "must do!" but.

"...I do."

I answered while avoiding Camilla's gaze.

For some reason, I felt that if I honestly told Camilla I had no specific plans, she would immediately assign me some task, just like what happened a few days ago.

But it wasn't a complete lie either.

If I were to leave Ellen,
I had planned to visit the Log Cabin where I stayed with Mu-Myeong and take a short rest.

...To be honest, it would be more like seclusion than rest.

After all, haven't I been through too many incidents lately?

It's exhausting.

Depending on the person, it might be different,
but I prefer staying quietly with Mu-Myeong rather than meeting people.

Whether she knew my feelings or not,
Camilla continued with a still bright expression.

"Really? What is it?"
"Umm...."

As I rolled my eyes around, trying to figure out what to say,
Camilla, as if not wanting to give me time to think, immediately continued.

"It's nothing urgent, right?"
"...That's true."

I mumbled, having completely lost control of the conversation.

...Maybe I never had control from the beginning.

Camilla, with a smile that somehow looked gloomy, pushed a cookie toward me and continued.

"Old Lady, could you do me one favor?"

I sighed deeply at Camilla's request for a favor.

I knew this was coming. I've been through this before.

Not wanting to take on any more tasks, I immediately shook my head.

"...No, mmph-!"

I tried to refuse.

"Just eat this and listen slowly. It won't be bad for you."

Camilla stuffed a cookie into my mouth and spoke.

Just as I was about to get angry at such rude behavior.

"...Mmm."

Defeated by the taste of the cookie, I ended up smiling brightly and eating it with my own hands.

"No wonder the Pedophilic Swordsman does this... it's so easy...."

With those incomprehensible words and a smirk, Camilla pushed a teacup toward me and spoke.

"I'm going to enter closed-door training soon."
"Mmm... closed-door training?"
"That's right. I had a flash of insight from what you showed me before, you know?"

Hmm, as expected, Camilla seems to have realized something just from seeing one move.

But is she asking me to take care of Ellen?

My expression soured instantly, despite eating a cookie spread with magical jam.

"Absolutely not-!"
"Oh come on, I haven't finished."

My eyes began to sparkle at the sight of a new shape of cookie.

Can't resist dinosaur shapes.

"It's not that difficult."

Camilla, watching me munch on the cookie, continued with a grin.

"I was supposed to be a one-day guest teacher at the academy, but I was hoping you could take my place."
"Kack- cough!"

Academy?

Ch.102 - Leave Tomorrow Right Away?
"Keh- Cough!"

As the cookie I was eating got stuck in my throat and I kept coughing,
Mu-Myeong sighed deeply and immediately started patting my back.

"...Master, are you alright?"
"Wa, water...."

I pounded my chest and took the teacup from Mu-Myeong, gulping it down.

Gulp, gulp

-Clack!

"Phew...."

I wiped the moisture from my lips with the back of my hand while mulling over Camilla's words.

...Academy? Me?

I stared at Camilla with pupils shaking as if an earthquake had struck.

"...Did I hear you wrong? Guest instructor at an academy?"
"I think you heard correctly?"

Unlike me, who kept trembling with clenched fists,
seeing Camilla so calm made my head throb.

Does she even understand what she's saying?

"Me, of all people, as an instructor?"

I pointed at myself with my index finger and frowned.

It's somewhat sad for me to say this myself, but...

I'm so uncomfortable with meeting people and making conversation that I downright dislike others.

Why else would I push tasks like shopping or booking inns onto Mu-Myeong whenever I need to talk to strangers?

Of course, I'm fine when the relationship has progressed somewhat, like when talking with Camilla,
or when I force myself to endure it, like with Elia or Lucius, but...

Gasp...! What am I thinking?

Shocked at myself for almost being tempted, I shook my head vigorously.

No, I can't do it.

Go to an academy and teach students?

Even though I have Mu-Myeong as my disciple... this is different.

Despite finding enjoyment and fulfillment in teaching Mu-Myeong, I've always been anxious.

Thoughts like 'Am I teaching properly?' and 'Do I deserve to call myself a master?' constantly plague me.

Hmm, I'm not confident.

As I shook my head with that expression, Camilla clicked her tongue.

"You're not falling for it."

Sighing deeply as if disappointed, Camilla continued.

"I'll make sure the compensation is generous. Please?"
"It's not about the compensation..."

It's my personality that's the problem, but my pride wouldn't let me say that out loud, so I kept my mouth shut.

Seeing this, Camilla rubbed her face, muttered something, then glanced at me and spoke softly.

"-because I don't have..."
"...What are you saying? Speak up."

She spoke so quietly that even I, with my self-proclaimed good hearing, couldn't catch it, so I asked again.

Camilla spoke with a slightly reddened face.

"I said I don't have anyone else to ask..."
"Anyone else?"

What does that mean?

Someone of Camilla's caliber should have acquaintances who, if not superior, are at least close to her level of strength.

As I tilted my head in confusion, Camilla seemed to read my thoughts despite me not saying anything and continued with an even redder face.

"...Other than you, Old Lady, I don't have anyone I can ask for this kind of favor."
"What?"

Could it be that Camilla has no friends, like me?

The corner of my mouth twitched.

I never imagined this...

Or maybe I should have? Looking at that arrogant tone of hers, it makes sense.

Coming to my own conclusion, I turned to Lucius and Elia with an awkward expression.

"...What about Lucius or Elia?"
"How could I send those incompetents as professors? They're still at student level."
"What?"

Lucius is only at student level?

Then our Mu-Myeong wouldn't even qualify as a student, which doesn't make sense.

I looked at Lucius with astonishment.

"That's not true..."

With a furrowed brow, seemingly hurt in his pride, he shook his head.

Just as Lucius was about to say more, Camilla cut him off.

"Well, of course he's stronger than the academy students."
"..."

At Camilla's seemingly supportive words, Lucius closed his mouth.
Seeing this, Camilla smirked, shrugged, and continued.

"He's the Hero, right? It would be strange if he were weak. But what I'm saying is he's not at the level to teach."
"...That's true."

Camilla's words made sense,
and Lucius couldn't seem to refute this point, so he nodded.

Looking back at me, Camilla hung her head and put on a pitiful expression.

"And the academy specifically requested me as a guest instructor."
"Yes, which is why I can't go."

When I retorted sarcastically, Camilla frowned deeply.

"Oh come on, just listen to me, Old Lady."

Camilla explained it like this:

There wasn't any pressing business to handle in Ellen at this time, and since administrative duties had always been handled by an old butler named Sebastian, she had accepted the academy's request for a guest instructor.

But don't they say opportunities come unexpectedly?

After meeting me and witnessing my "Heaven's Punishment," she claimed to have gained some sort of enlightenment.

However, she had been too busy preparing for the festival and dealing with the aftermath of slaying monsters to enter seclusion.

She felt that the enlightenment was fading as time passed, and she wanted to enter seclusion as soon as possible.

And conveniently, a suitable person (me) had appeared.

Yes, I understood the gist of what Camilla was saying.

And I sympathized with her situation.

For a martial artist, enlightenment doesn't come on schedule but appears suddenly, so one would want to grasp it as quickly as possible.

Memories fade and become distorted with time.

Hearing Camilla's explanation, I genuinely started to consider it.

As a friend and fellow martial artist, it seemed right to grant Camilla's request.

I chewed my lip and sighed deeply.

The old me would have flatly refused such requests.

But...

I looked up into Camilla's eyes.

The expression of a truly earnest martial artist.

I sighed deeply.

It's hard to refuse when she's like this...

As I was seriously considering Camilla's request, rolling my eyes around,

As if she had more to say,
Camilla pointed at Mu-Myeong sitting beside me and spoke.

"Wouldn't it be nice to let the Pedophilic Swordsman see the academy once?"
"Hmm..."

This was certainly an appealing suggestion.
The idea of providing Mu-Myeong with diverse experiences was quite tempting.

Noticing my interest, Camilla raised the corner of her mouth and continued.

"If the Pedophilic Swordsman shows interest in the academy, it might be good to enroll him."
"...Hmm."

Mu-Myeong at an academy.

My original goal was indeed to send Mu-Myeong to an academy.

But...

After meeting the Hero and Saintess, I wonder if it's still necessary.

The initial purpose of sending him to an academy was to avoid interfering with this world's flow.

...Come to think of it, I've been quite selfish.

Somehow, I find myself reflecting on my actions.

Feeling a surge of guilt, I looked at Mu-Myeong.

"..."
"Master?"

If I consider a future where I might disappear someday, visiting the academy for Mu-Myeong's future prospects might not be a bad idea.

"Haah..."

After long deliberation, I finally nodded to Camilla's proposal.

"Fine, I accept."
"Thanks, Old Lady! I'll make sure the compensation is really generous."

But... do they know over there that it's me coming instead of Camilla?

I tilted my head with that question in mind,
and Camilla smirked and waved her hand.

"Don't worry about that, Old Lady. I've explained everything well."
"But they wouldn't have known if I'd accept or not?"

Did she already arrange this on her own?

I felt quite annoyed, but since there wasn't anything particularly wrong with it, I nodded.

I had already accepted, and if they knew about the change in personnel, what did it matter?

I resigned myself with a small nod.

Well, looking on the bright side, the academy would have many people and thus diverse information.

If I could find even a small clue there about Mu-Myeong's body or my next level of martial arts, I would be very satisfied.

With a slight smile, I asked Camilla:

"So when do I need to go?"

If she's telling me now, there must be some leeway.

Then I could stop by the Log Cabin to pack or take a short rest before departing.

Just as I was getting excited about staying at the cabin alone with Mu-Myeong for a while,

Camilla dropped a bombshell.

"Uh... if we leave tomorrow, that would be perfect."
"You wench!"

Camilla smiled awkwardly, and my brow furrowed deeply.

"Haah..."

This person really doesn't give me any time to collect myself.

I'm already regretting my decision.

Ch.103 - Alchemy Professor
After I accepted the position as a guest instructor at the academy.

"Thank you, Old Lady!"

After expressing her gratitude, Camilla immediately went into seclusion, and since the owner of the house had left, we naturally slipped out of the castle as there was no reason for us to stay.

"Hmm."

But how do I get to the academy?

I know how to read maps, so I thought I could figure out the general direction if I looked at one...

"There's no place marked 'academy' on the map."

No matter how carefully I examined the map, there was no mention of an academy.

As I tilted my head, pondering how to get there, Elia approached with a small smile, seemingly noticing my concern.

"The academy is in the imperial capital."
"The capital?"
"Yes, when you arrive, you'll see a large building... You'll probably recognize it right away."

I suppose it makes sense. Since it gathers talented individuals from across the empire, having students gather in the capital at the heart of the empire would be convenient.

Besides, even in my faint memories, I think it was in the imperial capital...

"Hmm."

As I nodded in understanding, a question suddenly came to mind.

"Elia."
"Yes?"
"Where are you headed?"

While I dislike their titles of Hero and Saintess, I've grown somewhat fond of Elia and Lucius as people after spending time with them.

So wouldn't it be good to know their destination?

Though I hate bothersome things...

I never know when I might need their help, or when I might be able to help them.

At the very least, maintaining a cordial relationship on the surface is necessary.

With that thought, I asked about their next destination, and Elia let out an awkward laugh before speaking.

"We'll probably stay around Ellen for a while."
"Hmm... is that so?"

So I won't run into these folks anymore. It feels both good and somewhat bittersweet—truly peculiar.

"Yes, considering Jackal was low on mana, he probably couldn't have gone very far."

Elia glanced toward Lucius and continued.

"The Hero said that now is our chance since we have the Nameless One's weapon..."
"Hmm..."

I avoided her gaze, sweating profusely at her words.

...Should I just be honest now?

Jackal's spatial movement would have been overflowing with energy rather than lacking it because I directly channeled my energy into him, and this "Nameless One" they speak of is actually a character I hastily created...

My conscience stings with guilt.

But even if I were to be honest now, I wouldn't know what to say...

As I fumbled with my words, unable to speak.

"Ha-Rang."

Elia spoke with a suddenly serious expression.

"What is it?"
"Since you're visiting the capital, you could consult the library or the academy professors."

Visit the library or ask the professors?

"Ah."

Come to think of it, that's an option.

I completely forgot about it because Camilla suddenly asked me to be a guest instructor at the academy.

But even if Elia organized it on paper for me, I can't read...

What should I do...

As I continued to fumble with my lips, Elia smiled brightly and left.

"Read it when you're alone and think about it slowly."
"Thank you."

Well, I'll figure something out.

I nodded confidently.

* * *

"Master, you're going to fall."
"...I'm not a child, what are you talking about?"

I turned my body back from the window, pouting at Mu-Myeong's excessive concern.

-Thud

At that moment, the carriage shook violently as if it had hit a large stone, and I, being in an unstable position, naturally rose into the air.

"Whoa!"

I'm falling...!

As I tried to position myself for a safe landing in anticipation of the impact.

"The road isn't paved, so you must always be careful in carriages."

Fortunately, Mu-Myeong must have been watching me, as he wrapped his arm around my waist, preventing me from falling.

"...Thank you."
"It's nothing."

Mu-Myeong shook his head with a small smile.

Currently, Mu-Myeong and I are in a carriage heading to the imperial capital.

I didn't realize it at first, but Camilla, who had gone into seclusion, had already arranged a carriage to take us to the academy and even a guide to show us around once we arrived.

...How guilty I felt when the old butler first mentioned that a carriage had been prepared.

Sorry for grumbling, Camilla.

Anyway.

I narrowed my eyes and poked Mu-Myeong's arm, which was still wrapped around my waist.

"...You can let go now."
"Yes, Master."

Seriously, we're not even alone—how long was he planning to hold me?

Fanning my heated face, I looked at the person sitting across from us.

A woman with dark brown hair and purple eyes, wrapped in a robe, constantly rolling her eyes while watching me nervously.

"A-Are you alright?"

Bell, the alchemy assistant professor sent by the academy to guide us, as arranged by Camilla.

"Hmm, I'm fine."

I waved my hand slightly to reassure her, while carefully observing Bell, who was still watching nervously like a kitten.

"W-Why are you looking at me like that...?"
"It's nothing."

I said that while narrowing my eyes and examining Bell from head to toe.

"Eep!"

A very feminine body with curves visible despite the large robe, sitting modestly and mumbling in a small voice—it even triggered a protective instinct.

Though I haven't known Bell for long, she has the appearance and personality that would surely be popular among men.

But...

I sighed deeply and glared at Mu-Myeong.

"What's wrong?"
"Nothing..."

Everything was perfect, but she's disqualified as a potential bride for the picky Mu-Myeong.

She's too tall.

It would be so nice if I could find a suitable bride for Mu-Myeong at the academy...

My disappointment only deepened.

As time passed, I was idly watching the scenery outside the carriage.

"Umm..."
"Hmm?"

Bell began to fumble with her lips as if she had a question for Mu-Myeong.

I glanced at Mu-Myeong, wondering if he was uninterested in Bell or perhaps still worried about my near fall earlier.

"What is it?"
"Nothing."

Our eyes met as I turned my gaze toward Mu-Myeong.

...How long had he been watching me?

Though I was slightly curious about that, it wasn't my original purpose.

"Bell."

I turned to Bell, who was still fumbling with her lips.

"Y-Yes? Ow- I bit my tongue..."
"..."

How is she even a professor at the academy?

At this point, I was worried she wouldn't even be able to guide us properly.

...But it should be fine.

Ignoring my concerns, I continued.

"...If you have something to say, go ahead."
"Ah... yes, thank you."

Bell, seemingly encouraged by my words, nodded slightly and addressed Mu-Myeong.

"Um, excuse me! Perhaps... are you the, um, master?"
"Hmm?"

Master? Me? Why is she asking Mu-Myeong that?

Confused, I tilted my head and pointed at myself with my index finger.

"Ah, no, not the disciple, but the master here..."

Bell shook her head slightly and gestured toward Mu-Myeong with both hands, as if making absolutely sure.

"...You're calling Mu-Myeong the master?"

My brow twitched.

Didn't she just see Mu-Myeong calling me "Master" until now?

Seeing my reaction, Bell covered her mouth in genuine surprise.

"Yes...? Was I wrong...?"

Beads of cold sweat began to roll down Bell's forehead.

...She doesn't seem to be mocking me.

Well, misunderstandings can happen.

My appearance has somehow become fixed, making me look younger than my actual age.

And Mu-Myeong has grown considerably, looking completely like a man in his mid-twenties, so someone seeing us for the first time might think Mu-Myeong is older.

Yes, I can understand that.

But...

"Haven't you noticed Mu-Myeong calling me 'Master' this whole time?"

That's what puzzles me.

Unless she has short-term memory loss, how could she forget?

As I tilted my head with a puzzled expression, Bell scratched her head and spoke.

"Hehehe... I, I thought you two were just joking around..."
"There are other things to joke about..."

Bell flinched at my accusatory tone and began fidgeting.

"W-Well, people at the academy also m-make similar jokes, so..."
"...Is that so?"

She hasn't had an easy life either, it seems.

I averted my gaze, feeling a bit sorry for her.

At my reaction, Bell seemed to take offense and raised her voice for the first time, as if to defend herself.

"I-It's fine! Everyone said they were just joking to get closer to me...!"
"I see..."

That idio—no, that's not right.

I simply nodded, not wanting to hurt the seemingly innocent Bell's feelings.

...I wonder if we'll make it to the academy properly.

Ch.104 - A Single Point Of Light Does Not Enter (1)
In a dark room,
Elia was biting her lip as she hunched over her desk, cradling her head.

"Maybe..."

She must have been staying here for quite some time, as crumpled papers were piled up beside her.

*From a different timeline...?*

After repeatedly scribbling something and crumpling papers, Elia suddenly smiled wryly at the ridiculous thought that had occurred to her.

"That can't be it..."

Once again, the sound of writing instruments scratching against paper filled the room...

How much time had passed?

*...Who's there?*

Sensing someone's presence, Elia smoothed her furrowed brow and put on a smile.

"Saintess."
"Ah, Lucius."

Seeing Lucius's worried expression,
Elia deliberately raised her tone to reassure him.

"Weren't you training?"
"I was worried about you, Saintess, so I came looking."

True to Lucius's words, Elia's face was not just gaunt but completely dried out.

"...You're quite something yourself."

Embarrassed to be seen in such a state, Elia puffed her cheeks and subtly averted her gaze.

Yet the corners of her lips were slightly upturned,
suggesting she was quite pleased by Lucius's genuine concern.

However, not noticing Elia's smile, Lucius seemed greatly shocked that the Saintess had avoided his gaze.

"Ah, um... I'm sorry...?"

Like a broken toy,
he was busy flailing his arms while breaking out in a cold sweat.

"Pfft-"

Staring blankly at him, Elia's previous fatigue seemed to have vanished completely.

"Puhahaha-!"

She laughed brightly like a child,
and Lucius awkwardly scratched his head at the sight.

"...Saintess, why are you suddenly laughing?"
"It's nothing, just because."

Having laughed so hard,
Elia wiped the tears from her eyes and spoke.

"Anyway, what brings you here?"
"As I said earlier, I was worried about your health-"
"I mean the main point. The main point."

Elia cut him off as if scolding him.
Lucius flinched slightly, glanced at Elia a few times, and then sighed before speaking.

"...Can we really trust Cheon Ha-Rang?"

He bit his lip as he struggled to get the words out.

He wasn't sure if he should harbor such disrespectful thoughts about someone who had helped them,
but Lucius couldn't understand Elia's decision to entrust the traces of the man he had been pursuing to Cheon Ha-Rang.

"That again?"
"..."
"Don't worry, Ha-Rang isn't that kind of person."

Seeing Lucius still looking dissatisfied, Elia shook her head and reached out to stroke his hair.

"Rather..."

As Elia continued speaking,
somehow her words began to carry a hint of moisture.

"Ha-Rang is actually too kind considering the hardships she's endured."

Sensing something strange, Lucius looked up.

"I sometimes wonder why I'm the Saintess instead of her."
"...Saintess."

Lucius saw Elia shedding tears with a dazed expression.

"Ah, I'm sorry."

Noticing Lucius's silent reaction, Elia seemed to finally realize she was crying,
and wiped her eyes with the back of her hand.

"...I shouldn't be doing this."

As her tears continued to fall despite her efforts, Lucius slowly approached Elia and enveloped her in his arms.

"I shouldn't feel sympathy... but I keep remembering what God showed me."
"It's alright. You can cry freely."

Elia's arms wrapped around Lucius's waist,
and Lucius placed his hand on her head, stroking it comfortingly.

"I will hide you from God, Saintess."
"Hic."

In the dark room,
Lucius shielded Elia from the faint candlelight.

* * *

A sudden itch in my ear made me frown deeply.

"Master? What's wrong?"
"Hmm, I feel like someone's talking about me..."

After scratching my ear and saying that,
Mu-Myeong also frowned and muttered quietly.

"...Who would be talking about you?"
"What."

Just how does this kid see me,
to think I wouldn't even be mentioned in others' conversations...

...Well, I suppose he's right.

Sighing deeply at my own pitiful state, I rested my head on Mu-Myeong's lap.

Hoping that when I closed and opened my eyes, we would have arrived at our destination.

I fell asleep with that small prayer.

* * *

...Where am I?

I grabbed my throbbing head and looked around, but couldn't see anything.

Pitch-black darkness where I couldn't see an inch in front of me,
I tried to assess the situation, having been inexplicably placed here.

With no visibility, my sight was blocked. I waved my arms but touched nothing.

There was no smell at all, and besides my breathing and footsteps, I could hear nothing.

"Where the hell is this place..."

I was definitely in a carriage just moments ago, but now I couldn't see anything around me.

My consciousness was too clear for this to be sleep.

Perhaps Lily had called me into a dream?

...Probably not that either.

I couldn't feel Lily's characteristic sticky energy.

"Hah..."

I sat down on the ground and rubbed my face.

Even excluding Lily, I couldn't feel any special energy,
and with no plausible explanation coming to mind, it would be right to dismiss this as a simple dream.

But...

A dream with such clear consciousness?

"Tsk."

This is truly unpleasant.

I clicked my tongue lightly and got up from the ground, dusting off my knees.

"...Let's go."

Whatever this is, nothing will be resolved by staying still.

Of course, I couldn't tell which direction to go since I couldn't see anything, but...

Just as I've always done.

"The path I walk will be the right answer."

I stepped forward without hesitation.

* * *

"..."

Despite what felt like days of walking, I hadn't encountered anything.

Nothing existed besides myself.

A horizon of nothingness,
if I had to describe the path I was walking on, that would be it.

"Tsk, this place would be more fitting for the nickname 'The End Of The World.'"

I stretched my legs while muttering something rather pointless.

Having my senses blocked was affecting my mind more than I expected,
and I might not be able to maintain my sanity without talking to myself.

With my senses blocked, it's strange that I haven't gone mad yet.

No, to be precise, isn't it even stranger that my mind is still holding up?

"Hmm..."

Come to think of it, how am I able to keep my sanity?

I continued pondering this question, but.

The answer came quickly, making me sigh at why I hadn't thought of it sooner.

I had experienced something similar once before.

"Right after falling into this world."

Darkness where I couldn't see an inch ahead, unable to know if the path I was walking was the right one.

There was no light to illuminate me, but I couldn't stop.

Because that would truly be the end, the loss of any possibility.

So I gritted my teeth and endured somehow.

How did I endure back then when I felt like I would go mad at any moment?

It's simple.

At first, by thinking of family and friends waiting for me.

When that reached its limit, by confessing all my sins.

When even that was no longer a solution, by harboring misdirected hatred.

And so I endured.

I created flimsy mental images of reasons why I shouldn't give up.

After finding my own reasons to survive, with a somewhat stronger mind, I began to seriously think about survival and.

Immediately put it into action.

I never skipped a day of training, and with the small, possibly unreliable knowledge in my head, I managed to perform energy meditation, albeit clumsily.

I chewed and swallowed plants not knowing if they were edible or poisonous, beat down beasts three times my size, and day by day, I tenaciously extended my life.

A life like that of a pest—remembering it now leaves a bitter taste in my mouth.

"Well, that's all in the past now."

I smiled wryly and continued walking.

Returning to the main point, what should I hold in my mind now?

This contemplation was also brief.

"My one and only disciple, Cheon Mu-Myeong."

I seem to see a path appearing.

* * *

"-ster..."

My head is throbbing, my chest feels heavy.

It's painful.

I waved my arms at the voice that seemed to be choking me.

"-aster..."

Be quiet, my head is ringing...

With furrowed brows, I buried my face in something warm that was comfortably enveloping me and mumbled softly.

"Hmm..."

...It's warm.

Just as I was smiling with my mouth open, "hehe,"
my gradually awakening mind finally blinked open my eyes that had been firmly shut until now.

...Huh? Where am I?

It's pitch black even though I've opened my eyes, as if something is blocking my view.

"Mmm..."

Just as fear began to creep in due to the lack of visibility.

"Master."

Mu-Myeong's voice flowed into my ears.

"Is that you, Mu-Myeong?"

I reflexively turned my head and
faced Mu-Myeong, who was smiling for some reason.

"Yes, Master. It's your disciple, Cheon Mu-Myeong."
"Ah..."

Now I remember,
I had fallen asleep using this kid's lap as a pillow.

...So I really just woke up from sleep.

I wiped away the cold moisture on my forehead and sighed deeply.

"Tsk."

Being busy lately has built up some fatigue in my body, making me dream strange dreams.

Strange dreams?

Did I dream?

"Ugh."

I clutched my throbbing head again.

...I feel like I was onto something.

"Master?"
"...It's nothing."

Unable to remember clearly, I just tilted my head.

Ch.105 - Benefactor
"Sigh..."

Trying to remember something I've already forgotten would just waste my energy.

Still, it was a shame, so I let out a deep sigh and lifted my upper body from Mu-Myeong's lap.

"Hmm?"

For some reason, Bell, who had been sitting across from me until I fell asleep, was gone.

...Where did she go?

As I tilted my head in confusion, Mu-Myeong, who had been watching me, spoke up.

"We arrived at the capital while you were sleeping, Master."
"...Already?"
"Yes."

We'd left Ellen less than three days ago, and we're already here?

...Did I sleep that long?

No, that's not what I was curious about.

"Where did Bell go?"
"...Bell?"

At my question, Mu-Myeong tilted his head, seemingly trying to remember who Bell was.

Does he not even remember the name of the professor Camilla introduced us to?

Just how little interest does he have in people...

I sighed deeply and added more details to help him remember.

"...The professor who was supposed to guide us."
"Ah."

Only then did Mu-Myeong seem to recall who Bell was, and with a short exclamation, he continued.

"She went to speak with the guards about entering the capital."
"Hmm, I see..."

I suppose that explains her absence.

But why didn't she call for us?

When the Hero handled such matters before, his identity was clearly established...

Does a professor have that kind of authority?

As I was pondering this question, Bell poked her head into the carriage with a somewhat dejected expression.

"Um, excuse me..."
"What is it?"

Did something not go well?

When Bell saw us, she looked like she'd found a savior. With teary eyes and trembling lips, she spoke.

"Sniff, please help me..."
"..."

This person is a professor?

After staring at Bell in disbelief for a moment, I realized we couldn't just sit there. I let out a sigh and gestured to Mu-Myeong, encouraging him to step forward.

"I understand. Bell, shall we go?"

Mu-Myeong nodded and gathered his sword and what appeared to be an identification tag with various symbols on it.

"Huh? Oh! Thank you!"

Bell's face lit up with gratitude, and Mu-Myeong rose from his seat without showing any sign of annoyance, leaving the carriage with her.

...I really don't know what that guy is thinking.

I'm not usually one to worry about others, but seeing someone so clueless makes it hard not to be concerned.

And Bell is supposed to be my guide from now on...

"...I'm sure it'll be fine."

* * *

Having gained a reliable ally, Bell stood proudly before the guard.

"...Did you bring someone?"
"Yes...!"

Bell nodded confidently and turned to Mu-Myeong.

"You can show it now...!"

Bell was so pleased she was practically snorting, but Mu-Myeong tilted his head, not understanding what she meant.

"Show what?"
"Huh...?"

Bell's body trembled visibly. After flailing her arms in confusion for a moment at Mu-Myeong's reasonable question—

"Ah!"

She finally realized she'd omitted the subject and gave a sheepish smile before speaking.

"The, the entry permit...!"
"Oh, the identification tag."

Mu-Myeong rummaged through his pocket and pulled out a tag engraved with a sword and shield combined into one image and a large cross, then handed it to the guard.

"Here it is."
"...Let me see."

The guard's eyes, narrowed at first as he examined the tag, grew wider and wider as time passed.

An alarm bell rang in the guard's mind.

He cursed his luck that today of all days was his shift.

"...What is this?"

The guard muttered quietly, then looked at Mu-Myeong with trembling pupils, sweating profusely.

*Maybe it's still okay, he could just be their subordinate.*

If that were the case, there wouldn't be anyone important enough here to make him this nervous.

The guard swallowed hard and barely managed to speak.

"...Are you a subordinate of the Iron-Blooded one and the Saintess?"

His voice came out shaky with tension.
Mu-Myeong shook his head slightly and said something that terrified the guard.

"I'm not a subordinate, but the person in the carriage is a friend of Lady Camilla."
"...Pardon?"
"And they're also acquainted with Aria...? The Saintess."

The guard felt his mind going blank for the first time in his life.

*The person in there is friends with the Iron-Blooded one AND the Saintess?*

His reaction was immediate.

The guard's waist bent at a 90-degree angle, and he shouted loud enough to shake the heavens.

"I apologize! I failed to recognize the noble guest!"
"Huh? Oh, yes."

Mu-Myeong was slightly taken aback but soon nodded.

*That's true.*

In Mu-Myeong's mind, his master was indeed a noble person.

But while it was true his master was noble and deserved respect, his master didn't particularly like drawing people's attention this way.

Not wanting to make a bigger scene, Mu-Myeong patted the guard's shoulder and spoke.

"You were just doing your duty, so there's no need for that."
"Yes! Thank you!"

The guard seemed touched and gave Mu-Myeong a look of admiration, while Mu-Myeong awkwardly scratched his head.

As the situation was wrapping up, Bell was annoyed at the guard who hadn't believed her.

"Ahem! I told you so!"

Bell put her hands on her hips and snorted, and the guard replied while trying to control his twitching lips.

"Yes, you're right. I apologize."
"Good! Now hurry up and open the gate!"
"Yes, yes, of course."

The guard left his post with lightning speed, and Bell, clearly in a good mood, trotted over to Mu-Myeong.

"What did you show him to make him act like that?"

Mu-Myeong felt dumbfounded.

*Didn't she see the identification tag I showed?*

She must have... she was the one who asked me to show it.

Tilting his head slightly in confusion, Mu-Myeong held the identification tag in front of Bell's eyes.

"This."
"HIEEEEK!"

Bell was shocked to see the three symbols engraved on the tag—not just the Iron-Blooded one's, but also the Hero's and the Saintess's symbols.

"..."

Bell's eyes began to spin as if they were malfunctioning, and Mu-Myeong felt like he was becoming stupid just by being there. He wanted to return to his master's side quickly.

Grabbing his forehead, Mu-Myeong spoke in a low voice.

"Let's just go."
"Y-yes..."

Bell, who had been so confident earlier, was now stuttering and hunching her shoulders, her bravado completely gone.

...I miss Master.

Mu-Myeong muttered quietly.

* * *

I was worried when I suddenly heard a scream outside the carriage...

But judging by the expressions of Mu-Myeong and Bell as they entered the carriage, things seemed to have been resolved well.

I grinned and welcomed Mu-Myeong back.

"Did it go well?"
"Yes, Master."

Though Mu-Myeong's expression looked somewhat exhausted...

"H-h-hello..."

Bell seemed to be the same Bell as before, so I guess everything was fine.

After the carriage passed through the city gates, Mu-Myeong and I gathered our belongings and stepped outside.

"Let's go then."
"Yes, Master."

Now we just need to head to the academy.

As I was about to move toward the center of the capital, I tilted my head, feeling like I'd forgotten something.

"W-wait for me...! I'm supposed to be your guide...?!"

Bell, wearing a large staff and a witch-like hat pressed firmly on her head, came hurrying after us.

* * *

"...Even Ellen was impressive, but this..."

True to its name as the imperial capital, the atmosphere of the streets was more vibrant than any city I had visited before.

The well-paved ground and colorful beautiful buildings were a feast for the eyes, the tantalizing smells of food tickled the nose, and the minstrels stationed in each district delighted the ears.

And when Mu-Myeong bought strawberries from one of the fruit stalls along the way—

"This is truly paradise."

I couldn't help but smile brightly.

As we walked through the city in good spirits, Bell, who had been sticking close to me and watching nervously, gently tugged at my sleeve.

"It's, it's over there...!"
"Hmm?"

I responded softly and turned my head in the direction Bell was pointing.

And there it was.

"Huh, no wonder Elia said I'd recognize it right away."

A building that screamed "I'm an academy!" at first glance stood before us.

It must be time for classes to start, as many people wearing what appeared to be school uniforms were gathered around, all carrying weapons as they entered the building.

Hmm, it's still strange that no one finds it odd to walk around with weapons in the streets.

Just as I was marveling at this, I realized that I would soon be teaching these students, and I suddenly felt nervous. I tightly gripped Mu-Myeong's hand, who was standing to my left.

"Let's go..."
"Yes, Master."

Mu-Myeong, seeming to notice my nervousness, released my hand only to interlock our fingers and squeeze reassuringly.

Hmm, thank you.

"Here."

I fed him a strawberry I had been eating as a reward.

Mu-Myeong's face turned red.

Ch.106 - Principal
In front of the academy, standing before that massive building, I couldn't help but feel a bit intimidated.

But I shouldn't let that show.

I'm already self-conscious about being short and looking much younger than my age. If I appear as clueless as Bell beside me, won't people just dismiss me?

"...I feel somewhat deeply hurt by that."

I need to have some confidence.

I closed my eyes slightly and took a deep breath.

"Hoo..."

After counting to three in my mind, I opened my eyes wide and declared:

Who am I?

"A visiting professor at the academy."

Saying it out loud somehow filled me with confidence and improved my mood.

The saying that the position makes the person certainly didn't come from nowhere.

With my head held high in pride, I stepped toward the academy entrance while munching on a strawberry.

* * *

Bell, who was guiding us, kept getting lost, going in circles, or getting distracted by good smells and wandering off in different directions.

I had little faith in Bell until we reached the academy, but...

"You seem like a completely different person now..."
"...Is that so? I don't really notice..."

Perhaps Camilla's recommendation wasn't misplaced after all. Once we arrived at the academy, Bell navigated without getting lost even once.

"Professor Bell! Hello!"
"Y-yes... hello..."

What's more, she seemed well-regarded among students and staff, as everyone we passed greeted Bell with a smile.

"Huah..."

Of course, Bell herself didn't seem particularly pleased by their approaches.

"Professor! Have a good day!"
"Y-yes..."

After waving awkwardly with a clearly forced smile, Bell let out a deep sigh as soon as the student disappeared.

"...This is why I stay cooped up in my workshop."

Bell grumbled with her lips pursed.

Her slumped shoulders proved that her words weren't just empty complaints but genuine feelings.

For some reason, I felt I understood her, so I gently patted her shoulder.

"...Hang in there."

Bell, who had been looking quite dejected, seemed touched by my words. She covered her mouth with both hands, her eyes sparkling.

"Miss Harang..."

As she said this, Bell tried to bury her head against my chest, but for some reason, her action gave me goosebumps, and I quickly blocked her with my hand.

"Don't cling to me."
"Ah, yes."

I sighed deeply at Bell's clueless expression and looked around before speaking.

"How much further do we need to go?"

This academy is so vast—it feels like we've been walking for an hour, yet we never seem to arrive.

When I asked Bell about this...

"Ah..."

Bell's eyes widened in surprise, then began darting around before she finally let out an "ehehe" laugh and scratched her head.

"I-I think we passed it..."
"What."

I grabbed my throbbing head and glared at Bell.

We passed it?

What about all that confidence she had while leading us without hesitation?

Though I didn't speak, Bell seemed to understand the situation from my gaze and kept glancing at me nervously before speaking.

"W-well... I was rushing because I didn't want to make eye contact with students..."
"...Fine, whatever."

I suppose that could happen.

Didn't it take us longer to get here anyway?

I sighed deeply and patted Bell's shoulder to comfort her, as she seemed quite disheartened.

"Alright, so where do we go now?"
"W-well..."

For some reason, Bell hesitated to answer.

Feeling frustrated, I increased the pressure on her shoulder as I continued patting it.

"Ack, ack, I'll tell you!"

After quietly whimpering "siiing," Bell stopped sniffling and spoke while avoiding my gaze.

"We need to go back to the e-entrance where we first came in..."
"...?"

Wait, the entrance?

I'm not sure what expression I was making, but it certainly wasn't pleasant.

Seeing me, Bell flinched and trembled, sweating profusely while flailing her arms.

"I-it's only natural that the main building would be near the entrance...!"
"..."

I never thought I'd feel such a strong urge to give someone a knuckle tap on the head after Camilla.

Trying to calm my trembling fist, I forced a smile on my face.

"...Then, Bell."
"Yes...?"
"Why didn't you stop at the beginning?"
"Mmph-"
"...You little..."

Bell's lips clamped shut.

I tried to pry her mouth open, but she just shook her head firmly, determined not to speak.

"Answer me!"
"Mmph!"

Our struggle continued for a while, and Mu-Myeong watched us with a somewhat peculiar expression.

* * *

In front of a wooden door with a nameplate proudly displaying "Principal's Office," it seemed we had arrived at the right place...

"...Are we really in the right place?"
"Wouldn't we be...?"

Given Bell's previous actions, I couldn't help but doubt her, so I naturally became suspicious.

I narrowed my eyes and stared intently at Bell.

"Of course we are...!"

Bell flinched and quickly bowed her head so deeply that her face was no longer visible.

"Hmm, well, I suppose."

If she's this confident, it must be right.

That's enough teasing for now.

With a slight smile, I opened the door to the principal's office.

"Is anyone—"
"Hahaha! In the eternal darkness..."

*Thud*

Feeling like I'd seen something I shouldn't have, I quickly closed the door.

...I think we came to the wrong place.

I turned my creaking neck to look at Bell.

But like me, Bell also seemed confused by the situation, repeatedly tilting her head.

As we stood there staring at each other for a while...

*Creeeeak*

The door slowly opened, and through the small gap appeared the woman who had been in that strange pose earlier.

"...Who might you be?"
"Ah, um."

Despite the woman's seemingly nonchalant expression, the sweat on her forehead and her flushed face confirmed she was indeed the owner of that voice from earlier.

I was somehow at a loss for words and stammered for a while before finally managing to speak.

"I-I'm here on Camilla's behalf."
"Ah, yes, could you wait a moment please?"
"Umm, sure."

After I nodded, the woman quickly closed the door. Through the thin wooden wall, I could hear sounds of things crashing and breaking.

I looked at Mu-Myeong, the only other seemingly normal person here besides myself, and pointed toward the door.

"Is this really okay...?"
"I'm not sure..."

Mu-Myeong just furrowed his brow with a truly ambiguous expression.

Hmm, it seems his thoughts are similar to mine.

"...This academy isn't exactly normal, is it?"
"Indeed it is not..."

Mu-Myeong nodded.

"B-but I'm completely normal...?"

Bell made a sad face, overwhelmed with indignation.

* * *

The door opened again, and a woman in neat attire greeted us with a bright smile.

"Welcome to Lois Academy."
"...Yes, nice to meet you."

I returned her greeting while examining her closely.

Flaming red hair and equally fierce red eyes.

She's about a hand span taller than me...

Through her well-fitted suit, I could see unmistakable signs of physical training.

"I am Anna, honored to serve as the academy's principal."

Anna extended her hand to me, and seeing no reason to refuse, I extended mine as well.

"I'm Cheon Ha-Rang, here on Camilla's behalf."

As our hands met, I narrowed my eyes and observed her dantian.

Her inner energy is slightly less than Camilla's.

However.

*Her vessel is abnormally large.*

Though the vessel that could contain her inner energy was cracked in places, its size far exceeded Camilla's.

There are two possibilities here.

Either she practiced energy meditation incorrectly, wasting her talent.

Or she had already reached a high level but suffered damage to her dantian through some incident, like an injury.

...Which one are you?

After releasing her hand, I narrowed my eyes and looked at Anna.

Anna, who had also let go, seemed surprised as her eyes widened, and she murmured softly.

"The world is indeed vast."

Anna nodded and smiled pleasantly as she guided us in.

"Please, have a seat. I'll serve you some tea."
"...Thank you."

Mu-Myeong and I were shown to our seats.

Bell, seemingly uncomfortable being in the same space as the principal, kept glancing around nervously.

Seeing this, Anna smiled slightly and spoke.

"Professor Bell, you may leave. Don't you have a class soon?"

The words were clearly meant to be considerate toward Bell.

"Ah, no... that's..."

However, Bell, the recipient of those words, was busy rolling her eyes and breaking into a cold sweat.

"Is there a problem?"

Anna tilted her head and asked, puzzled.

"N-no... hehe, I must have been mistaken...!"

Bell scratched her head with an awkward laugh, then slowly backed away before throwing herself out the door.

"I'll go ahead...?"

*Thud*

The door closed before we could even respond.

Anna smiled awkwardly and spoke as if defending Bell.

"I apologize. Our Professor Bell is quite shy around strangers..."
"I'm aware, so don't worry."

I waved my hand dismissively at Anna and picked up my teacup.

"Then let's get straight to the point."
"Yes, let's start with the class schedule..."

And so began a tedious conversation.

* * *

Bell, who had left the principal's office, was in a good mood.

"Ehehe."

The reason was that everyone she had been with were people she found intimidating.

Not only did that disciple guy glare at her menacingly whenever she talked with Miss Harang, but being with her boss Anna always filled her with an overwhelming tension.

Anyway, that was all in the past now.

Finally alone, Bell happily started heading toward her research lab when suddenly...

A thought occurred to her.

"...Wasn't today Miss Harang's first class?"

She had been uncertain earlier and didn't speak up, but she had always been wrong before, so she kept quiet.

*It can't be...*

Bell nodded to herself, deciding to think positively as she hurriedly made her way to her research lab.

"Hmm-hmm."

Bell was in a good mood.

* * *

Bell wanted to cry so badly.

"N-no... it really was today after all..."

Under the gaze of countless students, Bell recalled what had happened just ten minutes ago and swallowed her tears.

* * *

Having happily entered her research lab, Bell was gathering reference materials for her next class when she heard a knock at her door.

"Professor Bell?"
"...Yes?"

A sense of unease enveloped Bell's entire body. She slowly opened the door and faced the student who had come looking for her.

"Ah, Professor."
"Y-yes..."

The student handed Bell a paper with the class schedule and continued speaking.

"Where is the professor who was supposed to come today?"
"...Pardon?"
"Pardon?"

After checking the schedule, Bell felt her mind going blank.

￣￣￣￣￣￣￣￣￣￣￣￣￣￣￣￣￣
Class Content: The Correlation Between Swordsmanship and Magical Energy

Guest Professor: Camilla Von Valencia
Assistant Professor: Bell Crouania
￣￣￣￣￣￣￣￣￣￣￣￣￣￣￣￣￣

There, it showed that in just five minutes, a class was scheduled with her and the absent Camilla.

"...Ah."

She was doomed.

The unconscious Bell was dragged to the lecture hall by the student.
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Ch.107 - Late
Anna was explaining about the class.

To summarize her words briefly, it seems she wants me to explain the theory of swordsmanship that Camilla was supposed to cover.

But there's one problem here.

I value body movements—forms and combat patterns—more than theoretical concepts.

Well, who among martial artists would emphasize theory over practical application anyway?

My point is that I'm a bit different even within that context.

Looking more at Camilla's concept of using a sword, while the basic foundation is the same as mine, once we get into advanced techniques, our paths diverge dramatically.

So the students who came expecting Camilla's lecture probably won't be satisfied with my explanation...

I stroked my chin while half-listening to Anna's explanation, figuring Mu-Myeong would be paying attention to the detailed schedule and content anyway.

"Starting today—"

I gestured lightly to Anna, who was earnestly explaining the class schedule with papers in hand.

"Excuse me, Anna."
"Yes?"
"I have something to say about the class."

She might have been startled by my sudden interruption, but...

"Yes, please speak freely."

Anna nodded with a pleasant smile.

Good, this will make my request easier.

Returning her smile, I casually asked Anna:

"Would it be possible to heal the students if one or two of their bones break?"
"...Pardon?"
"Hmm, I'll take that as permission."

Since Anna has given her consent, I can proceed as I wish.

Now, let's go see those youngsters.

A pleased smile spread across my face.

* * *

In the academy hallway, I was being dragged somewhere by Mu-Myeong's hand.

"What do you mean class has already started?!"
"Didn't Anna tell you?"

She certainly did mention it.

But...

"Why did that woman only tell me something so important now?!"

I felt terribly wronged.

Right after getting permission for my teaching method, I was happily explaining my approach, feeling good about the approval, when Anna kept glancing at her watch.

Feeling uneasy, I had asked what was wrong, and Anna replied with an awkward expression.

And now here we are.

...Shouldn't she have interrupted me to say something this important!

I pouted in frustration.

Perhaps seeing my expression, Mu-Myeong, while still dragging me along, sighed deeply and said in a low voice:

"Anna began with that information, and you said 'I understand.'"
"...Did I?"

I must have let it go in one ear and out the other, thinking it wasn't important...

Hmm, I guess there was important information mixed in.

I scratched my head in embarrassment.

But more importantly...

Why does it feel like Mu-Myeong is taking Anna's side?

I'm his master, aren't I?

My lips protruded in a sulk again.

Well, showing it would make me no different from a child, so I quietly let Mu-Myeong lead me by the hand.

After walking for some time, a question occurred to me.

There was no one in the hallway except Mu-Myeong and me.

This meant no one was guiding me to the lecture hall I was assigned to.

Puzzled, I tilted my head and tugged at Mu-Myeong's sleeve.

"Mu-Myeong."
"Yes, Master."

Briefly hurt that he wouldn't even look at me, I sighed deeply, wondering what was the point, and continued:

"Are you sure the lecture hall is in this direction?"
"Yes, it is."

Mu-Myeong nodded without hesitation.

After mumbling for a moment, I asked again:

"This is your first time here too, so how do you know?"

Mu-Myeong's body froze.

"Oof!"

My face collided with his suddenly stopped back.

"Why did you stop so suddenly?!"

Rubbing my reddened nose, I raised my voice accusingly, only to see Mu-Myeong's rather serious expression.

...Why does he look like that?

Feeling awkward for some reason, I closed my mouth tightly, and Mu-Myeong spoke with a trembling voice:

"How do I know this?"

Seeing Mu-Myeong's shaking pupils, I scratched my head awkwardly.

"Why are you asking me that...?"

Well, he probably saw a map of the academy somewhere.

I dismissed it lightly.

As we continued walking, I began to hear people laughing and chattering.

By the time we reached the classroom door, the noise was loud enough to make my head throb.

...Surely there must be a bell, yet it's this noisy?

And isn't this supposed to be lecture time?

Displeased, I frowned, forgetting even that I was nervous.

*Slam*

I opened the door.

Surprisingly, the noise that had been so loud just moments ago vanished instantly at my appearance.

"Sorry I'm late."

I smiled lightly.

"How should I educate these kids?" I wondered, fingering my wooden sword.

* * *

Inside the lecture hall, the academy students were chatting with friends seated beside them.

Normally, this would be when the professor would be giving a lecture.

It seemed the professor in charge was late.

But most of the students, except for a few, were actually pleased—some even hoped the professor wouldn't show up at all, resulting in a canceled class.

After all, it wasn't the Iron-Blooded professor they were used to, but someone with an unfamiliar name invited as a guest lecturer.

None of the students had any expectations.

As they continued chattering with various expectations...

*Slam*

The door suddenly opened without warning, and all the students' gazes turned toward it.

"Sorry I'm late."

A rather unusual girl walked in.

Wearing clothes they had never seen before, the girl seemed uncomfortable in this setting as she fiddled with the wooden sword at her waist while smiling brightly.

Seeing this, the students inwardly rejoiced.

Although one shouldn't judge people by their appearance, how could anyone expect a difficult class from this girl who had just entered?

And there were some students who smiled particularly broadly.

"She's cute!"

Needless to say, these were the male students.

They were each letting their imaginations run wild, thinking about a future with this professor.

"..."

Until they saw the man who followed her in.

The male students gulped at the suddenly tense atmosphere.

The man, frowning as he surveyed the seated students, fingered the sword at his waist just like the girl had.

But the feeling was different.

His expression was so stern it wouldn't be strange if he killed someone.

However, some students had love in their eyes at the sight of this man.

"He's handsome!"

With his sturdy body and handsome face, his frown only gave him a prickly impression, like a flower on a cliff edge.

In this somewhat chaotic atmosphere...

*Tap, tap*

The girl drew attention to herself by tapping on the desk.

"Let me introduce myself briefly. I'm Cheon Ha-Rang, and I'll be teaching swordsmanship."

The students didn't respond.

There was no point in hearing her name since they didn't know who this professor was, and they had nothing particular to say.

"Ahem, Mu-Myeong."

Perhaps feeling awkward, Ha-Rang cleared her throat softly and slightly jerked her chin toward the man who had followed her.

"Pleased to meet you. I am Cheon Mu-Myeong, assistant to my 'master,' Cheon Ha-Rang."

When Mu-Myeong bowed his head, the students finally reacted.

"The woman is older?"
"Ew."
"...More importantly, isn't he strangely emphasizing 'master' and 'disciple'?"

The classroom suddenly became noisy, and Ha-Rang, who had been smiling pleasantly until now, frowned.

* * *

I don't like this. I really don't like this.

I pouted.

Why are those subpar girls blushing while looking at my Mu-Myeong?

Even Camilla doesn't meet my standards, so what gives them the right?

Feeling inexplicably irritated, I glared at Mu-Myeong standing beside me.

"What's wrong?"

Mu-Myeong looked at me with a subtly raised corner of his mouth.

I let out a hollow laugh and kicked the innocent podium in front of me.

Just look at him smirking because some girls are eyeing him!

"Enough!"

Thoroughly displeased with Mu-Myeong's attitude, I turned my head sharply and caught sight of Bell huddled in a corner.

"Eek!"

Bell flinched, and I narrowed my eyes.

Why is she over there?

Wasn't she supposed to be the professor who should have kept the class in order until I arrived? No wonder the classroom was in such disarray.

Nothing has pleased me since entering this classroom.

"Tsk."

I clicked my tongue softly and looked back at the clock hanging on the wall.

I was late by about fifteen minutes.

As a guest lecturer, I was given an hour for the lecture.

That's not very generous.

Besides, if I make a poor showing here, it would also tarnish Camilla's name, so I should hurry.

"Before we begin, let's change locations."
"...Locations?"
"Yes, head to the sword training grounds."

The students seemed confused by the sudden change of venue, but I had already received permission from Anna, the headmistress, so there was no problem.

I spoke again to the students who still wore foolish expressions:

"What are you waiting for? Move along now."

I smiled as an extra touch, wanting to make a good impression.

Ch.108 - Class
In the training grounds for the academy's practical education, most of the students looked at me with disapproving eyes.

Hmm... what else could I expect?

They would have been expecting Camilla, but instead, they got me.

I can understand that much.

However...

"Mu-Myeong, lighten up your expression. They're just kids, aren't they?"

My disciple was the problem.

"...Yes."

Mu-Myeong was pouting with his lips pushed out, looking at the students with displeasure, seemingly unhappy that I was being disrespected by them.

I shook my head and let out a deep sigh.

It's not that I don't understand Mu-Myeong's feelings.

What disciple would feel comfortable seeing their master disrespected by youngsters?

Well, strictly speaking, Mu-Myeong was also a youngster, but...

Anyway.

Whether the students disliked me or not, Camilla had acknowledged me, and the principal had approved me, so what could they do about it?

*Clap!*

I clapped my hands to gather their attention and opened my mouth to begin the class.

"Since we're running late, I'll start right away."

I drew the wooden sword from my waist and lightly swung it horizontally.

The purpose was to draw a large circle around me, allowing students to see my posture from many angles.

"Eek!"
"Oh my!"
"...What's that?"

I didn't hide the amusement that welled up at the sight of the startled students who were surprised by the sword suddenly swung in their direction, and I smiled slightly.

"First, I'll demonstrate some basic forms, so watch carefully from outside the line."

"Excuse me, professor, what are 'forms'?"
"Huh."

Starting from there?

Looking at the students' expressions with disbelief, most—no, all of them—had questioning looks as if they didn't know what forms were.

I never imagined there would be cases where people didn't know what forms were...

As I sighed deeply at the students' level being lower than expected, Mu-Myeong, who was beside me, gently tapped my shoulder and carefully spoke.

"Master."
"Hmm?"
"May I help you a bit?"

Help...

I looked at Mu-Myeong with suspicious eyes for a moment.

"Hmm."

Thinking about it, I had nothing to lose, and teaching students would also be a good experience for Mu-Myeong, so I nodded.

"Sure, go ahead."
"Yes, Master."

Mu-Myeong nodded as well and stepped forward to speak.

"What Master referred to as 'forms' means basic sword techniques."

Saying that, Mu-Myeong raised the corners of his mouth proudly, and I let out a hollow laugh looking at my disciple.

...So this is what he meant by helping?

How would these youngsters who don't even know what forms are understand just by explaining it in simpler terms?

As I was clicking my tongue thinking that...

"...Basic sword techniques?"
"Forms are basic sword techniques? Is that a foreign term?"

Only then did students begin to nod as if they understood, and some started making their own guesses.

...Well, in a way, I am a foreigner.

No, more importantly, was it really a term they didn't use?

"Huh."

As I was sighing deeply from the unexpected frustration, a very irritating comment reached my ears.

"But professor, isn't basic sword technique something we finished even before entering the academy?"
"What?"

My brow furrowed intensely.

"Finished?"

Even I, who had wielded a sword for 300 years, hadn't finished it, yet a mere student claimed to have finished it?

Impossible, truly absurd.

The students flinched at my expression that seemed angry, but...

"...Didn't we all finish basic sword techniques? Right?"
"That's right."

Some students narrowed their brows as if displeased with my words and chimed in from here and there.

"Professor, aren't you underestimating our level too much?"

Eventually, a student even got angry at me, his face reddening.

"Huh."

It's truly exasperating, so much so that I couldn't continue speaking.

As I stood there with a dumbfounded expression, wondering how to explain to these fools, one student stepped forward and spoke.

"We signed up for this class because we heard Iron-Blooded would be lecturing, but instead, some stranger we've never seen before shows up and says they'll conduct the class."
"..."

That's certainly true.

But Principal Anna had also agreed to this, and I didn't want to do this either, but I came here at Camilla's request, didn't I?

The students' attitude only worsens my mood.

"And to top it off, basic sword techniques?"

The male student, seemingly full of complaints, continued with furrowed brows.

"Isn't this too disrespectful, even if you're looking down on us?"

Although some students hesitated at the somewhat aggressive words, most nodded as if agreeing with him.

"You're finally crossing the line."

As the atmosphere became somewhat heated, Mu-Myeong, with his brows terribly furrowed, placed his hand on his waist and was about to step forward.

"Mu-Myeong."

I extended my arm to block him.

Mu-Myeong turned to look at me with furrowed brows, as if feeling wronged.

"But—"
"Wait and see, they're just kids, aren't they?"
"...Yes."

Mu-Myeong pouted and stepped back, and I sighed deeply at that sight before looking at the student who had stepped forward.

"...Are you saying you don't understand why I'm showing basic forms?"
"Yes."
"Hah..."

Seeing the student nodding with a serious expression, I rubbed my face once and continued my thoughts.

...I suppose I'll have to change the order of the class a bit.

"Then before starting the class, I'll show you something that can be a goal for you."
"...A goal?"
"Yes, using only the basics that you all disregard."

Saying that, I raised the wooden sword and swung it, and a falling leaf from the sky split into two.

"...!"

Ignoring the students' surprised reactions to such a simple thing, I turned my head to look at Mu-Myeong.

"Mu-Myeong, tell Anna to prepare faster."
"Yes, Master."

A smile spread across Mu-Myeong's face.

* * *

Mu-Myeong brought what I had asked for in less than a minute.

"What is this...?"
"...What's that?"

The students all wore questioning expressions, unable to guess the purpose of the object.

I approached the object with a smile at the corners of my lips and placed my hand on it.

"Cutting this rock is the first stage you should aim for."
"...With a sword, that huge rock?"
"Yes."

When I nodded to the student who had cautiously asked, the student's expression twisted strangely before gradually nodding as if understanding.

"...I suppose it's not impossible if we use mana."

However, I had to deny the student's words.

Because...

"What nonsense are you talking about? You must split that rock with pure swordsmanship, without using energy."

There's no need to use energy just to cut that rock.

The student who had asked earlier showed his sword with a bewildered expression.

"B-but the blade will surely be damaged!"
"Hmm."

Indeed, if one doesn't succeed in one attempt, the blade would be damaged.

But.

Would I give such a goal without preparing for that?

With a grin, I took out wooden swords from the large bag that Mu-Myeong had brought along with the rock.

Of course, these weren't the wooden swords that Mu-Myeong had personally carved and given me as gifts.

I wouldn't give something so precious to mere youngsters, would I?

"If you use these, there won't be a problem, right?"
"...What?"

Not just the student who had asked, but most of those gathered began to look shocked.

Of course, not everyone was just shocked.

Some seemed relieved that they wouldn't have to use their own swords, while others looked worried about how they could possibly cut such a huge rock with mere wooden swords.

I smiled briefly at them, then gripped the wooden sword with both hands and slowly began to take my stance.

"Seeing is believing. Watch as I demonstrate."

I close my eyes.

Inhale, exhale.

The surrounding sounds cease, and all senses focus on myself.

I raise both arms, step forward with my left foot.

From the tiny muscles of my little toe to the Achilles tendon, calf, knee, and thigh.

I imprint in my brain the movement of muscles generated by this one step.

And I control it.

To be as close to perfection as possible.

"This is the basic sword technique you all despise so much—the vertical cut."

I slowly swing downward vertically, and then...

*Crack*

A soft sound like tofu being split is heard, and I open my eyes to face the students.

"If anyone still has complaints about what I'm teaching, come forward and try to cut this rock."

Silence.

"If not, let's continue with the class. We're running late."

That's right, now they look like they'll finally listen.

A truly pleasant smile formed on my face.

It was the proper beginning of the class.

Ch.109 - Something Bothersome
I could tell my performance had some effect, as all the students were focused intently on what I was about to say.

I continued with a pleased smile.

"You all said you've never heard of 'chosik' before, right?"
"Yes."

I threw out questions to increase participation while buying myself time to think.

Now, where should I begin explaining?

As I rolled my eyes slightly while gathering my thoughts, a good idea came to mind, and I smiled.

"Then I should explain what 'chosik' is."
"...Didn't you say it was basic swordsmanship?" one student asked, tilting their head in confusion.

I smiled slightly and nodded.

"That's right, it is basic swordsmanship."

Literally, "basic" itself could be called chosik.

"Then what do you consider to be 'basic'?"

As expected, no answer came.

This wasn't due to lack of participation, but because it was truly a difficult question to answer.

I understood this perfectly well, so I continued without minding the silence, gesturing more as I spoke.

"You might misunderstand because of vague statements like 'you must master the basics,' but..."

I think that's somewhat incorrect.

What I consider "basic" is the same as "fundamental."

"If we use that sturdy tree growing over there as an example, it's like the roots."

In other words, it's the essence and foundation.

"Let's get back on track."

I quickly scanned the students and directed my question to the one who seemed most focused.

"So what is 'chosik' as I've described it?"
"...The basics of swordsmanship?"

Though there was a moment of hesitation, the student gave me the answer I wanted, and I smiled brightly while nodding.

"Exactly right. After all this discussion, 'chosik' is simply the foundation of swordsmanship, the basis of martial arts."

So what is the foundation of martial arts?

It's simple.

Moving your arms, moving your legs, moving your body somehow to subdue or kill your opponent.

"And 'chosik' based on martial arts is..."

It's a movement with form, a pattern for subduing or killing.

"For example, the vertical slash I showed earlier is a chosik."

Holding a sword and cutting vertically—following a predetermined form makes it a chosik.

"Does that make sense now?"

After finishing my explanation, which was neither too long nor too short, I observed the students' reactions.

"...Yes."
"I think I understand what chosik is..."

Their lukewarm responses made me tilt my head.

Did I explain it poorly?

Feeling somewhat wounded in my pride, I turned to Mu-Myeong, who was giving me a thumbs-up with a slight smile.

"Tsk."

As if I could trust his reaction...

I sighed deeply at my disciple's unreliable appearance and turned back to the students.

Some had bright eyes, but most still looked unconvinced.

"Hmm."

As I was thinking about how to explain it better to them...

"Professor."

A male student with purple hair and sharp features raised his hand.

This one...

He was the student who had been frowning throughout my explanation despite seeming focused.

"I have a question, if I may ask?"
"Oh, go ahead."

I smiled at his confident attitude and nodded.

This makes things easier for me if he asks first.

"I found your explanation about building a strong foundation impressive, and I agree with it."
"I'm glad."

His voice was full of strength, and he showed no nervousness despite facing someone far superior in martial prowess.

Hmm, is he from some high-ranking family?

While I was lost in these somewhat irrelevant thoughts...

"But if one focuses too much on fundamentals, wouldn't it be difficult to respond flexibly? I'm curious about how to address that."
"Oho."

Could it be that this person who was just questioning chosik is now thinking about turo?

To think about turo after just hearing an explanation of chosik.

What a genius.

My smile deepened.

Turo literally means the flow of battle, what we call a "path."

In other words, it's performing a long sequence by connecting chosik.

"What an excellent question!"

I took a strawberry from my pocket and tossed it to the male student.

"This is your reward."
"...A strawberry?"

As he tilted his head with a puzzled expression, I gave him a warm smile.

"Hmph, you should be proud."
"..."
"...That guy gets Master's strawberry."

Ignoring Mu-Myeong's low grumble, I stood before the students again and opened my mouth.

"Now, I've explained chosik so far."
"Yes."
"It might be a bit early, but I should explain turo to you."
"What's turo now..."

Ignoring the students who were holding their heads as if in pain, I continued.

This is a small gift along with the strawberry, though normally you should have realized it and questioned it yourself like that student did.

"If you master chosik, or basic swordsmanship, to the extreme, how would you use it in actual combat?"

If you simply practice the same movements, chosik would be too difficult to use in real situations to be practical.

Think about it—would their combat ability improve just by swinging swords at immobile dummies or thin air?

...Of course, they'd be better than those who don't practice at all, but the difference would be minimal.

However, if they learn turo suitable for chosik?

The story changes completely.

For a single chosik, there are roughly 32 to 72 prepared turo.

The reason for so many is obvious—practicality.

Using turo appropriate to your situation and executing chosik is what can truly be called martial arts.

However, turo isn't a cure-all either.

Turo helps bridge the gap between novices without combat experience and masters with it, but naturally, actual combat experience is most helpful.

But if one learns only through experience in actual combat, the foundation would be too weak, limiting growth potential.

This is because they don't understand why they should swing their sword in a certain way.

They simply follow their instincts like beasts.

Paradoxically, once you reach a certain level, you begin to erase the turo you've learned from your body.

This is gaining freedom.

It's creating your own turo—a sword that changes with infinite variations.

It's not boasting, but I am at this level.

However, unfortunately, I don't know the perfect path that this male student seems to be seeking.

As I said earlier, it's about infinite variation, not perfection.

After hearing my thoughts, the student who asked the question seemed to ponder for a moment, stroking his chin.

"Thank you."

He then bowed his head respectfully in gratitude.

"Don't mention it."

I smiled and waved my hand casually before speaking again.

"Any other questions?"
"Um, what if...!"
"In this case, how would...?"

My answer must have been quite satisfying, as numerous questions poured in, and I happily answered them all.

...At least I was happy at first.

* * *

After the short one-hour lecture ended, I lay spread-eagle on the training ground, staring blankly at the sky.

"Ah."

How did it end up like this?

Because of the students who kept asking questions with bright eyes for an hour, they never actually got to swing their swords.

...And I had planned to show them hell disguised as physical training.

"How frustrating..."

I sighed deeply at the strange feeling of defeat.

Come to think of it, I definitely didn't want to become an academy instructor at first.

Why am I teaching so enthusiastically now...?

This sudden thought made everything feel futile, and I lost the will to move.

...Thinking about it now.

I guess I enjoyed remembering teaching Mu-Myeong when he knew nothing.

"Hmm."

As I was idly staring at the sky, a shadow began to cover my face, and I rolled my eyes to see who it was.

"...What is it? Your master is busy right now."
"Is that so?"

Of course, it was Mu-Myeong, and he didn't seem to care about my claim of being busy as he crouched down beside me.

"Good work today."
"...Good work?"

Ah, did I work hard enough to deserve such praise...?

I pouted slightly.

I really hadn't intended to go this far.

Why would I share so much knowledge with them?

What I've engraved in my body through 300 years of blood and sweat—how many years have they saved with just my words?

...Of course, I don't regret teaching Mu-Myeong.

Mu-Myeong isn't a stranger, is he? He's my disciple.

I just feel uncomfortable giving valuable information to complete strangers.

As I lay on the ground for a while, Mu-Myeong slipped his leg under my head.

"What are you doing?"
"Won't your neck hurt lying on such a hard surface?"
"Hmm..."

It wouldn't hurt from just this, and I'm sure Mu-Myeong knows that too.

But somehow this didn't feel bad, so I didn't refuse and let myself rest against him.

"You were impressive."

The corners of my mouth twitched.

...At least he knows.

I quietly leaned against Mu-Myeong, closed my eyes, and began to feel the gentle breeze.

And then.

As if that cursed sky really couldn't stand to see me resting,

Something truly irritating appeared at the edge of my senses.

My brow furrowed.

Ch.110 - Assault
I frowned as I sensed a disturbing presence through my spiritual perception.

Why hadn't I thought of this before?

This place where I am is probably—no, definitely—a fictional world combining fantasy with an academy setting.

And if things had followed the standard formula, Mu-Myeong, the Hero, and the Saintess would have met here and lived together as students.

And in the midst of all that, someone with a distinct personality like Camilla comes here as a guest instructor?

"...That means trouble is definitely coming."

I grabbed my throbbing head and let out a deep sigh.

"Mu-Myeong."
"Yes, Master."

Mu-Myeong, who had been stroking my hair, lowered his head at my call.

...Since when had he been touching it?

I smiled slightly at that, reached out to caress Mu-Myeong's cheek, and spoke.

"I suddenly want to eat strawberries."
"...Strawberries, you say?"

Mu-Myeong tilted his head in confusion, and I nodded.

"Don't we still have plenty left?"

...Do we?

Searching for an appropriate answer, I rolled my eyes around before pinching Mu-Myeong's cheek and continuing.

"Hmm, I'm truly curious what strawberries sold in the capital taste like."
"Yes, then I'll go to the market."
"Thank you."

I slowly rose and extracted myself from Mu-Myeong's embrace.

Only after confirming that I had completely separated from him did Mu-Myeong finally stand up and begin gathering his things.

"I'll be waiting in the room Anna provided, so take your time."
"Yes, Master."

Mu-Myeong bowed deeply, then slowly walked away. Once I confirmed he had completely disappeared from sight, I tilted my head.

...Let's go.

With those strange parasites currently in Mu-Myeong's heart, and not knowing what they might like, it's best if Mu-Myeong uses his body as little as possible.

"Ah, how bothersome."

I grab a wooden sword to drive away this troublemaker emanating such ominous energy.

I slowly move my feet toward them.

Since I fell into this place, took Mu-Myeong as my disciple, and met the Hero, the Saintess, and Camilla, many things must have changed.

And they really have changed.

The people who should have been at the academy, who should have been involved in some upcoming incident, aren't here now.

So can this academy resolve that incident on its own?

I'm not sure.

Logically thinking, they should certainly be able to handle it.

After all, this is an academy. It's a place with many masters who have reached a level where they can teach others in their fields. Plus, wasn't the principal, Anna, quite capable in her own right?

But.

If they can't resolve it, wouldn't that be my fault?

"Hmm, a difficult problem."

I know I'm not smart, so I prefer simple and straightforward methods.

Wouldn't it be best to drive that person away before they reach the academy?

Good.

Now that I have a goal, my steps feel lighter.
I approached the culprit with a pleasant smile.

Then suddenly, a thought occurred to me and I stopped in my tracks.

...If the cause of the incident is someone from the Demon King's side, which Lily belongs to, shouldn't I avoid interfering?

"Ugh."

I don't know.

The feeling when a clear goal disappears—my good mood plummets once again.

I pushed out my lips in annoyance and moved on.

* * *

Behind Lois Academy's mountain,
That's where the owner of the ominous energy Ha-Rang sensed was located.

"...So the Iron-Blooded is here."

Wrapped in a large black robe that covered his entire body, he continuously spat out words mixed with hatred as he stared at the academy with empty eye sockets.

*How I've longed for an opportunity like this.*

He thought while caressing his waist, which he could no longer feel.

Ellen in the north had such tight security that it was impossible to break through, but now she leaves her residence of her own accord and comes to an academy full of mere youngsters?

A rare opportunity.

*And I didn't miss that chance.*

The man, letting out a gloomy laugh, thrust the staff in his hand into the ground.

Soon, a storm-like wind blew over the back mountain, pushing back the robe that covered him, revealing a complete skeleton.

His mouth clattered as it opened and closed.

"Look forward to it, Iron-Blooded... I've made thorough preparations to tear you apart and kill you."

After uttering those words,
He let out an eerie laugh and spoke while holding a crystal ball.

"Living Dead"

Gloomy, sticky-looking green mana gathered in the crystal ball in his hand.

The gathered mana continued to condense repeatedly, increasing its size.

And after what seemed like an eternity passed in an instant.

The condensed green mana burst and began to spread in all directions.

Soon, it became life forms with different shapes.

The skeleton extended his hand, pointing at the academy.

"Go, go and fulfill my long-cherished desire."

The green-rippling life forms did not answer, but simply followed the man's orders and moved their feet.

The attack had begun.

* * *

"...What disgustingly ugly things."

As I had expected, a great commotion broke out at the academy not long after.

"Kyaaak!"
"Wh-what is that!"

The students each took up their weapons and faced the unidentified monsters that attacked them, but.

"Damn it! Just die already!"

Those monsters, even when cut by swords, pierced by arrows, or directly hit by strange magic.

"Grrrr...."
"Why, why won't they fall...!"

They didn't stop advancing and simply swung their arms at the students.

In this place of utter chaos,
I thought as I stepped in the opposite direction from the fleeing students.

I wonder if Mu-Myeong went far?

I hope he doesn't get upset that I sent him away this time.

While thinking these somewhat useless thoughts and absentmindedly walking, at that moment.

"Professor!"

A student's voice reached my ears.

"Hmm?"

That guy is....

"It's the Purple Goodie-Two-Shoes!"

A student who stood out during class not only for the quantity of his questions but especially for how they struck at the core of issues.

"...Purple Goodie-Two-Shoes? My name is Arnold."

Arnold, who momentarily looked appalled, soon shook his head and spoke again.

"Where are you going in this situation?"
"Going where?"

Not understanding what he meant, I just tilted my head, and he pounded his chest as if frustrated.

"It's too dangerous to go there alone!"
"Hmm."

Is it? I didn't really feel any energy that would be dangerous to me, so I hadn't given it much thought.

Still.

It's nice of him to worry.

"Don't worry too much. I'm stronger than you think."

I smiled brightly and waved my hand casually as I continued.

"Take the other students and go toward the principal's office. It should be safe there."

After saying that, I completely took my eyes off him, but whether this guy was truly a model student or perhaps had a strong sense of justice.

He didn't give up and opened his mouth in a voice so loud it hurt my ears.

"It would be safer to go with the other professors!"
"...Really now."

I don't want to scold him since his intentions are good, but if we delay any longer, the damage could increase and students might get hurt.

And that's not what I want.

I ignored him and moved on.

"The other professors also said to wait at the academy until the situation is assessed!"

I ignored this outcry as well.

I am not a professor at the academy; I'm a guest instructor.
I have no obligation to listen to the principal or other professors.

"We haven't even identified the enemy's strength, yet you're going right away."

Thinking I wouldn't be persuaded this way, he blocked my path and changed his approach slightly.

"If something goes wrong and you're defeated, it would be a major loss of strength for our counterattack later."
"Hmm."

As I raised my head to look at Arnold, thinking my persuasion was working, he spoke with shining eyes.

"In battle, higher firepower is advantageous, but it's not good in the long run."
"That's right."

I nodded, signaling him to continue.

"Plus, the academy is in the capital."
"And?"
"If we just succeed in defending until reinforcements arrive, victory is assured."

Hmm, everything he says is correct, so I have nothing to counter with.

But.

"Overwhelming power makes all of that meaningless."

That doesn't apply to me.

I've already assessed the enemy's strength through my spiritual perception, and I've directly experienced the military might of Camilla, who is acclaimed as the Empire's finest sword.

Thanks to that, I know that my combat ability is not inferior to anyone here.

I'm not acting thoughtlessly.

I'm doing this because I can handle it.
Me going is the quickest way to end this with minimal casualties.

"Stop hindering me; it's annoying."

I narrowed my eyes, lowered my voice, and declared it as a warning.

This situation seems to be partly my responsibility, so I want to resolve it myself, but why is he interfering so much...

I passed by the overly concerned Arnold and moved on again.

"Well, if you're that worried, come along and see for yourself."
"What do you mean?"
"You can see with your own eyes what I mean."

Ch.111 - King Of The Dead
Empty eye sockets leaked an ominous green light.

*How unpleasant.*

Soon, the disturbing noise of a skeleton's rattling jaw filled the cavern.

*Despite starting the attack some time ago...*

Still no significant results.

Why wasn't that confident Iron-Blooded one stepping forward, and why had his nerves been so on edge?

The skeleton kept rattling its jaw in frustration as nothing went according to plan.

But.

Was the goddess of victory looking upon him?

He had found someone who seemed useful.

No, more than just useful.

This one might even be stronger than that Iron-Blooded one who had reduced him to this state.

A chilling laugh escaped between the skeleton's jaws.

*If I could turn that into a corpse and make it my servant.*

Or, if he could devour its soul and steal its karma.

Then his long-cherished wish might not remain just a dream.

The skeleton sat in an enormous chair, resting his chin on his hand, waiting for his guest to arrive.


* * *


"It's still not too late. If we retreat now—"
"Ah, you're so annoyingly chatty."

I stopped walking and turned sharply to glare at Arnold.

"My head is starting to throb, so please be quiet."

We'd been walking together for about the time it takes to drink a cup of tea, yet this guy's mouth hadn't stopped once.

It was irritating, and I'd mentioned it several times, but...

"...But no matter how strong you are, Professor, this is madness."
"..."

He flinched momentarily but didn't stop talking.

Ah, I shouldn't have told him to come along.

It was truly a moment of regret.


With about two li left to our destination, he kept rubbing his goosebump-covered arms while continuously complaining.

Ugh, it's creepy.

The closer we got, the stronger the presence became.

"...In all my life, I've never felt an energy like this."

Of course, I'd spent most of my life cooped up in a Log Cabin with little opportunity to experience such things, but even if I'd lived a wandering life, I doubt I would have encountered such a presence often.

And for good reason.

"It doesn't seem to be alive..."

The energy was murky and hollow inside, making it difficult to believe it belonged to a living creature.

After I muttered those words, Arnold, now pale as a ghost, anxiously chewed his lips.

Looking at him, I sighed deeply in exasperation.

How can a man have so little backbone?

Still, it wasn't incomprehensible. After all, he was just a student at the academy.

Of course he'd lack practical experience.

Well, Mu-Myeong had always done well enough, but not everyone could be like my disciple.

I couldn't just leave him in that state, so I sighed deeply and opened my mouth to comfort Arnold.

"...Didn't I tell you not to worry? There's no need to be so afraid."

At my words, Arnold rolled his eyes, glanced at me, and started mumbling again.

"No matter how I think about it, this isn't right..."
"If you're that scared, just go back, please."

I scolded him with a weary look, and just as Arnold was about to close his mouth again—

"Wait."
"...?"

I extended my arm to stop him, then raised the corner of my mouth in a grin.

"Seems like he's eager to see me too."
"...What do you mean?"
"Right in front of us, a corpse has come out to greet us."

At my words, Arnold's eyes, which had been narrowed as he stared ahead, gradually widened in shock.

"This means our ambush has failed!"
"Is that my problem?"

An ambush? I hadn't even considered such a thing from the beginning.

In the first place.

I had no intention of fighting when I didn't even know exactly who that fellow was.

If I had really planned an ambush, I wouldn't have brought along a greenhorn like this who couldn't even conceal his own presence.

Leaving the frozen Arnold behind, I stepped forward and gripped my wooden sword.

"So, where is your leader?"
"Keuuk, keuuu..."

A corpse wearing armor that looked like something knights would wear, painted black, made a noise like nails on a chalkboard, nodded its head, and then moved its feet.

"Seems like it wants us to follow."

Saying that, I began following the corpse. Arnold looked at me in disbelief, muttering "This must be a dream..." over and over.

Yet he still diligently followed me, which was quite absurd.

"Pfft, ahem."
"What's so funny?! Ah, never mind..."

His foolish appearance was amusing.

Well, it was a bit annoying, but.

I suppose his good nature prevented him from abandoning me?


When we arrived at the entrance of a suspicious-looking cave, the corpse knight stopped and turned to look at me.

"Is it here?"
"Keuk, keuk, keuuuk..."

The corpse knight nodded while making groaning sounds.

...What is it saying?

Though the words were incomprehensible, the fact that it stopped here probably meant we'd arrived.

As I was about to step into the cave, Arnold swallowed hard and looked at me with trembling pupils.

"...Are you really going in?"
"Of course. Did you expect us to turn back after coming all this way?"

Arnold briefly rubbed his face, then sighed deeply before hardening his expression as if steeling himself.

"Let's go."

His expression resembled that of a warrior betting his life.

"Sure, let's go."

I nodded with a lukewarm expression and walked ahead.

...I'm the one who'll be fighting anyway, right?

"Hmm."

Somehow, I felt rather ambivalent about the situation...

But I liked his determination, so I refrained from saying anything more.


When we reached what seemed to be the deepest part of the cave, we were greeted by a cavern so vast its end wasn't visible.

And also by a skeleton.

"...So it really wasn't a living being?"

I opened my mouth in surprise, pointing at the skeleton.

...How can something like that exist?

Judging by how it manipulated numerous corpses and guided me here, it seemed to possess intelligence...

The skeleton's interior was completely empty, suggesting it had no brain.

...Does this world not require a brain for wisdom?

While I was stroking my chin, lost in somewhat useless contemplation, a voice accompanied by the rattling of a jaw reached my ears.

"Have you come?"

Barely swallowing the words that almost escaped my mouth, I nodded.

Wow... how disgusting.

Seeing the vocal cords attached to the neck bones move with my own eyes was truly a bizarre experience...

Somehow understanding my reaction, the skeleton chuckled and waved its arm, which was literally nothing but bone.

"Do not be afraid."
"Hmm..."

Rather than fear, it was disgust—like looking at an insect—but...

Thinking the skeleton might be offended, I kept that to myself.

I still wasn't sure if this skeleton was completely my enemy.

There's nothing wrong with being cautious.

I nodded once and opened my mouth.

"Who are you—"
"What business brings you—"

Unfortunately, with terrible timing, the skeleton and I spoke at the same moment.

"...I'm fine, you speak first—"
"I'll show mercy, so speak first—"

After our words overlapped a few more times, an awkward silence fell.

Arnold, who had been trembling at the skeleton's bizarre appearance until just moments ago, now stared at us with a blank expression.

"...What kind of situation is this?"

Well, I'm a bit confused too.

In that awkward silence, I cleared my throat softly and raised my head.

...This could go on forever at this rate.

With a sigh, I gave a small nod toward the skeleton.

It was a gesture for him to speak first.

The skeleton nodded in return, lit green fires around us to recreate the eerie atmosphere, and rattled its jaw.

"What business brings you here?"
"Hmm."

Business... I came to see what kind of creature it was and beat it up if necessary...

Even I knew I couldn't say that directly.

First, I needed to confirm if this creature was affiliated with the Demon King.

With that thought, I was about to answer the skeleton when—

"Are you perhaps taking orders from—"
"Obviously, we're here to eliminate you! You filthy necromancer!"

Arnold, his eyes shining with righteousness, pointed his finger at the skeleton.

Ah, I really should have left him behind.

I sighed deeply, my head throbbing.

"...Eliminate?"
"That's right! You evil necromancer! Why did you attack the academy?!"

Though the skeleton had no facial expressions due to being just bones, it somehow appeared confused. I shook my head slightly and stepped forward.

"Ignore him. First, are you here on someone's orders?"

A question aimed at confirming whether he was acting on someone else's instructions.

"...Orders? No one dares give orders to me, the King Of The Dead, Reaper!"

The skeleton—no, Reaper—became enraged at my words and struck the head of another skeleton standing beside him.

-Clang!

A clear, hollow sound rang out.

"Pfft!"

Unable to hold back my laughter at the delightful sound, I burst out laughing.

"Ahem, ahem, I'm sorry for laughing, King Of The Dead... puhaha!"

Unable to stop laughing, I clutched my stomach and wiped away tears.

Ah, this is killing me.

"..."

Though no expression was visible, Reaper somehow looked displeased as I continued my train of thought.

Anyway, he's not one of the Demon King's subordinates, right?

Well, that makes things easier for me.

I took a step forward, gripping my wooden sword.
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My laughter seemed to have angered the Reaper quite a bit, as his teeth made an unpleasant cracking sound.

"Don't you dare laugh in my presence!"

-Thud!

The Reaper slammed the staff in his hand straight into the ground.

"Living Dead...!"

A green energy swirled around the staff. The Reaper roughly waved his empty hand, spreading the energy in all directions.

Soon, the energy that had settled on the ground began to transform into a thin mist.

"Ugh, urk..."

Within it, various shapes began to form.

"Oh."

I watched the Reaper with mild amazement.

*So internal energy can be manipulated like that?*

The spatial movement I saw before was quite fascinating, and this seemed no less impressive.

And for good reason.

He was essentially creating new life from nothing, wasn't he?

Of course, those things were empty inside without any internal energy, making it difficult to classify them as living beings—they were more accurately categorized as corpses...

Still, creating something from nothing deserved applause.

"Impressive."

I could understand why he called himself the King Of The Dead.

"...Impressive? Have you still not grasped the situation?"

The Reaper gritted his teeth and stretched out his arms, slowly turning his head.

His eerie pupils took in the entire cavern.

"How do you plan to deal with my many minions?"

Such confident words from the Reaper.

Looking around, I saw numerous corpses surrounding Arnold and me.

"...There are quite a lot."

Each one seemed to have abilities similar to the elite soldiers I'd seen in Ellen.

Hmm, should I take them all out at once?

If I dealt with them one by one, it might take until nightfall.

As I tilted my head, wondering how to handle all these corpses...

"Professor... I'll help too."

Arnold gulped, drew the sword at his waist, and stepped forward.

...Come to think of it, what should I do about him?

I took a step forward with my wooden sword, surveying the surroundings.

This place was unsuitable for large-scale techniques.

This was a cavern.

And inside were not just the Reaper and me, but also Student Arnold.

If I were to use the "God-Slaying Sword Technique" in such a confined space, the cave would collapse, and both Arnold and I would be buried under the debris.

No, what am I talking about? Even a casual swing of my sword might cause the cave to collapse.

And as long as there was even the slightest possibility of that happening, I felt uncomfortable wielding my sword.

So what should I do...

"Hmm, I know."

My deliberation was brief.

Why not just drag that Reaper outside the cave?

I raised my wooden sword toward the Reaper, who arrogantly reclined in his chair, looking down at me.

"It seems a bit damp in here. Shall we go outside?"

"...?"

A moment of silence.

-Crack!

The Reaper, dripping fragments of his completely shattered teeth, raged.

"Shut up! Do you think I'd listen to you?!"

"Hmm."

That didn't work.

I clicked my tongue in disappointment.

* * *

I twisted my waist and exhaled.

"Whew."

My sword passed through a gap too narrow for even paper to slip through.
Then I slightly moved my arm, bringing the wooden sword to the ribs of a corpse.

-Boom!

Another corpse was destroyed.

"Really, there's no end to them."

"Damn it...!"

Arnold panted heavily as he swung his sword at the corpses rushing toward him.

He looked quite exhausted.

"Student, here's a gift."

But I smiled at Arnold and kicked a corpse approaching me, sending it his way.

"Please stop... ugh!"

Arnold frowned deeply and thrust his sword into the corpse coming toward him.

"Are you trying to kill me?!"

Immediately after, Arnold shouted at me loud enough to shake the ground, and I pretended to cover my ears while grinning.

"Of course not."

"Then please stop! I'm already overwhelmed!"

Arnold pleaded with me, looking like he was about to die.

"Hmm..."

That would only be your loss.

At this moment, Arnold was experiencing real combat, growing at a rapid pace.

He must have quite useful talent.

Of course, if things seemed truly dangerous, I would help in small ways—kicking a stone or manipulating his movements.

I made sure no life-threatening situations occurred.

Well, from his perspective, it probably didn't seem that way.

And I didn't want to give Arnold a traumatic experience.

He's still young, and that would be too cruel, wouldn't it?

With a smirk, I dodged a corpse swinging its massive arm at me and brought my wooden sword to it.

-Boom!

The corpse exploded into dozens of pieces from merely touching my sword, with chunks of flesh covering the cave floor.

As you can see, just striking the vital point of the corpse caused this explosion—imagine if I actually swung my sword with intent to exterminate them.

It wouldn't be a small explosion; the entire cave would collapse.

With a throbbing headache, I sighed deeply and looked at the Reaper, who was still arrogantly sitting in his chair, looking down at me.

"You know that this level of attack won't even scratch me, don't you?"

He meant I should face him directly.
A cold green light flowed from the empty sockets of the Reaper's eyes as he heard my words.

"..."

But the Reaper, perhaps still gathering his thoughts, remained silent, merely observing the battle.

"Hah."

...Really now.

Despite having observed the situation sufficiently, he took no action.

Was he being obtuse, or was this simply a delaying tactic?

"Tsk."

Whatever it was, it certainly wasn't helping me, and I found the current situation quite displeasing.

But if I were to rush at the Reaper and break his neck...

Arnold might lose his life in the meantime, or the Reaper might have some hidden trump card.

Like self-destruction, for instance.

As I sighed deeply in this seemingly hopeless situation, about to send another corpse toward Arnold under the guise of training—actually just stress relief...

"...Swordsman."

The Reaper, who had been silent until now, finally addressed me.

"Oh, you've finally decided to talk?"

I responded with a bright smile, to which the Reaper tapped the armrest of his chair with his finger and continued.

