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"Lord Astal, please pretend to be my lover for exactly one week from now."

I entered into a contract relationship with the Holy Maiden who had been like a friend to me until now.

"I've finally succeeded...! From now on, I'll use this excuse to make him see me as a romantic interest...!"

I began to hear her inner thoughts.


Ch.138 - Chapter 138 - Memoria Subjugation (2)
One of the key elements when fighting a strong enemy is how well you utilize the terrain and environment.

When I fought Bellamora before, I tried to find and destroy her power source to kill her, and when facing Memoria, I nearly fell victim to a trap instead.

Now it was our turn to pay her back.

"Astal! I've taken out all the guards on patrol! Should we enter her domain now?"

"No, not yet."

I grabbed Anima's shoulder as she beamed with joy at having accomplished something, holding her back.

The reason we eliminated the clones first—those beings that served as Memoria's eyes and ears—was to prevent her from knowing what we were about to do.

Thinking back to the fake Victoria's case, the main body and clones shared senses, allowing them to know what we were doing and where we were.

"It's actually lucky that Memoria is underground. If she'd disguised herself as trees or grass growing in the Demon World, she would've been hard to find."

Since the fake Victoria had revealed our location, she could have responded by leaving bait and fleeing or moving elsewhere.

But that very point likely wounded Memoria's pride, so there was a high probability she hadn't moved.

"...She probably has an inferiority complex about her true self and wants to become human more than anyone."

A green slime—not even worth a child's glance, rated as the weakest monster.

The reason Memoria showed such excessive obsession with others' memories and abilities probably stemmed from this.

Because without relying on someone's memories or abilities, she thought she was nothing. Because ultimately, she thought she was inferior to others.

She couldn't understand why the fake Victoria would die for us, and lashed out in her inferiority complex.

"If she'd just let go of a little greed, if she'd been a bit more cautious, the outcome might have been different."

I gestured to Kyle, putting the next phase of our plan into action.

*Clang—!*

Kyle drove his holy sword into the hole Anima had prepared earlier, twisting the handle to inject flames inside.

Normally in damp, oxygen-poor underground spaces, flames wouldn't spread, but Kyle's holy sword was different from ordinary ones.

The sacred flames that cut through darkness and burned evil wouldn't stop until they latched onto a monster.

"Good. Found it."

Kyle closed his eyes briefly in concentration, then opened them wide with a smile. Immediately, flames burst up from the ground and the earth shook.

Dust, noise, and then a presence so massive it cast a shadow over us revealed itself.

"I, I am—Memoria. I am Memoria. The Memory-Eating Slime who will kill you all and absorb all your memories and abilities, Memoria—!!"

Screaming through countless mouths and heads, wielding nearly every weapon with multiple arms and legs in diverse patterns—

It looked as if she couldn't bear the personalities and abilities of others and had lost herself.

"Save me, my, my child at least... Please... My child... Ah, ugh..."

Among Memoria's faces was a mother shedding tears, begging for her child's life.

"Fuck, my wedding was yesterday! You bastards! Let me out of here right now...!"

There was also someone who seemed unaware of their own death, cursing and swinging a sword to kill us.

"Ah, it's Lord Astal Kaisaros! The continent's strongest mage...! Did you come to save us? Amazing! Everyone! We can all survive now!"

Among them was someone who recognized me, their face filled with joy. She was probably using all the humans she'd consumed at once.

Memoria already knew we'd successfully defeated most of the Four Heavenly Kings and that we could wound her with Idea used by other personalities.

"Ugh, what is that! It's disgusting!"

"It seems she's reached her limit in controlling the memories and abilities."

Anima and Talion joined forces to attack Memoria's heads.

"Ah... Ahhh..., it hurts, it hurts...! Why, why are you hitting me—!!"

"Save us, please! Please save us!! We're still alive. Damn it, and you call yourselves the Hero's Party...?!"

Soon the heads that had been pleading with us were screaming horribly and spewing curses.

Perhaps she thought showing us this would make us feel sympathy or hesitate to kill her.

"That's right, you're all already dead, consumed by Memoria. She never even considered keeping anyone as a hostage in the first place."

But I'd anticipated this and warned my companions beforehand.

After sending messenger birds across the continent to investigate, we learned that all the humans dragged away by Memoria's slime clones had died.

This was information obtained by my magic teacher, Master of the Blue Tower Charlotte Snowrain, who called in a medium she knew.

"There were no actual living humans in your museum or domain either. They were all imitations you created."

Even if there had been, given Memoria's greedy obsession, she would have disposed of them all after the fake Victoria appeared—someone who could deny her very existence.

"......"

*Drip.*

The moment I spoke the truth, the faces composing Memoria stared at me expressionlessly, as if time had stopped.

"Ha—haha!"
"Hahahahahaha!"
"Uhahahaha!"

Then came explosive laughter.

Even with arrows stuck in eyes and faces, even while being gnawed away by Idea, Memoria's laughter was chilling.

Memoria writhed her enlarged body and lunged to engulf us.

"I'll kill you all and become an even more perfect being. That's how I live."

The song-like chorus from countless heads speaking in unison was sharp enough to burst eardrums and sent chills down the spine.

*Boom, crackcrackcrack—!*

Her enlarged body floated in the air like a balloon, then a whirlwind of attacks using countless weapons came at us.

"Like hell."

I activated the magic circle I'd drawn in blood on the back of my hand beforehand, sneering at her.

Berserker Rage.

A spell that momentarily stirs emotions, bringing rage to a boil.

Since dispel magic works by colliding oppositely drawn magic circles, creating 'contact' this way causes that space to disappear.

Using this, I spun Idea created by another personality in my hand, and the attacks composed of countless weapons and techniques were being erased as if devoured by insects.

"......!!!"

Seeing that she couldn't nullify the other personality's Idea, Memoria showed signs of confusion.

Naturally so.

To deal with us for certain, she'd brought out her main body directly and was using all the abilities and memories of the humans she'd consumed.

Unlike last time, we hadn't fallen into her trap, so she couldn't block magic or spirit summoning.

"Victoria, it's your turn now."

"Understood!"

Not missing the momentary opening, Victoria leaped from behind me and swung her hammer at Memoria.

*Crash—!*

The hammer, swung with enough force to create a shockwave that burst the air, attacked a wide area of Memoria's body.

I used wind magic to lift Victoria's body so Memoria couldn't consume her.

Dozens of arms stretched out trying to stop Victoria, but my companions and I combined our ranged attacks to cut them down.

*Boom, boom, crash—!*

After several dull sounds echoed, Memoria's body swayed greatly and went limp.

"Done! No matter how much she moves her core around inside her body, she can't help but take damage from continuous pounding like this!"

Victoria smiled at me and nodded, seeing the plan succeed.

Slimes originally have a core inside their bodies, and they don't die unless that core is destroyed.

But conversely, having a core itself was a limitation of being a slime.

I'd deliberately struck repeatedly with the hammer that hadn't worked on Memoria before. If I'd used Idea or a new technique, she might have been on guard.

"Idea."

I cast Idea, now infused with Talion's mystery, against the temporarily incapacitated Memoria.

I compressed the space as much as possible, absorbing everything around to seal Memoria without leaving anything behind.

*Whoooosh—!*

A fierce wind whirled, and countless magic circles spread like thread, imprisoning Memoria.

"......"

I suddenly felt something was off and watched her condition.

Strangely, there was no reaction.

The Memoria I knew would have struggled and screamed that she didn't want to die if caught in a plan like this.

"You bitch, were you deliberately holding out to steal my memories and abilities?"

"...Correct."

Only then did Memoria tear open a wide grin, revealing what she'd been aiming for.

Ch.139 - Chapter 139 - Memoria Subjugation (3)
I had somewhat anticipated that Memoria would come at me like this. In the case of Idea, it wasn't a spell that could seal an opponent from a distance—it ultimately had to be used up close.

And the same went for Memoria. To steal someone's memories or abilities, the main body had to make contact with the target.

Only now did I realize why the creature had been acting.

"...You despicable bastard."

"I used my head pretty well, didn't I? I pretended to have lost my self-awareness to make you let your guard down."

I was compressing Idea as small as possible, trying to erase the existence called Memoria from this world, but—

*Squirm, squirm.*

Watching Memoria's body continuously overflow outside of Idea, I realized something had gone wrong.

It had cast shrinking magic on itself, creating an optical illusion to make its body appear smaller.

"Aha, haha, hahaha.... I'm sorry. *Sniff*, it seems even you, called the continent's strongest mage, didn't anticipate this variable."

*Drip—*

Like water overflowing from a plate, Memoria's body instantly grew several times larger, and Idea couldn't contain it all as it spilled onto the ground.

Should I run away now? Memoria's tendrils were already approaching to devour my memories and abilities.

"I thought there'd be a limit to absorbing so many people's memories and abilities."

"How could there be? I'm a slime that can become anything from the start. Of course, adapting to a human body took some time, but..."

Memoria eventually shot upward, spreading its body as wide as possible to swallow me whole.

"...If I can obtain Astal Kaisaros's memories and abilities, this much effort and labor is trivial!"

The countless mouths Memoria created smiled ear to ear, certain of its victory.

One, two, three.

During exactly three seconds, countless thoughts flashed through my mind.

Originally, I thought defeating the Demon King would be my grave.

So shouldn't I self-destruct and die to at least prevent it from stealing my memories and abilities?

If I canceled Idea now and escaped this place, wouldn't I at least save my life?

— Astal, please..., no...!!

But at that moment, a voice brushed past my ear. Even in this moment when time flowed slowly, I could clearly hear Saintess Victoria's inner voice.

I rolled my eyes toward the source of that voice, and only then did I see Victoria and my companions standing behind me.

My companions, more precious than life itself, who had joined me in purpose to kill Demon King Ergosum.

I couldn't retreat here.

But I also couldn't let Memoria steal my memories and abilities to make it stronger.

"Yeah? Then eat to your heart's content."

I showed a confident smile while pouring even more mana into Idea.

I didn't care if my mana core overloaded. Even as blood flowed from my eyes, nose, and mouth from the backlash, I gritted my teeth and endured the pain.

Because I only had one choice from the start.

"Have you completely given up now? Or perhaps you've judged that I won't be able to steal your memories and abilities."

Memoria kept multiplying to break through the armor made from Idea of another personality.

"But what can you do! No matter how much you protect your body with magic or place restrictions on your memories and abilities, I can unlock them!"

Apparently thinking I would use magic to counter Memoria's ability, the creature let out a gleeful laugh.

*Crack, crackle.*

With a creepy sound like insects clashing their jaws or wings, the armor made from another Idea was breaking, but—

"...Ha."

I didn't stop casting Idea and shook my head slightly from side to side.

Ultimately, to avoid involving my companions, I couldn't show an attitude of hoping for rescue.

Everyone mustn't fall into Memoria's trap trying to save me. If that happened, far from defeating the Demon King, an irreversible monster could be created.

"Astal...! Get out of there right now...!!"

"Astal-nim, Idea has already failed! Now we should retreat and aim for the next opportunity..."

Seeing my actions signaling them not to come even in this desperate moment, my companions realized something was strange and stopped in their tracks.

The moment my companions, who had been about to step on Memoria's body and pull me out, hesitated—

"...I don't know if this method will work, but at least I can give your shitty face a taste of hell."

My hair turned red, and an Astal with a different personality emerged, spewing curses.

"You dare steal Victoria's memories?"

The red-haired Astal bit down hard on his teeth and unleashed attack magic as if he would kill Memoria right then and there.


* * *


Just before we set out to subjugate Memoria, Talion and I had to establish one hypothesis.

— It seems transformation might be calling forth oneself who lived a different life.

Otherwise, how could we treat them as different people and use magic or mysteries again that could only be used once per day?

— The First Saintess definitely called that a route. She also said they were beings from different universes running on parallel lines....

Moreover, even if it was bringing out another personality within me, the fact that my hair color and robe changed was strange.

The robe I wore represented each Magic Tower's characteristics by color—if it was red, it wasn't the Blue Tower's but the Red Magic Tower's.

— Your memories didn't match up in many places either. If you were really the same person, that wouldn't have happened.

Moreover, he took the complete opposite path from me, who tried to seal the Four Heavenly Kings using defensive magic or Idea to save people.

The Idea created by the other Astal didn't borrow the companions' power and devoured everything like attack magic.

If I hadn't caught the eye of my current master and Blue Tower Master Snowrain, but had been taken in by the Red Tower Master instead, it wouldn't be completely impossible.

I chose transformation as the final means to counter Memoria, the Memory-Eating Slime.

The other Astal, who would injure himself to create a near-death state for Victoria's sake, had a high probability of following along even if I made this choice.

— This way, even if my memories and abilities are stolen, there's a possibility of managing somehow. You know it too, right? That I must be the one to sacrifice rather than others.

If very lucky, there was a possibility that the memories and abilities of Astal in a different route wouldn't be affected.

"...I'm leaving the rest to you. You bastard."

— Yeah, I'll definitely kill it so you and Victoria won't be affected.

The red-haired Astal resisted Memoria as much as possible, then muttered to himself toward me.

No matter how much attack magic he poured out, it wouldn't reach a creature that had devoured the abilities and memories of so many people.

The time and effort accumulated by countless people had become something comparable to genius talent.

"Haha, hahaha, hahahaha—! What will you do? Even if you ask your companions for help, nothing will change!"

Memoria was deliberately showing mocking behavior, as if to devour my head last, but—

However, Memoria didn't know the red-haired Astal's identity. The fake Victoria it had deployed appeared after he disappeared.

"...I wonder what kind of memories fill your life? What precious experiences did you have, what connections did you build, what dreams and hopes did you hold when you came to this Demon World? Ah, aah, I want to taste them right now!"

Memoria flicked its large, long tongue and drooled like someone unable to contain their appetite, then—

"What a load of bullshit. Normally you'd die even to a child, you pathetic—"

*Crunch.*

Memoria swallowed the red-haired Astal's head in one bite as he spewed curses again.



* * *


Memoria was feeling tremendous satisfaction right now. With each *gulp* as it swallowed, Astal Kaisaros's memories and abilities were being absorbed.

A genius born as a peasant farmer's son, yet learned magic early due to eyes that could see mana and noble blood.

The scene of him being struck down by Dullahan, one of the Demon King's Four Heavenly Kings, his village burning and his parents dying, seemed beautiful to Memoria's eyes.

"Ah, aah, magnificent. Truly magnificent. A hero with the epithet 'The Harmless Wizard,' yet unable to protect what was most precious to him."

Memoria stood still for a moment, savoring the memories and abilities flowing into it.

Unlike when it had devoured Victoria before, it had taken sufficient time, so it could absorb everything perfectly.

"It feels like awakening new senses. I'm beginning to see the flow of mana spread throughout this world, and the feeling of hundreds of types of magical knowledge entering me... You really are the best."

It could see the blue light clusters floating in the air, and glimpsed the circuits in the bodies of the Hero's Party members who couldn't approach due to the countless arms and weapons it had created.

And so, catching the eye of Red Tower Master Dominic Aslot, he researched and learned numerous flame and attack-related magics....

— You must be Astal Kaisaros. I've heard much about you.

Afterward, meeting Victoria Everhart to defeat the Demon King, he tried to remove the flowers blooming on her body, but—

— Kyaaaaaaah!!

Suddenly, with an ear-splitting scream, a scene of someone burning alive began to appear.

Huh?

This wasn't the memory of the Astal Kaisaros I know. Having glimpsed Victoria's memories, it could notice something was different.

Surely Astal Kaisaros mainly used water-related magic and was a hero worthy of being mentioned as the next Blue Tower Master.

But why was he being hailed as the next Red Tower Master here? Why did he try to remove it with flames instead of curse-dispelling magic?

Whose memory is this?

Whose memory could this be to differ so much from what I knew?

— You, get out of my sight right now. No matter if it's flames that burn curses, I don't want to spend even one second with a lunatic who uses them on a perfectly living person.

Ah, no way.

At that moment, Memoria realized the identity of the dissonance it had been feeling.

The murderous gaze and terrible burn scars of the woman who looked like Victoria Everhart.

What that meant was—

It had stolen the memories and abilities not of the Astal Kaisaros in this world, but of Astal Kaisaros from a different world line.

"...Yeah? Then give them back now."

Finally, taking advantage of Memoria's moment of carelessness, Astal found its core and swung his Core Sword.

Ch.140 - Chapter 140 - Memoria Subjugation (4)
Originally, slimes have one characteristic they display when devouring other beings.

Their most important body part—the core—becomes exposed and vulnerable.

This becomes even more severe when they mimic the form of another being, to the point where some slimes don't move at all and remain completely still.

"...In the end, I'm glad you're just a slime and not a human."

I let out a rough breath as I watched Memoria, whose shattered core was causing it to melt away completely like water.

I'd nearly had my memories and abilities devoured. It felt like a black wave crashing over me, as if most of what constituted me was being torn into pieces and disappearing.

In the end, this creature couldn't escape being just a slime. No matter how many humans it had devoured, it couldn't become the being it so desperately wanted to be.

It was the complete opposite of the fake Victoria.

The being that wanted to become human couldn't abandon its slime nature until the very end, while the being born as a slime wished to die as a human in the end.

"...Ah, haha, hahaha. So you used the fact that I'm obsessed solely with humans against me."

Laughter after several seconds of silence. Memoria continued melting away while still trying to approach me to kill me until the very end.

I lightly deflected the creature's final struggle with my Core Sword, watching as it gradually declined.

"Yeah, maybe things would've been different if you'd devoured elves or druids and absorbed their memories or abilities."

"As if that would happen? No matter how much one can transform, cases where the appearance changes like yours are quite rare."

Memoria laughed at me with a bitter sneer mixed in. It seemed the other Astal had differences in memories as well.

"Now I understand why the Demon King left you alone. Yes, that's how it was."

"I don't think he left me alone though."

*Crunch.*

I said this while striking down with my sword as Memoria tried to buy time and gather the remaining fragments around its core.

It was the Demon King who dispatched the Dullahan to my peaceful hometown, and it was that bastard who turned half the continent into a sea of flames and massacred humans.

Though his activities had quieted down after my companions and I came to the Demon World, that didn't mean the danger had completely subsided.

"If you're buying time thinking you might be able to revive, you'd better give up."

I was burning Memoria's core so thoroughly that not even dust would remain, preventing any possibility of revival.

"Ah, haha, you don't know anything. In the end, even you are just a means to obtain what the Demon King wants."

Memoria continued mocking me with its dying words, but I didn't particularly care.

Eyes filled with fear.

And madness seeping into a voice gradually losing its reason.

Crying, laughing, then suddenly looking up at the sky and screaming like a madman—that was Memoria.

"In the end, we're all sacrificial offerings. No matter how much we struggle, we're mortal beings who can't defy fate."

"...Really? To me it looks like you're spouting nonsense to beg for your life."

It wasn't the first time I'd heard such things.

After Demon King Ergosum invaded the continent, there were fanatic groups preaching that the world's end was approaching and inciting people.

I'd also seen quite a few traitors who judged that humans couldn't defeat demons or monsters and sided with the enemy instead.

"Ugh, haha, haha. I didn't know you'd be this stupid. Surely you're not unaware of the concept of routes!"

Memoria let out laughter similar to air escaping, now completely melted down to just a mouth barely attached to the ground.

Now in a grotesque form that could hardly be called human, I narrowed my brow and stayed alert for whatever the creature might do as its final struggle.

"I know about the life another you lived. Aren't you curious?"

"Not really. It has nothing to do with me now anyway. No matter if it's me from another world, we're not the same person."

"What if the Demon King is deliberately holding back because of the potential shown by you in another world?"

"What?"

Instantly, goosebumps rose on my body.

I felt an eerie gaze watching me from somewhere.

"...Think about it. Why would he try to kill a mere country bumpkin kid who wasn't even a Hero? Did the Demon King see the future? Then why did he specifically send a Dullahan?"

"......"

I couldn't easily swing my sword due to the unsettling feeling. Thinking about it, I couldn't understand why he'd tried to kill a mere country kid rather than Kyle, the Hero.

If he had the ability to see the future, or if he knew his own end through divine revelation or prophecy, there would've been no need to send a Dullahan.

Then what does Demon King Ergosum want? Is he looking for someone to kill him in place of himself, who's considered an immortal being?

"From the beginning, he might have made you harbor a desire for revenge so you'd come here. Hehe, hihi, hahaha!"

Memoria didn't stop laughing even as its existence disappeared from this world. At that sound, Victoria and the other companions came running to witness this situation.

"Astal, don't listen. It's just a trick to take one more person down before dying!"

"A trick? You don't even know what the Demon King wants?"

"He just wants to kill humans. Or maybe he's playing around because he wants to fight stronger beings."

Victoria and Kyle refuted Memoria's death throes, eliminating the surrounding slime to make the creature disappear even faster.

"Wait, I think it's worth hearing out though."

I reached out to my companions for a moment, expressing my intention for them to stop what they were doing.

I didn't know what purpose the Demon King, who destroys countless parallel universes, had for repeating such acts.

If what Demon King Ergosum wants isn't world domination but annihilation leaving nothing behind, isn't it likely there's something behind it all?

"You want to know? But what can we do—I'm about to die soon, and I'll never let you benefit from this!"

Memoria, perhaps noticing my wavering, was making laughing sounds through a long hole that could hardly be called a mouth.

The hole that grew and shrank with each laugh made hissing sounds as it mocked us.

"I'm starting to get the picture now. Thanks."

Watching that, I swung my Core Sword in disgust. With a single sword strike, the fragments of Memoria that had barely gathered scattered in all directions.

"W-wait! Aren't you really curious? If I die— ah, ah...."

"I am curious, but seeing you throw a fit like this, it seems like a fact that doesn't fucking matter at all."

I hurled curses at Memoria. No matter what purpose the Demon King was aiming for, the fact that I had to take his head and return to the continent didn't change.

Besides, it probably wasn't even a significant reason.

If it were important enough for this creature to say this much, Demon King Ergosum wouldn't have used such extreme measures as world destruction.

"S-save me. Please save me. Please.... It hurts, it hurts, it hurts...."

Now Memoria was clinging to my pant leg with a pitiful voice. Because the creature's body was so massive, it seemed to take a long time to disappear.

"The humans you devoured probably begged for their lives with the same feeling. Die while feeling that same miserable sensation."

"Please! Just spare me once! You said earlier it was worth hearing out!"

"That was just to probe what scheme you bastard or the Demon King had. Now that I've roughly figured out it's nothing, it's fine."

If it were such an important reason, the Heavenly God or chief gods wouldn't have given no hint about it until now.

And instead of threatening me or massacring humans like this, they would've taken a more moderate approach by requesting cooperation.

I said this while kicking away the hand Memoria had grabbed. I thought even this was far from enough revenge for the people who had been sacrificed until now.

In fact, I wasn't even sure if Memoria had proper pain receptors. There was a possibility it was acting using other people's memories.

"Fuck, fuck, you dog-like bastard. You and the Demon King are all the same. Going crazy over just one human woman..."

The last remaining eye of Memoria looked up at Victoria, and I thought that gaze was disgusting, so I accelerated my sword swinging even more.

"Arian! It's Arian! If you say this brat's name, the Demon King will be a bit more favorable toward you...!"

*Thud.*

"I told you! I said everything I know!! Fuck...!!"

*Splat.*

"Ugh, urgh, ahhh.... Ahhhhh!!"

*Scrape.*

As if the creature called Memoria had never existed in this world from the beginning, I was erasing its traces.

"Astal, stop it. It's all over now."

"I guess he was really angry about Victoria's memories being stolen. I didn't know he'd be like this since he usually only shows a cool-headed side."

Only after Victoria and the other companions barely stopped me could I cease swinging the Core Sword at Memoria.

Ch.141 - Chapter 141 - Heroes' Grave, Necrovel (1)
After successfully subjugating Memoria, we were discussing our plans for what lay ahead.

"The place we need to head to next... would be the territory guarded by Romulus, I suppose."

Kyle spread out a map and spoke while poking his finger at the territory of the last remaining member of the Four Heavenly Kings.

The final member of the Four Heavenly Kings, who bore the alias "The Wolf that Devours Time." The land ruled by Romulus was right in front of the castle where Demon King Ergosum resided.

We wouldn't be able to go kill Demon King Ergosum without dealing with this one first. After all, we had subjugated the Four Heavenly Kings in the first place to reduce his forces.

"The reason he's called The Wolf that Devours Time is surely because of that incident where he turned an entire kingdom's order of knights into old men."

Victoria barely managed to speak with a somewhat disturbed expression. The tale of how an entire order of knights composed of young people had all transformed into elderly people who collapsed on the battlefield, unable to bear the weight of their armor, was famous across the continent.

There was even a legend that older individuals like the knight commander had turned into skeletons, identifiable only by the swords they carried or their family crests.

"He probably has a high chance of possessing the ability to skip through time. Just like all the other Four Heavenly Kings did."

Endless Dream, Succubus Queen Bellamora Lictis.
The Undefeated Knight, Death Knight Dullahan.
The Memory-Eating Slime, Memoria.

I was thinking about the aliases of the Four Heavenly Kings we had defeated so far, contemplating how we should go about subjugating Romulus.

Since he was a monster in the form of a wolf, perhaps digging pits or traps that exploited the structural limitations of his body wouldn't be a bad idea.

The reason we were able to subjugate Memoria, who was a slime, was also because we had successfully targeted the inherent limitations of his nature.

"Lord Astal, didn't you make time flow slowly within that dying message magic? I think it would help in dealing with Romulus too."

"That was possible because I separated just that space within the dying message magic and made time flow slowly there. I can't make it large enough to contain an entire wolf."

I shook my head at Victoria's suggestion, expressing my regret.

To counter Romulus, who was presumed to have the ability to make time flow quickly, we would need such a countermeasure.

As I mentioned before, magic that defies time was called a taboo known as "Reverse Heaven" even among wizards.

"But if he really can manipulate the flow of time... there's one thing that hasn't made sense to me."

I shared what I had thought of with Victoria and my companions, who looked disappointed.

"What do you mean by something that doesn't make sense?"

"If he could really send other beings into the distant future or make time flow quickly, wouldn't he have tried to check us long ago?"

Currently, three out of the four members of the Four Heavenly Kings had been subjugated.

If Romulus had known about this in advance, I thought he should have made a move before this result came about.

"Are you saying there are limits to his ability to devour time?"

"Right. Either he can send beings other than himself into the distant future, or perhaps the future is already fixed."

If he could freely travel through time himself, he could have gone back to when we were infants and taken our lives in advance.

"...Or perhaps the reason Demon King Ergosum tried to kill Lord Astal was because of Romulus. There's no law saying he can't send allies into the future."

Victoria nodded and agreed with my opinion.

In the end, the abilities of the Four Heavenly Kings, which we thought would be absolutely impossible to counter, all had weaknesses or clear limitations somewhere.

Just like we were discussing now, understanding and fighting against the opponent's abilities was the most important thing.

"...Or perhaps there really is another god behind that one."

Considering the reason why gods cannot influence the present world and the concept of routes, wouldn't it be stranger if there wasn't a god governing such things?

"Arian. That being Memoria mentioned before dying might be a god."

"Do you believe that creature's final death throes? Couldn't it have been a lie concocted to cause us trouble?"

"For that to be the case, the actions of Ergosum and Romulus are far too suspicious. If they wanted to kill us, wouldn't it have been better for them all to gather in one space and attack together?"

I was somewhat suspicious about Arian, the clue Memoria had left us just moments ago.

It seemed like he wasn't showing his face until almost all of his close subordinates, the Four Heavenly Kings, were dead, and was rather waiting for us to reach the Demon King's Castle.

"If that were the case, Lord Astal would have devastated everything with magic, or he might have judged that the Demon World's territory would be taken because he couldn't manage other places."

Talion's opinion wasn't entirely wrong either. In a world with swords, magic, spirits, and divine power, deploying forces separately like this was also a way to reduce risk.

Like the order of knights defeated by Romulus that we just discussed, there were examples where many weak individuals gathered together couldn't defeat a strong one.

"In the end, we'll only know when we meet them directly. Whatever purpose the Demon King or Romulus has, we need to kill them."

I said this while examining the map for the fastest route to where Romulus was located.

"The distance isn't far from here... but the problem is what we should ride."

I was pondering for a moment with my arms crossed. Before word spread that we had subjugated Memoria, we needed to quickly deal with him to make killing the Demon King easier.

Unlike last time, there were no witnesses around Oblivion where we were currently standing. Memoria's excessive obsession with humans was making the situation more favorable for us.

"Can't we just take a carriage?"

"The territory ruled by Romulus is famous as a place with no living beings, called the graveyard of heroes, you know?"

The place we needed to head to was a territory mainly composed of undead monsters and demons. We couldn't use transportation like carriages in Necrobell as we had done before.

Think about it—if a living horse appeared in a place where everything was dead, wouldn't anyone be suspicious?

"How about using your familiar? Slimes can mimic inanimate objects too!"

Then Anima clapped her hands together with a brightened face. As a Spirit Master, she was more skilled than me in such matters.

"That's a good idea. If we mimic a monster like a giant bone giant, we can enter Necrobell without being detected by Romulus."

"Don't tell me we have to hide our bodies inside the slime? That's an experience I never want to go through again..."

Victoria was trembling slightly as she told me she didn't want to do it. It was probably because she had her memories stolen by Memoria before.

I had almost been caught by him too, so I knew it felt like having a tongue stuck into your brain and sucked.

"You know my familiar is a good one, unlike Memoria."

"That's true, but..."

I continued speaking while summoning my familiar onto my palm. The creature wriggling as if recognizing Victoria didn't seem to have any intention of harming her.

"If I enlarge this one with magic and move while wrapped up like a tent, it won't be dangerous."

I tried to reassure her by gently stroking Victoria's head with my other hand.

My heart felt ticklish doing affectionate gestures I didn't usually do, but now we were lovers who had overcome adversity no matter what anyone said, so there was no reason to care about others' gazes.

"...I'll trust you. After all, these are the words of the person I love, no matter what anyone says."

Then Victoria showed an expression of resignation and whispered to me in a sweeter voice than ever.

"Hey, it's embarrassing to watch, so why don't you save that kind of talk for after we've defeated the Demon King?"

Kyle, the only one here without his lover by his side, was speaking while clenching his molars hard.

* * *

At that moment, in Necrobell where Romulus was located, forces were being densely deployed around the area in preparation for any possible contingency.

No matter how powerful Memoria was, the thought that he couldn't have survived against this generation's Hero's Party wouldn't easily fade.

"Damn it, what the hell is the Demon King thinking, just letting the Hero come all the way here!"

Romulus was lamenting his fate while making a low growling sound.

Contrary to the past when his life had been saved, now it felt like he was being driven into a deathtrap to die instead.

"Is that girl named Arian so important? Important enough to revive her even if it means sacrificing all of us Four Heavenly Kings?"

*Clack, clack.*

Romulus, anxiously clicking his teeth together, was resenting Demon King Ergosum, who still hadn't moved a single step from the castle.

Ch.142 - Chapter 142 - Heroes' Grave, Necrovel (2)
I was using my familiar to head toward Necrobell, and found myself retracing the journey we'd taken so far.

The moment when my first impression of Victoria was the worst. The moment when Hero Kyle and I fought back-to-back and I was recognized as a comrade...

And the moment when I accepted Victoria's confession and we began dating as lovers.

Having overcome countless adversities and hardships together, even the faces of my companions who had shared everything with me showed glimmers of hope.

If we could just capture Romulus, the last remaining of the Four Heavenly Kings, and kill the Demon King, we could truly return to the continent.

"...You seem deep in thought."

"Ah, Victoria."

Victoria looked at me intently, her lips moving as if she had something to say.

*Thud, thud—!*

She had been sitting on the ribs of a giant skeleton that seemed to move as if alive, but before I knew it, she had come to my side.

"I was thinking that someday, even this adventure might become an old story we talk about, saying 'remember when.'"

"Honestly, I don't think it's a story worth bragging about to others. The Demon World is definitely not a place for humans to live."

Yeah, of course.

There were times when we couldn't turn away even after seeing the expressions and screams of people who had been captured by demons or monsters and turned into furniture or food, or those who begged us to save them.

In fact, when we learned that they were already dead, their life activities ceased, and were merely mimicking voices and actions to lure in other victims, I felt nauseous.

"But I found what I wanted and hoped for most in this hell."

The light question of "what was that?" didn't escape my lips.

Victoria's eyes were looking at me more tenderly than ever.

*— True love. Pure affection without any prejudice or discrimination.*

"......"

I could have noticed this even without eavesdropping on her thoughts. I felt slightly awkward, as if I were being tested.

Come to think of it, how long would I continue to hear these inner thoughts?

My guess was that the Heavenly God was most likely responsible. Making the Saintess hear her voice was her unique ability.

Since gods couldn't directly influence the mortal world, she might have used her power subtly enough not to be detected as a loophole.

Just what secret were the gods hiding?

In fact, it was highly likely connected to the Demon King's purpose. Both Bellamora and Memoria seemed to have some hidden agenda.

"Victoria. Surely the Heavenly God..."

"Yes, no matter how many days I ask about what you suspect, Astal-nim, she won't answer."

Victoria replied with a slightly fed-up expression. With only one of the Four Heavenly Kings remaining before we could meet Demon King Ergosum.

At this point, she could give us some information, but I couldn't help but feel that both the Demon King and the gods were waiting for us.

"I wish she'd at least tell us how to use the demon sword. The First Saintess wouldn't have mentioned it for no reason."

I looked at the sword hanging from Kyle's waist as he said that. He carried that cursed object so nonchalantly, something that made me feel sick and gave me a headache just by looking at it.

"Are you okay?"

"Hm? Of course I'm okay. Maybe because I'm the Hero, it feels like the First Saintess is protecting me."

Ah, so that was it.

It's a common theme in minstrels' and bards' tales. The Hero and the Saintess fall in love and end in a tragic conclusion—such trivial stories.

Perhaps this was why the First Saintess placed her hopes in Kyle.

As a hero who could face Demon King Ergosum and still fight for his companions without giving up.

"Will we be able to stay sane when we see the Demon King? Like what happened with the Dullahan, what if Kyle suddenly loses his mind and..."

"...That won't happen. The First Saintess is protecting us, and more importantly, we have the continent's strongest wizard with us."

At Anima's words, Kyle glanced at me as he spoke.

Well, we had maintained our sanity even in Bellamora's Illusionary Dream, who was called the Endless Dream.

If madness threatened to overwhelm us when we met Demon King Ergosum, we had several means to overcome it.

"Still, I'm anxious. The place we're going is famous as the graveyard of heroes."

Anima said we shouldn't let our guard down, especially at times like this.

The graveyard of heroes.

Necrobell, ruled by Romulus, was located right next to the Demon King's Castle, and heroes who reached there were all found dead.

This was also why we tried to deal with the Four Heavenly Kings before attempting to subjugate Demon King Ergosum.

Since organizations usually collapse when their leader falls, the Empire had already sent numerous heroes to the Demon King's Castle to exploit that chaos.

"...Even figures like the former Master of the Blue Tower and Sword Masters all fell without even being able to recover their bodies, or were found as skeletons."

They all met similar ends.

Becoming dream residents under Bellamora, suffering for life, unable to die in the Dullahan's arena, becoming existences like Memoria.

Or the story of being swallowed whole by Romulus and turned into skeletons was now famous enough that everyone knew it.

"The reason there are only undead in the territory might be because living creatures can't withstand the Demon King's influence."

"Or they might have deliberately filled it with only such creatures to easily distinguish outsiders."

The reason we were riding this ridiculous skeleton was because there were no living creatures in the territory.

The territory composed of demons and monsters that transcended death—skeletons, ghosts, zombies—was eerily quiet and gloomy.

"...Everyone prepare to hold your breath."

A place where fog made it impossible to see even an inch ahead, where your whole body felt crushed, and even your heart seemed to stop.

I signaled while filling the air with bubbles like soap bubbles at the scenery before my eyes.

*Clatter. Clatter.*

The chilling sound brushing past my ears and the dirt mounds—

These bastards apparently distinguished the living from the dead by the sound of breathing.

***

Romulus had completed all preparations for the Hero's Party that would soon invade this place.

He had ordered the territory's residents to immediately report the location of any living being and kill them.

Living humans, unlike undead, couldn't hide their breathing or heartbeat sounds, and this was a method to detect them even if they used perception-distorting magic.

"...No, this won't work."

Romulus tried to put heavy armor on his body, but soon realized it was pointless and scratched the ground with his front paw.

This was a Hero's Party that had already succeeded in killing or sealing all the other Four Heavenly Kings.

Such pathetic tricks couldn't defeat them.

He could tell just by looking at how Demon King Ergosum, whom he followed so devotedly, wouldn't step even one foot outside the castle and was rather waiting for them.

The Demon King was quietly waiting for the Hero's Party to come kill him.

And this meant only one thing.

The reason why a Demon King powerful enough to destroy numerous parallel universes and who hadn't died for centuries wasn't showing his strength was—

"The Demon King must be checking all means to save Arian."

It was highly likely he was testing the possibility he had created—the route of this world.

Romulus knew.

When he was young and nearly died from a stone thrown by humans, the Demon King had saved him.

After that, Romulus pledged loyalty to the Demon King and gathered the monsters and demons scattered throughout the Demon World, gradually expanding their influence.

If that was Demon King Ergosum's will, Romulus thought he had no choice but to pledge his loyalty, unlike the other Four Heavenly Kings.

"...I have no choice."

Romulus's eyes filled with determination. He opened his maw wide and tried to swallow himself into the throat that spewed white light.

*Drip.*

Both cheeks began to tear, and dark red blood started to stain the floor.

This was something he would never normally do.

Sending himself to the future meant losing more than gaining.

However,

*...But I must do it.*

Just as the Hero's Party had done.

Romulus didn't stop jumping in place and spinning his body round and round.

Demon King Ergosum hadn't given any particular orders or commands to eliminate Bellamora even though she had feelings for the man named Astal.

He hadn't even punished the Dullahan when he returned without killing Astal.

Why was that? Even though he had ordered him to attack that remote rural village, it seemed as if he knew in advance that he would fail.

*If I combine all these possibilities...*

Astal Kaisaros.

Surely that man held the key to what Demon King Ergosum was aiming for.

Even when each of the Four Heavenly Kings poured out all their power, he didn't die and instead gained even stronger power.

*He must have known I would do this.*

He too had to use every means at his disposal to meet those expectations.

Finally,

A wolf with the opposite appearance of Romulus—white fur with an abyssal black throat—burst out from his maw.

It worked.

*— Grrrrr.*

Another wolf that devoured time revealed itself.
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Victoria and her companions were breathing inside water droplets, making expressions and hand gestures that said, "What the hell are you doing?"

Normally, they could just use holy magic to deal with the undead and pass through.

Just like the Licht of the Holy Kingdom and the Dullahan, undead and holiness were natural enemies.

- If you make a sound, you die.

However, I sensed something ominous and had no choice but to send this kind of telepathic message to my companions.

Survival instinct that must take priority over reason.
Surprisingly, humans as creatures are quite good at detecting such dangers.

In fact, the reason I'd survived until now through battlefields that straddled life and death was sometimes because I followed my instincts.

- Watch this.

I opened my palm and shot a Magic Missile at a nearby undead.

Bang, kaboom.

Blue mana struck the skeleton's head and exploded, and the undead that lost its head collapsed to the ground as its form crumbled.

- It's just an ordinary undead, isn't it?! Why are we being so careful...

- Shh, watch this.

Victoria expressed her thoughts to me through our mental link, and I put my finger to my lips, gesturing for silence.

At that moment, shadows began gathering toward where the Magic Missile had exploded.

A grotesque figure with a face made of countless tentacles. It was devastating the location where the sound had occurred.

"......"

The moment they saw that scene, all my other companions were left speechless. It was a speed they couldn't react to even after seeing it with their eyes.

Even if they purified the surroundings with holy magic, it would be useless if their throats were cut before that.

- This must be why Necrobell is famous by its other name, the Heroes' Graveyard.

The reason even former Magic Tower Masters and Sword Masters died and were buried in the ground was likely because they underestimated the enemy like this.

After all, it was common knowledge that undead like skeletons and ghosts were vulnerable to holy magic.

I moved my familiar as slowly as possible, hoping those shadow-like beings wouldn't notice us.

- It's reverse psychology. When those weak ones die, it makes stronger ones immediately track that location.

I thought Romulus was somewhat impressive for using his head.

All the Four Heavenly Kings I'd met so far had been faithful to their desires, trying to toy with us rather than seizing opportunities to kill us.

If I'd let my guard down thinking he'd be similar to the others and entered using perception-distorting magic, a catastrophe would have occurred.

If we accidentally killed an undead or revealed that the Hero's Party had arrived, we would have been dragged away and met our deaths without a trace.

- It would be best if we could subjugate Romulus without being detected like this...

With each step forward, delicate control was needed to avoid touching other undead.

By the time my whole body was drenched in sweat and the air in my companions' water droplets was almost depleted.

- We'll have to get down and walk from here.

I made a resigned expression as I looked at the tombstones inscribed with the names of countless heroes and the undead densely filling the area.

Beyond this point was a zone we couldn't pass through with the familiar.


* * *


After dismounting from the familiar, we were entering the center of Necrobell while being careful not to be detected by the undead.

Due to the eerily settled fog, visibility was poor, and we had to be cautious even of the small sounds the undead made as they moved about.

- Aaaah, aaack!

- Save me, is anyone there? Save me! Hahahaha!

- I want to eat meat. It's been 10 years since I ate anything. Huh? Can people survive without eating for years? Who am I? Who am I save me

I saw humans already crawling like insects with their limbs severed, and grotesque undead with eyes on their hands and lion bodies.

Beings that had lost the concept of death were screaming and laughing simultaneously, luring the living.

At first, we were tempted by those voices and tried to rescue any remaining civilians.

But this was the center of the Demon World, closest to the Demon King's Castle. Most of the humans here had already become one with them.

- Victoria, prepare to use holy magic.

At the sights that made me frown and want to vomit, I showed Victoria a message written in mana.

At this rate, I thought even we would be discovered before reaching Romulus by screaming or retching, and we'd all die.

- What? But earlier you clearly said not to use it...

Victoria questioned me back through our mental link, and I raised the corner of my mouth and wrote the answer I'd thought of.

- Cast holy magic like a barrier around us. If we activate it before making sounds, we'll be safe.

If necessary, I could supplement it with Idea. That other personality's ability to grind down all matter it touched could repel those shadow things too.

Of course, this method wouldn't work if we'd already been detected by making breathing sounds first.

- Understood.

Victoria nodded twice, then began using holy magic to create a spherical light barrier surrounding us.

Whoooosh.

As radiance appeared, cutting through the darkness and fog, the nearby undead began approaching us, dragging what remained of their arms, intestines, and legs.

Bang.
Bang bang bang.

Soon, eerie sounds echoed as they slammed their bodies or used their nails and other weapons to try breaking through the holy magic Victoria had created.

"What do we do? There are too many! Even I can't hold this..."

Victoria was shocked by their numbers and kept using holy magic to prevent more undead from approaching.

A battle that would end if either side collapsed.

"I never said you had to hold them off alone."

To break the balance of that struggle, I overlaid the Idea created by my other personality like a barrier.

Then blood and intestines splattered, and the dark energies of shadows and ghosts turned into dark red powder and disappeared.

- Aaaaaaah...!!
- Stop, please stop! What did we even do wrong!

The undead spewed resentful screams at us, and while my other companions made uncomfortable expressions, I remained calm.

Those things were already dead people.

My eyes saw the fact that they'd already transformed into beings that couldn't be called human.

The mana and mana circuits visible in them were closer to those of monsters or demons, and some even had demons inside them, as if they'd sold their souls.

"Get lost, you bastards. Where do dead undead get off pretending to be human?"

I spoke with a twisted expression to the enemies making screams so terrible my companions had to cover their ears.

Unlike the other Four Heavenly Kings, Romulus's method of handling humans was more persistent and cruel.

It annoyed me that he hadn't arranged living people to evoke sympathy, but had killed everyone from the start and used them as bait.

Thud.

Then suddenly a silence without even noise arrived, and that empty space was filled with the laughter of madmen.

- Caught? Caught? Caught? Caught?

- Hahahaha! Hahaha! Hahaha!

Even I couldn't quite understand how they seemed happy while being cut apart by Idea.

It was just speculation, but perhaps because they'd become undead, they wished for someone to kill them.

Like moths jumping into flames.

Finally, only after soaking all the surrounding earth with blood and intestines could we move forward.

"Lord Astal..."

"I feel sick."

The scenery before our eyes was more terrible than expected. Perhaps it was a mistake to let my guard down thinking a territory made of undead wouldn't look grotesque.

I suppressed the rising stomach acid and nausea as I walked forward.

Just a little more and we could reach the Demon King's Castle.

Ahead lay my parents' enemy, the being that had tried to destroy the world.

A castle so massive it was visible to the naked eye from afar. The arrogant, pointed structure that seemed to pierce the sky filled my head with thoughts of battle.

"Grrrrrrr..."

At that moment, a being so dark it felt like closing one's eyes appeared before us, its two eyes glinting.

A wolf whose throat was pure white inside, opposite to its exterior, as if it had swallowed light.

"So you're Romulus."

It matched the information about Romulus I'd heard beforehand. He had a torn mouth bleeding as if he'd just fought some other enemy.

"Awooooooo─!!"

Without time to figure out the cause of that strangeness, Romulus howled loudly toward the sky and charged at us.


* * *


Romulus opened his maw wide up and down, trying to swallow us whole in one bite.

Since he was famous by the epithet "The Wolf that Devours Time," I predicted he intended to send us to the future like other heroes.

So, pop.

Like blowing up a balloon, I switched the Idea surrounding us to my own and increased its size.

"Grrrrr... Bark! Bark!"

Unable to swallow us due to the suddenly enlarged Idea, Romulus made barking sounds and retreated.

Crunch, crrrunch─!

He repeatedly bit and released the Idea, gradually creating openings.

And at that moment,

Another wolf I hadn't noticed bared its fangs at me.
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A white wolf suddenly burst out from behind me. The beast, whose coloring was the complete opposite of Romulus, was displaying hostility toward me and my companions just like him.

Where on earth did that thing come from?

I thought the enemy was just Romulus alone. With the unexpected appearance of this new entity, the situation on the battlefield was turning against us.

Crrrrrack─!

The Idea was gradually breaking apart under the attacks of the two giant wolves, and we, suddenly trapped inside, had to make a choice.

"When I give the signal, get ready to escape! Fighting inside the Idea puts us at a disadvantage!"

I shouted to my companions as I watched Romulus's fangs already beginning to pierce inside.

If it were just Romulus alone, maybe we'd have a chance, but the moment there were two of them, I judged we'd inevitably be devoured by these creatures.

"What?! But where exactly...?!"

Victoria swung her hammer inside the Idea, crying out in a panicked voice.

Even the other companions were using their weapons from the inside to prevent the wolves' fangs from piercing the barrier, but there were limits to responding in such a confined space.

"First, we should target the black one whose abilities we know!"

Even in that urgent moment, I spoke while aiming for the black-furred wolf whose abilities we had fully grasped.

The white wolf that suddenly appeared was the opposite of Romulus in appearance, but I couldn't rashly assume its abilities were similar.

"Got it!"
"We'll break through toward the black one."
"Understood."

One, two, three.
I sent a signal using telepathic magic, and momentarily released the Idea to create an opening for my companions to escape.

At that moment,
as if reading our signal, the white-furred wolf bit off my left arm.

"Lord Astal...!!"

Dark red blood and an arm flew through the air before falling to the ground.

Victoria and the others screamed in shock, but I had no time to let out a pained groan—I could only thrust my Core Sword into the creature's mouth.

If I'd been even a moment slower, I would have been reduced to bare bones by the attack of the wolf that devours time.

*At least I'm glad I brought spare potions just in case.*

To stop the bleeding that came with the searing pain as if my arm were being burned, I drank a potion to stanch the flow while preparing for the opponent's attack.

As a mage casting spells barehanded without my staff, the number of spells I could use had effectively been cut in half.

"...Did you think I wouldn't notice your telepathic magic?"

Satisfied with having torn off my arm, Romulus soon grinned with his mouth open, taunting me.

"Right, this is the Demon World. I should have known beforehand that even dogs use magic here."

I didn't fall for Romulus's provocation, and instead opened my mouth to learn about the other presence that kept targeting my back.

Two wolves so similar in size and appearance—except for their opposite colors—that one might think they were twins.

They didn't answer my words, just grinned and charged rapidly with their mouths wide open, front and back.

There was such an enormous void that no gap could be seen whether I looked up or to the side.

"What should we do? Should we try blocking it with the holy sword or something else like you did earlier?"

Kyle mentioned the method I'd used to block Romulus's maw and drew his holy sword, but there was no guarantee that earlier stroke of luck would work again.

The creatures had already buried their large mouths deep below the ground and spread them wide enough to reach the sun in the sky.

Then there was only one option.

"Jump up!"

With my remaining arm, I cast levitation magic on the ground, making my companions float upward.

Fluttering in the air like light feathers, we barely managed to escape the Romuluses' attack.

If we'd been even a moment slower, we would have been swallowed by those wolves and become bare bones or beings wandering unknown timelines.

Krrrrrrash─!

With a chilling sound cutting through the ground and air, the two wolves collided, and realizing we'd dodged their attack, they waited below with their mouths open.

"Damn, what kind of wolf has a mouth that big...!!"

I couldn't help but curse at the sight of the Romuluses. The story about them swallowing the Empire's knight order in one gulp apparently wasn't just a rumor.

Wasn't this just like the legendary creatures Sköll and Hati that devour the sun and moon?

"I'll try blocking this time! The Spirit Kings should be able to buy us some time!"

While slowly falling to the ground, Anima summoned the Spirit Kings and pounded the void below with the power of numerous elements.

But futilely, the Spirit Kings' power entered the Romuluses' mouths and disappeared.

The other companions each launched their attacks afterward, but nothing changed.

And I couldn't use other magic with one arm gone.

"...What should we do? It absorbs even the holy sword's power, and even Talion's arrows don't work."

"......"

I was pondering how to escape our situation—in a few seconds we'd hit the ground and simply enter the wolves' mouths.

If my guess was correct, that white wolf was likely a clone Romulus created by devouring himself.

I'd seen a similar theory before when I tried to use Reverse Heaven to revive my parents.

Then,

if it's the opposite of Romulus who sends things so far into the future they become bare bones, that creature's ability must be...

to send things to the past.

"The only way is to enter that white wolf's mouth and return to this moment. It'll probably send us to the past."

I told my companions the solution with a voice full of resolve.

If successful, I'd return to a few minutes before this situation occurred and could take measures before the two Romuluses appeared.

"Are you crazy? What makes you think you can do that?!"

"That's too dangerous, no matter how urgent the situation."

"Then how do we escape from here? Should we just get swallowed and all become bare bones?"

I waved my missing arm to persuade my companions.

Victoria's miracle could heal it, but I didn't want to make her suffer the pain of her body turning into flowers again.

Escape using the Wind Spirit King or coordinate transfer using magic—Romulus was blocking both with his space-distorting devouring.

"...Do you have a method in mind?"

"I'll use Idea to prevent the flow of time from eating away at my body as much as possible."

I said with a deep sigh.

Honestly, the possibility of exploiting the opponent's ability in reverse was extremely low.

Actually reversing the flow of time was taboo even among mages, so research on it was rarely conducted.

The two wolves below, eavesdropping on our conversation, kept their mouths open and continued increasing their size.

I wanted to say that time travel was impossible and that if we let them swallow one of us first, it would create an opening for the creatures, but—

"Then I'll go with you. What kind of lover just watches when the person they love says they'll sacrifice themselves?"

"......"

Because of Victoria's expression that looked ready to burst into tears, I couldn't tell her the truth.

Victoria even said that if I was going to be eaten by Romulus and exploit his ability in reverse, she'd come along too.

─ *What kind of life do you think I'd live in a world without you? If we die, we die together.*

Victoria's inner voice had a more melancholy and sad tone than ever, and I could only nod in the end.

"Wait, take us too! Why are you two trying to do something reckless alone?!"

"That's right. We're together in life and death, aren't we?"

"Yeah, if you're going to give those wolves a taste of their own medicine, let's do it together."

Seeing my actions, the other companions also raised their voices, suggesting we fight together.

But this was too dangerous.

Just as I'd resolved when participating in the Demon King subjugation, if someone had to be sacrificed, it had to be me.

"I'm sorry. You can't come with me."

I deliberately smiled at my companions, used Idea with my one remaining arm, and fell into the white wolf's mouth.

"...You crazy bastard!"

Hearing what seemed like an auditory hallucination of Victoria using profanity toward me for the first time, I surrendered my body to the black darkness.



* * *



The moment Victoria saw Astal use Idea and fall into the mouth of the white wolf—Remus—she lunged at him.

He was someone who never hesitated to sacrifice himself to save companions or civilians.

Surely he could have asked her to heal just one arm, but he took this insane action based on the mere possibility of going to the past.

How much time had passed since surrendering his body to the void so dark he couldn't see an inch ahead?

"......?"

Victoria realized something had gone wrong when she saw the scene unfolding before her eyes.

The cool breeze brushing past her cheeks, the warm sensation on her skin, the sight of children playing in wheat fields dyed blue—

It looked exactly like Astal's hometown that she'd seen inside Bellamora's Illusionary Dream and the corrupted holy sword.

And,

"Ah, you're awake. I thought you were dead for sure, sis. Good thing you're alive!"

Poke, poke.
A blue-haired boy who'd been gently poking Victoria's side with a twig.

"You are, could it be...."

"Me? My name is Astal Kaisaros. I live in that village over there!"

A boy who looked exactly like Astal stood before Victoria's eyes.
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Victoria tried to accurately assess the situation she now found herself in.

She had definitely jumped into Romulus's mouth and expected to either become a skeleton by skipping through time or suffer near-fatal injuries.

But contrary to those expectations, she had ended up in the past.

"So you're saying this really is Mavilos Village? Really?"

"...Have you spent your whole life being deceived?"

And not just any past—the past where a young Astal existed.

Unlike the present, this Astal couldn't meet Victoria's eyes properly, blushing and acting shy.

Seeing the man whose height she normally had to look up at now shortened, hearing his cute voice—Victoria's reason wavered.

*What kind of torment is this...! I shouldn't harbor such feelings toward a boy....*

If only she hadn't been caught up in the battle with Romulus, she could have hugged young Astal to her heart's content or kissed his cheeks and done whatever she wanted.

The natural strength of a Dragon Half-blood was something even the adult Astal who had learned magic struggled to handle.

Or she could gently coax him and make him fall for her from childhood—such wicked thoughts even crossed her mind.

For a Saintess, it was inappropriate enough that Victoria clenched both hands into fists, enduring her sinister dark desires.

"But Astal, why have you been keeping your distance from me while walking?"

An unfamiliar dissonance from usual.

As Victoria walked through the forest with young Astal, she felt something strange and had to ask him about it.

Normally, because Victoria had lost her right eye to the side effects of a Miracle, Astal always walked supporting her blind side.

But the current young Astal was maintaining about a hand's width of distance from her.

"I thought you might be some kind of weird pervert."

"Where else would you find someone as good as me!"

And the answer from Astal was quite shocking. She never imagined he would call the Saintess of the Holy Kingdom Aurelium a weird pervert.

She had stopped the future Astal from attempting suicide and even pulled him out of Bellamora's Illusionary Dream.

What reason could there be for such a misunderstanding?

Victoria barely suppressed the desire to tell him she came from the future and was actually Astal's lover.

"For someone claiming to be good, you have way too much skin exposed in your outfit..., at first I thought you'd been killed by a monster."

"Ah."

Only then did Victoria understand why young Astal couldn't meet her eyes earlier or had poked her with a branch to check if she was alive.

Victoria's current outfit was designed to seduce the future Astal—with a heart-shaped opening in the center of her chest and the bottom cut to expose skin.

An outfit shameless enough to make even a child think so.

Victoria wiped the cold sweat beading on her forehead with her hand and prepared an excuse so young Astal wouldn't misunderstand.

"My lover prefers clothing with this much exposure, so I had no choice but to wear it."

"...That's a bad person."

That bad person is the future you.

Victoria's lips twitched as she listened to young Astal speak.

What if she told him she came from the future and that he would accept her confession and become her lover?

No. She would definitely be treated as crazy.

Appearing suddenly in an empty meadow and claiming to be the girlfriend of a boy much younger than herself—even she thought that seemed strange.

*What should I do....*

Victoria walked with her head hung low, desperately hiding her sad expression.

If this really was the past, she had no idea what method she could use to return to where she belonged.

Victoria resented Astal. No matter how much she lectured him and told him not to sacrifice himself alone, he hadn't listened.

"But why are you speaking formally to me? You don't need to add 'nim' either."

"It's because of my position—I can't speak casually in my daily life."

Victoria deliberately didn't mention being the Saintess of Aurelium. She knew that bringing it up would only complicate matters.

A peaceful village showing no threat of the Demon King's army invading. That meant the Holy Kingdom hadn't selected a Saintess yet.

"I see."

"......"

But young Astal's expression showed he didn't believe Victoria's words at all.

He just nodded as if going along with it, trying not to hurt Victoria's feelings.

"You look like you don't trust me...."

For a child, he was far too mature. Victoria wondered if there was any way to tease him.

Ah, right. There was that.

Victoria's lips curled as a good idea came to mind.

"Astal, do you happen to know who uses magic best in this village?"

"What? Of course it's me..."

"Of course there wouldn't be anyone in a countryside village like this. I suppose I'll have to go to a Magic Tower and find someone else."

Victoria deliberately cut off young Astal's words. She knew methods for winning over or manipulating children's hearts.

Under the name of Saintess, she had cared for children at orphanages and wore a mask to avoid being hated in the Holy Kingdom.

Few people could win a psychological battle against Victoria, who had lived through such trials.

...Of course, this overconfidence was also why her romantic endeavors had failed so miserably.

Love wasn't something to calculate like this—the one who liked more was the one who lost.

"What do you need it for?"

Good, he took the bait.

Unlike before, Astal was now making eye contact with Victoria and showing curiosity. She began speaking as if it were nothing special.

"I was attacked by some monster and got separated from my companions, ending up stranded here. I don't think I can return to where I was."

"...Really? Well, you were unconscious when I first found you."

"But there doesn't seem to be anyone here who can help. Unless there's someone proficient in spatial or temporal magic...."

Since young Astal had lived thinking he was a genius, he would easily waver if she provoked his pride like this.

"I'm good at magic too!"

"Is that so? That's very believable."

Victoria covered her mouth with her hand as if yawning. Her tone was clearly sarcastic to anyone watching.

"It's true! I'm the only one who can cast magic with just a branch instead of a staff!"

Then young Astal waved the branch he had used to poke Victoria's side earlier, casting magic.

Float, float.

Soap bubble-like spheres of water rose up, proving he could use magic.

"How did you do that? Don't mages normally need a staff to cast magic?"

"I have eyes that can distinguish branches with mana! Ah, though I also can't afford to buy a staff...."

Can I just pocket him and take him with me?

Victoria barely swallowed the thought of secretly kidnapping him somewhere as she watched young Astal's eyes sparkle while boasting.

"Amazing. Did you teach yourself magic at that age? You surely didn't have a proper teacher...."

"Right! If you use magic all day long, you eventually get a feel for it. What if I change the formula like this...."

It was a purity and naivety she couldn't see in the usual Astal.

"Impressive. You've worked very hard. I think you could be specially recruited by a Magic Tower later."

"It's not that much! I've barely reached the level of an intermediate mage.... Hehe."

With just a few compliments, the guarded atmosphere completely reversed, and now he was sticking close and talking—it was so adorable.

If she had a child, wouldn't it feel like this? Victoria almost forgot her purpose for a moment due to such happy delusions.

"Do you happen to know what today's date is? I was in such a panic that I don't know how long I was unconscious."

Right—finding a way to return from the past to the present. And dealing with Romulus's ambush.

"Well, I just work in the fields all day, so I don't really know. Every day is the same...."

"Any information related to time would be fine, even indirect. For instance, your birthday."

Victoria asked young Astal about his birthday on a hunch.

In the past she knew, on Astal's 10th birthday, the Demon King's army led by a Dullahan would invade the village.

Please let this bad feeling be wrong—Victoria hoped in her heart, but.

"It's a week before my 10th birthday. But that can't help you...."

Unfortunately, such premonitions often came true.

"Oh no."

In one week, this entire village would be reduced to ashes.

And on what should have been the happiest day—his birthday—he would suffer the most terrible trauma.

Realizing this, Victoria fell into contemplation about what means she should use to persuade the villagers.

At that moment,

"Oh my, Astal. Who is that person behind you?"

"...? I've never seen them in our village before."

Victoria came face to face with people she had seen in the Corrupted Holy Sword.

Astal's father and mother.

People who in the future she could only meet as souls after their deaths were now looking at her.
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Victoria took a calm breath as she looked at the two people before her.

Right now, Victoria didn't look like Astal's lover, but rather like a suspicious person in scandalous clothing trying to seduce a young boy.

*I need to appear as harmless as possible.*

Victoria hid her fidgeting hands behind her back and put on the most friendly smile she could muster.

Don't waver.

Hadn't she done this countless times in the Holy Kingdom Aurelium—wearing a mask and deceiving people?

"...Hello, my name is Victoria Everhart."

"......"

Even Victoria's gentle greeting received no friendly response; instead, she was met with suspicious looks.

Well, of course.

Victoria's current outfit was so revealing that no one would think she was a Saintess.

But she couldn't just tell them she came from the future and that this village would be destroyed in a week.

They'd treat her like a complete lunatic. Then she'd likely never find a way back to the present.

"I was fighting monsters when I got hit by an attack and ended up falling into this rural village. This person next to me saved my life."

Victoria paused to catch her breath, then slumped her shoulders with an exhausted expression.

She hadn't lied. Victoria really had come here from the battle with Romulus and the others, and Astal had indeed saved her life.

She could have gained their trust through lies and then incited the villagers to prepare for the Demon King's army's attack, but—

*Lies only multiply the more you tell them.*

Victoria didn't resort to such extreme measures. Deceiving people with lies always gets exposed eventually.

She thought it was more important to maintain a sincere attitude, even if it might sound absurd.

Besides, these were the parents who raised Astal. She was confident that if she showed sincerity, they would eventually listen.

"That's right! This lady was unconscious and collapsed on the mountain behind the village when I found her!"

As if reading Victoria's mind, young Astal grabbed her fingertips and smiled brightly.

Cold. But it was the touch of a boy with a kind heart.

As that familiar sensation she always relied on came back to her, Victoria nodded with a composed expression.

"Is that really true? Oh my, I didn't know there were such strong monsters on our village's back mountain..."

"It doesn't seem like a lie. She has scratches all over her body, and her clothes are torn as if bitten by monsters."

I'm sorry. I deliberately modified the clothes.

Victoria swallowed the words rising to her throat as she watched the two exchange opinions.

If she was branded as suspicious and driven out of the village, she'd have nowhere to go.

She'd been away from the continent for so long that she had no currency in circulation, and even if she went to the Holy Kingdom Aurelium, it would be before she was chosen as a Saintess.

Moreover, as far as Victoria knew, this was a time before the Demon King had reappeared.

No matter how much she warned about the danger of the Demon King's army, her words in this scandalous outfit would carry no weight.

She'd be lucky if she wasn't burned as a witch or arrested for spreading false rumors to overthrow the empire.