"Why does someone of your caliber care about the life of such a worm?"

"Hmm..."

I tilted my head at this puzzling question.

Well, I'm a professor now, so isn't it right to protect my student?

Isn't the Reaper the strange one for attacking a peaceful academy in the first place?

But I didn't voice these thoughts.

I had a feeling that if I just listened to what he had to say, the situation might change.

So as I waited for the Reaper to continue, he opened his mouth again after waiting briefly for my response.

"I can tell."

The Reaper pointed at Arnold.

"If that worm wasn't here, I would have already lost my will to your sword."

Accurate.

These mere corpses couldn't stop me, and the distance between the Reaper and me would have closed instantly, with my wooden sword reaching him.

"Why does someone as powerful as you follow rules established by the weak?"

I scratched my head awkwardly.

...I haven't really been following them.

In fact, haven't I interfered with the Hero and Saintess before?

Regardless.

My reaction didn't seem important to the Reaper, as he stood up for the first time, the green fire in his eye sockets burning brighter.

"You, who are already on the verge of transcendence, my long-cherished wish."

The Reaper extended his arm, pointing at the area around my lower abdomen.

"Why are you still trapped in the weak flesh of a human?"

"..."

Is he telling me to become a skeleton like him...?

Or if not that...

Could what he's calling transcendence be what I think it is?

My eyes narrowed as I looked at the Reaper.

"Could it be that you don't know?"

The information gap was too great; I could only guess at the content of the conversation since the Reaper was talking about things only he understood.

"...Know what?"

I cautiously probed, but...

"Kuhah, kuhahaha!"

What came back was an extremely unpleasant burst of laughter.

Hmm... I laughed at him first, but it really doesn't feel good when it happens to me.

I should be more careful next time.

The Reaper thrust his staff into the ground and continued speaking.

"What a waste of the 'karma' filling your vessel!"

Karma...

I think I heard something similar about the Demon King when Lily was explaining things to me.

After maintaining an unpleasant smile for a while, the Reaper moved his feet and slowly approached me.

"I've changed my mind! Won't you join me?"

The Reaper extended his hand to me as he came right up to my face.

"If you accept my request, I'll give you the clue you've been searching for!"

"A clue..."

It's certainly a tempting offer.

But.

There might be a difference between what he calls transcendence and the realm I'm thinking of.

"I'm sorry, but."

Above all, my current priority is Mu-Myeong, not advancing my realm.

And.

I'm quite greedy, so unless I can achieve both advancing my realm and finding Mu-Myeong...

I have no intention of doing anything else.

"I have a disciple."

With a grin, I swung my wooden sword at the approaching Reaper.

-Swoosh

Ch.113 - Heaven And Earth's Creation
The wooden sword slashed horizontally, and as it passed through, a massive gust of wind filled the void where the air had disappeared.

But.

That was all there was to it.

"...There's no feeling of impact."

I couldn't feel any sensation of cutting something at my fingertips.

I stared blankly at my hand that had swung the wooden sword.

Even though I hadn't put much strength into it, I couldn't reach at that distance?

Hmm, I don't like this.

I bit my lip, my pride wounded.

"Professor! Did you finish them off?!"

Arnold, breathing heavily, shouted at me as the corpses' movements slowed down while I walked ahead.

I shot him a glare and waved my hand.

"Wait there."
"...Pardon?"

I frowned as I cleared away the dust raised by the air pressure, stepping into the cloud with my nerves on edge, ready for any surprise attack.

After moving about five steps forward.

"Tsk."

Corpses wielding swords rushed at me from all directions, and I struck the ground with my wooden sword, breaking the surface.

The swords swung by the corpses were futilely blocked by the wall that rose up around me.

"Stop hiding and come out."

I raised my wooden sword and looked around, but no answer came.

I sighed deeply at the situation not going as planned and closed my eyes to concentrate on the energy flowing around me, but.

Hmm, I can't even detect it with my energy sense...

More precisely, there were too many energy signatures for me to distinguish who was who.

Like finding a needle in a desert, exactly that feeling.

"Hah, what, do you want to play hide and seek?"

I narrowed my eyes and swung my sword horizontally.

The dust that had been raised by the air pressure cleared away, revealing numerous corpses.

...But no Reaper.

"No way."

I quickly turned my head to look in Arnold's direction.

And then a scene unfolded before my eyes.

"Urgh..."

The Reaper's hand gripped Arnold's neck, lifting him up, Arnold's legs kicking at the air.

"...Let him go."

I pointed my wooden sword and spoke in a cold voice.

The Reaper turned his head toward me, green fire burning in his empty eye sockets.

"Let me ask you again, has your mind changed now?"
"..."

I kept my mouth shut and looked around.

I could see corpses surrounding me and the uneven terrain.

No proper solution was in sight.

...Should I pretend to listen to the Reaper first and then see how things go?

My pride was hurt; I really didn't want to do this.

I frowned and glared at the Reaper.

"..."

Perhaps seeing that I was hesitating, the Reaper lifted Arnold even higher.

Arnold's complexion was gradually turning pale.

"Don't waste time thinking."

Fearing that Arnold's life would soon be in danger, I placed my wooden sword on the ground.

What should I do...

Even if I swung my wooden sword right in the Reaper's face, he might escape using whatever method he used before.

Without knowing how that was accomplished, I couldn't just swing my sword recklessly.

Hmm, is there no choice?

I sighed deeply and slowly loosened my grip on the wooden sword.

"Good thinking."

I decided to put my pride aside for now and look for an opportunity.

Just as I was taking steps toward the Reaper with that resolve...

"...Pro, fessor."

Arnold, held by the Reaper, spoke with a strained voice.

But the Reaper gripped his neck even tighter.

"Ugh!"
"You shut up."

The moment I heard Arnold's voice, something clicked in my mind, and I stopped in my tracks to look into his eyes.

Though faint, Arnold's eyes were still shining brightly.

"I understand."

I grinned and gripped my wooden sword tightly again.

Seeing this, a satisfied smile spread across Arnold's face as well.

* * *

I'm not sure why this is coming to mind now, but Professor Cheon Ha-Rang once suddenly said during a lecture:

"There's nothing better than meditation for observing oneself."

*I thought, 'Meditation? What nonsense.'*

It would be more helpful to swing a sword one more time instead.

That's what I had thought to myself.

But at this moment, with this skeleton gripping my neck...

*I can barely breathe...*

I finally began to understand what the professor meant.

Trying to conserve as much breath as possible for survival, I closed my eyes and focused on my breathing. Gradually, the surrounding noise faded away, and I began to focus on myself.

I could feel my heartbeat, which I normally couldn't hear, and each individual bone joint of the Reaper's hand gripping my neck.

Through my skin, I could feel each individual fiber of my school uniform.

With senses sharpened to this degree, Arnold grabbed the Reaper's wrist.

From my fingertips, I could vividly feel the subtle mechanics of muscles being used—from fingers to wrist, arm, and shoulder.

Everything felt clear, even the briefest moment was perceived with razor-sharp clarity.

...Does the professor live in an even higher-dimensional world than this?

What a monster, it's ridiculous...

*No, this isn't the time for such useless thoughts.*

I need to find a way out of this situation.

And, quite coincidentally, I have the power to do so.

The problem is that I've never successfully done this before.

*But now...*

With my senses heightened to the extreme, it might be possible.

And as long as there's even a slight possibility, I'm not someone who should ever give up.

Arnold drew up what little mana he had left—pitifully small compared to his father's mana and authority.

But it was enough.

Arnold opened his eyes wide and looked at the professor.

Then he put as much mana as possible into his voice.

"Pro, fessor..."

The will infused in Arnold's voice was transmitted to the professor.

Though still insufficient to issue commands like his father's "Imperial Command"...

*But at least my request, my thoughts, my will...*

Should have been conveyed sufficiently.

And as if proving Arnold's prediction correct, Professor Cheon Ha-Rang raised the corners of her mouth and gripped her wooden sword.

*Thank goodness...*

His consciousness faded to black.

* * *

"I told you not to do anything foolish."

I slowly opened my eyes and took a deep breath.

"Don't you understand yet that cutting me down is useless?"

The Reaper's voice came through low and deep, and I smiled slightly while continuing to position myself.

Yes, let's see who hasn't fully grasped the situation.

I don't know how that guy used telepathy, but I've obtained some useful information.

I really did bring the right person.

Clearly...

When I swung my sword and the Reaper's body was destroyed, the green fire lit up in the eyes of a corpse in front of me.

In other words, this guy can transfer his consciousness to corpses he has prepared.

I didn't think he was preserving his consciousness through his brain... but to think it was actually true.

What an absurd ability.

Then how should I completely eliminate this guy in one go?

It's simple.

I need to blow away this entire mountain, including the cave.

And.

In the "God-Slaying Sword Technique," there is one form, still incomplete, that strikes the widest area.

"...Are you insane? Do you really not care what happens to this guy?"
"Do it if you can."

Just like Lucius did, I spread my energy to suppress the Reaper so he couldn't do anything reckless.

"What absurd...!"

There are indeed things to learn even from those much younger than me.

With a slight smile, I closed my eyes.

I exhaled while gripping the wooden sword, creating the most ideal posture for what I was about to do.

I eliminated any loss of kinetic energy between connected movements—the angle of my toes, the contraction of calf muscles, the direction of my gaze, the tension in my waist.

"Hoo."

My center of gravity shifted precariously forward.

My pupils, fixed on the point where I would swing the wooden sword, remained unwavering.

Although I couldn't find the perfect posture, making it somewhat incomplete.

God-Slaying Sword Technique

Reaper, you too are aiming for an awkward transcendence.

Sixth Form

How fitting for your end.

Heaven and Earth Creation

The moment I thrust my wooden sword into the ground.

-BOOM!

Space itself convulsed.

* * *

The moment Cheon Ha-Rang swung her wooden sword, the academy students forgot the emergency and looked out the windows at the sudden thunderous noise.

"...What is that?"
"I don't know... it's terrifying."

The students who looked outside etched a horrific scene into their constricted pupils.

The sky was sinking into the ground, and the ground was shooting up toward the sky.

Space twisted and twisted again, creating a new sky and earth.

-WEEEEEE!

An emergency alarm sounded throughout the school.

"This is a real situation! Everyone grab your weapons and gather!"

The teacher shouted, feigning calmness, but the students didn't listen.

"...Are we going to die?"

Students sat on the floor, seemingly having lost their will.

Hope was nowhere to be seen in their eyes.

In this desperate situation, Academy Principal Anna prepared to throw herself into action with sword in hand.

Her expression was grim, suggesting she had made up her mind.

However, a hand came to rest on her shoulder, stopping her.

"Don't interfere...!"
"Lady Anna."

Anna turned her head to look at the owner of the voice.

Meeting her eyes, Mu-Myeong shook his head slightly and smiled.

"You don't need to worry, it's my master."

In response to Mu-Myeong's words came:

"...What?"

Anna's dumbfounded question.
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"...What?"

Anna asked with a dumbfounded voice, and Mu-Myeong shrugged his shoulders.

"It's my master."
"So you're saying that was Professor Ha-Rang's doing..."

Leaving Anna lost in thought, Mu-Myeong moved forward.

He wanted to see his master.

*She said she'd wait in the room...*

Why would she be there?

Given his master's personality, she wouldn't have left him behind because he might interfere with whatever she was doing.

Still, Mu-Myeong felt somewhat disappointed.

Just as he was preparing to leap forward with his lips pursed in displeasure—

"Wait, disciple?"

Anna stopped him with her words.

Mu-Myeong turned his head to look at her, noticing her expression filled with anticipation.

"...I'm Cheon Mu-Myeong."
"Then, Mu-Myeong, let's go together."

Though Mu-Myeong wanted to greet his master alone, he had no reasonable excuse to refuse, so he nodded.

* * *

Right after thrusting the wooden sword into the ground, the sky began to ripple like waves and the earth shook as if hit by an earthquake.

Then the sky seemed to collapse and the ground surged upward, as if heaven and earth were about to meet and create a new world.

And then it stopped.

The sky and earth returned to their places, and the rippling sky and shaking ground gradually calmed.

I stared blankly at it all before clicking my tongue in disappointment.

As expected, it didn't work properly.

It had been quite a while since I'd performed the "God-Slaying Sword Technique" without controlling my power.

"...I'm not satisfied with this."

Perhaps because it's still an incomplete form, the technique doesn't produce the effect it did when I first created it.

Of course, I knew this already, which is why I didn't bother controlling my power.

But seeing the instability with my own eyes still left a bitter taste in my mouth.

I sighed deeply in disappointment and looked around.

"Are you alive?"

Naturally, I was looking for Arnold.

Some might ask who could possibly survive such devastation.

I was worried too, but he should be alive.

Since the technique focused on striking heaven and earth rather than having exceptional killing power.

And also.

Though I felt sorry for Arnold who had prepared himself, I still had reservations about cutting people down, so I'd taken certain measures with the student.

"Pro-Professor, I'm h-here, ugh, I'm here..."

Fortunately, Arnold waved his arm from beneath a pile of dirt to signal his presence.

"Oh, you're alive."
"...What?"

As I approached him happily waving my arms, Arnold looked at my smiling face with an expression of horror.

Hmm, is that how you react when seeing someone's face?

"Ugh!"

I grabbed Arnold's arm sticking out from the dirt pile and pulled him out, examining him carefully.

He's quite sturdy, thanks to his youth.

"You have a few broken parts, but nothing life-threatening."
"Haha..."

Arnold gave an awkward smile at my words and breathed a sigh of relief, but only briefly.

Looking around, he asked me:

"What happened to the dark mage?"
"...Dark mage? Ah, that skeleton."

I smiled at his selfless question and shook my head.

He must be worried, even though he himself survived.

"Completely annihilated."

Indeed, I couldn't sense any energy signatures in the area except for Arnold's.

"That's a relief..."

Arnold sat down with a thud, seemingly relieved of tension, and let out a deep sigh.

I stared at him curiously and asked something I'd been wondering about.

"Arnold."
"Yes?"
"Earlier, how did you transmit your voice to me?"

It's a type of sound technique commonly called voice transmission.

No matter how much I tried, I could never master this martial art.

It couldn't be helped.

When I was training alone at the Log Cabin, I never had the chance to practice sound techniques.

Tsk, it would be so useful.

Drooling at the thought, I looked at Arnold, who gave an awkward laugh before speaking.

"Even if I told you, I don't think you could use it..."
"What?"

I made an indignant face and pouted my lips.

"How could that be?"
"Haha... it's more like a divine authority than magic..."

I folded my arms and snorted, turning my head away.

Divine authority? What a grandiose name.

If he didn't want to tell me, he could just say so instead of beating around the bush...

As I was grumbling to myself, a voice entered my mind.

*Even with that expression, only people from my family can use it.*

I quickly turned my head to look at Arnold and saw him awkwardly raising the corners of his mouth.

But Arnold's expression wasn't important right now.

I narrowed my eyes and focused on the area around his lower abdomen.

Energy flowed from there and concentrated in his vocal cords.

Then, it created a unique wave pattern and flowed up through his throat.

Oh, so that's how it's done?

I grinned at Arnold.

*Thank you.*
"...?"

Seeing Arnold's bewildered expression, I stood before him with my nose in the air and used voice transmission once more.

*I'll put this to good use!*
"..."

Arnold's expression gradually turned to shock.

* * *

"Can you walk?"

I asked, looking at Arnold's swollen legs.

"I can wal— ugh!"

Arnold glanced at me and hurriedly tried to stand up, only to collapse back onto the ground.

Hmm, he really can't walk.

"You can be honest if you can't walk."
"...I think I just need to rest a bit."

Arnold kept glancing at me nervously as he spoke.
I sighed deeply at his frustrating behavior.

Ever since I used voice transmission, for whatever reason, Arnold had been constantly watching my reactions.

...I wish I knew why.

As I pondered, chewing my lip, a plausible explanation came to mind.

Perhaps he was embarrassed about calling it a "divine authority."

And then I went and showed him up by doing it myself, which would be quite embarrassing.

I smiled slightly and sat down on a suitable rock to wait comfortably until Arnold's legs recovered.

The kid, he's at that age where such things matter, so I can understand his embarrassment.

About half an hour passed.

Before Arnold's legs had fully healed, I began to sense multiple presences approaching from two directions.

"Hmm?"

One group moved with military precision, like an army.
From the opposite direction came two suspiciously familiar presences.

The army, well...

They were probably coming because they saw what I had done from a distance...

But the familiar presences bothered me.

Hmm, one was Mu-Myeong and the other was Anna...

Why were they coming together?

Somehow annoyed, I frowned deeply.

"Professor? Is something wrong?"
"It seems we have people coming to greet us."
"Ah..."

As Arnold fidgeted nervously for some reason, I tilted my head in confusion.

The ground began to rumble.

...How many people would it take to make the ground shake like that?

I made a disgusted face, wondering what I should say when I faced them.

"Professor, would you like to leave first?"

Arnold said, forcibly standing on his trembling legs.

I tilted my head and asked:

"Why?"
"Well... I think they're coming because of me."
"Because of you?"

So they weren't coming because of the devastation?

Avoiding my gaze, Arnold muttered:

"Yes... I sent them a signal when I was captured by the dark mage."
"Hmm..."

Can such a large army come just because of a signal?

As I was tilting my head in confusion, Arnold continued:

"And they can be quite intense, so I thought you might find it tiresome..."

So he was trying to send me ahead out of consideration.

But.

"I appreciate your consideration, but I'll decline."

I couldn't easily leave since Mu-Myeong was also heading this way.

I should wait quietly, especially since I have something to answer for with Mu-Myeong.

As I nodded at that thought, I began to see the silhouettes of the group I had sensed earlier in the distance.

A flag with a golden lion was visible among the people marching in formation.

The leader at the front of the group spotted us, stomped his foot once, and called out in a loud voice:

"Crown Prince! Are you safe?!"

I turned to look at Arnold.

...Crown Prince?

Under my gaze, Arnold gave an awkward smile and turned toward them, waving his arm.

"I'm safe!"

Hearing Arnold's voice, the man nodded and moved his arm with precision.

"Medical officers, go ahead and examine the Crown Prince's condition."
"Yes, sir!"

Part of the group quickly approached Arnold.

"The rest of you, spread out and secure the perimeter in case of any threats!"
"Yes, sir!"

Most of them dispersed around the mountain, taking positions at regular intervals.

...I had thought Arnold was from a noble family based on his behavior, but...

I never imagined he was royalty.

I stared at the scene with a blank expression and gulped.

...I hit him a few times. Will that be okay?

Ch.115 - Overreact
A knight with a bushy beard and fierce expression examined Arnold's body.

"Are you alright, Crown Prince?"
"...I'm fine."

Arnold tried to brush off the knight with a disgruntled look, but...

"...I apologize, we should have arrived sooner."
"Haah..."

Instead, the knight continued his examination with a guilty expression whenever Arnold tried to stop him.

Arnold completely gave up and spread his arms to allow the examination to proceed smoothly, hoping it would end quickly.

I stared at the scene with a blank expression.

*This doesn't seem like some kind of prank...*

Arnold's condescending manner seemed natural, and the knight's every gesture showed genuine concern.

Cold sweat began pouring down my face.

Why do I keep getting involved with such distinctive people?

I just wanted to live quietly...

Overwhelmed by the desire to return to the Log Cabin immediately, I sat down and rubbed my face.

*So I copied magic used by the Crown Prince's family.*

*I hope this won't get me imprisoned for theft or something...*

*Or maybe for insulting the imperial family.*

In my mind, I pictured myself locked in a cell with Mu-Myeong visiting me.

*That's not right.*

Even though I tend to act without regard for others' positions or power...

The imperial family is an exception.

If I make enemies of them, wouldn't the entire empire consider me their enemy?

The Hero, the Saintess, and even Camilla...

Hmm, I don't like that.

As I kept rolling my eyes and observing the situation...

"Ahaha..."

Having finished the examination rather quickly, Arnold looked at me with an awkward smile.

"Professor, I'm sorry..."

He bowed deeply.

*Is this guy deliberately doing this?*

I was startled by Arnold's sudden polite apology.

"W-what do you have to be sorry about?"

I waved my hand while trying to maintain my composure.

*I want to get away quickly.*

Arnold, not noticing my feelings, bowed even deeper and spoke.

"Well... things might get a bit troublesome for you from now on."
"What?"
"You might have to visit the Imperial Palace..."

*Do I really have to go to prison?*

I touched the ground with an expression like the sky was falling.

The knight who had been examining Arnold let out a chuckle at the somewhat comical situation.

"Are you the Crown Prince's professor?"

He asked me.

*Professor, huh.*

In a way it's correct, but I'm not an official professor.

I shook my head slightly while avoiding his gaze.

"Well, I am a professor for about a week."
"Ah, you must be the one replacing the Iron-Blooded one."

The knight's eyes lit up as if something made sense to him, and after looking around briefly, he spoke.

"Indeed, with such overwhelming power..."
"..."
"You certainly have the strength to replace the Iron-Blooded one."

The knight nodded and muttered as if he understood.

How impressive must Camilla's image be for him to accept that level of power?

Of course, Camilla's mountain-like sword was praiseworthy, but...

*Even Camilla couldn't do something like this.*

Feeling somewhat offended, I pouted and turned my head away.

Noticing that his words might have been misunderstood, the knight spoke again.

"Ah, I'm absolutely not disrespecting you, Professor."
"..."
"I was just impressed, so please don't take it that way."

I nodded at the knight's friendly smile.

*Well, they say you can't spit on a smiling face, right?*

Actually, I might have overreacted a bit...

"Arnold."

I sighed deeply and turned my attention to him.

"What do you mean things might get troublesome?"
"Ah..."

Arnold rolled his eyes and then glanced at his knight.

The knight pointed at himself and tilted his head, and Arnold nodded.

"Ahem, Crown Prince, what do you mean by 'troublesome'?"

The knight cleared his throat softly and stood in front of me, speaking quietly.

"I believe His Majesty the Emperor will personally bestow a reward upon you."
"The Emperor...? A reward...?"
"It would be strange to let this pass without recognition—you saved the academy from crisis and rescued the Crown Prince."

I looked at Arnold in shock, who awkwardly scratched his head and avoided my gaze.

I shot him a sharp glance, then sighed deeply and spoke to the knight.

"Is there no way to refuse?"

I really don't want it.

To be precise, I'd like to receive the gift but not see his face.

After all, if I meet the Emperor, my life won't be peaceful anymore, will it?

For example, if something happens to them.

There's no guarantee they won't look for me, and just the Emperor knowing of my existence would restrict my actions.

I don't want to lose my freedom.

Anyway, it's best not to catch the attention of high-ranking people.

"Refuse? This is a reward from the Emperor!"
"I'm not interested."

I muttered while stepping back slightly, and the knight tilted his head as if he couldn't understand.

"If things go well, you might even receive a title."
"Huh, a title..."

I especially decline the title.

Even though Mu-Myeong doesn't particularly like nobles...

Offering me a title—isn't the intention too obvious?

Anyone can see it's meant to put a leash on me for the empire.

"Well..."

But I didn't show any further dislike.

"I'll keep that in mind."

This knight is the Emperor's man, not mine, so there's no need to reveal that I dislike being leashed.

I sighed deeply and glared at Arnold again.

That guy.

From his warning that I'd be troubled, he seems to understand my personality to some extent.

Even though we've only met for a short time...

Tsk, I guess he's not the Crown Prince for nothing.

Thinking this, I was about to leave since people had come to take care of Arnold, when...

"Master."
"...When did you get here?"

Mu-Myeong appeared in my sight, pouting at me.

*When did he arrive?*

I had been too preoccupied to properly sense his presence...

Mu-Myeong glanced behind me and answered.

"I've been here since you started looking at that gigolo brother."
"...Gigolo brother?"

I tilted my head, not understanding.

*Gigolo brother?*

Looking around, I couldn't see anyone who could be called that.

Hmm, that description seems more fitting for Mu-Myeong himself...

As I kept my lips sealed with that thought, Mu-Myeong frowned and spoke again.

"The student who deceived me and dared to come here with you, Master."
"Ah... you mean Arnold."

Since it was mostly accurate, if a bit exaggerated, I nodded.

But Mu-Myeong's frown deepened, apparently displeased about something else.

"...When did you exchange names?"
"..."

I rolled my eyes and avoided his gaze.

*Who gets upset about exchanging names?*

But.

Honestly, I could guess why Mu-Myeong was so upset, so I couldn't say anything.

Well...

It's true that I deceived him and came here alone, even if I was worried about Arnold's condition.

As I was sweating nervously and avoiding his gaze...

I noticed Anna examining Arnold's condition and chatting with the knight.

*This is my chance!*

"Anna!"
"Ah, Professor Ha-Rang."

Anna's eyes began to sparkle when she saw me.

*She looks like she'll have a lot to say too.*

But it would be a hundred times better than getting scolded by Mu-Myeong right now.

Mu-Myeong narrowed his eyes at me, but I deliberately ignored his gaze and focused on Anna.

I forced a smile and spoke.

"When did you arrive?"
"I came with your disciple."
"...I see."
"But Professor Ha-Rang—"

I ignored Anna's continuing words and continued my thoughts.

Come to think of it, Mu-Myeong and Anna had moved together...

I turned to look at Mu-Myeong.

Mu-Myeong, who had been glaring at me until just now, began to subtly avoid my gaze.

"Mu-Myeong, when did you get so close with this headmistress?"
"...We're not close."

Mu-Myeong muttered quietly, and I continued questioning him like an interrogator.

"What do you mean? Anna's eyes are sparkling like that—did you talk about something on your way here?"
"What? No, I—"

Anna waved her arms in confusion.

Mu-Myeong ignored her and spoke to me again.

"Speaking of which, Master, you seem to be getting along well with that student."
"What? I just followed the professor without—"

Arnold shook his head similarly.

I ignored him and spoke to Mu-Myeong again.

"Mu-Myeong, you started it first!"
"Master, you betrayed me first!"

A rather messy mud fight began, and shortly after, I turned my head away and snorted.

"Hmph!"
"Huh."

* * *

Not even five minutes later.

"Umm, Mu-Myeong, I think I went too far."
"No, Master, I think I got too emotional."

Cheon Ha-Rang and Cheon Mu-Myeong held hands and continued apologizing to each other.

Anna and Arnold's expressions twisted strangely as they watched.

Ch.116 - Husband And Wife
"Mmm..."

I was lying face down on the desk, letting out a groan.
Mu-Myeong approached and placed a basket beside me before speaking.

...Strawberries.

I grabbed three, tossed them into my mouth, and chewed them down.

"Master, what are you thinking about so deeply?"
"...You don't need to worry about it."

I waved my hand dismissively at Mu-Myeong who was asking with concern.

Usually when I have worries, I always ask Mu-Myeong for his opinion, but...

This time I can't do that.

Still lying down, I rolled my eyes to look at Mu-Myeong.

He didn't seem to mind that I wasn't sharing my concerns with him.

"Is that so?"

He nodded and moved away from me.
Though he only went as far as the bed in the same room.

I focused my attention on the area around his chest.

"Tsk."

As expected.

The squirming worms that appeared after that incident have grown even larger.

What am I supposed to do about this?

It's not bragging, but I'm confident that the amount of my inner energy, accumulated over 300 years, is more vast than anyone else's.

Yet despite my direct intervention to suppress them as much as possible,
those disgusting things are now consuming not just Mu-Myeong but my inner energy as well.

No. To be more precise,
are they eating me because I'm protecting him from being devoured?

I let out a deep sigh and buried my face in my hands as my head throbbed.

And.

This isn't the only concern clouding my mind.

What that skeleton said to me just before it disappeared.

"Transcendence..."

It's clearly the next level I've been seeking,
and that creature spoke as if it knew some method.

Of course, it's not more important than Mu-Myeong's condition, but...

This is also one of my long-standing goals that I can't easily give up on.

...Did I kill it needlessly?

Perhaps I should have captured and interrogated it back then,
even if Arnold had been in danger.

"Hah."

Regretting the past won't turn back time.

...Unless I truly advance to the next level.

I got up and turned to look at Mu-Myeong.

"Mu-Myeong, follow me."
"Yes, Master."

The lecture time is approaching anyway,
and just sitting here worrying is nothing but a waste of time.

Didn't Elia mention there was a large library in this academy?

It would be good to visit there as well.

"Hmm, I'll take you today."

I tucked the wooden sword #7 that Mu-Myeong had made for me into my waist and walked out the door.

* * *

The lecture proceeded much more smoothly than the first day.

Successfully completing the first day's lecture certainly helped,
but the reason for the gleam in the students' eyes was probably due to a certain rumor spreading through the academy.

Well, since the content of the rumor was true,
and it was understated rather than exaggerated, I didn't bother to deny it,
so I had already become an existence no different from Camilla in the eyes of those students.

Because of that, the students who attended my first lecture wore expressions full of discontent at the suddenly increased number of attendees, but.

Not my problem.

"When engaging in combat, you shouldn't just watch the tip of your opponent's sword."

I lowered the wooden sword I had raised and tucked it into my waist before continuing.

"From the angle of their feet to their waist, shoulders, and gaze—take in everything and process it."

In the middle of the lecture,
Mu-Myeong tapped my shoulder and whispered in my ear.

"Master."
"Hmm?"
"It's almost over."

I nodded slightly and looked back at the students.

What I saw were students whispering among themselves while looking at Mu-Myeong and me.

Hmm, why are the students' faces red?

As I tilted my head in confusion,
I clapped my hands lightly to cut through the somehow disorderly atmosphere.

"We'll stop here for today."

"Ah... it's over already?"
"That's too bad..."

The students sighed as if disappointed that the lecture was ending, and I smiled pleasantly in response.

Well, they might prefer ending class a bit early, but...

Since I'm teaching in place of Camilla anyway,
wouldn't it be better to leave a good impression by being as diligent as possible?

"Well, we still have a little time left, so if you have any questions, feel free to ask."

Looking at the time, there's indeed about enough time to drink a cup of tea.

"Gasp."
"...Should we ask that?"
"Yeah, go for it!"

After exchanging glances with each other, the students nodded once,
and one student, presumably the representative of the group, stood up and spoke.

"Professor! Is it true that you're the hero who resolved the recent attack?"

Is he talking about that skeleton...

I nodded slightly and gave my answer.

"Hmm, I did provide some small assistance."
"Ohhh..."

Pleased with the students' excited reaction, I moved to the podium.

"See, it's true."
"...I made the right choice enrolling in this class."

*Tap tap tap*

"Quiet."

After tapping the podium three times, I raised the corners of my mouth in a grin.

"That's enough about this topic. Next question."

While the students were whispering among themselves about 'what to ask next,'
one student who had been quietly listening to the lecture raised their arm.

"Professor."

When I turned my head to look at the student, a very familiar face caught my eye.

Hmm, he'll probably ask a question about the lecture.

After all, the student raising his hand now was right beside me during the attack,
so he wouldn't have anything to ask about that.

I nodded toward the student with his arm raised and spoke.

"Yes, student Arnold."

Arnold swallowed hard and continued.

"May I ask a personal question?"
"...Personal?"
"Yes."

That goodie-two-shoes wants to ask a personal question?

"Hmm, go ahead and try."

Curious about what question he might ask, I nodded.

Arnold nodded once as well, then glanced at Mu-Myeong before speaking.

"By any chance, what is your relationship with Assistant Cheon?"
"Hmm..."

*Thud!*

When I turned my head toward the sound,
Mu-Myeong was glaring at Arnold with his brows deeply furrowed.

Why is he suddenly acting like that...

Even though he's my disciple,
I sometimes don't understand Mu-Myeong's behavior.

Lightly ignoring Mu-Myeong, I answered Arnold.

"We're master and disciple."
"Ah."

But Arnold should already know this fact?

As I tilted my head with a puzzled expression,
Arnold, realizing his explanation was insufficient, continued.

"I was wondering if you might be related by blood, like siblings."
"...What? Siblings?"
"Yes, since you share the same surname."

While the question itself was understandable as a natural curiosity...

The part that surprised me was the mention of siblings.

If he had said parent and child, maybe...

Hmm, isn't it obvious to anyone that I'm much older?

My actions exude experience, that's what I'm saying.

Of course, I appreciate Arnold seeing me as young-looking, but there's a limit to flattery.

"Ahem."

I tried my best to control my twitching lips as I addressed Arnold again.

"Mu-Myeong and I are not related by blood, meaning we're not family."

Well, in my heart, I truly do think of him as family.

Mu-Myeong is surely aware of these feelings of mine,
so he won't resent or be disappointed by my answer.

"Then..."

Arnold glanced at Mu-Myeong again, raised the corners of his mouth, and asked.

"Are you two... married?"

'When a man and woman share the same surname, besides being siblings, this is the only other case...' Arnold muttered quietly.

The surrounding students also focused their attention on Mu-Myeong and me, their eyes shining.

"...I was wondering about that too!"
"Nice one, Arnold!"

And upon hearing Arnold's question, I.

"Wh-what, what did you say?"

As if malfunctioning,
I stammered with a bright red face and flailed my arms.

...Husband and wife? Me and Mu-Myeong?

I turned my creaking neck to look at Mu-Myeong,
and he was constantly twitching the corners of his mouth as if displeased about being paired with me as a couple.

...It's a bit disappointing that he dislikes it so much.

Ah, that's not the point.

I whipped my head around to glare at Arnold.

What kind of question is that when he knows I'm Mu-Myeong's master?!

A m-master and disciple having that kind of relationship would be violating heaven's principles!

I need to give him a stern talking-to.

"M-Mu-Myeong and I are not like that!"

With that thought, I slammed the podium and straightened my back, but.

*Dong dong dong*

With terribly bad timing, the bell signaling the end of the lecture rang,
and the students, licking their lips in disappointment, began to rise from their seats one by one.

"...See, I told you they're not even dating yet."
"Tch, here's 3 silver."

Did they even bet on this ridiculous topic?

No, I haven't finished speaking yet.

With a bright red face, I tried to hold back the students with a voice loud enough to echo through the lecture hall.

"...Listen to me before you leave!"

But.

"See you tomorrow, Professor!"
"Thank you for today's lecture!"

The students who didn't even listen to me rushed out of the lecture hall,
and when I came to my senses, even Arnold who had asked the question was gone.

In an instant, only Mu-Myeong and I remained in the spacious lecture hall.

"...Ahem."

This is awkward.

I whistled halfheartedly, avoiding Mu-Myeong's gaze for no reason.

Ch.117 - Excessive Greed
In a dim, gloomy room.

Heavy curtains blocked the windows where sunlight should enter, and the unlit lamps seemed to desperately wait for their chance to shine.

Even when I lived alone, I never let things get this messy...

I sighed deeply and shook my head. Bell, the owner of this dreary room, avoided my gaze as she spoke.

"You came again...?"

I could almost hear the unspoken "Why are you here?!" behind her tightly closed lips.

With her making such an obvious show of dislike, I narrowed my eyes and glared at her, feeling somewhat annoyed.

"Do you have a problem with that?"
"N-no..."

Bell shook her head slightly and mumbled while shrinking back.

...Anyone watching would think I'm bullying her.

"Hah."

Ignoring Bell, who was gradually inching toward the corner, I picked up an impressive-looking book from the bookshelf to pass the time.

Hmm, I still can't read it.

I closed the book again and glanced at Bell.

"...!"

Feeling my gaze, Bell flinched and darted her eyes around nervously.

By now I feel sorry, but unfortunately, I can't leave.

I don't particularly want to be alone in a room with Bell either.

Plus, the room is so gloomy it feels like a ghost might pop out at any moment. Who would want to stay in such a place for long?

But still, the reason I'm here...

I sighed deeply and spoke quietly.

"...Has there been any progress?"

It's all because of that staff in Bell's hand.

Elia had suggested consulting with a professor at the academy, and the academy's principal said Bell was the best among the professors in this field.

So I came here, but...

Bell looked at the staff in her hand for a moment, then shook her head slightly.

"I-I'm still not sure..."
"I see..."

There's absolutely no progress with the investigation.

To be honest, I didn't have high expectations since Bell was in charge, but it was disappointing nonetheless since it concerned Mu-Myeong's health.

"I just felt really h-hurt by that thought..."
"Hmm?"
"N-nothing."

I patted Bell's dejected shoulders and turned to leave.

"I'll come back tomorrow, so please do your best."
"Again...?"

Ignoring Bell's whimpering, I opened the door.

"Oh no... I shouldn't have agreed to this..."

*Click*

Hmm, I didn't hear anything.

When I left Bell's private workspace, a massive library greeted me.

I was surprised when first shown to Bell's room, but after several visits, I've grown accustomed to it.

"Professor, hello!"
"Hello, nice to see you."

I smiled at the student who greeted me and continued walking.

"Have you finished your business?"

As I smoothly exited the library, Mu-Myeong extended his hand, and I nodded while taking it.

"Yes, let's go."
"Yes, Master."

* * *

"Hmm, something feels wrong."
"Pardon? What do you mean?"
"...It's nothing."

Suddenly, I realized my life has become quite disciplined lately.

I wake up in the morning, practice Energy Meditation, do some light stretching, and then immediately proceed to give lectures.

Afterward, I visit Bell to hear about the investigation's progress, and until bedtime, I supervise Mu-Myeong's training.

...How did it come to this?

Wasn't the reason I came down from the mountain to explore this vast world?

And to do so at a leisurely pace, taking breaks along the way.

But now I'm the very embodiment of diligence.

Feeling alarmed by this realization, I began to sweat nervously.

...How long was I supposed to be an academy professor?

Come to think of it, I don't recall Camilla or Anna mentioning any specific timeline.

I'm sure when Camilla first told me about it, she introduced it as a "one-day" guest lecturer position...

Isn't this going on too long?

It feels like it's been at least two weeks already.

If I stay any longer, I might grow attached to the students I'm teaching...

With rising panic, I quickly turned my head and called out to Mu-Myeong.

"Mu-Myeong, do you remember how long I'm supposed to be a professor here?"
"...?"

Mu-Myeong tilted his head with a strange expression and shook it slightly.

"I don't know. Don't you know, Master?"
"...Hmm, I should ask about this."

At this rate, being an academy professor might become my lifelong career.

I immediately stood up and headed to the principal's office where Anna would be.

Standing in front of the principal's office door, I knocked and called out to Anna to avoid the same mishap as the first day.

"Anna, are you in there?"

I had already confirmed Anna's presence through my energy sense, so a response should come soon.

As expected, after a series of crashing sounds from inside the office...

"...Professor Ha-Rang?"

Anna, breathing heavily as if she had rushed, opened the door.

"What brings you here...?"
"Hmm, Anna, do you have a moment?"

When I asked with a tilt of my head, Anna checked her wrist briefly before opening the door wide.

...Ugh.

Through the open door, I could see the messy room inside.

"Please come in."
"...That's alright, I don't have much to say anyway."

Conversations with Anna tend to go off track, so I waved my hand lightly and continued.

"May I ask how long I'm supposed to continue as a professor?"

Despite my serious tone...

"...Pardon?"
"...Why do you ask?"

Anna narrowed her brows as if she didn't understand the question and tilted her head.

This made me feel uneasy, so I asked again.

But Anna tilted her head as if she couldn't understand why I was asking such a question and replied.

"...It should have been specified in the contract. Didn't you check?"
"Hmm?"

So it was written there.
I couldn't check because I can't read.

I scratched my head awkwardly and asked.

"Hmm, I can't remember. Could you tell me?"
"Yes... According to the contract..."

Anna tapped her chin without showing any displeasure and continued her thought before answering me.

"It was 'as long as Professor Ha-Rang is available.'"
"...What?"

My voice trembled with surprise.

...Is that why Mu-Myeong said he didn't know?

Anna nodded and continued.

"Yes, I was actually planning to ask you about your schedule for the classes."
"..."
"How long will you be able to stay?"

Anna added that she hoped I could stay as long as possible, and I smiled at her.

What a stroke of luck!

I beamed with a bright smile and declared:

"I'll have to leave the academy tomorrow!"
"...Pardon?"

I quit being a professor.

* * *

Golden pillars stood tall, with golden lion-shaped corners and entrances standing guard.

And at the end, a man sat on a chair studded with brilliant jewels, as if flaunting his power.

"So such a person is at the academy now..."
"Yes, that's correct."

The man felt a curiosity he hadn't experienced in years at his servant's words.

"And she risked her life to rescue my son..."
"That's right."

The man smiled and asked his servant:

"Is she married?"

All the women around him were far from satisfactory as potential daughters-in-law.

To think such an excellent daughter-in-law candidate would walk in on her own?

The man was truly pleased.

It was about time his son, who had come of age, should marry, and this was perfect timing.

No, it was rather late.

His robust son had reached adulthood without even being engaged.

But the man had no choice.

Among the unmarried women with some ability in the vicinity...

There was Camilla in the north, but...

'That ill-mannered Camilla is about my age, so that won't do.'

Camilla, an old friend of the man, was too old.

And unless his son had some unusual preferences, he would clearly not favor Camilla's excessively youthful appearance.

To the question about marriage, the servant shook his head apologetically, but the man waved his hand dismissively.

"I'm not sure about that..."
"Find out for me."

A woman of such ability would surely have high standards.

His son resembled his wife in appearance, so he was handsome enough to satisfy her. And he had no shortage of power either.

The man smiled and, unable to contain his curiosity, continued questioning his servant.

"What does she look like?"
"She's said to be a beautiful woman with exotic looks rarely seen around here."
"A beauty!"

The more he heard, the more enticing it sounded.

And according to his servant, there didn't seem to be a significant age difference. If anything, the woman appeared younger.

'At such a young age, to possess such power and hold the position of professor...'

The man's lips curved into a pleased smile.

If he could truly make her his daughter-in-law...

"The future of the empire looks bright."

Emperor Leonidas Duke smiled with satisfaction.

Ch.118 - Mu-Myeong
I dragged my tired body to the bed and buried my face in it.

"Nngh."

Of course... what I did was just teaching, so my body was fine, but...

Speaking in front of so many people staring at me certainly consumed a considerable amount of mental energy.

...It's exhausting.

I squirmed around the bed like a caterpillar.

"I want to quit soon..."

My voice was muffled by the pillow.

"Then, why don't you quit, Master?"

Mu-Myeong somehow understood me and sat by my head to respond.

His voice was low, and even without seeing his face, I could imagine his furrowed brow.

I lifted my head from the pillow and mumbled.

"Well, that's true, but..."

No matter what, I can't just quit right away, can I?

The investigation into the staff is far from complete, and I don't have anything to do if I leave the academy right now.

Well, at most I'd just hole up in the Log Cabin and swing my sword around.

"Gasp."

...That might not be so bad?

I felt like the stray hair sticking up on my crown was standing on end.

...It might be worth seriously considering.

"Hmm."

I nodded and reached out to Mu-Myeong who was sitting by my head.

"Mu-Myeong."
"Yes, Master."

When I held out my palm as if asking for something, Mu-Myeong sighed deeply and placed a strawberry in my hand while speaking.

"...That's the last one."
"What?"

I sat up at Mu-Myeong's absurd statement and pointed to the corner of the room.

"What are you talking about! I can see them piled up like a mountain over there!"

I protested with puffed cheeks.

And for good reason.

In the direction I was pointing, strawberries were piled as high as the mountain Camilla had shown me.

In this fierce struggle for justice, Mu-Myeong, the strawberry dictator, shook his head slightly and pointed behind me.

"Do you know how many strawberries you've eaten today, Master?"

I turned my head to look behind me and saw an equally ridiculous pile of strawberry stems.

...I guess I did eat a lot.

But still.

The truth cannot be hidden!

I raised my index finger and poked Mu-Myeong's side repeatedly.

"But it's also true that there are still many left, isn't it?!"
"..."

After poking his side several times...

"...Master."
"What is it? Have you finally realized your mistake?"
"That..."

Mu-Myeong hesitated, mumbling his lips, then sighed deeply before saying something rather shocking.

"Recently, you've gained a little..."
"...What?"

I hurriedly lowered my arms to feel my sides and lower abdomen.

"Hmm..."

It feels as soft as usual.

It's hard to tell...

I never felt like my body had gotten heavier, so how could I have gained weight?

Wondering if Mu-Myeong might be deceiving me, I narrowed my eyes and gave him a suspicious look.

Avoiding my gaze, Mu-Myeong spoke.

"...It's true."
"That can't be..."

As my mood soured, both my standing hair and shoulders drooped.

...It seems to be the truth.

I couldn't imagine Mu-Myeong lying to me.

Still, one should never give up hope until the very end, so I asked Mu-Myeong in a small, trembling voice.

"Did... did I gain a lot?"
"..."

Mu-Myeong remained silent for a moment.

He just stared at me intently, then nodded slightly.

But that was explanation enough.

"...I see."

With a solemn expression, I nodded and made a firm resolution.

"I shouldn't eat anything more today!"

Later, in the dead of night after Mu-Myeong had fallen asleep, all the strawberries mysteriously disappeared as if a thief had visited—a sad story indeed.

* * *

"...Someone's looking for me?"
"Yes... they said it was urgent..."

On my way back to my room, a student I'd seen a few times in the library approached me.

The reason was that Bell was looking for me.

According to the student, it was the first time they'd seen Professor Bell looking so urgent about anything, so I should hurry.

I thanked the student and headed to Bell's workshop.

-Creeeeak

"Bell, why did you call for me?"
"Hehehe..."

As I opened the door and entered, I heard Bell's somewhat eerie laughter.

"Ah... y-you're here..."

Bell wiped the drool from the corner of her mouth with her sleeve and curled up her lips.

As I looked at her with a dubious expression, Bell gestured for me to come closer.

"C-come over here..."
"...Alright."

Standing beside Bell, I saw she was showing me the staff and channeling her energy into it.

...I wonder if that's safe.

I stepped back a little from Bell, just in case.

"W-watch carefully..."

Seeing me move away, Bell made a prim face, then sighed deeply and spoke.

And then.

When Bell's energy had flowed in to some extent, the staff changed.

"...What's this?"
"Super cool, right...?"

Leaving Bell with her sparkling eyes behind me, I looked at the staff—no, the scabbard.

"...A scabbard?"
"Yes... I-I discovered it while researching... th-there was a strange magical formula..."

As if trying to hide something, Bell added in a small voice as she handed me the scabbard.

"P-probably the work of an exceptional magician... I-I've never seen this type of magical formula before..."
"...Magic, you say."
"If the foundation of the magic wasn't based on alchemy, I probably wouldn't have found it..."

Bell said with a giggle.

"A t-total breakthrough..."

I quietly examined the scabbard in my hands.

...Neither I nor Elia had noticed something like this was there.

Wait a moment.

Then does this mean the scabbard we were looking for in the demon realm, the one Lily introduced to us, was this one all along?

Did Lily deliberately do this to put Mu-Myeong in danger?

...She hasn't come to see me recently.

Let's not jump to conclusions; it's just one possibility among many.

"Sigh..."

My head throbbed with the sudden influx of information.

Showing no consideration for my state, Bell took the scabbard back from me and pointed to some writing on the upper part.

"And... I-I haven't been able to decipher this yet."
"This is..."

There, inscribed, was a character that shouldn't exist here—a Chinese character that no one except Mu-Myeong and I would recognize: 無名 (Mu-Myeong).

"...How is this possible."

I muttered quietly, rubbing my forehead.

I had a headache.

Bell, seeming more intrigued by my reaction, asked:

"Do you recognize this writing?"

Speaking clearly without stuttering, her question momentarily surprised me.

For an instant, seeing a kind of manic curiosity in Bell's eyes, I felt an inexplicable discomfort and nodded slightly.

"...Yes, I do know it."

It's my disciple's name, so it would be harder not to know it.

I felt strange.

I tilted my head to continue my thoughts, but—

"What does it mean...!"

Bell suddenly grabbed my hands and leaned her face closer to mine.

"Y-you're too close!"
"Huh? Please tell me...!"
"Step back!"

As I showed my displeasure and moved backward, Bell seemed to finally realize what she had done, and her face turned pale.

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

Bell bowed deeply, her body trembling noticeably—she must have been quite frightened.

"...It's fine, anyone can make mistakes."

I sighed deeply and waved my hand slightly at the sight of her.

And, sorry to Bell, but...

I don't think I can tell her what that word means.

After all, 無名 (Mu-Myeong)? That's too obvious.

If I tell her, I can't imagine what kind of scrutiny my disciple might face.

...It was already disconcerting enough when Lucius mentioned someone called the "Nameless One."

And now this scabbard is also engraved with "Mu-Myeong."

"...Tsk."

So what should I do?

According to Lucius, the Nameless One he's pursuing is clearly an evil person.

But my disciple Mu-Myeong is a good child who has grown up by my side his whole life.

I can't see any connection, but the Chinese character 無名 and the Nameless One that Lucius is chasing keep circling in my mind.

"Tsk."

There's no point in denying it any further.

It seems my disciple must have some connection to this scabbard.

And the one who told us about this scabbard was Lily.

Recalling what she said when I first met her, she claimed to be acting according to the prophecy of a Demon King who had not yet awakened.

And then there was Jackal, who came to the mountain range looking for a black-haired man.

All the circumstances I've been trying to ignore point to Mu-Myeong.

Does that mean Mu-Myeong is destined to become an evil person in the future?

"..."

I don't know.

But, well.

Even if that's the case, it doesn't really matter much.

These are just circumstances—mere possibilities.

I'm a coward.

As long as there's even one possibility, I don't easily jump to conclusions.

And.

As long as I remain Mu-Myeong's master, nothing negative will happen.

If by some chance it does...

What can I do?

I'll help Mu-Myeong.

And if even that fails, I'll personally cut down my disciple and commit seppuku for raising him wrongly.

Once I organized my thoughts, my mind became clear.

Ch.119 - Persistent Request
After finishing my lecture as usual, I was walking down the corridor back to my room with Mu-Myeong.

I looked around as I suddenly sensed multiple unfamiliar presences.

"Mu-Myeong, be careful."

At my low voice, Mu-Myeong also placed his hand on his waist and surveyed the surroundings.

"Yes, Master."

It might seem excessive, but I have my reasons for being so cautious.

This is an academy where accidents can happen anywhere, anytime.

Didn't the Reaper show up out of nowhere and attack the academy not too long ago?

That's when I realized.

Ah, this is a place where I need to prepare for battle at the slightest hint of trouble.

That's how to prevent things from escalating.

Truly, it's regrettable that I only realized this now.

As I remained vigilant, rolling my eyes to scan the surroundings, the students around us tilted their heads in confusion at our strange behavior.

"...What's with them?"
"Don't you know? That's the professor."
"Huh... she looks younger than me."

"..."

Hmm, is no one coming?

"Seems like everything's fine..."

Feeling like I might have overreacted, I awkwardly scratched my head.

But Mu-Myeong seemed to think differently, furrowing his brow so deeply it wrinkled as he pointed in one direction.

"...Master, I don't think everything is fine."
"Hmm?"

I tilted my head and looked in the direction Mu-Myeong was pointing.

"...Knights?"

There were several knights in full metal armor—a sight that didn't match the academy's atmosphere—approaching us in formation.

And among them, one figure particularly stood out.

*That one must be their representative.*

Standing at the front of the solemn knights was a man wearing notably luxurious clothes who was stroking his mustache with his chin raised.

Hmm, he looks unpleasantly arrogant.

They say you shouldn't judge people by their appearance, but...

This is a bit much.

Of course, I couldn't let my reaction show, so I kept my expression firm as I continued my thoughts.

But what business would this apparent nobleman have at the academy?

And with knights in shining armor, no less.

As I was looking at them with suspicion—

"Oh, might you be Professor Cheon Ha-Rang?"

The mustached man smiled pleasantly and extended his hand to me.

"Pleased to meet you. I'm William."
"..."

I said nothing and just stared at his hand.

Of course, it wasn't that I didn't understand the meaning of the extended hand.

It was clearly a handshake request, a greeting between people meeting for the first time.

But.

Why should I take the hand of a stranger, especially a man?

Regardless of whether this mustached man knew me, I neither knew who he was nor did I want to take the hand of this seemingly vain man.

Perhaps because it had been a long time since my body changed from male to female, I had never felt attraction toward either gender.

Neither women nor men.

...Of course, it might be that I simply hadn't met anyone worthy of attraction yet.

Having no dating experience, I might have felt it but not recognized it.

Anyway.

I think feeling discomfort is somewhat different from feeling attraction.

Whether it's because I've lived as a woman for so long, or it's just my nature, the thought of holding a man's hand makes my skin crawl.

Ah, except for Mu-Myeong, of course.

Although Mu-Myeong is also male, strangely, I don't feel any aversion toward him.

Perhaps it's because he's been my disciple since childhood, so I might have something akin to parental feelings for him.

Is that really it?

As I maintained my expressionless face, William, who had extended his hand, seemed embarrassed by my stoic expression and clenched his fist.

Then he withdrew his arm and spoke.

"...Hahaha, you're quite shy, aren't you?"

William scratched his head awkwardly, cleared his throat, and continued.

"Do you have a moment? I have something to tell you, but this isn't the right place."

He glanced around as he said this and gave me a small smile.

Hmm, what should I do...

This William clearly has business with me, but I have nothing to say to him.

Do I really need to follow him?

I don't particularly want to hear what he has to say.

"Hmm."

As I was tilting my head and contemplating—

"Master."
"Hmm?"
"You must be tired after giving lectures for so long."

Mu-Myeong said this and suddenly grabbed my hand.

"Shouldn't you get some rest?"
"...Huh."

Hmm, he doesn't often take the initiative like this.
Usually, when we hold hands or link arms, I'm the one who does it first.

What's going on?

As I looked at Mu-Myeong with a slightly surprised expression, he subtly moved his eyes toward William.

Ah, he's trying to help me refuse more easily.

Just as I've known Mu-Myeong since he was a child, he also knows that I'm not good at refusing people.

So he's helping me like this.

I smiled pleasantly at his concern and nodded.

"That's true."

I pulled Mu-Myeong's hand and drew him close to me.

"...!"

Though Mu-Myeong's body trembled as if he hadn't expected this, I ignored his reaction and turned to William with a slight smirk.

"So, let's talk another time."
"...What?"

The man's elegant mustache twitched as if in surprise.

"P-please wait a moment—"

"Mu-Myeong."
"Yes, Master."

We stuck together and started moving toward our room.

...Or at least we tried to.

If it weren't for this filthy man grabbing my arm.

"It will really only take a moment!"

Even though he was touching my clothes, not my skin—

"..."

I was irritated that he had grabbed my arm.

Normally, one would step aside in this situation, but does this man not see whose hand I'm holding?

I frowned deeply and was about to shake off his arm when—

"Why don't you let her go?"

Mu-Myeong stepped in and removed the man's hand from my arm.

"There's no benefit in creating a situation where both parties would be embarrassed."

I glanced at Mu-Myeong's expression and saw that while his lips were curved upward, his eyes were cold.

Hmm, this could get messy.

Whenever Mu-Myeong makes that expression, he tends to do things I wouldn't expect, which makes me uneasy.

But still...

Seeing him directly resolve the situation on my behalf, my head cooled down, and I didn't feel bad about it.

I sighed and waved my hand slightly as I moved my feet.

"It's difficult to make time when you show up so suddenly."

William looked bewildered, and I clicked my tongue before continuing.

"So make an appointment through Anna."
"...Understood."

The mustached man nodded in agreement to my words, bowed slightly, and turned away.

...Well, I can just tell Anna to politely refuse him.

I stepped forward again.

* * *

Several days passed.

"..."

I sighed deeply at the sight of knights filling the doorway of the room where Mu-Myeong and I were staying.

"...Didn't I clearly say no?"
"I'll be in big trouble if I don't bring you, Cheon Ha-Rang..."

The knight bowed at a perfect angle, like a true soldier.

His seemingly pitiful appearance made me rub my face.

"Please reconsider just this once..."

...How did it come to this?

The knights' gazes focused on me, giving me a slight headache.

According to what I heard from Anna, the mustached man who visited last night was a messenger from the Imperial Palace.

I did wonder why they sent such a person, but...

According to Anna, since he delivers messages on the Emperor's behalf, a certain amount of vanity and slickness is actually essential.

Anyway.

Why did this imperial messenger come looking for me?

As Arnold had already told me, it was to bestow a reward for rescuing the Crown Prince and resolving the threat to the academy.

But given my personality—disliking attention—there was no way I would accept it, and after refusing several times, things had come to this.

I rubbed my face as I looked at the knight with his pleading expression.

...I really don't want to go.

But when he makes such a pitiful face, I feel guilty inside.

Plus, if I don't go, this knight will get in trouble?

Even though I've never met him before, and even though I've done nothing wrong...

I do feel uncomfortable about it.

I turned to Mu-Myeong for his opinion.

"...Hmm."

Whether he was leaving the decision entirely to me, or whether he found the situation too bothersome...

He showed no expression at all and just looked at the knights with an emotionless face.

...Well, fine. I suppose there's no harm in going.

It might not be bad to receive some money.

It's not like I owe them anything; I'm just going to receive something...

I sighed and waved my hand.

"...Fine, set a date."
"...!"

The knight's head bowed so low it nearly touched the ground.

"Thank you!"

I covered my ears at the booming voice that followed.

...So noisy.

Ch.120 - To The Imperial Palace
"Hahaha! Is that what they said?"

Emperor Leonidas Duke laughed heartily as he patted William's back. William had just returned from the academy and was reporting what had happened.

"Y-yes, Your Majesty."

William, the emperor's messenger, couldn't dare raise his head despite the emperor's positive attitude.

He had approached Cheon Ha-Rang confidently but failed to get her consent.

He had pretended to be unfazed in front of Cheon Ha-Rang, but his pride had been severely wounded.

William kept bowing apologetically.

"Why so gloomy! I'm not angry!"

Duke didn't seem to mind William's failure at all and just smiled.

No, in fact, Duke was in the best mood he'd been in for a while.

How many times in his life had he met someone who refused his orders?

And this person had no title, and until now, her name wasn't even known.

Of course, judging by her name, she didn't seem to be from the empire, but as long as she was in the empire, he was still the absolute authority.

Yet she had boldly refused him?

It was amusing, truly refreshing.
Duke liked Cheon Ha-Rang's attitude.

"Indeed! A woman worthy of becoming the empire's empress should have that kind of boldness!"

The emperor laughed heartily again, causing William to break out in a cold sweat.

"...Your Majesty."
"I told you not to be so gloomy."

Duke, still smiling, looked at William, whose face had darkened for some reason.

William couldn't imagine how the emperor would react to the news he was about to deliver, and his mustache trembled anxiously.

After hesitating for a moment and swallowing hard, William made up his mind, nodded once, and spoke.

"It seems Cheon Ha-Rang already has someone she loves..."
"..."

Duke froze with the smile still on his face.

Seeing the emperor's reaction, William let out a pained "Kheuk" and delivered the final blow that would shatter the emperor who had turned to stone.

"She was walking arm in arm with a man who appeared older than her, wearing similar clothes, and they seemed quite familiar with each other..."

After finishing, William squeezed his eyes shut and nervously waited for the emperor's response.

After what felt like an eternity...

"...Oh my."

The emperor, who had been wearing a kind smile until now, clenched his fist and trembled.

But that reaction soon subsided.

"Even if she already has someone..."

Duke, having regained his composure, grinned.

"There's still a possibility."
"Pardon...?"

William tilted his head in confusion and asked stupidly.

Duke sighed deeply at William's reaction and explained carefully, as if teaching a lesson.

"Think about it, William. Isn't Arnold superior in position, appearance, and skill?"
"..."
"Women naturally seek better men."

As the emperor raised the corner of his mouth with a confident expression, William thought something quite disrespectful that contradicted the emperor's view.

*...No matter how I look at it, our Crown Prince is outmatched.*

But William couldn't dare say this aloud, so he just bowed his head.

"Your words are most wise..."
"Ahaha!"

Emperor Duke laughed so loudly it seemed the office might fly away.

* * *

...Someone must be talking about me.

I shivered as goosebumps rose on my skin, and Mu-Myeong tilted his head curiously at my reaction.

"It's nothing."
"Yes, Master."

I waved my hand dismissively and rubbed my face, deeply regretting what had happened.

...I ended up accepting after all.

After Mustache left, the remaining knights kept bowing to me for days, and I simply couldn't refuse anymore.

Tsk, I should have been more firm.

I'm naturally bad at refusing people, so I ended up accepting without thinking.

But still.

Just because I accepted doesn't mean I have to go to the Imperial Palace right away. I was told it would take some time to coordinate schedules, given who the other party was.

Naturally, lords of territories or kings of countries are busy, so this is to be expected.

...Though there are exceptions like Camilla, the Duke of the North.

Anyway.

The thought of having to go to the Imperial Palace in just a few days made me feel quite overwhelmed.

...What should I say when I get there?

Or should I just speak comfortably like I've been doing until now?

Still, it hurts my pride to use honorifics with someone so much younger than me.

Besides, strictly speaking, I'm not even a citizen of the empire, am I?

I've lived alone my whole life, so belonging somewhere feels strange.

"Hmmmm..."

As I was holding my head and groaning, a thought suddenly occurred to me.

*Do I need to worry about this now?*

There's still plenty of time left, and if I'm really concerned, I can just do what I've always done.

Hmm, that's right.

I nodded to myself, convinced.

I'll think about it later. For now, let's eat some strawberries.

"Mu-Myeong."

I threw myself on the bed, wiggled my arm toward Mu-Myeong, and opened my mouth.

Soon, accompanied by Mu-Myeong's sigh, a strawberry entered my mouth, and I chewed it contentedly.

...I'll figure something out!

I gave up thinking about it.

And then.

Not in a few days, but the very next day.

The knights and William came to see me, smiling.

"We'll be departing right away."
"...What."

Nothing ever goes as planned.

* * *

"Wasn't there no mention of this?"
"Ehehe..."

I sighed deeply and looked out the window as Bell scratched her head with an awkward smile.

...Well, at least it's comfortable.

Mu-Myeong, Bell, and I are currently in a carriage heading to the Imperial Palace.

The reason, well.

Obviously, it's to meet the emperor who invited me, but...

I turned my gaze from the window and saw Bell shifting her eyes around, trying to gauge my mood.

When our eyes met, she made a "Hieek!" sound and trembled.

...Why is Bell here?

I pouted as I began to recall what had happened.

Mustache, or rather William, had immediately prepared a carriage right after I agreed to go to the Imperial Palace, making a huge fuss about it.

Finding it burdensome, I naturally declined his offer.

...In reality, it would have been faster for me to walk anyway.

Seeing my refusal, the knights tried to persuade me, saying they would be in trouble if I declined again, but even though I'm not good at refusing, I wouldn't fall for the same trick twice.

After firmly rejecting William and the knights' requests, they asked if they could at least assign one guide to accompany me.

Of course, I told the knights there was no need for a separate guide, but...

Perhaps they couldn't let a guest of the emperor come without at least one attendant.

They suggested using Bell, who was already acquainted with me, as a guide.

Having no reasonable grounds to refuse, I could only nod, and that's how my journey with Bell began.

...But I wonder if Bell's opinion was even considered in this?

I'm not sure.

Anyway.

I puffed my cheeks to show that I wasn't in a good mood.

Hmm, I wanted to go alone with Mu-Myeong...

The master-disciple date I thought I could enjoy after a long time was ruined by Bell's intrusion.

"Ha-"

As I sighed and gave Bell a sharp glance.

"Hikeuk..."

She seemed to find my glare so unfair that her eyes welled up with tears and she pouted.

"I-I didn't want to come either..."
"..."

I hadn't expected her to actually cry, so I awkwardly averted my gaze.

Mu-Myeong smiled at my reaction, and I just kept staring out the window, feeling embarrassed.

...By the way.

The Imperial Palace and the academy are in the same capital, so why do we need to take a carriage?

Objectively speaking, it would be much faster to go on foot.

It wasn't that far, so there was no risk of getting lost, and the Imperial Palace was such a large building... if someone got lost here, there would be a problem.

Anyway.

Curious about why we needed to take a carriage, I asked.

Bell said, "You'll understand when you see the size of the Imperial Palace," and left it at that.

And then,

I understood Bell's words half an hour after the carriage departed.

"I see..."

The Imperial Palace, seen up close, was so massive that I immediately understood why Bell said we needed to take a carriage.

No, can this even be called a palace?

It's almost like an entire city...

The grand building that one would typically imagine as the Imperial Palace was still far away.

What's in front of us now is the enormous wall surrounding that magnificent building.

I felt somehow overwhelmed by its sheer size, and since I rather enjoy feeling overwhelmed, the corners of my mouth turned up.

"...Sorry to Camilla, but."

Indeed.

Not just a high noble, but truly an emperor—the wall's size alone is incomparable.

...It must be at least three times larger.

As I watched the gates open with a small sense of admiration,

Behind the massive walls, a vast expanse of nature, large enough to be mistaken for a forest, began to unfold.

"...So this is a garden."

Indeed, the Imperial Palace seemed to believe that bigger is better, as the garden was truly enormous.

Hmm, it must be difficult to maintain.

While I was thinking this somewhat useless thought and looking out the window, Bell puffed out her chest and spoke in a proud voice.

"How about that! I-impressive, right?"
"...Yes."

It was quite a presumptuous attitude, but since she wasn't wrong, I nodded.

...But why is she so proud of the Imperial Palace?

I found it strange, but didn't bother to ask.

Is it unusual for Bell to act like this?

She's probably just doing it for no particular reason.

I turned my gaze away from Bell and leaned out the window to feel the refreshing breeze.

Oh, I spotted a squirrel.

Ch.121 - Tragicomic Delusion
No matter how vast the Imperial Palace is, its size isn't infinite.

"I'll guide you."

From the moment we arrived at the entrance of the enormous castle, a servant personally escorted us.

We were led to a spacious room.

"Please wait here."

I nodded at the servant's words, then threw myself onto the large chair at the head of the room and looked around.

All I could see were golden walls and pillars everywhere.

There was even a large lion statue on display, though I couldn't tell what exactly it was meant to show off.

But.

*Hmm... it's luxurious.*

That was the extent of my appreciation. Just "luxurious," nothing more.

Perhaps my standards had been raised after seeing Camilla's castle and the academy, but...

To be more honest, this place felt saturated with vanity, which wasn't to my taste.

I actually preferred Camilla's castle with its understated elegance.

"Hmm."

I nodded to myself.

As I sat there swinging my feet that couldn't reach the floor, waiting for the Emperor to arrive...

Mu-Myeong looked at me and tilted his head.

"Master, is something troubling you?"
"...Troubling me?"
"Yes, you seem deep in thought."
"Hmm...."

I wondered why he suddenly asked such a question, but couldn't think of any particular reason.

Did my expression look that bad?

Concerned by Mu-Myeong's worry, I shook my head and spoke.

"I'm not troubled by anything...."
"Is that so?"

Yes, I'm not troubled.

Rather, my head is full of other thoughts.

Ah, maybe that counts as being troubled?

Anyway.

Right now, my mind was completely occupied with thoughts of resolving this matter and returning home—to the Log Cabin where Mu-Myeong and I had been living.

For good reason.

I had already told Anna that I would quit being a guest lecturer at the academy when I came to the Imperial Palace.

—Of course, she seemed a bit disappointed by my decision, but ultimately nodded in understanding.

The only other thing I needed to do was exterminate the bug in Mu-Myeong's body,
but from what Elia and Bell said, they couldn't find a method to do so.

As an ignorant person, the only solution I could think of to help Mu-Myeong recover
was to rest comfortably somewhere with good air quality.

That's why I thought of our cabin,
where we could focus on treating Mu-Myeong without worrying about others.

Well, if all else fails, I could always visit Lily.

Now that it's been revealed that the staff is actually a scabbard,
she might know something since she was the one who told me about the scabbard's existence.

...Tsk, why hasn't she come to visit suddenly?

Though I had some idea why.

This is the imperial capital.
It probably wasn't easy for Lily, being a demon, to interfere here.

Hmm, but thinking about it, she came around just fine when the Hero and Saintess were here....

Well, she must have her reasons.

As I pondered these various thoughts,
I let out a deep sigh as my head started to throb for some reason.

...I just want to go back quickly.

To do that, I need to resolve the situation right in front of me first.

I can only hope the Emperor arrives soon.

* * *

"Your Imperial Majesty! There's still much work to be done, where are you going...!"

Duke ignored the servant following him and continued walking without even glancing back.

"..."
"Your Majesty!"

He had no time to be caught up in trivial, insignificant tasks.

Why?

Because right now, the most important guest was waiting for him.

And that guest could potentially become the future empress of the empire.

How could he keep such a woman waiting because of trivial matters?

*That's absurd.*

It simply wouldn't do.

Duke had analyzed her based on the information he'd received from William.

If he made her wait using work as an excuse,
if he pulled such a stunt just to display his imperial dignity...

He would only earn her dislike and gain nothing.

Think about it.

She was a woman who had already rejected his initial invitation to the palace.

She must be someone who had no interest in authority,
someone who, like Camilla, was detached in some ways.

Therefore, making her wait would be
one of the worst choices he could make, jeopardizing the empire's brilliant future.

With these thoughts, Duke quickened his pace and smiled as he recalled what he'd heard about Cheon Ha-Rang.

A youthful appearance unbelievable for a professor, wisdom enough to teach in Camilla's place, and strength enough to repel an attack single-handedly.

He couldn't let her slip away.
There was no room for failure—the empire must remain glorious.

If he missed this opportunity, he would regret it for the rest of his life.

To increase his chances of success, he needed to forget that he was the Emperor, or rather, show respect to the other party.

He needed to take a humble approach.

Having made this judgment, Duke ignored the minister trying to stop him and opened the door to the room where Cheon Ha-Rang was waiting.

"Have you been waiting long?"

Duke smiled broadly and looked around,
searching for the woman called Cheon Ha-Rang whom he had only heard about.

His eyes fell on a brown-haired woman with round eyes.

Hooh....

Duke stroked his chin, admiring her appearance.

With drooping eye corners and hunched shoulders, she might appear melancholic at first glance.

But she was beautiful, and that beauty was transformed into a decadent charm.

However....

For someone described as having exotic features, she looked too much like an imperial citizen.

And wasn't she supposed to look young?

She did look young for a professor... but not enough to warrant William's fuss.

But.

*This is actually better.*

These facts weren't necessarily bad.

If she had truly looked exotic, he would have faced many troublesome issues regarding bloodline when making her the empress.

And though she differed somewhat from what he'd heard, she was indeed young-looking for a professor and especially beautiful, as William had said.

Duke nodded and smiled slightly as he slowly moved forward.

"I've heard much about you."
"..."

When no response came, Duke's brow furrowed.

*So that's how she wants to play it?*

It seemed this woman called Cheon Ha-Rang was more prickly than he had anticipated.

Testing me like this.

But he was the Emperor who had observed various human behaviors while ruling over others for years.

He wouldn't fall for such shallow tactics.

Still smiling, Duke cleared his throat lightly and slowly approached her.

"Professor Cheon Ha-Rang? I'd like to discuss your rescue of the Crown Prince."

Getting straight to the point without small talk,
Duke was congratulating himself on his wisdom when her response made him frown.

"...Me? You mean me?"

And then.

Cheon Ha-Rang—no, Bell—tilted her head at the Emperor's sudden address.

"That's not me...."

Bell was mortified by the situation.

It was already difficult enough to come out to guide them, but why was the Emperor mistaking her for Cheon Ha-Rang of all people?

It wasn't that she felt bad being compared to Cheon Ha-Rang.

Rather, she was afraid of the aftermath, of how Cheon Ha-Rang might feel about it.

Bell made a distressed face.

And there were two more people who found this situation uncomfortable.

"You mistook Master for someone else...?"

Mu-Myeong with his deeply furrowed brow, and

"...I'm Cheon Ha-Rang."

Cheon Ha-Rang, who was awkwardly scratching her head.

Hearing this, Duke couldn't believe his ears.

...This woman wasn't her?

No, this wasn't the time to dwell on that.

Duke shook his head slightly to clear his mind and quickly gathered his thoughts.

He had mistaken the person who saved the Crown Prince for someone else,
so she must be quite displeased.

Wondering how to resolve this, Duke turned his head toward the voice coming from the head seat and...

"..."

His face contorted strangely.

...That little girl is a professor?

Of course, he had heard from his subordinate that she looked young, but....

Duke rubbed his face and slowly moved his gaze from Cheon Ha-Rang's head to her feet.

A small frame far below average height, matched with a youthful appearance.

She was certainly beautiful, but....

*William, this is no different from Camilla.*

The same applied to Camilla.

Recalling why he hadn't taken an interest in Camilla, Duke massaged his throbbing temples.

Looking at Cheon Ha-Rang, who was staring at him with a sulky expression and pouting lips, Duke felt his headache worsening.

Unlike Camilla, this woman even seemed somewhat dim-witted.

...Is she really a professor?

The thought even crossed his mind: *Surely she's not playing a prank on the Emperor?*

Feeling slightly disappointed, Duke settled into the chair opposite Cheon Ha-Rang's seat at the head of the room.

...Still, I should at least talk to her.

After all, she did deserve a reward for what she had done.

"..."

Though she appeared dim-witted,
the aura flowing from her proved that the stories were not lies.

Duke let out a deep sigh and spoke.

"I apologize. It seems I made a mistake."

The conversation began.

Ch.122 - Ring
The emperor's first impression on us was, well, a bit ambiguous.

It might be rude, but to be blunt, he was so ugly that I wondered how Arnold could possibly have been born from him.

No, rather than ugly, it was more like...

Scary-looking? Hmm, still ambiguous.

Of course, being Arnold's father, he shared the same sharp, tiger-like eyes and bright purple hair...

But if Arnold was a tiger, this emperor was a fat, wrinkled tiger showing signs of age.

And while I called him tiger-like in appearance, his demeanor wasn't tiger-like at all.

Whether it was due to his age or some other reason for his submissive attitude, I couldn't tell.

He seemed to lack any dignity.

...Though to call him old would be wrong, as he was probably younger than me.

"Hmm..."

I frowned as my own age suddenly came to mind.

I'm older than that wrinkled old man?

That's ridiculous.

Anyway, that's not what's important.

"Ahem."

I cleared my throat softly and addressed the emperor, who wore a somewhat embarrassed expression.

"So what's the point of all this?"

Naturally, my speech was casual and informal.

After all, I was older than him, and since I wasn't an imperial citizen, there was no need for me to use honorifics or serve the emperor, was there?

The emperor merely furrowed his brow at my manner of speaking.

"Show some respect..."
"That's enough."

I cut off the man who seemed about to say something, not particularly concerned.

"...As I've been saying, let me repeat myself once more."

The emperor's words continued like this:

"Is there something you want? It doesn't necessarily have to be material."

He was asking if there was any reward I wanted for rescuing Arnold and eliminating the King Of The Dead who attacked the academy.

And then:

"How old are you? Where are you from? If you're a commoner, are you interested in a title? Are you married?"

Questions that were clearly probing for my personal information.

I sighed at the emperor's blatant questions and shook my head slightly.

So many unnecessary details.

The main point was probably just to gather information about me.

Tsk, I clicked my tongue softly and turned my head.

What I saw was Mu-Myeong, frowning as if angry.

Hmm... why does Mu-Myeong look so displeased?

Ah, now's not the time to worry about Mu-Myeong.

I rubbed my forehead and narrowed my eyes to assess the emperor's intentions.

The non-material compensation the emperor mentioned probably referred to something like a title.

Nothing else came to mind.

It was absurd, but if I had to think of something, could it be arranging a match between Mu-Myeong and some imperial princess?

I smiled wryly at the ridiculous thought and continued my train of thought.

Why did the emperor want to bind me to the empire so badly?

The empire already had Camilla with her outstanding martial prowess, and surely there were other masters in different fields besides "the Empire's First Sword"—for example, experts in spears or magic?

I couldn't understand why the emperor, who had only heard about my martial abilities, was so eager to tie me to the empire.

Well, being an emperor, he might simply be greedy...

Or perhaps there was some reason beyond my martial prowess that made him want to keep me in the empire.

In any case.

The emperor kept asking persistently even when I avoided or ignored his questions.

It seemed excessive to call it mere greed.

"Hmm."

Well, if that's the case, my answer was clear.

I made a circle with my finger, waved it slightly, and spoke.

"Money would be nice."

This was actually the cleanest solution.

Good for the emperor, who could clear a debt cheaply, and good for me, as I'd prefer money to being tied to the empire.

He would have no excuse to refuse my proposal.

Above all.

With plenty of money, I could buy whatever I wanted, couldn't I?

Recently, Mu-Myeong had been refusing to give me strawberries, claiming we were out of money, but this would completely solve that problem.

What a sophisticated plan. Hehe, I smiled as I waited for the emperor's response.

After a brief silence, the emperor narrowed his eyes and spoke in disbelief.

"...Money is really all you want?"
"Of course."

I'd actually prefer nothing more than that.

I nodded with a grin, but the emperor frowned as if something displeased him and closed his mouth.

He seemed to be thinking about something.

I shrugged slightly and poked Mu-Myeong in the side, who was pouting.

"What's wrong?"

Since we weren't alone, my voice was a whisper.

At my question, Mu-Myeong glanced at the emperor and replied in the same hushed tone.

"That man is looking at you disrespectfully, Master."
"...Hmm?"

I tilted my head at Mu-Myeong's somewhat disconnected response.

Disrespectful? Is he really calling the emperor disrespectful?

Wait, did he just refer to the emperor as "that man"?

Even though I'm Mu-Myeong's master...

He's still the emperor, isn't he?

And unlike me, Mu-Myeong is an imperial citizen, right?

I blinked and looked at Mu-Myeong with an incredulous expression.

"..."

But Mu-Myeong just continued to push out his lips sulkily.

...What am I going to do with him?

I taught him that the ruler, teacher, and father are one body, not that the ruler is beneath the teacher...

But I had no intention of scolding Mu-Myeong over something like this.

Well, who wouldn't be pleased that he prefers me over the emperor?

As I smiled brightly at Mu-Myeong's cuteness:

"Professor Cheon Ha-Rang."

The emperor, who seemed to have finished deliberating, smiled and spoke.

"Then how about this?"

With those words, the emperor placed a small box on the desk.

...What is it?

I tilted my head slightly and opened the box.

Inside were a pair of rings with jewels, but they weren't ordinary rings—I could sense a strange energy emanating from them.

...Is this similar to the necklace Elia used to pass through The End Of The World?

What was it called again... an artifact?

I mumbled for a moment, then picked up one of the rings to examine it.

...It's pretty.

The band was made of silver, and in the groove of the ring was a black, shining jewel that looked like obsidian.

But it seems a bit too large for my finger.

However...

What's his intention in showing me this?

I said I wanted money, so I'm not pleased with something that would be troublesome to convert, like a luxury item.

With a questioning expression, I looked at the emperor, who seemed delighted that I had finally shown interest and spoke with a broad smile.

"It's an artifact that changes size to fit the wearer. Would you like to try it on?"
"Hmm."

...Should I try it?

I don't particularly like decorating myself...

And I absolutely detest wearing cumbersome accessories when wielding a sword, but...

This should be fine, right? It's just a ring, and it's pretty.

I was about to put on the ring with a small smile when—

"Master."
"What! What are you doing! Give it here!"

Mu-Myeong snatched the ring from my hand and looked at me.

"Traditionally, a disciple should put the ring on their master."
"...?"

What a strange tradition.

I've never heard of this in either my past life or current one...

Is it normal for disciples to put rings on their masters?

Isn't that a bit... dangerous?

But I wouldn't know the customs here, having lived secluded in a cabin, so Mu-Myeong, who had spent more time outside, must be right...?

Hmm, this is awkward...

But I didn't want to question Mu-Myeong's statement and appear ignorant.

You know, I don't want to seem lacking in common knowledge.

I always want to be a master worthy of my disciple's respect.

"...Y-yes, I just forgot for a moment."

I nodded awkwardly with a forced smile.

Mu-Myeong raised one corner of his mouth in what could be perceived as a somewhat sinister smile and slowly raised the ring.

"I'll put it on for you."
"...Alright."

Just as the ring was about to touch my hand—

"...Wait, wait."

The emperor, who had been rubbing his forehead as if he had a headache, spoke up as if he couldn't bear it any longer.

"Forgive my rudeness, but are you two perhaps engaged to be—"

His words were immediately cut off by Mu-Myeong.

"Master."

The emperor seemed about to say something quite significant...

As I tilted my head slightly, watching the emperor let out a disbelieving laugh:

"Since you're right-handed, Master, should I put it on your left hand?"

Mu-Myeong took my left hand and looked directly into my eyes as he spoke.

...Why is he acting so strange today?

It felt odd, but I couldn't ignore Mu-Myeong's words, so I nodded.

"Hmm, yes."

The ring fit perfectly on the ring finger of my left hand.

There seemed to be some significance to this finger, but...

I couldn't quite remember what it was, so I just smiled brightly.

"It's pretty."

Ch.123 - Incompatibility
To satisfy his dark desires, he slipped a ring onto her left hand, specifically on the ring finger.

"It's beautiful."

Master examined my hand with the ring for a while, then lifted the corners of her mouth in satisfaction.

Such a beautiful sight.

Looking at her, I found myself smiling like a father would, despite not having any children.

Master looked at me with a bright smile.

"Thank you for putting it on me yourself."

She said this while gently patting my head.

Master's smooth yet soft fingers rested on my forehead, moving gently.

Each joint of her fingers left traces as they passed through my hair.

"..."

My eyebrows and the corners of my mouth trembled naturally because of it, but...

I forcibly held them in place and opened my reluctant mouth.

"It's nothing."
"Nonsense, gratitude is gratitude."

Seeing Master's pure, clear smile made me feel good.

...Of course, I did feel a bit guilty seeing Master so childishly happy about it.

Even though I told her it had no special meaning...

That couldn't be true.
The left ring finger naturally carries significant meaning.

...For example, as a token between lovers.

I felt guilty for deceiving Master to satisfy my dark desires, especially since her lack of common sense came from spending so much time in the mountains, but...

This was Master's fault,
so I didn't need to feel guilty.

Besides, I had justification for my actions.

In the past, Master said that ignorance is a sin.

So this could be considered a small punishment.

And eventually, I would personally put the ring I gifted her on her finger anyway.

Couldn't I just think of this as a little preview?

I felt the corners of my mouth rising along with Master's, but.

"..."

That feeling soon subsided.

"Ahem...! Isn't the relationship between master and disciple a bit too close?"

The reason was the man sitting across from Master who bothered me.

"Hmm... I think it's normal..."
"Is that so...?"

Master answered the man's question while mumbling slightly,
and the man tilted his head with a questioning expression.

I frowned.

Master generally has little interest in others, so this man might not understand her well,
but his expression seemed to suggest he found something frustrating,

Like he wanted something more.

*And that something is probably...*

I glanced at the ring wrapped around Master's ring finger.
The other half of the pair was still in the box, waiting for its match.

*...related to that.*

Somehow suspecting his intentions, I clenched my teeth hard.

...What a worm.

As my emotions intensified, the veins on my hand bulged as I gripped the armrest tightly.

"Mu-Myeong?"

Perhaps finding my behavior strange,
Master tilted her head slightly and spoke.

"Is something wrong?"

"..."

Master leaned her upper body closer to me and looked up with concerned eyes.

Normally, I would have tried to extend our conversation just to admire Master's appearance longer, but.

Seeing the worry in her eyes, I fumbled with my lips a few times and then

"...It's nothing."

I said, shaking my head slightly.

I certainly had plenty I wanted to say to Master, but...

I simply couldn't open my mouth.

I suddenly questioned why my emotions were so intense.

Usually, even when someone crosses a line, I tend to let it go.

After all, I can't show an unpleasant side to Master, can I?

So I've always been careful with my actions, thinking things through thoroughly.

But.

Now I was strangely having trouble controlling my emotions.

If it were simply difficulty controlling emotions, I could understand.

After all,
this matter involves Master, doesn't it?

It might be natural for my emotions to intensify.

However.

The strange thing is that I didn't notice this fact at all until Master showed concern.

This is clearly unusual.

Additionally, my chest feels tight.

I frowned and placed a hand on my chest.

*...Why am I like this?*

It's not the ticklish feeling I usually get when I'm with Master.

It feels more like I can't breathe.

I seem to have experienced this a lot recently...

What comes to mind immediately is that my attitude toward Master seems to have become lighter.

Times when I'm more faithful to my desires, or when I care more about my greed than thinking about Master.

But unable to understand the reason, I simply kept quiet.

As I was lost in thought,
Master nodded and moved away from me.

"Hmm, alright."

Though concern still lingered in Master's eyes,
she didn't seem inclined to press further since I said I was fine.

...Though for some reason, her gaze seemed to linger on my chest area.

I closed my eyes, feeling a small sense of guilt at Master's expression.

I still felt terrible, beyond just being in a bad mood.

So much that I wanted to take Master and leave this place immediately.

*...Would that be okay?*

I quietly looked at the man.

* * *

The conversation continued afterward and was finally coming to an end.

To briefly summarize my exchange with the Emperor so far...

The Emperor kept making proposals despite my refusals,
and I rejected them all simply out of annoyance.

While that might be an oversimplification, it captured the general flow.

But that was only until just now; things were different now.

"...I understand."

The Emperor nodded as if giving up and leaned back in his chair.

...Is it finally over?

I too leaned back, exhausted from the long conversation.

Can I go home now...?

Somehow moved by the emotion, I looked at Mu-Myeong, wanting to share this feeling.

In response, Mu-Myeong smiled slightly and placed his hand on the ends of my hair.

"You look pleased."
"Aren't you too?"

Our voices were quiet enough that only the two of us could hear, given the Emperor's presence.

"Yes, indeed I am."

Mu-Myeong pulled his chair closer to me and began to move his hand up along my hair.

...At this rate, he'll touch my head.

Of course, physical contact is nothing unusual, but
thinking of my unkempt hair, I moved slightly away from Mu-Myeong.

At that, Mu-Myeong's expression froze as if shocked.

Hmm, come to think of it, Mu-Myeong's physical contact seems to have increased recently.

Well, it's probably just my imagination.

Not paying it much mind, I turned my gaze from Mu-Myeong to the Emperor.

To completely conclude our conversation.

"Is our business finished?"
"Yes."

The Emperor nodded, stroking his beard and glancing at me.

...His lips are curled up.

So it's not over yet?
He usually makes strange proposals at times like this...

"Do you have any special plans in a fortnight?"
"...Not particularly."
"In that case."

And as my ominous premonition proved correct, the Emperor made yet another proposal.

"I'm thinking of holding a small banquet to commemorate your reward..."

No, it was closer to an announcement.

"Would you be able to attend?"
"..."

I briefly met the Emperor's eyes.

His confident expression seemed to say, 'Do you think you can refuse this offer?'

It makes me feel heated for no reason.

Of course, one might think I could just refuse this proposal, but...

Mu-Myeong's eyes seemed to sparkle, showing great interest in the banquet.

I sighed deeply and poked Mu-Myeong's side.

"...Do you want to go?"
"Yes, wouldn't a banquet be fine?"

Mu-Myeong smiled slightly, adding briefly that it would be fine if Master didn't want to go.

"Hmm..."

Well, I guess I have no choice.

It's extremely rare for Mu-Myeong to show interest in something.

And from what the Emperor says, it's just a small banquet, so that should be fine, right?

Surely I won't get caught up in more troublesome matters...

As I was about to nod to the Emperor who was waiting for my answer,
I heard Mu-Myeong's small mutter.

"...I can make sure of it there."
"...?"

What exactly does he want to make sure of...?

I had a small question, but I didn't pay much attention to it.

Mu-Myeong wouldn't do anything that would harm me, and I often talk to myself too.

It's better for both of us if I don't worry about it.

Nodding once, I gave my answer to the Emperor.

"Well, that should be fine."
"You've made a good decision!"

The Emperor responded with a smile I had never seen before.

Seeing that fellow smile made me
truly regret my choice, but I endured it thinking of Mu-Myeong's smile.

As the conversation ended and I was about to get up to leave, the Emperor continued.

"I'll send the detailed schedule through a servant, is that acceptable?"
"Hmm, well, I have no reason to refuse."

I nodded likewise, rubbing my forehead.

...Somehow, the time to return to the Log Cabin seems to keep getting further away.

Ch.124 - Spy
The Emperor rose with a kind smile I'd never seen before.

"Now that our talk is finished, I should be going."

He added that he was in a hurry, and I nodded in response.

"See you next time."
"Yes, let's meet at the next banquet."

After the Emperor left with a simple greeting...

"Please make yourself comfortable and leave whenever you wish."
"Sure."
"Ah, when you're ready to leave, just inform the knight waiting outside the door."

The servant bowed to us and followed after the Emperor.

"Take care."

I nodded at the servant and gave a small wave.

"..."

Once the servant had completely left...

I finally relaxed my forced smile as the corners of my mouth began to twitch.

"Ughhhh..."

I threw myself into the chair and let out a long sigh.

...Finally over.

Though our conversation hadn't been particularly long, it had consumed a considerable amount of mental energy.

Even though my counterpart was much younger than me, since I don't feel particularly old myself, the Emperor seemed like an old man to me.

And for good reason.

Isn't his face covered in wrinkles?

With some Confucian values still lingering in me, I found it difficult to interact with him.

Hmm, the fact that I'm older than the Emperor... something feels wrong about that.

Anyway.

As always, I tried to speak casually to him, which felt rather uncomfortable.

Fortunately, I managed it naturally enough that he didn't seem to notice anything strange about my speech.

Or perhaps he already knew enough about me that he didn't mind my casual manner of address...

Well, let's just leave it at that.

I stood up from my seat with a grin and stretched.

"Ughhhh."

I felt both a sense of accomplishment for successfully completing an important task and relief that it was finally over.

Hmph, another day's work successfully completed.

As I was adjusting my clothes, feeling pleased with myself...

"Um, excuse me..."

From the corner of the room came a trembling voice.

Judging by the occasional sniffling, the owner of the voice seemed to be on the verge of tears.

...Wait, was someone else in this room?

Puzzled, I turned my head slightly toward the sound.

"Ah."

Bell was trembling with a completely tearful expression.

Right... she was here too.

I'd completely forgotten about her while focusing on my conversation with the Emperor.

Scratching my head awkwardly, I gave an embarrassed smile.

Bell puffed her cheeks and glared at me, as if expressing her dissatisfaction.

"...I want to go home."

Her expression was so desperate.

Speaking clearly without her usual stutter, Bell's demeanor made me nod awkwardly.

"Hmm, alright... let's go."

I feel a bit sorry...

I patted her back comfortingly as she snorted in displeasure, and we left the room.

After some time had passed...

*Clatter*

Inside the carriage leaving the Imperial Palace, Mu-Myeong spoke with a serious expression.

"Master."
"What is it?"

Not understanding why Mu-Myeong looked so serious, I tilted my head questioningly.

"Where are we going?"

Mu-Myeong asked such an obvious question that it made his previous tension seem unnecessary.

"Of course—"

Of course...

As I tried to answer his question, I suddenly found myself at a loss for words.

Noticing my hesitation, Mu-Myeong furrowed his brow slightly and tilted his head with a "surely not" expression.

"Master?"

I stared back at him with wavering eyes.

"Where should we go...?"
"...Pardon?"

Mu-Myeong responded with a dumbfounded expression, but I just pressed my lips together and avoided his gaze.

But even in the most extreme situations, there's always a way out.

"Really..."

A veritable angel descended as my savior.

Bell opened her mouth with a prim expression, addressing me as I broke out in a cold sweat.

"...C-couldn't we go to the Academy?"
"The Academy...?"

I tilted my head at this unexpected suggestion.

...Was she not my savior after all?

It hadn't even been a full day since I told the principal I was quitting the Academy.

What face could I possibly show there now?

My thoughts must have shown on my face, because Bell sighed deeply before averting her gaze and continuing.

"The P-Principal would s-surely be happy..."
"..."

I grabbed my chin and began to think seriously about Bell's suggestion.

Even if we left the Imperial Palace and went to the capital, we didn't have any lodgings arranged.

But.

This was a problem that could be solved quickly.

After all.

It's not like Mu-Myeong and I don't have money, and if it's just about finding lodgings, it would be merely inconvenient rather than a real constraint.

And here's the main point...

My conscience hurts at the thought of imposing on the Academy again.

Unlike before, I wouldn't be going as an invited professor, and I don't have any particular business there.

"Hmm..."

As I continued to contemplate what to do, muttering quietly...

"Couldn't we ask Anna?"

Mu-Myeong suggested simply.

"Ngh..."
"Even if she refuses, we could find lodgings then, couldn't we?"

At his straightforward suggestion, I scratched my head while groaning.

...Going to the Academy without being a professor—wouldn't that just make me a freeloader?

But maybe just asking would be acceptable...

Seeing Mu-Myeong speak like that, it seems he must have enjoyed the Academy.

After tilting my head for a long time, thinking and rethinking, I finally reached a conclusion.

"I guess there's no choice..."

As I sighed deeply, Bell immediately agreed and took action.

"Then I'll a-ask her?"
"...Thank you."

Bell nodded and rummaged through her bag, pulling out a crystal ball which she tapped lightly.

...What is that?

As I tilted my head curiously at this strange object...

"P-Principal?"

The previously blank crystal ball soon showed a response.

Bell spoke while looking into the crystal, and Anna's face began to appear inside as she answered.

"Professor Bell? What can I do for you?"
"Um, well..."

After hearing our situation, the Principal smiled brightly with an "Ahaha!" and gave us a generous response.

"You're welcome here."
"...Thank you."

And so, we decided to impose on the Academy once more.

* * *

"What! What are you saying?!"
"Ahaha! Currently this is the only room we have available."

In front of the student dormitory, Anna proudly puffed out her chest as she spoke.

"And unfortunately, this dormitory is only provided to students."
"..."
"How about thinking of it as a short visit?"

After saying this, Anna shifted her gaze slightly toward Mu-Myeong and continued.

"According to what I heard from Camilla, Ha-Rang wanted Mu-Myeong to visit the Academy."
"That's true for Mu-Myeong, but..."

As I muttered quietly to Anna, Mu-Myeong, who was listening beside me, made an incredulous expression.

"...When did I ever say I wanted to attend the Academy?"
"Hush now. The adults are talking."

Various experiences form the foundation of growth, after all.

I extended my arm in front of Mu-Myeong to stop him and turned my attention back to Anna.

"Certainly, Mu-Myeong would be fine, but..."

Yes, if Mu-Myeong wanted to visit the Academy, I would welcome it with open arms.

But why am I so opposed to this?

"What do you mean I should visit too?!"

This woman Anna is suggesting that even I should temporarily attend the Academy as a student.

...Of course, it would only be for a week, with the purpose of observation.

At my age of 350 (estimated), the thought of attending the Academy already makes me nauseous.

Looking at me, Anna gave a small smile and continued smoothly.

"Wouldn't it be a good experience?"

...A good experience, she says.

At this absurd statement, I sighed once and narrowed my eyes at her.

"What's your real intention?"
"...Huh? Intention?"

Seeing Anna's obvious discomfort, I took a step closer and raised my eyebrows.

"You wouldn't have brought this up just as a joke, would you?"
"...Ahaha, me?"

As I quietly stared at Anna, who was shrugging her shoulders nonchalantly...

She let out a small sigh and finally revealed her true purpose.

"...Actually, I received information that there's a spy at the Academy."

Ah, so that's the real issue.

I gestured slightly with my chin for her to continue.

"...I was wondering if you might be able to help us... I'm sorry."

Anna bowed deeply.

"..."

I could guess why she was asking me.

This is the Imperial Academy, where talented students from all over the country come to study.

And now, not only had it been attacked, but there was also a spy?

If this became public knowledge, it would cause a huge scandal. That's why she was asking me—someone whose name wasn't widely known yet—to help resolve this quietly.

I stroked my chin as I considered.

...What should I do?

Ch.125 - My Age XXX Years Old, I Wore A School Uniform
"What kind of ridiculous appearance am I putting on at my age...?"

As I sat in the corner, dragging my hand down my face in self-loathing, Mu-Myeong approached and spoke as if to comfort me.

"Master, it suits you well."
"...Are you mocking me?"

I narrowed my eyes and glared at him sharply.

"..."
"It's not a joke."

He looked at me with such innocent eyes, as if proclaiming his innocence, that I sighed deeply and shook my head.

...That guy wouldn't mock me.

It was probably sincere.

But still.

"You look so natural in it that there's nothing to worry about."
"That's exactly the problem..."

It's even more irritating how natural I look in this school uniform.

How old am I again...?

What's certain is that I'm far past the age to be wearing a uniform meant for students.

"..."

I slightly raised my head to look at my reflection in the mirror.

What I saw was unmistakably the appearance of an ordinary student.

...No, not even an ordinary student.

It feels awkward to say this about myself, but.

Wearing clothes that seem two sizes too big with a sullen expression, I look exactly like a child resenting parents who bought an oversized uniform saying "you'll grow into it."

I pouted my lips and fidgeted with my clothes.

It feels truly strange.

To be specific... it's just, well, something.

As I was taking out my frustration on the innocent uniform, Mu-Myeong, who had approached me earlier, now clung completely to my back and began fixing the ends of my disheveled hair.

"Isn't it fine not to worry about it too much?"

As my uniform was so baggy that it slipped down exposing my shoulders, Mu-Myeong pulled it back up while speaking.

...I had lowered it because it felt stuffy.

Mu-Myeong's hand touched my nape, feeling slightly cold.

"Besides, couldn't this actually be a good thing?"
"A good thing...?"

I tilted my head and looked back at Mu-Myeong, confused by his words.

For some reason, Mu-Myeong's face briefly reddened as he cleared his throat softly and continued.

"Master, you need to hide your identity from the professors, don't you?"
"...That's true."

According to Anna, there's likely a spy among the professors, so it's best not to reveal my identity to them if possible.

What if a spy who recognizes me realizes something is wrong and tries to escape?

Someone who doesn't know me might think I'm being self-important, but.

I've become somewhat famous within the academy.

I single-handedly saved the academy from an attack, and many people witnessed me using such powerful techniques.

Actually, not many—everyone at the academy saw it.

Of course, we could chase after a spy if they ran, but if they had an annoying skill like Jackal's, tracking would be difficult.

It's truly a remote possibility, but it's good to consider even the slightest chance.

After finishing this brief thought, I brightened my eyes and nodded.

I finally understood what Mu-Myeong was telling me.

Yes, that's right!

Let's think positively.

The fact that the uniform suits me isn't unfortunate—it's actually a good thing.

After nodding once, I patted the back of Mu-Myeong's head.

"Thank you for saying that."
"I only spoke the truth, but I'm glad it made you feel better."

In this heartwarming atmosphere, we looked at each other and smiled for a while.

* * *

Seeing the current situation, Mu-Myeong deeply regretted what he had said earlier.

"Master... please maintain some dignity..."
"Tsk, don't you know you shouldn't call me 'Master' right now?"

Seeing how she didn't even correct her own speech pattern first, Mu-Myeong pressed his lips together and thought.

...How did it come to this?

When he first saw his master in the school uniform, he had truly felt good about it.

Why, hadn't his master always walked around in the same attire?

Even though it was a school uniform, it gave him a fresh impression since it looked more like ordinary casual clothes than what his master usually wore.

So seeing his master in a uniform with a gloomy expression was truly a rare treat.

"..."

His thoughts seemed to drift elsewhere for a moment...

To get back to the point,

Seeing his master striding confidently down the hallway with her uniform half-unbuttoned like a delinquent student rarely seen in this academy was truly breathtaking.

...This was straying quite far from the original purpose.

His master had worn an ordinary uniform to avoid catching the professors' attention.

Walking around in such an eye-catching manner defeated the whole purpose.

And on top of that.

He glanced at his master, who was smiling brightly, seemingly in a good mood, and continued his thoughts.

"Hehe."

That outfit alone would be enough to draw others' attention.

But it didn't stop there.
Wasn't his master also beautiful in appearance?

With doll-like features that seemed crafted by a master artisan and a small, petite frame that would stimulate men's protective instincts—surely the most beloved type of female appearance.

Didn't he himself like his master's appearance? It must be true.

Of course, he preferred his master's inner self more than her outer appearance, but...

...Anyway.

"Eek!"

As proof, look now.

Weren't there several men who dared to cast impure gazes at his master without knowing their place?

How many times had this happened now...?

After quietly growling to chase away a male student who was staring at his master, he let out a deep sigh.

"I should have..."

If he hadn't told his master the truth and had let her remain gloomy, she wouldn't have drawn so much attention.

"...Hah."

Mu-Myeong felt like pounding the ground in regret, but.

Since he couldn't actually do that, he just rubbed his face instead.

* * *

Hmm, I don't like this.

I pushed out my lips in displeasure as I looked around.

What I saw were numerous female students staring at Mu-Myeong with sparkling eyes.

They were even fidgeting their fingers as if embarrassed about something.

"Um... oh my."

Why are those subpar girls staring at Mu-Myeong and swallowing their saliva?

Curious, I also glanced at Mu-Myeong.

"Tsk..."
"Master?"

A truly handsome young man caught my eye.

...I can see why.

Girls this age would inevitably be drawn to Mu-Myeong.

No, that's not right.

Unless they already had a lover, it would be strange not to look at him.

Well, it's not a boast, but... is my disciple quite handsome?

Think about it—Mu-Myeong is already quite handsome normally.

And it doesn't stop there.

Instead of the somewhat crude clothes I made for him, he's wearing a school uniform that at first glance looks like a neat suit.

Of course people would stare, wouldn't they?

...Though just because it's natural doesn't mean it's good.

I sighed deeply as I looked at Mu-Myeong, who seemed to be enjoying the attention as he kept looking around.

This guy told me to be careful about drawing attention, but he's enjoying it himself?

"Hmph!"

I really don't like this.

I'm not exactly sure what I don't like, but I don't like it anyway.

Naturally, the corners of my mouth dropped vertically, trying to form a horizontal line, but for some reason, I didn't want to show such an expression to Mu-Myeong, so I maintained a smile.

Mu-Myeong glanced at me, slightly furrowed his brow, and then turned his head away again.

...Why is he acting like that?

I tilted my head in slight confusion, but.

"...He's so handsome."
"Shh! Your voice is so loud!"

My curiosity immediately vanished at the fawning voices around us.

"..."

I want to escape this uncomfortable situation right now.

As I was naturally wondering how to divert those vixens' gazes from Mu-Myeong, a thought suddenly occurred to me.

Mu-Myeong is approaching his twenties and hasn't missed his chance to marry, so wouldn't it be good if he found a woman?

...Should I be happy about this situation then?

"Gasp! What am I thinking!"

I shook my head vigorously to clear my thoughts.

No, this isn't right.

After all, Mu-Myeong is too precious to be given to such women, isn't he?

Mu-Myeong wouldn't be satisfied either.

Yes, that's right.

My disciple's opinion is more important than my thoughts.

So, returning to my original train of thought, as I was pondering how to get rid of the girls casting amorous glances at Mu-Myeong,

A brilliant idea came to mind.

My deliberation was brief, and putting it into action was even quicker.

"Here goes."

I hopped over to Mu-Myeong and linked arms with him.

Since I currently look like nothing more than a student, if I do this...

Those impure gazes should decrease.

Mu-Myeong, whose arm I had grabbed, trembled slightly and looked at me with a bewildered expression.

Standing on my tiptoes with all my might, I whispered into Mu-Myeong's ear in a small voice.

"...Won't this make some of the stares go away?"
"...You speak truly."

Mu-Myeong, his face slightly flushed, avoided my gaze as he responded.

Hmm, he's making me feel embarrassed too.

I'm not quite sure what's embarrassing about it.

Ch.126 - Mentor... It's Still Only The First Day
"Master..."

I felt my body being shaken and lifted my head from the desk where I'd planted it, looking around.

Hmm, what's going on...

My vision filled with numerous students sitting in their seats staring forward, and a professor passionately explaining something while receiving their gazes.

"...Ah."

I slurped up the drool at the corner of my mouth and rubbed my eyes with the back of my hand.

So I was attending a lecture... and dozed off.

The fortunate thing might be that the professor hadn't seen me sleeping?

I could easily guess that from the fact that Mu-Myeong was the one who woke me up.

"Hmm...."

As I sighed deeply and raised my head, I made direct eye contact with the professor. Upon meeting my gaze, the professor merely furrowed his brow slightly without taking any other action.

"..."

Hmm, or maybe he saw but pretended not to notice.

Judging by that reaction, he seems to know I was dozing off.

Otherwise, there would be no reason for him to make that expression.

The moment I realized this, a small chuckle escaped me.

"...Master?"

If that's the case, maybe I could sleep more...?

No? Surely I could sleep more.

Think about it carefully.

If he saw me sleeping but didn't wake me up, doesn't that mean the professor tacitly agreed to it?

Not only that, but the professor is even singing a lullaby to put me to sleep.

How could I, as a decent human being, ignore someone else's efforts?

No, ignoring others' efforts would be a cruel and heartless act.

Yes, I should sleep more.

As I nodded to myself with determination...

"...Master."

Mu-Myeong, with a stern expression, shook my shoulder again and continued.

"What are you thinking... You shouldn't sleep."

"Tch..."

Feeling somewhat disgruntled, I took Mu-Myeong's hand and tickled it playfully, whining. Mu-Myeong flinched, swallowed once, and shook his head.

"...You can't."

Tsk, I clicked my tongue softly and pouted my lips sulkily.

Why is he so quick-witted?

"Yaaawn..."

I know I shouldn't sleep during lectures, but the content was so boring that an unavoidable accident occurred.

That's because...

The lecture I'm currently attending is about "mana" and how to use it more efficiently—a kind of magic-related lecture.

Putting aside the fact that I can't understand those words, what would I do with magic anyway?

With a sulky expression, I rested my chin on my hand and looked at the professor conducting the lecture.

Above all, I don't like the name of the lecture.

What's with "About Mana"! "About 'Mana'"!

Truly lacking in fundamentals.

Since ancient times, what circulates in the body is not mana but "gi (氣)."

"Tsk tsk."

I clicked my tongue quietly, barely audible, and shook my head at these ignorant fools.

I had an overwhelming urge to march up to the podium and confront the professor for teaching the students incorrectly, but...

"..."
"Unlike knights, mages store mana in their hearts..."

I'll let it slide just this once because the lecturing professor looks quite intimidating.

...Why does he look like that?
The image of a mage in my mind was certainly not like that.

The professor continued his lecture while showing off his burly muscles and the long scar across his eye with his posture and expression.

He must be proud of his appearance.

Well, it's not my business anyway.

"Ugh-!"

As I stretched my arms up toward the sky to wake myself up...

"Oh, it seems we have a student who wants to answer."

"...Huh?"

I made eye contact with the professor, who was grinning.

...A student who wants to answer? Answer what?

Confused, I quickly looked toward Mu-Myeong, who sighed deeply and whispered quietly.

"...'How to use mana most efficiently?' is the question."

No, that's not what I wanted to ask...

What I wanted to know was what the current situation was.

I hadn't been listening to the lecture at all and was doing other things, so how would I know?

"..."

Still, I couldn't completely reject Mu-Myeong's goodwill, so I mumbled while flipping through my book aimlessly.

"..."

But since I was illiterate, there was no way I could read the text, so I just stared blankly at the professor with my mouth firmly shut.

"What's wrong?"

Seeing me like this, the professor frowned and tilted his head.

"Um..."

I mumbled, avoiding the professor's eyes.

...What should I do?

I shouldn't draw attention to myself; this is already deviating greatly from my original purpose.

If I could at least answer well here, it would be fine, but...

If I get it wrong, wouldn't I end up on this professor's bad side in this situation?

Of course, it's not like my future life would become difficult if I, who am just visiting the academy, get on the professor's bad side.

But what if the professor is a spy?

That would be quite troublesome.

As I was lost in thought, the professor frowned and spoke.

"Sigh... You don't know?"

"..."

As I just sweated nervously and hesitated without answering,

Mu-Myeong, sitting right next to me, poked my side repeatedly.

"...What is it?"

"I think I misspoke to you, Master. It's a question about gi, not mana."

"Ah."

If that's the case...

I nodded slightly to Mu-Myeong and shifted my gaze back to the professor.

Since gi (氣) varies according to each person's thoughts and has many paths, it's a question without a correct answer from the start.

My answer too is just one opinion, not the correct answer, so I should be able to speak freely.

With a grin and a confident expression, I opened my mouth.

"It's about proper shimgiché (心技體)."

A similar term would be jeongisin (精氣神), which has the same meaning, so they can be considered equivalent.

"...Shimgiché?"

I nodded at the professor who frowned in confusion and continued.

"Yes, if shimgiché is not unified and becomes scattered."

The right amount won't be delivered to the right place, resulting in a lot of wasted energy.

After I replied, the professor let out a small humming sound, then smiled like a bandit might and asked again.

"Then what is shimgiché?"

I glanced at the professor, who was just smiling slightly and didn't seem to be blaming me for answering the question.

From this, I could tell that he too had understood what shimgiché was from my subsequent words.

But since many students were tilting their heads in confusion, not understanding, he must have asked me to explain it to them.

If that's the case, I can answer with a teaching mindset, which makes me happy to respond.

I smiled and opened my mouth.

I shifted my gaze from the professor to the students looking at me. What I'm about to say is a teaching for the students, not the professor.

This will also be a good lesson for them.

"Shim (心) means heart."

When circulating gi (氣), there should be no hesitation in the heart.

"Gi (技) means technique."

It's the power to control and send the right amount of gi (氣) through the blood vessels.

"Ché (體) means the state of the body."

A well-trained body is essential to fully utilize the gi (氣) stored in the dantian.

"Oh..."
"Is this from some research paper?"
"I don't know either."

I smiled slightly at the students who were writing something down with sparkling eyes.

"If any of these is lacking or excessive, it won't be concentrated at one point, resulting in loss."

In other words, if you can perfectly control shimgiché, you can always exert your full power.

"How about that?"

As I said this with my arms crossed, staring at the professor,

"Haha!" The professor laughed heartily and looked at me with shining eyes.

And only after looking at the professor did I notice something wasn't right.

...Wait, wasn't I supposed to avoid standing out?

I felt cold sweat running down the back of my neck.

...Of course.

I had deliberately skipped important things like the harmony of yin and yang or the methods of Energy Meditation, giving only the most basic answer with him in mind, but...

The way the professor was looking at me was unsettling, like a predator that had found its prey.

"Student, what's your name by the way?"

And as if my uneasy prediction had never been wrong, the professor said something alarming.

"...Why do you ask?"

As I replied with a look of sudden realization, the professor smiled and continued.

"I agree with many parts of the student's opinion, so could you perhaps come to my workshop after the lecture?"

'I guarantee we can have a high-level conversation befitting a student,' the professor added quietly, while I just kept sweating nervously.

I've stood out conspicuously from the very beginning of the lecture...!

"Mu-Myeong...!"

I glanced at Mu-Myeong with eyes pleading for help.

"..."
"Mu-Myeong...?"

Mu-Myeong just slightly avoided my gaze.

This guy...!

I felt my teeth chattering with a sense of betrayal.

As I trembled and looked at Mu-Myeong with disbelieving eyes, the professor continued.

"Student, come find me when the lecture ends, and we'll continue our conversation then."

"...Alright."

Wanting to escape this situation, I reluctantly nodded.

Afterward, as soon as the bell signaling the end of the lecture rang, I concealed my gi and fled before the professor could notice.

...Such an enthusiastic professor probably isn't a spy.

Hmm, that's right.

That professor is excluded from the list of spy candidates.

One problem solved!

Ch.127 - The Way To Catch A Spy
After a hectic first lecture, I still had four or five more to go.

Though there were no more incidents like the first one, in the subsequent lectures, I found myself fighting drowsiness rather than some possibly non-existent spy.

As the first day came to an end, followed by the second and third days, I didn't return to the dormitory as usual but instead went to the principal's office and knocked on the door.

"Anna, are you there?"

Fortunately, I received an immediate response.

"Professor Ha-Rang... ah, Lady Ha-Rang?"

Anna opened the door, seemingly surprised to see me visiting the principal's office. She tilted her head with wide eyes.

Well, she's finally stopped calling me professor.

Not that it matters.

"What brings you here at this hour?"
"Could we talk for a moment?"

With a serious expression and a low voice, I waited as Anna glanced back at her room before closing the door, asking me to wait a moment.

"..."

After a short while, Anna, Mu-Myeong, and I sat facing each other across a desk.

"Is there really a spy here?"

I gave Anna a skeptical look as I waited for her answer.

She fidgeted with her lips nervously before carefully responding.

"We can't be certain, but we believe there's a high possibility."
"A possibility..."

I let out a small sigh while stroking my chin.

Yes, as Anna said, there 'might' be a spy. But then again, there 'might' not be one.

Obviously, it's just a high possibility as she said, not a certainty.

It's merely speculation.

My expression must have soured at this thought because Anna looked apologetic and began to bow her head.

"...I'm sorry, we should have resolved this already."
"No, it's fine. You don't need to apologize."

I waved my hand to stop her.

Of course, despite my thoughts, I had no intention of blaming Anna.

...It's not right for me to say this after creating such an accusatory atmosphere, but I actually agree with Anna's opinion.

There must be something going on internally. My memory is a bit fuzzy since it's been so long, but there's one fact I'll never forget.

This world is based on a fictional setting, isn't it?

In any academy setting, having one or two spies among the professors or students is practically a given.

And typically, it's not the principal, professors, or the empire's fancy guards who resolve such matters—it's the protagonist.

However, there's no character who could be considered a protagonist at the academy right now.

The reason they likely don't exist is... me.

I don't recall doing anything specific, but somehow my small actions must have created a butterfly effect that changed the situation.

So here I am, someone who hates troublesome things, having to step up myself?

I drummed my fingers on the desk and spoke.

"I also think there are suspicious elements."

But regardless, the current situation isn't good.

That's because...

"The problem is that I can't think of any way to find this spy."

We have too little information about our opponent.

They say if you know your enemy and know yourself, you need not fear the result of a hundred battles. But when we know nothing about the enemy, I can only foresee unfavorable outcomes.

Anna seemed to understand and feel my concern.

"...I've conducted my own investigation."

She bit her lip, showing both regret and anxiety on her face.

"Apart from narrowing down a few suspicious individuals, I haven't been able to gather any conclusive information..."
"Hmm."

I leaned back in my chair and looked up at the ceiling.

So we haven't obtained any information so far...

I had guessed as much, given that she hadn't provided me with additional information and there was no protagonist around, but hearing it directly from Anna left a bitter taste in my mouth.

If I feel this frustrated, how must Anna feel as the academy's principal?

The academy was already on edge after being suddenly attacked, and students and professors reported that the attacker seemed to be searching for someone.

With just a little thought, it's clear who they were looking for during this attack.

Camilla.

And the fact that Camilla had been invited as a guest lecturer was known only to a few professors. The students attending my lecture only heard about Camilla's expected arrival the day before I showed up.

Well, I came instead of Camilla, but still...

Anyway.

What's important now is finding a way to identify the spy.

So far, among the suspects the principal informed me about, I hadn't noticed anything significant while observing their energy centers during lectures.

There was no distinctive shape or unpleasant energy like that of Lily or Jackal from the Demon King's side, or the Saintess or Hero from the Goddess's side.

All I saw were ordinary shapes and talents, the kind of inner energy commonly found.

There were no issues with how they conducted their lectures either.

If anything, the problem was that some were too enthusiastic, which the students disliked.

"..."

The more I thought about it, the further I seemed to get from catching the spy, making my head throb.

There must be some way...

As Anna and I sat with our hands on our foreheads, deep in thought.

"Master."

Mu-Myeong, who had been quiet until now, addressed me with a calm expression.

"...What is it?"

I was irritated by how composed Mu-Myeong looked while his master was struggling.

My voice came out gruff.

But Mu-Myeong didn't seem to mind as he shrugged lightly and continued.

"Instead of us searching, why don't we just call out the spy?"

"...What?"
"Pardon?"

As soon as Mu-Myeong finished speaking, both Anna and I wore strange expressions.

...What does he mean?

"That's easier said than..."

I sighed deeply and began to lecture Mu-Myeong.

"If we could do that, wouldn't we have already—"

Suddenly, a realization struck me.

Had Mu-Myeong ever spoken without thinking?

No, never.

Whatever he said ultimately helped me or the situation.

And above all, scolding my disciple over something like this wouldn't be proper behavior for a master.

Who knows?

Unlike me with my aging, rigid mind, perhaps the still-young Mu-Myeong had thought of an innovative approach.

With a grin, I addressed him.

"Go ahead and explain."
"Yes."

Mu-Myeong nodded with a matching smile.

"...Pardon?"

Only Anna seemed confused by the current situation, tilting her head in bewilderment.

Mu-Myeong continued with his explanation.

The person who attacked the academy originally came looking for "Camilla" after hearing she would be there, not because someone had instigated the attack.

This was clearly proven by what I had said.

When I first met the King of the Dead—that is, the Reaper—I had suspected he might be affiliated with the Demon King and questioned him, but didn't the Reaper say he wasn't acting on anyone's orders?

Of course, he could have been lying to us.

But seeing how he mentioned that transcendence—the Demon King's goal—was his own lifelong wish, that probability seems extremely low.

Assuming there is a teacher at the academy who leaked information, Mu-Myeong continued with his speculation:

What kind of relationship did this spy have with the Reaper?

According to Mu-Myeong, it probably wasn't a close one.

The reason being that during the attack, the academy appeared to be losing until I stepped in.

If the spy had a close relationship with the Reaper—if they were on the same side—there would have been no reason for them not to act at that time.

That would have been the perfect opportunity to make a move, during the chaos at the academy.

But feeling this reasoning alone was insufficient, Mu-Myeong continued.

The main reason for his thinking was what happened afterward.

According to Anna, even after the attack, she felt information was still leaking out, which prompted her investigation.

If that's the case, perhaps the spy wasn't helping the Reaper but simply wanted the academy to fall into chaos?

That would explain why the spy deliberately leaked information to the Reaper.

Using barbarians to control barbarians—they could clean their nose without lifting a finger.

If the Reaper succeeded, that would be fine for the spy, and even if he failed as he did now, the spy would lose nothing.

And the reason they resumed activities was likely because they judged the timing was right after I finished my work as a guest professor, removing one formidable figure from the equation.

After explaining this far, Mu-Myeong looked at us.

His reasoning was plausible, and Anna and I nodded as we listened attentively, but I had one question.

"Then what do you mean by luring them out?"

Everything Mu-Myeong had said so far only explained that the spy and the Reaper were separate forces with the same goal.

Mu-Myeong seemed aware of this as he shrugged slightly and spoke.

"If someone with similar goals appears again, wouldn't the spy make a move?"
"...Oh."

So by luring, he meant...

We would put forward someone we trust to draw in the spy.

Of course, it wouldn't be easy.

The spy wouldn't act unless our trusted person had a deep grudge against the academy or at least a plausible reason to attack it.

But Mu-Myeong smiled as if he had the perfect person in mind.

"Isn't this what the Heavenly Demon Sect is for?"

Ch.128 - Why Are Just The Two Of Them Talking?
"...Heavenly Demon Sect?"

Anna seemed curious about what the Heavenly Demon Sect was, but I couldn't exactly tell her honestly that it was an organization I created with the Demon King.

I vaguely brushed it off while standing up and waving my arm.

"Hmm, well, we'll take care of it, so don't worry."
"What? But shouldn't I know about this...?"

Of course, that would be better—no, actually, she should know—but Anna was the one who asked me for help, so how I resolved it was up to me, wasn't it?

"...Ha-Rang?"

With that in mind, I winked at her and fled the principal's office.

I did feel a bit guilty, but...

Well, as long as I solved the problem somehow, right?

I couldn't go around talking about the Heavenly Demon Sect everywhere either, so this couldn't be helped.

Hmm, that's right.

"Mu-Myeong, let's go!"
"Yes, Master."

"Ha-Rang? But I need to know so I can provide support—"

Ignoring Anna's voice calling after me, I returned to the dormitory.

Night had completely fallen, leaving the dormitory room pitch black. Mu-Myeong sat on the bed, rolling his eyes around to avoid my stern gaze.

"Hey, don't avoid eye contact."
"...Yes."

The reason Mu-Myeong and I were like this?

Well, it's nothing special.

It was simply a continuation of our conversation from the principal's office.

However, since much of it shouldn't be heard by others, we were having it in private.

"How are you planning to call those children? Do you even know where they are?"
"We can send word through Lily, can't we?"
"...Lily?"

I frowned at Mu-Myeong's words.

Lily?

I hadn't seen Lily for days either, so how was he planning to contact her?

Unless...

"So."

I pouted and poked Mu-Myeong's firm stomach as I continued.

"What you're saying is that you've been in good communication with Lily all this time?"
"...Yes, that's correct."

I sighed deeply and rubbed my throbbing forehead.

...Why did Lily only visit Mu-Myeong and not me?

Of course, I didn't really care about the Heavenly Demon Sect talk, but it was important that she hadn't come to see me.

It was almost as if she had something against me...

For example, what if Lily had developed feelings for Mu-Myeong?!

Since Mu-Myeong was handsome, and Lily was a woman after all, it was entirely possible, but somehow it bothered me.

As Mu-Myeong flinched from the ticklish poking of his stomach, I felt annoyed and jabbed him hard in the solar plexus.

"Ugh!"
"This is punishment. Punishment."

Take it gracefully, I added quietly, and continued poking his solar plexus.

"So, when will those children arrive?"

There were less than three days left until the banquet the Emperor was holding for me.

That meant those children needed to arrive within two days at the latest...

Honestly, I didn't think that would be possible.

Not only was it a long distance, but the Academy was in the imperial capital, wasn't it?

It would be complicated for so many people to pass through the empire's gates.

I had entered easily with the token Camilla gave me, but they were from the slums, weren't they?

It wouldn't be easy.

...Of course, at most there would be around a dozen of them, but that was still not a small number.

Mu-Myeong seemed to notice my concerns. He reached out to grab my hand that was poking his stomach and spoke.

"...I don't think there will be any problem with their arrival."
"Why?"

I pulled my hand away when Mu-Myeong pinched it, then poked his stomach again.

This is addictive.

Mu-Myeong frowned slightly and spoke with a groan.

"...Don't we have someone who can cross that space?"
"Hmm... Ah."

Jackal, was it?

From what I heard from Lily, he was definitely affiliated with the Demon King's side.

But would he help us?

I tilted my head slightly, and Mu-Myeong scooted his bottom backward as he spoke.

"He owes you a debt of gratitude, so he will surely help."
"Hmm."
"And for them, visiting the Academy once is not a disadvantage either."

I nodded at Mu-Myeong's additional comment that they were the Demon King's underlings, after all.

...Certainly.

Visiting the Academy where the empire's talents gathered would allow them to assess forces and gather information.

They wouldn't lose anything—only gain.

In that case...

I scooted my bottom forward as much as Mu-Myeong had moved away, getting right in his face.

"So we don't have anything to do?"
"That's right."

Hehe, one troublesome task gone.

I was smiling sinisterly at Mu-Myeong for a moment, then—

"Oof!"
"Ugh! Master!"

I was so pleased that I knocked Mu-Myeong over and hugged him.

"Then I don't have to attend classes anymore!"

Fortunately, since we were on the bed, no one got hurt.

"...How does that follow?"

Mu-Myeong sighed deeply, but I ignored him and just smiled.

Finally, freedom!

I could escape from those vicious and hideous Academy professors!

A grin spread across my face in joy.

* * *

The demon realm, the End of the World.

Going even deeper into that place, beyond a cliff with no visible bottom, across that deep abyss, stood the Demon King's Castle.

There was no bright, warm sun in this sky—only a blood-red moon that illuminated the barren land like a crimson stain.

Despite the gloomy atmosphere that resembled a room lit by red fluorescent lights, which seemed fitting for screams...

"One!"

In reality, only the resonant voices of men echoed in layers.

"Two!"

The men, easily numbering in the hundreds, each held a sword and maintained a consistent distance from one another as they trained their bodies.

"One!"

In front of them stood a man with red hair.

Why hide it?

He was Jack, the Ascetic of the Heavenly Demon Sect who had been taken in when Cheon Ha-Rang and Cheon Mu-Myeong visited the slums long ago. He was the acting leader who had been gathering and leading believers in place of the empty positions of sect leader Cheon Ha-Rang and deputy leader Cheon Mu-Myeong.

Where was the man who had been so emaciated from a lifetime of hunger that his bones showed just a few years ago?

Now he proudly displayed well-toned muscles and the scar on his mouth as he commanded the believers.

"Two!"

And there was a woman watching him, licking her lips.

"Jack~"

Lily slowed the fluttering of her wings at her waist and approached Jack like a butterfly landing on a flower, waving her hand cheerfully.

"What is it?"

Jack tilted his head at the sight of Lily approaching him.

Lily looked at Jack's narrow eyes, which rarely revealed emotion, tapped her slightly flushed cheeks a couple of times, and spoke.

"You've been summoned!"
"Summoned...?"

Jack narrowed his brow in confusion.

It was a term he'd never heard since coming to the Heavenly Demon Sect.

"Hmm...?"

It wasn't that he didn't understand the dictionary meaning, but he truly wondered who could have summoned him.

After all, the only person here who could summon him was Lily, but she had come to tell him in person, hadn't she?

This was his first time experiencing this situation, so his confusion was natural.

And then.

"...Could it be."

It didn't take long for Jack's puzzled expression to gradually fill with joy.

"Heheh."

As if responding to Jack's expectations, Lily laughed and patted his shoulder before continuing.

"It seems that person is looking forward to it a lot, so prepare well!"

With a bright smile, Lily stepped away from Jack and added:

"The destination is the Academy! We leave now!"
"...Heh."
"Anyway! You'll hear the details directly when you get there!"
"Thank you for letting me know."

Jack smiled in a way that would give others chills, nodded once, and turned his gaze away from Lily. Then—

*THUD!*

Jack stomped his foot to gather everyone's attention and spoke with a smile full of joy.

"Our long wait has finally come to an end!"

The believers remained silent.

But their expressions showed they were excited about what was to come.

"We have finally received instructions from that person!"

After confirming everyone had heard, Jack grinned and stomped his foot again for emphasis.

*THUD!*

"The Academy where those damn nobles gather!"

Jack's thread-thin eyes gradually opened, revealing his eerily black pupils.

"That is where we are headed."

The believers gritted their teeth in anger at Jack's words.
Jack watched their reaction with satisfaction and continued.

"Absolutely! No matter what happens! We must not disappoint that person."

After finishing his words, Jack took several deep breaths to calm his excitement, then raised both arms to the sky.

"Ten thousand years!"

In response to Jack's call, a thunderous cheer returned, making the ground seem to vibrate.

"TEN THOUSAND YEARS!"

Their eyes contained a kind of madness similar to what cult followers might possess.

"Heh... delicious."

Lily's face flushed even more, apparently pleased with Jack's expression.

Someday I'll definitely have him, Lily secretly vowed.

Ch.129 - Three Swords
The early morning sun hadn't fully risen yet.
I opened the window to let in the rather cold dawn air to wake myself up.

Hmm, refreshing.

As I was rubbing my half-closed eyes and letting out a long yawn...

"...Master."

Mu-Myeong, looking half-asleep, called out to me as he got up.

You're up early?

When we went to sleep together, I had tormented Mu-Myeong quite a bit, so I thought he'd wake up later...

Pleasantly surprised, I smiled and greeted him.

"Hmm? You're already awake?"
"Yes..."

Mu-Myeong, now fully out of bed, trudged over to my side.
He began boiling the teapot that was on the small desk in front of the window.

...It's fascinating every time I see it.

Though this was a common sight in my previous life,
it's amazing how many conveniences here are replaced by something called mana stones.

Well, it's probably just a setting in the novel anyway...

Of course, since I'll be the one using these things in the end,
trivial matters like whether this is a world inside a novel aren't that important.

If anything, this level of advancement is a good thing.

As I nodded slightly to myself, making a mental note to "take that back to the Log Cabin,"

Mu-Myeong offered me a teacup with a subdued voice.

"Would you like a cup too, Master?"
"Mmm, yes."
"I'll bring it right away."

It seemed Mu-Myeong had prepared my portion from the start,
as he simply poured the tea into a cup and handed it to me without any additional preparation.

The tea Mu-Myeong brewed was astringent and bitter.
But its aroma was pleasant, and its warmth seemed to wrap my body comfortably against the cold air, making me smile.

"...It's nice."
"I'm glad it suits your taste."

As I held the teacup with both hands and sipped—slurp—

A question suddenly came to mind, and I tilted my head to ask.

"Mu-Myeong."
"Yes, Master."
"Why are you up so early?"

Mmm, this taste is definitely good... I wonder where it's sold?

Slurp—

"Ah, the followers of the Heavenly Demon Sect will be arriving soon."
"Pfft!"

...What did he say?

Mu-Myeong, who somehow looked like a drowned rat despite having just washed up, brushed his bangs back and spoke.

"...They should arrive in about the time it takes to drink a cup of tea."
"A cup of tea..."

No wonder Mu-Myeong was brewing tea when he doesn't usually enjoy it.

But more importantly.

"They're arriving already?"
"Yes, Master."

I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand and handed Mu-Myeong a handkerchief that was nearby.

"...Isn't this too soon?"
"Didn't you say the sooner the better, Master?"

I certainly did ask them to come quickly, but I'm not mentally prepared yet.

"..."

...Well, what can I do?

After chewing on my lips for a moment, I sighed deeply and shook my head slightly.

Better than being late, I suppose.

* * *

"Mu-Myeong, how much further do we have to go?"
"Just a bit more, Master."

I frowned slightly as I stared at Mu-Myeong's back walking ahead of me.

The terrain has changed considerably due to my sword strikes, but
this is the path leading to the cave where the Reaper was hiding.

Is there a reason he chose this place?

Looking around, I can clearly see the strict security measures in place.

"..."

I tilted my head in confusion at this incomprehensible situation,
but since I never told them not to gather here, I just sighed deeply and silently followed Mu-Myeong.

After walking for a while, we arrived at a suspiciously familiar cave.

"This way, please."

Mu-Myeong stood in front of it and smiled at me as I looked bewildered.

"...Alright, let's go."

Unlike the outside, the cave's entrance and passages seemed to have widened dramatically, but the overall structure hadn't changed much.

That made sense, because soon we arrived at a very familiar place.

The place where I had swung my sword and shaken heaven and earth.
The place where the Reaper had sat arrogantly looking down at me.

"...Mu-Myeong, stay back."

And in front of the chair where the Reaper had sat,
a man I'd never seen before was standing, waiting for Mu-Myeong and me to enter.

...Who is he?

This man possesses extraordinary inner energy.

Actually, I even question if he's human at all.

A normal person would have one dantian located two inches below the navel,
but under his shadow, there seemed to be hundreds clustered together.

As you know, this is a cave.
That means no light enters.

So how does he have a shadow?

There are two possibilities.

Either this man has some method of stealing others' dantians,
or under that shadow, hundreds of people are lurking.

...This is bad.

Mu-Myeong and I have fallen into a trap.

Yes, the Heavenly Demon Sect couldn't have arrived this quickly.

I eliminate the possibility that this man is from the Heavenly Demon Sect.

The Heavenly Demon Sect has never taught such grotesque martial arts that absorb others' inner energy, and it's even less likely that hundreds of people would be there.

"Tsk."

The man, whose face was hidden in the darkness of the cave except for his mouth, curled his lips into a wide grin.

Then he approached me with steady steps.

I tensed my muscles and placed my hand on my wooden sword.
With my other hand, I pulled Mu-Myeong behind me to reduce any chance of him getting hurt.

Just as I was about to grab my wooden sword and twist my waist when he came within striking distance...

"Hmm...?"
"Jack, Ascetic of the Heavenly Demon Sect, greets the Heavenly Demon."

The man suddenly bowed, lowering one knee and his head in respect.

Wait... Ascetic of the Heavenly Demon Sect...?

I didn't even know the Heavenly Demon Sect had ascetics,
and I don't recall seeing such a man in the Slum?

I glanced at the man who introduced himself as Jack.

His head was bowed so I couldn't see his face, but I could see the color of his hair.

The red-haired man had a good physique, probably from eating well and never skipping training.

...This guy was in the Slum?

As I stared at the bowing man with a blank expression due to my confusion...

"Master, this is indeed Jack whom we took in."

Mu-Myeong smiled and came to my side, removing my hand from the wooden sword.

"...Is that so?"
"Yes, Master."

I stood somewhat awkwardly in front of the man who introduced himself as Jack.

"I'm sorry I didn't recognize you."

I was genuinely sorry.

It was my choice to establish the sect, and I should be more responsible, yet I couldn't even remember a child I had taken in.

I apologized with a naturally guilty expression.

"There's no need to apologize."

Jack, still bowing his head, replied with a calm voice.

Hmm, this just makes me feel worse.

"I don't know if this will comfort you, but..."

After hesitating for a moment, I made a small excuse.

"Your appearance has changed a lot from my memory."

Then I smiled and patted Jack's back.

His body felt even more solid than it looked.

"You haven't neglected your training, I see."
"That's right."
"Excellent... Now raise your head."

With a soft "Yes," Jack slowly raised his head to look at me.

"I still remember the kindness you showed when you saved me."
"...I see."

While Jack seemed overjoyed, his face beaming with a smile, my expression was contorted.

Squinty eyes? Can such a face actually exist in reality?

No matter how much they say you shouldn't judge people by their appearance,
anyone would think this looks suspicious and villainous.

A small shiver ran down my spine at his somehow eerie smile, but I didn't show it.

Funny enough, considering I need to appear as villainous as possible for this mission, those inscrutable squinty eyes might actually be quite helpful.

...Well, whatever works.

I cleared my throat slightly and stepped a couple of paces away from Jack.

"Mu-Myeong..."

Then I nudged Mu-Myeong's side with my elbow and whispered in his ear.

"Master?"
"...So those people under that shadow are the children of the sect...?"

I asked skeptically, but Mu-Myeong calmly nodded.

"Yes, that's right."
"I see..."

I can't even imagine how much it's grown while I wasn't looking.

And I never taught them shadow arts like hiding in shadows.

Probably Lily or someone from the Demon King's side taught them.

Should I thank them when I see them next...?

Though it's more creepy than gratifying, it will be helpful to me anyway...

Hmm, I'm not sure.

* * *

The Ascetic, Jack, was continuously marveling inside.

'She's on a different level.'

When he first met her, he didn't know any better due to his lack of training.

But after joining the Heavenly Demon Sect and growing through harsh training and medicinal elixirs, he now realized how truly immense the being he served—the Heavenly Demon—was.

Jack rolled his eyes slightly to observe the Heavenly Demon, who was frowning while saying something to the Vice Sect Leader.

Feeling a slight indignation, Jack bit his lip.

'Is there something displeasing her?'

He had thought she would be satisfied seeing how much he had grown, but the Heavenly Demon seemed to find him still lacking.

Otherwise, why would she frown like that?

"..."

'But.'

Even so, this was the Heavenly Demon's will, and he wasn't upset.

How could he be upset?
She had given purpose and goals to his wretched life.

Though people often say he looks unpleasant,
he's not actually that ungrateful.

He's just frustrated with himself,
for not having grown stronger yet, for still being weak.

Feeling somewhat anxious and thinking he needed to show something, Jack hastily opened his mouth.

"Heavenly Demon."
"What is it?"

The Heavenly Demon looked down at him with an expressionless, cynical face.

Overwhelmed by her imposing presence, Jack gulped and forced a smile.

"May I introduce the members of the Heavenly Demon Sect to you?"
"..."

The Heavenly Demon continued to look down at him with an emotionless face.

But Jack saw her lips twitch momentarily.

'...She's interested!'

Interpreting this as silent approval, Jack immediately put his plan into action, smiling.

"Allow me to introduce them."

The shadow at Jack's feet began to writhe and surge.

Soon the shadow shot up toward the sky, gradually taking human forms.

"The Blood Swords, who lead the charge and cut down enemies."

The shapes swelling on the right transformed into figures wielding massive swords.

"The Chaos Swords, who gather various information."

The shapes swelling on the left transformed into masked figures holding short swords.

"The Ghost Swords, of which I am one of only three."

Two shapes swelling behind Jack transformed into the forms of two women.

"Let me greet you once more."

Jack rose from his seat, smiled, and bowed at the waist.

"Though still modest, soon to be magnificent—the Three Swords greet the Heavenly Demon."
"We greet the Heavenly Demon!"

Watching this, the corners of the Heavenly Demon, Cheon Ha-Rang's mouth turned upward.

* * *

I forced myself to smile, desperately holding back my contorted expression.

...What is this?

Ch.130 - First Command Issued
"I bow before the Heavenly Demon!"

I broke into a cold sweat as I looked at the countless people kneeling before me, their heads bowed so low I couldn't see their faces.

Wait, the Heavenly Demon Sect should have had at most a dozen or so members...

It grew this much?

With so many people, the cave that had always felt spacious now seemed cramped.

"...Right."

I forced a smile, desperately trying to keep my expression from contorting.

...What is all this?

My head was throbbing, and I felt like I might collapse at any moment.

"..."

But I endured it, thinking about the image I needed to maintain in front of them.

And what was that they called themselves?

The Three Swords...?

I never told them to divide their duties with such a cringeworthy name.

...Of course.

"Heavenly Demon" was equally cringeworthy, but at least it had a certain coolness to it.

But "Three Swords"? Really?

It lacks any foundation.

Where did that term even come from?

Do they even know what it means?

They probably don't even know Chinese characters.

"...Hmm."

If that's the case, it wasn't something they came up with themselves, but rather the doing of someone who knows at least a bit of Chinese characters.

And besides me, there's only one person who knows Chinese characters.

I turned my head sharply toward Mu-Myeong, my face flushed with embarrassment.

Mu-Myeong, thinking I was about to praise him, gave me a thumbs up.

"This guy..."

I muttered quietly, and Mu-Myeong scratched his head with an awkward smile.

...I'll deal with you later.

After making that small promise to myself, I turned back to look at the people who called themselves the Three Swords.

Their Adam's apples bobbed as they swallowed, apparently waiting for me to speak.

...Well, whatever.

They came at my request, so what does it matter if there are more people than expected?

I let out a deep sigh and opened my mouth.

It was time to explain the plan.

"There's something I need you to do now."

I raised the corners of my mouth into a grin and continued.

"Go to the academy and attack—"

* * *

The Three Swords facing the Heavenly Demon
Their eyes reflected more fear than respect for the Heavenly Demon.

That was understandable.

The Three Swords weren't people who had been recruited by the Heavenly Demon, Cheon Ha-Rang, but rather those who had joined the Heavenly Demon Sect after being moved by Jack's words.

Of course, according to Jack, she was a truly gracious person with a kind and gentle nature.

'Jack... how can you call this person gentle?'

It was somewhat disrespectful, but it was hard to believe Jack's claim that the Heavenly Demon was gentle.

Just look at her now.

The Heavenly Demon standing before them, looking down with an emotionless expression and arrogant demeanor.

She embodied the very essence of a "ruler," inspiring indescribable fear.

Gulp. One of the Three Swords swallowed and recalled a thought. No, probably most of them were thinking the same thing.

The words Jack had shared when they first joined:

'The Heavenly Demon Sect is an organization that worships martial prowess.'

A place that worships not power or money, but the primal concept of "strength" itself.

With survival of the fittest as their creed, they train in martial arts instead of spending time in prayer like other religions.

They say you see as much as you know.

In the eyes of the Three Swords, Cheon Ha-Rang appeared like the "sky" that stretched endlessly above them, always beyond their reach.

So they couldn't help but be afraid—it wasn't because they were cowards.

As they were each lost in their own thoughts, sweating from tension, the sky opened her mouth.

"There's something I need you to do now."

They didn't respond.

They simply listened attentively.

Satisfied with this, the Heavenly Demon raised the corners of her mouth and continued.

"Go to the academy and attack—"

At those words, all the Three Swords raised the corners of their mouths in unison, while only Jack maintained an indifferent expression.

'As expected, just as I predicted.'

The Heavenly Demon's words when leading him to the Heavenly Demon Sect:

'Build your strength, protect yourself from those wicked ones.'

In other words, it was now their turn to take.

Jack, who had been swallowing nervously, finally raised the corners of his mouth and waited for the Heavenly Demon's next words.

'...I wonder what she'll have us do after attacking?'

Since this was the capital, would they immediately strike the Imperial Palace?
Or perhaps use the academy as leverage to negotiate with the imperial family?

While Jack and the Three Swords were imagining things that would shock Ha-Rang if she heard them, Ha-Rang smiled gently and continued her sentence.

"—pretend to attack them."
"..."

A moment of silence fell.

What does that mean...? "Pretend"...?

The Three Swords, who had been grinning in anticipation, now wore dumbfounded expressions at the Heavenly Demon's unexpected words.

Ha-Rang, thinking that the Three Swords hadn't understood her words, tilted her head and spoke again.

"Go to the academy and act like you're attacking them."

Ha-Rang placed her hands on her hips and continued with a confident expression.

"If you do that, someone will approach you."

Only then did the Three Swords understand the Heavenly Demon's words.

'Ah! We should half-kill that person and offer them to the Heavenly Demon!'

Indeed, the title of Heavenly Demon truly suited the person they followed.

The sound of gulping could be heard from all around, and the Heavenly Demon continued.

"Then subdue that person—"

Indeed...! Just as they had predicted...!

"And hand them over to the academy's principal."

At Ha-Rang's continued words, Jack couldn't hide his bewilderment.

"Pardon...?"

The cave became so quiet that the sound of water dripping could be clearly heard.

"...Why is there no response?"

Only Cheon Ha-Rang looked puzzled, tilting her head as if she couldn't understand the situation.

* * *

I tilted my head, looking at Jack and the Three Swords with their dumbfounded expressions.

...What's wrong with them?

Was my request that difficult...?

Yes, if that's the case, I can understand completely.

Asking them to pretend to attack the academy—even I would find it strange.

After all, if the guards or someone misunderstands and thinks it's real, wouldn't they be labeled as bad people?

If things go wrong, they might even be falsely charged with treason against the empire and have bounties placed on their heads.

Of course, I wouldn't care either way, but even though they've gathered under me, they're still citizens of the empire.

They're probably feeling guilty about it.

Hmm, thinking about it that way, it does seem like I'm being too forceful with my request...

This is difficult.

As I was tilting my head back and forth in thought:

"Three Swords, listen."
"Yes!"

Mu-Myeong, who had maintained an expressionless face until now, stepped forward and spoke.

"The Master doesn't want to burden you too much, which is why she spoke that way."
"Ohhh..."

At Mu-Myeong's words, exclamations of understanding rose from everyone.

Their eyes were no longer filled with bewilderment but with respect as they looked up at me.

...What's going on? Why are they like that... it's scary.

I never intended my words that way, and even if I heard such things, I don't see anything particularly worthy of respect.

"And, the Master is testing you."

I tilted my head at Mu-Myeong's incomprehensible words.

...Test? What test?

But Jack, standing at the front, seemed to interpret those words differently. He let out a small sound, then grinned and spoke.

"...I understand completely."
"Good."

Mu-Myeong nodded once and continued.

"Think carefully about what the Master has said, and then act upon it."
"Yes!"

Jack, with an expression that seemed moved, bent his knee and replied.

...What's going on?

I pouted, feeling unfairly left out of the situation.

Seeing my expression, Mu-Myeong smiled slightly and whispered in my ear.

"Master, please tell them about the next schedule."
"...Next schedule?"
"Yes, our visit to the Imperial Palace."

I looked back at Mu-Myeong with an incredulous expression.

...Do I have to tell them everything?

Won't it seem like we're dumping work on them while we go have fun?

Hmm, that does seem a bit...

Noticing my hesitation, Mu-Myeong sighed deeply and whispered in my ear again.

...It tickled a little.

"Just briefly say, 'While you're doing that, we'll be at the Imperial Palace.' That's enough."
"Hmm... is that so?"

I was skeptical of Mu-Myeong's words, but he had never given me unhelpful advice before...

I let out a deep sigh where they couldn't see and turned back to face the Three Swords.

"...Three Swords, listen."
"Yes!"

Of course, I wasn't copying Mu-Myeong's words because they sounded cool.

...Really, I wasn't.

Anyway!

"Ahem."

I cleared my throat softly and opened my mouth to continue.

"While you carry out my request..."

But again, something was wrong, as Mu-Myeong tapped my shoulder and whispered.

"Master, say 'order'..."
"...Right."

I nodded once and continued my interrupted sentence.

"While you carry out my order, Mu-Myeong and I will head to the Imperial Palace."

Exclamation marks appeared above the heads of the Three Swords and Jack.

The corners of their mouths turned up mischievously.

"So make sure to resolve this well before we return."

It made me somewhat uneasy...

But well, they'll figure it out on their own.

I gave up thinking about it.

Ch.131 - Mounting Misunderstandings
After the Heavenly Demon and the Vice Sect Leader left the cave, and their presence had completely disappeared, voices could finally be heard after some time had passed.

One of the three Ghost Swords spoke while removing the mask covering his head.

"Phew... that was scary."

Stella, whose pointed ears perked up on top of her head, let out a deep sigh and peeled away the purple hair that had stuck to her forehead due to nervous sweat.

And there was someone watching Stella with disapproving eyes.

"Tsk, Stella."

Jack, Amber, the last member of the Ghost Sword group, also removed her mask while brushing back her crimson hair.

"How pathetic to fear the one we serve."
"What? If something's scary, I'll say it's scary!"

Amber turned her head away dismissively while Stella stomped her foot in response.

Jack, seemingly accustomed to their behavior, shook his head slightly.

"Well then, shall we get moving?"

He clapped his hands once to get everyone's attention.

But Stella, being naturally curious, tilted her head questioningly.

"We're moving already?"
"When else would we move?"
"Amber!"

Stella lunged at Amber who was picking a fight with her again, but Amber dodged her with a practiced step.

"Eek!"

Stella crashed face-first into the ground and rubbed her reddened nose angrily.

"Seriously... stop cutting me off!"
"Hmph."

Jack looked down at them with an expressionless face before turning away and continuing.

"Mixed Sword members?"
"Yes."

The men on the left responded in unison with quiet voices. Jack, seemingly satisfied, raised the corners of his mouth and made a request.

"First, could you gather information about the academy?"
"What should we focus on, sir?"

A reasonable question. Jack stroked his chin thoughtfully before responding with a smile.

"Let's see... forget about the building structure, could you collect information on the professors and the principal?"
"Yes."

With that brief response, the Mixed Sword members vanished from the cave.

"And Blood Sword members?"
"Yes!"

Unlike the Mixed Sword group earlier, their voices were energetically loud.

Jack winced slightly as if his ears hurt, then addressed them.

"I don't think we'll need the Blood Sword members for this task."

Since this matter needed to be handled quietly, Jack added in a small mutter. The Blood Sword members nodded without showing any disappointment.

"Yes!"
"Then, I'll ask Jackal?"

At Jack's words, from a corner of the cave, a seemingly empty space tore open and Jackal emerged from within.

"..."

Jackal clicked his tongue once at Jack who was smiling at him.

"...Unpleasant fellow."

Muttering quietly, he disappeared from the cave along with the Blood Sword members.

"Hmm."

Now only three people remained in the cave: Jack, Stella, and Amber.

Jack smiled at the two women who were still bickering and opened his mouth.

"Well then, shall we wait for a while?"
"Sure!"

Unlike Stella who agreed with a smile.

"...Wait?"

When Amber frowned with apparent displeasure, Jack let out an "Ahaha" laugh and continued speaking to persuade her.

"Do you remember what the Heavenly Demon said?"
"...Of course."

But Amber's expression suggested she didn't see what that had to do with waiting.

Seeing her expression, Jack shook his head slightly.

"My, my... I can't believe you don't understand such simple instructions."
"What...?"
"Right! You didn't understand that either?!"

Amber was already irritated by Jack's words, and when Stella joined in implying she was stupid, her face twisted unpleasantly.

And Jack knew that Amber was most likely to listen to him when she was in this state.

"Let me explain."

With a smile, Jack opened his mouth to explain to her.

"The Heavenly Demon told us this."

Since Stella probably didn't understand either, he looked at both of them alternately as he continued.

"After capturing the spy, go to the academy principal."
"Why would—"

Stella wore a puzzled expression, but Amber muttered as if she had realized something.

"Don't tell me."
"Yes, exactly what you're thinking."

Jack's mouth curved into a wide smile, pleased that she understood, and he chuckled.

Amber's lips also curled upward, feeling a slight chill at Jack's brilliant mind and the Heavenly Demon who trusted him enough to give such instructions.

"What? What is it!"

Only Stella failed to understand the situation and shrieked loudly, demanding to be included.

* * *

...Is someone talking about me?

I frowned suddenly as my ears itched.

"What's wrong?"
"Hmm, nothing to worry about."
"Yes."

I waved my hand dismissively at Mu-Myeong who looked concerned, then let out a deep sigh.

"..."

I suppose I can consider the spy issue at the academy resolved.

I've entrusted it to the Heavenly Demon Sect children who seem to have grown well, and Anna has also been active lately, so they'll catch the spy soon.

But there's a more urgent matter.

The royal banquet where I'm the guest of honor is only three days away.

"Ugh...."

I rolled over once on the bed, groaning.

To be honest, it doesn't feel real yet.

That's because I haven't received the reward money yet, and I don't feel like I've accomplished anything significant.

Preventing the academy attack was just fixing a problem that occurred because of the butterfly effect of my arrival here...

It feels more like cleaning up my own mess, and as for saving Arnold, I didn't even know he was the Crown Prince, and I was the one who took him away in the first place.

But regardless of how I feel about it, the problem is that it's really happening.

Of course, my worrying might seem like an overreaction.

But what can I do?

How would I know about banquets? I know nothing, so I can only fuss about it.

The fear people feel comes from the unknown.

And, this is my selfish desire but...

I don't want to appear ignorant or incapable in front of Mu-Myeong.

Perhaps sensing my gloom, Mu-Myeong stopped polishing his sword and handed me a strawberry.

"Master, would you like a strawberry?"
"Oh, thank you."

...Though I think he's already seen enough of my shortcomings.

"Hmm."

I still want to appear as a competent master if possible.

To be a reliable pillar of support.

For that, I need to know about banquets first.
No, I don't need to know everything.

Mu-Myeong probably hasn't been to a banquet either, so I just need to know enough.

How should I go about this?

It's simple.
I just need to ask someone who has experience with banquets, without Mu-Myeong knowing.

And fortunately, there was such a person nearby.

"Hehe."

When I chuckled at my perfect plan, Mu-Myeong tilted his head curiously.

* * *

In a dormitory room at the academy, one reserved only for honor students.

I was calmly eating strawberries while looking at a young man.

"So that's why you came to me...?"
"Mmm, that's right."

Arnold placed his hand on his forehead as if he had a headache.
I didn't understand his reaction, so I tossed another strawberry into my mouth.

Why does he seem so reluctant to tell me?

"You know that Mu-Myeong will be attending the banquet, right?"
"Mmm, that's right."

Arnold let out a sigh of relief, which made me tilt my head in confusion.

"Is there some problem?"
"Yes..."

Arnold nodded, and when I asked "What problem?" he replied:

"The problem isn't about the banquet partner."

Arnold shook his head slightly and continued.

"The problem is asking another man about these things."
"Hmm..."

Is that so?

I mean, it's not like Mu-Myeong and I are lovers or anything, even if we're partners.

I don't see what the problem is.

"You should have at least gone to Professor Bell, who is the same gender..."
"...Is that so?"

But Bell doesn't seem like someone who would frequent banquets...

There was a reason I sought out Arnold.

As the Crown Prince, I thought he would know about these occasions well—a perfectly reasonable approach.

I shrugged slightly and spoke.

"Well, isn't it too late now? Speak freely."

Although Arnold twisted his face as if displeased, he eventually nodded.

"...Yes."

What Arnold explained afterward was about basic etiquette to observe at banquets and balls.

"Hmm, I see."

Actually, I don't understand at all.

"Are you sure you understand?"
"...Maybe?"

Everything Arnold explained seemed like rules only nobles would follow.

For example, women should only sit after men pull out their chairs for them, or different foods requiring different eating methods. Such troublesome things.

I avoided Arnold's suspicious gaze.

...I'll just watch others and follow along.

Arnold, seemingly aware that I wouldn't pay much attention, sighed deeply and asked one question.

"This might be a bit presumptuous, but have you prepared a dress?"
"What."

A dress?

Me?
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"What."

A dress?

Me?

I pulled back in disbelief, but Arnold tilted his head and furrowed his brow.

"What do you mean 'what'? Don't tell me you were planning to go dressed like that?"
"...Isn't that obvious?"

Why on earth would I need to wear a dress?

...Well, I am technically the guest of honor at the banquet, but my attendance itself is what matters, not my attire.

There's no need for me to be formal anyway...

I turned my head slightly and pouted, and Arnold hit his forehead before speaking.

"What's obvious about it...? If the other nobles at the event see you, Cheon Ha-Rang..."
"If they see me...?"

I swallowed nervously as Arnold deliberately paused.

"Most people there will probably think you're some kind of pervert."
"What."

A pervert...?

I looked down at my clothes.

"..."

Sure, it's quite revealing, but that's for convenience, not because I have that kind of preference.

...Come to think of it, I think the Saintess also complained about this outfit once.

Hmm, not important.

As I opened my mouth to refute Arnold's misconception, he continued speaking rapidly, apparently having more to say.

"And wouldn't Cheon Mu-Myeong be disappointed?"

Unlike before, Arnold was smiling slightly as he spoke, and I couldn't form a response, just mumbling with my lips.

...Mu-Myeong would be disappointed?

I wondered 'about what exactly?' but Arnold's expression was so serious that I couldn't bring myself to ask and just let out a groan.

Mu-Myeong's disappointment.

"Nngh..."

That was definitely something I didn't want to see.

Just imagine it—Mu-Myeong looking down at me with an expressionless face saying, "Master, I'm disappointed."

"Urgh."

My chest ached just imagining it. If I actually heard those words, I'd collapse on the spot.

...I, I can't let that happen.

As I stood there with a despairing expression, mumbling to myself...

"Well then."

Perhaps noticing my internal struggle, Arnold stood up, opened the door, and waved his hand outside.

It was a clear dismissal that even a fool could understand.

"How about we go get you fitted for a dress right away?"

He said with an annoying expression, which irritated me enough to puff out my cheeks as I muttered.

"But I don't know anything about dresses..."

It was a timid act of rebellion because I didn't want to go.

But Arnold seemed determined to get me into a dress to show Mu-Myeong.

"Of course, you shouldn't go with me. It would be better to ask Professor Bell Crouania."
"...Bell?"

He immediately offered a solution.
...Though it seemed a bit random.

I tilted my head at the mention of Bell.

"Why Bell specifically?"
"...You didn't know."

Arnold shook his head slightly, as if he'd expected this, and added:

"Professor Bell is from a count's family, so she'll be familiar with formal events."
"...Really?"

That's unexpected, Bell being a noble.

It's not that she seemed incompetent, but rather that she'd never shown the authoritative attitude typical of nobles.

Plus, she's so timid that I never would have thought she was a noble.

As I stared with wide eyes in surprise, Arnold continued:

"Of course, the best option would be to go with Cheon Mu-Myeong, but..."
"Hmm..."
"You wouldn't do that, would you?"

My fist trembled at Arnold's knowing smirk, but I held back since what he said was true.

...Well, I guess I have no choice.

I have nothing to lose, so I might as well go see Bell.

I still don't understand why, but I definitely don't want to see Mu-Myeong disappointed.

* * *

I arrived at Bell's workshop located in a corner of the library and explained the situation to her.

"Wh-what...? You still haven't had a dress fitted...?"
"Why are you making such a fuss...?"

I scratched my head with a sour expression as Bell frowned and stuck out her tongue slightly, which seemed out of character for her.

Is it really that bad?

There's still time left, so why is she making such a big deal out of it?

"...Can't I just buy something suitable?"

I asked with a suspicious glare, but Bell shook her head in apparent shock, her mouth agape.

"H-how could that work...?"
"...I mean, it's just buying clothes—"

As I shrugged my shoulders, Bell uncharacteristically cut me off with a somewhat shocking statement.

"We need to c-consider your body type..."
"What."

I shot her a sharp glance, causing her to squeak and avoid my eyes while fidgeting with her fingers.

What's wrong with my body type?

I might be a bit shorter than others...
But that doesn't mean I have a child-like figure.

And while I may be short by this world's standards, in the world I came from, I'd barely make it into the average range.

...Probably.

As I pouted and snorted indignantly, Bell, looking somewhat troubled, waved her arms as if trying to salvage the situation.

"I-I meant there's not enough time to have one custom-made..."
"Custom-made?"
"Y-yes..."

If that's what she meant, then I could understand Bell's point.

Custom clothing requires taking specific measurements of one's body before making it.

But still.

"Is it really necessary to have it custom-made?"

I wasn't making this suggestion without any thought.

If the reason for custom-making is that I'm a bit short, couldn't we just shorten the length of a regular dress?

I make my own clothes too, so I can handle simple alterations.
...Though admittedly, they end up a bit loose due to small mistakes.

With that in mind, I shared my thoughts, but Bell shook her head slightly and rolled her eyes, seemingly unsatisfied.

"...L-let's just go see, shall we?"
"Well... alright."

I can just assert my opinion more strongly once we're there.

The shop owner probably can't make a dress in three days anyway.

"I know a place I visit often... W-we can go there."
"Let's go then."

* * *

We left the academy and headed to a formal wear shop located in the center of the imperial capital.

"Phew... L-let's go in."

I tilted my head, noticing Bell's complexion had been strangely pale since we reached the entrance.

"Oh my, Lady Crouania! It's been so long! I almost forgot your face!"
"Ahaha... y-yes..."

Seeing how the shop owner treated Bell, I immediately understood why she had been so reluctant.

I don't particularly like that type of person either.

The owner had long brown hair tied up, and looked about ten years older than Bell. She had smile lines around her mouth, suggesting she smiled often.

"Why haven't you visited in so long! Even if you became a professor, to catch a man—!"
"Uhhh..."

As the shop owner showed no signs of stopping, Bell timidly pointed at me.

"B-but today it's not about me... it's..."
"Hmm?"

The shop owner tilted her head slightly as she looked at me, then her eyes lit up.

"Oh my, how adorable!"
"A-adorable...?"

My ears heated up at the sudden compliment.

...I'm not a child, so I'm not really adorable, am I?

Since I couldn't say anything to someone who was complimenting rather than criticizing me, I averted my gaze and mumbled.

Perhaps interpreting my reaction as shyness, the shop owner continued talking.

"So, what brings the little miss here?"
"What."

With a somewhat absurd comment.

...Little? Me?

I turned to Bell with a blank expression.

"Ah, um, about the 'little'..."

Bell was constantly sweating, waving her arms and rambling incoherently.

She was so flustered that her eyes were spinning.

"...Fine, it's just for one day anyway."

Somehow deflated by Bell's reaction, I sighed deeply and waved my hand slightly.

"I came to look for a dress to wear to a banquet..."

I got straight to the point, wanting to leave this noisy place as quickly as possible.

"Oh my, a banquet?"

The shop owner's eyes lit up even more brightly than before, to a degree that would be rude to compare.

"When is the banquet?"

A perfectly reasonable question.
I felt somewhat embarrassed to answer and averted my gaze slightly.

"...Three days from now."
"Oh my, then we need to hurry!"

However, this shop owner didn't seem particularly concerned about the tight schedule. She approached me with a smile and took out a measuring tape.

"Wh-what are you doing?"
"How cute! The little miss was expecting this!"

I backed away, feeling suddenly afraid, and the shop owner chuckled "hehehe" while snapping the measuring tape with a devilish smile.

"...What was I expecting?"
"Hmm? Aren't you just wearing bandages because you were expecting to have measurements taken?"

I found it difficult to respond to the shop owner's comment and just mumbled with my lips.

If I said I always dressed like this, she would probably think I was a pervert, just as Bell had warned.

With that thought, I kept my mouth shut, but the shop owner seemed to take my silence as confirmation and chuckled.

"Now! Little miss? Let's take your measurements first and then try on some pretty dresses?"
"Urgh...!"

Mu-Myeong! Save me!
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"Oh my, how pretty."
"Wow... H-Ha-Rang, you look so beautiful right now..."

I averted my gaze from their embarrassing compliments and looked in the mirror.

...Am I pretty?

As I fidgeted with the folds of the dress, feeling awkward in clothes I wasn't used to wearing, the shop owner approached me.

"Little miss, you'll look even prettier on the day."

Hmm... complimenting me like that won't make me feel any better.

It feels strange, like she's just flattering me.

"Ugh..."

I wouldn't be able to swing a sword properly wearing something like this.

"Try it on."
"...Alright."

The shop owner's explanation continued.

Since the dress wasn't custom-made, it didn't fit perfectly, but on the day, I would have light makeup and even wear a corset, which would make me able to enchant men as I pleased.

"..."

I kept my mouth shut, finding it difficult to respond.

Just wearing a dress was draining enough, and now they want to do more?

Why do I need makeup, and what even is a corset?

And hearing talk about enchanting men doesn't change my ambivalent feelings about all this.

"..."

...Or does it?

If I imagine Mu-Myeong having the same thoughts when he sees me...

"Hmm."

Well, it's not so bad.

At least it's worth enduring this discomfort, that's what I mean.

"Hmph."

Imagining his reaction, I could feel the corners of my mouth twitching upward.

"Ha-Rang is actually a woman after all..."
"What's that supposed to mean?"

I shot Bell a warning glance for her unnecessary comment and let out a deep sigh.

"Hah..."

Getting old... what am I doing? Bell's words took the wind out of my sails.

"Instead of just standing there, help me take this off."
"Okay."

Why is putting on and taking off clothes so complicated that I can't do it alone?

As I stretched my arms out, struggling, Bell pulled at the dress and asked with a curious voice.

"C-come to think of it, Ha-Rang."
"Hmm? What is it?"
"Does Mu-Myeong have a formal suit?"

I don't know why she had to ask while I was undressing.

But since there was no reason not to answer, I tried to respond casually.

"He doesn't—"
"What?!"

If only she hadn't caught my back with the zipper.

"Ow! That hurts!"
"I-I'm sorry...!"

I pouted grumpily while rubbing my reddened back.

...Where does she keep her mind!

I turned my head sharply to protest, but Bell was looking at me with an expression of disbelief.

"M-Mu-Myeong needs to get fitted for a suit too...!"
"...Really?"

I tilted my head and rubbed my chin thoughtfully.

It's true that he'll be attending the banquet with me, and it would be strange if he wore his usual clothes.

"Y-you're partners, so you should at least match your dress code!"
"Hmm..."

I don't know what a dress code is, but judging by Bell's expression, she must be right.

The shop owner beside us also looked shocked.

"Oh my, you have a partner?"
"...Well."

Rather than partners, master and disciple would be the correct term, but I didn't bother to correct her.

The shop owner patted my shoulder and continued.

"Then bring that man along too! I'll make you both the stars of the banquet!"
"...Alright."

I nodded reluctantly at the shop owner's gleaming eyes.

Since she's offering, there's no reason to refuse, and judging by how she chose my dress, she seems to have good taste.

"..."

Besides, I wanted to see Mu-Myeong in formal attire.

"H-Ha-Rang, your face is red...! Are you feeling unwell...?"
"...It's nothing."

* * *

After deciding on the dress code... whatever that was.

Bell said she was tired.

"Take care."
"Y-yes... see you next time."

I had nothing else to do outside, so I headed straight back to the dormitory where I was staying.

"Master, you're back?"

When I opened the door to my room, I met eyes with a haggard-looking Mu-Myeong who had apparently been waiting for me.

"Umm... yes."

Trying to quickly pass by in the somewhat scary atmosphere, Mu-Myeong grabbed my shoulder.

"You're later than I expected."

Sweating profusely, I forced a smile and answered.

"R-really?"
"Yes, Master."

His immediate response seemed to say "don't even think about making excuses."

"Hmm..."

I couldn't make excuses since I did feel guilty.

I had said I'd be out for just one hour, but I'd actually been outside for more than three hours.

...I was wrong.
I should have been honest and said I was meeting someone instead of calling it a walk.

I hung my head and mumbled.

"...Sorry for being late."
"No, I think I spoke too harshly."

My heart tightened as Mu-Myeong quietly added, "I'm sorry."

"Mu-Myeong...!"

When did he grow up to be so understanding and forgiving?

Just as I was about to leap into his arms to praise him for being so admirable—

"Ugh."

Mu-Myeong placed his hand on my forehead, stopping me from rushing into his embrace.

"But Master."

Mu-Myeong's voice was lower than ever before.
A temperature reminiscent of winter.

Yet contradictorily, cold sweat trickled down as if I were suffering from heat.

...What's going on? Did I do something wrong again?

Mu-Myeong brought his face close to my nape and sniffed.

"Eek! What are you doing?!"

I flinched and pushed his head away.

I could tolerate him burying his face in my neck, but... it tickled too much.

"As I thought..."

When he pulled away and looked at me, his brow was deeply furrowed with displeasure.

"Who exactly did you meet?"
"Ah..."

Don't tell me he can smell unfamiliar scents again...

I had forgotten that Mu-Myeong had a keen sense of smell.

...If I had known this would happen, I shouldn't have lied.

But now that I've been caught, I can't just brush it off, and besides, if I think about it, he'll need to know eventually to get fitted for his suit.

I sighed deeply and took both his hands.

"I met Arnold and Bell."
"Is that so?"

Mu-Myeong opened his mouth slightly, as if surprised.

He probably didn't expect me to tell the truth right away.

"And I also met the owner of a clothing shop."
"A clothing shop... you say?"

Mu-Myeong tilted his head at the unexpected mention of a clothing shop.

Finding his reaction adorable, I chuckled and continued.

"Yes, you need to get a new outfit too, so you'll have to visit."
"..."
"Hmm?"

I tilted my head, puzzled by Mu-Myeong's apparent dislike.

"You don't want to buy new clothes?"

After mumbling for a moment, Mu-Myeong quietly spoke.

"...I prefer the clothes you made for me, Master."
"Huh...?"

I opened my eyes wide at his unexpected answer.

The clothes I made for him would be what we're wearing now...

What does getting new clothes have to do with visiting a clothing shop?

Could it be...?

I covered my mouth with my hand to hide my rising smile as I continued.

"What are you thinking? It's just clothes to wear for one day at the banquet."

My eyes curved into what must have looked like a mocking expression.

"Do you like the clothes I made so much that you're making such a fuss?"
"..."

I chuckled and patted Mu-Myeong's back.

"Well, I guess I have no choice! I'll have to make clothes for our Mu-Myeong for the rest of my life."

It had been so long since I'd teased Mu-Myeong!

Excited, I circled around him, poking fun, while Mu-Myeong nodded slightly with a bright red face.

"...Yes, I'll be counting on you for life."

My movement stopped abruptly.

"...What?"

I turned toward Mu-Myeong with a screech, my face burning red.

The reason I was red was... because I was angry.

Probably.

Think about it, what kind of child clings to their mother until they die of old age?

Everyone needs to become independent someday, but Mu-Myeong just declared he'd be a freeloader.

But it didn't feel entirely unpleasant, so I turned my head slightly and muttered.

"Hmm, I'm glad you appreciate what I make."
"...Yes."

Silence filled the room for a while.

* * *

Time passed quickly, and on the day of the banquet.
I boarded the luxurious carriage that came to escort Master and arrived at the Imperial Palace.

After arriving, everything was so hectic I wondered if I'd ever been this busy before.

*This is uncomfortable.*

Mu-Myeong sighed deeply as he adjusted his white suit and neatly arranged hair.

*When is she coming?*

It had been half an hour since Master left saying she would prepare briefly and return.

Master, who said she would be right back, was nowhere to be seen, and some women in dresses were circling around me.

"Tsk, I absolutely hate noisy places."

Mu-Myeong kept sighing, uttering words his master might say.

However, this behavior only made him appear more attractive to the young ladies present, and people gradually gathered around Mu-Myeong even though he was just standing still.

*I should leave.*

Knowing Master would certainly be upset if she saw this scene, Mu-Myeong moved to a corner of the banquet hall, avoiding the gazes of the young ladies interested in him.

Then suddenly,
Mu-Myeong noticed the atmosphere in the banquet hall had changed.

*What's happening?*

Not only the men but also the women in their splendid attire were looking in one direction with admiration.

Mu-Myeong walked toward that spot out of curiosity to relieve his boredom, and,

"Ah."

He soon came face to face with her.

"Hmm... did he go somewhere?"

His master, anxiously waiting for someone.

Mu-Myeong forgot about going to find her and, like the other men around, stood with his mouth open in awe.

His master, whom he was seeing after half an hour, was truly radiant and beautiful.


https://image.novelpia.com/imagebox/5d/5dd1bdf95287563f0b7203000a751e49_615875_1693050455.png


Ch.134 - Watch Your Mouth
"How is it, miss? Pretty, isn't it?"

The first impression I had upon seeing the dress made specifically for me was...

"..."

That it looked rather uncomfortable to wear.

...Am I really supposed to wear this?

Seeing the shop owner's confident expression with her nose held high, I couldn't bring myself to refuse.

I let out a deep sigh and cast my gaze back at the dress.

The bright white silk fabric was completely opposite to the dark colors I usually wore.

The skirt was so voluminous that just keeping it in place would require considerable effort,

And its hem was adorned with flower patterns so intricate I wouldn't dare try to replicate them.

...It looked less like an ordinary dress and more like something one would wear for a wedding.
Well, if this was all, I could grin and bear it.

But.

"Did the fabric run out somewhere...?"

The problem was the upper part, which seemed to be missing from the chest up, as if they'd run out of material.

"Little miss, this is the fashion these days."
"...What in the..."

I gaped in shock as the shop owner told me this with a smiling face.

Madness. There was no other explanation.

Truly mad.

How could such an indecent outfit possibly be in fashion?

What on earth are young people thinking these days!

I stomped my feet with a flushed face.

But having already completed the dress, I felt powerless to do anything about it.

Finding my reaction amusing, the shop owner let out a chuckle before delivering a shocking statement.

"Little miss, you know the clothes you're wearing now are even more revealing, right?"
"...Revealing?!"

My current outfit is for practicality...!

As I was about to argue, the shop owner waved her hand dismissively and pushed me forward.

"Let's start with basic makeup first~"
"I'm not finished talking-!"
"Yes, yes~ I understand, little miss!"
"Eek!"

Thus, I was half-forced into a chair in front of a large mirror,
And as I sat there with a vacant expression, the shop owner suddenly addressed me.

"Miss, we're all done, but..."
"...I see, that's good."

I nodded while deliberately avoiding my reflection in the mirror.

No matter how much they dressed me up, I was still me underneath, so I wouldn't look that pretty,
And even if it looked strange, it was too late to change now.

"Sigh."

It was a gesture of trust in the shop owner's skills,
And Mu-Myeong had probably been waiting too long already.

As I was convincing myself of this, I suddenly noticed the shop owner's expression.

Her brows were furrowed as if troubled,
And curious, I tilted my head and asked.

"Is there a problem?"
"Problem...? Yes, there is a problem... look."

The shop owner sighed deeply, then opened her eyes wide,
Pointing at a single strand of hair sticking up from my head as she raised her voice.

"What kind of stubborn hair is this?!"
"Hmm? What's wrong with it?"

When I tilted my head and asked, the shop owner gave me a look that said, 'How can you not know?'

"This stupid hair... it refuses to stay down..."

Unable to contain my curiosity at the shop owner's words, I turned my gaze to the mirror.

"Oh."

What I saw was a single strand of hair standing firmly upright, as if asserting its independence.

And my face, which looked somewhat different.

Though nothing had changed dramatically,
My downturned eyes and frown-prone eyebrows seemed less pronounced.

"..."

Feeling strange, I fidgeted with my lips.

As I was lost in this peculiar sensation, the shop owner's reflection in the mirror looked increasingly urgent.

"...I mean, what do we do about this stupid hair?!"

Though she asked, I didn't know the answer either, so I just kept fidgeting with my lips.

Somehow, I was looking forward to meeting Mu-Myeong.

* * *

"Hmm... did he step out somewhere?"

It certainly wasn't this crowded when I first entered the banquet,
Why are there so many people now...?

I sighed deeply at the sight of people bustling particularly around me.

...This is troublesome.

At this rate, it would take ages to find Mu-Myeong.

Of course, I could use my inner energy to find him quickly,
But the Emperor had asked us to refrain from such actions as much as possible...

So that's on hold for now.

As I twirled a strand of hair with my index finger while looking around.

"Pleased to meet you, my lady."

A greasy-looking man I'd never seen before approached me with a smile.

...Who is this?

Though I didn't recognize his face and he seemed suspicious,
I tilted my head, wondering if perhaps the Emperor had sent him to summon me.

"Hmm?"
"Might I have the honor of learning your name, my lady?"

I frowned deeply as the man extended his hand with an unpleasant smile.

...What is this situation?

My mind went blank with confusion, and as I remained silent,

The man somehow misinterpreted my reaction.

"Hmph."

He half-closed his eyes and took another step closer to me.

"There's no need to be shy."

Seeing the man's lecherous smile, so true to his desires, I finally understood.

"Ah."

He's expressing interest in me.

"...Hmm."

But just because I understood didn't mean I would reciprocate.

It wasn't that I had someone in mind,
Or that I was still struggling with my identity.

After all, I'd lived as a woman far longer than I had as a man,
And strangely, this body didn't feel desire,
So I thought I couldn't love.

And.

Even setting all that aside, this man was simply unlikable as a person.

With his greasy appearance, he seemed to have been raised with too much love at home, his confidence reaching the sky.

Well, I suppose he might be considered good-looking.

But with my standards raised by Mu-Myeong, mediocre looks just wouldn't do.

As I was wondering how to reject him without causing a scene,

"Excuse me."