"I was fighting with my companions, and when I came to, I'd been separated and ended up in a place like this..."

Victoria spoke the truth with a tearful voice. Things had gotten twisted like this while facing Romulus, the last remaining member of the Four Heavenly Kings in the Demon World.

If only Astal had acted more cautiously, or hadn't tried to sacrifice himself on his own, she wouldn't have come to the past.

"Oh my, then come to our house. You need a place to stay at least until you find your companions, don't you?"

At that moment, Astal's mother, Celine Kaisaros, grabbed Victoria's hand in response.

Celine's hands were calloused and rough from hard farm work, but to Victoria right now, they felt warmer and softer than anything—a gesture of goodwill.

It was proof that even in this lonely past where she couldn't trust or rely on anyone, there were still people who would help her.

"Honey, even so, bringing a stranger into our home..."

"She's not a stranger. She gave us her name, and most importantly, she's someone our proud son brought here."

"That's right! She doesn't seem like a dangerous lady...!"

Claude Kaisaros looked displeased with Victoria, but soon had to agree with what his son and wife were saying.

This was a village so small it wouldn't even appear on maps. If she were pretending to be stranded to commit theft or robbery, she would have targeted a more prosperous village.

"...Well then, let's at least feed her and hear her story before making a judgment."

Claude looked Victoria up and down, checking to see if she was carrying any weapons that could harm people.

Victoria's current outfit was so revealing that no one would believe she was a Saintess, so she couldn't help but be suspected like this.

"I'm grateful for your kindness."

Victoria let out a sigh of relief internally and showed a respectful attitude to avoid suspicion as much as possible.

—Victoria, what are you doing there right now?

Victoria, hands clasped in devout prayer. A voice echoed in her head.

The Heavenly God Lumina. After such a long time, she revealed her presence and spoke to Victoria, who had drifted into the past.

***

The house where young Astal lived was surprisingly ordinary. Cosmos flowers bloomed abundantly in the yard, and in one corner of the wall were cute doodles Astal had drawn with charcoal.

Thanks to the Kaisaros couple's hospitality, Victoria had filled her stomach with continental food for the first time in ages and even had a refreshing bath.

While eating cabbage soup, she'd considered bringing up the Demon King's army that would attack in the future, but if she said such things, she'd obviously be treated as insane.

—So you were fighting Romulus and ended up drifting to the past ten years ago?

*Yes, so I'm wondering what I should do.*

—About whether you should change the predetermined future, or pretend not to know and leave it as is?

The Heavenly God Lumina spoke with a tone suggesting she found this situation somewhat interesting.

—If you change the future, there's a high probability that the point of contact where you and Astal meet will disappear entirely, right? He's been honing his magic all this time for revenge for his parents.

*......*

At the Heavenly God Lumina's reasoning, Victoria's heart became as heavy as lead.

If you change the past, the future changes too. Wasn't that a simple and clear proposition?

If Victoria stopped the Dullahan's invasion here and safely protected Astal's village, he would live a life far removed from magic.

Originally, Astal's epic as a hero had begun when he lost his parents and hometown and fled to the Blue Magic Tower.

*Why didn't you answer me before? About the Demon King's purpose—you must have some idea about it, Heavenly God.*

Victoria, hating the Heavenly God Lumina for saying such things so casually, brought up the topic of how she hadn't answered about the last words Memoria had mentioned.

The Heavenly God Lumina was a god who had guided Saintesses throughout history, not just Victoria. There was no way she wouldn't know the Demon King's true purpose.

—Even if I told you the Demon King Ergosum Cogito's true purpose, there's no way for you all to stop it now.

...What?

At this completely unexpected answer, Victoria almost let out a gasp of surprise.

Right now, Victoria was spending time in a room with young Astal.

Young Astal was watching with interest as Victoria prayed in a devout posture.

If she showed signs of being shaken or that she was hearing the Heavenly God's voice, it could cause a misunderstanding.

*Isn't that something we'd only know after trying? No matter how powerful the Demon King Ergosum Cogito is...*

—You know that the Demon King Ergosum Cogito has destroyed multiple parallel worlds, right? That's the only hint I can give you, Victoria.

The Heavenly God Lumina spoke with a deep sigh, as if crushing Victoria's naive hope.

Then did that mean there was no future in those parallel universes where the Demon King Ergosum Cogito was defeated?

—Well, the choice is entirely yours now. Either wait here quietly for Astal's hometown to burn just like in the original history...

Or she had no choice but to achieve victory against the Dullahan, one of the Demon King's army's Four Heavenly Kings, and his forces.

Even if changing the past completely eliminated the point of contact where Victoria and Astal would meet.

"Lord Astal, do you believe time travel is possible?"

Victoria closed her eyes briefly in thought, then asked young Astal a question.

If it were Victoria before meeting Astal, she would have made a unilateral decision on her own.

"...If a girlfriend came from the future trying to save someone from childhood, what choice would be the right one?"

But now it was different.
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Victoria let out a hollow laugh at her own question, finding the absurdity of it all overwhelming.

What kind of satisfying answer could she expect from a young boy who didn't even look ten years old yet when faced with such a complex problem?

Why had she dumped this choice onto the childhood version of Astal?

"...You came from the future?"

"It was a slip of the tongue, please forget it. No matter how I think about it, this isn't an appropriate topic for someone as young as you."

Victoria hung her head, mocking her own weakness for trying to rely on Astal even in this emergency situation.

Hadn't she witnessed firsthand how much he suffered from his trauma by his side?

The tragedy that would occur in a week was so horrific to Astal that he had even attempted suicide during their journey to defeat the Demon King.

"I'm not young!"

But perhaps this rejection became the trigger.

Astal, with his youthful appearance, raised his voice at Victoria while showing a confident expression.

"You believe time travel is possible through magic, don't you? What magicians call Reverse Heaven—the forbidden art!"

"...Yes."

Victoria felt a slight chill as she looked into Astal's sparkling eyes.

Endless inquiry and curiosity.
A pure desire that, if it went even slightly astray, could lead him to touch black magic or forbidden arts—it gleamed in his pupils.

Was this why Astal had been called a genius in his childhood?

She had thought that normally, young children wouldn't be interested when such profound topics were brought up.

But the current Astal was drawing examples on the wall with charcoal, illustrating the situation Victoria had explained.

"If we assume someone came from the future to save a person from the past..."

A simple, easy-to-understand drawing that even Victoria, who knew little about magic, could comprehend.

Two people were placed on a timeline drawn as a straight line.

Victoria saw in that image an overlap with the Astal she knew. The man who, no matter what serious concerns she had, would provide a clear and refreshing solution that no one else had thought of.

They say people don't change easily, don't they?

Even though Astal's obsession and curiosity about magic were a bit twisted, it seemed to be offset by the warm heart he possessed.

"I'm afraid that if I change the past, the causality with the person I'll meet in the future will be twisted, and it will become as if it never happened."

Victoria held her breath and confessed the truth to the childhood Astal.

If she didn't prevent the tragedy that would occur in a week, history would flow as it was.

But if Victoria defeated the Dullahan, or at least succeeded in evacuating the villagers, the future would change.

"...If you save your boyfriend in the past, the point of contact with your girlfriend in the future disappears? Why?"

"Because of the tragedy in the past, he gains trauma, and because of that, he becomes obsessed with saving people."

Victoria calmly and objectively assessed the Astal she knew. He was someone who would grind his body and soul into rescue activities to the point of being called the Harmless Wizard in the distant future.

"What an unusual person... I don't think I could do that."

The childhood Astal was continuing an adult-like conversation with Victoria, making the word "genius" seem almost inadequate.

Victoria barely held back from saying that person was him, waiting for the decision Astal would make.

"Then I think doing what you want to do is the right answer."

"...Pardon?"

The answer that came from young Astal's mouth was so simply clear that Victoria unconsciously let out a dumbfounded sound.

"Do what you want? How can such an irresponsible answer exist? Shouldn't the correct answer be derived through complex magical formulas and calculations?"

Victoria spoke up, finding it strange that Astal had stopped drawing with charcoal. It seemed like he was just about to reach a conclusion.

"Because there's no right answer in magic to begin with, sis."

"...?"

"Right now, magic that reverses time is called Reverse Heaven and is forbidden, but... will it be the same later?"

"That's..."

Victoria couldn't readily answer Astal's question. After all, the power called Divine Power had also been called a miracle bestowed by gods in ancient times, leaving countless traces in history.

This had created the concept of saintesses and faith in gods from long ago, becoming an opportunity for people to have even more longing for true miracles.

Even though the gods couldn't directly influence the present world, this was also the reason they maintained their religious authority.

"...I cannot say for certain."

Victoria bowed her head deeply, feeling like she had been bested by the childhood Astal.

Just how mature and thoughtful must a person be to speak so coherently to an adult?

"Right? No matter how much you or I think about it, it might not be the right answer. In the end, the choice depends on that person."

Young Astal approached Victoria and patted her back as he spoke. As if he had noticed that she was the very person in question.

"But isn't that too irresponsible? If someone really traveled through time to prevent a tragedy in the past... I think they should prevent it."

Victoria revealed her true feelings to Astal. She was prepared to fight the Dullahan and protect the village for his sake, even if the future changed.

She thought that was both repayment for Astal saving her and the right thing to do as his lover.

But why was he making such an irresponsible statement, indirectly saying he was okay with it?

As if it didn't matter if he was sacrificed.

Victoria's eyebrows twitched as she suddenly recalled the foolish Astal who had jumped into Romulus's mouth.

"Let's say, as you said, magic that can go to the past was really developed. But if someone from the future goes back and eliminates the person who created it, what would happen?"

At that moment, Astal completed the doodle on the wall and posed a question to Victoria.

"...A contradiction would occur. Since the person who developed time travel magic disappeared, the technology to go back to the past wouldn't have been created in the first place."

"Exactly! You're pretty smart, sis. When I talk about magic with kids my age, they just say it's boring."

Victoria nodded at Astal's question, seeing through his intention.

If Victoria saved the childhood Astal now and the future changed, the very reason for time travel would disappear.

Young Astal had deduced from the elements Victoria mentioned the concept that would later be called the Time Machine Paradox.

"Then there are two possibilities. If we assume you're the girlfriend from the future, the moment you change the past, either a new world line is created, or..."

"...I would cease to exist. Since history changed, that would be correct to eliminate the contradiction."

"Yes, exactly. At least according to my reasoning."

"Amazing. Sir Astal truly lives up to being called a genius."

Victoria's eyes widened slightly as she watched Astal, who had even grasped the concept of "routes" and was drawing new lines to explain.

The current Astal carried guilt for sacrificing his hometown people and parents due to the arrogance of thinking himself a genius, but from Victoria's perspective, he was far from an ordinary person.

"Hehe, it's embarrassing when someone as pretty as you compliments me..."

Thump.
Victoria's heart nearly stopped when she saw Astal scratching his cheek shyly. It was a cuteness she couldn't see in his usual self.

What reaction would he show if she hugged him tightly? If she engaged in the physical combat she usually did, how would this boy, ignorant of such matters, react?

"So, no matter how much we think about it, I don't think this is for us to conclude. What matters is what choice the person in that actual situation will make."

How could he speak so beautifully and give advice with pure intentions to her, who had fallen into the past?

Was he really a young child?

What if the current Astal was also wandering through the past like her, acting so she wouldn't notice?

Then wouldn't it be okay to play a little prank?

"Victoria, sis? Your eyes look scary..."

"......"

Victoria pressed her lips tightly together, suppressing the sinister feelings rising from within.

Astal, pure and untainted by self-loathing and guilt. Yet a boy whose kindness and gentleness toward her remained unchanged—he was such an attractive presence.

So Victoria hugged young Astal tightly from behind...

"Ahaha, sis, that tickles! Stop, stop it!"

Tickle tickle.

She tickled Astal's sides and armpits, barely satisfying the desire that had arisen within her.

* * *

And that decision...

*...Why are my ears and cheeks burning so much?*

Victoria's soft body and pleasant fragrance became an overly stimulating experience for the pure childhood Astal.

"Fufu, you're quite shy. You could let this big sis tease you a bit more..."

Astal covered his reddened ears and cheeks with his hands to hide them from Victoria, and seeing this, she just grinned and showed a captivating smile.

"Y-you must have a boyfriend too! You shouldn't do this with me!"

"As I just said, couldn't I be the girlfriend from the future?"

"Th-that's weird! There's no way someone as pretty as you would be my girlfriend...!"

"Who knows? If it's the current Sir Astal, I'm a bit interested... Of course, if you grow into an even more wonderful person."

"......"

At that moment, Astal's first love changed to Saintess Victoria in her priestess attire.
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The next morning, Victoria opened her eyes and immediately tiptoed out of the room, minimizing the sound of her footsteps.

Though there were still six days left until the Demon King's army invasion, something had come to mind that could only be done now.

Creeeeak—

Victoria opened the door to Astal's room and gazed at the boy sleeping soundly, oblivious to the world, her lips curling into a gentle smile.

"...You're such a kind and naive person, so why won't this cruel reality let you go?"

Normally, he often stayed up all night to survive in the demon world, which meant he was always suffering from lack of sleep.

But seeing him sleep with such a peaceful expression, it seemed certain they had indeed come to the past.

"How wonderful it would have been if I could have spent my childhood by your side. Then you wouldn't have had to carry painful memories alone."

Victoria gently brushed Astal's bangs while whispering softly.

If only she had lived in this village with Astal, wouldn't something have changed?

There would have been someone to talk to about the sudden increase in monsters around the village, and they might have found better choices or methods to minimize the sacrifices.

"...You're truly so sinful. How can you be this handsome and cute even as a child?"

Victoria carefully poked young Astal's cheek with her finger, and he mumbled in his sleep.

She had considered using physical seduction if young Astal was hostile toward her.

But there was no need for such worries, as young Astal was showing a favorable attitude toward the current Victoria.

When she tickled or teased him, his ears and face turned red, and he was so adorable when he brought her an outer garment, saying she'd be cold dressed like that.

Victoria knew current Astal's preferences, so she had considered pretending to be an older sister and wearing nothing but an apron.

*But that would be too stimulating.*

Astal's current home was a space he shared with his parents, and it could have a bad influence on his young self in the future, so she had to restrain herself.

For now, she was just gradually enticing him so it wouldn't be awkward when she met Astal later.

"Ah."

"......"

Victoria suddenly turned around at the gaze she felt from behind, and soon realized that Celine, Astal's mother, had been watching her the whole time.

* * *

Victoria couldn't hide her anxiety looking at the woman before her. Her palms were sweaty and sticky, and her hands kept clenching into fists.

"Why were you watching our Astal sleep?"

Though her tone was infinitely gentle, she seemed to suspect Victoria of being a bad person.

From her perspective, it must look like a suspicious virgin she'd just met yesterday was targeting her sleeping son.

Even if she told the truth—that she actually came from the future and was her son's girlfriend—it would be useless.

*What should I do? Should I lie my way out of this, or should I run away right now?*

"...You're not answering."

"Ah, yes...! I just thought Astal was so cute... I wanted to secretly watch him sleep...."

Startled, Victoria even bit her tongue. Even for her, with abundant experience giving speeches and speaking before countless people as a Saintess, this was a nerve-wracking moment.

If she lied here, she'd only become more suspicious, so she decided not to hide the truth.

"But why did you say he's handsome and cute even as a child?"

*Ah, she caught that.* Just how long had she been eavesdropping?

"M-maybe you misheard? I think you're confusing me with someone else."

Victoria calmly claimed she hadn't done such a thing, but the suspicious look couldn't be erased.

"It's better not to lie. I saw you sneaking into our son's bedroom from the very beginning."

"......"

Victoria thought it was all over now, squeezing her eyes shut and swallowing hard.

At this rate, she'd be treated as a promiscuous woman trying to lay hands on an innocent boy and be driven out of the village.

Just as she was thinking that and despairing—

"You actually came from a different world or from the distant future to the past, didn't you?"

"...Pardon?"

The words that came out of Celine's mouth unexpectedly pierced through Victoria's true intentions.

"How did you reach that conclusion?"

Victoria had no choice but to ask how the woman before her had realized this fact.

The fact that she'd noticed Victoria had fallen to the past while fighting Romulus made her first think that Celine might be an enemy who knew her.

"Because otherwise, things don't add up. No matter how much monsters have increased around the village lately, it's rare for someone like you to be stranded."

"Just that alone isn't enough..."

"Besides, looking at the cross and vestments on your clothes, you must be a high-ranking cleric from the Holy Kingdom Aurelium."

Celine pointed at the ornament embedded in the center of Victoria's chest. As she said, this was something obtained during the official inauguration ceremony as Saintess.

"...But right now in the Holy Kingdom, there's no one with your position who matches your characteristics. It didn't look like you stole or took the clothes either."

Was that why she'd shown a favorable attitude when they first met?

Victoria was surprised that a woman in this rural village knew all these details, but soon recalled that Celine was of noble birth.

The reason Astal had the surname Kaisaros from a family famous for magic.

It was because, like Victoria's parents, Astal's parents had also eloped with their lover, giving up honor and money for love.

"Well, of course, to our son it must look like very indecent clothing."

"I'm sorryyy..."

Victoria blushed and apologized to Celine, thinking about what kind of image she was showing her future mother-in-law.

"There's no need to apologize. A devout cleric like you must have had a separate reason for wearing such clothing."

Celine handed Victoria spare cloth clothing. Though their circumstances seemed poor, there was consideration in choosing the best condition item for a guest.

"For instance, our son in the future might not be very interested in women."

"...That's similar."

"Oh my, did I guess right? Well, our Astal doesn't really try to talk with other kids besides about magic. Though he really is handsome—takes after someone, that face."

At Victoria's answer, Celine clapped her hands and burst into laughter. She seemed to find it amusing and strange that her guess had hit the mark.

Recalling yesterday's events, Astal was different from other kids his age—he had genius and mature aspects.

Combining that with the conversation they'd had inside the corrupted holy sword, young Astal would have had no interest in anything but magic.

"But... no matter how I think about it, it's strange. Even if you noticed I'm from the Holy Kingdom, how did you know I'm from the future?"

Victoria hadn't let go of her suspicions yet. It could possibly be a scheme by Romulus, who'd noticed she'd come from the future to the past.

Like when she'd allowed Bellamora's Illusionary Dream or Memoria's ambush, if it was one of the Demon King's army's Four Heavenly Kings, it would be standard to target a moment when she let her guard down.

"I knew from looking at the ring on your ring finger. This is originally something I was going to pass on to Astal later."

At that moment, Celine smiled while looking at the cosmos-patterned ring on Victoria's ring finger.

The item she'd obtained at Bellamora's theater before. Realizing it contained important meaning, Victoria's mouth opened slightly.

"This is the only thing I took when I ran away from my family. So that if our son had problems, he could receive help under the Kaisaros name."

"Ah, so that's why..."

If it was such a precious item, it made sense that Bellamora would have been greedy to possess it.

"My father is a famous wizard of the Red Magic Tower. If our Astal wanted to learn magic more professionally, I thought he could show this ring later."

Victoria recalled Astal once mentioning his maternal grandfather, saying he regretted never having met him.

"Even if he hated me for eloping with the family butler, I thought he'd like our Astal. That's what grandfathers are like, right? Who could dislike a cute grandchild?"

"......"

Now she felt the missing puzzle pieces fitting into place.

Why the Astal from another route wore the red robe of the Red Tower instead of the blue robe signifying the Blue Magic Tower.

And also why he held such guilt and lingering attachment toward Victoria.

"But then, someone appeared wearing a ring that should have been in my room's drawer. On top of that, a high-ranking cleric from the Holy Kingdom who didn't seem unfamiliar with our Astal."

Listening to Celine's words, Victoria thought she understood a bit who Astal had inherited his genius from.

His appearance took after his father, and his intelligence took after his mother's side.

"...Can you tell me honestly now? What happens to our son in the future. Saintess."

"Yes, mother."

Victoria nodded with a determined expression and began telling Celine about the bleak future that lay ahead.
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Celine Kaisaros, after hearing Victoria's story, showed no particular agitation or anxiety.

Rather, she calmly asked Victoria follow-up questions about how the events would unfold and which location would be attacked first.

"I see. So in the end, you only know what our Astal told you, so you don't know the detailed circumstances..."

"Yes, Mother."

However, there weren't many questions Victoria could answer. After all, she had only heard stories about the past from Astal, so she didn't know the details of the incident.

Astal had tried to hide stories about his past as much as possible, even from her, his companion and lover.

*I should have pressed him more if I knew it would be like this.* It would have been different now, after Astal had opened his heart to Victoria.

Victoria's lips drooped slightly as she realized she didn't completely know everything about Astal.

She had been confident that she knew more than others, but apparently that wasn't the case either.

"The title 'Mother' is quite ticklish. I never thought someone as pretty as Victoria would become my daughter-in-law."

"...Thank you for the compliment."

Victoria tried to ignore the slightly tight sensation in her chest area. The cloth dress Celine had shared with her didn't fit properly only in the chest area.

She didn't want to become a tactless daughter-in-law who would ask if there was a bigger size after Astal's mother had called her pretty.

"To think our son would date a Saintess. Originally, the Hero becoming lovers with the Saintess is a famous story even among minstrels, isn't it?"

"That's true."

Celine looked at Victoria with a pleased smile. She had noticed that Victoria had a close relationship with Astal, but hadn't thought they were lovers.

The question of just how he had managed to win over and capture the heart of a Saintess who could be described as purity itself circled in Celine's mind.

After all, parents are naturally most curious about their children's love lives.

"How did you first meet? Our son must have been very awkward with women..."

Celine set aside the Demon King's army invasion for a moment and began bombarding Victoria with questions.

"H-how did you know?"

"My husband was like that. Even when I tried to seduce him, he would put up an iron wall saying, 'A butler must not lay hands on the young lady.'"

Celine chuckled at Victoria's surprised expression. How much of a nerve had she struck for the tension from earlier to completely disappear?

Seeing her pure and naive appearance that didn't match her position as Saintess, Celine even felt a mischievous desire to tease her a little.

"Does he take after Father a lot in personality?"

"It would be strange to say otherwise, wouldn't it? Even their handsome faces are like carbon copies."

"He certainly is handsome, but... Ah, of course I have Astal! That's just an objective evaluation...!"

Watching Victoria wave her hands and make an expression begging not to be misunderstood, Celine could see just how pure-hearted she was.

She seemed to be worrying about not making verbal mistakes or being rude, since this was the mother of the person she loved.

"My husband always took care of me, a tomboy. He carried me on his back to the mansion when I sprained my ankle, and brought me an umbrella on rainy days."

To ease that awkwardness, Celine was relaxing Victoria's tension by telling stories of her own childhood romance.

"What? You, Mother? You don't seem like that at all..."

"Haha, really? I suppose back then I was a child who didn't know the ways of the world. It's different from now, when I've become a mother."

Celine gazed at the scenery outside the window for a moment, reminiscing about memories from long ago.

Memories of when she didn't have to worry about making a living like now, and didn't have to care about the world's prejudices or gazes.

But she had no regrets.

She was happier now, able to live with the person she loved after giving up her status as a young lady of a noble family.

"C-could I change too if I became a mother? Right now I feel like I'm just a burden to Astal..."

"Oh my, why would our cute daughter-in-law say that? Just being by his side should give him strength."

"W-well, I misunderstood Astal and did some terrible things... I cursed and denounced him, and I even became a hostage after being attacked by enemies..."

Victoria was confessing her sins to Celine, Astal's mother.

Being attacked by Memoria, losing her memories and having a confrontation with a fake—that was her fault no matter what anyone said.

And she felt that if not now, there wouldn't be another opportunity to talk so openly.

"That is a bit serious. How did you end up making such mistakes? Though I do appreciate that you're not trying to hide or embellish things."

Celine found Victoria's behavior somewhat unexpected. She had expected her to fabricate lies to score points with her.

Instead, she was talking about her own shortcomings and asking how she could fix them.

"Well... I thought Astal was lusting after my body... When we first met, he tried to remove the flowers blooming on my body but failed and lied about it..."

"...The first button was fastened wrong. The problem is that our Astal is too kind."

Celine nodded with an expression that said she understood. He was someone who regularly got misunderstood or fell into predicaments while helping others with magic.

He had gotten his face scratched while rescuing a cat stuck in a tree with magic, and had almost injured children while showing off to them.

"That's right. That's why this time when I fell into the past alone, it was because he tried to jump into Romulus's mouth first!"

"Oh my, that's a bit much. Even so, with his girlfriend right there. He could have at least consulted you before deciding. He's just like my husband."

"...Father did that too?"

"Yes, as soon as he noticed I had feelings for him, his first thought was to secretly run away from the mansion. Something about how a butler serving the family shouldn't harbor bad thoughts."

"Exactly. Even if I'm a Saintess, I should be able to do skinship with the man I like!"

Celine felt a strange sense of kinship while listening to Victoria. She too had experienced Claude acting obliviously in a similar way, and there had been walls to overcome to achieve their love.

"That's right. The men in our family are always like this. When they like a woman, they always try to avoid her."

"...Maybe that's exactly why I was drawn to him. The men I usually encountered were interested in my body or status."

Victoria shook her head at Celine's words and brought up how she had fallen for Astal precisely because of those differences from others.

She thought that if Astal had constantly courted her or tried to seduce her overtly, she wouldn't have fallen for him.

"Oh my, if you understand that much, you don't need to confess your sins to me, do you?"

"...What?"

"No matter how bad the first impression was or what mistakes you made, you overcame all those adversities and hardships to become lovers. You don't need to seek my permission. That's what the emotion called love is."

After hearing Victoria's story, Celine finally gave advice with a satisfied expression.

While it was wrong for Victoria to denounce or speak harshly to her son Astal, if their relationship hadn't been that way, there was a high possibility they wouldn't have dated at all.

"So, seeing our Victoria confiding her worries like this... I'm definitely going to die, right? On top of that, while sending Astal to the Blue Magic Tower."

Only after Victoria's face became comfortable as if her worries were resolved did Celine bring up the main point.

Namely, the incident where Dullahans and their forces would attack this village, everything would burn, and only Astal would survive alone.

"...Yes, sadly that's the future I know."

"It's probably because of my father that I didn't send him to the Red Magic Tower. That stubborn old man might think our son devoured his parents."

Celine was calmly analyzing the intentions behind her future self's actions. Since the entire village would burn and she would die, she must have thought somewhere other than the Red Magic Tower would be safer.

"Mother... aren't you scared?"

"What's there to be scared of? Right now I have our daughter-in-law by my side, and I have this staff too."

Celine said this while taking out a staff that looked obviously high-quality from a shelf.

While Astal usually cast magic barehanded, it was common for mages of this era to use tools like that.

"We still have six whole days left. Even if this changes our son's future, I believe I'll be able to meet our daughter-in-law again."

"I appreciate your words, but..."

"If you're really worried, you can at least give our son a hint. About where you're trapped now and what humiliation you're suffering."

"......"

Silence.

Victoria felt goosebumps looking at Celine, who had noticed her past actions. She had deliberately not mentioned it to avoid causing worry, but how did she figure it out?

"I noticed because it was strange that our daughter-in-law left out stories about her own past. The part about flowers blooming on your body too... and throughout history, Saintesses have always given up something to serve the gods."

Celine resolved Victoria's question with a smile. As a former young lady of the noble Kaisaros family, she was well-versed in the ways of the world.

There was no way she wouldn't know such important information, and the ability to discern what someone wanted and what they were hiding while conversing was also a necessary skill in high society.

"So, what should we do? We could create fake monsters with magic to evacuate people... or if not that, we could find a way to stop the Demon King's army."

Just as Celine was pondering while tapping her staff, the door burst open and someone walked in.

"Mom, I'm thirsty..."

"...!"

Victoria, startled by young Astal's appearance, had no choice but to shrink back while exhaling the breath she had been holding.

And then, *tuk, tuduk*─

*Pop!*

The button that had been barely holding Victoria's chest burst forward and lightly struck Astal's forehead.

"Ah, uh... I-I'm sorry!"

Victoria hastily covered her chest with her hands, but young Astal's vision had already caught a glimpse of ample flesh bouncing up and down once.

"......"

Young Astal, whose nose began bleeding from the overly stimulating shock without him realizing it.

He ended up unable to make eye contact with Victoria for a while, or became someone who couldn't sleep while recalling her body.
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Young Astal felt strange every time he saw Victoria after that incident.

His heart kept pounding, and whenever their eyes met, his breath would stop and his mind would turn white as a blank page.

*Why am I like this...?*

Of course, this was because Victoria had used her voluptuous body to tempt him provocatively, and pure young Astal's reason couldn't withstand it.

The boy was too young to understand the emotion called love, and too pure to realize sexual desire.

Because of this, young Astal didn't notice that his first love had somehow changed to Victoria, and his ideal type had also shifted to an older woman with a nurturing presence.

*Whenever I see Victoria, I feel strange... My body gets hot and my heart tingles...*

Young Astal was hiding at a distance, watching Victoria conversing with Celine.

How could a person be so beautiful?

He knew she was pretty from the first time he saw her, but after discussing magic with her, his image of her had changed.

An older sister who was intellectual and smart, unlike his peers who couldn't understand what he talked about, and beautiful too.

It was an element that perfectly matched young Astal's taste.

"So, what are you thinking, Mother?"

"Well, I think it would be good to use magic to move people."

Glance.
Astal kept looking at the ground alternately, bothered by how his gaze kept going to Victoria's chest.

After yesterday's button-popping incident, Victoria wore loose men's cloth clothing, but even that couldn't erase her sensual curves.

The memory of those two large masses of fat, which wouldn't lose even when compared to a goddess statue, bouncing up and down greatly was too stimulating a sight to forget.

And there was one person who noticed that pure, shy boy's gaze more than anyone.

"Oh my, Astal. You don't need to secretly watch from there. Won't you come to this older sister's side?"

Victoria made a bewitching fox-like eye smile and beckoned toward young Astal in the distance.

Astal, who momentarily felt as if a soft, fluffy fox tail that didn't exist was swaying behind her, couldn't help but be startled.

"......!!!"

Astal immediately hid behind a wall, but Victoria approached him humming as if even that was cute.

His distinctive blue hair was sticking out, reflecting in the sunlight as if asking to be found.

"...Why have you been avoiding me since yesterday? You don't need to be embarrassed about a nosebleed."

Victoria said, looking at Astal who was stuck to the wall trying not to make eye contact with her.

His tightly closed eyes and mouth were trembling, and he remained silently still as if he had become one with the wall.

Perhaps he felt sorry or guilty about seeing her disgraceful state yesterday.

The original Astal also showed consideration by covering her with a robe or blocking her with his body when Victoria exposed herself or played sexual pranks.

*This part is the same whether he's young or now...*

At such a cute appearance, Victoria's mischievous side couldn't help but activate.

She wanted to make him fall even more deeply for her, to make him unable to think of any other woman even for a moment.

So, smooch.

"......?"

Smooch, smoooch.

Victoria was deliberately making sounds as she kissed young Astal's soft cheek.

While young Astal was frozen for a moment, unable to recognize the situation that had befallen him, Victoria was persistently kissing him.

The location where Astal and Victoria were positioned happened to be a blind spot created by the wall. It was quite a distance for sound to reach, so there was no worry of Celine hearing them.

"Uh, um...?!"

Blink, blink.
At the ticklish, soft sensation on his cheek, Astal had no choice but to open his tightly closed eyes.

Then came the situation assessment.

What on earth was happening?

The older sister he had first met yesterday was continuously kissing his cheek, and even when their eyes met, she just smiled it off.

"S-Sister, what are you doing right now...! You can't do this! This kind of thing should only be done with someone you love...."

Young Astal was trying his best to resist Victoria by covering his cheek with his hand, but.

"...I like you though? Do you perhaps dislike me, Astal?"

It was no match for her, who already knew Astal better than anyone and had learned his weaknesses and how to tease him through dating him.

Thump─!

The confession from his ideal type, heard for the first time at a young age, stirred up Astal's mind in confusion.

Of course, Astal had received confessions and goodwill from girls who called him handsome among his peers.

But unlike the pure love of young children, adult love was as thick and fatal as poison.

"You, you like me?"

"Yes, how could I possibly dislike someone as cute as you, Astal?"

Young Astal had no immunity to escape from Victoria's grasp.

Look even now—she had deflected his objection that it should be done between people who love each other by saying she liked him.

This was clearly a different expression, but young Astal had no capacity to distinguish between "fondness" and "love."

And surprisingly, the one who knew this best was Victoria. She had suffered heartache for a year while harboring an unrequited love for Astal alone.

"Sister, you... like me?"

"Yes, because there wouldn't be anyone in this world who wouldn't like such a cute, lovable... and kind wizard like you."

Victoria deliberately chose her words ambiguously to let Astal build up his own misunderstandings and misconceptions.

She was someone who knew better than anyone that in love, the one who likes first, who likes more, loses.

While Astal was pondering deeply for a moment, she chuckled seeing his startled expression when their eyes met.

"Sister, you can't do this! You must have a boyfriend more wonderful than me, and surely a kid like me wouldn't appeal to you─"

Haah...♡

At that moment, Victoria let out a sultry, hot breath near Astal's ear. She, who knew in advance that his ears were his weakness, had made the first move.

In fact, Victoria had no intention of quietly listening to young Astal's complaints or objections.

She couldn't understand why he was so desperate to push her away now in his childhood when he would become her boyfriend in the future anyway.

"Ah, Sister, Sister..., wait, it tickles, just a moment...."

Victoria was teasing the pure boy by flicking his ear with her tongue or nibbling it with her lips.

"Astal is a pervert. An incredible one at that. You imagined strange things while thinking of me alone, didn't you? Confess honestly. I'll let it slide once."

"I, I didn't imagine anything strange...."

Watching Astal's increasingly reddening cheeks, roughening breath, and trembling body, Victoria couldn't help but anticipate what kind of reaction he would show.

Corrupting a boy as clean and pure as fresh white snow was something that made Victoria, a Saintess, feel a sense of immorality for the first time.

*...If I acted like this, people would believe me if I said I was a Succubus Queen.*

What kind of reaction would young Astal show if she appeared in a naked apron or imitated a succubus and lied that she was a demon?

Would he really mistake her for a succubus, a lewd demon? Or would he beg and plead for the pure Victoria to return?

Ah, this was too much even thinking about it again.

Victoria quickly erased the bad thought from her mind.

"Sister, even so, please value your body. I understand you like me, but...."

Grab.

And at that moment, young Astal grasped Victoria's shoulders and said.

"...This kind of affectionate expression shouldn't be done unless you're truly in love."

An expression and statement so resolute it was hard to believe he was a young child.

Even with rough breathing, a disheveled face, and wavering eyes, his desire to cherish Victoria had overcome his urges.

"...98 points, Astal."

Victoria showed a satisfied smile seeing young Astal's determination.

How could he be so identical?

She actually wanted to give him full marks, but if she did that now, he might not develop the mindset to try harder in the future.

Victoria deliberately deducted 2 points for motivational purposes.

She was also looking forward to Astal growing even more to seduce her later.

"Then will you try saying 'I like you, I love you' to me once, Astal? Just as a test."

Victoria couldn't stop playing such mischievous pranks because the current Astal was so lovable and admirable.

"H-How could I say that to you, Sister?!"

"There's no particular reason you can't, is there? Unless you really dislike me. It's just words, right? You told me to value my body."

Victoria had already narrowed down the choices Astal could make to one, watching to see what words would come from his mouth.

"I l-like you. Sis..."

Just as young Astal was stammering and barely about to whisper words of love.

"Well done, Astal."

Swoosh.
Victoria embraced him, burying Astal's face in her chest with just enough pressure for him to breathe.

"......!!!"

"...I'll give you a tight hug as praise."

Victoria deliberately cut off his answer before young Astal finished speaking, savoring the lingering feeling.

"If you practice expressing your feelings in words like this, it will help when you have a lover you truly love later."

Victoria cunningly made up words while hiding her rising smile so Astal couldn't see it.

Since pure love from childhood was hard to experience again, Victoria was savoring it carefully, like melting sugar on the tip of her tongue.

It was even a forbidden love that skipped through time. For Victoria, who had tried to maintain only a pure image as a Saintess, it was too radical a transgression.

"Oh my, Astal. You carelessly got another nosebleed...? Since your clothes are dirty again anyway, shall we take a bath together and get clean?"

Victoria was steadily executing her plan to make young Astal a prisoner of love for the remaining time.


* * *


Celine Kaisaros was just watching from a distance as her son and Victoria engaged in their affectionate behavior.

Of course, it was 6 days before the Demon King's army attack, and it would be right to prepare using magic or devise evacuation strategies from now on, but.

*I should consider it fortunate that I might see my grandchild early.*

Celine was watching their situation with some leisure.

If the future changed to one where she didn't die here, she was curious about how those two's story would change as well.

In fact, the marriage age in this era was quite low.

"If a Dragon Half-blood has a child with a human... would the dragon characteristics disappear since they'd be a quarter?"

The characteristic research desire and curiosity of a wizard called an Oddball by the world.

"...I'll find out by watching from now on."

That was something Celine Kaisaros, Astal's mother, also possessed.
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Five days remained until Astal's birthday.

Victoria, trying to prevent the tragedy from her original world from repeating itself, continued discussing solutions with Celine.

The first method they considered was using Celine's magic to create a fake illusion.

They thought they could evacuate people by creating a large, terrifying monster that would damage the village or terrorize the residents.

"I don't think that method is a good idea, Mother."

However, Victoria expressed her opposition to Celine's suggestion.

"Why not? There are few people in this rural village who know about magic, and I think we could move people as safely as possible."

"Instilling fear through deception could actually provoke backlash or dilute the danger that's coming."

Victoria knew better than anyone what monsters and demons were like, having fought alongside Astal in the Demon World.

Creating an illusion of a race that thought differently from ordinary humans, with different values altogether—a race crazed by slaughter and blood—could be dangerous.

"For example, let's say we create a monster similar in appearance to a Dullahan to pretend to damage the village or induce fear."

Victoria spoke with as much gravity and seriousness as possible, instead of her usual light tone and relaxed demeanor.

"At first, they might be frightened as you say, Mother. Humans ultimately fear the unknown."

"..."

"However, we only have five days left. There isn't enough time to shape public opinion... so we'd have no choice but to make direct threats."

"...Continue. I like where this is going."

At Victoria's words, Celine nodded with an intrigued expression.

Until now, she'd thought Victoria was just a lustful saintess with nothing but thoughts of seducing her son, but it was surprising to see this side of her.

*She must have been influenced by the adult Astal from the future.*

Celine, who knew Astal better than anyone, could immediately pick up on that fact.

"Then, some villagers will suggest defeating the illusion you created, Mother."

Victoria continued calmly while gauging Celine's expression.

She was a bit worried about contradicting the opinion of her future mother-in-law like this.

But Astal would have done his best to save everyone.

Victoria thought that neither appearances nor pride were necessary in this situation.

"There would be too many precious things to just leave this village behind. Their homes, families, memories—everything is here."

"..."

"In the end, our cover would be blown, the evacuation would fail, and I predict the damage would be greater when the Demon King's army actually attacks. Because of their experience dealing with the fake."

"Good point."

"Honestly, I think this is a truly beautiful village. Beautiful enough that I understand why Astal longed for his hometown so much."

Victoria shared with Celine the impressions she'd formed spending several days with the young Astal.

Though they had little, it was a peaceful and happy village.

The fact that it was a village so small it wouldn't appear on maps paradoxically meant the relationships between neighbors were close-knit and they weren't easily caught up in outside turmoil.

"So much so that if I had the chance, I'd be greedy enough to want to live in this village with Astal."

Victoria smiled broadly, recalling the pure affection and cute behaviors young Astal showed her.

Young Astal had repeatedly refused Victoria's suggestion to bathe together, trying to treat her preciously.

*I want him.*

*I want to tempt him more, to make him mine*—such wicked desires overflowed from within Victoria.

"...This is also the territory governed by the friend who was my fiancé."

Celine changed the subject slightly, perhaps having grasped Victoria's intentions.

"Pardon?"

Victoria was slightly shocked by Celine's words. A fiancé? Then what about her current husband?

*Could it be an affair? No. Given that she said they eloped for love, it can't be that kind of relationship.*

"We were childhood friends who'd been close since we were young. Of course, it was a scheme by the family elders to share magic, but the friendship was real."

Ah, she'd heard of this before.

Family Tradition Magic.

Special magic that only those who inherited the family bloodline could learn—Astal had once told her that each family had many rare and distinctive types.

"Magic is the exclusive domain of nobles, so expanding family power and advantages that way was the thinking of stuffy old men."

Celine sighed deeply as she spoke.

She was irritated by the reality that even her son Astal might not have been able to use magic if he hadn't been mixed with her blood.

No matter how much arranged marriages were meant to unite noble families or strengthen relationships, she thought this crossed the line.

"...My fiancé actually supported my love with my husband. It was his consideration that hid us when we eloped to escape the family's eyes."

"Ah..."

Victoria finally began to understand all the questions.

Why Astal's mother, who had been a noble lady, was living in such a small village that didn't even appear on maps.

And furthermore, why no one from the family came looking for her.

"No matter how young we were when we met, no matter that our positions as fiancés were decided, the emotion called love cannot be artificially created."

Victoria nodded at Celine's words.

No matter how many saintesses had fallen in love with heroes before, she had chosen Astal purely by her own will.

"Now that I think about it, there's some resemblance."

"Resemblance, you mean..."

"Our son is also embarrassed and doesn't know what to do around you right now, isn't he? I seduced my husband in a similar way."

"..."

Celine silently closed one eye and gave Victoria a knowing look.

Did it mean she was doing well, or perhaps to take it easy since he was still a young boy?

"Actually, I thought having grandchildren early would be a way to overcome the family's opposition... Unfortunately, I didn't know the walls of reality were so high."

Victoria tried to read Celine's expression, but she just smiled meaningfully while gazing into the distance.

And then,

"Son, do you have any good ideas? Enough to secretly listen in because you're worried about Sister Victoria?"

"...!!"

*Creak.*

Celine found young Astal hiding in the wardrobe, having secretly eavesdropped on their entire conversation.

"S-since when...?"

"S-Sister seemed to have a lot on her mind, so I was curious what you were talking about..."

As soon as young Astal saw Victoria, his face turned red as a beet and his voice grew small.

*Did he find out I came from the future?*

Cold sweat ran down Victoria's neck and she felt like her whole world was collapsing.

"Sister Victoria got separated from her companions in this village while fighting, so I thought... there might be monsters tracking her..."

But young Astal showed a tearful expression, purely worried about Victoria.

*He hasn't noticed yet.*

No matter how much of a genius he was, it seemed he couldn't conceive that time travel was actually possible.

This was a concept called Reverse Heaven that was considered virtually impossible even in the future when Astal became an adult.

"S-so Sister Victoria doesn't want our village to be attacked because of those monsters, right?"

The intention was different, but the meaning aligned.

Young Astal, who had secretly fallen in love with Victoria, had managed to get close to the truth.

"That's right. Do you have any good ideas?"

Victoria gently stroked young Astal's hair and nodded, and the eyes of the boy in love sparkled with courage.

"If it's not an imaginary monster but an actually well-known being, I think it could work...!"

A being strong enough that villagers wouldn't easily think to fight it, and dangerous enough to require evacuation.

"...How about a dragon?"

Young Astal stared intently into Victoria's eyes as he spoke, and her pointed pupils sharpened into keen shapes.

"Dragons are powerful creatures from legends! They don't usually interact with humans, but if you anger them, they say they could destroy an entire kingdom..."

*Ah, this boy really thought of this advice because he's worried about me.*

*What should I do?*

*He's too adorable.*

"...Astal, then how about examining my body more closely?"

Victoria could only smile wickedly after hearing young Astal's words.

"...?"

"I'm actually a half-blood who inherited dragon blood."

The perfect model for creating a dragon so elaborate that anyone would believe it was real was her own body itself.

"Want to start by touching my tongue? It's moist and slippery, different from humans."

*Bleh.*

Victoria grabbed young Astal's finger and pulled it into her mouth.

***

At that moment, the other person who had entered Romulus's mouth along with Victoria was trembling all over.

"...I have a bad feeling about this."

An eerie sensation wrapped around his body, as if his childhood castle walls and preferences were being kneaded into pulp by someone's hands.

"No, no. There's still time. Nothing will happen to my hometown. Think that way."

The wizard in blue robes finished off the giant basilisk that had been blocking him and looked up.

"W-who are you, mister...?"

Before him stood a young-looking girl with platinum blonde hair and a small stature.

The young girl's body was covered in blood from torture and abuse, with flowers grotesquely transforming parts of her body all over, but—

"A wizard who came to save you."

He showed a relieved smile despite the sight.

Fortunately, he wasn't too late.

If the side effects had only spread that much, she wouldn't live a life with a time limit this time.

"And I'm not a mister."

"Then..."

"Astal Kaisaros."

The man in blue robes revealed his name and extended a hand of salvation to the young Victoria.

Ch.152 - Chapter 152 - Happy Birthday, Astral (4)
The most distinctive trait dragons possessed was an intense possessiveness that couldn't even be compared to other races.

This was the fundamental reason they created lairs to collect and protect treasures,

And it also became the catalyst for invading and destroying kingdoms, or enjoying amusements while creating new stories and legends.

And,

"Wh-why do I need to know about your body? There's no need to..."

It was also the reason Victoria developed a dark desire to corrupt the pure boy before her eyes however she pleased.

"...I think I'll need the imagination and creativity that only a child possesses this time."

Victoria's pupils narrowed vertically, gleaming with desire.

The lies flowed smoothly.

Surely there was a way to give detailed information about dragons to Astal's mother Celine and ask her to use illusion magic instead.

"Fear fundamentally comes from the unknown, so I think viewing it from a pure boy's perspective rather than an adult's would evoke more primal, raw emotions."

How could such vulgar excuses come tumbling out of her mouth?

It was the complete opposite of the reputation and behavior Victoria had built up as a Saintess, to the point where she felt a chilling thrill.

"Besides, you can use magic too, can't you, Lord Astal? You're skilled enough that we don't need to trouble your mother."

"W-well, that's true, but..."

"Don't tell me you're afraid of dragons? I didn't know you were such a coward."

Hehe.

Victoria coaxed young Astal without her expression changing one bit.

She knew that for someone Astal's age, pride was more important than anything.

Since long ago, Victoria had been skilled at caring for orphanage children as a Saintess and moving people's hearts.

"I'm not! I'm not scared of dragons at all! I actually think they're cool and like them...ah."

So now she could guide young Astal into falling into a trap of his own making.

"Is that really true? Then there's no need to refuse."

Having come this far, there was no way to turn back.

He'd already admitted with his own mouth that he liked dragons, and even his justification for refusing had vanished.

Even if Astal said he was afraid of dragons, she'd already made it so he could only give the answer she wanted.

"Big sister Victoria will gently and softly... teach you about dragons."

Victoria smiled with her eyes as she recalled how Astal had once said he wanted to tame a dragon as a familiar.

So it was true that he dreamed of being a dragon knight when he was young.

How could a man be so consistently innocent and adorable? She understood why people said men remain children even when they grow up.

"...!!!"

"It's okay to put your fingers in deep... Check for yourself how dragons differ from ordinary humans."

Victoria said this while putting young Astal's fingers into her wet mouth.

"Wike dis (Like this)..."

Victoria's pronunciation was hot and blurred as she held the saliva-soaked fingers in her full mouth.

Victoria's expression melted slightly.

The moment a dragon felt happiness was when a cherished existence completely became their possession.

Conversely, if someone else touched or harmed Astal, she would lose her reason and rampage.

Victoria came to understand why there were legends of kingdoms destroyed by dragons, and why her mother had chosen to cut off her own horns.

"Huu... Haah..."

Victoria used her long, soft tongue to wrap around Astal's fingers, and had him press down firmly to feel the difference.

"I-it's real...?"

Young Astal's face was initially colored with shock and confusion, but later that emotion was changing to curiosity.

"It's definitely different, slightly moist and slippery..."

The body parts that were softer, more flexible, and more elastic than humans stimulated the young Astal's curiosity.

In fact, for a boy who was a born mage and admired dragons, meeting an actual half-blood and having this experience was special in itself.

Soon Astal even showed the bold behavior of lightly pulling Victoria's tongue, as if handling a new toy.

"..."

Celine watched the scene silently, then stepped outside the door, thinking she might be disturbing them.

If they were maintaining a frustrating relationship while hiding their feelings from each other, she'd planned to create opportunities for them to grow closer.

But it seemed that wouldn't be necessary.

"The teeth are different too, right? The fangs might be sharp... so be careful."

"Y-yes..."

Seeing Victoria seducing Astal like this, she thought it wouldn't be unreasonable to see grandchildren early.



* * *



Young Astal had a thought as he looked at Victoria up close for the first time.

She was definitely pretty enough to be on a completely different level from ordinary people.

To exaggerate a bit, she was beautiful as if the goddess of beauty had carefully sculpted her stitch by stitch,

And objectively speaking, she was like looking at an ornate glass sculpture, inspiring even awe.

He almost believed that saintesses from fairy tales—or fairies and goddesses—actually existed.

*'At first I thought she wasn't even a living person...'*

Even though young Astal's fingers were sticky with Victoria's scent and saliva, he was checking one by one whether she was really a living, breathing human.

When Astal first met Victoria, his impression was that she was a woman who had been attacked by monsters and died with her clothes in tatters.

Of course, he had no way of knowing that exposure was meant to seduce his future adult self.

Unless he thought she was a crazy woman who went around wearing scraps of cloth normally.

"Now that I look, your eyes are unusual too? They sparkle like stars in the night sky..."

Young Astal unconsciously blurted out the impression that came to mind while looking into Victoria's captivating eyes.

Eyes with brilliant colors that sparkled as if the Milky Way had been scattered across them.

Perhaps because she was a dragon half-blood, she had vertical pupils, and around them various rainbow colors were imbued.

"...Lord Astal, you're really a pervert. I didn't know you'd evaluate someone's appearance so blatantly."

"Ah, I'm sorry if I was rude...!"

"I'm joking. Why are you reacting so seriously? It makes me want to tease you more."

"What...?"

Victoria chuckled at Astal's reaction. She'd thought he would be startled or tell her not to joke around with a bitter remark.

She hadn't expected him to actually evaluate the appearance of herself, a true dragon half-blood.

It was harmlessness born from innocence.

It was cute how he carefully touched various parts of her mouth with his fingers, as if truly exploring Victoria's body.

*'This is proof that Lord Astal before the incident was such a pure and curious boy...'*

Of course, the current Astal also had gentle and kind aspects, but he did have a tendency to obsess over saving people and drive himself to extremes.

"Now you understand the tongue and mouth structure, right? It'll be good to reference when creating the dragon."

Victoria deliberately made a sucking sound as she withdrew Astal's fingers.

Astal's eyes wavered at the subtle, ticklish sensation remaining on his fingertips.

"...!"

"Horns are one of the precious parts for dragons. If you lose them, you become as weak as an ordinary human."

Victoria continued teaching young Astal about physical characteristics as if nothing was wrong.

"Sensation is concentrated there so they're sensitive... so please touch them gently."

"B-big sister... this feels like something bad..."

Young Astal placed his hand on Victoria's horn with slightly trembling hands, and she overlapped her hand so he couldn't escape.

"It's not bad at all. It's just like touching a deer or goat's horns, right? And it's to save the villagers."

Victoria was spouting nonsense in the noble tone she used as a Saintess.

It was fun because even a little teasing produced such pure and obvious reactions.

The way his lips twitched and his ears turned red was something she couldn't see in the current Astal.

A sinister, sticky desire to know everything about the man she loved boiled up inside Victoria.

Love truly was a frightening emotion.

*'Why mother chose to be with father even cutting off her own horns... I think I understand a little now.'*

Because dragons lived in a closed and rigid society, to marry a human considered mere vermin, she would have had no choice but to make such a cruel decision.

This was why Victoria's mother, who had been a Gold Dragon, couldn't even properly resist and died to the demons.

To avoid repeating such tragedy, Victoria was deliberately playing around and making young Astal remember her.

"..."

If they truly defeated the Demon King, she wanted to spend the rest of her life with Astal in a peaceful world.

She didn't want to remain only as sad memories like someone else.

"Ah, should I also tell you where I have moles on my body? One between my breasts, one on my shoulder..."

It was her own struggle—even if she was remembered as a somewhat lewd and perverted woman, she didn't want to be forgotten by Astal later.

"...Y-you don't need to tell me that!"

"That's too bad. Yesterday you said you didn't want to bathe with me either... even though I'm trying to tell you."

Victoria stuck out her tongue cutely and made a teasing expression like a fox.

"Then please bring me the bandages on that table over there. You can do at least that much, can't you, Lord Astal?"

"A-are you hurt somewhere?"

Young Astal looked worried, checking if Victoria was injured or had any wounds.

"No. My breasts have been growing lately... so I need to compress them for my underwear to barely fit."

"..."

"When I'm traveling with my companions, we're too busy fighting monsters to have time to buy clothes."

In truth, this was Victoria's scheme to see young Astal become jealous of his future self.

"B-big sister, why are you telling me even these things...?! You keep acting so shamelessly..."

This would make him start suspecting Victoria's identity and whether she had a boyfriend.

"Who knows, are you curious?"

From here on, he would spread his wings of imagination however he pleased.

So,

"When you become an adult later, Lord Astal, I'll tell you everything about me."

"...!!!"

"So just wait a little."

*Smooch.*

For now, it was best to make him agonize and worry alone like this.
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At first, when I entered Romulus's mouth and successfully time-traveled to the past, I thought everything would go smoothly.

Yeah, for about three minutes, that is.

*I didn't expect to be flung this far back into the past....*

My calculations had definitely been perfect.

I thought that by using Idea, I could withstand the flow of time as much as possible even inside Romulus's body.

However, there was one unexpected variable.

"......?"

Just like the inexperienced, delicate girl who was now maintaining her distance beside me, slowly following behind.

The woman who, the moment I leaped into Romulus's mouth, cursed roughly in a manner unbefitting a Saintess while trying to save me.

This variable arose because I wrapped Idea around her body to protect Victoria Everhart.

"Why are you following from so far away? Don't you want to see your mom and dad?"

"Th-that's not it...!"

I deliberately spoke coldly to the young Victoria.

Since the place where we ended up stranded in the past happened to be Victoria's hometown, I had no choice but to save her.

Of course, this was insane.

A gamble that could result in my very existence being erased, or an entirely new world line being created.

My body melting like liquid, or becoming someone who never existed at all.... Wizards who attempted Reverse Heaven all met bad ends without exception.

There's a reason why time travel is considered taboo among wizards.

However,

*In truth, ignoring you and not saving you would have been the safest method, but....*

Having caught the disease called love, I couldn't not save Victoria.

Victoria had always told me she believed in me, and she'd made that absurd claim that if she returned to her childhood, I would come to save her.

Yes, it was truly an absurd story, but.

*...If I didn't, I thought I wouldn't deserve to be called the Harmless Wizard.*

There was someone whose life was saved by such an innocent story.

And that man's name was Astal Kaisaros.

"Then stick close behind me and follow. There might still be more demons hiding in this village besides the village chief."

I was speaking with my face covered by a mask, just in case I might affect Victoria's future.

I'd also changed my voice with magic, revealing only my name.

Even before time traveling, Victoria had said she'd heard of my name or title before.

This much should be fine.

When I returned to the present, I didn't want my connection with Victoria to disappear and for us to become nothing to each other.

That's why I was deliberately acting in this contradictory manner.

"B-but... everyone was kind and good people...."

"Do you really think so?"

"...What?"

I offered bitter words to Victoria, who still held hope for the world.

Saintesses and Heroes are always like this.

No matter how much injustice they suffer or how worn down they become by the world's hardships, they try to believe in people until the very end.

The reason I could never be chosen as a Hero no matter how strong I became was probably because I couldn't be as altruistic as Kyle.

"A village that always suffered cold damage from the northern air suddenly started experiencing bountiful harvests as a miracle from the Mother Goddess the moment you disappeared, Victoria...."

"......"

"In fact, this place didn't even worship the Mother Goddess Demeter."

I expected there to be other accomplices besides the village chief who imprisoned Victoria and held her parents hostage.

Based on information I'd seen in the forbidden library, I knew the general circumstances surrounding Victoria's hometown.

But reality had far too many aspects that couldn't be expressed in a few written words.

"...Don't trust people too much either. If they really cared about you, they would have come to rescue you when they realized you were gone."

I unconsciously spoke while gently stroking young Victoria's head.

Oops, I shouldn't do this.

Was that too harsh?

The moment I saw tears welling up in Victoria's eyes, my hand moved reflexively.

It was a habitual action I always performed whenever Victoria cried or felt sad.

"...Like you, mister?"

So I told you I'm not a mister.

Young Victoria stubbornly kept calling me "mister" despite me telling her my name.

"Right, so you should give up the idea that the villagers are still on your side. The best option is to take your parents and escape."

"B-but...! I haven't even said goodbye to my friends yet, and I still need to give treats to the puppy next door...."

"......"

Victoria was shaking her head while clutching my sleeve.

Right, for people, a hometown is a place filled with memories and precious things.

It was a fact I'd forgotten, having lost mine so long ago.

"If you're worried about your friends, you can leave a letter, and as for the puppy, there are dogs in my hometown too."

"B-but...! The puppy next door just had babies a few days ago and they're incredibly cute...!"

I presented an alternative to console young Victoria, but she didn't easily fall for the suspicious mister's sweet talk.

Come to think of it, Victoria was weak to cute things.

Did her childhood preferences remain unchanged even after becoming an adult?

"They can't even open their eyes properly and they wiggle around so cutely! I'm sure you'd like them too if you saw them, mister...."

When it came to topics they liked, children tended to talk longer and naturally use more difficult vocabulary.

I too had once preached to my friends about the fun of magic back in my hometown when I was young.

"Alright, let's definitely come see them later. For now, let's rescue your sick parents first."

I bent my knees to meet Victoria's gaze and spoke gently.

It was fascinating that she, who was tall for a woman and not much different from my height, had once been like this.

How exactly did such a pure and kind girl become a Saintess with a rough mouth and blunt manner?

"Y-yes...!"

Victoria blushed momentarily and nodded her head vigorously.

She definitely couldn't read the expression behind my mask, yet I felt something strange about her oddly favorable change in attitude.

Surely this wouldn't affect the future, right?

Judging by how memories that didn't exist in my head kept surfacing, it seemed someone was already making a mess of things.

- Want to drink milk with big sis? Oh, your gaze is naughty. I didn't mean it that way though...♡

Victoria, please.

Don't say things like that while wearing nothing but a naked apron.



* * *



Young Victoria felt a strange emotion as she watched Astal walking silently ahead.

Her heart was pounding, and she kept fidgeting with her fingers—a strange feeling.

*At first I thought he was a scary person....*

Young Victoria raised the corners of her mouth, recalling the touch that had brushed her head earlier.

Rough, calloused hands. A body part with a slightly cold, cool temperature, but she could tell it was goodwill extended to reassure her.

*...He might really be a trustworthy mister.*

Young Victoria was deliberately maintaining the title "mister" for Astal.

It was amusing that this suspicious person who remained unmoved by other things would react helplessly whenever she used that word.

When he fought the village chief who imprisoned her with his bare fists, she seriously questioned what his identity could be.

She'd thought wizards used magic with staffs, so she couldn't help but be surprised seeing him move like a martial artist.

*He's definitely not a Hero. He doesn't carry a holy sword....*

Who could he be?

Even the voice of the Heavenly God Lumina, who had been crying out to summon the Holy Knights until just moments ago, had gone quiet.

Then he wasn't someone dispatched from the Holy Kingdom Aurelium either.

So how does he know my name?

*Could I be dreaming right now...?*

Victoria suspected she might be seeing hallucinations or dreaming due to her long imprisonment.

Every night she'd dreamed of a prince on a white horse or a Hero from fairy tales coming to save her.

But what actually came was a blue-haired wizard wearing a strange mask.

"Victoria."

"Y-yes...!"

A kind wizard who even created shoes with magic for her bare feet.

Though there was a high probability an ugly face was hidden behind that mask, and his voice sounded like scraping metal which she didn't like.

In the end, what matters in people is their inner self, not their appearance. Right, even if he's different from my ideal type, I shouldn't be too prejudiced.

"...This is where the patients with that infectious disease are gathered, right?"

Astal pointed with his finger at the people beyond the window while asking Victoria.

People who were swollen and bloated like corpses drowned in water, making groaning sounds.

"Yes, so normally you're not even supposed to approach...."

"Doesn't matter, I'm going in."

"W-wait...!"

BANG─!

Despite young Victoria's attempts to stop him, Astal kicked the firmly locked door hard and entered.

This wasn't an infectious disease to begin with.

It was a symptom caused by demons using holy water to block the blood vessels leading to the heart.
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The condition of the patients I saw with my own eyes looked more serious than I had imagined.

Their faces, twisted in agony, were covered with dried tears and saliva marks.

Their limbs were bound with cloth to prevent them from biting their own tongues or injuring themselves with their nails.

"Ah, ahhh—, ah...."
"Please, please, please, stop...."
"Killmepleasestopdon'twanttoliveanymore"

The people groaning with bloodshot eyes were all writhing in pain, their entire bodies contorting.

Even when they saw me burst through the door, not a single person held onto hope or begged to be saved.

*It feels like... stepping into hell with a living body.*

I clenched my molars tightly and tried to find and save Victoria's parents first.

No matter how powerful a wizard I was, there was no way to revive a life that had already died.

"U-Uncle... can you really save everyone here?"

At that moment, I felt a small trembling beside me.

Young Victoria, holding back tears but looking straight ahead, clutching onto me—a stranger—and making this request.

"......"

Victoria's actions made me suddenly realize what I was doing.

Since when had I become someone who chose which people to save?

Wasn't I a wizard who bore the epithet "The Harmless Wizard" and devoted body and soul to saving people?

"...You're saying we should save the others before your parents?"

"Yes, because the people here look like they're in terrible pain...."

I asked young Victoria a confirming question, and at her resolute expression, I had no choice but to bite my lower lip.

No matter how young, Victoria was still Victoria.

Despite having fallen victim to the village chief's scheme and suffering indescribable pain herself, she was still putting others first.

"Alright, if that's your will..., I'll try my best to save everyone at once."

At young Victoria's request, I layered multiple magic circles on my palm.

Magic, after all, is about bringing people's ideals into reality.

Then it was right to create the reality Victoria wanted.

A small form of Idea created by another version of me in a different world line.

If I used that, I felt like I could find a way to overcome this difficulty.

There was no reason I couldn't do what another version of me in a different world line had done.

"U-Uncle, what exactly are you—"

Rainbow-colored radiance instantly filled the dark room.

Seeing that light, young Victoria was making surprised sounds with her mouth hanging open.

Well, would she believe me if I said I was her boyfriend from the distant future?

Would she understand if I told her I was the foolish wizard who would receive salvation from her on a journey to defeat the Demon King someday?

"Well, are you curious?"

I deliberately didn't give young Victoria a clear answer.

I felt that if I revealed my identity, it would diminish the meaning when we met later.

A meeting that started at its worst, mixed with misunderstandings, ultimately resulted in the best outcome—understanding and loving each other better than anyone else.

"Think hard about it on your own."

I smiled and left young Victoria with a question.

Originally, these kinds of problems are most fun when solved by oneself without hints, aren't they?

"—O blueness that permits not a single impurity."

Meanwhile, I was creating the magic formula I had conceived in my mind right on my hand.