I felt something cold and familiar touch my hand.

Startled, I turned around with wide eyes.

"...Mu-Myeong?"

Mu-Myeong was glaring at the man with a fierce frown, growling softly.

"I'm sorry, but I have business with this lady."

Mu-Myeong raised our joined hands and deliberately showed them to the man.

Even as he did so, he slightly bowed his head,
Showcasing Mu-Myeong's unnecessarily polite and kind nature.

The man, who had been staring blankly at our joined hands, frowned and spoke in a low voice.

"...Who are you?"

A simple question of identity,
But Mu-Myeong didn't immediately answer the man, instead looking at me for guidance.

How cute... and grateful too.

I let out a small laugh at his behavior and shook my head slightly.

I could somewhat guess why Mu-Myeong was acting this way.

He probably noticed my predicament and boldly stepped in,
But in this situation, honestly admitting our master-disciple relationship would make it awkward to leave.

With a deep sigh, I stepped forward and spoke with a slightly reddened face.

"Um... this is the man who will become my, uh, lover, so please leave."

I'm sorry, Mu-Myeong... I'll apologize later,
I thought as I glanced at him.

For some reason, Mu-Myeong's face turned redder than mine.

"..."

He didn't say anything.

Neither confirming nor denying.

I felt unsettled by my strangely racing heart in this situation.

...Perhaps I'm developing arrhythmia with age.

* * *

Though the banquet hadn't properly started yet,
I was mentally exhausted and led Mu-Myeong by the hand to the terrace.

After my somewhat shocking declaration,
A chain reaction seemed to explode around us.

Though I couldn't focus on the surrounding voices,
I think I overheard something like, "How shameful to flirt with someone who already has a lover..."

The man's reaction was quite a sight to behold.

He left quickly with a bright red face, huffing and puffing.
It seems he knows shame, regardless of his confidence.

Anyway...

"Hah."

Perhaps because the autumn night air was cold,
Even a small exhale produced visible breath.

I fidgeted with my lips as I stared blankly at the breath rising from my mouth.

...How should I apologize to Mu-Myeong?

Honestly, I think Mu-Myeong understood my actions, but.

Objectively speaking, it wasn't the best response,
There were countless better ways to escape that situation.

And...

"Ahem, Mu-Myeong."
"Yes..."

Mu-Myeong probably didn't appreciate my words either.
Someone he only saw as a master suddenly calling herself his lover must have been unpleasant.

It's obvious without looking.

...His reddened face was surely from anger.

After fidgeting with my lips for a moment, I sighed deeply and spoke.

"Um, I'm sorry for saying something strange so suddenly."

I had to say something because my pounding heart showed no signs of calming down in this awkward atmosphere.

"It was just an excuse to get out of that situation, so please don't worry about it too much."
"..."

Mu-Myeong didn't answer.
Feeling my heart grow cold, I rambled on.

"Hahaha... I know you must feel uncomfortable being linked with your master-"

As I kept rolling my eyes, unable to look directly at the moon hanging quietly in the sky,

"Master..."

Suddenly, the cold wind at my back disappeared,
And someone's warmth took its place.

"No, Ha-Rang."
"U-um?"

Mu-Myeong called me by my name instead of "Master,"
When I tried to turn my head in surprise, Mu-Myeong's body blocked me from doing so.

...Strangely, it didn't feel suffocating.

I flinched and tried to process the sudden change in situation,
When I heard Mu-Myeong's breathing close to my ear, followed by his pleasant voice.

"There are still many eyes watching us."

I gulped and stared at the innocent moon.

...My eyes are trembling too much to see clearly.

"I-is that so?"
"Yes, so shouldn't we continue pretending to be lovers for now?"

"We might need to keep up the act until the end of the banquet," Mu-Myeong added softly, making me bow my head deeply.

...I sowed these seeds, so I must reap them.

I nodded slightly, communicating my agreement with my body rather than words.

With a flushed face, I made a mental note to be more careful with my words in the future.

Ch.135 - The Disciple's Desire
After Mu-Myeong's words, silence descended upon the terrace, perhaps because the atmosphere had suddenly become awkward.

The wind had definitely been cold until just now, but for some reason, I felt like I was sweating.

I pushed out my lips sulkily and spoke with a prim expression.

"If you're going to be so embarrassed, why did you say it in the first place...?"
"...I'm not embarrassed."

Mu-Myeong turned his head slightly and muttered quietly with little confidence, which annoyed me enough to jab his side with my elbow.

"Hey!"

Knowing he was in the wrong, he took the hit silently without feigning illness as he usually would, making me sigh deeply.

...What am I doing?

Feeling a sudden sense of self-loathing for acting too childishly for my age, I rubbed my face.

"Sigh."

I shifted my gaze from Mu-Myeong to the softly glowing moon.

In the center of the sky was a blue-tinged moon. The timing was perfect, as it formed a complete sphere.

"It's beautiful."

As I voiced my appreciation aloud, a thought suddenly occurred to me.

Come to think of it, I feel like there was a saying about the moon in my previous life...

"Hmm..."

I tried to recall it, but my memories had worn thin, making it difficult to remember.

Well, it's probably not important.

It was already too late to find a single memory in the vast sea of memories.

Though it came out of nowhere, I was lost in appreciation, gazing endlessly at the moon.

"Ahem, ahem."

Mu-Myeong cleared his throat softly to get my attention.

...What is he going to say this time?

Pretending to give in, I tilted my head and looked at him.

"What is it?"
"Well..."

After those somewhat awkward words, Mu-Myeong, who had been standing about two steps away, came close to me and looked into my eyes.

Seeing him nervously fidgeting with his lips, I let out a small laugh and shrugged my shoulders.

It was a gesture meant to tell him to speak freely. Seemingly encouraged, he nodded and continued.

"It might be a bit late to say this, but... your dress is beautiful."

My eyes widened.

"...What are you saying?"

I snorted at his trivial comment and turned my head away roughly.

...What a useless thing to say, and he's saying it too late.

"Hmph."

I could see Mu-Myeong flailing his arms in panic from the corner of my eye, but I gritted my teeth and pretended not to notice.

I felt like my mood would only improve if he floundered a bit more.

"Hmm."

The heat in my ears was just my imagination.
...Probably.

An awkward silence fell between us once again.

* * *

When we left the terrace to return to the banquet hall, we were holding hands.

Of course, it was because of what I had said earlier, not because of any personal feelings.

That explanation seems a bit lacking...

"Hmm."

To add to it, we always held hands anyway, so what did it matter?

I'm not sure who I was trying to convince, but only after repeating it to myself several times did my flushed face subside.

As I was nodding to myself in self-affirmation:

"Fortunately, it seems the attention has decreased a bit."

Mu-Myeong said as he led me by the hand.

Indeed, as he said, the people gathered in the banquet hall only glanced at us.

"...I see."

There were no persistent stares like before.

Sighing with relief, I relaxed a bit and looked around.

It was time to explore the hall, something I couldn't do earlier when I was alone.

"Oh... it's quite magnificent."
"Indeed it is."

Perhaps because of the significance of a banquet hosted at the Imperial Palace, it was the most splendid interior I had seen so far.

From the elaborate, massive chandeliers hanging from the ceiling to the marble floor that sparkled as it reflected their light.

The center was empty for some purpose, and surrounding it were tables laden with delicious-looking food.

People had formed their own groups as if by agreement and were engaged in conversation.

Despite the crowd, the sound of carriages continuously arriving and people disembarking could be heard from outside the Imperial Palace banquet hall, suggesting more guests were yet to come.

"Let's go over there."
"Yes, let's."

I grabbed Mu-Myeong's arm and led him toward a table that was notably empty of people.

If we stayed where we were, we might lose our place due to the influx of people.

We might have had to awkwardly share a table with strangers.
I'd rather not.

* * *

"Oh! This is quite delicious too...!"

Seeing my master inhaling the food on the table without restraint, I held my forehead and spoke.

"M-hmm... Ha-Rang."
"What is it?"

My master's pronunciation was muffled, likely because food still remained in her mouth.

Feeling a moment of dizziness at the sight...

Knowing she would be embarrassed if she realized the situation later, I sighed deeply and whispered in her ear.

"...We're attracting a lot of attention."
"Hmm...?"

My master, with her eyes wide open and her cheeks puffed up like a hamster, looked around before suddenly turning pale as if food had gotten stuck in her throat.

"Cough, cough."

I gently shook my head and patted her back.

"Why, why are they looking at me like that?"

Seeing my master blink her round eyes as if she truly had no idea, I smiled slightly and whispered the reason to her.

It was only natural that people would be interested in a small woman devouring all the food on the table like a small animal.

"T-that's...!"

After hearing my words, my master's face reddened.

"...?"

She looked around as if searching for something.

Having apparently found what she was looking for, she picked up a napkin from the table, dabbed her mouth with it, and sat down properly on her chair.

"Ahem, ahem."

Her appearance was like that of a country girl trying hard to look refined, which made me laugh involuntarily.

"What are you laughing at...!"
"Ahem, it's nothing."

Unable to tell my master that I laughed because she looked cute, I slightly turned my head away.

And immediately, my brow furrowed.

"Hmm? What's wrong?"
"It seems the man who invited us is coming soon."

With the sound of trumpets meant to create grandeur, a large door on the second floor of the hall opened.

"Everyone, show your respect!"

The nobles attending the banquet each showed their respect and looked in that direction, and soon a group walked out slowly.

One man with a golden crown on his head, two knights standing guard around him, and another man with an expression that suggested he didn't know why he was there.

"It's Arnold, so he really is the Crown Prince."

My master seemed to know the younger man in the back, as she said so.

*So that's Arnold.*

I remembered the man who had stood with my master to block the attack.

As I narrowed my eyes slightly to look at Arnold, he flinched when our eyes met and averted his gaze.

He seemed to have something on his conscience, but there was no need to be wary of Arnold.

As I was coming to this conclusion on my own, the two knights who had come out with the man stepped back, and Arnold also found his place.

And finally, the man who had not taken a seat seemed satisfied with the silence, smiling as he stood before the people.

"I am pleased that so many have gathered despite the tight schedule."

"Of course," one noble spoke up, and the man smiled back at him and continued.

"As you know from the announcement, we have gathered here today to officially express gratitude to a young woman."

Murmurs arose, and soon all eyes turned to my master.

Uncomfortable with the attention focused on her, my master scratched her cheek awkwardly.

"Hmm..."

Most nobles had probably anticipated this.

Since my master and I, whom they had never seen at such gatherings before, had arrived, they had likely assumed from the beginning that my master was the woman the man had mentioned.

There were too many stares for it to be solely due to my master's beautiful appearance.

"There's no point in dragging this out, let's get straight to the point."

The man looked at my master and raised the corner of his mouth in a grin.

"Cheon Ha-Rang, she is the hero who rescued my son Arnold and saved the academy from crisis."

Once again, the hall buzzed with murmurs.

"Huh... that small girl really did it?"
"So the rumors were true."

They were probably confirming their suspicions while feeling puzzled after the man's declaration.

"Will you come up?" the man mouthed, small enough that only we could see.

My master sighed deeply, then stood up and looked at me.

"Let's go."
"Yes."

Still holding hands, we crossed the hall and climbed the stairs.

As we ascended, the man frowned briefly at our joined hands.
In response, I smiled a victorious smile.

It wasn't simply a feeling of superiority; I smiled because I was confident I could prevent that man, who harbored several cunning schemes, from doing anything.

*Since my master told me to do as I wish...*

I intended to follow those words just this once.

Looking at the large clock hanging at the back of the hall, I inwardly gauged the time.

"Hmm."

In about one hour, they would arrive.

Ch.136 - Go Ahead, Give It A Try
"Let's go."
"Yes."

The distance between the Emperor and me gradually closed.
Just as I was about to reach out my arm...

"You may stop there."

The two knights on standby halted me.

"Well, alright."

I shrugged slightly and took a couple of steps back, showing my willingness to comply.

Well, it's an excellent response from the guard knights.

They might have been concerned I could harm the Emperor,
so they wanted to maintain enough distance to protect him if needed.

I can understand this level of rudeness.

I nodded slightly and looked toward the Emperor.

"You've come."
"..."

After confirming my arrival, the Emperor smiled once and extended his arm to offer a handshake.

Hmm, a handshake?

I'm sure when I first met the Emperor, I refused physical contact...

I narrowed my eyes at the Emperor, who glanced sideways at the gathered crowd.

"Hmm."

Of course, there are many eyes watching.

And since he's the Emperor, he has his dignity to maintain.
If I refuse again here, it would be troublesome for him too.

I sighed deeply and extended my arm to grasp his.

"Tsk."

Mu-Myeong seemed to understand the situation as well.
He only slightly furrowed his brow without particularly interfering like before.

"Thank you for accepting my invitation."
"It's nothing. I should thank you for letting me enjoy all these delicacies."

Well, the food here was actually delicious,
and I came more for enjoyment than for any reward.

When I nodded slightly and said that,
I could see the knights' furrowed brows behind their helmets.

"Hmm..."

I wiped my hand on my dress after shaking hands with the Emperor and scratched my head lightly.

...Seems I've annoyed them quite a bit.
Perhaps I shouldn't have been so disrespectful to the Emperor even here?

But I can't turn back time,
and I have my own dignity in front of my disciple, so the Emperor will have to understand.

Look, he's already stopping the knights now.

"Heh heh."

The knights tensed as if about to draw their swords,
but the Emperor gave them a benevolent smile and raised his arm to stop them.

"Don't worry about it."
"...As you wish, Your Majesty."

One knight seemed to have much to say as he bit his lip,
but he appeared to hold back at the Emperor's words.

After that, the Emperor began his tedious stories.
...With some fabrications added.

As if my stopping the Academy incident wasn't simply out of guilt.
It was rewritten as me noticing something suspicious and standing alone to minimize casualties for a noble purpose.

And saving Crown Prince Arnold wasn't my somewhat malicious act of teasing a student.
It became Arnold standing alone against injustice, falling into danger, and me dramatically rescuing him.

...That's more than just a slight change.

What is this heroic tale?
It's so ridiculous that even I'm dumbfounded.

"Huh."

I let out a scoff at the Emperor's absurd explanation.

Who would believe that?
Surely the people at the banquet would notice this discrepancy and feel uncomfortable.

Thinking that, I turned my head wondering how to salvage this situation.

"What the..."

I faced people who were continuously expressing admiration.

Some were even shedding tears, so moved by the story.

Seeing such intense reactions was becoming frightening.

Wait, they believe that?
How can there be people in this world so gullible and pure-hearted?

Hmm... or maybe...?

Thinking about it, Lucius or Elia would likely approach situations with such mindsets.

Camilla might have done the same while grumbling...

It seems there are quite a few good people in this world,
which is why they easily believe such fabrications.

As I was convincing myself of this...

"Master."
"Hmm?"

Mu-Myeong lightly tapped my shoulder.

I tilted my head, and Mu-Myeong leaned in to whisper in my ear.

"Even to my ears, there's nothing wrong with what that man said."
"What?"

Mu-Myeong had heard the whole story from me,
so he should know my intentions weren't so pure...

With a puzzled expression, I tilted my head, and
Mu-Myeong smiled slightly before continuing.

"Even if it was hypocrisy, isn't that also a form of goodness?"
"Hmm..."

Is it? I'm not sure with my value system.

Well, Mu-Myeong didn't mean anything bad by telling me this,
so I didn't deny it and just turned my head slightly.

Besides, I want to stop talking about this topic because it's embarrassing.

As the Emperor's boring and tedious story was coming to an end.

The Emperor looked at me and gestured slightly.

"Would you like to say a few words?"
"...Me?"

I widened my eyes and tilted my head,
and the Emperor, still with a benevolent smile, nodded.

"Yes, who else but you?"
"...Hmm."
"You don't need to worry too much."

Before I could ask "About what?", the Emperor immediately spoke.

"To them, you're already nothing short of a hero, so they'll take whatever you say positively."

Hmm... but I'm still not feeling it.

Noticing my hesitation, the Emperor cleared his throat and spread his hands toward the people, as if asking them to wait a moment.

Then, looking at me with a subtle smile, he muttered quietly.

'Well, just a joke to help you relax.'

At that moment,
the Emperor's voice seemed to speak directly into my mind.

...Voice transmission.

That thing Arnold said only those of their bloodline could use.

'Do you happen to have a man in mind?'

The Emperor sent that to my mind with a playful smile,
and my expression began to contort strangely.

'If not, how about my son Arnold? I promise wealth and power will follow.'

The following words were truly outrageous.

I looked at the Emperor with astonished eyes as he turned away from me with an unpleasant smile, having finished what he wanted to say.

...Is he serious?

For a joke meant to help me relax, it crossed the line of rudeness.
I frowned and took a small breath.

'...Enough, I'm not interested, so look elsewhere.'

I focused my inner energy around my vocal cords.

My voice echoed in the Emperor's mind,
and soon his voice, filled with surprise, came back.

'How can you use Imperial Command...?'

His expression was so strange as he turned to look at me, clearly very shocked.
I sighed deeply and looked away from the Emperor.

...Rather than wasting energy on such useless conversation, it would be faster to say a few words to the people and end the banquet.

Well, thanks to that, my tension was relieved,
though the unpleasantness of it was the bigger issue.

"...Wait."

Ignoring the Emperor who was trying to say something, I glanced at the people,
who seemed quite eager to hear what I would say.

I walked forward and grabbed the railing.

"Ahem."

Not even the slightest noise could be heard as they focused on my words.

Everyone was looking only at me, and Arnold was also concentrating on what I was about to say.

After looking around briefly, I opened my mouth.

"I'll keep this bri-"

Just as I was about to say "I'll keep this brief"...

BOOM!

A huge explosion occurred on the wall of the banquet hall.

"Kyaaaah!"
"W-what's happening!"
"Guards! Guards!"

Through the smoke from the explosion, human figures gradually became visible.

"Intruders!"

With the sudden situation, the Emperor and Arnold were flustered,
and their knights quickly came to support them, leading them toward the inner part of the hall.

"You must evacuate!"
"What is this...!"

The Emperor's trembling voice.

His head was throbbing from the attack that had never occurred during his reign and from Ha-Rang's use of Imperial Command earlier.

And I was equally confused.

"...What is this?"

I felt something familiar from the people hiding in the smoke.

"Mu-Myeong, do you know anything about this?"

I turned quickly to Mu-Myeong,
who merely nodded slightly as if he already knew about this situation.

...What's going on?

Mu-Myeong slowly approached me, took my hand that was on the railing, and spoke softly.

"Master."
"...Yes, Mu-Myeong."
"It seems they've found it."

I tilted my head, not understanding Mu-Myeong's words.

"...Found what?"
"The spy we've been looking for."

...Spy?
What does that have to do with the imperial palace being in chaos...?

I still didn't understand even after his explanation.

Seeing my confusion, Mu-Myeong raised the corners of his mouth and
muttered quietly, giving me a somewhat serious look.

"Will you trust me for now?"
"...Sure, why not."

Mu-Myeong wouldn't do anything to harm me, so it should be fine...?

Besides, I told him to do as he pleased, so I have no grounds to stop him.

With that thought, I nodded, and Mu-Myeong continued.

"Do you happen to have a sword with you?"
"Sword...?"
"Yes, even a wooden one would be fine."

Hmm, I do have one.

The guards at the entrance confiscated all weapons that might threaten the Emperor,
but as you know, I'm a coward who prepares for every situation.

"...Master?"

I lifted my dress and showed my thigh to Mu-Myeong.

"Take it."

Mu-Myeong looked at the wooden sword extending from my waist to my thigh and calf, his face turning indescribably red.

"Yes..."

He sighed deeply and pulled out the wooden sword.

Hmm... by the way.

"What are you planning to do?"

I don't understand what he wants to do with the wooden sword in this situation.

The imperial palace is under attack, but I sensed familiar presences among those involved.

And from what Mu-Myeong said, this seems to be part of a plan.

In other words, we shouldn't need to get involved.

With rising curiosity, I tilted my head and asked.

"I dare to follow your example and cut through the sky, Master."

Mu-Myeong smiled refreshingly, raised the wooden sword, and slowly took his stance.

"...No way."

That stance was the first form of the "God-Slaying Sword Technique" - Sky Fall.

Ch.137 - Falling
Duke was being escorted deep into the Imperial Palace by his knight guards, his head throbbing from the succession of events.

*The Imperial Palace is under attack?*

In truth, this didn't come as a great shock to the Emperor.

There's a limit to how brazen one can be, but this had crossed the line by far.

This wasn't just any palace, and the Empire that ruled over this vast land wasn't established by mere luck.

Though slightly less impressive than Camilla, there were three knights called Sword Masters. And within a short distance of the palace, there were five high-level mages capable of using 5th Circle magic or higher.

In other words, unless the Demon King's army invaded, the palace was impenetrable.

Even now, one of the knights guarding him was a Sword Master.

With the Black Lion's Knight Commander also present to help with suppression and evacuating the nobles, the attack itself wasn't a major concern.

So why was Duke so troubled?

*...It was definitely an Imperial Command.*

The problem was Cheon Ha-Rang, who had exercised the power of the imperial family.

People are born into this world with different talents in their hands.

And among these talents, beyond mere intelligence, there existed unique magics.

Taking that concept one step further were divine powers.

Unlike unique magic that one is fortunate to be born with, divine powers require accumulating a certain "karma" to wield.

For example, with Imperial Command, one gains this power by accumulating the "karma" of becoming an Emperor or Crown Prince.

To explain in more detail would require discussing religious matters and bloodlines, which he would skip.

Yes, this was common knowledge. Knowledge that predated the church's expansion and the founding of the Empire.

Yet there was someone who casually defied this common sense.

*Cheon Ha-Rang.*

He had taken an interest in her simply because her abilities seemed impressive, hoping to match her with his son.

She turned out to be someone who required much more serious consideration.

"Tsk... I buttoned the first button wrong."

If he had known, he should have approached more carefully.

No, that's not right.

How could he have known? This was an accident. A truly unfortunate accident.

If she decided to use Imperial Command to shake the foundations of the Empire, factions would divide and blood would wash away blood.

"..."

Now he could only pray—pray that she wasn't offended by his actions.

As the Emperor prayed inwardly while calculating how to positively develop his relationship with Cheon Ha-Rang, he stopped in his tracks at a sudden explosive sound.

-BOOM!

Following were people's screams and the sound of something collapsing.

Duke felt cold sweat running down his back.

* * *

Mu-Myeong carefully folded his white jacket and placed it on the floor, then gripped his wooden sword and closed his eyes.

His stance changed as his legs spread apart.
The muscles in his back leg swelled to the point of bursting as he bent it.

Similarly, he swung his right arm back toward the sky.
To balance his shifted center of gravity, he extended his left arm forward.

"Sssip-"

His internal energy flowed, spreading from his core throughout his body as if imitating me.

"Hoo..."

Then it stopped at specific points.

"...Not bad."

I voiced my honest assessment, narrowing my eyes to observe Mu-Myeong's stance.

Now was the time to fulfill my duty as a master. If Mu-Myeong used incorrect posture or improper energy circulation, he could injure himself.

Misfortune should be prevented before it happens, shouldn't it?

"Hmm...?"

As I watched his stance with this in mind, something struck me as odd.

Mu-Myeong's execution of Falling Heaven was slightly different from mine.

The essence of the "God-Slaying Sword Technique" I use.

A sword technique not meant for self-defense but solely for killing opponents—literally designed for one-strike kills.

It can't be helped; after all, the God-Slaying Sword Technique was born from my hatred.

But Mu-Myeong was slightly different.

While his stance was certainly as extreme as mine...

"Are you trying to show off how much energy you have...?"

His energy circulation was somewhat altered.

Rather than layering and compressing internal energy in the muscles that would add weight as the body rotated, he expanded it outward like Lucius or Camilla.

As a result, a massive dark wind rose around Mu-Myeong.

"...What is that?"
"How would I know...?"

Despite the urgent situation of the palace under attack, people in the hall could only stare blankly at the mysterious and beautiful scene Mu-Myeong had created.

"Hmm."

I stroked my chin thoughtfully.

Surely someone of Mu-Myeong's caliber could have imitated me without difficulty, so why use this method of circulation?

Was he simply showing off how much internal energy he possessed?

Hmm, well.

I shrugged slightly.

"It doesn't matter."

Whatever Mu-Myeong did was his own business.

Besides, it wasn't likely to cause him injury, so there was no need to intervene.

Perhaps this method even placed less strain on the body?

While I was lost in these thoughts,
Mu-Myeong's weight shifted from his rear to his front foot as his waist twisted.

He rolled his foot to add speed and weight,
then brought down his sword from the sky above the palace ceiling to the floor below in a striking motion.

Mu-Myeong Style—"God-Slaying Sword Technique" First Form: Falling Heaven

"Fall."

-BOOM!

The wooden sword collided with the marble floor, creating a loud noise,
followed by a moment of silence.

"Ah, ahhh! Run away!"
"What is that...!"

The energy wave above the sword began to disperse from the impact,
and soon the ceiling of the banquet hall collapsed, revealing cracks extending to the sky beyond.

It reached.

I clapped my hands with a satisfied smile.

"Truly excellent."

Though slightly different from mine, this too was Falling Heaven.

The sky falls.

* * *

A large line appeared in the sky and began to widen.

As if trying to heal its wound,
the sky began to suck in everything around it.

A massive typhoon formed,
pulling debris from the collapsed ceiling upward.

People, fearing they might become victims of this catastrophe:

"Get out of my way!"

They pushed each other aside,
frantically moving their feet to escape this place.

The attackers of the Imperial Palace were no longer their concern.

Perhaps that was natural.

Even if a knife-wielding assailant was chasing you,
when a typhoon-like natural disaster is bearing down on you at the same time—

Any sane person would flee from the natural disaster rather than the assailant.

In fact, the assailants were probably fleeing too.

"Hmm..."

The scene before my eyes was exactly like that.

Knights who had been suppressing the attack and the assailants—no,
everyone in the hall was fleeing from the falling sky.

Unless I continued with the next form,
the sky would soon return to its place anyway...

Knowing this, I shook my head slightly and turned my gaze to Mu-Myeong.

"Mu-Myeong, what exactly were you trying to do?"

I sighed deeply as I took Mu-Myeong into my arms to support him after he collapsed from the aftereffects of using such a powerful technique as Falling Heaven.

No matter how much I asked, no answer came from Mu-Myeong.

"..."

All I heard was the regular sound of breathing and saw the rhythmic rise and fall of Mu-Myeong's chest as if he were asleep.

"Ugh..."

If he had just told me what he was trying to accomplish, I could have handled the aftermath more easily.

But with him collapsed,
I was afraid of ruining whatever plan he might have had in mind, leaving me unable to act.

I lifted my head slightly, looking around for help.

The spies who had launched the attack and the Heavenly Demon Sect children mixed among them.

Surely those children would know something.

"Three Swords."
"We greet the Heavenly Demon."

At my call, one of the people blended among the crowd came forward and bowed his head.

A man with red hair, someone I knew well.

"Jack."
"Yes, Heavenly Demon."

When I called his name, Jack raised his head slightly to meet my gaze.

...Has he been crying again? Why are his eyes red?

But the corners of his mouth were turned up, which seemed inconsistent with tears of sadness.

Hmm, well.

That's not important.

"Did you happen to hear what Mu-Myeong planned to do after this?"

I asked, tilting my head, and Jack responded with a confident expression.

"No, I didn't."

Huh?

"...You didn't?"

When I asked again with a bewildered expression,
Jack made an "ah" sound as if just realizing something, then continued.

"We were supposed to erase our traces and return after dealing with the academy's spies and their companions."

"...Hmm."

Even with that explanation, I still didn't understand.

I pinched my furrowed brow and sighed deeply before continuing.

"...You didn't hear anything else?"

"Well, there was one thing..."

You should have said so earlier.

"What is it?"

As I narrowed my eyes to urge his answer,
Jack hesitated for a moment before reluctantly speaking.

"He said not to interfere with whatever you might do, Heavenly Demon."

...I don't know what he expects me to do with that.

Ch.138 - Go Back
I repeatedly dipped a neatly folded towel into the water in the basket.

"Ugh..."

I sighed deeply as I looked at my hands, swollen from repeated contact with water.

*If only I had a bit more skill, this would have been much easier.*

Well, complaining now won't change anything.

I've never studied medicine, and all I've done for 300 years is swing a sword.

"Hmm... is this warm enough?"

As I was tilting my head, trying to gauge the temperature by comparing it to human body heat...

"Ugh..."

Mu-Myeong, who had been collapsed until just now, placed a hand on his head and looked around, trying to assess the situation.

The blanket covering his body slipped down with a soft rustle.

My head turned sharply to look in that direction.

*He's awake!*

I felt my hair stand on end as my eyes sparkled with excitement.

"...Master?"
"Oh, Mu-Myeong!"

I stopped what I was doing and hurried over to feel his forehead.

*Ooh... normal temperature!*

It seems my dedicated nursing had paid off.

With a bright smile, I placed my hand on the confused Mu-Myeong's shoulder.

"Finally awake, are you?"
"Yes..."

Mu-Myeong made a somewhat disgruntled face, nodded, then looked around and continued.

"...Are we back?"

I nodded in response to his questioning voice.

"Mmm, that's right."

We had returned.

"Welcome back."
"Yes... I'm back...?"

To the Log Cabin where we lived together.

I greeted the awakened Mu-Myeong with a bright smile.

* * *

"Ahem... so what happened with the banquet?"

Mu-Myeong, who had been half-naked, blushed and hurriedly put on his clothes.

Hmm, why is he so embarrassed?

Finding his reaction adorable, I smiled slightly and stroked my chin.

The banquet...

Right, Mu-Myeong wouldn't know what happened that day since he was half-unconscious.

Recalling the memory of that thrilling day—or rather, the day before—I sighed and began to speak.

"Well, that day..."

* * *

Jack told me to trust and follow whatever Mu-Myeong wanted me to do.

After thinking about it carefully, I came to one conclusion.

The simple and clear result: 'I should just do what I want to do!'

Think about it—why did I come to this academy?

I came at Camilla's request to be a guest instructor for a day.

Stopping skeletons attacking the place or attending a banquet hosted by the Emperor wasn't originally my job.

So what should I do?

"Just one thing."

Return to the Log Cabin, yes.

I nodded once and grabbed the wooden sword in Mu-Myeong's hand.

"What are you planning to do?"
"Go back."

When I said this with a smile, Jack stroked his chin thoughtfully, then:

"Go back... I see. I'll follow your command."

He nodded with a rather sinister-looking expression.

"Hmm."

I don't know exactly what he understood, but I had expressed my opinion.

My duty was done.

With a dubious expression, I nodded and shifted my gaze to Mu-Myeong in my arms.

Well, anyway.

There were reasons why I came to this conclusion so quickly.

While I had only spent a brief moment with Mu-Myeong, it was different for him.

Mu-Myeong had spent nearly half his life alone with me, so he must know me well.

He must have known I would come to this conclusion and decided to leave everything else to me.

Yes, that's it.

I trust Mu-Myeong.

"Heave-ho!"

I lifted Mu-Myeong in my arms, hoisted him onto my shoulder, and adjusted my posture to make him as comfortable as possible.

*Is this good enough? Yes, perfect.*

When I turned my head slightly, I could see Mu-Myeong with his eyes gently closed.

"Jack."
"Yes, Heavenly Demon."

I briefly looked away from Mu-Myeong and turned to Jack to say goodbye.

"I'll be going now, you head back too."
"Heh, understood."

Jack smiled slightly, raising the corners of his mouth.

"Hmm."

With those final words, Jack disappeared into the shadows.

"Unpleasant fellow."

I muttered quietly, sighed deeply, and looked around.

I was planning to move soon since I couldn't stay here any longer.

But as usual, things never go according to my plans.

"Ah, the sky...!"
"It's returning to normal!"

The sky that Mu-Myeong had caused to fall was spreading its wings on its back and soaring up again.

...It was about time.

Tsk, I clicked my tongue softly and quickened my pace.

Mu-Myeong probably made the sky fall to attract people's attention.

Honestly, I couldn't think of any other reason with my limited intelligence...

I wonder if it's appropriate for me, as the sect leader, to be like this.

I don't even know why the Heavenly Demon Sect attacked the Imperial Palace in the first place.

Of course, I had countless opportunities to ask...

But... wouldn't that look uncool?

...I'm joking.

To be a bit more honest.

The Three Swords children would think they're following my orders,
and I don't have a thick enough face to ask, "I don't know, could you tell me?"

However, that doesn't mean I intend to remain ignorant of the reason until the end.

After all, a disciple's mistake is the master's mistake.

The Heavenly Demon Sect may not be my disciples, but they're similar enough that I should take responsibility for their actions.

Think about it.

The Heavenly Demon Sect committed the evil act of attacking the Imperial Palace, and...

Like it or not, I'm their leader.

If the reason for the attack is justified, I should commend them.

If it's impure, I'm the one who needs to guide the children away from the wrong path.

What? You say I need to know the reason before I can either praise or scold them?

Of course.

Since I'm ignorant but not stupid, I've naturally thought of a way to find out.

And that method is...

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

Quite obviously, I plan to ask Mu-Myeong, the perpetrator of this incident.

I had a strong feeling that Mu-Myeong would know the details of this matter.

And.

The management of the Heavenly Demon Sect should shift from Mu-Myeong to me.

After experiencing this incident, I found it frustrating not knowing what these people were thinking.

So I'm planning to change a bit.

Instead of pushing everything onto Mu-Myeong because it's troublesome,
I intend to lead them myself from the front.

If that happens,
Mu-Myeong's burden will be reduced.

And I'll also be able to know exactly what they're doing, so there's no loss.

...Though it might be a bit annoying.

I sighed deeply and stomped roughly toward the outside of the banquet hall.

-BOOM!

"Kyaaaah!"
"E-Earthquake!"

As a result, the ground where I stepped caved in, and cracks formed in the surrounding pillars...

But the Emperor will take care of this.

Well, actually, with the attack happening, no one would think that either Mu-Myeong or I was responsible for damaging the building like this.

The perfect crime.

"Hehe."

Somehow feeling good, I raised the corners of my mouth.

* * *

"That's what happened!"

I put my hands on my waist and proudly exhaled through my nose.

...How about that!

I thought Mu-Myeong would be pleased with my mindset.

"...Pardon?"

What I didn't expect was that instead of praising me, Mu-Myeong opened his mouth with round, surprised eyes.

"Is there nothing more after that?"
"...After that?"

I tilted my head at Mu-Myeong's question and continued thinking.

"Hmmmm..."

But if it was something I could recall so quickly, I would have mentioned it already.

Nothing comes to mind at all.

After struggling with my thoughts for a while, Mu-Myeong quietly spoke up.

"Like, perhaps, the academy's involvement..."

Ah, the academy!

There was indeed something.

I didn't think it was that important...

Well, if Mu-Myeong is curious, I should tell him.

I nodded once and began to speak.

* * *

As I was stomping the ground roughly,
heading back to my sanctuary, the Log Cabin.

Before I could take even thirty steps, someone blocked my path.

"Ha-Rang...!"

A red-haired woman with her sword raised, gritting her teeth at me.

"Hmm? Principal?"

It was Anna, the academy's principal.

"What on earth is going on?!"

Anna had discarded her usual suit-like attire somewhere and stood before me wearing medium armor.

She looked like a warrior who had steeled herself before a great battle.

Anyway...

"What do you mean, what's going on?"
"The spy has finally extended their reach to the Imperial Palace!"

Hmm? Really?

Ah, come to think of it...

Mu-Myeong had said something like this.
Certainly...

'It seems they've found it.'
'The spy we've been looking for.'

I felt like pieces of a puzzle were coming together.

Clearly, among those who attacked the Imperial Palace, the Heavenly Demon Sect members were few.

Then, who would make up the majority?

Contextually, it would be this so-called academy spy.

And for some reason, Anna seemed angry at me, shouting...

...Something seems to be going wrong here.

Ch.139 - Curiosity Satisfied
"...Hmm."

"Is it true that Lady Ha-Rang gave the order directly?"

I let out a groan at Anna's expression, which seemed somewhat angry.

The "target I gave orders to" that Anna was referring to was most likely the Heavenly Demon Sect.

Of course, I hadn't ordered them to attack the Imperial Palace, but...

Since I had asked them for a favor, and it was indeed my responsibility...

"That's right."

I nodded.

"Why on earth..."

Anna ground her teeth, looking both furious and somehow disappointed, which made me scratch my head.

I could understand how she felt.

She was angry because the children I had introduced suddenly attacked the Imperial Palace.

...Though I felt somewhat wronged.

I had no idea how my request to capture a spy and hand them over to the headmaster had somehow transformed into an order to attack the Imperial Palace together.

Well... there must have been some misunderstanding somewhere.

And miscommunication usually falls on the person who made the request.

In the end, it was my fault.

"...I'll go ahead then."

With a deep sigh, I waved a hand at Anna, who had come out specifically to meet me.

"It's chilly, so you should head inside too."
"Stop right n— ugh!"

*THUD!*

I kicked off the ground roughly and leaped toward the sky.

Anna briefly raised her sword to block the pressure from my jump.

"Damn it...!"

Afterward, she stared at my retreating figure with empty eyes.

"Hmm."

After watching her for a moment, I turned my gaze eastward toward the Log Cabin and let out a deep sigh.

"We'll meet again someday."

After all, I don't plan to stay cooped up in the cabin forever.

I can clear up the misunderstanding then.

For now...

*Snore~ Snore~*
"...Sleeping so soundly."

Mu-Myeong's well-being takes priority over everything else.

I had roughly confirmed that using the Sky Fall technique hadn't put too much strain on Mu-Myeong's body.

But that wasn't enough to put my mind at ease.

After arriving at the cabin, once all prying eyes were gone, I needed to check more thoroughly.

I wondered if I was being overprotective, but...

Well, what can I do?
Mu-Myeong is my top priority.

And it's strange that he hasn't woken up yet after merely using Sky Fall.

"Just wait a little longer."

With furrowed brows, I kept kicking at the empty air.

---

Afterward, a rumor spread throughout the Empire.

That a monster had appeared in the world, causing various natural disasters just by passing through.

* * *

"So, the headmaster was definitely involved."

Though I wasn't sure why the involvement was important, it wasn't incorrect, so I nodded.

"Hmm, well... that's right."

Mu-Myeong seemed relieved, relaxing his entire body as he lay down.

"Thank goodness..."
"What's so fortunate about it?"

I asked with slightly furrowed brows.

Isn't it actually bad?

It seems to have caused some misunderstanding with Anna, and thinking about resolving it makes my head hurt.

And that's not all I want to ask.

"Why did you use those children for the Imperial Palace attack?"

A question that had been on my mind since yesterday.

Why would the Three Swords of the Heavenly Demon Sect join hands with someone who seemed to be a spy infiltrating the academy?

Mu-Myeong opened his mouth immediately, as if he had been expecting my question.

"To catch them more definitively."
"More definitively?"

I tilted my head, asking for further explanation, and Mu-Myeong nodded before continuing.

"According to the Chaos Sword's investigation, the spy hiding in the academy wasn't working alone."
"...That makes sense, given it's the academy."

I had somewhat guessed that the scale of attacking the academy would be too large for one person to handle alone.

But Mu-Myeong shook his head slightly, as if my thinking was somewhat off.

"Their target wasn't the academy, it was the Empire."
"...The Empire?"
"Yes, the academy attack was Reaper's personal wish, but the person who recruited Reaper apparently had a grudge against the Empire itself."
"Huh."

Come to think of it, if they had intended to ruin the academy, they would have essentially achieved that goal the moment they successfully infiltrated as a professor.

After all, the person who has the most influence on students' common sense and concepts isn't someone like the headmaster, but the professor who teaches the classes.

The best way to destroy a group is to shake it from within.

So, having infiltrated as a professor, why would they go on to incite Reaper to attack?

Like a tail that's too long gets caught,
It's completely unnecessary.

"Yes, at that point, we began investigating on the premise that the spy had an organization behind them."

Based on identifying the spy, they investigated everywhere the spy went, everyone they met, and any behavior that seemed different from usual.

They worked really hard in just two days.

"...So who was this spy?"

Realizing he hadn't mentioned it yet, Mu-Myeong let out an "Ah" and continued with an awkward expression.

"It was the professor we met during our first class."
"Ah... that burly fellow."

As expected.

His behavior, especially trying to make me his assistant, did seem quite suspicious.

"Did you succeed in finding that organization?"
"Yes, we did."
"...I see, continue."

Mu-Myeong's somewhat lengthy explanation followed.

"First of all..."

The professor was in a nervous state as the net closed in around him, and then the Heavenly Demon Sect appeared like a savior.

He says it wasn't easy to make contact at first.

The Chaos Sword showed that he was investigating not just himself but all academy personnel, leading them to suspect that they were targeting or held a grudge against the 'academy.'

After making contact, things progressed rapidly.

Having confirmed that they were dealing with an organization rather than an individual, they couldn't hastily arrest the professor.

There was also the option of capturing and interrogating the professor, but...

If he didn't know much information, or if he used some sort of technique to prevent information leakage, there was a possibility they would just cut off the tail and escape.

So, the method they used to wipe out the organization in one go was...

"To incite them well and attack the Imperial Palace..."
"That's precisely it."

I massaged my throbbing head and let out a deep sigh.

...No matter what, attacking the Imperial Palace seems a bit much, doesn't it?

If things went wrong, the children of the Heavenly Demon Sect could also be marked by the Empire, and...

"Did Anna know about this?"
"...Probably, yes."
"What's with the vague 'probably'..."

I narrowed my eyes at Mu-Myeong, who tilted his head as if uncertain.

"We definitely informed her about the professor being a spy and that it wasn't an individual but an organization."
"...Really?"

So they didn't completely fail to communicate.

I nodded as I listened, and Mu-Myeong continued, rolling his eyes.

"However, the way we informed her was more like a notification."
"...What?"
"I heard they left a memo in the headmaster's office where Anna would be, detailing what was about to happen."
"..."

Now I began to understand why Anna had looked at me with that expression.

Wait, just leaving a single memo?

That's not just notification-like, it is a notification!

And I haven't seen the contents of the memo myself, so this is just speculation, but...

If it only contained a brief message like "Tomorrow we will attack the Imperial Palace with the spy"...

"...Wouldn't that make us look like the culprits?"

Or maybe not...? Since we actually did attack together, I guess we are the culprits.

"Isn't it fine?"
"Those children are part of the Empire before being part of the Heavenly Demon Sect—how is that fine?"

In response to my sharp words, Mu-Myeong adjusted his posture respectfully and continued.

"It's slightly different. They are Heavenly Demon Sect members before being Empire citizens."
"...Isn't that the same thing?"
"It's a bit different. Those who gathered in the Heavenly Demon Sect all grew up in the slums."

I gestured with my chin for him to continue, and Mu-Myeong nodded.

"Such people wouldn't feel any sense of belonging to the Empire."
"...Is that so?"
"Yes, rather than the Empire that abandoned them, most of them regard Master, who directly bestowed grace upon them, as their savior."
"...Hmm."

Mu-Myeong smiled slightly and continued.

"And you don't need to worry, Master."
"...Worry, huh."
"Yes, aren't you concerned that the Three Swords might harm Empire citizens?"
"...Well, yes."

Mu-Myeong smiled as if he had expected this and continued.

"Right after the attack, using the falling sky as a signal, all Three Swords withdrew from the scene."
"So that's why the Sky Fall..."
"That's right. If you want to convey your intentions without speaking, isn't a grand technique the best way?"

I remained silent for a moment, looking at Mu-Myeong who was still smiling.

By the way... me, a savior?

Initially, I didn't gather them with such good intentions; I gathered them for my own sake...

As if noticing my thoughts, Mu-Myeong smiled and continued.

"Master, isn't even hypocrisy a form of goodness?"
"...Hmm."

I feel like I've heard that before...

"Regardless of your intentions, the seeds you planted have bloomed into beautiful flowers."

"I think you can be a little proud," he added quietly, and I nodded as I looked at him.

That's right... yes.

Regardless of my intentions, the children I took in made their choices and showed results in their own way.

I just need to commend those results.

Regardless of how it happened, Anna and the Empire's knights would have succeeded in suppressing that organization...

"Well... let's just say all's well that ends well."
"Indeed it is."

Ch.140 - Daily Life Of The Two
On the third day since returning to the Log Cabin.

"Another strong and powerful morning!"

I blinked awake at the sound of my master's voice from outside the door.

"...Morning already."

Recently, Master seems to want to bring back the old atmosphere of the Log Cabin.

She starts the morning with that somewhat peculiar phrase, "strong and powerful morning," which she hadn't uttered for a long time.

Of course, I'm more familiar with this version of Master.

In the past, from my childhood until just before we descended the mountain.

Master would wake up with those words.

If anything, I was disappointed when she stopped saying it after we came down the mountain.

"Mu-Myeong! Are you still sleeping?"
"I'm up."

I smiled slightly and stepped outside my room.

"Hmm! Did you sleep well?"
"Yes, I slept soundly."

I bowed my head deeply in response to Master's greeting.

Of course, it wasn't just empty words but the truth.

Since coming to the Log Cabin, I've noticed a significant improvement in my sleep quality.

I'm not sure why, but perhaps it's because I've returned to a place that feels like home?

If not that, it might be related to what Master calls feng shui.

Well, the reason doesn't really matter.

As Master always says, isn't it enough just to feel good?

"Good, then let's start energy meditation right away, so get ready."
"Yes, Master."

After cleaning myself up, I followed Master up to the cliff.

The daily routine at the Log Cabin had begun.

* * *

Today marks the third day since Mu-Myeong and I returned to the Log Cabin after experiencing various incidents at the academy and the Imperial Palace.

"Mu-Myeong, how long until food is ready?"

I called out while rubbing my soft belly, and Mu-Myeong's voice came from far away.

"I'll prepare it right away."
"Good."

After that brief reply, I flopped back down on the floor.

"Hmm."

The third day since our return, or in other words, the third day of being stuck in the Log Cabin without taking a single step outside.

What have I been doing during this time?

Surprisingly...

Apart from checking Mu-Myeong's physical condition every night, I haven't done anything else.

Literally nothing at all.

...I didn't expect to adapt so quickly.

Contrary to my expectation that I might get bored, I've perfectly adapted to this stay-at-home lifestyle.

Humans truly are creatures of adaptation.

...This might make my image a bit strange.

Hmm, let me make a small excuse.

I could say I don't have any pressing matters to handle.

Although I boldly declared I would manage the Heavenly Demon Sect, even they need time to reorganize after attacking the Imperial Palace.

Managing the Heavenly Demon Sect will come after they've had sufficient rest.

And other things I could do...

Hmm... the academy?

No, no.

Being a professor was certainly fun, but one experience was satisfying enough, and having Mu-Myeong as my only disciple is sufficient.

So the academy is out.

The Imperial Palace...?

"Tsk, that seems even less appropriate."

After the Heavenly Demon Sect attacked the Imperial Palace, what face would I have to visit there?

I'm not that thick-skinned.

So then, places I might actually want to leave my comfortable room for.

I kept sighing as I thought about my extremely limited social circle.

Hmm, the only place that comes to mind right now is Ellen.

No, not just right now—even if I thought about it for days, the result would be the same. Besides Camilla, I don't have anyone I could call a close friend.

"Hmm... Camilla..."

Indeed, Camilla would be worth visiting in person.

She's a close friend, and when we spar, we both benefit.

It's what you'd call a win-win relationship.

I get enjoyment from sparring with Camilla,
And Camilla gains insights from sparring with me.

It's truly an excellent symbiotic relationship.

"Should I visit Ellen sometime...?"

I'm gradually leaning toward the idea of visiting Ellen.

But.

"Not right now though."

Camilla is currently in secluded training.

If I, with my relatively dense internal energy, were to go there, I would only disturb Camilla's concentration rather than help her.

So visiting Camilla is rejected.

Of course, there's not just Camilla in the north, but also Lucius and Elia...

But we're not particularly close.

I don't know how the Hero and Saintess think of me, but it might just be me feeling awkward about our relationship.

Well, anyway.

It's not worth visiting them just to see their faces.

After organizing these brief thoughts, I smiled broadly.

"Well, that's settled."

There's no better option than staying put in my room.

Hmm, that's right.

As I was convincing myself of this...

"Master."

Mu-Myeong entered the room carrying a small table with various dishes and spoke.

"I've prepared the meal."
"Ohhh..."

I'm already excited even before seeing the food.

It smells good!

And this isn't bragging, but our Mu-Myeong is truly excellent at cooking.

Whoever marries him will be blessed.

...Hmm, let's not think about that.

As I waited with sparkling eyes for Mu-Myeong to set down the table,

I suddenly noticed him avoiding my gaze.

...No way.

I jumped up and looked at the food on the table.

Green, green, and white everywhere.

Wait... purple? What's that?

I looked up at Mu-Myeong with a blank expression.

"We're running low on stored food, so for a while..."
"N-no way..."

My legs gave out, and I collapsed to the floor.

No meat dishes...

I don't even need to eat, but I join Mu-Myeong for meals to keep him company.

Without meat, what joy is there in eating...

Still, at my age, I can't refuse to eat just because I'm picky about side dishes.

I sighed deeply and patted the floor.

"Let's eat..."
"...Yes, Master."

The purple turned out to be stir-fried eggplant.

* * *

In the quiet dawn, when the sound of insects could be clearly heard,

I slowly opened my eyes and stepped outside the Log Cabin.

I manipulated my internal energy to draw out thin strands.

I wove these strands into a web-like pattern, gradually expanding my area of control.

My goal is to cover this entire mountain, no, the entire mountain range.

"Tsk."

The reason I'm doing such an unreasonable task.

Obviously, it's because I'm a coward.

The Heavenly Demon Sect members under me attacked the Imperial Palace, and Mu-Myeong cooperated with them.

Of course... their intentions were good, and ultimately they helped, but...

The Empire and the academy might see things differently.

Well, they're different from us.

Their thoughts are bound to differ.

It's a bit extreme, but who knows when the Empire might lead an army here, with the academy's principal personally coming along.

And.

What would my friend Camilla think if she came out of seclusion and saw this situation?

No, what would Lucius and Elia think right now?

Would they immediately consider Mu-Myeong and me enemies and launch an attack?

As I said, I know it's an exaggeration.

I also know it's severe paranoia stemming from my personality.

But... I'm anxious.

I'm a coward, I'm a nobody.

I'm a bad person who tried to escape responsibility by using laziness as an excuse.

I need to change now.
...But how? I'm not sure.

"Hah..."

I opened my eyes and exhaled.

...It's still fine for now.

There's no one coming to the mountain range at this moment.

But I didn't withdraw the strands I had just spread out.

Attacks can come at any time.

I briefly looked up at the high moon, then headed toward Mu-Myeong's room.

I still had more to do.

-Creeak

I didn't hesitate to open the door, wondering if Mu-Myeong might be awake.

I know the rhythm of Mu-Myeong's breathing when he sleeps and the pattern of his occasional tossing and turning, so there's no chance of mistake.

Hush- hush-

I undid Mu-Myeong's blanket and placed my hand on him.

Thump, thump—his heart beating at a regular pace.

Externally, everything is normal.

Next, just as I did when covering the mountain range, I directed my internal energy straight into Mu-Myeong's heart.

-...

Perhaps because I've been feeding him a lot these past few days, there's no sign of anything trying to consume Mu-Myeong's internal energy.

Still, it's better to be thorough.

I channeled my internal energy from Mu-Myeong's heart through his meridians to his dantian, enriching his internal energy.

"...Ugh."

This caused Mu-Myeong to stir slightly, but he wouldn't wake up from just this.

Well... to be precise, Mu-Myeong is generally sensitive to small sounds, but he's insensitive to things related to me.

It must be an instinctual level of trust in me that transcends rational judgment.

Somehow pleased by this thought, I smiled.

"Actually, I... Master..."

After hearing Mu-Myeong's sleep-talking, my smile straightened back into a line.

...I didn't hear anything.

I quietly got up and left the room.

The daily routine at the Log Cabin was complete.

Ch.141 - A Calm Before The Storm
"What? Is that true?"
"Yes, it is."
"...I'll leave right away."

By the time the light in the crystal ball faded and her own reflection appeared...

Elia sighed deeply and immediately stood up to call for Lucius, who was likely nearby.

"Lucius!"

Perhaps because her voice sounded urgent, or maybe because he was truly hovering near Elia.

Lucius appeared instantly before Elia and tilted his head.

"Yes, Saintess, what is it?"
"...It seems we have a situation."

Seeing the Saintess sigh even as she spoke, Lucius tilted his head further.

*...A situation?*

If Elia, who typically had a strong tendency to resolve matters herself, was telling him about it, then it must be no ordinary issue.

"What happened?"
"At the Imperial Palace..."
"The Imperial Palace...?"

Lucius swallowed nervously as he waited for Elia to continue.

"They say Ha-Rang attacked it...?"

Elia tilted her head in confusion even as she spoke.

Lucius's expression turned strange.

"What on earth..."

What nonsense could this be?

The Hero blinked and continued his train of thought.

The Cheon Ha-Rang he knew didn't have a malicious enough personality to harm others. Rather, she was one of the few people who made him think, "Is someone this kind going to get scammed?"

Come to think of it, she had helped him with things that didn't benefit her at all, making cute excuses about "strawberries," and even corrected his posture despite having no prior connection to him.

Moreover, hadn't she built a friendship with Camilla, known as "Iron-Blooded," to the point of becoming best friends?

Her character had already been proven.

But.

*Someone like that attacked the Imperial Palace...?*

To Lucius, what Elia was telling him seemed as nonsensical as saying "fire is actually cold."

Elia seemed to share Lucius's thoughts, as she was also tilting her head in confusion.

The silence continued for quite some time.

*...We won't reach a conclusion just talking between ourselves.*

It was Lucius who broke the silence.

After a brief moment of contemplation, Lucius nodded and spoke.

"We should return to the capital right away."
"Yes... we need to hear the full story."

Though he was worried since Camilla hadn't yet emerged from her seclusion...

*This is the northern region, after all.*

It wouldn't be breached by ordinary threats.

They probably wouldn't need to stay in the capital for long, so there wasn't much to worry about.

Above all.

*There were no attacks on the north during this period.*

Lucius was someone who had already experienced the future; the Demon King's army would remain quiet for the next half year.

"I've informed Sebastian, so let's depart immediately."
"Yes, I'll prepare."

The Hero and Saintess, who had been standing as the shield of the north in Camilla's place, returned to the capital, leaving the iron fortress of the north temporarily unguarded.

And no one knows how large a ripple effect a small butterfly's wings can cause.

Even if one knows the future.

* * *

I sighed deeply at this feeling I hadn't experienced in a long time and looked around.

...It should be around here somewhere. Ah, there it is.

"Ha-Rang!"

A vein popped on my forehead at the sight of Lily jumping up and down in place, waving her arms with a beaming smile.

...So you finally show up, huh?

I had so much to say to her. Good.

I clenched my fist and slowly moved forward. The reason I walked slowly was to maximize the time Lily would tremble in fear.

"H-Ha-Rang...?"
"Good to see you. I have a lot to say to you, and now's the perfect time."

As I raised my fist, Lily's pupils began to shake as if there was an earthquake.

"W-wait!! We can talk about—ow!!!!"
"Because of you, Mu-Myeong...!"
"Aaah! You hit my bone! Wait, this is a dream, why does it hurt?!"

You would know better than me, since you're a succubus!

"Just take your punishment!"
"Aaaaaahhh!!!!!!!"

* * *

I mercilessly flicked Lily's forehead about five times.

As a result, her forehead swelled up so red that it created the illusion she had three horns instead of two.

"Hmph... this is so unfair..."

Dripping chicken-poop-sized tears, Lily rubbed her forehead with her hand while watching me cautiously.

...Did I hit her too hard?

No, I can't let my heart soften.

I shook off the emerging sympathy along with my head and pushed out my lips sulkily.

"What exactly is unfair about this?"
"...I didn't know it would be like that either..."

Lily also pushed out her lips sulkily and added while turning her head away:

"It was originally the Demon King's scabbard, so how could I know its shape would transform! That's ridiculous!"
"Huh."

Would you look at that?

Not only is she not showing any remorse, but there's something else in what she said that bothers me.

"The Demon King's sword, you say...?"
"...Huh? I never said that?"
"You clearly said it was used by a strong demon, not the Demon King!"

If my memory serves me right, that's definitely what she said. No, that's exactly it.

"What?!"

Lily puffed up her cheeks in protest.

"I only said it was hard to get... I never said a demon used it!"

She looked so incredibly wronged.

But that doesn't erase what Lily just said.

"You just said it was the Demon King's scabbard with your own mouth!"

Caught in her contradiction, Lily's mouth fell open.

"T-that's...!"

I smiled victoriously and poked Lily's cheek repeatedly with my index finger.

"Just tell me honestly, what was your intention?"
"Ugh, uuu..."

As Lily's head moved left and right with my prodding, she made a crying sound and then sighed.

"I don't really know either...! It was the Demon King's request."
"What?"
"Didn't I tell you when we first met?! That Mu-Myeong was suitable as a vessel!"

I massaged my throbbing head as Lily continued with her audacious attitude.

"The Demon King wouldn't have had bad intentions...!"
"How can you be so sure of that?"

Lily tilted her head as if it were obvious and continued.

"Well, it was the Demon King who allowed the establishment of the Heavenly Demon Sect!"
"..."
"He had already prepared to artificially create a vessel, so why would the Demon King harm Mu-Myeong, who could become a good asset!"

Certainly... that's why I forcibly established the Heavenly Demon Sect.

Of course, if I see any signs of them trying to create a vessel now, I'll personally cut down the Demon King.

I'll protect the children of the Heavenly Demon Sect myself.

...Well, even back then, I established it more to get past the situation rather than to provide sacrifices.

Anyway.

"So, you don't know why Mu-Myeong ended up in this physical state either?"
"That's right...?"
"...Did the Demon King say anything about it?"
"Umm... since he's still sealed, revelations only come once every half year."

Tsk, so I can only watch as Mu-Myeong's condition continues to deteriorate?

...It's too much like a terminal illness.

As my expression naturally darkened, Lily smiled slightly and patted my back.

"Don't worry too much! Everything will be resolved once the Demon King awakens!"

At Lily's incredibly cheerful voice, I tilted my head and responded.

My voice came out bright.

After all, there was hope that Mu-Myeong's condition might improve.

"...What do you mean by that? Explain in detail."

Lily blinked and tilted her head.

"I've been saying it all along, haven't I? That's the Demon King's sword."
"...You certainly did."
"Wouldn't the Demon King, as its owner, do something about Mu-Myeong's body?"

Lily raised the corners of her mouth in an unpleasantly wide smile and took a step back, nodding slightly.

"...I see."
"Of course!"

Lily leaned close to my ear and whispered:

"Do you have a bit more reason to help with the Demon King's revival now?"
"Tsk, back off."
"Yes!"

I pushed away Lily, who was grinning broadly, and muttered quietly:

"We've been in a cooperative relationship from the beginning, haven't we?"
"That's right! We've been in the same boat from the start! Even before that Hero and Saintess!"

I sighed deeply at the sight of Lily smiling with her arms spread wide, going "Ahaha."

I guess I can't just prevent the Demon King's revival.

...At least for Mu-Myeong's sake.

"...So why did you come here anyway?"
"Oh, about that!"

Lily began chattering away.

* * *

After waking up, I immediately began energy meditation.

"..."

But it wasn't going well. I knew the reason why.

I currently have too many thoughts.

How immature of me—even knowing I have too many thoughts, I can't dispel them.

Because these are problems too difficult for me.

What exactly should I do?

Is it a sin that I've lived with such an ambiguous attitude?

Or if not that, is it a sin that I wished to remain good despite being utterly despicable?

I don't know.

So I'll do what I do best.

If anyone appears to block the path for me and Mu-Myeong, I'll cut them down.

No matter how I think about it, this is...

The only approach someone as simple-minded as me can take.

My thoughts cleared, and the energy meditation began.

I feel somehow refreshed.

Ch.142 - My Master Truly Has No Tact (2)
"I'm starting to see the signs..."

Last night, I recalled Lily's words from my dream as I let out a sigh.

* * *

"The Demon King's seal is getting weaker!"
"...The seal is weakening?"

I felt a headache coming on as I looked at Lily's beaming smile.

...The seal is weakening?

My head hurt thinking about how the story was progressing steadily despite the Hero, Saintess, and even Mu-Myeong not enrolling in the academy.

"Yes! I guess even a seal exchanged for the Hero's life couldn't last more than 300 years!"

Or maybe our Demon King is just super strong? Lily added quietly, continuing to smile without caring about my dampening mood.

"...I see."

But I couldn't show these emotions to Lily.

She probably considers me a complete ally, so why would I ruin that?

I just worried silently to myself.

"So, is that why you came to tell me?"
"Yes! It's important information!"
"It certainly is important..."

Lily, who had been hopping up and down flapping her wings, pressed her chest against my shoulder and continued.

"Yes! That's why I want you to start preparing soon!"

That's soft... wait, no.

"Preparing for what?"

When I tilted my head and asked, Lily let out an unpleasant "heh" and put her index finger to her lips.

"Obviously! Preparations for war!"
"What."

War?

"Wait, when do you think the Demon King will wake up that we need to prepare already?"
"Um... at this rate, within three years? Don't you think?"

Three years—long, but also...

"That's fast..."
"Is it? For humans, three years is... Oh, it doesn't matter to you, Ha-Rang!"
"What's that supposed to mean?"
"Oh, nothing at all...! I definitely wasn't calling you an old lady or anything!"

This little...

I had the urge to flick her forehead, but I held back and asked with a sigh.

"Just to be clear, whose war are we talking about?"
"Um... the demons and humans, I guess?"

Lily answered as if it were obvious, then shook her head and continued.

"Of course, Mu-Myeong and you are excluded!"
"...Well, thanks for that."
"Oh! And the Heavenly Demon Sect too! They're precious sacrifices after all!"

I didn't respond to Lily's follow-up and just hung my head.

...This is truly complicated.

If war breaks out, which side should I fight on?

If I think about my duty, I should help humans like myself, but if I think coldly, doing nothing would be best.

Helping neither side and maintaining neutrality would benefit me the most.

If you ask what benefit there is... well, at least I won't lose anything, so it's all gain, right?

But...

I'm worried about Camilla. And though it was brief, my heart aches thinking about the deaths of the children I grew fond of while teaching at the academy.

Hmm... it's a dilemma.

Actually, hearing Mu-Myeong's opinion would be most reliable, so it might be good to talk to him later.

After all, my brain alone isn't enough to free the Heavenly Demon Sect from becoming the Demon King's sacrifice.

Wait... wouldn't that put me at odds with the Demon King's side?

Since I'd be taking away what I promised to give...

Hmm, I don't know.

...Well, if worse comes to worst, Mu-Myeong and I could hide somewhere together.

It would be cowardly to run away, but can't I be a little selfish?

As long as Mu-Myeong follows me, I don't mind being tainted.

"Well! I'll be going now!"
"Alright, go on."
"Yep! That was fun! I'll probably come again soon!"

As Lily fluttered her wings and rose into the air, I pouted and replied.

"Please don't come."

For some reason, talking with Lily always drains my energy, so I really wish she wouldn't come.

"Hehe, you like it but you're playing hard to get— Eek! I understand!"

I threw a pebble at Lily as she was about to say something unnecessary, then smiled slightly.

I woke up from the dream.

* * *

"Mu-Myeong, do you think we need more?"
"I think this is enough."

I let out a deep sigh looking at the mountain of firewood.

"...The weather is getting cold quickly."

As if to prove it, a little steam escaped from my open mouth.

Mu-Myeong nodded as he shouldered a bundle containing most of the firewood.

"Yes, I think it's because of our high altitude."
"Hmm... I see."

I also packed the remaining firewood into a bundle and shouldered it.

It's been nearly two months since I heard those words from Lily, though I'm not exactly sure.

During that time, Mu-Myeong and I have just been honing our skills, with nothing else happening.

There haven't been any intruders at the Log Cabin either.

Hmm... actually, it's still too early for intruders to arrive.

There's quite a distance between the capital with the Imperial Palace where I caused trouble and the mountain range where I live.

It only took me half a day to get here, but if Mu-Myeong had come alone...

It probably would have taken him three months, not half a day, considering rest stops along the way.

Of course, Lily visited a few times to share news, but... there wasn't anything particularly important.

Most of it was just casual conversation.

Ah, if there's one thing that concerns me, it's that the Heavenly Demon Sect is thinking of relocating near the Log Cabin.

I had no reason to refuse, so I gave permission.

Hmm, it's been almost a month since I agreed, so they should be arriving soon, right?

No matter how far the distance, with Jackal around, they shouldn't have any travel restrictions and should arrive quickly.

Once they have the materials to build housing for the Heavenly Demon Sect children, they'll come right away.

...Well, at least it won't be boring.

There were over a hundred of them when I saw them last time, so it'll be almost like a village forming.

It's definitely going to get lively.

Hmm, if war breaks out, I could just bring Camilla here separately.

Though Camilla, with her strong will, would certainly resist...

In the end, she would agree.

Because if I'm at the point of bringing Camilla here, humanity would already be half destroyed.

Even if she's hurt, I can comfort her well.

Time heals all wounds. Or sometimes people provide comfort.

In my case, haven't I received a lot of comfort from Mu-Myeong?

Raising one disciple will help her get better.

I dumped the firewood into the newly built storage shed next to the Log Cabin and dusted off my hands.

"Mu-Myeong, this is the last batch, right?"
"Yes, that's correct."

Of course, there has been some good news during these past two months.

I pulled out a wooden practice sword from my waist and pointed it at Mu-Myeong.

"Now that we've finished our work... Mu-Myeong, pick up your sword."
"Yes, Master..."

Mu-Myeong, radiating an aura that suggested he didn't want to do this, let out a deep sigh and trudged to the training ground.

"Now, try to block this...!"
"...Ugh!"

Mu-Myeong's skills have been rising at a frighteningly steep rate.

"Hup!"
"Left side, behind your ankle. You have a blind spot."

I suspect the reason is the internal energy I've been injecting in large amounts and the bug.

That bug, which I thought would only harm Mu-Myeong, has instead awakened his talent.

I don't know the exact reason, but thinking back to what Saintess Elia said, I believe it has to do with personality.

After all, personality is connected to the mental image important for handling internal energy.

As the bug began to interfere with Mu-Myeong's personality, somehow, luckily, that mental image didn't split into multiple paths but gradually began to merge into one.

I put the wooden sword back at my waist and dusted off my hands.

"Hmm, you're definitely improving quickly."
"Huff, hah... thank you."

Mu-Myeong, lying on the ground and breathing heavily, smiled at my praise.

"At this rate, will you be leaving me soon?"

When I made this joke with a slight smile, Mu-Myeong's expression turned cold.

"That will never happen."
"...Is that so?"

I thought it was unnecessary for him to be so serious, but somehow his words made me feel good, and the corners of my mouth began to twitch.

...Tsk, this isn't right.

When a disciple declares he'll rely on his master for life, I should scold him harshly...

But regardless of that fact, it's truly difficult to handle my emotions when I feel this good.

Still, as a master, I should say something.

I sighed and poked Mu-Myeong's waist repeatedly.

"Are you really not going down the mountain?"
"Yes, Master."

Mu-Myeong's resolute answer.

I really can't understand what this Disciple is thinking.

...I need to wake him up.

A man should prioritize reproduction.

I slightly raised the corner of my mouth and patted Mu-Myeong's shoulder as he lay there.

"Sigh, you'll end up dying as a lifelong bachelor."

But, as if mocking my concern...

Despite conveying my worry, my disciple's expression only worsened.

"When will you ever..."
"What?"
"Nothing..."

It was truly a peaceful day.

...Though looking at Mu-Myeong's pouting expression, maybe it was only peaceful for me?

I wonder why he's upset.

I just tilted my head, not understanding.

Ch.143 - Ruined
A peaceful afternoon.

The sun was high in the sky, and Mu-Myeong and I had just finished washing up after our simple morning training.

"Hmm...?"
"What's wrong?"

I was wringing out my long hair like a mop to remove the water when—

"I think we have visitors."

Several human presences registered in my spiritual sense.

Mu-Myeong, who was also shaking off water, tilted his head with a confused expression at my mention of visitors.

"...Pardon?"

Well, I suppose it was about time.

Quite some time had passed since Lily delivered her message, and this had been the most peaceful period since I came down from the mountain. It was bound to end eventually.

But there was one concerning point.

"Could it be people from the Heavenly Demon Sect?"
"Are there many people?"
"Hmm, too many."

Among the familiar presences, there seemed to be many unfamiliar ones mixed in.

Of course, I could consider that there might be quite a few sect members I haven't met yet.

But even so, the familiar presences were too few.

Roughly three, perhaps?

"Hmm..."

This is concerning.

If they weren't from the Heavenly Demon Sect, the only others who would come here would be people from the Empire.

"Mu-Myeong, stay alone in the Log Cabin for a while."

I need to check this out.

Thanks to my sharpened spiritual sense, I could observe them unilaterally since they were still quite far away.

If I took Mu-Myeong to such a place, I couldn't predict how things might turn out, so going alone would be best.

With that thought, I shook my head vigorously and grabbed my wooden sword. Mu-Myeong also hurriedly fastened his robe and picked up his sword.

"I'll come with you."

A bold declaration that he would follow me.

This is troublesome...

Rolling my eyes, I came up with a truly brilliant excuse to leave Mu-Myeong behind.

"I think they're visitors looking for me."

Visitors of mine that Mu-Myeong doesn't know.
Surely if I put it this way, Mu-Myeong would have no reason to—

"If they're your visitors, wouldn't I know them too?"
"...What are you talking about?"
"Isn't your social circle quite narrow, Master? Your acquaintances are my acquaintances too."

I wanted to make excuses, but I had nothing to say, so I just pouted sullenly.

...He's right.

Come to think of it, anyone I could call an acquaintance also has a relationship with Mu-Myeong.

...Have I always known so few people?

Well, yes, that makes sense...

Since I've always been with Mu-Myeong after taking him in, it's natural that I don't have separate acquaintances.

But still, isn't that too harsh? Putting it nicely is one thing, but isn't what Mu-Myeong said basically the same as "You don't have any friends"?

"Tsk."

I sighed deeply and rubbed my face.

Now that I'm caught, if I leave Mu-Myeong behind, he'll definitely sulk...

But taking him along worries me if they turn out to be enemies.

...What should I do?

* * *

Naturally, I decided to go with Mu-Myeong.

I can somehow protect Mu-Myeong's body if I try hard enough, but it's incredibly difficult to fix his sulking.

"We're almost there."
"R-really?"

Mu-Myeong's voice trembled as he rode on my back.

When I turned my head slightly to look at his face, he wore a somewhat complicated expression, which I found amusing, so I smiled and continued moving.

"You're light."
"This feels... this feels wrong..."

Seeing Mu-Myeong's flushed face somehow improved my mood.

Still, I wasn't just enjoying his embarrassment.

I did feel a bit sorry.

But what could I do? As I mentioned earlier, the distance was considerable, and with Mu-Myeong's pace, it would take at least an hour to get there.

If our potential opponents had that much time, they might realize their position had been discovered and either flee or prepare to attack us.

That wouldn't do.

"Well, it can't be helped."
"...I understand."

Mu-Myeong nodded at my explanation, seemingly convinced.

Though he seemed to be reluctantly agreeing.

By the way...

"Mu-Myeong, put your arms around my neck."

Mu-Myeong's arm has been poking my side for a while, and it's ticklish.

...Why is he putting one arm around my waist while being carried?

When I tilted my head and spoke, a rather shocking answer came from behind.

"What? I am wrapping them around your neck."
"What."

I quickly looked down and saw Mu-Myeong's long arms wrapped around my neck and upper body.

...He is?

Then what's this at my waist...?

For a moment, a memory of Mu-Myeong's embarrassing past flashed through my mind, making my face turn red.

"Um, I see..."
"What's wrong...?"
"Nothing..."

I tried hard not to show it.

Since Mu-Myeong wasn't showing any reaction either...
Well... it's probably not that kind of situation, but to mistake it for an arm...?

"Wow, that's scary."
"Pardon?"
"Nothing."

I offered a small condolence to the woman who would become Mu-Myeong's wife.

Good luck to you.

* * *

"Master, I think I can see them now."
"Oh..."

After moving our feet tirelessly for a while, Mu-Myeong turned his head, and numerous figures came into view.

They were all wearing sturdy-looking armor and holding swords marked with a single emblem.

My expression hardened at the sight.

"...It seems."

They don't appear to be from the Heavenly Demon Sect.

As we got closer, I approached them with my presence concealed.

Mu-Myeong also got down from my back and moved with me. We wanted to hear their conversation.

"Let's stop here."

I narrowed my eyes and cast my gaze upon them.

The emblem engraved on their swords and shields depicted a lion.

I had definitely seen it at the Imperial Palace, and it was also engraved on the knights who came looking for us when we rescued Arnold.

"Hmm."

So, the Empire's knights have brought an army here?

Rather than asking "why," the question "how" came to mind.

They don't know that I live here.

Perhaps their target isn't me?

Just as I was wondering—

"Master, over there."

Mu-Myeong pointed to the front of the knight formation, and as I shifted my gaze—

"...That guy?"

Lucius, with a rather displeased expression, caught my eye.

Ah, so he's the one who sold out our location?

I wasn't particularly pleased.

I raised one hand to the wooden sword and tapped it, accelerating my thoughts.

...What should I do?

Now would be the perfect time for a surprise attack.

But as always, there's the possibility.

What if Lucius didn't come to attack us? What if he simply came to talk?

Considering what I've seen of Lucius so far, this scenario seems more likely.

However, the Imperial knights behind him concern me. And somehow, Lucius's unpleasant expression too.

"Mu-Myeong, what do you think?"

After briefly pondering with his lips, Mu-Myeong stood up and spoke.

"Wouldn't it be fine to at least talk?"
"...I suppose so."

Unless Lucius's power has suddenly grown enough to reach me, there's no reason we would lose, even without a surprise attack.

The knights also seemed quite powerful, but by civilian standards. Mu-Myeong alone could handle them.

"Let's go see."
"Yes, Master."

I extended my hand in front of Mu-Myeong as he tried to follow me.

"Ah, you stay here."
"What?"

Leaving behind Mu-Myeong's bewildered expression, I moved forward. It's been a while since I've reunited with the Hero.

* * *

Damn it.

*Why am I here?*

Lucius bit his lip as he moved forward.

Recently, he had heard that Cheon Ha-Rang had attacked the Imperial Palace and went to have an audience with the Emperor.

But when he heard the reason, it turned out the Emperor, or more precisely, his close associates, had overreacted.

If Cheon Ha-Rang had truly decided to attack the Imperial Palace, the Empire would have already disappeared from the map.

It gave him a headache that those incompetent nobles were spouting nonsense like, "This is a preemptive strike, a clear provocation! She has insulted the Emperor!"

*Stupid fools.*

They were ignoring the results and focusing only on the fact that they had been attacked.

To begin with, Lady Cheon Ha-Rang had nothing to gain from attacking the Imperial Palace.

Rather, she had only provided benefits to the Empire as a whole.

First, she had helped deal with the "dark mage" group he had been chasing by luring them into the Imperial Palace.

And then.

*What? She wanted to introduce her son?*

One would have to be insane not to know that Lady Cheon Ha-Rang was in a romantic relationship with her disciple.

"Hah..."

But his worrying wouldn't change the situation.

The knights who would hold Cheon Ha-Rang responsible had already departed, and he was there too.

There was only one option left.

Somehow speak to Lady Cheon Ha-Rang and hope she doesn't get offended.

"Tsk."

*In the past, those guys caused me no end of trouble. Should I clean house this time...?*

As Lucius trudged along with these thoughts—

"Lucius, it's been a while."

Cheon Ha-Rang, showing clear hostility, stood before him.

This looks like big trouble.

Ch.144 - Take A Rest
"Lucius, it's been a while."

At Cheon Ha-Rang's sudden appearance, Lucius's body stiffened, and the only thing moving was his Adam's apple as he swallowed nervously.

"Uh..."

Watching Cheon Ha-Rang carefully, Lucius quickly racked his brain.

How on earth should he handle this situation?

No, was it even possible to handle it at all?

Right behind him, he could hear the clanking of armor.

Even a fool would realize they were preparing for battle just by looking at him and the knights.

On top of that, the knights were glaring with heightened vigilance.

*These idiots...!*

Biting his lip, Lucius stepped forward and bowed his head.

For now, damage control was the priority.

Unless he had a death wish, conflict had to be avoided at all costs.

After taking a deep breath, Lucius looked up with clear eyes and spoke.

"Yes, Lady Cheon Ha-Rang, it's been a long time."

Starting with a greeting was best.

"Hmm."

Just as he was about to naturally continue by mentioning Master Mu-Myeong, Cheon Ha-Rang nodded slightly and raised her wooden sword, pointing it at the people behind Lucius.

"Your attire seems rather heavy for someone who's just come to see an old acquaintance..."
"..."
"And there are so many people I don't know. How should I interpret this?"

*I don't know either.* Lucius almost blurted out those words but swallowed them along with his saliva. He carefully observed Cheon Ha-Rang's demeanor and cautiously replied.

"I completely understand why you might think that, but this is truly a misunderstanding."

It really was a misunderstanding.

He had simply come here following the Emperor's orders, and he hadn't explained the plan yet because they still had quite a distance to go.

He had no intention of attacking.

Though she still showed hostility, her intensity seemed to diminish slightly, perhaps relieved that they hadn't immediately attacked.

...Stay calm.

She was fundamentally a good and pure person, so if he just explained properly, everything would be fine.

"We are—"

Just as he was about to make an excuse about being the Emperor's envoy, the worst-case scenario he'd been dreading unfolded.

"Haven't you assessed the situation yet, you wicked witch!"
"Hmm?"
"Your end has come! The Hero will punish your evil deeds!"

Lucius felt a strong urge to knock the knight unconscious as he rubbed his face.

* * *

"I'm a witch?"
"That's right!"

I don't think I've been called a witch since I first met Mu-Myeong.

...This is awkward.

What part of me looks like a witch?

I scratched my head in embarrassment as I pondered.

Even if I claimed I wasn't a witch, would those knights with their swords believe me?

Hmm, probably not.

When they call me a witch, they're not referring to my use of strange magical arts.

It's just a derogatory term they're using.

So are they enemies?

...It's a bit late to be asking this, but even that's ambiguous.

Just look at Lucius—his face has gone pale, and he's shaking his head vigorously. It's hard to believe he shares their opinion.

Above all, didn't he greet me first instead of drawing his sword?

Lucius, having received training from me before, would know he couldn't defeat me without a surprise attack.

Of course, even a surprise attack doesn't seem likely.

So even if they are enemies, Lucius probably isn't involved...

Well, he was standing at the front, so I can't say he's completely uninvolved. Anyway.

Finding the situation ridiculous, I tapped my neck with my sword to ease the stiffness and spoke.

"So, what exactly do you want?"
"They seem a bit excited—"
"Hero! Please give us your orders!"

Lucius frowned and turned his head.

The knight who caught his gaze met Lucius's eyes with a joyful smile and began denouncing me even more harshly than before.

He probably thinks this is his chance for advancement now that the Hero is paying attention to him.

"Tsk, what a fool."

Clicking my tongue softly, I moved my arm.

-Whoosh

The wooden sword cut through the air, but contrary to appearances, something with physical force flew through the air toward the knight.

"Gack!"

The knight who was hit fell backward ungracefully and rolled on the ground about three times.

Since I only created a light breeze, he shouldn't be injured.

My original purpose was just to make him shut up with a light tap, but the fact that he rolled like that proves this knight has been neglecting his training.

"...The witch is attacking—!"
"Can't you see that Lucius and I are having a conversation? If your head is screwed on straight, keep your mouth shut."

I eliminated the impure gazes of the other knights with eyes that looked as if I was viewing something repulsive.

Lucius bowed his head and spoke.

"...I apologize."
"It's nothing."
"...How can the Hero be so... with a witch..."
"Please be quiet, I beg you."

I shrugged my shoulders lightly.

Foolish people are everywhere.

"Go ahead and explain."

Why he came here with armed knights.

* * *

"...Is that so?"
"Yes, it is."

After hearing Lucius's explanation, I closed my mouth, having nothing to say.

I mean, what could I say?

It's true that the Heavenly Demon Sect attacked the Imperial Palace, and it's true that Mu-Myeong suddenly dropped from the sky... I have nothing to say.

Of course, there were plenty of excuses I could make, but Lucius had already added all of them in his explanation.

He said he understood the intention.

But it wasn't the Emperor who misunderstood, but rather a few nobles.

Anyway, Lucius told me that the reason he came here was to confirm whether my intention in attacking the Imperial Palace was different from what he thought.

And if it was different, to find out why I did it.

He now seemed confident in his assessment.

Incidentally, Lucius said he originally hadn't planned to come.

But since there were quite a few thoughtless people like the knight who just fainted, he came to monitor any potential situations.

Well, looking at it now, that choice was correct.

Without Lucius, things might have gotten messy.

Of course, I'm not talking about the dim-witted knights causing trouble, but rather Mu-Myeong, who's watching this situation with displeasure from behind.

I sighed deeply and waved my hand.

"So, is your business finished?"
"Yes, but..."
"...But what?"

Lucius, who had been watching me cautiously, bowed again and opened his mouth.

"Actually, I have one favor to ask."
"...What is it?"

I didn't bother to tell Lucius to stand up straight.

Well, I really didn't want to...

"If it's not too much trouble, could you visit the Imperial Palace once more?"
"...The Imperial Palace?"
"Yes, I want to clear up the misunderstanding between the Empire and you, Lady Cheon Ha-Rang."

I tilted my head in confusion, and Lucius elaborated.

"If I relay the message to His Majesty, things might work out for now, but there will still be discontent among the nobles."

I nodded for him to continue.

"What you did, even if it was to eliminate a threat, was from the Empire's perspective a major incident in the Imperial Palace—their heart—without any warning..."

That's certainly not wrong.

No, from the Empire's standpoint, they didn't do anything wrong. Rather, I was the one at fault.

"So I think it would be better to meet face-to-face, clear up misunderstandings step by step, and find common ground."
"...Common ground, you say."
"Yes. Even if you return like this, the Empire will send people to this demon territ— I mean, this mountain range again. Wouldn't that be troublesome for you, Lady Cheon Ha-Rang?"

I let out a groan at Lucius's very reasonable words.

Still... I don't want to go.

How can he ask me to return to the Imperial Palace when I just came back here?

"...You can take your time deciding."
"Would that be acceptable?"
"The Imperial Palace has already dispatched me, so they expect the matter to be resolved one way or another."

Ah, that's right, he's the Hero.

I sometimes forget because he occasionally shows such inadequate behavior.

Hmm... well then.

"Why don't you come to the Log Cabin for now?"

Since he said I could give my answer later, I might as well invite Lucius to my home.

I had prepared rooms for about three people after hearing that the Heavenly Demon Sect was coming here.

If necessary, I could also fix up the woodshed a bit.

"...Log Cabin, you say...?"
"Yes, the house where Mu-Myeong and I live."

And until he gets my answer, Lucius would have to camp outside with those incompetent knights, but we do have some history together, don't we?

Even though I don't particularly like Lucius, even negative feelings count as a connection.

Lucius looked puzzled at my offer for a moment.

Then, perhaps judging that my offer wouldn't be bad for him, he smiled slightly and nodded.

"...In that case, I'll impose on you briefly."

Ah.

"Of course, have those knights sleep outside."

I don't have rooms for them too.

They probably brought their own tents anyway.

Ch.145 - I'm Heading To The Imperial Palace-
"Ah, by the way, where is Master Mu-Myeong?"
"Are you trying to greet him?"

When I asked about Mu-Myeong's whereabouts, Lucius nodded slightly.

Hmm, it seems safe. It should be fine.

Above all, I remember that Lucius and Mu-Myeong had a good relationship.

Perhaps similar to my relationship with Camilla?

"Mu-Myeong, come out."

As soon as I called, Mu-Myeong slowly emerged from the bushes.

Lucius asked me with a somewhat disgruntled expression.

"Was he nearby...?"
"Hmm, of course. Why would Mu-Myeong and I be apart?"
"...That's certainly true."

Mu-Myeong stood before us, briefly shooting a sharp glance at where the knights were gathered, then bowed his head to greet Lucius.

"Master Mu-Myeong, it's been a long time."
"Yes, it truly has been a while."

When Mu-Myeong raised his head, his lips were protruding in displeasure for some reason.

Puzzled, I tilted my head, and Mu-Myeong sighed deeply and shook his head slightly.

"...Please don't worry about it."
"Hmm... alright?"

I thought he would be happy to see an old friend after so long, but he doesn't seem particularly pleased.

* * *

After walking day and night for about two days?

It took quite a while to return to the Log Cabin.

Of course, it wasn't Mu-Myeong's or Lucius's fault, but because of all those knights swarming behind us.

"Hey, get a hold of yourself."
"...Stop it. Can't you see he's foaming at the mouth?"

The knight I knocked unconscious was still being carried by his comrade.

I was worried he might be dead by now, but fortunately, his heart was still beating when I checked.

"It's quite lively."
"Indeed it is."

About 50 people gathered in front of the Log Cabin.

...Originally, it would have been just Mu-Myeong and me.

While I was watching them with mixed feelings, Lucius approached me.

"Cheon Ha-Rang."
"Hmm? Why are you calling me?"

Lucius, sweating profusely, looked as if he was trying to gauge my reaction.

Glancing briefly at Mu-Myeong, Lucius covered his mouth and asked me:

"May I sleep in the tent with them...?"
"...Why would you want to?"

I tilted my head with a bewildered expression, and Lucius firmly answered "Yes," conveying his determination.

...Well, I don't know why, but.

"Do as you please."
"Thank you."

I nodded, seeing no reason to stop him.

Does he prefer sleeping outside?

...Mu-Myeong's expression seems to have brightened somehow.

"By the way, Master."
"What is it?"
"Are you still considering your answer?"

Ah, right.

* * *

In the quiet night, Mu-Myeong and I sat facing each other with only a candle between us.

Since this was about the answer I would give them, it wouldn't matter if they overheard, but I set up a barrier in case Mu-Myeong wanted to discuss something else.

Lucius probably couldn't hear us either.

"So, you think there's no reason for us to go to the Imperial Palace?"
"That's right."

Mu-Myeong nodded slightly and added:

"It's more likely they sent Lucius to lure us to the Imperial Palace."

Mu-Myeong's explanation went like this:

The Emperor knows about our friendship with the Hero's party. After all, the reason I became a temporary professor at the academy was because Camilla asked me to, so it would be easy to deduce from there.

Well, Lucius himself might have mentioned it too.

Anyway, the Emperor knows Lucius's character as righteous and principled.

That's true in reality, but what matters is that the Emperor knows this about him.

Could Lucius point his sword at me, someone he's friendly with?

The Emperor probably thought not.

So, he specifically sent Lucius.

Otherwise, there would be no reason to send him.

With the Demon King's revival possibly imminent, there would be no reason to risk Lucius getting hurt by sending him to me.

The Emperor must have been confident that Lucius and I wouldn't clash.

That confidence came from knowing about our friendship.

"But what does the Emperor hope to achieve by summoning me to the palace?"
"This is just my speculation, but..."

Mu-Myeong said that if I were to arrive at the palace and meet the Emperor, he would say something like:

'No matter how righteous your intentions were, the fact remains that you attacked the heart of the Empire.'

He would frame it this way, setting up that his demands weren't for personal gain but for the greater good.

'Because of that commotion, the imperial authority has been shaken. If you were to show that you're helping me, wouldn't things calm down?'

He would instill guilt in me while expressing his personal wishes.

I tilted my head with a questioning expression.

"Can't I just refuse?"
"I don't think you would be able to refuse, Master."

When I asked why, Mu-Myeong replied:

"Wouldn't he involve the Heavenly Demon Sect?"
"..."

Indeed, I couldn't refuse then. However...

"Even if I don't go, couldn't he still involve the Heavenly Demon Sect?"
"...That's true, but."

There's a difference between discussing face-to-face and merely speculating alone.

"If what I'm saying is true, wouldn't it be troublesome for you, Master?"
"...Yes, it would be."
"From here on is pure speculation without evidence..."

The Emperor probably wouldn't turn against us unless we went to the Imperial Palace.

As mentioned, with the Demon King's revival uncertain, every bit of strength matters. Why make enemies of us when he can't even make us allies?

"The Emperor isn't that foolish."
"...Hmm."

Of course, if he only spoke like this, it would be all loss for me, so he would offer some carrot as well.

"I'm not sure what that would be either."
"...Well, just thinking this far is impressive, so don't look so apologetic."

I patted Mu-Myeong's shoulder as he wore a guilty expression, and sighed deeply.

I hadn't thought of any of this myself.

Mu-Myeong had no reason to feel guilty.

"Hmm, so the Emperor is quite cunning."
"Yes, there's probably no one who can match the Emperor when it comes to manipulating people."

How annoying...

Then I should refuse the Emperor's request, right?

"Well, it's late. Get some rest."
"Yes, Master."

As Mu-Myeong nodded and tried to get up, I grabbed his arm and tilted my head.

"Where are you going?"
"...Pardon? I'm returning to my room."

Hmm, if he leaves now, wouldn't Lucius outside misunderstand?

That would be quite awkward for Mu-Myeong.

Ah, I don't mean in terms of a romantic relationship.

If he's seen leaving my room at this late hour, wouldn't it be embarrassing for Mu-Myeong?

It might look like he's been getting lectured by me all this time.

Men his age have strong pride in such matters, so there's no need for him to be seen leaving my room at this hour.

"Come here."

I patted the bedding I had laid out, calling Mu-Myeong over. I noticed sweat forming on his forehead for some reason.

"...I don't think that's appropriate."

Despite his words, Mu-Myeong tried to free his arm from my grip, but how could he succeed?

With a grin, I pulled Mu-Myeong down onto the blanket.

"Don't be so shy. If it helps, think of it as granting your master's wish to sleep in the same room as her disciple after so long."

When I added, "Understand?" softly, Mu-Myeong nodded with a reddened face.

He should have done that from the start.

"I'll put out the light, so sleep well."
"Will I be able to sleep...?"
"What did you say?"
"Nothing at all..."

How silly.

Since the blanket was usually just for me, it was too narrow for two people, so I used Mu-Myeong as a pillow and lay down.

Regardless of my strength, my actual body weight could be lifted with one finger by Mu-Myeong.

So it should be fine.

"Tell me if you're uncomfortable."
"...It's not uncomfortable, but it is uncomfortable..."
"What does that mean?"
"...Nothing at all."

* * *

"Another strong and powerful morning!"

In the early morning, before the sun had fully risen, I stretched my arms with my usual motto.

*Crack*

With the satisfying sound of bones aligning, Lucius crawled out of a tent.

"Oh Lucius, you're up early?"

The sun hasn't even fully risen yet.

As expected, Lucius must be accustomed to early morning training.

Impressive.

Covering his mouth and yawning slightly, having just woken up, Lucius pointed behind me with wide eyes.

"...I'm awake, but did Master Mu-Myeong not sleep at all?"

I tilted my head and looked in the direction Lucius was pointing.

There was Mu-Myeong.
Somehow his dark circles looked deeper.

"Hmm? Mu-Myeong, did you stay up all night?"
"...No, I didn't."

Mu-Myeong sighed deeply and shook his head.

"Hmm, well! More importantly."

I smiled and spoke to Lucius.

"Tell the Emperor!"
"...You've already decided, even though it hasn't been a full day?"
"Of course!"

The sooner the decision, the better.

They probably want to return quickly too.

Just as I was about to convey my position...

"...Hmm?"
"What's wrong?"
"...I sense multiple presences approaching."

There seemed to be hundreds of people heading this way.

...Who could it be?

Ch.146 - Executor Jack
"Hmm..."

I frowned and stopped talking when I suddenly sensed multiple presences approaching.

The thought of who they might be quickly vanished. There were several familiar presences among them.

*It's the children from the Heavenly Demon Sect.*

Of all times, they had to visit when I was with the Hero. My head was starting to throb thinking about how to explain this.

"...What's wrong?"

Lucius seemed to have sensed it too, furrowing his brow. He wasn't called a Hero for nothing—his intuition was exceptional.

"...One moment."

Lucius held up his palm to me, his voice trailing off.

Should I wait to see how things unfold? Or should I immediately drive away the Heavenly Demon Sect members?

I couldn't decide.

Mu-Myeong also seemed confused by the situation, constantly glancing at me for cues.

"Do you know these people?"

Lucius slowly placed his hand on the sword strapped to his back as he asked me. Thinking this could really turn into a disaster, I reluctantly nodded.

"They're people I know, so don't worry."
"...I understand."

Lucius sighed with relief and asked me again.

"By the way, what were you going to tell me?"
"Ah, about the Imperial Palace—"

—Woooong

Why do these guys always cause trouble when I'm trying to speak?

I rubbed my forehead as I watched a magic circle begin to form on the ground.

It seems Jack is casting a spatial movement spell, probably bringing all the Heavenly Demon Sect children.

*Should I introduce them to each other?*

As I awkwardly scratched my head, I noticed Lucius's expression.

How should I describe it? It was the face of someone who had just seen their parents' murderer.

His expression was completely sour.

"That's... it can't be."

Lucius growled in a low voice, and that's when it hit me.

Ah, Jack and Lucius were enemies.

I'd forgotten about it since it happened so long ago.

"Lucius, listen."
"...My head is spinning, so I can't hear you clearly."

Lucius had fully drawn his sword and was pointing it at the magic circle.

"...You don't know that person, do you?"
"Listen to me, Lucius."
"I trust you, Cheon Ha-Rang."

Ah. This guy.

He has no intention of talking.

To be honest, I doubt adding a few more words would resolve this situation...

"This is maddening."

I looked to Mu-Myeong for help, but he was just as confused, ignoring my gaze while trying to assess the situation.

"Hmm..."

I don't know what to do anymore.

I tossed a wooden sword to Mu-Myeong and said:

"Handle it yourself."
"...Master, what do you mean—"

The reason why I'm hiding in this mountain despite boasting about killing gods.

It's because I'm a coward who fears change and runs away when big problems arise.

I'm afraid to watch Lucius become hostile toward the Heavenly Demon Sect when Jack appears.

I stepped on air and headed for the top of the Log Cabin.

Of course, this wouldn't prevent Lucius from seeing me or his attacks from reaching me.

But it made me feel more at ease.

I narrowed my eyes and watched the situation below.

"..."

With Lucius's drawn sword as a signal, knights who had been hiding in the tents emerged and readied their weapons.

Shadows gradually spread from the magic circle, and a figure began to appear at its center.

*This is going to be a mess.*

Or maybe not? If it's him, things might be okay.

* * *

"Hmm?"

Jack, the first of the Ghost Swords, tilted his head as he saw dozens of blades pointed at him.

"I was told this is where Cheon Ha-Rang would be..."

What's going on here? Lucius answered Jack's brief question.

"...Who are you?"
"Ah, I haven't introduced myself."

Jack elegantly bowed and extended his arm toward Lucius.

"I am Jack, an Ascetic of the Heavenly Demon Sect."
"...The Heavenly Demon Sect."
"Yes. May I ask where this place is?"

Lucius's brow furrowed at Jack's smiling inquiry.

*Where is Jack?*

The demonic energy and the shape of the magic circle were definitely Jack's.

But what appeared was some suspicious squinty-eyed man he'd never seen before.

Something was clearly not going according to his expectations.

"Hmm, not going to answer?"
"...This is the demon realm, specifically the mountain range known as 'The Highest Place in the World.'"
"Oh... then I should be in the right place... how strange."

*Is he looking for Cheon Ha-Rang?*

Well, he did introduce himself as an Ascetic of the Heavenly Demon Sect led by Cheon Ha-Rang.

And Cheon Ha-Rang, sitting atop the cabin, didn't deny it, so it must be true.

If so, does the Heavenly Demon Sect handle demonic energy for some reason?

Come to think of it, none of Cheon Ha-Rang's techniques ever felt like they used mana.

The more he thought about it, the more complicated it became.

Can someone other than Jack use spatial movement? Or did Cheon Ha-Rang capture Jack?

If so, why didn't she tell him?

Did she think he would stupidly kill Jack immediately out of hatred?

...It's complicated.

He had tried to move forward more firmly, keeping Cheon Ha-Rang's past words close to his heart...

If Cheon Ha-Rang had no connection to Jack, then he had made a grave mistake.

*Let's go back to the beginning and rethink.*

If he had felt intense betrayal toward Cheon Ha-Rang earlier, now he only had questions.

Why demonic energy?

No, the demonic energy was only felt from the magic circle. The man who introduced himself as Jack didn't emit any demonic energy at all.

Without lowering his guard, Lucius pointed to the top of the cabin.

"Cheon Ha-Rang is up there."
"Ah, I see!"

Jack bowed slightly and turned to face Cheon Ha-Rang.

"Hmm... good to see you."
"Yes, it's been a while, Heavenly Demon."

Cheon Ha-Rang stopped Jack with a small shake of her head as he was about to bend his knee.

*Their master-servant relationship seems clear.*

Lucius was taking mental notes of each of these scenes.

His suspicions might be correct. Perhaps Cheon Ha-Rang really had joined hands with Jack.

*It's still just speculation.*

Lucius bit his lip.

It was still speculation, but if his thoughts were correct, what should he do?

Think rationally, not based on the comforting words Cheon Ha-Rang had given him.

Could he defeat Cheon Ha-Rang?

Impossible.

Could he postpone confrontation for another day?

No. While there's a possibility, it would be easier to defeat the Demon King.

*In the end, there's nothing I can do.*

Lucius strapped his sword back onto his back and turned to the knights behind him, who were tense and swallowing nervously.

"No need to be hostile. They appear to be acquaintances of Cheon Ha-Rang."

He expected the knights to protest, but they simply nodded at Lucius's words. Judging by the sweat on their palms, they didn't want to fight either.

Lucius felt somewhat deflated by this.

They had shown such fighting spirit when facing Cheon Ha-Rang earlier.

*In the end, it was just bluster.*

They probably underestimated Cheon Ha-Rang because she usually concealed her presence and had a youthful appearance.

"Tsk, and they call themselves knights."

Clicking his tongue softly, he turned his head to see Jack addressing Cheon Ha-Rang again.

"Heavenly Demon."
"...Why are you calling me?"
"May I ask who these gathered people are?"
"Asking if you may ask something when you've already asked it... really..."

Cheon Ha-Rang sighed deeply and waved her hand slightly before adding:

"Lucius, will you introduce yourself?"
"...Fine."

Though still uncomfortable, it was just speculation, so there was no need to show it.

Revealing suspicion would be amateur behavior.

...Though it seemed like she had already noticed.

Lucius sighed deeply, stepped forward, and extended his hand to Jack.

"I am Lucius, undeservingly called the Hero. I came to know Cheon Ha-Rang when heading to Ellen in the past."
"...I see."

After briefly looking at Lucius's outstretched hand, Jack smiled and grasped it.

"Let me introduce myself again. I am Jack, an Ascetic of the Heavenly Demon Sect."

*Pleased to meet you?*

From the feel of Jack's hand, Lucius could tell he was skilled with a sword.

The calluses on his hand and his well-developed muscles indicated he hadn't neglected his training.

So the Heavenly Demon Sect trains its Ascetics as well... Despite its name, it doesn't seem to be a simple religious organization.

Another piece of information entered Lucius's mind.

As they were sizing each other up, Cheon Ha-Rang jumped down, stood between Jack and Lucius, and separated them.

"...How much longer are you going to drag this out?"

Cheon Ha-Rang sighed deeply and added:

"Lucius, I won't be going to the Imperial Palace, so relay that message."
"...You could take more time to decide—"
"Enough. Go about your business."

*I could stay a bit longer.*

Cheon Ha-Rang's face seemed to say, "I'm uncomfortable, so please leave quickly."

Ch.147 - Entering The Heavenly Demon Sect
I almost got into big trouble.

"Haah..."

I sighed in relief as I watched Lucius leave the Log Cabin after giving us gifts.

What was I thinking, openly showing Jack's dark arts to the Hero?

Fortunately, Lucius withdrew without much suspicion. If he had questioned me about it, things would have become truly awkward.

"Or maybe not...?"

He might have been suspicious already.

Before Lucius left, he had an expression like something was bothering him.

"Hmm...."

Well, does it matter?

It's not like Jack suddenly popped out, and Jack also managed to deflect the conversation well.

Besides, even if Lucius discovers the truth, I don't think he'll do anything about it.

No, scratch that.

My intuition has always been wrong, so I shouldn't think like this.

I shook my head to clear my thoughts.

If we'd been caught, it would have been a disaster!

We nearly caused a war between the Heavenly Demon Sect and the Empire!

...That should be enough worrying.

I don't know who I'm being cautious for, but I exhaled with rising relief.

"Anyway, what brings you here?"

I asked Jack, who still wore that smile whose true meaning was hard to decipher.

Then, kneeling before me, Jack bowed his head and answered.

"I, Jack, have come personally as a representative of those belonging to the Heavenly Demon Sect to convey a request to the Heavenly Demon."
"A request?"

Jack nodded, bowing his head even deeper in affirmation.

...This is awkward.

I scratched my head sheepishly and added.

"What kind of request would make you come personally?"

I already knew that the Heavenly Demon Sect would visit my cabin.

After all, wasn't that why Mu-Myeong and I were chopping firewood? To welcome the children?

Hmm, besides providing lodging, I couldn't think of what else they might ask for....

As I tilted my head in thought, Jack conveyed something unexpected to me.

"Before coming to this mountain range, we thought our followers would be delighted if the Heavenly Demon could visit our main sanctuary."
"...Main sanctuary?"
"Yes, there's a small village we built with your support."

A village?

Isn't the Heavenly Demon Sect in the Demon King's territory?

No, more importantly, if there's a village there, why would they need to come here?

"That's right. It's more like we modified the Demon King's Castle a bit with Lily's permission... but I think you'll be satisfied with it."

Jack's additional explanation was as follows.

Originally, believers who had been saved by me gathered one by one in what used to be the Demon King's territory. At first, their numbers were small enough that they had no difficulty staying there.

But now their numbers have grown so much that they've created a small village near the Demon King's Castle.

Up to this point, I wondered why they thought I would like this, but as Jack continued, I became genuinely interested.

"There's a place for training?"
"Yes, there is."

When I looked at Mu-Myeong with an expression asking if he knew about this, he shook his head with a puzzled expression, apparently unaware of this news as well.

"Hmm...."

Maybe it wouldn't be bad to go see?

I was getting tired of staying in the cabin anyway.

It's a shame about all the firewood we chopped, but it's not like we won't return.

Above all, isn't that the Demon King's territory?

I'm uncomfortable staying there for too long.

"Disciple, what do you think?"

I passed the choice to Mu-Myeong once again.

Honestly, I don't care much either way, and Mu-Myeong's opinion is most important to me.

After pondering for a moment, Mu-Myeong nodded and answered.

"Wouldn't it be good to go see?"
"You think so?"
"Yes, if you're uncomfortable, you could think of it as an extension of our journey after coming down from the mountain."

Indeed, I haven't had a peaceful journey since coming down the mountain.

Getting involved with Lily, then with the Hero and the Saintess.

There hasn't been a quiet day.

Well, meeting Camilla was nice though.

I nodded firmly at Mu-Myeong's words.

"Then, let's go."

Jack, looking pleased, clapped his hands once and called for someone.

Soon, complex lines formed around Jack, creating a familiar pattern.

Hmm, looks like Jack is nearby.

I'm really glad Lucius didn't catch on.

Just as I was about to step onto the completed magic circle, I stopped as something occurred to me.

"Master?"
"Wait."

...I feel like I'm forgetting something.

Ah, right. Lucius's gift.

"Mu-Myeong, bring that over here."
"You mean the gift from Lucius?"

When I nodded, Mu-Myeong brought me a bundle that had been placed in the corner.

...When did we put it in the corner?

As I untied the well-wrapped bundle, a sweet and tangy scent filled my nostrils.

"This is...."
"Strawberries."

Why did he give us so many strawberries?

It feels a bit like accepting a bribe meant to persuade me to visit the Imperial Palace, but since it's strawberries and not money, I guess it's barely acceptable?

I popped a strawberry into my mouth and chewed.

"Strawberries, what perfect timing."

I was wondering what to bring when meeting the children of the sect, and this would work perfectly.

I felt a little guilty about regifting, but... it should be fine.

Besides, who doesn't like strawberries?

The children of the sect will surely love them too.

Smiling brightly, I stepped into the pattern, and suddenly a flash of light blinded me.

* * *

It's good that we could travel a long distance quickly with Jack's help, but I never get used to this kind of magic no matter how many times I experience it.

Even now, I feel queasy.

"Hmm...."

It's a feeling I never want to experience again.

"Are you alright? You don't look well."

Mu-Myeong asked with a worried expression, placing his hand on my forehead.

Hmm, doesn't he care about prying eyes?

Even now, Jack is watching us with a somehow delighted expression.

"No need to worry."

Feeling awkward, I cleared my throat and removed Mu-Myeong's hand.

Anyway.

"...This is incredible."

I had some expectations since it was the Demon King's territory, but this sight exceeded them.

Though it was clearly morning, the sun wasn't in the sky, yet the sky was bright.

Curious about the reason, I looked carefully and saw that a huge jewel-like object at the top of the Demon King's Castle was emitting a red light.

Apparently, that's what illuminates the sky.

Judging by the energy I sensed, it was very similar to the energy possessed by Lily or Jack.

I guessed that the Demon King was sealed inside that jewel, and this phenomenon occurred as the sealed Demon King accumulated power.

However, it seemed unable to fully replace the sun, as the land remained barren.

But.

*This looks amazing.*

Even that created a mysterious atmosphere where the reddened sky, like a sunset, met the harsh earth.

And there, a village had been established.

The appearance of the Heavenly Demon Sect, which we reached with Jack's help, was indeed worthy of Jack's proud description.

After all.

"Yes, it's hard to believe it was built by so few people, given its scale."

It was no less impressive than any of the other cities Mu-Myeong and I had visited.

While I was still expressing my admiration.

"Welcome to the Heavenly Demon Sect."

Jack, who had arrived before us and was waiting, greeted us with a smile.

"It's magnificent."
"Haha, it would have been impossible without your support, Heavenly Demon."

Hmm, what's this about support again?

I don't recall giving money to the children of the Heavenly Demon Sect.

Jack, laughing pleasantly, added.

"Financial support isn't everything, is it? Your asking Lily to guide us to this place was more than generous support, and you showed us the way."

The way...

I can barely find my own way as a directionally challenged person, so how could I have guided someone else's path?

"You taught us not only the basic posture of swordsmanship but also corrected our misguided mindsets."

I scratched my head awkwardly.

Hmm, this is embarrassing.

"Just hurry up and show us around."
"Understood."

As I watched Jack leading the way, I grabbed Mu-Myeong's hand.

"Let's not fall behind."
"Yes, Master."

As we entered the village entrance, I frowned at a space that seemed both familiar and unfamiliar.

"Eastern style...?"
"Pardon? What do you mean?"
"...Never mind."

When we appeared at the entrance, the villagers—or rather, the believers—emerged to observe us, and I noticed that all their clothes resembled the Eastern clothes that Mu-Myeong and I were wearing.

...This feels strange.

I never expected to feel like I was back home in this world.

Of course, even that feeling of home was more like "home in the past."

Did he notice my excitement?

Mu-Myeong smiled warmly and, pulling my hand, spoke.

"It's like a village made for you, Master."
"Indeed it is."

Truly. It feels like a village made for me.

My heart ached a little.

I even had the absurd thought of settling down here after getting rid of the Demon King.

Wait.

Why is that an absurd thought?

I shifted my gaze to the jewel where the Demon King was presumably sealed.

Wouldn't destroying that kill the Demon King too?

Plus, what the Reaper told me is bothering me.

"The condition for transcendence is accumulated karma."

And according to both the Reaper and Lily, it seems possible to steal someone else's karma.

Then couldn't I kill that Demon King and steal his karma?

I licked my lips, enticed by the tempting thought.

Ch.148 - Shall We Shower Together?
Guided by Jack, we arrived at the center of the village.

"Hehe, this way please."

There was a fairly large three-story building. After climbing to the top with Mu-Myeong, Jack rang a bell, saying he would begin.

-Dong! Dong! Dong!

At the sound, villagers who hadn't appeared until now began gathering one by one at the village center.

"Hmm, they're quite unified."
"Everyone was waiting for this bell to ring."

Jack said with a smile, proudly opening the window and shouting loudly.

"People of the Heavenly Demon Sect, finally the time has come for us to repay our debt of gratitude."

No verbal response came. But their expressions revealed how happy they were.

...This is too much pressure.

Some were even crying tears of joy, which made me uncomfortable given my modest personality.

"This guy..."

Whether he knew or not, Mu-Myeong standing beside me turned his head away and snickered.

I'll have to teach him a lesson later.

I sighed deeply, and after Jack finished speaking, he offered me his place and added:

"Heavenly Demon, would you like to say a few words?"
"Umm..."

This is driving me crazy. What am I supposed to say?

But with so many people gathered to see me, I couldn't refuse.

I stood before the window, feeling extremely nervous.

"Um, nice to meet you all."
"NICE TO MEET YOU!"

When I casually greeted them with a wave, a thunderous cheer pierced my ears.

Judging by their voices, they must be eating well.

I awkwardly scratched my head, rolling my eyes as I searched for something to say.

Come to think of it, I had that.

I took out the box Lucius had given me and asked them:

"Do you all like strawberries?"

Hmm, looking at it now, I might not have enough for myself.

Maybe I shouldn't have offered.

As I waited for their response while thinking this, I finally noticed the expressions on people's faces.

...Why are they making those faces?

Puzzled, I tilted my head, and then heard a voice mixed with laughter from beside me.

"Pfft... Master, if you suddenly ask people if they like strawberries when meeting them for the first time..."

Mu-Myeong burst into laughter mid-sentence, making me flush red and sputter.

"Stop laughing...!"

I should be showing the image of a dignified leader, they might misunderstand!

...Insolent brat! Laughing at his master...!

"Then what should I have said?"

He'd be nervous in front of so many people too!

I jabbed Mu-Myeong repeatedly with that thought in mind, and without hesitation, he answered:

"You could greet them, or say you look forward to getting along well with them."

Tsk, he's right.

But if I admit it here, it would mean I was truly in the wrong, which I cannot accept.

I turned my head away and muttered quietly.

"...Then why didn't you do it?"
"How could I possibly do it in your place?"

Mu-Myeong approached behind me, bending down to whisper comfort in my ear.

"Still..."

Hmm, that tickles.

"It means you care enough about them to share your beloved strawberries, so they'll understand your feelings."
"...Really?"
"Yes, truly. If anyone doesn't understand, I'll personally find them and explain. Don't worry."

If he puts it that way, I have no choice.

"Well! That's fine then!"
"Indeed it is."

I gave a small flick to the head of the still snickering Mu-Myeong and cleared my throat.

"Ahem! I'm sorry for visiting so late."

What followed was nothing special.

Just like common small talk, asking how they've been doing, listening to their answers, and continuing with ordinary conversation.

But perhaps because we hadn't met for a long time?

They seemed to have more curiosity about me than I expected, as their expressions revealed their interest.

Seeing this, I smiled and opened my mouth.

"Well, do you have any questions? Feel free to ask. Ah, since I can't hear everyone at once, raise your hand if you have something to ask."

Right after, I expected maybe a dozen people out of the hundreds gathered to raise their hands, but...

"...What."

Most of them started raising their hands.

...I won't be getting any sleep tonight.

With a deep sigh, I pointed to the person who raised their hand first.

"You in the front, speak."
"I'm curious about the purpose of the Heavenly Demon Sect."
"Oh."

That's a strong question to start with.

I shrugged and answered.

"There is no such thing."

In reality, I don't want anything from them.

However.

"That's not the answer you're looking for, so I'll tell you a few things."

I continued with a smile.

"Abandon selfish thoughts that only consider yourself, think of others first, and live in harmony."

From experience, two is better than one.

"Protect each other and step forward to help those in difficulty."

Relationships begin with small acts of kindness.

"Thoughts have no substance or power. If you want something, move directly."

Don't be timid like me.

"Let go of the past. However you've lived until now is of no importance. Of course, if you've committed crimes, you must pay for them, but abandon lingering attachments to what's gone."

Regret doesn't change the future.

"Finally."

Taking a breath, I looked into the eyes of those listening attentively to my words.

Why are they so focused on what I'm saying?

Still, it felt good and made me smile.

"Cultivate your strength."

Whether it's wealth, martial power, or knowledge, having more is better than having less.

Just look at me—I lack knowledge and I'm not smart, but don't I live well?

"You all know better. The world is survival of the fittest. The weak suffer, the strong prevail."

Most gathered here probably haven't had the chance to develop their strength, being too busy just surviving.

"Here you have food to fill your bellies and warm homes to sleep in, so use your remaining time to build your strength. Power is absolute."

In case anyone had doubts, I explained the reason afterward.

"Even if you have a warm heart, if you lack strength, you cannot act on it."

Finally, I emphasized:

"So, build your strength."

I drew my wooden sword, took a stance, and swung it toward the sky with all my might.

"The goal of the Heavenly Demon Sect is strength."

Soon the red sky split, and the sun that hadn't shone here before now shone upon them.

"With power, nothing is impossible. Don't worship me, worship strength itself."

Seeing their eyes as if witnessing a miracle, I smiled slightly and added as the sky began to close:

"Next question?"

After that, no important questions were exchanged.

Just repetitive trivial inquiries.

For example, most asked about my relationship with Mu-Myeong.

Hmm, we're obviously master and disciple.

Why ask such things?

...Well, I did notice Mu-Myeong's expression souring rapidly with each answer.

Did I say something wrong?

Hmm, I only spoke the truth.

My disciple is truly hard to understand.

* * *

"Is this the room I'll be using?"
"Yes. If you find it uncomfortable, I can offer you my room, so please let me know."

It's not that I'm uncomfortable...

"Isn't it excessively luxurious?"

I don't know where they got the money, but the room is packed with all kinds of decorations.

"Haha, don't worry. Everything was earned honestly through work."

To summarize Jack's explanation:

The children in the Heavenly Demon Sect earned money by taking requests like adventurers. After saving what they could spare, they accumulated enough to buy these things.

"...Well, if times get tough, sell them."
"Understood."

Jack bowed slightly and left the room.

"Hmm, by the way, Mu-Myeong."
"...Yes, Master."
"Why do you look like that?"

After looking at me for a moment, Mu-Myeong sighed deeply and added:

"With so many ornaments, why is there only one room and even just one bed?"
"Huh?"

Looking around the room after hearing Mu-Myeong's words, indeed, there was only one bed.

But surely there must be more than one room.

He did say they would provide another room if wanted.

Though I have no intention of sending Mu-Myeong to another room.

"Hmm, are you uncomfortable?"

Seeing Mu-Myeong's reaction like he was going through puberty, I made a sad face, and he shook his head.

"No... let's just go to sleep."
"Right, it would be troublesome to ask for another bed or room now."

Jack probably has his own things to do, so he must be busy.

I shouldn't bother him with trivial requests.

With a pleased smile, I jumped onto the bed and felt its softness.

This must be paradise.

It's similar to the bed at Camilla's house?

"Why are you standing there blankly? Come lie down."
"I'll wash up first. You should wash up too, Master."
"Ah."

That's bothersome...

"You must..."
"Fine, whatever..."

It's not that I wasn't going to wash...

With a deep sigh, I began unwrapping the bandages around my chest and asked Mu-Myeong:

"Want to bathe together?"

At my question, Mu-Myeong's face turned redder than a strawberry as he quickly shook his head and said:

"Master...! Please."

Hmm, why does he dislike it so much?

He really must be going through puberty.

Ch.149 - Perhaps, Is There Something You Want To See?
The red light that had been illuminating the Demon King's territory weakened, creating an atmosphere similar to nightfall.

*Rustle*

Hearing soft breathing, I quietly rose from where I'd been lying with my eyes closed.

"Mu-Myeong, are you asleep...?"

Just to be sure, I even blew a gentle breath near his ear, but though he twitched slightly, no answer came.

Good. He's asleep.

After confirming he was completely asleep, I immediately channeled my energy into Mu-Myeong's body.

"...I hope this works."

I was checking Mu-Myeong's physical condition.

Actually, before coming to the Heavenly Demon Sect.

I had hesitated because of the parasitic worms in Mu-Myeong's body.

From what I could tell, those worm creatures seemed to emit dense demonic energy.

It's only natural to be worried after coming to the Demon King's domain where the concentration of demonic energy is much higher.

"Ngh..."

As my energy traveled along Mu-Myeong's energy center and gradually reached his heart, I frowned.

My concerns had been justified.

"What in the..."

Not only had the worms grown exponentially in size, but their numbers had also increased.

This was an effect I'd never seen before.

I massaged my throbbing forehead.

Even considering we were in the Demon King's domain, this was happening much faster than expected.

But I couldn't just stand by and do nothing.

I pondered how to solve this problem.

Flowing energy in as usual was out of the question.

At such a slow pace, I wouldn't finish in time before Mu-Myeong woke up.

One might ask, "Why not just increase the amount of energy at once?" but that's nearly impossible.

The thickness of one's energy channels varies depending on natural talent and training.

No matter how gifted Mu-Myeong is, with channels thicker than most, he still can't compare to me.

I was already flowing energy at the maximum his channels could handle, and any more would clearly be too much for his body.

I have no choice...

With a deep sigh, I stripped off all my clothes and pressed myself against Mu-Myeong's body.

"..."

This was the solution I came up with.

If his energy channels are too narrow to flow energy through, why not send it through multiple points simultaneously?

"..."

Hmm, this is a bit embarrassing.

If others saw, they might think I'm an old master who's lived so long I've become lonely and am pouncing on my disciple...

"No. That's not it."

With a flushed face, I shook my head vigorously and began to hypnotize myself.

This is a type of medical treatment.

So there's no need to feel guilty.

"...Master... mmm..."
"Eep!"

I nearly jumped out of my skin!

I thought he'd woken up!

Even in a master-disciple relationship.

I know it's not normal for a master to be naked and pressed against their disciple's body.

If Mu-Myeong caught me, I'd have no excuse, and our relationship might be ruined.

But what choice did I have?

I squeezed my eyes shut and burrowed deeper into Mu-Myeong's embrace.

*This is clearly a medical procedure... a medical procedure...*

Energy isn't just stored in the energy center; it flows through the channels.

The more surface area in contact, the easier it is to transfer energy, so this can't be helped.

I closed my eyes, resting my forehead against Mu-Myeong's chest.

"I won't be getting any sleep tonight."

Ah. I need to remove Mu-Myeong's clothes too.

My hands moved hurriedly.

* * *

"You seem to have woken up earlier than usual?"
"Yes, Master. When did you wake up?"

...I never actually fell asleep.

But knowing Mu-Myeong would worry if I told the truth, I rolled my eyes and answered:

"Less than two hours ago."
"I see."

Watching Mu-Myeong nod with a half-asleep expression, I asked:

"How are you feeling?"
"Feeling?"
"Mmm, your physical condition and such."

Hearing my words, Mu-Myeong closed his eyes thoughtfully, rotating his arms this way and that.

Then, with wide eyes, he answered:

"...I feel remarkably refreshed."

Hearing his response, I let out a sigh of relief.

Not just on the surface, but it seems to have worked well internally too. That's truly fortunate.

"Must be the good bed."
"Does a good bed really make this much difference?"
"Of course. Sleep is one of humanity's three basic needs."

Nodding as if enlightened, Mu-Myeong moved his body around, then looked at me with furrowed brows.

"But Master, you don't look well."
"Hmm, I think you're mistaken."

Poor complexion? That can't be right.

I still have plenty of energy stored in my center.

Even if it's less than usual, it shouldn't be enough to affect my complexion.

"Aren't you bright red like a strawberry?"
"..."

Mu-Myeong added with a puzzled expression, and I could only avoid his gaze without saying anything.

I don't know why either...?

I do have some idea, but...

Honestly, I'm flustered too.

While transferring energy, my body temperature rose strangely, and my lower abdomen tingled as if my body wasn't my own—it was so difficult!

"Ahem, I have no idea why."

It hasn't been long since I finished, and my elevated body temperature still hasn't subsided.

What's even more frightening is that this feeling, which I've never experienced before, wasn't entirely unpleasant.

*How terrifying...*

Perhaps Mu-Myeong's body has some incredible addictive quality.

"...Come to think of it, you're already wearing bandages even though you just woke up."
"What do you mean...?"
"I usually bring them to you, don't I?"

...Really?

Hmm, now that I think about it, that does seem right.

"Do you want to see?"

I lifted my front slightly, showing Mu-Myeong.

"W-what are you doing?!"

Turning redder than me, Mu-Myeong jumped in surprise and turned away.

"Why, haven't you seen it often? Such a fuss..."

Feeling mischievous, I added with a smirk:

"People would misunderstand if they heard! And I've never looked directly... probably."

Hmm, he really can't lie.

His trailing words make it so obvious even when I don't want to know.

"Well, I don't mind, so don't worry."

But Mu-Myeong is also a young man in his prime.

Or is he?

He's already an adult, so "adolescent" isn't quite right.

Mu-Myeong is a man in his prime.

No matter that I'm his master, it's natural his attention would be drawn to me, a 'mature' woman.

Yes, that's right.

"Master... um, never mind."
"?"

* * *

"Ha-Raaaang!!!"

After washing up properly and getting dressed, I opened the door to find a woman rushing toward me.

"...Lily?"
"I missed youuuu!!!"

I stepped to the side.

*Thud!*

Unable to control her momentum, she crashed into the wall, making the entire building shake.

"Ugh!"

...That must hurt.

No, more importantly, why is Lily acting like this when she's plenty old enough to know better?

"It's been a while since I've seen you in person."
"Gasp! Right! You're happy to see me too, aren't you?!"

It is nice to see her after so long, but...

Well, I suppose so.

"It's good to see you."
"Hehehe, I was so surprised when I heard you'd arrived! You could have let me know in advance!"

Didn't she know?

I thought the jackal was sent by Lily.

When I expressed this confusion, Lily scratched her head with an awkward smile.

"Well, I don't have the authority to command jackals anymore..."
"Hmm? Command?"

So they weren't friends to begin with?

"You see... for demons like us, there's a clear hierarchy beyond simple emotions..."
"Oh."

That is certainly more convenient.

There must be downsides too, but having a clear chain of command makes many things easier.

"So, you lost to the jackal?"
"What? No way! I'd never lose to a mere transport creature!"
"Then why can't you command it?"

Tilting my head at Lily's confusing explanation, she blushed and began fidgeting as if embarrassed.

"Well... when demons marry humans, they lose their rank."
"What... wait a minute..."

Marriage?

"Hehe, it's not completely official yet..."

Looking around cautiously, Lily leaned in and whispered something in my ear.

"What!"
"Shh! Quiet!"

The content was shocking.

Lily has feelings for Jack?

"So you've promised to marry?"

I lowered my voice too, intrigued by this fascinating development, but her answer broke the mood.

"No? It's just my one-sided pursuit."
"What are you even saying..."

What is she trying to accomplish?

No, wait.

This is just how Lily is.

I shook my head lightly, clearing my thoughts. Trying to understand her would only give me a headache.

"Anyway, you didn't come just to tell me that... what's your main point?"
"How could you say 'just that'...!"

Wiping away tears with a hurt expression, Lily suddenly grinned as if nothing had happened and added:

"Would you like a tour of the Demon King's Castle?"

The Demon King's Castle?

Well, since I've come this far, it would be a lie to say I'm not curious...

"Why the sudden mention of the Demon King's Castle?"
"Actually! Our Demon King said he wants to see you!"

...He "said" he wants to see me?

Wasn't he sealed—

"Oh, and of course Mu-Myeong should come too!"

I stared blankly at Lily as she clapped her hands excitedly.

Things might work out better than I expected.

Ch.150 - Demon King's Castle
"Is this the Demon King's Castle?"
"Yes! Isn't it amazing?!"

The Demon King's Castle that I arrived at under Lily's guidance had an appearance both similar to and different from the Imperial Palace I had seen during my previous visit to the empire.

While the palace had focused on splendor, this Demon King's Castle seemed to emphasize grandeur.

To add, unlike the Imperial Palace with its overall golden hue, this place was built with obsidian-like dark materials, giving it a certain dignity.

"It is impressive...."

However, thinking about how Lily would gloat if she heard this, I felt my hands and feet tremble, so I only muttered quietly.

But somehow she heard my words, and I flinched when an unexpected response came from an unexpected place.

"Indeed it is."
"What! You heard me?! I was definitely whispering!"

I hadn't used telepathy, though?

Could a close master-disciple relationship like mine and Mu-Myeong's allow us to know each other's inner thoughts?

While I was thinking this, Mu-Myeong made an incredulous expression and added:

"...You did speak quietly, but weren't you whispering right into my ear?"
"Ah."

That's right.

As Mu-Myeong pointed out, I was currently being carried on his back.

The consumption of energy must have been more severe than I thought, as my legs had gone weak and wouldn't move as I wanted.

Of course, if I really wanted to, I could force myself to move, but...

*I can't waste an opportunity like this!*

How could I throw away such a chance?

This was one of the rare opportunities to cling closely to Mu-Myeong.

My Disciple only ever wants to hold hands.

"Ha-Rang, are your legs really hurting? You look way too happy for that to be true?!"
"Hmph. Mind your own business and just guide us properly."
"Yes, yes~"

Lily snorted with a "heng heng" sound, patted my back with a lecherous smile, and then moved forward.

Tsk, I really don't like her.

"I feel like I just heard something hurtful?!"

Her intuition is annoyingly sharp.

"Ha-Rang?!"
"I wasn't thinking anything."

After bickering all the way, we arrived in front of a door.

I swallowed once in tension, thinking about the appearance of the Demon King I was about to meet.

...What would they look like?

"Ta-da! This is the place!"

Lily hummed "bam-ba-bam" and opened the door, revealing a pink room.

...Pink?

"This is my room!"
"Why are we here?!"
"I said I'd show you around the Demon King's Castle! Of course my room comes first!"

...True, one of our purposes for coming here was to tour the castle, but...

"Didn't you say the Demon King summoned me?"
"Yes?"
"Then, is it okay to dawdle like this?"

At that, Lily rolled her eyes around as if contemplating, then added with an "Ah" of realization.

"We don't need to hurry! The Demon King hasn't even awakened yet, so it's more like 'come by sometime~' kind of invitation!"

What.

"...Then, was there no need to come today?"
"Hmm... that's true, but if you hadn't come today, you probably wouldn't have come next time either, right?"

Fair point. Even though the Heavenly Demon Sect is here, this is still the Demon King's territory.

I can't stay here for long.

Moreover, most of the people from the Heavenly Demon Sect said they would come to the mountain range where I'm staying.

"...That's true."
"So that's why we're sightseeing first!"

Nodding at Lily's perfectly reasonable explanation, Mu-Myeong spoke up.

"Master, what are you trying to go along with?"
"Hmm?"
"You shouldn't confuse our purpose. Wouldn't it be better to go to the so-called Demon King's room first, and then look around with the remaining time?"

Hmm, that does sound right...

"Well then, Lily."
"Yes?"
"Let's just take a quick look and then go."

At my words, Lily nodded with sparkling eyes, while Mu-Myeong looked at me with a bewildered expression.

"Okay!"
"Master?"

...Being carried on his back makes us a bit too close.

I answered with the most nonchalant expression I could manage.

"Why so rigid? The day is long."

Besides, I'm curious about the pink room in front of us. I mean, what could be in a Succubus's room?

"Hehe."
"...I don't understand."
"I feel like I'm getting some strange looks... Come on in and look around!"

I cleared my throat at Lily's excessive welcome.

"Ahem, then excuse me."

After looking around Lily's room thoroughly, I found it was more ordinary than I expected, except for the fact that everything was pink.

Except for one suspicious-looking door.

"Can I go in here too?"
"Ah! That's...."

Seeing Lily's hesitant expression.

Thinking I'd hit the jackpot, I grinned mischievously and opened the door before even hearing her answer.

"Ha-Rang!!"
"Hahaha! What are you hiding... in... here...."

What is this?

I turned my creaking neck to Lily, giving her a look demanding an explanation, but.

"Oh my... Lily is so embarrassed...."

Lily just wrapped her reddened cheeks with her hands and squirmed, not giving me the answer I wanted.

Feeling slightly dizzy, I slowly looked at the pictures hung in the room.

Though there were some differences due to being hand-drawn... here's Jack, there's Jack, above and below, all portraits of Jack.

With small heart drawings next to them.

As I was internally freaking out and swallowing hard.

"What...."
"W-well? Can you feel my love?"

Lily approached me and started introducing each picture as if showing them off.

This one drawn during his first speech, this one of him training, this one of him running away from her....

"...I don't even know where to begin."
"Gasp! Is my love that impressive?!"
"No, it's scary...."
"What?!"

Lily, looking genuinely shocked, patted my shoulders repeatedly, demanding a correction.

"Say it again! Say it again!"

Rather than scary, should I say it's creepy...?

But I swallowed those words along with my saliva, fearing Lily might cry if I said that directly.

...It's not my problem anyway.

Jack will be the one suffering.

*Hang in there, Jack.*

As I was silently praying, Mu-Myeong entered, curious about the conversation between Lily and me.

"What kind of room is this that you're making such a fuss?"
"Look and be amazed."

Mu-Myeong looked around the room, opened his eyes wide in surprise, and started swallowing hard.

"...What in the."
"Well? What do you think?"

See, even Mu-Myeong is shocked, right?

To show Lily that something was wrong, I prompted Mu-Myeong's reaction.

"I think it's quite impressive."
"That's ri— What?"
"Isn't this a room where Lily's love for Jack is perfectly expressed?"
"Right?! Hehe, I knew you would understand, Mu-Myeong!"

After saying that, Mu-Myeong began chatting with Lily about various things.

...Wait, this is impressive?

Sigh, am I too old-fashioned...?

No.

I shook my head slightly, blaming myself for almost understanding this crazy room.

No matter how much I try to understand, this is just wrong.

"Hmm... how did you draw these?"
"Oh! Would you like me to introduce them to you?"
"Thank you."

The more I listened to Lily and Mu-Myeong's conversation, the dizzier I got, so I left the room.

...I feel sorry for whoever becomes Mu-Myeong's spouse.

*Hang in there.*

I bowed my head slightly, praying for the woman who would become my disciple's wife.

* * *

After finishing the tour of Lily's room, and seeing the dining hall, training grounds, and other places in the Demon King's Castle, I started heading toward the room that was our original purpose.

"Would you like to come again next time?"
"I never want to come back again."

When Lily said she would give me a picture of Jack as a gift if I came to her room next time, I firmly refused, and she guided us with a pouting face.

"You can open this door!"
"Aren't you coming?"

When I grabbed Lily, who was backing away as if about to leave, she waved her hands and said,

"No! Only those who have been invited can enter the Demon King's room!"
"Is that so?"
"Yes! Right now, only Ha-Rang and Mu-Myeong have been invited, so I can't go in!"

Hmm, I see.

I nodded slightly and grabbed Mu-Myeong's hand.

"Then let's open it."
"Yes, but are your legs okay now?"
"Hmm?"

Legs?

"You've been moving on your own since right after we entered Lily's room."
"Ah."

Come to think of it, I did say my legs hurt.

I rolled my eyes around and then started to awkwardly act, sinking to the floor.

"Oh my! Suddenly my legs are wobbling—"
"Pfft, I'm just kidding. Let's go in."
"...Right."

Well... Mu-Myeong seemed to have noticed from the beginning.

Sighing deeply at my playful disciple, I grabbed the massive door handle.

"Let's open it together."

And then, I pushed the door handle strongly.

-Creeeeak

As if it hadn't been opened for a long time, the old door made a sound as it revealed a huge chamber.

At the end was a gloomy chair large enough for an adult man to sit on.

That must be the Demon King's seat.

"The Demon King isn't here."

Just in case they were hiding, I spread my energy sense and looked around, but I couldn't feel anyone besides Mu-Myeong and myself in here.

I thought I heard a voice earlier, but perhaps they haven't fully awakened yet?

Then there would be no reason to call us.

"...What are we supposed to do by ourselves? Mu-Myeong, do you have any idea?"

I turned around to ask for his opinion, but.

"Mu-Myeong?"

There I saw Mu-Myeong, for some reason frowning intensely.

...Why the tears?

Ch.151 - A Single Point Of Light Does Not Enter (2)
"Mu-Myeong, do you have any idea what's going on?"

After arriving at the place where the Demon King was sealed, Mu-Myeong's heart began to pound violently.

His pupils contracted.

His blood circulation was abnormally fast.

"Mu-Myeong?"

Despite his master's concerned gaze, Mu-Myeong couldn't give any response.

*My vision is blurry.*

And his head was spinning.

"...Mu-Myeong. Pull yourself together."

As if entranced by something, Mu-Myeong slowly walked toward the seat meant for the Demon King.

"Ugh!"

But he couldn't reach it.

His master had twisted his arm and pinned him to the ground.

"Mu-Myeong. Take a rest for now."

With a blow to the back of his neck, his consciousness began to fade.

* * *

Perhaps I shouldn't have brought Mu-Myeong here, even if it meant refusing Lily's request?

"...Tsk."

Even without direct confirmation, I could see the worms squirming in Mu-Myeong's heart had become more active.

I wasn't surprised by the sudden situation.

If I panicked here, Mu-Myeong's life could be in danger.

I lifted Mu-Myeong's arm, draped it over my shoulder, and stood up.

"Bear with it a little longer."

For now, leaving this place was the priority.

Just as I was about to move—

"Wait."

A man's voice echoed through the supposedly empty room.

I drew my wooden sword with one hand and looked around, speaking in a low voice.

"...Are you the Demon King?"

Damn. I can't sense any presence around?

Could it be that the Demon King's level is so high that I can't detect him? This is bad.

Despite scanning in all directions, I couldn't sense anything. There was no answer either.

"Answer me!"

Should I escape while I can...? No.

If I can't detect his presence, escape would be impossible. I'd likely be caught.

In that case.

*I'll have to blow this whole area away at once.*

I widened my eyes.

Calculating the weight of carrying Mu-Myeong, I bent my legs further to maintain balance.

"God-Slaying Sword Technique."

I twisted my waist. Extended my arm forward.

"Sixth Form."

I'll overturn this entire area with Heaven and Earth Creation, then escape in the ensuing chaos.

Even if I'm caught, it's fine.

No matter how skilled the Demon King is, I can buy enough time for Mu-Myeong to escape.

With my resolve firm, I sharpened my blade.

All that remained was to strike downward.

*This place will be my grave.*

Just as I closed my eyes and took a breath—

"Calm down. Are you planning to destroy this place?"

The man finally responded.

"Tsk, so the rumors about you being overly cautious are true."

I frowned at his tone, which suggested he knew me.

"It's a bit concerning."
"Do you know who I am?"
"Well. We're not exactly acquainted."

What does that even mean?

Not acquainted, but he knows me?

His words make no sense.

Is he not the Demon King after all?

If he were the Demon King, he wouldn't use such ambiguous expressions—he'd simply say we were complete strangers.

But.

He might have deduced things about me from what Lily told him, so I couldn't dismiss the possibility.

Maintaining my stance, I rolled my eyes around to examine the room.

"You coward! Stop hiding like a frightened child and show yourself!"
"I'm sorry, but that's impossible."

Impossible?

If he were the Demon King, he'd clearly be unable to reveal himself because he's still sealed.

It's not even clear if this guy is the Demon King.

Plus, his voice echoes from all directions, making it difficult to pinpoint his location.

No, is it even echoing around the room? How can he remain undetected?

My training hasn't been in vain.

The fact that I still can't find him is clearly strange.

*I have no choice.*

I released some of the energy I had gathered for Heaven and Earth Creation and spread it widely in all directions.

It was to find him.

After spreading my inner energy for a while, the man spoke.

"Even just projecting my voice here is difficult due to lack of mana."

Then, as if noticing something odd about his own words, he added in a puzzled voice.

"Ah. You call it 'inner energy,' don't you?"
"...Who exactly are you?"

Just how much does he know about me?

Even if it was Lily, would she have shared such useless information with the Demon King?

Even though Lily loved to chatter, she seemed to restrain herself around her Demon King.

Then, is the one speaking now someone who had a connection with me during my travels with Mu-Myeong?

But there weren't many who knew me well enough to know I called it inner energy.

At most, disciples who received my teachings.

But none of them had inner energy deep enough that I wouldn't notice.

"Who am I... That's difficult to answer."
"Are you refusing to reveal your identity?"
"No, it's that I don't have a name to reveal."

...No name?

Wait.

"However, people call me this."

Could it be. What Lucius mentioned—

"Are you the Nameless One?"
"The Nameless One, indeed."

* * *

Where is this...?

Mu-Myeong grabbed his throbbing head and sat up, looking around, but his sight was filled with nothing.

Pitch-black darkness where he couldn't see an inch in front of him.

Left alone here without knowing why, Mu-Myeong tried to assess the situation.

"I was definitely with Master..."

With no visibility, his sight was blocked. He waved his arms but touched nothing. Every place has its unique smell, but there was none here.

Here, there was nothing except his own breathing and footsteps.

"Did I fall somewhere while I was unconscious?"

It felt too vivid to be a dream, so he judged it to be reality.

What should he do in this situation?

Leaving recklessly wasn't wise since his master might come looking for him...

Getting lost would be endless.

But sitting still and waiting didn't suit his temperament either.

Besides, whatever the case.

*Nothing gets resolved by just sitting still.*

That's what his master always said.

Of course, there was the obstacle of complete darkness.

But as always.

"Master's words have never been wrong."

Mu-Myeong stepped forward without hesitation.

How long had he been walking?

By his perception, he'd been walking for days without encountering anything.

But at the same time, a question arose.

If so, this couldn't be reality.

Was this the realm of illusions his master had called cowardly?

Hmm, his mind seemed too clear for that.

"Hmm..."

His contemplation wasn't long.

The answer was so simple that he wondered why he hadn't thought of it earlier.

This was his mental landscape.

Specifically, his mental landscape from before meeting his master.

Having been with his master for so long, being alone felt somewhat awkward.

But this was his original place.

Back then, in darkness where he couldn't see an inch ahead, he couldn't even tell directions, unsure if the path he walked was right.

Literally. There was no light to illuminate him, but still, he couldn't stop.

Because stopping would truly be the end, eliminating even the slightest possibility.

Thinking of that.

Mu-Myeong's footsteps came to a halt.

*What possibility was it...*

What he had wished for before meeting his master.

Similarly, his contemplation wasn't long.

Unlike his master, these weren't ancient memories. Just from ten years ago.

"Kuk, it's a bit embarrassing to think about now."

He had hated the world.

He had stepped forward dreaming only of revenge.

He resented the world, the heavens, the gods—everything that had thrown him into the abyss of trials.

So, on the day he first met his master.

It's embarrassing now, but... hadn't he also said he wanted to break the heavens?

"Ah."

Recalling that, one thing rippled through Mu-Myeong's mind.

*The mental landscape Master emphasized.*

His master had said that impurities should never taint one's mental landscape.

His current mental landscape was utterly filthy.

"Ha!"

Was this why he'd hit a wall recently? Realizing it now was truly amusing.

Because he no longer harbored such thoughts.

If so, he needed to correct his distorted mental landscape and rebuild it...

"...A mental landscape to rebuild."

Well, that's simple.

Even contemplating it for long would be shameful.

"My one and only master, Cheon Ha-Rang."

As he thought of her, a path seemed to appear.

* * *

Mu-Myeong arrived before a pure white door.

"Impressive."
"...Who are you?"

Mu-Myeong lowered his body and drew his sword at the man's voice that suddenly reached him.

...Why was someone else in his mental landscape?

"You've accomplished in one go what I couldn't do in decades?"

As he turned to look at the man who was clapping, he saw someone wearing a large black robe.

The cloak resembled a crow.

With that, something buried in a corner of Mu-Myeong's memory surfaced.

"Are you the Nameless One?"
"You're correct."

An affirmative answer.

Mu-Myeong stepped back a couple of paces, gripping his sword.

If that's true, then the Nameless One is an enemy of the Hero and the Saintess. He's also an enemy of Iron-Blooded, his master's friend.

"Huh... How did you enter my mental landscape?"
"It's simple."

Because this is my mental landscape too.

Ch.152 - Caution
Mu-Myeong furrowed his brow at the man's unbelievable words, gripped his sword, and stepped back a couple of paces.

*First, I need to stay calm.*

And be cautious. His master had taught him that when it comes to caution, more is always better.

To begin with, what nonsense about being the same as him?

If this wasn't his mental landscape, he would have scoffed at the man's words and ignored them.

But this was his mental landscape.

While doubting the man's words was fine, completely denying them wasn't an option.

"Why have you come to me?"

He needed to extract as much information as possible from the man's words.

"I've come to take back what's mine."

What's mine...?

Mu-Myeong's brow furrowed at the man's words.

"...What exactly do you mean by 'what's mine'?"

After all, he and this man were meeting for the first time.

So even if he wanted to take something, he couldn't.

Besides, his master had never taught him to take things from others.

"I've never taken anything from you."

The man shook his head at Mu-Myeong's question.

"Of course not. You never took anything."
"...Then."
"But I had something taken from me."

What nonsense was this?

As Mu-Myeong furrowed his brow at these incomprehensible words, the man slowly approached him.

*...Is he attacking?*

Mu-Myeong raised his sword in preparation, but...

"...What the—"

He dropped his sword, his expression bewildered as the man removed his robe to reveal his face.

"It was so miserable. I felt intense hatred toward you, a parasite living off the future I created."

The man's face, which had been hidden until now, was scarred in places and slightly wrinkled, but...

"How is this possible...?"

It was his own face.

Confusion bloomed within him.

There was no possibility that the man had magically changed his face.

As mentioned, this was his mental landscape.

Since he was the master of this mental space, it was nearly impossible for someone else to exert enough influence to change their appearance.

"How is this possible...?"

Was the man telling the truth about being him?

If so, who was he?

His head throbbed with confusion, and he tried to back away, but...

"Let me ask you one question."

For some reason, he couldn't escape the approaching man.

"Would you leave a bug you found in your home alive?"

The man, whose expression seemed somewhat hateful, gritted his teeth and added:

"No, that wouldn't be right. The right thing would be to kill the damn bug and take back what's mine."

The man, who had somehow reached right in front of Mu-Myeong, placed his hand on his forehead.

But Mu-Myeong couldn't resist.

First, because the current situation was too bewildering.

Second, because the power he sensed from the man was no less than his master's.

...He had no chance against this man.

The man, who had been gritting his teeth and expressing anger until now, suddenly raised the corners of his mouth and said:

"But you must feel wronged. So I'll show you mercy."

With those words, demonic energy flowed from the man's hand and enveloped him.

The strange light in Mu-Myeong's eyes began to fade.

"In exchange for taking your memories, I'll leave you that consciousness."

His eyes began to close from the demonic energy invading him.

"Afraid, huh? Are you also aiming for transcendence?"

The man's voice gradually faded.

"I suppose I'll have to modify my plans a bit..."

Immediately after, darkness began to fill the space.

* * *

...Is it really the Nameless One?

Why would he suddenly appear?

Recalling what Lucius had said about the Nameless One, he was a different person from the Demon King.

But the Nameless One is here?

If so, it would mean the Nameless One had evaded the Demon King's army's pursuit and infiltrated this place...

Is that even possible?

"...Nameless One, you're not lying to me, are you?"

No matter how unimpressive the Demon King's army seemed because of Lily and Jack, this was their territory.

It's commonly accepted that one exerts greater power in their own domain.

...It shouldn't have been easy to breach.

Moreover, according to Lily, uninvited guests couldn't enter this room.

As proof, even Lily couldn't enter this room, right?

Yet the Nameless One's voice was coming from here. It didn't make sense.

While my mind was tangled with these thoughts, a change occurred.

-Twitch.

Mu-Myeong, who had been on my back, suddenly began coughing up a large amount of blood.

"Kuhuk...! Ugh!"
"Mu-Myeong?!"

Forgetting the situation around me, I laid Mu-Myeong on the floor and shook his shoulders.

...Please! Be okay!

How much time had passed?

"M-Master..."

Mu-Myeong spoke to me with a trembling voice.

"Yes, Mu-Myeong! I can hear you!"
"Don't listen to his words..."

His words?

I wiped the blood from his lips and began checking his pulse to assess his condition.

...His pulse is normal. Thank goodness.

Feeling slightly relieved, I calmly asked:

"Are you talking about the Nameless One?"
"No... he's lying to deceive you, Master."
"Lying...?"

What would he gain by lying?

As I tilted my head in confusion, Mu-Myeong added:

"He's not the Nameless One, but the Demon King."
"...The Demon King?"

I had my suspicions too, but...

Is he really not the Nameless One?

I hurriedly looked around to confirm, but the voice that had been coming until a moment ago was suddenly cut off.

...When did he disappear again?

Perhaps this is what he meant when he said he couldn't talk for long due to insufficient inner energy?

"Is that true?"
"Yes, it is."

I narrowed my eyes at Mu-Myeong's words.

But it seemed a bit strange for him to be the Demon King.

Why would the Demon King play such word games with me?

Especially while mentioning the Nameless One?

No matter how I thought about it, there was no benefit for the Demon King to deceive me.

While my mind was in confusion...

"Ugh."
"...Mu-Myeong?"

Mu-Myeong pushed away my hand from his forehead and began to rise from his lying position.

"Shouldn't you rest a bit more?"
"I'm fine. But there's a more urgent matter that needs to be resolved."

Despite my objections, Mu-Myeong got up and slowly began to walk.

"...What urgent matter?"
"The Demon King has betrayed us."

I furrowed my brow at Mu-Myeong's seemingly calm statement and asked:

"What do you mean? Explain it so I can understand."
"I spoke with him when I lost consciousness."

If it was when he lost consciousness, it would have been when I was talking with him... Did he invade Mu-Myeong's consciousness during that time?

I nodded for him to continue, and Mu-Myeong added while moving:

"The Demon King thought he could control my body, so he revealed his plans."

Soon, as if he had reached his destination.

Mu-Myeong, who had arrived in front of the Demon King's chair, began looking around as if searching for something.

"He said he would confuse you and then seize the opportunity to steal your karma. Ah, found it."

The Demon King wants to steal my karma?

Mu-Myeong touched something near the chair, and soon a large crystal appeared.

-Kugugu

Narrowing my eyes to look at it, I saw a man trapped inside the crystal.

He had large horns like those demons might have sprouting from his head, and long white hair on his thin frame.

I could feel the thick demonic energy from him, the same I had felt when coming to the Demon King's territory.

"Is that the Demon King...?"

Because of that, I realized he was indeed the Demon King.

Mu-Myeong, who had been looking at the crystal, turned to me and added:

"We must punish the Demon King for repaying kindness with betrayal."
"...You want to kill the Demon King?"
"Yes."

Although I had thought about killing the Demon King before... so suddenly?

I expressed my surprise to Mu-Myeong, but...

"But shouldn't we talk to confirm if the Demon King really—"
"Master."

Mu-Myeong, interrupting me, shook his head with a resolute expression.

"Sometimes excessive caution becomes poison."

After saying that, Mu-Myeong handed me a sword.

"Quickly break the crystal sealing the Demon King, kill him, and absorb his karma, Master."

I sighed at Mu-Myeong's firm words.

If it's true that he betrayed me...

There's sufficient justification to kill him.

But the reason I hesitate...

I don't understand why the Demon King would choose the difficult path of deceiving me to absorb my karma.

After all, aren't the conditions for filling karma sufficient?

Isn't that why the Heavenly Demon Sect was established?

"Master, time is of the essence. Soon Lily, Jack, or other members of the Demon King's army will come here and surely interfere with us."

Though I still felt uneasy at Mu-Myeong's urging, I nodded.

After all, my disciple is my only true object of trust.

However.

"I don't think we need to break the seal."
"What do you mean?"

Mu-Myeong's surprised response.

I passed by him and picked up the wooden sword.

He said excessive caution is poison...

I agree with that statement.

But I'm such a coward that I must prepare for contingencies.

Who knows?

The Demon King might harm me after awakening from the crystal.

If the Demon King has enough power to hide his location from me, I might lose.

As long as there's even a slight possibility, I must be cautious for Mu-Myeong's sake.

As I wrapped inner energy around the wooden sword, I said:

"There's a sword technique I haven't taught you yet."
"Haven't taught me...?"

God-Slaying Sword Technique Fifth Form: Heaven Absorption

If I use this, there's no need to go through the trouble of killing the Demon King.

I can make his karma mine.

Ch.153 - Absorbing The Heaven
Although I wasn't fully prepared for transcendence yet, I shouldn't miss this opportunity that has come my way.

"Mu-Myeong, engrave this in your eyes."
"Wait, just wait a moment..."

I close my ears to ignore Mu-Myeong's incessant chatter.

I close my eyes to focus solely on myself.

I maintain a perfectly straight posture without the slightest deviation so that Mu-Myeong can observe and learn.

"Hmmm-"

I inhale deeply while gripping the wooden sword.

Soon, an enormous amount of demonic energy gathers around me, creating a rough wind.

This isn't pure energy, but demonic energy with much to filter out. So, I concentrate even more than usual.

I raise the wooden sword and pull it back.

I advance my left foot one inch forward.

I retreat my right foot five inches backward.

I expand the muscles supporting my weight.

"Haaah..."

After positioning myself in the proper form, I exhale.

Soon, the massive amount of demonic energy gathered around me transforms into pure energy and is released.

As a result, the rough wind begins to move in the opposite direction, and impurities in the surroundings lose their place.

I loosen my shoulders a bit more.

I don't resist the natural turning of my waist.

-Boom!

The structure beneath my feet breaks.

But it's not enough yet.

This is insufficient.

There can be no justification for the cowardly act of stealing another's karma.

I must show my utmost respect.

-Crash!

Soon, the building supporting my feet begins to completely collapse.

Despite losing the ground beneath me, my posture remains unchanged. Perfectly straight.

As the building collapses, a rough, natural wind rushes against my body.

The wind blows fiercely, as if trying to block me, to break my posture even slightly.

My brow furrows.

My energy begins to waver due to the numerous things interfering with me.

But I take no action.

I just let it flow.

Thinking that this too shall eventually end.

Soon, time that had stopped begins to flow again.

"Is it over already?"

I pull my sword while raising the corner of my mouth crookedly.

-Rumble!

The earth begins to shake as if an earthquake has struck, with me at its center.

My hair and clothes flutter violently as if a fierce typhoon is blowing.

Energy gathers, layer upon layer, to the extreme.

Soon, a deep black energy bursts forth with a roar.

Although I couldn't make the sky fall,
Break its shell,
Or dig into what's inside.

I scrape the ground with my left foot, my waist twists.

Naturally, my right leg faces forward, and as my shoulders twist, my right arm advances.

The tip of the sword, touching the sky, begins to extend forward, drawing an elegant line.

What I seek is not the sky,
But the karma of the evil one who committed wicked deeds.

I pray that a mere human's sword may reach the heavens.

I lift my right foot and step into the air.

I expand the muscles in my left leg to support my body as it begins to be pushed by the wind.

Then, my body twists.

My right arm holding the sword, my shoulder, my waist.

They draw a neat straight line as if following along.

"Hah-!"

The sword extends.

"God-Slaying Sword Technique" Fifth Form

A mere human's sword advanced to pierce through the body of a demon who had accumulated numerous evil deeds.

-Clang!

The sword that touched the crystal stopped, unable to penetrate that wall.

But I smiled with satisfaction.

Because the energy wrapped around the sword began to flow through the cracks in the broken crystal, faithfully fulfilling its role.

Sky Absorption

Soon, the evil one's karma pours into me.

I opened my eyes in ecstasy.

"Ha!"

I began to see the sky.

* * *

Mu-Myeong let out a sigh as he looked at the numerous images unfolding before his eyes.

"...What is all this?"

Rising from his seat, Mu-Myeong began to step forward to examine those images.

The images, which had been divided into many branches, gradually decreased in number until only two lines remained to guide Mu-Myeong.

Among them, the images above were familiar to him.

"Master..."

Mu-Myeong began to walk along those images.

They were filled entirely with Cheon Ha-Rang.

From this, Mu-Myeong could instinctively understand.

*This is my perspective.*

The image of his master as he saw her.
The image of the world as he saw it was here.

Mu-Myeong walked to the right again and began to slowly look at the images.

In the rightmost image, his master, Cheon Ha-Rang, was reaching the sky with a sword technique he had never seen before.

An image he didn't recognize.

He could only guess, 'Master must be doing something outside of this place.'

"Indeed, Master is amazing."

To the point where he wondered why she had taken him in.

While he was stuck in a place like this, unable to leave.

With a self-deprecating smile, Mu-Myeong began to take small steps forward.

As he did, the images began to change.

His master playing pranks on him.
His master caught secretly eating strawberries.
His master embarrassed in front of many people.

Images of his master happy, embarrassed, anxious, sad, angry, in pain.

"Ah."

Mu-Myeong gained a small realization.

His master's eyes were always directed at him.

"It wasn't just me who was looking."

It wasn't just my feelings alone.

Swallowing a small disappointment, Mu-Myeong continued to step forward, looking at the images.

And the end began to come into view.

Beyond his master, the scene of the sky falling was captured in the image.

"This day..."

It was the day he first saw his master.

Smiling at this, Mu-Myeong stared at that image for a long time before moving on.

Because from here on would be important.

*The images split into two branches.*

Mu-Myeong began to look at the images of himself where he hadn't met his master.

And those images were always dominated by red paint.

First.

He saw Jackal. He was looking up at him with eyes full of fear.

He reached the Demon King's Castle. And when he gripped his sword, he saw Lily who adored him.

Soon, the scene of the village where his blood relatives lost their lives began to appear.

After that, he saw the nobleman who killed his blood relatives prostrating on the ground, shedding tears.

Red paint was overlaid.

The Hero came there.

He looked perplexed. But he only bit his lips in frustration.

He didn't say anything to him.

It seems like he couldn't guess who the culprit was from the circumstances.

In the next page, somehow in the image, the Hero and the Saintess were watching with sad expressions.

The subsequent images were consistent.

The Hero and the Saintess were always visible, and their eyes were filled with deep despair.

Occasionally, people stained with red paint appeared, but he didn't part ways with them.

Did he become their comrade here too?

Looking at those images, Mu-Myeong frowned at an inexplicable pain in his chest.

It was unpleasant.

He still hadn't met his master.

When would he meet her?

Mu-Myeong moved his feet to find his master.

There were still many images left.

*

How long had he walked? At some point, not a single moment in the images was without the color red.

And the Saintess, who had always smiled, was shedding tears.

The Hero, who had always been confident, was kneeling.

In front of them was a man with huge horns.

*That's...*

The man he had seen in his master's image first.

From the context, it seemed to be the final goal of the Hero, the Saintess, and himself.

He guessed it was the Demon King.

In the next page, the Hero had cut down that man and was smiling through tears.

Judging by his lip movements, he seemed to be saying, 'It's finally over.'

But that smile didn't last long.

His hand pierced through Lucius's heart.

At this, Mu-Myeong frowned.

*Did I kill the Hero?*

No, it must have been that man who occupied this consciousness, not himself.

"Tsk."

But this didn't happen.

He didn't do it.

And in his memory, the Hero and the Saintess always smiled as they cut down enemies.

"Next..."

Mu-Myeong stepped forward.

The following images were utterly boring.

He was always sitting somewhere, and the scenery in his view never changed.

"...Is this the end?"

Just as that question arose in Mu-Myeong's mind.

Changes began.

His viewpoint started to rise, and he began to visit a place similar to this image room.

And there, he saw images of his master.

"How on earth?"

Mu-Myeong was perplexed.

Clearly, the images he was seeing were the past of the Nameless One.

But the images that person was now looking at were his own past?

*How is he seeing this...*

Before Mu-Myeong's question could be resolved.

The Nameless One's left hand reached out as if yearning for it, and soon his vision began to change rapidly.

The one seen in the image seemed to desire transcendence, just as his master had done.

With sufficient power, he began to train solely to accumulate karma.

And the results of his training began to show.

The sky began to appear in the image.

Whether the Nameless One had reached there, he soon ascended to the sky and began to do something.

There, he found a young girl.

And he reached out his hand toward the young girl.

The girl soon began to transform into a form familiar to him and fell into the abyss.

"...What is this?"

Mu-Myeong's mind was filled with questions.

Ch.154 - From The Past To The Future, And To The Present
Surprisingly, the picture was kind.

Whether it was to help Mu-Myeong understand or because it was connected to memories, the picture continued to move, aiding his comprehension.

And so, he arrived at the final three pictures.

Mu-Myeong narrowed his eyes, determined to focus until the very end.

"...A magic circle?"

The Nameless One stood on a complex magic circle that was similar to yet distinctly different from Jackal's. He began chanting something while infusing his magical power into it.

Soon, an eerie black light burst from the magic circle, beginning to obscure the entire picture.

"...Is he trying to teleport somewhere?"

It seemed a bit more sophisticated than Jackal's, but given the circumstances, it had to be spatial movement.

Two pictures left.

"Where on earth is he heading?"

Sighing deeply, Mu-Myeong moved forward to check the next picture.

*

He let out a groan as he observed the scene in the picture.

By his estimation, this was a world the Nameless One had reached after taking a step toward the next realm.

Mu-Myeong frowned at the unbelievable sight before his eyes.

"Is this the magical technology Bell mentioned...?"

If so, how far had it advanced?

Tall buildings more luxurious than the Imperial Palace filled the space, and horseless carriages moved along the streets.

A bird wearing heavy armor floated in the sky, yet people showed no fear of the monster above their heads.

"Where is this...?"

Where could it possibly be?

It seemed too different to simply call it the future—the people's appearances were quite unlike those of the present.

The race was also limited to humans.

"Hmm..."

Mu-Myeong's questions didn't last long.

The picture began to change rapidly as the Nameless One started walking.

The Nameless One stepped forward without hesitation...

"No, is that me?"

He moved toward an alley littered with garbage—reminiscent of the slum he had visited before—quite different from this seemingly prosperous place. Then he entered a small building that matched the atmosphere.

"...Where am I heading?"

And so he arrived in front of a shabby door.

He seemed to hesitate for a while before finally resolving to open it, and came face to face with someone all too familiar.

"That person is..."

Drooping eyes, eyebrows curved downward as if deeply wronged, and even the mole under the eye.

"Master?"

Whether due to the passage of time or side effects of dimensional distortion, the appearance was slightly different, but his eyes couldn't deceive him.

That person was definitely his Master.

"...Why is Master here?"

Mu-Myeong's head began to spin violently.

It was hard to accept the reality unfolding before him; he felt like he might vomit.

Why is Master here?

No, is it really Master to begin with?

The appearance was remarkably similar, but there were subtle differences upon closer inspection.

About three inches taller than he remembered, hair that reached just below the shoulders—rather short for a woman—and a strangely androgynous face.

But these thoughts vanished in the presence of someone who exuded an aura so similar to his Master's.

There was no room for doubt. That person was indeed his Master.

Then came the inevitable question:

*Why had he come here?*

As if to answer this thought, his counterpart in the picture seemed to lose all hesitation upon seeing Master and began to move immediately.

He slowly reached out and grabbed the slender wrist.

Then he began leading away his bewildered Master.

Mu-Myeong was just as confused as his Master by this sudden turn of events.

Where was he taking Master?

No, what was with that disrespectful attitude in the first place?

"What are you doing...!"

Mu-Myeong glared at his picture self with murderous intent.

But he couldn't reach him.

Though he pounded on the innocent picture, his vision only shook; nothing changed.

He felt powerless.

Afterward, the predicted scenario played out in the picture.

Master at that time seemed to lack strength and couldn't resist his grasp.

She threw punches ineffectively, shed tears, and then, as if giving up, the light in her eyes faded and she followed without resistance.

Even though it was just a picture, watching it felt like his heart was being torn apart.

It seemed like he was only causing his Master pain.

He resented his inability to do anything.

"..."

Like his Master in the picture, he became powerless, staring at the image with hollow eyes.

He didn't look away.

He needed to see what happened next so he could apologize or figure out how to deal with this.

"Next, next..."

Mu-Myeong moved forward in a daze.

* * *

It had been a day no different from any other.

...Until just now.

-Creeeeak.

Someone came to visit Ha-Rang as she was happily resting after finishing her part-time job and volunteer work at the orphanage.

"Who are you...?"

The man was wearing what could be described as high-quality fantasy cosplay.

Her first thought upon seeing him was, "Is this some kind of hidden camera prank?"

But who would play such a joke?

And with such high quality?

From that moment, Ha-Rang's mind began to race.

"Did you come to the wrong place...? No? Then how did you get into my house...?"

While she spoke, the man said nothing.

He just stared at her with furrowed brows.

*Could this be one of those new types of criminals I've only seen on the news?*

Never having expected such a thing to happen to her, Ha-Rang tried not to show her panic as she reached for the phone in her hand.

She needed to call the police to save her.

"Ugh!"

But the intruder, unwilling to let her act freely, grabbed her hand.

*What strength...!*

Ha-Rang was dragged away somewhere, unable to put up proper resistance in the stranger's grip.

*

How long had they been moving?

"Aren't you going to ask any questions?"

When people had completely disappeared from the surroundings, the intruder addressed her with an indifferent expression.

She bit her lip before responding.

"...Would anything change if I did?"
"No, nothing would change."

...That's right, nothing would change.

Then why did he ask?

And where was she being taken?

She had questions but didn't ask them.

She feared that if she said something annoying, the intruder might harm her if he thought she was trying to escape.

And also because the man's face, which she had glimpsed, looked so incredibly sad.

"..."

Of course, it wasn't that she hadn't resisted.

Who would just be dragged along helplessly by someone kidnapping them?

But the man was so strong that the more she resisted, the tighter his grip became on her wrist, so she gave up.

"Help me!"

She had also tried shouting for help to passersby.

But for some reason, no one came to her aid despite her obvious distress.

Had the world always been this cold?

Or had this intruder done something?

From that point on, Ha-Rang gave up trying to escape from this man, and soon they arrived at a secluded mountain area.

*What is this?*

Entering a small container space, Ha-Rang couldn't believe her eyes.

She saw a magic circle—too intricate to be a child's prank—like those used for magic in fantasy stories.

"From now on, you will leave this place."

Leave? To where? Why?

Countless questions flooded her mind, but different words came out of her mouth.

"...Are you going to kill me?"

Words born of instinct.

The intruder responded with a seemingly stern expression.

"No, you won't die. You need to live."

"..."

He kidnaps her and then tells her to live.

What kind of crazy talk was that?

No, expecting common sense from someone who draws magic circles in containers and is obsessed with some cult was probably wrong to begin with.

"Huh."

Ha-Rang felt dejected.

What sin had she committed to deserve this?

She could proudly say she had lived diligently, and this felt terribly unfair.

Seeing her expression, the intruder frowned and added:

"...In this state, it looks like you might take your own life at any moment."

Excuse me.

Muttering quietly, the intruder placed his hand on Ha-Rang's head and began to chant something.

"What is this..."

Afterward, black mist that definitely hadn't been there before began to rise from the surroundings.

It flowed into her mind.

*Why am I here?*

Ha-Rang's mind turned blank, and her memories began to break apart.

"Now, let's go."
"What? Where are we going...?"

More importantly, who was this person?

"From now on, you are going to meet me."

What did that mean?

Was the person she was looking at not himself?

Her mind was in chaos.

No, she couldn't think at all.

She was just blank.

"It's truly selfish, but this was the only future where I could be happy."

After the man's final words, she stepped onto the complex pattern.

And fell into the abyss.

Ch.155 - Love
The Nameless One, Mu-Myeong, bit his lip as he observed the situation unfolding before him.

The blood that seeped out coated his tongue with a metallic taste, helping to awaken his mind.

Shaking his head roughly, Mu-Myeong reflected.

*Something went wrong.*

According to his original plan, that karma should have come to him, not Cheon Ha-Rang.

With that, he should have reached transcendence.

He should have regained the power he had possessed in the past—no, during the time when he had no name.

Why?

Because Mu-Myeong's body was weak now. He had used most of his karma to transcend time.

The remaining karma was only enough to send a medium for him to cross over to this place.

But despite countless reasons, he had failed.

Cheon Ha-Rang had made that karma her own.

Therefore, he could not keep Cheon Ha-Rang in the palm of his hand.

He could not cage her in the birdcage he had created.

Though he needed to keep her by his side for life, he no longer had the power to do so.

Thus, he could not be happy.

"..."

Where had it gone wrong?

Was it because he couldn't overcome his greed and crossed over too hastily?

Perhaps he was wrong to underestimate Cheon Ha-Rang as a coward.

Or maybe it was wrong to tell Cheon Ha-Rang to slay the Demon King.

If not that.

Was his desire wrong from the beginning?

"..."

Mu-Myeong closed his eyes and recalled.

How many times had he questioned himself, and always given the same answer.

*Bullshit.*

He had done nothing wrong.

He didn't think he was being selfish either.

Pursuing happiness is an inevitable human nature, and he had merely followed it.

If anyone wanted to cast stones at him, he would go to them directly and ask.

That the true evil wasn't him, but the god who placed him in this fate. Blame the god who, among countless possibilities, made his only happiness stem from such selfishness.

*After all, evil arises from the absence of good.*

Having organized his thoughts, Mu-Myeong opened his eyes and began to caress his sword.

What should he do?

His initial plan had already gone awry.

If he couldn't overpower Cheon Ha-Rang by force, he couldn't proceed.

Then, should he give up?

No.

If he was going to give up over something like this, he wouldn't have done something as crazy as transcending time in the first place.

And.

There was still another way.

The Heaven Absorption that Cheon Ha-Rang had used.

Use it to steal Cheon Ha-Rang's karma.

How?

Simple.

The sword technique Cheon Ha-Rang taught Cheon Mu-Myeong was called the "God-Slaying Sword Technique"—a truly heretical technique that allows a human body to dare cut down gods.

Furthermore.

Having glimpsed Cheon Mu-Myeong's memories, possessing his body, and being naturally talented in killing, he could surely wield it.

So.

He would watch for an opportunity and clip her wings just as she was beginning to soar.

Strangely enough.

She had been caught by his swordsmanship.

Of course, this alone wouldn't be enough to cut down Cheon Ha-Rang with her overwhelming power.

But.

Cheon Ha-Rang cared for this body, or more precisely, Cheon Mu-Myeong, not him.

Could she cut down this body?

Could she cut down her disciple, Cheon Mu-Myeong?

No, she couldn't.

Foolishly, she loved him.

* * *

Finally.

"Ha!"

Finally, I began to see the sky.

How long I've waited for this.

It feels like if I reach out now, I could leave my mark in that high place.

Savoring this exhilarating sensation, I stretched out both arms and took a breath.

The breath entering my lungs through my throat.

The energy flowing to my core through my blood vessels.

Even without deliberately refining it, there are no impurities.

When I open my closed eyes, I begin to see a single principle in the scenery before me.

I instinctively realized.

Though I'm not omniscient, having only wielded a sword for 300 years, I am omnipotent.

If I set my mind to it, there's nothing I cannot do.

How should I express this feeling?

The answer was simple.

"I alone am honored in heaven and earth."

Even those called gods by others would bow before me.

"How absurd!"

While feeling elated by that ecstasy, irritation rose from one corner of my heart.

"Have you been living in this sensation all along?"

So you could ignore my desperate calls!

I was probably just a simple amusement to you anyway.

"Wait for me."

I'll come to cut your throats myself.

But before that.

"Mu-Myeong."

I have something to do first.

"...Yes."
"Come closer."

With pupils trembling as if in an earthquake, Mu-Myeong slowly moved his feet.

The distance gradually closing.

"Mu-Myeong."

I opened my mouth with a deep smile.

"How do I look right now?"
"...You're beautiful as always."

Frowning at such a transparent lie, I asked again.

"Mu-Myeong."
"...Yes."

I could tell even without a mirror to see myself.

"You don't have to lie."

I'm not in a normal state right now.

Not just mentally. I'm talking about my outward appearance.

After hesitating for a moment, biting his lip, Mu-Myeong turned his head and replied.

"You look... like a demon."
"I thought so."

At Mu-Myeong's answer, I reached my hand toward the sky.

Should I be happy about this or not?

If I see it as proof of transcendence, I should be happy, but if I see it as becoming a different being, I should be sad.

Right now, I felt both emotions.

I was happy yet sad.

My skin, which was already fair, had turned pale. Probably even paler than Mu-Myeong's skin, which I had always described as pale.

Also, strangely, the weight of my head was shifting to the right side, suggesting something had grown there.

The oddities didn't end there.

Despite absorbing the Demon King's karma, the sky was still red.

How strange.

The red sky, which should have been maintained by the energy accumulated in the Demon King's body, still burns red even though that energy is all gone.

There's no explanation except that someone's demonic energy is affecting the sky.

Then, with the Demon King gone, where is the source of the demonic energy making the sky red?

I didn't need to think deeply.

Just by seeing the energy leaving my own body, I could confirm the source.

Then, why was demonic energy flowing through my body?

Was it because I stole the karma of the Demon King who had accumulated evil deeds, or was it because stealing another's karma itself is an evil deed?

"Well."

It's not important.

It was just a question to confirm my guess.

After all, I stole the karma to cut down those damn beings. It's fitting to call myself a demon if I'm going to cut down those who are praised as gods.

"Then, Mu-Myeong."
"...Yes."
"No, I'm sorry. I've been calling your name wrong."

Looking at Mu-Myeong, whose expression was still not good, I raised the corners of my mouth in a smile.

"I'll ask just one thing."

Mu-Myeong's face contorted.

"Who are you?"

Mu-Myeong's Adam's apple moved.

"Are you my disciple, Cheon Mu-Myeong?"

Mu-Myeong's hand moved to the handle of his sword.

"Or if not."

The tip of Mu-Myeong's sword, his killing intent, was directed at me.

"Are you a ghost who couldn't let go of attachments?"

Even knowing he wasn't my disciple.

My heart ached terribly at that look in his eyes.

*

Two ink-colored energy waves with different beliefs collided.

-Boom!

Even with just the shockwave, the surroundings were gradually losing their original form.

Deeply rooted trees snapped.

Buildings with long histories crumbled.

Time moved forward relentlessly, but strangely, the landscape of the area regressed to the past.

-Boom!

The sight of the earth breaking and the sky falling made observers' knees weak.

The two at the center.

Mu-Myeong took a rough breath and assumed his stance.

Mu-Myeong Style-"God-Slaying Sword Technique" Fourth Form

-Boom!

Heaven's Punishment

Ink-colored lightning stretched across the dry sky.

"Mu-Myeong."

Ha-Rang raised her wooden sword and drew a beautiful line.

Just a sword drawn horizontally.

Will dwelled in that elegant line.

Ha-Rang wished for that lightning to be cut.

"Can you hear me?"

And it came true.

Mu-Myeong frowned and changed his stance.

Mu-Myeong Style-"God-Slaying Sword Technique" Second Form

-Slash!

Breaking Heaven

Vision distorted.

Countless blades surged toward their prey.

"If you can hear me, I'll say this only once, so listen carefully."

Ha-Rang raised her wooden sword and drew a full moon.

As if the wooden sword were a brush, it painted ink in the air, spreading a screen in the shape of a circle.

-Crash!

The surging blades couldn't cut through the wall blocking them and shattered.

"I told you that the master and disciple are one body."

Mu-Myeong bit his lip and refined his stance.

Mu-Myeong Style-"God-Slaying Sword Technique" Sixth Form

-Boom!

Heaven Collapses, Earth Crumbles

The sky collapses, the earth sinks.

"I never dreamed you would break the natural order."

Ha-Rang moved with her wooden sword as if fluttering.

The tip of the sword, moving like a flutter, created a small wind, and ink-colored energy painted over it.

On the sunken earth, the line Ha-Rang drew became the ground, and in the collapsed sky, the full moon Ha-Rang drew hung.

"Hmm... now that I'm trying to do it, it's embarrassing."

The small writing on that ground.

"I..."

It was love.

"L-lo... Ahem! It's nothing!"

Cherry blossoms bloomed on Ha-Rang's face.

Ch.156 - New Demon King
Just as Cheon Ha-Rang was about to reach transcendence, she felt a profound emptiness.

Why?

Was it because she reached transcendence too easily?

Or perhaps because Mu-Myeong, who had always been by her side, was no longer there?

...Who knows.

She wasn't exactly sure of the reason, but one thing was certain.

She didn't feel particularly good about it.

Originally, for an individual to reach transcendence through accumulating karma, achieving enlightenment was the proper way.

Ha-Rang had skipped that process by making the Demon King's karma her own.

And the side effect of that shortcut...

The emotion (love) that had been sleeping in Cheon Ha-Rang's heart.

The feeling she alone had failed to recognize.

The feeling she alone had been desperately denying swelled up.

To the point where even she couldn't suppress it.

But she didn't reject that emotion.

It was too warm and comforting to reject.

The feeling of love was sweet enough that even she, who had lived for hundreds of years, couldn't resist it.

*

"G-good... Ahem! It's nothing!"

Ha-Rang's face bloomed like cherry blossoms.

"Why, why!"

And Mu-Myeong's face, as he looked at her, began to contort like a malevolent spirit.

"You never make such expressions for me...?"

He felt wronged.

Fundamentally, he and Cheon Mu-Myeong were the same person.

The only difference was whether they had met Cheon Ha-Rang in childhood or not.

So he should have received that look too.

No.

He alone should have received it.