"A blessing meant to vanquish evil is now tormenting innocent people."

What was needed most now was to extract the holy water blocking the blood vessels of the heart from their bodies.

"In the name of the Heavenly God Lumina, I, the humble wizard Astal Kaisaros, shall execute justice in her stead."

I would use the divine magic Victoria had shown before and my specialty, water magic.

I had never believed in gods, nor did I want to in the future.

But if it was the Saintess named Victoria Everhart, I was confident I could stake my entire life and devote everything to her.

If I had a god, it was this small, delicate girl beside me right now.

"What should flow closer than the heart is love heavier than lead."

Swooooosh.

With each word I uttered, the holy water inside people's bodies was being sucked into the Idea as if drawn by a magnet.

"What drives away dark evil is the rising sun of dawn, and thus they must be separated."

This was exactly why wizards were called lunatics or madmen by the people of the world.

It was because of their curiosity and imagination that ran contrary to ordinary people, and their obsession with using it to achieve what they desired to the very end.

"W-woooow...."

The black liquid wriggling disgustingly as if alive was gathering on my palm, already corrupted to a level where it could no longer be called holy water.

- This can't be. I'm Luna Willow, a genius alchemist who appears once in a millennium...!!!

The corrupted holy water spewed out a voice mixed with malice, as if screaming.

- Y-you, what exactly are you? Where did you roll out from, you old bone, to be able to do all this...!

The owner of that voice was the lingering thoughts of the village chief who had died by my hand earlier.

Well, his true identity was a high-ranking demon wearing the chief's skin.

- I tried to gnaw away at the Saintess's divine power as much as possible and reduce her to an ordinary human...! All because of this damn wizard bastard!

He had transformed into a basilisk, the natural enemy of wizards, to deal with me, but unfortunately for him, I was the type who engaged in direct combat, unlike the others.

- Ha, hahaha, I should have seen that detestable Saintess's belly swelling like livestock! In front of her dead parents' corpses, being brutally gang-raped by demons and monsters....

Crunch.

The moment I heard it, I felt my ears being defiled, so I immediately squeezed my hand and crushed him.

Things would never go the way this bastard wanted anyway.

Even without me, the Holy Knights would come to rescue her, and if such a moment ever came, I would shatter that future just like this.

- Ah, ahhhhh.... Ahhhhhhh...!!!

Even hearing Luna Willow's ear-splitting scream, I trampled on him with my foot, grinding him down for a confirmation kill.

Originally, some intelligent monsters or clever demons would sometimes fake their deaths to deceive people.

"It should be fine now. Well, since the swelling has been there for a long time, it won't get better overnight...."

I was treating the people around me, using all the potions I had and all the low-level divine magic I knew.

"...Uncle, are you a Hero?"

Then young Victoria came running up to me, her eyes sparkling.

It seemed she thought I was a hero from a fairy tale.

"Unfortunately, that's not the case."

Regrettably, I didn't have much to boast about compared to the man named Kyle Dragonica.

Unlike the Hero who always shouted about hope to save the world and boosted his companions' morale.

"I'm just a gloomy wizard."

"Now that you mention it, seeing you wear a mask does make you seem that way.... When I first saw you, I thought you were a scary person."

Stab.

Young Victoria's innocence was saying words that stabbed straight into my chest.

"So, did you find your parents? I think they're over there."

To change the subject, I found a woman with horns just like Victoria's.

She had an appearance that anyone would think was a Gold Dragon, but one of her horns was broken.

This must be why the dragon couldn't resist the demon at all.

"That's right...! Mom, Dad...!"

Young Victoria ran toward her parents like the wind, and I cast a spell to increase the friction on her shoes in case she fell.

Judging by young Victoria's condition, she had been imprisoned by the demon for at least several months.

"Our daughter...."
"Victoria, are you okay...?"

The figures who appeared to be Victoria's parents asked about her well-being as soon as they regained consciousness.

Hmm, what should I say as a first greeting?

Since I hadn't prepared or thought of any lines in advance, I secretly tried to bring a cigarette to my hand, but—

"...That uncle over there saved us!"

Young Victoria was sending me glances, focusing attention on me.

Damn, this meant I couldn't smoke even if I skipped through time.



* * *


Eventually, after several days of recovery, Elizabeth Everhart, Victoria's mother, was looking at Astal with a strange gaze.

Why did such a strong dragon scent emanate from his body?

"Tell me honestly. What's your relationship with my daughter?"

"I cannot answer that."

"...Then why does your body carry our Victoria's scent?"

"Perhaps because I've been close to her for quite a while after the rescue."

No, that absolutely couldn't be it.

Originally, this was a mark left to ensure one's betrothed wouldn't be taken by anyone else.

"My daughter hasn't even had her coming-of-age ceremony yet."

This was originally a privilege only dragons who had completed their coming-of-age ceremony could have.

"Take off that mask. Right now."

Elizabeth's pupils sharpened vertically like a reptile's, glaring at Astal.

"If you're not our daughter's betrothed from the future, then you must be a slayer who hunts dragons by luring them with scent."

Inside the small reception room where they were talking with everyone else excluded, just in case.

Elizabeth's misunderstanding was growing larger and larger.
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Seeing Victoria's mother's suspicion, I had no choice but to remove my mask.

I didn't want to be misunderstood like that by my beloved's parents.

Even if it affected the future or caused my very existence to become contradictory and disappear, I didn't care.

"...Is this enough?"

I was no longer a coward like before.

"Hmm..."

When I removed my mask, Victoria's mother, Elizabeth Everhart, stared intently at my face.

Seeing her not trust me immediately and remain guarded reminded me of when I first met Victoria.

Perhaps this trait was hereditary.

Her appearance and personality were so similar to Victoria's that I felt my tension ease slightly.

However,

"...You look quite decent? I was worried our Victoria had fallen for some strange man."

As soon as I revealed my identity, Elizabeth's expression softened.

Why? Just moments ago, hadn't she been glaring at me as if ready to kill me at any moment?

"Fortunately, she seems to have inherited someone's eye for people. Mm, for a human, that's quite handsome."

"...?"

"Well, there's no trace of charm magic being used..., and changing your voice was all you did, so you haven't pulled any other tricks either."

Victoria's mother sat back down, continuing the conversation in a more relaxed manner than before.

Seeing her even compliment my looks, I felt something was off.

"You're satisfied with just this? I haven't even told you who I am yet, or what kind of person I am."

"...If you were really a dragon hunter, you wouldn't have revealed your identity like this, would you?"

At my question, Elizabeth smiled brightly with a cheerful voice.

Perhaps she had been leaning toward the former because claiming to be a Dragon Slayer was conversely too suspicious.

"What hunter in the world would obey the commands of a weakened dragon?"

"Ah, I see."

"Right? When there's a dragon with broken horns right in front of you..."

Elizabeth pointed at the top of her head with her finger as she said this.

The body part that could be called the source of a dragon's power. Without it, they become so weakened they might as well be ordinary humans.

"Unless you're a foolish idiot with no interest in money, there'd be no need to reveal your identity. You could just kill them quickly and be done with it."

"..."

"Of course, if you saved my daughter to gain my trust..., or healed other people, that wouldn't make no sense at all."

Elizabeth said this while resting her chin on her hand, slowly looking me up and down.

An attitude and smile completely opposite from before.

I felt strangely uncomfortable, as if being evaluated for my appearance.

"Don't tell me you trust me because I'm handsome?"

The assumption came to mind that if I had been an ugly man, she would have been hostile immediately.

"No, even if you were ugly, if you were charming enough to make Victoria fall for you, you'd have other attractive qualities."

Elizabeth waved her hand dismissively while looking at me with a strange expression.

"A person's inner qualities are more important than their outer appearance, aren't they? If you were a man who treated my daughter carelessly relying only on your face, I would have gotten angry immediately."

Then why was she reacting this way?

I didn't feel like I'd passed the test Victoria's mother had prepared just by removing a mask.

"...It's just, I realized our daughter really takes after her mother."

"Pardon?"

"A dragon's love is thick and heavy like poison. That arrogant emotion causes suffering to other living beings."

As she said this, Elizabeth flicked off a scale attached to her neck with her finger and placed it on the table.

It had the luster and color of pure gold. And judging by the concentrated magic power, its value seemed tremendous.

"Son-in-law..., should I call you that? Yes, why do you think dragons live together in their own societies?"

Gulp.

At Elizabeth's question, I recalled all the dragon legends I knew.

A small kingdom that turned to ash overnight for coveting a dragon's treasure, and a man kidnapped to a lair who ended up living an immortal life...

"It would be because of dragons' characteristic possessiveness. Since ancient times, there have been many legends of people suffering for touching their belongings."

I found one common thread in those stories.

Namely, that they all occurred because of dragons' possessiveness.

"That's right. Dragons have cultures and habits far removed from ordinary beings..., so they often have conflicts with other races."

Elizabeth pushed the golden scale toward me as if to praise me.

From my eyes that could see magic power, this would be worth more than the same weight in gold.

Could I really accept such a valuable item so casually?

"You can take it. It's a token asking you to take good care of our Victoria from now on."

Elizabeth said this while smiling brightly at me.

Her saying that actually made me feel more anxious.

What had I done to the adult Victoria?

I'd performed pseudo-sexual acts to remove flowers blooming on her body, and tormented her by making her suffer to resolve her engorgement.

And also...

The more I thought about it, the more I realized I'd been insane.

"Seeing you hesitate, don't tell me you've been tormenting my daughter?"

"..."

I have no excuse.

"Oh my, must be at that age. Dragons have stronger libidos than ordinary people, so be careful. You'll break your back."

Victoria's mother, noticing my face reddening, responded with subtle chuckling.

"You know about dragons' amusement, right? The kind where you realize later, 'Actually, my wife was a sea dragon.' Something like that."

"Ah, yes, I know about it."

This was a famous story I knew too.

Dragons who live nearly eternally polymorphing into humans and playing around for momentary interest or fun.

"I didn't like that. Because I thought there was no man more wonderful in this world than my husband."

As she told this story, Victoria's mother let out a deep sigh.

"To forget the person you love and meet someone new—isn't that too irresponsible?"

Is that why she broke her own horns with her own hands? It seemed she had given up all the wealth and abilities she could enjoy as a dragon.

"At first I tried to persuade the elders, and tried secretly running away from the dragon's nest to live."

"...That must not have gone well."

"Right. So after breaking my horns with a snap like this, I'm here now."

However, the expression Victoria's mother showed me now was one of perfect happiness.

Elizabeth showed a smile like the sun, as if she couldn't find a treasure more precious than this.

"When I was secretly outside curious about human life, lost and starving, it was my current husband who offered pure kindness."

"..."

"I'm happiest right now. Marrying my husband, having Victoria, living together as a family in this village."

I couldn't argue with that smile and kept my mouth firmly shut.

"I don't care if our son-in-law is ugly or poor. Just from the scent on your body, I can tell how much you like each other."

"So..., you wanted to confirm it directly one last time? To make me reveal my identity myself?"

"Yes, there's always a possibility. Among Dragon Slayers, there are bad ones who use charm magic..."

Elizabeth opened the firmly closed door as she said this.

"...But it seems I worried for nothing. Judging by this reaction."

As soon as the door opened, platinum blonde hair came into view. My eyes met directly with a girl of small stature.

"If our cute Victoria has been waiting behind the door like this, doesn't that mean she quite likes you?"

"..."

The young Victoria looked at me with wide eyes, frozen in place, unable to speak.

And then,

Drip, drop.

Red blood fell onto the floorboards, leaving traces.

"You really weren't an old man...?"

Young Victoria was looking at me with a nosebleed streaming down.

"That's right, Victoria. Feel free to call me oppa. I'm done talking with your mom."

Elizabeth smiled warmly watching me and young Victoria.

Had she threatened me with this intention from the start? It was the moment I became certain who Victoria took after.

"O-oppa..."

A single word barely fell.

And so, for the first time, I heard an honorific come from Victoria's mouth.

***

At that time, in Astal's hometown village.

"No, Lady Astal. If you do it this way, it's not so much a dragon as a maiden with a voluptuous chest."

"B-but..., everything you taught me, sis, was all like this..."

"Oh my, shall I teach you again then? This time with both of us undressing so there's nothing hidden...♡"

"N-no! I'll try making it again myself!"

Young Astal was frantically struggling to create a dragon illusion.

It was five days before the Demon King's army invasion.

Ch.156 - Chapter 156 - Young Astral And Adult Astral (4)
Young Victoria swallowed hard as she looked at Astal without his mask.

His bluish hair falling over his forehead was hardly that of an ordinary human, and his sharply sculpted nose and jawline caught her eye.

*...He looks just like a hero from a fairy tale.*

A picture book depicting the trivial love story between a hero and a saintess.

When she had been imprisoned underground by the demon village chief, Victoria had endured by clinging to the small hope that a hero would come to rescue her.

Without even that hope, the situation young Victoria had to face was so miserable that she would have gone mad and given up on life.

*......*

The reality where she had to eat bugs or dead rat carcasses to avoid starving to death, where she couldn't sleep every night from hunger,

And the fantasy where she reunited with her healthy parents in dreams, where a hero from fairy tales came to rescue her.

Caught between those two, young Victoria had barely managed to hold onto her sanity.

*What am I even thinking...! Astal oppa isn't someone who wields a holy sword....*

Her gaze fixed as if being sucked in for a moment, all distracting thoughts disappearing from her mind—Victoria quickly shook her head left and right at this phenomenon.

A small flutter blooming in her heart.

At this strange sensation of being unable to control herself, young Victoria felt an odd sense of dissonance.

She had no way of knowing that this was the shift from favorable feelings to affection.

Of course, even if Astal had been ugly or not her type, she would have felt favorable toward him.

"...Why were you wearing a mask?"

Young Victoria owed Astal her life, and even her parents had ended up receiving help from him.

But wasn't he just too handsome?

If the world's people were lined up by appearance, the man standing before Victoria seemed like he would undoubtedly stand in first place.

"Because I needed to."

"Why?"

"...You don't need to know."

Young Victoria found herself growing increasingly curious about Astal.

What kind of person was he to have such looks, and how did he know that she, a saintess, was imprisoned underground?

Could he actually be a hero?

If he was strong enough not to need a holy sword, it would make sense that he beat up demons with his bare fists.

"Now that I notice, your voice is different too, Astal oppa."

Prick, prick.

A tingling sensation like a fork stabbing young Victoria's heart.

When she heard Astal's real voice with its low, rough tone, young Victoria felt as if she'd been electrocuted for a moment.

"...Your attitude is strangely different from before."

"Th-that's... You hid your mask and voice, and you didn't tell me anything about yourself, oppa!"

Quick-witted only at times like this, Astal noticed young Victoria's change of heart, but she raised her voice in defense.

Of course, the reason Astal had hidden his identity until now was because of possible time paradoxes.

Actions in the past were affecting his present self, and he thought he absolutely couldn't completely derail the future.

"That's right. Who wouldn't be suspicious of a wizard wearing a robe and mask?"

Elizabeth, seeing young Victoria's cheeks redden slightly and her tail wagging gently like a puppy's.

It was the reaction when a dragon's characteristic possessiveness was triggered.

Victoria's mother, noticing that her daughter had encountered her first love, set the stage to create a more stimulating situation.

"...!!"

"See, just by taking off this robe, you can tell there are no hidden weapons or other tricks, right?"

Flap—

Elizabeth took advantage of Astal's moment of inattention to grab and pull off his robe.

Then the curves created by masculine muscles and prominent veins filled young Victoria's vision.

"...Your pranks are excessive."

Astal's practical compressed muscles, created by his struggle to survive in the Demon World.

They weren't disgustingly bulky, and the muscles carved without excess looked as if they'd been meticulously sculpted from stone.

Of course, this too fell precisely within Victoria's range of preferences.

Just as past Astal's preferences had completely corrupted present Victoria, they had unintentionally influenced each other.

"Ah, aah..."

Young Victoria began letting out only single-word gasps.

At the sight of Astal before her eyes, she felt dizzy enough to stagger from the blood rushing to her head.

"Are you okay?"

"......"

Of course she wasn't okay.

If you suddenly thrust the sun before the eyes of a human who had adapted to darkness without seeing even a single point of light, wouldn't they go blind?

For the past year, having endured all kinds of humiliation while her parents were held hostage, young Victoria had imagined countless heroes or princes coming to rescue her.

But what actually appeared was a mysterious man hiding his face with a mask and whose voice was hoarse as if he had a cold.

*Isn't this too much my type...?*

Honestly speaking, she wouldn't have minded even if a bearded, ugly old man had popped out.

There was no law saying only handsome people could be heroes, and he was also her life's benefactor who had saved her and her parents' lives.

So she hadn't had any particular expectations.

But why did someone like this only appear now?

"...I'm sorry for calling you mister."

Young Victoria grasped Astal's hand with both of hers while offering a sincere apology.

Ah, men's hands really are big.

The firm, rough touch bore the traces of the effort he had accumulated until now.

Small scars telling how much training he had done to become strong, how much blood and sweat he had shed.

"Wait a moment, I'll heal you."

"Don't use miracles from now on."

Young Victoria saw those wounds and habitually tried to offer a prayer to use a miracle, but—

"What...? Doesn't it hurt? Your fingers are twisted and bleeding with scabs..."

Astal waved his hands, stopping Victoria from trying to use a miracle.

Creating phenomena that couldn't occur in reality in exchange for body parts turning into flowers.

It was called a "miracle," but in reality it was no different from forcing a young child to make sacrifices.

"I need these scars to keep my mind focused. They make me feel that my hard work hasn't been in vain."

In fact, whenever scars increased on his body, Astal had sometimes thought he was paying for the sins he'd accumulated.

His hometown village burned by the Dullahan—Astal, the sole survivor of that place, had been gnawing at himself until he met Victoria.

"And if you're a saintess, have some self-awareness from now on. Humans begging you to use just one miracle will cling to you like a swarm of cockroaches, so steel your heart."

"H-how did you know I'm a saintess...? Are you actually a hero..."

"The real hero is a much cooler guy than someone like me, but he's from a Dragon Slayer family so there might be some prejudice."

Young Victoria was mistaking Astal for a hero, but each time he reminded her of the truth.

Objectively speaking, Astal had nothing to be inferior about compared to Kyle in terms of personality or appearance, but—

Before meeting Victoria and reforming, Astal had been a truly miserably passive and negative person.

He was deliberately speaking this way to prevent the future from changing or troublesome matters from arising later.

"...But you're the most wonderful person I've ever seen, oppa."

However, the more Astal threw up such smokescreens, the more young Victoria's curiosity grew.

Children naturally tend to want to do more of what they're told not to do.

"Oppa, how old are you? What food do you like...? D-do you have a girlfriend...?"

And so young Victoria's sense of distance completely crumbled.

The situation looked serious, seeing how she was already trying to smell his scent.

"......"

Astal maintained his silence, but his insistence on keeping secrets was having the opposite effect.

"Ma'am, could I borrow your back? There's another place I need to go rescue."

Unaware of this fact, Astal made a proposal to meet the present Victoria.

"Oh my, are you asking me to transform into a dragon and fly through the sky?"

"Yes, I'd appreciate it. With my magic, you should be able to regain your original power, at least temporarily."

That was to use Elizabeth, the Gold Dragon, to fly to his hometown.

He couldn't use the same method he'd used to reach the Holy Kingdom Aurelium again, since he didn't know the coordinates of the arrival point.

"Hmm, normally I wouldn't agree to something like this..."

Elizabeth carefully pushed her daughter from behind, pressing her close to Astal, then smiled.

"But since he's an oppa our Victoria likes, I'll give special permission."

* * *

At that moment, young Astal was creating an illusionary dragon under Victoria's guidance.

"This is good enough to fool other people. Well done, Astal."

"R-really?! Actually, this is my first time making a dragon..."

A size so large it could be called living rage itself.

This would be enough to deceive the villagers and evacuate them to a safe place.

"...It's all because Victoria noona helped me! Thank you!"

Of course, there hadn't been no trial and error along the way.

Victoria had deliberately made young Astal touch her sensitive reverse scale while claiming to teach him about tails,

Or suddenly entered while he was bathing naked, playing pranks while claiming to teach him dragon characteristics.

*Ah, he's so cute I could go crazy. Should I just hug him tight and kiss him? I think I could handle the aftermath later...*

Victoria suppressed her desires while having such wicked thoughts, but—

"Noona? Your eyes look scary..."

"No, I'm just so proud of our Astal. Want to play house with noona now?"

In truth, all those inner thoughts were being heard by the adult Astal rushing toward this place.

Ch.157 - Chapter 157 - D-day (1)
The dragon created through illusion magic by Victoria and young Astal working together showed off its massive size and majesty, frightening the villagers.

This was a remote rural village where even the kingdom's influence barely reached. When dragon sightings suddenly began appearing everywhere, bad rumors started spreading among the people.

"Well, I did tell everyone to evacuate to the cave in the back mountain like my husband said..."

It was Astal's parents who fanned those rumors and stirred up the people's fear and confusion to evacuate them.

Of course, Celine's former fiancé, who was their friend and had supported the couple's love, also lent his strength.

Even he, who as a lord should have sent the knight order or requested help from the kingdom, first told the villagers to flee to a safe place.

"What if someone doesn't evacuate, or the monsters attack earlier than we expected?"

Claude Kaisaros, Astal's father, let out a deep sigh.

Would monsters really attack this peaceful village in just one day?

He didn't completely trust Victoria, who had appeared so suddenly, but he could believe what his wife Celine said.

The fact that the Demon King, now vanished into distant history, or Dullahan, one of the Four Heavenly Kings, would lead an army to attack this village was shocking in itself.

"Seeing how you assert that even your magic can't solve this, the situation seems quite serious... Are you sure it's okay for only us to know?"

"I think this is the best way. After all, what they're after isn't anyone else but our son."

After seeing her husband's worried face, Celine gently stroked young Astal's hair.

"Will it really be okay? I did try to come up with defensive measures as much as possible like Victoria told me..."

Young Astal was now clinging close to Victoria's side, looking anxious.

Though it had been less than a week, he showed trust in Victoria as if they'd known each other for a long time.

Young Astal's first love had already changed to Victoria, and the castle walls had been modified extensively to her taste.

Now, instead of being surprised or disliking it when Victoria teased him or played naughty pranks, he would blush from the strange feelings he was experiencing for the first time.

"...Everything will be fine. Because I'll definitely protect you, Astal."

Still, Victoria's feelings for Astal were sincere.

Victoria spoke with a voice full of determination. No matter how many enemies came tomorrow, she wanted to protect this boy even if it meant burning her own life.

Even if the future changed and he was no longer her boyfriend,

She thought it was better than the person she loved most suffering for a lifetime.

"Don't tell me you don't trust this big sister? I may look like this, but I'm bigger and... stronger than you, Astal."

Victoria deliberately emphasized the word "bigger" while slightly pushing her chest forward.

"......"

Astal's cheeks and ears immediately turned red. Whenever she saw such pure reactions, she felt the urge to tease him more.

"I-it's not that I don't trust you..."

"Really? If you don't distrust me, then I'm curious why you seem so anxious."

Victoria was currently wearing the holy vestments she used to wear in the Demon World.

The lewd curves that couldn't be covered by men's fur clothing were fully revealed.

Wondering if he didn't trust her because of her outfit, Victoria waited for young Astal's answer.

"Because I'm worried Victoria might get hurt... Even if the plan is perfect, I'm still worried..."

Unexpectedly, what came out of young Astal's mouth was pure concern for Victoria.

"Oh my."

Upon hearing those words, Victoria couldn't help but cover her mouth.

*My man could say something like this.*

If it were the original Astal, he would have said he trusted her in a serious tone or confirmed the plan again.

The adult Astal was like an iron wall who, except when it came to saving people, didn't easily fall for Victoria's seductions.

"O-of course, I've already set up defensive magic around the village, and just in case, I sent a messenger bird to the Magic Tower to warn them of the danger..."

Young Astal was managing to say what he wanted to say to Victoria with a bright red face.

He spoke with his eyes tightly shut, as if worried his gaze might drift to her chest—a considerate gesture.

"You never know what might happen... The enemy is one of the Four Heavenly Kings from the Demon King's army..."

As if to prove his words, dark shadows were deeply cast around young Astal's eyes.

It seemed he had stayed up all night with his eyes open, worried about Victoria.

"Son, aren't you worried about Mom and Dad, only thinking about the pretty lady next to you?"

Claude felt slightly hurt seeing this side of Astal for the first time.

*If he's already so blinded by a woman that he's ready to give her everything, that won't do.*

*Blood really can't be fooled, can it?*

It was just like when he had been Celine's butler, so he had no choice but to give his son a pointed look.

"N-no...! It's just, I feel like I won't be able to see Victoria again after this is over..."

Astal waved his hands in denial at his father's words.

He had a feeling about it.

An uneasy sense that once this incident was over, he would never see Victoria again.

Of course, this was the aftermath of Victoria's time travel and the possibility that the future might change.

"...That will absolutely never happen."

Hearing those words, Victoria felt defiant and clenched both fists.

*After meeting someone like this,*
*After falling in love with this man,*

She didn't want to become complete strangers just because of one time travel.

"Because I'm your lover who came from the future to save you."

Unlike someone else, Victoria revealed her identity to Astal's parents and his childhood self.

A pure white hammer fell and stuck into the ground beside Victoria, and she knelt down slightly to meet young Astal's eyes.

"What...?"

"What did you say?"

Of course, Astal and his father, who hadn't known this fact until now, were slightly shocked.

When they saw the horns and tail that signified dragon bloodline, they knew she wasn't an ordinary person.

But they didn't know she was Astal's girlfriend from the future.

"I am Victoria Everhart, Saintess of the future. A weak woman who was saved by you and fell in love."

Victoria smiled as she watched young Astal's bewildered expression.

Confusion, agitation, and a bit of joy and love were swirling across his face.

"Y-you're really my girlfriend from the future...?"

Life returned to his expression that had been exhausted with fatigue, and possibilities must have been forming in his mind.

Wanting to dye this pure, clean boy—like fresh snow—with her own color, Victoria carefully grasped young Astal's chin.

"Yes, and I'm quite greedy too."

She lifted young Astal's chin slightly upward and wrapped her other hand around the nape of his neck so he couldn't escape.

She wanted to give him a memory that Astal would never forget and that would prevent him from looking at other women.

"...Want to try it?"

"Ah..., mmph...?!"

A naughty kiss that only adults could do.

Victoria pressed her lips against Astal's and left her mark by tapping with her teeth.

Then she pushed her wet tongue fully into Astal's mouth, giving him a memory he could never forget.

How much time had passed like that?

"Shouldn't we stop them? Honey?"

Claude, Astal's father, spoke while watching the two who had been absorbed in kissing for several minutes.

Astal was barely managing to receive Victoria's kiss while rising up on his tiptoes,

And she was showing a greedy side like a dragon trying to devour Astal.

*Look at how she's wrapped her tail around his waist—if no one was watching, she might have really crossed the line.*

"It seems like we're not even on their radar..."

Actually, Claude had somewhat figured out Victoria's identity.

No matter how much monsters had increased, there was no way a woman bearing the symbol of the Holy Kingdom Aurelium would end up in a rural village like this.

"We were like that too, weren't we? When I asked you about kissing that I'd read about in books."

Celine reached out toward Claude, who was trying to stop them, and told him not to interfere while mentioning past experiences.

"At first you only taught me simple pecks, so I secretly tried slipping my tongue in and figured it out."

"...Yes, what a clever young lady you were."

Claude let out a deep sigh with a complicated expression. He could clearly see that even his son would live caught in the grasp of a mischievous woman.

"Dear, shall we make a little sibling for our Astal after a long time?"

"H-honey... You said you'd think carefully after Astal..."

"Hearing you call me 'young lady' after so long reminded me of good memories from the past."

"......"

Seeing Celine's eyes narrow, Claude had no choice but to tremble and prepare for the obligatory defensive battle ahead.

***

And so a new dawn rose,

"Everyone listen─!! Our goal is to kill and burn all the humans living in this village!!"

At the twilight moment when the boundary between day and night was blurred, the evil horde led by Dullahan appeared at Mavilos Village.

Ch.158 - Chapter 158 - D-day (2)
The Dullahan who appeared leading an army to Mavilos Village wore a confident smile as he surveyed the scene before him.

"Ha, if this is all there is, that brat prophesied to kill the Demon King in the future won't be much either."

At first, he'd never even heard the name or location of this place, so he'd truly thought someone had hidden the Hero away carefully to kill the Demon King.

But what he actually saw was a village so small and shabby it would be embarrassing to even call it a backwater.

"Lord Dullahan, still, we shouldn't let our guard down..."

"With forces like ours, we could sweep across the entire continent and have plenty left over. Are you suggesting the Demon King's choice was wrong?"

"N-no, sir...!"

The Dullahan's voice carried a hint of excitement at the thought of burning Mavilos Village, massacring humans, and turning the continent back into a battlefield.

After killing the Hero, Demon King Ergosum had changed like a different person, holing up in his castle as if waiting for a human to defeat him.

Despite having enough military might to conquer the continent, he'd suddenly turned lukewarm in his attitude.

"I've been itching for a good fight lately since there haven't been any strong opponents. This should at least make for a decent warm-up."

But now was different.

For the first time, Demon King Ergosum had revealed the location of someone who might be able to kill him, mobilizing an army and the Dullahan with orders to kill a boy named Astal.

If he truly was someone with the potential to kill the Demon King, his strength would be extraordinary.

"The peace that's lasted for hundreds of years ends today! We will paint this village red with blood and once again instill the Demon King's terror in humans!"

The Dullahan had repeated combat and slaughter in an undying arena for hundreds of years, until his values and heart as the First Hero had completely vanished.

*...If this goes well, I can make that bastard's throne my own.*

The hatred he'd once felt toward the Demon King who drove him mad and made him massacre all his comrades was already gone.

He was secretly thinking that if this boy Astal truly had enough talent to kill the Demon King, faking his own death might actually be a good strategy.

"Everyone, charge! Don't let a single one escape! This is the will of Demon King Ergosum!!"

And so the Dullahan was the first to spur his horse toward the village.

Like a living shadow, the black horse born from the tangled resentment of the dead charged forward, then—

—Neeeiiigh!!

It suddenly screamed and reared up on its hind legs.

Unable to maintain his balance due to the suddenly shifted center of gravity, the Dullahan tumbled from his horse.

Soon, all the forces following the Dullahan began bouncing back as if hitting an invisible wall.

"Aaaaagh...!!"
"Don't step on me...!! Aaaagh...!!"
"You crazy bastards!! Why are you crashing into nothing...!!"

Like crashing waves, the front group fell first, followed by the group behind them.

"Ah, aaah... Aaaagh...!!"

Only after yet another group collapsed did the forces realize something was wrong and stop their advance.

"...What the hell?"

The Dullahan looked at the tangled mass of troops behind him with confusion.

This was supposed to be a village so small it didn't even appear on maps, and since they'd traveled through space, no one should have been able to predict their aerial assault.

So why had things turned out this way?

This couldn't be right.

This shouldn't be...

"...A barrier? There's someone in this backwater village who can set up such a sophisticated and thick magic formation?"

*Thud, thud.*

The Dullahan punched at the air in front of him and realized there was something invisible and solid there.

"The magic formation was unraveled like thread... layered so thin and hard it's invisible."

He couldn't help but feel chilled seeing something harder than steel thread and more transparent than glass.

Hadn't this been a quiet rural village without even a single light made of mana just moments ago?

Wait, quiet?

Why? Normally if this many forces approached, someone should have noticed.

"......"

It was eerily quiet.

The unnerving silence made goosebumps rise all over the Dullahan's body.

In a rural village, there should be livestock, signs of people—but there was nothing. He belatedly looked at the ground.

"...These bastards, did they know we were coming?"

The earth was covered with wagon tracks and human footprints. The trail led to an overgrown mountain path where the traces disappeared.

"Change of plans! Find the weakest point and break through! The enemy is a high-level mage!"

The Dullahan ordered his subordinates to retreat.

If the opponent could create a barrier this strong, they'd surely prepared other traps and plans as well.


* * *


"It worked! Sister, what you said was really right...!"

At that moment, inside the village, a group watching the Dullahan's forces let out cheers.

"No. It's thanks to Lord Astal and Mother helping us."

The group consisted of young Astal, Victoria, and others.

Unraveling the magic formation like thread, breaking free from circular limitations to create new three-dimensional forms.

Unlike the original history, Victoria had given them clues about the magic formation that the current Astal had created.

"Sister Victoria is a genius...! How did you think to unravel the magic formation like thread and reach a new level...!!"

Young Astal's eyes sparkled with passion for magic the moment he heard Victoria's explanation.

"...Honestly, I thought it was pretty amazing. It's a theory beyond what ordinary people could imagine."

Celine realized it was created by the future Astal and wore a slightly bitter expression.

Just how much time and effort had he invested?

How much anguish and failure had he endured to create such sophisticated techniques?

It required such delicate control and maintenance of mana that even Astal and Celine working together could barely imitate it.

Even with Victoria, who'd seen the magic directly, explaining in detail, they'd had to pour all their remaining time into understanding the complex theory.

"So Astal, what did you say was the reason for deliberately making a weak point?"

Celine asked her young but exceptionally clever son.

She wondered if it was right to follow the opinion of a child who was only 10 years old, but—

"The enemies will definitely find the weak point in the magic formation and break through! I thought it was better to guide them!"

"...Right. Everything's gone according to Lord Astal's thinking so far. You really are smart."

Victoria said young Astal's judgment would be correct, giving him courage and encouragement.

The Astal she knew always took on everything alone, worrying and finding solutions by himself.

This time would be the opposite.

"Hehe, I'm embarrassed when you praise me like that..."

Now honey practically dripped from Astal's eyes as he looked at Victoria.

After receiving an adult's kiss and learning he was her future boyfriend, Astal couldn't hide his feelings for Victoria.

He'd become an innocent boy who blushed and grew shy at her every word of praise.

"Not at all. Lord Astal is truly an amazing mage. If not you, who else could have thought of such a plan?"

"I-it's not that amazing! I just twisted the technique for the dragon I'd created with illusion magic before..."

"Fufu, you really are adorable."

Victoria also lightly kissed young Astal's cheek while praising him.

The two who in the original history would have started with the worst first impression, fighting and badmouthing each other before growing close—

"I-it tickles! Sister, wait... My heart feels like it's going to burst..."

"Then just trust your sister from now on. I'll go beat up all the bad guys who bullied you."

Were now exchanging embarrassingly sweet words and strengthening their relationship.

"...I'll bring you victory like a bouquet of flowers, to you whom I love more than anyone."

A pure white hammer appeared in Victoria's grip, and she kicked off the ground hard and flew up to personally smash the Dullahan's head.

She wanted to punish with her own hands those who'd rejected her confession in the arena before and tormented Astal.



* * *


"We broke through! Everyone, advance inside—!!"

At the same time, the Dullahan and his forces cheered as they broke through the weakest, loosest part of the barrier.

After all, a barrier large and wide enough to cover the entire village would naturally have weak points!

...That's what they thought as they found it by throwing countless troops bodily against it.

Not knowing that a 10-year-old kid had anticipated even this and deliberately created a weak point to lure them through.

They'd left the undying territory, so their bodies weren't completely immortal, but—

"We did it!"
"We finally broke through!!"
"Inside, get inside quickly!! Before the barrier closes!!"

Undead were originally resilient enough not to be destroyed by most things.

The sight of them squeezing their bodies through a needle-thin gap, forcing their way through the barrier, looked grotesque.

"...Hello, everyone."

Before the Dullahan and his forces, a woman revealed herself.

"I'm truly sorry to say this, but your journey must end here."

Victoria Everhart.

With the assistance of the illusion magic young Astal had created, she unleashed divine magic amplified to its maximum like a dragon's breath.

"This is the hometown of the person I love most in the world, after all."

Ch.159 - Chapter 159 - D-day (3)
A blinding white radiance filled the entire field of vision.

The light that reduced the unholy undead to ashes swept away the Dullahan's army in an instant.

"......"

The massive force that had been large enough to surround the entire village no longer existed, save for the Dullahan himself.

As he gazed upon that maddening silence and emptiness, only one emotion arose within the Dullahan.

A sense of incongruity.

Despite having lost most of his forces to the enemy's scheme, no hostility or rage welled up within him.

Because the Dullahan simply could not comprehend the current situation.

"...How did they know to prepare divine magic of this magnitude in advance?"

That was the source of his unease.

The enemy had prepared not regular magic, swordsmanship, spirit arts, or mystical powers, but specifically divine magic.

Though the Dullahan's forces consisted of undead, most monsters and demons were not typically of that nature.

Even the slimes, orcs, and goblins wandering through forests wouldn't be reduced to ash or annihilated in an instant by divine magic.

"Even if they somehow learned we were the Demon King's army, how could they possibly know that I, who commands an undead legion, would come..."

How had they known to devise a plan that could effectively eliminate only his forces?

"From the beginning, they knew...? That I specifically among the Four Heavenly Kings would come?"

It was an absurd deduction that made him want to laugh, but it was the correct answer.

This raid had been directly ordered to the Dullahan by Demon King Ergosum himself upon receiving the revelation.

If there was a traitor among the Four Heavenly Kings, or if other powerful figures had stepped forward for the sake of a future hero, it wouldn't be impossible.

"...Who are you?"

By this point, he was beginning to grow curious.

About the identity of the person who had orchestrated this plan and could cast large-scale divine magic.

The Dullahan raised his head and looked at the woman atop the dragon created by illusion magic.

"...?"

Wait, something was off.

The Dullahan felt something strange as he observed Victoria's appearance.

The pure and clear energy emanating from her surroundings was definitely divine power, but...

She wore clothing so revealing it wouldn't be out of place on a Succubus Queen or a prostitute working in a red-light district.

Had he simply run into a madwoman? The Dullahan's thoughts froze at the fragments of information unfolding before him.

"A Saintess? No. The Saintess of this generation hasn't been announced yet..."

Typically, the Saintess—called the adopted daughter of the Heavenly God—was usually chosen from among young girls.

Ever since the brutal murders committed by the Dullahan when he was the First Hero, the Heavenly God Lumina had prevented all Saintesses from having contact with men as much as possible.

"...Then, could she be a lunatic who went mad from seeing the future?"

That was the most likely possibility.

The reason she knew in advance that his army would attack this small rural village.

And if she possessed divine power pure and clean enough to be called a Saintess...

It would make sense to think she was someone with precognitive abilities who had grown strong by any means necessary.

"Ha, hahaha, hahahaha...!!!"

Despite the burning sensation consuming his entire body, the Dullahan laughed like a madman.

The sensation of death he was feeling for the first time in so long.

In the territory the Dullahan ruled, death was not permitted, and there was no one who could push him this far.

Paradoxically, the Dullahan was now feeling with his entire body that he was alive.

"Yes, this is a village with the hero from the revelation, so this much is to be expected...!"

The Dullahan immediately drew the corrupted holy sword from his waist.

She was clearly an opponent wielding divine magic, his natural enemy. To overcome that disadvantage, he would need to use every means at his disposal.

"...A lunatic who went mad? Even for loose lips, isn't that too harsh?"

Victoria let out a hollow laugh as she watched the Dullahan.

No, if he'd deduced she was a future Saintess, shouldn't the answer naturally point in that direction?

Yet he called her a lunatic who went mad from seeing the future—what exactly had he seen to reach that conclusion?

"A cowardly man who, upon seeing the Demon King, didn't even think to fight but killed all his comrades and surrendered."

"...!!"

Of course, this situation had arisen because of the holy vestments she'd modified to seduce Astal, but...

"First Hero Sieghart. If you have even a shred of conscience, why don't you bite your tongue and die?"

"You, you... how do you know my old name..."

"Ah, my mistake. The undead don't have tongues. I forgot I was talking to an animal, not a person."

Victoria currently didn't know that fact, so she recited the Dullahan's past while provoking him.

A sword emanating an eerily murky and dark aura.

In the original history, Astal would have used Idea to seal the Dullahan himself within that corrupted holy sword, but...

*...This time, I have to defeat him alone, without anyone's help.*

Now she had to eliminate the opponent before her on her own, without involving Astal or anyone else.

Because she wanted to erase from this world the painful past that the person she loved most had to endure.

*Even if this means I never meet Lord Astal... or even if I die and disappear from the present.*

...It didn't matter.

That's how precious the man named Astal was to Victoria.

He had saved the lonely Saintess who thought she had to die for others.

The man who had gifted her, innocent and ignorant of love, affection that melted her entire body.

*...This time, I'll be the one to save you.*

Grip.

Victoria's hand tightened around the hammer, gripping it firmly.



* * *



How many tens of minutes had passed?

The battlefield was drenched in blood, forming pools, and the surrounding terrain had been reduced to ruins from their desperate fight.

"Seems you haven't fought properly very often. I guess thinking you went mad from seeing the future was a needless worry."

"Cough, hack...!"

Surprisingly, the one still standing properly between the two was the Dullahan.

Victoria's body had only recently returned to normal, so she was clumsy at using her Dragon Half-blood's natural strength and divine power.

In contrast, there was an insurmountable wall of talent between her and the Dullahan, who possessed abilities accumulated from his time as the First Hero and had repeated countless battles and deaths in the arena.

"Though it's praiseworthy that you annihilated all my soldiers, that's as far as you go."

"You... damn... bastard..."

Struggle, struggle.

The Dullahan grabbed Victoria by the throat and lifted her into the air, and she flailed, trying to break free.

Victoria's actions—cursing and even spitting—seemed like meaningless resistance, but...

"I'm curious just how great a hero is hiding in this village that someone like you would face me."

Rather, such behavior drew the Dullahan's interest.

Even while suffering from being cut and stabbed by the corrupted holy sword, she had tried to protect young Astal.

"Fuck... off. You worthless hero... Your opponent... is me..."

Victoria forced a smile through gritted teeth as she spoke.

This should be enough time for him to escape.

Though she hadn't told young Astal, she had already tipped off his mother Celine to evacuate to a safe place.

Even if she died here, it was Victoria's arrangement, hoping Astal wouldn't have to experience that painful past.

But then,

"Let go of Victoria...!!"

Thunk, thud—.

Several pebbles flew at the helmet the Dullahan wore, and a young boy's voice echoed from the distance.

"I'm the one you came to kill! If you just kill me, everything's solved! Put her down right now and fight me...!!"

The voice belonged to young Astal.

A bold boy whose fingertips trembled with fear, who shed tears at Victoria's wretched state, yet didn't stop throwing stones with magic.

She had thought he'd surely escaped.

How could he still be here?

"No, you have to... run away..."

"I won't...!! How could I run away when the person I like is making such a sad face...!!"

Young Astal shouted loudly, directly contradicting Victoria's words.

Astal, who had snuck away during his escape with his parents, had noticed this from the expression Victoria had shown him before.

"......"

She knew he was a man who couldn't read the room.

But to be like this until the very end.

Victoria thought to herself as she watched Astal crying while using magic to try to save her.

"What a farce... such a childish farce. Kid, don't you know that kind of magic can't kill me?"

Just as the Dullahan noticed Astal's presence and approached to kill him with a sneer...





"...Yeah, you're right. Magic of this level can't kill you."

Along with a massive shadow that blocked out the sun, another voice appeared.

Similar to young Astal's voice, but deeper and heavier, the owner of that voice was...

"Sorry, Victoria. I got a bit delayed saving my younger self too."

A magical genius powerful enough to be mentioned as the next Master of the Blue Tower, and...

Now more famous for his nickname "The Harmless Wizard" due to his obsession with saving people—.

"Ah, should I call you 'sis' now?"

Astal Kaisaros.

Having traveled back ten years through time, it was the present-day Astal facing his past self.

Ch.160 - Chapter 160 - D-day (4)
The moment I saw Victoria covered in blood, I felt as if all the blood in my body had frozen.

I'd come as fast as I could, but if I'd been even slightly slower, Victoria could have died.

"You should have at least asked someone else for help."

Crackle, crackle-crackle—!

I clapped my palms together, transformed my entire body into lightning, and evacuated Victoria to where her parents were.

"...I wanted to become a woman who looked even a little bit cool to your childhood self."

Victoria spoke with the most comfortable smile while nestled in my arms.

The two of us were so alike that we were both striving to save our past selves.

"You don't need to do that. Sis."

I chuckled at Victoria's words. If she could joke like that, it was proof her lifeline was still firmly attached.

"Are you going to keep calling me that? There are so many eyes watching here, it's embarrassing..."

Victoria glanced at me and our surroundings, then lightly tapped my chest with her fist as if slightly embarrassed.

My parents gasping for breath as they ran from afar, as well as Victoria's parents, of course.

My childhood self and Victoria were also watching this situation with surprised eyes.

The Dullahan had also inevitably realized something was wrong, and stood frozen in place without moving easily.

"What, did you forget how you tried to seduce my childhood self with your body?"

"...Ugh."

Victoria bit her lower lip, keeping silent about the shameful seduction she couldn't even make excuses for.

"Wearing nothing but an apron to serve me breakfast, or deliberately dropping your underwear—such shameless acts..."

Mmph.

Victoria covered my mouth with both hands, preventing any further disgrace from being revealed.

It was a natural reaction, when you think about it.

A seemingly pure and innocent Saintess had used every perverted method to seduce an immature boy not even ten years old.

"I hate you. It's because you didn't fall for my seduction...! I thought if I did this, you'd like me eventually...!!"

Victoria complained it was unfair, talking about how I'd rejected her confession or kept my distance from her.

That if I'd been even slightly more perceptive, she wouldn't have done this.

"So, for such a trivial reason, you tried to shape my sexual preferences to match you exactly?"

"......"

"I would have liked you even if you hadn't done that."

I wiped the blood from Victoria's face with my palm.

How could I dislike a woman who readily risked her life for me and loved me with her whole being?

"Well, though it's a bit frustrating, I have to say that strategy succeeded."

I poured all the potions I had on Victoria's body and used healing magic to repair her wounds.

Victoria's actions were certainly wrong, but precisely because of that, the causality that hadn't made sense before now did.

"What? What do you mean by that..."

"I'll explain later. First, let's deal with that guy in front of us."

Victoria's broken bones and torn skin bleeding were healed without a trace.

"...That guy is someone I have to kill more than anyone."

After confirming Victoria's safety, I revealed sharp hostility toward the Dullahan before my eyes.

Revenge that traveled back through time.

A fragment of fate that shouldn't exist was visible before my eyes.

***

The childhood Astal couldn't help but admire watching his future self fight.

How could he use magic so freely like that?

Originally, magic was close to innate talent.

It was true for Astal, who had eyes that could see the mana in the air, and for his mother, who could use magic through her noble bloodline.

Because of this, mages were usually specialized in one attribute, and were narrow-minded beings who chose no combat method other than magic.

However,

"...You're insane. I'll admit it. You're stronger than any mage I've ever seen."

"I'm not happy to receive praise from you."

Both hands covered in wounds, twisted and calloused.

Having fought so much, he didn't fall behind at all in close combat even against a Death Knight.

What appeared before young Astal's eyes was simply the fruit built up through one person's countless efforts and failures.

It wasn't talent bestowed by heaven.

It wasn't enlightenment gained from meeting a good teacher, or using tricks different from others like Reverse Heaven.

Just stubbornly, even when broken and bent, the sight of continuously moving forward filled young Astal's vision.

"—O magic, source of infinite wisdom and essence of countless failures. The humble Astal Kaisaros beseeches you, bestow the primordial light into these hands."

Using all the magic he knew, even borrowing the power of his companion Victoria, he transcended the world's principles to defeat the enemy before him.

From plane to solid, from numerous masses of magic to a single conviction that seals evil—a beautiful landscape.

"Idea."

Awe and praise for magic.

For young Astal, it became a thrilling stimulus that felt like his brain would burn up.

"......!!"

The Dullahan, sensing something ominous the moment he saw Idea.

It could have been the influence of being sealed in another world line, or the identity of the discomfort about the being who suddenly appeared riding a dragon.

Anyone could see that the childhood Astal and the current one looked exactly alike, and the same was true for the two Victorias.

"Vanish, be still, fade away...!!"

He tried to stop that violence using not only the corrupted holy sword but also the legendary weapons he possessed, even using Word Magic.

It was an ugly sight, like the struggling of an overturned insect showing its belly.

"Damn it, damn it, damn it...!!!"

But for the Dullahan, this was his last escape route!

*'So that's why there was a revelation about the hero who kills the Demon King...!'*

Even realizing where things went wrong, it was already too late.

Originally, revelations lose their meaning the moment more people know about them.

The future Saintess and the future hero.

The current Astal and Victoria knew that information in advance, so they saved each other as soon as they returned to the past.

"Y-you damn bastard...!!!"

Looking at the Idea binding him, the Dullahan felt a strange déjà vu, as if entering a demon's maw.

He instinctively felt that if he couldn't stop Idea, he would wander through the nine heavens in a state of eternal suffering, unable to even die.

"Sorry, but it's already far too late."

Whoosh—!

Following Astal's gesture of clenching his fist, Idea emitted multicolored light.

As if purifying something impure, the moment it poured all its energy toward the trapped Dullahan.

Kwaaaaah—!

Through that light, Astal successfully protected the surroundings by taking out a second Idea he'd prepared in advance.

***

After the Dullahan was dealt with, the childhood Astal and Victoria came face to face with their adult selves.

"Um, you're the future me, right...? No matter how I think about it, you look too similar..."

"......"

The current Victoria remained silent, looking at her parents who had survived thanks to Astal's efforts.

Revealing that she was their daughter here didn't seem like it would bring good words in return.

The worst result could be that one side might disappear because two people who couldn't exist in the same time period had met.

"S-sis... You absolutely can't tell them your identity...!"

Time paradox.

As childhood Astal said, she had heard about its dangers.

However,

"Why don't you answer yes? Just because we changed the past doesn't mean our existence itself becomes nothing."

Surprisingly, it was the adult Astal who gave Victoria courage.

A contrasting sight to his childhood self covering his eyes with both hands in fear.

"Then why is your childhood self covering his eyes like that..."

Something was strange.

Didn't they say existence would be erased or a new world line would be created, making it as if nothing happened?

"Well, to be precise, the time paradox my childhood self thought of was close to correct... but unfortunately missed the mark."

"...Close, you say?"

"If you time travel and change the past, a new world line is created. And if you encounter yourself, you're sent back to the original world and disappear..."

Astal said this while lowering his childhood self's covering hands and making him look at the girl beside him.

"...And each world line affects the others."

The faces of childhood Astal and Victoria immediately turned red.

As if struck by lightning for the first time, a thrilling sensation dwelled in the two children's bodies.

"Just like how my preference changed to older sisters, or to a wife who wears a naked apron."

That's right.

The discomfort Victoria and Astal had shown before.

The reason why even when Victoria severely berated him or teased him with lewd acts, he didn't dislike it but rather liked it in a corner of his heart.

And the reason Astal's preferences became twisted enough to be considered perverted, and why he came to like older sisters.

"Now open your eyes. Even if I disappear, you have to protect your family and Victoria."

The identity of that was right now.

Because they had traveled back in time and made their childhood lovers fall for them.

"H-hello...?"
"Hello..."

As if proving that fact, the moment childhood Victoria and Astal saw each other's faces, they couldn't even make proper eye contact.

An innocent and ticklish feeling strong enough to be felt even by others watching them.

"Then, does that mean everything I do to you now affects those children too?"

"That's right. If you hadn't played those lewd pranks, I definitely wouldn't have known—"

The current Victoria felt the sinister feelings she'd been suppressing rise up at that fact.

She didn't need to worry about others' eyes.

If she could just imprint on her other-world-line self a sure method to capture Astal,

Just like she'd freely manipulated young Astal's heart, she could gain an advantageous position in their future romance.

"Haah... Huff..., slurp..., lick...♡"

"Wait, I can't breathe if you do this..."

And Victoria put her scheme into action.

Using a dragon's characteristic strength to knock Astal down, she inserted her tongue into his open mouth, giving him a deep kiss that took his breath away.

The sound of saliva mixing wetly, and increasingly rough, heated breathing.

For their childhood selves, it was an indecent spectacle they had to watch through the gaps between their covering fingers.

"I promise you. If we really defeat the Demon King, I'll obediently become your personal breeding sow...♡ Mmph..."

"Victoria, what are you saying... Mmph."

"If you want, shall I resist just a little? After all, Astal-nim is a perverted, brutish wizard that even I, a Saintess, cannot save..."

Yet even in a place where both their parents were present, Victoria shamelessly rubbed her hips.

"Oh my, you're excited...? You're so cute when you can't move an inch when I play lewd pranks or berate you with vulgar words. Hehe..."

A dragon's tremendous possessiveness.

It was Victoria's outrageous act of devising a surefire method to never let anyone steal away her most beloved.

Ch.161 - Chapter 161 - One Step Away From The Demon King's Castle
After the commotion from Victoria's rampage ended, the extremities of my and her body were gradually disappearing.

Like a mirage fading before one's eyes, as if we had never existed in the first place.

"Victoria. In the world you're from, did we all die?"

The first person to speak was, surprisingly, Victoria's father.

He had watched his daughter wearing clothes like scraps of cloth and speaking obscene words to Astal, and passed it over with tolerance.

He thought it fortunate that they hadn't started going at it right then and there.

Robert knew better than anyone here about the twisted attachment and possessiveness dragons had for their mates.

"If that weren't the case, I don't think you would have needed to time travel to save us."

He couldn't help but question the appearance of his daughter suddenly grown into an adult and Astal who had come to save them.

There must be a story he didn't know about.

"...Dad."

The current Victoria called out that beloved name with a slightly trembling voice.

Her precious parents who, according to the original history, should have died in torture-like agony because the rescue came too late.

"That's right. Because I was lacking, because I was an inadequate daughter..., it couldn't be helped."

Victoria was blaming herself while facing them.

Even though all these events had originated from a demon's scheme targeting Victoria's mother,

And though she had been a young girl imprisoned underground with nothing she could do.

"...I'm sorry. I really am."

Victoria wanted to tell her parents she was sorry, even if just once.

That was the guilt and lingering regret Victoria had carried since childhood.

However,

"What did our daughter do wrong? Dad doesn't think that way at all."

"That's right, Victoria. Mom is just happy to know our daughter has such a wonderful boyfriend."

Victoria's parents embraced her gently with faces that showed no blame at all.

The warmth transmitted through their bodies, and the warm embrace of family felt after so long.

"Mom, Dad...."

It shook Victoria's heart. She felt ashamed and hated herself for the tears that kept flowing.

If this was the last moment she could see her parents, she wanted to face the farewell as calmly as possible without crying.

*I shouldn't cry. After all, I'm just Victoria from a different world line to them, and nothing will change when I return to the present.*

"Even if you disappear from here, we won't forget you. There's no need to be so cold."

"That's right, you can act a little spoiled in front of Mom and Dad. We know how hard and difficult the time you've endured alone without us has been."

Victoria's parents gently embraced her, saying there was no need to let go of such attachments.

A reunion after ten years. The impact was being felt not only by the current Victoria but also by Astal.

"...You've grown so much. Our son."

"Yes, Father."

Unlike Victoria, Astal was looking at his parents with a somewhat composed appearance.

He had already let go of regrets and remorse when he reunited with them inside the corrupted holy sword.

He thought there was no need to cry unnecessarily or say he was sorry here.

"How are you doing these days? Are you well?"

"I'm doing my best to be well. Just like Father sacrificed himself for me and Mother."

Even if his own life wouldn't change, hadn't he at least saved one other world?

That young Astal and Victoria would proceed as childhood friends unlike himself, and their parents would also live more prosperous lives while still alive.

Yes, that was enough.

At least this time, he had protected them.

"...Kid, you sure know how to talk. I thought you'd say it was hard or get teary like that girl."

"I've had a similar experience before. And the introduction is a bit late, but she's not a child—she's my lover."

Astal said while glancing at Victoria, who was embraced in her parents' arms right next to him.

Originally, he hadn't taken such actions because of the danger that changing the past could cause one's existence to disappear or twist the future.

But now he had confirmed that his third hypothesis was correct.

"Ha, I thought our son had no interest in women.... I didn't know he had such unique tastes."

"......"

"Just kidding. Kidding. Our son looked too serious, so I tried to joke around a bit."

Claude chuckled and patted the current Astal's back.

His son, who had suddenly appeared as an adult, didn't show the naivety of old.

Strong enough to defeat one of the Demon King's Four Heavenly Kings alone, and judging by his body covered in scars, he must have endured a difficult life.

Through this, Claude could guess what kind of end the original history's version of himself had met.

"Yeah, I'm satisfied as long as our son looks healthy and happy."

"Aren't you going to ask... specifically what happened to me?"

He wasn't confirming that with Astal.

"Is there a need? In any world, I'm your father and you're my proud son."

"That's right. If that fact had changed, it would be different, but... seeing you came to save us like this, it doesn't seem to be the case."

Astal's parents were showing him a benevolent smile as they looked at their grown son.

Soon they spread their arms wide, preparing for the farewell that would soon come.

"...Our proud son, can Mom and Dad hug you just once?"

Was it a parent's condition to understand their child's heart without words?

"......"

Astal, realizing that blood ties thicker than water couldn't be cut with a knife, silently embraced them.

A causality that originally couldn't occur. In this strange and beautiful village where past and present intersected, a reunion of parents and children was taking place.

***

After all the embraces ended, Victoria and I, gradually disappearing, were just watching the surrounding scenery.

"I'm sorry my daughter showed such an unseemly appearance. Dragons originally have strong attachment and lust for their mates."

"No, it's fine. I already knew about that through legends and various tales, so I wasn't particularly surprised."

Victoria's mother apologizing for the disgrace Victoria had shown earlier, and my mother saying it was okay despite seeing it.

Honestly speaking, the sight of tongue-kissing and rubbing lower bodies could be thought of as a beast in heat.

Yet she was smiling with an expression that showed she didn't care at all.

"Oh my, really? It's rare to find someone who knows dragons so well...."

"Actually, I had many questions about dragon half-bloods after seeing the future Miss Victoria."

"Oh my? Really? I thought the future Master Astal really suited our daughter well...."

In the expressions of those looking at the young me and Victoria with peculiar gazes,

"We seem to get along well—shall we exchange mana communication devices?"

"Or perhaps... could we live here? We can no longer live in our original hometown."

"Then come to the house next to ours. Childhood friends living right next door... that sounds nice."

There was already a strange atmosphere of trying to set up an arranged marriage.

"I'm just now realizing... it's amazing that they're our children from the future."

"Indeed. You live long enough to see everything."

In contrast, Victoria's and my fathers were looking at each other with slightly awkward smiles.

Kindred spirits.

Both of them probably had wives who held strong authority, and they were having trouble understanding the disgrace Victoria had shown earlier.

"...It seems the best we can do is just watch."

"That's true. No matter how much parents try to stop it, you can't prevent your children's love."

The two fathers said while looking at their young children.

A man who fell in love with the young lady of the family he served.

And a man who fell in love with a dragon and said he didn't need treasure or authority.

-Wow... Astal oppa, your hands are cold. They say that happens when you think dirty thoughts a lot....

-Wh-who says such things! And why am I oppa...! Aren't you older than me?

-Oh, right. Astal oppa said he likes older women....

Watching what their young children were doing now, they knew better than anyone how things would unfold.

"Do you like beer? My wife makes lamb stew amazingly well—let's have some together."

"Sounds good. It seems we'll have a lot to talk about."

And so Victoria and I slowly disappeared from our childhood hometown.

-Astal.
-Victoria.

-We will always love you. So stay strong.

With our parents' warm advice, we returned to the present where Romulus was.

***

"...So when you returned, you tore your way out of Romulus's body?"

The figures of Victoria and me covered in wolf blood and flesh.

Seeing this, Kyle frowned as if dumbfounded.

When we returned to the present, perhaps as a backlash from creating a new world line in the past, we had killed the Romuluses immediately upon returning.

"I guess we were the only ones crazy enough to think of returning from the past to the present."

Now there was only one enemy left.

Ergosum Cogito.

I steeled my resolve while looking at the massive Demon King's Castle visible before my eyes.
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The moment I saw the Demon King's Castle before my eyes, I felt nausea rising up instantly.

Atop the grotesque structure formed by massive hands rising from the ground,

- Haha, hahaha, hahahaha...!!
- Worship to Lord Ergosum, reverence to...

I could see people crying tears of blood, laughing and weeping as they prayed in one direction.

The scene was so twisted it couldn't be considered normal, sending chills throughout my entire body.

"Even for the Demon World, I think this is a bit much..."

I forcibly suppressed the slight trembling in my fingertips and moved forward.

Originally, the Demon World where demons and monsters lived had these kinds of grotesque and horrific scenes.

But it was rare to feel this repulsed.

"These people aren't alive... How is something like this even possible? It's like they're statues or decorations, just repeating the same words..."

Victoria also seemed to notice this, commenting as she looked at the praying people.

Even using healing miracles or holy magic as a Saintess didn't change them at all—something was wrong.

"Maybe the Demon King has twisted tastes. Otherwise, he wouldn't have stayed still until all the Four Heavenly Kings died."

Right, there was a question that kept bothering me.

What purpose could the Demon King possibly have to wait quietly in his castle until all his loyal Four Heavenly Kings were defeated?

Moreover, despite having enough military power to destroy all other parallel universes, he stops advancing once the Hero's Party reaches the Demon World.

"...I'll only know what Demon King Ergosum wants after meeting him in person."

The Grand Route that the First Saintess mentioned.

The origin of the name Arian that Memoria spoke of before dying.

And finally, based on what I discovered—that different world lines influence each other—it was certain that something massive lay ahead.

Then I had no choice but to move forward.

Move forward, seal the Demon King, and bring peace to this world.

"Astal, is it okay if we haven't perfectly completed the Idea...?"

At the moment when the end of our long journey came into view, even my companions showed unusual anxiety.

"W-we still haven't incorporated spirit arts into the Idea. If that deficiency prevents us from sealing the Demon King..."

"......"

That's right.

As Anima said, her hands trembling slightly, it was too much to contain the Spirit Kings—the primordial sources that compose nature—within my Idea.

The anxiety that we needed to be able to wield the spirits' power to perfectly complete the Idea existed in my heart too, but.

"...Even if it's insufficient, we have to do it. If we retreat here, there's no guarantee Demon King Ergosum will let us leave alive."

But we didn't have enough time to prepare perfectly.

As if noticing our arrival, the massive hand-shaped structures were moving to block the path to the Demon King's Castle.

If not now, there would be no opportunity.

"Come to think of it, our journey started without perfect preparation from the beginning."

Kyle nodded at my words, following me as I leaped between the structures.

"Even if we're unprepared, if we run away here, we might never be able to kill the Demon King."

"Kyle..."

"The Four Heavenly Kings have all been defeated, and even the forces to invade the continent are gone. If the Demon King disappears now, we'll have no more options."

"...He's said to be immortal. He could wait hundreds of years and invade the continent again."

Kyle's words weren't wrong.

The Demon King's retreat was completely blocked now. We were the only Hero's Party in history to achieve this much.

Conversely, if he just waited a few hundred years to rebuild his forces and waited for us to die, he could seize victory again.

"If there's even a slight chance of winning, we have to bet on it. We've always done that, haven't we?"

Hearing Kyle's words, the other companions nodded and began following me.

"...We must hurry. Now even climbing to the top of the Demon King's Castle using these hands is being blocked."

Talion, creating gusts of wind to open a path for us as much as possible.

"Right, we were expendable pieces sent to the Demon World to keep innocent people out of war anyway. We should at least struggle as much as we can!"