That look wasn't meant for Cheon Mu-Myeong, who had simply been lucky enough to meet Cheon Ha-Rang.

I was the one who created that meeting.

"But why...!"

His voice was filled with resentment.

However, Ha-Rang, whose expression suddenly turned cold, answered with annoyance.

"Nonsense."

Ha-Rang raised her sword and added:

"Why would I have any affection for you, who merely shares the same body?"

Standing on the characters she had drawn on the ground, Ha-Rang frowned.

"And how could I possibly look kindly upon you, who stole the body of my beloved disciple?"

"I didn't steal it!"

Mu-Myeong retorted as he gripped his sword.

He lowered his stance and pulled his leg back, shifting his center of gravity to the extreme.

Mu-Myeong Style – "God-Slaying Sword Technique"

"I merely took back what was mine!"

Mu-Myeong's sword pointed toward the sky, toward Cheon Ha-Rang.

The weight from his back leg transferred to his front leg as he twisted his waist.

First Form

Without resisting this momentum, he rolled his foot, adding speed and weight as he swung his sword downward.

Falling Heaven

-Boom!

After a moment of silence,
The sky—Cheon Ha-Rang—began to fall.

"...Ugh!"

Cheon Ha-Rang tried to resist being pulled down, but it wasn't easy.

The sword she had created to reach the heavens.

It was nearly impossible for her to resist now that she herself had touched those heavens.

Nevertheless, the reason Ha-Rang had been able to endure until now was simple.

The "God-Slaying Sword Technique" was originally a sword art where all forms served a single purpose.

So mixing up the forms would tangle their sequence and render them ineffective.

Cheon Ha-Rang desperately resisted the force pressing down on her, but eventually she fell.

-Boom!

Seeing this, Mu-Myeong's eyes gleamed.

"Ha! So that's how it is."

Having brought down the sky, Mu-Myeong naturally prepared for his next move.

Mu-Myeong Style-"God-Slaying Sword Technique" Second Form

Wiping blood from her lips, Cheon Ha-Rang glared at Mu-Myeong as he prepared for his follow-up attack.

*I must dodge the next one...!*

Ha-Rang gripped her sword in reverse and moved it toward the ground she had drawn upon.

"God-Slaying Sword Technique" Sixth Form

Countless energy streams began to gather around Cheon Ha-Rang, swelling as if about to burst.

Breaking Heaven

Then, Mu-Myeong swung his sword toward Ha-Rang.

-Slash!

Ha-Rang, unable to swing her sword to harm Mu-Myeong, struck downward beneath herself.

Heaven and Earth Opening

The sky, which had begun to shatter piece by piece from Mu-Myeong's attack, was reassembled as Ha-Rang's sword made contact.

The sky kept breaking and being restored repeatedly.

During this process, a dark energy wave expanded like it might explode, creating a massive shock.

"Kuk!"

The impact sent Mu-Myeong's body flying into the air, carried away by the wind.

But was it impossible to completely resist despite the overwhelming difference in power?

Or was Ha-Rang's created sword technique just that perfect?

"Cough!"

Blood trickled from Ha-Rang's lips.

Seeing her own blood was something that hadn't happened since meeting Mu-Myeong.

"...Damn it."

Ha-Rang found the situation frustrating.

She had barely reached the heavens, and just when the opportunity to achieve her goal had arrived...

She was held back by that worm-like bastard.

"I don't understand why."

Ha-Rang grumbled as she wiped the blood from her lips.

She had noticed that right after she reached transcendence, the parasite dwelling in Mu-Myeong had taken over his body.

And she also realized that the parasite's soul matched Mu-Myeong's to a significant degree.

Probably, that worm was Mu-Myeong from another dimension or timeline.

She had known from the beginning that there were multiple dimensions or worlds, given how she was dragged here.

But the question remained:

"Why is he doing this to me?"

She couldn't understand what grievance he had against her.

There was a way to find out, but first she needed to subdue him.

"Really... nothing ever comes easy."

But how could it be easy?

No matter how much of a worm he might be, the body still belonged to her disciple, Cheon Mu-Myeong.

She feared that if her sword touched that body, Mu-Myeong might never return.

So the best approach would be to either persuade him or extract only his consciousness, but...

"Tsk."

If that had been possible, she would have done it already.

The first method, persuasion, was impossible because he refused to talk.

Whenever she tried to speak, he would swing his sword without hesitation, and she herself didn't have the patience to sit him down for a conversation.

After all, wasn't he the one who stole Mu-Myeong's body?

Persuasion? Please.

She wasn't that virtuous.

If anything, she was quite the opposite.

Then, the remaining option was to extract his consciousness.

But that was incredibly difficult.

It was hard to gauge exactly how much force would be needed to just knock him unconscious.

If not unconsciousness, then she needed to call forth Mu-Myeong's consciousness directly.

Originally, the reason she had made such shocking statements to Mu-Myeong was because those words had miraculously helped him regain consciousness.

Otherwise, she wouldn't have suddenly confessed.

"...No, it wasn't a confession."

She hadn't actually confessed to Mu-Myeong yet.

She almost did, but she hadn't.

Such important words should be said face-to-face, when they're alone.

Ha-Rang, now red as a strawberry, shook her head.

Anyway, she needed to find a solution.

* * *

"Kyaaah!! What's happening!! My home!!!"

Meanwhile, Lily screamed as she watched the Demon King's Castle crumbling.

"Weren't you just going to talk to the Demon King?! Why is the castle being destroyed?! Aaah!! My paintings!!!"

Enraged, Lily spread her wings and flew toward the Demon King's Castle.

*I'll really scold you if this isn't serious...!*

Or maybe not?

She might get scolded instead if she tried to reprimand Ha-Rang.

"Ah! That's not right."

The situation was different now.

Judging by the intensely thick demonic energy she felt, the Demon King seemed to have awakened too.

That meant she had gained a powerful ally!

Plus, Ha-Rang was clearly the enemy for attacking the castle!

"I'm going to give her a proper scolding!"

For example, she could lock Mu-Myeong and Ha-Rang in a room and not let them out until they produced results.

"Hehe."

With such mischievous thoughts, Lily soon arrived at the Demon King's Castle.

"Aah..."

A new king, no.

"A god has descended upon us."

She witnessed the birth of a god.

*

In the distant past.

The demon realm had always been closest to death.

On the barren land stood only rotting trees, and the environment was too harsh for crops to grow.

The red sky, unlike the sun and moon, didn't provide life-giving energy to people—it only slowly drained their vitality.

Naturally, the demon realm had become a place where ordinary living beings couldn't survive.

So those who lived there, commonly called demons, had to make a choice.

How could they survive?

They had previously lived by capturing and eating the creatures here, following the law of the jungle, but that had reached its limit.

How should they survive in this harsh environment?

The deliberation wasn't long.

"Let's go to the humans!"

They thought they could share a little of what the prosperous ones had, that they could receive help from them.

But was that too hopeful a thought?

They failed. Or more accurately, they were made to fail.

The king of humans, who possessed fertile land and warm sunshine, rejected their plea.

The reasons were elaborate.

It was difficult to consider beings who looked so different as the same species, and even they had food shortages, with many dying of hunger each year.

It was a plausible answer.

From the demons' perspective, the humans they had seen didn't appear entirely happy either.

There were many poor people.

And fundamentally, if they didn't solve the problem with their own strength...

It would never be resolved.

After all, one couldn't live forever relying on others' help.

The demons, accepting the inevitable situation, were about to return to their land.

This was the humans' territory, and their different appearance would only instill fear.

That's when...

The demons saw it.

Behind the human representatives who delivered those words, mountains of food.

So much that some of the grain had begun to rot because it couldn't be eaten in time.

*

Upon returning to their land, the demons pondered.

How should they survive in this harsh environment?

The answer was simple.

Solve it with their own strength.

Then, what strength did they possess?

Bodies naturally stronger than humans.

Mana naturally more vast than humans.

God had given humans fertile land but taken away strong bodies, while giving demons barren land but strong bodies.

What did that mean?

The leader of the demons, the Demon King of that time, concluded:

"The primordial world was ruled by the law of the jungle. We've been foolish all along. Why should we, so strong, live in barren lands while those weak humans possess fertile soil?!"

The wrong world needed to be set right.

"And didn't you all see?! Even among the prosperous humans, those at the top hoard the food. That's the law of the jungle, the law of nature!"

They needed to move toward a just world.

"The gods must desire this too! That's why they gave us such powerful strength!"

So, this act of taking was their strength. It was the best solution they could achieve on their own.

The demons began to move, using their own strength to survive in this land.

Thus began a long war.

And the demons, with their powerful strength, were ultimately defeated.

Why?

The answer was simple.

The sudden appearance of beings called Heroes caused the demons, who had been dominant, to start losing.

Then, why did Heroes appear?

That answer was also simple.

God had sided with the humans.

He had abandoned the demons.

There was no god for them.

In the end, even the natural law of the jungle was forsaken to protect humans.

And so, the primordial Demon King died.

This event instilled in demons an obsession with the law of the jungle.

Naturally, they came to believe that their leader must be strong enough to surpass even those beings called Heroes.

Because of this, they respected the Demon King, but thought the position could change at any time.

And today...

A new Demon King was born.

*

The eerie red sky, influenced by Cheon Ha-Rang's emotions, turned into a soft sunset hue.

New trees began to grow from the character for "love" that had bloomed on the ground.

The barren demon realm began to change.

The one who made this possible.

The one who escaped from the cowardly and inferior human race, and grew horns to become a demon of her own will.

The new ruler, the new Demon King.

Their god.

"Aah... Lady Ha-Rang."

Lily, no.

All demons watching shed tears.

At last, light shines upon us.

Even the former Demon King recognized her and called her to take his place.

Ch.157 - Mu-Myeong Subjugation
"What should I do with that guy..."

As I was pondering alone about how to subdue Mu-Myeong, someone—

"You all..."

No, quite a few people approached me.

And they were rather awkward to face right now.

"Ha-Rang!!!"

I mumbled while avoiding the gaze of Lily, who was approaching me at the front of the group.

"...Why did you come?"
"Huuuugh!!!"
"Ahaha."

Clearly shocked by my uncomfortable reaction, Lily's mouth fell open, while Jack scratched his head awkwardly.

"..."

But I couldn't welcome them despite Lily and Jack expressing their disappointment.

After all, I had taken the karma of the Demon King, who was called their leader.

How could I face them with a smile?

If anyone could do that, I would declare them emotionally barren.

"We're fine, so...! You don't need to feel so bad about it!"

But as if she had anticipated my reaction, Lily approached with a warm smile.

It was the first time I'd seen such a pure smile from Lily.

Since she always smiled either lewdly or frivolously, her smile felt refreshing to me.

Above all, I hadn't expected her reaction.

She says it's fine?

"...How could that be possible?"

It's laughable that I'm saying this when I've already gone against him, but they say that king, teacher, and parent are one and the same.

Didn't their king lose his life to me?

Therefore, I am like a mortal enemy who killed their flesh and blood.

"No, no! We're really okay with it?!"
"When all my affairs are finished, I will pay for my sins..."
"Ugh, really. Please look into our eyes!"

Though I was clearly apologizing, my eyes suddenly shifted, and I found myself staring wide-eyed.

And I saw it.

"Do we look like we're lying?"

Truly clear, pure gazes, not false ones.

...How can they be like this?

Perhaps my confusion showed on my face, because Lily puffed her cheeks and added:

"To begin with, how could demons and humans have the same values?"

A truly correct statement.

But it gave me a fresh shock.

"...I see."

Because our histories, personalities, and values are different.

I should discard all the common sense I had before coming here.

"Lily, you are right."

It was foolish, but it was a realization after 300 years.

...Then, I became curious about something.

Blushing slightly, I poked Lily's side and asked:

"T-then, could it be that the concept of 'king, teacher, and parent are one' doesn't exist here either?"

This was something I heard in my previous life.

Naturally, in this changed world, such a concept wouldn't apply.

"Of course! I hadn't betrayed the natural order after all!"
"Ah, that's not—mmph!!"
"Lady Lily, you need to read the atmosphere."
"Mmph!!!"

I smiled brightly from a distance, trying not to interfere with Jack and Lily's conversation.

"Thanks to you, my mind is clear now. Thank you, Lily."

That's right! I thought something was strange.

"Hmm, that was it."

From the beginning, how could a coward like me go against the natural order? I can't do such a bold thing.

"Anyway, Lily, I don't think you came to tell me that... why are you here?"

This area where Mu-Myeong had rampaged was, to put it kindly, unsightly. Moreover, it was dangerous.

I'm barely standing because it's me; anyone else would have surely lost their life.

When I expressed this thought, Lily smiled slightly and pointed behind her as she spoke.

"I didn't see everything, so I don't know the details, but... anyway, you're fighting with Mu-Myeong, right?"

I nodded at Lily's words, signaling her to continue, and she added:

"And you can't use your full power because you're afraid Mu-Myeong might get hurt?"
"That's right."

If he hadn't used Mu-Myeong's body as a shield, he would have been instantly killed by me.

Just thinking about it made my head throb, and as I held my forehead—

"Here's a surprising solution!"

Lily raised her index finger and said:

"If we were to face Mu-Myeong, would we need to worry like you do?"
"...I suppose not?"

But Lily or Jack alone wouldn't be able to subdue the current Mu-Myeong; rather, they would be defeated.

Lily seemed to be well aware of this.

"No, no! Your thinking is wrong!"

Lily shook her head vigorously and pointed behind her, adding:

"You don't just have me on your side, right?"

Jack nodded at Lily's words.

"Lady Ha-Rang, besides Lady Lily, you have the Heavenly Demon Sect, a powerful military group."
"That's what I'm saying!"

Jack spoke, and Lily, standing beside him, stepped forward and nodded.

Of course, Lily and Jack's words made sense to be so confident. However—

"You might lose your lives to Mu-Myeong."

The current Mu-Myeong is a reckless swordsman who swings his sword without thinking of consequences.

As such, I don't think he values others' lives.

After all, he even showed obsession toward me.

I don't know what happened to Mu-Myeong during that time period, but no matter how I look at it, he doesn't have a normal way of thinking.

"We'll be fine."

But despite my concerns, Jack responded with his usual cold smile.

I couldn't understand him.

"...What do you mean, 'fine'?"

Aren't these people afraid of dying?

Did they not properly understand the warnings I've given so far?

"I don't understand, what basis do you have to risk your lives?"

As a coward, as someone afraid of losing my life, I couldn't understand their attitude.

So I asked with furrowed brows, but—

The answer was simple.

"Well, won't the Heavenly Demon protect us?"

Jack's words, showing clear pupils, suggesting that I would protect them.

"..."

Certainly, that statement was true.

Of course, I would try to protect them.

*But.*

Doesn't the world have "what ifs"?

What if I make a mistake?

What if a stray arrow pierces their body?

What if I ignore them, thinking only of my own safety?

Briefly put, there are countless ways they could lose their lives.

So how are they not afraid?

The answer to this was also simple.

"That's how much we believe in you, Ha-Rang!"
"This is the Heavenly Demon Sect, meant to repay the grace received from the Heavenly Demon."

But it was enough to convince me.

"...I see."

Instead of trying to solve it alone, I should have cooperated with others from the beginning.

Huh, so that's it.

Aren't I already doing that?

Until now, I've trusted Mu-Myeong.

I showed infinite trust, believing that my disciple wouldn't do anything to harm me.

Above all, even now, I trust Mu-Myeong, thinking he's still conscious in that mental state, don't I?

All of this was trust.

And Lily—no, the demons who don't even know me and the Heavenly Demon Sect that I haven't yet befriended—are showing me trust.

"Huh."

To think I would gain insight not once, but twice thanks to Lily.

The sun must be rising from the west today.

"Very well, let's do this together."

Lily smiled brightly at that, and I added with a bitter smile:

"But Lily, you and Jackal stay out of the battle."
"Eh?! Why? I was just getting ready!"
"Pfft, listen."

No matter how much they trust me, we don't know what might happen in a real situation.

And to prepare for that, I'm excluding Lily, who has a high rank among the demons, and Jackal, who can teleport, from the battle.

In case of emergency, couldn't they help others escape?

Lily seemed to understand this explanation perfectly and nodded.

"...I understand."
"Thank you."

I patted the shoulder of Lily, who was pouting, and smiled gently.

"Then, let's go. Gather the children."
"Yeaah..."
"Yes."

*

Mu-Myeong wasn't far away.

He was using his inner energy at the edge of the cliff, perhaps replenishing his depleted energy.

Watching him gave me a truly strange feeling.

...He even knows how to do that.

It's a somewhat unpleasant assumption, but—

Considering he can use all the forms of the "God-Slaying Sword Technique," perhaps he has also met me before.

"Tsk, there are some bugs here too."

Mu-Myeong, who had kept his eyes closed until now, raised his sword as he stood up.

"Well, you're no better than the bug parasitizing Mu-Myeong's actual body, are you?"
"...You bitch."

With an explosive burst of dark energy—

-Thud!

The battle began again.

*

How long had the battle continued?

Mu-Myeong, with an anxious expression, stepped back while holding his sword and began to position it vertically.

...That stance is.

Mu-Myeong Style-God-Slaying Sword Technique, Fourth Form.

Frowning at Mu-Myeong's twisting posture, I commanded the children.

Heaven's Punishment

"Ignore that and advance forward."

And I also prepared my stance.

God-Slaying Sword Technique

I grip the wooden sword.

I spread my legs. I twist my waist.

Fourth Form

My gaze is not on Mu-Myeong but on the sword strike that will target the Heavenly Demon Sect and the demons.

Then, I thrust my sword.

Heaven's Punishment

-Boom!

Soon, two different lightning judgments met, a massive dark explosion engulfed the area, and thick smoke filled the space.

"...Wait."

I frowned at the smoke obstructing my view.

...What happened?

Clearly, in the last scene my eyes caught, my sword strike had successfully consumed Mu-Myeong's, and thanks to that, Jack's sword from the Heavenly Demon Sect had reached Mu-Myeong.

I narrowed my eyes and focused on the gradually thinning fog, and soon I saw it.

"Cough!"

As if he had finally reached his limit, Mu-Myeong coughed up blood and collapsed to the ground.

...Somehow, it didn't feel good.

Ch.158 - Sophistry
"Well... that's not right."

I instinctively withdrew my hand that had reached out to support him, and asked with furrowed brows.

"Are you finally thinking about giving up?"

In response, Mu-Myeong stood up, steadying his trembling legs, and shot me a hateful glare.

He raised his sword and took a stance, apparently still unwilling to give up.

"Tsk."

As if confirming my suspicion, Mu-Myeong spat out the blood pooling in his mouth and pointed his sword at me.

"...It seems you really have no intention of giving up."

I could only sigh at such an attitude.

Couldn't he tell from our battles so far?

"You cannot win."

He should be at a level where he can understand that much.

Right behind me, there are over a hundred people pointing their swords at Mu-Myeong.

Each of their abilities far surpasses that of ordinary people, and in terms of pure swordsmanship, they would be equal to Mu-Myeong when he's not using the "God-Slaying Sword Technique."

But now, when he can't properly execute the "God-Slaying Sword Technique" because of me.

That guy should have lost hope.

He should have given up long ago.

"No, that's not it."

What he harbors can't really be called hope, such a positive word.

"That is obstinacy."

He clings to his narrow self-centered view, refusing to see the broader picture.

"Don't avert your eyes. Accept reality."

I'm asking him to stop thrashing around in my disciple's body.

I conveyed this thought with a voice that might sound desperate, but.

"I... I!"

Mu-Myeong's expression hardened as he heard me.

"You don't know how many life-and-death situations I've overcome...! Ha-Rang, you don't know...!"

Mu-Myeong bent his knees and raised his sword.

Mu-Myeong Style - "God-Slaying Sword Technique"

When he spoke, blood sprayed with his words, making him look truly critical.

"How many times I've gone back and forth between life and death, fighting for this day. Ha-Rang! You don't know!"

It was difficult to watch him speak with such conviction in his misguided beliefs.

"Aren't you the same as me?"

So, I sighed.

"What I'm saying is that there is no justification that separates my life from Mu-Myeong's."

Even if there were justification, I would have no reason to follow his words.

But Mu-Myeong seemed to think differently, as he added without even wiping the blood from his mouth.

"No! There is justification."

Mu-Myeong's waist twisted and his arm rotated.

Third Form: Heavenly Thrust

"Your existence, Ha-Rang, is my justification!"

As he shouted these words like a plea, he swung his sword, and I raised mine to meet it.

...What nonsense is this now?

"Think about it, did that justification include my and Mu-Myeong's opinions?"

Then, I swung my wooden sword lightly toward the worn-out spear pointed at me.

-Crack

Such an unsightly sword strike.

With just a simple swing, the spear broke helplessly.

"Cough! Damn it!"

But even that action seemed to put considerable strain on him, as he coughed up blood once more.

Mu-Myeong's condition was that bad.

Finding it pitiful, I let out a small sigh, approached Mu-Myeong, and added.

"Think about it, did that justification include my and Mu-Myeong's opinions?"

Mu-Myeong closed his mouth and just glared at me.

Well, of course he couldn't answer.

It's something he's doing on his own, without asking either of us.

I put away my wooden sword with a deep sigh.

"Heavenly Demon! It's dangerous!"
"It's fine, don't worry."

This guy is so exhausted he can barely hold his sword.

In that state, to injure me?

That's impossible.

I approached Mu-Myeong, who was kneeling, and met his eyes.

"Think rationally."
"...Rationally?"
"Yes."

To begin with, for someone who has reached that level of mastery to cross time and worlds for happiness?

"There's a limit to foolishness, and at this point, it's beyond foolishness—it's a sickness."

And if he were truly the Mu-Myeong I knew, he would know this is wrong.

"By now, don't you realize? That something is wrong, that you are wrong."

Because Mu-Myeong's nature is good.

He's so kind that he would carefully choose his words, fearing I might get hurt.

"So, stop this and return to your world."
"...Huh, are you trying to persuade me now? Without subduing me with those people?"

Of course.

The more you struggle, the more Mu-Myeong gets hurt.

I can't let Mu-Myeong, who will soon wake up, live as a half-cripple, can I?

"Yes, persuasion. Because I don't want that body to be injured even a little."

And this is a slightly embarrassing reason.

"That... Mu-Myeong is my... my future husband, so what am I supposed to do if he gets hurt?"

Even as I said it, my face turned redder than a strawberry at the thought.

Am I thinking too hastily?

I haven't even heard Mu-Myeong's opinion yet, what nonsense am I saying!

But... since I said it quietly, he probably didn't hear it?

As I was looking around nervously, Mu-Myeong, who had been silent until now, spoke up.

Though somewhat off-topic.

"You're just as irrational as I am."

I tilted my head at his words and replied.

"...Me?"

I thought I had been speaking quite rationally all along, so how am I irrational?

Is he talking about that... that thing with Mu-Myeong?

"Killing gods. What absurd nonsense."

I see, that's not it.

Feeling awkward for misunderstanding on my own, I scratched my head and cleared my throat.

"...Well, I don't think it's entirely absurd."

If I meet a god, I can cut them down.

This isn't baseless confidence, but certainty.

I have actually reached transcendence, so I should be able to see them.

And it's been proven that Mu-Myeong's swordsmanship is effective against me, who has reached transcendence.

"Ahahahah!"

When I conveyed this thought, Mu-Myeong immediately clutched his stomach and laughed, even wiping away tears.

"...What are you laughing at?"

With Mu-Myeong's laughter, the subdued atmosphere suddenly became strange.

He's laughing in this situation?

Doesn't he understand the situation he's in?

If I just say the word, he might be beaten until he loses consciousness.

Some of the people around might use arts I don't know well to take his mind.

Yet he laughs?

From my position, hearing that laughter in this situation was incredibly eerie.

Because I was anxious.

I was terribly anxious about what would come out of his mouth next.

...What is this anxiety?

I found it hard to understand my own emotions.

No, it's not just my anxiety.

A strange tension had settled over the entire area.

"Ha! So it's come to this!"

Mu-Myeong, with his mouth corners raised to the point of tearing, leaned back and lay on the ground.

An atmosphere of sudden realization, followed by dejection.

The wrinkles between my brows deepened.

Every hair on my body stood on end at Mu-Myeong's voice, and my anxiety intensified.

Soon, his mouth opened.

"I thought I had just created some confusion in your memories, but to think they'd change like this!"

Words that were difficult to understand began to flow out.

...Creating confusion in my memories?

Before I could finish my thought, he continued.

"Do you actually believe gods exist?"
"...What are you trying to do?"
"I'm asking because I want to have a trivial conversation with you before I leave. Let me ask again."

Mu-Myeong's mouth corners rose, his eyes opened like a snake's as he looked at me.

"Do you believe gods exist?"
"...Isn't that obvious?"

So, I'm here—

"No, there are no gods in this world."
"...No gods?"
"Yes, the first thing I did upon reaching transcendence was to try to kill a god."

Mu-Myeong's narrowly opened eyes were chilling.

"I confirmed it with my own eyes, there are no gods."
"Stop lying..."

I stepped back and raised my wooden sword.

That is a lie.

There are too many things that refute it.

From my very existence to the presence of divine power—these prove the existence of gods.

So, everything this worm says is just a foolish trick to confuse me.

I won't be deceived.

"I don't want to hear any more. If you won't withdraw on your own, I'll have to force you awake."

I frowned and raised my wooden sword.

*First, I'll knock him unconscious. Then I'll wake Mu-Myeong.*

Good. The plan is set.

I swung my wooden sword, and just as it was about to hit Mu-Myeong's head.

"Didn't you find it strange from the beginning?"

He opened his mouth again.

"If a god is omniscient, they would know all the injustices in this world. If a god is omnipotent, they could eliminate those injustices..."

Then why is there endless conflict in this world?

"Stop your sophistry!"
"Huh, sophistry? Aren't you the one with a narrow view, trapped in a small world?"

They say when too much information comes at once, your mind goes blank?

With Mu-Myeong's continuing words, I felt my grip on reason slipping.

"Then who called me here!"

I blurted out what I had kept secret until now, but contrary to my expectation that he would be flustered, he maintained a calm expression.

"I called you directly."
"...What?"
"So I came here to find what's mine, didn't I?"

Ch.159 - Nature
"So, you came here looking for what's mine, didn't you?"

I couldn't respond to Mu-Myeong as he smiled eerily.

Surely, it must be a lie.

It's nothing more than a clumsy and obvious trick to confuse me.

Why can't I speak?

Why can't I think of anything to refute him?

My mind was like a tangled skein of thread that couldn't be unraveled.

"And, you probably already know this."

As if he had more to say, Mu-Myeong spat out the blood pooling in his mouth and added:

"Your current disciple, Cheon Mu-Myeong, is the same kind of being as me. The only difference between him and me is that he met you."

Of all the things this man had said to me, this was the only one I could understand immediately.

And it was something I desperately didn't want to understand.

"Huh..."

Those words meant that Mu-Myeong was the same person as that man.

Not a parallel world version of the same person, but truly the same being.

It meant that my disciple Cheon Mu-Myeong, had he not met me in that Log Cabin, would have summoned me here in exactly the same way as that man.

*Mu-Myeong would have dragged me into the abyss...*

I had vaguely suspected it, but hearing it directly from that man...

"...So that's how it was."

Suddenly, everything felt empty.

"Huh."

The efforts of the past 300 years were truly in vain.

The object of my hatred had been right in front of me all along. What was I ranting about slaying gods for?

What was it all for?

What madness possessed me that I couldn't coldly turn away the young Mu-Myeong?

If I had, I wouldn't be this miserable now.

"Are you ready to stop playing lovers now?"

I lowered my gaze at the sound of his voice.

Mu-Myeong was staring at me with lifeless eyes, wearing what seemed to be a refreshed smile.

It was truly disgusting.

Like facing pure evil itself.

"...Why."

And I felt such resentment.

Why did he tell me the truth only now?

"Why did you tell me the truth...? What could you possibly gain from it...?"

I would have been better off not knowing.

I would have been happier living an empty life chasing a false god with Mu-Myeong, knowing nothing.

"...Why?"

To my desperate question, Mu-Myeong replied with bloodshot eyes and a voice filled with malice.

"Because you shouldn't be happy."
"...What?"
"Despite all my efforts, I achieved nothing. Your disciple, who merely parasitized my efforts, shouldn't be happy."

As Mu-Myeong pleaded while spitting blood, I felt an inexplicable disgust rising within me.

It was truly strange.

Just moments ago, when he looked at me like that, my heart would ache.

How quickly my gaze changed with just a few words.

"...I see."

In the end, that's your true nature.

And my feelings are like reeds that break when the wind blows.

Even the reason I came to understand these feelings clearly is pathetically miserable.

*...Forced enlightenment as a side effect.*

The more I thought about it, the more pathetic I felt.

Placing my wooden sword under Mu-Myeong's chin, I asked:

"Do you have any last words?"
"Please, cast me into the depths of the abyss."

With those final words, Mu-Myeong closed his eyes, and I withdrew my wooden sword, adding:

"Tsk, disgusting until the end."

I tossed aside the wooden sword and turned my gaze to Jack, who was closest.

"You, sever his consciousness."
"Heavenly Demon..."

I simply couldn't do it myself.

The thought of hurting Mu-Myeong with my own hands made my chest tighten.

And every time my chest tightened, I felt nauseated at myself for still not coming to my senses.

"What are you waiting for? Follow my orders now."

At my words, Jack seemed to hesitate but soon nodded.

"...Understood."

Moving with heavy steps, Jack stood before Mu-Myeong.

"Excuse me for a moment."

Suddenly, the wooden sword lying nearby caught my eye.

Though cracked here and there from long use, its edge remained sharp thanks to someone's careful maintenance.

I wanted to break that wooden sword and bury it in the ground, but I couldn't.

Why?

I don't know exactly.

I didn't want to think about anything right now.

No, perhaps it's because even in this state, I, a foolish person, still held onto hope.

"Mu-Myeong..."

Please, tell me that dead man's words were lies.

* * *

"I did that to Master..."

Mu-Myeong found it difficult to comprehend everything unfolding before him.

Of course, it was impossible to understand.

He had never reached transcendence, and unlike that man who fell into despair, Mu-Myeong had Cheon Ha-Rang as his salvation.

Therefore, it was nearly impossible to fully understand that man's feelings.

"...No."

But he needed to understand.

Only then could he offer words of apology.

Because of that man—no, because of his past self—his master had fallen into the abyss.

She had been trapped in hell.

So to seek forgiveness, or at least to tell his master the truth and apologize, he needed to understand.

And Mu-Myeong was fortunate in this situation.

Time flowed differently inside and outside the mental realm.

This place kindly gave him ample time to think alone.

So, sitting cross-legged, he pondered.

"...If."

If he had lived the same life as that man, what would have happened?

Would he too have desperately struggled to meet his master like that man did?

It was hard to give a definitive answer.

Even the current Mu-Myeong would willingly sacrifice himself for his master, so could his despairing self not do the same?

Probably, he could.

"...No, I would have."

He was born fearless, someone who had to do whatever he wanted to feel satisfied.

Wasn't that why he had driven even his own flesh and blood—his parents—to their deaths?

"Pfft."

Suddenly, thinking about it made him laugh.

The more he thought, the more his thoughts led to one answer.

*Perhaps I should never have been born.*

Wasn't he the source of all problems? The one who drove everyone to unhappiness?

People around him could never find happiness.

He himself was proof.

Because of him, his parents lost their lives, and because of him, his master fell into the abyss.

Thinking about this fact...

"...Kuhb."

Mu-Myeong's chest ached as if being torn apart.

And a sense of helplessness washed over him at his inability to do anything.

The distinctive light in Mu-Myeong's eyes slowly lost its form, replaced only by faintly trembling pupils.

"Heuik..."

*

How much time had passed?

While he was alone with his anguish, a sudden light began to envelop Mu-Myeong.

"Ah."

Instinctively, Mu-Myeong understood.

"Time's up."

Soon, with a strong pain in his body, his master began to appear.

And the discarded wooden sword in the corner as well.

"..."

Mu-Myeong lowered his gaze, filled with something complex and stifling in his chest.

He didn't have the courage to look directly at his master's face.

He didn't deserve to.

...But this wouldn't move things forward.

"Master—"

He tried to call out to his master, but...

"Mu-Myeong."

His master interrupted him, looking at him with a coldness he had never seen before.

"...Yes."

It felt like a needle piercing his heart, but Mu-Myeong quietly nodded.

Surely, his master must be in even more pain.

His master had called for him.

All Mu-Myeong could do was answer his master's questions.

A monotone voice penetrated his ears.

"Did you see everything that happened?"

Despite winter not having started yet, a cold chill seeped into his heart.

"...Yes."
"Then, I have something to ask you."

Thud. His heart sank.

Mu-Myeong's brow furrowed. Small droplets fell from his eyes as if washing away blood.

"Is everything that vermin said true?"

A complex question with much contained within it.

But there was only one answer he could give.

"Yes, it is..."
"...Huh."

Soon, his master's heavy sigh was heard.

Under its weight, Mu-Myeong couldn't raise his head.

He had thought of so many things to say.

But seeing his master's cold gaze, a harsh winter came to his mind, covering everything in white snow.

"...Are you certain?"
"Yes... I saw it in his mental realm..."
"I see..."

There were no further questions.

Perhaps, even while hating himself, his master couldn't think to doubt his words.

Perhaps, even if he had told a lie, his master would have believed him.

Because that's the kind of person his master was.

Despite saying she hated him, she had never truly shown hatred.

Because that's who his master was.

"...I'm sorry, I'm so sorry."

And what was he in comparison?

Even at this moment.

Wasn't he regretting telling the truth?

"...That's enough. I want to be alone for a while."
"Master..."
"I'll be away for some time, so don't look for me."

All this time, he had believed his nature was fearless, thinking he had to do whatever he wanted.

But he was an even bigger coward than his master.

Ch.160 - Lost The Way
"Kugh..."

It was the first time since meeting Mu-Myeong that I'd heard such sorrowful crying from my disciple.

"..."

Though my heart grew troubled, I couldn't offer him any other words right now.

"...Alright. I'd like to be alone for a while."
"Master...."

There were truly many reasons for this.

If I had to choose one, it was that I lacked courage.

Why wouldn't courage well up within me?

For someone like me who would have fulfilled Mu-Myeong's wishes even at the cost of my life, my reaction was bewildering even to myself.

Why?

I pondered deeply about the reason.

"Heh...."

The conclusion was the same as before.

I am a coward by nature.

Being a coward, I fear change.

I'm terrified of how our relationship will change after today's incident.

I'm terrified that I won't be able to look at Mu-Myeong the same way as before.

I'm terrified of seeing Mu-Myeong feeling guilty whenever he looks at me.

I'm terrified that my heart, which used to feel nothing but warmth when looking at you, has now frozen cold.

I was... I was so afraid.

"I'll be away for a while, don't look for me."

And so I decided to run away.

Because I was afraid to face Mu-Myeong.

Because I was disgusted with myself.

Because I am a coward.

I've always been this way.

Whenever something became too difficult to bear, or when something unexpected happened, I was always quick to flee.

And now is no different.

I'm still a coward and a nobody, running away from here because I fear change.

How long had I been walking like that?

From behind me, I heard your voice.

"Sob... I'm, I'm sorry...."

That voice was truly powerless.

So powerless that I could hear a slight trembling and faint wetness in it.

"..."

My chest tightened, and I bit my lip.

If you were going to cry so mournfully, you should have at least tried to stop me.

You should have at least lied.

You should have at least made some pitiful excuse.

Why are you just letting me go?

"...I see."

The answer to this was also simple.

It's his nature, no.

I should put aside such foolish talk about nature.

It must be his thoughts, beliefs, and values that have changed while being with me that make him so kind.

He must be thinking only of me, considering my pain above his own.

And so, he lets me go.

Because you're that kind of child, as I've seen.

But even knowing this, I couldn't help but run away.

As I said before, I'm a coward.

Unlike you who has changed, I couldn't change.

Thanks to your behavior, I realize anew.

Unlike my disciple who has grown so admirably, I haven't grown at all.

What a pathetic master I am.

"You all should head back too."

With a self-deprecating smile, I told the children who didn't know how to react to the heavy atmosphere between Mu-Myeong and me.

"...Yes."

They nodded reluctantly but didn't add anything else.

They were probably being considerate of me.

"You did well."
"...It was nothing."

With each step I took, the distance between my disciple and me gradually widened.

Accordingly, Mu-Myeong's sobbing grew fainter.

My chest, which had felt only cold until now, began to ache painfully, making me want to cry.

"Haa...."

Though the season had passed winter and spring had surely arrived,

A cold wind brushed against my cheek.

*

Walking through streets that didn't exist in my memory, I wiped my reddened eyes.

"...Where is this?"

Where am I?

How far have I walked?

Looking around, I found myself surrounded by a place that seemed entirely unfamiliar.

I was the only person standing on the barren land, and there wasn't a hint of human presence.

"Hmm...."

It seems I've lost my way.

A small, wry laugh escaped me.

Indeed, I hadn't changed at all.

"Haah...."

There was no one watching me.

For the first time in a long while, I sat down on the ground and blankly stared up at the red sky.

"..."

What should I do now?

My initial goal of slaying the gods has disappeared.

The hatred and desire for revenge against whoever dropped me here has also faded away.

I have lost my purpose.

Now, I've lost my way.

"What was I supposed to do in times like this...."

Despite having lived several times longer than others, I couldn't find the answer, and it made my chest feel tight.

As I was suffering alone for a while.

"Just find a new goal!"

Suddenly, I tilted my head at a voice coming from beside me, where there should have been no one.

"...Lily? Why are you following me?"
"Huh? I just happened to run into you while taking a walk?"

What an obvious lie.

I frowned at Lily's brazen smile, but soon realized she was the only one who never listened to me. I sighed deeply and waved my hand.

"...Tsk, do as you please."
"Okay!"

I tried to ignore her and took another step forward.

But was it because I realized Lily was here?

Or perhaps I felt a small gratitude toward Lily for coming to my side.

"Lily."

I said something I wouldn't normally say.

"What do you think I should set as my next goal?"
"...Do people usually ask others about that?"

Tsk, such impudence.

I've graciously given you the opportunity to help me, yet you kick it away with your own feet.

I clicked my tongue softly and took another step forward.

"Ah! No, that's not what I meant!"

Lily put on a friendly smile and clung to my arm as she added.

"Um, you should do what you like, Demon King!"
"...What I like?"
"Yes! What you like! For example, something that makes you feel good when you do it! You know, things like that!"

What makes me feel good, huh.

No, more importantly.

"...I'm not your Demon King, though?"
"Oh, fine. I'll call you Ha-Rang! Anyway! What does Ha-Rang like!"

What I like.

"Hmm, even if you ask me that...."
"Come on, anything is fine! Think comfortably! And lightly!"

If you insist.

I tilted my head with a sigh at Lily's expectant gaze.

What I like, no matter what anyone says, is Mu-Myeong....

"...That's not it."
"Tch."
"Why are you clicking your tongue?"

I made an incredulous expression and continued my train of thought.

First of all, I like swords.

No, to be precise, rather than liking swords, I enjoy training in martial arts.

But I've already reached a level that might not be possible to surpass.

There's no meaning in becoming stronger beyond this point.

Then what else is there?

"Hmm...."

I closed my eyes and recalled the past days.

Then, a certain scene came to mind.

I remembered the streets of the slum where I helped the children of the Heavenly Demon Sect, where I walked with my disciple.

Why did this place come to mind?

The contemplation didn't last long.

"I suppose I feel relatively good when helping others."

In fact, one of the reasons I took in Mu-Myeong was out of a small sense of compassion.

So it's not wrong to say that.

"Hmm... really?"
"...Well, if I had to pick something."

Lily's somehow creepy smile at my words made me distance myself.

"Ha-Rang!"

Soon, Lily added with a bright smile.

"Then, how about helping us demons and the Heavenly Demon Sect?!"

She even made a "ta-da" sound effect herself. I awkwardly scratched my head as I looked at her.

"You're asking me to help you?"
"Yes!"

After answering like that, Lily suddenly lowered her eyes and, uncharacteristically, knelt down.

"Please fulfill our wish."
"...Wish?"
"Yes, what we've wished for all our lives."

I didn't need to ask what it was.

The red sky without sun, the barren land, the rotting trees explained it all.

"Well, I'll help if it's within my power."
"Huh! Really?!"

The serious atmosphere disappeared as Lily jumped up and down excitedly, which was so like her that I couldn't help but smile.

Besides, originally, it would have been their Demon King who would fulfill that wish.

Now that his burden has been passed to me,

I could say I have a duty to inherit it.

So, I have no reason to refuse Lily's request.

...Of course, to be honest, this is just an excuse.

I have no goal right now.

So, I'll borrow his goal for a while.

Until I find my own goal again.

Until my path is completely determined.

"First, I should tell the children."
"Already?! We should take some time to prepare—"
"No. I'll go alone first."

And I need to go to where humans live, not here. I also have questions for the Saintess and the Hero.

I remember clearly.

When the Saintess prayed for something, and the Hero used an unknown power.

The one who answered her.

The one who lent him power.

I needed to confirm with my own eyes what that being was, if not a god.

* * *

Fallen from Heaven

After Cheon Ha-Rang returned to the human realm,

An unprecedented dark age arrived.

The Hero.

"In the end...."

The Saintess.

"God... please grant her salvation...."

Those called heroes.

"Hey, Old Lady. What exactly are you doing?"

They began to move once more for a single goal, to regain the light.

The nameless swordsman as well.

"...Master."

Ch.161 - Calamity
*Drip, drip.*

Camilla slowly opened her eyes to the sound of falling water droplets.

It was quiet.

So quiet that she could clearly hear her own heartbeat and the sound of blood flowing through her veins.

It was dark.

So dark that she couldn't even see what was right in front of her.

But this posed no difficulty for Camilla.

Her senses, her mana that had reached the pinnacle...

"Hoo..."

Not only illuminated everything around her, but also began to present all information to Camilla.

No, rather, it was granting Camilla a sense of omnipotence.

With this, Camilla instinctively knew.

"Old Lady. I've reached it, even if just by a toe, haven't I?"

With a playful curl of her lips, Camilla smiled refreshingly and stretched out her right arm.

At the tip of Camilla's outstretched hand, something cold and rough touched her—something with a texture that matched this quietness and darkness.

"Ha!"

Camilla grasped it and pulled it out.

*Whoosh!*

Then, she swung it toward the thick darkness.

A single motion.

That alone was enough to draw a thin line across the entire cave that imprisoned Camilla in the deep darkness.

*Crash!*

Soon after, light scattered all over Camilla's body.

"Argh! Damn, that's bright."

It was the end of her secluded training.

*

The first thing Camilla did after finishing her secluded training was, perhaps understandably, to visit her territory.

Well, even though she had left Ellen in the care of her faithful right-hand man Sebastian while she was in seclusion, problems might have arisen in the absence of its ruler, Camilla herself.

In truth, beyond all that, she mostly wanted to go back and sprawl out for a good sleep.

"...Maybe I should have stayed a bit longer?"

Though the thought of dealing with work made her head throb, Camilla forced a smile and headed toward her castle, Ellen.

At least she could feel somewhat refreshed seeing it after so long.

However.

Camilla's good mood didn't last long.

"Hey. Incompetent. What's going on here?"
"...My Lady."

With trembling pupils, the old, wrinkled man whose loyalty had always been genuine looked at her.

"Answer me properly. Why are you looking at me like that?"

He wasn't welcoming her at all; rather, he seemed afraid of the situation.

"...Well."

Sebastian parted his lips slightly while avoiding Camilla's gaze.

His attitude clearly showed reluctance to speak.

Camilla approached Sebastian's position while trying to suppress her growing impatience.

Even in that moment, Camilla's mind was spinning rapidly, assuming the worst.

*A rebellion in Ellen? News from the capital? Damn! I should have returned sooner!*

"...Huh?"

But fortunately or unfortunately, it wasn't the worst situation Camilla had imagined.

Rather, a situation she couldn't have imagined had unfolded.

"What is this."

Mountains of documents.

A name written on them that was all too familiar to her.

She couldn't mistake it. She couldn't confuse it.

"...Old Lady?"

Cheon Ha-Rang. Because of her, thanks to her, Camilla had realized her own inadequacies and entered seclusion for a long time.

Camilla's heated mind began to cool rapidly.

Her appearance was truly that of the Iron-Blooded.

"Hey. Incompetent."
"...Yes, My Lady."
"Tell me everything that happened while I was gone."
"I will follow your command."

The Iron-Blooded commanded, and her loyal servant obeyed.

Thus began the story of what had happened during Camilla's seclusion—a story that was short yet long.

And as the story was nearing its conclusion...

Camilla experienced her mind going blank for the first time in her life.

"Wow. Old Lady. What on earth are you doing?"

Dropping the sky? Seriously?

And what?

Opposing the Empire and joining hands with the demon race?

That cowardly Old Lady?

Could these words be sincere?

For a moment, doubt arose at Sebastian's incredible explanation, but it quickly disappeared.

*No, it must be true.*

Sebastian wouldn't lie.

So, what should she do about this?

The deliberation was brief.

"Great, mountains of work to handle as soon as I return."

Sighing deeply in an uncharacteristic display in front of others, Camilla slung her greatsword onto her back.

"Prepare a carriage... no, I'll go alone."
"...Are you leaving?"
"Incompetent, I got used to it during my seclusion, so it's fine. Well, I'll be back."

Sebastian bit his lip as if he had much to say in response to Camilla's nonchalant addition.

His gestures clearly showed he wanted to stop her.

But even though he wanted to dissuade his master, he couldn't.

Because Camilla wore an expression he had never seen before, even though he had watched over her since before she became the head of the family—an expression that seemed somewhat sad.

So he could only bow his head.

"Yes..."
"I'll be back soon. Don't worry."

And so, Camilla left Ellen once again to find Cheon Ha-Rang.

"Before meeting the Old Lady, should I meet the incompetent Hero and the Impure Saintess first?"

Since she needed a detailed explanation.

* * *

In a city where the sky had suddenly collapsed, leaving nothing visible.

Lucius stared blankly at it, furrowing his brow.

It was devastating.

Considering what Cheon Ha-Rang was usually like, this was an excessively tragic scene.

The sky, which should have been blue, was nowhere to be seen, replaced by a thick darkness.

Beyond it, the sun that should have warmed them only scattered intense heat.

As if trying to fill the void left by the sky, rough storms rising from the ground surged endlessly, and the harsh waves they created had made this place uninhabitable.

"..."

Lucius was at a loss for words for a while.

There wasn't a significant reason for it; he just couldn't figure out where to begin solving this.

No, beyond that, he couldn't understand why Cheon Ha-Rang would do such a thing.

Lucius had returned from the future.

In other words, he had been given another chance to change the future through an unknown power.

But he had never experienced a situation like this.

To begin with, Cheon Ha-Rang as the Demon King?

Originally, the Demon King should have been a more robust man with white hair.

"...Where did it all go wrong?"

What kind of butterfly effect had occurred?

Where had it gone wrong?

Just as Lucius's body was about to collapse from the sudden dizziness...

"...Are you okay?"

Thanks to the Saintess, Elia, who supported him, he managed not to fall.

"Saintess..."

Lucius greeted the Saintess with somewhat surprised, round eyes.

Why was she here?

No, her being here itself wasn't strange.

After all, she had come here with him, so it wasn't particularly odd for her to be nearby.

But shouldn't Elia be working on purifying this area?

When he expressed this thought, Elia began pointing beyond the city.

"...Um, Camilla is coming."

* * *

"...This place."

So this is where I met the Hero and the Saintess.

The place where I felt the presence of that unpleasant fellow.

"God-Slaying Sword Technique"

She frowned and lowered her sword.

First Form

Then, despite not taking any particular stance.

Despite not taking the proper form.

Cheon Ha-Rang's sword soared into the sky, beginning to bring down the high heavens.

"Falling Sky"

But, not feeling any special presence, Cheon Ha-Rang clicked her tongue softly and moved her feet once more.

"...Not here either."

This was the fourth "Falling Sky."

She continued to drop the sky while passing through the path she had traveled with the Saintess and the Hero.

But she couldn't find him.

By now, one question began to arise in my mind.

Does this being actually exist?

Recalling what the past Mu-Myeong, or rather the Nameless One, had said, it roughly matched up.

According to him, gods were...

Fictional beings born from human belief, created when desperate wishes and righteous hearts intertwined—that's what the Hero and Saintess were.

But isn't it a bit strange?

The presence I felt definitely existed.

Perhaps that Nameless One fellow couldn't find what gods were.

Of course, finding gods doesn't hold much meaning now.

He's not the object of my hatred, nor do I particularly want to meet him to do anything.

I'm only doing this because Lily and the children asked me to.

...And also to resolve my own doubts.

Who knows?

The Nameless One might have lied, or Mu-Myeong might have conveyed incorrect information after being deceived by his schemes.

"...Tsk."

A sigh escaped at her own pathetic state.

Yes, she was still running away.

She still found it hard to believe Mu-Myeong's words.

"No."

It's not entirely wrong.

It would be acceptable if there were only one or two strange points, but this is too strange.

"Well, I'll know for sure once I talk to him."

After saying that, she moved her feet again.

From far away, the presence of the Hero and the Saintess gradually began to draw closer.

And so, in the places Cheon Ha-Rang passed through, the calamity of the falling sky occurred.

But remarkably, there were no casualties.

Ch.162 - Calamity (2)
When Ha-Rang swung her sword, the once-blue sky collapsed and touched the ground below.

As she took a step, everything around her lost its color.

A world of complete black and white, devoid of light.

Cheon Ha-Rang walked silently through that place, step after step.

No one tried to stop her.

Her advance was incredibly fast, and just being near her caused such extreme mental fatigue and stress that it drained one's willpower.

Walking while staring straight ahead, Ha-Rang noticed the sensation beneath her feet had changed and smiled faintly.

Snow piled high enough that her feet sank with each step.

"...Is this where I met Camilla soon?"

Recalling Camilla who had gone into secluded training, Ha-Rang smiled bitterly.

*She must have come out by now.*

*Then, she might have to deal with me.*

"I don't like that..."

But she couldn't skip Ellen either.

The Hero and the Saintess—she intended to visit all the places where they had accompanied her.

Ellen, which she had been putting off because of thoughts about Camilla, now that she had visited everywhere else.

She couldn't postpone it any longer.

"Well..."

Honestly, confirming things while facing the Hero and Saintess would be most certain.

But remembering the small hatred she had harbored due to her misunderstanding, it felt awkward to see their faces.

...If the person she was looking for wasn't in Ellen.

She would have to meet them anyway.

"..."

The smile on Ha-Rang's face disappeared.

* * *

"So... Saintess, you're saying that Iron-Blooded is coming here?"
"...Yes."

Lucius frowned slightly and turned his head in the direction Elia was pointing.

In the distance, a small figure gradually grew larger.

Lucius instinctively realized that it was indeed the Iron-Blooded he was thinking of.

Yet, a question arose.

Why was Iron-Blooded approaching here, abandoning northern Ellen?

It wasn't that Iron-Blooded should still be in secluded training.

It was because Cheon Ha-Rang's expected route was heading toward northern Ellen.

So, there was no need to come this way when they would be moving there...

"Well..."

Since Iron-Blooded was already coming to where they were, it didn't matter anymore.

Judging by Camilla's speed, even if she came here, there wouldn't be much delay. And Cheon Ha-Rang's advance was quite slow.

While Lucius was deep in thought, Camilla soon came close enough for her expression to be clearly visible.

"...Iron-Blooded seems to be in a foul mood."
"R-Really...?"

Lucius smiled slightly at Elia, who was shrinking in fear, then shrugged his shoulders as he faced Camilla who had arrived right in front of them.

*Thud!*

"Iron-Blooded, it's been a while."
"Hey, weakling. Skip the greetings and tell me what's going on."

Waving her hand and approaching right up to Lucius's face, Camilla frowned and added:

"Tell me everything you know about the Old Lady."

He had thought he'd grown somewhat himself.

But compared to Camilla, he felt inadequate, and Lucius awkwardly nodded.

"...Yes."

He had intended to tell her everything anyway, and he had no other choice.

"I don't know everything since it was sudden for me too... but I'll tell you everything within my knowledge."
"Just hurry up and speak."
"It began at a place called 'The End Of The World'..."

As Camilla listened to Lucius's story, she was comparing it with the information she had received from Sebastian to see if there were any differences.

First, since "The End Of The World" was quite close to northern Ellen, the timing of Cheon Ha-Rang's first appearance matched.

However, she hadn't known about Ha-Rang's actions or next destination after she revealed herself, which Lucius now explained.

"...This is ridiculous. The Old Lady? Are you sure?"
"Yes."

The explanation Lucius gave to Camilla's question was concise and all the more powerful for it.

"So..."

Apparently, the sky disappeared wherever Cheon Ha-Rang passed—like a calamity.

Moreover, based on the testimonies of those who had witnessed her, her appearance was...

"She grew horns on her head?"
"...Yes, though I haven't confirmed this personally."
"This is insane."

Camilla added quietly and let out a deep sigh.

Horns?

Did that really mean that horns had grown on the head of the woman she knew?

Wait, was that even possible?

After all, ordinary... well, not ordinary.

Anyway, it meant horns had grown on a human's head where they shouldn't exist.

She wasn't a beastkin, nor a half-breed, but a human with horns!

If she had worn them as a joke for some intimate activity with Mu-Myeong, that would be understandable, but judging by Lucius's serious reaction, they seemed to be "real" horns.

Fine, whatever.

Being extremely generous, horns could have grown.

Looking at her distant ancestors, there might be demon blood, and perhaps something changed in Ha-Rang's mind as she achieved a realm that Camilla couldn't reach?

So, that part was understandable.

But.

"Why is the Old Lady doing this?"
"...I'm not sure about the reason."

The reason why she was going around doing such things was completely beyond comprehension.

Then, as if something occurred to him while looking at her puzzled expression.

"Ah."

Lucius, who let out a short gasp, began to add with a serious expression.

"...This is just my speculation."

Cheon Ha-Rang apparently had a military force that they knew nothing about from the beginning.

And the suspected origin of that force was the demon race. There was clear evidence for this.

"At the time, I was too preoccupied to think deeply, but it was definitely Jackal's magical energy."
"Jackal? The one you were chasing?"

Specifically, the magical energy that Lucius had been tracking while in Ellen was felt at the log cabin where Cheon Ha-Rang resided.

At first, he really thought, "It's my mistake, it happened because I was too sensitive."

But looking at the current situation, Lucius's initial guess might have been correct.

"So, weakling. You're saying the Old Lady approached us with an agenda from the beginning?"

Camilla narrowed her eyes and asked sharply, making Lucius respond awkwardly.

"...I'm saying it might be possible."

In reality, even Lucius wasn't certain about this hypothesis; nothing was definite.

But it did make sense.

Camilla frowned at the flood of information and thrust her sword into the ground.

"...Then, where did he go?"
"He...? Who are you referring to?"

Tilting his head in confusion, Lucius didn't understand, so Camilla stomped her foot impatiently and added:

"That Pedophilic Swordsman, you know, the Old Lady's disciple."
"Ah. Mu-Myeong."

Finally recognizing who Camilla was talking about, Lucius wore a troubled expression.

Camilla couldn't understand why he suddenly closed his mouth.

*He was talking fine until now?*

He spoke freely about Cheon Ha-Rang, so why was he tight-lipped about the Pedophilic Swordsman?

"What's the problem—"

Just as she was about to press Lucius further.

A suspiciously familiar man caught the corner of Camilla's eye.

"There's the Pedophilic Swordsman."
"Camilla, wait...!"

The aura was so familiar that she hadn't paid attention to it, but he was here?

"Move."

Camilla lightly brushed off Lucius's restraining hand and approached Mu-Myeong.

And she faced him.

"What's wrong with him now?"
"..."

Someone in a not-so-good state.

No, that's an understatement.

Mu-Myeong, looking like he hadn't slept for days, had dark circles under his eyes and clearly visible red rims that showed...

Even a passing dog would know he had been crying.

But to Camilla, Mu-Myeong's appearance was utterly frustrating.

*Slap!*

Lucius and Elia might have left him alone in this situation because of their good nature, but not her.

"Hey. Snap out of it."

After slapping Mu-Myeong's cheek once, Camilla grabbed his limp collar and asked:

"Do you even know what your master is doing right now?"
"..."

Still no answer.

Feeling frustrated, Camilla let out a deep sigh and lowered her voice:

"If you don't say anything now, it really means the Old Lady attacked the Empire."

Of course, she had already attacked, but... there were no casualties, right?

Somehow, if they insisted, it might be okay.

Although it pained Camilla to speak like this, resolving the immediate situation was the priority.

In fact, hadn't this previously unresponsive Pedophilic Swordsman shown a reaction?

"If you tell us even a little of what you know, the Empire—and by extension, that weakling Hero and I—won't have to fight the Old Lady."

Seeing him clearly, Camilla thought this was the last chance and pressed on:

"If you just explain well, there could be mitigating circumstances, you know? Even the Old Lady can't guarantee victory if she goes bang! against the entire Empire, and you know that, right?"

In truth, Camilla judged that if they really went head-to-head, the Empire would probably lose...

But if she said that, this Pedophilic Swordsman might keep his mouth shut.

So using a little lie as seasoning...

"So, speak up. If you don't want to die."

Ch.163 - Resolution
Camilla's words came out somewhat threateningly.

"..."

Mu-Myeong, hearing those words, showed a blank expression that frustrated Camilla.

However, Camilla didn't rush him.

"Tsk."

This guy would need time to think, and even if his answer was delayed, surely he wouldn't keep his mouth shut all day, right?

Waiting was the best option right now.

Above all, according to Lucius who said there were no casualties, they still had some time.

With that thought, she remained silent.

Gradually, 5 minutes passed, then 30 minutes, and as the waiting time approached nearly an hour.

"Argh...! What are you doing?!"

Camilla, her face flushed red, stomped her feet and shouted at Mu-Myeong.

"Aren't you worried about your master, disciple?"
"..."
"You garbage, do whatever you want."

Camilla pounded her flat chest in frustration, then roughly pushed Mu-Myeong's shoulder and narrowed her eyes.

"I'd rather worry more about the Old Lady than you, who's spent years with her but barely knows her."

Mu-Myeong's expression seemed to grow even more gloomy at those words, but Camilla ignored it.

She was anxious about wasting any more time.

Who knew when Cheon Ha-Rang might do something unpredictable, and saying there were no casualties was just words.

In the devastation caused by Cheon Ha-Rang making the sky fall, the citizens must have suffered.

I mean, the sky fell, for crying out loud!

Not only were surrounding buildings reduced to ruins, but farmers must have lost their livelihoods too.

So it made sense to subdue the rampaging Cheon Ha-Rang as quickly as possible.

Clicking her tongue once, Camilla kicked Lucius's behind as if to hurry him along and stepped forward.

"Losers, let's leave this trash behind and go!"
"...Understood."

In the end, they left Mu-Myeong to search for Cheon Ha-Rang, and Mu-Myeong, left alone in the empty ruins, could only watch them leave while barely moving his lips.

*

"Do you think you can do it?"

While quickly returning to Ellen.

Camilla, wearing an uncharacteristically serious expression, asked Lucius who was striding forcefully beside her.

"Do what?"
"Aish, are you really thick-headed?"

Seeing Lucius tilt his head in confusion, Camilla stuck out her tongue in disgust and added with a deep sigh.

"I mean stopping the Old Lady."

At Camilla's low voice, Lucius slightly shook his head.

In Lucius's opinion, even if ten people with his level of power joined forces, he couldn't see a future where they could stop Cheon Ha-Rang.

This didn't hurt Lucius's pride.

Because it was Cheon Ha-Rang.

She was that much of an exceptional opponent.

Besides, even though Camilla's mana had risen a level, could it reach that Cheon Ha-Rang?

...He wasn't confident.

Seeing Lucius's reaction, Camilla smiled slightly and added softly.

"Right? The Old Lady must be incredibly strong."

No answer at all.

Camilla muttered quietly and sighed deeply as if the ground would collapse.

...To be honest, while she could see a future where Cheon Ha-Rang would subdue them, she couldn't imagine her taking their lives, so there was no fear.

Well, because it was Cheon Ha-Rang.

She was someone who walked carefully to avoid accidentally stepping on insects.

It was impossible to imagine her threatening them after building some friendship.

After continuing her thoughts for a moment, Camilla caught herself thinking this situation wasn't a big deal and let out a hollow laugh.

"...Huh."

The person they might soon be fighting, and these are the thoughts she's having.

It's a bit ridiculous.

As Camilla smiled self-mockingly.

"...Um."

Elia, who had been reduced to baggage on Lucius's back, called out to the two.

"Wow... are you really okay?"
"Yes... I'm fi- urgh!"

Her expression was worryingly pale from motion sickness due to Lucius's swaying.

Even in that state, as if she had something important to say, Elia added with her eyes tightly shut.

"Don't you think Ha-Rang is in an unavoidable situation?"
"Unavoidable situation? What do you mean?"
"Think about it."

Elia's point was simple.

For someone with such an upright character that both Camilla and Lucius thought so highly of her, to do something like this?

Honestly, if they hadn't seen the devastation and only heard about it, they would have thought it was a lie.

That's how much Elia—no, all of them—found the current situation unbelievable.

Hearing Elia's words, Lucius and Camilla frowned and fell silent.

Rather, what Elia was suggesting—that someone else was behind this—seemed more plausible than Ha-Rang rampaging without reason.

Of course, this was also difficult to conclude easily.

Control Cheon Ha-Rang? How?

Logically, someone with her level of power being controlled doesn't make sense.

Just as that thought crossed their minds, something struck them like lightning.

"Pedophilic Swordsman?"
"Mu-Myeong...?"

The fact that Cheon Mu-Myeong had remained silent to their questions, as if feeling guilty.

If this mastermind had somehow taken Cheon Mu-Myeong's life hostage.

They could certainly control Cheon Ha-Rang.

After all, to Cheon Ha-Rang, Cheon Mu-Myeong wasn't just a master and disciple relationship.

He was someone valuable enough to be used to threaten her.

If so, her actions made sense.

"And... Lucius, think carefully..."

The malicious energy embedded in Cheon Mu-Myeong's heart.

The staff that served as its medium.

As Elia continued speaking, Lucius's expression gradually darkened until his teeth were grinding.

"...Nameless One."

It was him.

In the end, he was the source of all troubles this time too.

Again, he had orchestrated everything.

"Damn it, after being fooled the same way last time..."

Why had he excluded that possibility?

He felt like burying his head in the ground for his stupidity and dullness.

To think Elia had to point this out.

Seeing Lucius like this, Camilla tilted her head in confusion.

"What? Do you know something?"
"...Yes, I'll explain."

Soon, Lucius began his somewhat lengthy story to the curious-looking Camilla.

* * *

Mu-Myeong looked around with a blank expression.

The city transformed into a miserable state by his master, Cheon Ha-Rang.

Remembering its former appearance made his heart ache.

The place where the slum that led to the establishment of the Heavenly Demon Sect was located.

Where he first met Lucius and Elia.

Where he received his sword from his master.

Where his master enjoyed eating strawberries.

Where they trained together... walked around the village... where his master rescued him from trauma once...

A place filled with many happy memories.

Now, it was completely destroyed by his master, Cheon Ha-Rang.

That's why Mu-Myeong's heart ached.

As if his master was saying their memories meant nothing. As if she was cutting ties with him.

"...Master."

I miss you.

Mu-Myeong couldn't bring himself to say these words aloud, so he swallowed them and reddened his eyes.

He felt pathetic.

As Camilla said, if he stayed here, his master might be in danger.

Not physical danger, but she might suffer a great wound to her heart.

After all, she was his master.

He couldn't imagine her losing even if the entire world came at her.

But his master after subduing everyone.

Would that future master be happy?

"..."

Presumptuous as it may be, he didn't think so.

No, considering his master's kind nature, she couldn't be.

Then what should he do?

What should he do to make his master happy without making her sad?

One thing was certain—the future wouldn't come if he did nothing.

But he wasn't sure if his master would be happy if he did something.

After all... wasn't he the reason his master was acting this way in the first place?

...While he felt somewhat wronged.

Anyway, that's not what's important now.

At this point, he has no intention of arguing about who was wrong or claiming innocence.

But his master had said:

"Even if there's only a one-in-a-million chance, you must observe it deeply and always be vigilant."

Conversely, if there's even the slightest chance of a hopeful resolution.

He should watch for it, think about it, and find a breakthrough.

So, shouldn't he do something now? Wouldn't it be okay to try?

"Hah..."

It took a long time for his thoughts to reach this point, trapped in excessive gloom.

Mu-Myeong stood up, holding the crude wooden sword his master had made for him, not the sword that was that bastard's relic.

It seems one's true nature can't be hidden.

He needs to do what he wants to feel satisfied.

Doing nothing and just observing doesn't sit well with him.

"I'll be right there."

*Master.*

In the empty space, all that remained was the smoke rising from where Mu-Myeong had kicked off the ground.

Ch.164 - Calamity (3)
When the Demon King was being subjugated.

Lucius wasn't alone.

Himself as the Hero, Elia as the Saintess, and a reliable magician who protected his back.

The three of them challenged the Demon King together.

The battle was fierce.

All the battles they had experienced until now were intense, but this one was especially brutal.

When he thought about Lily, Jackal, and other demons they had already subjugated, those fights had been difficult, but they hadn't sustained any major injuries.

But the Demon King was different.

When they fought the Demon King, who had the same shining long white hair and brilliant golden eyes as himself, it was harder to find an uninjured spot on not just himself, but also Elia and the magician.

"Huff... huff..."

Breathing heavily, Lucius approached the Demon King to finish him off.

"...Why."

The Demon King, who seemed to have no strength left to move, stared at him with eyes that had lost their unique color.

"Why do you turn away from the truth..."

He continued to mutter incomprehensible words while holding a sword that resembled Lucius's holy sword.

...Does he still want to fight?

Lucius also pointed his brilliantly shining holy sword at him.

He had no intention of conversing with the Demon King.

The Nameless One, a comrade he could trust with his back, had told him not to listen to the Demon King's words.

So, burning what little holy power he had left, he charged at the Demon King.

Having lost his left arm during the battle, it was difficult to properly grip his sword, but it was enough to cut down the dying Demon King.

-Slash

Soon, the Demon King's blood splattered on the floor.

His brilliant—no, eerie golden eyes slowly lost their light.

"Hah..."

Lucius let out a hollow laugh.

So even the Demon King is a living being after all.

If you keep cutting, he does die.

A satisfied smile soon appeared on his face.

It's finally over.

In the end, no one died, and I succeeded in cutting down the Demon King.

I...

"I succeeded."

-Thud

With the tension released, Lucius dropped to his knees on the floor, letting go of the sword in his hand.

The sticky demonic energy emanating from the Demon King was also fading.

Seeing his heartbeat growing weaker, he could rest assured.

Since the Demon King was a living creature, he would die in less than a minute at most.

"It's over..."

As Lucius looked up at the sky with a relieved smile for a moment.

Soon, a voice was heard from behind him.

"...Over? Your delusion is excessive."

A dying voice, about to stop.

Lucius frowned and turned his head toward the sound.

'...What is he planning?'

With most of his demon allies dead and himself about to die, does he still have something to say?

Lucius closed his eyes and focused on his words.

He was willing to listen to the Demon King's final words, since he was about to lose his life.

Although he was an enemy.

Although he was the worst opponent.

Hoping that he would at least repent in the end, he listened.

"Foolish. Utterly foolish..."

But what reached his ears was neither forgiveness, atonement, nor repentance.

"My past choices were utterly foolish."

It was somehow meaningful.

"Just for my wish, I shouldn't have taken in that monster."

If anything, it was close to regret.

'...Monster?'

Lucius felt that his senses were telling him he needed to hear these words.

"Hero, though I have failed, you—"

But he couldn't hear the rest of his words.

"Cough!"

Because there was a large hole in the Demon King's chest, and in his own.

"...What."

Lucius turned his head with a blank expression, and there stood his comrade.

No, the one who had been his comrade.

"Worms, the lot of you."

This is Lucius's last memory.

* * *

As Lucius was telling Camilla about his past while they traveled.

"...This place."
"Tsk. Looks like the Old Lady has already passed through."

As they moved further, the atmosphere around them changed, and the Hero's party grew quieter.

Looking to the left, trees that once stood tall had been uprooted and lay in ruins.

Looking to the right, what might have been someone's dwelling was collapsed beyond recognition.

The Hero's party had arrived in the north.

They were heading toward Ellen, Camilla's residence.

This area should have been like a white canvas.

The ground, which should have been covered with snow, looked parched due to the disappearance of the sky.

"..."

This place resembled a disaster.

All of this devastation was caused by Cheon Ha-Rang alone.

Camilla frowned and stomped her foot, then reached for the great sword tied to her back as she sensed an enormous magical power.

"Hey, Old Lady. Long time no see."

It was truly a reunion after a long time.

* * *

"Hey, Old Lady. Long time no see."
"...Hmm?"
"What's with those horns? Did that Pedophilic Swordsman make them for some new roleplay?"

Turning my head at the sudden familiar voice, I saw one of the few.

"Is that Camilla?"

A girl who could rightfully be called a friend began to appear.

...I decided to ignore the latter part of what she said.

I have no reason to entertain Camilla's terribly crude jokes, especially since things aren't good between Mu-Myeong and me right now.

Well, I had already noticed their familiar presence from far away.

"Yes, it's been a very long time indeed."

Since I was also looking for them, I had no reason to stop them from approaching.

"...Doesn't seem like mind control."

As I stared blankly at her, Camilla muttered something before continuing.

"Old Lady, can we talk for a bit?"
"Talk..."

Wondering if she had some ulterior motive, I narrowed my eyes at Camilla, but...

"Well, I don't see why not."

I soon shrugged and nodded.

I don't particularly want to fight with Camilla, Lucius, or Elia anyway.

What scheme could they possibly have?

Even if they did have something planned, it wouldn't be a problem for me.

After all, those three alone wouldn't be enough to subdue me, and they should be well aware of that fact.

Besides, I welcome conversation.

I have several questions about the gods to ask Elia, who is called the Saintess.

"First, let me ask you this: is everything you're doing now your own decision?"
"My own decision?"
"Yeah, you're the one who turned this whole area into this state, right?"

Hmm, so...

"Are you asking if someone put me up to this?"
"Yes."
"Hm... Is that important?"
"Extremely important."
"Hmm..."

I rested my chin on my hand and pondered Camilla's question.

If she's asking if someone put me up to this... yes, there is.

'The demons.'

They asked me to fulfill their wishes, so that could be considered instigation.

But should I tell them about this?

Of course, they are also my comrades, but the children of the Heavenly Demon Sect, like Lily and the other demons, are practically my family.

Hmm, this is difficult.

"Tsk."

Seeing my hesitation, Camilla clicked her tongue and added:

"No, forget it. You don't have to tell me."
"...Is that so?"
"Yeah. That's answer enough."

I'm not sure what answer she got from that...

Well, it was a difficult question anyway.

'That worked out well.'

I nodded slightly and put away the wooden sword in my hand, waiting for what would come next.

"Lady Cheon Ha-Rang."
"Yes, Lucius."

Stepping forward, Lucius began to speak with an expression even more serious than usual.

"Have you already slain the Demon King?"

The Demon King...

Is he still worried about the Demon King appearing in the future, even in this situation?

"Yes, I cut him down myself."

I smiled slightly at his truly Hero-like question and gave him my answer.

He should be satisfied with that.

"...I see."

But contrary to my expectation, Lucius merely frowned slightly.

I was curious about his reaction but didn't bother to ask.

He must have his reasons.

Maybe he wanted to avenge himself or something like that.

I shrugged slightly and stepped closer to them, adding:

"Then, may I ask a question of my own?"
"...Go ahead."

Shifting my gaze from Camilla to Elia, I asked:

"Elia."
"M-me...?"

Seeing Elia flustered, I smiled to create a more comfortable atmosphere.

"Would it be possible for you to summon the god you serve to this place?"

But my consideration seemed to have no effect.

"The god...?"

The atmosphere instantly chilled, and both Lucius and Camilla narrowed their eyes and placed their hands on their weapons.

Hmm, was this an inappropriate request?

"Would that not be possible?"

But this is truly important to me, so I can't back down.

"...May I ask."

Elia's Adam's apple moved once, and she asked in a careful voice:

"Why do you want this...?"
"Why, you ask..."

It's too long to explain everything.

But I don't know how to explain it if I cut out all the context.

Well, I'm not particularly clever.

And my vocabulary, compared to my years of life, is no better than a youngster's.

'How much should I say?'

As I was pondering alone, a thought suddenly crossed my mind.

Do I really need their permission?

I just want to confirm the existence of this so-called god and ask a few questions.

Surely, they would understand?

If there is no god, I'll continue with what I need to do.

If there is a god, I can carefully unravel the tangled threads.

Well... of course, I intend to fulfill the request made by the demons and the children of the Heavenly Demon Sect, regardless of how my personal matter concludes.

Only the method might differ.

After all, their request is simply for a place where they can live.

If handled well, couldn't this be resolved peacefully?

Hmm, am I being too optimistic?

"..."

As I was lost in thought, I noticed Camilla gripping her weapon in the distance, and Lucius taking a deep breath as he grasped his holy sword.

'Oh dear, did I think too long?'

With a sheepish smile, I drew the wooden sword I had made for the first time since falling into this world, and pointed it toward the sky above the Saintess.

"Well, this will only take a moment."

Soon, a dark energy surrounded my wooden sword.

God-Slaying Sword Technique

The surroundings began to distort as if the space itself didn't want to touch me or my wooden sword, creating an eerie atmosphere.

First Form

I savored the scene as I quickly brought down the wooden sword that had been pointing at the sky.

Falling Heaven

Soon, the sky began to fall.

"...That's."

At the same time, a sphere also began to fall onto this earth.

Ch.165 - Confirm
"Well, a moment will do."

Despite my nonchalant shrug, my mind was in complete turmoil.

...Does God truly exist?

This seemingly philosophical question might become a crucial turning point that could change my future life.

The target was right above the Saintess, the child beloved by God, where God was presumed to be.

"Haaah..."

I took a deep breath with my eyes closed.

And when I opened them again.

Dark energy flowed around me like a turbulent current, and something like viscous ink coated my wooden sword, giving it the appearance of a brush.

There was no need to maintain proper posture.

I had no respect to show to whoever might be there, and I had no need for such formalities now.

"Ah! Really! Old Lady!!! You said you'd just talk!!!"
"H-Ha-Rang?"

I could see others drawing their weapons, apparently considering my movements as an attack, but I didn't bother to explain myself.

Performing such an act in front of devout religious people like the Saintess and the Hero was insulting in itself.

I was fully aware of this fact, so I didn't want to make excuses and appear pathetic.

Well, now that preparations are complete.

God-Slaying Sword Technique, First Form

"Hah-!"

I swung the brush-like sword downward with force, drawing the image of the sky falling.

Falling Heaven

*The feeling is satisfying.*

After a brief moment of silence.

A line appeared above the sky.

The line gradually expanded, beginning to devour everything around it.

-Boom!

Soon, with an ear-splitting roar, what had been blue and arrogantly positioned above me began to fall to the earth, beneath my feet.

The sky fell like shattered glass.

"...That is."

I narrowed my eyes at the brilliant golden sphere visible between the fragments—something I'd never seen before.

This was clearly different from any other time I had performed Falling Heaven.

But my feelings were strange.

If I had to describe it... I felt empty.

Things were going too much according to my wishes, and I wasn't sure whether to be happy about the situation or suspicious.

However, there was something that somewhat alleviated my complex feelings.

"Lord God...?"

My pupils frosted over at Elia's murmured words, tinged with deep confusion.

*She just called that sphere her Lord God.*

My next action was predetermined.

I needed to peel away that shell.

And I had to confirm it with my own eyes.

God-Slaying Sword Technique, Second Form

Just as I was about to move my body to draw the next image with my brush,

"Oh really! Stop!!! You old hag!"

Along with Camilla's near-scream, a fierce sword strike brushed past my side.

"...Hmm."

I had thought I would be upset if this undertaking was interrupted, but...

I was surprisingly devoid of emotion, which was somewhat bewildering.

Perhaps it was because her sword strike didn't reach me? Someone like Camilla wouldn't miss at this close range.

Or maybe it was because I had something close to certainty that I could fulfill my long-cherished wish.

"Old Lady!"

As I stared blankly at Camilla, she pointed her greatsword at me while exhaling sharply through her nose.

"Stop being so stubborn and let's end this here. You're way past the age for throwing tantrums like a child."

Indeed, Camilla's words were reasonable.

Being over 300 years old, I was well past the age for childish tantrums.

Perhaps, as an adult, I should concede once in a while.

Besides, I already knew that it wasn't God who had dragged me into this hell, so there was no real reason for me to see God.

But still.

"I'm sorry. I must see it."

If I don't quench this burning thirst right now, I feel like I might die.

No, it's scarier than death.

When a person loses their goal, it's no different from losing their reason to live.

"And aren't you curious too?"
"About what!"
"About whether God exists or not."

Seeing Camilla frown as if asking what I was talking about, I added an explanation.

Surely, Camilla, who cared more about her territory's people and knights than the god she believed in, would agree with my thinking.

Despite her high rank, she wasn't a devout religious person.

Moreover.

"Mu-Myeong... no, he's not Mu-Myeong."

I shook my head at the slip I almost made and continued after taking a breath.

"After hearing what a certain man said, one question began to take root in my mind."
"...What are you suddenly talking about? Who is this man?"
"The Nameless One."

The one who reacted to my words wasn't Camilla, but Lucius.

"Hmm?"

I don't think he made such an expression even when I was trying to pull down God... Is this more important to Lucius?

"...You met the Nameless One?"

Lucius, who had unceremoniously lowered his holy sword, asked me with a solemn expression.

How should I answer?

I did meet him, but should I say it was Mu-Myeong?

No, putting that aside, do I even have time to be leisurely about this?

"Hmm."

Well, it should be fine.

The sphere that should have disappeared by now was still present on this earth.

And the fallen sky showed no signs of being restored.

"A-Are you alright...?"

Moreover, wasn't Elia approaching that sphere and continuously speaking to it?

Her eyes seemed a bit red, but well, it should be fine.

With a small shrug, I continued.

"I did meet him. But I can no longer see him."
"What do you mean—"
"I killed him."

At my declaration, Lucius wore a blank expression, and Camilla furrowed her brow.

"You. Killed someone?"
"Well, that's right."

I nodded at Camilla's question as she opened her eyes wide in disbelief.

It wasn't that I actually killed him, but...

It depends on the perspective.

If that body hadn't been my disciple... I would have ended that damn life long ago.

"...He's dead? That bastard?"

Hmm, is this information that shocking?

Well, I suppose there's nothing more disappointing than having someone else take away your chance to avenge yourself.

I shrugged and looked away from Lucius's somewhat foolish expression.

"Well... anyway."

Since it wasn't particularly important, and I had more pressing matters, I changed the subject.

"Listening to what that guy said, he made quite plausible statements, didn't he?"

The claim that God doesn't exist, and that he had confirmed it with his own eyes.

Plus, he presented several circumstantial pieces of evidence to support it.

"But I think he's wrong."

God must exist.

No, even if not God specifically.

Something similar must exist.

Otherwise, there are too many unexplained situations, aren't there?

From Lucius knowing about the existence of the Nameless One who was hiding in Mu-Myeong's body, to the existence of holy power and miracles.

Even if God isn't the culprit who dragged me down to hell, there's one thing I want to ask when I meet him.

"So, please step aside just this once."
"...Old Lady."

In response to my next action, Camilla mumbled awkwardly.

She couldn't help it, as for the first time in my life, I bowed to someone while making a request.

That's how desperate this is to me—enough to discard all my pride.

Camilla, showing signs of softening, let out a deep sigh and looked me in the eye with half-closed eyes.

"Really, really just talking?"
"Of course."

To show that there was not a hint of lie in my words, I put away my wooden sword and added, and Camilla nodded, planting her greatsword in the ground.

"Haaa... I don't know anymore."
"Thank you."

I smiled sincerely and expressed my gratitude.

Let's see... Lucius doesn't seem to have any intention of interfering, so I can ignore him.

"Elia."
"...Yes?"
"Please step aside for a moment. I promise not to harm your God."

Elia, showing hesitation, glanced at the sphere.

"If it is your will..."

She mumbled something and nodded.

"Thank you."

Good.

Having received everyone's permission, there's no reason for me to hesitate any longer.

I raised my wooden sword sharply while keeping my gaze on the sphere, and drew another image.

Breaking Heaven

The power was clearly weaker than usual.

It was my own consideration, keeping my promise not to harm the God that Elia followed.

-Crack!

After a small sound of rupture, the sphere broke, and what was inside began to reveal itself.

Normally, I would immediately proceed to the third form... but if I'm going to have a conversation, there's no need.

I swallowed nervously and calmed my energy as I stared at the shell that was beginning to peel away.

And soon, a being appeared from there.

"What..."

With an appearance somewhat different from what I had imagined.

Ch.166 - Confirm (2)
*Crash*

With that clear shattering sound in the background, I stared at it through half-open eyes.

Suddenly feeling something was off, I hastily began looking around.

"...This is strange."

Isn't it too quiet around here?

...Beyond quiet, all sound has disappeared.

Even if the Saintess, the Hero, and Camilla were being considerate of me, they're still dealing with a god, aren't they?

This complete lack of reaction is truly strange...

As I was lost in these thoughts,

The golden sphere slowly revealed itself as if shedding its skin. I stopped looking around and narrowed my eyes at "it."

"...What."

Meeting its gaze, I couldn't hide my confusion and had to swallow hard.

"So it's come to this after all..."

The voice that reached my ears was neither male nor female.

If I had to describe it, it was close to a beautiful, delicate voice.

It looked at me with a self-deprecating smile.

It had a human form, with an appearance all too familiar to me.

"What is this...?"

Long hair and eyelashes that brought to mind a beautiful woman looked pitifully delicate.

A straight nose and slightly moist lips harmonized perfectly.

An appearance that made me think this is what Lucius might look like if he were female.

But my confusion didn't end there.

At first glance, the body appeared thin, but looking closer, I realized my assumption was wrong.

Broad shoulders and low body fat—it had the body of a well-built man.

"We meet again, I see?"

But if this were all, I wouldn't be so confused.

A being called a god might take the form of its creation, and above all,

Since Lucius is called the Hero, he might have received his appearance from being loved by a god.

"Why are you here...?"

But this was strange.

As I said, an appearance all too familiar to me.

"You... should have been stabbed by me."

It had died by my hand once before.

Or had it?

Thinking back, I had other urgent matters at the time and hadn't properly confirmed.

...If I'd known this would happen, should I have checked?

No, even if it had survived then, it should have lost its karma to me, right?

Could it be just another being with a similar appearance?

After all, the huge horns that being had don't exist on this one.

...My head is a mess.

Perhaps my thoughts showed on my face?

"Well, you shouldn't be so surprised. My karma was indeed taken by you."

It said this while shrugging its shoulders.

"Huh..."

Seeing this, the absurdity of the situation made me laugh involuntarily. Trying to close my gaping mouth in embarrassment, I asked it:

"Are you the god?"

The question I was most curious about.

"...A god, huh."

After pausing to consider, it added with an awkward smile:

"I seem to be called that, though it's quite an honor... but to be precise, it's a bit different."
"...Different?"

What does that mean?

I frowned at its incomprehensible words, and soon received an answer.

Though not the one I had hoped for.

"If I had to say, I'm a being like you? No, let's say a being of similar rank."
"...Huh."

So simply one who reached a state of transcendence.

And if we're just talking about "state" rather than simple strength, one who reached much higher than me.

Realizing this, I felt the hatred that had slightly bloomed in my heart die away.

If it had truly been a god—an omnipotent god—if the Nameless One's words were lies and there really was a god,

My hatred would have extended to this being as well.

But now that I know it's just a transcendent being and not a god,

There's no reason for my hatred to be directed at it.

And, though this might be somewhat off-topic...

"...But."

Something is bothering me.

"Didn't I take your karma?"

As I said earlier, it definitely lost its karma to me. There can be no argument about that.

The fact that I achieved transcendence proves that I took its—no, this being's karma.

If not for that, I wouldn't have achieved transcendence, and the Nameless One wouldn't have said such things.

So, if it's truly a transcendent being as it claims, shouldn't it not be here?

Since I took its karma.

To my question, it nodded.

"You did take it."
"Then why—"
"But the karma you took was what I accumulated as what people called the Demon King, right?"

What is it saying now...?

Karma accumulated as the Demon King?

Is it saying the karma was separated?

This was difficult to understand with my limited knowledge, but thinking about it, it's not entirely impossible.

After all, karma is just a fancy way of describing the path one has walked since birth.

So, if this being could create a version of itself... it's entirely possible.

It could simply build new karma from scratch for a version without its original karma—an empty shell.

As it shrugged slightly, I waited for its next words with furrowed brows.

"Your thinking is correct. The being called the Demon King is another me."

I see, so that's it.

As I nodded in understanding, it continued:

"Oh, and to add, Lucius over there is also me."
"What."

Another shocking statement.

I stared at it wide-eyed in surprise as it raised the corners of its mouth as if stating something obvious.

...Lucius is itself?

No, more than that.

Is it okay for Elia and Camilla to hear this?

That the Demon King was a god, and the Hero was a god.

Isn't this shocking enough to overturn the foundations of this world's religion?

"Hmm..."

Looking around in confusion, I noticed everyone's movements had stopped.

...So that was the source of the strange feeling I had.

I had wondered why there was no reaction from anyone despite such shocking revelations.

"Ah."

No, that's not the important thing.

Lucius is that being?

Their appearances are similar, but thinking about Lucius's manner of speaking and actions, they don't match at all.

Besides, wasn't Lucius on an adventure to defeat the Demon King?

That would mean... he was on an adventure to kill himself...?

As I was thinking this, it let out a hearty laugh and wiped its eyes before adding:

"Hahaha, I can see what you're thinking, but that's not it."
"How did you know my thoughts... no, never mind."

Given its transcendence and ability to create what seems like an alter ego,

Well... it could probably read thoughts.

With that thought, I waved my hand and sighed deeply. Soon, it explained with a smile:

"To be precise, only the body is me. Well, it's like my child."

I frowned for a moment, trying to understand its words.

If only the body is itself, it's probably better to think of them as separate individuals.

Like the Nameless One and my disciple Mu-Myeong.

Wait... if that's the case?

"...Then is the Demon King also just your body...?"
"Ah. That body, mind and all, is indeed me."

So that's not it.

"...Well, things didn't go according to my intentions."
"Hmm..."

I sighed as I watched it exhale with those words.

So... all this time, the one I was looking for was just a transcendent being called a god...

How should I take this?

I can't say my original purpose is gone since this being called a god has appeared before me, but it's also just one of the same rank as me...

How should I regard this being?

"..."

I feel my head getting a bit complicated.