Anima, summoning the Spirit Kings to check for any traps or schemes.

"Lord Astal, if we win this battle and return to the continent..."

Victoria, casting holy magic and prayers to protect her companions as much as possible.

"...I know, so don't make people anxious by talking about that now."

And finally, me, with my Idea compressed very small and hidden between my fingers.

The Hero's Party gathered to defeat Demon King Ergosum was climbing higher and higher to mark its finale.

***

After passing through the massive hand-shaped statues and breaking through the tightly closed castle gates, a white-haired man stood at the place we arrived.

"Ah, you've finally reached here. Hero's Party of this generation."

This guy is the Demon King.

I could tell just from hearing his voice.

Though his appearance—white hair, crying tears of blood, with several extra arms behind his back—looked more like a god than something called a Demon King.

"Demon King, Ergosum..."

"Yes, I'm the Demon King you so desperately want to kill."

Because my special eyes that could see mana were sending danger signals unlike anything I'd ever seen before.

What is this guy's true identity?

A demon? Or is he really a god?

Fragments of countless information rushing in instantly, dizziness as if my brain was burning up, and a warm sensation at the bridge of my nose.

"A-Astal!"

Stagger.

Losing my sense of balance and bleeding from my nose, Victoria jumped in surprise and supported me.

"Oh my, it seems my appearance is still too much for you. Even though I've put up mental barriers."

"...You bastard, did you hope I'd go crazy and kill my companions like the First Hero?"

I deliberately hurled insults at him. It was bravado to shake off my fear.

"No, what I desire is something else. This appearance... is merely a transformation to achieve that purpose."

"What?"

"Sieghart, was it? I regret what happened to him. It was a mistake to judge that a Hero wouldn't go mad just from seeing me."

I don't understand.

Just like all the Four Heavenly Kings we'd met tried to kill us, I thought the Demon King would just have twisted ideologies or values and be hostile.

"...Then what the hell do you want that you'd do something like this? Burning half the continent and selecting the Four Heavenly Kings?"

Because the Demon King was smiling gently, having light conversation as if he'd been waiting for us.

Rational.

The scene was so rational that I unknowingly got goosebumps all over my body.

Is this what it's like for an ant looking at a human?

"I'm sorry Astal, but I have no obligation to tell the current you the truth."

Ergosum showed no sign of being shaken by my provocation, instead raising both arms as if he didn't want to fight.

"Why? I've deduced your purpose to some extent."

"Truth inherently requires sacrifice. Just as you don't know the full story behind your parents' death."

"That's because you orchestrated it, you bastard!"

Grind.

I shouted at the Demon King who showed no sign of remorse, clenching my teeth hard.

"If you hadn't believed in that damn revelation, if you hadn't invaded my hometown...!! I wouldn't have had to come here!"

If he hadn't believed in the prophecy about being killed by the Demon King in the future, this causality wouldn't have occurred.

"Yes, that's exactly why. Astal."

"...!!!"

"Why do you think I left things alone even though the Dullahan didn't kill you? Despite receiving a revelation close to future prophecy."

The truth of that day finally revealed.

This guy invaded my hometown first specifically to plant a desire for revenge in me.

Was even the prophecy about killing the Demon King in the future just to create a pretext?

Otherwise, there'd be no reason to send specifically the Dullahan out of four Four Heavenly Kings.

"...So in the end, did you just want to fight a strong opponent? Or did you just want to watch people struggle in pain?"

My hands clenched into fists, filled with strength.

Blood boiled throughout my body, my temperature rose, and I wanted to kill the opponent before my eyes.

"Well, if you want to know, try killing me at least once. Wasn't that why you gathered party members in the first place?"

"......"

Mocking laughter followed.

I maintained my composure as much as possible despite Demon King Ergosum's smiling expression, signaling my nearby companions with eye contact.

There would only be one chance ahead.

This would be the only moment when the opponent was off guard, underestimating us.

"Fine, if dying is your wish, I'll grant it."

I raised my palm to create the Idea, attempting to seal him with magic gathered from my companions' powers.

But at that moment,

Crack─!

"...An Idea, is it? Unfortunately, magic of this level can't seal me."

With one gesture from Demon King Ergosum, the spherical magic circle bundled like thread split in half and lost its effect.

"In the end, if you slash at the center point where magic gathers, the pole, it becomes useless like this."

"...!!!"

The Idea I believed was my trump card was broken through.

So absurdly easily, blocked so simply that even my companions wore shocked expressions.

"Is this all your potential? Considering you killed all the Four Heavenly Kings I selected... I had quite high expectations."

Demon King Ergosum sighed deeply at us as if disappointed, and the moment he moved his arm again.

"I'm sorry, but if you can't even block an attack of this level, I can't find hope in you."

Hero Kyle's body was sliced in half.

Without even letting out a scream or death cry, my precious companion who'd spent so much time with me turned into a cold corpse.
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I wanted to protect everyone.

On the journey to defeat the Demon King, I wanted to send everyone home alive.

Even the most common fairy tales end with "and they all lived happily ever after," don't they?

I only wanted such a small happiness.

But,

Perhaps even that thought was too much to ask for.

*What was I even fighting for...?*

My vision, half-obscured with one eye blinded.

"What was I even doing here..."

Through that darkness, the corpses of my companions lay scattered.

* * *

I wanted to deny the reality before me.

Kyle, the Hero chosen by the chief god, was sliced vertically with a single gesture from the Demon King, dying without even leaving a scream or final words.

Talion, called the Divine Archer who wielded his bow freely, died with his body pierced by countless arrows.

Anima, chosen by the Four Spirit Kings, was crushed without even receiving their aid.

"How unfortunate. If you could have killed me, we might have had a more sincere conversation than this battle."

"...Shut up."

And,

Saintess Victoria, whose body parts turned to flowers each time she performed a miracle, squeezed out all her life force to save me and transformed into countless piles of flowers.

The acrid smell of blood mixed with the scent of flowers, and the battlefield where petals scattered as if spring had arrived—

"Isn't it amusing? That the death of just one person could create such a beautiful scene."

—was approaching me as a landscape so beautiful that even the Demon King casually called it beautiful.

"Shut up, just shut up...!!"

Even as I bled from my severed left arm and blinded eye, I screamed at the Demon King.

A crushing defeat so complete it was hard to believe it was real. All I could do against an opponent with such an overwhelming power gap was struggle like this.

The sensation in my fingertips gradually disappeared, and every breath felt like a knife stabbing my heart.

Even as my body was torn apart by the Demon King's gestures and pierced by countless flying swords, I alone did not die.

Only me.

"Astal, you would have died too without Victoria's miracle. I can't negotiate in such a situation."

As the Demon King said, the only reason my life barely clung on was thanks to Victoria's miracle.

Victoria's sacrifice, her final attachment, kept me from escaping life.

"......"

I'd rather die.

I wanted to kill this bastard before me right now and follow after you.

But I couldn't.

Just as Victoria always told me not to die when she was alive.

*Even bombarding him with all kinds of high-level magic in succession left not a scratch, and pouring out elemental magic revealed no weakness.*

Even the Idea I thought was my trump card didn't work.

It was as if the Demon King knew all our capabilities, acting leisurely as he slaughtered my companions.

*Can I really not kill him? Can I not even avenge my companions...?*

My innate eyes that could see the flow of mana and magic in the atmosphere.

The reality shown by the talent that made people call me a genius since childhood was cruel.

As if telling me to give up and accept everything, the difference before my eyes was stark, but—

*...No, there's still hope.*

I couldn't give up.

To avenge the souls of the companions who came this far with me and the people sacrificed across the continent.

I couldn't give up here.

*If it's a perfectly completed Idea... there's a possibility...!*

Before entering battle, the other Idea I'd hidden between my fingers just in case was still spinning.

"Still, cutting off one of my arms... that's a better result than the average route. Astal, have you ever thought about living as an undead?"

At that moment, Demon King Ergosum stared at his severed arm and made me an offer.

"...What?"

"You could specially become my subordinate. Freed from the boundary between life and death, endlessly researching the magic you desire."

It was a devilish proposal to resurrect as an undead, an immortal being, and continue researching magic under him.

Seeing him mention routes, parallel worlds, it seemed he was aiming for something from them.

"Do you think I'd make such a choice?"

The Demon King's proposal sounded utterly ridiculous to me.

No matter how much you turn back time to change the future, what's created is just a new world line.

Even if each route influences the others, the dead cannot be brought back to life.

But then,

"Who knows? Perhaps even Saintess Victoria, transformed into flowers like that, could be restored."

Demon King Ergosum chuckled and said something meaningful.

He could save Victoria?

How?

Even among mages, reversing the flow of time or resurrecting the dead is called Reverse Heaven and forbidden.

How could he do it?

"Isn't she your most precious lover, Astal? Is a world without such a person worth protecting?"

At the unexpected words from the Demon King's mouth, I momentarily stopped chanting my spell.

The very person who had massacred countless people and turned the whole world into a battlefield was saying he'd resurrect her.

"How about it? Quite tempting, isn't it?"

"......"

Demon King Ergosum showed a gentle smile. In that moment, it felt like facing a benevolent god.

"...Fine. I'll do as you say."

After a brief silence and much deliberation, I opened my mouth.

"Then you'll really spare just my life."

I clutched my left arm where bone was visible, staggering as I couldn't maintain my balance, and began walking slowly toward the Demon King.

"Of course. It's unfortunate your companions died... but I couldn't confirm your true potential without using such means."

One step, then another.

"If you become my subordinate, I'll tell you all the secrets this world holds."

As the distance to the Demon King closed sufficiently, and he reached out to support me as I could barely move—

*Crrrack—*

I clutched my chest with my remaining hand and twisted, forcibly overloading my mana core.

*...I wanted to live.*

In that fleeting moment, only one obsession filled my mind.

Blood flowed from my eyes, nose, and mouth as a side effect, and pain surged as if my heart would be crushed.

The flame of life that had been slowly dying out—the sensation of it completely extinguishing within me.

*Even if my body became crippled, I wanted to kill the Demon King and survive.*

Yes, if I hadn't used this method, if I'd accepted the Demon King's offer, at least I alone would have preserved my life.

But,

*...Victoria. What meaning would life have for me without you?*

Until just moments ago, the reason I wanted to live was all because of Victoria.

My modest dream was to marry Victoria after defeating the Demon King, have children, and live happily.

I thought there was no reason to continue living in a world without you.

*I will kill you.*

I steeled my resolve watching the petals scattering across the battlefield.

The death of Saintess Victoria, who gave me hope to live when I wished for death, solidified my determination.

Even if it meant my own death, I would kill that Demon King before me.

I vowed it.

"...I won't do something as despicable as joining hands with you."

I immediately threw the Idea hidden between my fingers at the Demon King.

*Shaaaaa—* As the Idea's compression released, countless magic circles began manifesting around the Demon King.

Like a prison confining him, different magic circles overlapped one by one.

"Yes, as expected, you won't accept this offer. Even though I twisted fate to make you a mage of the Blue Magic Tower, it failed... You're truly an upright person."

Demon King Ergosum spoke without any change in expression, as if he'd known this rejection would come.

"Fuck off, you long-tongued bastard."

"Haha, even so, you and I are remarkably similar. Like looking in a mirror."

I spat out a mouthful of dark red blood and snapped at him. I'd lost too much to be easily swayed by the Demon King's words.

"As if I'd believe the bastard who burned my hometown and killed my companions...!"

I had no mana left in my body. I'd already tried every spell and method I possessed.

Even Victoria's miracle had reached its limit, unable to heal my damaged organs and left eye.

Even this Idea was my last one. If the Demon King broke through it, there would be no hope left, but—

"...The negotiation seems to have broken down."

I had to kill the Demon King.

"Even if you don't understand now, someday you'll come to understand me."

Ergosum raised his hand as he did when we first fought, aiming for the critical point to neutralize the Idea—

"Fuck that, I never want to understand a bastard like you even once."

I created another Idea on top of the first and overlapped them, spinning them rapidly.

Normally this would be impossible.

The moment I used a large-scale, mana-intensive spell like Idea twice, my heart bursting and dying was guaranteed.

And if the already unstable Idea spells overlapped, there was no telling what would happen.

This was recklessness only possible because all my companions had been annihilated and I'd resolved to die.

"This is a spell I haven't seen before."

*KIIIIING—!!*

As the Demon King reached out to escape the magic circle, a metallic sound rang out and the part that contacted the magic circle caught fire.

"Yes, it's not the god-chosen Hero but ordinary life that creates such unexpected results. Especially weak beings with nothing to lose, burning with vengeance..."

The Demon King showed a bitter smile watching me, then brought his severed arm and remaining hand together in a prayer gesture.

"Astal, but to approach the secrets the gods are hiding, you must kill me. Only when you become stronger than yourself in all routes will you have a chance."

Following the Demon King's hand seal, giant arms burst from the ground and rushed to grab my body as I cast the spell.

They looked like massive living white serpents, opening their maws to bite me—

At that moment, arrows shot toward the sky.

"...?!!"

*Pababak—* Seeing the blind arrows shot toward the Demon King's distant position, I first thought the Demon King's subordinates had misfired.

It couldn't be an attack from Talion, whose eyes were blinded and arms rendered useless by arrows piercing his entire body.

"So a world line where you trust your companions is different... I'm a bit envious. To set it up so arrows fly even after death."

The Demon King looked in the direction the arrows came from and explained the reason to me.

Talion had drawn his bowstring in advance so arrows would fly to the sky after his death.

*—Fwaaash.*

The arrows Talion shot connected in a line while emitting light, creating a barrier-like circle around the Demon King.

"Yes, this is how you eliminate Idea's weakness of requiring casting time."

*Pababababak—!*

Before the Demon King finished speaking, an endless rain of arrows began pouring into the area the archer had created.

As the Demon King's body was pierced countless times by arrows, the giant arms connected to him screamed and crashed to the ground.

It was a movement to protect me as I continued chanting toward the Demon King.

As if knowing I was burning the last of my life.

"...Astal, you really had good companions in this life."

Seeing this, the Demon King wore a strangely relieved expression.

He should have been flustered at being caught off guard, or shown anger at me for rejecting his offer, yet he seemed far too calm.

But I had no time to think about this question.

"O great Magic God Odin, teacher of all mages."

My vision gradually blurred. In the sensation of life fading, I chanted like a madman at rapid speed.

"It's almost regrettable that I must kill you, Astal, or escape from here to stop the Idea's casting."

The Demon King aimed his hand at me again to continue his attack. Once more, a crushing fist swung down.

But,

"...!!!"

Something flying from somewhere blocked the invisible attack. A single sword piercing and lodging in the Demon King's heart.

It was the ordinary sword Hero Kyle originally carried, with no special abilities.

"You know a non-holy weapon can't deal me a fatal wound, Kyle..."

The Demon King questioned Kyle while coughing up blood, but there was no answer. He'd used his last strength to help me from the start.

Just before dying from being sliced vertically, he must have cast magic on the ordinary sword he'd used since childhood.

"I will burn the last ember of life and strike at the heart, the source of mana, so grant me the power to repel and destroy this wicked enemy."

I thanked Kyle in my heart while continuing to chant the Idea.

My vision gradually dyed dark red. Strength drained from my entire body, and even the sensation of breathing grew dull.

A sensation as if time flowed slowly. Death was closing in, but I kept my eyes wide open trying not to lose consciousness.

"Idea's weaknesses are that chanting takes a long time, it can be broken by cutting the critical point, and—"

The Demon King tore at the magic circle with his remaining hand, trying to escape from the spell about to explode.

"—it fails if the caster dies. If you can't overcome these weaknesses, you won't be able to kill me."

As the Demon King said this and an arm tried to twist my neck, fire, water, wind, and rocks flew into the Idea.

The Spirit Kings maintaining existence in very small forms. Following their master's command, they were using their power one last time to help me.

"...The being you must overcome in the future isn't a fake god like me, but a real god."

With a gesture as if shooing away flies, the Demon King's hand caused the Spirit Kings' existence to vanish in an instant.

"...!!"

Then the spirits' final power melted into my Idea, blocking the Demon King from escaping.

As if they'd aimed for this from the start.

"I acknowledge it. You're someone who cares for companions more than any Astal I've seen in any route."

Unable to properly form his hand seal because of this, the Demon King expressed pure admiration.

"Right, they were people far too good for me."

At the Demon King's words, I began overlapping even more magic circles confining him.

It was clearly insane. An action I wouldn't have dared attempt normally.

My hands burning from the magic's backlash, and the pain of my mana core burning up as if consuming my last life.

*Focus. Just a little more...!*

But my concentration was sharper than ever.

I instinctively sensed this was the last spell I would use.

His wish to save everyone now emitted a brilliantly shining radiance, overlapped countless times.

*This is the pinnacle of magic I've only ever envisioned in my mind, the integration of all magic in the world, the end that magic can reach...*

If I made even the slightest mistake, the magic circle would overload and blow away not just my remaining arm and heart, but this entire area.

Magic impossible without eyes that could see mana and the genius mana control I'd trained since childhood.

It was regrettable when you think about it.

I only obtained everything about magic after losing everyone.

"...I'm sorry I couldn't save you. Everyone."

When you can't breathe, straighten your shoulders first.

I exhaled my final breath, recalling Victoria's touch as she patted my always-hunched back.

*— Lord Astal...*
*— Astal.*
*— Astal!*
*— Lord Astal.*

Companions who seemed like they'd immediately rise and smile at me asking what's wrong if I called their names.

Such companions were now lending me their strength.

I absolutely couldn't give up.

I continued chanting while spreading the magic circles larger and denser.

"Impossible. To overlap this many spells and activate them all at once—haven't you already surpassed the human category?"

As the Demon King said, objectively my body's condition had already exceeded its limits.

My life was fading to the point where it was strange I was still breathing.

"But you won't be able to recover even your companions' corpses, let alone your own life. Are you trying to commit suicide?"

"No..."

Though I was already in a dying state, losing consciousness—

"I'm going to use magic to kill you. Even if I sacrifice everything."

Like how someone who's wielded a sword their whole life might swing it even unconscious.

"—O magic, source of infinite wisdom and essence of countless failures. Humble Astal Kaisaros beseeches you, grant the primordial light into this hand."

With lifeless eyes, I finished chanting the Idea.

"Idea."

*Fwaaang—!* At my clenched fist gesture, the magic circle emitted light.

As if purifying something impure, it poured all its energy toward the trapped Demon King.

Through that light I was flung far away, and the explosion and noise growing in size swallowed the entire area.

A sensation where seconds became hours, hours became years. In that vortex, I faced my own past.

The saintess whose body was half-covered in flowers. The moment I first saw the platinum-haired woman called the Saintess of Flowers.

On life-or-death battlefields, fighting demons back-to-back with my companions.

When we first distributed rewards, bickering as each tried to take more of their share.

And later, when my relationship with the saintess developed and we secretly went on a date, only to be caught by the Hero and tell mismatched lies.

In that panorama, I smiled faintly.

*...I avenged you all before dying.*

It wasn't that I had no desire for life. It wasn't that I had no regrets about the magical heights I couldn't reach.

But such regrets and attachments no longer mattered compared to the precious people I'd met.

The red-haired Hero who'd burst into anger and readily suggest a fight if you ignored him even slightly.

The platinum-haired saintess who'd calmly say she didn't have much time left whenever alcohol touched her lips.

The green-haired Divine Archer who'd show off archery tricks several times a day, teasing "Why can't you humans do this easy thing?"

Even the orange-haired Spirit Master who'd speak of such companions as if they were pathetic.

*Why did you all trust me so much?*

That most precious five-year journey. Before the goal of defeating the Demon King, they became irreplaceable friends and companions.

*If I were given life again, could I meet you all?*

I closed my eyes comfortably in the floating sensation of my body rising.

The fading flow of magic didn't matter. The crushing pain in my heart was no longer a big problem.

This precious connection was great fortune for me, something that couldn't be bought with money or connections.

*If I'd known it would end like this, should I have at least said a proper goodbye?*

I just regretted not seeing them again and not conveying even a word of farewell.

If I had just one more chance, couldn't I save my companions' lives this time?

Burying such small hope in my heart, my heartbeat completely stopped.

* * *

"Hello, this is the first time we've met face to face, right? It feels quite strange."

Immediately after, I opened my eyes in a place I'd never seen before.

"...Who the hell are you?"

A strange place where another man with red hair and robes, very similar to me, stood before my eyes.

"Well, I have many names. Some call me Thanatos, the God of the Underworld..."

The man with an appearance similar to what companions had testified about seeing me in other routes—

"The ill-fated Astal Kaisaros who couldn't connect with Victoria Everhart and whose other companions all died early on."

"......"

"I like this name best among them. So, how does it feel to be killed by the Demon King?"

—was welcoming me to the afterlife.
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Let me organize the situation.

I died to the Demon King just moments ago.

And when I opened my eyes, I found myself here—alone in this darkness where the scenery reflected chaotically, as if I were standing on the surface of water.

"...Am I dreaming?"

"No, everything you're experiencing right now is real. All your companions, including Victoria, are dead. And so are you."

Moreover, another version of me from a different route stands before my eyes.

Except for the hair and robe colors, everything looked identical, like looking in a mirror.

But an ominous sensation that this guy and I were fundamentally different was crawling up my entire body.

"Then, were you the Demon King? Was all of this actually meant to test my potential...?"

"Ah, is that what you thought? That all this insane shit was a test? Hahaha...!"

The red-haired Astal—or rather, the one who introduced himself as Thanatos, the God of the Underworld—was chuckling as he looked at me.

What exactly was so funny?

He clutched his stomach laughing, then rolled on the ground once, even wiping away tears.

"Did your brain burn out from using magic at the end? How could the one who killed our parents and burned down our village possibly be Astal Kaisaros?"

Tap tap.

Thanatos tapped his temple twice with his finger.

"The latter is correct, but the former is wrong."

"Then who exactly is the Demon King...?"

Thanatos's words only deepened my confusion.

Then why did he speak of testing me until the moment of death, mention other routes, and try to draw out different results?

The body heat and fervor from battle had vanished somewhere, and now I felt as if I'd fallen into cold river water, my reason standing on edge.

Yes, as if I'd truly fallen into hell.

"That guy isn't us from another world line. He's just some nameless god worshipped in folk religion in some rural village."

Thanatos spoke as if it were nothing in response to my question.

How could a mere nameless god worshipped in rural folk religion become the Demon King?

"Then why destroy the world or specifically burn down my hometown?"

"Well, didn't you hear it ad nauseam from the Demon King? That unless you could kill him, you wouldn't even get a chance to talk. If it bothered you, you should've been strong enough to kill him like me."

Or was everything this guy was saying a complete lie?

Even piling question upon question, the fog thick in my mind wouldn't clear.

"Hey, you must not know much since you just died.... I'm not some fairy who answers your questions. I have no obligation or responsibility to answer everything you're curious about. Got it?"

"......"

Thanatos let out a deep sigh and pushed my shoulder lightly.

He was clearly looking down on me. The attitude of someone certain I was beneath him.

Seeing someone with the exact same appearance as me act this way stirred an unpleasant feeling deep in my heart.

"...Then why did you invite me here? If you're the God of the Underworld, you could just erase my existence without needing to talk."

I spoke through gritted teeth.

Not only my beloved, but all the companions I cherished had been killed by the Demon King.

If he was going to invite me to this empty underworld, there had to be a reason.

"Oh, that?"

Grin.

Thanatos showed me a twisted smile. His slightly distorted and contorted face made it hard to tell if he was laughing or crying.

In those red eyes, the opposite of mine, I could see burning ecstasy and rage.

"I just wanted to vent my personal frustrations on you."

"......!!!"

Shiver.

At the ominous energy I felt in that instant, I had no choice but to leap back and maintain distance from Thanatos.

Why?

I felt a more fundamental fear than when facing the Demon King.

As if pushing my neck into a sharply bladed guillotine—

"Good instincts. Is it because you almost defeated the Demon King right before death?"

The source of the discomfort I'd been feeling.

Though he had the same appearance as Astal Kaisaros, the reason I felt no familiarity from this guy.

"Ah, this is why I tried not to even talk to those Blue Tower bastards."

It was because this guy and I had lived completely opposite lives.

Unlike me, he had entered the Red Magic Tower to train in magic, and having failed to connect with Victoria, he seemed thoroughly twisted somewhere.

"...Just revive my companions already. You can do it as the God of the Underworld."

With a sliver of hope, I asked Thanatos about reviving Victoria and the other companions.

A doubt suddenly struck my mind.

He didn't seem like someone who would revive me and my companions and give us a second chance.

If that were the case, he wouldn't be showing such suspicious signs.

"Why would I? Your companions have nothing to do with me."

"......"

What returned was cynicism.

Thanatos was casually spouting sentences I would never say.

"Isn't that right? In the end, different routes only influence each other—they're not the same people, and their fates don't change."

The third hypothesis I'd recently discovered.

Logically it was sound, but the cold-heartedness of it was nauseating.

"You're Astal Kaisaros too. So how can you so easily dismiss your companions...!!"

"Hey, unlike someone, I wanted to trust my companions but couldn't."

Thanatos narrowed his brow as if my words were absurd.

"In my world line, all my companions died in less than a month."

"......"

The reason Thanatos was skeptical about reviving my companions or Victoria.

"Right, I don't have any of that camaraderie, love, or friendship you feel."

It was because, unlike me, he was an Astal from a route where all his companions had died, so there was no need for such things.

"Ah, though I did feel a bit of guilt toward Victoria. She was eaten by a monster trying to protect me."

With those words, Thanatos produced a spherical three-dimensional magic circle in his palm.

An Idea tinged red, unlike mine.

Though it looked similar to what another route's me had created using transformation, its density and level were on a different dimension.

Unlike me, who could only manifest a perfect Idea by borrowing my companions' power,

"She died with her lower body severed, scattering blood and entrails—honestly, I thought her death was partly my responsibility."

This guy was drawing even heterogeneous powers like holy swords and divine power entirely from himself.

As if he'd torn open his dead companions' corpses and plundered the power within.

"Following what I learned at the Red Magic Tower, I burned the problematic flower with Parma's flames the moment I saw Victoria, and she truly hated me for it...."

"......"

"That foolish woman, being a Saintess and all, must have wanted to protect me."

Thanatos was recounting the situation in detailed specifics, as if describing something that happened just yesterday.

When he first met Victoria, unlike me, he burned the flower, and she condemned him as insane.

Their relationship deteriorated to the worst, and with the label of being a murderer who tried to kill the Saintess, the party's coordination began falling apart even more.

A monster ambush exploiting that gap.

He said the Red Magic Tower's teachings, focused solely on firepower and performance, left him defenseless against such attacks.

And so Victoria's lower body was torn off and she died,

Talion died with his head ripped off while still alive,

Anima died as her flesh was slowly carved away by demons,

And finally, Hero Kyle took his own life out of guilt for failing to protect his companions.

"...Now do you understand the difference between you and me? You lucky bastard."

Thanatos had experienced at the beginning of his journey what I'd experienced against Demon King Ergosum.

"Then all the more reason to give me a chance. You could cooperate and revive me."

Even after hearing Thanatos's unfortunate past, I couldn't give up hope and was pleading with him.

Seeing that he'd risen to the position of God of the Underworld, surely Thanatos could make the dead breathe again.

"Hey, sorry, but I already gave you a chance."

However, Thanatos paid no heed to my plea and kept making the red Idea larger.

"I passed my Eidos to you, didn't I? With that, I tried my best to at least protect Victoria in your world line."

"...Ah."

The other Idea that had been the key to killing the Demon King. I'd thought I'd contacted another route through transformation, but was that his arrangement?

"Then you could have told me this beforehand. At least the Demon King's weakness or the danger..."

I tried to point out that Thanatos could have appeared as Astal from another route and given me advance warning or information.

"This is why you don't get it. To help while avoiding 'that guy' hiding behind the Demon King, this was the best I could do."

But Thanatos shook his head with a grimace. An expression of anger rising from not understanding the other person.

"Wait, 'that guy'—you mean there really is someone else besides the Demon King?"

The mural I'd seen in the forbidden library suddenly came to mind, and I questioned Thanatos again with a suspicion, but.

"I'm not taking questions anymore."

Thanatos, fist clenched tight, was trying to strike my solar plexus with the red Idea.

"What happens here is just my personal venting."

"......"

"You'll be in too much pain to die even if you want to, so grit your teeth and endure it for a few hundred years."
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How much time had passed since then?

I couldn't even react to the one-sided assault Thanatos was unleashing.

My entire body felt like it was being shattered, and every breath I exhaled brought stabbing pain, but...

"Don't tell me you can't even react to this level of speed? You're surprisingly not satisfying to beat up...."

I couldn't die here.

Having lost my physical body, I couldn't die from shock due to pain, nor could I bleed out from excessive blood loss.

"Hahaha!! Your eyes are still alive. Yeah, let's see when that pathetic fighting spirit of yours crumbles."

An environment similar to fighting in the Dullahan's arena. I could only glare at the other me before my eyes and repeat these words.

"Save... save me...."

"Yeah, it's about time you started saying things like that. When you don't even know how time passes and keep getting beaten to death, people go crazy."

"...Save my comrades, I don't care what happens to me."

I bit my tongue and used what little rationality I had left to beg him to spare my comrades' lives.

After all, this guy was still Astal Kaisaros.

If he had killed Demon King Ergosum and deliberately ended up stuck in this underworld to gain the position of a god, he must have some other aim besides just venting his anger.

Otherwise, he wouldn't have bothered transforming to contact me and entrusting me with Eidos, another Idea.

'Besides, if not this, there's not even a glimmer of hope to save Victoria.'

Even if it was the thinnest thread of hope, right now I had no choice but to bet on this possibility.

"Are you fucking insane...?"

Thanatos's face twisted upon hearing my words, and I felt his disgusted gaze as if looking at something revolting.

"You bastard...! Even though all your comrades were slaughtered by the Demon King because you were lacking, you're making that request to me?!"

Kwang—!

With one punch from Thanatos, I flew far away and crashed into a transparent wall.

The barrier preventing those outside from helping me and Thanatos. I finally found where it was.

"Yeah, because I think if you're Astal Kaisaros, you'll grant my request."

Even in pain, I deliberately showed a confident smile to provoke him.

Thanatos could be said to be the complete opposite of me.

You could tell from his arrogance in thinking himself a genius and his attitude of disregarding human life.

If I hadn't met my comrades during the Demon King subjugation, or if Victoria hadn't saved me, I would have been twisted like that too.

"...Yeah, keep thinking that way by yourself for the rest of your life."

Thanatos spat out those words as he approached to torment me again.

'His stride is long, and his breathing has become rough from anger.'

I kept analyzing Thanatos's habits and behavioral patterns.

If I couldn't react to the magic he used, I just needed to read it beforehand and dodge or respond.

- Astal, if you face an enemy too strong for you to handle, I want you to deal with it like this.

The fighting method taught to me by my master, Master of the Blue Tower Charlotte Snowrain.

- The pattern of their breathing, the signs they show before attacking... grasp everything including their fingertips, gaze, and habits.

Unlike the Red Magic Tower that only focused on magical power, strength, and victory,

- Wizards originally grow through failure. Someday those failures will accumulate... and pull you toward success.

This was a combat method known only to wizards of the Blue Magic Tower who considered magic the study of failure.

'...He's the same Astal as me. Then his weaknesses must be the same too.'

Just before Thanatos's Eidos hit my body again, I spread my hand on the ground and used magic.

The chronic weakness of a battle wizard who abandons rear support and comes to the front, mainly using fists.

That weakness is being unable to throw punches when the ground they're standing on becomes unstable.

"......!!!"

Kwagagagagak—!!

Ripples spread across the transparent water-like floor, and huge ice-like spikes jutted out, causing Thanatos's balance to collapse backward.

"This is getting interesting...! What, I thought you'd prostrate yourself begging to save your comrades."

Yeah, I actually considered doing that.

But that wouldn't be cool.

If my comrades who lent me their strength to defeat the Demon King were watching this fight,

I didn't want to disgrace them at the very least.

"I'm going to do that after landing one hit on you."

"How are you going to beat me? You can't even use Idea perfectly anymore."

"Well...."

What I needed was magic he didn't know.

Magic I had created solely for my comrades, magic I had made to save Victoria.

Unlike me who fought alongside comrades wanting to save everyone, his habits from fighting alone had made his vision and actions extremely narrow.

So....

"Elemental Transmutation...."

A blind spot outside his field of vision.

If I struck at gaps he couldn't see, I had a good enough chance of winning.

"Lord of Thunder, Thunder Lord."

Pajijijijijik—!!

Commonly known as elemental conversion magic.

Using the magic I had employed when going to the Holy Kingdom to save Victoria, I transformed my body into an element.

It was agonizingly painful as if my whole body was burning, and my consciousness tried to fade as if my very existence was disappearing, but

I couldn't fall here.

"You used elemental conversion magic on yourself? Looks like you're trying a speed battle. Such petty tricks won't work."

If I could just defeat him here, if I could just create an opportunity to negotiate...

I might be able to save Victoria and my comrades.

"...Well, let's see about that."

I smiled at Thanatos and added another magic.

"Elemental Transmutation. Lord of Flames, Fire Lord."

"......!!!"

I transformed half my body into flames again, using the erupting heat to reduce air friction.

"...If I can't save everyone from hell and return, I'd be too embarrassed to keep the title Harmless Wizard."

And with the incomplete Idea I used alone, I created armor covering my entire body.

Armor to prevent my comrades from being caught in Idea's backlash.

I opened only the legs and feet, concentrating the propulsion created by lightning and fire on my lower body.

'This is my top speed.'

Paaaang—!!!

Space distorted for an instant, and I transformed into elements of fire and electricity, beginning my attack on Thanatos.

* * *

Thanatos realized the true value of the suddenly changed Astal and used magic, but perhaps a bit too late, as he ended up with a wound on his cheek.

"Ha, I didn't expect you'd pull something like this...."

Blood dripping down.

Thanatos laughed in disbelief at the warm sensation flowing from his cheek.

Astal had just wounded a god's body.

He didn't know if it was intentional, but his ability to awaken in crisis was unparalleled.

"......"

However, this level wasn't enough to kill the being hiding behind the Demon King.

Even Thanatos, an Astal from another world line who had succeeded in killing Demon King Ergosum, couldn't do it, which was why he was stuck in this underworld building his strength.

Right, this level of power was far from sufficient.

"Eidos (είδος)."

At Thanatos's single word, a red three-dimensional magic circle floated above his palm and rotated.

Magic opposite to Astal's.

The unparalleled effort built up alone without borrowing comrades' strength was perfect enough to kill the Demon King.

"But no matter how good the idea, a trick is just a trick."

Thanatos tried to use this magic again to suppress Astal.

And that carelessness created a very small opening.

"......!!!"

Splash.

At that moment, blood splatter from somewhere blocked Thanatos's vision.

Of course, the one who splattered the blood was the blue-haired Astal. Originally, one of his weaknesses was relying heavily on eyes that could see mana.

He was using very well the weakness he knew because it was Astal's own ability.

"Fuck, I can't see...!! You froze it into ice right after splattering blood...?!"

Thanatos failed to wipe his eyes with his hand. He was shocked by the blood-ice that wouldn't melt even with flames.

Was transforming his body into lightning and fire to charge at him also a deception to block his vision?

Thanatos immediately tried to turn Eidos into armor for defense.

But there was one more thing that could be created with a three-dimensional magic circle besides armor.

"...Yeah, it's a pretty brutish method. But I'm going to use my body itself as a weapon."

Paaaaat—!

Astal changed the form of his armor on his body that had reached maximum speed. A sharp, pointed weapon.

That form, like divine lightning itself, was—

"Perfect Astrape...!!!!"

It pierced through the armor Thanatos wore and sent him crashing into the transparent wall.

Pakang,

Pagagagagak—!!!

Like glass shards breaking, the wall began to crack and crumble.

* * *

"The idea was good but.... That level of magic can't kill me or even land a proper hit."

Thanatos, who took my attack head-on, staggered to his feet and steadied his breathing.

So it didn't work after all.

Unless it was magic that reached the divine realm like Idea... I couldn't inflict fatal damage on an existence like him.

Since he caught on to me enduring his violence while watching for openings, the same trick wouldn't work anymore.

"...So, I'll stay here in hell, just save Victoria and the other comrades. Is that so difficult?"

I spoke to persuade Thanatos, putting my last hope into it.

And as if heaven responded to that hope—

"Excuse me, everyone.... Haven't you fought enough? Please stop now."

Through the wall I had broken, a mysterious figure wearing a black knight's helmet and armor appeared.

"Phew, good thing that strange wall is gone. Even I couldn't break through that...!"

Kwang—!

A figure who immediately struck down Thanatos's flying Eidos with a massive greatsword, shattering it.

"Who are you? Judging by how I can't see your soul, you don't seem to be from this world."

Even Thanatos asked about the identity of someone with such overwhelming force.

"Hmm, how should I introduce myself to get a good reputation.... Right, I'll introduce myself like this."

The mysterious black knight pondered while looking at the ground for a moment, then raised his voice brightly.

"...Pure Love Black Knight."

"......?"

"I'm a man who will become a black knight protecting pure love throughout the universe. Just like my grandfather."

After a brief silence came an answer full of questions.

No matter how much I thought about it, it made no sense.

"Just kidding."

The black knight showed an awkward smile toward me and Thanatos, who wore blank expressions.

"My name is Lord Grancia. Please call me Lord comfortably, Astal."

Paaaat—!

Lord picked me up and moved somewhere, evading Thanatos's eyes.

* * *

"Astal, I came here after hearing Victoria's earnest prayers. Technically speaking, I'm an ally who came to help you."

The far side of the underworld.

In a place where countless souls screamed in agony and suffering, Lord said that.

"...Is that really true?"

"Yes, the prayers she offered every day for a year were so earnest and heartfelt that they reached even the outer universe in a completely different place."

"......"

"Let's go find Victoria and your other comrades' souls first. That's the priority, right?"

Golden eyes visible through the face guard. The wolf-shaped gaze burned with hope more than ever.

"If the opponent is a god, let's gather our comrades and try fighting too."
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# Translation

KWAAAAAAAAA─!!

A black knight racing through hell at tremendous speed, clad in jet-black armor.

"Say, have we met before? Why do I feel so familiar with you?"

A sense of déjà vu washed over me, as if I'd seen him somewhere before, so I asked Lord if we'd ever met.

"This is completely our first meeting!"

Then why does he feel so familiar?

As I mulled over my past memories, I finally recalled where I'd seen him.

The countless parallel universes the First Saintess Eliciel had shown me. He looked very similar to the quarter-werewolf I'd seen in fragments of other world lines called Routes.

"Hey, did you by any chance try to kill Demon King Ergosum in another world line? I remember seeing it in the memories the First Saintess showed me."

"That's right! At first, I thought he was the one who tried to use the Grand Route my grandfather created!"

Despite the tremendous sound of cutting through the wind and the bone-chilling cold, Lord charged forward without a care.

Since in hell you only feel pain from physical wounds without actually dying or getting injured, I'd asked him to go as fast as possible.

I thought finding my companions' souls and escaping this hell as quickly as possible was the priority.

"Grand Route?"

"It's about unifying all the possibilities that every world line has into one, integrating different parallel universes!"

Lord answered my question with a bright laugh. It seemed like a somewhat difficult concept to grasp just from hearing it.

Since past choices gathering to create new world lines and influencing each other was quite complex.

"To put it more simply, in my grandfather's case, he erased all misfortune to save the person he loved..."

"...And in Demon King Ergosum's case, he tried to make all possibilities into one by destroying all worlds?"

In that moment, a single thought flashed through my mind.

The reason Demon King Ergosum destroyed other parallel universes and made me an offer while killing my companions as if testing me.

It was because he was trying to create a 'Grand Route' by destroying all other world lines to make all possibilities into one.

"Exactly! As expected of someone called a genius wizard, Astal, you're really smart."

At my statement, Lord raised his thumb and raised his voice. Though his face was hidden by his helmet and I couldn't see his expression, I could feel he seemed excited somehow.

"...So what's the truth behind this dirty, underhanded story? What do you gain by destroying countless parallel universes?"

I asked Lord the most important question with a hint of irritation.

What exactly are the gods hiding that even the Demon King and Thanatos are doing this to me?

"Hmm, good question. Astal, do you know about mirrors?"

"I know that much. They definitely show your left and right hands reversed..."

I casually shared the knowledge I had in response to Lord's words. I'd always thought the mirrors I often saw in the Magic Tower reflected things in reverse.

However,

"No, to be precise, front and back are reversed. Since the reflected image itself is already flipped, that illusion occurs."

Lord expressed a different view from mine.

The black knight saying mirrors don't reverse left and right, but show front and back flipped.

"What does mirrors have to do with the secret the gods are hiding?"

The more I listened to Lord's story, the less I understood. What problem could mirrors possibly have?

"Astal, this place is a universe in the complete opposite position from the universe I originally came from. If you place a mirror in between, the Z-axis aligns perfectly."

"...!!!"

With those words, Lord produced a small three-dimensional magic circle on his palm.

It was similar to my Idea, but the difference was that it had an even smaller sphere-shaped satellite orbiting around it.

"The blue one is the universe where I came from, where the Grand Route was completed, and the red one is Astal's current universe divided into numerous Routes."

At the sight of the small universe unfolding on his palm, I honestly couldn't help but be a bit shocked.

I'd thought that using three-dimensional magic circles like Idea required precise control like the eyes that see mana.

Yet he could create them this small, even if the power was greatly reduced.

I thought it would be a good idea to create several small Ideas and shoot them at enemies.

"Then could it be that what the Demon King is after is..."

"Yes, if all possibilities in the universe where Astal resides are brought to destruction, it will become similar to the universe where I am."

"Like an image reflected in a mirror."

From the appearance that looked reversed like a mirror reflection, I recalled something meaningful I'd seen in the Holy Kingdom's forbidden library.

A mural of eleven gods fighting an existence like shattered mirror fragments.

The overwhelming appearance of that giant being still remained in my memory.

If the conditions were just right─, I had an intuition that the mirror between them would shatter at any moment and that thing would burst out.

"...Outer God Miragia. The god of the mirror world and chaos itself that destroyed countless universes. That's what I call it."

Lord finally nodded and told me about the existence hiding behind the Demon King.

"The gods here seem to have used the power of the 'Grand Route' my grandfather achieved to seal Miragia in that gap."

"Then, if a Grand Route is created here too..."

"Since a completely reversed and symmetrical universe would be created, Miragia sealed in the mirror would regain its power."

He spoke so easily of what neither the gods, the Demon King, nor even the God of the Underworld who was me from another world line had told me.

"...But you know, wouldn't things have been easier if someone had told me this in advance?"

The doubts swirling in my head still weren't resolved.

Then why did Demon King Ergosum speak as if testing me, and why did he stop attacking when we arrived in the Demon World after trying to destroy the continent?

Moreover, I couldn't understand why the gods couldn't use their power directly and didn't even hint at this to the Hero or Saintess they'd chosen.

"That wouldn't have been possible. Unless it was in a hidden side that can't be reflected in a mirror, like this underworld where we are now."

"...A hidden side?"

"Yes, like secret places where lovers who love each other have passionate nights together... or the afterlife where dead souls gather."

"..."

"The moment the gods use their power or mention information about Miragia, it can break through the seal and influence this world."

"Because mirrors are inherently such objects."

Is that why Heavenly God Lumina said she could fix the side effects of the miracle if Victoria and I did naughty things?

It certainly would have been very embarrassing if someone else saw such a scene.

"Then, did you deliberately hide in the underworld?"

Now that the missing puzzle pieces seemed to be falling into place one by one, I couldn't help but keep asking Lord questions.

"Yes, because my grandfather would definitely have done so. That's why I risked the danger and kept waiting for the right time here."

"Your grandfather must be quite famous. If you want to become that Pure Love Black Knight or whatever."

I couldn't help but laugh a little at Lord's words. Though I didn't know the exact meaning, it seemed like a very cringeworthy term.

Moreover, if he had the power to seal an existence that even this world's gods couldn't handle, he must have been incredibly strong.

In the first place, a grandson who admired his grandfather and wanted to become something reminded me of a child that might be born between Victoria and me, and I even found it cute.

"Yes! He's truly amazing! He endlessly repeated regressions for the person he loved and finally found a Grand Route where everyone could be happy!"

Sure enough, when I praised his grandfather a little, Lord's words immediately sped up.

He seemed like a very easy-to-read man.

Pure and kind, and therefore a fool who could easily risk his life to save others.

Rather, because he was such a fool, he must have come all the way to the bottom of this hell to save me and my companions.

"So that's why you came to save Victoria and me?"

"That's right. Astal, I also want to protect other people's love like my grandfather and someday find my own partner."

Fortunately, Lord's purpose wasn't to destroy the world like Demon King Ergosum, but simply to help others' love in order to find his own lover.

"But Lord, how exactly did you find me? Looking at how you're racing through hell like this, it's an incredibly vast place."

The massive mountain range that began to appear before my eyes. Seeing that treacherous terrain, another question arose in my mind.

"I have a pretty good nose. Astal, you smell exactly like my grandfather, so I could find your location right away."

"...What?"

*Thud.*

The moment I heard that I smelled the same as his grandfather, my face filled with shock.

Though I hadn't been able to wash for a few days while fighting consecutive battles against the Demon King.

"Do I... smell that bad...?"

"No, it's because Astal is a completely reversed existence from my grandfather."

Then Lord shook his head side to side, saying I wasn't dirty.

"I'm like your grandfather...?"

"Yes, my grandfather can't use magic unlike Astal and came from outside this world, but... he has a sad past of losing his parents in a fire."

"..."

"There are probably similar parts too. Because mirrors can't completely reflect appearances."

How does he know this?

Looking at Lord who seemed to know somewhat about my past, I felt a strange sensation.

"Wait, have you met me in other universes too?"

Since he wouldn't know these details unless I told him directly.

"Well, I've met and fought alongside the Demon King with several similar people, but... you're the first one connected to Victoria."

With those words, Lord stopped walking, and I saw someone with a familiar appearance before my eyes.

"Well, we've arrived. Actually, Victoria also smells exactly like my grandmother, so she was easy to find."

"Grandmother! Even if I'm dead, what kind of nonsense are you saying to me, a Saintess...! Huh, huh...?"

Victoria, unable to continue speaking the moment she saw me. Her eyes immediately reddened and she even began to shed tears.

"...Lord Astal?"

The moment Victoria ran toward me.

I spotted the Succubus Queen crouching beside Victoria, holding food and water like her attendant.

Bellamora, why are you here?
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I couldn't help but be surprised to see Bellamora attending to Victoria by her side.

No matter how much this was hell, could she really have become weak enough to obey Victoria?

"Victoria, that person next to you..."

"Oh, that's Bellamora. After arriving in this hell, I saved her when she was getting beaten up by other souls."

Victoria spoke casually while looking at Bellamora beside her.

With a gaze as if looking at a harmless creature, I couldn't help but feel something was off.

"...Souls don't dream, after all. Even though I'm the Succubus Queen, I'm weaker than an ordinary human here."

Bellamora answered that question.

Unlike ordinary succubi, she absorbed people's desires through dreams, so conversely, she couldn't exert her power in this situation.

"So I've been working her as a servant. It's better than having her limbs torn off and eaten by other souls for what she did before, right?"

"......"

Seeing how Victoria had perfectly adapted despite just arriving in hell was so absurd it made me want to laugh.

"So, who's that person next to you...? Don't tell me you seduced another woman, Astal?"

Victoria sent a meaningful look at Lord beside me.

"No! I'm a man."

At that look, Lord waved his hands and removed the black knight helmet he was wearing.

Wolf ears sat atop his black hair, and his appearance was so sculptural it could be mistaken for an elf.

"I'm the son of Sei Grancia and Rosaria, and the future Pure Love Black Knight... Lord Grancia."

Lord certainly introduced himself that way.

Looking at the mana in his body, it was an unusual bloodline with a bit of elf and werewolf blood mixed together.

"I don't understand the meaning... But did you help Astal come meet me?"

"Yes, I saved him by a hair's breadth."

"Thank you, Lord."

Victoria bowed her head to Lord in thanks, then came running to me.

Her eyes were red as if she'd been crying in secret, and her platinum blonde hair, which had been her pride, was disheveled and brittle.

Whoosh.

"Astal, Astal... I'm sorry for dying first. I'm sorry..."

Victoria wrapped her arms around my neck in a tight embrace, calling my name endlessly as she poured out her feelings.

The Saintess who used up all her miracles without caring that her body was turning into flowers, just to keep me from dying against Demon King Ergosum.

"That's why I told you not to use miracles. You don't need to cry over what happened because you were stubborn."

I gently stroked Victoria's head, accepting her complaints.

I shouldn't cry or be sad with her here.

Since we'd met again like this, I should show her a calm, unaffected appearance.

But the hot sensation flowing from my eyes was blocking my vision, making it hard to see ahead.

"Astal... I'm so glad to see you again. I thought I'd never see you again..."

Victoria's voice was choked with tears in my arms.

A slight trembling and wavering.

Even that tremor was so lovely that I held Victoria even tighter.

"So you wanted to meet again in this hell? If you'd survived after defeating the Demon King, we wouldn't have met."

"No, I would have waited until you became a grandfather and died of old age, wouldn't I? Though I thought I wouldn't be able to come to the afterlife since my whole body had turned into flowers."

Victoria was right. She had used miracles beyond her limit to save me in the battle against Demon King Ergosum.

Victoria, who had transformed like a large bouquet of flowers, had become something that could no longer be called human.

"Though I didn't expect to fall into hell. Even though I'm a Saintess."

Victoria looked up at me with a bitter expression. As a Saintess who believed in the Heavenly God, she might have thought there would be a heaven.

"To make the decision to die and leave behind the lover I love, I'm really a pathetic woman."

"But thanks to you, I was able to kill the Demon King, so don't be too heartbroken. If it weren't for hell, we wouldn't have been able to meet, right?"

I wiped Victoria's tears with my hand to comfort her. After all, we were able to meet again because we fell into hell.

"You succeeded in killing him? That incredibly strong Demon King...?"

Victoria's eyes widened at the unexpected news and she stopped crying.

Since all the other companions had died in battle too, it would be normal to think I hadn't been able to defeat him.

"...Though I died too."

I lowered my head toward Victoria. If I had killed the Demon King and survived, I wouldn't have fallen into this hell.

"Ah... So that's why..."

Victoria seemed to understand immediately and nodded, while Lord watched this scene from the side with a pleased expression.

"As expected, reunions between lovers are the best."

Lord Grancia smiled so strangely it was almost creepy.

Calling himself a Pure Love Black Knight, he had sufficient reason to come all this way after hearing Victoria's prayers.

"That smile is a bit unsettling..."

"But he's not a bad guy. He's a helper who came from another universe after hearing the prayers you've been offering every day since the first day you set out to defeat the Demon King."

I was explaining Lord's identity to Victoria, who wore a dubious expression.

Victoria had prayed every day even after setting out to defeat the Demon King, wishing for the party's safe return.

She even prayed for the souls of monsters and demons after killing them, believing they had souls and wishing them peace.

"Is that really true...?"

Those small considerations and warmth had gathered together, existing here now in the name of a miracle.

"Yes, so please be assured. If we succeed in persuading the God of the Underworld, there's even a possibility of returning from here alive."

"......!!!"

At Lord's statement, the eyes of everyone including me widened.

"Oh, of course, since the God of the Underworld Thanatos is the most unfortunate Astal among the different world lines, persuading him won't be easy."

Lord casually revealed Thanatos's identity.

The me from the most unfortunate world line had paradoxically become stronger than any other Astal Kaisaros.

"Right, I almost got vented on for hundreds of years. It's hard to say we're the same person."

I told Victoria about the atrocities Thanatos had committed against me, in case she thought persuading him would be easy.

"...What a petty person. When our Astal worked so hard to kill the Demon King!"

Victoria clenched both fists, steeling her resolve. After all, she was the one who resolved things whenever I caused trouble or problems.

"So what are you going to do about Bellamora? You can't just have her serve you here."

"I have a good idea. Bellamora?"

Flinch.

As soon as Victoria called Bellamora's name, she shrank back greatly.

A reaction as if her body remembered rather than her words. Seeing that, I could tell how much Victoria had made Bellamora do her bidding.

"Since that Thanatos person won't be a soul, won't Bellamora's Illusionary Dream work on him?"

"That'll probably be difficult."

I shook my head at Victoria's suggestion, thinking it was an unlikely plan.

"The opponent is me from another world line who killed even Demon King Ergosum single-handedly. He'd just dispel something like Bellamora's Illusionary Dream. Besides..."

I shifted my gaze to Bellamora in her ridiculous outfit.

"Even if we need to subdue him to attempt dialogue, Bellamora fought against us before."

That's right.

Even though the current Bellamora was weakened and obeying Victoria, she was the very person who had tried to kill me.

"...I've reflected a lot too. If Victoria hadn't saved me, I would have been dead for sure."

At my words, Bellamora fidgeted with her fingers.

"But you don't die in hell."

"That's what makes it more terrible! Do you know how many humans I tormented when I was alive? All those people are grinding their teeth wanting to kill only me!"

"Really?"

"Yes! Even if my limbs are torn off alive, they regenerate, and even if I experience pain that would kill a normal person, I don't die!"

Looking at Bellamora like that, I thought it served her right.

It was quite amusing to see her, who had tormented humans using Illusionary Dreams in life, now crying and wailing.

"Then it seems right to leave you here. Victoria, Lord! Let's find the other companions and move!"

I deliberately said words that crushed the hope Bellamora had. I needed to see how she would react.

"W-wait a moment!"

Sure enough, Bellamora hurriedly called out to me and my companions, asking for a chance.

"I want to be helpful to Astal too...! I don't want to live in a place like this anymore!"

"There's no possibility you'll survive though."

"I don't care. At least I just need to get out of here...! There are too many souls here who know me!"

Bellamora was now clinging to my pant leg, pleading.

At that sight, I asked Victoria for her opinion.

"Wouldn't it be okay? If Thanatos really is Astal, then Bellamora's Illusionary Dream would work best on him."

"......"

"And if it's me now with my body fully recovered, I can subdue someone like Bellamora."

Victoria demonstrated the gap in power by making Bellamora roll left or right with just a glance.
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And so Lord began traveling around various parts of hell, searching for my scattered companions.

The way he used his body like a cannonball to fly rapidly through the air looked similar to when I used Perfect Astrape.

"Talion! You're alive...! Ah, but this is hell, so I guess you're dead.... Ehehe, but I'm still happy to see you again!"

"This feels strange. I was certain the Demon King had killed me without a chance... I never thought we'd meet again like this in the afterlife."

Anima and Talion were reuniting in this hell and catching up, while Lord watched them with a satisfied smile and gave a thumbs up.

Pure goodwill.

For the absurd reason of protecting other people's love, he was going out of his way to help me and my companions.

*...Maybe I'm not one to talk.*

I saw myself overlapping with Lord's image. After all, I had trained in magic for the absurd reason of wanting to save everyone.

I had searched for a way to eliminate the side effects of the miracle that turned Victoria's body into flowers, and created Idea to kill the Demon King and the Four Heavenly Kings.

A trivial trigger and obsession had led me to reach the pinnacle of magic.

Of course, it would have been impossible without my companions.

The reason I was able to kill Demon King Ergosum just before my own death was thanks to the power my companions had left behind for me at the very end.

"So, that guy is your helper, Astal?"

Kyle had approached my side at some point and was casually asking about Lord's identity.

"Probably."

"Aren't you trusting people too easily? Even if he was a person in the parallel universe shown by the First Saintess... he could betray us later."

"Why do you think that?"

Kyle rested his chin on his hand, observing Lord, who was resting after sweating profusely from transporting my companions.

Lord was dripping with sweat, as if using the black knight armor at high speed put strain on his body.

"He revealed secrets hidden by the gods and the Demon King too easily. What if that guy is actually the Outer God Miragia, exposing information to us for entertainment?"

"......"

It was a deduction worthy of Kyle, who had the sharpest instincts in our party. Demon King Ergosum had said that to discuss this secret, one would have to kill him first.

And the eleven gods, including the chief god and Heavenly God, had hesitated to reveal information or exert their power to prevent the Outer God Miragia from influencing the present world.

"...The fact that using miracles turns Victoria's body into flowers was also a backlash created to avoid Miragia's notice—aren't you angry about that, Astal?"

Kyle placed his hand lightly on my shoulder, narrowing his brow.

That's right. The reason Victoria's body turned into flowers when she used miracles was also a crude countermeasure to avoid being caught using the Heavenly God's power.

As long as the balance of the mirror was maintained, it didn't matter what happened within it.

"The you I know would have tried to punch the gods first thing."

"Of course I'm angry. It tormented Victoria her whole life."

I clenched my fist tightly, suppressing my anger. I was furious that some mirror world god had made the Demon King and gods toy with us like playthings.

"But right now, I lack the power. Even if I meet Demon King Ergosum again, I'm not confident I can kill him."

"...But you actually did it, didn't you?"

"That result only came about because I sacrificed all of your lives. If I go back this time, I want to protect all of you."

I said this while creating Idea on my palm again.

Perhaps because Thanatos had blocked my transformation through some method, Eidos wasn't manifesting.

"Besides, I can't use the method I used when I killed Demon King Ergosum now."

"That's a bit unfortunate."

"It's not something to dismiss as just 'unfortunate.'"

I couldn't quite understand Kyle, who spoke as if it were no big deal.

To escape this hell, I needed to persuade Thanatos with force, and I also needed to deal with the being called the Outer God Miragia.

"Well, but you still landed a hit on that Thanatos guy, right? Then you'll be able to find another way."

Kyle was giving me a sly smile. Even though he had died in hell after being split in half by Demon King Ergosum, he was as consistent as ever.

"You've always been like that. When everyone cries that it's impossible, you're the Mad Wizard who finds a way to the very end."

Kyle lightly patted my shoulder, encouraging me. His expression showed relief.

"Honestly, I've often thought how great it would have been if you had become the Hero instead of me."

"There you go again. Who was it that made a loner who only did research in the magic tower into a functioning person?"

I gave a wry smile at Kyle's words and actions. Before meeting my companions, I was someone who devoted my life only to saving people.

If it hadn't been for my master, the Master of the Blue Tower, I might have even dabbled in the forbidden Reverse Heaven to revive my parents.

"I'm not enough of a great person to receive praise from you. You know that the name Hero Kyle is more famous on the continent than mine."

"Hahaha! How modest. Do you know how many people in the demon world owe you their lives?"

"......"

Listening to Kyle's story, I recalled what Thanatos had said earlier.

—*In my world line, Hero Kyle committed suicide by hanging himself out of guilt for failing to protect his companions.*

If I hadn't been taken in by the Blue Magic Tower, or if I had continued to hold onto the arrogant thought that I was a genius, a similar result might have occurred.

"Well, maybe I was just lucky."

I said this while looking around at the scenery. Even though this was the bottom of hell, I felt fortunate that we could reunite like this.

"That we gathered to subjugate the Demon King... and that we succeeded in defeating all the Four Heavenly Kings."

The moment I spoke candidly, Kyle tilted his head and looked at me with a strange expression.

"What are you talking about? No matter how lucky you were, it would have been impossible without the basics."

"The basics?"

"Your conviction to save people, and your will to do anything for your companions."

Kyle tapped my chest with his fist as he said this. His brightly smiling face showed the positive aspects of a Hero.

Me, who always judged situations by thinking of the worst outcome, and the Hero, who always judged situations by thinking of the best outcome.

This was the fundamental difference between Hero Kyle and me.

Without him, our party's trust would have cracked long ago and wouldn't have lasted until now.

"I don't know what you heard from Thanatos, but... don't worry too much about it, Astal."

"Yeah."

Kyle's encouragement lightened my heavy heart a bit.

The being that even Thanatos and the Demon King, who were much stronger than me, couldn't kill was probably Miragia.

I had been pointlessly worrying about whether I could defeat such a being.

"Hey, where are you going?"

"Even if Lord's true identity is Miragia's puppet... right now I have no choice but to use him."

I said this while approaching the black knight Lord, who was lying on the ground resting.

Lord might truly have heard Victoria's prayer and come to this universe to help us.

Or he might be a being trying to use the power of Miragia, called an Outer God.

A powerhouse who could cut through Thanatos's Eidos in one strike, and someone capable enough to find me and my companions even in this hell.

"Oh, Mr. Astal. What brings you to me?"

In that case, I had no choice but to make maximum use of that fact.

"...I was hoping you could become a training partner so my companions and I can become stronger."

I swallowed hard and asked Lord, wearing his black knight armor, if he could be our sparring opponent.

"Are you sure? If I use my full power, I'll be stronger than you, Mr. Astal."

As I had expected, Lord was saying it would be difficult to fight, with a worried expression.

"Now that Miss Bellamora has joined us, if we can just create a small opening, we should be able to infiltrate Thanatos's mind. Is there really a need to build up your skills?"

"...Because to protect everyone, I need to become much stronger than I am now."

Despite Lord's concerns, I shook my head and spoke sincerely.

Hero Kyle had been sliced vertically by Demon King Ergosum and died without even leaving a death cry or scream.

Victoria had sacrificed herself by turning her entire body into flowers to save me.

The same went for Talion and Anima.

"No matter how much you've come as a helper, we're not so helpless that we'd leave everything to you."

"Hahaha! It seems I'm not trusted. I'm even a bit hurt by that, Mr. Astal."

Lord noticed the intent behind my words and laughed heartily with a smile.

"Well, you did appear quite suddenly. It's also strange that you're in hell without having died."

"Not at all. It's natural for people in this universe to find it strange."

That was indeed true.

Lord could hide in this hell without dying, and he had said he possessed skills sufficient to kill Demon King Ergosum.

"So, how should I help you, Mr. Astal?"

***

"Hmm, you need combat experience similar to actual battle."

"Right, the speed and destructive power of the Demon King and Thanatos aren't at a level that can be caught up to through ordinary combat."

And so we began training, assuming Lord was an enemy and coordinating to face him.

He was the only person who possessed power rivaling the Demon King and Thanatos but could spar with us without killing us.

"Please think of this as real combat, and I'd appreciate it if you'd come at me with the resolve to kill me."

"...Do we really have to?"

"To achieve the results you want, Mr. Astal, I should make maximum effort too... and this armor is quite sturdy, you know."

Lord said this while banging on his black knight armor with his fist.

"Then, I'll really begin now."

*Click.*

Lord Grancia put on his black knight helmet again and took some distance from us.

[Heart Sword system access complete.]

[Successfully loaded data for Demon Sword Horizon and Heart Sword Giu.]

[There are 14 replies to the rescue request at spatial coordinates 1345.]

A different voice echoed from Lord's armor, and then—

"...Prototype Dark Knight, activate."

From within his helmet, golden eyes burning with fighting spirit could be seen.

This guy—he showed no will to fight earlier.

But his attitude had suddenly changed.
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# Translation

KWAAAAAA─!

From behind Lord in his black knight armor, a tremendous wind burst forth, cutting between me and my companions.

Speed beyond recognition.

A scene similar to when I first faced Demon King Ergosum's attack unfolded before my eyes.

Thud, thud, thwack─!

With the dull sound of punches, strikes landed on our abdomens, and my companions and I were sent flying far away.

"You all need to be able to adapt to at least this speed."

Lord Grancia exhaled white smoke through his helmet, giving us advice.

"If you can't step into this world of speed, no attack will work on Demon King Ergosum."

As Lord casually brushed off his hands, there was no sign or indication of his attacks.

So what should I do?

Should I build a system that automatically defends using magic?

No, I need to approach this with a more fundamental method.

"Haha, as expected, Mr. Astal is the best! How did you react to my speed?"

Just as he was catching his breath to attack us once more, Lord noticed something strange and smiled at me.

The moment Lord's offensive covered me and my companions, I had succeeded in entering that world of speed and landing a counter punch.

"...I got a good hint from the structure of the three-dimensional magic circle you showed me before."

I said, showing the slightly modified Idea hovering above my palm.

A small satellite orbiting around Idea.

Using the satellite's orbital path, I could freely determine the speed of selecting and casting only the necessary magic from the three-dimensional magic circle.

"To think you could imitate the three-dimensional magic circle my grandfather devised after seeing it just once, that's amazing...!"

"What are you talking about? I'm the original."

I bit down slightly harder on my molars.

Honestly, being told I resembled some unidentifiable grandfather or that I was some reversed existence was enough to wound my pride.

"I've layered acceleration magic as much as possible and cast magic on myself and my companions to minimize air resistance caused by speed. Your tricks won't work anymore."

I said to Lord while spinning Idea between my fingers.

Now I just need to prepare beforehand, so I should be able to gain the upper hand even against Demon King Ergosum.

"...You certainly are different. My grandfather never showed his true strength when fighting me."

"That's obvious, isn't it? What parent would seriously fight their own child?"

KWANG─!

I rushed at Lord and clashed my magic circle-wrapped fist against him.

"......!!!"

A shock that made my hand tingle. The moment I touched the jet-black armor, all the magic I had wrapped around my fist vanished like a mirage.

"I apologize, but the armor I'm wearing ignores all magic that exists in this world."

With those words, Lord grabbed my robe and slammed me to the ground.

Finding an opening in an opponent who maintained constant acceleration seemed almost impossible.

"But in the end, it only ignores magic."

CLANG─!

This time, Kyle, accelerated by my acceleration magic, was swinging his Flame Holy Sword at Lord.

Blazing flames engulfed Lord, and he seemed slightly shaken as he blocked the holy sword with his armored arm.

"Kugh...!"

And then came the follow-up attack.

Talion's arrows flew from a blind spot Lord couldn't respond to.

With trajectories that bent wildly and moved freely, there were limits to what the black knight in armor could handle against such ranged attacks.

"Quite impressive. Truly a party capable of killing Demon King Ergosum."

Lord, emerging from Kyle's flames, appeared without any injuries or wounds.

Just how incredible was this armor's ability to nullify magic and remain unscathed by most attacks?

I got up from where I'd fallen and tried to use Idea to restrict Lord's movements.

Victoria and Anima coordinated their attacks accordingly, and the moment all our attacks hit Lord.

"But... it's still not enough."

Golden eyes gleamed through the visor's gaps as meaningful words reached us.

Raindrops began appearing in my vision.

Due to the acceleration magic applied to my body, the falling rain appeared as frozen droplets, as if time had stopped.

Why was it suddenly raining from the sky? The moment I had that question.

"...In the end, everyone except Mr. Astal failed to adapt to their accelerated bodies."

Lord grasped one of those raindrops and created a blue-glowing sword.

Through eyes that could see mana, I witnessed an eerie sight—the moment Lord gripped that sword, all the surrounding raindrops and his mana circuits connected.

"The instinctive flinching of your bodies and how your attacks became passive to prevent injury are proof of that."

Splash.

Like a water-filled pouch bursting, Lord's form dissolved into water droplets.

"Then you can't create variables."

Screech, KAAAAA─!

Lord, transformed into water droplets, appeared before Kyle in his flame armor and swung his sword.

In an instant, the armor Kyle wore vanished.

"Your tongue sure is long...!"

I threw Idea from behind Lord. An attack from a blind spot he couldn't see.

"Didn't I tell you earlier? This armor is based on the Demon Sword Horizon, so all magic..."

"...But it seems you can't block physical impacts!"

KWANG─!

Immediately after, Idea exploded at Lord's temple with a tremendous roar.

Like a soap bubble bursting from impact, I had changed Idea to explode the moment it touched that jet-black armor.

Bang, bang, BOOM─!

I didn't even need to use the Idea I'd been using regularly. As long as it was small enough to use multiple times without issue and had sufficient power, that was enough.

Even his irregular movements of transforming into raindrops couldn't be avoided if I attacked using blind spots.

In the end, no matter how powerful the equipment Lord used, he still relied on his five senses for judgment and action.

"Since it's not quite as good as the real thing my grandfather used, I suppose. To think you'd identify the weakness so quickly—it's almost awe-inspiring."

"...Grandfather this, grandfather that. Even if your admiration is great, aren't you focusing too much on that?"

I said, wiping away the nosebleed flowing from overworking my mana core with the back of my hand.

Using multiple complex, mana-intensive spells like Idea did put some strain on me.

"......"

"I'm right, aren't I? It seems like the ability doesn't fit your body and is quite burdensome."

I said, thinking of my own rapidly beating heart.

If it were truly one's own inherent ability, one would learn to control it or find ways to offset its weaknesses.

But,

"Because you have a clear goal called 'grandfather,' perhaps that's why you can't surpass that person."

Like the tremendous amount of sweat flowing from Lord's armor now, he couldn't set a certain standard and kept looking upward.

I understood it was an emotion that could be called competitive spirit or stubbornness.

"In the end, that grandfather and you, Lord, are different people."

The most important fact doesn't change.

"...So think a bit more comfortably. And minimize conversation during fights from now on."

"......!!!"

Seeing Lord stop attacking after just a few words, I smirked and transformed my entire body into lightning and flame elements.

Normally, this would require casting time, so I needed to create even a brief opening.

"Perfect Astrape."

KWAAAAAA─!

The heat generated by flames and the rippling from lightning began distorting the space around me.

"If it's an attack with such large preparatory movements, I just need to dodge with my technique...!"

"I told you. You talk too much."

Who would use magic with such long casting time without knowing that?

I could use such a bold method precisely because I trusted my companions to cover that weakness more than anyone.

"...Kugh!"

At that moment, Kyle appeared behind Lord and thrust his holy sword into a gap in the armor.

It was a minute structure in the joint areas like the shoulders, designed to release the heat generated by the body's burden.

"Should I thank you for explaining everything? I noticed because white smoke kept puffing out whenever you moved."

No matter how formidable the opponent, if they trust their equipment's performance over their companions or experience in battle, such openings appear.

"A wound of this degree is nothing...!"

As soon as Kyle retreated, Lord Grancia adjusted his posture to pull out the holy sword embedded in his shoulder.

"Really? Then try withstanding this attack too."

KWANG─!

At that moment, Victoria's hammer struck the ground, greatly disrupting Lord Grancia's balance.

"...I'm grateful for your help, but to win this practice battle, I have no choice."

He must be wondering why she attacked the ground instead of him.

But this was also intentional.

Unlike the armor I created with Idea, if the armor itself was the source of speed—

Simply destroying the ground to run on was enough to prevent escape.

"Anima, Talion!"

"Got it! Astal!"

Then came Talion's arrows and the coordinated attack of the Spirit Kings Anima commanded.

A storm of flames, shocks of ice and lightning surrounded Lord Grancia.

*...What's needed is concentrating all power into a single point.*

I thought while placing my hand near my heart.

When facing Thanatos, I transformed my body to clash with him, but I'd thought of an even more offensive method.

If I used the Core Sword like a nail and my body itself as a hammer, I could shatter my opponent even more powerfully.

"Ha, hahaha!! Hahahaha!! As expected, you all are the best...!! The teamwork shown by companions who've coordinated in the Demon World for so long, and Mr. Astal who planned everything—all of it!"

Did he really love fighting that much originally? I even got goosebumps watching Lord laugh madly within the storm of flames.

"Perfect Astrape, applied version."

I wrapped Idea around my entire body once more and charged at the enemy, just like when I landed a blow on Thanatos.

The scenery before my eyes began transforming into blurry lines, and when it finally appeared as a single point.

KWAAAAAANG─!!!

With a tremendous impact sound, I tried to drive the Core Sword into Lord's abdomen.

"This is surprising. I didn't know Mr. Astal possessed such a splendid Heart Sword!"

Lord Grancia blocked my all-out attack with another new sword, smiling with blood trickling from his mouth.

"But it's hollow inside. With a little adjustment, it could become even stronger..."

What came from Lord's mouth was unexpected advice that struck my mind.

"...Thanks for the advice."

The moment I heard those words, I inserted the Idea wrapped around my body into the Core Sword.

And then,

─Fire.

Like a cannon firing a cannonball, Idea struck Lord directly.

It was the moment a new method emerged to compensate for the weaknesses like preliminary preparation and critical points that Demon King Ergosum had mentioned before.
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A flash of light filled his vision.

The countless colors created by the direct hit of the Idea were blocking Lord's sight.

[Demon Sword Horizon, 78 percent loss.]

[Heart Sword Giu, connection to system severed by enemy attack.]

As if to prove the voice heard from within Lord Grancia's black knight armor, most of the weapons in his possession had lost their power.

No matter how much the armor could neutralize magic, it couldn't absorb the physical shock that the Idea itself possessed.

And he couldn't dodge an Idea fired from a completely close distance, at a range that gave him no time to react.

"Ha, hahaha. Hahahaha. Hahahahaha—!! You're really amazing...!!"

But even seeing Astal like this, Lord Grancia didn't feel despair or think there was an insurmountable gap between them.

Rather, he felt relieved inside, his lips curling up madly as laughter spilled out.

Was there a limit to admiration after all?

[Fracture of the 7th rib, injuries to wrist and femur. Prototype Dark Knight, normal operation impossible due to physical shock.]

[The enemy before you is too strong. Master, this system recommends fleeing from battle.]

The black knight armor he'd created using his grandfather Su-hyeon Lee as a motif was now telling Lord to run from Astal.

Rather, hearing those words made intense competitive spirit surge in his heart, his heart beating faster as he wanted to fight more.

[12 percent loss of bodily fluids. Already beyond the danger threshold. Further loss may result in loss of consciousness.]

His body heated by the fervor of battle. Like someone drenched in a downpour, sweat was dripping from Lord's body.

A weapon that didn't fit his body.

Just as Astal had said moments ago, Lord still couldn't perfectly wield the Demon Sword Horizon.

"......"

It was frustrating.

Frustrating!

The blood circulating through his body boiled instantly, then turned cold as ice.

He wondered if he truly was clinging to his grandfather's legacy, unable to demonstrate his own abilities.

*...What did I originally want to do?*

Lord Grancia felt the sensation of the single sword held in his hand.

Why had he taken up the sword in the first place?

"......"

No, it was wrong from the start to dream of ideals with convictions borrowed from others.

- Lord, when I was your age, I once risked my life for someone I loved.

Lord Grancia recalled words his grandfather had once told him.

Yes, it had certainly started with admiration.

He'd simply admired the hero called the black knight who risked his life for someone he loved, harboring that admiration in his young heart.

The sight of someone crossing over from another world to this one, protecting many people's love while defeating the great evil called the Demon King had looked so magnificent.

- Of course, there were more difficult times than that. Most of the time, my body and mind nearly broke trying to defeat four Demon Kings....

But the moment had come to distinguish between admiration and reality.

Even trying to stand on both legs, they trembled without strength entering them.

Unlike Astal, Lord Grancia hadn't climbed up from rock bottom.

Basic mental strength and stamina.

He lacked the stubbornness and tenacity to overcome disadvantageous situations in battle.

- Still, I think that was when this grandfather was happiest.

But Lord Grancia bit his lip hard, forcibly enduring the pain as he stood on both legs.

No matter if it started from admiration, the one here now was none other than Lord Grancia himself.

"...The fight isn't over yet!"

Lord Grancia shouted at Astal before him, supporting his body by planting his sword in the ground.

Compared to his grandfather's Heart Sword, his own sword was too shabby and weak.

But what did that matter now? To win this fight, he had to discard admiration and convictions, not being picky about means and methods.

"Heart Sword, Lone Wolf."

Unlike wolves that normally travel in packs, Lord turned the handle of his shabby sword that represented himself—newly independent and wandering the distant universe alone.

Clang—!

Over the black knight armor that had been covering Lord Grancia's body, a black cloak was draped.

The armor and sword that neutralized all magic, the Demon Sword Horizon.

Unlike Heart Sword Giu that could turn into raindrops and teleport,

Heart Sword Lone Wolf's ability was simply straightforward.

It was an ability that could temporarily draw out 100 percent of Lord Grancia's power.

*But even at my 100 percent, I don't know if I can beat that monster.*

The werewolf tribe, a race that originally needed a fated partner to transcend their limits and gain transcendent strength.

Even using a weapon that could briefly surpass that limitation, Lord wasn't confident he could beat Astal.

It was a more terrifying situation than facing Demon King Ergosum. How could someone grow in crisis like that with just a little hint or advice?

*...He's a complete cheat character.*

Lord Grancia gave Astal a bitter smile.

The extreme of irrationality, unrealistic strength.

For Lord Grancia, who had relied only on the black knight armor's abilities to face enemies until now, this was his first such experience.

Unlike the case with Outer God Miragia, Astal was the only enemy who rapidly grew stronger.

"Now you have a face worth looking at."

"...!"

Astal spoke while looking at the expression visible through Lord Grancia's broken visor.

Setting aside pretense and formality for a moment, it was a look of purely enjoying and delighting in the fight.

"I was going to teach you and your companions about combat, Astal... but it seems I'm learning more."

Feeling his own face at those words, Lord Grancia felt bewildered.

When was the last time he'd felt such an enjoyable fight? In that moment, Lord Grancia saw Astal and his grandfather Su-hyeon Lee overlap.

A chosen hero from another world,
and an ordinary human living in the original world.

A black knight who couldn't use magic at all,
and a genius wizard who mastered magic.

His grandfather who held back and didn't give his all when fighting him, and a hero from another universe who clashed sincerely with anyone.

"...Just because it's a world flipped like a mirror, I think I looked down on you and your companions too much, Astal."

Lord Grancia raised the sword he was holding high as he spoke.

Unlike someone else, he had no loved one to protect.

He was just a child who thought a hero's epic looked magnificent and harbored pure admiration for it.

And that fantasy was now shattering, making the boy face a new reality.

"Fantasia."

Lord Grancia's sword was swung toward the sky, and like a curtain parting at that sword strike, a universe full of starlight unfolded.

"...This is the full power I can muster right now, Astal."

Each of those stars became meteors, transforming into fireballs falling toward Astal.

A tremendous attack created by countless meteor showers. That merciless bombardment poured down on Astal.

"This crazy bastard. You could do this but didn't?"

Just before the attack arrived, Astal cursed and rushed forward to neutralize Lord.

Bang, bang, bang—!

Even under the meteor shower bombardment that would leave not even dust if it hit, Astal closed the distance with Lord while aiming for openings.

Finally,

Between Astal swinging his Core Sword at the black knight armor and Lord colliding with Fantasia at close range, tremendous light and shock exploded.




* * *




The result that followed was obvious.

A draw—the complete opposite of what Lord Grancia had said about winning if he gave his all.

"Wow, you got me there. I didn't know you could utilize the Heart Sword in that brief moment...!"

Lord Grancia, sprawled on the ground from the aftereffects of the fight, smiled bitterly while looking at me in the same state.

"What even is a Heart Sword anyway?"

Was it like a magic tool containing magic or an artifact imbued with divine power?

Lord was talking about the combination of Core Sword and Idea using words I couldn't understand.

"Mm! You could say it's the hardest something within your heart. A single sword you must sharpen and refine to cut through this cold, sad world."

"...I still don't really get it."

"Simply put, Astal, your Core Sword is the manifestation of your desire to 'save everyone.'"

Lord Grancia spoke while coughing dryly. With his body this overworked and injured, he shouldn't be talking.

He seemed like someone who really loved to chat.

"...If I keep Idea stored in the Core Sword in advance, I could compensate for the weakness Demon King Ergosum mentioned."

"That would probably work. The sword body protects the extreme point, and you just fire the pre-prepared Idea, offsetting the disadvantage of long casting time."

Lord Grancia seemed to have met me from another world line, as he appeared to understand Idea's weaknesses as well.

"That does it. Now let's go give Thanatos a taste of this."

I said casually while watching my companions running to rescue the injured me.

"I'm truly envious. I hope I can have companions like that someday too."

Watching that sight, Lord Grancia stretched his arm toward the sky with an envious expression.

"You will eventually. Your grandfather didn't save the world by himself either."

I gave Lord simple advice, thinking his expression looked somehow pitiful and frustrated.

Considering the technique he'd shown at the end, I had a feeling this guy might become a hero who surpasses his grandfather.

"Haha, thank you. Still, thanks to you, Astal, I realized why I took up the sword."

Hearing my advice, Lord Grancia smiled brightly with a more relaxed face than before.
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I had the idea of storing the Idea inside the Core Sword, and immediately headed to the place where Thanatos had been.

It was a horrific place filled with writhing souls in agony, screams and ecstasy, and crying—truly deserving to be called hell.

"...To run away like that and then come back again, do you have no ability to learn?"

Sitting on a throne made of bones and skulls was a face identical to mine. Thanatos, with red hair and wearing a robe, sneered at me as if he couldn't believe it.

"Lord Astal, that person is..."

"Isn't that the Astal who appeared when you used transformation? Why is he here...?"

My companions, who had seen Thanatos before, looked at him with puzzlement.

When Victoria was attacked by Memoria and lost a year's worth of memories, he was the one who sacrificed himself in my place.

"That guy looks exactly like me... but he's lived a completely opposite life."

I gave my companions a brief introduction to Thanatos.

He had tried to beat me up for hundreds of years just to vent his frustration, so his personality was quite twisted.

"He's me from a world line where I couldn't be with Victoria, and where all my companions died."

Seeing how he cherished Victoria from my world line just as I did, I thought there was still room for dialogue.

"Ha, do you think explaining that here will make me change my mind? Do I look like some fairy who'll listen if you say, 'Astal, I've gathered all my companions' souls... please send them back to reality!'? Really?"

Thanatos laughed as if he found it absurd after hearing that explanation. His arrogant sitting posture exuded leisure.

"...Of course I think that. You're hiding in this underworld just thinking about killing the Outer God Miragia, aren't you?"

"...!!!"

As if provoking Thanatos, I spoke about the identity of the mastermind hiding behind Demon King Ergosum.

The moment I mentioned the Outer God Miragia's name, Thanatos's face turned pale.

"You... Right, now that I think about it, there's a demigod existence next to you. Then it makes sense you'd know the identity."

Thanatos glanced at Lord Grancia as he spoke. I thought his birth was special, but was his grandfather really a god-like being after all?

"The current me has a chance. That should be qualification enough."

I showed Thanatos the Idea rotating inside the Core Sword as I spoke.

Having overcome all the weaknesses Demon King Ergosum mentioned, and possessing destructive power strong enough to shatter Lord Grancia's black knight armor.

"If you just lend me your power here, I can create a perfect Idea again and..."

With just a little more help, I thought I could really kill Demon King Ergosum and get closer to the truth of this world.

"...In the end, it's relying on someone else's help again. You haven't accomplished anything on your own."

As if mocking the Idea my companions and I created together, Thanatos spread his palm and created multiple Eidos.

Bang, bang, bang, bang—!

Like stars lighting up one by one, Eidos were being created at Thanatos's fingertips and expanding in size.

"It's a bit unpleasant to have to hurt Victoria with my own hands... but it seems you won't listen to words."

Thanatos began shooting Eidos at us indiscriminately.

"...Lord Astal, leave the rear to me!"

Just before the Eidos struck us directly, Lord Grancia barely slashed them away, creating a path forward.

***

The red-haired Astal—or rather, the being who had used the name Thanatos for far too long—hid his bitter expression as he looked at the saintess before him.

If only he hadn't been so caught up in the arrogance of being a genius.

If only he had trusted his companions even a little more, wouldn't the outcome have been different? That regret stood right before him.

*But no matter how much I struggle, the past doesn't change.*

Even if he used divine authority to turn back time and change the past, the future where Victoria and his other companions died remained unchanged.

No matter how many new world lines were created, Thanatos couldn't dissolve into them.

"You won't be able to kill Demon King Ergosum or the mastermind behind him. Astal."

Thanatos shouted at Astal with self-mockery, compressing Eidos into sharp blades and launching them.

An attack transformed from three dimensions to lines. Even magic-nullifying weapons would feel the impact from this.

*...But why is he using Lord Grancia, his strongest force, merely as a defensive measure?*

As Thanatos broke through Lord Grancia's defensive line, a question arose in his mind.

A powerful being who traveled across universes wearing black knight armor, appearing with the somewhat strange purpose of protecting love.

Having learned information about Lord Grancia, Thanatos understood the Astal before him even less.

*Could it be he's still caught up in the vain fantasy of protecting his companions?*

Finally realizing Astal's intention, Thanatos smiled bitterly. Even in this situation, he prioritized keeping others from getting hurt.

"It feels weird swinging a holy sword at someone who looks exactly like Astal...! But what can I do!"

Clang—!

A clear metallic sound rang out as Kyle's sword strike collided with Thanatos's barrier.

The face of Hero Kyle, whom he was seeing after so long, was filled not with despair but with hope.

"Lord Thanatos... was it? No matter what sad events you've experienced, I hope you can overcome the past."

As if driving home the point that the current Astal and Thanatos were different, Victoria sympathized with him while bringing down her hammer.

Kwang—!

An enormous shock transmitted through his body in an instant. Thanks to defensive magic he wasn't hurt, but a momentary opening was created.

*How can they attack at this speed and adapt like this?*

Something was strange.

Normally, to attack at this speed, one would naturally need innate senses for perceiving and judging situations.

*It hasn't been long since they fled from me... Something's off.*

Astal and his companions, who had become strong enough to dodge Thanatos's attacks instantly, had an eerily abnormal growth rate.

*But there are differences that can't be filled by luck alone.*

Thanatos created Eidos once more, blocking attacks from Anima and Talion.

He couldn't acknowledge them and send them back to the present world with just this level of skill.

The true terror of Demon King Ergosum wasn't that his attack speed was too fast to react to, but his reality manipulation ability.

And in the case of the Outer God Miragia, it went one dimension beyond that.

Like a reflection in a mirror, she could copy with completely identical abilities and power.

"Do you think you can beat me with just this much power?!"

Thanatos expanded Eidos around himself while raising his voice loudly.

Certainly, one versus many meant being outnumbered, but magic as a discipline was fundamentally about manifesting ideals into reality.

It was basic common sense that constraints, laws, and regulations of reality didn't matter at all.

Using magic on this large scale would sweep away everyone at once, making numerical disadvantage irrelevant.

And this logic applied equally to Astal, who ambushed Thanatos from a blind spot.

"The weakness of Idea is that it requires casting time beforehand."

"...?!!"

In an instant, Astal was pointing the Core Sword containing Idea at Thanatos. He had been saving this trump card for this very moment.

Using Kyle and Victoria's attacks to block Thanatos's movement, and using Talion and Anima's techniques to obscure his vision.

He had positioned Lord Grancia as defensively as possible so the defensive line wouldn't be breached, the coordinated attack wouldn't be interrupted, and Astal's stealth wouldn't be detected.

"And that's the same for your Eidos. No matter how much you've become a god of the underworld and transcended human limits, the basic limitations are clear."

"Damn...!"

Idea shot from ultra-close range. The magic stored in the Core Sword had been rotating repeatedly, accumulating size and power.

Click, clatter—!

Immediately, the front of the Core Sword opened, and a three-dimensional magic circle with rainbow-colored brilliance was fired at Thanatos.

Kwagagagagagak—!!!

In that moment, Thanatos turned Eidos defensive again, barely managing to avoid being caught up in Idea's impact.

"Ha, haha, right. There's no way you could kill me with just a half-baked three-dimensional magic circle...!"

Thanatos sneered at Astal, who had been blown far away by Idea's recoil.

A mediocre mage who couldn't reach the divine realm because he couldn't handle the spirits' power without overlapping Eidos.

That was Astal Kaisaros standing before him.

"...From the start."

"What?"

"I never intended to kill you from the start, you idiot."

However,

Astal, sprawled on the ground, was smiling at Thanatos with such a refreshed expression.

"...!"

Why?

Then what was he aiming for with this attack and plan...? The moment a chilling hypothesis arose in his mind.

"Should I say it's been a while? Hmm, I prefer the face and eyes on this side more."

Thanatos's vision was covered by hands appearing from behind him, and then a seductive woman's voice was heard.

"Bellamora...?!"

"...I prefer subduing slightly twisted and bad people like this more."

Bellamora, who had slipped through the opening created by Astal and his companions, was casting an Illusionary Dream on Thanatos.
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Everything up to this point had gone according to plan.

Lord Grancia blocked Thanatos's attacks as much as possible, my companions launched their coordinated assault, and they bought me time for a surprise attack.

It would be great if firing an Idea loaded into the Core Sword as a surprise attack could resolve things, but I had positioned Bellamora in case that didn't work.

I applied the experience of nearly being unable to escape Bellamora's Illusionary Dream without Victoria, successfully cornering Thanatos.

"Did we defeat him...?"

"No, we still need to watch how things develop."

Victoria let out a sigh of relief seeing Bellamora's attack work, but I told her not to let her guard down.

It had succeeded far too easily compared to expectations.

No matter what, the opponent was a god. There should be an enormous difference in level between him and ordinary humans.

And as if to prove my prediction right, Thanatos, whose eyes were covered by Bellamora, was moving his fingers.

"......!!!"

"His resistance is fierce. No matter how unfortunate his past was, he's partly to blame for things reaching this point."

Bellamora gripped Thanatos's back firmly while continuing to speak to him, trying to disturb his reason.

The ability of the Succubus Queen to perceive the unconscious and inner self of beings contacted through Illusionary Dream.

"You entered the Red Magic Tower through connections with your maternal grandfather, obsessed with power to erase your own weakness.... You're a foolish person. You."

The Astal Kaisaros from another world line that Bellamora described seemed to have lived a life truly opposite to mine.

The same obsession with power starting from self-loathing had compromised with the reality of needing to annihilate enemies first, rather than the ideal of saving people.

"Burning that prostitute's—no, Victoria's flowers was the same. Who would have the insane idea of setting fire to a living person's body in the first place?"

Moreover, unlike me, intoxicated by the fantasy that he was a genius, he created results that mistreated his other companions and Victoria.

In a way, one might think it was his own doing, but I felt sorry that there was a possibility I could have become like that if I had gone slightly astray.

"...What the hell does a bastard like you know to talk like that?"

Thanatos bit his tongue hard enough to draw blood, resisting Bellamora's Illusionary Dream while spewing curses.

"A parasite bug who's spent her whole life feeding on others' dreams...!!"

Something was strange.

Normally, when caught in Bellamora's Illusionary Dream, one should lose consciousness and stop moving like a sleeping person.

How was such resistance possible without even Victoria's help?

I sensed something abnormal and began approaching Thanatos again to subdue him.

"You don't know that despair. The helplessness you feel when you can't do anything after tasting an overwhelming gap...!!"

Now Thanatos was contorting his face almost convulsively, moving his body.

I had no way of knowing what nightmare he was having, but I could guess to some extent.

Right now, that guy was probably endlessly repeating the worst moment he had experienced.

The worst part of Bellamora's Illusionary Dream was that it vividly dredged up and made one experience even distant past memories.

"Bellamora, move aside. No matter how I think about it, this guy's condition is strange."

I immediately thrust the Core Sword at Thanatos's neck as I spoke.

In case he might shake off Bellamora's Illusionary Dream and resume attacking, I was even using other magic to restrain him.

"B-but.... I definitely succeeded in trapping this person at the bottom of his unconscious, and if I just do a little more, I can completely neutralize him...!!"

Bellamora shook her head at me, saying she just needed a little more time.

Perhaps because she was a Succubus Queen who had trapped countless beings in Illusionary Dreams and enjoyed producing their lives as movies, she might be overconfident in her abilities.

Even so, the opponent was a god.

"Kyaaah!!"

Right after that, a scream rang out, and Bellamora was sent flying far away by the Eidos created on Thanatos's palm.

"You cowardly bastard.... You brought someone I personally dropped into hell as your ally to attack me?"

"I thought I couldn't be picky about means and methods to reach you even a little."

Thanatos looked at me with contemptuous eyes, then attacked us again.

"Ha, crazy bastard. Don't you have any pride? What kind of thoughts do you live with to come up with such ideas?"

An ominous red light formed at Thanatos's fingertips. This time it compressed into spheres so small they were hard to see with the naked eye, then scattered toward us.

"A-Astal! Even I can't block all of this...!!"

Lord Grancia urgently shouted to me, creating the widest possible barrier to block Thanatos's suddenly changed attack.

The weapon that had changed from sword to armor divided into many pieces again, becoming a large wall.

Bang, bang, bababang—!

Very small Eidos struck Lord's barrier, and the remaining ricocheted or unblocked attacks poured down on me and my companions.

*Was he not using his full power until now but holding back?*

Unlike me, who could only use Idea at maximum size once a day, Thanatos kept firing Eidos continuously.

Like breathing and inhaling naturally, I thought it would be difficult to perfectly block the seamlessly continuing attacks.

"Guys, sorry, but could you lend me your strength one more time?"

I decided to surpass the limits I had set for myself.

I twisted my heart where the mana core was located to overload it, and circulated mana to use all the mana circuits in my body.

Full power 100 percent. No, even more—200 percent. I was overworking my body to output that even once.

It was only theoretically possible, but if it were possible—I could use perfect Idea up to twice a day.

"Yeah, Astal. Give him a good one. I really don't like that guy's face...!"

"Lord Astal, I'll let it slide this time, but.... I hope you won't push yourself too hard."

"Astal, my Spirit Kings are ready!"

"My arrows and wind are always prepared to help Lord Astal. Please use them freely."

The Hero's holy sword.
The Saintess's divine power.
The Spirit Master's spirits.
Even the mystery dwelling in the archer's bow and arrows.

Kwagagagak—!!

All of it was contained in the three-dimensional magic circle rotating in my hand, the Idea, emitting rainbow-colored brilliance once again.

"......!!!"

Perhaps Thanatos also noticed this abnormality, as he launched small Eidos to stop me from casting Idea.

"Such a pathetic trick...!"

"It's not a pathetic trick. It's the power of my companions and me. And...."

My Idea was now absorbing even the small compressed Eidos, growing larger and larger.

"...Your help too. I couldn't create space to contain the Spirit Kings' power without overlapping Eidos."

"Don't tell me you deliberately provoked me to make me launch Eidos...?"

"That's right. You seemed to only use what you think is strongest rather than new magic."

I thanked Thanatos, who had continued using Eidos even knowing this.

I had created Idea on top of the small compressed Eidos in advance, pulling them in like satellites to stabilize them.

"I don't know if you're just prideful, or if you judged you could beat me without other means, but.... I should thank you."

Ting, ting, ting—!

The absorption of the small compressed Eidos finished, and the perfected Idea made such clear sounds as it grew in size.

"You think you can surpass me. Really? A greenhorn who couldn't even kill Demon King Ergosum."

And Thanatos, as if finding me ridiculous, raised his arm once more to create Eidos large and massive like me.

I smiled at the sight. He really falls for provocation easily. This guy.

Perhaps because he was Astal from another world line. It was convenient how easily his actions could be induced by just touching his pride a little.

"...Eidos."

"Idea."

Thus the massive Eidos that Thanatos created began falling toward us like a meteor crashing down.

And I collided Idea with it, attempting to merge the two three-dimensional magic circles.

- Why can't my grandfather come to this outer universe? It's because of the wall created while imprisoning the Outer God Miragia.

- Originally, it's also a place that can only be reached by matching numerous dimensional and spacetime coordinates, so it's difficult unless a big commotion occurs.

- But I believe my grandfather will somehow find a way. Because he's similar to someone in front of me.

There were words Lord Grancia had told me before.

With my current ability, I couldn't defeat Thanatos. Even if I blocked this one attack using Idea.

There would be no next time.

So here, I would call for reinforcements.

Kwagagagagagak—!!

The moment Eidos and Idea completely overlapped and exploded, the shock and noise created engulfed us.



* * *



"Lord. No matter what, next time please inform us before going on a trip."

"That's right, do you know how worried we were? Even if it's an inverted world."

A young-looking black-haired man with a large burn scar on his face and a woman with wolf ears and white hair appeared before my eyes.

"...Pleased to meet you. Grandfather Lord."

"Oh? You're the me from the outer universe that Lord mentioned? I didn't expect to meet you so soon...."

I greeted the man who gave me a strange sense of déjà vu.

Anyone could see they looked more like young people in their twenties than grandparents.

"My name is Su-hyeon Lee. Um.... If it's hard to pronounce, call me the Pure Love Black Knight of the Academy. Licht."
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Looking at the man who introduced himself as Su-hyeon Lee, I realized something strange.

The mana circuits in his body were twisted like tangled thread. The pathways through which mana should flow—normally formed overlapping with blood vessels—didn't exist at all.

*Ah, so that's why he said he was me from a completely inverted world....*

As soon as I realized this fact, I understood the true meaning of what Lord had said before.

Twisted hands covered in calluses.

His appearance alongside a woman who seemed to possess the divine power a Saintess should have—it resembled me in some ways, yet seemed like a different person entirely.

"Hero of Conviction, why would someone as distinguished as you come to such a humble place..."

Upon seeing Su-hyeon Lee, Thanatos suddenly changed his attitude and withdrew his attacks, as if unwilling to fight.

Calling him the Hero of Conviction—unlike me, who wasn't chosen by the gods, did that make him similar to Kyle?

"This is beyond your authority. There's no place for gods in battles between mortals."

Thanatos kept watching the man called Su-hyeon Lee's movements, continuously trying to persuade him to withdraw from the fight, but—

"Well, isn't it natural for family to come looking for a grandson who left home?"

As if completely unconcerned with Thanatos's existence, Su-hyeon Lee raised his right hand high into the air as he answered.

*Thoom—!*

A massive greatsword with numerous melted and fused blades. At a rough count, about ten swords had merged to be reborn as a single weapon.

"God-Slaying Sword, Grancia."

From Su-hyeon Lee gripping the handle of the sword bearing the same name as Lord Grancia's family name, an unapproachable aura emanated.

So this is what a true god is like.

Unlike the Demon King or Thanatos, forces and physical laws I couldn't comprehend with my own eyes swirled around that man.

Strength that defied logic. A sense of awe that momentarily transcended human limits transmitted through my body, raising goosebumps.

"...You won't talk. I understand."

Thanatos immediately responded by launching his Idea, but the man called Su-hyeon Lee merely turned the sword's handle silently.

*Clang! Crash!*

Metallic sounds like iron being refined rang out in succession as the single greatsword divided into ten swords, separating piece by piece.

Similar to Lord Grancia's armor but heavier and more massive, black knight armor enveloped the body of the man called Su-hyeon Lee.

"Everything will be fine now, Astal. My grandfather is the strongest, you see."

"Yeah, I can tell without you saying so."

Because that wasn't like Lord Grancia borrowing power from somewhere.

It was purely the traces of time and effort he'd accumulated alone. A crystallization of effort and will.

As if the very concept of conviction had materialized—wearing the black knight armor, he crouched like a wolf.

"Ha, haha.... If you have this kind of power, I wish you'd use it on the Outer God instead of me."

*Pung, pung, pubung—!*

No matter how many times Thanatos's Idea struck accurately, Su-hyeon Lee's posture didn't waver even an inch.

Like a beast stalking prey, he only exhaled and inhaled rough breaths, waiting for the right moment.

"That bastard will invade my universe once the seal breaks anyway, so I can't waste my strength."

In that instant, as Su-hyeon Lee's voice echoed around us, his form vanished momentarily.

"...Black Wolf, Shadow Fang."

*Pakang—!*

*Kuagagagagagagak—!*

Then the entire landscape before my eyes shattered like glass fragments, then reconnected as a tremendous shockwave began to surge.

It was a transcendent sword strike of which I could only catch the slightest glimpse even with my dynamic vision.

"Kuh, kuhheok...!"

"Still, I didn't completely erase your existence. Next time, be a little kinder to yourself in other world lines."

Thanatos's eyes rolled back as he coughed up dark red blood and collapsed, while the man called Su-hyeon Lee spoke in a slightly low voice as he watched.

A reversal of causality transcending spacetime. From the moment he gripped the sword, Thanatos's defeat had been predetermined.

Realizing this fact, I felt a chilling sensation like a cold blade against my throat.

"Su-hyeon, you swung too hard and scared these kids."

Perhaps sensing the fear of me and my companions, the woman with white hair and wolf ears scolded Su-hyeon Lee beside her.

Hugging him from behind and rubbing her cheek against him in an affectionate display, it was enough to momentarily forget this place was hell.

"Sorry, Pine. I didn't think of that.... I guess I got a bit serious since it involved our grandson."

"Even so. What if you finish before Kainel and Ariel arrive? Those kids need to show their cool side to their grandson too."

"Haha, sorry. But I didn't use my full power. I just used an application of a technique we used when we fought at the academy long ago."

That was an application of a sword strike used at the academy?

At a place where students of adult age gathered to explore knowledge and pursue higher realms, they did this?

*They're insane.... Just how strong are they? To defeat Thanatos, who could be called the strongest me among countless world lines, in a single strike....*

I was thinking this to myself when the woman called Pine suddenly glared at me and spoke.

"You, Su-hyeon's knockoff. Your inner thoughts are sinister. If you really want to become strong, don't think like that—get on your knees and beg."

"......!!!"

What? Does she have the ability to read people's inner thoughts like me? I felt momentarily crushed by the killing intent Pine was directing at me.

A sensation like being wrapped in thorns like black roses, completely covering my face so I couldn't breathe.

However,

"...I'm not a knockoff. I'm just a humble wizard who wants to protect someone precious, like you do."

I bit my lower lip hard enough to draw blood as I asked the woman called Pine.

If I could just become stronger, if I could grow stronger here to defeat Thanatos and Demon King Ergosum Cogito, and kill even the mastermind behind them—

I could safely send Victoria and all my companions back to their homeland and let them live happy lives.

"Even if I'm an existence inverted like a mirror, I haven't lived a life weak enough to be called a knockoff."

I then took a large step forward. Even in a situation where my entire body was being crushed and my heart felt like it was being pulverized, I tried to show my resolve.

And perhaps that worked.

"Huhu, I thought it might be a bad ending route like that red-haired one over there, but apparently not."

The atmosphere changed instantly. The woman called Pine, who now had the appearance of a gentle and warm Saintess similar to Victoria.

"...Are you a split personality?"

Noticing the anomaly with my mana-seeing eyes, I realized something was overlapping within one person's body.

"Similar. To be precise, three versions of me from different worlds are inside one body."

The atmosphere changed again.

This time, the woman called Pine answered me in a tone with a slightly sharp and dark atmosphere.

"Binding the possibilities of different world lines into one to create new possibilities—that's called a Grand Route."

The woman who then identified herself as Pine Grancia walked slowly toward Victoria with a grin.

"Fortunately, you're more modest than me. I was worried since you're me from an inverted world, but there's no danger of our Su-hyeon taking interest."

"......?"

"But the part where you've been marked with your partner's scent is similar. Yes, you did well. This way other stray cats won't target him."

After scanning Victoria's body up and down, Pine said this to her with a satisfied expression as if she'd won.

"Sorry about that, Astal... was it? My wife has quite the possessive streak. Even after marriage and having a grandson, she's still like this."

Watching this while breaking into a cold sweat, Su-hyeon Lee seemed like I was seeing my own future in advance.



* * *


After that, a blonde-haired man and a red-haired elf woman arrived at this place, changing the atmosphere to a lively one.

"This is quite fascinating.... Even for an inverted world, I didn't expect the names and even being a Hero to be similar."

"I'm a bit surprised too. On top of that, your hair color is the same red as the person next to you."

Lord Grancia's maternal grandfather, who introduced himself as Kainel, and Hero Kyle looked at each other.

"Since it's come to this, we should properly introduce ourselves. I'm Kainel, and the elf next to me is my childhood friend and wife."

"My name is Kyle Dragonica. Similar to you, Kainel, I have a childhood friend back home I've promised to marry."

"Really? You're alike in this too? Then I really need to help you catch Miragia as much as possible."

"We'd be grateful for that. We'll rely on the former Heroes who defeated the Demon God."

"Hahaha...! Look at this guy. He really speaks nicely! Good, I like you!"

Like looking in a mirror, the two showed refreshing personalities and the appearance of kind and good Heroes.

"Lord, no matter what, you can't just go off to save people like this without telling Mom and Dad!"

"I'm sorry, Grandmother Ariel...."

"You were lucky you at least borrowed Togu's Heart Sword. Otherwise, you could have died!"

And beside them, the red-haired elf scolding Lord, the woman called Ariel, seemed like she hadn't aged much, just like the others.

"I'm sorry. Our grandson still can't control his strong power.... He wants to save people, just like someone else."

"It's okay. We did save our lives thanks to him. But by any chance... is that staff made from World Tree leaves?"

"Huh? How did you know?"

"C-could you let me touch it just once...!! I've been in the Demon World too long and I'm homesick...! Or at least let me smell it...!"

Talion, a fellow elf, recognized the material of Ariel's staff and made his request while breathing heavily.

"Astal, sorry it got a bit noisy. Originally we were just going to find Lord and leave this universe.... But Pine said it would be right to train you all."

*Pakang—!*

The man called Su-hyeon Lee had somehow approached Victoria and me, turning the sword handle to cover and isolate the space with shadows.

The surrounding space instantly turned black.

"With this much power, I'd be grateful if you'd kill that Outer God Miragia bastard instead of us."

Seeing this, I asked Su-hyeon Lee incredulously.

A strong human like him seemed more suitable as a hero to kill the Demon King or Outer God than us.

"Unfortunately, I can't. That bastard Miragia is like a mirror existing simultaneously in both universes. Unless you and I kill him at the same moment, he probably won't even get scratched."

"......"

"The reason the gods in my world couldn't use any power against the Demon King was because of Miragia behind the scenes. Your gods are probably similar, right?"

Su-hyeon Lee shook his head regretfully, explaining the reason the gods had shown lukewarm responses until now.

"So.... there's only one method I can propose to you. Subdue Thanatos here and become strong enough to kill the others."

"That makes sense. No matter how I think about it, there's something I need to return to Thanatos anyway."

I said this while looking at the slime familiar wriggling slightly on my palm.

It seemed the place where the fake Victoria should be wasn't by my side, but next to Thanatos.

This would be the right thing to do.

No matter how bleak a life Thanatos had lived, keeping him living inside my body felt like not acknowledging his life.

"I don't think I can make Victoria happy in all world lines like you did. So.... please help me so I can at least do my best."

I knelt before Su-hyeon Lee, who could be called another me, requesting his teachings with a respectful attitude.
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At the very moment Astal was asking Su-hyeon Lee for guidance.

"Um... You said your name was Pine Grancia, right? And you're his wife."

"Yeah."

As if metal drawn to a magnet, Victoria found herself speaking to Pine Grancia.

Victoria felt bewildered watching Pine, who looked like a pure girl in love whenever she gazed at Su-hyeon Lee, but turned cold as ice when looking at her.

Pine Grancia seemed less like someone with faint emotions and more like someone who hadn't existed at all before suddenly coming into being.

"You're probably my mirror opposite. Marking your lover with your scent... and we're similar in being saintesses with divine power."

"Similar but different. I was a nameless saintess whose very name and power were erased from the world by the Demon King."

"...!"

Victoria felt fascinated watching Pine Grancia's personality shift in an instant.

Rather than a triple personality, it felt more like the sensation of family members or siblings talking to each other.

For Victoria, who was experiencing such a comfortable atmosphere with another saintess for the first time, the tension melted away at the smile shown by Pine, the nameless saintess.

"Hehe, surprised? It's quite an ugly obsession, but I thought I wanted to save my husband no matter which world line's version of me it was."

"I think I understand that feeling. As soon as Astal traveled back in time, he tried to save my childhood self."

Victoria spoke while recalling the previous battle with Romulus.

Though she had, due to a dragon's characteristic intense possessiveness, arbitrarily manipulated and corrupted young Astal's preferences and tastes.

"...Because he remembered and fulfilled what I once said."

He had acted on her words that if Astal had known about young Victoria's situation, he would have come to save her before anyone else.

The wizard with the altruistic epithet of The Harmless Wizard hadn't changed even after turning back time.

"What, you both time-traveled simultaneously? That's kind of enviable."

At that moment, Pine Grancia's atmosphere changed once again. She spoke in a slightly dark and haughty tone.

"Yes, in the end we couldn't change the future through the past... but it wasn't a meaningless action."

"Right, the men we loved always do such reckless things and create tremendous results."

Victoria could instantly tell this was Pine Grancia from the most unfortunate route.

It wasn't a judgment based on her life experience as a saintess, but came from a sense of déjà vu, like looking in a mirror that resembled herself.

"In the end, fate is a cruel thing, and it's regrettable that it's too harsh for mere humans to bear."

Once again, the gentle divine power of a saintess could be felt as Pine Grancia's tone changed.

"That's right. How do you understand my heart so well?"

In the comfortable sensation of talking with very close older sisters, Victoria found herself speaking this way without thinking.

"Hehe, it's not just me who understands your heart well, sister—your lover beside you does too."

"What?"

"Oh my, you didn't know? The Heavenly God you serve is always watching you two... and seems to have played a slightly mischievous prank."

Hearing this, Pine Grancia indirectly explained the reason Victoria's inner thoughts could be heard by Astal.

Such secrets are more fun when not fully revealed.

A thin, glittering thread extending from the center of Victoria's chest, connecting to Astal.

The appearance, similar to the red string of fate, was probably some kind of miracle that allowed inner thoughts to be heard.

The god Victoria served was somewhat wary of Astal, but had given this trial to help her love.

"Well, I've experienced something similar. A transparent window sparkled, and emotions called love were expressed in numbers—a god's prank."

Pine recalled the status window that the God of Emotions, Pantos, had shown Su-hyeon Lee before.

How could love be expressed in numbers and its degree compared?

Caught in such a dilemma, Su-hyeon Lee had also fallen into a trial about whether it was right to arbitrarily judge and compare the emotions of the person he loved most.

"Do I have such a prank on me too? That sounds more like a curse than a miracle..."

"Well, it seems the god you serve is kind enough not to give you two such curses at once."

Pine Grancia spoke while examining Victoria Everhart's body once more in detail.

Having fallen into the Demon King of Affection due to a world line, she had gained near-omnipotent abilities.

"...There's no curse on my body though."

"There is. A deceptive curse that makes your body turn into flowers as a side effect when you use miracles, to avoid the eyes of the Outer God Miragia."

Pine Grancia explained the reason Victoria's body had been turning into flowers when she used miracles.

"Normally, to overlay the world with a concept, you need one person's strong will or power... In that case, such side effects aren't necessary."

"Could you explain a bit more simply?"

"Originally, there were no side effects to a saintess's miracles. They deliberately placed such restrictions to avoid being noticed by the Outer God."

"..."

"Fundamentally, if you're a human chosen by a god, twisting the world's principles is something you can do without any trouble."

Hearing Pine Grancia's words, Victoria felt an unpleasant sensation of her chest tightening.

Then what was the man called Astal?

Without being chosen by a god, he had twisted the world's principles and created a miracle to save her from her limited lifespan.

"...No."

"Hm?"

"I believe that even humans not chosen by gods can become heroes who save the world."

Victoria showed a resolute expression, directly opposing Pine's words and taking Astal's side.

"You're an interesting kid. Do you know who I am and you're talking to me like this?"

*Shiver.*

When Pine Grancia narrowed her golden wolf pupils, it felt like a cold axe blade was aimed at her throat.

"...Yes, even if you're a being close to a god and have lived a life opposite to mine, Astal is not someone who was chosen."

Victoria defended Astal even in the face of such fear.

The saintess chosen by the Heavenly God, Victoria Everhart, couldn't even use miracles and could only help in battle by swinging a hammer.

It was an emotion born from an inferiority complex about being unable to provide any help.

A saintess chosen by a god, yet having her life saved by a wizard not chosen by a god.

"Actually, Astal was chosen by a god to some extent. The eyes that see mana are the power of Odin, the chief god of this place."

"...What?"

However, the words from Pine Grancia's mouth were quite unexpected.

"Don't tell me you didn't know until now? That an ordinary wizard, not even a hero, could melt even the power of a holy sword into three-dimensional magic circles and use it."

Pine said that Astal's special eyes were actually an arrangement prepared by the chief god Odin to help him.

"I... I thought that would only diminish the efforts Astal made alone."

"Well, polishing and developing talent is up to the individual. The same power can either save or destroy the world."

Pine Grancia spoke while recalling the faces of those who had similar powers to Su-hyeon Lee but had fallen into Demon Kings and tried to destroy the world.

Even if chosen by a god and given strong abilities to save the world, if that person's character is poor, it just becomes violence wielded selfishly.

"Though it is impressive that he polished what could have remained mere talent to approach a realm like ours."

Moreover, the ability Astal received was just a little help.

No matter how high the growth potential of an ability, it's a troublesome talent that won't bear fruit without hard work.

There would normally be restrictions on his field of vision, and it would have many disadvantages like eyes easily getting tired from needing to concentrate a lot.

"...Now that I think about it, you're right. Astal really is amazing."

"You can do it too, Victoria. Using miracles without any side effects, twisting the world's principles with concepts to save the person you love."

Pine Grancia was making a proposal, having noticed Victoria's inner desire to help Astal while feeling an inferiority complex deep in her heart.

"Is that really true? By what method exactly..."

"Well, similar to what Su-hyeon and your husband are doing now."

Pine spoke while watching Su-hyeon Lee and Astal clash their Heart Swords in battle.

Though it was hardly a fight, with one side completely overwhelming the other.

"H-husband! We haven't even married yet?!"

"You're going to eventually anyway, right?"

"..."

"Hold one concept you deeply desire in your heart, then overlay the world itself with it. What do you want to do?"

Pine Grancia was talking about how they could become stronger, just as she and Su-hyeon Lee had become the Hero of Affection and Hero of Conviction.

"...Victory."

Victoria spoke while recalling what she had said to young Astal in the past.

"I want to become a saintess who can gift Astal victories like bouquets of flowers."

"The Wizard of Hope and the Saintess of Victory... Well, it's a choice befitting us as mirror reflections."

Pine Grancia nodded and drew a glass sword to fight Victoria.

***

At the very moment Astal and Victoria were having fateful battles with their counterparts from another universe.

"You want to know how to use a demon sword? Well, maybe if you coat it with blood like Licht did...? That's what I did when I used my holy sword as a substitute a long time ago."

"It's a bit scary, but I'll try it. Since it's your advice, senior."

"Both names being similar feels strange..."

Hero Kyle and Kainel, along with Ariel and other companions, were spending a relatively peaceful time exchanging various stories.

Ch.175 - Chapter 175 - Pure Love Black Knight Lee Soo-hyun (4)
I've been fighting the black knight named Su-hyeon Lee for several hours now, and there was an insurmountable gap between us.

In every aspect—the effort and experience I'd accumulated, my natural instincts, the way I led battles—I kept feeling inadequate.

"Kugh, cough...!!"

I was spitting dark red blood onto the ground, suffering the side effects of an overloaded mana core.

"You're still far from ready. Get up and fight again. Wanting to protect everyone means accepting that level of harshness."

Every time this happened, Su-hyeon Lee would calmly give me some strange potion and make me continue fighting.

I had no idea where he got them, but these items could completely heal injuries and wounds that would normally require days of bed rest.

*...Can you do things like this when you become a god? Or does this only exist in other universes?*

I felt a fire-like emotion rising within me at this unreasonable difference.

It was frustrating.

I was frustrated at being too weak to kill Demon King Ergosum, too weak to defeat another version of myself from a different world line.

Moreover, I was frustrated because I could see just how much training and effort the person before me had put in to become this strong.

"...Haha, honestly, you're strong enough to make me sick. Annoying, even!"

"Your eyes have changed. The emotion of competitiveness always elevates people to higher realms. That's a good change."

I spat out the competitive spirit that had been smoldering in my chest toward Su-hyeon Lee, and he smiled brightly, preparing to receive my attack.

What more could I do here to land a hit on him?

*No matter how hard I try, I can't put will or other concepts into the Core Sword.*

Creak.

I gripped the Core Sword in my hand tightly as I thought.

What kind of technique or fighting style did he want me to use that he kept telling me to use this sword?

I'd already tried every technique I could use. Even Kyle's swordsmanship from the Dragon Slayer family hadn't worked.

Luck, tricks, fortune—none of it worked against this overwhelming strength. A man who seemed to embody that very concept stood firmly before me.

Then I had to give it my all too.

"Accel, Rage, Strength, Rain Call, Enchanted Raindrops, Elemental Transformation, Perfect Astrape..."

I raised the Core Sword high and shouted out all the magic I'd used in the Demon World, concentrating it into the sword.

Physical enhancement.
Elemental conversion.
Strength increase.
Altered thinking speed.

Normally, Idea would combine all the magic I knew into one, recreating it as a single new spell.

"...Flower Rain."

But I'd never thought of feeding it other spells like this to use them simultaneously.

A blind spot in thinking that ordinary people couldn't achieve. The creativity that only a wizard could produce was sparkling in my mind.

After all, magic was the discipline of bringing one's ideals into reality. I wanted to save Victoria and all my companions, to keep them alive.

"Hmm, an awakening that only comes in crisis situations... Using all available means was a good approach, but the direction was wrong."

"...You only know that after trying."

I smirked as I looked at the flower petals beginning to fall from the sky.

It was a recreation of the deceptive magic I'd used when I first met Victoria to remove the flowers blooming on her body.

"Your preparatory movements are too large. And no matter how much you increase the Core Sword's size and power, it's hollow inside."

KWAAAAANG—!

Su-hyeon Lee commented as he watched the Core Sword growing in size and power in my hand.

He was certainly right.

What I was trying to do now was concentrate all the magic I knew into the Core Sword and simultaneously activate Idea to deliver a decisive blow.

"Even for you, I don't think you'd be standing fine after taking this hit."

"Then I just need to knock you down before that... or neutralize this Core Sword. You need to aim for openings better."

There was nothing wrong with Su-hyeon Lee's words. Beings like Demon King Ergosum or Thanatos wouldn't just stand there and take an attack with such large, lengthy preparatory movements.

Yes, knowing this, I deliberately used this act as a feint.

"...!!!"

Whoosh.

I threw the Core Sword—with magic swirling and gathering at its tip—into the air and adjusted my stance.

No matter how hard I tried, I couldn't become like him. I couldn't put will into the Heart Sword to overturn the world, or become strong enough to save Victoria across all world lines.

But,

I wanted to become strong enough to protect Victoria and my companions, even if just for a brief moment.

Because I wanted to save everyone.

Because I wanted to save everyone, succeed in defeating the Demon King, and spend the rest of my life chatting about trivial things.

"...This attack was a feint from the start to exploit your opening."

I smiled as I fired the magic gathered at the Core Sword's tip at myself. Self-enhancement that I'd gathered from the beginning to use on myself, not an enemy.

As they intertwined, melted, and became one within Idea, my body itself was transforming.

"So you were aiming for this from the start. I'd like to give you a passing grade."

Grin.

Su-hyeon Lee showed his teeth in a refreshing smile as he watched.

Perhaps he'd wanted something like this that only I could do.

CRACKLE, CRACKLE—!

The elemental transformation of my body through Enchanted Raindrops and Elemental Transformation. As it was affected by Idea, my body began to shimmer in rainbow colors.

*...This feeling is new.*

The sensation of becoming a magic circle itself. A vague thought crossed my mind that I could become anything, do anything right now.

KWANG—!

I punched and shattered the Core Sword that had fallen to the ground, and soon the fragmented pieces clung to my body, transforming into armor.

The ever-changing appearance unfolding from my fingertips without needing to pre-construct magic circles or cast spells was almost bewildering.

"...Did you imitate Demon Sword Horizon? Lord must have really inspired his junior."

"No, you guys can't do this, can you?"

CLANG, BANG—!

I clenched my fist and spoke as I transformed the Core Sword armor once more.

Sharp thorn-like protrusions emerged from my back, elbows, legs, and shoulders, and flames burst from them, rapidly propelling my body forward.

KWAAAAANG—!

With the sound of air exploding, my form vanished in an instant—the result of Perfect Astrape's speed and propulsion combined into one.

CRACK—!

I reappeared behind Su-hyeon Lee, and the moment he noticed me and turned his head, I slammed my Idea-infused fist into his face.

BANG, BANG, BOOM—!

Su-hyeon Lee's body skipped across the ground like a stone on water multiple times before finally stopping with a dull sound as it collided with a cliff.

*Even though I exceeded my maximum speed, he reacted instantaneously.*

I exhaled roughly, sweat dripping onto the ground from the side effects of the momentary speed burst.

Despite it clearly being faster than Perfect Astrape, that man Su-hyeon Lee had reacted instantly and used his arm to block my attack.

*He really is a monster. Then I have no choice but to shake him with continuous attacks and land a finishing blow...!*

I kicked off the ground and ran toward Su-hyeon Lee in the distance, thinking of my next move.

No matter what, the balance of power that had been one-sided had crumbled in that moment. Hope of defeating him had emerged.

THUD, THUD, THUD, THUD, THWACK—!

Merciless punches poured down on the fallen Su-hyeon Lee.

I was slamming Idea-infused explosive punches even at vital points like the solar plexus and temples without hesitation.

After all, he was a god. I was confident that such attacks wouldn't kill or seriously injure him.

"...Well done, junior. Realizing you're different from me and choosing a different method was the right decision."

Seeing him say such things after taking my beating, I thought he wasn't normal either.

"Honestly, I was thinking of a method where you'd put the will of hope into the Heart Sword called Core Sword to kill the Demon King..."

Suddenly the atmosphere around Su-hyeon Lee changed, and I felt pressure as if facing a giant wolf.

"...But you became the embodiment of hope yourself, junior. Maybe I didn't need to advise you from the start."

"...!!!"

"Wit and tenacity awakening in desperate crisis. And situational judgment faster than anyone, plus being an irregular itself that strikes at opponents' weak points... Now it wouldn't be strange at all to be called by the title Wizard of Hope."

BOOM—!

"I should also go all out now, or I'd be a nuisance to my hardworking junior!"

Su-hyeon Lee drew out the massive greatsword named God-Slaying Sword Grancia, showing his seriousness as if he'd no longer hold back.

* * *

The result that followed was obvious.

As soon as he drew God-Slaying Sword Grancia, my speed was immediately matched, and I was overwhelmed by numbers and defeated.

What kind of sword could transform terrain, cut through time, and control numerous clones?

"Sorry, sorry. I got excited thinking I finally had a proper opponent to fight after so long, so I went all out."

"...If that was your full power, does that mean I've at least reached the starting line to kill the Demon King or Thanatos?"

I didn't even have the strength to lift a finger, lying on the ground barely managing to speak to Su-hyeon Lee.

"Of course. At this level, you can at least overpower that red-haired guy with force, right? The Outer God Miragia would still be difficult though."

Su-hyeon Lee extended his hand with a hearty smile, helping me up as my legs had given out.

"Ah, come to think of it. If you meet the nameless god called the Demon King, could you try talking to him first instead of fighting right away this time?"

"...What? Why should I do that?"

"I have the ability to see people's romantic situations and the measure of their love. Well, of course it's not good to arbitrarily measure and judge others' emotions with such numbers..."

What came from Su-hyeon Lee's mouth was something I couldn't understand from my position.

Why should I try talking to the Demon King who had made my parents, my hometown people, and everyone on the continent suffer? The moment I thought that—

"As soon as I arrived here, I could see that a girl named Arian and the Demon King you mentioned before are connected as lovers."

"Is that really true?"

The name Memoria had left as her dying words. Su-hyeon Lee was explaining the relationship between a girl named Arian and the Demon King.

"Of course, considering the status window information is broken beyond recognition unlike other people's romance levels, there seems to be a backstory."

"..."

"...Don't you think it's a bit strange that the Demon King's Grand Route isn't like mine—making everyone reach a happy ending—but rather one that must lead to destruction?"
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Having prepared everything to fight Thanatos again, we were once more heading toward the deepest center of hell.

*With this, I can finally be of help to Astal. And become an even more audacious Saintess just for him...♡*

I flinched.

Hearing Victoria's wicked inner thoughts, I had no choice but to stop in my tracks.

For a while now, Victoria had been speaking her true feelings without thinking such things in her inner thoughts.

*Once we succeed in subjugating the Demon King, I'll knock him down right there and make a baby. If not that, then when we return to the continent and receive congratulations, when all the public's eyes are gathered, I'll force Astal to...♡*

Why on earth was she thinking this at this moment?

It seemed to have started after she made contact with that woman, Pine Grancia.

"Did something good happen? You seem happy, humming and all."

"Ah, you noticed? I had a realization while talking with Sister Pine."

Was that realization about pouncing on me?

I swallowed bitterly, waiting for what Victoria would say next.

"But it wouldn't be fun to just tell you. Gifts are better when you don't know what they are."

Making me the father of twelve babies is a gift? It feels like my life will end along with the Demon King's death...

Victoria exchanged glances with Pine, showing a seductive smile.

"So, if you really do meet Demon King Ergosum again, will you actually try to talk this time? No matter what, he's your enemy, isn't he?"

Victoria changed the subject, reconfirming what I had told my companions earlier.

Pure Love Black Knight Su-hyeon Lee, who received the ability of Pantos, the God of Emotions, and said he could see the measure of lovers' affection.

"Yeah, there are just too many strange parts no matter how I think about it. The way Demon King Ergosum talks as if he knows us... and how he tested me right until his death."

I had spent much time deliberating over and over, and finally decided to accept his opinion and try talking with Demon King Ergosum once.

If the Outer God Miragia was behind the Demon King, and that creature was destroying all world lines to escape, contradictions would arise.

Like how he didn't definitively kill my childhood self even after hearing prophecies about the future, or how he waited with his hands folded until all the Four Heavenly Kings were subjugated.

"...It's not normal causality for a Demon King who turned half the continent into a sea of flames to stop all activities and seclude himself in his castle as soon as we arrived in the Demon World."

"The wounds and past you've experienced don't just disappear. No matter how much you say you're fine, the fact that it's difficult doesn't change."

Victoria linked arms with me, puffing her cheeks slightly, a bit angry that I hadn't shared my true feelings.

Normally, I would have said there was no need to talk to the Demon King, just kill him, or that there was no need to consider such complicated circumstances.

But,

"...You all come before me."

In the end, my companions' safety took priority over my personal revenge.

Even if killing Demon King Ergosum was postponed, I wanted Victoria and the others to return home safely.

"Besides, it's not just me—everyone else agreed too, right? Even though the Demon King killed them before, they said to prioritize the greater good for the fate of the world."

"That's true, but..."

That was right.

Not just me, but other companions like Kyle who died with his body split in half, and Victoria whose entire body turned into flowers—they all agreed on this point.

No matter how we thought about it, it did seem suspicious that someone with that level of power appeared to be waiting for me.

"And my grandfather's ability is more trustworthy than anyone's. He used it when saving the world from four Demon Kings in the past."

Lord Grancia gave a thumbs up, speaking as if to say not to worry.

Previously, Lord's grandparents had come to take him away, but he had stayed here, wanting to see the end of this journey with me.

"In the end, Grandfather isn't here to protect his own world... but I don't think he would have been wrong!"

After teaching me and my companions, Su-hyeon Lee and the other heroes had returned to their original world to prepare for the case that the Outer God Miragia broke free from her seal.