After a while of mumbling and staring at it, it shook its head slightly as if it knew what I was thinking.

"I can't say I'm completely innocent... but I'm not the one who brought you here."
"...I see."

Of course not.

"Still, I'm grateful to you..."

Closing my ears to its continued words, I looked at the distant mountains with a self-deprecating smile.

*What should I do now?*

I have immediate goals, but after fulfilling the dreams of the Heavenly Demon Sect and the demon race?

No, is this truly my goal?

If I fulfill their goals, it's clear that Camilla, Lucius, and Elia will be hurt. Can I really do that?

I don't know.

As I stared blankly at the distant mountains for a long time.

"...Perhaps."

I voiced a thought that suddenly occurred to me.

"Should I go back?"

Not to the Log Cabin, not to the space I share with Mu-Myeong.

But to my original homeland.

It's concerning to go with this body, but... wouldn't that be better than having no goal as I do now?

With such thoughts, I just stared blankly ahead.

Lost in thought, focusing only on what was in front of me.

"—Master...!"

In my ears, a truly pleasant sound. But one I didn't want to hear right now.

"Master!"

A truly magnificent, deep voice that could steal any woman's heart reached me.

"...Mu-Myeong?"
"What? How are you moving?"

Ch.167 - Confirm (3)
Unlike her usual small displays of emotion like raising the corners of her mouth or narrowing her eyes, the expression on her face as she looked at Mu-Myeong, who had come all this way, seemed genuinely bewildered.

"What? How are you moving?"

Her wide eyes and open mouth suggested she was facing an unexpected situation. Her furrowed brow looked so pathetically human that it was hard to believe she was revered as a deity.

"Hmm..."

I also furrowed my brow, trying to understand the situation.

Certainly, Mu-Myeong's arrival was surprising, and my Disciple's movement was remarkable, but...

*Is it really that shocking?* The thought began to form in my mind.

As I was lost in thought for a moment...

"Master..."

Mu-Myeong spoke again, calling my consciousness back from its submerged state.

Apparently, he noticed I was trying to divert my attention to avoid him.

Trying my best to suppress my discomfort, I responded.

"Hmm..."

Or at least, I tried to.

Somehow, facing my disciple felt extremely uncomfortable.

Though I was capable of rational thought and fully understood that Mu-Myeong and the Nameless One were separate individuals—at least, I knew the current Mu-Myeong hadn't made such choices yet...

"..."

My heart was having trouble accepting it.

And for good reason.

Didn't the current Nameless One say he summoned me to find his own happiness?

In reverse, that could mean Mu-Myeong might also resort to such extreme measures for his own happiness.

...Well, this was ultimately just my delusion.

I turned my back with a small sigh, trying to clear my clouded mind with fresh air.

Anyway.

The point I'm trying to make is that I feel uncomfortable.

It seems related to the side effects that occurred when my mental state was forcibly stabilized during my transcendence...

"...It's Mu-Myeong."

So, I mumbled quietly, avoiding Mu-Myeong's gaze.

As if shocked by this, Mu-Myeong lowered his eyes and stopped approaching.

"..."

With the temperature around us suddenly dropping, I was at a loss for words, my mouth opening and closing uselessly.

After an awkward silence...

"Master, there's something I want to say."
"Hmm..."

Mu-Myeong, probably thinking we couldn't continue like this, called out to me with a trembling voice.

When our eyes met, his lips parted.

"...?"

But strangely, I couldn't hear his voice.

As if everything around us was submerged in something.

Furrowing my brow in confusion, I turned my head toward another presence.

"What are you doing, leaving me alone?"

She stepped forward with a sulky expression.

"You should be talking to me now. Right?"

She stood in front of me, blocking Mu-Myeong.

"You said you wanted to go back, didn't you?"

She asked with a smile that somehow seemed eerie.

"...That's right."

I could only nod.

After meeting Mu-Myeong, there had been a small waver in my resolve... but rather, that hesitation actually reinforced my decision.

After all, whenever I looked at Mu-Myeong, I couldn't help but think of the Nameless One.

I truly wanted to see with my own eyes whether Mu-Myeong—my disciple Mu-Myeong—would also cast me into the abyss for his own happiness.

Who knows?

Maybe Mu-Myeong would once again break the bonds between us by imprisoning me here for his own happiness.

So, I could confirm it this way.

Whether one's true nature really never changes.

Whether Mu-Myeong was truly the one who brought me here.

With these thoughts, I tried to approach Mu-Myeong to tell him this, but...

"Hmm..."

She blocked my path, spreading her arms wide.

"What are you doing?"

I glared at her with furrowed brows.

Was she preventing me from going back?

Or was she reluctant to let me approach Mu-Myeong?

Either way, I didn't like it.

"Don't make that face. I just have a favor to ask."
"...A favor? You?"

Wondering what relationship we had that would warrant her asking me for a favor, I tilted my head in confusion.

"It's simple, and it won't be bad for you either," she added.

"Could you stay here until the Nameless One stops rampaging?"
"...Rampaging?"

By the Nameless One, she must mean Mu-Myeong.

But what did she mean by rampaging?

"Don't you vaguely know already?"

Her explanation was simple.

Previously, the Nameless One broke the world's balance to find his own happiness.

She—or rather, this being called a god—decided to intervene in the world for the first time to stop Mu-Myeong.

However, for some reason, she couldn't directly intervene in this world.

She could only watch as the world was dyed crimson.

But she was a being called a god.

It wasn't that she had no options at all.

"I don't know how many chances this makes."

The god said she had rewound time several times, trying various approaches.

She tried to kill Mu-Myeong when he was young, created various incidents, and even made the Emperor and the Academy take action.

But they could never stop the rampaging Mu-Myeong.

Half-giving up, the god created other threats—the Hero and the Demon King—hoping to divert the Nameless One's attention even slightly.

But things unfolded differently than expected.

The karma accumulated by the Demon King was stolen by the Nameless One, allowing him to achieve transcendence.

Afterward, the god's already weak influence over the world diminished further.

Not only had she lost some control to the Nameless One, but if she directly confronted him and lost...

That would truly be the end.

While the Nameless One was looking for a solution for this world...

Another wind blew.

"You came."

She said things had been going surprisingly smoothly since my arrival.

"I'm sorry for using you, but I had no other way to stop the Nameless One."
"Hmm..."
"So, could you stay in this world a little longer and help prevent your disciple's rampage?"

As she spoke with an apologetic expression, I made an awkward face.

After hearing her story, I understood she had no choice.

It wasn't like she had summoned me, and it seemed she had tried to help me return.

Besides, her request didn't seem particularly difficult.

If it was just stopping Mu-Myeong's rampage, there were many ways to do it.

Well... whether I would show my true self to Mu-Myeong in the process was another matter.

Anyway.

She had no reason to apologize to me for such a request.

But I was the one who should be sorry... because...

"I'm sorry."

I had no intention of granting her request.

"I don't think I can help you."
"...Really?"

The reason was simple.

I wanted to see Mu-Myeong rampage.

I wanted to confirm my thoughts.

And frankly speaking, even if this world were destroyed, what did it matter to me?

As long as those connected to me were safe, I had no particular attachment to this world itself.

Besides, if I returned to my original home, would I be unable to come back here?

That wasn't the case either.

As we know, the Nameless One crossed worlds to bring me here and then returned.

It seems his power was nearly depleted because of that, but...

That's not particularly important.

"Well... if that's your decision, there's nothing I can do."

When I conveyed my thoughts to this being called a god, her expression immediately grew somber.

Or did it?

"Thank you for easing my burden."

Her expression seemed only relieved.

"What do you mean?"

"This world is truly precious to me, and I don't want to lose this hard-earned opportunity so absurdly."

As she spoke, she raised her hand toward me.

In her palm, a pure white light was blooming like a flower, burning hot rather than warm, reminiscent of the sun.

What was that?

Was she trying to attack me?

"What are you trying to—"

As I tried to draw the wooden sword at my waist to stop her...

"Ugh!"

With a sensation of falling, my vision filled with Mu-Myeong's face.

Then I felt pressure at my waist.

It was hard like a wooden sword, but had a warm energy.

It embraced me gently, wrapping around me.

With a slightly bewildered expression, I asked Mu-Myeong.

"Mu-Mu-Myeong?"

Though I bit my tongue in the accident, Mu-Myeong didn't seem to mind.

"I-I'm sorry for touching you suddenly...!"

My disciple's face turned red with embarrassment as he faced me.

Ch.168 - Misunderstanding
"T-that's because you looked like you were in danger, Master, and before I knew it, I just..."

Seeing Mu-Myeong stammer with a flushed face that didn't suit him at all, I couldn't help but smile.

Indeed, this is my disciple, Cheon Mu-Myeong.

Well, there are still some suspicious parts and a slight feeling of betrayal lingering in my heart...

But that doesn't change the fact that this kid has been by my side as my disciple for about 10 years.

Without hiding my rising smile, I displayed it openly while gently touching his unseemly arm wrapped around my waist.

"Well, this much is fine, so don't worry."

Mu-Myeong flinched at that and added with a face redder than a strawberry.

"Yes... Are you hurt anywhere?"

His voice was clearly trembling.

A somewhat mischievous smile naturally appeared on my face, which was troublesome.

Hmm, why is he so embarrassed over something like this?

"Pfft..."

Still, since this is another cute aspect of my disciple that I've grown accustomed to, I decided to go along with his shallow attempt to change the subject.

"Of course, it's all thanks to you."

When I smiled and said that, thinking I hadn't caught on to his attempt to change the subject,

Mu-Myeong added with a somewhat relieved expression.

"Master, while I was alone, I've been thinking."
"You've been thinking, you say."

There's no need to ask what he was pondering about.

Surely, he must have been contemplating our relationship.

...Of course, I mean our master-disciple relationship, not the relationship that might have changed after my confession that wasn't really a confession earlier.

Well, things had become awkward between Mu-Myeong and me since the Nameless One's visit.

Hmm, come to think of it, it's ridiculous.

To think that I would be swayed by a mere specter.

...Though it seems I'm still being swayed.

With those thoughts aside for a moment.

I blocked his path with a pleased smile at my disciple's truly Mu-Myeong-like behavior.

"Let's talk about that later."

Well, there are some uncomfortable feelings, but.

Above all, this isn't the atmosphere to talk, given the rapidly changing flow of energy around us.

"Wait a little."
"...Understood."

Seeing Mu-Myeong's disappointed expression, I frowned and patted his waist.

"Don't make such a face."

It would be nice to catch up with my disciple after so long, but.

Originally, this isn't a situation where we can do that, is it?

That's because.

"You'll understand me."
"After deciding everything on your own, what exactly am I supposed to understand?"
"You're not losing much either. You've already transcended life, so I'm just asking you to invest a short time in me."
"Tsk. After reigning in that place for so long, your selfish attitude has become a habit. Don't you understand that I don't want to do this?"

It would be right to first deal with that guy who suddenly attacked me, and then have a conversation in a quiet room.

The reason is also simple.

To focus on the conversation, of course.

And to teach a lesson to the fool who has stupidly decided to be hostile to me.

As if understanding my thoughts.

"Alright. Then, although I might not be of much help, I'll assist you, Master."

Mu-Myeong nodded clearly and declared he would help me.

"...Hmm."

I'd prefer if Mu-Myeong didn't get involved in dangerous matters, but.

It's not right for a master to always say no.

"Fine, I won't stop you."

But.

"If you seem to be in danger, retreat immediately. There's no shame in running away."

Since it's his first time facing someone of my level, I can't help but worry.

"Do you understand?"
"...I understand."

When I conveyed my thoughts, Mu-Myeong also seemed to agree as he nodded.

After confirming Mu-Myeong's agreement, I picked up the wooden sword scattered on the ground and pointed it at him.

Well, now that we've confirmed our differing opinions, all that's left is to deal with the guy interfering with my goal.

Since I can't kill him, I'll be gentle if possible.

Well, I'll think of it as education.

"Young one. Think of this as instructional sparring."
"...You're going to instruct me?"

I've taught students at the academy before, and I have an excellent disciple.

And that young one is selfish, only caring about himself. He's no different from a child.

So, there's nothing I can't teach that guy.

"What? Is there anything I can't do?"

Seeing his expression of disbelief, I smiled pleasantly and pointed the tip of my wooden sword at him.

"Three moves. I'll give you that much."

Beyond that, even I might find it difficult.

* * *

Pure white light.

From the hands of the one called a god, a light reminiscent of morning, evoking the activity of life, began to burst forth as if to engulf the entire area.

Deep darkness.

Not to be outdone, from Ha-Rang's wooden sword, darkness that seemed to claim itself as night, the antipode to morning, began to greedily devour that light and grow in size.

Soon, the opposing colors collide.

-Kugugugugung!

A harsh friction sound that seemed to tear the space itself filled the area.

Simultaneously, the sky gave the illusion of time passing quickly, with morning and night.

The two time periods fiercely competed, as if claiming to be the master of the sky, causing rough winds to rise.

After a short while.

When both the dazzlingly brilliant light that had shared warmth and the darkness that had stolen warmth but gave viewers a comfortable rest began to fade.

Only a dim light remained here.

The sky now reflected a color that made it unclear whether it would soon be morning or night.

"Huh... I wonder what help I said I'd provide."

Watching this scene, Mu-Myeong let out a hollow laugh and gripped his sword properly.

There's nothing he can help with in that fight. Rather, due to his insufficient level, he might become a hindrance to his master.

So, he should do what he can.

Having made his decision, Mu-Myeong approached Lucius, Elia, and Camilla, who still showed no movement, and stood in front of them.

"If you get hurt by fragments from the battle, it would be bad. I'll protect you."

Of course, there was no response.

They still knew nothing and remained in place with somewhat worried expressions, just as they had been before he arrived.

"...It seems I can't undo this with my power."
"..."
"But won't Master resolve it? We just need to wait a little."

Mu-Myeong added quietly and silently watched the battle between Ha-Rang and the entity, gripping his sword.

*

The area where my wooden sword and that young one's light collided had completely collapsed, making its original form unrecognizable.

-Kugugugugung!

This was the result of just one collision.

"Hmm... truly. There's no easy way, is there?"
"Right? From the start, when transcenders fight each other, it can't end quickly."

Though I couldn't understand it, logically speaking, what he said made sense.

Well, the fact that we're both at the same level means he, like me, has long surpassed the natural boundary.

So, his inner energy won't run out, and the victory should come from subtle differences in swordsmanship, or in his case, spellcraft.

Also, since I have so little information about spellcraft, or magic, I can't act rashly.

That's why it's become this frustrating battle of inner energy that structurally can never be decided.

Just as frustration was beginning to build in my chest.

"Tsk, if you can use Lucius as an avatar, don't you also have some skill with the sword?"

I momentarily gathered the inner energy I had been releasing and pointed my wooden sword at him.

In reality, if you look at Lucius's swordsmanship itself, it was lacking compared to Mu-Myeong's, but still excellent.

In other words, if it's not the avatar but the main body, he should be able to handle even more advanced swordsmanship, which is why I said that.

"What are you talking about?"

At my words, he just looked at me as if I was being ridiculous.

"Logically, how could I defeat you with a sword when you've reached this level by constantly wielding one?"
"...Hmm."

Is that a compliment?

I'm not sure whether to feel proud or ignore it...

As I was mumbling with my lips, unsure how to respond to such a difficult statement, he soon added.

"Besides, the swordsmanship used by the Hero was the best I knew."

He sighed deeply and shrugged.

"But then you suddenly appeared and shattered that common sense, you know? You should know how flustered I was when facing your disciple."
"...Hmm."
"Well, as Lucius, not the Hero, he was just moving on the instinct I taught him."

So that's what the future sight, or future vision, was like.

As I was understanding on my own, he wiped the sweat from his forehead and spoke.

"Do you understand now? If we fight, there won't be a conclusion, just like now."
"Hmm."
"And this means that when you try to return to your original world, if I try to stop you, you'll have to face me and won't be able to go."

So, he's throwing a tantrum asking me to grant his request... is that it?

"Huh."

How absurd.

I let out a hollow laugh at the guy who seemed to be misunderstanding something and raised my wooden sword again.

"Didn't I tell you at the beginning? This is not a fight but instructional sparring."

I traced the ground with my wooden sword and added.

"If I had decided to kill you, remember that you would have been killed instantly."
"...Really?"

After hearing my words, he closed his mouth for a moment as if thinking, then soon raised the corners of his mouth.

"Well then, I have no choice."

At the same time, he raised his arm.

-Pook!

"Cough!"

Then, he began to cough up dark red blood after piercing his own chest.

"...What?"

While I was making a dumbfounded expression at this bewildering situation, a sense of dissonance began to emerge.

"...What's going on all of a sudden?"
"Ha-Rang...?"

Time, which had been stopped until now, begins to flow again.

"Huh."

With the situation set up somewhat unfavorably for me.

I, who injured the god they believe in, and whose appearance isn't much different from the demons they consider enemies.

"This is troublesome."

Ch.169 - Misunderstandings Exist To Be Resolved
"This is troublesome."

It truly was troublesome.

To think that he would wound himself.

"Cough!"
"Lord!"

Elia didn't seem to mind the dirty, sticky blood staining her hands.

She held the blood-spitting lord in her arms, and after examining his complexion for a while, she turned to look at me.

"Ha-Rang...! Why on earth...!"

Elia's eyes were full of resentment.

I couldn't make any excuses.

After all, wasn't it too obvious?

Their god was spitting blood, and I was pointing a wooden sword at him.

No matter what excuse I made, I was the villain who had harmed the god this child believed in.

Moreover, I actually was the villain who had tried to harm the god this child believed in.

Above all, from my perspective, that guy was just annoying. But from their perspective, their lord was clearly good.

In other words, I was in the wrong.

From the beginning, it was a problem that I didn't foresee this situation while fighting with that guy with Elia, Lucius, and Camilla around.

But even so.

I don't like the current situation, and I feel somewhat wronged.

Look, isn't he still smiling at me with that truly vile smile as if he's won?

"...Tsk, what a dirty trick."

So, what should I do now?

To be honest, I don't think I can clear up their misunderstanding.

My eloquence isn't particularly outstanding.

Above all, people tend to believe what they see, and in their eyes, I'm already the villain.

So, if I want to achieve my immediate goal, I should consider myself at odds with them...

But that doesn't sit well with me.

"Hmm...."

Then, what options do I have left?

First would be to run away, and second would be to subdue that guy right now.

But can I subdue him?

The difficulty between killing and subduing is as different as heaven and earth.

Moreover, if I fight, I'll have to face not only the lord but also Camilla, Lucius, and Elia.

Hmm, so it's escape after all?

No, the word "escape" isn't quite right.

Since I could defeat them right now if I wanted to, "truce" would be a more appropriate expression.

Well, this might actually be the right answer.

If I hide somewhere that lord can't find me.

No, I don't even need to go so far that the lord can't follow me.

I just need to go somewhere Elia, Lucius, and Camilla can't reach me.

After all, didn't that lord pull this stunt because he judged he couldn't handle me alone?

So, he won't think of coming after me alone.

Furthermore, I'm confident I can return home without the lord's interference.

"...Hmm."

Why did I want to go back in the first place?

Ah. Because I wanted to know Mu-Myeong's true feelings.

...If it's just to know Mu-Myeong's true feelings, do I really need to go back?

As the lord said, staying here and watching Mu-Myeong might be enough.

...But that's not right. I feel like I need some other reason.

That way, I'll have an excuse for running away.

...Right.

I'm suffering from a kind of homesickness, wanting to return home.

So, crossing dimensions.

It's a very big decision.

*Good.*

As I was thinking that and slowly backing away.

-Thud

Soon, with the sensation of bumping into something, my arm was captured and I couldn't move.

"...Hmm."

Of course, the only one who could grab me was Mu-Myeong, and I looked at my disciple with a blank expression.

"Mu-Myeong. What are you doing?"

"I preemptively stopped you because I thought Master's bad habit was about to surface again."

Wasn't this guy uncomfortable with me until just now? When did he get so comfortable...

No, more importantly.

Bad habit? What does that mean?

As I tilted my head in confusion, Mu-Myeong opened his mouth with an awkward expression.

"It's not my place to say, but weren't you about to think alone and act on it again?"

...Hmm, he knows me too well.

But even if I listen to Mu-Myeong and deliberate more or talk with them, I don't think a better solution will emerge than this.

No, apart from that, I don't feel like staying here any longer.

Why should I receive such looks from Elia?

Why should I receive cold stares after disappointing Lucius and Camilla?

"..."

Perhaps my thoughts were reflected in my expression, because Mu-Myeong shrugged slightly and added.

"How about clearing up the small misunderstanding first before retreating?"

"Small misunderstanding..."

Mu-Myeong's words mean I should resolve the sticky feelings they have towards me.

If I could, I would have done it already... Well, there's no harm in trying.

I nodded once to Mu-Myeong and then turned my gaze to Elia, who was still looking at me with resentful eyes, and opened my mouth.

"Elia, I won't make any pathetic excuses, but it seems things have gotten too heated. I think it's best if I withdraw for now."

Afterward, as a sign that I had no intention of hostility, I sheathed my wooden sword at my waist and turned my back.

It's a shame I can't settle things right now.

But because I'm more afraid of being at odds with them than feeling regret, I tried to run away.

...Of course, running away won't resolve this conflict. But at least for now, I think this is the right answer.

"Well then, I'll be go-"

Just as I was about to take a step.

"Old Lady. Wait a moment."

Camilla's cold, flat voice piled up like snow, hindering my movement.

Despite it being just snow that I could easily brush away, I couldn't move.

...Why are there so many people stopping me?

With a deep sigh, I turned around again to face Camilla, who was holding me back with just her voice.

"Why are you calling me?"

"Aren't you forgetting something?"

"Hmm... forgetting what?"

As Camilla made an incredulous expression, I tilted my head.

Lucius, standing next to her, added with a long sigh.

"Shouldn't you explain the situation before leaving?"

As if saying something obvious.

I couldn't hide my bewilderment at their seemingly calm reactions and kept my mouth shut.

...Why aren't they angry?

Doesn't it look like I cut down their lord?

Moreover, isn't Lucius himself an incarnation of the lord, even if he doesn't know it?

...I don't understand.

"Master, Camilla and Lucius are right."

Mu-Myeong also took Camilla and Lucius's side and began urging me to say more.

Feeling unnecessarily upset, I pouted and punched Mu-Myeong's back.

"Ugh!"

"Aren't you my disciple? Take my side, not Camilla's."

"...I'm saying this for your sake-"

"Ahem."

"...I understand."

Although Mu-Myeong looked somewhat wronged, I didn't pay much attention.

What's he going to do about it?

He really didn't take my side.

As Mu-Myeong and I continued our not-quite-a-battle of nerves.

"Huh."

Along with Camilla's deflating laugh, I heard her voice tinged with irritation.

"Stop rubbing salt in the wound and give us an explanation, will you?"

Ah, right.

My mind was elsewhere for a moment.

"...I'm sorry."

I nodded with an awkward smile.

"But it's not rubbing salt in the wound... Anyway, where should I start explaining?"

As Camilla's gaze suddenly became sharp, I hastily changed the subject and began to think deeply.

No, more importantly, can I talk about it here...?

That guy called a god is watching us with his eyes wide open?

Hmm, it probably doesn't matter.

Judging by the fact that he hasn't stopped us so far, it means we're outside his area of interest.

Or he's ruled out the possibility that we could harm him.

For some reason, that hurt my pride.

But as Mu-Myeong, Camilla, and Lucius said, there's no harm in talking rather than retreating right away.

...Above all.

"Elia, first I want to make something clear. I had no intention of disrespecting your god."

Seeing Elia still looking at me resentfully made my heart ache.

How should I put it?

Rather than feeling disappointed, it's like looking at myself.

I too had once resented Elia simply because she was a Saintess loved by god.

Remembering that, a sad smile involuntarily formed, and my voice came out with a trembling tone.

"It's just a conflict arising from a difference of opinion, so I hope you understand that."

"...Yes."

But the difference between me and Elia might be that she's a bit more mature.

...Living long seems truly meaningless.

I couldn't think of forgiving, or at least waiting for the other person, like Elia did.

I just waited for an opportunity.

With a deep sigh due to my suddenly complicated feelings, I looked at the distant mountains and opened my mouth.

"My homeland was a different place, not here."

And so, a long story began.

It was a truly honest and plain statement, coming from my mouth for the first time.

Ch.170 - Honestly
I couldn't tell everything honestly.

For good reason, whether they would believe me aside, telling them all about my past...

Hmm, how should I put this?

It's a bit burdensome.

To begin with, even Mu-Myeong, the person I've given my heart to... well, let me correct that.

I mean, the person I've known for the longest time—even he didn't learn about my past directly from me. It was revealed through a series of coincidences piling on top of each other.

How could I possibly tell them everything?

If I had courage, perhaps, but I'm timid and shy by nature.

So, I couldn't tell them everything.

...Well, that's just an excuse in the end.

Anyway, what did I introduce myself as?

It felt wrong to lie to those waiting for my answer with such trust, so I tried to be as honest and straightforward as possible.

I introduced my homeland as a massive continent in the east, farther than the End Of The World.

I explained the subtly different lifestyle, clothing, and speech patterns, and everyone seemed to accept it.

...Well, if examined closely, it's a lie, but not entirely.

When I first came here, I thought this place was based on fantasy, as the scenery resembled the western world I knew.

Strictly speaking, it's not entirely a lie.

And who knows?

Maybe the place I came from really is located in the east.

"Is the east where perverts live?"
"...P-perverts?"
"Look at the Old Lady's clothes."

Of course, there were some minor issues that arose... but nothing important.

"...This is just my personal preference."

Even in my homeland, nobody dressed like this...

And this level of exposure wasn't considered perverted there.

...Or was it?

"So, it's just the Old Lady who's a pervert."
"What."

Anyway, the conversation briefly went off track.

"I wasn't originally someone who practiced martial arts."

To help you understand in terms of this world, I was like a student at an academy.

Among them, I studied not martial arts, but academics. I was truly an ordinary person.

"...Are you saying you didn't practice martial arts, Lady Cheon Ha-Rang?"
"That's right."
"Isn't that strange? Considering who you are now, it's hard to believe you didn't practice martial arts."

Lucius's doubt was reasonable.

Of course, anyone looking at me now would think the same.

"But it's the truth."

And here comes the important part of the story.

The reason I began practicing martial arts.

The reason I, who claimed to live in the east, suddenly came here and started living here.

"Lucius, I was brought here by the Nameless One you were chasing."
"...I see."

At my words, both Mu-Myeong and Lucius's expressions darkened considerably.

...Well, Mu-Myeong probably felt guilty thinking this was also his doing.

And Lucius probably thought this happened because he failed to eliminate the Nameless One.

With that in mind, I shrugged and continued.

"Well, Lucius. There's no reason for you to make such a face."

After all, I was brought here over 300 years ago. How could he have prevented that?

After confirming that Lucius's expression had improved somewhat, I added:

"I was very confused at first."

I fell into a strange land for no apparent reason.

In such a situation, what could an ordinary person—no, a coward—do?

I had no money to buy food to survive.

No friends to help me.

No family to rely on.

I had no means to prove who I was, which I had always taken for granted.

No, more than that, there was no one to prove it to.

But what was most difficult, making all these other problems seem trivial, was:

"I had no reason to live back then."

I had no goal.

Even if I managed to eat, sleep, and live comfortably here, what would remain?

What would remain even if I survived right now?

Why was I alive?

The moment I thought about it, my cowardly nature began to struggle desperately to survive.

People often talk about life flashing before your eyes, don't they?

They say that when a person is about to die, they recall their memories to survive.

To survive, you extract all the information you have.

In that process, I remembered it.

The way for me to survive.

"So, I harbored hatred."

My subconscious, afraid of death, created a fictional goal for survival.

And it was heavily influenced by what I had seen most often.

Novels, animations, subculture—I created and resented the existence of "God" who might have been influenced by these.

...Well, in reality, I was just running away from reality.

I vaguely knew, didn't I?

Why would God bother bringing someone like me, such a coward?

Rather, He would call someone with a sense of mission like Lucius, someone with goodness like Elia, or someone who doesn't know how to give up like Camilla.

"So, I wanted to kill your deity and get my revenge. ...Well, as I said earlier, thinking about it now, the real enemy was the Nameless One."

Anyway, the point is this.

I began practicing martial arts to get my revenge, to survive.

"And thus, I reached this level."

And reaching this level means I gained enough strength to achieve my goal.

"I finally obtained it."

After more than 300 years of endurance.

"It means I can finally go back."

To my homeland.

"Yes, that's right. Although it was false, I thought I finally had my goal. I thought everything would work out."

But.

"That damn being is interfering with my goal, right in front of me."
"...The deity?"

Elia opened her eyes wide in disbelief, and similarly, Lucius and Camilla didn't look pleased.

I shrugged slightly as I looked at them.

"Well, I said it like that, but I understand."
"...What? What do you mean...?"
"I'm saying his position is somewhat reasonable."

After all.

Just as I want to go back to my homeland, he also wants to protect his homeland.

But that doesn't mean I have a reason to yield to him.

I didn't tell them, but my true goal isn't to return to my homeland.

That's just a surface reason.

I narrowed my eyes and glanced at Mu-Myeong, who still remained by my side.

"Mu-Myeong."
"...Yes, Master."
"Do you know why I'm fighting the deity?"
"I only know that... it's for you to return to your homeland, Master..."
"Good."

You only need to know that much.

Because, Cheon Mu-Myeong, you are the main reason.

I want to see if my disciple, Cheon Mu-Myeong, will repeat the same actions after I'm gone.

I want to confirm if he's an evil person who prioritizes his own happiness and harms others.

...Well, I understand why someone who was so unhappy would crave happiness.

But if that method harms others, can it truly be considered right?

I don't think so.

If I was to be happy because of him, he should have at least explained it to me, the person involved.

At the very least, he shouldn't have thrown me into this hell-like abyss.

"Ha-Rang?"

At Elia's call, I suppressed the energy that was leaking out and gave an awkward smile.

"Ah. I'm sorry. I got a little excited."

I might have spoken a bit strongly due to my momentary excitement... but the point is.

I believe that one's true nature doesn't change.

So, I think that if I return to my homeland... Mu-Myeong will come looking for me.

Of course, not simply because he misses me or through a safe method.

But through a method that would clearly be seen as evil, as that deity worries about.

"..."

Well, I think it's selfish.

Unlike that being called a deity who clearly argues from the perspective of good, I'm acting based on personal greed.

So, as I initially thought.

Even if I tell my story like this, I don't expect Lucius, Elia, or Camilla to understand even a tiny bit.

But still, I want to see.

If Mu-Myeong doesn't come looking for me after I return to my homeland. If he's a child who can sacrifice his own happiness for mine.

If my belief that one's true nature never changes is wrong.

...If one's true nature can change.

"I can understand his thinking... but I must return to my homeland."

I want to see it with my own eyes.

"So, don't stop me."

If true nature can change.

"Understand?"

Then I can change too.


In truth, I'm hoping.

That Mu-Myeong would prioritize.

My happiness over his own.

But would there be happiness in returning alone?

...I'm not sure.

I'm not sure what I want to do.

To be more honest.

Whatever happens to this world.

I have this somewhat selfish thought.

That I wish Mu-Myeong would come looking for me.

That he would prioritize me above all else.

If that happens, I would realize the somewhat painful truth that true nature doesn't change...

But at least I could be together with Mu-Myeong.


These thoughts of Cheon Ha-Rang occurred deep in her subconscious.

She didn't realize them herself.

Ch.171 - Faith
After Cheon Ha-Rang's declaration-like statement.

"Do you understand?"

The atmosphere had become intensely charged, enough to make everyone's bodies tense.

Their tension was unavoidable.

When they looked at Cheon Ha-Rang, her expression seemed as though she might draw her sword and charge at the Main God at any moment.

She wore a look of pure hatred, as if she were looking at a mortal enemy, an obstacle in her path.

Yet, despite this, they couldn't move.

Their minds were too conflicted.

In a way, this was understandable.

Someone they thought was their comrade, someone they believed would always have their backs...

To be facing off against Cheon Ha-Rang like this?

What kind of situation was this?

Were they really going to fight now?

Did they stand a chance?

No, beyond the question of winning...

Should they even be fighting her in the first place?

After all, they had all heard it.

The past Cheon Ha-Rang had lived through.

Why she opposed the Main God.

This went beyond a simple fight with her—it was a clash of beliefs.

For 300 long years, Cheon Ha-Rang had been struggling in a swamp of despair, and finally, the light of salvation had descended upon her.

But the Main God, in the name of justice, was trying to drag her back into that swamp.

And that wasn't all.

What frightened them more was...

They too secretly wished that she wouldn't leave.

Yet paradoxically...

They also wanted her to find happiness now.

In other words...

They understood both perspectives.

Moreover, they themselves had no stake in this confrontation between the Main God they believed in and Cheon Ha-Rang whom they also trusted.

*Do we have the right to stand in her way?*

In truth, when they thought about it, the reason for the confrontation between the Main God and Cheon Ha-Rang was difficult to understand.

Hadn't the Nameless One already been dealt with by Cheon Ha-Rang's hand?

Despite this, the Main God was stopping Cheon Ha-Rang to guard against the Nameless One?

Could it be that the Nameless One was still alive?

No, this possibility had to be ruled out.

She had described the Nameless One as her enemy—she wouldn't lie about something related to that, especially about having avenged herself.

...Then, why?

They looked toward the Main God who stood beside them, hoping for an answer.

"..."

The Main God merely smiled while looking at Cheon Ha-Rang.

Offering them no answer.

As if telling them to think for themselves.

And so, as hesitation filled their minds, the strength in everyone's grip gradually weakened.

The swords they had raised to protect the Main God, to stop Cheon Ha-Rang, began to lower.

Was it because they were ashamed of not knowing these facts until now?

Or was it because they felt sorry for opposing Cheon Ha-Rang after learning of her circumstances?

This too, they did not know.

"..."

After a moment of heavy silence...

"Hmm..."

Cheon Ha-Rang shrugged her shoulders nonchalantly.

"...Well, it won't be today, so don't worry."

She said this with a smile as she turned her back.

"...What?"

They could only respond stupidly.

"What's that... Old Lady, you don't have to go now?"
"...Well, I've waited 300 years, so what's a few more days."

Somehow, her back looked so small.

"Besides, don't you all need some time to sort out your thoughts?"

A small sense of guilt bloomed in their hunched shoulders.

"Hmm, I'm delivering such sudden news... it would be a bit inconsiderate to act solely for my own benefit right away."

And as Cheon Ha-Rang walked away with heavy steps, they couldn't say anything, feeling a sense of self-loathing at their own inaction.

"Master, I will follow you."

Mu-Myeong, also seemingly not in the best mood like the rest of them, spoke with a dark expression.

Cheon Ha-Rang looked at Mu-Myeong for a moment.

"Alright."

She nodded slightly and walked slowly.

Very slowly.

As if telling them that if they were going to stop her, now was the only chance.

And the group only realized this fact...

The next morning, after night had passed and the sun had risen, when Cheon Ha-Rang and the Main God had completely disappeared from sight.

*

Inside the bumpy carriage.

"...What should we do?"

Elia, looking somewhat dazed, asked Lucius who was directly driving the carriage.

"..."

But Lucius only bit his lip.

He couldn't answer her.

Because it was a question he too wanted to ask someone else.

The gloomy atmosphere continued.

"Ah! Really!"

Camilla, who hated such an atmosphere more than death itself, ruffled her hair and then rose roughly, saying:

"What do you mean what should we do? Isn't it obvious?"

"...Obvious?"

Somewhat taken aback by Camilla's unexpected behavior, Elia asked.

"Hey, you incompetents."

Camilla thumped her chest as if frustrated by Elia's question.

"Stop running from reality and listen straight. We have three options right now."

She held up three fingers.

"First."

Camilla folded her ring finger and spoke in a somewhat low voice, almost growling:

"Like you with your stupid expressions... and like me. We ignore reality and remain bystanders."

"..."

Lucius couldn't respond to Camilla's words and simply lowered his head.

*...Stupid expression. Is that how I look?*

Lucius swept his face with a self-deprecating smile.

Because Camilla was right.

He was too stupid to do anything.

Even the defeat of the Nameless One, whom he had pursued his entire life, was accomplished by Lady Cheon Ha-Rang.

And she also prevented the Demon King's resurrection.

Thinking about it...

He hadn't done anything himself.

Despite being the Hero chosen by fate.

The one who should be everyone's hope had lost hope himself.

Lucius hung his head low, feeling like a sinner.

"Second."

Next, Camilla folded her middle finger and continued:

"Stand by the Main God you believed in... no, the one the Empire believes in, and stop that Old Lady no matter what."

Like Lucius, Elia couldn't say anything in response to Camilla's words.

*...Stop Ha-Rang?*

Elia looked blankly at her outstretched hand and shook her head slightly.

She couldn't do it.

She shouldn't say this, but... compassion had welled up within her.

Moreover, hadn't the Main God shown her?

In the past, in that shabby room.

Hadn't she seen glimpses of her past while examining the sword Mu-Myeong possessed?

After selfishly shedding tears there, how could she now stop Ha-Rang?

She couldn't do it.

She absolutely couldn't.

If she had to do that...

If she had to turn a blind eye to the truth just because she was a Saintess of a church, if she had to believe blindly...

If she had to stop her...

Elia would quit being a Saintess.

Think about it.

Can someone who merely believes without questioning be called a true religious person?

In Elia's opinion, that's just a puppet.

Not a pure and truthful religious person, but just a foolish one hoping for miracles.

Hadn't the Main God said it?

To think for ourselves.

That the Main God gives us situations, not answers.

Remembering this, she lowered her head again.

*...Why am I only realizing this simple truth now?*

She was no different.

Despite being the Saintess, a representative of the church, she had failed to find the answer.

She had merely hoped for a miracle.

She had looked to the Main God for answers.

But He didn't answer.

And in the end, it was she who chose silence.

She was a sinner.

Elia hung her head low, feeling like a sinner.

As an awkward silence hung in the air...

"Lastly, the third option."

Camilla folded her remaining index finger, clenched her fist, and thumped her chest.

"...We fulfill the Old Lady's wish."

At the clanking sound of her gloves and armor colliding, Lucius and Elia raised their heads to look at Camilla.

"Ha-Rang's wish...?"

"Yes, who else would I be talking about if not the Old Lady?"

Camilla responded matter-of-factly to Elia who was asking if she understood correctly.

"...Are you suggesting we oppose the Empire?"

Lucius spoke with a somewhat sharp tone.

However, his expression was the most animated it had been so far.

"No?"

Camilla shrugged slightly in response to Lucius's question.

"Do we really need to oppose the Empire?"

"...What do you mean?"

Lucius tilted his head, not understanding, and she smiled and added:

"Think about it, why is that incompetent Main God stopping the Old Lady?"

"...That's..."

Because of the Nameless One.

The Main God, fearing that he might once again lead the world to ruin, is stopping Cheon Ha-Rang to make her a shield protecting the world.

"Exactly that. As expected of an incompetent Main God, making such a stupid conclusion."

"Camilla... even so, you shouldn't speak like..."

Just as Elia was about to admonish Camilla for her blasphemous words...

"Wait..."

Lucius stopped driving the carriage and stood up, staring at Camilla.

"...Are you saying..."

At this, Camilla grinned.

"Right. If the problem is that incompetent Nameless One..."

If we can give the Main God enough confidence that the incompetent won't cause trouble, enough that the Old Lady doesn't need to be there...

"Instead of just stupidly believing like incompetent fools, let's give Him faith."

Ch.172 - The Eve Of The Storm
"...seriously."

Lucius muttered quietly, biting his lip.

He stared at the man sitting before him with resentful eyes while clenching his fists tightly, seemingly angry at himself.

"What on earth made you come to such a careless decision?!"

The man who had been watching Lucius's unexpected behavior let out a sigh.

"...A careless decision, you say."

Duke, the Emperor of the Empire, leaned back against his chair and furrowed his brow as if he had a headache.

*Does he not realize that he's the one making the careless decision right now?*

Lucius—that is to say, the Hero who should be giving courage and hope to the people of the Empire—was now taking the side of the Demon King.

And that's not all.

The Saintess, who should be a beacon of hope and love for the people of the Empire—no, for all of humanity—was standing beside the Hero and supporting his opinion.

*Does this... even make sense?*

The beacon of hope was siding with the Demon King, their clear enemy.

This situation was giving the Emperor a headache.

"Hero. No matter what you say, my decision won't change."
"But why...!"

Duke let out a deep sigh at Lucius's frustrated questioning.

"...Hah."

Of course, the Emperor wasn't completely ignorant of what Lucius was trying to say.

Duke himself knew Cheon Ha-Rang's character before she became the Demon King, having spoken with her directly.

She was so innocent.

So much so that he worried she might get scammed somewhere.

...Well, she did have some cunning aspects too.

Anyway, if even he could make such an assessment after meeting her only briefly, how much more attached must Lucius be after adventuring with her for nearly half a year?

Of course he would hesitate.

Of course it would pain him to have to cut her down.

Duke, being human himself, could understand what Lucius was trying to say.

However.

"Nevertheless, Our decision remains unchanged."

Before being a person, he was the Emperor.

"It is right to eliminate any threat to the Empire preemptively."

He had to make decisions for the Empire, not based on his personal feelings.

That was what it meant to be Emperor.

"How could Lady Cheon Ha-Rang possibly be a threat—"
"Hero. You know better than anyone."

Duke narrowed his eyes as he faced Lucius, who still seemed unable to accept the situation.

"Cheon Ha-Rang possesses power beyond common sense."

Duke had only seen fragments of that power, but this was indisputable.

Her strength was truly beyond comprehension.

"And that power is too devastating for any individual to possess."

Though he didn't particularly like making such comparisons...

Probably, even if the entire Empire were to attack Cheon Ha-Rang alone, victory couldn't be guaranteed.

"Of course, I don't intend to selfishly demand that her power be used for the Empire's benefit."

...Not that he wasn't tempted at all.

Hadn't he already failed once at recruiting her?

Cheon Ha-Rang wasn't the type of person who would be subordinate to him, or by extension, to the Empire.

In other words, she couldn't be controlled.

And now, this already uncontrollable being who defied common sense...

"Has become the Demon King."
"..."

Even Lucius had nothing to say to this, closing his mouth and averting his gaze.

Well, he had no choice.

The testimonies of those who had witnessed Cheon Ha-Rang were all the same.

A sinister right eye that sent chills down one's spine just by looking at it, and a massive horn protruding from the right side of her head.

Though it was only half-formed.

Such features could only be seen in demons, not humans.

Moreover, as clear evidence, all demons and the martial organization known as the Heavenly Demon Sect obeyed her.

On top of that, the Imperial Palace had already been attacked by Cheon Ha-Rang once before.

At the time, they had heard the excuse that it was to prevent another attack...

But now, with time having passed.

He couldn't simply believe those words anymore.

"Therefore, Cheon Ha-Rang is not a potential threat."

She was an existing threat.

"She is a threat right before our eyes."

To suggest leaving such a being alone?

No sane person would make such a foolish decision.

"So, when she's even slightly off guard. When she's not prepared."

They needed to strike first and eliminate the threat to the Empire.

"If we delay even a little, she might turn toward the Empire first."

No.

That must not happen.

"Countless imperial citizens would lose their lives."

Therefore, there would be no negotiation.

Didn't their ancestors tell them?

"The Demon King and his minions, the demons, are not beings with whom dialogue is possible."

They are merely brutes drunk on power.

"So, Hero. If you truly stand with the Empire—no, with humanity—then eliminate her."

Duke stared into Lucius's eyes for a long time as the Hero remained silent.

* * *

"—That's probably how they're talking right now."

I tilted my head at Jack's vivid description, as if he had heard it firsthand.

Me attacking the Empire...?

What nonsense is that?

"Hmm...."

Despite my confused expression, Jack shrugged nonchalantly and added:

"So, shouldn't we prepare for the Empire's attack as well?"

Prepare...

In simple terms, he's suggesting we fight?

"Hmm... I'm not too keen on that."

It's not that I don't understand what Jack is saying.

...But.

"Do we really need to go as far as preparing?"

If possible, I'd like to avoid a violent confrontation.

After all, whether I like it or not...

Among those in the Empire, apart from the Hero's party, there are quite a few people I know.

...Well, maybe not that many.

Anyway, starting with the Imperial Palace ball, which wasn't entirely pleasant.

The professors and students at the Academy, the knights of the North, merchants from various villages...

There are numerous connections I've made there after living without any relationships for 300 years.

And now, to fight against them?

It's natural to be reluctant.

...Well, from what Jack says, they might not consider our relationship significant enough.

As I was lost in thought...

"...Hm?"

Someone tapped my troubled shoulder.

"Master."

It was Mu-Myeong, of course.

"You don't have to think that way."

Mu-Myeong began speaking as if he knew exactly what I was worried about just from my expression.

"Even if we prepare, it doesn't necessarily mean combat, does it?"
"...Huh."

I let out a small exclamation of surprise at how closely his thoughts matched my concerns.

"You speak as if you know my thoughts."
"I've been watching you for quite some time."

I sighed deeply and nodded at Mu-Myeong's response, accompanied by a small smile.

Well, that's true.

If they really are planning an attack, I can't just sit idle.

Isn't that right?

If I hesitate because of my sentiments and end up causing harm to the Heavenly Demon Sect or the demons who've chosen to help me, that would be terrible.

Besides, I have a duty to fulfill the wishes of the Heavenly Demon Sect and the demons before I leave.

It might not be a bad idea to use this opportunity to accomplish that.

I waved my hand lightly and added to Jack:

"Then, go ahead and make preparations."
"As you command."

Jack left with a grin.

"..."

Naturally, only Mu-Myeong and I remained in this small cabin, and silence began to fill the air.

*This awkwardness is killing me...*

Yes, silence had descended.

For some reason, Mu-Myeong, who would normally speak to me about various things with a composed expression, had been quiet for the past few days.

...Why?

I pondered the reason while fidgeting with my lips, but nothing came to mind.

Could it be because I said I was leaving? The thought crossed my mind, but...

Well.

If he was truly upset about my departure, wouldn't he be trying to talk to me more rather than staying silent like this?

Think about it.

If you might part ways with someone someday.

If he truly considered himself my disciple, wouldn't he want to converse with his master as much as possible?

In other words, creating memories.

...Well.

Trying to stop me from leaving would also be an option.

Anyway, my point is that Mu-Myeong has no reason not to speak to me.

But if I were to ask him about it, my pride would somehow be hurt.

It's strange to even ask such a thing in the first place.

Just like earlier, when Mu-Myeong shared his opinion with me while I was pondering, he continued to say what was necessary.

So, if I were to ask why we're not engaging in casual conversation... it would seem... it would seem like...

"Ahem...."

Like I'm desperate to have idle chatter with Mu-Myeong...?

I find that truly wounding to my pride.

No, that's clearly wrong!

To begin with! A disciple should be the one entertaining the master.

Why is Mu-Myeong being so awkwardly reserved when it doesn't suit him?

It's truly vexing!

Well, it's difficult to say this directly.

"Hmm hmm...."

So I just cleared my throat and gave him meaningful glances.

Ch.173 - The Eve Of The Storm (2)
"The academy's headmaster is making a move...?"
"Yeah. Probably."

Jack, who had essentially been given all command authority over the Heavenly Demon Sect by Ha-Rang, frowned as he examined the information that Stella, one of the Three Swords like himself, had gathered.

*...So the academy's headmaster is making a move.*

Anna Jeanne d'Arc.

The current headmaster of the academy.

And the former Hero.

Although, since she had passed on her blessing to another, she probably didn't possess the same level of power as Lucius, the current Hero.

Still, one couldn't ignore the decades Anna had spent as the Hero.

Experience isn't something that easily disappears.

"...Tsk."

So the news that the academy's headmaster was making a move wasn't particularly good news for Jack.

After heaving a deep sigh, Jack furrowed his brow and turned his gaze to Amber, another of the Three Swords.

He extended his hand as if demanding something.

"Huh?"

Amber stared blankly at Jack's outstretched hand before suddenly realizing something.

"Ah! Sorry! You asked me to write it down!"
"...What?"
"Sorry, sorry! I forgot! But I remember everything, so I'll just tell you!"

With an awkward smile, Amber cleared her throat and began relaying what she had seen and heard as accurately as possible to Jack.

Jack's expression soured even further as he listened.

"...The Tower Master is moving too?"
"Yep!"
"Haaa..."

The Empire's Magic Tower.

Due to its secretive nature, not much was known about it.

But one thing was certain.

*A former comrade who fought alongside Anna Jeanne d'Arc in the past.*

Therefore, the Tower Master's abilities must be considered equal to or greater than Anna's.

"This is giving me a headache."

As Jack clutched his forehead as if suffering from a migraine, Amber added with a hearty smile:

"Well, it'll be fine, won't it?!"
"...How exactly would it be fine?"

Seeing Jack looking at her with narrowed eyes, as if he was looking at something untrustworthy:

"Because! We're strong too? And more importantly, the Heavenly Demon and the Vice Sect Leader are incredibly powerful!"

Amber said this while raising both arms.

"Ow!"
"Stella. We should be thinking about handling this ourselves."

Amber, letting out a displeased sigh, gave Stella—who was smiling innocently—a light knock on the head.

"You always pick on me!"

Stella felt the situation was completely unfair.

* * *

"It's terribly boring."

As I idly stared at the sky, a thought suddenly crossed my mind.

*Surely...*

It must have been quite some time since Jack said those words.

"Why hasn't there been any news?"

It was almost suspiciously peaceful, as if artificially so.

...Of course, I don't dislike this boredom.

Disliking boredom? That would be too entitled for someone like me who, until recently, was suffering from constant headaches.

However, the longer this peace continues...

*...The execution of the plan keeps getting delayed.*

I simply couldn't view this boring time in a purely positive light.

"..."

After being lost in such thoughts for a while...

"Would you like something to chew on?"
"...You startled me."

Mu-Myeong, who had been quiet until now, suddenly poked his head in and said that.

*...No, not just until now.*

Since returning to the Log Cabin.

Mu-Myeong hadn't said anything to me except for formal greetings before meals or bedtime—purely perfunctory words.

It's the same now.

When I muttered about being bored, he spoke as if trying to alleviate that boredom?

"...Tsk."

I really didn't like that.

He could at least try to make some interesting conversation.

*Something to chew on?*

What kind of nonsense is that?

Does my Disciple dislike talking to his master who's about to leave so much?

"Sigh..."

After all, raising him has been pointless.

This is why our ancestors said that black-haired beasts shouldn't be taken in...

"SIGH!!!"

It's my fault for not heeding the wisdom of the past.

I wonder how Mu-Myeong interpreted my deep sigh filled with profound contemplation.

"...?"

He tilted his head with a puzzled expression, then reached into his pocket and pulled something out.

*...This is.*

My eyes, as if enchanted, slowly fixed on Mu-Myeong's hand.

That mischievous thing, spreading its sweet and tangy scent everywhere, proudly showing off its bright red body.

I tilted my head as I looked at it.

"...Strawberries?"

Suddenly, why strawberries?

Surely the harvest season had already passed...

Because of that, I hadn't been able to taste strawberries since coming to the Log Cabin.

Mu-Myeong nodded at my question and, seeing my still puzzled expression, added an explanation with an "Ah."

"I bought them from a nearby village while you were deep in meditation, Master."
"The nearby village means..."
"Yes, the village we visited on the first day after we came down from the mountain."
"I... I see..."

Despite my pouting lips, my hand was already reaching toward Mu-Myeong's.

*Wait.*

I squeezed my eyes shut and shook my head as it kept turning toward Mu-Myeong's hand.

*I shouldn't do this!*

I almost ate it without thinking...!

Just a moment ago, I was thinking about how annoying my disciple was, and now I'm about to give in for mere strawberries?

No matter how much I love strawberries, this is a matter of my pride.

After all, I've been showing how upset I am all this time, and to give in for mere strawberries...

Isn't that... too undignified?

*I won't eat it!*

With that thought, I turned my head sharply away from Mu-Myeong and snorted.

Mu-Myeong let out a deflated smile and then:

"Unfortunately, since they're not in season, they're small... but you like them, don't you, Master?"

Saying that, he came around to face me and brought the strawberry-filled hand to my mouth.

"Nnngh..."
"My arm's going to break."

I glared at Mu-Myeong, who was making a playful face and pretending to be in pain, but only for a moment.

"Ah."

With a deep sigh, I obediently opened my mouth.

...Well, after he went to such trouble to buy them, it would be terribly rude not to eat them, wouldn't it?

Of course, rude to the strawberries, not to Mu-Myeong!

"Nom."

* * *

"Mmm..."

Mu-Myeong smiled gently as he watched his master, cheeks puffed like a squirrel, putting strawberries into her mouth.

*As I always think, Master truly loves strawberries.*

To such an extent that:

"Hehehe..."

It's embarrassing to admit, but when I see Master like this, I feel a small jealousy toward strawberries.

Well, more than that jealousy, I'm happy to see Master looking so content.

As Mu-Myeong was smiling warmly, suddenly:

"..."

His expression grew cold as a thought occurred to him.

*...Just a little more time passes.*

Will Master go somewhere?

If that happens, what will become of me?

If Master takes me to where she lives, I would be truly happy.

...But.

Would Master take me with her?

It doesn't seem likely.

"..."

It was only natural for Mu-Myeong to have such anxious thoughts.

Considering the atmosphere of Master's words at that time and her recent behavior.

It didn't seem like she would take him with her.

Master wore an expression that was half gloomy and half relieved.

A face that was neither here nor there. Since returning to the Log Cabin, she hadn't engaged in any casual conversation with him.

...Of course, he had done the same.

*I had no choice.*

When Master was giving off an atmosphere that seemed like she might explode if approached incorrectly.

Who would have the courage to speak to her?

Naturally, people become incredibly awkward when dealing with something precious to them.

In that regard, Mu-Myeong was no different.

Moreover, Ha-Rang's clearly different attitude from usual only made Mu-Myeong more anxious.

And so, Mu-Myeong made a mistake he wouldn't normally make.

He became afraid.

Mu-Myeong, quite unlike himself, was so frightened that he couldn't do anything.

This was also influenced in a negative way by his past experience, when his parents had lost their lives due to his verbal mistake.

Mu-Myeong, once again like back then.

Was so afraid that his master might really leave him that he couldn't say anything beyond what was absolutely necessary.

He was terrified that some small slip of the tongue might completely turn his master's heart away, causing them to never meet again.

"..."

But Mu-Myeong didn't show it.

Afraid that Master would dislike seeing such a side of him, he did his best to maintain an expressionless face.

And thus, this unfunny.

This truly awkward situation had developed.

...Of course.

With the power of strawberries right now.

Such awkwardness was nowhere to be found.

"Slurp..."
"Master, there's something on your mouth... never mind..."

Apparently finding them so delicious.

Mu-Myeong sighed deeply at the sight of his master with strawberry all over her mouth, took out a handkerchief from his pocket, and wiped her face.

"Mmm..."

Ha-Rang, seemingly embarrassed by this, blushed slightly and avoided Mu-Myeong's gaze.

"...Thank you."
"It's nothing."

They were peaceful.

At least on the surface.
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"This creature is a bit ugly."

Once I reached a certain level, I no longer found interest in training martial arts.

I just idly wasted time, trimming the branches of a small bonsai tree.

If you were to ask why I'm growing a plant that doesn't match any theme at all?

I would answer that this unbearably boring daily life has created a hobby I never had before.

...If I were still my former self before realizing the true nature of god.

No, if I were still who I was before meeting Mu-Myeong, I would probably still be swinging my sword around.

"Tsk."

Back then, at least time passed quickly, but now why does time move so slowly?

Well, anyway.

My current daily life was excessively peaceful.

"Master!"

Like an unnervingly calm night before a storm.

"What is it?"

And, just like now.

"...What?"

Change arrived suddenly.

"...Is it true?"
"Yes, I confirmed it myself."

Mu-Myeong rushed to me while I was thoroughly enjoying my boredom and delivered some news.

"This mountain range...?"

Those words meant that this mountain range where I've made my dwelling...

"Yes, this mountain range where we are. They seem to have surrounded it completely, cutting off our retreat."

He said countless people, presumed to be Imperial soldiers, had gathered, leaving no room even to set foot.

"What...?"

The Imperial Army surrounding this mountain range?

...How?

To be honest, the fact that the Empire wants to subjugate me isn't surprising.

Of course they would.

I had deliberately provoked Lucius, Elia, and Camilla to bring everything to a clean end.

For me, dialogue was most comfortable when done with a sword. I never avoided battle.

But what surprised me was something else.

*How?*

How could they possibly surround this mountain range?

It's not just a mountain.

It's a mountain range.

And this mountain range where I reside is, as I've always mentioned, a bit excessively large.

Yet, Mu-Myeong is now saying the Imperial Army has surrounded this massive mountain range?

"Just how many people are there?"

At the very least, it seems like the entire Imperial Army must have been mobilized?

And as if to confirm my suspicion...

"This is..."

Mu-Myeong nodded in affirmation to my question.

At this point, it's absurd.

They'd go that far to subjugate me?

I don't know about neighboring countries... but anyway, what about other threats?

Did the Emperor who ordered this decide that the damage from not subjugating me would be greater than the damage caused during the army's absence?

If they fail to subjugate me, the Empire itself might literally end, yet they place more weight on subjugating me than on that possibility...?

"...Huh."

How foolish is this?

The situation was so ridiculous that I could only let out a hollow laugh, unable to finish my sentence.

But.

I shouldn't just stand here in shock.

I too must prepare for battle.

Setting aside the bonsai, I stood up and touched the wooden sword at my waist as I asked.

"What are the children doing?"

This is all my karma, but innocent children shouldn't get hurt, should they?

"The Heavenly Demon Sect and the demons who came here have gathered in one place, waiting only for you, Master."
"Then gather Lily, Jackal, and one representative each from the Three Swords including Jack, and tell them to meet at the Log Cabin."
"Yes, understood."

After hearing my words, Mu-Myeong bowed deeply and quickly left.

Thanks to him, I was left alone and gained time to organize my thoughts.

"...War, huh."

Will they come too?

Among the countless Imperial soldiers surrounding the mountain range, will the Hero, the Saintess, and my friend known as Iron-Blooded be there?

If so, I'll have to cut them down.

They too will have come here in person to stop me, to subjugate me.

"..."

My mood began to sink.

"Tsk."

But conversely, my mind grew clearer.

Well, it couldn't be helped.

A truly complex problem had been simplified in the most straightforward way.

*...Though I'm not entirely happy about it.*

With a slightly bitter smile, I drew my wooden sword and blew a small breath toward its blade.

Soon, the wooden sword's form began to change slightly.

"With this, I too am prepared."

As it took on a rather satisfactory form, I smiled contentedly.

Then came Mu-Myeong's somewhat strained voice.

"Master. Everyone has gathered."

I turned my head toward him.

"Hmm."

Behind me, my precious ones were kneeling.

"Greetings to the Heavenly Demon!"

Lily, looking at me with the same boldness she showed at our first meeting.

"G-Greetings to the Heavenly Demon..."

Jackal, whose first meeting with me wasn't pleasant, but who continues his connection with me.

"Greetings to the Heavenly Demon."

Next, Jack, whose eyes held suspicion at our first meeting, but now contain only respect.

"Greetings to the Heavenly Demon."
"Greetings to the Heavenly Demon!"

Finally, Stella and Amber, whom I first greeted in that cave after subjugating the Reaper who introduced himself as the Lord of Death.

Confirming everyone had gathered, I nodded with a small smile.

"Good to see you all."

As soon as I finished speaking, they lowered their heads.

Only Mu-Myeong was looking directly at me.

Without bothering to stop them from bowing, I opened my mouth to address them.

"Everyone, I'm sure you all know the current situation."
"Yes!"
"Then, I'll get straight to the point."

The matter was that urgent.

"I will now assign your tasks."

Though I spoke in a small voice.

"---!"

The response was a chorus of various voices, creating a massive resonance.

Satisfied with this, I added:

"All of you—"

* * *

As they noticed the sun beginning to set, the Imperial Army launched their attack all at once.

-Thud! Thud! Thud!

The reason they deliberately attacked at such a late hour was quite simple.

Historically and strategically, surprise attacks had higher success rates when visibility was poor.

During the late night hours.

That success rate was directly linked to the soldiers' survival rate, so they had no complaints.

However, what they hadn't anticipated was:

"...Damn, why is it so far?"

Poor visibility affected not only their enemies.

"Feels like we've been walking for half a day already... the sun has completely set..."

The mountain was too dark to rely solely on the faint light of torches.

And that wasn't all.

"Aaaaah!!!"
"What happened?!"

This entire mountain range was known as a demonic realm.

"There was a cliff right in front of me...!"

Although the Hero had purified its demonic energy, the terrain remained unchanged.

The current landscape was like a fortress created by great nature itself.

"Damn it...!"

There was no way they could break through easily.

How much time had passed since they began their advance?

"..."

As silence accompanied them,

"Damn... nothing but cliffs wherever we walk... how are we supposed to climb this...?"

No one answered one man's complaint that broke the quiet.

There were two main reasons:

One, because his words were true,

And two, because they lacked the energy to respond after his words broke the silence.

To explain again, this place was a demonic realm.

Among them, it was evaluated as the highest in the world, "The Peak of the World."

The treacherous paths and sharp rocky mountains, worthy of its reputation, significantly delayed their advance.

But did they know?

The thought that suddenly occurred to all of them, "Let's finish this quickly and go home,"

How wrong it was.

"...It's the Demon King!!! The Demon King has appeared!!!"

How much they would regret that thought.

"It's really him..."
"E-Everyone, prepare for battle!!!"

In the direction pointed by the man who screamed ear-piercingly, at the top of a steep cliff.

When everyone's gaze turned there.

"Ah... you've arrived already."

They heard it.

A truly delicate, slightly trembling voice.

"First, I should introduce myself."

They saw it.

Truly sorrowful, slightly wavering eyes.

"I am a nobody, a coward."

The coward, Cheon Ha-Rang, began to adjust her stance as she drew the wooden sword at her waist.

"And I am the Heavenly Demon who stands above all, whom you call the Demon King."

The Heavenly Demon, Cheon Ha-Rang, with an expression that seemed somewhat hesitant, pointed her wooden sword at the Imperial Army gathered here and closed her eyes.

God-Slaying Sword Technique First Form

When she finally opened her eyes.

"Even the heavens you boast of will bow their heads beneath my feet."

As if she had resolved something.

"I bear no ill will toward you, but you block my path. How can I not clear the way?"

She completely possessed the eyes of one who reigns supreme.

"So, don't resent me too much."

As she finished speaking, she swung her sword downward.

Falling Heaven

The tip of that sword reached not them, but the sky above.

-Boom!

It caused everything above their heads to come crashing down.





Ch.175 - Cheon Ha-Rang Subjugation (2)
"First, I should introduce myself."

With the moon at her back, Cheon Ha-Rang looked somewhat melancholic.

"I am a nobody, a coward."

She held something akin to sympathy even for those who showed hostility toward her.

But that moment was fleeting.

"And I am the Demon King you speak of, the Heavenly Demon who stands above all."

Cheon Ha-Rang soon pointed her wooden sword at them.

"Even the heavens you boast of will bow their heads beneath my feet."

* * *

Around that time.

Two people were climbing the mountain from the opposite direction of the imperial army's vanguard.

"Huff... huff..."
"...Professor Bell, are you alright?"

Was she concerned about her, or mocking her?

Or perhaps she was so exhausted that every word sounded like sarcasm.

"...Huh?"

Now completely drained and lacking even the energy to respond, she squeezed out her last bit of strength, let out a deep sigh, and turned around.

"Do... do I look... o-okay to you...?"

The Academy's Alchemy Professor, Bell, looked at her companion with resentful eyes.

"..."

The Academy's Principal, Anna, who received that gaze, avoided Bell's eyes with an awkward smile.

"...I'm sorry."

And so, another subtle silence followed.

Anna furrowed her brows as if uncomfortable with this atmosphere, but didn't bother to speak up.

"Th-this is... too much..."
"...I already apologized."
"What...?"
"Nothing..."

No, she was even being scolded.

Considering their usual relationship, Bell's current rebellious attitude would normally be unthinkable, but...

"...Sigh."

As always, there were exceptions.

"W-why did you bring me along anyway..."

At Bell's grumbling words, Anna kept her lips tightly sealed, avoiding Bell's gaze.

The reason was simple.

Anna was the one who had forcibly dragged Bell along despite her crying day and night that she didn't want to come.

Given Anna's upright character, it was natural for her to feel guilty.

However, one might wonder why someone with such an upright character would bring along Bell against her wishes.

After all, she had done something another person disliked.

"...Professor, you understand perfectly well why."
"Y-yes, I do, but..."

That doesn't make it any less difficult.

At Bell's quiet addition, Anna handed her water as if she were a criminal.

"...Here."
"Huff... th-thank you...!"

As you can see from their conversation.

Anna had her unavoidable reasons.

As mentioned earlier, Anna and Bell were part of a separate detachment, not moving with the main imperial force.

Moving with fewer numbers meant they needed to move quickly to secure advantageous positions or gather information to relay back to the main force, but...

"Phew!"

As you can see, Bell's physical condition was causing problems.

‘Should I go ahead...’

How desperate must Anna be to consider this, when she was the one who brought Bell along in the first place?

But Anna couldn't do that.

After all, she had been one of the people who opposed the operation to subjugate Cheon Ha-Rang from the beginning.

...Of course, personal feelings should be set aside when carrying out operations, but.

‘No... there's something I need to confirm...’

Anna trusted her intuition.

More precisely, she trusted what she had seen and heard rather than mere intuition.

And Cheon Ha-Rang wasn't the type of person to recklessly start a war with the Empire.

The way she would suddenly become animated when teaching students despite her usual quietness, or how she complained about wanting to quit her professor duties immediately but stayed until the end.

‘Above all... she.’

She had already saved the Academy once.

During the attack when her own response had been inadequate, hadn't Cheon Ha-Rang splendidly eliminated the mastermind?

And now, this same person attacked the Empire?

‘It doesn't add up.’

If she had such intentions, she would have done it long ago.

Why would she bother saving the Academy?

Moreover, the timing was strange.

Wasn't the attack by Cheon Ha-Rang's group on the Imperial Palace during the Empire's ball too contrived?

There were no casualties, and it only benefited the Empire by removing long-festering problems.

As much as that was the case.

As much as the Cheon Ha-Rang she knew was like that.

With such thoughts in mind, she needed to meet Cheon Ha-Rang before the main force and propose negotiations.

She needed to hurry.

‘If things escalate to an extreme situation...’

It would become irreversible.

‘...And.’

Her expression when they last met.

She remembered her apologetic, or perhaps wronged, expression.

She needed to understand the meaning behind that expression.

Well... anyway.

The story digressed a bit, but.

"I-I'm feeling a bit better now..."

That's why Anna had somehow persuaded Bell to come along despite her reluctance, to increase the chances of preventing such a situation.

To be honest, Anna's own connection with Cheon Ha-Rang could hardly be called deep even as a courtesy.

"W-why are you looking at me like that again..."
"I have high expectations for you, Professor Bell."
"Eek..."

After all, Bell was the one who had directly brought Cheon Ha-Rang to the Academy, and hadn't Bell also visited the Imperial Palace with her?

Her connection must be deeper than Anna's own.

"B-but... even the Heroes couldn't..."
"That doesn't mean we can give up, does it?"
"...I-I suppose so..."

Just as Anna was about to take a step forward after confirming that Bell's complexion had improved somewhat.

"...Professor Bell."

Anna stopped in her tracks, breaking into a cold sweat.

"Yes...?"

Bell questioned, puzzled by Anna's sudden strange reaction.

"It seems we're already too late."
"W-what do you—"

Bell didn't get to finish her question as she realized why Anna had reacted that way.

-BOOM!

A massive rumbling sound from a distance.

The source of the sound wasn't from any direction, but from above.

"This... is absurd."

Anna and Bell's heads shot up almost simultaneously, and their pupils captured a bizarre scene.

The sky was falling. Then, the earth shook.

Heaven and earth were turning upside down.

The vast mountain range, which had merely been dark before, was rapidly changing its form.

Due to falling debris, or the chain reaction caused by the twisting land, the inner angles themselves were breaking apart.

"Th-this... what on earth..."

Bell stared blankly at the splitting ground and the sky falling like glass shards.

As if she couldn't accept the situation.

As if such a scene was impossible within her common sense.

Bell's brain began to deny the information being transmitted through her pupils.

"A-are we going to die here...?"

Bell's body seemed to lose its will and collapsed.

But.

"We need to hurry, even now."

Anna, with her face still contorted as before, supported Bell.

"Let's go."

For some reason, Bell felt reassured by Anna's unwavering demeanor despite facing such an insurmountable wall, and nodded as she entrusted herself to her.

*

Anna, carrying Bell on her back, didn't hesitate to step forward.

Of course, it was natural.

Unlike before, when they had vaguely wandered around the entire mountain range without certainty about their direction.

This time, there was a clear path.

It was the ridiculous amount of mana that Cheon Ha-Rang was still emitting.

Until now, since they were tracking Cheon Ha-Rang, who was of a higher caliber than Anna herself, there was no way to track her unless she leaked her mana.

But now that wasn't the case.

So, arriving at this place by tracking Ha-Rang's mana.

‘...What.’

Anna frowned as if the scene before her eyes was hard to believe.

Bell, equally confused, got down from Anna's back and looked around.

"Where... w-where did everyone go...?"

Anna couldn't answer Bell's question.

"...I don't know."

She wanted to ask the same thing.

The place they had arrived at.

Despite the mana of Cheon Ha-Rang that they had been feeling until now, no, that they still felt.

She was nowhere to be seen.

More importantly, the imperial soldiers who had marched toward this place were also nowhere to be seen.

Could there have been a mistake in tracking?

Anna briefly considered this question but shook her head at the traces of them visible everywhere.

‘The footprints end here.’

Clearly, footprints that had been leading to one place, leading to this place, abruptly stopped here.

Plus, the imperial weapons stuck here and there.

Judging from these traces, it was reasonable to think that the imperial army had arrived here and been defeated.

But despite these obvious circumstances, Anna's expression remained troubled.

This was also simple.

If they had truly been defeated.

If they had simply lost their lives, she could understand why no one was standing here.

But isn't it a bit strange?

‘...Then, where are the bodies?’

No matter how hard she looked, not even bloodstains existed.

As if claiming they were never here in the first place. They had vanished without a trace.

"..."

As Anna was immersed in the feeling of solving an unsolvable mystery.

"..."

Soon, she drew her sword upon seeing a crimson current at the corner of her vision.

"Professor Bell."

Bell, who had also noticed, pressed down her witch's hat and held up her staff.

"...Yes, I can feel demonic energy from the right."

Now, all that remained was heavy silence and the tense rigidity flowing through their muscles.

-Rustle

"...I'll engage first, you provide support—"

And.

The figure that appeared from where the thick demonic energy was felt was, perhaps predictably.

"Hmm."

Cheon Ha-Rang.

Ch.176 - Cheon Ha-Rang Subjugation (3)
In front of the ashen cliff that looked as if it had been carved away.

Around Anna and Bell, trees were uprooted and lying in miserable heaps, with fragments of something broken scattered everywhere.

At the center of this place, which felt chillingly cold at first glance.

"..."

Gulp. Anna's throat moved visibly as she tensed, while Bell trembled, unable to wipe away the cold sweat streaming down her body.

Their actions resembled those of people facing an impending disaster.

And the figure who had reduced them to this state was watching their behavior.

"Hmm."

The reason Anna and Bell had come here—the target of their persuasion and subjugation—was named Cheon Ha-Rang.

Or, the Heavenly Demon.

"Anna and Bell, is it..."

Standing at the top of the cliff bathed in moonlight, Cheon Ha-Rang narrowed her eyes and tapped her wooden sword against her neck while humming.

Tap, tap, tap.

Each time the wooden sword hit her nape, the sound was like the second hand of a clock.

To describe it, it was unnaturally regular.

"Haa... haa..."

It made those who heard it grow anxious.

Anna clutched at her chest as if it were tight, while Bell exhaled rough, anxious breaths.

They were thinking the same thing.

Even though they had come to meet Cheon Ha-Rang, they wanted to leave this place.

They wanted to escape this crushing pressure and bitter cold as quickly as possible.

But.

"Lady Ha-Rang... it's, it's been a while..."
"...Have you been well?"

Anna and Bell didn't act on those thoughts. Or more precisely, they couldn't.

"...We apologize for coming without notice."

If they showed even the slightest hint of misunderstanding, they felt their heads might roll on the ground.

The cold emanating from the Heavenly Demon seemed like it would freeze their bodies solid.

They couldn't run away.

"Hmm..."

And whether this choice was correct or not.

"It's truly delightful to see you after so long."

Cheon Ha-Rang greeted them with a smile.

"Ha... haha... Delightful, you say? That's a relief."

The cold that had been eating at them and the pressure weighing on their shoulders gradually began to ease.

"Phew..."

We survived.

That was the private thought that crossed Bell's mind as she sank to the ground, her tension released.

Meanwhile, Anna, still maintaining a facade of composure while facing Cheon Ha-Rang, looked around while keeping an eye on her.

*The imperial army's tracks ended here. And the one who greeted us here is Cheon Ha-Rang.*

Then, one conclusion naturally followed.

*...Did she annihilate the imperial army?*

The possibility was high, but she couldn't be certain.

There were two main reasons for this.

First, she was attempting to talk to them without harming them. Second, there was no trace of blood or sword marks anywhere in the vicinity.

But this raised another question.

*Where did the imperial army disappear to?*

Clearly, until they arrived here... until just before the sky seemed to fall, there had been numerous life signs in this area.

But now.

There was no one here except Bell and Cheon Ha-Rang, not even a single ant.

*Does this make any sense...?*

It was impossible according to the common sense Anna knew.

And whenever something defied common sense, someone's unique magic was always involved.

*...Could there be someone under Lady Cheon Ha-Rang who possesses spatial transportation magic?*

As Anna was lost in thought, approaching something close to the truth.

"Anna."

Cheon Ha-Rang's voice broke the silence.

"Did only you and Bell come here?"

At her smiling question, Bell could only respond with a dumbfounded expression.

"Y-yes...?"

It was clearly a probing question.

"...Well."

Anna, like Bell, bit her lip in contemplation after receiving Cheon Ha-Rang's question.

*...What should I do?*

Simply put, she should just be honest, but...

*Would that be okay?*

With just a little thought, she couldn't exactly say, "We came to subjugate you," could she?

But should she lie instead?

*...I don't know.*

She couldn't make a decision on this either.

Whether Cheon Ha-Rang would believe them was secondary; even if she did, what then?

What about those who might still be alive?

Also, was there any meaning in a dishonorable life sustained by lies?

*I don't know.*

The intuition she usually trusted was screaming at her to answer immediately, but frustratingly, it didn't tell her what that answer should be.

What was the right thing to say?

If she said they came with the imperial army, what would happen to them?

If she agreed with Cheon Ha-Rang's words and told a lie, what would happen to them?

What was the correct answer?

*What... should I say?*

As she stood frozen in contemplation for a moment.

"Hah."

A deep sigh suddenly broke through, snapping Anna out of her mental submersion.

*...Oh no.*

Had her thoughts taken too long?

Or had her difficulty in answering been too obvious in her expression?

The smile from before was nowhere to be seen.

"As you may have heard before, I don't like repeating myself."
"...Hiccup."

Cheon Ha-Rang frowned as she spoke, and Bell, who had been sitting on the ground, turned pale and trembled.

Apparently frightened by the sudden change in atmosphere.

"..."

Anna wasn't much different.

Right now, her mind was seriously considering whether she should draw her sword or attempt to flee immediately.

But perhaps there was no need to die just yet?

"Well... that said."

Cheon Ha-Rang sighed deeply and shrugged her shoulders lightly as she continued.

"I have no intention of harming you, so don't worry too much."

Having outwardly expressed her harmlessness, Cheon Ha-Rang narrowed her eyes and asked again.

"So I'll ask once more—"

* * *

"Who exactly did you come here with?"

Standing with one leg crossed in front of the other, she asked Anna.

The question was about Anna and Bell's companions, just as before.

"...Lady Ha-Rang."

Anna hesitated, chewing her lip, then hardened her expression as if she'd made a decision.

"If I speak honestly, will that be all right?"
"...What?"

Though she seemed to have made a decision, the content was baffling.

"Am I asking you to lie...?"

She responded with a thoroughly confused expression to the still-serious Anna, but Anna's expression didn't brighten.

That made me even more confused.

*...Why is she acting like this?*

She could just say who she came with, so why is she hesitating to answer?

I didn't even use what Mu-Myeong always calls my "misunderstanding-inducing speech pattern," but clearly stated my request, so why is she acting this way?

Hmm... or did I?

*...Is there still something that could be misunderstood?*

Wondering if there might be, I tilted my head and reconsidered my question, but...

*There isn't.*

Indeed, there was nothing to misunderstand.

Originally, it was just a question about who came with them, so there was no way to misinterpret that.

*...This is too much.*

I just wanted to know if Lucius, Elia, and Camilla were among their companions.

*I didn't think it would be this difficult...*

Feeling wronged, I pouted.

"W-we came here just the two of us..."

Unexpectedly, the answer came not from Anna, but from Bell.

Well, I don't care who answers, but...

Happy to get a response, I went over to Bell, who was sitting down, and put my arm around her shoulder.

"You came?"
"Eek!"
"What is it, have you nothing more to add?"

Startled, Bell squeezed her eyes shut and quickly continued.

"B-before climbing the mountain range, we w-were with the a-army!!!"
"Army? Ah, you mean the imperial army."

Hmm, well... that's obvious.

The imperial lion emblem was on the chests of those I'd just encountered.

So this isn't the answer I want.

With a slight smile, I leaned in closer to Bell and asked again.

"Then, was there no one else?"
"...Anyone else?"

Hmm, does she not understand when I put it this way?

"Yes, someone whose name alone would be recognizable... someone symbolic, perhaps?"
"Um... w-was there? I-I don't think there was anyone you would know..."
"No one, you say..."
"Eek! I-I'm sorry!!!"
"...Hmm? You have nothing to apologize for."

I waved my hand lightly at Bell, who was overreacting for some reason, and let out a small sigh.

Bell should know that I have a connection with the Hero's group, so if they had come, she would have told me.

*...I was sure they would come.*

It seems that because I gave them a difficult choice, they ultimately ran away from making a decision.

"No."

I shouldn't call it running away.

They didn't run away; they made a choice. They chose not to try to persuade or subdue me with words.

"Pfft."

As the situation became clear, laughter escaped me for some reason.

"Thank you for answering."
"Heh, hehe..."

I patted Bell's head as she smiled awkwardly, then stood up.

"Now, it's time to stop resting."
"Yes...?"

In other words, there's no one to stand in my way.

Unfortunately.
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"Well, now get some rest."
"Pardon...?"

As Bell questioned, the atmosphere suddenly shifted.

*Boom!*

At the same time, a dark energy gathered around Cheon Ha-Rang with a sound that seemed to pierce the ears.

*Black mana...?! Then that means...!*

That was the moment Anna moved.

"Professor Bell!"

Anna threw herself toward Bell, who was at the center of the dark vortex, and swung her sword with mana enveloping her entire body.

*Got it!*

With a whoosh, a fierce pressure cut through the air, creating distance between Bell and Cheon Ha-Rang.

"Get away from her!"
"...Huh?"
"Quickly!"

Bell, who hadn't even realized what was happening until now, finally grasped the situation after seeing Anna's urgent expression.

"Y-yes...!"

With a terrified expression, Bell closed her eyes tightly and threw herself out of the center.

And so, only the two of them remained.

"Hmm...?"

Anna, her muscles stiff from tension, pointed her sword at Cheon Ha-Rang.

"What exactly are you doing?!"
"...What are you doing yourself?"

Cheon Ha-Rang's expression showed complete incomprehension.

Anna gritted her teeth at the inexplicable feeling of humiliation and adjusted her grip on her sword.

*...Now.*

Cheon Ha-Rang was completely ignoring her.

She couldn't even understand why Anna was resisting—she didn't consider her worth facing.

That was the source of the humiliation.

"...Really, aren't you surprised?"

Looking at Cheon Ha-Rang, who still maintained a calm expression while staring at her, Anna took a step back.

*Damn it....*

But she had every right to look that way.

In reality, the difference between herself and Cheon Ha-Rang was truly like heaven and earth.

*...No, am I being too arrogant?*

Even comparing them to heaven and earth was embarrassing—she couldn't even reach Cheon Ha-Rang's feet.

If she wanted to, Cheon Ha-Rang could have already made her head roll on the ground.

"Hah...."

At that thought, the heat that had built up escaped with a sigh.

Anna steadied her sword and her mind, then looked around.

*I need to stay calm now.*

She could see the dark energy trapping her. Bell was nowhere to be seen—hopefully she had escaped safely.

And Cheon Ha-Rang was just watching her, not making any counterattack.

*...Is this my chance?*

No matter how extraordinary a being she was, as long as she was human, she had a life—she wasn't invincible.

If so, the odds weren't exactly zero.

With narrowed eyes, Anna observed the situation, then lowered her stance while gripping her sword tightly.

*No... that's not carelessness.*

Rather, it was confidence born from the difference in their abilities—confidence that even if the sword touched her, she wouldn't be wounded.

And frustratingly, that was probably true.

So what should she do?

The deliberation wasn't long.

In extreme situations, choices are always made by process of elimination.

Fighting head-on would be suicidal—the worst option, so discard it.

Now she needed to choose escape, which had at least some possibility, and plan for the future.

When there was no best option, she had to choose the lesser evil between the worst and the second worst.

"Hup!"

Once the decision was made, it was time to act immediately.

"...What."

She couldn't give that monster-like being even a moment to think.

The more time passed, the lower her chances of success.

*Crash!*

Anna struck her sword into the ground and used the recoil to leap high.

"...What are you doing?"

As her field of vision rose and the scenery naturally changed, Cheon Ha-Rang was looking at Anna with a somewhat dumbfounded expression.

Apparently, she had ruled out the possibility that Anna, who valued honor, would run away.

That misunderstanding worked in her favor, but somehow it made her smile bitterly.

She remembered once saying that she "valued honor more than life."

"Tsk... this is unexpected. Should I chase after her?"

Hearing Cheon Ha-Rang's faint voice, Anna hurried her steps, praying she wouldn't be pursued.

*

Behind a rock large enough to easily hide two adults.

"Cough! Damn it...!"

Anna frowned as she looked at the sticky, dark red liquid on her hands.

*...I pushed too hard.*

To escape from Cheon Ha-Rang, she had no choice but to forcibly suppress the mana in her body.

On top of that, she had to move in complicated ways to erase her traces.

"Huff...."

If she had only partially concealed her mana, she would have been detected instantly by someone several levels above her.

"...Tsk."

As a result, she was crushed by Cheon Ha-Rang's energy without resistance and suffered internal injuries, but...

*This is better than losing my life.*

After all, though she had shamefully shown her back, she had gained another chance.

"Cough...!"

So she hadn't fled—rather, it was a strategic retreat for victory.

"Hah...."

Leaning her back against the hard rock, Anna smiled despite coughing up more blood, reminding herself that there was still hope.

"...Headmistress?"

To Bell, who was watching from the side, it looked bizarre—someone who seemed about to die was smiling.

"A-are you alright...?"
"..."

Realizing this, Anna avoided Bell's somewhat unpleasant gaze and replied.

"...Yes, well. I'm fine."
"Are you r-really okay...?"

But Bell's gaze didn't disappear.

"Cough! What about you, Professor Bell? Are you alright?"

Finding the situation uncomfortable, Anna asked about Bell's condition to change the subject.

"Y-yes... I'm f-fine...."

However, this wasn't a good choice, as Bell, noticeably dejected, scratched her head with an awkward smile.

"I-I'm not at a high enough level to sense Lady Ha-Rang's mana... I wasn't any help...."

Apparently, she thought she hadn't been much help.

"Pfft."

Seeing Bell like that, Anna couldn't help but smile despite the situation.

"Eh...? W-why are you laughing...?"

Anna patted Bell's shoulder, who looked hurt, and added:

"What do you mean you weren't helpful, Professor Bell?"

Considering Bell's usual personality, it was understandable, but her self-deprecation was excessive.

Though she claimed her level was low, that was only in comparison to Anna, a former Hero. Compared to other professors, Bell's level was outstanding.

Moreover, she wasn't a magician who used circles, but an alchemist. The things Bell created through alchemy were unrivaled by other alchemists.

Wasn't it thanks to Bell that they could erase their scent by spreading special alchemical substances around, allowing them to hide?

And their escape was also thanks to Bell's help.

"Isn't that right?"
"Wh... H-how long have you known...?"
"Pfft, if Professor Bell hadn't enhanced my strength, I would have certainly been caught."

Well, it was a bit exaggerated, but her point was clear.

"Professor Bell, you're excellent. Why do you think I brought... no, invited you along?"
"Y-you didn't have to bring me—"
"Anyway, what I'm saying is that you don't need to be so discouraged, Professor Bell."

*Ahem.* After a small cough, Anna ignored Bell's somewhat ambiguous expression and took out a crystal ball from her pocket.

"A-are you going to send a signal...?"
"Shouldn't I?"

Originally, the first objective of the special unit was to report immediately upon discovering Cheon Ha-Rang.

Otherwise, there would be no reason to keep Anna, a valuable combat asset, in the special unit just because she was fast.

The fact that she hadn't reported until now was Anna's independent action.

Now that she had confirmed Cheon Ha-Rang was completely an enemy, Anna had no reason to hesitate.

She was someone who trusted what she saw over relationships or connections.

"I g-guess so...."

Bell seemed uncomfortable with the idea of reporting this to the Empire, but Anna deliberately ignored Bell's expression and channeled mana into the crystal ball.

At that moment.

"Professor Bell. Shh...."

Anna, who had been looking at the crystal ball, sensed a presence and covered her mouth, swallowing her breath.

"Hup...."

This shameful behavior was a first for someone who valued honor like her. But before Anna could feel shame, she was consumed by fear.

What had made her like this? The answer was quite simple.

"Hmm, are we playing hide and seek?"

*Thud, thud.* Footsteps gradually approaching.

The sound, which had been small, grew louder as the distance closed, and simultaneously, Anna's heart pounded violently as if about to burst.

*...Please, please.*

If she'd had just a little more time, she could have reported.

Talk about bad luck—was it really necessary for her to come near them right at this moment?

Cold sweat ran down Anna's forehead as she squeezed her eyes shut.

Finally, that drop of sweat, which barely clung to her chin and represented her helplessness, fell down, and at the same time.

*Tap.*

The footsteps that had been approaching stopped.
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Anna's sword struck the ground.

-Boom!

Following the vibration that shook my eardrums, Anna's body leaped into the air, blocking the moon.

"...What exactly are you doing?"