"Yeah, those people were definitely monsters."

Opponents I couldn't beat even when I turned my entire body into a magic circle and used all kinds of irregular combat methods.

Beings called gods of a universe possessed such unreasonable strength.

*Your conviction to save everyone. I like it, Astal. You might really be able to kill the Outer God Miragia.*

I didn't quite understand why Su-hyeon Lee and the others trusted me and my companions for some reason, but they may have seen potential through our battles.

"Honestly, they really did seem like mirror-flipped people. There were many similar parts... but like how a mirror can't reflect everything, there were many different parts too."

Kyle, who could now wield both the holy sword and demon sword, was thinking carefully as he talked about them.

He said he learned that if you deceive the owner by staining it with blood, you could wield even a corrupted holy sword used by a Dullahan.

"Victoria and Astal seem like complete opposites on opposite ends of the spectrum... but their character didn't seem bad."

"That's right. Especially Sister Pine—she was truly beautiful and strong. Like looking at a well-crafted glass sculpture."

The heroes from another universe who came looking for their grandson Lord Grancia, but ended up helping me and my companions with various teachings.

"...Was that person pretty? I'm not so sure."

But no matter how I thought about it, she didn't seem better than Victoria, so I interjected into Kyle and her conversation.

Rather than being beautiful, she seemed like a person without emotions, which felt frightening.

Honestly, it was subtle.

"What? What are you talking about! My grandmother is the Empress of the Grancia Empire and an unparalleled beauty in the world!"

Lord Grancia was startled to hear that Pine wasn't pretty and was voicing his opinion.

"Objectively, isn't Victoria better? That person was more like a haughty princess than a Saintess."

"......"

I spoke while looking at the throne of hell where Thanatos had been sitting, now revealed.

Soon, the rematch with him.

This time, without the help of Pure Love Black Knight Su-hyeon Lee, I stepped forward to escape from this hell.

"Victoria, your face is a bit red. Are you feeling sick?"

"N-no! It's just too hot in this place! Yes, that's it!"

Behind me, I could hear the somewhat noisy conversation between Victoria and Anima, but I decided to ignore it due to the tension of the upcoming battle.

***

"You came to challenge me again without that companion from before? I don't know if you seriously think you can beat me, or if you're just trying to die."

Thanatos thought as he looked at the blue-haired Astal who appeared before him again.

Could he really be in that position?

Even if it was himself from another world line, the thought crossed his mind that he couldn't be such an idiot who would stake his life on an unwinnable fight like this.

"That's right."

"Ha, hahaha, hahaha!! Crazy bastard. Now without the Hero of Conviction or the Hero of Affection, you're going to defeat me, the God of Death?"

Thanatos slowly rose from his throne at Astal's serious appearance. His opponent's main style was close combat using magic and fists.

In the end, if he didn't give up speed or distance, the blue-haired Astal had almost no chance of winning.

"...Looks like you've underestimated me too much."

Whoosh.

Thanatos transformed his entire body into living flames, just as Astal had done.

Naturally, he could use something similar to the Perfect Astrape that his opponent used.

Flash—!

Thanatos, who disappeared in an instant, tried to grab Astal's neck and burn him immediately, but.

"That person trusted me and returned to his original universe."

"...!!!"

The blue-haired Astal reacted to Thanatos's movement and was trying to stab a Core Sword into his neck instead.

Instantaneous judgment and evasion.

Thanatos barely twisted his body to avoid the vital point and tried to create distance to think about what had happened, but.

"Where do you think you're running?"

Astal suddenly began glowing with rainbow colors. Thread-like things were shooting from his fingertips, trying to catch Thanatos.

Knowing this, Thanatos tried to block the threads by emitting microscopic Eidos from his fingertips as well, but.

Clang—!

With the noise and sparks of metal clashing against metal, they were canceling out each other's attacks.

*This bastard turned his entire body into a magic circle...! If you do that, your body might not be able to return to normal...!*

Thanatos immediately realized the reason for the change in Astal's body.

The blue-haired Astal, who had already overloaded his mana core dozens of times and used circuits while employing Idea, had already become one giant magic circle himself.

"The Hope. This is the answer I found to defeat the Demon King and other beings."

Crack—!

Astal's fist struck Thanatos's face squarely, and countless magic circles made contact with his body, exploding, lightning flowing, and flames erupting.
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Thanatos immediately noticed that the punch he'd just taken was different from a normal attack.

An impact that exploded from within. The insane idea of directly engraving magic circles inside and activating them was injuring even a god's body.

*How is this possible? Even if he converted his body into a magic circle itself, he couldn't have mastered such an irregular combat method in an instant...!*

Bang, kaboom—!

Before he could adapt to the secondary explosion that erupted after the strike, Astal's kick drove into Thanatos's abdomen.

Pure destructive power delivered after spinning his body several times, utilizing both rapid speed and tremendous strength.

Crack—! Boom!

With a dull sound of bones and organs shattering, Thanatos was sent flying far back.

No matter how superior Thanatos's magic was to Astal's, it meant nothing if he was beaten and sent flying like this before he could use it.

The chronic weakness of wizards. Astal's efforts to compensate for it with close-quarters fist combat were finally bearing fruit.

*Could the Hero of Conviction have helped him...! Otherwise this speed and power make no sense!*

Trembling legs and vision darkening at the edges. Realizing several bones had broken from that last attack, Thanatos coughed and regained his stance.

If it had been the original Astal, he would have immediately drunk a potion or used simple healing magic to restore his body and continue fighting.

But Thanatos fought alone, and having become too strong, he didn't know how the weak fought without giving up.

*But why, why am I being pushed back? No matter how much stronger the blue-haired bastard has become..., there shouldn't be this much of a gap.*

He was losing his composure and feeling fear toward Astal's sudden growth.

A wizard who always tasted the bitterness of defeat, yet performed miracles to save everyone despite the enemy's strength.

In truth, that's what heroes are. People who turn despair into hope.

"You, you've become such a hero...? Don't make me laugh, there's no way you can accomplish what I couldn't...!!"

As that thought flashed through his mind, Thanatos spat out a voice filled with rage while raising his palm high toward the sky.

There was no way that idiot who vaguely talked about saving everyone had reached this level.

If that Astal was right and he was wrong, then all the comrades who died before his eyes would become his own fault.

Unwilling to face that reality, Thanatos was casting the most powerful magic he could use.

"...Hope Eater. With this, your magic will become useless."

A red vortex with a mouth full of large teeth, an emptiness that seemed to represent all the loneliness Thanatos had accumulated, was devouring everything.

"You won't be able to save your comrades, and you'll rot at the bottom of this hell...!!!"

As Thanatos's laughter proved, Hope Eater was sucking in Astal and his companions, lifting them into the air.

"This is ridiculous. Don't you know who's most accustomed to fighting without using magic?"

"...!!!"

Seeing this scene, Astal instead wore a confident smile as if the situation had turned in his favor.

Placing his hand over his heart as usual, Astal clenched and twisted to overload his mana core.

Drawing out his Core Sword again, he inserted Idea into it and charged toward the void-like emptiness.

*What? Is he trying to commit suicide? No matter how much Idea he pours in, it'll be annihilated the moment it touches Hope Eater...?*

An incomprehensible act.

Watching Astal leap through the air and charge fearlessly toward Hope Eater's location, Thanatos realized something strange.

No.

That wasn't a suicide attempt.

His body was moving unconsciously to protect everyone.

*...Now I understand. The fundamental difference between him and me was our mindset.*

It wasn't just about using Idea to melt down his comrades' power—he believed that even if he died, his comrades would continue fighting.

Otherwise, such actions couldn't emerge. There was no unconscious flinching or hesitation in his movements.

*There's a limit to stupidity...! No matter how much you fight for your comrades, this is reckless bravado beyond reason...!*

Thanatos fired small Eidos at Astal again, trying to shoot him down.

"...You're not dodging?"

Astal had predicted even that and wore sturdy armor under his robe. Though the impact broke bones and damaged several organs, he could still continue charging toward the void.

"It might have been dangerous if you'd borrowed your comrades' power.... But what can you do alone?"

Thanatos felt something off about Astal's appearance. Hadn't he tried to defeat him together with his comrades before?

Why was he alone now?

Victoria and the other companions weren't even helping Astal—they were merely praying or watching the fight.

"...From the beginning, I've been borrowing my comrades' power. Thanatos."

In response to Thanatos's question, Astal transformed his Core Sword into something sharp and large, amplifying the Idea contained within.

The magic containing everyone's power had been in Astal's hands from the start.

Kwaaang—!

The Core Sword emitted a rainbow-colored radiance as Idea fired into the massive void with a tremendous noise.

"It's useless! This devours and nullifies all magic! With such a crude Idea...!"

Kwaaaaaaaack—!!

Thanatos blocked Astal's enhanced Idea while spitting out desperate words.

"It's not crude. It's hope created to save all my comrades. Besides, you can't nullify pure physical force itself."

Astal showed his teeth in a satisfied expression, as if speaking for Thanatos to hear.

The culmination of one human's accumulated efforts, and the end of loneliness with all his comrades' power melted into it.

Paradoxically, Idea was cheerfully shattering the magic Thanatos had created at the end of a lifetime of loneliness.

"Eidos...!"
"Idea."

As a final struggle, Thanatos used Eidos once more, and Astal also exceeded his limits again to cast an Idea of equal size.

Overlapping three-dimensional magic circles rotating in opposite directions.

The magic that became one and perfected without either having superiority exploded with a great light, raising clouds of dust.

***

Afterward, caught in the backlash caused by Idea and Eidos, I was able to avoid injury thanks to my comrades' help.

However, blood was flowing from my eyes, nose, and mouth as a side effect of overloading my mana core and using too much Idea.

"Kuhuk, keuheok...! You, crazy bastard...!"

Seeing Thanatos collapse with his face twisted in humiliation and bewilderment, my first thought was satisfaction.

No matter that he was me from another world line, that bastard had tried to beat me as a punching bag and said he wouldn't revive my comrades from hell.

"So, have you changed your mind a bit now? No matter how I think about it, I seem stronger than you right now."

"No, no! This is still far from enough. If you're going to defeat the Outer God Miragia..."

Thanatos still wouldn't admit defeat and kept trying to get up from his prone position.

With all his bones broken and organs damaged, his muscles trembled as he couldn't muster strength on his own—a pitiful sight.

"Then you can just help, can't you?"

"...What?"

I reached out my hand toward Thanatos, helping him stand up.

"If we combine your Eidos and my Idea, it becomes perfect enough to incorporate Anima the Spirit Master's power. Let's join forces and subjugate the Outer God Miragia together."

I showed a good-natured smile as I helped Thanatos up, supporting his body from the side.

"Nonsense...! An outer god is an existence beyond human logic. Just because I lend a little power doesn't mean it can be resolved..."

"If you really judged it unwinnable, there'd be no need to act like a god in hell gathering power. Right?"

"..."

"No matter how much you deny it, I am you. In the end, we're both Astal Kaisaros. Crazy bastards who'll do anything for our comrades."

I spoke words that pierced through Thanatos's intentions, requesting his help.

Without the help of Thanatos, who managed this hell, I couldn't revive my dead comrades anyway.

"...So, I have one proposal."

I summoned a familiar on my palm and showed it to Thanatos.

A fake created by Memoria using Victoria's memories, a pitiful existence that ultimately sacrificed itself for the real one.

"Won't you take care of this child in my place? Though she was born as a copy of Victoria through the Four Heavenly Kings' scheme..., her heart was comparable to the real one."

"...The soul's shape is certainly the same. At this level, you could call them nearly identical people or twins."

"No matter how I think about it, she should go to someone suitable rather than me."

"Even if I take her, the Victoria from my world line who's already dead won't return. Are you telling me to be satisfied with this substitute?"

"No, it's because I'm not the one who can teach this familiar the way Astal Kaisaros loves... and always be by her side."

"..."

"Maybe the Victoria from your world line also wants you to let go of your guilt and find someone new."

I glanced at Victoria as I spoke, and she nodded as if my words were correct.

"But... I'll never be able to forget Victoria. Just like you."

"Still, if you have someone to lean on like me, you might develop new magic to turn back time and change fate. I couldn't have become this strong if I'd been alone, right?"

That was actually true.

The reason I could defeat Thanatos now was the result of all the magic I'd developed to protect Victoria and my comrades coming together.

"...I'll never give my heart completely. I'll just teach her human speech and etiquette, and raise her like a daughter."

"Okay, I trust you."

Thanatos took the familiar from my palm and overwrote the contract with his blood.

"...Reviving you all is actually beyond my authority. Even I can't send you directly back to the living world."

"What? You're the God of the Underworld Thanatos, so naturally you can revive people, can't you?"

"Listen to the end. I'm saying I need permission from the other gods to revive you."

Having received the fake Victoria, Thanatos seemed to have had a change of heart and was telling us the clue to resurrection.

"...I convene a council of the gods in the name of Hades Thanatos."

Thanatos raised his hand high and raised his voice toward the sky.

【Thanatos nods at you and seeks permission from beings higher than himself.】

Along with a voice ringing in my head, a massive golden scale glowing with golden light revealed itself above the sky of hell.
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【The Constellation Network, <Valhalla>, will now hold a council regarding Astal Kaisaros's proposal to revive himself and his companions.】

Along with the voice echoing in my head, I saw eleven different hands reaching toward the scales.

The massive hands, each taking a different form, held a brightly shining star.

"Maybe I should have tried believing in a god at least once in my life."

I gave a bitter smile at the sight. Unlike Thanatos standing before me, only hands were visible, yet I could feel an overwhelming presence bearing down on my entire body.

If the proposal was rejected here, everything would come to nothing.

There would be no fighting the Demon King again and winning, no confronting the mastermind hiding behind him.

【Beast God Fenris bares his teeth and grins voraciously. He is impressed that the emotion of pure love has led you this far!】

As I was mulling over these concerns,

The massive wolf—the god worshipped by the beast-person tribes, said to be the very concept of war and survival itself—appeared.

Fenris, with large golden eyes sparkling, seemed to be looking at me with interest.

【Beast God Fenris says he likes Lord Grancia because he smells like kin. He leaves words of encouragement, supporting your search for a mate.】

Seeing him view Lord Grancia favorably after me, it seemed he really loved the emotion of pure love.

Originally, wolves have the habit of living their entire lives with only one mate, so thinking about it, it wasn't strange.

【Beast God Fenris says he will watch the future you create and expresses his agreement to the deal.】

With a clinking sound, the pure white wolf placed a star on the brightly glowing white tray and nodded at me.

Probably meaning agreement.

Seeing the scales divided into black and white, opposing opinions would likely place stars on the black tray.

And just as I breathed a sigh of relief,

【Demon God Serena grimaces with a disgusted expression and asks if you know how many beings you've killed.】

The sister of Heavenly God Lumina and the goddess of darkness and night worshipped by demons revealed herself, sending me a gaze filled with murderous intent.

Serena, pointing at me with numerous fingers sparkling with starlight against a black background like the night sky.

"Well, even if demons are like children to you, they're not to me."

I sneered at those fingers and spoke as if incredulous.

Unlike Heavenly God Lumina, Demon God Serena is known as the god who created demons, the one who balances the evil and good overflowing in the world.

But that didn't mean I needed to understand her.

【Demon God Serena sighs slightly and says that going back to the distant past, humans persecuted demons first.】

"If you're trying to play the victim for such a reason, I'd like to tell you to go to hell."

I spoke while clenching my molars slightly.

No matter what complicated circumstances there were, it didn't erase the fact that my parents and hometown people were massacred.

Even if there were legends that in the distant past, humans oppressed and abused demons.

【Demon God Serena says she cannot understand you and expresses her opposition to the deal.】

Eventually, seeing my reaction, Serena placed a star on the tray where black flames flickered, balancing the scales.

【Heavenly God Lumina smiles benevolently and waves, saying she's glad to meet you and Victoria.】

Right after that, there was someone's touch that tilted the scales that had been running parallel.

Heavenly God Lumina, the god who cherishes Victoria like her own daughter.

I had thought she would take my side since she was the god Victoria served, but...

【Heavenly God Lumina bows her head, apologizing to Victoria for making her suffer the side effects of the miracle.】

"......"

I didn't expect her to bring up such personal matters.

As I heard from that person named Pine last time, did she suffer the side effect of her body turning into flowers to deceive the eyes of Outer God Miragia?

"No. Thanks to that, I was able to meet Lord Astal, so I think I'm happy."

Victoria stepped forward at Heavenly God Lumina's statement and said it was okay, clasping her hands together in a reverent posture.

It was the reason she had suffered throughout her life and lived with a terminal condition.

Yet saying it was okay just because she met me seemed truly foolish and pure.

*...Well, that's probably why I fell for her.*

At this very Victoria Everhart-like answer, I pulled her by the waist to bring her to my side.

"Heavenly God Lumina, honestly speaking..., considering you made Victoria suffer, I want to punch you, but still, thanks to you I could be connected with her."

"You speak too harshly, Lord Astal. Even so, she is Heavenly God..."

"She's a god with a nasty temperament who let you hear my inner thoughts."

I gave an awkward smile, telling both the Heavenly God and Victoria about the fact that her inner thoughts could be heard.

Soon, the rematch with the Demon King.

I thought that if I used the fact that inner thoughts could be heard, it could be used effectively in the battles ahead.

And it seemed the moment had come to reveal the truth. I couldn't keep it secret forever.

"What? Wh-what do you mean...?"

- My inner thoughts can be heard? Since when? Then everything I lewdly thought to myself before...?

Victoria's face colored with shock, and she was thinking noisily, wondering if her inner thoughts could really be heard.

【Heavenly God Lumina says true love requires such trials. And she asks if you didn't also have some fun with it.】

"Thanks to that, I noticed Victoria only disliked me on the surface..., and it made me think about her again. I can't deny it."

Then Heavenly God Lumina made a small laughing sound, seeming to enjoy the current situation.

【Heavenly God Lumina promises that if you succeed in subjugating the Outer God, she won't mind even if Victoria loses her purity.】

The answer that followed was even more shocking.

The reason we hadn't completely crossed the line until now.

She said that if we succeeded in killing the Outer God, the Heavenly God wouldn't take away her divine power even if Victoria and I had a physical relationship.

"......!"

- Th-then does that mean I can really have many children with Lord Astal and build a large family without any problem?

Hearing that, Victoria blushed slightly, then looked at me with lewd eyes and was planning children in her mind.

Even so, twelve seems like a bit much.

【Heavenly God Lumina sends her support for your and Victoria's love and expresses her agreement to the deal.】

Clink.

Leaving such small encouragement, Heavenly God Lumina placed her opinion on the scales.

【Monster God Abyssus protests that he doesn't understand why a mere human is being favored so much. He refuses the deal.】

And again, displeased with such actions, another god raised opposition.

This time it was Abyssus, the god of monsters and chaos itself. He was breathing roughly in displeasure, opening his massive mouth.

A 2-2 situation. Four gods had voted on the deal Astal proposed, and the scales weren't tilting either way.

【Spirit God Elementis raises his voice loudly at Abyssus, asking if he's in his right mind, then agrees to the deal.】

【Silvana, guardian god of the elves, says she's been secretly watching your and Victoria's love all along and agrees to the deal.】

【Dragon God Dracos says thank you for letting him see a love story more precious than any treasure and agrees to the deal.】

At that moment, the divine words of gods raising their voices echoed in my head, and soon I heard fighting voices, unable to understand the opposing opinion.

"Abyssus, are you in your right mind? You know that this world line's Astal is the strongest! He's the only one who reached the realm of gods with a mere human body!"

"Honestly speaking, I think I need to pay for peeking at these two's love story from beginning to end. This is why those who only deal in depravity are like this."

"In the end, he came all the way to the bottom of hell for the person he loves. He reversed time, and before he could hear inner thoughts, they bickered with each other..., but I like these kids."

Clink, clink.

Without anyone going first, stars continued to be placed on the pure white tray, adding weight.

At first, I couldn't understand why the gods were expressing their opinions so actively, but...

*They're a bunch with severe voyeurism... Well, since they couldn't properly exert their power because of Outer God Miragia, all they could do was watch.*

Eavesdropping on the gods' fighting conversation, it seemed they had been watching everything Victoria and I had done from above.

Remembering the disgraceful things I did with her brought some embarrassment to my face, but I forced myself to pull my lips into a calm expression.

【Sea God Iliana notices your thoughts, nods, and agrees to the deal.】

【Mother Goddess Demeter agrees to the deal while bringing refreshments for herself.】

【Wing God Zephyrus says he watched the two's story very well while grooming his wings. He agrees to the deal, saying he wants to continue watching.】

The scales completely tilted with 8 votes for and 2 against.

【Magic God Odin strokes his long beard and prepares to break the balance of the scales.】

Then, there was someone reaching toward the scales. The most massive, sturdy hand that felt the traces of time.

The moment that hand touched the scales, I was certain it would tilt to one side. Whether it became a vote for or against.

That identity would be the god among gods, or the constellation called the chief god or supreme god.

The teacher of all wizards and the person who could be called the creator of magic who established the system of magic.

"Magic God, Odin...."

Chief God Odin stroked his long beard, looking at Victoria and me with warm eyes.
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【Odin smiles benevolently and says that young people full of vigor who love magic are always welcome.】

The god who appointed Kyle as a Hero and established all concepts of magic was making the scales of balance perfectly level.

No matter how many votes for or against there were, the result would be completely overturned by Odin's single opinion.

【Odin asks if you weren't angry after learning the secrets the gods hid and the truth of the world.】

As if the chief god Odin was testing whether I could subjugate the Outer God Miragia, he posed a question instead of proceeding directly to the vote.

"Of course I was. How infuriating was it to learn that the reason my most beloved lover suffered her whole life, and my parents and hometown people were killed, was all because of some existence outside the universe?"

I clenched my fists and suppressed my emotions as much as possible while expressing my grievances to the chief god.

It would be strange not to be angry in the first place.

After all, if Demon King Ergosum's purpose was for a girl named Arian, then there must be another reason why he burned my hometown, massacred everyone, and left only me alive.

【Odin says that the Outer God Miragia is like the shadow that naturally follows light, so they had no choice but to isolate it in the gap between different universes.】

"...So, are you saying that the Outer God Miragia is an absolute existence that cannot be eliminated?"

【Odin slowly nods. He says that if they hadn't borrowed the tremendous power achieved by the Hero of Conviction, the Grand Route, all universes would have entered its mouth and perished.】

A situation where even Odin, the chief god who could be called the most powerful existence in this world, was indirectly saying he couldn't win.

I felt defiant at such a sight instead.

You're gods, aren't you?

I simply disliked how these beings who should give strength to those who believe in them and lead the world in a better direction were making excuses like this.

"That's none of my concern. If my companions are put in danger, I'll defeat them even if they're a god who came from outside the universe."

【Odin asks back if that's truly possible.】

"......"

I was about to immediately blurt out "It's possible," but soon felt a heavy pressure and had to close my mouth.

The eleven gods who had already tried to use previous Hero parties to subjugate Demon King Ergosum and deal with the Outer God Miragia behind him.

They weren't fools either, so they must have tried various solutions and workarounds to save the world as much as possible.

If asked whether I was stronger than the chief god Odin before my eyes right now, I couldn't immediately say yes.

"...I'm not alone. I have companions who've risked their lives adventuring through the Demon World together until now."

This must be the right answer.

I didn't reach this point alone in the first place.

I met Hero Kyle and learned what a true Hero is like, and through conversations with Saintess Victoria, I came to understand true compassion and love.

After meeting Spirit Master Anima, I learned that spirits are always by humans' sides, and after becoming close with Divine Archer Talion, I learned how to be grateful to nature.

"Even if it's impossible for me alone, I believe it's fully possible together with my companions."

I exchanged glances with my companions and took a large step forward, overcoming the pressure weighing heavily on my body.

"That's right. Astal is a wizard who always creates miracles. Seeing how he's saved more people than me, a Hero... I think meeting this crazy bastard was fortunate."

The red-haired Hero Kyle smiled refreshingly and pushed my back.

Seeing him speak words that supported me even before Odin, the chief god who chose him as Hero, gratitude welled up from deep in my heart.

"If it were anyone else, I couldn't believe it, but Astal is a hero who saved a pitiful woman living a terminal life with an incurable disease."

- Just you wait. I'll make you pay dearly for keeping secrets from me even after hearing my inner thoughts.

Victoria hid her slightly grumbling inner thoughts and persuaded the gods before her eyes with a gentle curve on her lips.

I felt a fear rising through my body that I might later be found as a dried-up, withered mummy.

"Astal is amazing! He ultimately overlapped two Ideas and melted even the Spirit Kings, called the very origin that forms nature itself, into magic!"

Whether she knew of such fear or not, Anima approached Victoria's side with a bright smile.

At first, I thought she'd have a cruel personality since she was from the Bear-person Tribe, a bear beastkin.

But after becoming close, she was a girl with more tears and emotional aspects than anyone.

"That's right. If we don't call Astal the hero who will save this world, who else would we put forward?"

The elf immediately stood by Anima's side, defending me with a firm tone.

Contrary to his usual polite demeanor, he patted my shoulder as if telling me not to be intimidated.

【Chief god Odin leans forward with interest while watching you and your companions.】

A reaction was appearing from chief god Odin's side.

Even if we're called heroes on the continent, we're ultimately just humans who bleed, feel pain, and suffer.

So I thought he'd dismiss me for saying I'd subjugate an existence that even gods couldn't completely kill.

【Chief god Odin says he's watched your adventure more enjoyably and interestingly than anyone.】

A warm sensation like a grandfather telling stories to his grandson. The owner of the voice ringing in my head apparently viewed me favorably.

【Chief god Odin says he's sorry for not being able to give you much power. He tells the truth that he consumed most of his power choosing a Hero without being detected by Miragia.】

"Are you saying the eyes that see mana were ultimately an arrangement you gave me?"

【Odin nods while looking at you. He praises how you elevated it to this level despite there being more inconvenient aspects than advantages.】

As Odin said, there were many inconvenient aspects. The ability to see mana had the disadvantage of being uncontrollable at will.

I had to stay constantly tense even normally, bringing strong fatigue to my eyes, and it was terrifying more than once or twice to see things others couldn't see.

However,

"...Then I was ultimately able to reach this point thanks to what you gave me."

Because I had such an ability, I could find and rescue my companions even from the bottom of hell.

I was thanking chief god Odin with deep gratitude in my heart.

Even though I didn't usually believe in gods, it was a name I'd put in my incantations with the feeling of grasping at a last hope.

"I remember when I first realized magic. Though I had no wealth... I had meager talent and could use a branch fallen on the street as a staff."

Though awkward, this time I tried to persuade Odin before my eyes with a devout tone just like Victoria.

The memory of not even having a staff and gathering branches with mana flowing through them from the roadside to use magic.

Even when such branches broke and broke again, the reason I didn't give up on magic and constantly trained was first for fun, then guilt for not being able to save people.

The fact that things that existed only in imagination unfolded in reality was so fascinating to me,

And the fact that unbelievable things happened like a nightmare in reality was so painful to me.

"That immature kid... is now called the continent's greatest wizard and has become a hero of the Hero's Party. It's truly a joyous matter."

【Odin raises one eyebrow and tells you to continue speaking.】

"If there's regret in this life, it's that I couldn't look after those around me because I was insufficient, weak, and foolish."

Despite the weight pressing down on myself, I continued to step forward. My body was moving instinctively first without going through my head.

At this rate, it would become a life where I lost friends, companions, lovers, and family all.

"If there's a next life, just as Victoria and my companions saved my life, I simply want to become a light for other people too."

At that moment, the first meeting with Victoria flashed by like a revolving lantern.

The first emotion he felt upon seeing the Saintess with flowers blooming all over her body was self-loathing.

Because he hated the false expression hidden by a smile.

He made assumptions about how much pain she must have carried, how much sadness she must have lived with.

It was a self-righteous and selfish thought.

And,

"...So please give me a second chance."

That action and thought were the same even now.

"A chance to rewrite regret, lingering attachment, and despair... into hope."

For Victoria and my companions, I was fine becoming a mere clown and falling to entertainment for the gods. For her, I was fine even if I became unable to use any magic at all.

"This time, I will definitely protect everyone."

Even with eleven gods before me, I put strength in my voice without a single tremor, glaring with both eyes wide,

And placed an oath in my soul, heart, and voice.

"This is...?"

As I steeled my resolve and advanced forward to the end, a hearty laugh was heard and a single starlight descended before my eyes.

【Odin gives you his abstention vote.】

I raised my head and grasped the starlight before me with my hand. Then that light shone brightly in my arms and soon transformed into a cluster of light swirling around.

【Odin is curious what choice you'll make. He says you may freely use the absolute vote that tips the scales either way.】

"...Thank you. Benevolent chief god."

Whether Odin saw my potential, he made the scales level and was asking my opinion.

As if displeased with such an ending,

【Hades Thanatos agrees to the deal. He says don't do foolish things like him this time and be sure to protect Victoria.】

The red-haired Astal showed me a slightly bitter smile and tipped the scales back toward agreement.

Right, my choice was only one anyway.

【All voting has been completed.】

【Total results: 9 in favor, 2 against, 1 abstention.】

When I placed the last vote given to me on the scales, they began to tip completely to one side.

When all voting was completed, the scales rang with a ding─! sound and tilted greatly to one side.

What this meant was only one thing.

【The Constellation Network <Valhalla> will accept Astal Kaisaros's request to revive himself and his companions to the present world.】

【According to the voting results, the Hourglass of Forward Progression is flipped.】

Kuguuuung─!

Along with the roar of the sea of stars flipping, the sound of sand pouring out rang through the air.

【Thanatos mocks you and tells you to try doing well.】

Along with the sensation of my body's senses mixing around, the night sky that had surrounded me and my companions all shattered like glass and scattered as fragments.

"...Mr. Astal, then I'll wait outside. I wish you the best of luck."

"I'll be paying for my remaining sins in hell so I can't help... but we were once in a kill-or-be-killed relationship, so I'd like to at least say good luck. Astal."

As I fell into darkness where I couldn't see an inch ahead, my vision gradually darkened.


"Did you enjoy the tour of hell? Wizard of Hope."

"Demon King Ergosum...."

When I finally opened my eyes, I felt a strong sense of déjà vu seeing the scenery of leaves.

The place where I and everyone regained consciousness was definitely the location where all my companions and I had died. Inside the Demon King's Castle.

"No, should I call you Astal Kaisaros of the strongest world line now? Have some tea. You must be very tired. I specially chose one you used to enjoy drinking."

Demon King Ergosum was enjoying tea time, handing me and my companions a cup of tea with the arms behind his back.

"Since you must know the truth of this world, I hope you have at least some willingness to talk with me."

"Why should I trust anything about you? You killed not only me and my companions, but even my family and hometown people─"

"Will this do?"

Pook.

Then Demon King Ergosum, without a moment's hesitation, thrust his hand into the center of his chest and pulled out his beating heart.

"Please save Arian. She's the 'nameless girl' whose existence was erased from all world lines by the Outer God Miragia's scheme, and the one I couldn't protect when I was weak."

"...Why on earth?"

"I'm the opposite of you. If I can save just one person, I don't care if the world perishes or if I die."

The word that came from the Demon King's mouth was the name of the person Memoria had once left as a dying message.

"After everything is over, crush my heart. Then I won't be able to revive and will die forever. If you can't trust me, it's fine even right now."
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Demon King Ergosum had just handed me his own heart, raising all his hands as if to show he had no intention of fighting me.

Could I really trust this?

The large heart pulsing in my grip didn't look like it belonged to a human.

"Astal, whatever choice you make, I'll follow your decision. I think it's fine whether you kill the Demon King first or join hands with him."

Hero Kyle nodded at me as I fell into brief contemplation.

No matter that this was the Demon King who had once split him in half and killed him, Kyle was a Hero who prioritized the greater good.

"Lord Astal, I think we should beat him up first, then confirm whether the Demon King truly has no intention to fight."

*And while we're at it, vent some frustration for tormenting Lord Astal and others and committing massacres. Yes, this isn't personal animosity—it's for confirmation purposes.*

Unlike Kyle, Victoria was making somewhat violent remarks. Ever since learning I could hear her inner thoughts, she'd been having these kinds of private conversations.

"After all, he's killed far too many people precious to me. No matter how benevolent a Saintess I am, I can't easily forgive this."

Unlike her usual gentle demeanor, Victoria was biting her lower lip and venting her hostility.

Still gripping her hammer, Victoria remained on guard in case the Demon King betrayed us.

Having traveled back in time to the past, she couldn't trust the Demon King who had killed my parents and her own.

This was actually natural.

I was the strange one, trying to join hands with the enemy while suppressing even my desire for revenge, all to save my companions and send them back home.

"If I really crush this heart, you'll die immediately? You, who bear the title of the Immortal Demon King?"

Just to be sure, I asked Ergosum again to confirm whether destroying his heart would truly kill him.

"That's right. No matter how immortal my body may be, I cannot prevent the annihilation of my very existence."

"What exactly is this heart?"

"It's a mystical object from long ago when I was worshipped as a folk deity by rural people. It actually functions similarly to a human heart."

Looking closely, Ergosum's heart sparkled like a jewel and had a slightly transparent appearance.

It looked as if glass or a mirror had been twisted and transformed into the shape of a heart.

"One more question. If you were going to propose fighting together anyway, why did you attack my hometown?"

I had some idea why Ergosum had taken such contradictory actions.

But I thought it was right to hear it from his own mouth.

"To instill a desire for revenge in you, to create the strongest Astal Kaisaros across all world lines."

"......"

"I'm sorry. I knew it was an unforgivable method, but there was no other way."

So that was it.

Ever since I first faced Demon King Ergosum, he had been testing our strength while talking as if he knew me and my companions.

"Wasn't there a way to resolve this peacefully through dialogue from the start? It would have been easier to inform others about the Outer God Miragia's existence and borrow their strength."

"I'd already tried that. I met you from a world line where your parents didn't die, asked for help, and allied with everyone else as comrades."

I mentioned the most hopeful possibility I could think of, but Demon King Ergosum shook his head with a bitter expression.

"But they all failed. The essence of the Outer God Miragia is ultimately a mirror—something absolute, like the opposing light and shadow that all living beings possess."

The Demon King said he had tried persuading the chief god Odin to make me a Hero, and had told Kyle and Victoria about the Outer God to receive help from other gods as much as possible, but still failed.

"I don't know how much time has passed. From the moment the number of world lines I destroyed by my own hand for peaceful rest—after being conquered by the Outer God Miragia—exceeded five digits, I stopped counting."

Failure.

Failure.

Failure again.

Having determined that no means or methods could defeat the Outer God Miragia, the Demon King finally reached for extreme measures.

"...The last method I chose was to unify the fragmented Demon World, become the Demon King myself, and become everyone's enemy. That had the highest probability of success."

Demon King Ergosum trembled while looking at his hands, like someone gripped by fear. Though the body part was clean without a drop of blood, the karma he had accumulated seemed immense.

"So you deliberately invaded the continent and planted revenge in my heart from childhood? Even going so far as to massacre my parents and everyone in my hometown?"

"Yes, because across all world lines, only when I did that did you, Astal, become a powerful wizard driven by revenge."

Demon King Ergosum, who hadn't pursued me to the end despite the Dullahan sparing my life, had been using the Four Heavenly Kings to gauge our abilities.

Only now could I understand the identity of the dissonance I'd felt when I first encountered him.

Demon King Ergosum had been orchestrating a grand scheme while staining his own hands with blood to oppose the Outer God Miragia, and I was the most important key for that to be possible.

"No matter how you dress it up with fine words, you're still trash, Demon King."

"Victoria."

But after hearing that story, Victoria looked at Demon King Ergosum with even more contemptuous eyes.

"You said you were once our comrade, didn't you? Then all the more reason you shouldn't have tormented Lord Astal and others. If you truly knew us."

Victoria's voice was slightly wet with emotion. It was as if she was expressing on behalf of those who had been sacrificed to stop the Outer God, and the injustice done to my parents.

"I have nothing to say about that, even with a hundred mouths. That's why I removed my heart and gave it to you."

"......"

The cup Demon King Ergosum had given me earlier contained warm, fragrant black tea.

The type of tea my mother used to enjoy drinking back home. Seeing that he knew this, it didn't seem like he was lying.

"To me, you, Astal, were the most trustworthy wizard of all."

Demon King Ergosum pointed at me with a gentle smile, and his expression and face held a familiar emotion as if he truly knew me.

"When the Outer God Miragia crossed the barrier created by the Grand Route and devoured other parallel universes, you were always the one who fought until the very end."

Perhaps predicting his future of having his heart crushed, Demon King Ergosum spoke in a bittersweet tone about the story he'd kept inside.

It was a secret of this world he couldn't have told anyone until now. Like a confession from one who had committed evil deeds while swallowing solitude alone.

"...One last thing—who exactly is this girl named Arian that you're asking me about? If you became the Demon King through your own power, couldn't you save her yourself?"

Looking at him, I felt no intense emotions like anger or sadness.

Rather, because Demon King Ergosum spoke so calmly and politely, I was searching for the reason behind that sense of incongruity.

Why exactly did he want to save a nameless girl called Arian, and try to complete the Grand Route by destroying all parallel universes?

No matter how I thought about it, it was completely opposite to the path taken by the Black Knight named Su-hyeon Lee.

If the Grand Route was the goal, wouldn't it have been possible to make everyone happy rather than destroying the world?

"No, only I know of Arian's existence. The Outer God Miragia took the person most precious to me hostage in order to break free from its seal."

Then Demon King Ergosum explained the reason for all the evil deeds he'd committed until now in an extremely resolute tone.

"Then the reason you pretended to side with the Outer God Miragia while trying to complete the Grand Route was..."

"Yes, I was only trying to save a rural girl who had been forgotten—erased from names and historical records, even by her family—as if she never existed from the beginning."

"And destroying other worlds?"

"To give at least some rest to the parallel universes invaded by the Outer God Miragia. A life of eternal screaming in pain, unable to die, eat, or sleep, is nothing but suffering."

"......"

"And besides, the Grand Route that the Outer God Miragia wanted was the destruction of all worlds. A being beyond human reason desired despair rather than peace."

I fell into contemplation once more while looking at Demon King Ergosum.

There seemed to be some inconsistency in thinking that handing over his own heart and making such a request, along with everything he'd done to save a girl named Arian, was all deception meant to trick me.

"Then first tell me the story about you and Arian. I'll postpone my judgment until after."

"Are you really okay with that? I'd think you'd desperately want to kill me."

"If we truly were friends in another world line, and all of this was to kill the Outer God Miragia and protect someone you love... then I think it's right to at least hear the story before judging."

This would be the right thing to do.
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# Translation

This story takes place in the distant past, when demons and monsters were used by humans as slaves or livestock.

It was a time when the place across the sea on another continent had not yet been named the Demon World, and humans still lived there normally.

Now, except for the Demon King, no one even remembers it—an old tale so ancient it could be called antiquated or musty.

The Demon King Ergosum—or rather, to be precise, a nameless local deity believed to bring rain to a certain rural village—continued to cherish those memories.

"P-please don't eat me...!"

"...?"

Yes, the first conversation he had with that girl was certainly rather absurd.

Bound tightly with rope and abandoned in a cave, a girl named Arian screamed at the sight of Ergosum, who had no name at the time, begging him to spare her life.

"I won't eat you. In the first place, I'm a god that people believe has the power to bring rain, not someone who eats people."

Somewhat flustered, Ergosum untied the rope binding Arian as he spoke.

What on earth could be the reason such a fragile girl was abandoned in the cave where his sacred object was enshrined?

"Little one, did you get lost in the mountains? Or did someone kidnap you?"

"The villagers said I was cursed. They said the lack of rain for years was because of me with my black hair... So if they offered me as a living sacrifice to the god, you would release your anger...!"

Unlike Ergosum, who thought there must have been some mistake, Arian's situation was far more serious.

A rural village suffering from severe drought with no rain for years. Unable to endure the hardship, the people ultimately blamed the most vulnerable young girl and offered her as a living sacrifice to the god.

"...Your hair color isn't cursed by a god in the first place. I've become so weak that I can't even bring a brief shower anymore."

Ergosum sighed deeply as he looked at Arian's beautiful black hair.

Certainly, it was an unusual color that wouldn't appear easily to others, but he didn't sense any cursed energy from it.

Just as Astal, who mainly uses water attribute magic, has blue hair, Arian was simply born blessed with black magic.

If Arian had been born on a continent famous for magic like that, she might have had enough talent to enter the Black Magic Tower and become a good wizard who only uses her own life force.

Yet due to mere human selfishness and wrongdoing, a blessing had been transformed into the word "curse."

"What?! Then you can't make it rain either, god?! Wh-what should I do...?! If I go back to the village like this, people will surely be angry...!"

Arian was startled to see Ergosum say he had lost the power to bring rain.

Her body was scratched and bruised all over. Seeing blood flowing from her fingertips and knees, it didn't look like she had been brought here willingly.

"S-so you really can't do it? You're not lying because you don't want to eat me?"

Arian never gave up hope and kept trying to persuade Ergosum to bring rain to end the drought.

Eyes so resolute she would give up her life. Seeing the dark circles beneath them, Ergosum could tell how much abuse and suffering this girl had endured to accept reality.

"Ehehe... Mom and Dad told me I should die too. They said nothing has gone right since I was born... They said a useless, creepy bitch like me should just die."

This girl had come here to die from the start.

Called a cursed child, abandoned even by her parents and family, with no adults or friends to help her, she had been driven to the edge of despair.

"..."

Ergosum found Arian's attitude of treating her own life as infinitely worthless unpleasant and chilling.

How could such a young girl bear the sins of so many people alone?

Smack—!

Ergosum felt so bad about Arian's false smile that he lightly tapped her forehead with one of his other hands on his back.

"Ow! Why did you hit me! I thought a god who brings rain would be different from other people and wouldn't hit me!"

"...Now you're finally showing the expression and words a child should have. When you're treated unfairly like this, it's natural to get angry and cry."

Arian's face contorted momentarily, then looked up in pain. Seeing this, Ergosum relaxed and smiled.

Yes, it was natural for a child this small and fragile to cry and get irritated like this.

"Little one, pitiful girl who bore all the misfortune of the villagers. Do you even know what a god is? Do you think we're beings whose power returns and all problems are solved just by eating people?"

"I don't know. I came here as a living sacrifice because I don't know! Ugh, do you know how much I struggled trying to escape on my own after people tied me up with rope and abandoned me in the mountains?"

"What is called a god depends on how other beings believe in it. Now the villagers believe I'm not a god of abundant harvests who brings rain, but an evil god who causes drought if I don't eat people."

After calming Arian down, Ergosum was explaining why he had lost his power and couldn't bring rain to the drought-stricken village.

"It's hard to understand. Please explain more simply."

"I-is that so...?"

"Just how long have you lived to talk like my grandfather? Your height and face look about the same age as me...!"

However, Ergosum, who hadn't properly communicated with humans for a long time, couldn't make young Arian understand right away.

"So basically, other people need to firmly believe in me to bring rain."

"Then isn't it solved? I believe more than anyone that you can end our village's drought!"

"No, it's... not as easy as it sounds. Belief can even twist the providence and rules of this universe... Even ordinary humans can become close to gods depending on the circumstances."

"Then make me a god. I'll go down to the village right now and make it rain!"

"I told you I don't even have that power...! I'm already being forgotten by the villagers in my original form, so I might disappear like this!"

The nameless god Ergosum and the girl named Arian could only continue their conversation while bickering.

"What, I thought gods would be really strong and cool, but you're just a brat with a few arms on your back?"

"Wh-what...? Still, I was a being worshiped in faith by the people here since before your village existed!"

"Yes, I'm sure you were. But aren't you just a weakling who can't do anything now? I thought you were an evil god who eats people... I wonder what would happen if I went back to the village and spread rumors?"

"P-please don't do that. My existence is already fading these days, and if even the last remaining faith disappears, I might really be erased from this world!"

The scene was like what Astal and Victoria had shown before—a conversation where one side was unilaterally dragged along.

The girl named Arian had a particularly mischievous personality, enough to grab and shake Ergosum, who was a nameless god.

"Then I'll live here too! Together with you, god!"

"...What? No. This cave is too harsh and dangerous an environment for a little kid like you to live alone!"

"I won't be alone! If I live with you, you'll protect me from dangerous bears and beasts, so what's there to worry about?"

"If I had power maybe, but I've become so weak I can't even take care of myself!"

As Arian pressed close to Ergosum with a fox-like smile, he was startled and tried to distance himself, but—

"But if I go back to the village like this, I'll surely be killed, won't I? They'll say the god didn't like the living sacrifice..."

Since she had already been offered to him as a living sacrifice, the option of sending her back to the village had disappeared.

Think about it—they offered the village's only black-haired girl to the god who brings rain under the pretext that she was cursed.

But what if that girl returned to the village without a hair harmed?

"They'll surely say the god abandoned us, or maybe more people will be offered as sacrifices? Next time, they might not be alive like me."

"..."

What Arian was saying was such a cruel reality that even Ergosum couldn't refute it.

"Ehehe, then it's decided! Starting today, I'll live here as your living sacrifice! Oh, and just so you know, I really hate pain, so even if you're hungry, don't bite or eat me!"

"I told you I won't eat you!"

An uncomfortable cohabitation that began rashly due to Arian's stubbornness. The moment that would someday be remembered as the happiest time in Demon King Ergosum's memories was flowing by like this.

"What's your name, god? I'm Arian! My grandmother gave me this name because my hair color is beautiful like the night sky!"

"...I don't have a name. In the first place, I'm a folk belief artificially created by people long ago to bring rain."

"Hmm... But I think it's too impersonal to keep calling you 'god'..."

And the next word that came from Arian's mouth gave the nameless god a purpose to live for.

"...Ergosum! How about the name Ergosum Cogito? It's a word I saw in a book that a wizard who came to our village once dropped!"

"Do you even know what that means?"

"I don't know! But it sounds cool...! Names like this should be chosen to sound the strongest and most powerful so other people won't look down on you!"

"Don't treat me like a monster or imaginary animal!"

"Aw, too bad. Still, it sounds stronger than Whitey next door."

A name Arian gave him simply because it sounded cool. It would become a pillar for the Demon King to remember her as he lived alone through eons of time.
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After accepting Arian's affection, Ergosum began an awkward cohabitation with her.

Deep in a mountain valley cave that no one visited anymore, the two who had begun living together felt nothing but awkwardness.

"Ergosum, I've been married off to you as a living sacrifice to a god. So you need to serve me meat and delicious fruit for every meal."

"Who said they'd take an ugly girl like you as a bride...! Just be grateful I'm keeping you from being eaten by wild beasts!"

"Then why do you always run away somewhere when I'm bathing? And if you really hated me, I don't think you'd be protecting me like this."

"Th-that's! There are reasons...!"

"Ehehe, your face is all red! You're actually really cute when you're embarrassed!"

However, Arian, a country girl who knew nothing of the world, quickly grew close to Ergosum with her characteristically cheerful personality and mischievous nature.

Two people abandoned by the world. Like pure boy and girl, they now had no choice but to rely on each other.

Even Ergosum, who had lived almost his entire life alone as a god of nameless folk religion, felt Arian's profound influence—within just a few days, he could sense her absence and presence.

After all, he'd spent his whole life holed up in a dark, damp cave, but now to safely protect a young girl, he needed to see sunlight and improve their food and shelter.

"Ergosum, you look healthier lately. When I first came, you looked like someone on death's door...."

"What's that supposed to mean, are you picking a fight? My power still hasn't returned. Just because one ordinary country girl believes in me doesn't mean I'll suddenly change enough to make it rain!"

Ergosum continued to hide his true feelings from Arian, deliberately maintaining a prickly attitude.

In truth, because Arian had given him a name, believed in him as a good god, and secretly offered prayers, the possibility of his existence disappearing had vanished.

He was afraid she would leave if she learned the truth.

Having learned human warmth for the first time, Ergosum was lying because he feared losing it.

"I'm not ordinary! Grandmother said I'll become an incredibly beautiful woman when I grow up! I'm sure you'll fall for me at first sight, won't you?"

"Fat chance. Besides, I'm not into skinny, short women like you who don't eat enough."

"Then why have you been feeding me so much meat, fruit, and vegetables lately? You're fattening me up to eat me, aren't you! I am a living sacrifice after all!"

"No! You're a growing child in the first place! I'm a god, so I can survive without eating anything!"

"Liar! Yesterday you were secretly eating the stew I was cooking...!"

"That was to check if it had poison! You can't even tell the difference between snake berries and wild strawberries, and you've gotten stomachaches from bringing poisonous plants and mushrooms!"

Sometimes they had petty arguments like this, misunderstanding each other.

Of course, most of these quarrels started because Ergosum, whose power as a god had somewhat returned, was secretly expressing his gratitude to Arian through actions rather than words.

"...I wouldn't mind if you ate me."

And Arian had noticed that Ergosum was more bashful than anyone.

Having experienced ostracism from the villagers because of her unusual black hair, she had learned to read others' gazes and emotions well despite her young age.

No matter how many thousands of years old this god was, Ergosum's mental world—having lived alone with almost no human interaction—was like that of a boy just entering puberty.

Arian liked Ergosum's purity and kindness. She found it cute how he tried to hide his true feelings while caring for her more than anyone.

After all, though he grumbled, Ergosum was doing his best to accommodate and provide for her.

"What? A child who hasn't even had her coming-of-age ceremony shouldn't say such things! In the first place, the rules and ethics between humans and gods..."

"I'll be that age in a few years. Besides, we've already been abandoned by the world, so we don't need to care about such rules, do we?"

The first person in this world who didn't call her a cursed child and treated her like a normal girl.

When Arian caught a cold and suffered from high fever for days, or when she cried over her favorite clothes getting dirty, Ergosum was the only man who tried to help.

Arian had come to care for him so much that she thought if she ever married anyone, it could only be Ergosum.

"...If you grow up healthy here until that age, I'll find you a decent husband. A man from a distant rural area would be fine, not from a drought-stricken village."

"No, if I'm going to marry anyone, I want it to be you, Ergosum! Think about it—who in the world would truly say they love a man with multiple arms like a spider?"

"If you search this wide world, surely one or two people would turn up!"

"Hehehe, too bad. That's me. The one woman in this world who likes Ergosum."

This was why Arian didn't hesitate to say she liked him whenever Ergosum tried to keep his distance or talked about her future like this.

"...Ah, you're turning your face away again. But I already saw you turn red."

"Be quiet and eat what's in front of you!"

"So, you're really not going to sleep together tonight either? I know you even secretly went to the village yesterday and bought me a bed."

"That's because you said leaves and straw hurt your back!"

"Thank you. You know I always love you so much, right? I'll give you a kiss on the cheek as thanks later."

"I-I don't need it!"

Thus the nameless god and the cursed girl ended up saving each other.

As time passed and Ergosum and Arian could no longer imagine life without each other, an irreversible tragedy occurred.

"...Oh no, we're out of the tea leaves Ergosum likes? With the recent forest fire, there's nowhere left to gather them."

As always, Arian was doing housework like a wife, waiting for Ergosum to return from hunting and gathering, when she noticed they'd run out of the tea leaves he usually enjoyed.

"If I tell him about this, he'll say he doesn't need tea leaves and be considerate of me.... Should I secretly go to the village? I've been there several times before and wasn't caught when I covered my hair...."

Despite quite a long time passing, Ergosum continued to hide his true feelings from Arian and show his bashful personality.

So Arian came up with the idea of commemorating the day they first met a few days later by getting Ergosum's favorite tea leaves as a gift.

"Ergosum will really like it, right? Come to think of it, I haven't properly repaid him for saving my life.... Yes, it'll be fine if I just go for a quick trip!"

Even though covering her black hair with cloth and wearing men's clothing wasn't foolproof—long tails get stepped on, as they say.

"Besides, if I tell Ergosum about this, I won't be able to surprise him!"

Arian gathered the gold coins from her leather pouch and left the deep mountains, heading back to the village that had abandoned her as a living sacrifice.

And by the time Ergosum returned home and noticed this, Arian's fate had already been decided.

"...Arian? Where did you go? I brought meat and fruit. Let's eat together."

Due to the nature of the mountains where the sun set early, Ergosum returned home in the late afternoon to find the cabin next to the empty cave and felt a void.

Had the empty space always been this big?

Whenever he came home, Arian would rush out the door to greet him.

Why had she disappeared somewhere now? Why wasn't she here?

"Huh...?"

Anxiety and delusions immediately filled his mind. Fear arose that she might have been kidnapped.

Ergosum threw the hunted and gathered meat and fruit on the ground and immediately began frantically searching the mountains for Arian.

"Arian...! Arian...!! Where are you! Answer if you can hear me!!"

People's absence is always felt more than their presence.

He had always worried that Arian, who unlike him had a limited lifespan, would die first, so he'd tried not to give her his heart.

But as soon as she suddenly disappeared, he began to regret everything he'd said and done.

"Gasp, huff...!! Please, please answer me...! Arian!!"

He should have accepted her feelings when she said she liked him from the start. He should have been a little more honest and told her his true feelings and thanked her.

Arian was already weak and hated being in pain—what if she'd encountered a wild beast and gotten hurt somewhere?

If only she'd come back healthy, he'd accept all the blame.

Please.

I'm begging you, please.

"Arian...!!"

He hoped she'd show him her usual bright, cute smile and say it was all a prank.

"Ah, there you are. Everyone!! I found the god who makes it rain!!"

But what Ergosum encountered were angry villagers holding torches and farming tools.

They surely wouldn't have come this deep into the mountains suddenly without reason—the worst possibility flashed through Ergosum's mind.

No, it can't be.

It can't be.

"...We apologize. We didn't know the girl we offered as sacrifice had escaped and survived until now. The girl is dead now, so please let go of your anger."

With those words, the village chief casually tossed something like throwing a piece of meat—a black-haired girl with severed limbs and head, dripping red blood onto the ground.

It was Arian's corpse, already dead.
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Ergosum couldn't accept reality. Arian, who seemed like she might wake up at any moment and call his name, had become a cold corpse, unmoving.

Ergosum tried to reattach the already separated body parts at their severed surfaces, hoping against hope, but the smell and scent of blood emanating from the already decomposing corpse forced him to face reality.

"Who did this?"

A voice as cold as ice emerged from Ergosum's mouth. It was a pressure that he, originally just a folk deity who brought rain to the countryside no matter how much of a god he was, shouldn't have been able to produce.

"Pardon?"

An ominous murderous intent spread out in an instant, pressing down on bodies and feeling like someone was strangling throats. The village chief near Ergosum trembled as he answered.

What on earth could be the reason he seemed so angry? Could it be that using the cursed girl as a sacrifice was the problem?

"I asked who did this."

Without the slightest movement, Ergosum continued to ask who had made Arian like this.

Even though he had his back turned to the villagers to look at the corpse, the atmosphere made it abundantly clear he was furious.

"I, I did it...! Lord God!"

At that moment, a man raised his trembling hand in fear. He was holding a sharp metal tool used for harvesting crops.

Sticky red blood clung to it—as if confirming that Arian was dead.

"For what reason did you do this?"

"Because there's an old legend that black-haired children are cursed! Seeing how she's lived this long, she must surely be a witch!"

"Is that so? Come here for a moment. I'll give you a special reward."

At Ergosum's talk of giving a reward, the corners of the man's mouth holding the farming tool rose upward.

The man receiving the envy, jealousy, and admiration of those around him.

He was thinking to himself that he'd done really well to deliberately cut off her limbs first and kill her after confirming she begged for her life.

"So you cut off the body parts one by one until that child who hated pain begged for her life to be spared, and you committed murder even though she said she wouldn't tell anyone about this."

Now having completely become an evil god—that is, since everyone who believed him to be a good god had disappeared—Ergosum possessed power befitting that and read the man's inner thoughts.

"...!!! Yes, yes! Because witches are inherently such beings! They don't die easily and are nearly immortal monsters, so I thought we had to make it as painful as possible to make her give up her will to live!"

What a filthy, ugly, disgusting heart. A vile human blinded by desire for honor and mere trinkets like gold, killing a young girl on a whim.

*Crack—*

The moment Ergosum thought he wanted to tear apart the man before him in the same way, another arm sprouted from his back.

An evil god who kills and devours people.

Since faith is originally strong enough to twist the principles of the world, Ergosum, having lost his most precious person, was reborn as a new existence like a bird just hatched from an egg.

"Then you won't mind if I do the same to you all. After all, it's also a god's duty to enlighten the ignorant who don't know their own sins."

"What? What do you mean by—"

*Crack, snap. Crunch.*

Before the man who killed Arian could even let out a death cry, all his body parts burst off from his torso like breaking tree branches.

"...?"
"Kyaaaaaaah!!!"
"Ah..., ahhh..., uwaaaaah!!!"
"The god is angry!! He must have gone mad! Otherwise there's no way...!!"

As the man who killed Arian first lost his life so futilely, the surrounding villagers looked at Ergosum with expressions of confusion and terror.

Of course, there were those who said Ergosum was angry or had gone mad. But rather, he felt extremely refreshed. An excessively rational sensation made his head cold.

*I should have done this from the start. I should have lived killing and devouring people, being called an evil god.*

These trash villagers shouldn't have been kept alive from the beginning.

How could it make sense to kill such a kind girl for the trivial reason that her hair was black?

"The ones who are mad aren't me, but you."

Ergosum's hair had turned pure white from too much stress, and blood flowed instead of tears because he'd cried too much.

Though his appearance looked like a holy being rather than a Demon King, with that form he began massacring the villagers who had killed Arian.

"I did nothing wrong. I did nothing wrong. Please, at least spare my life...!!"

"Really? Then did you ever give Arian even one warm bowl of soup when she was cast out by her parents? Or did you throw stones and tell her to get lost?"

"Th-that was because the curse might spread...!!"

Now Ergosum was no longer a powerless folk deity, but an evil god itself that devours and kills people.

Originally, gods are beings whose existence is created and power generated simply by people giving them names, purposes or abilities, and believing in them.

"If you had hidden Arian in your house today when she went to the village, I wouldn't have killed you. You knew it was her but pretended not to, didn't you?"

"Pl-please have mercy—!"

*Slash.*

With one gesture from Ergosum, a villager who had mistreated Arian was sliced vertically to death.

Children who had tormented and bullied Arian using poisonous insects died with their heads turned into beehives.

A woman who had thrown filthy waste on Arian died bleeding after scratching her body madly.

Bodies sliced, heads ripped off, joints twisted every which way, intestines dragged on the ground—

They died and died and died, each in different ways.

Among the villagers, some tried to flee from that tremendous violence or repent their wrongs, but to Ergosum who could read their inner thoughts, there were no exceptions.

"Why are you doing this...! You're just a god who makes it rain!! If you're angry because we offered a cursed child as a sacrifice, you shouldn't take it out on us...?!"

The village chief, whose limbs had been cut off like Arian's and who now writhed on the ground like an overturned insect, shouted desperately at Ergosum.

"Ah. You still think I'm angry about you offering Arian as a living sacrifice?"

"Yes! Black hair can't occur naturally...!! She must have been cursed or a witch's child!!"

Ergosum was dumbfounded hearing what the village chief was saying. To think that was the pathetic thought produced by squeezing a brain smaller than a walnut.

"What does that have to do with me?"

Ergosum had long known that Arian's hair wasn't a curse.

He knew from living a long life that such cases occasionally occurred among plants or animals with high mana sensitivity or specialization in elemental magic.

"Th-then could it be..."

"No, would you have even listened if I'd told you the truth in the first place? You people who blame the heavens even during droughts without making any effort?"

In fact, when Ergosum had gone down to the village a few times, he'd tried to visit Arian's parents to talk about her grievances, but—

"Weren't those bastards called Arian's parents living in a spacious house, wearing fine clothes, and eating delicious food as payment for selling their daughter at a high price?"

The moment he saw that, he gave up hope that Arian's reputation could improve.

"It's truly laughable. You never cared about droughts or curses from the start. You just needed someone to blame and resent."

The fact that the villagers had been alive and well until just now proved it.

If there had really been a drought with no rain for years, they all should have died normally.

"...There was a drought. But it wasn't severe enough to interfere with life. Since a pretext had been created anyway, you tried to abandon the child you found most unpleasant in the village."

"Th-then instead of us, you should kill that Arian girl's parents—"

"I already killed them just now. Did they think I wouldn't know they turned their daughter away when she came home before? They kept lying consistently."

"..."

*How did he do that?*

The village chief felt terror looking at Ergosum who had figured out all the truth. No, could 'that thing' even be called a countryside minor deity anymore?

With dozens of arms attached to his back, white hair, and bloody tears flowing, he even evoked a sense of holiness and awe.

"My name is Ergosum Cogito. A wretched god who failed to protect Arian. If you want rain, I'll give you more than enough."

Ergosum raised his hand to the sky and gathered dark clouds above his head.

After that, rain fell for nearly a year as if a hole had been punched in the sky, and the village that had persecuted Arian was completely submerged and disappeared without leaving a trace.

"...I'll definitely find a way to revive you, Arian."

Reborn as a god, Ergosum made that vow as he carefully cradled the girl's corpse in his arms and set off on a long journey.

His purpose was solely to revive her who had already died.

Ergosum walked and walked to find that method. Continuously, like someone who had forgotten how to tire.

Even if a future awaited him where Arian would later be taken hostage by Miragia, and he would become an Outer God's pawn for her resurrection.

Ch.184 - Chapter 184 - Defying Heaven (1)
Ergosum met countless people along the way who claimed they could save Arian.

One alchemist said that if only he could create the Philosopher's Stone, he could bring her back to life.

Another wizard said that if given time and money, he could revive her using necromancy.

However, there was one person who opposed that idea most strongly.

"Reviving someone who's already dead? That's absolutely impossible. That sort of thing is classified as Reverse Heaven, and nothing good can come of it."

A blue-haired wizard in some rural village. When Ergosum first made such a request, a man named Astal Kaisaros was explaining why it couldn't be done.

"Why do you think that?"

"I'm very interested in magic, so I dabbled a bit in such forbidden arts... In the end, it's either someone arbitrarily controlling a corpse, or just creating a new world line."

At this time, neither the Outer God Miragia nor Ergosum as Demon King had appeared yet.

Because of this, unlike in this life, Astal hadn't received teachings from the Blue Magic Tower.

But his genius and ability to see mana hadn't dulled in the slightest.

"Then is there really... no way?"

"Right, not as far as I know. No matter how much you stop time to prevent the corpse from decaying, it'll be useless."

Astal said, seeing through the contents of the coffin Ergosum carried so preciously.

Though Ergosum had awakened due to Arian's death and become a god-like existence by massacring the villagers.

"Even if you're a being similar to a god, you can't confuse the potter with the pot. That power will run out eventually too."

That didn't mean he had truly become a god.

To officially become a god, one needed a name spoken by countless people and beings like Thanatos or Astal, and the appropriate worth and effort to match.

"I don't care. My life exists solely for this girl."

"I don't understand. If you just keep stopping time for the corpse in that coffin, you'll die, you know? Do you even know why wizards consider this kind of Reverse Heaven taboo?"

The Astal of that time couldn't understand Ergosum sacrificing everything for one person.

In a world line where the Demon King hadn't appeared and he hadn't met Victoria, he was living a leisurely life in the countryside.

"I don't know. Will those high-and-mighty gods drop lightning from the sky and deliver divine punishment?"

Magic that reverses time,
Magic that revives the dead,
Magic that changes the world's providence—these were the three taboos called Reverse Heaven.

Watching Ergosum use power similar to the first one so naturally, Astal let out a deep sigh as if exasperated.

"No, it's the opposite. Gods are beings who know everything yet remain indifferent to us. Isn't that creepy? I also dabbled in Reverse Heaven, and there was no reaction or backlash."

At Ergosum's question, Astal slapped his knee and spoke with slight excitement.

In this rural village, aside from his mother, there was no one to have such conversations about magic with.

"Originally, magic is when mana in the air reacts with the mana circuits in your body, but no physical laws occurred...! That means the power must be drawn from somewhere else!"

Astal Kaisaros was sharing various theories and information he knew with Ergosum, whom he'd just met.

This insane curiosity and passion for magic—this was why wizards were called obsessive types.

"...Where else would that be?"

"I don't know either. Looking at you, it seems like you're borrowing from divine power... But Reverse Heaven is taboo in the first place, so if it's known you're researching it, you'll lose your head. That's why I only tried it a tiny bit."

"Wouldn't this countryside be a good place to research without anyone knowing?"

"No thanks. I'm not the type to risk my life obsessing over one woman."

Astal said mockingly while sipping warm tea. If the Astal from the world line where he met Victoria saw this, his face would burn with embarrassment.

"What if I pay you to research it? I'll do whatever you need. I don't mind serving your family or descendants like masters for life..."

"No, honestly Reverse Heaven is too dangerous. There must be a clear reason why even the Magic Tower made it taboo and told people not to research it."

Even at Ergosum's radical proposal, Astal shook his head in refusal.

If even those who couldn't resist secret magic were told not to do something, there was always a reason.

"It would probably be the world's destruction. Time and space are like lines, and our world exists where they meet... The power that twists that is classified as Reverse Heaven."

"I don't care if the world is destroyed. As long as I can revive the girl who saved me..."

"Don't talk nonsense. Would someone that precious to you really want the world to be destroyed?"

"...No."

Though Ergosum spoke of the world's destruction at that moment, Astal scolded him while expressing skepticism.

"That's right too. So to learn about Reverse Heaven, should I go to the Magic Tower and ask around?"

"That'll be difficult too. There are five Tower Masters in the first place—they're not going to let in an existence like you."

"..."

At Astal's point, Ergosum found himself speechless. The multiple arms on his back were clearly inhuman.

"Then I'll just tear them off."

"What are you talking ab—"

*Snap, crack.*

With the single-minded determination to save Arian, Ergosum pulled off the arms attached to his back without the slightest hesitation.

He didn't care about pain. What she went through must have been more terrible.

Arian, who would cry for days if she cut her finger even slightly while preparing food, had her limbs severed while fully conscious without any treatment—this was less painful than that.

"Hey, you crazy bastard...! I knew you looked strange, but were you mentally ill too?!"

"No, I'm perfectly normal. If I can revive her, I can even offer my heart to that detestable god."

Ergosum thus tore off everything except two arms to disguise himself as an ordinary human.

He thanked Astal for telling him about Reverse Heaven and left for the Magic Tower, but—

"...I told you it would fail."

"Those Tower Masters all recognized my identity. They said a curse-like existence that massacres people in large numbers shouldn't be in a place of learning and drove me out, so I ran away since I didn't want unnecessary killing."

He returned to Astal's hometown village with his body in tatters.

He could cut off the heads of humans who tormented or killed Arian without hesitation, but otherwise he avoided unnecessary bloodshed because she would be sad.

"Interesting guy. Your existence itself is so fragile that only a few people in a rural village believe in you."

Watching such an Ergosum, Astal noticed something strange. Though his existence itself was weak, his vessel overflowed with power from drinking in human blood and resentment.

"...She must have been truly precious to you? To think one person's death could bring you this close to godhood."

"Not just one person. She was everything to me."

At that moment, a chilling cold was felt.

Astal felt the sensation of his entire body being sliced thinly lengthwise, unraveling into tens of thousands of threads, then coming back together.

"Crazy... You really are something like a god, aren't you? The fact that you're only threatening shows you're a good guy."

Astal said, breaking out in cold sweat and clutching his wildly pounding heart.

He didn't know what had just happened to him, but he knew he hadn't died due to the other's mercy.

"Think what you want. I've already stained my hands with much blood, so even if Arian hates me, I'll do anything if it means I can revive her."

*Thud.*

Ergosum handed Astal a leather pouch of silver coins and was about to depart on another journey to find a way to revive Arian.

It was repayment for letting him know there was even the slightest possibility if one researched Reverse Heaven.

"Then wait, let me see. Actually, from the moment I first saw you, I've been feeling something unsettling from that coffin you're carrying."

And Astal pointed at the coffin containing Arian's corpse with an uncomfortable expression.

He was clearly using divine power to stop time from flowing and prevent the corpse from decaying, so why was a strange energy catching his eye?

"...Please."

Seeing Astal's expression more serious than any other moment, Ergosum carefully set down the coffin containing Arian and opened it.

Come to think of it, he hadn't properly checked since stopping time to prevent decay.

Just seeing her again would vividly recall that long-ago incident as if it were yesterday, making him want to end his life instead.

But because Ergosum was a god, he couldn't take his own life or perish from the world alongside Arian.

Until now, he hadn't faced his own transgression.

And ultimately, that brought disaster.

"...!!!"

*Clatter—!*

As soon as Astal opened the coffin, his face turned deathly pale from shock.

Inside the opened coffin wasn't a girl with severed limbs bleeding, but Arian's form shattered into pieces like broken mirror shards.

"Was it Ergosum? How long have you been using the power to stop time?!"

This was why magic that reversed the flow of time was taboo as Reverse Heaven among wizards.

And why even the gods who created this world couldn't use their power carelessly.

"I stopped counting after a hundred years passed... Wh-what on earth... is happening?"

It was because the Outer God Miragia, sealed in the cracks of the Grand Route, could affect the present world like a reflection in a mirror.

Ch.185 - Chapter 185 - Defying Heaven (2)
"This is the price for trying to defy the heavens, Ergosum. It's literally Reverse Heaven."

Astal, who had first met Ergosum, made that assessment as he watched this scene.

Only someone who had reached the divine realm like Ergosum could interfere with time stopped like this—otherwise it would be completely impossible.

"...Is there no way to fix this? Arian's soul has completely disappeared. As if she never existed in the first place."

Ergosum finally spoke as he gathered the shattered fragments of Arian, now reduced to powder, in his palm.

Tiny glass shards were embedded in parts of Ergosum's body, blood flowing from them, but he paid no attention and continued repeating this meaningless action.

"It's impossible. This was probably influenced by a god-like existence. There's no trace of mana whatsoever in those glass fragments."

Astal's lips turned downward as he watched. Even with his eyes that could see the mana in the air and the mana circuits in bodies, he couldn't detect anything special.

Besides, even if you pieced together a human who had turned into glass fragments, there was no possibility of revival.

It was already remarkable that he had maintained this absurd obsession with reviving a human who died a hundred years ago until now.

"...If I attempt Reverse Heaven again, couldn't I make contact with the existence that did this?"

"You don't mean..."

But Ergosum wasn't broken even after being affected by Miragia. Rather, he was becoming more desperate.

If an existence could interfere even with stopped time, it could revive even corpses that had already died and were decaying, making them breathe again.

"I'll do anything you ask. Money? Honor? Youth? Or power that no one can oppose? You can take everything I have, so please help me save this child."

Even if the price was taking everything from him or making him die, it didn't matter.

For Ergosum, the few years he spent with Arian were more valuable and precious happiness than his entire lifetime.

"...I'll offer everything I have, so please find a way to revive this child."

Ergosum knelt before Astal, who would oppose him in the distant future, shedding tears of blood with a cracking voice.

"Hah... really. When you beg so desperately, I can't not help..."

Astal became slightly curious about why a god like Ergosum would make such a request to him.

He could tell just from the information visible to him. Ergosum was strong enough to conquer or destroy this entire continent if he wanted.

Perhaps he felt a slight pang of sympathy that such a being was suffering like this over just one young girl.

*'...If I have someone with divine power beside me, I might be able to research Reverse Heaven and approach the truth.'*

And in fact, a desire to research Reverse Heaven was also hidden in one corner of Astal's heart.

Forbidden magic, power that defies the heavens.
What a beautiful combination of resonant words.

Astal Kaisaros, whose innate nature was that of a wizard itself, ended up joining hands with Ergosum.

"Fine. If you just provide a separate space to research Reverse Heaven, I'll try to make contact with that existence. So stop crying and get up."

"Is that really true?!! Thank you so much!! I'll never forget this debt and will repay it for the rest of my life!!"

"Ah geez, you're spitting. Get away. I hate it when men cling to me like this."

As soon as Astal said he would cooperate in reviving Arian, Ergosum grabbed and hugged him with numerous arms, expressing his gratitude.

A face covered in tears and snot. And Ergosum, grasping at the last remaining hope, was feeling the emotion of joy for the first time in a very long while.

***

And so the two men began researching Reverse Heaven in a cabin deep in the mountains.

"Ergosum, this is the 114th attempt. Get ready."

"Got it. What should we use this time? A frog? Or would a deer or wild boar be better?"

"Well, when we attempt to reverse the normal flow of time on an organism, we did observe external forces being used... I think an inorganic object would be better this time."

They were attempting to contact the Outer God Miragia by using the power to reverse time, trying to revive dead corpses, or attempting to change the physical laws of the world.

If versions of them from other world lines who knew something about Miragia saw this, they would surely try to stop them.

"Right, Arian turning into glass fragments also happened after she died. To revive her, we should set the conditions as similarly as possible."

That was the only hope remaining for Ergosum.

Time had stopped yet Arian turned into glass fragments—unless it was a god who was equal or superior, there could be no other means.

"Good. Then this time too, we'll reverse time to make it a point in the past. 114th attempt, starting the test."

Astal placed a stone on the pedestal and signaled to Ergosum, who used the power to reverse time.

Then the clock sounds that had been ticking uniformly stopped for a moment, and its hands began turning backward, making strange sounds.

"...As expected, my prediction was right!"

The stone floated in the air for a moment, then descended and began transforming into something.

"What do you mean?"

"That there were life forms even before we humans lived! Look at this stone turning into some strange snail-like creature and wriggling!"

Astal shouted in excitement as he watched the revived ammonite fossil.

Though it died quickly in the waterless environment, he had clearly seen it wriggle and perform life activities.

"Is that... really that important?"

"Of course! This could be evidence that we humans weren't created by gods, but evolved from such small creatures! It's a discovery of the century that wouldn't be strange even if the Magic Tower flipped upside down and got stuck in the ground!"

Evolution theory.

Astal, who had discovered through Ergosum's power a theory not yet familiar to people, was shouting in excitement about how amazing Reverse Heaven was.

"Ah, it's turning into glass fragments again. The way it sparkles with rainbow colors makes it look like a jewel... But it would be terrible if an ordinary person touched it."

*Pakang─!*

Like the cheerful sound of hammering iron, the stone that had been turned back in time transformed into glass fragments similar to Arian's corpse.

"I still don't know what this is. Sometimes an existence imitating you, Astal, pops out... and other times it reflects the power of Reverse Heaven."

Ergosum said as he swept up and gathered the glass fragments in his palm.

When the amount was minimal, nothing happened, but as they continued their research and the quantity increased, strange phenomena kept occurring.

"It seems to be a god with mirror properties."

"Mirror?"

"Yeah, a mirror that reflects light and shows distorted images. Since it can't reflect all light, you can't say it's a completely identical existence."

Astal discovered information about the Outer God Miragia through the innate intuition possessed by wizards.

An outer god that couldn't influence the present world unless divine power was used, due to the deterrent force created by the Grand Route.

"So, are you really going to meet and make a deal with this creepy mirror thing? Like when it copied me before, it seems like it can only imitate the real thing at best."

Astal removed the goggles he was wearing to protect his eyes and asked Ergosum.

A few days ago, there had been a moment when an existence that looked exactly like him tried to kill him in the cabin.

Of course, Ergosum, who had become like an irreplaceable friend after researching Reverse Heaven together in the cabin for a long time, immediately found and killed the fake.

"I don't care. Then I'll just ask it to return Arian to normal. I don't like that it arbitrarily turned her into glass fragments and won't take any responsibility."

*Squeeze.*

Ergosum said while clenching his fist tightly.

Originally, gods often had purposes or reasons that couldn't be understood, but seeing it deliberately do something like this, it seemed to have a very twisted personality.

"If a god related to mirrors appears, punch it. What are all those arms for if you don't use them?"

Astal had become close enough to make mischievous jokes toward Ergosum, and had reached the point of anticipating what might be at the end of Reverse Heaven.

If they could really revive the girl named Arian and reduce the dangers of Reverse Heaven, it would be a great discovery for history.

"Right, it's meaningful advice from my second closest friend. If I meet it, I'll do that."

Ergosum answered Astal playfully while swinging his numerous arms in the air.

And that night.

As if that joke had become reality.

- [Child who possesses the vessel of a god. Is this girl named Arian the person you wish to revive?]

Because they had overused Reverse Heaven too much together with Astal, the Outer God Miragia ended up descending before Ergosum.

- [Then I'd like you to help me just a little.]

The giant god with an appearance like a huge glass statue—Ergosum, who saw that beautiful form─,

*Beautiful.*

*Beautifulenoughtodiebeautifulenoughtotakeone'slifebeautifulenoughtostrangleoneselfbeautiful.*

*This beauty must be praised by gouging out one's eyeballs. This beauty must be ■■ by tearing one's mouth.*

*Countless fingers desired the end, and billions of eyes and mirrors looked at me and laughed. Even if I burst my brain and tear at my head, this beauty doesn't end. My arms and legs, tangled like porridge, won't move. I'm dying. If this continues, I'll die. Arian's name and existence itself will be erased from history. No. Even memories of her are disappearing. Don't do that. Please. Stop. I don't want to forget. I don't want to lose everything I had with Arian. Please, please. Turn back time and*

"Hah, haah...!"

─The moment he saw her, his very existence nearly vanished, and he barely held onto his life using divine power.

"Who, who are you?"

- [Well, it wouldn't be fun if I told you with my own mouth. First, isn't the safety of that girl named Arian more important? I tried erasing the possibility of her being saved in all world lines as a test.]

But Arian's name and records had already been erased from history, and now except for Ergosum, there was no one left who could remember her.

- [If you unseal me, I'll set this girl named Arian free. Cute child, but in exchange, can you destroy all parallel universes for me?]

The Outer God Miragia, who had gotten everything she wanted, made a fishy laughing sound while making an offer Ergosum couldn't refuse.

- [If that detestable Grand Route is reversed, I'll be able to escape from this tiresome gap too.]

Ch.186 - Chapter 186 - Defying Heaven (3)
The next morning, when Ergosum woke from an uneasy dream, he realized that what he had encountered was not an ordinary god, but something far beyond that.

A chilling sensation, as if millions of cockroaches were crawling all over his body. For the first time since becoming a god, Ergosum shuddered at the overwhelming sense of helplessness.

"No. It can't be. It must have just been a nightmare..."

Even as he looked at his own trembling hands, Ergosum denied reality. Because if it truly wasn't a dream, then any possibility of Arian being revived would have completely vanished.

He should never have touched Reverse Heaven in the first place.

He should never have assumed that a god capable of interfering with stopped time would be favorable toward him.

As Ergosum was filled with belated regret, he eventually screamed and sobbed while caressing the coffin that contained what had been Arian.

"Ergosum, what's wrong? Why are you suddenly screaming... Wait, what's wrong with your body?"

Hearing the scream, Astal came over from the next room, and his face turned pale white with shock.

A face that had become transparent like a glass sculpture. The grotesque appearance with eyeballs and blood vessels embedded in it was horrifying enough to make an ordinary person scream in terror.

"I met a god related to Reverse Heaven. It's not an ordinary being. Probably an existence far beyond human cognition..."

Ergosum used his divine power to restore his face again, and felt chills at the fact that even now that he had become a powerful being, something could still affect him like this.

Just what was the identity of the god related to Reverse Heaven, and what exactly was the Grand Route that could seal such an existence?

No, was it even a seal in the first place?

From what she said at the time, it seemed more like she was caught between tremendously powerful forces, preventing her from acting normally.

"What? Is that really true?"

"If an ordinary human had faced that woman, their brain cells would have all burned out, they would have become a raving lunatic, or their body would have been transformed to accept her information. Just like me right now."

Ergosum wondered if Astal, who had researched Reverse Heaven with him, might know the answer.

Grasping at his last remaining hope, he was telling him about the information he had learned regarding the Outer God Miragia.

"...Astal, do you remember why I suggested we research Reverse Heaven?"

Suddenly, a chilling thought occurred to Ergosum, and he asked Astal about information regarding Arian.

Since he had shared the same purpose with Ergosum for several years, there was no way he wouldn't remember Arian.

"Huh? Wait, I definitely knew... So why were we researching Reverse Heaven? I suppose it was because of magical advancement..."

However, contrary to Ergosum's expectations, Astal had no knowledge of Arian at all.

Even though over a hundred years had passed and aside from Ergosum, there was no one left who remembered or cherished her.

"..."

This was definitely strange.

"■■■─."

Even when Ergosum tried to say Arian's name or the reason he had tried to revive her, noise interfered and his voice wouldn't reach.

As if erasing the process itself and leaving only the result.

Ergosum could no longer inform anyone else about anything related to Arian.

"What did you just say? I felt something off..."

"It's nothing. It seems the god related to Reverse Heaven has influenced this world."

Ergosum swallowed his complicated feelings and controlled his anger. Now he was truly the only one in this world who could remember her.

If he were to die or disappear for some reason, Arian would never be revived because there would be no one to remember her.

"What? Isn't that a big problem? If a god could make you look like this, it doesn't seem like a good one..."

"No matter what price or method I use, I intend to take back what I lost from that bastard... Astal, will you continue researching Reverse Heaven?"

Ergosum asked for permission just in case, inquiring whether Astal would continue to share his purpose.

Seeing that it could have this kind of effect even on him as a god, Astal, who was an ordinary human despite being well-versed in magic, wouldn't be able to withstand it.

"Of course. That's what wizards are like originally. They're people who are crazy about dangerous knowledge and willing to risk their lives for it."

However, Astal grinned with slightly trembling lips.

Wizards were originally people who were crazy like this somewhere.

Lunatics bound together by academic curiosity, passion, and obsession built towers reaching to the sky and flaunted their magnificence.

"Even if it leads you to death? Unlike me, don't you have parents and a hometown to protect?"

Seeing Astal's resolve, Ergosum instead decided he should separate him from Reverse Heaven.

In complete contrast to Ergosum who had nothing left to lose, Astal had parents and a hometown to protect.

"But I don't have a wife. Who would like a country bumpkin crazy about magic like this? Even the Saintess of the Holy Kingdom, famous for her benevolence, would curse at me."

Astal, influenced by the world line where he first met Victoria, brought up a story about her, but at this time no one felt any sense of incongruity.

It was still before they knew the fact or concept that the Grand Route and other world lines interacted and influenced each other.

"That's exactly why you can't. Astal, you should live an ordinary life—meeting a lover, forming a family, and enjoying a normal existence. I think that's the reward for helping me until now and the consideration I can give you as a friend."

Ergosum said as he gathered his belongings and the coffin containing Arian as glass fragments.

No matter what, it had become too dangerous to drag an ordinary human like Astal into Reverse Heaven any further.

"Why are you saying that? Just yesterday you were continuing research on Reverse Heaven..."

"I thought it would be okay if I had divine power. Now that even my minimal defenses have been breached, if we continue like this, you'll die."

"Then what about you, Ergosum? Are you okay with dying?"

Astal couldn't understand why Ergosum was suddenly saying these things.

No matter that he had met a god related to Reverse Heaven, he should know that two is better than one.

Even though his knowledge and proficiency in Reverse Heaven had now grown to match Astal's, who possessed eyes that could see mana, if Ergosum tried to continue this alone, he would have to repeat trial and error all over again.

"Actually, I'm afraid of dying too. ■■ to ■■■ ■■... Damn, this doesn't work either. Yes, I'm afraid of accomplishing nothing and being remembered by no one."

Ergosum was afraid that if he died, there would be no one left trying to revive Arian.

Originally he had faith that Astal would carry on that will and continue researching Reverse Heaven, but that was no longer the case.

"But more than that, I'm more afraid of my friend dying or suffering. No matter how I think about it, the god related to Reverse Heaven seems like a pervert who enjoys watching humans feel pain and despair."

"Ergosum..."

"Farewell, my friend. I'm sorry for dragging you into this, but... if there's a chance, I'd like to meet you again somewhere."

After saying goodbye to Astal, Ergosum left the cabin, and his lonely retreating figure looked pitiful enough to evoke sympathy.


* * *


*The most important thing is to form others' belief that I'm stronger than that being.*

Thus Ergosum worked to gain power to counter the Outer God Miragia.

Since the concept of belief was powerful enough to twist the world's providence and create gods.

He liberated demons and monsters under human rule from slavery, gathered or persuaded their forces, and formed a small village.

Monsters and demons who had been divided into tribes and various factions according to physical characteristics, not just under human rule.

They believed in and followed Ergosum, who appeared like a savior, as a god, expanding his influence, and the area that had been the size of a small village was gradually growing into a city.

- Lord Ergosum. Our child is sick. Please... have mercy...
- Lord Ergosum, there's a bad harvest and our parents are starving.

Of course, leading and guiding them was not a smooth task.

No matter that Ergosum was a god, for them who had been weakened to the extreme, his help was indispensable for forming a civilization and living.

"...Do not fear. Do not suffer. I am a god who can overcome everything and a prophet who will save you."

However, if he could accomplish his purpose of rescuing Arian from the Outer God Miragia and reviving her, he could do anything.

Ergosum could become any kind of existence. To some, a merciless slaughterer; to others, a god with parental benevolence.

Thus Ergosum unified the fragmented continents across the sea and even made demons and monsters use the title of king, cultivating their belief.

"...It's the Demon King. It's the Demon King!"
"Our god who never dies and is never defeated!"
"The Immortal Demon King, Ergosum Cogito!"

An evil being who could fold half the continent with a single gesture.

A prophet who liberated demons and monsters and unified the continents across the sea.

Whenever Ergosum showed himself to the public, they truly called him the Demon King and protected him.

"...For Arian's sake, I'll gladly become even a Demon King."

Having truly become the Demon King, Ergosum escaped slightly from the Outer God Miragia's influence and became able to speak Arian's name to others.

Ch.187 - Chapter 187 - Defying Heaven (4)
After Ergosum became the Demon King, he had a visitor.

"Being the Demon King must be comfortable work? I never thought you'd become someone prestigious enough to unify a continent across the sea."

"...Astal."

The village mage with blue hair, Astal Kaisaros, had come to find Ergosum again after quite a long time had passed.

"This should be enough to research Reverse Heaven again, right? Now I have nothing left to protect, just like you."

"......"

Astal's hair had turned white as he spoke to Ergosum, and the traces of time were deeply etched into his face and hands.

It had taken about half a century for a mere nameless god to be called the Demon King who unified an entire continent.

Now Ergosum was the only one left in this world who remembered or could reminisce about Astal Kaisaros, and all the people he had to protect had already returned to ash and dust.

"My friend, I have no reason to burden you with such a heavy load. Do you even know what kind of terrible existence I faced that day?"

"I don't know, but if we leave things as they are, won't the world be destroyed? If there's a disgusting god who uses Reverse Heaven as an excuse to commit insane acts."

Since he had nothing left to protect, Ergosum initially refused Astal's insane suggestion that they could research Reverse Heaven again, but—

"...Outer God Miragia. A god trapped in the powerful gears called the Grand Route."

"...!!!"

The moment Astal spoke the god's true name regarding Reverse Heaven, his expression hardened.

While Ergosum had been working to become the Demon King, Astal had also been trying to find out what existence he had faced.

"Wait, don't tell me...?!"

"That's right, at this age I'm called an Archmage. This is information I learned by fighting with tower masters or secretly entering the Holy Kingdom's forbidden library."

The elderly Astal waved his fingers through the air, and soon the image of a mural from the Holy Kingdom's forbidden library appeared.

It depicted eleven gods fighting against a giant made of massive glass shards, just like what Astal from this world line had seen.

"This mural is called Miragia. Eleven gods tried to seal this thing but failed.... They had no choice but to temporarily isolate it between the great laws that move the universe."

The truth behind the incident depicted in that mural was this: Even when all the gods, including the chief god Odin, combined their powers to fight Miragia, they couldn't kill it—they couldn't even seal it, and barely managed to isolate it.

"Who told you all this?"

"The Saintess. Wow. But I don't know how she can be so beautiful even as a grandmother. If I'd been younger, I would have at least tried to woo her."

The elderly Astal smiled bitterly as he thought of Victoria. Honestly, she was the first woman beautiful enough to make him fall in love at first sight.

The aged Astal said that regret washed over him, wondering if he might have had a chance if he'd known Saintess Victoria a little earlier.

"Why didn't you try?"

"Why would I want to get struck by lightning from the Heavenly God Lumina? And besides, I'm someone who attempted Reverse Heaven, so getting involved with the Saintess would be troublesome."

Of course, Victoria at that time also realized Astal was someone special the moment she saw him, but—

"...And besides, she was someone whose legs had turned into flowers and couldn't move. Those Holy Kingdom Aurelium bastards are truly cruel. How can they forcibly cast healing magic on someone called a Saintess to keep her alive?"

Unfortunately, their mutual crush couldn't be fulfilled at that time.

In a world line where Demon King Ergosum didn't start a war, Victoria was treated like a disposable commodity.

Her legs were rooted to the floor of the Holy Kingdom's monastery like plants, and they had even magically removed her sense of pain so she couldn't scream or struggle anymore when using miracles—it was horrific.

"Honestly, I couldn't just watch, so I used Reverse Heaven to restore her body to normal. I probably used half my remaining lifespan."

Astal had used the forbidden Reverse Heaven to restore Victoria's body to normal and was on his way back.

Originally, that was a side effect created to avoid the eyes of Outer God Miragia.

So if he used Reverse Heaven or created situations she wasn't particularly interested in, he could create openings.

"Why would you go that far for someone you'd never met before?"

"I just felt like I should. Honestly, you never know, right? This could be fate too—maybe in the next life, Heavenly God Lumina will let me date the Saintess."

In fact, the reason Heavenly God Lumina didn't look favorably upon Astal at first was precisely because of this first meeting.

While it was good that he healed Victoria whose entire body had turned into flowers, Victoria lived the rest of her life in sorrow, longing for Astal who left without telling her his name or where he was going.

She worried that Astal might die first like this time, or that he might live his entire life in regret without connecting with Victoria.

"...One year left. If I try to live longer than that, my mana core will explode and my heart will burst."

"Better than living miserably for one more year. Alright, shall we start researching Reverse Heaven again?"

Ergosum used his divine authority to tell Astal about his remaining lifespan, but he simply smiled and nodded without even showing surprise.

"Do you remember about Arian?"

"Just a little. As time passed, I was able to reach a realm just below the gods."

Anyway, if they were going to research Reverse Heaven and oppose Outer God Miragia, it was better to have as few attachments to life as possible.

"Just how twisted is her personality that she could hold your lover hostage and erase her from everyone's memories?"

This was precisely why Astal didn't tell Victoria his name or whereabouts.

Because he would soon have to fight a god who could destroy this world.

Because the moment his weakness was caught, she could become a sacrifice.

"She was stronger than any existence I've met, and filled with madness. Her very existence far transcends humans or gods."

"...Then her identity must be an Outer God. Not a god of our world, but something unclean that came from a distant, remote place. What is her purpose?"

"The completion of another Grand Route created by the destruction of all parallel universes."

"...Since the Outer God's symbol is a mirror, she probably regains her power when an inverted image is created?"

Astal postponed his lingering feelings for Victoria to the next life and discussed methods to oppose Outer God Miragia.

***

Ergosum and Astal attempted Reverse Heaven like in their younger days, deliberately inducing Outer God Miragia to influence this world.

If she used her power on Ergosum or Astal like last time, they thought they could immediately attack and repel her.

A mage who reached the realm of a sage at the end of his life, and a nameless god who became the Demon King to save his loved one.

- [Oh my, what an adorable idea. Did you think you could kill me now? Really?]

Though the two were immensely powerful among ordinary humans, when they faced Outer God Miragia again, they couldn't even resist and fell into a near-death state.

- [The difference between you and me is similar to the difference between ants and humans. If there were an ant that could speak human language, you might find it cute or surprising, but you wouldn't fear dying from it, would you?]

Ergosum and Astal with their limbs severed and all their organs pulled out, bleeding profusely.

They barely maintained their lives using divine authority, but they had no means to block the speed and alien power they couldn't even react to.

"Fuck, what do you want from us to do this to us! We just want to turn back time or revive some dead people to be happy...!"

Astal coughed up dark red blood and hurled curses at the revealed Outer God Miragia.

She had such a tremendous appearance that just looking at her seemed to burn all his brain cells, and she was so massive that this world looked like a dot.

Without Ergosum's protection, Astal's head would have burst and he would have died immediately.

- [Me? Actually, I want nothing from you. Of course, I'd be grateful if you created the Grand Route and pulled me out of this detestable gap.... But no idiot makes wishes to ants, right?]

"......"

Watching Astal, Outer God Miragia raised the corners of her mouth in a wide smile.

Even if the constraints surrounding her weren't released, she could massacre other beings like this as long as there were those who used Reverse Heaven.

Thus the first world line fell into Outer God Miragia's grasp and was destroyed.

Because Ergosum was a god, his existence didn't completely disappear and his memories could transfer to other world lines.

- [It would be better not to struggle uselessly. Cute little one. Just as you remember me, I remember you too.]

Like a shadow attached to Ergosum, Outer God Miragia destroyed the world no matter what method he used.

Making Astal a Hero—failed.

Creating a Hero's Party to subjugate Outer God Miragia—failed.

Forming an alliance with the Emperor and borrowing the power of the entire continent to kill her—also failed.

Death, death, and more death.

Thousands of deaths, thousands of lives.

Even maintaining his sanity through that maddening situation, Ergosum realized that gentle methods couldn't harm even a hair on Outer God Miragia.

"...Miragia, as you said, I'll destroy all parallel universes for you. I'll trust that you keep your promises."

So Ergosum acted as if he had become a Demon King who destroyed the world himself, and made the choice to burn his best friend's hometown and parents.

He knew it was something that could never be forgiven.

But it was a life someone had to bear.

To kill a great evil, he had to become a similar evil.

To find the one world line where he could save the world and Arian without anyone discovering him.

***

"...And what I finally found is right before my eyes—Astal Kaisaros. The one called the Wizard of Hope."

The strongest person he knew, the mage most likely to kill Miragia.

This was the reason why Astal from this world line, who would later be called the Wizard of Hope, came before Ergosum.

"Will you lend me your strength one last time? My dear friend."

Ch.188 - Chapter 188 - For The Final Battle (1)
I couldn't help but stiffen at Ergosum's story. It felt like my entire life up until now was being denied.

The reason my hometown people and parents died was also to carve vengeance into me from childhood, making me research magic even more desperately.

*...Then what have I been fighting for all this time?*

Of course, I understood intellectually that if the Outer God Miragia was freed from the power created by the Grand Route, this world would be destroyed.

But the dull sensation rising from my chest made my blood boil, telling me to crush the heart held in my hand.

"Honestly, I can't tell if you're lying or telling the truth."

However, there was one fact that made even such vengeance and anger subside.

"That's understandable. After all, my words have no physical evidence or witnesses."

"Still, when I heard Victoria's story, I thought we just couldn't leave Miragia alone like this."

If I failed to deal with the Outer God Miragia, Victoria would continue to live an unhappy life.

A woman who lived in regret until her lonely death, never meeting me. Yet a foolish person who tried to help the world until the very end.

That was the Saintess Victoria Everhart I knew, so Ergosum's story began to seem somewhat credible.

"Lord Astal..."

"Don't misunderstand, Ergosum. Once we finish subjugating the Outer God Miragia, I'll end this damn twisted fate, and we'll live as if we never had this conversation."

Victoria looked at me with worried eyes, but I wanted to prioritize her over personal revenge or the greater good.

- No matter what circumstances there are, the wounds you received haven't been erased... Are you really okay?

Though wounds remain as scars, if I keep hurting, I can't move forward.

"The reason I'm accepting your proposal isn't for myself. Not for the greater good either... It's solely because I want to protect the person by my side."

"...Ha, so it's because of the Saintess after all. In the end, Astal, when it comes to Victoria, you throw rational reasoning and value judgments far away and your body moves first."

Ergosum spoke with an arc forming at his lips, as if he'd expected this.

Come to think of it, this bastard deliberately didn't attack Victoria when we fought before. As if he knew she would sacrifice herself for me.

"Don't tell me you planned all this too?"

"Well, at least I know all too well what happens if I directly kill Victoria."

"You son of a bitch..."

"Don't misunderstand. I've never done that. I've just seen the Outer God Miragia touch her and turn her into a glass statue."

How much should I trust that snake-like cunning tongue? When I showed hostility, Ergosum immediately raised all his arms in surrender, which only made me feel bitter.

"...Everything Demon King Ergosum has said so far is probably true. Lord Astal."

And at that moment, Lord Grancia appeared in jet-black armor, as if to resolve my frustration.

"I learned from my grandmother, so I have the ability to see through when someone is lying."

Lord observed Ergosum's behavior, expressions, breathing speed, and tone of voice, sending me signals.

"Of course, this doesn't mean the tragedy you experienced is forgiven. But... I think this is the first and last chance to kill Miragia."

"Why do you think that? Even if we fail this time, couldn't there be other world lines?"

I didn't quite understand Lord's words. Even if I killed Ergosum right here and tried to subjugate Miragia, wouldn't it be the same?

Even if everything failed due to this difference, I thought another me in another world line could solve it.

"Lord Astal, what do you think are the odds of us meeting and joining forces among tens of millions, no, hundreds of millions of possibilities?"

Lord Grancia shook his head as if my expectation was wrong.

He added an explanation that routes are originally like tree branches—you never know where or how they'll extend, so the number of branches is enormous.

"Probably approaching zero."

"Correct. But the Demon King before us has broken through that probability. With the single-minded determination to revive the girl he loves."

Lord Grancia looked at Ergosum, who had pulled out his own heart, with a slightly bitter expression.

"...What my grandfather achieved through dozens of regressions, the Demon King called humanity's enemy has accomplished."

"It's an encouraging achievement, but that's all it is, right? A fool who couldn't even protect one precious person with his own power."

I added a bitter remark because I was a bit annoyed that Lord Grancia was defending Ergosum.

No matter how great the Grand Route is, it's not a means to perfectly seal the Outer God Miragia.

Moreover, no matter how thorough the Demon King's plan was and how he succeeded in bringing it to fruition, it's an achievement made by sacrificing others.

The opposite value system from me, who wanted to save everyone. There was no need to understand the Demon King's position of doing anything to save one person.

"If Arian knew you sacrificed others for her sake, Ergosum, she'd despise you. Or she might scream at you to just die."

"I'm well aware of that. She might never speak to me for the rest of her life... or might try to take her own life. Because she's such a kind and tender person."

Hearing my statement, Ergosum smiled bitterly like someone hit in a sore spot. Though regret and sorrow showed in his expression and tone.

"If you knew that, you shouldn't have tried to forcibly revive her in the first place."

"I searched all the way to the bottom of hell to ask her intentions, but because of Miragia, she became as if she never existed in this world."

In the end, even if he turned back time to the beginning, this bastard would make the same choice.

Because villains are beings who live with beliefs slightly twisted from normalcy.

"...So you should have done it right from the start. If you'd conveyed your true feelings from the beginning, this wouldn't have happened, would it?"

"Being lectured by someone who became honest with himself after hearing Victoria's true feelings—this is a first, but it doesn't feel too bad."

Ergosum was provoking me, trying not to lose a word. Like a friend he'd known for a long time, he knew exactly what irritated me.

"Um, so do you know how to summon Miragia or her weaknesses...?"

And the person who ended this childish fight between two men was surprisingly Anima, the Spirit Master. She raised her hand like a frightened animal and asked her question.

"A very good question, Anima."

Snap—!

Ergosum made a sound with one of his many arms, showing various scenes behind him.

Like mirrors, it reflected images of us fighting identical beings, and powers and magic being reflected.

"The Outer God Miragia can basically copy and use an opponent's power as is. And since the main body is split into two across both universes, she won't die unless you cut off her neck at exactly the same timing."

Ergosum smoothly shared information as if he'd challenged Miragia thousands of times to figure out the strategy.

"Then don't we have no chance of winning? If she copies and uses our powers and abilities."

Hearing this information only raised more questions for me.

Did we really have hope of defeating an existence that even the Chief God Odin couldn't handle and had to wedge into the gaps of the Grand Route?

"No. She can't copy power that transcends the laws of the universe. For example... the Heart Sword created by Hero of Conviction Su-hyeon Lee, or magic combining your and your companions' powers."

"Idea?"

"Right, that will have more variables than The Hope. After all, it's magic that can melt even the Hero's holy sword and the Saintess's divine power like a furnace... Adding the power of a strong warrior like Lord Grancia would be even better."

Ergosum nodded looking at Idea, the three-dimensional magic circle rotating on my palm. The crystallization of all my and my companions' powers was the key to defeating the existence threatening this world.

"To summon the Outer God Miragia, we need to attempt Reverse Heaven, just like you and I did in other world lines."

"Then what will we attempt? Changing the world's providence—the laws of physics—which is easier to manage risks?"

"No, we'll do all three simultaneously. That would be most effective."

Ergosum finally looked at me and Victoria with a sly smile, as if he had something up his sleeve.

Reverse Heaven is magic that reverses time,
Magic that revives the dead,
Magic that changes the world's providence.

What could possibly satisfy all three simultaneously? The moment I thought that—

"Astal and Victoria, I'm thinking of reviving your parents by going back in time. Since we have to call back souls that have already left their bodies, we'll be touching the world's providence too."

The method Ergosum described was truly shocking. Though he couldn't revive everyone, a very small number was possible.

"What...? Is that really possible?"

"It's my reward for you not killing me. Actually, I'm not such a fool as to try to make a deal with you, Astal, without any backup plan."

Ch.189 - Chapter 189 - For The Final Battle (2)
Ergosum was talking about one thing we needed to be careful about as he promised to revive Victoria's and my parents.

"Once we attempt Reverse Heaven to revive your parents, Miragia will notice the change and force her way out of the Grand Route."

"That's the nature of mirrors. When you wave your hand on one side, the other side waves back too."

He said that once we used Reverse Heaven, Miragia would also be able to influence the present world, so we needed to evacuate people to a safe location first.

"Right, after all, reviving the dead is a primal thirst for humans. Miragia was waiting for someone to attempt it, if not us then someone else eventually."

"Then have you thought about how to protect them?"

"I've considered putting up a barrier or hiding them in the gaps between spaces like Miragia does, but... she'd probably find them. She's not that easy to fool."

Ergosum was scratching his chin with his finger as he looked at me. Meanwhile, the arms behind his back were drawing up battle plans, which I found somewhat fascinating.

"...There's a saying about hiding a tree in a forest. What if we borrow Thanatos's power and use the underworld?"

I was finding a solution from the situations I'd experienced so far. The place where I first met Lord Grancia, and a means to avoid her eyes.

"That place is certainly beyond Miragia's reach. Souls don't reflect in mirrors, after all."

Ergosum heard my suggestion and curved his lips into an arc as if he'd been waiting for this.

No, considering he deliberately killed me and sent me all the way to hell where Thanatos was, he might have expected me to say this from the beginning.

Having gone through at least hundreds to thousands of different world lines, Ergosum already knew how I would act and what I would say.

"Did you know this too? That sending me and my companions to Thanatos would solve everything?"

"Well, actually, even sending you to hell, your survival probability was 0.3 percent, and the probability of meeting Lord Grancia and being rescued approached nearly zero. It was only possible in very special cases."

"Very special cases?"

"For instance, if Victoria and you, Astal, became lovers... and your love was truly deep enough to reach beyond the universe."

As Ergosum said this, he glanced at Victoria, and she cleared her throat, trying to act nonchalant.

Of course, Victoria and I hadn't completely crossed the line as companions. Though we'd done everything else, and she wouldn't want to be caught secretly offering prayers for me every day.

"Then it's easy."

"Right? No matter which world line I went to, you, Astal, were always in love with Victoria. Well, of course, I respect your distorted tastes."

"Astal-nim's preferences may be distorted... but only I am allowed to tease him about that. Please don't act familiar with my lover."

Victoria stuck her tongue out at Ergosum and grabbed my arm, which left me slightly dumbfounded.

After all, the person who had intruded on my childhood and molded my sexual preferences to her liking was Victoria herself.

At an age when I had no basic knowledge about the opposite sex but was full of curiosity, she had seduced me in various ways—honestly, it was practically criminal.

"Anyway, are you starting now? From the way you talk, it seems like you've done this many times."

"Of course. Although I've attempted to turn back time or return the souls of the dead many times to revive Arian... I can guarantee there won't be any mistakes."

"That doesn't make it forgivable. Once I kill Miragia, I'm going to crush that heart of yours immediately."

Ergosum nodded at my words, showing a confident attitude. Even though he had prepared this contingency plan, it didn't absolve him of killing my parents.

And as Ergosum said before, we couldn't revive everyone. When I asked if he could save all the villagers, Ergosum had expressed his refusal.

Otherwise, we couldn't weaken Miragia enough, and everyone here would be annihilated without being able to fight.

"I don't care. If I can revive Arian, I can give up this worthless life hundreds of times."

"That's exactly why you think like that—you feel nothing about harming others, you bastard."

"That stings a bit. But in the end, if it weren't for this method, you wouldn't have created Idea, so let's call it even."

Altruism and pragmatism.
My values of trying to save everyone and the Demon King's values of trying to save only one person were complete opposites.

"Then I'll begin."

Ergosum brought together four of the many hands on his numerous arms, offering prayers with a reverent attitude.

With his other hands, like a conductor leading an orchestra, he created transparent, rippling waves, distorting space and time.

*...So that's how limbs got severed and people died from being hit by that.*

I realized that the power Ergosum was displaying could manipulate not just reality, but time and space itself at will.

Like gently spreading ripples on water, time and space split and merged like waves with each gesture of the Demon King's hand—if you couldn't react in that instant, you couldn't avoid death.

"Now I understand a bit why Thanatos wanted to raise me strong. It's a more overpowered ability than I expected, isn't it?"

I was amazed that a being who was merely worshipped as folk religion in a rural village could become this powerful.

"Faith is originally powerful enough to overturn even the causality of the world. If humans hadn't believed in gods, today's civilization wouldn't have been created."

Ergosum answered my question while reconstructing time and space, and the surrounding scenery kept changing, passing through spring and summer, then autumn and winter.

"Bringing your parents back from ten years in the past will cause confusion in the world and deny the original history, but..."

Ergosum was finishing his prayer while bleeding from his eyes and mouth, perhaps a side effect of attempting Reverse Heaven.

Then, beyond the gap in spacetime, I began to see faces that were so familiar and missed.

"...A Hero's Party trying to save the world deserves at least this much reward. That way, your footsteps will become legend in the future and others will follow, won't they?"

*Crack, crackle—!*

With a sharp noise like breaking glass, a hand so enormous it could block out the sun reached out.

Outer God Miragia.

The god of mirrors isolated between the gap of two universes, and the very embodiment of evil whose principles and reasons of action couldn't be understood by human senses.

"I'm entrusting my parents to you, Thanatos."

"You only call when you need something? Buy me something delicious later. Oh, and bring some good food or related books for the slime."

Seeing Miragia and my parents appear simultaneously, I used transformation to summon Thanatos and evacuated them to hell.


* * *


[Oh my, I knew my cute little one had rebelled... but I didn't expect you to call this person.]

An existence whose voice combined multiple tones—male and female, child and elder—all merging into one.

Just encountering Outer God Miragia made me want to gouge out my own eyes and burst my eardrums.

I was maintaining my mental barrier as wide and solid as possible in preparation for such a being's appearance.

Even then, barely maintaining my sanity was all I could manage. If I let my guard down even slightly, it was dangerous enough to make me take my own life.

[The grandson of the Hero of Conviction... Yes, if you're a descendant of the one who kept me in this disgusting, cramped place until now, you'd be strong enough. Well, Astal and the others are kids who always die to me anyway, so whatever.]

Surprisingly, Miragia wasn't wary of people like Victoria and me, but was most interested in Lord Grancia, who was connected to the Grand Route.

Actually, she wouldn't know that I had defeated Lord in hell, so this underestimation wasn't strange.

Still, my pride was a bit hurt, so I was clenching my fists with all my strength.

[It's been a while since someone stayed sane after seeing me. That First Hero went mad after facing power like a fragment of mine and killed his pregnant lover.]

Miragia was groping around, trying to pull more of her body parts outside, tearing the world apart.

The parts her hands touched shattered and broke like mirrors, transforming into glass shards.

"Astal-ssi, my grandfather says preparations are complete on his side. He says to give the signal just before you kill Miragia."

Lord Grancia nodded and told me about the method to eliminate Miragia from this world.

First, we'd fight until we cornered Miragia, then send a signal just before taking her life to kill her simultaneously from both universes.

As the final battle to end everything began, I was overlapping Idea and Eidos, gathering all my companions' powers into one.

Perfect Idea.
And the magic that would become the name of hope to save everyone was this.

"Perfect Hope."

I collided that enormous three-dimensional magic circle with Miragia and detonated it, and immediately a tremendous noise and vibration engulfed the surroundings.
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The landscape dyed in rainbow hues.
The sight created by light reflecting off shattered glass fragments looked beautiful enough to make one unconsciously hold their breath.

Beautiful. Beautiful enough to gouge out one's eyes. Miragia had arrived. A god incomprehensible to humans had arrived in this world. Praise her form and proclaim in unison the opening of a new era.

Ah, aah, aaaah─!

Sight and sound mixed together and swirled. A metallic taste filled my mouth, and I simultaneously felt the sensation of insects crawling all over my body.

"This is maddening. Just one attack and this level of mental assault. It's absurd...."

I forcibly bit down on my tongue and chewed, then sent a signal to Ergosum with my eyes before I could barely regain my senses.

Having to continue fighting while experiencing pain like knives stabbing all over my body, chills, nausea, and dizziness all at once was quite irritating.

"Miragia initially plays with her opponents like toys. The mental attacks she's using now are probably just for her amusement."

Ergosum said this while layering another protective barrier on us to create mental immunity. Judging by his hardened expression, it seemed the outcome was always similar after this point.

If I can't even withstand such mental attacks, what use am I? Being unable to overcome reality would be an insult to my pride as a wizard.

After all, magic is about manifesting one's ideals into reality.

"The Hope should be able to create magic to block this."

I used my Core Sword to transform my entire body into a magic circle, and was immediately creating new magic to reinterpret and defend against the pressure and presence Miragia was emitting.

My creative magic that could create spells that didn't exist in this world, originality itself. It was a desperate struggle I'd created to defeat Su-hyeon Lee, known as the Pure Love Black Knight.

*This mental attack isn't a wave or force emitted by Miragia, but something that twists our senses themselves from the start.*

Normally, such mental attacks would surround the area with magic or spread invisible waves or forces to scatter one's senses.

But this time the causality was reversed. Like a mirror image flipped backwards, I was beginning to grasp the enemy's operating principles and weaknesses to some degree.

*Then I just need to turn off the light.*

The reason the Outer God Miragia couldn't affect hell was because it was a place with no light for mirrors to reflect.

As an example, using the excuse of my physical relationship with Victoria at night, the Heavenly God Lumina could have removed the flowers blooming on her body.

Fwaaah─!

I snapped my fingers and briefly turned off the sun floating in the sky, and like lights being switched off, shadowy darkness fell only above us.

"This is insane. I'd believe you if you said you were a god now, not a wizard!"

Lord Grancia exclaimed in admiration at my magic, and immediately after, the mental attack that had been tormenting us disappeared.

Ergosum had said that faith was powerful enough to twist the laws of the world, and with a name and belief befitting it, one could become close to a god.

The Harmless Wizard.

That epithet, where I'd sworn that no one related to me would ever die, was being recreated once again in this place.

[I didn't expect this. Was there originally a being with such power? Well, whatever. No matter how much ants struggle, it's only ticklish.]

Miragia, having realized my magic from the cracks in the world, snapped her fingers and tried to reflect reality again to make it her own.

Mirror within a mirror. She made two mirrors face each other, creating countless eyes.

Kaaang─!

Like a compound eye of an insect, hundreds of eyes were watching me, and countless sensations falling from those gazes were constricting my body.

"...How creepy. Better to burn them all at once, right? Don't you think so too, Astal?"

The red-haired Hero Kyle stepped forward, having already claimed ownership by smearing blood on the Dullahan's holy sword.

When Kyle gripped the handles of the different holy swords tightly, flames of different colors mixed to create black fire.

"Eclipse Flare."

That massive black flame transformed into armor protecting Kyle, and freed from the Outer God's influence, he concentrated all the surrounding flames at his sword tip and cut through the countless eyes.

Kwagagagagang─!

With continuous sounds of shattering glass, the black flames Kyle created melted away all of Miragia's attacks.

"Thanks, Kyle."

I expressed my gratitude while looking at Kyle, who had donned black armor and transformed into a slightly corrupted-looking Hero.

The reversal of sending gazes and stopping objects.

When the hundreds of eyes Miragia created made eye contact, my entire body couldn't move at all, as if caught in something.

"See, you can't do without me. How can the world's strongest wizard not handle such a surprise attack? Geez."

"You try getting hit by it, you bastard. Fighting a god from another universe... you think it's easy?!"

Kyle helped me up with a casual joke. Grasping his hand and regaining my balance, I fired Idea at Miragia's arm again.

[Hmm, how did you know how to use the corrupted holy sword? Only the Hero of Conviction should know that.... Still, it's nice to have a fight worth fighting after so long.]

Snap─!

Miragia snapped her fingers again.

This time, arms extended from her fingertips, and from those small fingertips even smaller arms extended, creating countless hands like growing tree branches.

"So using mirror reflections can even do this...."

Honestly, isn't this a bit too overpowered? If you can copy and reflect anything, you can't win without power that transcends limits.

- Hey, you already know what to do, right?

"Yeah."

I maintained only half my transformation, becoming a form where red and blue were separated by a mirror in between.

"There's no guarantee that 'we' can't copy what Miragia does, right?"

Clap─!

I clapped my hands together, distorting light and space just like the principle of mirrors reflecting to multiply an object's appearance, and using mana, I overlaid a doppelganger with the same outer appearance and mana circuits onto my body.

"Elemental Transmutation."

My body split in half, oxidizing into flames and water droplets. My consciousness divided accordingly and my body split into two branches.

"...The time limit for maintaining the summon is 10 minutes. If we can't resolve it within that time, we return to our original body. Honestly, when I first heard it, I thought it was an insane idea."

"See, it works. Nothing's impossible without trying."

Thanatos, wearing red hair and robes, descended to the mortal world borrowing the doppelganger's body, and I was catching my rough breath while smiling at my opponent.

This way, I could also solve the problem of not being able to fire Idea many times. Unlike me, Eidos could be fired multiple times in smaller forms.

Miragia probably didn't expect us to split into two and fight like this anyway.

"Get ready. Miragia seems to be planning to cover everything with those infinitely copying hands."

"Got a solution?"

"No, that's why I'm asking you. I hate to admit it, but you're better than me in every way."

The hands that started as dots gradually increased in power and size, becoming lines, then surfaces, growing large enough to cover the sun.

"You know that Hope Eater you used when fighting me? The principle itself is eating mana to continuously increase its size and capacity...."

"Don't tell me...."

"Yeah, that's exactly it. I'm going to modify Hope Eater into a dragon that devours Miragia's body."

"You're really a crazy bastard obsessed with magic. You're going to reverse-engineer the method you used to try to kill yourself?"

"So, are you not going to do it?"

"Of course we have to."

Thanatos smiled and immediately created a red vortex in the sky, and I mixed blue water droplets into it, corrupting the magic circle.

As expected, this guy is similar to me.

A madman who can't resist rushing at anything related to magic. People in the world call such types wizards.

Crunch, crunch.

The purple vortex with teeth was voraciously chewing up Miragia's fingers, and the sun in the sky shone again, brightening the world.

[...What the hell did these bastards prepare? What did you do to create magic that can chew up my fingers?]

Bewilderment leaked from Miragia's voice, and she seemed to have noticed that an anomaly different from normal world lines had occurred.

[Well, whatever. Thanks to this, escaping this tiresome space won't be boring. There are always those who need to be shown the difference in status....]

Snap─!

When Miragia snapped her fingers once more, this time the sky and earth split apart, revealing countless starlight.

The landscape that had been daytime until just moments ago was all changing to the colors of the galaxy, and it swirled once more, forming a shape like a giant eye.

[This world line seems to have been created by quite a few intersecting possibilities. It's worth destroying.]

At that moment,

"...Lord Astal. Do you remember what I said before?"

"Victoria?"

"That I wanted to present you with a victory like a bouquet of flowers."

Victoria stepped forward with her hammer, walking confidently toward Miragia's eye.

"My name is Victoria Everhart. I am the woman who will become the Saintess of Victory and make Lord Astal happy."

Immediately after, Victoria's appearance transformed as if she were a goddess, driving away the great evil before her eyes with light.
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Victoria was transforming into a being more befitting the title of goddess than saintess.

The hammer Victoria had been holding morphed into a crimson flag symbolizing victory, and the already minimal fabric of her clothing shrank even further, revealing the curves of her body in stark detail.

Yet there was no sense of shamelessness or lewdness.

Like gazing upon the solemn and beautiful statue of a goddess, each of her steps was imbued with confidence and divine grace.

"I will drive away the darkness blocking the path of the one I love and bring victory."

Victoria glanced back at me with a slight wink, then soared into the sky, approaching the giant eye of Miragia.

Victoria cutting through the sky. The sensation that her very trajectory was the path to victory coursed through my entire body.

"That's the materialization of a concept! It's a power that can twist even the laws of the universe, instantly transcending all possibilities!"

"Yeah, I can tell even without the explanation."

Lord Grancia said that Victoria had become as strong as his grandparents, and hearing that, I curved my lips into a smile.

The reason why Ergosum, who had merely been worshipped as folk religion in a rural village, could receive a name and become a Demon King.

And the reason why the black knight Su-hyeon Lee and the glass knight Pine Grancia could be so strong—she was reproducing it all.

- [This is impossible. How can she transform into such an existence? The method of overwriting the world with concepts hasn't been discovered in this universe yet...?]

The giant eye with rainbow-colored hues. It spoke in a confused voice as it watched Victoria flying toward it.

With each step Victoria took, morale and exhilaration exploded, creating a sense of victory that made it feel like we could even defeat the giant Outer God before us.

No matter that our opponent had destroyed multiple parallel universes and was an absolute being trying to devour this entire world.

*We can win...!*

This conviction surged through my mind, and even my other companions raised their swords and weapons high, advancing forward.

"Your soul must not arrive at this place, and your body must be buried in a distant land, so ashes to ashes, dust to dust."

Victoria waved her flag while reciting the prayer in a loud voice, and a radiance like dawn driving away darkness spread across the world.

It began restoring the world that Miragia had shattered, and the broken and fallen glass shards were reattaching and returning to their original state.

[Damn it, damn it...! Just a little more and I could slip through this gap! Because of such a pathetic power...!]

Miragia was screaming with a cracking voice, using her giant hands to break more of the world to create more fissures.

"...Saintess of Victory, huh. She's only a saintess in name—she has the appearance and power similar to a goddess, doesn't she? Really, what an absurd woman."

The red-haired Astal—that is, Thanatos—smiled incredulously while creating walls of massive flames to block Miragia's attacks.

Anyone unfamiliar with Victoria would find it absurd. She had gone from a saintess who could hear the voice of the Heavenly God to the position of a goddess.

"That's the Victoria I know. No matter what anyone says, she's someone who silently walks the path she believes in."

But I was the person who knew the woman named Victoria Everhart better than anyone.

Stubborn and sharp-tongued. Sometimes so clumsy with her true feelings that it was hard to know what she was thinking, but if I had to choose someone who cared for and cherished me more than anyone, I would pick her without hesitation.

"You are an existence that must not come to this world, a wicked thing that must disappear. Therefore, I command your banishment."

Victoria spun her flag once more and smiled at me, and at her action, as if time were reversing, Miragia's giant arms were being pulled back into the gap.

- [No! No...! Do you know how long it's been since I came outside...!]

Miragia screamed in anguish at Victoria's action, then—

Halt—.

- [...is what you thought I'd say? The source of my power is like the shadow that follows light. Even if you manifest the concept of victory in this world, there's no way I'd fall for such a trick.]

With a chilling laugh, Miragia extended even more arms, breaking the world.

The sight of her resisting without regard for Victoria's new power clearly showed she was on a different level.

"Lord Astal... It seems my power can only slow Miragia's movements temporarily. I don't think I can stop her from invading this world."

"It's okay. That's enough."

Victoria spoke worriedly about not being able to repel Miragia, but I comforted her while chanting another spell.

She was stronger than Demon King Ergosum, so I'd thought it wouldn't end this easily anyway.

"I'll try combining the Spirit Kings into one and pushing her back. Natural disasters are more powerful than any weapon humans can create, after all."

"Astal, preparations are complete! Give her a good hit!"

Once again overlaying Thanatos's Eidos and Idea to create perfect magic, the four Spirit Kings were merging in my grasp.

The Spirit Kings governing fire and water, wind and earth changed their size and form, transforming into a single giant existence—a form like a storm swirling with fire, water, and earth mixed together.

"Elemental Omega!"

As Anima said, the storm grew to rival Miragia in size, swinging a massive fist toward her and displaying tremendous majesty.

Crack, crash—! Crackle—!

As if nature itself was rejecting Miragia, the Spirit Kings, encouraged by Victoria, tore off Miragia's arms or pushed them back into the gap, displaying their power.

- [Quite clever. You thought the power of nature could reject me... How unfortunate for you.]

As if denying that expectation once more, Miragia copied the combined form of the Spirit Kings and returned the power right back at us.

- [You've already been defeated by me in countless world lines. No matter how much you struggle, that fact won't change.]

Crash—!

Two identical storms collided fists, wounding each other and devastating the surroundings.

We needed a way to overcome Miragia's ability to create completely identical power and form to her opponent.

"Anima, can you ask the Spirit Kings to transform their bodies into something sharp and pointed like a nail? I have an idea."

"Okay! I'll ask them!"

At my words, Anima immediately transformed the merged Spirit Kings into a sharp, long nail-like form.

With Thanatos's help, I set up an Eidos in the air, making it as large as possible with strong explosive power.

"Talion, you could hit a target this size with your eyes closed, right?"

"Of course. The experience and combat sense I've built up fighting alongside you, Lord Astal, are still in my fingertips."

Whoosh—!

I enhanced the arrow Talion fired from afar with magic once more, and the enlarged arrow pierced through the Eidos at lightning speed.

Boom—!

Like the impact of a hammer driving in a nail, it exploded the Spirit Kings' power and shattered the mirror-reflected enemy.

"Miragia, if you're going to copy our powers and techniques exactly... we just need to throw in variations quickly to make it useless."

Miragia's shattered fragments scattered and sparkled like grains of sand, and seeing this, I told my companions the method to counter her.

There's no such thing as a perfect ability or magic in this world. Even an opponent who seems unbeatable has at least one weakness.

- [Oh really? Then what if I automatically copy your powers and techniques? Don't forget that I'm also included among the things a mirror can reflect, boy.]

Irritated by my provocation, Miragia set up mirrors on both sides again, copying her appearance countless times.

Unlike before, from within the mirrors and the worlds reflected in them, Miragia's gazes and hands continued reaching outward, and she twisted her entire body to pry open the gap.

Clink, clink.

As if death itself had taken form and was approaching me and my companions, I felt a chilling sensation like standing on a blade's edge.

- [The more you use your power to try to kill me, the stronger I become. And as a result, I can come outside like this.]

Now fully emerged into the world, Miragia in the form of a giant glass statue looked at us with a sultry laugh.

"...Well, we can't kill you unless we drag out your main body anyway. Should I thank you for coming out to the Grand Route yourself instead of hiding?"

Having aimed for this situation from the start to kill Miragia, I smirked and injected Victoria's power as the Saintess of Victory into my Idea, colliding it with Miragia.

"This should give you at least one weakness."
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* * *

A little before this battle, in another universe, Su-hyeon Lee, known as the Pure Love Black Knight, shared information about Miragia with Astal.

"Astal, to kill the Outer God Miragia, you'll ultimately need to drag her main body out from the cracks of the Grand Route."

Not only was there the difficult condition of having to kill Miragia at exactly the same timing, but the influence of the Grand Route was acting as a kind of breakwater for her.

"Why is that necessary?"

"If she judges that she can't win, she'll hide in those cracks again and build up her strength. Originally, I didn't create the Grand Route for someone like her to use as she pleases."

Su-hyeon spoke with a slightly bitter expression. After all, the reason he had achieved the Grand Route was for the happiness of Pine Grancia, the woman he loved.

As a nameless saintess whose memories and even name had been stolen, transformed into someone who didn't exist at all—for her sake, he had even turned back time and combined countless possibilities into one.

That was the Grand Route. The one and only path where not just Pine, but everyone involved could be happy.

"Originally, I tried to handle it myself—I even created a clone to kill Miragia... but I failed."

"That's probably because you're too strong. Honestly, I'm glad we met as allies. If we'd met as enemies, I would've run away immediately."

Astal honestly shared what he'd felt from sparring with Su-hyeon. Rather than just a strong person, the word "monster" suited him better.

A god? Astal thought fighting a god would actually be easier than this.

His combat style of freely wielding swords with all kinds of abilities, pressing forward with armor that magic couldn't penetrate and that had high defense—it was simple and brutish, but precisely because of that, it was difficult to break through.

"Was it that bad? I think you could create a possibility of defeating me."

"No way. Maybe against Miragia, but against you, I wouldn't stand a chance."

Even Miragia, called by the epithet Outer God, feared Su-hyeon, which was why she'd been building her strength by exerting influence in places other than his universe until now.

For the first time, Astal expressed a negative opinion and judged that he couldn't win.

How could one easily defeat a veteran who had become strong enough to be called the strongest in his own universe and had overcome all kinds of enemies and hardships?

"Astal, no matter how strong an opponent seems, no matter how perfect and flawless they appear, there's always a weakness hidden somewhere."

However, Su-hyeon's thinking was the complete opposite.

Su-hyeon told Astal about the method he'd used to defeat an existence once called a Demon God.

Since that being who had manipulated reality by covering it with the truth he created wasn't easy to defeat, it had some similarities to Miragia in that respect.

"So you're saying there's no such thing as perfect power or technique."

Astal, who was only quick-witted when it came to combat, immediately caught on.

No matter how strong an existence was, that very strength could become a weakness, or there would be a point where one could exploit a gap.

"Right, you catch on fast. In my case, my weakness is our Pine... If someone took her hostage or put her in danger, I'd lose my composure and go berserk."

"But that's not even possible, is it?"

Astal spoke while glancing at Pine Grancia. There seemed to be no one in this world who could easily endanger her, with three minds dwelling in one body.

What crazy person would try to take hostage or endanger someone with such tremendous power and magical energy?

Let's say, hypothetically, someone succeeded in capturing Pine Grancia. Then immediately, a man in black knight armor would track them down.