I stared at her with a bewildered expression for a moment. As the distance between us widened, her figure gradually became as small as a dot.

"Tsk... This is unexpected. Should I follow her?"

Disliking the situation, I irritably ran my hand through my hair and let out a deep sigh.

*I swear... Where is she going now?*

Tsk. I clicked my tongue softly and stabbed my wooden sword into the ground.

A small act of rebellion because I didn't feel like chasing after her.

"Sigh."

Seeing her run away like that, it seemed Anna and Bell had misunderstood something...

"Was there anything to misunderstand?"

I had explained everything as best I could, and there was no reason for them to twist my words.

Yes. No matter how I thought about it, there wasn't.

"Hmm..."

But.

Considering Anna's personality, she wouldn't turn her back on me without reason.

"...Well, if that's the case."

I must have said something wrong again.

Since I'm capable of thinking, I know they wouldn't have run away if I hadn't misspoken in this situation.

So, it must be my fault...

"Ah... This is giving me a headache."

I stared in the direction Anna had gone, pouting with furrowed brows for a moment.

"...That direction?"

Clearly, the direction of those who came to attack me.

*The expected route of the Imperial Army.*

In other words, if the Imperial Army hadn't stopped here, that's the direction they would have gone.

Thinking about it led to a natural conclusion.

"...Is she looking for the Imperial Army?"

Anna and Bell left this place to find traces of the Imperial Army.

So, does Anna think I've imprisoned the Imperial Army somewhere, and she's moving that way to rescue them?

"...Ugh."

Just thinking about it made my head throb.

*What should I do about this... It's become troublesome.*

It wasn't that my line of thinking was wrong or that I couldn't guess. It was too easy to predict.

*It makes sense, doesn't it?*

Anna's reason for leaving was quite valid.

And when I realized this misunderstanding occurred because I unnecessarily shortened my explanation...

I felt like I finally understood what Mu-Myeong always said about my way of speaking causing misunderstandings.

So, my head started to hurt for no reason.

*...How should I handle this?*

Contrary to Anna's assumption, even if she headed in that direction, she wouldn't meet the Imperial Army.

Why?

Well, because I've gathered them separately.

...I did subdue them, though.

If I hadn't, they might have gone wild again.

No, they definitely would have.

They swung their swords at me without warning, so it's obvious they would cause trouble.

"Tsk."

Anyway, what I need to do now is clear.

"I guess I should follow her."

Since we've met, I might as well talk with her a bit.

Shouldn't I clear up the misunderstanding that's arisen?

Above all, the answer Anna and Bell gave me is a bit concerning.

*They definitely said no one came.*

Then, where are they?

Until just now, I didn't question their decision, but thinking about it, it's a bit strange.

Lucius, Elia, and Camilla.

They have connections with Anna, and above all, they follow the Emperor's orders.

And since they were the ones who boasted they would stop me, I thought they would surely come here.

No.

Even setting all that aside, given their personalities, I was certain they would come.

After all, they have their own beliefs.

They understand and act according to those beliefs.

Would they really not have come?

I don't think so.

Of course, that doesn't mean Anna and Bell lied to me.

They might not know, or it might be the truth.

Judging by their expressions and pulses, it didn't seem like they were lying.

"Well, I'll think about it after I catch up to them."

Soon after, I arrived at a secluded forest.

"Hmm, do you want to play hide and seek?"

As I looked around, guided by the faint presence I sensed...

A small rustling sound reached my ears.

*...Behind the rock?*

I was frustrated by the faint presence, but that's why I couldn't find them hiding there.

Shaking my head, I was about to step toward the large rock when...

"Master."

A voice stopped me in my tracks.

...Mu-Myeong?

"Hmm? Why are you here? What about the other place?"
"I came after taking care of everything, so you don't need to worry, Master."
"...Hmm, well..."

If you say so, what more can I say?

"...Master."

As I was nodding my head, lost in thought, Mu-Myeong continued hesitantly.

"Why did you spare them?"
"Hmm?"
"I understand your intention to avoid unnecessary killing, but aren't they foolish people who targeted your life?"

Hmm, that's true...

As you know, I don't particularly like killing... No, I suppose no one does.

That's why I even ground down all the edges of my wooden sword, right?

It's unlikely, but I might accidentally take a life if I miscalculate my strength or the trajectory of my sword.

Well, that was a long explanation.

Anyway, I understand the point of Mu-Myeong's question.

If it were me, I wouldn't have the confidence to spare those who tried to harm Mu-Myeong either.

Hmm... thinking about it makes me angry.

Anyway.

To make a small excuse for Mu-Myeong's question:

"The soldiers merely attacked me following orders from above. It wasn't their own will."

If anyone's to blame, it would be the Emperor.

After all, they moved because he ordered them to attack me, right?

Well, part of me wants to teach the Empire a lesson for interfering with me, but I understand their position.

So I'm letting them off with just this much.

"Do you understand?"
"Yes. How could I possibly object to your opinion, Master?"

Hearing my explanation, Mu-Myeong smiled slightly as if he had expected it and nodded with a satisfied expression.

"Now then."

Having addressed Mu-Myeong's curiosity, I should now go behind that rock to find Anna and Bell...

-BOOM!!!

Or not.

"What now..."

I frowned at the thunderous sound that came without giving me a moment's respite and looked at Mu-Myeong.

In response, Mu-Myeong offered an answer with a small smile, as if he had been waiting for this moment.

"It seems they've arrived."
"Who's arrived... Don't tell me."

It didn't take me long to understand what he meant.

After all, there aren't many people Mu-Myeong would refer to like that.

People I haven't seen in a very long time.

People I might be meeting for the last time.

"Heh, I'll be able to hear directly what choice they've made."

I'm sorry to Anna and Bell, but these people take priority over them in my mind.

Also, I don't know how long it would take to persuade and bring them along without using force.

*This can't be helped.*

Yes, that's right.

"Mu-Myeong."

Of course, even if they're lower on my priority list, they're still important guests, so it would be rude to leave them be.

The wind is cold. They might catch a cold!

It would be better to bring them to the Log Cabin quickly.

"Call the children here for a moment."
"You mean the Heavenly Demon Sect?"

For that, someone needs to stay here and bring them along.

Naturally, guests should be treated well.

I nodded without answering and pointed behind the rock where Anna and Bell were hiding.

"Understood. I'll follow shortly."
"Good. I'll go ahead, and you follow."
"Yes, Master."

My steps were light as I headed back, excited to see those I hadn't met in a long time.

"What choice have you made?"

* * *

Now that the overwhelming presence had disappeared...

"Phew..."

Bell exhaled the breath she had been holding behind the rock and clutched her chest.

"Are... are we safe now...?"

Although a new powerful presence had appeared, it was nothing compared to Cheon Ha-Rang.

She wasn't confident, but Bell was also a professor in charge of a subject.

It would be ridiculous to just keep taking hits.

Whether she liked it or not, as someone responsible for students, she had to do what needed to be done.

Besides, the person by her side was the academy's principal and the former Hero with such grand titles. Unless they were facing Cheon Ha-Rang, they wouldn't lose.

*Or... not?*

With that thought, Bell spoke to Anna, wanting to share the joy of survival and to confirm her thoughts, but...

"..."

Strangely, there was no response.

"Pr-Principal...?"

With a rising sense of unease, Bell turned her head, but...

"Why, why are you like that...?"

Instead of having her questions answered, Bell became even more confused and entangled.

Above all, she felt anxious.

*Why, why is she acting like this...?*

Could it be.

Anna, who was biting her lip nervously with a pale face, murmured softly.

"...It might have become even more dangerous."
"What...?"

Could it be.

"The presence I sense isn't just a few people. It's many. And unlike Ha-Rang, they won't hesitate to attack us."
"...Ah."
"And I received word that the Imperial Army would gather here upon my signal."

At Anna's serious words, Bell could only swallow hard.

*This is bad...*

It seems the fight might be bigger than expected.
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A deep darkness had settled over the night.

Sheer cliffs and withered old trees greeted visitors to this place, which exuded an ominous atmosphere reminiscent of the afterlife.

Despite this, whether out of fearlessness or perhaps driven by an important mission, there were those who climbed this demonic mountain.

"The one who threatens the peace of the Empire, our people, and our families is up there."

They were knights of the Empire, acting on the Emperor's orders.

Though the sun had long set, and even the moon that should have replaced it had turned away.

"Today, we will eliminate that threat and return to the Empire, to the embrace of our families. Understood?"
"Yes!"

They advanced with determined expressions, gripping their weapons with resolve.

However, no matter how determined they were or how noble their motivation, they couldn't help feeling tense given who they were facing.

The Imperial soldiers' expressions weren't entirely bright.

Rather, some of them stepped forward with pale faces, as if terrified.

How much time had passed since they began their march?

After what felt like an eternity filled with the sounds of gulping, footsteps on rocky ground, trembling breaths, and heightened heartbeats...

"...Who are those people?"
"I'm not sure. The Heavenly Demon said we only needed to escort two people..."

The two groups came face to face.

"There they are! Show the Empire's light to those cowards hiding in the darkness!"
"Yes!"

The Imperial army made the first move.

They charged toward the black-masked figures, weapons in hand.

Opposing them were Amber and Stella, members of the Ghost Sword division among the Heavenly Demon Sect's Three Swords.

"Ugh, we were told to avoid killing if possible."
"Kill them if they cross the line. The Heavenly Demon told us to prioritize our safety."

And Jack murmured with a grin.

"Ahaha. What can we do?"

His attitude seemed inexplicably calm from the Imperial army's perspective.

But none of the Heavenly Demon Sect members questioned the Ghost Sword division's attitude. Rather, they waited for Jack's next words with expressions suggesting they were looking forward to what would happen.

"They've pointed their swords at us, so it's only proper to respond in kind, isn't it?"

Jack placed his hand on his scabbard, responding to their expectant gazes.

"Besides, the only guests Cheon Ha-Rang invited are the two behind the rock."

With a smooth sound, the sword at his waist was drawn, revealing a sharp blade that seemed to express his intention not to show mercy, unlike Cheon Ha-Rang.

"We just need to enjoy this situation."

With that small addition, Jack leaped into the center of the Imperial army's formation as they charged.

"Ah! Jack! I'm coming too!"
"...Sigh. Count me in, I guess."

Not to be outdone, Stella and Amber followed Jack, weapons in hand.

"Don't retreat! The enemy is few in number!"
"Yes!"
"Heaven protects us!"

The Imperial army tightened their formation, raising shields and extending spears.

"Don't let them climb the mountain!"
"Yes!"
"Fight for the Heavenly Demon!"

The Three Swords of the Heavenly Demon Sect thrust their blades to pierce the Empire's shields.

Then, with a boom that shook the ground, the two groups collided.

Soon, mighty battle cries filled the area, and occasional groans of pain enriched what had been monotonous sounds.

The sun had set, and even the moon had turned away. In this place where visibility was limited to the point that one couldn't see a step ahead, all they could rely on was the torches in their hands, and...

-Clang!

The small sparks that bloomed like fireworks when sword met sword.

A little distance from this chaotic scene...

Bell, who might be considered the cause of this incident, barely maintained her trembling gaze as she looked at Anna.

"If what the principal said is true... h-how do we fix this...?"
"...That's what I'm wondering."

Anna also furrowed her brow, seemingly at a loss for how to resolve the situation.

*How did it come to this...*

Though Anna blamed herself, it wasn't entirely her fault.

When Anna judged that her and Bell's lives were in danger, she had signaled their location to the Imperial army through a crystal orb she carried, as previously arranged.

Receiving the signal, the Imperial army headed here to rescue Anna and Bell, as well as to accomplish their objective of subjugating Cheon Ha-Rang.

However, the problem was precisely this:

*By the time I realized they had no intention of harming us, I had already sent the signal...*

Anna hadn't accurately understood Cheon Ha-Rang's intentions, and Cheon Ha-Rang hadn't clearly explained her intentions to Anna.

This incident had occurred due to such a trivial misunderstanding.

"...Damn it!"

But Anna couldn't afford to waste time lamenting the situation.

*Regretting what's already happened won't improve anything.*

Anna gripped her sword—the one she had used since her Hero days—tightly, patted the shoulder of Bell who was crouching and trembling beside her, then stood up.

"...P-Principal? What are you going to do...?"
"I'll resolve this situation that I caused."
"W-what? What do you m—"

Before Bell could finish speaking, with a whoosh, Anna's figure disappeared from Bell's sight.

"P-Principal...?!"

Anna, who had leaped onto a rock, adjusted her grip on her sword and pondered whose side she should take.

-Hey!!! W-where are you going...! At l-least explain...! Waaaaaah!!! I'm scared...!

"..."

She ignored the crying from behind her.

* * *

At the highest point of this mountain where even oxygen was scarce...

"You've come?"

Cheon Ha-Rang, who had been bathing in moonlight at the summit, turned her head at the sensed presence.

"It's been a while, everyone."

A greeting delivered with a rather awkward smile.

Though not much time had passed, they somehow felt like people she hadn't seen in ages.

"What's this, Old Lady? Did you come to welcome us?"

However, Cheon Ha-Rang wasn't the only one feeling awkward.

"Iron-Blooded! Even in this situation...! Ah. It's been a while, Ha-Rang."
"...It has been a while."

Camilla Von Valencia, Elia, and Lucius received her greeting with somewhat stiff expressions.

"...Yes."

Their response somehow brought a bitter smile to her face.

Until just a few weeks ago, they had been exchanging jokes.

Now, whether because they were facing each other at a high place or because of the frozen atmosphere, there was a chilling feeling.

After exchanging only glances in silence for a while...

*At this rate, the conversation won't progress.*

Realizing this, Cheon Ha-Rang removed the artificial smile from her face, took a step toward them, and adjusted her grip on her sword.

Because Cheon Ha-Rang stood on the edge of the cliff, the Hero's party naturally had to look up, creating a situation where she was looking down at them.

"...Hmm."

Looking down at them for the first time in her life, Cheon Ha-Rang felt a somewhat unfamiliar emotion and spoke in a low voice.

"Well. Have you made your decision?"

She didn't specify what the decision was about.

There was no need to, as everyone present already knew.

"We have."

And as if confirming this thought, the answer came promptly from Lucius.

*There's no hesitation.*

Even knowing that their decision would likely not be favorable to her, she somehow felt relieved by this fact.

Why? She couldn't tell.

However, since it wasn't an unpleasant feeling, she nodded and added:

"So what—"
"Before that. May I ask one question before we announce our decision?"

The question came before she could finish speaking, which she hadn't expected.

*...A question, huh.*

Cheon Ha-Rang rolled her eyes searching for an answer, but finding no reason to refuse, she shrugged lightly.

"Well... go ahead."

With Cheon Ha-Rang's positive response, Lucius nodded and stepped forward to ask:

"Has your intention to return to where you originally came from... your homeland... remained unchanged?"

The question was about her objective.

"Hmm."

She pondered briefly before answering.

*Has my goal changed? Do I still want to return there?*

And the answer was simple.

"Yes."

My goal hasn't changed.

This was partly due to her martial artist's ambition, one of her few interests.

The desire to accomplish something akin to a miracle—crossing dimensions to return home—with her own hands.

Though she had only achieved an incomplete transcendence, if she could do this, she would be able to achieve complete transcendence.

*...And.*

The true feelings deep in her heart.

Something she was more curious about than returning to her original home or advancing her martial arts.

Because she was curious about Mu-Myeong's reaction.

Because she wanted to see how he would act, hoping he would shatter her belief that one's nature never changes.

"I will return."

After this brief declaration, Cheon Ha-Rang pointed her wooden sword at the Hero's party, and in response, they each drew their weapons.

"...You're quite determined."

Elia, clutching the rosary on her chest.

"I like that about you, Old Lady."

Camilla, wielding a greatsword larger than her body.

"...I understand. I'll give you our answer."

Finally, Lucius, drawing his holy sword.

"We will stop you, Cheon Ha-Rang."

They declared with resolute expressions, yet without losing their smiles.

"Try if you can."

Cheon Ha-Rang returned their answer with a somewhat sad smile tinged with laughter, thinking:

*The final obstacle in the Hero party's story, huh.*

It seems I've become the final boss in their tale.





Ch.180 - Uninvited Guest
The weight of silence pressed down on their shoulders, each bearing their own convictions.

"I don't really want to do this, but..."

Cheon Ha-Rang, wearing an uncertain expression as if wanting to escape that burden as quickly as possible, was the first to step forward.

Then, she simply raised her right arm.

"I'm not in a generous enough mood to give you any handicap."

And brought it down.

-BOOM!!!

The result, however, was far from simple.

As she swung her sword downward, a dark energy wave swirled and rushed toward the Hero's party as if to devour them.

"Dodge!"

A realm that could hardly be called swordsmanship anymore.

"...What the."

Witnessing this, feeling the overwhelming pressure consuming his body, Lucius bit his lip.

*I already knew, but...*

Lucius was already aware that Cheon Ha-Rang was on a vastly higher level than himself.

He had no choice but to know.

He didn't need to look far—just a couple of months ago, he had faced her in battle.

No, even without fighting her, if he recalled the time they spent together, Lucius knew she was an existence beyond normal standards.

Yes, he knew it intellectually.

-KRRRRRK!

Understanding something with your head and accepting it are two different matters.

"...Damn it."

The display she was putting on was more than enough to break the morale of the Hero's party.

Moreover, judging by Cheon Ha-Rang's demeanor, she didn't seem to be exerting much effort.

That distinctive feeling of descent that occurred whenever she used a major technique wasn't present.

"Just how massive is the gap between us..."

This could only mean one thing—there was an enormous difference in skill between Cheon Ha-Rang and themselves.

Even the indomitable Hero couldn't help but falter a little.

"Hey, mediocre Hero. Even I don't think I could block that head-on. Don't you have some power from that pathetic god of yours or something?"

"...I don't."

But he was the Hero.

Like a tall tree whose trunk might crack in a violent storm and even break, but whose roots remain deeply embedded in the ground.

"Still, we have to try, don't we?"

Lucius stepped forward with renewed determination, facing the dark energy wave that was now right in front of them.

"Well, for once I like what you're saying."

Camilla Von Valencia grinned as she watched him, gripping her greatsword and stepping forward as well.

"Lucius! Camilla!"

Not to be outdone, Elia also tightly gripped her rosary and summoned her holy power.

"...Saintess."

"Leave the defense to me!"

Though Lucius gave Elia a worried glance when she confidently offered to handle the defense...

"Alright, I'm counting on you."

Seeing Camilla trust her and step back, Lucius also nodded.

There was no need to question whether Elia could block that strike.

If only faith in her abilities existed, the Saintess could become stronger than anyone.

Recognizing this, Lucius entrusted his back to her and stepped aside. As Elia closed her eyes and began to pray...

-FLASH!

A brilliant light, bright enough to burn one's eyes, began to descend from the darkened sky.

Soon, the dark energy wave that was about to devour them from the front met with the light. At that moment...

-BOOOOM!

A thunderous sound that made the earlier silence seem awkward consumed the space, and as it began to fade...

"I did it...!"

Although most of the light had been extinguished, Elia had succeeded in stopping her attack.

"...Hmm, what are you so happy about?"

But one fact must not be forgotten.

That attack was generated from Cheon Ha-Rang simply swinging her sword.

"From the side! It's coming!"

"Huh!"

With Iron-Blooded's urgent cry, Cheon Ha-Rang's dark energy wave was swung again, this time from the right.

"Ah! You should know when to stop!"

There was too little time for the Saintess to pray again.

Having made his decision, Lucius gripped his holy sword and moved to block it, and then...

"Ugh!"

THUD. It clashed with Lucius's sword.

Though it was merely an energy wave, not even a physical sword, Lucius had to grit his teeth as he struggled against the weight pressing down on him.

*I must endure!*

This strike, no.

If he couldn't withstand even this simple swing that was hardly worthy of being called a strike, if he couldn't block even this which was swung more lightly than the previous sword strike...

"Ngh..."

Then his standing before Cheon Ha-Rang would be not courage or spirit, but recklessness and foolishness.

"Nngh..."

Lucius couldn't back down.

Moreover, he had to stop this anomalous situation that placed all responsibility on Cheon Ha-Rang, and prevent her from making a choice she would surely regret.

That was his duty.

Soon, a chilling sound escaped—either Lucius's teeth or his sword about to shatter.

"Mediocre! You'll break it that way! Deflect it!"

Camilla swung her greatsword diagonally and successfully redirected the dark energy that Lucius was blocking upward into the black sky.

-CRACK! BOOM!

"Are you out of your mind?! Don't try to block it!"

"...I'm sorry."

Though apologizing to Camilla, Lucius furrowed his brow in frustration.

*It was impossible alone.*

Had he continued blocking, he would have been broken.

Indeed, determination alone was not enough to overcome this towering wall.

The Hero's contemplation didn't last long.

"My patience has limits."

Because Cheon Ha-Rang raised her wooden sword once more.

"Mediocres. Let's do this."

"Yes, Iron-Blooded."

And so, Cheon Ha-Rang and the Hero's party clashed again.

*

At first glance, it appeared to be an even battle.

"Support me!"

Camilla's mountain-like strike advanced toward Cheon Ha-Rang without leaving any openings.

Lucius also diligently stuck close to Cheon Ha-Rang, using the blind spots Camilla created.

"Hmph!"

Cheon Ha-Rang could see how much they had trained to stop her, and how much progress they had made.

"No...!"

This was especially evident in Elia's actions, who interfered whenever Cheon Ha-Rang tried to assume a stance to swing her sword.

Originally, she didn't just play a purely supportive role staying out of combat—she periodically summoned holy power to disrupt Cheon Ha-Rang's positioning.

"...Hmm, certainly annoying."

Thus, at first glance, it truly seemed even.

No, it might even have appeared advantageous.

The Hero's party relentlessly pushing their attacks, and Cheon Ha-Rang seemingly struggling to defend.

But their expressions revealed that this situation was not favorable. Something was wrong.

"God-Slaying Sword Technique."

Something was distorted.

Cheon Ha-Rang, who should have been desperate and anxious in defense, simply observed them with an expressionless face, mechanically avoiding their sword strikes.

"First Form."

Every exchange, every sword path she took was a strategic move toward victory.

"Old Lady, that's cheating!"

Meanwhile, Camilla and Lucius gritted their teeth, swinging their swords in desperation, watching for Cheon Ha-Rang's imminent sword technique.

"Ah! Too late! Dodge!"

"Saintess, the barrier! Iron-Blooded, retreat with me!"

"Yes!"

Every exchange, every sword path they took was a desperate move to avoid immediate defeat.

"Falling Heaven."

As she thrust her sword toward the ground, BOOM. Something like the sound of falling accompanied a pressure that seemed to weigh down on the Hero's party.

"Ugh."

To resist it, Elia formed her holy power into a sphere, enveloping their bodies.

"Huff..."

Thanks to this, fortunately, the group was able to avoid the experience of having their bodies crushed.

But as mentioned earlier, this was a losing move.

The sky had already been broken, and what had been hiding there began to fall.

"Now let's end this."

And so, a bright golden sphere gently descended before Cheon Ha-Rang.

It was something they had seen before.

"Old Lady! Wait!"

"Camilla! Don't go out yet!"

With a startled expression, Camilla ignored Elia who tried to hold her back and threw herself outside the barrier of holy power. And then...

"You came out on your own?"

"Ah..."

She found herself facing Cheon Ha-Rang, who stood with a crooked smile, not in front of the sphere.

"I prefer to deal with annoyances first."

"...I've been tricked."

"Yes, you insolent Kid."

Realizing her situation, Camilla gave a bitter laugh, and Cheon Ha-Rang raised her left arm as if about to swing it.

"I've been waiting for this day for so long."

With a satisfied smile, just as Cheon Ha-Rang was about to swing her arm...

"Ha-Rang! W-wait a moment...!"

A familiar voice reached Cheon Ha-Rang's ears from not too far away.

"...What now."

With an expression of disgust, as if thinking there were even more moths to the flame, Cheon Ha-Rang turned her head to look.

"Hup!"

Anna, who had been concealing her presence until now, appeared and leaped toward Cheon Ha-Rang with a sword strike that awkwardly mixed killing intent and hesitation.

"Sigh... One after another."

*Why do they keep interfering with me?*

Heaving a deep sigh, Cheon Ha-Rang gripped her wooden sword again to block Anna's incoming blade.

"Old Lady...!"

Seizing the unexpected opportunity, Camilla immediately swung her greatsword toward Cheon Ha-Rang.

"I got her...!"

However, just as they found opportunity in an unexpected variable, variables by nature are unpredictable.

-CLANG!!!

"...I didn't get her."

What they heard was not the sound of a hit but, unfortunately, the friction of sword against sword.

"Master, am I late?"

"Hmm... You seem to have arrived just in time."

Cheon Mu-Myeong, with an expressionless face like Cheon Ha-Rang's, moved to protect her side.

"Ah. This is really hopeless now."

Camilla could only furrow her brow as she looked at her greatsword blocked by Cheon Mu-Myeong.

Ch.181 - Resolution
It wasn't exactly a bad situation.

I couldn't honestly say it was advantageous, but they had established a decent back-and-forth in the battle against Cheon Ha-Rang.

Though they had been at a disadvantage until now, thanks to Anna and Bell who appeared like saviors at the last moment, the future outcome remained uncertain.

Yes... that's how it should have been.

"Master, am I late?"

If only this guy hadn't shown up without warning.

"Hmm... you seem to have arrived just in time."
"Ah."

Looking at her greatsword blocked by him, Camilla couldn't stop her brow from wrinkling terribly.

"This is truly hopeless now."

What kind of situation was this?

Just when a thread of hope had appeared, another disaster arrived as if to mock them.

Cheon Ha-Rang. The situation had been unfavorable even when facing this monster alone.

"...this Pedophilic Swordsman."

And now her disciple shows up?

*Of all times, why now?*

There couldn't be a worse farce than this.

"...what the."

However, no matter how badly the situation was developing, she couldn't just surrender to it.

"Hup-!"

Camilla placed both feet on top of her greatsword that Mu-Myeong had blocked, then kicked forcefully, pushing him back along with the sword.

Following that, Anna and Lucius directed their sword strikes not at Cheon Ha-Rang, but at Mu-Myeong.

"...tch."
"Oops, be careful."
"Thank you."

Ha-Rang casually avoided the sword strikes aimed at Mu-Myeong by grabbing him by the nape of his neck, and a silence like the calm before a storm fell between the two groups.

*Now... what should we do?*

This thought crossed the minds of not just Camilla, but the entire Hero's party.

How could they stop her?

Analyzing the current situation, with Mu-Myeong's appearance, the option of using force to stop her was essentially off the table.

If they clashed, one of the two groups would certainly lose lives.

The probability of it being them was extremely high, and even if the opposite happened, that wasn't the outcome the Hero's party wanted.

*We should avoid fighting in this standoff if possible.*

It was an overly optimistic thought, but certainly the best option.

Then what other method?

*Should we appeal to her emotions?*

Should they try to stop Cheon Ha-Rang through emotions rather than force?

Her true nature was clearly good.

Surely, she must also feel uncomfortable doing this. But...

*That's nonsense.*

In truth, this idea was absurd.

If persuasion would have worked, they would have done it already.

It was precisely because that didn't work that they were in this predicament, wasn't it?

*Another way...*

They needed to find another way.

Camilla looked around, hoping that someone else might have a brilliant idea, but...

"..."

The others seemed just as frustrated, exchanging only desperate glances.

*This is hopeless.*

Camilla unconsciously let out a sigh.

And then, she considered the easiest path.

*Should we give up?*

Hadn't they tried hard enough?

Even if they gave up now, no one could throw stones at them.

But was this really the only option?

Did they really have to give up?

Did they have to just watch as Cheon Ha-Rang, whether she wanted to or not, killed the being called a god in this world? To witness this deicide?

What would happen to this place if that occurred?

Since there had never been a time without a god, they couldn't know if the world would continue to exist without one, or if it would simply disappear.

Even if it continued to exist, how would people view Cheon Ha-Rang in the world that remained?

No, would Cheon Ha-Rang even stay here? It would truly be a point of no return.

*...this is annoying.*

The more she thought about it, the more she wanted to just run away from this situation with peace of mind.

From the beginning, the party didn't know her ultimate goal, which only added to their frustration.

It would have been nice if she had just explained clearly, but Cheon Ha-Rang, perhaps not trusting them, strangely never spoke about herself at all.

And so, as the silence continued for a long time and a headache began to throb...

Perhaps uncomfortable with the silence.

"Mu-Myeong."

Or maybe because there wasn't much time left, Cheon Ha-Rang stepped back and spoke.

"One tea time. Can you hold out?"
"Yes, Master."

At his master's question, Mu-Myeong raised the corners of his mouth slightly and added.

"I can manage even half a shichen."
"...I see, I'm sorry to ask this of you."
"My master, who is like the heavens to me, should not feel guilty toward this unworthy Disciple."
"Heh... alright."

Cheon Ha-Rang briefly added before stepping back, and Cheon Mu-Myeong took her place at the front.

At the same time, a gleam appeared in Camilla's eyes.

*One tea time, so about 15 minutes to hold out?*

Ha. There was hope.

Was the reason Cheon Ha-Rang left this place really because she was frustrated?

Someone with that much power who is so cautious, who always makes sure of everything?

Someone who says she can't bear to see her disciple hurt and takes care of everything herself, leaving Mu-Myeong alone and retreating?

*That can't be.*

As the thought struck her, the corners of Camilla's mouth turned up.

"Old Lady. You don't have much time, do you?"
"..."

There was no answer from her, but that itself became a definite answer.

The exact reason was unclear, but Cheon Ha-Rang was currently short on time.

Her guess was that the sphere, which was her objective, was escaping, but even if that wasn't the case, she probably wanted to eliminate any potential variables.

*Good.*

As that thought reached its conclusion, smiles spread across the faces of not just Camilla, but the entire party.

A small but real possibility of stopping her had emerged.

From a near-impossible probability of zero, a slim but real chance had appeared.

How could they not be happy?

*If we can just stop that Old Lady from getting there...!*

However, to do that, there was one wall they absolutely had to overcome.

"As my master is busy, I will be your opponent."

That wall, blocking their path, added:

"Here I come."

And as Mu-Myeong finished speaking.

With a thud! Mu-Myeong violently pushed off the ground and leaped toward Lucius.

His speed was so fast that he momentarily disappeared from the party's sight.

An ordinary person would have been cut in half by this single move, but Lucius was also someone who had overcome countless trials, known as the Hero of Reversal.

He didn't observe his opponent with sight alone.

Screech! The holy sword emitting brilliant light clashed with Mu-Myeong's blade wrapped in ominous dark energy.

Crash! Mu-Myeong's sword scraped down the face of the holy sword and stabbed into the ground.

For a moment, Lucius's brow furrowed at his trembling hand from the impact.

Soon after, Mu-Myeong, gritting his teeth, slashed his sword toward Lucius's wrist.

It was a terrible posture with barely any power behind it—something his master would have scolded him for.

"Hnngh...!"

But it was threatening enough.

Originally, Mu-Myeong's goal was to prevent anyone from approaching his master, Cheon Ha-Rang.

In other words, he could achieve his goal simply by drawing their attention, not by subduing and defeating them.

And, as if to prove this.

Thud!

Camilla, judging that Lucius was in danger, threw her greatsword at Mu-Myeong.

"Hey, pedophile. Stop stalling and come at me."

An obvious provocation; Mu-Myeong narrowed his eyes. Then.

"Ugh!"

He swung his sword at Anna, who was approaching his master while concealing her energy, and calmly added:

"No one can approach my master."
"...Tch, nothing comes easy."

* * *

She stood before the god—or more precisely, the sphere encasing that damned being.

One step forward.

Just one more step and everything would end.

She would be free from this wretched curse, from the nightmare that hadn't broken even after eons of time.

She could obtain true freedom.

"...Is this really the end?"

Suddenly, a question arose in her mind.

According to her original plan, by killing this god and completing the "God-Slaying Sword Technique," she would elevate her own status and finally achieve ascension, but...

*Is this truly what I want?*

Is returning to that place in this body really what I truly want?

Is this something I'm doing because I truly want to, not just running away like a worm as I've always done?

"...I don't know."

Just one step forward.

Yet her mind was so complicated, she felt as if she were falling into madness.

Was there really no other way?

Couldn't there have been a way for everyone to smile and talk together, without me sacrificing myself?

Couldn't we have reached an ending where everyone was safe, not just me achieving my goal?

Did I really have to become the final boss of this story? With an ending where "the Hero was defeated by the Demon King and the world was ultimately destroyed"?

Should I send my disciple—my beloved disciple—to his death?

"Heh...."

The questions that arose made her laugh.

I really am a coward by nature. Too timid, hesitating until the very end.

Truly, damn it all, I haven't changed.

Fine. I've decided.

For the finale, I won't hesitate—I'll do exactly what I want.

"That's all there is to it. Yes."

Immediately after, the sword plunged down.

Light burst forth.

Ch.182 - To Keep A Promise
"Just a little longer..."

Everything will end.

The story that began when I fell into this world is approaching its conclusion.

As that thought crossed my mind, a genuine smile began to spread across my face.

"It really took a long time."

With a thud, the wooden sword plunged into the ground.

Immediately after, light burst forth.

One line, two lines.

As the light began to explode with enough force to devour this world, my eyes narrowed.

I tried to resist by closing my eyes to avoid seeing the light.

Perhaps because my eyes were closed.

Thanks to my vision filled with nothing but darkness, old memories began to surface in my mind.

Although these were memories I had tightly wrapped up and prevented from leaking out, memories I truly didn't want to recall...

Thinking of this as a kind of life flashing before my eyes on my final day, I figured experiencing it once wouldn't be so bad.

The first memory that came to mind was the day of my fall.

Or the day of beginning.

When I regained consciousness, the first thing I saw was the ugly gazes of people.

Gazes that looked at me as if I were some strange livestock trapped in a cage.

However, in my foolishness back then, I didn't even notice the malice filling those gazes.

Well, I think it couldn't be helped even now.

When you regain consciousness surrounded by strangely dressed people in a place you've never seen before, how could you possibly keep your wits about you?

What followed was a predictable story.

In a place where ethical consciousness was buried in the medieval era, or even lower, what could they do to me, a frail woman who knew nothing?

They tried to capture and sell me as a slave.

Of course, I managed to escape from them after finally grasping the situation, but...

I can't say I was completely unharmed.

I entered the mountains where no one set foot to avoid the filthy hands reaching out for me, having developed something close to misanthropy.

Afterward, hiding in the mountains to avoid people, I extended my life by eating randomly growing weeds to survive.

They tasted terribly, but after eating them for days, months, or perhaps years, I got used to it.

As time passed and the days of stomach pain decreased, my hunger subsided, and desires I hadn't felt before emerged.

First, I wanted to eat meat.

Being in the mountains, there were plenty of wild animals, so if I could hunt, meat was abundant—a simple and natural desire.

However, I didn't have the strength to hunt animals, and after much deliberation, I reached the conclusion: "Let's train my body."

"Pfft."

How simple.

Rather than deciding to go down the mountain and work, I chose to train my body to hunt. I was no different from a primitive human.

Looking back now, it was truly a good choice.

Well, what I chose was the sword.

Making a bow was too complex for someone without knowledge like me.

The only thing I could think of making by carving wood was a sword.

After choosing to train with the sword, I devoted myself to training to the point where my sense of time became distorted.

Later, when I became capable enough to protect myself, I finally pondered a question I hadn't considered before.

"Why am I here?"

A question I couldn't have contemplated while focused solely on survival. After deep consideration, I reached one conclusion.

"I've entered a novel I had read."

The problem was that this conclusion was something only a mentally ill person would make, but what could I do?

With my foolish brain, I couldn't interpret this situation at all, and my memories from before coming here were only of novels I read day after day.

Thus, whether I liked it or not, once I reached this conclusion, the branches of thought grew even faster.

And this is a story everyone knows.

Being timid and introverted by nature, when I realized that this world I was in was a novel, I felt I couldn't do anything.

If I, the only impurity in this world, did something wrong and caused problems, I wouldn't be able to sleep.

Well... in fact, this too was a delusion.

Close to self-justification.

It was about justifying myself for hiding in the mountains to conceal things I didn't want to remember, creating a plausible reason for falling here, and hoping that when everything ended, when this story reached its conclusion, I could return.

"Haah..."

It was unpleasant.

These were facts and memories I didn't want to recall.

But I still hadn't opened my eyes.

The light that should have been blocked by closing my eyes.

In this current state where only darkness should exist, a bit of light was visible.

The light must not have faded yet.

Thoughts naturally continued.

This time, not old, musty memories.

Not memories that made me frown with displeasure just by recalling them.

"...That's when I met you."

Memories that made the corners of my mouth rise just by thinking about them, memories that could be called somewhat happy, continued.

A child came to my solitary log cabin.

Thinking about it now, the child's eyes were filled only with emptiness, which somehow touched my heart.

It's truly wicked, but I think I projected myself onto those eyes that held sticky, viscous anger beyond the emptiness.

That's why I, who had come to extremely hate people, didn't chase you away.

That's why I tried to talk to you while making various excuses to myself.

"...That's right."

A smile filled with guilt and thoughts continued.

That day, the shabby-looking child asked me to accept them as my disciple.

At first, I intended to refuse.

As you know, it was because I was a coward and didn't think I was qualified to be someone's teacher.

It was because I thought a commoner like me couldn't be the child's teacher, parent, or world.

But, but you see.

"My name is Cheon Ha-Rang. One who will cut the sky."

To my absurd statement about cutting the sky.

"Because the goal that Cheon Ha-Rang has is similar to the goal I have."

The child's serious response.

The fact that they also had such a goal tickled a corner of my heart.

So, I accepted the child as my disciple.

To give myself responsibility, when the child said they had no name, I gave them the name "Cheon Mu-Myeong," passing on my surname.

Well, despite my intention to take responsibility, I regretted my decision not long after.

With my inadequate body and mind, how could I truly be this child's teacher, parent, or world?

So I regretted it.

I regretted accepting you as my disciple.

But.

Not long after, I changed my thinking.

Again, it wasn't by myself, but with Mu-Myeong's help.

Seeing Mu-Myeong's empty eyes fill with light after becoming my disciple, my thoughts changed.

Unlike me, who still only harbored emptiness, I tried to change my thinking upon seeing you embrace hope.

I, who had always been quick to run away, took a small bit of courage for the first time.

So, not grandly, but as one of the small connections that would pass through this child's life.

I decided to be a supporting character who would get maybe one line when reminiscing about the past if this were written as a novel. I thought I could at least do that much.

So, I only hoped that you, the protagonist of this story, would monologue, "There was a truly grateful teacher who shared my childhood."

Yes. I wanted to be your supporting character.

Not the final boss threatening the world by blocking the hero's path, as I am now.

I mean, I wanted to be a supporting character who would get just one line in this child's life.

I wanted to be a station where this child could rest briefly.

Mu-Myeong. I vowed not to be just a parasite, not to have only a negative influence on you.

Although I might not be good enough to sacrifice myself to save the world,

I vowed not to be evil enough to torment you, a small child who had lived a pitiful life.

But what am I now?

"...Truly filthy and ugly."

Am I not a cursed villain who drove my disciple to death for my own selfish desires?

I opened my closed eyes and faced the light.

In the brilliantly shining light, I could see my disciple bleeding.

"Ah."

What I wanted was clearly...

"...not this."

I released the strength from my grip.

As the sword fell, a few droplets fell down my face.

I wanted to rush over and stop you right now.

I wanted to stop you, who was exerting all your strength to fulfill my request despite breathing heavily as if in pain.

I just wanted to stop you, who was foolishly becoming a villain in this story by following your stupid teacher.

I wanted to correct something that had gone wrong.

I just wanted to stop this situation that was heading toward the wrong ending of the story.

No, I had to stop it.

To keep what I had decided for the first time, what I had taken courage for the first time.

To live proudly for myself, to help you live proudly as your teacher, your world, I had to stop you.

That's when I realized.

"So that's how it was..."

It's not about correcting your world.

I didn't harbor these feelings just for you.

I wanted to correct my world.

"Hehehe... That's right."

Although I had decided to be your teacher, your parent, your world.

You gave me teachings, restored my warmth, and became my world.

"It was simple from the beginning."

Why did I take such a complicated path?

"Mu-Myeong. If only you can be happy."

That's all I ever wanted.

Ch.183 - Cheon Ha-Rang Subjugation (7)
His waist twisted as if it would break. Naturally, Mu-Myeong's leg was drawn in a semicircle.

Mu-Myeong Style - "God-Slaying Sword Technique"

The tip of his sword pointed toward the sky.

His center of gravity shifted dramatically.

*Engrave the master's teachings into your body.*

To maintain balance, Mu-Myeong placed his free hand on the ground.

-Rumble-

*I wield my own sword, not my master's.*

A crimson energy wave enveloped Mu-Myeong's entire body.

It looked unstable, as if it might explode at any moment, and precarious.

The 6th Form

"That stance..."

The first to notice Mu-Myeong's unusual posture was Anna, the academy's principal.

*I've definitely seen that stance somewhere before...*

She furrowed her brow, trying to recall.

"T-that's Heaven and Earth Reformation!"

Reading Anna's thoughts, Bell stepped back fearfully and spoke.

Heaven and Earth Reformation,

True to its name, it meant reestablishing heaven and earth anew.

"Hey! Nerd! What's he doing?"

Camilla, feeling anxious at Bell's frightened appearance, asked.

"After a powerful explosion, the terrain will change! He seems to be planning to scatter us and pick us off one by one!"

Anna answered in place of Bell, who appeared to be in panic.

*He's trying to scatter us?*

After hearing Anna's explanation, Camilla narrowed her eyes and stared at Mu-Myeong.

*...That?*

The crimson energy wave around Mu-Myeong expanded.

*Rather than...*

Collapse seemed more fitting than reformation.

"We must stop him before the technique is fully cast!"

With that shout, Anna leaped toward Mu-Myeong.

"Damn it!"

Lucius and Camilla, the latter with a somewhat reluctant expression, followed behind Anna.

"...Please have mercy...!"

Elia prayed for them.

"T-the basis of alchemy is equivalent exchange..."

Bell threw materials for an alchemy circle, making their steps lighter.

Immediately after, the three swung their swords simultaneously.

"Hup!"

But.

-Thud!

Mu-Myeong's sword struck the ground first, piercing beyond it.

Downward, downward, continuously.

-Crack!

An ominous sound consumed the space.

The pristine ground split and began to sink downward.

-Clang!

The moonlit sky gradually lost its light, falling as if it had lost its majesty.

A fierce wind engulfed the group. Blade-like gusts rushed to tear at their skin, slashing their bodies.

Yet, despite this, the group did not retreat and held their ground.

*Not yet, not yet...*

It wasn't unbearable. They could endure it.

And this was something they had already anticipated.

Having witnessed Cheon Ha-Rang's technique earlier had been a great advantage.

Though not perfect, they were somewhat prepared. However.

"When is this going to end?!"

The sky that should have been reconstructed.

The earth that should have risen anew.

"...Something's wrong!"
"What?!"

They continued to fall.

Unlike the moment when Ha-Rang had performed her reformation, there was no sign of heaven and earth trying to find their proper places.

"Ugh!"
"We're all going to die at this rate!"

That was because what Cheon Mu-Myeong had performed wasn't reformation or new creation.

He was collapsing the sky and sinking the earth.

Unlike his master, his heart wasn't warm. He only wanted his master. He had no interest in anything else, which led to the completion of:

Heaven's Collapse, Earth's Destruction

It was a "God-Slaying Sword Technique" unique to Cheon Mu-Myeong, not Cheon Ha-Rang.

-Rumble!

Meanwhile, Mu-Myeong was in agony as he performed this.

Naturally so.

Since this was the first time he was using this technique, he couldn't properly control his power.

He had acted solely with the determination that these people must not reach his master.

Proper execution was nearly impossible, and its momentum was visibly weakening.

-Crack...

That wasn't all.

"Urgh...!"
"The momentum is weakening...!"

These opponents were each remarkable individuals worthy of being called heroes of reversal.

From Lucius, the hero chosen by the holy sword, to Iron-Blooded Camilla who protected the entire north from barbarians and monsters, to Anna, the former hero and hope of the entire empire.

They might be startled by an unfamiliar technique, but none here would submit. Moreover,

"N-new alchemy circle..."

Bell, called the greatest alchemist in history, and

"Please, hold on just a little longer...!"

The Saintess, symbol of a religion, were supporting them from behind.

*...This is tough.*

Because of this, Mu-Myeong felt his limits.

*Just a little more... just need to hold on a little longer...*

However, Mu-Myeong couldn't back down.

Even as dizziness clouded his mind and his consciousness grew faint, feeling like it might snap at any moment.

Despite all this, Mu-Myeong couldn't retreat.

The minimum time his master had asked for was one incense stick's burning. Until then, he had to hold this position no matter what.

"...Huff."

Mu-Myeong bit his lip and held on, his hands gripping the sword so tightly they pierced his skin and bled. But.

-Crack...

Each time their resistance grew stronger.

-Crack...

Each time strength left Mu-Myeong's arms.

-Crack... Crack...

Each time his body, not his willpower, was about to break, his sword, like him, was cracking as if it would snap at any moment.

*...Ah.*

Mu-Myeong sensed it.

He would soon collapse.

He would be defeated by them.

*I...*

He would fail to keep his promise to his master.

"..."

As he was about to close his eyes, swallowing his atonement,

"Holy shit...!!!"

Suddenly, light burst forth.

One streak, two streaks.

Eventually, light erupted with such force it seemed it would devour the world, causing everyone present to squint—except for one person, Mu-Myeong.

*...Light?*

Despite his stinging eyes, Mu-Myeong turned his gaze toward the erupting light.

*Has Master...*

Succeeded?

Achieved her wish?

A smile spread across Mu-Myeong's face at the thought.

Though it appeared somewhat lonely, Mu-Myeong was genuinely happy.

After all, his master had finally fulfilled the long-buried wish.

Even if it meant he and his master would never see each other again, he was fine with it.

*Master is.*

To him, she was the sky, the world.

The one he loved, so he felt pure joy at the fact that she had achieved what she desired.

Thinking the end was approaching, Mu-Myeong withdrew his sword and slumped to the ground.

*...It's over.*

And, as the light began to fade,

"Heaven's Collapse, Earth's Destruction? Really, Mu-Myeong."

A beautiful voice struck Mu-Myeong's ears.

And this voice belonged to the one Mu-Myeong loved dearly.

"...Master?"

It was his master, Cheon Ha-Rang.

"I didn't teach you like that. This is a technique only villains would use."

Ha-Rang said with a somewhat sad smile, and Mu-Myeong felt anxiety sprouting in a corner of his heart.

*Why is she making that expression...?*

No, more importantly,

"Why are you here...?"

His master, who should have departed after completing everything, why was she here?

Mu-Myeong felt his mind becoming complicated, but Ha-Rang, seemingly not concerned about this, matched Mu-Myeong's eye level and added:

"Your master has come, so why are you whimpering?"

Why are you showing tears while saying that, Master?

Mu-Myeong held back the words that were about to leave his mouth.

*

Mu-Myeong's expression was somewhat strange.

His lips were curved upward, so it was understandable that he was "smiling," but.

Contrary to this, his eyes were wavering, and it seemed tears would fall at any moment.

Like someone about to send off something precious.

*...Hmm.*

Somehow, she could guess why Mu-Myeong was making such an expression... but she pretended not to mind and smiled.

"Your master has come, so why are you whimpering?"

She ruffled the hair of Mu-Myeong, who was mumbling as if trying to say something.

"Thank you for listening to my unreasonable request."
"No..."
"You can rest now."

Without removing her hand from Mu-Myeong's head, she immediately channeled her energy.

*Even though I've made up my mind, I don't want to show my disciple an ugly side of his master.*

It might hurt a little, but there won't be any side effects.

"Wait-"

Mu-Myeong also seemed to notice what she was trying to do and tensed his body, but.

"I'm sorry."

Starting from the lower abdomen, forcibly blocking the energy flow to induce unconsciousness was impossible to prevent.

As Mu-Myeong closed his eyes and she laid him on the ground, she whispered softly:

"Thank you for waiting."
"...Cheon Ha-Rang."

From behind, the hero of this world, Lucius, responded.

"Lucius, before we finish this, I have one request. Can you listen?"

She rose after stroking Mu-Myeong's head once more as he fell into a troubled sleep.

"...What is it?"

The method she had thought of with her inadequate mind for Mu-Myeong to have a happy ending.

*From the beginning, Mu-Myeong came here with the hero to subjugate me, who had become the final boss.*

Therefore.

From now on, she would be defeated by them.

The end of the story was predetermined: the hero, along with his companions, would defeat the final boss.

"You don't have the right to refuse, so let's play along."

Ch.184 - Beyond The Wall
"Let's have some fun."

In the midst of the clash between Cheon Ha-Rang and the Hero's party.

* * *

The Imperial Palace was quiet, but a flesh-trembling tension filled the space.

"Are you the Emperor?"

The cause was a man sitting across from Emperor Duke, leisurely sipping his tea.

"...I am."

The Emperor, feigning composure with a low voice, examined the man through narrowed eyes.

Blood-red hair that evoked the image of actual blood, and narrowly opened eyes that concealed his thoughts.

His attire was equally peculiar—something like a uniform embroidered with characters unseen in the Empire, suggesting he was a warrior from a distant foreign land.

But Duke knew the origin of that attire.

*The clothing is similar to the Cheon family's.*

Cheon Ha-Rang and Cheon Mu-Myeong.

People he had met face to face once before.

And individuals whom his soldiers had gone to subjugate under his orders.

Now someone who appeared to be their associate or subordinate had come to see him.

*This is the worst...*

Sensing that things weren't going well, Duke secretly swallowed a sigh.

"Then you must know why I've come."

At the same time, the man added with a small smile.

"...Tsk."

Duke furrowed his brow without responding to the man's question and continued his thoughts.

*Of course I do.*

As the man suggested, there were clear assumptions about why he had come.

First, his life. Second, to demand surrender after defeating his army.

*...Or he might put my life on the negotiating table to target the Empire itself.*

None of these possibilities were good news for Duke or the Empire.

Of course, if only his life were at stake, he would refuse their demands even at the cost of his life.

He had a Crown Prince, not just any heir.

The boy was spirited and would surely be able to plan for the future.

*...However.*

The situation was a bit different now.

First, the subjugation operation against Cheon Ha-Rang, which he had observed through real-time crystal balls, was already unfavorable for the Empire.

What if he died on top of that?

Not only would chaos befall the Empire...

The Heavenly Demon Sect that followed Cheon Ha-Rang might even sweep over the Empire in retaliation.

And the Empire lacked the strength to stop them.

*They say eight-tenths of our soldiers have already gone missing.*

There were remaining forces in the Empire, but not many, and since the elite troops had participated in the subjugation, the quality wasn't particularly high either.

It was distressing.

That the Empire's future would be determined by whatever this man was about to say.

"Well, it doesn't matter if you don't answer."

The man shrugged slightly, rummaged through his bag, and handed over a piece of paper.

"You'll have no choice but to accept it anyway."

And Duke couldn't help but be shocked by what was written on it.

"...This is."

* * *

"Hup!"

The battle continued until the moon set and the sun began to peek over the hills.

-Thud!

"Cough!"

The Iron-Blooded Camilla Von Valencia was slammed against the wall by Cheon Ha-Rang.

"Are you alright?!"

Elia, who had been chanting healing prayers, rushed over with eyes full of concern. Camilla answered with an exaggerated smile to reassure her.

"Do I look like someone who would get hurt? I'm fine, go help that pathetic Hero quickly."

Elia looked hurt for a moment, but soon seemed to understand Camilla's intention and nodded with determination.

"...Yes!"
"...Go quickly. It hurts."

After Elia had completely left, Camilla furrowed her brow.

*...Something's strange.*

It wasn't strange that she was slammed into a wall, but that she was still alive.

No. It was strange that a battle that should have ended long ago was still continuing.

By extension, Cheon Ha-Rang's attitude was strange.

If she were to be subjugated, make Cheon Mu-Myeong part of the Hero's party in the records?

What nonsense was that?

Making such a request to an enemy fighting for their life.

*...Well, if it's the Old Lady's request.*

Actually, the request itself wasn't strange.

Considering their friendship, it wasn't a request she couldn't grant, and she understood how much the Old Lady cared for her disciple.

When there's no one to look after your disciple, it's only natural to entrust them to someone else.

But what was bizarre was that she seemed to be acting as if her subjugation was predetermined.

The evidence was that Camilla was still alive.

The battle, which had been embarrassingly one-sided, became a real fight after her statement.

Moreover, despite being slammed into a wall, neither Camilla nor anyone else had any serious injuries.

As if she wanted to be subjugated.

*...Why?*

While recovering, Camilla tried to ponder the reason, but...

-Squelch!

She never got to finish that thought.

"Ugh...!"

A faint groan was heard.

Camilla's head reflexively shot up.

What she saw was a woman falling.

Camilla—no, everyone present—witnessed a sight they had never seen before.

"...Old Lady?"

The first thing visible was her complexion.

"...Haa."

She was looking at her abdomen with furrowed brows, as if in pain.

Naturally, everyone's gaze followed hers.

"What the..."

And they saw it.

The Holy Sword was embedded in Cheon Ha-Rang's abdomen.

Like a brush dipped in dark red paint, the Holy Sword was staining Cheon Ha-Rang's clothes.

Thud. Camilla's heart sank.

Though the plan had been to subjugate Cheon Ha-Rang as a last resort...

*Is she really going to die?*

Seeing her friend, Cheon Ha-Rang, sitting down while exhaling as if she were truly dying, something felt off.

It was like saying "crows are white"—two words that didn't belong together.

Cheon Ha-Rang was really going to die.

Meanwhile, the owner of the Holy Sword that had pierced her abdomen...

"Damn it... damn it..."

Lucius was also cursing, which didn't suit him at all.

Plop. Lucius collapsed to the ground as if his legs had given out.

Probably not just him—everyone must have been thinking something similar.

"Ah..."

The final enemy, the Heavenly Demon who had replaced the Demon King, was gone. They should be rejoicing.

They had clearly won the battle, but somehow it felt like a defeat.

A heavy silence hung in the air.

No one could say anything.

Instead of joy, an inexplicable sadness and guilt weighed on their hearts.

A pressure so intense it made them dizzy.

Bell was the first to move.

"Ha, Ha-Rang nim...!"

Teary eyes, trembling shoulders.

Her emotions were clearly felt even by those not directly involved.

"Cover the abdomen! We can still save her!"
"Pr-prayer of healing...!"

Starting with Bell's voice, voices flowed like a dam breaking.

But it couldn't continue for long.

"Stop it..."

Among them, Anna and Lucius, who had been silent, spoke with heavy voices.

"...It's already too late."

As Heroes—former and current—they knew.

It was already too late.

Wounds caused by the Holy Sword couldn't be healed by any miracle. There was no way to save someone whose abdomen had been pierced.

"That can't be!"

Camilla, one of the most devastated, gritted her teeth as she looked at Lucius and Anna.

But she had to close her mouth.

Lucius and Anna also seemed incredibly sad, unable to look directly at Cheon Ha-Rang.

That's when Camilla realized.

It can't be done.

It's already too late, my friend is really dying.

I'll be alone again.

"...Old Lady."

Camilla staggered toward Cheon Ha-Rang, who was sitting down.

"Old Lady... you could have just said you'd stop. We could have... lived happily together. Why did you do this...?"

And she poured out her resentment.

"No... you could have just won. Wasn't it all successful? Why did you come back?"

Listening quietly, Cheon Ha-Rang only smiled in response.

"...Is this the time to smile?! Say something—"

Soon, Cheon Ha-Rang's body began to grow faint.

Not collapsing, but literally becoming transparent.

Like being affected by some magic.

"Don't go...!"

But no one found it strange.

Cheon Ha-Rang was a being half-connected to the heavens, or perhaps one who had surpassed... surpassed her god.

Rather, it would have been strange if someone like her had died like an ordinary person.

"...Rest in peace."

Cheon Ha-Rang gradually faded like a mirage.

Inarticulate sounds spread from those watching her.

By now the moon had completely set, and an inappropriately bright sun had risen in the sky.

Finally, Cheon Ha-Rang's presence completely disappeared.

"Aaagh...!"

* * *

At that moment, at the top of the Heavenly Demon Sect.

Unlike those who remained at the mountain peak wailing in despair, she was smiling brightly as if she had realized something, as if she had found enlightenment.

"Cough...! Don't let anyone in."
"...Yes."

Cheon Ha-Rang, forcibly stopping the blood flowing from her abdomen, headed to a small room in the corner.

The place where she usually sat cross-legged for energy meditation.

"...Before it's too late... I must remember the sensation."

Cheon Ha-Rang immediately sat on the floor and began her energy meditation.

Before long, her body began to float.

A five-colored light illuminated the room without a single lamp.

Somehow, the wound on her abdomen had completely disappeared.

*Ah... so this is what it was.*

Cheon Ha-Rang thought.

After a long time, having reached a certain level, she felt for the first time sensations that had been lacking, like pain. And for the first time in her life, she had vowed to sacrifice herself for someone else.

That's why she could see it now.

She had been so dull all this time.

She hadn't thought of it before.

Additionally, she hadn't been confident in herself.

Swayed by others' words, she had seen the path too narrowly.

The God-Slaying Sword Technique was a complete swordsmanship from the beginning. It had to be. Hadn't it proven capable of killing gods directly?

And accumulating karma? That's ridiculous.

The only way to reach a transcendent state like ascending to immortality is through self-discipline.

She realized that only now.

Only after stopping did she see.

What lay beyond the wall that had been blocking her became clearly visible.

Ch.185 - Return
My body is already complete, and I've discovered the path beyond, so nothing can stop me now.

Ah. Maybe there is one thing?

"Hello. I came because I have something to tell you."
"Hmm..."

Has this fellow forgotten that I once nearly killed him?

How can he come to see me with such a bright expression?

Is he confident that I won't harm him? If so, he should have come sooner.

"Tsk."

Well, thanks to him my level of mastery has improved. I reached my destination, even if by a roundabout path.

Though his face isn't particularly welcome, I no longer harbor any hatred toward him.

With such thoughts, I looked with pitying eyes at the fool many call a god.

"So, what is it you wanted to tell me?"

Could he possibly be here to spout nonsense about stopping Mu-Myeong again, trying to block me?

He should know that I've reached a level where he can no longer threaten or hinder me.

I narrowed my eyes, wondering what he might say.

"Haha, don't look at me so fiercely."

He smiled as if something good had happened and shrugged his shoulders as he added:

"I just came to help you."
"...Help me?"

Why?

Isn't he the one who's been doing everything to keep me bound here? And now suddenly?

"The situation has changed a bit. I'll handle things on this side now, so your help is no longer needed."

My help is no longer needed.

In other words, he's found some method to stop the Nameless One?

"You should speak plainly. Are you just trying to drive me away because my level of mastery has become a threat to you?"

I was curious about this method he mentioned, but I didn't bother asking.

Talking with him would only irritate me, and if necessary, I could always return here to see Mu-Myeong.

"That's partly true."

Ignoring my somewhat sharp attitude, he added with an awkward smile:

"You're not perfect yet, are you? I'm saying I'll help with the parts you're still lacking."

Along with conditions difficult to refuse.

"...The parts I'm lacking, huh."

Indeed, though I've reached this level, mastering it completely is another matter.

In terms of this realm, I'm just at the entrance.

"Specifically, what help are you offering?"

Having already dismissed the idea of refusing, I nodded and asked him.

"I'll help with the plausibility."

Plausibility?

"You've been away from your world for quite some time, right? Your appearance and all."
"Ah."

So that's the kind of help he's offering.

Indeed, even I can't quite grasp the concept of crossing time.

It might be a bit painful to return and see a world that has advanced too much. It would really hit home how much time I've spent in this world.

"I have no reason to refuse."

So, his help is appreciated.

However.

"I'll pass on the latter. Just help me with the former."

I have no intention of changing my appearance with his help just to go back.

"Really? Wouldn't it be better to go back to how you were?"
"I've had this body for over 300 years. I can't even remember what I used to look like."

Not only can't I remember my appearance, but this body is comfortable now, and I just don't see the point.

If I were planning to sever all ties with this world, maybe, but someday I might want to see the faces of those here again.

If I had a different appearance then... it would be rather troublesome.

Besides, I've grown extremely accustomed to this body.

I've memorized the position of every muscle fiber, understanding how to use my strength efficiently and what methods work best.

If my body changed, I'd have to start all over again... which is quite bothersome.

And most importantly:

"There's no one there who remembers me, either as I am now or as I was before."

I avoided forming connections because meeting people was both troublesome and frightening.

...In other words, I had no friends.

To add to that, I don't even remember seeing the faces of the parents who gave birth to me.

It's not like I have parents waiting there or someone I desperately want to meet.

It's just a kind of homesickness.

One might ask: don't I have any reason to return then?

Originally, my reason for wanting to return was simply that I was sick of this world.

Except for after meeting Mu-Myeong, I have nothing but bad experiences I'd rather erase from my memory, and from my perspective, I hate having to stay in this world even a moment longer.

...Well, my story here is over anyway. Would Mu-Myeong really be unhappy just because I'm gone?

He's a child with a strong and righteous heart.

He might struggle a bit at first, but he'll surely rise again.

And in time, he might meet good connections and forget someone like me.

To Mu-Myeong, I'm just a temporary stop. A minor character who appears for just three lines—that's enough.

Besides, Mu-Myeong isn't alone anymore.

He has a good friend in Lucius, as well as Camilla and the Saintess. He also has connections from the academy.

And he has children to take care of.

Although the name might change from Heavenly Demon Sect to something else now, they will be his support, ensuring he's neither lonely nor vulnerable.

After all, didn't I create the Heavenly Demon Sect for Mu-Myeong, who would one day be alone when I returned?

"Hmm. Well, alright. From my perspective, it's better if you stay as you are."
"...? What does that mean?"
"It's nothing. Just hurry and prepare to leave."

It bothered me a little, but well.

It probably wasn't important.

I nodded awkwardly, and he soon began drawing some strange pattern.

"It's troublesome, but history will change as if you always had that body. You might be a bit confused, but it won't be uncomfortable. Please understand that. It's to maintain plausibility. But nothing major will change."
"I appreciate the consideration."

A large circle with several smaller circles inside it. Between them, gear-like structures interlocked and spun fiercely.

I instinctively understood.

If I stand on this and channel my energy, I can return to where I originally came from.

It felt strange, but I stood on it anyway.

The more I hesitate, the more doubts will grow in my heart, eventually leading to regret.

"Don't you want to say any final goodbyes?"
"No need."

If I were to meet the others now, I'd probably end up making a sad face for no reason.

But that wouldn't be right.

I should always be a perfect being to them; I can't show weakness.

And when we meet again, wouldn't it be embarrassing to remember that moment?

This isn't the end of our connection, just a brief rest.

"Don't you think?"
"Well, do as you please."
"Tsk. Alright, take care of yourself too. Try to do things on your own without relying on others' help."
"Hahaha, sure."

A brilliant light obscured my vision.

It wasn't an unpleasant feeling.

As the light gradually faded...

What I saw was both familiar and unfamiliar.

A place I had somewhat missed, and never imagined I would see again.

A small room.

Books I had never touched were scattered messily on the floor, and the room was lit not by candles, sunlight, or moonlight, but by a ceiling light.

"Ah... I'm back."

Somehow, tears welled up in my eyes.

*

"I really did come back."

It might sound a bit funny, but it took about a week for that to sink in.

Well, it didn't feel real, you could say.

The first day, I stayed holed up in my room, doing nothing but lying in bed.

From the second day, I went out to buy clothes to wear here, and realized I had no money.

...Maybe I should get a job.

I suddenly started to regret everything.

From the third day, I spent time carefully observing the room structure, trying to recall my memories.

It took quite a while to figure out how to use electronic devices, or where my bank account might be.

From the fourth day until now, I focused on training.

The flow of energy in the air here is different from there, so I needed to do recovery work to regain my former strength.

My energy is based on nature itself, but there isn't much that could be called nature here, so it took a while.

...Well, I don't know if I'll need it.

But not having it felt quite empty.

So, what am I doing now?

"..."

Just like the first day, I'm lying in bed, blankly staring at the ceiling.

...Somehow I'm already bored.

I thought I lacked the emotion of loneliness. After all, I spent nearly 300 years—no, counting the time I spent here, even longer—alone.

But it seems my disciple's presence meant more to me than I thought.

Somehow, I felt a little lonely.

That's when it happened.

*Knock knock*

"...A visitor? Who is it?"

I sensed a somehow familiar presence.

I thought, "No way," but immediately dismissed it as impossible and walked steadily to the door.

It must be my imagination.

Ch.186 - I Became the Final Boss’s Mentor
After Cheon Ha-Rang, the Heavenly Demon, was gone.

Those who were at the center of this subjugation mission experienced complex emotions. However, they couldn't afford to waste time dwelling on those feelings.

While their mission had been to subjugate the Heavenly Demon, they couldn't ignore the possibility that a second Heavenly Demon might appear as long as the Heavenly Demon Sect, which carried on her legacy, still existed.

For example, her disciple Cheon Mu-Myeong.

Therefore, they immediately did what needed to be done.

The demonic realm called "The End Of The World," where traces of the former Demon King remained.

The Heavenly Demon Sect, where she had resided, collapsed in just a single day.

In reality, the Heavenly Demon Sect was nothing more than a small Log Cabin, so it wasn't particularly difficult.

...It remains unclear where all those people had lived, but according to the Heavenly Demon's past statements, she had mentioned living in a small cabin several times, so this must be the sect.

Additionally, they found traces of the advance party during the process.

They were all sleeping in the basement of a cabin with only minor injuries. It seems that the Heavenly Demon... no, Cheon Ha-Rang, who disliked taking lives, had shown them mercy.

"...Damn it. If you were going to do this, then why?"

Lucius and his companions found their eyes reddening, but they deliberately turned their backs on the cabin.

Now was not the time to be immersed in sorrow.

Too many eyes were watching.

They would become true heroes, symbols of peace who had ultimately subjugated evil.

For such people to shed tears for Cheon Ha-Rang, who had publicly become a villain, would surely lead to unfavorable rumors.

With some exaggeration, in the worst case, most of the hero's party would be thought to harbor ill intentions.

To avoid such a situation, now was not the time to be tied down by emotions.

Rather, for her sake, they needed to move quickly to end the situation.

"That's all! The operation is complete! Return to base!"

The subjugation ended safely.

In the worst case, they had anticipated failure and total annihilation, but it ended without a single casualty.

This was truly news to celebrate.

Just like a hero's adventure in a fairy tale.

Indeed, the faces of the soldiers returning to the empire from the demonic realm wore bright smiles above their fatigue.

They seemed naturally happy thinking about the families they would see upon return and the rewards for their successful mission.

Unlike the tense silence that had prevailed when they first arrived, they now chatted with those marching beside them.

Various stories could be heard, but the main topic was the heroic tale of Lucius, who had delivered the final blow to the Heavenly Demon.

Then, in order, came stories about the Saintess who had supported the hero until the end, the Iron-Blooded shield of the north, the previous hero Anna and her companion Bell.

And there was one name that was mentioned faintly, barely audible.

The Heavenly Demon's disciple, Cheon Mu-Myeong.

His name was heard as he lay unconscious in the carriage heading toward the empire.

This was because of Lucius's statement: "Without his help, the subjugation of the Heavenly Demon would not have been possible."

Because of this, he who had truly been "nameless" until now was being discussed among the imperial soldiers.

It was obvious how the person in question would react if he heard this.

"..."

Lucius looked at Cheon Mu-Myeong with deeply sunken eyes, having lost the vibrant light they once held.

"For me..."

Then he turned his head, erasing Mu-Myeong from his sight.

"It's too burdensome... What could I possibly say to Cheon Mu-Myeong?"

Of course, the option to reveal that he was the one who killed his master was already decided.

It wasn't something that could be hidden, nor was it something his character would allow him to conceal.

So if his friend and her disciple directed resentment toward him after hearing this, he was prepared to accept it silently.

But what came after was the problem.

Would he be able to accept it?

Although he had announced false information about Cheon Mu-Myeong's actions at Cheon Ha-Rang's request, Mu-Myeong's own will wasn't reflected in that.

"..."

Lucius frowned under the crushing weight of pressure.

"It's heavy..."

He didn't think he could decide.

What should he say to him?

Perhaps it would be better news for him to say that he had been taken prisoner.

But even if he told a lie, would that truly be the right thing to do?

Would it be an action befitting the path he walked?

"...Hah."

The hero's worries only deepened.

Time passes quickly.

As always, the moon sets and the sun rises.

Unlike the grand narrative, the journey to the empire, which would mark the end, concluded rather quickly.

But during that time, Mu-Myeong only furrowed his brow as if in pain, never opening his eyes.

* * *

His consciousness had returned, but his body was half-dead.

His master was gone.

He might never meet her again.

Realizing this, his body lost its reason to wake up and remained as if dead.

Only his awakened consciousness clung to the delusion that his master was still alive, while distracting thoughts continued.

Mu-Myeong had experienced something similar before.

During a training match with his master, Cheon Ha-Rang, in the past.

Hopelessly overwhelmed, Cheon Mu-Myeong reached a moment where instead of thinking about what move to make next, he found himself wondering how he had ended up in such a situation.

It was the same now.

He didn't know what to do next. He just clung to the past, constantly replaying in his mind how things had come to this.

An emptiness as if his soul had been slashed to pieces.

Mu-Myeong truly felt like a corpse, unable to do anything.

"..."

Eventually, his thoughts reached a certain point.

He had said something like this once.

"Please, drive me to the depths of hell."

Although those words hadn't been spoken by his own will.

Should he call it his past self, or his future self? The self who, unlike him, had never met his master had left behind those stubborn words before losing his life.

Had those words become a curse? Or had the words taken root because the body was his?

Mu-Myeong wondered if perhaps he had ended up like this because of those words, but as his master had said, there was no need to listen to the voices of the dead.

However, why did such thoughts suddenly come to mind?

Perhaps it was because even if he wanted to deny that he and that man were the same person, he was acutely aware that they shared the same nature.

"Ah..."

He wanted to see his master.

And he knew how.

Although he knew it was wrong, if he just looked without interfering, wouldn't that be okay?

It was at that moment that Mu-Myeong opened his eyes.

"I'll help you."

And as if it had been waiting, a being appeared.

"You are—"
"Hey, do we need introductions? Let's get straight to the point. I'll help you. What do you think?"

He smiled with relief, as if everything was finally going right.

Mu-Myeong had no reason to refuse and was about to nod, but.

He moved back and maintained his guard.

"I don't need your help."

He had no choice but to be cautious because according to Lucius, his master had already lost her life, and to meet her again, he would have to do what the Nameless One had done.

That is, he would have to distort the timeline itself.

Would a being calling itself a god help with such a task? With overturning the hierarchy?

It made no sense.

But that thought was soon dispelled by this being's words.

Because what he heard was too shocking.

"No, you need my help. If you do it alone, you'll just repeat a similar history."
"...What do you mean?"
"Well, your master is alive. You didn't know that."

Despite Mu-Myeong's surprised expression, the being continued without concern.

"And if you do it alone, the timeline might get confused and you might miss each other. That would be troublesome for me too, so I'll help you."

A truly sweet proposal.

Mu-Myeong's head was a bit dizzy, but he soon bowed his head and said:

"...Thank you."

The being's mind could change at any moment.

So deliberating could wait. The right move was to act first.

Pleased with Mu-Myeong's answer, the being immediately spread his arms and exclaimed:

"Great! Then let's get started right away!"

With his declaration, time seemed to stop.

No, it wasn't just a feeling.

It was visibly stopping.

Then, he drew a large magic circle on the floor.

A large circle with several smaller circles inside it. Gear-like structures between them meshed and spun fiercely.

He intuitively understood.

If he stood on this and channeled his energy, he would be able to meet his master.

"Don't you want to say any final goodbyes?"
"It's fine."

It might sound cold, but to him, only his master mattered.

After all, his master had said it herself.

That she would be his protector, his sky, his world. As an inadequate disciple who wasn't ready for independence, all he could do was listen to his master's words.

"Hahaha, indeed. Master and disciple are quite alike."

A brilliant light blinded him.

As the light gradually faded.

What he saw was familiar yet strange.

A space he had seen once before through someone else's memories, not his own. He stood before it.

Mu-Myeong, now fully conscious, stood before the iron door he remembered seeing.

"My master is inside."

Somehow, his heart was racing.

What if she wasn't happy to see him? What if she told him to go back because he was a nuisance? What if she resented him, saying he wasn't even a real disciple?

Many distracting thoughts followed, but Mu-Myeong shook his head to clear them away.

Instead of hesitating, he wanted to see his master as quickly as possible.

"Phew..."

After taking a deep breath, Mu-Myeong knocked on the door.

*Knock knock*

"...A visitor? Who is it?"

The small voice that came through was youthful yet seductive, tickling his heart.

And its owner was his master, Cheon Ha-Rang.

Mu-Myeong's mind went blank.

He had thought of many things to say, had planned how to say them.

But now he couldn't recall any of it. And then.

*Swing*

The door opened. There stood his master.

"What— How did you—"

Suddenly, he embraced his master.

After squirming in surprise, his master sighed deeply and relaxed her body.

Thinking about it, flowery words weren't necessary.

There was no need to plan what to say in advance.

Just be honest with his feelings.

"Master."

All he had to do was convey his true feelings.

"I missed you."

The pleasant voice knocked on Ha-Rang's ears.

"Uh, yes... Mu-Myeong..."

With a start, Ha-Rang's body trembled as she slowly raised her head. Their eyes met, each reflected in the other's pupils.

"I missed you."
"...Is that so?"

Finding it strangely embarrassing, Ha-Rang carefully turned her head to the right, but.

"What about you, Master?"
"...Nng."

Soon, Mu-Myeong's hand prevented her from looking away, fixing her gaze.

Ha-Rang's hand stroking her own thigh as if uncomfortable. Her pupils moving here and there as if flustered by the current situation.

Her lips mumbling incoherently.

Watching her with a small smile, Mu-Myeong grew impatient waiting for an answer and added:

"I have something to tell you, Master."
"S-Something to tell me...?"

*Gulp*. Ha-Rang swallowed.

Her flushed cheeks and dilated pupils were visible.

Surely he looked the same.

But he had no intention of trembling pathetically in front of his master, the woman he loved.

Mu-Myeong bent at the waist to match Ha-Rang's eye level and continued:

"If you dislike it, you may kill me."
"What... What are you—"

*Tap*. Their lips met lightly.

Unlike Mu-Myeong, who had closed his eyes, Ha-Rang's pupils darted around.

She felt as if her heart had stopped.

So much so that she forgot to breathe.

"Puha... W-What are you doing...!"

When their lips parted, Ha-Rang pushed Mu-Myeong away, gasping for the breath she had been holding.

They were now slightly apart.

But Mu-Myeong was just smiling broadly, clearly pleased about something.

"You didn't kill me."
"Now you're saying—"

Once more.

*Tap*. Their lips met again.

Mu-Myeong's hand moved to Ha-Rang's waist. Ha-Rang grabbed his hand as if to remove it, but there was no strength in her grip.

Mu-Myeong smiled inwardly.

He pulled Ha-Rang's waist into his embrace, eliminating the gap between them.

3 seconds. 10 seconds. 20 seconds.

Unable to withstand Mu-Myeong's relentless advance, Ha-Rang pushed him away again and warned:

"Puha...! W-What on earth are you doing!"

Ha-Rang's face was crimson as she spoke.

She looked like she would truly get angry if pushed any further.

Having played many pranks on his master, Mu-Myeong could tell.

"I'll stop here for now."

Mu-Myeong said with a small smile:

"Since you took me in, Master, shouldn't you take responsibility until the end?"
"What nonsense...!"

Mu-Myeong reached out and grabbed Ha-Rang's hand.

"It's not nonsense."

Then, bringing her hand to his lips, he smiled mischievously.

"I love you, Master."

At that moment, Ha-Rang thought:

Ah. The disciple I raised has become a monster. I've raised something outrageous.

For me, you were the final boss meant to conclude my story.

And the same goes for you.

[You have become the Final Boss's Master.]

-The End-

Ch.BONUS - Afterword
Hello.
This is the sinful author, Geumyeon6bunkeot.

Today, "I Became the Final Boss’s Mentor" has concluded with its 186th chapter.

Though I've committed many sins—being late with updates or sometimes not posting at all—I was somehow able to reach the conclusion thanks to you readers. Thank you.

Somehow I feel my guilt for making you wait comes to mind before my gratitude.

But since this is an afterword, I'll set that aside for now.

First, I want to thank all the readers who have followed along during this past year.

It might sound cliché, but I can't think of better words. It's because of all of you that I was able to write this story.

I truly mean it.

Since I can't fill the afterword with just expressions of gratitude, I'll talk about the novel for a bit.

Using the shield of "this is my first work," I'll add that personally, "I Became the Final Boss's Master" (hereafter "Final Boss Master") is an immature work in many ways.

I think signs of inexperience can be seen throughout all the episodes of the work.

From the initial setup, I should have focused more on the master-disciple relationship, but due to my lack of skill as a writer, I couldn't do that.

There could have been so much more to show in their master-disciple relationship.

Also, I feel like many characters besides the protagonist didn't fulfill their roles before the story concluded.

Notable examples include Lily and Jackal, and the Three Swordsmen who appeared but never really got to shine.

Not just characters, but there are also unresolved plot points and small gimmicks.

I wanted to resolve all of these, but... unfortunately, it became difficult to tie them into the main story, so I had to look away from them.

In truth, apart from the early mountain part and the ending scene, nothing in "Final Boss Master" was predetermined. It was truly a blank slate.

The Hero and Saintess weren't even supposed to appear.

Day by day, whenever I thought, "Should I introduce this kind of character too?" I would write impulsively.

Because of this tendency of mine, the main story kept changing and became somewhat unstable...

Looking back now, I think they're all precious characters, so regardless of the overall quality of the writing, I think I introduced them well.

I've become too attached to these kids.

And because I'm so attached, it's disappointing that their stories couldn't be developed in more detail.

I feel like I could write it better if I were to do it again now, but I don't think there will be a remake.

As my first work, my inexperience shows, and somehow I've grown fond of this immature state.

So I thought:

When should I write about these loose plot points unrelated to the main story and the sweet interactions between our master and disciple?

The answer was surprisingly simple.

'I can just write side stories!'

That way, with fewer constraints on the main story, I think I'll feel more at ease mentally.

I'll probably start writing the side stories tomorrow without taking a break.

I'm not sure how much content there will be, but it will likely be quite long.

After all, I need to create Ha-Rang's second generation.





Actually, I've already commissioned the cover art.

I'll see you again someday with this work.

This has been Geumyeon6bunkeot, the author of "I Became the Final Boss’s Mentor."

Thank you.

Ch.BONUS - Side Story - Together Forever
Mu-Myeong was crouched in the corner, looking so depressed that it seemed like dark haze was rising around him.

I smiled slightly at the sight and asked, "Hey. Are you sulking?"
"...No, I'm not. I'm not a child."

You are a child.

This brat who wasn't even an adult yet only looked ridiculous saying such things.

"..."

But I knew if I said that out loud, he'd be even more upset and gloomy for hours, so I deliberately kept it to myself.

Besides, I could guess why he was sulking.

I wiped the smile off my face and added in a genuinely apologetic voice, "Didn't I ask you to wait just a little longer?"

Then I tickled Mu-Myeong's side.

He usually likes that.

"If you can't wait that short time as a man, how will you survive in the future?"
"...That's just an unreasonable excuse."

What's unreasonable about it?

It's such an important matter.

"Sigh..."

I let out a deep sigh at the sight of Mu-Myeong pouting with his lips pushed out, and recalled what happened the day before.

*

"I love you, Master."

After blurting that out, Mu-Myeong, with his equally reddened face, leaned in to press his lips against mine again, perhaps trying to hide his embarrassment. But.

"C-calm down...!"
"...Master?"

I wasn't about to fall for the same trick twice... no, three times, and I barely managed to gather my wits enough to push against Mu-Myeong's chest.

If I hadn't stopped him now...

I had a strong feeling we would have crossed a line.

*I can't do this now...!*

And such a thing absolutely must not happen.

The reason was simple.

*He's still underage!*

I've never been one to strictly follow the law, but this world has different common sense than the one Mu-Myeong came from.

In his world, it might be normal to find a partner and get married around the age of 16, but not here.

If Mu-Myeong and I were to become that kind of relationship, I'd end up living behind bars.

*...Three months left?*

That's probably about how long.

Since he's never told me himself, I don't know the exact date, but I roughly know Mu-Myeong's birthday is sometime in late December.

And until that birthday comes, absolutely, no matter what, we must not cross that line.

He might deny it, but he still looks like a child to me.

I've known him since he was a snotty-nosed kid, so it would be strange not to see him as a child.

"..."

...Well, of course, looking at his appearance and body now, he is quite impressive...? Anyway.

"Hmm..."

As I was thinking this, chewing on my lips, Mu-Myeong was looking at me with a clearly shocked expression.

He probably wanted me to explain why I rejected him.

But it was difficult for me to answer because...

*How am I supposed to tell him that doing those things would make me a criminal?*

I don't like being reminded that I'm older than Mu-Myeong, and even setting that aside, wouldn't it seem like I'm the one who wants it?

*When that's not the case at all!*

This is important.

Anyway, back to the current situation. I needed to think of an excuse.

"Ah, I-I think I need some time to think about this."

That was the only answer that came to mind.

"...Think about it?"
"Y-yes..."

I'm not skilled enough in speech to come up with a plausible excuse, and I've been caught lying to Mu-Myeong more than once, so being vague was essentially my best option.

Gulp.

*Did he buy my excuse...?*

After watching Mu-Myeong's reaction for a moment while swallowing nervously...

Mu-Myeong looked at me with suspicious eyes, then eventually let out a small laugh.

"Can you wait, Master?"
"...What do you mean?"
"You didn't avoid it. There's no way you couldn't have dodged if you wanted to..."

Then, Mu-Myeong's finger traced my lips.

"Isn't this what you want too?"
"W-what!"

How impudent...!

"That's not true!"

It's true that I could have avoided it, but my mind went blank—how could I have had the presence of mind to do that!

"Then please tell me the reason."
"Ugh..."

I didn't raise him to be like this.

Subtly shifting the focus of the conversation while asking for what he wants—he's just like a fox.

As I rolled my eyes in distress, Mu-Myeong added in a more serious voice than before.

"...I can't wait any longer."

He lowered his eyes sadly.

"My heart feels like it will burst when I look at you. It's been over 10 years since I started feeling this way."

He grabbed my hand and placed it on his chest, then added pleadingly.

"I've had feelings for you since I was young, but you've always looked at me as just a child, haven't you?"

Somehow it felt like thorns were pricking my heart.

I didn't know how to respond to Mu-Myeong's words, so I just chewed on my lips, and soon he continued in a different tone.

"If that were all, it would be fine. But."

A low, growling voice. Like a wolf marking its territory.

As if expressing that I belonged to Mu-Myeong, his grip on my hand tightened.

"Haven't you always been walking around dressed like this, enchanting men?"
"W-when have I ever done that...!"
"Am I not standing right in front of you as proof?"

Mu-Myeong approached me one step at a time.

The distance between us gradually closed.

I could hear Mu-Myeong's somewhat rough breathing.

He pulled the hand he was holding firmly toward his chest. With that, my body fell into Mu-Myeong's arms.

*This really can't happen...!*

At this rate, things are heading in a dangerous direction!

*I'll really end up getting arrested...!*

I closed my eyes tightly, feeling dizzy from my spinning vision. And then.

"Mu-Myeong... couldn't you wait just a little longer?"

With my head bowed deeply, I tugged at the front of Mu-Myeong's clothes.

It felt somewhat embarrassing, like I was being whiny, but Mu-Myeong had never refused when I asked like this.

See.

"...Ugh."

As if he couldn't bear it...

*Wait.*

As if he couldn't bear it?

I glanced up, raising my eyes. What I saw was Mu-Myeong's somewhat frightening expression.

"...Mu-Myeong?"

For some reason he was covering his lower face, and seeing his fingertips stained red, it seemed he was having a nosebleed.

Huh... this is a bit different from what I expected.

Blinking stupidly at Mu-Myeong, I heard him sigh deeply and say quietly.

"Please... don't do that again in the future."

Mu-Myeong's words came with a tired sigh.

Feeling that I really shouldn't provoke him any further, I just nodded slightly.

"The wind is cold. Please dress warmly."

Releasing my hand, Mu-Myeong said this while firmly fastening my half-loosened clothes.

"Mmm..."

Contrary to Mu-Myeong's words, it wasn't cold at all.

It was extremely hot.

*

That's what happened yesterday....

I think Mu-Myeong feels hurt because it seemed like I rejected him.

"Hmm..."

Thinking about it again, I was a bit mean.

I didn't tell him the proper reason and just told him to wait indefinitely.

From Mu-Myeong's perspective, it must have been frustrating.

Of course, Mu-Myeong wouldn't know the laws or common sense of this world. He would only look for reasons for my delayed answer within himself.

That wouldn't lead to a good outcome.

*No wonder he's depressed....*

Realizing I'd done something terrible to Mu-Myeong, I felt a chill run through my body.

How should I comfort him?

"...Ugh."

As I said, I'm not good with words.

Unlike Mu-Myeong, I'm also quite shy, making it difficult to honestly convey my feelings.

So, all I can do for Mu-Myeong is something like this.

Hoping he would understand my words.

"Mu-Myeong."
"...Yes."

I pushed aside Mu-Myeong's long hair and buried my face there.

I didn't want him to see what expression I was making.

"Would you like to go out together?"
"...Go out?"

After flinching briefly, Mu-Myeong tilted his head at the mention of going out.

"Yes. We're going to live together for the rest of our lives, so shouldn't you learn about this place?"
"...Rest of our lives."

Mu-Myeong savored those words as if pleased.

Feeling strangely embarrassed by his reaction, I rubbed my face against Mu-Myeong's shoulder and added.

"That's right. Were you thinking of leaving me?"

Like I was being clingy, which doesn't suit me at all.

"...That will never happen."

Mu-Myeong's answer somehow made me smile.

Was I feeling relieved?

Perhaps the one who was scared wasn't Mu-Myeong, but me. I guess independence was too much—not for you, but for me.

"Heh. Then get ready to go out."
"...Yes."

I've become too accustomed to days with you.

I'm a coward, but I'm also greedy.

I absolutely hate losing what's already mine to others.

So, Mu-Myeong.

You'll never be able to leave my side for the rest of your life.

You brought this on yourself.

Bear with it.

Even if you try to avoid me, I'll chase after you for life, just as you did to me.

Be grateful.

For a master to cherish their disciple this much.

Isn't a master's love truly like the heavens?

"You should be the one preparing yourself, Master."

What?

"...Since when could you read my thoughts?"
"It's intuition. Intuition."
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