And then the probability of keeping one's life would drop completely to zero. Having fought Su-hyeon and learned about his strength better than anyone, Astal swallowed dryly.

"Hahaha! Yeah, that might be true. But I'm just giving an example. Actually, when I caught the Demon God in my world, I suffered a lot because of this kind of thing."

Su-hyeon patted the tense-looking Astal on the back, encouraging him not to be nervous.

"...Give me a hint. I don't have special abilities like you."

"The most special ability is right beside you, isn't it, Astal?"

"What?"

"It's right there. The special ability and driving force that allowed you to come all the way here together."

Su-hyeon pointed to Victoria and his companions in the distance. People whose relationship had clearly grown close through combining their strength and fighting together over a long time.

There had been many times when personal feelings were hurt or misunderstandings accumulated, leading to fights and quarrels, but ultimately, the reason they'd survived in the harsh Demon World until now was all thanks to them.

"Don't think you have to fight alone. Sometimes, if you accept help from others, you can overcome even the most difficult situations."

Su-hyeon had similar companions. The blonde-haired hero and the red-haired elf—if he hadn't encountered these connections on the road to the academy, he wouldn't be who he was today.

"Astal, you can do it. You'll kill Miragia and become a hero who protects those precious to you."

"The word 'hero' is too embarrassing."

"What's so special about being a hero? Originally, if your life's actions are altruistic and different from others, you become a hero. Looking at how you came all the way to the bottom of this hell to save your companions, that's already enough."

Su-hyeon looked at Astal, who now felt like a junior to him, and gently raised the corners of his mouth. Though they took opposite forms as wizard and knight and walked different destinies, he felt a sense of kinship with him, as if they were brothers.

Both had to risk their lives to change fate for the ones they loved, and they were even similar in having lost their parents to fire.

Like an inverted image reflected in a mirror, they took forms that were different yet similar.

"Hang in there, Astal. I'll be rooting for you."

Until just before returning to his own world, Su-hyeon encouraged him, comforting him and cheering for his victory in battle.

* * *

The form Victoria had transformed into was a manifestation of the concept of "victory"—a power that could turn even battles destined for defeat into wins.

Therefore, I judged that by putting it into the Idea and detonating it, I could create a weakness even in Miragia, who was called invincible, and lead us to victory.

- [You think you can defeat me with just this much power? Even if you twist the world with the concept of victory, you can't kill me...]

"I'm not trying to kill you. I'm trying to create a path that leads to victory."

I smiled as I saw Miragia's appearance change slightly. The cracks that appeared, like fractures in glass, clearly looked like weakening to anyone watching.

"Victoria, you deliberately transformed into this form to keep the promise you made in childhood, didn't you?"

"I'm impressed you remember. It was quite a long time ago, so I didn't think you would."

"How could I forget a story told by my first love and the older sister I cherished most?"

I spoke while gently clasping Victoria's hand. The reason she had specifically chosen the name Saintess of Victory must have been because of the promise she'd made to me after traveling back in time.

- Such words are far too unfair... Even though this is why I came to like you.

Instead of answering, Victoria whispered these inner thoughts and expressed her feelings by fidgeting with my hand.

Two hands clasped tightly together—with the warmth rising through our bodies, I felt certain that right now, I could defeat any enemy before us.

"With Victoria's power, I've created cracks in you, Miragia. Now, even if you copy powers or abilities, you won't be able to do it perfectly."

I spoke while colliding Eidos against Miragia multiple times again.

As if proving this, even though Miragia reflected or copied my attacks, she showed signs of being hit by some parts she couldn't block.

*Crash, crack—!*

The massive form with rainbow-colored hues had become so fragile that glass shards scattered even from minor attacks.

- [Damn it... Still, I can endure this much. In the end, you'll all die with just a flick of my finger.]

Miragia snapped her fingers again, splitting space, and countless starlight poured out from between.

As if the principles of the universe itself were trying to kill us, the moment countless galaxies and stars tried to swallow everything—

"...Astal, we received word from Grandfather. He says he'd like to borrow everyone's convictions for a moment."

"Good, I was waiting for those words."

Within that universe, I created Idea anew and floated it like a sun, using it as a reference point to rotate and move all celestial bodies, connecting this universe with another.

"Tell him I'll properly convey the conviction to save everyone."

And then,

In an instant, a slash that split the universe Miragia had created swept through, and even from an incredibly far distance, the aura of the black knight that had leaped across space could be felt.

- [Gaaahhh!! Damn it...!! Because of one measly wizard, my grand plan...!]

God-Slaying Sword Grancia.

Hit by a slash that killed and cut down gods themselves, Miragia let out an agonized scream with both eyes blinded.

[As expected, even cutting across two universes at once is a bit slow to kill. We'll probably need to set up a signal, Astal.]

The black knight, who had demonstrated the power to skip across universes with just one swing of his sword, left words of regret and disappeared again.
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* * *

A little while ago, when Astal and his companions were facing Miragia in another universe, in the universe where Su-hyeon Lee was located, the phenomenon of her squeezing through the gaps of the Grand Route was also visible.

"Su-hyeon, all the preparations are complete."

"Thanks, Pine."

They had evacuated all the people in the surrounding area in advance and reconstructed the defensive magic at Grand Hearts Academia to make it a place to bind Miragia.

"Licht, no matter how I think about it, leaving the task of dealing with an Outer God to someone else seems dangerous."

"Disciple. This one truly does not know if this is the right course. Would it not be better to isolate this Miragia creature elsewhere?"

Two people who appeared young to anyone's eyes, Denis and White Magnolia, were speaking to Su-hyeon Lee in worried tones, suggesting they prepare another method.

Decades ago, when Su-hyeon Lee attended the academy, these were the people who became his teachers and mentors. He was trying to deal with the Outer God Miragia while receiving help from all such people.

The single possibility he had barely created through dozens of regressions for the happiness of Pine Grancia and others.

"We need to completely uproot a creature like this. Isolation methods won't be enough."

Su-hyeon Lee deeply loathed Miragia, who was trying to exploit the Grand Route in reverse.

"Don't worry so much. When has Uncle Licht ever made a wrong judgment?"

Among them, one being interjected, looking at the Outer God Miragia with interested eyes.

"Mir..."

It was Mir, a girl with deer antlers and blue hair inherited from Denis and White Magnolia, possessing the energy of an azure dragon.

She was an irregular created when Su-hyeon Lee made the Grand Route. She was the result of reuniting lovers who originally could never meet again due to the Demon King's schemes.

"Right! It's a plan our Licht made with himself from the reversed world, so it'll work out somehow! Uhahaha!"

"Lord Drake, no matter what, at your age, you shouldn't overdo it..."

Similarly, there was the dragon slayer Drake, who had taught Su-hyeon Lee swordsmanship since childhood, and the sage Asmodeus, who had prophesied information about the future.

"Junior, I knew you weren't an ordinary person from the start, but... I didn't expect even such a strange god to be drawn to you."

"It can't be helped. Rather, bugs always swarm to such pure and good paths. Nex."

Nex, who was rumored to be a scoundrel from a famous Spirit Master family, and Sartines, a vampire who was also a Saintess.

"I knew this guy would cause trouble again someday. So, should I handle strategy and command this time too?"

"...Aren't you taking this too lightly? Even if you're my husband, the current situation seems serious."

Gi-seok Kwon, Su-hyeon Lee's gaming friend who came to this world following him, and Sophitia, the northern archduchess.

"Helmet, preparations are complete. Ugh, that Miragia creature looks as disgusting as a bug no matter how I look at it..."

"Licht, can you really win?"

Hero Kyle and the elf Ariel, the first couple Su-hyeon Lee had met.

Looking at people who had similar yet different appearances from Astal's world, he gripped his sword handle tightly.

- [Grandfather, preparations are complete on this side too. Astal succeeded in connecting the two universes!]

Unlike before, this wasn't just one world—it was a battle with the fate of two universes at stake. Moreover, a being that could distort the Grand Route had appeared.

The sword he was holding felt heavier than ever.

"Of course. When have you ever seen me lose?"

Nevertheless, Su-hyeon Lee grinned and raised high the greatsword into which many swords had melted.

"Right. Our Su-hyeon is always a hero who saves everyone."

Now was different from the past.

When the Demon God Magic Hat invaded Grand Hearts Academia, although everyone died once, resulting in him turning back time to save everyone.

This time, he had gathered his companions and acquaintances in advance.

Moreover, there was the person who had saved his childhood self and the lover who had helped him overcome all the difficult journeys by his side until now.

"Father, I've dealt with all the clones Miragia spread throughout this world. You can swing your sword freely now."

"Dad, preparations are complete on this side too. Maintaining the connection between different universes is interesting."

After marrying that lover, there were the fruits of their love, his children Sei and Eve, by his side.

Honestly speaking, Su-hyeon Lee couldn't imagine losing now.

In the first place, the reason Miragia didn't invade Su-hyeon Lee's world and continued hiding her identity while building power was because the gap between them was too great.

"Lord, I'd like to borrow the convictions of the people on that side. Is it possible?"

A black knight strong enough to twist the providence of this world using conviction and cut through time and space.

That was the power Su-hyeon Lee had achieved after killing four Demon Kings and even eliminating the absolute being called a Demon God.

- [It's possible! I'll transmit it using a replica of the Demon Sword Horizon!]

Su-hyeon Lee gripped his sword tightly and began charging forward.

Like a spider with millions of legs, the Outer God Miragia was devouring his world using an enormous number of tentacles and arms.

Having already fallen for Astal's provocation, she was manifesting her existence in the present world and exploding all the power she had gathered until now.

"This really reminds me of the old days."

*Clang—!*

Several mirrors rose before Su-hyeon Lee, and clones made of glass shards blocking his way were seen swinging swords.

"Old Conviction, Reminiscence."

*Rumble—!*

No matter how perfectly they copied the original, mirrors cannot completely reflect light. Moreover, thanks to Astal's efforts, cracks had formed, creating weaknesses.

Light began emanating from the greatsword Su-hyeon Lee was holding, and as the Heart Sword's ability to change terrain activated, thorn-like rocks burst from the ground.

As Su-hyeon Lee leaped forward again, he saw Miragia summoning mirrors again and launching mental attacks with hundreds of thousands of compound eyes.

"...Father, Eve and I will handle this!"

"Really persistent. Don't they know mental attacks don't work on our dad at all?"

Unlike Astal, Su-hyeon Lee's mana circuits were twisted from dozens of regressions. His children were opening a path by smashing all the mirrors.

As if sensing Su-hyeon Lee's presence, Miragia let out a bizarre scream while summoning mirrors to trap him.

Including ceiling and floor, all six sides reflected, and as beings with weakened versions of Su-hyeon Lee's power and abilities aimed for his neck—

"Licht, so this is the structure of that three-dimensional magic circle Astal used? It's quite helpful as a reference."

"Still, we can't let only our disciple struggle. This one has not neglected training, you see."

*Crash—!*

This time, the blue-haired mage Denis and White Magnolia with deer antlers rescued him from crisis.

Su-hyeon Lee's teachers, who somewhat resembled Astal and Victoria, were still showing their strength.

"Uhahahat—! Come at me more! I'll face you all! You glass dolls!"

"Three steps forward, two slashes to the right, then jump up and strike down!"

The same was true for the dragon slayer Drake and the sage Asmodeus.

They continued blocking enemies from the surroundings to thwart Miragia's plan to tie down Su-hyeon Lee using numbers.

Miragia struggled desperately, knowing that the moment Su-hyeon Lee's sword tip reached her, it could wound even herself, called an Outer God.

*Writhe writhe.*

She raised her long, massive tentacles and arms high into the sky, pouring down countless starlights from top to bottom like a fountain, using the height difference.

"I expected this much. We're many and the enemy is alone. The tactics and techniques available are limited."

Gi-seok Kwon swung the spear he had been using to cut off those tentacles, and to block the subsequent explosion, Sophitia used freezing magic to freeze it.

"Just get a little closer. No matter if the opponent is a god, the sword in your hands right now can wound her."

God-Slaying Sword Grancia.

The one sword Su-hyeon Lee had forged to kill a god, a weapon created solely to defeat Miragia.

The steps of Su-hyeon Lee approaching Miragia while holding that weapon could only grow faster.

If the enemy noticed this weapon and fled or hid again, he would have to wait endlessly.

"Junior, I've wrapped Miragia with the phoenix. This should temporarily prevent her from hiding in the gaps of the Grand Route again."

"I've applied physical enhancement and protection through prayer. You can step on the Outer God's body as a foothold."

When Miragia's largest tentacle was cut and she screamed while trying to hide underground, she was surrounded by phoenix wings of similar size.

Light emanated from Su-hyeon Lee's body, making him immune to corrosion even when stepping on or touching the Outer God Miragia's body.

Having failed to escape, Miragia gathered all her power and summoned a giant mirror to seal Su-hyeon Lee into the world within it, but—

"Helmet, I'll leave the rear to you with this."

"Consider the debt from before repaid with this."

As if planned in advance, Hero Kyle and mage Ariel shattered that mirror and eliminated the emerging hands, preventing the seal.

Now the part where Miragia's face and neck connected was visible.

A form resembling a giant glass statue made in a feminine shape befitting the pronoun "she."

The timing to kill her simultaneously hadn't come yet. Then, at least he should weaken her.

*「I wanted to take the place of my beloved's tears.」*

*「I wanted to know love.」*

*「I wanted to save everyone.」*

*「I wanted to gift my beloved a bouquet-like victory.」*

The convictions of Su-hyeon Lee, Pine, Astal, and Victoria respectively dwelled in his sword and began vibrating.

"...Su-hyeon, you're ready, right?"

Pine Grancia, who had approached Su-hyeon Lee's side at some point, had split into three.

Pine from the route where her existence and name were erased like Arian.

Pine from the route where she fell into corruption after her beloved killed her midway, like Thanatos.

And the most beloved Pine Grancia, who made the Grand Route possible.

"God-Slaying Sword Grancia."

Gripping tightly the handle of the sword named after her and swinging with all his might, Su-hyeon Lee delivered a diagonal slash cutting from Miragia's neck to her eyes.

"...Fine."

The symbol marking the end on a musical staff. As if ending this long, long fight and absurdity, the slash crossed the universe and reached where Astal was.

- [Kyaaaah!! Damn it...!! Because of one measly mage, my grand plan...!]

Struck by the slash containing the concept of killing and cutting the god itself, Miragia let out a painful scream with both eyes blinded.

"...As expected, even cutting across two universes at once is a bit slow to kill her. It seems we need to set up a signal. Astal."

Su-hyeon Lee, who failed to sever her neck in one blow, muttered to himself with a regretful expression.

* * *

Blinded in both eyes, Miragia was attacking her surroundings indiscriminately while screaming.

- [Die! Die...! Die, you bastards...!!]

*Bang, bang, crash—!*

Her appearance of summoning countless mirrors without distinguishing friend from foe and copying powers or abilities seemed desperate.

"We managed to blind her eyes and create an opening... but now it's harder to aim for her neck."

Astal and his companions were continuously shaving away at Miragia's neck while waiting for the timing to kill her.

She was blocking all attacks coming toward her neck using giant hands and mirrors.

Then suddenly.

- [Hihihihi, uhihihihi.]

*Stop.*

Miragia stopped all attacks, looked up at the sky, and laughed madly. She was even letting out bizarre screams while tearing her mouth wide.

- [I prepared a living sacrifice in advance, knowing this would happen.]

As soon as Miragia's words ended, the dismembered corpse of a black-haired girl floated up into the sky.

"...Arian?"

Like puzzle pieces fitting together, the cracked and shattered glass fragments returned to their original state, and the already dead Arian opened her red eyes.

"Hello, cute little one. Actually, I was aiming to resurrect this way. Just reverse the power that kills gods."

Arian, whose hair had turned pure white and who emanated Miragia's energy, smiled eerily at Ergosum.

"...How does it feel to have your most beloved person become your enemy? Now you can't kill me, can you?"

Ch.194 - Chapter 194 - The Final Battle (3)
A girl with pure white hair and red eyes. It was the exact opposite of Arian's features that I had heard about from Ergosum.

Like a form reversed in a mirror, the girl named Arian had now been devoured by Miragia and was being manipulated at her will.

"Arian, what have you done to Arian...?"

Ergosum's voice trembled.
As if unable to accept reality, he was showing agitation for the first time.

"Well, isn't it exactly as you see? I, who was trapped in the Grand Route and couldn't exert my true power, have now been perfectly resurrected."

Unfortunately, even when I looked with my eyes that could see mana, 'that' was no longer Arian.
Her body and mind were completely disconnected.

"Of course, it takes a lot of time and effort to make an ordinary human girl's body into a vessel for a god. But someone stupidly kept using Reverse Heaven to try to revive her, which was helpful."

Miragia, who had now taken over Arian's body, was explaining to Ergosum in detail what had happened.

Blatant provocation and shamelessness. She had completely exploited all of Ergosum's efforts to save Arian.

Turning back time or retrieving souls to revive the dead—all these actions were methods that allowed Miragia's power to influence the present world.

"For a god, you're disgustingly vile."

I couldn't help but curse at Miragia, who had used the corpse of someone's beloved as a medium for her own resurrection.

If that had been Victoria instead of Arian, I would have been desperate to kill Miragia right away.

"...I agree. How can someone who calls themselves a god commit such vile acts?"

Victoria also bit her lip, showing hostility toward Miragia.
Unlike the gods we had met before, her very mindset was twisted.

Of course, even among them there were gods who sided with monsters or demons, but based on Ergosum's words, they had merely tried to maintain balance with humans.

Unlike necessary evil, beings that balanced light and darkness, the creature before my eyes seemed like absolute evil.

"Isn't that what mirrors are originally? No matter how much you try to hide, they show your true form. I'm just doing the same to you."

"What exactly are you doing the same?"

"I'm ultimately a being born from arrogant desires—wanting to revive people, wanting to break the physical laws of the universe, wanting to turn back time... things like that."

Reverse Heaven. Miragia was saying that she was a being born from the desire to obtain forbidden things that should never happen.

"Just think of me as a natural disaster. Just as humans can't prevent volcanic eruptions, typhoons, or earthquakes no matter how much they struggle, I was simply born from the wishes of the entire universe."

"You're talking nonsense."

"Do you really think it's nonsense? If there hadn't been such greed since ancient times, I wouldn't have existed at all. So after opening my eyes in the empty void, I thought of something."

Miragia smiled brightly and clenched her hand into a fist, and immediately the surrounding space distorted and a crushing force was felt.

*Kwagwang—!*

We were safe thanks to Ergosum's power as we were trapped in intense pressure and heat that seemed to turn sand into glass.

"...Ah, I should give you arrogant ones enlightenment. I should show you the price of carelessly twisting the natural order."

"Bullshit philosophy."

I immediately responded to Miragia's words with mockery. I didn't want to understand such a lunatic's mind in the first place, and I'd never thought there would be some backstory.

Ergosum, who became the Demon King, had persisted in his convictions knowing it was the wrong path, but I felt no sincerity in that being's tone or actions.

"Hahaha! Right, actually none of that matters—I just did it because watching you struggle like ants was so funny and entertaining! It's a prank everyone does when they're young, right?"

Miragia burst into loud laughter as if my prediction was correct, revealing her true intentions to us.

Pure mischief. Like a child pulling off an ant's legs or drowning them with water, the Outer God had no malice or purpose whatsoever.

"Do you know how funny it is when you beg for your lives or cry out other people's names? And when I go to other world lines, you don't even recognize me again!"

Miragia floated into the air, spinning and laughing. Even though she took the form of a young girl, there was an unpleasant sense of wrongness.

"...And now that I've completely escaped the constraints of the Grand Route, I can do things like this too."

*Ttaak—!*

When Miragia snapped her fingers with a light sound, a world flipped upside down like a landscape reflected on water appeared above our heads.

No, this wasn't a reflected landscape in the first place.

"To get revenge on the Hero of Conviction who's been tormenting me, and as a bonus, to destroy your world too... it would be nice to collide two universes like this!"

Just as Miragia was saying, she had brought another universe here as it was.

"Astal, honestly, I don't have the confidence to hold on any longer. Miragia's power has become stronger."

Ergosum, who was spreading all his arms around us and resisting the force Miragia was applying, spoke with difficulty.

His breathing had become rough, cold sweat was dripping down, and the muscles in his arms were bursting with blood spurting out—it already looked like his limit.

"Yeah, honestly I don't plan to hold back anymore either."

I clapped my palms together and spoke while transforming my body itself into a magic circle.

If it was Miragia inside the Grand Route, I couldn't kill or eliminate her, but now, if I timed it right, it might be possible.

The Hope—which could immediately realize all the magic I thought of in my head, or create magic that didn't exist in the world.

"After a long time, I should try the same prank I did in my childhood."

"Lord Astal, what exactly do you mean...?"

I created and grasped a glowing twig in my hand, recalling when I first encountered the discipline of magic.

A discipline that implements ideals into reality. Unlike money or abilities that move the world, there was something about being able to immediately realize romance and dreams that made my heart race.

The first magic I used, having no money and not even a wand, swinging a twig fallen on the ground, was simply a weak one that moved a pebble.

"A very long time ago, my desire to protect my first love, an older girl, wasn't a lie. That's why my taste got twisted toward older women."

It was the same as when I threw a small pebble to draw the Dullahan's attention to protect Victoria.

It was a reenactment of the moment when Romulus devoured Victoria, and she went back in time to save my childhood self.

"This magic is so simple it doesn't even have a name. It's just throwing a stone."

The difference from an ordinary stone throw was that, like skipping stones on water, it bounced through multiple world lines and flew at the enemy, stacking impact and force.

It was the same method used in actual warfare—bouncing explosive magic off the water surface to attack the side of ships.

"If you like world lines and multiverses so much, then eat them all."

*Paat—!*

Sometimes passing through a world with an academy setting, other times through a world mixed with magic and steam-powered machinery.

Another Idea that left my hand added to its power and destructive force as it crossed multiple world lines like a ball bouncing on water.

"Hahaha! Such a trivial magic can just be deflected... Wait, what? You melted other world lines into the magic? Is that even possible?"

Miragia tried to swat away the magic that looked like a tiny, insignificant pebble while mocking it, then her face turned pale as she felt something was wrong.

"...Did you think I'd say that? Kid, how many world lines do you think I've devoured? It's easy to block this level of stacking."

Then, suddenly grinning, Miragia was showing me she had been acting by watching my expression.

*Kwaaang—!*

As soon as Miragia's fingertip touched it, the Idea with multiple world lines' power stacked burst like a soap bubble.

I thought it was a pretty good method, but as expected, it didn't work on a god who had regained her original power.

Just as I was slightly disappointed and thinking of other magic.

"Astal, if I die, could I ask you to take care of Arian?"

Ergosum was saying this to me with a serious face, as if he had already made up his mind.

"What are you talking about?"

"I'm truly sorry to say this to you, but if I use my worthless life, I might be able to separate Miragia and Arian."

The Demon King, whose entire body was covered in blood from protecting me and my companions, was going to make a final sacrifice for the person he loved.

"You'd feel better if you killed me yourself, Astal. I'm sorry for breaking my promise."
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"If she was revived as a new existence in this world, taking over Arian's body through the slash unleashed by the Hero of Conviction... then it's not impossible if we use that in reverse."

"In the end, you're saying you have to use your own life."

There were no flaws in the theory Ergosum was explaining right now. To separate Miragia, who used power that reversed like a mirror, from Arian, the same divine ability would be required.

"That's right. If you'll just permit it, I plan to offer this body of mine to separate Arian from her. If that happens, conquering Miragia will become much easier too."

"......"

I couldn't answer immediately while looking at Ergosum. Objectively speaking, he was a mass murderer who burned down my homeland and started a war to revive the person he loved.

Subjectively speaking, he was someone who willingly chose to become evil in order to kill the great evil before our eyes.

I couldn't sympathize or empathize with such conviction. I would have chosen to save everyone as much as possible in the first place.

"Do as you please. Just be prepared to tumble around in hell."

However, that didn't mean the person he wanted to save had committed crimes or was bad.

In the end, the innocent girl named Arian had simply been witch-hunted by others.

"Though it seems I won't be able to go to either hell or heaven."

At my answer, Ergosum smiled bitterly and dropped his numerous arms himself, and soon began to pray with only two hands remaining like a human.

*Crack—!*

The form that Ergosum had called his heart cracked, and the powers contained within were being released into the world.

"I'll stake all my power and my very existence to separate that thing from Arian's body."

Ergosum, who seemed to have already exceeded his limits, was bleeding as cracks formed on the outer parts of his body like a cracked statue.

It seemed he was trying to drive out Miragia, who was occupying Arian's body, by shattering the very vessel that formed himself.

"Haha! No matter how much you pray, nothing will change. No matter how much you use divine power, nothing will—"

"No, something will change."

I clapped my palms together again to create new magic for Ergosum's sake, and made my companions emerge from thin air to attack Miragia.

My companions, clad in armor made of mana, each wielding their weapons to inflict damage on Miragia.

"The result of definitely killing you."

"Meaningless struggling. There's no way I'd die from such meager power, is there?"

Miragia summoned mirrors around herself, and copied companions emerged from them to protect her.

"Hahaha! Your expression is hilarious. Did you really think I'd struggle because of you lot?"

Even Victoria, transformed into the Saintess of Victory, and Kyle's attacks using the corrupted Hero's holy sword were all blocked.

In the midst of such chaos, I clenched my fist again, connecting a new passage toward the sky.

"Right, what I was aiming for from the start was creating an opening for just a moment."

"...What?"

Another world floating above our heads—originally it would have been something Miragia planned to simultaneously destroy both worlds.

But since wizards are creatures who live and die for research and curiosity, I was calling someone while even borrowing Thanatos's power.

*Thoom—!*

A knight in black armor falling with a heavy sound, leading reinforcements with a sharp form like facing a giant wolf.

"This wasn't in the plan, but it was quite a good idea, Astal. To think you'd use the fact that we're connected to our universe in reverse... Wizards really are amazing."

Su-hyeon Lee and Pine Grancia, along with other people I was seeing for the first time, appeared one after another before Miragia's eyes.

"Im-impossible. Since I created overlapping worlds through mirrors, no one but me should be able to open a portal across world lines...!"

*Clang—!*

Miragia screamed amidst the attacks pouring down on her like rain. Even roughly counting the people gathered here exceeded double digits, each a powerhouse who wouldn't seem out of place being called the world's strongest.

"Foolish. Astal has long since surpassed the realm of gods."

"Th-that can't be! How can an ordinary wizard without even faith from people be like that...!"

"It's because he's an extremely ordinary person. He wasn't chosen by a god, nor did he live with tremendous power from birth like someone."

Ergosum, whose body was now turning to powder and disappearing, smirked at the flustered Miragia and told her the truth.

"It's a miracle made possible by the desire to save everyone, and having companions who share that will."

The sound of bells striking the ears. As if that became the signal, Ergosum completely crumbled to powder, and immediately Miragia's body was splitting in two.

—[Even with interference...!! My plan that I've built over hundreds of years is all going to waste...!!]

"To think an Outer God would be uglier than the Demon King. How is this the same no matter how high the rank?"

*Slash—!*

Su-hyeon Lee repeatedly cut and severed Miragia, who was screaming and struggling as if unwilling to leave Arian's body.

"Hey, Astal. From now on, we'll hold off Miragia... You and Victoria finish this."

"Right, Miragia has now escaped the constraints of the Grand Route and can't hide or run away. She'll think this is her last chance and try to kill us recklessly."

Watching Miragia grow in size and rampage wildly now that she had nowhere left to flee, he and Pine spoke.

"Even searching this vast universe, you two are the perfect ones to simultaneously sever Miragia's necks in both worlds."

"...I can hear Victoria's inner thoughts."

I nodded at Su-hyeon Lee's words. The reason I thought I could use hearing Victoria's inner thoughts in battle before.

It was because if I used Victoria's inner thoughts as a signal, I could kill Miragia in both worlds simultaneously, at the exact same timing without a single error.

"Lord Astal."
"Victoria, are you ready?"
"Of course. I will always follow your will."

I reconfirmed the plan I had explained to Victoria beforehand, and she slowly nodded and spoke to me.

—*Once this is over, I want to stand by your side as your wife and family.*

Victoria, unable to hide her true feelings even in this situation. I chuckled, recalling the first moment I heard her inner thoughts.

"Of course we should get married once the Demon King is dead and the threat to the world is gone. I already got permission from the Heavenly God, didn't I?"

Unlike before, I readily admitted that I could hear Victoria's inner thoughts and gave her the answer she wanted most.

"You've promised. If you break your promise, I'll tie up your arms and legs and lock you in the basement."

Victoria, who received a marriage proposal while fighting an enemy, smiled with slight tears, making that threatening joke.

At this rate, if people really don't accept marrying the Saintess, she might suggest having a child first.

"...That's a bit scary. Can you forgive me if we date at places with good food? I'll probably be late since I have a lot to handle."

"I'll consider it positively."

After a brief conversation with Victoria, I opened a portal to the world above and moved her there.

* * *

—*I've moved to the world of another universe. I really can see Miragia's form before my eyes.*

Not much time passed before I could see Victoria's form, upside down, in the world floating above.

—*But how do I get back later? Won't I be stranded here if the Outer God dies?*

Victoria was talking to me through her inner thoughts with a slightly worried voice, but I had already prepared countermeasures for this part too.

I had sought advice beforehand from Lord, who had crossed over to our world, and Pine Grancia, who could already move across space.

—*I'm joking. No matter what danger I fall into, Lord Astal is someone who will come to rescue me. Actually, I've admired such a prince from fairy tales since I was young.*

I listened to Victoria's inner thoughts and placed my hand on my chest to draw out the Core Sword.

The weapon I first drew to protect her after hearing Victoria's inner thoughts. Then I should finish this with it too.

—*When we started our contract relationship, I said there was no way I'd like you, but actually I had been admiring Lord Astal at least a little from before.*

Before my eyes, I could see my companions blocking Miragia's rampage, and they were even providing support to the world above so Victoria wouldn't have difficulty fighting.

—*I'll correct that. I liked you quite a lot.*

Victoria and I dodged between the attacks Miragia was firing like a mirror, approaching that giant neck.

—*Hearing the Saintess's inner thoughts... Thinking about it again, without this connection, you and I might not have been able to be together.*

"No, I'm confident I would have liked you even if I couldn't hear your inner thoughts."

I continued running forward while listening to Victoria's inner thoughts. She was showing negative opinions while talking about other possibilities.

"The person I love more than anyone in the world is... Victoria Everhart, who's a cold sharp-tongued person on the outside but warmer and more considerate than anyone on the inside. This will never change."

I could say this with more certainty than anyone. The pounding heartbeat was proof of that.

Who could dislike a fragile woman who acts tough and spits harsh words on the outside, but worries about me more than anyone and cries the moment I get hurt?

—[You detestable bastards...!!! If I split you across numerous world lines, you'll never be able to reach me...!]

Miragia's final struggle. It was placing numerous world lines made of mirrors before me to prevent me from approaching her.

—*Listen carefully with a clear mind. Astal, could you pretend to be my lover for just one week, exactly one week?*

"...What do you mean one week. We have to do it until we die."

—*I knew you would promise eternity even without hearing the answer.*

Seeing that, Victoria and I recalled the words we said when we first made our contract relationship and stepped into the world lines within the mirrors.

Then, truly like magic—to the point where it felt strange for me, a wizard, to say this.

Even in various world lines, Victoria and I became lovers and lived happy lives.

Growing up as childhood friends in an ordinary countryside and realizing our feelings, or meeting at the academy through games as a medium and becoming lovers.

Completely opposite from now, I could briefly experience a world line where Victoria saw me as a romantic interest because she could hear my inner thoughts.

—[Im-impossible! How could you skip through all those world lines so easily and approach me?!]

Well, wasn't this all thanks to hearing Saintess Victoria's inner thoughts?

—*It's because Lord Astal came to see me as a romantic interest. The excuse of a contract relationship to close the distance finally succeeded.*

An ability that would become gossip material if people knew about it—hearing that, I raised the Core Sword high into the sky.

—*I love you. Quite a lot.*

"Me too."

—*So let's immediately cut down this ugly existence that's blocking our marriage.*

Matching Victoria's inner thoughts, I simultaneously cut down the giant evil before our eyes.
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The sound of people's laughter and a rain of flower petals. That was what greeted us upon our return to the archipelago.

A fantasy so surreal that if I closed my eyes and opened them again, it would all seem like a dream. I had finally succeeded in saving everyone.

"A toast to celebrate the defeat of the Demon King!"

In the late evening as dusk fell, one of us raised a glass high as we relaxed with our identities hidden by magic.

"Astal, lighten up. We saved that girl Arian and she's under our protection, right? Victoria's and your parents came back to life too. Didn't everything end well?"

The person speaking was none other than Kyle. Seeing me sitting there with such a gloomy atmosphere, he put his arm around my shoulders to cheer me up.

"But there are still people I couldn't save. I don't know if I deserve to be drinking like this."

Alcohol touching my lips for the first time in months. The liquid I used to drink so freely before tasted nothing but bitter.

The guilt of ultimately failing to save all the people from my hometown and the empire's citizens seemed to linger on the tip of my tongue.

"You did your best, Astal. If it weren't for you, we wouldn't all be gathered here like this."

Victoria consoled me calmly. The person I thought I could never grow close to before we went to defeat the Demon King was now stuck right by my side.

"So, is Arian okay?"

"She seems deeply shocked by what Ergosum did trying to save her. I'd feel the same way if I learned someone burned half the continent for me."

Arian, whose hair had turned completely white from Miragia's influence, was currently being protected by Victoria's and my parents.

After learning of Ergosum's death and what he had done, she couldn't swallow even porridge or water, spending her nights crying.

If we didn't force her to sleep with magic, she seemed dangerously close to dying.

"Ergosum made the wrong choice. Even if Miragia held him hostage, he chose too extreme a method. That's his punishment."

"...I can't help thinking I might have made a similar choice if Victoria were in that situation."

I downed the beer in my large glass in one gulp and confessed my true feelings.

The Demon King who sacrificed everything for one person, and me who sacrificed myself to save everyone. Like people reflected in a mirror, we had made different choices to protect our loved ones.

"Actually, when I first entered the Blue Magic Tower, I even touched Reverse Heaven to revive my parents. If it weren't for my master, I might have gone down a bad path."

"But you didn't. Do we really have to talk about depressing things on such a good day? You really have no sense of mood."

*You can still hear my inner thoughts, right? We're getting married soon, and it makes me sad when you look so gloomy.*

Victoria sighed deeply and rested her chin on her hand with an exasperated expression, but her inner thoughts were the complete opposite.

"You're doing this on purpose, aren't you? Victoria, we defeated the Demon King but you don't like seeing me so down."

"Yes, it's on purpose. Because of a certain idiot who doesn't even know my inner thoughts without this."

"...I thought all saintesses were kind and pure."

"Mmm, don't do thaaat."

I pressed my finger against Victoria's forehead repeatedly, and she let out a deliberately coquettish voice as if she'd planned it.

Purring like a cat, she grabbed my hand and rubbed it against her cheek as she pleased, making the expressions of our companions around us stiffen.

"Astal, you really deserve to get stoned by people."

The person who looked most envious was, of course, the red-haired Hero Kyle. He'd spent a year unable to meet his lover, communicating only through letters.

That's why I prepared something in advance.

After all, they had been exchanging letters through messenger birds using my magic.

"Really? The woman behind you doesn't seem to think so."

"Astal, I've told you many times. I'm not interested in any woman except Stella..."

"Kyle. I quite like hearing that."

A woman with long black hair neatly tied back and short stature. Her clothes were covered in dirt and dust as if she'd just come up from the countryside.

Stella, Kyle's childhood friend and lover who had been exchanging letters with him through me for a year. She was standing right behind Kyle.

"Stella? How did you know to come here... Mmph."

Before the surprised Kyle could even ask how she knew, she grabbed his collar firmly and kissed him.

Hot breaths and saliva mixed and parted, and only then did Stella show a satisfied expression.

"...I missed you. So much."

"Me too, Stella."

Hero Kyle's eyes reddened slightly, and he was even shedding tears of joy.

"Thank you for protecting our immature Kyle all this time. Especially you, Astal, for delivering the letters."

"It's nothing, we're friends after all. Honestly, I wasn't too happy about this guy wanting to drink right away either."

After exchanging pleasantries with Kyle, Stella looked around and bowed politely to us. Unlike her cute handwriting and letter phrasing, her personality and behavior seemed quite straightforward.

"Right. If you just defeated the Demon King, shouldn't you go straight home? You exchanged so many letters."

I also thought it was strange that he didn't take care of Stella first and instead gathered with us like this.

Why would Kyle, who was usually more perceptive and easygoing than anyone, make such a choice?

"Actually, I was scared that after such a long time, her feelings might have cooled. It would be strange if your boyfriend showed up after a year, right?"

Kyle said, lowering his head slightly. Despite everything, it seemed his fear outweighed his longing after not meeting for so long.

"No, I'm so happy though? Being able to see your face, hear your voice, and be by your side like this."

But making such worries seem pointless, Stella wrapped her arms around Kyle's waist from beside him and hugged him intensely.

*This is a bit enviable. Astal is impotent and can't even express his love for me properly.*

Words and actions that didn't seem at all like a couple who hadn't met for a year. Watching this, Victoria was glancing at me.

"Just because only I can hear doesn't mean you can insult me in your thoughts like that."

"It's not wrong though, is it? I thought that as soon as the Demon King was defeated, you'd pounce on me like a starving beast and mark me as yours..."

"...Victoria, your language is too rough with strangers present."

"Whose fault is it that I had to pine for a year? You flirted with me first, made me confess, and then rejected me—that person is right in front of me."

"......"

I couldn't respond to Victoria's words and just emptied my glass. Thinking back, rejecting her feelings was indeed something that would be teasing material for life.

She was a precious person who saved my life stained with guilt, and now someone whose absence would leave too large a void.

"You really do whatever you want until the very end."

I fidgeted with a small box I'd been hiding in my robe for a long time.

Originally, I planned to give it to her in a place with better atmosphere or when visiting our parents.

"Yes, I always do what I want. That's probably why I fell in love with an unusual man like you, Astal."

*If I don't tease you like this, you wouldn't even pay attention. You're not interested in women anyway.*

I couldn't keep Victoria anxious any longer as she continued showing this playful attitude to express other emotions.

"Me too."

I knelt before Victoria and handed her the box I'd been hiding, saying embarrassing lines.

Was the emotion called love something that felt embarrassing to say in words and awkward to express through actions?

"? Could this be..."

Victoria looked at the box with a suddenly trembling voice, and I showed her the contents to match her gaze.

"Of course it won't be easy. We'll have to persuade the people of the Holy Kingdom... Everyone will think badly of a saintess becoming an outsider's wife."

A ring.

A diamond ring with colors representing Victoria's eyes and hair, purchased by scraping together all the money I'd saved.

"So, even though I'm lacking in many ways... I want to live my life together with you from now on. Will you marry me?"

Honestly, I was scared of being rejected.

Even though I could hear Victoria's inner thoughts, the pounding of my heart was so loud right now that I couldn't hear anything else.

Thump, thump, thump.

As my heart beat rapidly, my mouth went dry, and I waited for Victoria's answer.

"...Yes, of course!"

Victoria accepted my proposal with tears of joy, immediately slipping the ring onto her left ring finger with a smile.

***

A week passed like that.

After defeating the Demon King, we scattered to handle the backlog of tasks.

My and Victoria's parents, who had settled in an unknown countryside, contacted us, and today we were formally meeting both families.

Anima and Talion were setting a date to hold their wedding ceremony soon.

Kyle and Stella went back to their hometown to live a quiet life as lovers rather than as a Hero.

Oh, what about Hell?

Thanatos was teaching my familiar slime human language and culture, but apparently it kept transforming into Victoria's appearance because traces of when it was her remained.

Bellamora was watching this and giving various advice so my slime could win over Thanatos.

I heard through Lord that the me and Victoria who went to the past world line were enjoying their innocent first love as childhood friends.

...Anyway, the reason I was organizing the situation by reviewing my inner thoughts like this was—

"...Victoria, so why did you tie me up tightly on the bed? Our parents are in the next room."

"Shh."

Because I couldn't understand why Victoria had tied up my arms and legs and was now undressing me.

"You're afraid of the world's judgment, aren't you, Astal? Who would marry a saintess who devoted her body and soul to God?"

"Well, that's true...?"

"So I thought, if running away doesn't work, let's push harder instead. If I get pregnant and my belly swells, won't the world have to accept it?"

Victoria had changed into a devil costume she'd secretly prepared and was sitting astride my pelvis.

She stroked down my chest with gentle hands, making sucking sounds as she kissed my neck and face.

"Don't tell me, is that why my body felt strange ever since dinner..."

*Please make me a mother today for real♡ My perverted Astal who only knows me♡*

Instead of speaking directly, Victoria whispered lewd words in her inner thoughts, seducing me.
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Victoria's outfit right now was so lewd and explicit that calling her a Succubus Queen wouldn't be strange at all.

Heart-shaped stickers covered her genitals and nipples, with thin fabric only on her arms and legs—a peculiar outfit that left all the important parts completely exposed.

"You know what? The aphrodisiac I just fed you, Astal, is what we used for sexual torture on prisoners we captured before."

"Why would you give me something so dangerous..."

"Apparently, they'd feed this to male prisoners and sexually torment and torture them to make them spill information."

Victoria's dragon-like pupils gleamed. She stared at where my member was with a provocative gaze, like a beast about to devour its prey.

My cock was already fully erect and twitching upward. Knowing this, Victoria was deliberately rubbing her genitals to stimulate me.

Slightly wet, sticky, and slippery—Victoria's lower body kept teasing my member with only a thin cloth as the boundary between us.

"They say it keeps you erect all night and lets you ejaculate continuously. Perfect for impotent Astal who still hasn't mounted me, don't you think?"

"Couldn't we have done this slowly, step by step, without that? We just finished meeting the families today, so the wedding isn't far off."

"No. You don't know how much I've held back, do you? I wanted to pin down your firm, smooth body right away and make you mine—"

"Like this?"

I immediately undid the restraints Victoria had used to tie me to the bed, pulled her into a strong embrace, and pushed her down.

"Kyaa!"

It was the first time a high-pitched, girlish voice came from Victoria's mouth. She seemed quite startled by my sudden action.

*Thump, thump.*

Victoria's eyes were closer than ever, and our hot breaths met as if our bodies desired each other.

The sound of our pounding hearts felt like a signal that we no longer needed to maintain boundaries.

"...I've held back a lot too, Victoria."

I immediately used magic to remove my clothes, and now nearly naked like Victoria, I was pinning her down on the bed.

"Honestly, I wanted to confess that I like you right away... and share our love while telling you my true feelings."

Before having sex with Victoria, I wanted to get her permission one more time.

My body was under the influence of the aphrodisiac, so I thought I might hurt Victoria.

"Then just do it...? Today, don't worry about anything and just fuck me like a dog in heat."

"I'm worried I won't be able to control myself."

"...!"

Biting my lower lip and barely holding onto my reason, I moved my hips back and forth slightly, rubbing my cock against her genitals.

Just rubbing around where her love juices flowed through the cloth felt so good I thought I'd go crazy.

*—Even while asking permission, your body is honest. It's so lewd how you're desperately struggling because you want to insert your member right now...♡*

"Hehe, that part of you is really cute. Are you asking for consent first because you're worried about me?"

Victoria instead drew a fox-like smile at my serious expression, pulled my neck with both arms, and pressed our bodies even closer.

"Today you can do whatever you want until you break me. Dragon blood is sturdy anyway."

"Let's set a safe word instead. If you say that word, I'll force myself to stop..."

"We don't need that anymore, do we? Because you're the one who turned the world's most pure and faithful saintess into a woman who craves a man's cock like crazy."

"Victoria."

"I love you, Astal. I like you a little more than you like me. Is that answer enough?"

*Snap.*

At Victoria's permission, I felt my patience that I'd held until now break, but still, for her sake, I started with a kiss and began foreplay slowly.

"Mm... *slurp*... haah..."

Victoria deliberately made lewd sounds, sucking my tongue wetly and swirling it around.

"You've gotten... good at kissing... At first you really seemed like a virgin wizard... haah..."

"Someone taught me a lot."

I chuckled at Victoria's words and pushed my tongue deeper into her mouth.

Because of the restrictions the Heavenly God Lumina had created, we could only have contact like this, excluding intercourse.

I'd learned where Victoria reacted when touched and where her weak spots were by helping each other masturbate or relieve sexual desire.

"*Puhaah*... Kissing me until just before I suffocate is a bit unfair..."

Victoria seemed slightly breathless, exhaling hot breaths as she shared her thoughts on our kiss.

Had she gotten wet below just from kissing? The way she slightly crossed her legs to hide it felt even more arousing.

"You like that more though, don't you? You're closer to a perverted cow girl than a saintess."

"That's mean. That's not something Astal, who sucks my breasts like a baby every day, should say, is it?"

Victoria puffed her cheeks and lightly tapped my chest, expressing her feelings.

Wasn't the problem that lewd female body that changed constitution after dating me and really spurted milk like a cow?

"Who was it that time-traveled and completely destroyed my sexual preferences?"

I recalled the memory of meeting adult Victoria when I was young.

The fact that I came to like older women and big breasts was, if you think about it, her fault for seducing young me with her voluptuous body.

"Th-that's... hyut?!"

While Victoria hesitated to answer, I inserted my finger into her genitals with a feeling of slight revenge.

Hands that had already explored Victoria's precious place countless times. She was already familiar with it, twitching and tightening around my finger.

Lifting her hips slightly upward, hoping the body part giving sexual stimulation would go deeper—it didn't make sense that this saintess was a virgin.

"Now two fingers fit easily. At first even one was difficult."

Victoria's inside was already hot and wet as if ready to accept my member, trembling slightly while still feeling the afterglow of climax.

A pathetic pussy that came just from kissing. That was Victoria's innate talent.

"That's because you sexually tormented me whenever you had time...?! Hngh...?!"

"Really? Then you shouldn't have been caught masturbating while smelling my robe or underwear. You seemed to be struggling alone, so I just helped."

I deliberately exposed Victoria's shame while pushing my fingers deeper inside. This was my own consideration, knowing she might get hurt or feel pain without proper preparation.

"...You're the worst. Your fingers are just ticklish and don't feel good at all. Aah...♡"

*—I wish you'd speak more sadistically. I'm a saintess in heat wanting to get pregnant with your semen...♡*

Because Victoria's personality was twisted like this, I knew it was better to speak roughly when helping her masturbate or during foreplay.

Victoria's mouth was lying, but her hips were twitching slightly, moving her body to an angle that would better accept my fingers.

"Suck it. Like you usually do."

"Y-yes...♡"

I was slightly annoyed that Victoria was deliberately not speaking her true feelings. Looking at her gradually reddening skin and her nipples protruding and hardening, she was definitely aroused.

"*Slurp*, *suck*... haah... *lick*...♡"

Victoria was greedily sucking my cock, carefully coating it with saliva.

A sincere blowjob full of love. Tongue movements and sounds unbelievable for a saintess who hadn't been touched by a man's hands before leaving to defeat the Demon King.

"*Slurp*, *suck*, *gulp*..."

*—I hate being a saintess who vulgarly sucks a cock that's gotten hard thinking about impregnating me, with its veins throbbing...*

"I find it lovely instead."

"Mmm...♡"

Hearing my words, Victoria tightened her vaginal walls and climaxed again, closing her legs and expressing her joy through action.

"People would be shocked if they knew. That the saintess worshiped like a religion in the Holy Kingdom is happy sucking a man's cock."

"Because it's you... I'm sucking it..."

"Yeah, yeah. You really seem like a pervert, feeling it every time I say things like this, you know? Look, you're all wet down there."

"You're more of a pervert... hngh...?!"

"So I specially prepared this for our Victoria."

Saying that, I attached magical devices to both of Victoria's nipples. I'd actually somewhat noticed she'd fed me the aphrodisiac.

An eye for an eye, a tooth for a tooth.

"If we don't fix your inverted nipples, it might be difficult when breastfeeding later. I specially custom-ordered this. Plus, they say women go crazy from the stimulation when this is used on them?"

*Whirr*, the magical device stimulated Victoria's nipples with a sound. It also sucked up the breast milk coming from her chest and stored it in a connected container.

"What are you...?! Hngh, hyuk...!"

"Now you really look like a cow. Just like I imagined when I was young. How about it? If you get mounted on my cock like this, won't it be like breeding like a real beast?"

"Hyang, hyuk... haak...!"

*—A little more, speak a little more provocatively...♡ Because I want to monopolize your perverted side that no one else in the world knows...♡*

Honestly, I'd gotten used to this kind of act by now.

Victoria was a lewd person who got excited when I spoke roughly like this and showed her gentle sides.

"...You can do what we discussed beforehand, right? Now, spread your pussy yourself and beg to be fucked. Tell me to impregnate this lewd saintess."

I pulled my fingers out of Victoria's pussy, which had become sticky and wet with love juices, and began reciting the script she'd shown me beforehand.

"Wh-why should I? I'm the saintess who defeated the Demon King, a noble and pure person who follows the Heavenly God Lumina..."

"Then how about contraception so you don't get pregnant? I heard you can use mana to create a thin protective barrier."

"...That's different from what you promised!"

"So will you say it or not?"

"Ugh..."

Victoria thought for a moment, then covered her face with her hands as if too embarrassed to say it out loud.

My cock swollen to bursting from her foreplay. Since we'd often done it through the mouth, I wanted to save it this time.

"Please insert your magnificent huge cock into the lewd pussy of Victoria Everhart, a bitch in heat, and impregnate me thoroughly with your thickest semen...♡"

Victoria looked at my cock standing diagonally erect, then lowered her gaze again as she barely managed to answer.

She was spreading her pink labia with her own fingers, begging to be penetrated.

"Good girl."

I found that sight so cute and lovely that I blocked Victoria's mouth with my lips and started kissing her.

"Mm, *slurp*, *smooch*..."

Victoria's and my breaths intertwined and mixed, and I could feel our body temperatures gradually heating up.

Victoria's body was soft, and it was arousing how she blushed at each of my touches.

"The kiss... is too explicit... Astal... heuuk..."

"I thought this might help you relax. You really like kissing."

Deeper and more intense than usual, I was ravaging Victoria's mouth by inserting my tongue and tapping her palate.

She seemed distracted by the stimulation to her breasts and mouth, not noticing that I was slightly spreading her legs.

*—Good, good, so good...♡ I love you, Astal...♡ The kiss is making my head go stupid...♡*

Listening to Victoria's inner thoughts, I rubbed my member against her genitals and slowly attempted insertion.

Since we were both virgins, we only knew from hearsay to lift the hips with a pillow or that you had to insert it lower than expected.

"Hngh...?! Ah... hngh..."

But Victoria's virgin pussy was slippery and wriggling from all the foreplay,

So my large member entered all at once, and as proof, red blood stained the bed.

"Sorry, did it hurt?"

The pain of losing virginity.

I couldn't help but worry if I'd inserted too roughly.

No matter what, it was Victoria's first time. Mine too.

"No... I'm actually happy? Hehe, because now I've truly become your woman."

But making my worries seem pointless, Victoria was smiling with the happiest expression I'd ever seen.

Happiness. Joy. The moment when love that couldn't be expressed in any words bore fruit.

"Don't worry about me and thrust as much as you want to satisfy your lust. Dragon half-bloods have sturdy bodies unlike humans...♡"

I found Victoria so lovely as she grabbed my neck with both arms and pulled me into a tight embrace.

"Are you really okay?"

"I'm fine. Rather, if you don't completely satisfy your lust, you might turn your eyes to another woman... oh, oooh...?!♡"

"There's no way I would."

I then let go of the string of reason for a moment and thrust my hips forward enough to completely eliminate Victoria's worries, inserting my cock fully.

The winding, slippery vaginal folds wrapped around my cock, tightening as if trying to squeeze out my semen.

"Hyang, hyuk... Wait, just a moment...! Ogok, ohoook, haaang...♡"

*Squelch, squish. Slap, slap.*

Lewd sounds of flesh mixing, wet sounds, and the intense sound of air bursting as my cock pistoned hard into Victoria's pussy.

*—At this rate my pussy will break...♡ It'll completely change to the shape of Astal's cock only, and I'll never be able to go back...♡*

She was definitely a virgin just moments ago. But somehow Victoria's pussy was accepting my huge cock with her lower belly slightly bulging.

*—I love cock, love it, love it...♡*

Her inner thoughts were also gradually losing human language, changing from sentences to simple words as she savored the pleasure of intercourse.

"Victoria. How does it feel to have your milk squeezed while mating? Should I call you a real beast now? Mm, that seems too harsh..."

"Heeek, *slurp*, haak... K-kiss me...♡ You don't need to act like that anymore...♡"

Victoria was using even her hands to spread her legs as wide as possible to accept my cock as deep as possible,

And using both arms to push her breasts together, even caring about how they bounced.

Victoria apparently had some complex about her breasts being larger and more violent than others,

And they were even slightly oval-shaped with inverted nipples. When lying down, they naturally spread due to their size and weight.

"Yeah, I love everything about you from one to ten, Victoria."

But I found even that aspect lovely.

Her face already drooling, eyes rolled back—she seemed to have become a lewd saintess crazed by pleasure, shaking her own hips.

Because she was trying her best to show her prettiest side to the man she loved.

"...First I'll ejaculate in your deepest place as you wished. If you get pregnant, I'll really take responsibility, so don't worry too much."

After confirming Victoria nodded and gave permission, I kissed her and shook my hips faster.

"Cum inside. Definitely inside this time... ah, aah... my pussy's cumming... cumming...♡"

The creaking noise of the bed, the air in the room hotter than ever, and Victoria's moans and excited voice.

"My pussy's cumming. Victoria's lewd pussy is cumming. I love Astal's cock, your cock keeps hitting my weak spots... hngh, heuuk...!!"

I don't remember well after that.

Having already crossed the line as lovers and let go of the string of reason, Victoria and I spent time mixing our bodies like beasts who only knew mating.

***

"This position is too embarrassing..."

"So you don't like it? Because you'll be helpless and whimpering while impaled on my cock?"

"..."

I was holding Victoria's legs up, with my cock twitching to enter her pussy in a position where she couldn't resist at all.

"Ahyuk, ang, aang, stop, stop it. This goes in too deep...♡"

"Your inner thoughts don't seem to agree though? Your upper mouth is still lying... I'll have to make you bite down on my cock more, Victoria."

"Ahyuk..., hyuk..., haah... I'm cumming. I'm cumming. My head is going white... Huk, wait, put me down... At this rate I'll...?! Haaang...?!♡"

The position commonly called "standing carry." Victoria was lifted up like a masturbation device, in a situation where only my cock was thrusting into her, and I ejaculated.

***

"Now it's my turn to counterattack, Astal...♡"

Victoria sat on top of me like when she first seduced me, bouncing and rubbing her hips to insert my cock into her pussy.

"Do as you like. I think I was too rough earlier."

"Just rubbing makes the weak spots feel so good... So this big, hard member went in and out of my body..."

Victoria wasn't actually inserting it, just using my cock like a toy to rub against her clitoris and masturbate.

Just as I wondered if she was scared because of the size, or afraid of becoming a pervert from cumming too much—

*—I think I like being forcibly mounted by you more... Astal. I felt it incredibly earlier...♡*

Victoria's inner thoughts reached me again, and I grabbed her hips and lifted her up.

"Ah, feels good, Astal's cock is hard and lewd, hngh...?!"

*Squelch, squish.*

I thrust down again, inserting my cock into Victoria's pussy, and she arched her back, instinctively taking the receiving position.

"Can I just call you a breeding female cow now? Who taught you to arch your back right away?"

"Y-you did. My husband...♡"

*Twitch.*

Victoria trembled as if feeling the afterglow of climax,

"Heu... haaah..."

Yet still seeking more pleasure, she moved her hips back and forth, pushing the cock deeper inside.

"Good, then you can do well on your own now, right? You said earlier you could make me finish first."

I gently stroked Victoria's head and cheeks, savoring the sight of her shaking her hips lewdly, wanting my semen.

"Yes, yesh. I can do this much... ohooh...♡ Hyang...♡"

Victoria's lower abdomen with the cock still inside through slightly shifted panties.

She thrust her hips down several times to insert my cock, but quickly felt it and stuck out her tongue, reaching climax.

"What a pathetic pussy. What would've happened if you'd fallen for another man? Seems like you would've whimpered on his cock saying you don't know someone like me."

"I-I feel this good because it's you! A-and where else is there someone as hung as you...!"

"...Ah, that's hot. Turn around. I'll grab your arms and keep fucking you with the cock you love."

I found Victoria so cute and lovely desperately shaking her hips that I spoke roughly to her, preparing for the final act.

"N-no! A man like you's cock doesn't feel good at all... not... hyuk..."

*—It feels incredibly good. Thrust harder and deeper...♡*

After making Victoria get on all fours in a humiliating position, I lightly spanked her butt while continuing to thrust and ejaculate.

"I am Saintess Victoria Everhart. I cannot succumb to this level of pleasure..., ugok, heeek...♡"

*—Sex feels good. I love Astal. I love you. I love you...♡*

While sucking Victoria's breasts like a baby, I mixed bodies with her while standing, carving my mark into her again.

"I'll succumb...♡ I'll become your lewd saintess only...♡ So please fill Victoria's womb with thick, strong sperm, cum inside me♡♡♡"

*—I love you. So please impregnate me so people can't say anything about you. I don't want to feel anxious anymore...*

Victoria seemed to hide her inner thoughts until the end, acting out the situation she wanted, but—

"...I love you. So, so much."

*—I love you, Astal. So much.*

In the end, she shed a few tears of joy at being connected with me, revealing her true feelings.

"I love you too, Victoria."

To prove it wasn't just words, I confessed while giving Victoria the thickest, longest-lasting ejaculation I'd ever done.

*Spurt, spurrrrt.*

"Heu, haah... hah... You came so much. My lower belly is hot and something's sloshing..."

Thick, cloudy white fluid flowing from Victoria's split genitals. An amount of love unbelievable to have come from one person's body had entered hers.

"...Now you'll really take responsibility not as a contract relationship but as the baby's father. That's clearly enough semen to get pregnant, isn't it?"

"Yeah. I'll take full responsibility."

"I'm counting on you from now on, baby daddy."

*Smooch.*

Victoria left a short kiss on my cock and was sucking and cleaning it to the end.

"Ah, it's getting hard again here? I didn't expect this..."

"Isn't it because you're too lewd, Victoria? This time... I don't think I need to hear your inner thoughts. Will you tell me your true feelings?"

Seeing Victoria like that, my stamina returned to normal again.

"You already know without me saying it, don't you? That I love and adore you very much."

Hearing inner thoughts had become such a small joke between us that we'd become that close.

"Yeah, because I love you just as much."

The contract relationship that started with hearing the saintess's inner thoughts ended like that, confirming her sincerity through her own mouth.

***

"Mom! How did you and Dad meet? You used to be the saintess and wizard of the Hero's Party!"

"...Oh my, our youngest. Are you curious about that?"

"Yes! I'm curious how I have 10 older siblings! Mom and Dad always bicker and joke around with each other!"

"That's how Mom and Dad show love to each other. We're so affectionate we don't need to speak our inner thoughts."

It was quite some time later that Victoria, having given birth to 11 children, was recognized not only by the Holy Kingdom but by people worldwide as the wife of Blue Tower Master Astal.

"I don't believe it! Mom always calls Dad impotent or teases him about rejecting her confession before!"

"Hehe, then wait a little. Mom and Dad will show you proof that we still love each other."

Of course, no one in the world knew that I had to fight a mandatory defensive battle every day to overcome Victoria's possessiveness.

Occasionally Kyle and other colleagues who got married somewhat noticed, asking why half my face was gone.

"Honey, I think my underwear size doesn't fit... Can you check for me tonight?"

Even after giving birth to 11 children, Victoria's obsession and love hadn't cooled at all.

"...Wasn't it 2 years ago you changed to J-cup?"

"I think it's gotten one size bigger. After we put everyone to bed, you know? I'll be waiting in our usual bedroom."

"..."

Thank you, Kyle. Without the dragon aphrodisiac you sent, I would've died from excessive sex long ago.

"Oh, and of course contraception is forbidden today too. The Heavenly God Lumina prohibited intercourse not premised on having children."

"Can't you let it slide just once? If I ask in the name of the wizard who defeated the Demon King, me, Blue Tower Master Astal Kaisaros—"

"No. Today I specially prepared a maid outfit and bunny girl costume for my dear husband. Just wash up obediently and wait."

Thus, the ability to hear the saintess's inner thoughts might require paying quite a dangerous price.

—[Hearing the Saintess's Inner Thoughts (Complete)]

Ch.BONUS - Side Story - (For All-Ages) Untold Tales (FIN)
* * *

"Mom! How did you and Dad meet? You used to be the Saintess and Wizard of the Hero's Party, right?"

"...Oh my, our youngest. Are you curious about that?"

"Yes! I'm curious how I ended up with 10 older brothers and sisters! You and Dad are always bickering and teasing each other!"

"That's just how Mom and Dad show our love for each other. We're so close that we don't even need to say what's in our hearts."

It was quite some time later that Victoria, after giving birth to as many as 11 children, was recognized by the Holy Kingdom and people around the world as the wife of Master of the Blue Tower Astal.

"I can't believe it! Mom always calls Dad a eunuch or teases him about rejecting his confession before!"

"Hehe, then just wait a little. I'll show you proof that Mom and Dad still love each other."

Of course, no one in the world knows that I have to fight a mandatory defensive battle every day to overcome Victoria's possessiveness.

Occasionally, Kyle and other colleagues who got married would notice something when they asked why half my face looked the way it did.

"Honey, I think my underwear size doesn't fit anymore... Could you check for me tonight?"

Even after giving birth to 11 children, Victoria's obsession and love hadn't cooled in the slightest.

"...Wasn't it 2 years ago that you changed to J-cup?"

"I think it's gotten one size bigger. You know what to do after everyone's asleep, right? I'll be waiting in our usual bedroom."

"......"

Thank you, Kyle. If it weren't for the dragon stamina medicine you sent, I would have died from exhaustion long ago.

"Oh, and of course contraception is forbidden today too. The Heavenly God Lumina has prohibited sexual intercourse that isn't for the purpose of having children."

"Couldn't she let it slide just once? If I ask in the name of the wizard who defeated the Demon King, me, Master of the Blue Tower Astal Kaisaros—"

"No. Today I specially prepared a maid outfit and bunny girl costume for you, honey. Just wash up obediently and wait."

And so, the ability to hear the Saintess's inner thoughts may come with quite a dangerous price to pay.

─ [I Can Hear the Saintess's Inner Thoughts (The End)]

Ch.BONUS - I Am Currently Serializing A New Pure Romance Work On Challenge!
It's a pure love streamer virtual marriage novel called <I Filmed a Virtual Marriage with a Hako VTuber>,

The protagonist Kim Baek-hyeon, who was an editor and aspiring pro gamer,

The main content is about him getting closer to Yuja-cha (real name: Im Yu-jeong), a VTuber with the attributes of being a 30-year-old third-generation chaebol, a loner, a shut-in, gloomy, busty, an otaku, socially anxious, and having androphobia, while doing virtual marriage content together!

Honestly, I think the first chapter has a high barrier to entry,

But if you can get past that part, I think it's plenty delicious!

※Lots of pretty AI illustrations<<Important
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